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A BABY OF THEIR OWN


GILL SANDERSON


Junior Registrar Dr Carly Sinclair was shocked when Alexander Braikovitch, a large Russian-speaking man, marched uninvited into her Delivery Room and spoke soothingly to the terrified mother-to-be. It took a few minute to discover that he was a doctor and only wanted to help. Carly’s second shock came when she realised how powerful was the instant attraction between them.


Carly didn’t want to get involved. She learned of the tragedy in Alex’s life, of the hardships of his work. Then she decided she wanted this man as a partner - and together they could have the baby that both of them wished for.




CHAPTER ONE


The man strode into the Delivery Room, nodded briefly at Carly and at Nancy Roberts, the midwife, and went straight to their near-exhausted patient, placing a hand on her forehead. His voice was deep as he bent over the woman and whispered, ‘Kakpozhivaesh?’


It made no sense to Carly but it obviously meant something to their patient. For the first time she managed to smile. She grabbed the man’s hand and replied with a torrent of words that still made no sense to either Carly or Nancy. But the man understood. He nodded and whispered back a few words in the same soothing tone.


‘Are you the husband of this woman? There are a few questions we’d like to ask you.’ Nancy’s voice was cold. She was the midwife, this was her Delivery Room. Strangers did not just walk into it unannounced.


The man straightened, looked at Carly and Nancy with flashing dark eyes. ‘I am not this woman’s husband; I have never seen her before. I heard a cry for help and I came to answer it.’


Carly sighed to herself. She saw Nancy was not very pleased with this answer. This could turn into a full-scale row — which was the last thing that was needed in a Delivery Room with a lonely mum-to-be who spoke no English. So it was up to Carly to smooth things over. All part of a junior registrar’s job.


‘We’re having a bit of trouble here,’ she said to the man, ‘and we’d appreciate any help you can give. This lady is an emergency patient. Apparently she started labour early while she was on the InterCity train; the crew called ahead for an ambulance and she was brought straight here. But we don’t know who she is or anything about her medical history. And all we can get out of her is that her name is Katya. We don’t even know what language she is speaking.’


‘She is speaking Russian. And of course I will help you with the birth; I am a doctor.’ He looked at the two unimpressed faces staring at him. ‘That is,’ he said after a pause, ‘I would like to act as … as an advisor and perhaps a translator if you feel the patient would be happier that way. Perhaps I could …’


This was too much. As courteously as she could manage, Carly said, ‘The patient already has a doctor. Me. And I shall remain doctor in charge until ordered to do otherwise by one of my clinical superiors. First, though, I want to know who you are and whether you really are a doctor or not. Will you wait outside until I find out?’


‘Like I said, I am a doctor, and my name is Alex Braikovitch. And I think your patient could do with my help.’


‘I’ll phone Security,’ Nancy said. ‘They’ll throw you out on your neck.’ She made her way to the internal telephone.


The man looked at her calmly. ‘I will wait outside,’ he said, ‘but I do feel that this woman needs me and that I could help both you and her. Ring John Bennett and tell him that Dr Alex Braikovitch is here. I could be needed and I’m offering to help.’


Nancy looked at Carly, who said, ‘I’ll phone him. Dr Braikovitch, if you’d leave now?’


There was time for one thoughtful glance. The man bent over the patient, whispered to her again, and then walked out.


‘I suspect he’ll be back,’ Nancy said when the door had closed behind him. ‘He seems a determined type.’ Then she smiled and shook her head at the patient, who had just burst out with another speech in what they now knew to be Russian. ‘He’s quite something too.’


Fortunately John Bennett, the head of Obs and Gynae, was in his office. Carly explained the situation and John laughed. ‘Alex is here? I wasn’t expecting him till the end of the week. Typical of the man to turn up early. Look, I’ll explain all about him later. I’ll be down to collect him in a while but if you can use him before then, then do so. You’ll find he’s one of the world’s workers. He’s here to teach us a few things, Carly, but perhaps we can teach him a few things too.’


‘Right,’ said Carly, replacing the receiver. She had thought of asking John if they were to teach this man what was protocol in the Delivery Room — but then decided not to do so. If John approved of him, then there must be some good in him. Somewhere.


From behind her came another frightened outburst from their patient. And there was no way that either she or Nancy could reply. Carly felt a slight twinge of guilt; she knew that when a woman was having her first baby, just how important it was to have her partner or mother with her. Katya had no one, not even someone who spoke her language. She must be feeling so lonely.


‘John says he’s a doctor and he’s all right. He can come in if you want him,’ she told Nancy.


‘If Katya here wants him, then I want him too,’ said Nancy. ‘This must be a desolate birth for her so far. But we’re still in charge.’


‘Of course. I’ll get him in.’


Carly went to the door, opened it. ‘Dr Braikovitch, you’ve been vouched for; we’d appreciate your help.’


The man nodded, followed her back into the Delivery Room. Carly went on, ‘We think the baby is about a month premature, but so far there have been no adverse signs. This should be a perfectly straightforward birth. We’re now well into the second stage and we’re quite confident about the delivery.’


‘Do you wish me to deliver the baby?’


‘No. What we’d like you to do is comfort the patient, translate any instructions we have for her. And we’d also like to know a little bit about her — is there anything in her medical history that we should know, anyone we ought to inform? We’ve looked through the little bag she was carrying, there’s no information there.’


‘I see.’


‘Would you like any kind of protective clothing?’


‘Since I don’t seem to be taking any very active part in these proceedings, then I don’t think it necessary.’


‘Quite,’ said Carly. ‘Incidentally, this is Midwife Nancy Roberts; I am Dr Carly Sinclair.’


‘We can’t shake hands,’ Nancy said, waving rubber-gloved fingers at him.


‘Perhaps later.’ He bowed to them, a gentle inclination of the head that Carly found very graceful. ‘I am very pleased to meet you both.’


Even though he was speaking to them both, Carly noted that his eyes constantly flicked to the patient on the bed. Now he moved to stand by her head again, took a cloth and wiped her sweat-beaded forehead. He spoke to her, his deep voice much more gentle than it had been. She reached for his hand, gripped it and spoke back to him. Alex nodded.


‘This lady is Katya Semenov. She thanks you for what you have done for her so far and says she could not be in better hands. She is sorry she speaks no English.’


‘I think she knows what pant and push mean now,’ Nancy commented. ‘And she knows how to breathe.’


Alex moved down a little, looked at what Nancy was doing. ‘Fully dilated? And all well? Head at the spine?’


Carly nodded. ‘Tell her that it won’t be long now. Can you find out something about her husband? About what she’s doing here?’


‘Of course.’ There was a quick exchange of words and then Alex said, ‘Katya flew from Moscow and was on her way to meet her husband who’s a visiting lecturer in Glasgow University. She says he’ll be worried about her; he was going to meet her off the train. The baby was not expected for another month.’


There was a snort from Nancy. ‘Babies tend to pick their own time of arrival.’


‘I agree with you. But I would like to try to get in touch with Katya’s husband, tell him where she is and that she is being well looked after. I am sure he’ll be here quite quickly.’


‘Use that telephone and ask for an outside line,’ Carly said. ‘If you can get through to her husband, tell him Katya will phone him as soon as she’s got some good news.’


‘Right.’ Alex moved to the phone. At first he spoke in English, but after a while Carly heard him speaking in the musical tongue he had used with Katya. It was just possible to guess what he was saying. At first there were the formal questions to establish identity and then the slightly louder calming, reassuring tones that meant that his listener was worried. Finally he rang off.


Alex went back to Katya, smoothed her hair and spoke to her again. There was a rapid excited exchange and then an undeniable gasp of pain.


‘Not long now,’ Nancy announced. She looked up to see Alex moving towards her. ‘We can cope quite well down here, Doctor,’ she said. ‘Your job is to help the mother.’


Carly had to hide her smile. Alex was obviously a hands-on doctor. He didn’t like being kept out of things.


After that things went normally, perfectly, just as they were intended to do. Half an hour later the baby was born, Nancy as midwife, Carly on take. ‘And it’s a little girl!’ Nancy announced.


She clamped and cut the cord as, like a deeper echo, Alex’s voice came back as he translated. ‘Mahlyinkaya dyevooshka Katya.’


Carly made a quick check for the Apgar score, then dried and wrapped the baby in a towel. After the first tiny yell, Nancy gave an injection of one ml of syntometrine, to expedite the delivery of the placenta and reduce the risk of bleeding. Carly went to hand the baby to her mother.


Alex was facing her, his hands outstretched. ‘May I give her to her mother?’ he asked.


In fact it was something that Carly rather enjoyed doing, but she supposed that it would be better for the mother if Alex did it. She handed over the baby. Then looked in horror …


Alex took the baby, smiled at her and showed her to her mother. ‘Tvoi mladenec.’ Then, instead of tucking the baby, to her mother’s breast, with two hands he lifted the infant high over his head, gazing up at her. ‘Ti takaya krasivaya,’ he called. And only then did he hand the baby to her smiling, weeping mother.


A furious Carly pulled Alex aside. ‘Dr Braikovitch, that was stupid and dangerous!’ she muttered fiercely. ‘What did you think you were doing?’


Alex didn’t seem at all contrite. ‘I told a newborn little girl that she was beautiful,’ he said. ‘And I lifted her to Heaven because she is Heaven’s gift to her mother.’ Then his voice became more formal. ‘It is an old custom in the part of Russia where Katya was born. She feels alone here, away from her family, her friends, her husband. I lifted the child to make her feel, just a little, at home.’


‘Just so long as you didn’t drop her,’ Nancy put in.


Now his voice was mild. ‘I have held many babies and it is something I like doing. And I have yet to drop one.’


Carly wondered if she had overreacted. ‘Sorry,’ she conceded. ‘It was just a bit of a surprise.’


‘Quite so. And it is I who should be sorry.’


Like all brand-new mothers, Katya was now engrossed with her baby. She bared her breast, eased it towards the tiny toothless mouth, watched fascinated as it tried to fasten on the nipple. An equally tiny hand came from the towel, waved bravely at the new world outside.


It was a sight that Carly loved, could never tire of. And, as she looked at the grey-suited figure opposite her, she realised that he felt exactly the same.


The job was now nearly finished. A successful birth, a happy mother and a healthy baby, a husband on his way. There was no need to worry further. Nancy would be more than capable of finishing what was left to do. Now she could pay some attention to the man who had entered— well, if not her life, then her Delivery Room. So she looked at him, perhaps properly for the first time.


And her world rocked.


So far he had been little more than a man in a dark grey suit, white shirt, some nondescript tie or other. She knew he was tall, broad-shouldered, had black hair. The most attractive thing about him she had noticed had been his voice. It was deep. He spoke English perfectly, with perhaps a little more precision than a native-born speaker. But when he spoke his own language, the sound was like music.


Nothing really special — she knew many men fitting this description. So why was her heart beating faster, lurching within her breast? Why was she breathing so quickly, why was her brow so suddenly warm? This had never happened to her before! She stared at him, hypnotised by his grey-blue eyes, as piercing as sun on Siberian snow. She had never met a man like this, had never felt like this in anyone’s presence. Why should she now?


He wasn’t tremendously handsome. There was little that was rounded or soft in his face; it was a mixture of planes and angles. Her brother Jack was supposed to have a craggy face, this one was even craggier. High wide cheek bones, eyebrows like rock, a strong forehead. The only concession to warmth or kindness was his mouth. That was wide, the lips sometimes curving when he smiled. When he smiled there was a hint of a different person. But he didn’t seem to smile very often.


Then she realised two things: first, that she was staring at him. Second, that he was staring back at her. Their glances met, fused; it was impossible for her to look away. And there was a moment of communion; she knew with absolute certainty that he felt the same as she did. But they had only just met!


Neither could speak — not with words. Their trance had to be broken by someone else. Dimly Carly registered that the door to the Delivery Room had been opened, that someone had entered. A cheerful voice said, ‘Nancy, all right if I come in?’


‘Of course,’ said the midwife. ‘We appear to be having a party here.’


There was a laugh and then the voice went on, ‘Alex, it’s good to see you. Just like you — busy already.’


Carly saw the spark of recognition dying in Alex’s eyes, registered the wariness that returned. They were back in the real world. She knew that her own face would be showing the same change to cautious neutrality! And they both turned to meet John Bennett, Carly’s immediate boss, the Obs and Gynae Consultant.


‘John, it is good to see you again too.’ Carly watched as the two men shook hands, and then blinked as Alex folded John in a bear hug and lifted him off the ground. She managed to hide a smile as she glimpsed John’s expression of slight alarm. Obviously things were different in Russia.


‘I gather you’ve met Dr Sinclair here. She’s one of my junior registrars; she’s on the fast track to promotion.’


‘I have watched her work; she is very impressive. I hope I may work with her in the future.’


John looked at her speculatively. ‘Is that so? Well, that’s good. I’m already planning to timetable you together.’


This was news to Carly. ‘My life seems to be being arranged for me,’ she pointed out, ‘and I’m not even being consulted. John, I don’t even know what Dr … Dr?’


‘Braikovitch,’ the man supplied. ‘But I hope you will call me Alex, and you are …?’


‘Carly. Carly Sinclair.’


They shook hands and she wondered if he felt the same throb of excitement that she did as her skin touched his. But now she couldn’t tell from his face; it was impassive.


She had to keep her head; she was a cool, careful doctor. Well, she could be. She went on, ‘John, I don’t really know what Dr Braikovitch — Alex — is doing here. No new posts have been advertised.’


John smiled. ‘Alex here is not to be a proper member of staff but he’ll have the rank of Senior Registrar. He’s head of a small hospital in Russia; he’s here just for three months, to work with us, specifically to offer us the benefit of his experience in dealing with infant and childhood infectious diseases.’


‘I see,’ said Carly, now looking at Alex with new, more appreciative eyes. ‘In that case, Alex, I look forward to working with you.’


She knew that infectious diseases were on the increase again in Britain. With an increasingly mobile world population, diseases such as typhoid, tuberculosis, meningitis, diphtheria, even malaria were becoming much more common than they had been even twenty years ago. And knowledge about them was now rare and precious.


John went on-, ‘Alex’s stay is being funded by a charity — MedAsia — Medicine in Asia. I’m one of the committee members. We’ve helped them in the past — they now want to help us.’


‘I’m deeply grateful to John and to MedAsia for giving me this chance,’ Alex’s deep voice said. ‘I’ll be happy to teach — and I do hope to learn as well.’


‘I hope you’ll be happy with us, Alex,’ she said. ‘And I’m sure you’ll be a good teacher. But why did you specialise in infectious diseases?’


His smile was brief. ‘For centuries the land I live in has been the cockpit of Asia. It has been the crossroads for armies, for smugglers, for traders. They come, they go — and they leave their diseases behind. We’ve had to learn to deal with it.’


‘You’ll have plenty to teach us,’ John said. He glanced at his watch. ‘Look, Alex, I’ve got a meeting in five minutes; it’s going to be an hour or so before I can talk to you. Your fault for coming early! Carly, what are you doing now?’


She shrugged. ‘Not a lot for the moment. I’ve got notes to write up in the doctors’ room. If Alex wants to come along there with me, he’ll be more than welcome.’ She looked at the man. ‘Do you spend much time filling in medical forms in Russia, Alex?’


His reply was ironic. ‘I spend too much time filling in forms, sending them to offices many miles away. And, I suspect like here, the forms seem to be ignored. I much prefer hands-on medicine.’


‘Settled, then,’ said John, obviously deciding not to get drawn into a conversation about the relative merits of form-filling in two countries. ‘I’ll see you both in the doctors’ room in about an hour, then.’ And he was gone.


Carly took Alex to the door of the Delivery Room, pointed down the broad corridor. ‘I want to get out of these scrubs,’ she said. ‘If you walk to the corner, turn right, the third door on your left is the doctors’ room. Introduce yourself to anyone who might be in there, but I don’t think there will be. Help yourself to coffee or tea and I’ll be with you in a moment.’


‘Right,’ he said, and set off at once.


Obviously not a man to waste time on unnecessary chatter, Carly thought. She watched him as he walked. He moved quickly, easily, like a man at ease in his own body. He reminded her of some wild animal — a wolf loping across icy plains. Did they still have wolves in Russia? Perhaps she would ask him. Then she frowned. What was she thinking; this was stupid! He was just a colleague and she intended to maintain a professional distance, no matter how intriguing Alex was.


She had a quick shower, spent two minutes more than usual on her minimal make-up and rearranging her hair. Then she went to talk to Dr Alex Braikovitch. She decided that she was curious about him and that there were a couple of things she had to put right.


That odd experience in the Delivery Room — well, it was just that. An odd experience. She was a scientist; she knew that it was impossible for feeling to flow between two people just because they were looking at each other. She hadn’t had much sleep recently, the room had been necessarily warm. Perhaps she hadn’t been quite herself, so she could forget the incident. Could she?


But it had seemed very real. More real than anything that had happened to her for quite some time.


He stood as she entered the doctors’ room, bowed his head slightly. As she had thought — hoped — he was alone. They could chat in private.


There was a mug on the table in front of him. ‘Good. Glad to see you got yourself some coffee,’ she said.


He shook his head, lifted the mug so she could see and smell its contents. ‘Black tea,’ he said. ‘Strong black tea — I needed two tea bags. Some doctors live on the caffeine from coffee; I am a Russian, I live on the caffeine from tea.’ He smiled, ‘but there was no lemon.’


‘I suspect you’ll have to provide your own lemon.’ She poured herself a mug from the ever-bubbling coffee pot, then waved at the collection of brightly coloured sachets of herbal teas. ‘Nothing here interest you, then?’


‘I am accustomed to herbs that are grown in gardens, not wrapped in paper. I think those might be a little weak.’


‘Perhaps so.’ She decided this conversation was getting nowhere. ‘Alex, have you ever worked in a British hospital before?’


‘Never. My original training was in Moscow; I have worked in hospitals there and in St Petersburg. For two separate six month periods I worked in hospitals in France — in Paris and Lyons.’ He paused for a moment. Then, ‘For the last seven years I have worked in a small hospital in a remote district that Russia and the rest of the world appears to have forgotten. I run the hospital and it’s work that I love.’


‘Run it? You are in complete charge?’


‘We have three doctors. The other two are younger, they are hard-working, devoted to their jobs, desperate to learn, but largely untrained. I am older, more experienced. It would be unfair to saddle them with responsibilities they do not yet have the experience to deal with.’


There, she could feel it in his voice. The quiet confidence, the acceptance of a job that might be hard but which had to be done. She asked, ‘So you’re basically an obs and gynae man?’


‘And a paediatrician. And sometimes a surgeon as well as a clinician. Our hospital is supposed to cater for those specialities only. But the nearest general hospital is over a hundred miles away. So if anyone, of any age, needs urgent help — we do what we can for them.’


Carly winced. ‘That must be a challenge. How do you cope?’


‘We cope because we have to. There is no alternative.’ He smiled. ‘And I have to say that at times we quite enjoy it.’ But underneath the smile she could detect something in his voice. There was an utter determination to do what could be done — and then more.


For a moment she wondered what it would be like to work for, to train under Alex. Here, in the Dell Owen Hospital, John Bennett was her Consultant. His teaching style seemed casual at first; not a lot was forced on her, she was free to work at her own rate. The result, of course, was that she — and all the other junior doctors — worked like mad to learn and to impress him. She guessed it would be different working under Alex Braikovitch. He would expect everyone to give as he did. She wondered which teaching technique would be better. Certainly John’s would be more pleasant. But working for Alex would be … stimulating?


She was daydreaming! And, as she looked up into his grey-blue eyes, she had the odd feeling that he had guessed what she was thinking. Ridiculous!


Time to change the subject. ‘You’re being supported while you’re here by this charity, MedAsia,’ she said. ‘It sounds quite impressive.’


‘It is. It has helped our work in the hospital considerably. And I am more than pleased that it has given us a chance to offer something back. I am looking forward to working with your infectious diseases unit.’


‘I’m looking forward to it too,’ she said honestly. ‘There are things I need to know. I think I’m up to scratch on most of the work we have to do here — but infectious diseases are a bit of an unknown quantity. We don’t see many but the number is growing.’


‘I’m afraid so. Did John say that you were a junior registrar in obs and gynae?’


‘I am. It’s work I enjoy.’


‘I thought I could tell that in the Delivery Room! And I gather we will be working together quite a lot?’


‘That’s quite possible.’ She hoped he didn’t detect the slight quaver in her voice as she spoke. The prospect of working with Alex Braikovitch was both exciting and alarming.


‘I would like that,’ he said.


A definite statement; she thought it meant more than it said. Then there was another moment in which time seemed to stand still, in which they seemed to communicate without words or action.


He seemed more than content to remain silent. But she felt she had to speak; she had to establish what was between them. Or did she? Was she just imagining all of this? Eventually she muttered, ‘Alex, it’ll be nice to work with you but …’


Behind them, the door banged open. Carly jerked round and there was a smiling John Bennett.


‘We finished early. Good of you to look after Alex for me in the meantime,’ he told her.


‘Not at all. We were having quite an interesting chat.’ Had it been more than a chat?


‘I’m glad. But now I’ll take him off your hands. Alex, I’ve got papers for you to sign, people you have to meet, and I’ll take you to the hospital flat where you’re going to stay. Tomorrow you can start medicine proper.’


‘I want to start as soon as possible,’ Alex agreed.


‘Well, first of all you need to know how we do things here. A sort of induction to the hospital before we start you off with responsibilities of your own. I’m working out a programme for you, but for a couple of days I’d like you to shadow one of our staff. Carly, do you mind if Alex works with you tomorrow?’


Her throat seemed suddenly dry, but she swallowed somehow and said, as coolly as possible, ‘Not at all. I take it he is insured and he can be treated as a doctor?’


‘Yes, of course,’ said John. ‘Well, that’s settled, then. I think this will be a good experience for both of you.’


‘I’m sure it will,’ said Carly. She turned to look at Alex, whose face was entirely expressionless. ‘Shall we meet here tomorrow morning? Say about eight?’


‘I’m looking forward to it,’ said Alex.


Carly loved her flat. It was small, but she had decorated it, furnished it, so it had everything she needed. It was her refuge, her comfort zone. Apart from her family, very few people were invited to visit here; she would rather meet them outside. Her brother Toby, in his typical cheerful, sometimes tactless way, had once said that she was womb recessive and this was the womb. Perhaps so. But if so, she was happy.


She followed her usual routine on coming back from hospital. First a bath or shower, then a complete change of clothes. Casual tonight; she wasn’t going out again, so a pair of old jeans and a sweater.
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