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Enjoy the first 3 parts of the international bestselling series SAVING FOREVER!

PART 1

Charity Thompson wants to save the world, one hospital at a time. Instead of finishing med school to become a doctor, she chooses a different path and raises money for hospitals – new wings, equipment, whatever they need. Except there is one hospital she would be happy to never set foot in again—her fathers. So of course he hires her to create a gala for his sixty-fifth birthday. Charity can’t say no. Now she is working in the one place she doesn’t want to be. Except she’s attracted to Dr. Elijah Bennet, the handsome playboy chief. 

Will she ever prove to her father that’s she’s more than a med school dropout? Or will her attraction to Elijah keep her from repairing the one thing she desperately wants to fix? 

Part 2

When a broken relationship exposes hidden scars of the past, can a successful businesswoman let go of the pain? 

Will Charity Thompson ever forgive her father for not being there when her mother died? Six years later, she agrees to organize the Diamond Gala for his hospital. As much as she despises working with her controlling father, she meets Dr. Elijah Bennet. The handsome playboy chief is the perfect distraction when her emotions are running amuck...feelings she’s spent her entire life hiding from her father. Throwing herself deeper into work, she tries to forget about the pain that threatens to consume her. Charity tries to fight the attraction she feels toward Elijah, but the spark is undeniable. The passion that consumes her heart and her body is something she’s never felt with any other man. 

Everybody makes mistakes, but Charity believes she’s made the biggest one of her life. Will she ruin her chances with Elijah and damage the relationship with her father beyond repair? 
––––––––
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PART 3
Charity Thompson is finding her way in life. Dr. Elijah Bennet is proving to be the consuming temptation she finds herself not wanting to lose. Charity is still trying to prove to her stubborn father that she is successful, and that he had no right to be disappointed she dropped out of medical school. 

As the Diamond Gala for her father's sixty-fifth birthday approaches, Charity sets her focus on turning it into the gala of all galas despite the fact that Elijah and her relationship seems to constantly be hitting crossroads that want to undermine it and tear it apart. 

Will love win out? Or will reality set Charity's life on a different course? One she never saw coming?
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“YOU DO REALIZE YOU have a very unique name for the business you’re in?” The doctor smiled and winked at her. His hazelnut eyes sparkled with mischief. “I’m sure you’ve been told that a million times.”

Charity laughed. “My mother must have planned it all while I was in her tummy.” She tucked a chunk of her long blond hair behind her ear. It had been six years since her mother had lost her battle against cancer, which had completely changed Charity’s career course. The day after the funeral, she had dropped out of medical school and hadn’t looked back since. She couldn’t say the same about her father. She forced a grin and focused on the moment. “It’s even more ironic now that I’m signing a two-year contract with you guys. How shall we put the press release? Forever Hope Hospital hires Charity Thompson as their new Fundraiser Liaison. Kind of a tongue twister, ‘eh Dr. Parker?”

“Just Malcolm, please. We’re working together now. It’s in the two-year contract you just signed. It says you are to refer to Dr. Parker as Malcolm only.” He held it up, teasing her.

Dr. Parker—er, Malcolm—couldn’t be much older than Charity, maybe five years tops. Cropped hair and chiselled features probably made him popular talk among the staff and patients. She knew he was single, recently divorced, with no children. She wondered how long it would take a first year or nurse to ‘make the rounds’ with him. Or maybe he would surprise her and actually be a decent guy.

“As for the press release, I can’t wait to see everyone and anyone’s reaction. It’s going to be a big success. Between the humor in your name and job, your awesome track record for success...” He pointed and in a very kind voice added, “Your beautiful face, plus the fact that your father is the Doctor Thompson, I’m not sure we should send the press release to the local papers or to the American Journal of Medicine.” He stood and reached out his hand. “I’m teasing again, of course. We’re all very excited to have you on board.”

Charity stood and shook his hand, making sure to add just the right about of firmness to show her strength and still remain feminine.  “I’m excited to get started.” 

“This hospital needs your help. We’re in dire straights. Between the state cutbacks, the simple lack of funds, our long-term care ward and our outpatient surgery floor is anciently outdated, we either need to update or close down. People are starting to skip past us and driving the extra forty-five minutes to Atlanta General.” He shook his head. “You already know this, sorry. I just hear it everyday, a million times a day.”

Charity sat back down and pulled her iPad out of her briefcase. “Then we need to get started right away.” She flipped to the screen she’d written the list of things she needed from the hospital. “I’m going to need the hospital’s financial records, and a calendar of events you already have set up. I’d like to plan a charity luncheon in about six weeks to get the ball rolling. Remember, this isn’t going to be fixed over night. It’s a process and two years is the goal. We’ll get there.” 

Vibration from the doctor’s cell phone on his desk made her pause. They both looked at the phone and then at each other.

“Continue, please.” He glanced at the phone and then back at her.

“You’re busy. You need to take care of hospital issues. Why don’t I talk to your assistant and check your calendar? We need to pick a day in five or six weeks that you can take a long lunch break.” She thought back to his comment about her having a pretty face. “We need to use those good looks of yours and get some lovely high society ladies wanting to spend money on the hospital with the hot doc.”

He blinked, surprise clear on his face. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or pleased. Hot doc?” 

She laughed. “Sometimes pretty works and you have to use it.” She stood and slipped her briefcase strap over her shoulder. “Sorry doc, but you’re single, good-looking and funny. I’m going to have to use you as a marketing tool to get a few charities going.” She held up her hand. “I promise no cheesy date auctions or prostitution. Just need to use your... your atmosphere to see how awesome the staff and hospital really is.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes. I love this place and want everyone else to love it as well.”

They were going to work together just fine. “You need to go be a doctor and I need to set up my office.”

The doctor slapped his forehead. “I almost forgot! Your new office is to the right of the elevator. I’ve had it cleared and your name’s supposed to be up on the glass by the end of the day. I’ll get my assistant to show you where and she’ll also bring any information you need.” He pressed the red button on the intercom phone on his desk. “Amanda, do you mind helping Ms Thompson?”

A millisecond later the office door opened and in rushed a tiny, petite lady. Her silver hair in a messy bun held a pair of reading classes stuck on the top of her head. “Doctor Parker, Doctor Mallone is trying to get a hold of you. He needs you in emerg right away.” She turned, almost floating like a little fairy. “Ms Thompson, let’s go.” She disappeared out the door, her little shoes tapping down the hall.

It felt like being in third grade all over again. Charity raised her eyebrows but wasn’t about to disobey Amanda. As she took a step towards the door, a smooth hand touched her elbow

“She’s harmless,” Malcolm whispered, his warm breath tickling her ear, “but I’ve never crossed her.” He chuckled as he let go of her. “Good luck.”

Charity mouthed a sarcastic Thank-you and hurried out the door. She could feel Malcolm’s breath cooling on her skin as her long strides slowly caught up to Amanda. 

“I had a two-sided desk set up in your office. I also had them set up a bookcase but didn’t know what else you would need.” Amanda’s words punched out with each tap of her shoes. She stopped in front of a frosted glass door and pulled a key out of her pocket. “This is yours.” She handed to key to Charity. “I’m glad you’ve come. Welcome to Forever Hope. Just let me know if you need anything else.” She stood waiting.

“Thanks.” Charity realized the woman wanted her to open the door so she hurriedly put the key into the lock and turned it. She pushed the door open and grinned when she stepped inside.

“Will it work?” Amanda asked.

The office was actually two rooms, kind of like a waiting room and then an archway that showed a glimpse of a large light wood stained two-sided desk. The walls were completely bare except for a fresh coat of pale yellow paint. Bright without feeling like a hospital. It gave her an idea. “It’s going to be perfect!”

“Lovely. I’m down the hall if you need me.” Amanda disappeared out the door.

Charity set her briefcase against the wall by the door and pressed her lips together. She’d done six large figure multi-million dollar fundraisers but never had an office like this. Two rooms! 

Racing through the brightly painted white arch, she surveyed the second room. It was a bit smaller than the first room but both had large window panels to look over the city. Day or night the view was probably amazing. The two-sided desk had a brand new computer still in its box sitting on the far side, along with a phone already set up. The leather chair behind seemed to beg her to try it out. Well, she couldn’t disappoint it.

The soft leather felt perfect under her. She tested out the wheels and tried sliding from one side of the desk to the other. No problem. She slipped her heels off and felt the wood floor against her bare feet. It made her want to dance. Focus Charity.

She pushed her chair away from the desk and went back to the first room to look around. The bright empty room would make a perfect conference room. Give it a laid back, homely atmosphere and possibly donors would relax the minute they stepped in. She pulled her blackberry out of the short-sleeved red jacket that went with her black dress. 

Maybe a love seat, definitely a round table, four comfortable chairs, two ottomans, plant, fridge, cabinet to hold glasses, wine rack.

She glanced around. There were three walls to work with since she didn’t want to put anything but a low table near the windows. If she painted the one wall with chalk paint, that would be a perfect note-board and would also work as a projector screen for presentations. 

A buzzing in her hand caught her attention. She had a call. Quickly saving the shopping list she then switched screens to check the caller ID. She almost dropped the phone when she saw the number.
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“DAD!” HER FATHER NEVER rang unless there was an emergency. “Is everything alright?”

“Hullo?” The voice that answered wasn’t her father’s. It was husky, with a clear accent. 

It took her by surprise and sent a shiver down her spine at the same time. 

“I’m sorry, is this Charity?” 

She scratched her head, trying to recognize the caller. Australian accent? Or New Zealand? “Where’s my father?”

“I’m not too sure actually.” The stranger chuckled. “I was just in a meeting with him an’ he said he needed to call you. Suddenly he tosses me the phone and rushes off to some code three over the intercom.” A slight grating noise echoed through the phone like the stranger was rubbing a five o’clock shadow.  “I’m sorry. I don’t even know what he wanted to tell you.”

“That’s okay. He does have a habit of rushing off to save the day. Who is this by the way?”

“I’m Elijah.”

“Hi Elijah, I’m Charity.” She shook her head. Was she honestly flirting with some stranger over the phone? Her father’s phone on top of it. She really needed to get out more.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He chuckled. “Well, over the phone anyway.”

She smiled. “Not to make you the messenger but you can let my dad know I’ve arrived and he can call me when he has a free moment.”

“Arrived?”

She absently waved her hand in the air and walked around the room surveying what she needed to do first. Hardware store, the furniture store. “I just started a new contract down here in Atlanta.”

“A little warmer than New York at the moment.”

“Definitely.” 

Muffled voices carried over the phone. “I apologize again,” Elijah said, “but Dr. Thompson needs me.”

“No problem. Have a great afternoon.”

“You too.”

Charity slipped her phone into her jacket pocket and grabbed her briefcase. She wondered what Elijah looked like. Sexy accent surely belonged to a good looking guy. She rolled her eyes. The guy was over a thousand miles away and she had a new job with a lot of work to do. 

Speaking of work. She needed to get a list of past donators, skim through the local papers to find the elite social class. The first group would be women. Doctors’ wives and local celebrities. She already had connections to a couple of popular bands that would do charity concerts for her. It was simply a matter of getting dates and plans to coincide. 

She headed out the office and back down the hall to Amanda’s office. 

Amanda sat behind her computer, reading glasses on the bridge of her nose. She smiled at Charity. “What do you need, sweetie?”

Charity dropped into the chair in front of Amanda’s desk. “I need lists. People who have donated to the hospital, anyone big named or wealthy who have been here. Even those who wished to remain discreet. I’ll contact them on the down low but I need names.” She went through her mental list of things she wouldn’t have access to find. “Has the board made blueprints or hired architecture to design the new wing Malcolm wants to add?” 

Amanda shook her head. “I don’t believe they have.” Her hand slid her computer mouse and she clicked it a bunch of times.  Pages started printing out of the massive computer behind her. “Dr. Parker started collecting data when he was pretty sure you would agree to help us out.” 

The printer continued printing out page after page after page.  That was a good sign. More meant a lot of options and possibilities. “Has Malc—Dr. Parker or any other doctor worked on athletes as well? Anyone from the Braves, or Hawks or the Falcons?”

“I’m sure there are quite a few.”

“Does every doctor have a seat on the board?”

Amanda shook her head. “I don’t believe so.”

Her father was a stickler for every person having their say. He was adamant about all doctors meeting at least twice a year to discuss hospital issues. His hospital would be a success and never be in need of someone like her. It made her very proud of him. 

“We’ll need to set up a meeting with everyone.” She ignored the slightly annoyed look on Amanda’s face. Charity had two years to turn this place into a success story and she needed everyone willing to work with her. She knew what needed to be done and it was never easy at first but that would change. “How about you send me everyone’s email address?”

“You can’t get everyone to meet at the same time. The hospital would have to close for the day.” 

Charity smiled. She knew better than to argue. “You’re right. I’ll have to come up with something that works for everyone.” She stood and checked her watch. “I’ve got errands to run for my office that I want to do tomorrow, and my stuff is supposed to be delivered to my apartment sometime after five today. Gotta jet.”

Amanda scooted her chair back and grabbed the massive stack of printed paper. “Do you want me to bind these for you?”

“That would be awesome. I’ll start going through them tomorrow then.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks. I think I’m going to need it.”

“And Charity?” Amanda set her glasses on the top of her head.

“Yes?”

“I’m glad you here.”

Amanda was full of surprises. Charity grinned. “Me, too.” 
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Chapter 3
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TRYING TO BALANCE HER groceries and case of water in one hand, Charity slipped the key into her apartment door with the other. She had met the moving company earlier. It hadn’t taken long to unpack and all that was left were five clothing suitcases in her bedroom. She then ran out to grab food for dinner and breakfast in the morning.

She kicked the door shut with her foot and glanced around. It was a studio apartment with a double size living room which opened to a modern kitchen. Light grey stained wood covered the floors and the two rooms were painted a soft white. 

Very bright. And very empty. 

That had been done on purpose. A leather antique psychologist coach was set against the far wall, mirrors covered another wall and a high tech stereo system took up most of the space on the last wall. The only remaining wall had windows and a door to a simple balcony.

Charity slipped off her shoes and padded on bare feet to the kitchen. She set the case of water down on the breakfast bar and quickly put away the groceries. Before putting the water under the table, she grabbed the remote beside the case and turned the stereo on. The tall speakers came to life and Charity reached for a bottle from the case. As she strolled to her bedroom, her fingers tapped the music’s beat against the plastic water container. By the time she reached her room, she was full out dancing. 

She changed into tights and a sport top, then headed back to the living room. She had been dancing since she was six. Her mom had encouraged her to try every form of dance and she loved them all. Somehow all the different types of dancing had rolled into her own artistic interpretation and she was phenomenal at it, but very few people knew. It came in handy during the galas and dinners if someone asked her to dance and she could surprise guests.  

Dancing was her workout, her stress reducer, her fun time and her down time. 

An hour and a shower later, she started cooking dinner. Munching on a carrot, the little red light flashing on the phone caught her attention. She flipped her screen on and saw several emails from Amanda with attachments, an email confirming the paint and furniture for her office would be delivered in the morning and her father had called about ten minutes prior.

He hadn’t left a message so she pressed the button to call him, putting him on speaker so she could continue cutting vegetables.

“Dr. Thompson.”

“Dad, it’s me.” Charity tried not to roll her eyes. He had caller ID so he knew it was her.

“Charity. How can I help you?”

She shook her head. “You phoned me earlier and tried again a bit ago. I was in the shower and just saw the missed call. I assume you wanted to talk to me.” No how are you doing or how’s Atlanta? 

“Oh yes. I did. I was going to have my secretary call but I knew you’d say no if she asked.”

Charity set the knife down. She didn’t want to stab her phone. “Nice, Dad. I really appreciate you starting a phone conversation on the negative. Why don’t you just ask me what you need and I’ll let you know what I think?”

“Fine. I’m turning sixty-five next year.” He paused.

“I know.” A strange thought crossed her mind. She never assumed he would, but what if... “Are you retiring?”

“Hell, no! I’m more than competent as a doctor, probably still better than most of the doctors I know.”

No lie there. He was one of the best doctors in the country, even had a hospital named after him. “I didn’t think you would, but why the phone call just over six months before your birthday?”

“The hospital wants to make a big deal with it. I guess they need to. I said I would take care of it since I don’t want it to be about me. I want the focus on something else.”

She had no idea where he was going with this.

“I was wondering...” He swallowed and a quick sigh echoed through the phone. “We’d like to hire you to do the party.”

She blinked in surprise. He hated her job and always made sure she knew how disappointed he was that she’d dropped out of med school. “I’m not a party planner.”

“You don’t organize parties and plan big events?”

Good point. “I do but they are for hospitals wings, additions, equipment. The galas are to raise money for non-profit issues hospitals need.” Not some retirement party where the birthday dude wasn’t even retiring.

“Exactly. That’s what I—what we want to hire your for. To make money for some new equipment at the hospital. My milestone age marker is just the excuse to do it.”

Charity tapped her fingers against her lip as she thought. It was actually a very good idea. Everyone knew and liked her father. He never made a fuss about himself publicly so a lot of doctors from all over the country would fly in for the night. Plus the countless patients whose lives he had saved. It was a great idea.

So why her? 

“I’ve just signed a two year contract down here in Atlanta. I can’t drop everything for them for six months and help you. That wouldn’t be fair.”

“I’m not expecting anything spectacular. It’s fine. I’m sorry I bothered you.”

Giving up that easy? That wasn’t her father. That competitive side of her kicked in. He didn’t think she could do spectacular? Boy was he in for a surprise. “How much money are you hoping to raise?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“How much?”

“A hundred thousand would cover half the price of the equipment in the emergency room.”

“Your gala could easily raise quadruple that.” 

He scoffed. “Really?”

“Easy.” She thought about going back home. Did she want to? Part of her did. The kid in her wanted to prove to her father that she was good at her job. That she deserved to be patted on the head and told she’d done a good job. That her career change hadn’t been a bad choice. “Look. If you can handle working on the weekends for this, I can do it. The flight to NY from Atlanta is direct. It’s only a one night gala. I can work online from here and fly up twice or month or whatever to get it set there.” Six months wasn’t that long.

“You’ll do it?” The surprise in his voice made her smile.

“Sure. I’ll have to come up this weekend to find a location. It’s going to be a time crunch but it’ll work.”

“Perfect.” Scribbling of a pen made its way through the phone. “I need to go. Duty calls.”

“Life of a doctor. I’ll meet you at the hospital Friday afternoon sometime. I’ll email you my flight details.”

“I can send someone to pick you up.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be easier if I rent a car.”

“Sounds good.” He paused. “And thanks, Charity.”

“You’re welcome.” 

She stared at the phone after her father hung up. What had she just gotten herself into?
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ONCE OFF THE PLANE Charity waited for her bags and then picked up her rental car. The mid size car she hired wasn’t available so the young teller bumped her up to a Mustang. Blue. Sapphire blue. She laughed out loud in the parking lot when she tossed her suitcase and bag in the trunk. The weekend might actually turn out to be fun.

The week itself had been busy. She’d painted the office, had it decorated, went through the email list and set up a luncheon with Malcolm for Monday. They needed to go over a few plans and she also needed to meet with the board next week. Juggling the two jobs would be interesting.

She drove straight to the hospital and parked in the visitor parking section. The newly designed hospital almost looked inviting. They had torn down the older hospital two blocks away months ago. The grey outer walls had loads of windows and sections of it spread like rays of sun around the nucleus.

The warm heated air brushed the cold autumn air away as she stepped though the sliding doors. She headed for the elevator but slipped into a restroom just before. She washed her hands and looked in the mirror. Her ponytail had slipped down so she grabbed two chunks of hair to tighten it. The pony band snapped and shot off like an elastic. 

“Crap!” Charity searched through her purse for another one but found nothing. She ran her fingers through her hair and tucked a few strands behind an ear. It would have to do. Except now she needed to touch up her makeup. Little makeup worked with a ponytail but not with her hair down. She grabbed a lipstick gloss and added eyeliner and mascara. She stepped back. Dark jeans and white button up would have to do. 

She squared her shoulders and exhaled a long breath. “Please give me patience and don’t piss Dad off,” she mumbled before leaving the bathroom. She hit the elevator button and the far door slid open. Perfect timing.

An older couple walked off together and she smiled at them before stepping into the lift. Leaning against the wall, a tall glass of hot water stood in medical scrubs. Short dark slightly mussed brown hair, bright blue eyes and a sexy five o’clock shadow held Charity’s gaze a moment longer than what was considered polite. She quickly turned and pressed the sixth-floor button. It was already lit up. Hot muscle guy had to get off on the same floor.

She closed her eyes and silently sighed. She should have looked at his badge instead of his face. The thought of his chest made her wonder what he might look like with his shirt off. She forced herself to open her eyes and stare straight ahead. You’re being ridiculous. Cute guy and you act like a thirteen-year-old boy-crazy kid.

She turned around and smiled, willing her eyes to stay on his face, not cruise down and then back up. “Are you a doctor here?”

“I am.” The stranger smiled but offered no more information.

Sexy smile. She tried again. “Is your office on the sixth floor?”

“It is.” 

Did she detect an accent? Her eyebrows furrowed together. Had they met before? She would have definitely remembered. She glanced down at his hospital tag just as the elevator came to a stop. Dr. Bennet. The door slid open so she turned to step out. She stopped short when she realized she didn’t know where to go.

Dr. Bennet walked right into her and grabbed her elbow so she wouldn’t fall.

“I’m so sorry. Are you a’right?” 

Definitely an Australian accent, or something by there. “It’s my fault.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure where Dr. Thompson’s office is. Last time I was here they were still finishing this floor.”

Two young nurses walked by. One winked at the doctor. “Hi Elijah.” The other nurse elbowed her. “Oops. Hello Doctor Bennet.” The two disappeared into the nurse’s room.

Elijah? Charity remembered her dad’s phone call when she’d spoken to him. “I’m Charity.” She held out her hand. “I’m Dr. Thompson’s daughter. We spoke, earlier this week, on the phone.”

Elijah reached for her hand. His warm, strong fingers enclosed around hers and he smiled at her again. “I remember. You’re much more beautiful in person.”

No wonder the nurses were so friendly. He was a lady’s man.

“I can take you to your dad. I was just about to see him myself.”

“That’d be great.” If he was a flirt, she could flirt too. “Lead the way.”

He pulled his phone out of his chest pocket and checked his messages. “I just need to call downstairs to see if my x-rays are done.” He headed past the nurse’s station and down the hall.

Charity followed and admired his lean muscular shoulders that dipped into a firm derriere that looked fantastic in hospital pants. She felt her cheeks grow warm. There’s nothing wrong with appreciating a fit body. Get over it, girl.

“...Thanks. Have someone send them up to the sixth floor review room. I need them quick.” Elijah tucked his phone back in his pocket. “Sorry about that. So how long are you in town to see your dad?”

“Just the weekend. He wants to do a fancy do for his sixty-fifth. He’s asked me to plan it.”

“I’m sure you’ll make it amazing.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “I have to admit I googled you after we spoke on the phone. You’re quite the successful donor-fundraiser... party planner...thing.” He shrugged and made a confused face. “I don’t know what your official title is.” 

“Neither does my father,” she teased, “but at least he knows what I do or he wouldn’t have called.” She noticed the wing they’d been walking down now had expensive wooden doors. The first office had her dad’s name on the plaque and across the hall was Elijah’s name. “You must be pretty special to have an office right here.” By my dad is what she wanted to say but held back. Her opinion of her father was not shared with fellow doctors. He was the man. The Dr. Scott Thompson. Life saver super-hero. 

“The chief gets the next best office.” Elijah dropped his head a bit and grinned like a little boy. “Sorry, just trying to impress you.”

Charity blinked, surprised at his honesty. “I’m impressed. A little.” She pretended to shrug. “You’re pretty young to be chief. I’d ask who you had to sleep with to get the job but since my dad’s in charge, I don’t really want to know.”

Elijah’s head tilted back and he burst out laughing.

The door to her father’s office swung open, probably from the sound in the hallway. “Charity!”
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A BIT GREYER IN HIS hair and a little more tired, her father still commanded power. Years of hard work and respect earned from success gave him that posture. He was one of the best doctors in the country, even at almost sixty-five. He would always be distinguished and handsome. Charity sometimes wondered why he hadn’t remarried since her mom passed away. He’d probably had a lot of offers.

She hadn’t seen her dad in over a year, almost two years. Two Christmases ago she had flown home to spend the holidays with him. Christmas day ended in a big row right after they had gone to the gravesite to drop some flowers off on her mother’s stone. She left early the next morning not even sure if her father was still in the house or already gone to the hospital. Last year she made up the excuse she had to work so she wouldn’t have to fly home. She felt guilty but guilt was better than fighting with a man who couldn’t be wrong.

They still called each other once every two or three weeks and never discussed the fight. He had made the first call and she had called him the next time. It continued until he called earlier this week. Four days and two phone calls had broken the pattern.

“Dad!” She awkwardly stepped forward to shake his hand at the same time he leaned over to hug her.

“I trust your flight was alright?” He stepped back so she could come into his office.

“It was fine.” She stepped through, absently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Elijah followed her into the office. She’d momentarily forgotten he had brought her down the hall. “Why don’t I let the two of you catch up and I’ll chat with you later, Scott.”

“No!” both Charity and her father said at the same time.

“I mean,” said her father, “I want your opinion on what I’m hiring Charity to do for the hospital. As chief you also need to sign off on it.”

Charity glanced back and forth at both men. Did her dad seriously mean that or was he just as afraid as her to be in the same room together?

Elijah checked his watch. “I can really only stay a moment. I have surgery in thirty minutes and need to scrub in with a first year. It’s a cardiothoracic so I’m not leaving my attending in charge.”

Her father harrumphed. “Right.” He clapped his hands and walked around to his desk and sat down behind it. “Why don’t you meet Charity and me for drinks after?” He stared at Charity. “What’s that place we went to before... the Threaded Cork? Yes, that’s it. Meet us at the Threaded Cork when you are done.” It wasn’t a request.

Elijah nodded. “Sounds good. You’re treating then, right?” By his smile and relaxed stance, it was obvious to Charity that he wasn’t intimidated by her father. Elijah just earned a new level of respect from her. He smiled at her and just as he turned to leave he winked, then strolled out the door.

An uncomfortable silence filled the room after the door closed. Her father cleared his throat as he rested his fingertips against each other. “I really appreciate you willing to take this on.”

“It’s not everyday your father turns sixty-five.” She crossed her legs and then uncrossed them. “Do you want this gala to be a dinner or just a party?” Part of her dreaded planning it, but another part really wanted to show her father how good she was at her job.

“What do you think?” His thumbs tapped a steady beat while he waited for her answer.

“Well, it all depends on how you want the evening to go. Do you want to focus on raising money for the hospital or your birthday or the fact that you are stepping down?”

“I’m not stepping down.” He straightened against the back of the chair. 

Charity had to make herself resist the urge to let her eyes roll upward to the ceiling. “Okay, but from a professional standpoint, I need to know what the theme is going to be. If I don’t ask you and set the wrong theme, you are going to hate it.”

“Right. Sorry.” He relaxed his straight posture by a tenth of a degree and ran his fingers through his hair. “I built this hospital so we could be a leader in research and innovative surgeries. I plan to keep up the research end and help run the board but Dr. Bennett is the chief now. He’s good at his job.” He looked Charity directly in the eye. “Lousy at staying away from the women. Ask the nurses or first years or anyone who seems to look good in a skirt.”

Charity burst out laughing. She couldn’t help it. “Are you jealous, Dad?”

“Just warning my head-strong daughter.”

“And I wonder where I got that from.”

“Yes, well okay then.” He checked his watch and stood. “I really don’t care what you do with the evening. I’d just like the focus to be on the hospital. I figured my sixty-fifth would be a good excuse to throw it. If it makes money, great. If not, that’s fine too.”

“Sure.” She knew what he meant. He wasn’t expecting much from her. Well, she would surprise him.  Six months to plan it would be tight, but if she flew up two or three weekends a month she could make it a great turnout. “What time do you want to meet at the Threaded Cork?”

“Meet? I just thought we’d drive back to the house together and go from there.”

Charity’s cheeks grew warm. “I, um, I booked a hotel room. I just thought it’d be easier for me to work and –”

“Right,” he cut her off. “I have some work here to do as well. Why don’t we aim for six o’clock then?”

“Six o’clock it is. I’ll have some ideas and check out some possible venues. We’re going to need to pick a spot as soon as we can.”

“Perfect.” He went to the door and held it open for her. “I’ll see you there.”

Charity pressed her lips together as she bent to grab her purse. Six months of being uncomfortable seemed like a prison sentence at the moment, but she owed it to her mother to make the effort. 

After leaving the office, she took the stairs down to the main floor and let the cool wind soothe her face. Heading to the parking lot, she grinned when she found the Mustang. Maybe a new outfit to go with the car might be something to cheer her up. She could shop and brainstorm at the same time.

––––––––
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CHARITY TURNED THE blow dryer off as she finished straightening her hair.  She’d managed to find a simple black sleeveless dress at Michael Kors and a pair of black shoes with just the right amount of heel to look sexy without being a stripper. She wondered how Elijah would be like outside of the hospital. She mentally kicked the thought out. Tonight’s dinner had to do with her father’s fundraiser gala. Her dress was fun but also completely business suited. Eye shadow followed by mascara and a dab of lip gloss and she was ready to go. 

She stuffed her iPad into her briefcase and her jacket. It’s length matched the dress’ – perfect without even trying.

Parking downtown turned out to not be as easy. Friday night in a busy city had everyone and their neighbour looking for a parking spot. Charity drove the block around the Threaded Cork three times before getting slightly lucky and spotting a couple getting into their car. She flipped her blinker on and carefully parallel parked the car. Good thing she hadn’t gone with the higher heels as she had a few streets to walk. Tossing her keys into her purse, she stepped out and walked around the car to grab her briefcase.

Someone whistled. “Wow. That’s quite the ride.” 

Elijah. The accent was hard to miss. She smiled, locked the car and turned around. “Rental place gave it to me. I honestly didn’t ask.”

“Let me get that for you.” He offered his hand and took her briefcase, slinging it over his shoulder. “You must have made quite the impression to the car clerk.”

She laughed as they started walking. “He was kinda young. You have to troll around for a parking spot as well?”

“I actually took the subway. Surgery went a bit longer than I thought, so I showered and changed at the hospital.”

She glanced down at his outfit from the corner of her eye. Black pants, fitted button up, and she caught a whiff of a delicious men’s cologne. “How did the surgery go?”

“Quite well, thank you for asking. The patient is a young woman in her early forties. She had a small hiccup while on the table but we fixed it, and her heart, in the end.” He slipped his hands into his pockets. 

“You could have stayed at the hospital if you preferred.” She said it just to be polite but was more than pleased he had come. Talking to her dad over dinner on her own seemed daunting.

“And miss seeing you dressed to the nines?” He pretended to clutch his heart. “I’ll have to get mine checked out when I get back to the hospital.”

“You are really, really cheesy.” She laughed, despite the corniness.

“A bit too much?” He grinned and small lines crinkled near his eyes. The look was striking. 

“It suites you,” she replied honestly.

They turned the corner and headed down the last block length to the Threaded Cork.

“So what is it your father wants to hire you to do for the hospital?”

Charity pushed the fallen strap of her purse back on her shoulder. “To be honest, I’m a bit surprised he called me. He doesn’t quite agree with my career choice.” She waved her hand, embarrassed to be sharing that information with him. “I mean, he’s turning sixty-five and since he is the Doctor Scott Thompson he knows he has to do something big with the ol’ milestone number. He’d rather make the emphasis on the hospital than him.”

“It’s a great idea.”

They reached the entrance to the Threaded Cork and Elijah handed Charity her briefcase and then held the door open for her. The outside of the building had not changed since the last time she had come. It had the old heritage appeal but painted with modernist colours and flare. 

Dim inside, Tiffany lights hung above each solid table clearly showed who sat at each location. Her father was already sitting at a place near the far wall. The back of the restaurant where the bar and wine tasting area had been built was quiet. It would fill after the dinner rush.

Charity led the way to the table and Elijah pulled her chair out for her. Surprised, she managed to remember her manners and whispered, “Thanks.”

“Did you two drive together?” Her father raised a single eyebrow. How he had ever mastered that ability had always bugged Charity, even as a kid. She tried for hours to make only one brow go up.

“I drove.” “I took the subway.” Elijah and Charity spoke at the same time and then laughed. 

“We met just outside,” Charity added.

The waitress came by with three wine glasses and two bottles of wine; one red and one white. 

“I took the liberty to order a bottle of each,” her father said as he looked at the menu. He smiled at the waitress. “What’s your specials tonight?”

After they ordered and filled their wine glasses Charity pulled a folder out of her briefcase.  “I scouted a few places and we have a few options.” She flipped her iPad case open and slid through her apps until she found the one she’d set up.  Tapping the screen, she slid the tablet so both men could see the hall set up. “I thought about doing the party at the hospital. You have the large gymnasium you could turn into a high school prom setting.” She suppressed a giggle when both men’s eyebrows mashed together at the same time. “Hey, it may sound cheesy but it would be a huge hit. The entire idea behind prom,” she made small circles with her hand, “what happens after prom. You know, the whole package. Laugh all you want, it will get donators giving.”

The smirk on Elijah’s face told her he liked the idea; the forced smile on her father’s told her otherwise. 

She slid the tablet picture to another floor diagram. “This is the old downtown concert building. It’s heritage but has been completely revamped inside. It’s like a Phantom of the Opera kind of building. They have this amazing chandelier that was restored. It sparkles even when the lights are dimmed.” She snapped her fingers. “We could make the evening about diamonds. Make it a platinum, gold and white evening.”

Her father topped up Elijah’s and his wine glasses. “Quite the opposite of venue ideas.”

“Well you gave me next to nothing to work with so I’m using every angle to make your evening something you want.” She took a long sip of her red wine, embarrassed at her response and that her voice had risen. Elijah’s piercing blue eyes watched her intently but his face revealed nothing. “Sorry. It’s been a long, busy day and—”

“You always get a tad snappy when you’re hungry.” Her father waved his hand. “Elijah, what do you think?”

Charity glanced back and forth at the two men. She had three more possible locations. Her father had already made up his mind. He just didn’t want to admit he liked it. She knew her first choice would be a no. It had only been to throw the idea of having the gala in the hospital. Her father would have wanted to do that but it wouldn’t be the success it could be. The cheesy suggestion would turn off any thought of having it there. The other possibilities were, well, possibilities. The diamond heritage would be very classy and right up her father’s alley.

Elijah folded his hands on the table. His long fingers and smooth fingernails looked tanned against the white of the tablecloth. “As much as I would love to experience an American prom, I believe the Diamond place is more suitable for your birthday.”

Charity smiled. “Agreed. What about you, Dad? I also have some other ideas.”

The waitress arrived with their dinners and set their orders in front of them.

“In lieu of your snap turning into a roar, I settle for the Diamond thing as well.” Her father set his napkin on his lap.

Inhaling the delicious aroma of roast chicken, Charity felt giddy. Possibly from the wine, the hunger, or getting her dad to agree to the location, she elbowed him lightly. “Wonder where I get that from?”
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THEY ATE THEIR MEAL with light conversation, Elijah and her dad doing most of the talking. They discussed hospital issues and a number of upcoming surgeries. A sense of wistful dreaming filled Charity. She had chosen to drop out of medical school and had absolutely no regrets, but that didn’t mean she didn’t miss it. For one millisecond she wondered if she had stayed, graduated and become a doctor, would she be sitting at this table talking with them about upcoming surgeries and post op procedures?

She poured her second glass of wine of the evening and glanced around as she savoured her first sip. The lights had dimmed and the crowd had changed to a slightly younger generation. The bar was getting busy and the noise level had risen a few notches.

“... You two stay, finish the wine. I’ll go and pay the bill.”

Charity blinked and focused back on the conversation at the table. Her father stood and rested his fingers a slight moment on her shoulders as he stepped past her. 

“Can you come by the hospital tomorrow or do you have an early return?”

She nodded. Her flight didn’t leave until one p.m. “I can stop by. No problem. Thanks for dinner tonight.”

“My pleasure. It was good to see you.” He turned to Elijah. “You’ll walk her to her car?” When Elijah nodded he added, “I’ll see you at the hospital shortly.”

She shifted in her seat so she could watch her father leave. He walked straight, smiled pleasantly at the hostess as he paid the bill and disappeared out the door, never turning back to wave or glance at them. Her lips pressed tightly down. The next six months were going to be a challenge. How her mother stayed happily married to the man was beyond her understanding.

“What is it with the two of you?” Elijah’s husky voice broke through her thoughts.

Darn that accent is sexy. He’s gotta know it. Charity picked up her wine glass and took a sip. He’d probably prefer to talk about himself than the un-comings and lack of goings between her father and her. “You’re from Australia, right?”

“New Zealand,” he corrected.

“What made you decide to come to America?”

Elijah settled back in his chair. “Scholarship. Opportunity. And maybe just a little bit of running away from home.”

“Running away?” Interesting.

“My mother’s very much into the society club, the yacht club and about any other club which exhibits social status. It seemed a good time to try something new.”

Charity smiled teasingly. “Sounds pretty prestigious. I hardly doubt you needed a scholarship then.”

Elijah grinned. “It fit the part back home and it looks good when you show up in med-school as a foreigner on scholarship. You earn a bit of respect before you start.”

“Really?” She let her cheek rest against her hand and enjoyed the guilty pleasure of letting her elbow rest on the table. Her father would be cringing if he were still here. “I’d have thought it would’ve made you work harder to get the respect.” She enjoyed another sip of wine and realized she’d almost finished this glass. She had better slow down or she wouldn’t be driving home. She moved her head slightly so she could lean her chin against her palm. His back story sounded interesting. “What made you want to be a doctor?”

It didn’t seem possible but Elijah’s eyes lit up even more. “I had no idea what I wanted to do in high school.” He shrugged. “I mean, if I asked my fifteen-year-old self what my plans where, I’d have said sports. I played varsity cricket in university so I started in kinesiology. My anatomy professor in first year talked me into being on the cadaver team. The team consisted of about ten students who cut open the Jane and John Doe’s to teach the other students during class time. I was the only first year and after the ten minutes I knew it was where I wanted to be.”

“Cutting up dead people?” She hoped her forced straight face wouldn’t give her teasing away. “That’s a bit serial psychopath sounding.”

“Touché.” He laughed. “It’s weird though, it just came naturally. All of it – the dissecting, the anatomy and physiology, like my brain knew it even though my subconscious did not.”

“And you still enjoy it?”

“Every minute,” he said without hesitation.

“That’s very cool. Natural talent in medicine and surgery isn’t easy to find. No wonder my father picked you as chief.”

“Dr. Thompson is a great doctor. I’m honoured he hired me. When he said he was stepping down and wanted me to take over as chief I’d be stupid to say no. This hospital is easily one of the top ten in the country. I get to do surgeries most hospitals would never risk and surgeons can only dream of. The other thing about Scott Thompson Hospital is the atmosphere. It’s great. Everyone loves being here and that, in turn, helps the patients.” He picked up his glass. “Sorry to ramble.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s something you love.”

He clinked his glass with hers. “Cheers to that.” His elegant fingers rhythmically tapped against the rim of his glass. “I’ve been here five years now and don’t recall seeing you around.”

For three months six years ago I never left the place. That was before all the new construction and the renaming of the hospital to honour her father. “I’ve been by. You just probably never noticed me.”

“I’d have definitely noticed.”

She raised her eyebrows but didn’t respond. Was he flirting with her?

“How long have you been raising money for hospitals?” He shot her an innocent look. “Not to sound clueless but... I have no clue what you do or how you can make a living out of it.”

“There’s money in this. Some for me, but the best part is that I get to spend other people’s money to make more. I’ve been doing this about five or six years now. In America, Canada and England. It’s all about the money.” She couldn’t resist bantering him.  “That’s my job: raising money to pay for all these new wings you doctors want. So you guys can make loads and loads more money off those one of a kind freaky surgeries.”

He pointed a mocking finger at her. “This from the girl riding a Mustang.”

“It’s a rental! They gave it to me because they rented out all the cars from the size I reserved.”

“Sure, that’s what your cover story is.” He chuckled, a husky throaty one which sent little wrinkles by the sides of his eyes. It was very pleasant to watch and listen to.

“You’re trouble.”

“That depends...” His eyes locked with hers.

She enjoyed the last bit of her wine. “On what?”

He also took a sip of wine before answering. “On what kind of trouble you are looking for.”

Charity watched him. Handsome, smooth and so definitely a womanizer. He had probably already broken strings of hearts. Should she answer his question and open the doors to a chance of mischief? Did she need that right now? Did she want it? She did but not tonight. Flirting was a safe kind of fun. She had never done the one night stand thing and setting this gala up for her father meant she’d be back and forth here and constantly running into him at the hospital. Things between her father and her were awkward enough; she didn’t need to add more to it.  She pretended to check her watch.

“I should actually get back to the hospital.” Elijah seemed to have read her thoughts and knew what to say. “I want to check my patient’s charts from the past two hours. Plus I eventually need to get some sleep. I’ve had two nights on call and another big surgery going on first thing in the morning.” “Ouch.” She straightened and covered a yawn with her mouth. “Sorry. Been a busy week on my end also.”

He helped her slip into her coat, his fingers accidentally brushing her neck. Her skin tingled on the spot where he had touched. Charity rubbed her scarf to try to erase or at least dampen the effect. She collected her briefcase and purse.

Elijah pointed to the half full bottle of white. “Almost a sin to leave unfinished.”

“I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

“Our little secret then?” He winked at her.

They walked to the exit, Elijah leading the way and then holding the door for her. Outside they walked side by side. The brisk evening sent little puffs of air out of their mouths and noses. Charity was glad she’d brought her scarf. She stuffed her fingers deep inside her pockets.

“Where are you working now?” Elijah asked after a moment of comfortable silence.

“Atlanta. I just started a new contract this week.”

“They don’t mind you are working with another hospital at the same time?”

“I haven’t mentioned anything because it’s not a conflict of interest and I wasn’t exactly sure what my father had in mind. It’ll be a bit busy but I can do most of the work here on weekends.”

“So you’ll be up here quite regularly then?”

She nodded. “I’ll be up next weekend and then probably two weeks after that I’ll come up again. Whatever it takes to set it up.”

“The Atlanta job, is it similar to this one?”

“Not really. The contract we just signed is for two years. That hospital needs a new wing and a lot of expensive updates. It’s not in bad enough shape to tear it down and start over but their other option—hiring me—figured out a way to get the place thriving again.”

“It’s interesting.”

“Not really. My job is to basically find innovative ways to fundraise. To get people to want to give away a lot of money.”

“Do you only work with hospitals?”

They turned a corner and a gust had Charity catching her breath. “Wow, it’s windy. And to answer your question, right now I’m booked with just working with hospitals.”

“So there’s a queue to see you.” He elbowed her lightly. “Why am I not surprised? How far are you booked ahead? Three months? Three years?”

She blushed despite the cold. He was flirting with her again. “Actually at the moment I don’t have anything confirmed after Atlanta. Two years is a big commitment. Most places have their goal set for six months, maybe a year tops. I keep saying I’m going to take a break after I finish one project and before I jump into the next. It still hasn’t happened. Maybe I’ll finally go on a trip somewhere or a cruise or something.” She stared ahead and didn’t look at him. She couldn’t believe she had just told him that she wanted a holiday. Could she sound any nerdier?

“I haven’t been out of America for about five years now. I’m due for a holiday as well.”

“You haven’t gone home?”

“New Zealand? I planned on going last year but then got hired as chief so I didn’t feel it was the right time to go.”

They reached her car. “So you’re a procrastinator as well?”

“I have my moments.”

They both smiled and she fished around her purse for her keys. An awkward moment ensued when she didn’t know what to say or do. Should she get in the car? Shake his hand
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