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Praise for Gun Brooke’s Fiction

Fierce Overture

“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle
and Helena are no exception. Each woman is “more than meets the
eye” as each exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual
tension between them is real, hot, and raw.”—Just About
Write

Coffee Sonata

“In Coffee Sonata, the lives of these four
women become intertwined. In forming friendships and love, closets
and disabilities are discussed, along with differences in age and
backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with complexity
and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you
enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters,
look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—Family & Friends Magazine

Sheridan’s Fate

“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to
make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the
wonderful emotional explorations of these characters to tell the
story of those who, for various reasons, become differently-abled.
Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth, many
women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage
and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About Write

Course of Action

“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their
growing relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking
and heart-stopping. Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for
one, would like to see more romances from this
author.”—Independent Gay Writer

September Canvas

“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and
secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and
prove to the reader each has much depth, talent, wit and
problem-solving abilities. September Canvas
is a good read with a thoroughly satisfying
conclusion.”—Just About Write

The Supreme Constellations Series

“Protector of the Realm has
it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love and exhilarating space
fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning
combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book
exemplifies her growth as an inventive storyteller and is [sure] to
garner multiple awards in the coming year.”—Just
About Write

“Brooke is an amazing author, and has written in
other genres. Never have I read a book where I started at the top
of the page and don’t know what will happen two paragraphs later.
She keeps the excitement going, and the pages
turning.”—MegaScene


Sheridan’s Fate

 


By Gun Brooke

 


Smashwords Edition

 


Copyright 2007 Gun Brooke

 


This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


Synopsis

How do you control passion when it breaks all the
rules? Lark Mitchell, a physiotherapist, reluctantly agrees to work
at the luxurious mansion of Sheridan Ward, head of San Antonio's
largest business conglomerate, Ward Industries. Having barely
escaped death, Sheridan is now confined to a wheelchair and,
furious over her loss of control and powerless for the first time
in her life, she makes Lark's job beyond difficult. Despite this,
Lark insists that Sheridan fight to recover, even as Lark struggles
with unexpected feelings toward her employer that go against every
one of her principles. A dynamic, erotic romance between two
charismatic women set in the scorching hot days and humid, steamy
nights of San Antonio.
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Prologue

Pain, beyond anything she’d ever felt, seared
Sheridan’s body. Her stiff neck burned, and her chest constricted
as her whole system convulsed. She tried to cough, but the pain
overwhelmed her. The heat on her skin seeped further into her body.
This is it. I’m dying. No one can live through this.

Hands pulled at her, voices came and went, one
moment startlingly close only to shift and grow distant the next.
Sheridan tried to move her arms, to make the voices understand that
she needed help, needed someone to stop the agony, but nobody
listened. She tried to call out, but her mouth was dry, her tongue
stuck hopelessly to the roof of her mouth, making it impossible for
her to create the tiniest squeak.

Eventually, and Sheridan didn’t know if it had been
minutes or days, the pain subsided as she finally just shut off. As
Sheridan relaxed, the voices around her seemed to grow more
frantic, but she finally found some comfort. She couldn’t
understand why this break from the torment would upset anyone.
Couldn’t they see she was finally through the worst of it? All she
needed was some sleep, a little rest, and then she’d speak to them,
answer all their insistent questions.

Sheridan floated, content and without any
discomfort, and a childhood memory of a shiny yellow balloon made
her smile weakly. The balloon danced up, up, and bounced against
the ceiling. Sheridan looked up at her mother, beautiful and
laughing as she helped Sheridan manage the bobbing balloon. Falling
through soft clouds, clutching at the string unafraid, Sheridan
listened to her mother’s voice. “Hold on. Don’t let go now. Hold
on.”

 


*

 


“Damn it, what the hell’s going on here?” the
physician growled and gazed at the monitors above the woman’s still
body. He didn’t like what he saw. “Push more Ringers, we need more
fluids in her.” The medical staff swarmed around the bed in an
organized chaos, administering medicine and carrying out
orders.

“Temperature 106.5. BP 60 over 40. Respiration 85,
shallow. Pulse 140, fluttering.” The nurse to the physician’s left
rattled off the information, her dark eyes concerned above the
mask.

“She’s septic.” He bent over the woman on the bed,
his trained eyes taking in the signs of shock. “Her kidneys are
failing, and other organs are shutting down as well. We need to
regain control. Prepare her for dialysis and intubation.”

Another nurse pressed an oxygen mask over the
woman’s face and began to compress a breathing bag. Leaning over
the patient, she looked shocked at how fast the woman had
deteriorated. “Hold on,” the physician heard the nurse whisper.
“Don’t let go now. Hold on.”


Chapter One

“I told you after my last assignment, no more
working in private homes. Ever.” Lark Mitchell ran a hand through
her short, light brown hair, as she glowered at the employment
agency director. Having known Roy Vogel for seven years, Lark
recognized the corpulent man’s amicable, convincing look.

“Lark, please hear me out,” Roy said, his face
serious as he sat behind his desk. “Trust me, I know what you said,
and I respect it—”

“I don’t think you do, since you’re asking me to do
it—again!” Lark heard her own voice escalate and took a deep breath
to calm down.

“This is different. I promise. No nosy relatives, no
God’s-gift-to-women dads, and more importantly, three times your
last salary.”

The money didn’t tempt Lark anymore. She had made
enough over the last seven years to render her financially
independent for at least a decade. Right now she enjoyed being back
in Texas. Her last assignment in Dubai had taken its toll on her,
because she had been on call more or less around the clock. “What
do you mean, no relatives? Who is this person and why do they need
a physical therapist?”

Roy shrugged, his familiar grin showing he was
pleased that he’d managed to stir Lark’s curiosity. “I can’t
provide you with any details unless you choose to take the
assignment. Patient confidentiality. All I can say is that this is
a high-profile, extremely well-paid job, which would make it
possible for you to take a long break from everything once you’re
done.”

Lark rose, nervous energy making it impossible for
her to remain in her seat. “And where is it?”

“Right here in San Antonio. Alamo Heights.”

Ah. Old money. “And for how long,
initially?”

“One year.”

“I’d want it stipulated in my contract under what
circumstances I could quit and still be paid throughout the ongoing
month.” I can’t believe I’m even thinking about it, even
discussing terms! The fact that it was in town, close to her
family in Boerne, made a big difference. After a two-month extended
leave, Lark had begun to climb the walls, and not even helping out
in her mother and stepfather’s gallery did any good.

“Of course. Anything you want to put in there. They
really need someone with your experience and expertise.”

“No working on weekends. I want to be able to go
home to Boerne then and be with my family.” Lark glanced over at
Roy, to make sure he knew she meant it. “I can make a few
exceptions, if there’s an emergency, but I want a five-day working
week.”

“You’ll still be putting in long hours,” Roy said.
“I can probably negotiate your conditions for weekends off, but the
patient requires a lot of help and training.”

“Is he, or she, elderly?”

“No.” Roy checked his computer. “Thirty-eight.”

“Any other people employed to help with ADL?”

“She has a live-in staff of three, but as for the
Active Daily Living training, that’s the physical therapist’s
responsibility, together with an occupational therapist, who’s
available when necessary. There’s also always a nurse on call.” Roy
frowned at his document. “Apparently, the patient is reluctant and
impatient when it comes to aides and training, traumatized by the
repercussions of the illness.”

Lark’s interest grew with each word, since this
sounded like one of those challenging cases she used to find
fascinating, and so rewarding, when she was a new physical
therapist. Lark had dreamed of helping people regain a good quality
of life, making them more independent and facing a new future. This
case was beginning to interest her, despite its conditions.

“Very well,” Lark agreed, intrigued, but
apprehensive because she hadn’t stuck to her plan.

“Excellent!” Roy beamed. “I’ll recommend you and
call ahead. As far as I understand, they want you to start right
away. Ms. Ward has been without a PT for more than two weeks, and
you know that’s not good.”

“Ms. Ward?” Lark straightened in the chair. “As in
the Wards?”

“Ward Industries, yes. As high a profile as you can
have here in San Antonio, I imagine. You’ll be working out of their
Alamo Heights mansion, of course.”

“Of course,” Lark echoed as her mind reeled. The
Wards had lived in San Antonio since Texas became a republic, and
the term “old money” was never truer. “So, when do I begin?”

“Barring hang-ups, you’ll start Monday.”

Today was Friday, which didn’t give Lark much time
to prepare. “I need to read Ms. Ward’s medical records.”

Roy scratched the side of his neck. “Ah, hmm, that
may be a problem. Ms. Ward’s pretty careful with information
regarding her condition. You’ll receive a full report once you get
there, and I have to warn you, you’ll find extensive
confidentiality clauses in your contract. Ms. Ward’s assistant
specifically told me about this issue. Guess she’s big on privacy,
and who can blame her?”

“I suppose, with her background.” Lark nodded,
wondering what had happened to Ms. Ward. Vaguely, she remembered
how the media circus had focused their attention on the Wards a few
months ago, but she couldn’t recall exactly what they’d reported.
It wasn’t the first time the Wards had been in the media’s focus.
“I won’t sign anything until I know how extensive the
confidentiality clauses are.” Lark glared at Roy. “You know my work
ethics. I take them very seriously.”

“Believe me, I know, Lark. The Wards have been
pretty badly burned during the years. The tabloids never seem to
give them a break, and the business magazines are after them for
other reasons.”

“All right. When would they expect me?”

Roy checked his watch with exaggerated movements
before assuming a sheepish look. “Your interview, which is only a
formality, is in ninety minutes.”

Lark sat up. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Her
thoughts whirled. Was she prepared? Dressed well enough?
Presentable? She looked down at her tailored slacks and short denim
jacket. Yeah, presentable enough. This is Texas, not Dubai or
the Côte d’Azur.

“Don’t freak out. They’re only twenty minutes from
here by car. You have enough time if you want to spruce up, I’d
think,” Roy said. “You’re pretty as you are.”

Surprised at Roy’s unexpectedly familiar remark,
Lark slowly shook her head and smiled. “Why, thank you, sir. Not
true, but I guess I don’t send herds of cattle stampeding, at
least.”

Roy looked as if he meant to say something more,
opened his mouth only to close it again while shaking his head.

“I rest my case.” Lark grinned and checked her
watch. “Okay, eighty-five minutes now. Better run.”

“Good luck. I know you’re the best one for this
job.” Roy got up and shook her hand. “Call me later.”

Lark agreed and left the agency in deep thought.
Uneasy that she’d gone back on her vow never to accept another
assignment to work in yet another wealthy private home, she pulled
out her cell phone and dialed her parents’ house. Her stepfather,
Arthur, answered.

“Hi, Dad,” Lark said and pressed the phone closer to
her ear, “you’re not going to believe this.”

“You’ve got a new job,” Arthur said, sounding
matter-of-fact.

Lark smiled, despite a faint feeling of dread.
“Yeah, I do. But at least it’s in town.”

“San Antonio?”

“Yeah. Alamo Heights.”

A moment’s delay. “A private home?”

“Yes. I know what I said—”

“Are you sure about this, Lark?” Arthur’s worry was
obvious. “It’s only been a month.”

“I know, I know.” Lark reached her Lexus and climbed
inside.

The Bluetooth system in her car radio kicked in, and
Arthur’s voice came through strong over the speakers. “Just as long
as you know what you’re doing.”

“I know, Dad.” Lark pulled out into the busy
rush-hour traffic. “I guess Roy made me an offer I couldn’t
refuse.” Feeling her grip on the steering wheel tighten, Lark
forced herself to relax. “It really sounds like an interesting
case. And good money.”

“You know, that shouldn’t influence your decision,
sweetheart.”

“And it didn’t. I mean, that wasn’t the main thing.
Roy has no idea how much I’ve put away, so he tried to make that
the selling point. But really, Dad, something about the fact that
my new patient has no close family intrigues me. At least that’s
what the tabloids report about her family situation. I know very
little for sure, but something told me that this person truly needs
me.” Lark knew that if anyone understood this point, Arthur
would.

“All right, Lark. I trust that you know what you’re
doing. Wait a second…what?” Arthur spoke to someone in the room
with him. “Your mother wants to know if you’ll be back for dinner
today. I’m cooking.”

“I’ll be there. I’m on my way to the interview now,
but it shouldn’t take all that long. I’ll be home by five, six at
the latest, depending on traffic.”

“All right, sweetheart, see you then.”

Soft country rock music replaced Arthur’s deep voice
automatically as the speakers shifted to her favorite radio
channel. Patsy Cline’s voice filled the car, soothing Lark as she
drove toward Alamo Heights. Uncertain of who, and what, to expect,
she sang along with the lyrics of “Crazy.”
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“Fuck!”

Sheridan harnessed the overwhelming desire to toss
the Pocket PC phone across her office, and instead she placed it
carefully on the large desk in front of her. Leaning back in the
wheelchair, she rubbed her aching neck while she tried to calm
down. She was pretty sure that her staff had heard her profanity,
which made her cringe. Known for her ice-cold perfectionist
approach and the fact that she never let anything faze her where
business was concerned, Sheridan was sure the people around her saw
this lack of self-restraint as a sign of weakness.

Her staff acted increasingly cautious around her,
which only confirmed Sheridan’s suspicion that they thought she
definitely had lost some of her usual composure. She noticed
something in the way they acted around her—wary, and with a look of
infinite pity in their eyes.

A knock on the door made Sheridan straighten up so
quickly in her chair that her neck smarted again, sending flashes
of pain up the back of her head and down her shoulders. Refusing to
moan or twitch under the sharpness of the ache, Sheridan folded her
hands in her lap. “Enter.”

“Ms. Mitchell to see you about the position as
physical therapist.” Erica, her secretary, stood in the
doorway.

“Ah. Well, send her in.”

Erica stepped aside and a slender young woman with
short, light brown hair entered. The sun streaming through the
panoramic window ignited golden highlights as Ms. Mitchell pushed
longish bangs out of her eyes. She strode across the room and
extended an almost fragile-looking hand toward Sheridan.

“Ms. Ward, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Lark
Mitchell. Roy Vogel of Vogel Health Professional Agency sent
me.”

“Of course. Please, sit down.” Sheridan motioned
toward the chair across the desk from her. Lark Mitchell sat while
she unbuttoned her denim jacket. She wore a crisp cotton top
underneath, its sheer material barely revealing a white bra.
Embarrassed for the way she stared at the other woman, Sheridan
found it impossible not to sound annoyed as she continued. “Mr.
Vogel assured my assistant that you’re the best among the best, Ms.
Mitchell.”

“Lark, please. And yes, I’m good at what I do.”

“Very well. Lark. Mr. Vogel faxed us your résumé
only a few minutes ago. I browsed through it. Impressive.” The
words came out staccato, and the pain in Sheridan’s neck and
shoulders threatened to turn into one of her awful headaches.

“Thank you. I know I will be able to make life a
little easier for you, Ms. Ward.” Lark leaned forward, examining
Sheridan with kind brown eyes. “Forgive me, but you seem to be in
quite a bit of pain. May I help you with that? I mean, right
now?”

Stumped, and amazed at Lark’s audacity at skipping
any preliminaries, Sheridan didn’t answer.

“Ms. Ward?” Lark seemed to take Sheridan’s silence
as a yes. She rose and rounded the desk. “Is it your neck?”

“How did you know?” Sheridan mumbled under her
breath, bracing herself for the searing pain she feared would be
unavoidable even at the lightest touch. She knew from experience
how she paid the price for any manipulation by a physical
therapist.

“Your posture. Let me know if this hurts too much.”
Lark skimmed warm fingers along the rigid, swollen muscles that led
up from Sheridan’s shoulders and attached to the base of her skull
on either side of her spinal column. “Oh, yes, there’s the problem,
right there.”

Sheridan held her breath, determined not to show any
weakness, no matter how bad the pain became. Lark found the sore
spots at the base of Sheridan’s skull and began to massage them
with mild insistence. For a few seconds the pain peaked and
Sheridan nearly pulled back with a growl, then suddenly it became
duller and the whole area nearly numbed. Lark’s thumbs pressed the
sore spots harder against the base of Sheridan’s skull, as if
flattening the ligaments.

“God.” Sheridan’s self-restraint crumbled for a few
seconds. She had not expected any relief, only more pain, and
unless it was sheer coincidence, this demonstration might prove
Lark’s skill, compared to that of the other physical therapists
she’d fired, one after another. “Thank you.”

“I suppose you’ve tried heat to alleviate some of
these stress symptoms?” Lark asked as she returned to her
chair.

Sheridan glanced at the small hands that had
manipulated her with such strength and proficiency. “I used a
special heat lamp, a Japanese invention.” She shrugged, again
stunned at how loose her shoulders felt. “Didn’t do much good.”

“Well, I’m more for the low-tech solutions that I
know work, rather than fancy equipment that regular people can’t
afford anyway.”

“I’m not regular people.” Sheridan nailed Lark, who
didn’t even flinch. Her self-confidence was quite impressive.

“Not so very regular, when it comes to your
circumstances. Very regular, when it comes to your body. We can all
become ill, Ms. Ward.”

“Sheridan. If you’re going to be my PT, you need to
call me by my first name. I get enough of the title thing at work.”
Hardly anyone called her Sheridan anymore. Sheridan wasn’t sure why
she suggested that Lark use her first name. She hadn’t even thought
to bring the subject up with her predecessors.

“Sure, Sheridan. That will actually make our work
easier.”

“Oh? How so?” Sheridan knew her raised eyebrows
could make any one of her employees nervous.

“I may have to pull rank and be really tough at
times, and using your first name makes that a whole lot easier.
It’s my experience that no matter how good our intentions are, most
patients reach a point when they just can’t see the light at the
end of the tunnel, to speak in clichés. It’s up to me to see it for
you and keep you on track.”

Nobody had ever cared to explain that point to her,
or, Sheridan mused, perhaps nobody had dared to explain it.
“I don’t intimidate easily, Lark,” she said and clasped her fingers
on the desk.

“It’s not a question of intimidation, but more of
persuasion.”

Lark’s voice, clear and unwavering, made something
stir inside Sheridan. It didn’t sit well with her, this feeling of
embryonic trust, and she pushed her shoulders up, disregarding the
renewed pain her action caused.

“All right. I take it that it’s no problem for you
to start right away? My assistant suggested you’re…between
jobs.”

“Right away, as in Monday.” If Lark caught onto the
needle prick, she didn’t let on. “I wish to discuss some of the
conditions in my contract—”

“You can do that with Erica. She’s familiar with my
terms and can answer any administrative questions you might have. I
wish you could start tomorrow.” Sheridan was eager to test this new
physical therapist and discover sooner rather than later if she was
as incompetent as the previous ones. She fully expected to be let
down.

“Tomorrow is Saturday, and I don’t work weekends,
unless you have an emergency.” Lark spoke clearly, but not
unkindly.

Oh, for heaven’s sake. “I see. Very well.
Until Monday, then.” Sheridan wished she could rise to show that
their meeting was over. Instead she waved her hand dismissively and
pulled the Pocket PC phone to her, tapping it twice with a
stylus.

“Thank you, Sheridan. Have a good weekend.”

“You too,” Sheridan replied, careful not to look up.
For some reason she was furious and felt as if her nerve endings
were exposed to the world. She couldn’t risk showing even a hint of
frailty, not to anyone. If she had to be perceived as a corporate
witch, so be it.

When Lark didn’t make a sound, Sheridan finally
glanced up from her phone, only to find her new physical therapist
gone.
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Lark found Erica pleasant and easy to deal with,
unlike her boss. Sheridan seemed anything but easy, and Lark had to
admit this might prove to be her most challenging case to date,
even counting the Henderson twins. The thought of the identical
twins, born with identical birth defects and subjected to multiple
surgeries during their seven-year life span, made Lark smile. The
twins had become as precious as her nieces and nephews.

“Ms. Ward employs three assistant nurses, who
between them tend to her around the clock. She doesn’t use them as
much as she could,” Erica said apologetically. “Ms. Ward is a
private person, very independent. She prefers to manage on her own
as much as she can.”

Lark had noticed that. The tall, pale woman in the
inner office had tried to act as if nothing was amiss in her life,
and she probably had no idea how obvious this charade was to Lark.
When she first met a new patient, she could read between the lines.
She saw pain where others saw false bravery, and she spotted the
cause, whereas others chose to take things at face value. It’s
easier to assume that things are just as fine as the patient
implies.

“Let me call the housekeeper, who can show you
around. That way, you can check out your room and make sure
everything is as you like.”

“I wasn’t sure yet if Ms. Ward wanted me to live
here or commute from Boerne.” In fact, Lark was relieved that she
was going to be a live-in PT, since she anticipated that she was
going to need her energy for things other than sitting in the
“parking lot” that I-10 turned into every rush hour.

“Ms. Ward was absolutely clear on that point,” Erica
said, her hand hovering over the receiver. “She always sets high
standards for her employees and demands twice as much of herself.
Her former PT didn’t live at the mansion, and Mrs. Ward was
constantly frustrated when she had to wait more than an hour for
the PT to get here. It was hard for the rest of us to watch her
suffer a lot of unnecessary pain.” Erica looked darkly at Lark.

“I have no problem with staying here,” Lark stated
calmly. “In fact, at the beginning of a case, if I can be available
when I’m needed the most, my job is easier and the patient
benefits. Apart from the physiotherapy program I’ll design for Ms.
Ward, I know how crucial the working relationship is between a
seriously wounded or ill patient and their PT.” Lark knew she
sounded serious and confident, but inside she wondered if Sheridan
Ward really could be counted among the average cases. She seemed to
be the one to call every single shot, including her own
treatment.

The housekeeper, who introduced herself as Mrs. D,
looked nothing like the stereotype for her line of work. Tall and
slender, with iron grey hair, she could easily model mature women’s
wear. “Welcome,” Mrs. D said and shook Lark’s hand firmly. “Come
with me, and I’ll show you to your suite.”

Suite? Lark had lived in several luxurious
homes, and so far her quarters had been everything from a room
above the garage to a bungalow on a wealthy Arab family’s estate.
This was, however, her first suite.

The mansion boasted a wide marble staircase as well
as a spacious elevator.

“The elevator was installed for Mrs. Olivia Ward,
Ms. Ward’s mother. No one used it much before Ms. Ward became ill.
Now…I guess it’s good that we kept it in working order.”

Mrs. D’s voice became muted, and Lark saw what she
interpreted as true worry in the housekeeper’s eyes. She knew words
were not enough and merely nodded as they walked up the stairs.

In the middle of the north wing, Mrs. D held open
the door to a large living room. “Here we are then,” she said and
motioned for Lark to step inside. “I’m sure you’ll be comfortable
here.”

“I’m sure I will.” Lark studied the room that held
both contemporary as well as vintage furniture, all in mint
condition. Dark red walls, floral wallpaper on the ceiling, and
accents in gold and black, together with an open fireplace, made
for a cozy, warm ambience. A door at the far end led into a large
bedroom, with a king-size four-poster bed as the focal point. The
fireplace opposite the bed and the room’s moss green, gold, and
ivory color scheme made the room seem like something out of a
Victorian novel.

“Your bathroom is over there,” Mrs. D said and
pointed toward a door in the far left corner.

Lark entered a white and gold bathroom consisting of
a Jacuzzi tub, glassed-in shower stall, two pedestal sinks, and a
toilet behind yet another door. White marble, faintly lined with
light grey streaks, created a stunning effect.

“It’s beautiful. I’ll be beyond comfortable.” Lark
found her surroundings opulent, but knew better than to voice such
thoughts. The rich and privileged took these things for granted and
found it curious, almost suspicious, if a person revealed her more
humble beginnings by being too impressed.

“Excellent, Ms. Mitchell—”

“Lark, please. We’re going to be working under the
same roof for a while.”

Mrs. D frowned. “I don’t mind being on a first-name
basis, Lark. It’s just that I’m Mrs. D to everyone.”

“I have no problem with that.” Lark smiled broadly.
“I should get going. Lots to do before Monday.”

“Monday?” Mrs. D. looked surprised. “I thought you
were starting tomorrow.”

“No, Monday. I won’t be working weekends unless Ms.
Ward’s condition requires it. Here’s my cell phone number, in case
you need to reach me. Don’t hesitate to call if something comes
up.”

Mrs. D. regarded the business card that Lark handed
over. “Very well. I appreciate that you are so clear and up-front
about this arrangement. It makes it so much easier to plan for
Sheridan’s care.”

“Good. We have an understanding then.” Lark smiled
and placed a gentle hand on Mrs. D’s arm. “Thank you for showing me
around. The rooms are lovely.”

“You’re welcome. Let me walk you to the door.”

“No, that’s all right. I’m sure you have a lot of
things to do. I’ll find my own way out.” Lark hoisted her bag onto
her shoulder. “See you Monday.”

Lark walked through the broad hallway and down the
marble stairs. Passing the half-closed doors to Sheridan’s study,
she couldn’t help but stop and glance inside. Sheridan sat in her
state-of-the-art wheelchair by the window, apparently lost in
thought. Her fists lay tightly curled on the armrests, and
something about her profile startled Lark. As forceful as Sheridan
had come across during their conversation, she now looked
vulnerable and frail.

Instinctively, she knew that if Sheridan realized
that Lark had seen her during an exposed moment, their future
working relationship could be damaged. She stepped away from the
door and headed toward the main entrance. Pushing the heavy oak
door open, she walked down the limestone stairs to her Lexus.

Lark thought of Sheridan, sitting in solitude by her
window, perhaps even watching her drive away. Suddenly eager to
return to the Ward mansion the following Monday, Lark accelerated
down the driveway toward the automatic gate.


Chapter Two

“I can’t do that. Not yet.” Sheridan looked up at
the stubborn woman next to her. Lark had put a harness around her
waist and now looked expectantly at her.

“Yes, you can. You proved your arm strength to me on
the bench press before. You can easily carry your own weight on
these bars.” Lark placed her hands on the double bars in front of
them. “The harness will be secured to the bars, and I’ll be right
in front of you and Cecilia behind you with the wheelchair.”

“I shouldn’t have to repeat myself,” Sheridan said
between clenched teeth. “I thought you read my medical charts. My
legs are…dead. I can’t stand up, let alone take a single step.”

“I’ve read your file, Sheridan.” Lark spoke kindly,
but with an annoying assertiveness. “Come on. Cecilia’s ready and
so am I.”

Sheridan wanted to send a scathing glare at the
young nurse behind her, whom she knew she could easily intimidate,
but something in Lark’s challenge kept her from following her first
impulse. “Fine.” Small drops of perspiration dripped down the small
of Sheridan’s back as she grabbed the bars. Her hands slipped and
she yanked them back. “Damn!”

“Here. Baby powder. You’ll be fine.” Lark puffed
some powder onto Sheridan’s palms. “Try again.”

Sheridan grabbed the bars and pulled herself
forward. Sure she was going to fall and become suspended in the
harness, she gasped when Lark stepped in and held her upright.

“There you go. Find your bearings and secure a good
grip of the bars. I’m here and I won’t let go.”

Sweating profusely, Sheridan found that Lark was
right; she had no problem holding herself up. She had lost a lot of
weight during the last few months, of course, but it still baffled
her that she could keep herself erect like this. None of the other
physical therapists had ever convinced her to go through with this
particular exercise. Instead, Sheridan had trained her arms as if
to compensate for not being able to do anything about her lifeless
legs.

Sheridan stood practically surrounded by Lark’s
arms, certain that they’d both fall any second. “You better let go.
I can’t hold on much longer.”

“Yes, you can. I’m backing up a step. Swing your
legs forward and try to put weight on them.”

“Why? They’re dead!” Sheridan’s heart was pumping
fury-filled blood through her body.

“Because every time you put weight on them, and
we’ll do that more in a few days once the right equipment arrives,
you’ll build stronger bones. Stronger muscles and tendons.” Lark
still held Sheridan’s harness with steady hands. “Good. Try it
now.”

Sheridan hated the calm, encouraging tone in Lark’s
voice. It was obvious that the other woman didn’t understand the
severity of her condition. Lark came strongly recommended by many
of her previous patients, but at this point, Sheridan couldn’t see
what made them give her such enthusiastic reviews.

“All right,” she muttered, her pride kicking in. She
pressed her arms down and lifted her dangling feet off the floor.
Trembling all over, she managed to swing them forward and carefully
put a little of her weight on them. The braces around her knees
kept them from folding, but only Lark’s firm hold kept her from
plummeting to the floor.

Standing close together, chest to chest, Sheridan
noticed that Lark was at least four inches shorter than she. She
inhaled deeply to dig into the reservoir of her strength and found
that Lark smelled of something clean and fresh, reminding her of
new linens, with a trace of lavender. The surprisingly intoxicating
scent filled her senses, and Sheridan pulled herself up once more
and managed yet another step, her lower body swinging forward
before slumping into Lark’s arms.

“Great! You’re doing fine,” Lark said as she held on
to Sheridan. “Cecilia, the wheelchair, please. Thank you.”

Sheridan felt the seat of the wheelchair at the back
of her knees and sat down with a thud.

“We have to work on that too. You’ll be able to get
in and out of this chair with much more grace than that.” Lark
smiled reassuringly. “You’re off to a very good start. If you do
this well during all our sessions, you’ll see a significant
improvement in your muscle tone in just a few weeks.”

“Really.” Sheridan tried to catch her breath.
Blaming the strenuous physical therapy, she refused to listen to
the small voice that told her that the closeness to Lark and her
enthralling scent had something to do with her being so
affected.

“Really.” Lark walked out from between the bars.
“You’ve had enough for now though. I want you to rest. This
afternoon, I’ll bring my notebook and we’ll go over your ADL
status, Active Daily Living, and what you need to learn to make
your days easier.”

“Like comb my hair?” Sheridan huffed. “I can take
care of myself. I don’t require any such assistance.”

“No, not easy tasks like that. I mean personal
hygiene, dressing—”

“You have a way of not listening, don’t you?”
Sheridan’s anger escalated. Lark stood there, so calm and
professional in her blue-grey sweats, and seemed so damn superior.
“I don’t need help. I am perfectly capable of taking care of
myself.”

“I beg to differ.” Lark obviously didn’t budge. “I
don’t mean that you can’t do anything on your own. In fact, I
admire how independent you are, and how far you’ve come these six
weeks you’ve been out of the hospital. You’re without doubt a
fighter, and that’s what’s going to make all the difference for
you. Some people in your situation give up. The future seems so
dark, and it’s all so overwhelming that they think it’s not even
worth it to try.” Lark quieted and a slight frown appeared between
her dark brown eyebrows. “The only thing I notice about you is that
you seem to have given up on the use of your legs.”

“They’re dead. I have the medical charts to prove
it. The neural paths were destroyed by the meningitis.” Sheridan’s
voice sank an octave. “Nothing to do about that.”

Lark pulled up a stool and sat down, directly in
front of Sheridan. “Listen to me. The dead nerve cells are gone.
That’s correct. But, and I’m sure your doctors told you this, other
neural paths will step up to the plate and take over. Not entirely,
that’s true, but well worth training for. The more you train, the
more your body recognizes what needs fixing. We all have a
wonderful ability to heal.” Lark leaned forward. “I’ll be honest
with you. You’ll probably never be able to run, or even walk
without support, but you can improve so much more. Trust me, and
I’ll prove it to you.”

Lark sounded so convincing, so sure, but her
optimism went against every pragmatic cell in Sheridan’s body. She
thought about the bacterial meningitis that had wrecked her body
six months ago. After six weeks in the ICU, when the bacteria
seemed to defy every attempt to eradicate it, she’d spent another
long two months in a private rehab clinic where she’d finally
accepted that she was now confined to a wheelchair and would never
walk again.

Now she looked around the large room that she’d had
Mrs. D and her first physical therapist turn into a gym. It
contained every piece of training equipment known to man and an
in-ground pool with a newly installed lift, which she hadn’t used
yet. Not comfortable with water even before her illness, she
certainly wouldn’t go near it now. I’d look like an idiot,
trying to stay afloat just by using my arms.

“You sound awfully confident,” Sheridan said,
nailing Lark with her best glare, which normally sent people
running out of the room.

“Only because of my experience and training. You’ve
been through a lot, and I’d really like to see you begin to go
forward rather than dwell on the past. But recovery is a process in
itself, and you can’t skip a step. If you do you’ll only have
disappointing setbacks.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll make progress, and sometimes it’ll be hard
to see that, since it’ll take some time—”

“You have three months,” Sheridan interrupted
Lark.

“What?” Lark blinked.

“I became ill five months after our previous
stockholder meeting, and I need to be in the best shape possible
for the next one.” Sheridan injected a scornful tone in her voice
in a desire to rattle the collected woman in front of her
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