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    A& E Dr Dominic Tate's commitment free life is turned upside down when he discovers that he is a father and only his blood can save the life of his unknown premature baby's life.


    What Dominic thought was a carefree night of passion has now had serious consequences.


    Can Dominic turn his back on his old lifestyle and will Petra Morgan, the child's mother, accept him with open arms...

  


  
    Prologue


    Petra’s first thought was that it was silly, really. She was being driven into her own hospital by ambulance. She hadn't expected this.


    And what had happened was silly. She should have known better. But it had been a fine day; she'd thought she'd get her shopping done before the crowds started. And then, moving a heavy bag from one hand to another, she had had a dizzy spell. Just her luck that she'd been about to walk down a flight of stone stairs.


    But then, she hadn't been too lucky recently.


    She had fallen, losing her bag, tumbling like a dropped doll. She’d hit her head so there was a lot of blood—scalp wounds bleed heavily. That's why she was vague and confused; she had lost consciousness for a moment. But she was coming to now.


    Then she realised there was more. She clutched her distended abdomen, knowing there was something dreadfully wrong inside. And suddenly her life fell apart.


    For weeks now the baby had been the most important part of her life. She had felt its first tentative kicks, seen its tiny body when she'd gone for a scan. Her baby. It had taken over her life, all the decisions she made were determined by how they would affect her baby. She wasn't one person but two persons in one. All the time she thought about her—or him. She lay in bed at night holding herself and smiling at the movements deep inside her. This would be a strong baby.


    There hadn't been too much love in her life. Now she was amazed at her capacity for feeling. This baby was her. When it was born they would love each other with a power that she hadn't known existed.


    But now her baby was hurt. She had smashed into railings as she'd fallen. And there was that pain, deep inside. And a dampness between her legs.


    'My baby, what's happening to my baby?' she screamed.


    The paramedic in the back of the ambulance squeezed her hand. 'Soon have you to hospital love. Then everything will be all right.'


    Would it? With a strength she hadn't known she had, she stopped screaming. Panic could only harm her baby.


    First she was taken to A and E, now too anxious even to sob. The triage nurse passed her through at once and called for the senior doctor on duty. She was hustled into a cubicle, her clothes cut away and after a thorough examination, particularly of her head, she heard the doctor's sigh of satisfaction.


    'Just a cut. No sign of fracture, there's no problem here.'


    But they both knew that there was another problem.


    'How many weeks gone are you, Petra?' the doctor asked. 'Have there been any problems at all?' He wrapped the sphygmomanometer around her arm.


    'I'm thirty-two weeks,' she managed to gasp. 'And so far everything has been fine. But I feel that something... something's happening there.'


    She looked up at the doctor's face and although he tried to keep his expression calm and professional, she knew that there was something seriously wrong.


    'What's my BP reading?' she asked.


    'Don't you worry about that, just leave it all to us.'


    'My blood pressure's up, you're thinking I've got eclampsia!' Now this was serious.


    Gently, he stroked her shoulder. 'Just lie there, try not to worry and let us get on with our job. We're sending you straight up to Obs and Gynae, there'll be someone there waiting for you and they'll get everything sorted out.'


    She heard a rattle outside. 'There's the trolley,' he said. 'Let's get you moving.'


    Of course, she knew most of the team up at Obs and Gynae; she had worked there herself when she'd trained as a midwife. But coming up as a patient, things were different. The consultant still had his usual cheerful smile but there was a detachment in his manner. Now she wasn't just a friend and a colleague—she was a patient. Their relationship was different. His examination was swift. She watched him as he listened to her baby's heartbeat.


    'Thirty-two weeks,' he muttered. 'Well, that shouldn't be too much trouble. Petra, when you fell you ruptured the amniotic sac. The fluid's leaking. And I don't like the way the heartbeat sounds; this baby wants to be born now. But we haven't time for nature to take its course, you need a Caesarean.'


    'Is my baby all right?'


    'So far as we know, he or she is fine. But we don't have much time. Now we'll get you prepped, the forms signed and I'll see you in Theatre.' He smiled reassuringly. 'Everyone gets good care, you know that. But these people are your friends, you'll get the best care there is. Try not to worry.'


    How many times had she said that to an anxious mum? Now she knew just how pointless it was.


    'Will I be awake for the operation?'


    'I think not. In this case I want a general anaesthetic.'


    Another dream gone; she had wanted to watch the birth of her child. Now the birth would be something done to her, not something that she did. It didn't matter so long as the baby was all right!


    There was a smaller theatre opening off the larger one. In the larger theatre the consultant performed a more or less trouble-free Caesarean section. In the smaller theatre there was a team from SCBU—the special care baby unit—waiting to examine, and to resuscitate if necessary, the newborn child. A thirty-two week baby should be very viable.


    The baby was brought over, laid in the portable incubator and Chris Fielding, the paediatric consultant, leaned over to examine the infant. This wasn't an ideal situation. This was Petra Morgan's child, one of his nurses and one of his friends. It would have been better if there were staff there who were less emotionally involved. But there was no alternative and Chris knew he was the best person for the job.


    At first things seemed fine. The baby—a little girl—was viable, she was taken down to the unit in the incubator. And in the unit there were more tests. The staff needed a full blood count; they needed to know about blood gases, blood glucose, electrolytes.


    When the test results came back, the SHO frowned and looked doubtful. He looked at the baby again. Yes, she was yellow—but many premature babies suffered from jaundice. Usually phototherapy got rid of this—exposure to a bright light in the incubator. The SHO double-checked the results then he went to find the consultant.


    Chris examined the baby and looked at the results. He could feel the atmosphere in the unit changing. Everyone knew when there was bad news. More people than were necessary seemed to be coming past this incubator, stopping for a quick word. They were worried. This child was the daughter of one of their own.


    There was only one conclusion. 'This baby's bilirubin levels are far too high. She isn't going to make it,' Chris said. 'I suspect the only thing that might save her life is a complete blood exchange.'


    The SHO pointed to a result on the test forms. 'We'll have to use group O for transfusion,' he said. 'The ideal would be her own group. But she's blood group AB—the rarest of all.'


    Chris leafed through the papers in his hand. 'That's not the mother's group,' he said.


    'It must be the father's.'

  


  
    Chapter One


    It was a day—a night—that shook Dr Dominic Tate's life.


    Before that day he had been—well, happy. He was strong and healthy, enjoying life. He knew who he was, what he was doing and where his career was going. At present he was Senior Registrar in the A and E department of Princess Mary Hospital at Caltonvale. But there were going to be changes and he knew that soon he'd be made consultant. Then he'd choose exactly what he wanted to do with his life.


    But after that day things were different. He didn't know what he wanted. He wasn't sure what was expected of him. And he was feeling emotions that were new to him. This he certainly didn't like. Dr Dominic Tate disliked doubt and uncertainty in people, especially himself.


    He had had an easy day so far. He had sutured the hand of a farm worker who had cut himself with a scythe and given him a lecture about the necessity of keeping his antitetanus jabs up to date. There had been the usual progression of other small cases and then time for a leisurely coffee. This was a good day!


    Later on there was a schoolboy with a fracture of the humerus to X-ray and then set. The usual playground mischief. More seriously there was an old lady brought in by ambulance. She had fractured her hip after tripping while hanging out the washing. The pain was bad enough. But she was desperately worried about her husband.


    'Henry's not used to being on his own,' she told Dominic. 'He's getting on and sometimes he gets a bit forgetful.'


    'It happens to us all. Are there any neighbours who could keep an eye on him? Or have you got any family nearby?'


    Dominic took the phone numbers of a friend and a daughter and promised to let them both know immediately. He also intended to phone Social Services—he had a good relationship with them. They would keep an eye on the old lady's husband.


    In the middle of the afternoon things became more serious. A family of holidaymakers came in. There was a large caravan site nearby, with an open-air swimming pool. The Gearing family had been taking advantage of the good weather and had spent far too long sunning themselves by the pool.


    Mother, father, eleven-year-old Mary—all were suffering from heat exhaustion. Dominic told then to take thing easy, rest in the shade and drink what they could.


    But eight-year-old Adam was a different case. He was lethargic, breathing noisily. He felt dizzy, sick; he just wanted to be near his mum. Dominic felt the hot, dry skin and took the lad's temperature. One hundred and three degrees! Unlike the rest of the family, Adam didn't have heat exhaustion; he had heatstroke. Dominic admitted the boy, arranged for his body to be sponged and cooled and for his temperature to be taken every ten minutes.


    'If it goes up then I want to be told immediately,' he ordered. 'And make sure the rest of the family sit quietly and take plenty of fluids.'


    He glanced at his watch. Still plenty of time.


    'What a holiday for them,' he muttered to Susie Cash, the ward manager. 'Won't people ever learn that too much sun can be a killer?'


    'No, they won't,' Susie said, '’cos they're people, not robots. We're not all perfect like you, Dominic.'


    Dominic grinned at her. 'I'm a doctor so I have to be perfect,' he said.


    Susie looked at him thoughtfully. 'You're being extra-efficient today,' she said. 'If possible, you're moving faster than ever. Anyone would think that you had something to look forward to. Something planned for the evening?'


    Dominic grinned again at his fifty-five year-old friend. 'I've got a date with the perfect woman,' he said. 'I've even bought a new shirt to impress her with. I'm taking her to dinner at the Fisherman's Rest and afterwards we'll stroll along the river bank. I'll hold her hand and we'll sit on a bench and watch the sun go down. And after that... who knows?'


    'I hope she knows,' Susie said. 'At least, I hope she knows what you're like. Who is this paragon?'


    'Melanie Bright. You know, that SHO in Geriatrics.'


    Susie frowned. 'I know,' she said. 'Tall and thin and with rather an opinion of herself. But she's going back to South Africa in two months.'


     'That,' said Dominic, 'is what makes her the perfect woman.'


    Susie looked at him in exasperation. 'Dominic Tate! Don't you think that it's time that you started to—?'


    'Dr Tate!' A flustered young nurse came down the corridor. 'We've just heard that there's been this RTA. A motorbike accident, driver and pillion passenger both injured. The ambulance will arrive in about five minutes. It sounds serious.'


    Dominic looked at Susie. 'Let's go and meet it,' he said.


    Two black-leather-clad figures were swiftly unloaded from the ambulance and wheeled into the first treatment room. One was moaning, the other completely silent. Dominic walked alongside the trolleys, listening to the paramedic's terse report.


    'Apparently going too fast and lost control on a bend. Hit the kerb. Driver was thrown off. Hit a lamppost with his head and shoulder. Passenger hit the road and slid and rolled. We've fitted them both with cervical collars, fastened them to spinal boards. Heartbeat slow and irregular in the driver, fast in the passenger.'


    'I'll take the driver,' Dominic said.


    His team was waiting and moved into action in the way they had been drilled countless times. The leather suit was cut away. The airway was secured and an SHO introduced IV lines. And Dominic started his preliminary examination.


    He suspected quite quickly that this all would be in vain. Breathing was becoming more and more shallow, the pulse fluttery and intermittent. Clear fluid in the ear. X-rays were taken of the skull which revealed massive fractures and evidence of quite deep-seated damage.


    The end came quickly, as he knew it would. The body's defences just couldn't cope and the heart stopped. There were the injections, the attempts at defibrillation, everything possible was tried. But it was no use. The young man died.


    'How's the passenger?' Dominic asked Molly Grey, his junior registrar.


    'He'll survive. Fractured clavicle, flesh abraded from chest and leg, he might need skin grafts. But he'll be OK. I've sent him up to Surgical.'


    Molly went on, 'We know any accident is a lottery. That poor driver just ran out of luck. If he'd missed that lamppost he'd have landed in a field of wheat.'


    'He made his choice when he drove too fast,' Dominic snarled, and tried to ignore the shocked look on Molly's face. Well, she'd feel that way when she'd attended as many RTAs as he had.


    Now there was no end of paperwork. There always was after a death. There were the police, the coroner's office and the hospital organisation that would ultimately get in touch with the next of kin. He learned that the two young men came from Hastings so he wouldn't have to deal with the parents. Not yet anyway.


    As usual, when he lost someone, he found it hard to be philosophical. Still, there was nothing he could do now. He had to get on with his own life. And there was an hour before he was due to pick up Melanie.


    He walked over to his little hospital flat and found another problem. He'd received an email from a local solicitor, asking for a further report on a farm accident that had occurred a month ago. It was needed urgently as there was a preliminary hearing the very next day.


    Usually Dominic tried to keep clear of police cases and claims for damages. He was a doctor, not an insurance agent. A farm worker had been brought in with a crushed chest and he needed support with his claim. A piece of badly stored machinery had fallen across him and the man was lucky not to have been killed instantly. It turned out later that the manager of a big farm had ignored no end of health and safety regulations, the farmyard had been a death trap. Now the manager's insurers were claiming that the farm worker had a pre-existing chest condition and so compensation should be less.


    It didn't take long to access his case notes on the computer and even less time to compose the report he had been asked for. He emailed it at once. And then, at last, he was free to enjoy his evening. It was a gorgeous evening; the air was full of the scents of summer. He was going to enjoy himself; this might be an evening to remember.


    He laid his new shirt and a lightweight suit out on the bed. Then he went to shower. And when he came out of the shower, only a towel wrapped round him, his doorbell rang. Who could this be? The last thing he needed now was visitors. Without bothering to pull on his dressing gown, Dominic opened the door.


    'Yes?' he snapped.


    Outside was a tall, thin, youngish looking man in glasses. He looked at Dominic nervously. 'I'm Dr Bradley—Simon Bradley. I'm an SHO at the paediatric unit over at the Wolds Hospital in Denham. Could I have a word with you?'


    The Wolds Hospital was the sister hospital to the Princess Mary. In time—in a few months—the Princess Mary Hospital would be closed and the A and E unit amalgamated with that at Denham.


    'I've finished work for the day, Dr Bradley. Can't it wait?'


    'No, it can't wait.'


    Somehow, Dominic wasn't sure how, Dr Bradley had managed to insert himself into the flat and had closed the door behind him. In his quiet way he was determined. This annoyed Dominic.


    'Yes, what is it, then?' Dominic wanted to get rid of this young man and he didn't mind showing it.


    Simon's words came out in a rush. 'I want you— that is, you're needed—to come to the SCBU to give blood,' he said. 'You're needed right now.'


    'Sorry,' Dominic said, not looking sorry at all, 'but I gave blood three weeks ago. A special request; they pulled me out of the department to give it. So I'm not due to give more for five months. He went on, 'I'm sure Denham can't be so short of blood that it needs mine.'


    Simon swallowed but said nothing and for the first time Dominic felt a little uneasy. There was some expression in this man's eyes that he didn't like. It couldn't be pity!


    'Would you like to sit down, Dr Tate? It might be a good idea.'


    'It isn't a good idea and I don't want to sit down. I have to go out shortly and I'd like you to tell me what you want with me. And I'm certainly not going over to Denham to give blood. Let them sort out their own mistakes.'


    'Mistakes,' Simon said. 'Yes, there have been some mistakes. Do please, sit down.'


    So Dominic sat. Now he was definitely uneasy, he didn't like this. So perhaps he spoke with more venom than was necessary.


    'Can we get this over with? And once again, I'm not going to Denham. Why my blood above all others?'


    'Well, we only hope that your blood will do. We'll have to check first. There's a premature baby in the special care unit. Her blood group's AB and you're our best hope.'


    'I'm your best hope? Why me?' Dominic laughed incredulously.


    'Because you're the baby's father.'


    There was silence for a moment and the words seemed to hang in the air between them.


    Then Dominic laughed again, in disbelief. 'You're mad. I can assure you that I'm not the father of anyone. I would know, wouldn't I?'


    'Apparently not,' Simon said with some distaste. 'Look, d'you remember going to a New Year's Eve party at the Denham Hospital Social Club? You met a girl called Petra.'


    Suddenly, Dominic felt there wasn't enough air in the flat. He took a great breath, then another. He rubbed his neck, squeezed his eyes as if to blot out a memory. But the memory was there.


    'I remember meeting a girl called Petra,' he said.


    It took a vast effort to try to keep his voice calm, and he knew he hadn't succeeded.


    'Petra Morgan,' Simon said, 'a nurse in the SCBU. A quiet girl with short dark hair and blue eyes.'


    'I remember her,' snarled Dominic. 'What's this about her having a baby?'


    'A little girl. She was born this morning. She was prem. Petra had a fall and had to have a Caesarean. The baby was thirty-two weeks gestation and we thought she was doing fine at first. But now we find that she's got jaundice. There's a vast amount of bilirubin in her blood, her liver just can't wash it all away. And if the bilirubin persists in the blood, it'll reach the brain and she'll develop kernicterus. And probably die. She needs blood. The mother's won't do.'


    'And she claims I'm the father?'


    He could see the anger in Simon's eyes. But all Simon said was, 'Well, if you're not the father, or you are and you don't give blood, then the baby will die. The baby's blood group is AB.'


    'That's my group, it's rare. I don't usually give donations, when my blood is needed the transfusion service contacts me directly. Anyway, what is your interest?'


    'Well, I'm a doctor involved in the case. And I'm Petra's friend.'


    'Just a friend?'


    Dominic watched Simon's face grow pale, knew he was trying to hold onto his temper. Eventually Simon spoke.


    'It might interest you to know, Dr Tate, that so far Petra has refused absolutely to say who the baby's father is. Only when we told her that the best chance of saving her baby's life was blood from the father did she tell me it was you. And she made me promise not to tell anyone.'


    All Dominic could do was sit there. Simon must have taken pity on him as he found his way to the kitchen and fetched Dominic a glass of water. Dominic sipped it, his mind a maelstrom.


    Not ten minutes before he had been living a happy, hopeful life. Now everything had been turned upside down. He just did not know what to do, think or feel. And he hated it.


    Perhaps it could all be a mistake? But he knew this was not likely. Simon's story seemed all too true.


    Of course, one thing was absolutely definite; if there was any chance that his blood could save this baby's life, then he had to give it at once. There would be time for thinking, for working out the future, for deciding what he felt, what he had to do— all that could come later.


    'Go and get everything set up,' he told Simon, 'I'll get dressed and follow you to... SCBU?'


    'I'll have everything set up. We'll need a blood sample just to check, and then take some for the baby. There won't be time for the usual tests against infection; we'll just have to chance that. I'll phone the consultant, he'll be there. You will be there, won't you, Dr Tate?'


    'Don't push me too far! I said I'd be there. And I will.'


    Simon left. Dominic phoned Melanie, told her that things had come up and he couldn't make dinner. She wasn't very happy about it. Well, too bad. Then he ignored the suit on his bed, pulled on his usual summer outfit of white T-shirt and chinos. Time to go to Denham SCBU.


    Simon was waiting for him. 'You understand that your blood will be of best use if you are the father?'


    'Well, I suppose I could be the father.' Neither of the two liked that answer, for different reasons, but it was the only honest one.


    'We'll take a sample to test first,' Simon said, 'then we'll let you know.'


    Dominic nodded. This was the kind of thing he had done so often himself. He was shown into a waiting room.


    He didn't have to wait long. Simon came back and said, 'The odds against you being the father are billions to one. You have a daughter, Dr Tate.'


    'You'll want to take the blood then,' Dominic said.


    It didn't take long to draw off what was necessary. Prem babies didn't have much blood. When they had finished Dominic said, 'I suppose I'd better go to see Petra.'


    'I don't think that's a very good idea. Anyway, she's sedated.'


    Dominic didn't like being told what to do by an SHO. But he had to put up with it.


    'You're going to transfuse the blood at once?'


    'Every minute counts now. Would you like to watch? I gather you haven't seen your child yet. We usually keep parents away for procedures like this, but you are a doctor.'


    'I know I am. And yes, I'd like to watch.'


    Your child, your daughter. The words were accurate, he supposed, but every time he heard them he couldn't help feeling a shock. It just didn't seem fair.


    The atmosphere in SCBU was radically different from the bustle of A and E. There were none of the swiftly rattling footsteps, none of the urgent calls and the atmosphere of controlled panic. Things were calmer here. But there was still the feeling of efficiency, of dedication.


    He was introduced to Chris Fielding, the paediatric consultant, who shook his hand in a reserved manner, thanked Dominic for coming and asked, 'You are the child's father?'


    'Apparently I am.'


    Chris nodded but made no comment. He went on, 'Well, the baby is very ill, I think Dr Bradley has told you. But if we can replace most of the baby's blood with yours, then the bilirubin levels should subside considerably. Anyway, we're grateful to you and we're hopeful. Thanks to you, the baby now has a fighting chance. Do I gather you want to watch the transfusion?'


    'Yes, I think I would.'


    'Parents are always welcome.'


    He was given a gown and mask, taken into a tiny side ward. And there, a tiny pink form in a transparent incubator, dwarfed by the banks of equipment behind her, was his daughter.


    His immediate reaction was an ever greater rage. Why had this happened to him? He didn't want a daughter, hadn't asked for a daughter, she was nothing to do with him. But then he realised, like it or not, she was something to do with him. She had half his genes. And if he hadn't wanted a child—well, no one had asked her whether or not she wanted to be born. Dominic found himself feeling a strange kinship with the child. They were both hard done by.


    He had witnessed and performed many transfusions but none into a child as small as this. He stood back and watched. And it gave him an odd feeling to know that the blood being dripped into the child was his own.


    First a little blood was taken from the baby by means of a tube introduced into the umbilicus. It was discarded. Then his blood was introduced. And everyone kept looking at the monitors. Too rapid infusion of the blood could result in shock and cardiac failure. There was a danger of apnoea or bradycardia—the baby could stop breathing or the heartbeat become far too slow.


    It was a long and painstaking procedure, taking easily two hours. There were stools for the nurses and two doctors to sit on, but Dominic elected to stand and watch.


    Eventually there was a murmur of satisfaction from the medical team. Chris turned and nodded to him. 'We've done all we can now and I'm reasonably hopeful. It's up to Baby Morgan now. If she can pull through the next few hours... well, I'll feel a lot better. You know your blood gave her the best chance she had?'


    'Dr Bradley did explain that to me—quite forcibly.'


    Chris gave a small smile. 'Simon is dedicated to his work,' he said. 'Now I'm leaving and there's nothing you can do here. Do you want to leave us a telephone number? So we can let you know how things are going?'


    The words seemed to come out without him knowing about them. 'Is it all right if I stay here?'


    'Of course. As I said, parents are always welcome. I'll let the nurses know you're staying.' And then he was gone.


    Dominic moved over to stare down at the tiny figure: the ludicrously large nappy, the still-yellow skin, and the wrinkles on the face. His child? He just couldn't understand.


    A nurse who introduced herself as Erica was on duty and Simon came in and out of the room from time to time to check the monitors. After two hours there was a blip—the oxygen saturation level seemed to go down. Erica came out of her office, looked at the monitors and stared at the baby. 'We get little fluctuations like this,' she said. 'It's not necessarily bad news, it just happens.'


    'I know. I'm a doctor.' Then he realised how irritable he had sounded and said, 'I'm sorry. I'm just not... not used...'


    Erica put her hand on his shoulder. 'Don't worry,' she said, 'we know how parents feel.'


    She was another person to use the word. He was a parent.


    The blip was soon over, the oxygen level rose and things seemed to be normal again. In fact, Erica told him, Baby Morgan was doing rather well. She brought Dominic a coffee and said, 'I gather you've got to work tomorrow. Why don't you go home now? I've got your mobile number; if there's any cause for concern I'll let you know.'


    Probably that was the right thing to do. But there were other things he had to worry about. 'How's the... the mother?' he asked.


    'Petra? She's up in the obs ward, sleeping. Last we heard she was doing as well as could be expected.'


    'I'd like to see her.'


    'In the middle of the night? I don't think that's a particularly good idea. Why do you want to see her anyway?'


    He wasn't used to having to explain himself to anyone, but perhaps this was another thing he'd have to get used to. He said, 'I really don't know. I've seen the baby. Perhaps I ought to see the mother as well.'


    Even to himself it sounded a nonsensical remark but Erica seemed to understand.


    'I can phone and say you're coming up for a very quick visit, she said. 'You'll be let in then. People are careful, you know. Petra has a lot of friends in this hospital.'


    'So I gather.' He didn't want to argue.


    He was expected at the ward. The nurse let him in with a neutral, rather than a friendly, greeting. Perhaps there was an undertone of hostility. He wasn't sure.


    'I’ll have to stay with you,' the nurse said, 'and it can only be for a minute. She needs her rest and even when you're asleep people can disturb you.'


    'Of course,' he said. 'How is she doing in general?'


    'The Caesar was straightforward, no trouble. A shock to the system, of course, but she'll soon be over it. If the baby thrives, so will she. How she's going to cope afterwards as a single mother I just don't know.'


    He didn't rise to this, though he felt like it. But he supposed they were entitled to think the worst of him.


    He was led to a side room which Petra had to herself. The nurse switched on a shaded light and he looked down at—at the mother of his child?


    She was very pale. She looked incredibly young. Her best feature, her startling blue eyes, were, of course, closed. He folded his arms, stared down at her and wondered why it was that he should have to find out about being a father in this shocking fashion. And he wondered what she thought of him.


    'Why the bandage on her head?' he asked.


    'Apparently she fell down some steps. Banged her head, shook up the baby so she had to come in for a Caesar.'


    'Not a good start for a birth.'


    Petra moaned in her sleep and turned over restlessly. The nurse touched his arm. 'You'd better go now,' she said. Then, with a hint of kindness that she hadn't shown up before, she went on, 'You can always come again.'


    Could he come again? Did he want to? What purpose would it serve?


    It was good to get out into the night air, to feel the dampness and savour the faint smell of salt in the air. In the east there was the faint lightness that suggested dawn would be soon. A new day.


    He knew he was more tired than he realised. He had seen too many motor casualties in A and E that resulted from people not knowing just how fatigued they were. He would have to be careful.


    He drove back towards Caltonvale. He was on duty early the next day—in fact, today—he had to be there. Be efficient. He needed to sleep to make sure he could give his best. But tired though he was, he knew he wouldn't—couldn't—sleep yet.


    He pulled off the road, got out of his car and stared at the dim line of the hills in front of him. Then he glanced at his watch. Only seven hours since Dr Simon Bradley had arrived at his flat and turned his life upside down. It seemed an age. And he knew he had put off thinking about what he had to do, about what he felt. Perhaps it was time now.


    He had never been someone to evade his responsibilities. He was now father of a child and he would see that the child was looked after. But there was a bigger problem. What about Petra? He had only known her a few hours—and those few hours weren't very clear. He shook his head. It was no good. Right now he just couldn't think about Petra. Not yet. In time it would be possible. In fact, in time it would be necessary.


    He had been in just one longstanding relationship. Only one partner, but she had taught him that with any relationship there was bound to be pain. But... now he was a father. How did he feel about that? In his breast he felt the churning of deep emotions—but what those emotions were he couldn't specify. To his horror he felt his eyes pricking. Him cry? He was tough, an ex-soldier, he could face anything. He hadn't cried since he was nine. He must be tired, that was it. He would forget this situation for a while.


    He drove back to the hospital, climbed into bed and was asleep at once.

  

