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Essex, CT

2007

A few months after her tenth birthday, Phoebe had been dreaming she was a pirate Captain when her mother’s scream woke her up. Pounding down the stairs, still swinging her dream cutlass, Phoebe had been convinced that they were being boarded by evil skeletons.

No skeletons, but her father was wrestling on the floor with a strange man. Another strange man held her struggling mother in a choke hold. She had lost a shoe.

Who were these people? 

What was happening? 

Rooted to the spot, Phoebe could only cry in confused fright, convinced she was trapped in a nightmare. A gunshot went off, the noise deafening her. Her father’s body convulsed and then went still. Blood splattered on the white shag carpet. His attacker shoved him off, and lay panting on the floor. 

Managing to swing her arm back into the groin of the man who held her, her mother tore free. Wobbling with one heel, she grabbed Phoebe’s hand and ran for the basement. Locking the cellar door behind her, her mother hurried them down the stairs.

“Mommy,” Phoebe managed to get out between sobs.

“Shh,” she said, rubbing Phoebe’s arms as if to warm them. “The neighbors will have heard the noise. The police are on their way. We’re safe here.”

A heavy thud slammed against the door at the top of the stairs. They both had screamed. The sole light bulb in the basement swung from the tremor sending dust motes down like the puff of a dandelion. 

Her mother’s voice wavered. “They’ll rob the house and leave. That’s what they want.” She turned to yell up at the top of the stairs. “Take what you want and go!”  The door shook from another hard impact.

“Oh no,” her mother said. “Listen to me.”  She hugged her tight. “Your father and I love you very much.”  She kissed her.

The door cracked under the pressure of another hit.

Her mother lifted her up on her father’s worktable and opened the small hand crank window.

“Climb out.”

Phoebe could barely fit.

The door exploded off the hinges. Her mother shoved her through the window.

“Run,” she whispered.

The last memory Phoebe had of her mother was the terrible rictus smile she plastered on her face muttering, “Run. Don’t let him catch you.”
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Hartford, CT

2015

Phoebe Jones hunkered down in her hand-me-down parka and watched the guest house door for signs of wild sex, underage drinking and drug abuse. The door remained chaste and her toes were becoming ice cubes. Toying with the long strand of pearls around her neck, the only thing she had left of her mother, Phoebe wondered how long she should wait. She blew out a visible sigh and debated turning on the car to run the heater. 

Deciding against it, she took a sip of ice cold coffee and glared at the door. She was staking out the guest house because the rumor was rock star Aiden Blaze was in there having a party after his show on campus. Campus security kept sweeping by and she was afraid if they saw her headlights or heard the engine, they would blow her cover. She was on a stakeout.

The lamest stake out on the planet.

Armed with the college paper's instant camera and a notepad and pencil, Phoebe waited until she realized that the rocker probably had a few drinks, maybe popped a few downers, assuredly banged the three co-eds he allegedly left with and fell asleep in a nice, warm comfortable bed. Which was where she should be right now, except her roommate was engaging in the wild sex, if not the boozing and drugging with her boyfriend. 

At least he was nice enough to give her use of his car. Phoebe didn't even have a cell phone, but she wasn't complaining. She shouldn't even be here at Highland College, or UHIGH as most of the sweatshirts around campus said.

"The hell with this."  Phoebe started the car and headed back to the student union building. It was unlocked, even at three in the morning. However, The Highland Signal's office required a key. Luckily, she had one of those. Even though as a freshman, she shouldn't have that either.

Warm air felt like a hug and she shut the door of the newspaper's office to keep it in.

"What the hell are you doing back here, Jones?"

Phoebe shrieked and slammed on all the lights. Her fingers curled around a lamp, ready to throw it in self-defense.

"Christ, I'm blind," the same male voice growled.

She couldn't see too well either, but even though her heart was hammering in her chest, she recognized the voice. It was the student newspaper's faculty advisor.

"It's three o'clock in the morning, Parker. Don't you have a home?"  Phoebe tossed her purse down on her desk, rubbing her eyes.

Keith Parker wasn't a doddering old journalism professor, like she first thought a faculty advisor would be. He reminded her of Alex Pettyfer in Magic Mike with his broody good looks and tousled hair. Keith was a sex-on-two-legs graduate student with an attitude that made her want to either scream in frustration, chuck her panties at him, or run like hell—depending on his mood.

"I'm writing."  He had his feet up on his desk and was leaning back in his chair. While, his laptop was open and on his lap, the slow blinking of his hazel eyes gave him away. Napping was more like it. His short brown hair was sticking up, and he scratched the thick five o'clock shadow on his cheek.

"Yeah?" Phoebe said, "Editorial or your thesis?"

Phoebe fired up the computer on her desk. It belonged to the college, but it was the closest thing to hers and she loved the old thing. It allowed her to send and receive emails from her friends from the orphanage. In fact, The Sentinel's office was more like home to her than her dorm room, especially since Joan and Brendon screwed like rabbits. Not that they cared if they had an audience. Brendon even asked Phoebe to join them. 

"Thesis," he grumbled.

Phoebe winced. Great. That meant he was in a shitty mood. It was the first thing she learned this semester. Avoid Keith when he was working on his thesis. The second thing she learned was coffee soothed the savage beast.

"You want a cup of coffee?" she asked him, but only because she was making a pot for herself.

"Aiden Blaze's story was so hot it couldn't wait until morning?"  Keith held out his oversized mug to her. It said MFIC. The last two letters stood for "In Charge."

Phoebe wasn't sure how she was going to tell him that the story was a dud. She ignored him until she was done starting the coffee maker. Taking the mug from him to fill, she looked at his right eyebrow so she wouldn't have to look him in the eye. "No story. Lights out."

He groaned and rubbed a hand over his face. "Jones, you were supposed to be in the room with him when the lights went out."

"I'm not sleeping with a rock star to get a story."  She flounced away from him, deliberately setting his mug by the percolating coffee maker.

His feet hit the ground. Keith tossed the laptop on his desk.

Uh oh.

"I didn't say sleep with him."  He stalked over to her. "I figured you'd finagle your way into the party."

Phoebe snorted. "I wasn't his demographic."

"He turned you away?"  Keith scoffed. "Or did you not even try?"

Phoebe opened up her email program. She grinned when she saw a message from Maryanne in France, Kelly in Belize, and Larissa who was holding the fort in their sketchy apartment in New Haven, Connecticut which they all chipped in to rent after they turned eighteen and got kicked out of the system. "There was no story." Phoebe refused to answer the question that he already knew the answer to. Of course, she didn't push her way past all the groupies. She didn't flirt with security to get backstage and she didn't offer to blow Aiden Blaze for the chance to go back to the guest house and party. "Everyone was consenting all over the place. I didn’t see any drug deals going down."

Keith grunted and loomed over her for a bit. "What are you going to do for a story this week then?"

She was forced to look up the long, lean length of him. Phoebe wished he wasn’t a teacher and she wasn’t a freshman. "I'll think of something."

He poured her a cup of coffee and handed it to her black, just how she liked it. Phoebe warmed her hands on it and took a deep breath. The smell always reminded her of her parents, of home—before it all ended in murder and arson. For a moment, she was that scared little girl trying to cram her butt out of the basement window.

“It needs to be about the concert,” he said.

His voice snapped her out of it. It was late and she was tired. She was not going to have a flashback in front of Keith Parker. Phoebe had aged out of her state appointed therapist at the same time she graduated from high school. There wasn’t any spare money for a private counselor and she didn’t want to start over with one from the college. She was an adult, not a scared ten-year-old girl. This was her new beginning. Phoebe thought of it as being born again, but without the religion baggage.

"Okay," she said, putting the cup down and blinking back tears. 

"Why are you here instead of your dorm room? Joan and Brendon should be through by now." Keith perched on her desk and she forced herself not to stare at his muscled thighs that the faded denim of his jeans clung to. She had earned her key to the office after the editor-in-chief noticed she kept vampire hours. So did Keith. They wound up talking during the nights they both didn’t feel like working and didn’t feel like going home. He knew all about her roommate and her studly boyfriend because she bitched about it a lot.

Phoebe snorted. "Probably. Or at least resting up for round three or four. They act like they're the first people to discover sex and if they don't practice it, they'll forget how."

Keith grunted. "It can happen."

She bet that never happened to him. Although, in the few months that she had known him, she never saw him with a girlfriend, or a boyfriend for that matter. "Why are you here instead of your bachelor apartment?"

"I work better here. At home I tend to watch TV or play video games."

"I lost my virginity to Super Mario Brothers."  It was out before Phoebe realized what she had said. What the fuck was wrong with her? The blush started burning up her neck until she was sure her face was a mortified shade of red.

To his credit, Keith only smirked. "Luigi or Mario?"

"I'm sorry?" Phoebe asked.

"Which plumber popped your cherry?"

She gave a laugh that eased some of her embarrassment. "Actually, his name was Mark. We were in the family room playing video games. His parents went out for a walk and..."  Phoebe shrugged.

"It was my senior prom. I sprung for a motel."  This was the type of thing they talked about, crazy and personal stuff that would sound weird in the light of day, but after three a.m. was completely acceptable.

"A true gentlemen," she teased.

"It had mirrors on the ceiling, a fur bedspread..."

"Ew." Phoebe shuddered 

"And free porn playing non-stop."  He grinned down at her.

"You're a class act, Parker."  She had to look away because he was rapidly approaching panty flinging territory when he smiled like that. They had insta-attraction from the moment they met. Like they were magnets. While she was hot for the teacher, Phoebe never had the nerve to do more than flirt.

Keith hopped off her desk and walked back to his own. She could feel him staring at her by the way the hairs on her neck stood up. But rather than creeping her out, it made her shiver in reaction. She was halfway through reading Maryanne's letter about what a dick the caretaker of the chateau she was staying at was when Keith interrupted.

"What happened to Marky?"

Phoebe took a long sip of her coffee. "It went on like that for awhile. I couldn't take him back to my place."  The nuns would have freaked. "He didn't have a car or access to a motel room with a fur bedspread."  She glanced over her shoulder at him.

He saluted her with his coffee cup.

"Eventually, we got caught. His little shit of a brother narced on us and Mark was told never to see me again."

"He agreed to that?"

"It's not like he had much of a choice. We snuck around for a few weeks, but in the end I didn't want to risk getting in trouble if his mother complained to the group home."  Phoebe had already told Keith that she was an orphan. She didn't give him the details. She didn't give anyone the details, especially not to a journalist. Keith was a stringer for several local papers. She had a few of his articles cut out and saved in her memory book. 

A quick Google search would have given Keith all the details he needed, anyway. There were a lot of Jones. Phoebe Joneses were rare. "Orphaned Phoebe Jones" brought up a home invasion, dead parents, and a fire that killed three people. 

Keith never asked, and she hadn't volunteered the information. But they talked about everything else. He was trying to get her to complain to the Resident Director about her roommate’s proclivities, but Phoebe knew it was better to keep below the radar and things usually righted themselves. Still, it was worth a few embarrassing moments to have nearly unlimited use of Brendon's car.

"Ever think about calling Marky up now?" Keith asked. "You could take turns having the dorm room with Joan."

She shook her head. "No. Not interested."

"In sex?"  His voice was sin itself.

Phoebe rubbed the goose bumps off her arms. "In the past."

Sex with Mark had been pretty good considering it was both their first times. They let the game with the insipid music play so his parents thought they were busy jumping on Koopas instead of each other. While Mario was hanging out on a block in the sky, they were making out like fiends. It started with the typical bases. First base was tongue kissing. Second base was he felt her up under her shirt. Phoebe squirmed a little in her seat remembering. She would take her bra off and stuff it in her book bag. Her breasts were very sensitive, he could usually get her to come just by playing with them. They stayed at second base for a long time.

Phoebe fanned herself with her notebook remembering. There was something about the sheer innocence of kissing and touching on the couch in his family room that got her motor running.

Third base was getting in each other's pants. They would try to get the other off first, as if speed was the best outcome. In that house it was. They didn't want to risk Mark’s parents coming in.

Then, the big time.

Mark had pulled his pants to his ankles. She had kicked off her panties, leaving on her skirt. Straddling him, Phoebe had lifted up her shirt putting her breasts in his face. She remembered riding him while he came sucking on her tits.

Phoebe blew out a shaky breath, aware that it was very silent in the Sentinel's office.

"What are you thinking about?" Keith asked, his deep voice tightening her already hard nipples.

"The past," she admitted.

"It's not always so bad."

“It’s not always so good, either,” Phoebe said ruefully. 

Like a cold shower, she was brought back to the reality of the present. She wondered for the millionth time what life would have been like if those two psychopaths decided to rob the neighbor’s house instead. She’d probably still be here right now. This was her parents’ alma mater. They met here and fell in love. For once since that awful night, it felt like Phoebe’s life was back on track. Thanks to the Benefactrix.

Every year, a mysterious donor called the Benefactrix offered a select few who were aging out of the group home, a graduation gift. 

This year, the Benefactrix chose Phoebe and her three friends. Phoebe was awarded free tuition, room and board. Maryanne got to paint for a year in France. Kelly received camera equipment to give her a head start as a photojournalist. And Larissa was offered a job at a prestigious new restaurant as a pastry chef. Glancing at the clock on her computer, Phoebe saw that Larissa would be getting up soon to start the day's baking.

"What about Brendon's roommate?" Keith asked.

She blanked for a moment, trying to remember why he would be asking that. "Barry?" Phoebe shrugged. "What about him?"

"He's got a free bed that Brendon's not using. Is he a creep or a nice guy?"

"Nice guy," Phoebe said. "We tried our hand at being the next Joan and Brendon, but it didn't work out."

"Chafing?"

Phoebe almost snorted her coffee out of her nose. "Boredom."

"Ouch."  Keith winced.

She had wanted a room that was hers more than she wanted Barry. Sex with Barry had been fun and uncomplicated. In a pinch, she could crash there or even do a booty call. But it wasn't what she needed. After eight years in the system, she wanted roots. Her dream growing up had always been to go to Highland University. Her parents had taken her to all the Thanksgiving football games. It was a final connection with them. But her grades hadn't been good enough for an educational scholarship. That's why the Benefactrix's graduation gift had been perfect. 

The only catch was that it was only for her freshman year. The first semester was coming to a close and she only had three more to figure out how she was going to pay for next year. Her job at the library shelving books wasn't going to cut it. Maybe something fantastic would come up over the summer. A well paying job that she could use to pay her sophomore year’s tuition.

She gave a half smile to her coffee cup. Miracles didn't happen twice. She was here to learn everything she could before it was back to community college and her old job as a grocery store cashier. Her fingers tightened on the handle and it cracked.

"Shit," she said, putting the cup down before she spilled coffee all over herself.

"You all right over there?" Keith asked.

"It's the witching hour," she said, using the back of her hand to wipe away the rogue tears that got past her defenses. "You know. When all the monkeys in your brain come out and fling poo? I forgot to duck."

"What are the monkeys squawking about?"

"The future." Phoebe sighed. "I'm worried about tomorrow. Not Saturday. Or I suppose Sunday since it's technically Saturday now," she clarified. "All my tomorrows."  

"You're a good writer," he said.

"Where did that come from?" Phoebe asked. Compliments from Keith were few and far between.

"But,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “you need to stop playing it safe. You need to write outside your comfort zone. There was a story tonight. It might not have been the lurid one you wanted. But you could have gotten close to Aiden Blaze and done a story about him. You could have talked with the groupies. Hell, I'm sure the security guards had some wild stories to tell if you wanted to write about sex, drugs and rock and roll."

"Not if they wanted to keep their jobs," she said.

"You sat in your car and hid."

"I don't like pushy reporters."

She was holding the hand of her social worker as they walked down the courthouse stairs. Flashbulbs blinded her. Microphones shoved in her face. 

How are you holding up? 

How am I holding up? My parents are dead. My home burned down. My toys are gone. The bad man is still alive. Fuck you.

Of course ten-year-old girls looking to be adopted didn't use that type of language.

"You didn't even try."

For a moment, Phoebe was trapped in the past and she fielded the accusation like she was ten again. There was nothing she could have done to save them. She got help as fast as she could. She didn't want to leave them. She just hadn’t wanted the bad guys to get her.

Then Phoebe blinked and it was just her and Keith in the Sentinel's office. She wasn't a child. She moved beyond all that pain or at least she told herself she had. "Stop throwing shit at me."

"Duck," he said. "Because I don't want a bullshit fluff piece from you this week reviewing the concert."

"Fine. I'll open a vein and bleed on the page."  Phoebe rolled her eyes and shoved her forearm at him.

"I don't want blood. I want vomit and bile."

"You have issues," Phoebe told him.

"We all have issues. Write about them. Until you do, you're on the student senate beat."

"You can't be serious."  Phoebe flung back her chair. They gave that assignment to noobs who didn't know better. It was a punishment.

"If you're going to play it safe, you will report on safe things. Like meetings about parking spaces and whether or not we should cancel the Earth Day parade if it rains."

"This is bullshit," she said between her teeth.

He held his hands wide. "This is Sparta," he said, mimicking Gerard Butler.

If she wasn't so pissed at him, it would have really turned her on. She grabbed her purse and stormed out.
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Chapter Two
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Keith Parker watched her go, thinking all sorts of inappropriate things about Phoebe Jones' fine ass. The slam of the door jarred him back into sense. He adjusted his hard on and stared at his lap top screen, not really seeing his master thesis. It was a book on his infamous uncle, Louis Freeman.

The same uncle that killed Phoebe's parents and would have killed her too if her mother hadn't shoved her out a window. 

How the hell was he supposed to finish his thesis now? It was one thing when she was a faceless victim, still ten-years-old in his head. But now when her perfume could stop him dead in his tracks and he thought more about tasting her lips than he did his coffee, he was blocked. Not to mention when he saw the crime scene photos he was no longer objective. That was Phoebe’s house. That was Phoebe’s mother who was raped and left for dead. That was Phoebe’s father who was shot and burned. It could have been Phoebe in the ashes of the destroyed house. It made him physically sick. He rubbed his stomach as the memory of the photos seared acid through it. 

But the thought of starting over, redoing two years of research when he was so close to finishing had him at an impasse. He had the background, the crime, and even documented the mental illness defense that Louis' lawyer was trying to use to get a retrial with or at the very least parole. Keith had researched his brains out, could practically quote the court transcripts.

The next step had to be to talk to the psychopath first hand. He had been gearing up to go to the prison and confront the man who had ruined his life, when he met Phoebe— the person whose life was really ruined by his uncle’s need for drugs. If that was even the reason for the home invasion. Based on the research he did, he couldn’t find proof of that, but since the police had their suspect who admitted killing Dennis Jones, they didn’t dig too deeper when he said it was in self defense because of drugs. The jury didn’t buy the self defense smoke screen either.

Keith  rubbed his temples and sighed. All he was going to do was stare at the screen for the rest of the night. If he couldn’t find oblivion kissing Phoebe, maybe he’d find it in sleep. Packing up his laptop into a backpack, he shut down everything in the office and locked it.

The first time he saw her, Keith decided he was going to seduce her, to hell with their age difference. She wasn’t one of his students. He worked as an adjunct professor teaching class to pay the bills while he finished up his thesis.

She was gorgeous. Pouty red lips and caramel colored eyes. Short black hair swirled around her head. Her tank top had clung in all the right places and showed off curves he wanted to lose himself in.

It had been at the start of the semester. Phoebe was pitching her story ideas to Shayne, the Editor-In-Chief. Keith came over to listen with the intention of asking her out to dinner. As impressive as her cleavage was, though, the articles she wanted to do were more interesting. Keith had upgraded her from co-ed flirt to serious student by the time Shayne got around to introducing them.

“Phoebe Jones, this is our faculty advisor, Keith Parker.”

She shook his hand and blushed, looking away from him when he glared down at her.

He scowled at her because he thought the guys were razzing him about being late on his thesis. Never in a million years did he think he would ever be standing in the same room as his uncle's would-be victim. 

Phoebe Jones was a ten-year-old girl. It said that in his notes. Of course, Keith had been fifteen at the time of the murder, but that didn't click. He lived through it. Lived through the trial and the rocks being thrown at his house, even though his uncle hadn’t lived with them.

Keith had decided to ruin their joke and play like he didn't recognize the name Phoebe Jones. It had been neck and neck with leading off the conversation with a sarcastic, "So my uncle killed your parents?" to shame the would-be jokers. When the punch line never came, Keith had been mortified at what he almost said.

He closed his eyes and groaned at his near miss. His uncle on death row was his mother's brother. Thankfully, they had different last names. Keith had managed to keep the connection a secret once he switched schools and the case died down. By the time he graduated with his Bachelors, no one even remembered him as the killer’s nephew. He wasn't news. 

Unlike Phoebe, who was news, but had somehow also managed to disappear out of the public eye. She entered into the system and no one cared enough to even remember the ten-year-old girl who lost everything.

When Shayne had gone back to laying out the week's paper and Rhonda, the Managing Editor showed Phoebe around, Keith had realized that the new girl really was Phoebe Jones. It should have been a weenie shrinker. But it wasn't. He still wanted to take her out to dinner and wind up in bed.

But her identity was a game changer. Keith had been determined to ignore her, even tried to scare her away from the newspaper. She flirted with him and all but ran away when he called her bluff. Keith figured she came on to him because he was safe. She probably saw him like one of her professors. Off limits. Which he had to be, just not for the reasons she thought.

It didn't work that way, though. Instead of a victim, he admired the survivor she was, the woman she grew up to be. And once he forgot she was off limits, well somehow they had a friendship. Or at least a closer relationship than he should have with someone his uncle obsessed over as "the one that got away."

Hopefully, Louis would be dead soon. 

The state abolished the death penalty and Louis Freeman's sentence was transmuted to life plus a hundred years. But it turned out the old bastard had cancer. And it was terminal. Keith liked to think Fate gave him a death sentence after all.

Outside, Keith kick started his Harley, not caring who he woke up. Driving off in a roar, he enjoyed the night air on his face. Dawn was just about breaking when he pulled into his parking space and let himself into his apartment. 

Bed.

He had no plans this Saturday and that's just how he wanted it. Keith didn't want to emerge from his room until mid afternoon. He didn't want to think about murder, arson, or orphans. He didn't want to think about a nice round ass that he wanted to bite or curvy tits that tempted him whenever she wore a tight shirt. Mostly, he hoped the guilt he was feeling at riding Phoebe a little too hard about playing it safe would have faded by then.

He should just avoid her, but he couldn't stop himself. His obsession bordered more on finding out if she tasted like the strawberry lip gloss she used than how she rebounded from her parents' murders. Still, the reporter in him wanted to know every little detail about her. Keith shook his head. He should have told her who he was after the first few times they met. He had been afraid of scaring her away from the newspaper that she obviously felt at home with. Hadn't his family taken enough away from her?
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