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	This book is dedicated to my family. 

	They have been beside me offering silent support since I commenced writing and that is appreciated.

	 

	 


Chapter One

	The man comes to Belle through a mist, the light from his car’s headlights forming a halo around his body. Each smoothly executed step brings him closer, but the light still blinds her to his physical appearance. An aura of confidence and comfort surrounds him; towering well over six feet in height, he gives off the impression of a god. 

	When he comes to a halt where she stands waiting, his hands reach out. He smooths down her hair, then takes hold of her hand. The circles his fingers make around her palm set off tingles all over her body. Gradually, he moves up her arms, leaving goosebumps all the way, then sliding one hand to work behind her neck and pull her up against his chest. 

	He enfolds her gently with the left arm while his other hand draws delicate circles on her neck, his touch setting off explosions in her veins. Her heart is beating as if it wants to escape her chest wall. 

	Then he places his mouth as gently as a butterfly on her trembling lips, and she goes up in flames. She returns his kiss with matching passion. Her mind shuts down, and her responses create an entity of their own. For the first time in her life, she is part of it, sinking into desire. It is so long since she felt any real reaction to a man; she begins to shake. 

	The trembling spreads to legs that can no longer hold her up. She feels herself falling, reaches out to grab hold of something, anything, it doesn’t matter what. The man kissing her being the most likely thing, the only thing, but as she clutches at him she feels herself fall over into space.

	 

	As soon as Belle touched something substantial, her eyes opened, and she looked around the room as it came into view. It was all a dream. Dreams, at least during the night, weren’t a regular occurrence for her, and this one had felt so real she could almost taste the man’s unique essence. The desire she had felt for this phantom male who visited while she slept was a surprise. The throbbing throughout her body was very real, but there wasn’t anyone else in sight. Belle had never experienced erotic dreams and didn’t understand why she was having them now. 

	Just as she was about to close her eyes and go back to sleep, her alarm sounded. It was time to get ready for her night shift at the hospital. Just as well she had woken up. If she didn’t hurry, she would be late relieving the day staff. 

	A trip to the shower followed by the flinging on of work clothes, and she was ready. She lived in the nurses’ quarters next to the hospital and only had time to eat a piece of fruit before racing out the side door and across the courtyard. 

	Whenever she was in her role as Senior Registered Nurse in the paediatric ward, she was happy. A glance around the corridor as she entered the nurses’ station, the walls painted with cartoon characters, always put a quiet smile on her lips. The Simpsons were the current favourite with visiting children, and thanks to vigilant cleaners, any finger marks were gone. Each small ward, holding two patients, had a theme. Wards reserved for the nine- to twelve-year-olds were always the hardest to keep up to date with the latest trends and were now covered with Transformer and Avenger characters. These had huge appeal for both boys and girls, and the hospital had maintained the theme for several years. For the early teens, posters of Harry Potter, Avatar and the Twilight characters decorated the rooms. 

	Tonight’s handover caused her some distress; Jamie, a young patient with leukaemia, wasn’t expected to make it through the night. As he hadn’t been responding to treatment for several weeks now, it was not a surprise. He had only returned from Perth two days before after undergoing extensive tests to try and see if there was a way to trigger his body to fight again. His leukemia had been in remission for eighteen months before he went into regression and again started treatment, but this time it wasn’t working. 

	She began her rounds the same as usual: starting with the short-term patients, allowing her to put the new intake group at ease if they were still awake, and spend quality time with the more severely ill patients at the end of the round. 

	“Hi, Isabelle. I’m going home tomorrow, my mum’s picking me up.” Daniel had come in to have his dressing changed on a lacerated leg that he hadn’t kept clean because of his fondness for climbing up things.

	“That’s good news, Daniel.” Isabelle smiled as she straightened his bed and checked that no medication was required. He was a regular visitor because his mother was in a wheelchair, and it was a way of ensuring she received respite. Daniel was forever injuring himself, and although she was capable of attending to her son’s needs when he was healthy, it caused her some difficulty if he was ill or injured. 

	“How are we tonight, Thomas?” Belle continued on to the next bed in the ward. “I see you came in because your nose keeps bleeding; the doctor just wants to do some tests to make sure you’re okay.”

	“Yeah, it takes a day to get here, and then Mum wants to do the shopping and all sorts, and it’s easier if I’m here while she does what she needs to do. I will probably get out tomorrow morning; they have taken six tubes of blood, made me pee in a jar, and done a swab of my mouth. Surely that’s enough tests.”

	“Well, we’ll see what happens in the morning. Where is your mother staying tonight? Is she going to stay at the hospital?”

	“She’ll be staying with Aunt Helen. When Mum comes to town, we usually stay overnight anyway because she says it is too tiring to travel straight back again. Next year, I’ll be in high school and will have to stay at Aunt Helen’s and go to school here or go to boarding school.”

	“That should be exciting, then, for you to be away and go home during the school holidays. Or will you go home on weekends if you are at your aunt’s?” Isabelle started to pack up the blood pressure equipment as she spoke.

	“Weekends I want to go home, but it will depend on the time of the year and how busy the farm is. When we’re shearing, it’s hard for anyone to get away; it takes a week to get the sheep in and another to return them to the paddocks. Even the rotation of stock takes a while when you have 10,000 sheep to deal with. When we are cropping it’s the same, but we mostly take the crops off in December after the school holidays have started.”

	“You certainly seem to know the routines of the farm and what is happening and likely to cause problems. Are there any slow times on a farm? So that you can all take a holiday together?”

	“We went to America last year in August; my uncle came over every weekend to check that things were okay and the neighbours looked after the dogs. It was great; we went to Disneyland and saw a lot of landmarks like the Statue of Liberty, and stayed with relatives as well. It would have been very expensive to take the whole family; my brother and sister are older and had to pay their own way.” Thomas wriggled to get comfortable and lay in a new position.

	“Well, you were very lucky then. All the observations on your chart suggest that you’re in good health at this very minute, so don’t go banging your nose or you might have to stay another night.” 

	“I’ll be careful; I want to go home and work with the dogs. I want to enter Drowsy in the sheep herding event at the next Wagin ‘Woolorama’.”

	“That’s a good goal to have, and I’ll be watching to see if Drowsy is any good.” Isabelle enjoyed watching the sheep dog trials each year.

	“Oh, she’s really good; she makes out that she’s not interested in what’s going on around her or has fallen asleep, and then just takes off and gets the job done.”

	“Ah, so that’s the reason for her name,” Belle smiled.

	“Yep, and she’s special with it.”

	“Good night boys. Sleep well and God bless.”

	“Goodnight, Isabelle.”

	Isabelle noted that Thomas’ eyes were getting rather bruised looking, as if he hadn’t had any sleep for a while. It was also clear as she closed the door silently that he was already heading to the Land of Nod. Even though he’d said he felt good, she’d noticed him wince as he went to ease onto his side; perhaps he had some minor pain in his legs or back. She duly noted these things so that the next duty nurse could report them to the doctor if Isabelle had gone off duty before the next doctor’s rounds.

	She continued her rounds; most of the children were asleep, as expected. She checked to make sure they were comfortable and put their notes in the holders beside the doors to their rooms. In total, she had six small patients to look after. 

	Across the corridor was the Palliative Care Unit. When Belle went for her dinner break, the nurse in palliative care would listen for any bells or cries from the paediatric ward, and she, in turn, would do the same for the other nurse when she took her meal break.

	Before returning to her desk to write up notes in the handover book, she went into the private ward occupied by Jamie. As she entered the room, she noted his breathing sounded harsher than normal and his skin was very pale. He often had trouble sleeping at night, so it was not unusual for him to look exhausted, particularly with his face swollen as a combined result of treatment and disease.

	Isabelle had become very attached to this patient; he never complained and always had a smile on his face. The radiation and chemotherapy treatments themselves were administered at the Children’s Hospital, and then Jamie was transported to Zamiarup for aftercare and so that he could return to his home environment. The hardest part of the treatment was keeping the child isolated from others when their immune system was at its lowest.

	She noted he had received his maximum dosage and had appeared to be doing well, but recently had been very ill, with his body unable to fight back. The slightest cold or stomach bug could make him ill for weeks, and even then his energy levels, when he had come through, were incredibly low.

	As she sat beside the bed, Jamie looked across at her and smiled that wonderful smile that made you want to cry for all he had faced. 

	“Hi Belle, I’ve been waiting for you. I didn’t want to go to sleep without speaking to you first.”

	“Hey, what are you talking about? I was looking forward to a game of Monopoly with you tonight! If you can’t sleep, we can get the board out, and I will do my best to beat you for a change.”

	“Don’t cry for me, Belle,” her young patient panted. “It’s quite exciting; where I’m going now I won’t feel any more pain. My great-grandparents are waiting for me. I just wanted to say goodbye and thank you. You’re always here when I wake during the night. I didn’t want Mum to remember me in my last few minutes. I want her to remember me healthy and running everywhere. Tell her I’ll miss her; I’ll see her when it's her turn. None of what happened is her fault. I’ll love her always. Her boyfriend Jared will bring her happiness. He comes and sits by my bed talking about how he feels about her. He is here when she is too sad to sit beside me without crying, and I pretend to be asleep. I don’t want her to regret the last few years; she’ll always have me in her heart. And when Katie arrives, she’ll have more excitement. Katie is the baby sister I always wanted. Mum and Jared don’t know she’s having a baby yet I’ll watch over Katie for her. Can you tell her it’s okay for her to have a new life?” On these last gasped words, his life drained away.

	Belle sat crying quietly for several minutes, allowing her grief an outlet before getting up to notify the doctor and setting formal procedures in motion. For the next hour, she was kept busy with paperwork. Jamie’s mother, Candy, had sped over when they called, just as she always had. A mother who had to accept that her child had left the known world before her; something Isabelle constantly heard was gruelling for parents. Candy wanted reassurance he hadn’t been in pain at the end and that he was at peace. She was surprised that he would leave her a message of love at such a time; she had hoped he wouldn’t realise that he was dying. 

	She hadn’t told Jamie or anyone else that she was seeing Jared; he had been part of the local leukaemia support group and had been there for her on the worst days. Things had progressed naturally into a relationship after her husband had left her, saying he couldn’t cope with the strain of having a sick son. Candy had heard only a few weeks ago that he had remarried and his new wife was pregnant; this was hard to endure when their own union had only produced Jamie despite their efforts to have other children. 

	Jared had lost a daughter ten years before to the same disease. He now worked voluntarily with those facing the same emotional stress.

	Candy found herself telling Belle all about him, about his support and how he’d helped her accept that Jamie wasn’t going to make it. Jared had also shown her that life wouldn't end with the death of her son, but maybe take a new direction. Jamie had been first in her life for so long, she knew that she would be listening for him waking in the mornings crying when he wasn’t there. Living in a rural area had been a blessing to keep Jamie distracted, as there were always things happening in the paddock next door. But it had also made it harder because others who were experiencing the same thing weren’t close by.

	It always hit Belle hard when one of her patients died, but she’d learned early in her career to attend counselling regularly so that she could cope. She had barely finished dealing with everything associated with Jamie’s death when Nicole the night nurse in palliative care called to say Mrs Torrens was asking for her. After ensuring that Nicole was able to monitor her ward while she was gone, Belle quickly made her way to palliative care.

	In this area of the hospital, there was a private room for each patient, and just three wards. Each room had a normal hospital bed with electronic monitors and a view of the garden. There was a sliding door into a small, paved area for family members to use, and a pullout sofa bed in each room so that if they wanted to sleep over, they could. The walls were painted in soft pastels. The artwork was of undulating grazing lands, flocks of sheep in the distance, and cattle ambling sedately through paddocks, all to create a feeling of calm at a time when most people needed serenity.

	Belle sat beside Mrs Torrens as she talked about her grandchildren and how they were all very important to her. She said the eldest was most like her deceased husband. Now and then, Belle leaned forward to adjust the oxygen mask on Mrs Torrens’s face; the old lady refused to leave it on because then Belle had trouble understanding her speech.

	“Belle, I’m leaving this world tonight, and I just wanted you to know that you have been a great comfort to me in recent months,” Mrs Torrens said. “If only my grandson had met someone like you, someone with great compassion and understanding instead of the woman he married, so immersed in her career.”

	“I’m flattered that you feel that way. However, I think you’re seeing something that isn’t in me. Why don’t you try to get some sleep now? I need to slip back to paediatrics and check on my patients.”

	“Hold my hand for a moment longer. My Henry is waiting for me with our eldest child Harold, ready to give me a welcoming hug. In the future, you will meet your dream lover, have children, and live a long and happy life together with all the ups and downs that life has to offer.” 

	Belle held Mrs Torrens’s hand in hers, feeling the roughness of her palms and the arthritic bumps in her fingers, and wondered when it was that her grandchildren had last visited. The woman she had met several weeks ago had only seemed worried about what her grandmother was going to leave her: would it be the big diamond solitaire ring, or the small emerald one? She’d overheard Mrs Torrens’s grandson asking if he would receive enough money from her estate to be able to purchase a new tractor for the farm this year, as his current one was four years old. All this had added up to a very negative image of Mrs Torrens’s family, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to look them in the face on their next visit.

	Then Belle realised that the hand she was holding had gone limp and reached for the pulse. No response, she already knew that Mrs Torrens had a ‘DO NOT RESUSCITATE’ order, so she quietly turned to get the duty nurse who had called her in, only to find Nicole standing in the doorway watching her, tears at the corners of her eyes.

	“You go back to your ward; I was here when she went. If I need you I know where to find you. You’ve already done your share of paperwork tonight and dealt with enough officialdom; I’ll contact everyone.” 

	Though Belle had an understanding of how short life was, she considered how, in one short night, she had heard the last words of two different people. Jamie, a young boy who had barely been in the world long enough to make a mark, and Mrs Torrens, whose life had been long, full and mostly happy. 

	Despite the deaths, Belle loved nursing and was extremely pleased to have chosen to work in the hospital at Zamiarup. She had friends here now after four years of living in the town, and was often called on to discuss the best way to deal with difficult patients. 

	Her study at Edith Cowan University had prepared her well for the practical environment of a hospital, and the fact that she had no family meant that she was prepared to travel to where she was needed most. At the large hospitals in the city, she had found the distinction between doctors and nurses was greater, with the doctors giving orders and the nurses being expected to jump. As a mere nurse, she had to carry out her duties and not offer any opinion on the patients. 

	Here at the country hospital, the local doctors were friendlier and less formal, and would invite ideas on the treatment required. They were also prepared to discuss the diagnosis with nurses, rather than just the care of the patient. Not only did they expect nurses to note any observations as usual, but also to pass on additional information – was the patient alert on waking and did the patient interact with staff and other ward members? 

	They were also far more interested in the welfare of their clients and the situation that they would face once discharged from the hospital. That was obvious from the way the hospital was set out, with lots of open gardens surrounding it. The local community was aware that if they didn’t make use of the facilities supplied, and ensure that maintenance was carried out to an appropriate standard, government funding would be withdrawn.

	Each year, the three towns that relied on these facilities conducted a major event to raise funds for the hospital. The funds also went towards keeping the local airport to a standard that allowed the Flying Doctor Service easy access. The small airport was only two kilometres from the hospital, and it had to be as expertly and efficiently looked after as the medical facility was.

	Silent tears ran down Isabelle’s cheeks as she walked with her friend Nicole out of the small community hospital after her shift. It wasn’t unusual for her to react like this, whereas others were more adept at keeping their emotions under control.

	“Jamie, the little boy we lost tonight, might’ve been alive today if we had either a paediatric doctor or paediatric oncologist,” Isabelle said. “We need someone who knows enough about children and their illnesses to identify problems earlier. With a population this size, we need a few extra professionals. Why wouldn’t a doctor want to come and work here? So what if they don’t make a million dollars a year. That’s not what’s important.” She gave a sniffle as she stopped talking. 

	Her voice thick with tears, Isabelle realised she was on her soapbox again, but she couldn’t suppress her anger and above all, her sadness. She folded her arms and hugged herself tightly to try and hold in the pain. Ever since taking up her position as Senior Registered Nurse at the Zamiarup Hospital, she had approached the medical board of the hospital, the Regional and the Medical Association all without any luck. Zamiarup might only have 8,000 people, but there were also two other local towns – Amiarup and Twellup – with a combined population of 15,000. About a third of the inhabitants of these towns were children. However, her pleas kept falling on deaf ears.

	“For each child who dies, I feel devastated. That’s one more child who doesn’t get to finish school, or experience the highs and lows of being a teenager or an adult. They miss out on the love of their parents, and the opportunity to find love or have children or to grow old with their families. And their families lose their baby.” Isabelle swiped at the tears running down her checks, her heart aching.

	“Belle, why do you always act as if you have something to do with the child not making it through their illness? We all get upset when a patient dies, adult or child. But you always seem to feel it as if it were one of your own loved ones. You need to become more detached somehow. Otherwise, you won’t be able to handle the stress of this job.”

	“Nicole, it’s not that I’m unaware of the added stress I place on myself in these circumstances. After all, part of the reason I moved here was because I worked in the children’s intensive care ward in the city hospital. These kids deserve a life like we’ve had, and all the experiences we’ve encountered along the way. You know I always fall in love with the children, and I hate to lose a patient no matter what age they are. I was with Mrs Torrens tonight too, and said farewell to her. She had so many stories to share and took part in so much that we regard as history.”

	“Yes! I know Belle, she’s related to half the population of the surrounding area; it will be a large funeral.” 

	“Her grandchildren appeared to be unfeeling, but I’m sure they’re just confused,” Isabelle said as she scrabbled around in her bag for her car keys. “I guess I’m just feeling a little down after working all night and trying my best to save Jamie. You know I love my job! When you love your job, it is always a bonus to work with special people like the children or the oldies. They’re such a delight. After four years at this hospital, I’m aware they call me in when children are admitted, to calm them down.”

	“Well, why wouldn’t they call you? You have the magic touch when it comes to calming a distressed child, Belle.” Nicole smiled at her and reached across to pat her gently on the shoulder.

	They both headed in the direction of the car park. Isabelle’s movements were a bit sluggish and she stifled a yawn. She needed to get into bed and sleep the day away, but first, she had a few things to do. It was at times like this when she pushed herself too much that her rheumatoid arthritis was at its worst. She glanced at Nicole and smiled tiredly. In complete contrast, Nicole looked fresh, her long blonde hair had a healthy sheen, and her pretty face glowed at this hour of the morning.

	The throaty roar of an engine disrupted the quiet of the hospital grounds. A motorcycle rumbled to a halt. Belle’s instinct had been to block her ears. Why did noise seem to assault her senses after a night shift?

	The noise didn’t seem to bother Nicole; she had become preoccupied. “Will you look at that. Isn’t he just gorgeous? He has a body to answer every woman’s fantasies – and all that hair. As for the motorcycle, have you ever seen such a great looking bike?” A man clad in black, well-used leathers that clung to his muscular body, his face partly hidden by a bushy brown beard, stepped down from one of the biggest bikes Isabelle had ever seen. He looked like a member of one of those motorcycle gangs she had seen on the news. No wonder Nicole was staring. 

	“How can you be impressed? His face covered with all that hair.” She suppressed a shiver. He was very tall, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. These alone made her look away; men his size could not be trusted. She’d spent too many years working in the emergency rooms. She always noted the ones who arrived early in the morning to carry in their female partner or a small child. With a quick, anger-driven swing they’d done damage to the ones they declared they loved because they didn’t consider first who it was they were hitting out at. Guys of his size were unaware of their strength and didn’t know how to deal with the more fragile in their lives.

	“Nicole, you know from experience that you’re attracted to the bad boys. This guy could be perfectly harmless, and that would immediately make you lose interest in him.”

	“But what a wonderful looking guy to test and see if he bores me. Who cares, Belle? He looks magnificent. Will you look at those shoulders, and I’m sure he needs a six-pack to be able to handle that mean motorcycle between his legs.”

	Belle walked on without looking back and Nicole chased after her. Behind them came a thump of heavy footsteps, along with a musky essence that overpowered the hospital smell. Nicole spun around quickly just as the man with the beard spoke.

	“Excuse me, ladies! Can you tell me where to find Ian?” The voice sent tingles up and down Belle’s spine. It had a huskiness that she associated with being hot and sweaty in the bedroom.

	Nicole smiled with a deliberate invitation in her breathless voice, making it seem full of promise as she spoke. “I don’t know which Ian you mean, but can we help. Hi! I’m Nicole Williams, and this is Belle. Would you mean Dr Ian Thompson, by any chance?”

	“That’s who I asked for, isn’t it?” His tone now was more one of annoyance than interest. He didn’t react to the smile Nicole had directed at him. He seemed to dismiss Nicole in a glance and moved on to Isabelle. Then he smiled, revealing perfect white teeth as he slowly took her in. Isabelle considered what it was that he could see, and knew she looked a mess: tear-streaked face, grubby creased clothes, a lack of energy that meant stumbling feet. Her cheeks and nose were shiny without makeup, and she was probably red-faced in her embarrassment. 

	Belle knew her plain features could be very expressive, but right now her hair was a mess, with dark wisps escaping from the bun at the nape of her neck. In her opinion, even though her curves were in all the right places, they were too big; she tended towards overweight. Her eyes, a dark jade-green and full of mystery, were her only redeeming feature. 

	She lifted her face to his and found a pair of laughing blue eyes surrounded by hair and more hair. His hair reached below his collar and covered his neck. As for
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