
  
    [image: The Tainted Love Saga]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kayla Lowe

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Very Merry State of Love

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Tennessee

          
        
          
	          Christmas in the Carolinas

          
        
          
	          Christmas in New York

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Florida

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Kentucky

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Virginia

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Maine

          
        
          
	          Christmas in Connecticut

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Charms of the Chaste Court

          
        
          
	          A Courtship in Covent Garden

          
        
          
	          Whispers in Westminster

          
        
          
	          Romance in Regent's Park

          
        
          
	          Serenade on Strand Street

          
        
          
	          Treasure in Tower Bridge

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Christian Faith & Love

          
        
          
	          Love, Hope & Unexpected Blessings

          
        
          
	          Love, Faith & New Beginnings

          
        
          
	          Love, Grace & Second Chances

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Christmas Blessings

          
        
          
	          Christmas Miracle for Two

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Promise of Love

          
        
          
	          A Christmas of Renewed Faith

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Christmas in the Smokies

          
        
          
	          A Smoky Mountain Christmas Refuge

          
        
          
	          A Smoky Mountain Christmas Inn

          
        
          
	          A Smoky Mountain Christmas Painting

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crossroads of Mercy

          
        
          
	          Sundays at Sal's Diner

          
        
          
	          Dancing in the Rain

          
        
          
	          The Prodigal's Return

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Heroes of Glory

          
        
          
	          Ashes and Honor

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Mercy

          
        
          
	          Thin Red Line

          
        
          
	          Shadows of Valor

          
        
          
	          Loyal Justice

          
        
          
	          Burden of Proof

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Only God Can Save Her

          
        
          
	          But I Love Him

          
        
          
	          Shattered Silence

          
        
          
	          Behind Closed Doors

          
        
          
	          The Empty Chair

          
        
          
	          Whispers in the Dark

          
        
          
	          The Isolated Heart

          
        
          
	          What the Mirror Hides

          
        
          
	          When the Storm Breaks

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Shadows of Harbor Point

          
        
          
	          Whispers in the Fog

          
        
          
	          The Midnight Caller

          
        
          
	          Storm of Secrets

          
        
          
	          Echoes of Deceit

          
        
          
	          Beneath the Waves

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tainted Love Saga

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Deception: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Family: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Violence: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Abuse: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Crime: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Addiction: A Women's Fiction Story

          
        
          
	          Of Love and Redemption

          
        
          
	          The Tainted Love Saga

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sweet Seasons Collection

          
        
          
	          Pumpkin Spice Lane

          
        
          
	          Candy Cane Lane

          
        
          
	          Butterfly Lane

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Women of the Bible Fiction

          
        
          
	          Ruth: A Modern Tale of Love and Loyalty

          
        
          
	          Esther: A Modern Tale of Love and Integrity

          
        
          
	          Rachel: A Modern Tale of Love and Sisterhood

          
        
          
	          Hannah: A Modern Tale of Love and Faith

          
        
          
	          Deborah: A Modern Tale of Love and Leadership

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Maiden's Blush: A Christian Christmas Romance

          
        
          
	          Phantom Poetry: Romantic Poetry and Prose

          
        
          
	          Lost and Found: Christian Poetry for Teens and Adults

          
        
          
	          Sun-Kissed Secrets

          
        
          
	          Beachside Lessons

          
        
          
	          The Beekeeper's Secret

          
        
          
	          Special Angel: Based on a True Story

          
        
          
	          Letters to Grandma

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kayla Lowe’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      THE TAINTED LOVE SAGA

    

    
      
        KAYLA LOWE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kayla Lowe]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dedication

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Of Love and Deception

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Of Love and Family

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Of Love and Violence

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Of Love and Abuse

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Of Love and Crime

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Of Love and Addiction

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Of Love and Redemption

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Maiden’s Blush - Exclusive Freebie

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Tainted Love Saga Copyright © 2021 by Kayla Lowe. All Rights Reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover designed by Virtually Possible Designs

      

      

      

      
        
        Visit my website at www.kaylalowe.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Mom and Dad

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      So many people have supported me on this journey. I don’t even know where to begin.

      Mom and Dad, I thank God every day for you. You really are the best parents in the world.

      Sam and Samantha, thank you for your support.

      Karen Lynn Roberts and Lynn Newberry, thank you for being my soul sisters.

      Stephanie Piro, thank you for your enduring love for the characters and for bringing them to life through your drawings.

      Tracy, thank you for coming up with such amazing covers for my books. You really are a rockstar.

      Denise Guerra Younse, I love you! Always! Thanks for always making me laugh and smile.

      Readers, thank you for love and patience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OF LOVE AND DECEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      "I can't believe our girls are all grown up!" Aunt Annette squealed like she too had just graduated high school and was off to college as she gave Addison and me another hug. Addison peered over her mom's shoulder and rolled her eyes at me as she pulled away from her mother yet again. I swear my aunt had hugged us both repeatedly that day—ten times apiece at least—her eyes continually misting up every time she drew us into her arms in turns. With her thin, petite frame, my aunt didn't look too much older than us upon first glance, and in a borrowed pair of Addison's jeans (her mom borrowing her jeans frustrated Addison to no end) and a university T-shirt she'd bought at the UC (UC was short for the University Center where the campus cafeteria, convenience store, bookstore, and general hangout areas were located.) on a previous visit to the campus, she really took on the look of another coed.

      My mom, on the other hand, was the epitome of professionalism, as usual, dressed in her business attire consisting of a smart pair of black slacks that she'd paired with a light blue blouse. Although not as overly sentimental as Aunt Annette, I knew my own mother was emotional on this day as well as she gave me another smile and said, "We're so proud of you, girls."

      Addison and I had been best friends as long as I could remember. Our mothers were sisters, and with us being born just a few short weeks apart, we'd been raised together. We'd been in the same grade in school, had the same babysitter in the summertime as children, and had gone on family vacations together. Heck, we'd even slept in the same crib together as babies. We'd been there for each other throughout every hurdle of childhood and adolescence, and it was only natural that we'd make the transition to college together as dorm mates.

      "Okay, Mom, enough with the hugging," Addison complained. "Let's start setting everything up," she said just as my dad, followed by Uncle Tim, drudged through the door with arms laden full of bedspreads, sheets, rugs, and other dorm room décor items.

      I went over to help Addison stretch out the large area rug we'd purchased for our room as Dad and Uncle Tim continued to march back and forth from the cars to our dorm room, bringing in our many suitcases of clothes, our hot pink saucer chair, and finally, our TV.

      "Do you think you girls got enough crap in this room?" my dad huffed as he unloaded the last item onto the bed—to my consternation.

      "No, Dad!" I reprimanded, "Don't put that on the bed! I haven't put the sheets on it yet!"

      "Tough," he replied in his gruff way, to which Addison guffawed. I glared at her.

      I began lugging the heavy suitcase off the bed as Addison continued to snicker behind me.

      While Mom and Aunt Annette worked on putting the curtains up, I spied Dad and Uncle Tim out of the corner of my eye. They were in deep conversation.

      "Carol," my dad called. Engrossed in conversation with Aunt Annette, she didn't immediately answer, so he repeated his call again and then again until my mom barked at him, "What, Rob?" to which Addison and I both burst out laughing. My parents bickered back and forth all the time, and it's not that they had serious arguments or didn't love each other. Rather, they were just the kind of couple that was completely comfortable with one another and would argue like brother and sister one minute and then laugh like best friends the next. The constant bickering kept Addison and I amused when we were together.

      "Tim and I are gonna run to the store," he stated a bit crossly, ignoring the explosion of giggles coming from Addison and me.

      "What for?" my mom wanted to know.

      "We're gonna get some pepper spray for the girls," Tim piped up.

      "Pepper spray?" I questioned. "What for?" I realized that I halfway sounded like my momma by uttering the same question she'd just posed.

      "Oh my gosh, Sarah," my dad said with exasperation as he turned to Tim. "And we're going to leave them up here alone…"

      "To protect ourselves with, silly," Addison answered for my dad.

      "Thank you, Addison," my dad said dryly. I noted the smug look on her face and cut my eyes at her, to which we both busted out laughing again. It seemed Addison and I were always laughing when we were together, and today was no exception.

      "Can you believe this?" she asked, moving closer to me as Dad and Uncle Tim took their leave, on a mission to find pepper spray. "No sooner do we get here than the dads are off to buy us some pepper spray."

      "I know, right?" I laughed. "Where do you even buy pepper spray?" I asked her.

      "I dunno," she shrugged and set about unpacking her suitcase, placing her clothes into her dresser. The dorms came with two open closets that were positioned side by side on the right side of the room next to the door, and each side of the closet had a dresser built into it. I got to work organizing my clothes into the other dresser, placing my dressiest and favorite clothes on hangers to be hung up and displayed rather than folded up and put away.

      Since I had my clothes relatively organized in my suitcase, I finished before Addison and moved to help her finish unpacking hers. As I hung up one of Addison's dresses, I eyed the size label with envy. Addison had always been extremely tiny like her mother and wore size 0's and 1's, whereas I was a bit bigger, wearing 5's and 7's. I could even wear 4's and 6's in women's sizes, but like Addison, I still preferred to shop the junior styles. Not only was clothing from the junior's department more in line with our style, but it also tended to be cheaper than clothing from the women's department, and we were college students on a budget.

      While I knew I wasn't large or fat by any means, I always felt a bit jealous of Addison's small stature. I was an inch or so taller than her as well, so next to her tiny frame, I was the bigger of the two of us. Although not as tall as my mother who stood at five-foot-seven, I was five-foot-three while Addison was just five-foot-one. Of course, I consoled myself that I was the older of us, and I knew that I had several traits that Addison was envious of as well. For instance, I was fortunately blessed with a flawless complexion and rarely ever had any pimples, whereas Addison went through the typical teenage phase of constant acne outbreaks. Also, I had thick, curly hair like my mom and Aunt Annette while Addison took after her father with thin, straight hair.

      It was ironic, though. When we were growing up, Addison's mom had always kept Addison's hair long, never cutting it, while my mom had always kept my hair cut at shoulder length. As soon as Addison and I got old enough to make our own decisions concerning our looks, she'd started keeping hers shoulder length or shorter, and I'd started letting mine grow long, and although Addison was jealous of my thick hair, I couldn't fathom why since I'd always wanted thin, straight hair like hers. She could get her hair wet and let it dry au naturale and it looked fine, whereas in order to make my hair look halfway decent, I had to put gel or mousse in it, scrunch it, blow dry it, and fuss with it in general, and even then, it had a wild, untamed look about it. Oh well, I guess everybody wants what she can't have, as the old saying goes.

      Both Addison and I were blondes as well, although Addison was more of a dirty blonde while I was more of a golden blonde with natural red highlights. I don't know if it was the curls or what, but my hair looked redder in some lighting while it looked blonder in other lighting, and I'd never dyed it before. It was completely natural, so the strange phenomena couldn't be attributed to any weird reactions to chemicals. Go figure.

      Addison and I both straightened up from emptying her suitcase and turned to see that our mothers had already effectively hung our dark blue blackout curtain and fitted our beds with our respective sheets and comforters. As we all continued unpacking recently purchased textbooks, laptops, perfumes, makeup bags, and other accessories, we chatted with ease the way only family members and friends who had known each other their whole lives could do.

      Just as Addison and I were taping our respective fandom posters over our beds (hers was Duran Duran and mine was Andrew Lloyd Webber's The Phantom of the Opera), our dads made their reappearance in the dorm room, griping about how many stores they'd had to go to in order to retrieve the sought-after pepper spray.

      "We went to four hardware stores before we finally found some at Ace's," Uncle Tim was telling Mom and Aunt Annette. "I guess every other father on this campus had the same idea as us..." As he glanced over at the wall above our beds, his voice trailed off, and he rolled his eyes as he viewed the poster collage of Simon LeBon above his own daughter's bed and then the one of Gerard Butler dressed in the role of the darkly alluring Phantom of the Opera above my own. Shaking his head, he glanced at my dad, "Rob..."

      Dad glanced over and gave an exaggerated grimace at the display of our celebrity crushes, letting us know how silly he thought our little "obsessions," as he called them, were. Pulling himself up to his full height, which was an inch shorter than my mom's, Dad suggested we go get something to eat before freshman orientation started.

      "Where do you girls want to eat? It's your day, so you get to choose." He looked at us expectantly, already knowing the answer.

      "O'Charley's," we both answered in unison and then laughed at our jinx. As we all began to file out of the room in anticipation of a good meal, little did I know that it would be the last time we would all go out together in such an easy, familiar, and carefree fashion.
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      I powered on my laptop with anticipation and glanced over at Addison to my right doing the same thing. The desk in our dorm room consisted of one long slab made along the wall, and my seat was the one right next to the window while Addison had the one closer to the door. I'd always loved the sunlight and made sure to snatch the one closest to the blinds so that I could let some light filter in occasionally. Addison didn't seem to mind as she sat in her chair staring at her computer screen with her knees pulled up to her chin. Our small television was placed on the highest shelf of our massive dorm buddy desk where re-runs of The Golden Girls and Boy Meets World continuously played, compliments of Uncle Tim who'd bought them for us as one of our many college-comforts-to-help-us-feel-at-home gifts.

      Our favorite part about living on campus was the high-speed internet. At home, both our parents still had dial-up, so it had been a hassle trying to get on the internet. First, there was that awful period of waiting for the connection to go through, and then, usually per my luck, my grandmother would call and knock me offline before I'd even had time to check my email. Viewing a high-graphic page like a social networking site? Forget about it. You'd never get the glitter graphics and videos to load with such a slow connection speed. I grinned as I looked at the DSL cables hooked into the sides of our laptops. No need to worry about that happening here.

      I ran my fingers along the smooth edges of my screen, almost reverently. I'd wanted a laptop for so long and had just been waiting for college so I could have one. Mom and Dad had pledged to help me buy one for school, and, true to their word, they had. We went half-in on a Dell laptop we ordered off eBay from a computer tech in Orlando, Florida. It was the best gift I'd ever gotten, and I was truly grateful for their help in procuring it. Sure, I'd had to pay for half of it, but despite my parents' own college degrees, they weren't made of money. They had huge student loans to pay off and were constantly telling me how proud they were of me for landing myself a scholarship that would cover the cost of all my studies and housing and how if I were smart, I'd make sure to keep that scholarship. I intended to, but at the moment, my studies weren't what was on my mind.

      When our laptops finished booting up, Addison and I both logged onto our profile pages and began customizing our layouts. Changing our backgrounds and uploading new pictures had become our favorite past-time. Every day when we were done with our classes, we'd log onto our profiles and chat. Addison with her Duranie peeps and me with my Phans. (Duranies were what die-hard Duran Duran fans dubbed themselves while Phans were what we Phantom of the Opera fans lovingly called ourselves.)

      I saw the little message icon flashing in the bottom right-hand corner of my computer screen and clicked on it.

      "Hey, Addison," I spoke to her on my right. "New message from Pamela. She wants to meet for dinner at the UC."

      Addison shrugged. "Sure, we've got to eat anyway."

      I typed our response back. Pamela was the one who'd introduced Addison and me to the online social world. She'd shown us the basics of how to set up our pages, and we'd taken it from there. We only had one class with her, World History 101, and had been surprised to meet someone who hailed from a town so close to the little one we'd grown up in. Come to find out Pamela had grown up in a neighboring town. In fact, it was one of the towns our families had gone to when we needed to get groceries since our own town was so small it didn't even have a real grocery store. Small world.

      I clicked on the friend requests icon and approved the requests that met my requirements, which was basically anyone who mentioned that he or she had the same interests in Phantom of the Opera, other fandoms, reading, writing, and other such activities as I did. I pulled up another browser tab, surfed the Net for interesting news, photos, and whatnot and goofed off in general for a good thirty minutes, clicking back and forth between tabs to share content that I found particularly interesting.

      Angela popped up just as I was getting ready to log off. Hey girl. Up for a chat? Angela was the first online friend I'd made. Shortly after creating my profile, she'd sent me a friend request, seeing my profile picture of the Phantom logo. I didn't dare use a real-life photo for fear of people I knew invading my space (like my parents and former classmates). Plus, it seemed a bit narcissistic to use a real-life photo, and I certainly didn't think I was the prettiest girl in the world or anything. Better yet, I didn't have a webcam to take a good photo with, and furthermore, I wanted to connect with like-minded individuals who shared my same passion for The Phantom of the Opera. Using the Phantom's mask as my profile picture seemed to me the best way to make it clear that I was a proud Phan, and it must have worked because even though I sent out a few friend requests of my own upon first creating my profile, I received way more than I sent out. I loved being able to connect with people who got my passion for the classic tale. Viewing all the Phan art and photo manipulations, reading the various fan fictions, being able to get recommendations on books that had anything to do with The Phantom of the Opera, and getting links to amazing live performances of the musical had me in heaven. I loved discussing the tale, different performers' portrayals of the characters, and the variations in different adaptations and versions.

      I remembered girls going ga-ga over this actor or that singer when I was in middle school and high school, and while I'd thought I had crushes on Justin Timberlake and later Johnny Depp, it was nothing like this. When I saw the movie adaptation of Andrew Lloyd Webber's The Phantom of the Opera, that was my moment. I watched the film over and over again until it had to be returned to the movie rental store Dad had rented it from for me. I was hooked from the first haunting notes of the overture, and my life hadn't been the same since. It might seem silly to some that a musical or movie could change someone's life in such a manner, but that's exactly what had happened. And my obsession with the tale would influence my decisions in ways that I couldn't even begin to fathom.

      I messaged Angela back that I was just logging off to go to dinner with friends and would be back soon. She sent a smiley face, letting me know her acceptance and that she'd be there when I returned.

      As I was closing my laptop, the message icon pinged again. I opened it quickly, a tiny bit irritated this time. I'd already told her I was leaving. Sometimes it was difficult to get off the computer with Angela, just like someone who it was hard to get off the phone with, because she'd keep sending emojis and whatnot. If she didn't have anything of any consequence to say, then I simply wouldn't respond and would get back to her later.

      I was surprised to see a new message from someone I'd never corresponded with before. YOUR PHANTOM LOVER. Written in all caps. The subject line read WELL HELLO THERE, ANGEL. That was strange indeed. I'd never seen anyone type in all caps like that before. I moved my cursor over the message. My curiosity was piqued, but it was interrupted by Addison before I could click.

      "Are you coming or what? I'm starving." Her hands were on her hips, her purse thrown over her shoulder. Clearly, she was ready.

      I rolled my eyes at her. For someone so tiny, Addison could out-eat an entire football team. "Yeah, let's go." I closed my laptop and resolved to leave the mysterious message for later. My tummy gave a rumble, betraying my own hunger. Even my body was siding with Addison.

      I threw on a GAP hoodie like Addison's, only in a different color, jumped into a pair of flip flops, grabbed my purse, and proceeded to follow her through the door. The message could wait until I got back.
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      "Earth to Sarah," Pamela waved her meaty hand in my face.

      "What?" I snapped back to attention and momentarily stopped pushing the tomatoes around in my salad. I wasn't quite as hungry as I'd thought I was once I'd seen the cafeteria's choices. While the campus cafeteria usually had fairly appetizing food, the fare that night didn't appeal to me much, so I'd settled for the salad bar. They had a fantastic salad bar.

      "Have you written your history paper yet?" Pamela repeated. Her short brown hair that she always wore parted down the middle reached just past her jawline and framed her already round face, making it look even rounder. Pamela was much bigger than both Addison and me, but she had a pretty, if somewhat chubby, face, reminiscent of a chipmunk. I almost smiled at the thought.

      I glanced at Addison, who grinned. Pamela was like our conscience, constantly reminding us of what we were at college to do. "Um...no," I confessed. Truth be told, I'd been wondering about what the message from my mysterious new connection could contain. I was anxious to return to our dorm room so I could check it out.

      "It's due on Friday," she confirmed—as if I didn't know.

      "Yeah, I know." I'd been in the class just as long as she had, so I knew the drill just as well as she did by now. I also knew she meant well, but Pamela could be downright overbearing and annoying with her constant studious reminders.

      She plowed on with her questions. "What's your topic?" Our history professor allowed us to pick our topic every week to prove our comprehension of the material. He didn't care what side we took so long as we picked one from that week's readings and defended it to the death.

      "I haven't decided yet," I confessed. Much to my chagrin, I sounded like a guilty child who'd been caught procrastinating on her homework.

      Pamela gave me a knowing look but didn't say anything more. Addison's grin was just about to split her face. I glared daggers at her and resisted the urge to stick out my tongue and make myself look like a brat.

      What was ironic about Pamela riding Addison and me about our homework was that in high school both Addison and I had been highly academic. We'd been the model children when it had come to getting straight A's, and our parents had never had to ride us to do our homework. We'd simply done it and enjoyed it most of the time.

      College was different, though. We were finding ourselves and learning how to be adults. Homework was inconsequential. We didn't stress about it as much as we had in high school. My major wasn't history anyway, so what did it matter to my career so long as I got the credit I needed to get my degree?

      "What about you, Addison?" I couldn't suppress a smug grin myself when Pamela turned her line of questioning on Addison—whose smile quickly faded.

      "What about me?" she parried as she nudged a green bean on her plate.

      "You haven't started yours either, have you?" Pamela deduced flatly.

      "Not really..." She finally stabbed the green bean and gobbled it down.

      Pamela sighed and jested, "Am I going to have to separate you two?" her mind already leaping to the conclusion that it had been our shenanigans that had kept us from completing our papers already.

      We laughed. People had tried to separate Addison and me all throughout our lives, and it had all been in vain. We'd still always found a way to goof off and be silly together. Teachers had make us sit on opposite ends of the room, and we'd still found a way to communicate. Our parents had separated us when we'd gotten into mischief, and we'd snuck over to each other's houses anyway. There was no use separating us—whether Pamela knew it yet or not.

      "We'll get it done, Pamela," I said.

      "Yeah, don't we always?" Addison added.

      "Y'all just goof off so much when you're together," Pamela said with a hint of envy. A lot of people were jealous of the close-knit friendship Addison and I shared. It had always been a source of contention back in our school days when we'd tried to make new friends. The new friends had always been a bit threatened by our bond, but it was what it was.

      Still, we tried to keep Pamela from feeling like the third wheel or the odd girl out, but I know she did anyway since she couldn't dorm with us. Her dorm room was on the other side of the building.

      "Who wants Ben & Jerry's?" Addison smartly changed the subject.

      "I do," Pamela was quick to agree.

      I shrugged, "Sure, but let's take them back to the room, okay?" The suspense was killing me. I was dying to read the contents of that message.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed the suspense would last for a couple hours more since I didn't get to log back into my account until later that night. Upon each of us grabbing a pint of Ben & Jerry's ice cream from the UC with our pre-loaded student cash cards and returning to Addison and mine's dorm room, the fire alarm went off, and we immediately had to vacate the building. Fortunately, it was just a drill, but since we didn't know that at the time, we quickly packed up our laptops in their respective cases and lugged them outside with us.

      While the hall was being secured by the RAs, Pamela, Addison, and I sat in the gazebo we'd claimed, munching on our ice cream. I dipped my spoon in to grab another scoop of strawberry cheesecake ice cream as I watched the commotion around the hall we lived in. We'd nabbed the most conveniently located gazebo. It was stationed with a clear view of the brick, Tudor-style dorm building but far enough away that we weren't packed in the parking lot like a herd of cattle awaiting orders like the rest of the girls who lived in our building.

      Addison looked at me as if she could read my thoughts and then raised her spoon. I laughed and raised mine as well. We clinked them together in victory. After all, it'd been we who'd rushed out of the building to grab the seats in the little gazebo.

      Pamela placed the top back on her cookie dough ice cream and pointed, "Looks like they're going back in."

      "Thank God!" Addison exclaimed as she hopped down from the railing she'd been perched on like a bird on a power line.

      I seconded her sentiment. I was beyond ready to get back to the room. It was past twilight now, and the streetlamps had come on.

      Normally, Pamela would have come back to our dorm room to hang out for a while, but because of the time wasted in the fire drill drama, she'd chosen to head back to her own dorm room. Pamela wasn't much for staying up late. Responsible as ever, she went to bed early every night after looking over her class notes. I was secretly glad at Pamela's decision, as I knew Addison was as well, since we'd be able to do what we wanted without having to entertain a guest.

      After showering and throwing on a pot of coffee, (It was actually against the housing rules to have anything with hot plates, including coffee pots, in the dorm rooms, but that wasn't about to stop Addison and me. We were coffee-holics, so we snuck one into our room despite the rules.) I finally sat down to my laptop again.

      I pulled up my profile. The message was still there as was a new photo comment. I clicked on the photo comment first.

      The photo that had received a comment was one I'd uploaded that very afternoon. It was an animated doll-like icon of Christine Daae, hair flowing in loose curls down her back. The doll depicted her wearing her famed dressing gown complete with her Hannibal costume peaking out from beneath it. I'd thought the slightly pixelated, cartoonish icon was cute and had fallen in love with it upon first sight. Naturally, I'd promptly uploaded it to my photo album for safe keeping.

      YOU ARE SO VERY BEAUTIFUL, MY DEAR, BUT WHERE ARE YOUR TINY FEETS? I stared at the comment for a moment, dumbfounded. What the—and then I saw it. I looked where the icon's dress ended in a nice rounded line. Indeed...there were no feet shown on the icon!

      I smiled despite myself. Witty. I never would have noticed that if the commenter hadn't pointed it out. I noticed how the comment was typed in all caps like the message I had yet to read. I hurried to rectify that by clicking on my inbox to read the message.

      A ROSE FOR A ROSE. A glitter graphic of a sparkling red rose was embedded into the message just below the text. Rose. He thought my name was Rose... I thought that was odd until I suddenly remembered and reminded myself that was the name I'd chosen for my online presence. Just like neither Addison nor I put photos of our real-life selves on our profiles, so did we not use our real names. We made up pseudonyms instead.

      I studied the message and the beautiful, glittering image. I blushed at its implication. While this wasn't a real flower, it was a virtual gift. Nobody had ever given me flowers before. Well, no man ever had other than my brother and father, and they didn't count.

      I wasn't surprised to learn that both the comment and the message had been sent by the same person. I'd suspected as much when I'd seen that both the comment and message had been typed in all caps. It was confirmed when I compared the profile names and pictures. I assumed the sender was a male due to the flirtatious nature of his message and seeing how my profile clearly stated that I was female, but I clicked on his profile picture nonetheless to investigate further.

      The profile picture was an image of Scottish actor, Gerard Butler, draped in red from head to toe save for the white skull mask he wore. He was dressed as the Red Death from the masquerade scene of the 2004 film. I absolutely loved that costume from the movie, and the pose of the picture was quite alluring. The person behind this profile had good taste.

      The page began to load. While the background and personal details loaded within a second or two, some of the graphics took an additional few seconds to pop up. My eyes went to the details listed beside the profile picture. I quickly scanned them. Male. Single. Thirty years old. Lives in Florida. I had no idea how we'd gotten connected. I knew I hadn't sent him a friend request, so he must have sent me one, and then I'd accepted it without examining his profile before now.

      I noted the nature of the photos and graphics featured on the page. Most of them were photo manips of the Phantom and Christine in seductive poses looking like something that would be found on the front of a romance novel. There were a couple of graphics of a pirate medallion and skull as well as some of the NFL football team, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

      So he liked The Phantom of the Opera and possibly The Pirates of the Caribbean too? Major points for those interests. Deduction for the football. I'd never been a sporty girl and didn't give a whit about football. I never could understand why men would jump up from their chairs screaming and gesturing at the television during a football game like the referees could hear them through the screen. I rolled my eyes just thinking about it.

      The guy was probably a typical guy about football, but still...he did seem to have good taste in other interests. Surely it couldn't hurt to reply to the message? Perhaps get to know more about this mysterious Phantom...

      I sat for a minute, composing my reply in my head before I began to type it out. Thank you for the rose, Monsieur. It is so very beautiful! And you bring up a great point about the icon! I totally did not notice that her "feets," as you call them, were missing. Lol.

      I clicked the send button and then navigated away to check new page comments. No sooner had I gotten the page comments loaded than the message icon flashed again. Wow. That was a fast response. I opened my messages again. Sure enough. It was from YOUR PHANTOM LOVER.

      LOL. YOU ARE SUCH A CUTE LITTLE ONE, ROSE. HOW OLD ARE YOU?

      I blushed at the compliment. Even though he couldn't see me, I couldn't help it. I was a blusher and always had been. I could no sooner stop it than I could conjure it. It just happened.

      Even though my age was listed on my profile, I typed back, seventeen—almost eighteen, actually.

      AH, YOU ARE YOUNG.

      I bit my lip nervously as I typed back, Is that a bad thing?

      NO, ANGEL. TELL ME...WHAT DO YOU DO?

      I'm in college studying accounting. I didn't tell him what college. After all, I'd been taught to be cautious of giving out too much information to strangers. That was also part of the reason I didn't use my real name or photo on my online profile.

      IMPRESSIVE! A COLLEGE GIRL. YOU MUST BE VERY INTELLIGENT. DO YOU LIVE ON CAMPUS?

      I went on to thank him for the compliment and to tell him of how I'd always been relatively good at business and that, yes, I did live on campus.

      What do you do, if you don't mind me asking?

      I'M A PARALEGAL, PAINTER, AND FISHERMAN. KIND OF A JACK OF ALL TRADES. LOL.

      Wow. That was impressive to me.

      You must lead an exciting life.

      LOL. YES. LIFE IN THE FAST LANE FOR ME, ANGEL.

      I blushed again at the endearment.

      I see you like The Phantom of the Opera too?

      YES, ANGEL. WHAT GAVE ME AWAY? LOL

      I blushed even harder at the teasing comment, feeling silly, and momentarily glanced over at Addison to see if she could see my cheeks flaming, but she had her headphones plugged in and seemed to be immersed in her computer screen. Thank goodness. I didn't want her to see my flushed complexion.

      I'm sorry. I suppose that was a stupid question.

      DO NOT APOLOGIZE, ANGEL. IT WAS CUTE. I FIND YOUR INNOCENCE ENDEARING AND REFRESHING.

      Now I really was blushing and had no clue as to how to respond. Luckily, I didn't have to because he messaged again.

      I AM THE ONE WHO SHOULD APOLOGIZE, THOUGH, BECAUSE I MUST GO FOR NOW (AND SO SOON AFTER MEETING YOU!), BUT I HOPE TO TALK TO YOU AGAIN SOON.

      I felt a flicker of disappointment, but at the same time I was relieved to be saved from an awkward response. Okay. It was nice chatting with you. I sent a smiley face with the message.

      IT HAS BEEN WONDERFUL GETTING TO KNOW YOU, ANGEL. I HOPE TO GET TO KNOW YOU MUCH BETTER...GOOD NIGHT, MY LITTLE ROSE. Both a heart and rose emoji ended the message.

      I started to type back "good night" but then decided against it. If he was already logged out or in the process of logging out, I didn't want to be like Angela popping up after the fact bugging him. Speaking of Angela...

      I clicked over to our message thread. Crap. She'd seen me online all this time and had been messaging me. I shook my head. I couldn't believe I'd gotten so caught up chatting with one guy that I'd neglected to notice her messages. I quickly crafted a reason why I hadn't been answering. I certainly wasn't going to tell her the truth—that I'd been so swept away chatting with a mysterious Phantom that I hadn't even noticed her messages. Somehow I didn't think that would go over too well.

      Hey, girl, I typed, got caught up working on something.

      That was excuse enough for her. It's okay. Hey, check out this video I found of Gerry...

      I smiled, happy to watch any fan videos she wanted to show me. I chatted with her for a couple of hours about what a genius Andrew Lloyd Webber was, how amazingly the actors portrayed the characters in the 2004 film, and other phantom-related topics before I finally began to yawn.

      I bid Angela good night and logged off. As I lay in bed ready to drift off to sleep, my mind wandered back to my conversation with the mysterious Phantom, and I felt a light fluttering in my tummy.
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      My piercing alarm gave its shrill buzz twice before I jumped up out of bed to turn it off, glancing back over my shoulder to see where Addison still slept. I'd opted to take all morning classes so that by the time the afternoon rolled around I was free to do what I wanted. I'd also jammed as many of those classes on the same days as possible so that I had two whole days free every week. Although I'd tried to convince my dorm buddy to do the same, she valued those extra hours of sleep too much. She did manage to score herself one free day, though.

      Per my routine, I hopped in the shower (I sorely missed my baths, but that was one drawback of our dorm room: it only had a shower.), quickly washed my hair, and then set to work moussing, scrunching, and styling it. When it came time to blow-dry my hair, I started out on the lowest setting but then went ahead and flicked it on to high when I realized it was deafeningly loud to a sleeping dorm room no matter what setting I used. I might as well use the highest setting like I liked to do anyway so that I could get the curly mass dried quicker.

      When it was mostly dried, or at least as dry as I was going to be able to get it (I never seemed to be able to get it all the way dried upon the first drying), I fluffed it with my fingers a bit, gave it a few more scrunches, and spritzed it with hair spray. Although I knew that the aerosol cans were allegedly more harmful on the environment than the squirt bottles, I still guiltily preferred the full coverage spray of the pressurized can.

      I hurriedly applied my makeup. I'd fussed over my hair longer than I should have, so I couldn't afford to be overly critical of my makeup application if I wanted to make it to Music Appreciation on time. Once I'd applied the basics, a bit of foundation, eyeliner, and mascara, I dabbed on a bit of lip gloss, threw on my shoes, grabbed my backpack, and headed out the door.

      While I knew that I had to have disturbed Addison somewhat with my noisy preparations, she'd only stirred to roll over in bed. In just another couple hours, she'd be getting up anyway. Still, I hoped I hadn't annoyed her too much with my clamoring.

      I barely made it to class on time and slipped into a chair right before the professor turned on the stereo, filling our ears with classical music. I did the listening exercise and absentmindedly scribbled down what emotions swirled through me as the music played. I had to stifle a yawn at the ease of the work. Not that I was disinterested in classical music. On the contrary, I loved it, but it was simply too easy for me to identify the emotions running through the songs. I could easily pick up on when pieces were supposed to denote Springtime or doom. Requiems were my favorite, and I could feel shivers run up my spine when the haunting pieces played. My mind quickly began to drift when some of Mozart's more well-known pieces came over the speakers. Sure, I liked Mozart okay, but the whole reason I'd taken the course was so I could be introduced to some new classical music that maybe I hadn't heard of yet. So far, the class had proved disappointing.

      I thought of my mysterious online Phantom and wondered what he was doing. I wondered if he liked classical music and made a mental note to ask him later when we talked. Then I blushed at my presumption. When we talked? More like if we talked. Well, I told myself, he said we would talk again and that he was looking forward to it. Then that other side of myself answered back, What if he was just being nice to you? He might not have wanted to hurt your feelings. Besides, you're not that exciting compared to a man of the world. You're just a stupid little college girl. I scowled at that voice and pushed it firmly to the back of my mind. He would never have initiated conversation with me in the first place if he hadn't been interested in something he'd seen on my profile.

      While my rational and insecure states of mind continued to war with one another, I began to doodle boxes all over my sheet of notes. I'd always doodled boxes when I was thinking or daydreaming in class. When people asked why boxes, I always laughed and responded that I didn't know, but in all actuality, I did. I simply liked the clean motions of drawing them, and they were one of the only things that I could actually draw relatively well. Unfortunately, I got my artistic talent from my mother. In fact, one of my clearest early childhood memories was of the two of us sitting together at our wooden kitchen table and her guiding me through the steps of drawing stick people: circles for heads, triangles for girls' dresses, perpendicular lines for boys' bodies, and lines for arms and legs. A few lines protruding up and out from the top of a head to make long hair or sticking straight up in short strands to make short hair. I fought a smile at the memory. It was no wonder I couldn't draw worth a flip with my mom teaching me. My dad, on the other hand, was a relatively good artist and could at least draw the semblance of facial features, landscapes, and objects—at least enough that other people knew what they were.

      Before I knew it, I heard the shuffle of the other students heading for the door and looked up. Crap. I'd gotten so caught up in my thoughts that I'd missed hearing the professor announce the assignment. Fortunately, she'd written it on the dry erase board, so I hurriedly jotted it down in my student planner before tossing my books in my backpack, lugging it over my shoulder, and hurrying off to my next and favorite class: Art Appreciation.

      While students were only required to take one of the Appreciations, either Music or Art, I chose to take both since I was not only truly interested in learning about both but also because I had open electives that needed to be filled if I wanted to keep my full-time student status (and consequently my scholarship) since I'd tested out of having to take freshman English. Initially, I'd expected to like Music Appreciation better, but Art Appreciation was shaping up to be more interesting, and when I hurried into the classroom, I spotted why.

      Professor Collins granted me a devastatingly handsome smile as I slid into a seat near the middle of the lecture hall. There went that blasted blushing of mine again. I returned his smile with a timid one of my own as his eyes continued to scan the room and that smile graced other students. His room had stadium seating that rose along one wall, so it couldn't be called a typical classroom—not like the ones I was used to anyway.

      I pulled out my textbook and flipped to the indicated page as he dimmed the lights and began to click through slides, commenting on the shape, form, and dimension of different works. I jotted down notes for a while until I eventually rested my chin in my hand, gazing at his face and the slides he motioned to. Honestly, I didn't hear much of what he said, as I was too busy picturing him as Mr. Darcy from Pride & Prejudice. I swear the man was the spitting image of the actor, Matthew Macfadyen with his dark hair and that insistent lock of hair that always wanted to fall forward over his forehead. I could just imagine him as the intensely alluring and moody upper-class Englishman. If that actor had a doppelganger, it had to be Professor Collins. Ironic that he looked exactly like the iconic Mr. Darcy but had the dreadful Mr. Collins' name.

      As I daydreamed about Mr. Darcy, my thoughts drifted back to my online Phantom—again. What did he look like? Did he have the dark hair and eyes of a Mr. Darcy or, better yet, Gerard Butler? Or was he more of a sandy-haired jock type like Simon Le Bon from Duran Duran or Alan Frew from Glass Tiger? I tried to imagine whether he was tall or short, what his voice sounded like. Did his voice have the smooth, musical tenor quality that the Broadway Phantoms had, or was it more of the rough baritone that Gerard Butler had? Then I berated myself for wondering. What did I care? He was someone I'd literally just started chatting with yesterday. I couldn't say why my thoughts kept turning to him, except maybe perhaps the interesting way he'd worded his messages and the fact that he'd sent me a virtual rose and genuinely seemed interested in getting to know more about me—without even knowing what I looked like no less.

      I'd always been one to say that looks weren't important to me, and they weren't (to an extent), but that still didn't stop me from daydreaming about what my mysterious suitor looked like. I'd always said that when I dated, it would be with someone who I connected with on a mental and emotional level—not just a physical one. So many guys were just all about looks, and I didn't want that. I wanted someone who valued me for who I was and cared about my thoughts and feelings. Maybe talking online was a way to connect with someone on a deeper level without everything being shallow and all about looks.

      I shook my head as Professor Collins dismissed us. Not that I was seriously considering meeting someone from online—much less dating him—especially someone I hardly knew. I was just musing in general.
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        * * *

      

      I met Addison, and we attended the classes we had together: World History and Personal Finance. After our finance class, I bid her farewell, as usual, as she was off to her other classes before we were due for our correspondent representative work. Our leadership scholarships required that we engage in some sort of volunteer work on the campus, and we'd signed up to be CRs, which basically meant that we were those annoying student recruiters who called prospective high school students and tried to persuade them to attend our college upon getting their high school diplomas. Since we weren't due for our CR work until late that evening, with all my classes out of the way for the day, I had the entire afternoon free.

      I returned to our dorm room and plopped my backpack on my bed before pulling out my textbooks and notes, determined to take this time to get ahead on some assignments. I'd always been disciplined when it came to doing assignments. All throughout high school, I'd adopted the same schedule of doing my homework as soon as I got home before I'd allow myself to read, watch TV, or do anything else. That way I made sure I got my responsibilities out of the way before goofing off. As they say, old habits die hard, and I'd adopted the same system at college, although completing the mountains of coursework assigned to me wasn't quite as easy as it had been in high school. Still, I tried to stay somewhat on top of it.

      I crossed my feet underneath me as I sat Indian-style on the bed with my back against the wall. I breezed through art and music, muddled through history, and then struggled with statistics. I'd always been relatively good at math, even if it hadn't been my favorite subject, but that was due, in part, to having had a good teacher who'd walked the class through each step and taken the time to explain how to work out each problem thoroughly. As I stared at my statistics textbook, I realized I wasn't too good at learning how to complete mathematical problems on my own.

      After reading the same problem about five times and still not retaining the information, I laid my head back against the wall in frustration and rubbed my eyes. I was going to give myself a headache struggling to concentrate so hard. I removed my hand from my eyes and squinted at my computer screen sitting over on my desk. Time for a break.

      I checked my email and responded to a few offline chat messages my parents had sent me (I chatted with them through our email messenger throughout the day when we all had time) before navigating over to my profile. I must confess that I was a bit disappointed upon logging in and finding no new messages from one particular Phantom. I chided myself for feeling that way and went on to scroll through my notifications, responding to ones that interested me. No sooner had I ventured off my own profile to leave a cute glittery comment on Angela's page than my messages icon flashed. My heart skipped a beat, and I hurried to click on it.

      GOOD AFTERNOON, ANGEL PRINCESS. PLAYING HOOKY TODAY? LOL

      My brows knit in confusion. How could he know I wasn't in class? I saw the little online now icon flashing next to his name and profile picture. Of course, I'd forgotten that you could see when someone was online.

      Haha. No, I'm not skipping class. I'm just done for the day. I took all early classes, so I could have more free time in the afternoons.

      SMART COOKIE. A pause and then, I HAVE A CONFESSION.

      When he didn't immediately elaborate, I took that to mean he was waiting for my prompt and quickly supplied it. A confession?

      I'VE BEEN WAITING FOR YOU TO COME ONLINE. I'M OFF WORK TODAY AND WAS HOPING TO CHAT WITH YOU MORE.

      I grinned despite myself but was thankful he couldn't see it. Well, I'm here now.

      He sent an amused emoji, and I imagined him chuckling. SO I SEE. AND HOW ARE YOU DOING TODAY?

      I wracked my brain for a witty reply before settling with, Fine and you?

      BETTER NOW THAT YOU ARE HERE, he replied instantaneously.

      Can I ask you a question? My curiosity got the better of me.

      OF COURSE, LITTLE ONE. ASK ME ANYTHING YOU WISH.

      I took a deep breath before typing what had been niggling at my mind.

      Why do you type in all caps?

      LOL. IT GOT YOUR ATTENTION, DIDN'T IT?

      I admitted that it did, though I thought that his response wasn't really an answer, but more of a deflection. I supposed it meant he liked to stand out.

      NOW I GET TO ASK YOU A QUESTION.

      Okay. Go ahead.

      DOES A LOVELY CHRISTINE SUCH AS YOURSELF HAVE A PHANTOM?

      I knew that was Phan lingo for Do you have a boyfriend? My heart dropped. He'd been such a gentleman so far. I hoped he didn't start asking the quintessential pervy chat questions: Are you single? Where are you located? Physical description? Bra size? I always promptly blocked guys like that.

      I considered my response before replying with a simple. No.

      Before I could return the question, he responded.

      I, TOO, AM UNATTACHED, AND I HOPE I HAVEN'T OFFENDED YOU OR CREEPED YOU OUT BY ASKING YOUR RELATIONSHIP STATUS, BUT I DIDN'T WANT TO BE CHATTING WITH ANOTHER PHANTOM'S ANGEL. I KNOW I WOULDN'T WANT ANOTHER MAN CHATTING WITH MINE (IF I HAD ONE). I'M AFRAID I'M VERY MUCH LIKE THE PHANTOM IN RESPECT TO JEALOUSY OVER WHAT'S MINE.

      I audibly sighed in relief. It made total sense when he put it that way, so I hurried to reassure him, I completely understand. No, you didn't offend me, and I agree. I don't think it's right for someone who's taken to chat with members of the opposite sex either, especially if the chatting could get kinda flirty.

      WHY, ROSE, ARE YOU GIVING ME PERMISSION TO GET FLIRTY WITH YOU? A winking face accompanied this message.

      My cheeks heated, of course.

      YOU DON'T HAVE TO ANSWER THAT, he quickly added. I WAS MERELY TEASING YOU, DEAR GIRL.

      Then he went on to make conversation about my plans for my career and life in general. He seemed genuinely interested in hearing about my college classes and my goals for my future. It was such a refreshing change from the typical conversations girls had with guys.

      Eventually, our conversation moved to our shared interest in The Phantom of the Opera. After all, that's how we'd ended up connecting. He loved the romanticism of the show too and seemed to share all my views about it. I described to him about the time I'd seen the show live, and he remarked that he'd love to see it live one day but that he was waiting for when he had his very own real-life Christine to go with him, which I found terribly romantic.

      Talking about the actors and actresses who'd played the characters in the latest film adaptation led to talk about the costumes and appearances. I, of course, loved the Victorian dresses and stage costumes, as did he.

      AND ARE YOU AS BEAUTIFUL AS YOU SEEM, ROSE, JUST LIKE MISS CHRISTINE DAAE HERSELF?

      He caught me off guard with his question.

      I'm afraid I don't have the dark hair or eyes that Lloyd Webber's Christine has. I have reddish blonde hair and blue eyes, and I'm quite short.

      AH, EVEN BETTER! YOU ARE A TRUE LEROUX CHRISTINE.

      I smiled with pleasure. I was very impressed since most people I'd spoken with, even Phans, didn't know that Gaston Leroux, the author who first penned the classic tale, had described Christine Daae as having blonde hair and blue eyes in his original novel.

      I'm impressed that you know that little detail about the original novel.

      BUT OF COURSE, ANGEL. AND, TELL ME, DO YOU SING LIKE OUR MISS DAAE?

      I snorted to myself as I typed back my response. No, unfortunately I don't sing like an angel. I wish I could sing as prettily as Emmy Rossum and all the other girls who have played Christine over the years.

      I BET YOU HAVE A LOVELY VOICE. I'D LOVE TO HEAR IT SOMEDAY…

      My breath hitched at his hint of wanting to speak vocally. Still, I hadn't known him long enough to even entertain the thought of giving out my phone number, so I simply typed back, Maybe someday…

      Thankfully, he let the matter drop and moved on to other, safer topics. WHAT ARE YOUR HOBBIES AND INTERESTS? OTHER THAN PHANTOM, OF COURSE. This last sentence was followed by a chuckling emoji.

      I expressed my love for reading and shopping, and he expressed his for fishing and football.

      I inwardly cringed. It was ironic. I'd always said I wouldn't get involved with a guy who was fanatical about fishing and football, and here I was...but we weren't involved and who said he was fanatical? He merely mentioned that he enjoyed those past times, and let's not forget that he loved The Phantom of the Opera.

      OKAY, MOVING ON...WHAT MUSIC DO YOU LIKE? (AGAIN, OTHER THAN PHANTOM)

      This is going to sound kinda weird for someone as young as me, but I'm not really into much of the music other people my age are into. I prefer music from the 80s like Duran Duran, Glass Tiger, Corey Hart, and Def Leppard.

      YOU HAVE FANTASTIC MUSICAL TASTES. I LOVE 80S MUSIC AS WELL. THE 80S WAS A GOOD ERA. LOL.

      Who are your favorite 80s music artists?

      OH, THERE ARE SO MANY, ANGEL. IT'S DIFFICULT TO CHOOSE FAVORITES. BILLY IDOL, EDDIE MONEY, LED ZEPPLIN, AND HUEY LEWIS & THE NEWS JUST TO NAME A FEW.

      I've heard of them, and I'm sure I've heard songs by those artists, but I can't place any right off the top of my head. I'm still in the process of learning all my 80s musicians. Lol.

      OH MY, THEN I WILL TEACH YOU, ANGEL. WE CAN MEET HERE ONLINE EVERY DAY FOR YOUR "REAL" MUSIC APPRECIATION CLASS. LOL.

      I brightened at the prospect of learning about more awesome music. I loved discovering new music, and it'd be interesting to see what songs and artists this Phantom recommended. Plus, it meant that we'd continue to chat.

      Sure! That'd be great! Thank you so much for offering to teach me.

      IT'S NOTHING, ANGEL. THE PLEASURE WILL BE ALL MINE. I ASSURE YOU. WHEN WOULD YOU LIKE TO BEGIN?

      I started to type back "right now", but Addison burst through the door, and I glanced to the clock and just then noticed the time. Time for us to go to our CR jobs.

      Can we begin tomorrow? I really have to go right now. Work on campus…

      OF COURSE, ANGEL. GO DO WHAT YOU HAVE TO DO. I'LL BE WAITING FOR YOU WHEN YOU RETURN WHETHER THAT IS TONIGHT OR TOMORROW.

      I typed a quick smiley face.

      I saw his words pop up just as I closed out my web browser. TAKE CARE, ANGEL PRINCESS. I WILL MISS YOU…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      And so it began. Every day after my classes I would meet with my mysterious Phantom online to chat about music, Phantom stuff, and everything under the sun. On the days I didn't have class at all, we'd chat all day. Even on the days when he had to work, he always seemed to go out of his way to make time for me. He'd send me links to music videos and pictures that he liked. I jokingly called him my Angel of Music since he was teaching me about music the way the Phantom had done Christine. Only ours wasn't a mirror that we communicated through—it was a computer screen. We'd play with graphics and get each other's opinions on which backgrounds, pictures, and songs to feature on our profiles.

      He continued to send me virtual roses and other romantic graphics that served as tokens of his affection. When I found graphics of his favorite football team, pirates, or other content I knew he'd like, I'd send them to him, and he'd always feature them on his profile with a note thanking me for sharing them with him. Thanking me. HIS PHANTOM ROSE, he called me for all the world to see. It made me feel special. Not a day went by that we didn't speak online, and our conversations were becoming more and more intimate. We were beginning to share details about our daily lives, our hopes, and our dreams.

      Then he introduced me to roleplay.

      HAVE YOU EVER HEARD OF ROLEPLAY, MY LITTLE ROSE? he asked me one chilly October day.

      I had seen the term online before but didn't know what it was, so I answered truthfully. Yes, I've heard of it, but I have no idea what it is. I trust you know, though?

      YES. IT IS WHERE EACH PERSON ASSUMES THE ROLE OF A CHARACTER, AND THEY ESSENTIALLY ACT OUT THE ROLES. PEOPLE DO IT ONLINE. I THINK IT'S SOMETHING THAT YOU WOULD ENJOY IMMENSELY. I COULD ROLEPLAY AS THE PHANTOM AND YOU AS MY CHRISTINE…

      My heart leapt. He wanted to take on the role of the Phantom with me as his Christine? I typed back, It sounds interesting...how does one go about doing it?

      WELL, IT'S KIND OF LIKE WRITING A STORY TOGETHER, ROSE. I CAN SHOW YOU BETTER THAN I CAN TELL YOU. LOL. WHAT DO YOU SAY? WOULD YOU LIKE TO TRY ROLEPLAYING WITH ME?

      I'd always loved getting lost in books, and this sounded like it might be like essentially acting out a fantasy with another person, so I was eager to agree. Sure, I'll give it a try. Please be patient with me, though. Since I've never roleplayed before, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do.

      LOL. NO WORRIES, ANGEL PRINCESS. YOUR ANGEL OF MUSIC WILL TEACH YOU...

      He was already beginning to adopt the Phantom persona, and I loved it. He described a beautiful scene to me on an underground lake, and the response I typed back was natural. I wasn't trying to type what I thought Christine would do. I typed what my response was, what Sarah would do, and I became the Phantom's naive ingénue, which wasn't difficult since I suppose my sheltered life had led to me really being more naive and innocent in real life than I realized I was. I got the hang of roleplaying instantly, and we lost ourselves in a fantasy world created by our two minds fused together. We continued roleplaying for hours. He sent animated images, graphics, and pictures to serve as visual aids for the scenes he described. It was like he truly was the Phantom leading me down into another world of his own creation. When we finally reached a good stopping point, I asked him how I'd done.

      YOU ARE THE BEST ROLEPLAYER I'VE EVER MET, ANGEL. YOU EXCELLED BEYOND COMPARE. BRAVA, MY PERFECT ROSE. MY CHRISTINE...He attached the image of a red rose tied with a black ribbon just like the one the Phantom always presented to Christine in the 2004 film when he was pleased with her.

      I was tired, but I was also reluctant to leave our conversation. As if sensing my fatigue, he typed, YOU HAVE DONE IMMEASURABLY WELL TONIGHT, ANGEL PRINCESS. SLEEP NOW, AND WE'LL PICK UP WHERE WE LEFT OFF TOMORROW.

      I didn't argue with him and logged off in relief. That night I dreamt of an underground lake filled with candelabras, music, and the blurred face of my mysterious Phantom.
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