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CHAPTER one: THE ELEVATOR

	 

	D


	ylan rushed from the house, his phone pressed against his ear, his other hand clutching his keys. He yanked the door shut behind him and darted down the six steps of his wooden deck.

	“Remember to pick up the files from storage when you get here,” Carl said on the phone. 

	“I know.”

	“Get them before you come to the office. They are on the first floor.”

	“I said, I know,” Dylan grumbled. Then he felt the squish. He froze. His fist tightened on his phone and he looked down. The bottom step of his stairs was, once again, covered in dog shit. “Every morning.”

	“I do not remind you every morning. This is an important meeting and I don’t want to waste time.”

	“No, there’s dog shit on my porch. Every morning. There’s this dog that’s been squatting under my deck and I keep forgetting to call the—”

	“That sounds like a personal problem, and I do not care. Get here, do not be late, do not forget the files, and do not smell of dog crap.” Carl hung up and Dylan went to the grass to wipe the feces off his designer shoes. He didn’t have time to wash them properly. 

	“Your days are numbered,” he growled at the set of eyes looking out at him from under the deck. “I will not forget today! The dog catcher is coming for you and I hope he is as villainous as they show in the movies!”

	The eyes blinked. He would have thrown something at it, but he didn’t want to get his hands dirty.

	* * *

	Chase kept his eyes on his smartphone. It was his number one go-to for avoiding unneeded social interaction. The two lines to get through the security at the firm were always a breeding ground for socializing. He’d tried coming in excessively early, so he could avoid the rush, but all that had stopped six months ago, when he’d sprained his ankle and come to work at his regular time, the rush hour time. And he’d met Mr. Perfect. 

	Now he came in at exactly 8:50, every morning, because that’s when Mr. Perfect arrived. He never stood directly next to him in line, or in front of him. Pun intended, he had perfected being in the line opposite of him and behind him. So he could watch. 

	Mr. Perfect was never late, always polite, and always provided the people around him in line with the perfect amount of banter, like he had the day Chase had been on crutches and had been a complete mess. Mr. Perfect had helped him get through the security line, held the door, and made sure he arrived safely at his office. Chase had been obsessed with him ever since.

	And had also never spoken to him again. 

	Rose, his coworker in the Human Resources department, texted him. 

	“Is he in line?”

	“Of course,” Chase replied. “He just put his phone away so he could make eye contact with Phyliss as she talks about one of her cats.”

	“Always perfect,” Rose replied.

	Chase grinned. The line moved smoothly and he dumped his things in the bin, stepped through the metal detector, gave Marsha, the guard, a quick smile, no words exchanged (as he preferred), and he darted off. 

	He went to the elevator. Yes, it was another social trap, but he worked on the sixteenth floor and because he needed to be at work by nine, he would have to race up the stairs and be a sweaty mess by the time he reached his floor. It was a sacrifice he made so he could see Mr. Perfect every morning.

	He jammed the button with his thumb and the door opened immediately. There were three elevators, so he usually didn’t have much of a wait. He stepped inside but before he could press the button for his floor, a cart rattled across the bumps of the doorway and nearly ran him over.

	He leaped back and went to the farthest corner. The cart went in, hit the railing, and bounced. Filing boxes filled both shelves on it. 

	“Sorry about that,” a man said, stepping in behind the cart. 

	Chase’s breath got stuck in his throat. It was Mr. Perfect. 

	Mr. Perfect was usually on the elevator before Chase got through security. That was how the timing was supposed to work. He glanced back at the cart; evidently the detour to the archives had messed that up. And now Chase would have to endure an elevator ride with him. 

	“What floor?” Mr. Perfect had pressed twenty and was now staring at Chase. He was wearing a black suit, shoes perfectly shined. His hair had a shine too, perfectly sculpted. Chase knew no words would come out of his mouth, but he had to try. He managed a strangled squeak. Mr. Perfect lifted one light brown eyebrow at him, then looked back at the buttons. He didn’t pry any further, like the perfect gentleman he was. 

	The doors closed and the elevator moved. Chase stayed in the back corner, farthest from Mr. Perfect and his cart. He watched the indicator above the doors as they moved up the floors. He pulled out his phone and texted Rose.

	“He is in the elevator with me!” 

	She sent back a shocked-looking smiley face. 

	Then the elevator lurched to a stop. They were on floor ten. The doors didn’t open. 

	“Not again,” Mr. Perfect muttered.

	Again?

	He watched Mr. Perfect press the call button. A screen came to life below the buttons and a grisly man with a mustache that should be in a classic Western looked at them. The man scratched at his face and spoke, but no sound came out. He tried again.

	“We have got to stop meeting like this,” mustache man said.

	Mr. Perfect crossed his arms and glared at the monitor. “I need to get these files upstairs for an important meeting. How long is this going to take?”

	“I sent someone to look. We’re still waiting on those parts, so we just have to keep her limping along.”

	“I’m starting to think you do this on purpose so you can see my pretty face,” Mr. Perfect said. 

	“Oh, absolutely. Who’s in there with you? I’ll report to your departments that you’re being held up.”

	Mr. Perfect glanced at Chase and pointed to the monitor. Chase’s mouth moved but no words came out, and he was pretty sure they never would. 

	“He needs to know your name and which department you are from,” Mr. Perfect said. “We could be in here for a while.”

	Chase could text Rose and tell her. There was no need to share his details with mustache and Mr. Perfect. He did a small wave, as a means to say he was fine. But both Mr. Perfect and mustache stared at him. Right, there was a security camera in here somewhere so mustache could see him.

	“Do you work here? Or are you here for an appointment?” Mr. Perfect asked. 

	Do I work here? That meant he didn’t remember Chase. He didn’t remember helping him on the crutches all those months ago. Of course he didn’t. He probably helped people on crutches multiple times a day. Chase was just another notch in the Good Samaritan’s belt. 

	Chase reached into his pocket and pulled out his work badge. He tossed it, lanyard and all, over at Mr. Perfect. 

	He caught it, perfectly, of course. 

	“Uh, Chase Daniels, from the HR department,” Mr. Perfect recited. 

	“Got it, I’ll tell you the ETA in a few.” The screen went dark. Mr. Perfect held Chase’s badge out for him. Did he expect Chase to step closer to him and take it?

	His knees locked. Moving was not an option. 

	“Okay.” Mr. Perfect gave his wrist a flick and tossed the badge. It smacked Chase squarely in his chest before falling to the ground. 

	So now it looked like Chase was afraid to go near him and that he had no reflexes. This was horrible. His breathing came in small bursts as he crouched to grab up his badge. And he knows my name and where I work. 

	“Are you okay?” Mr. Perfect asked. 

	There was no way Chase could respond.

	“Are you claustrophobic?” 

	Chase shook his head.

	“Asthma? Should I be worried? Is the dust from these files bothering you?”

	Chase shook his head again. He stared at the floor, where he was seeing bright spots. He was going to pass out. In front of Mr. Perfect. It was a nightmare. 

	And then Mr. Perfect was there, in front of him, a hand on either of his shoulders, his face directly in front of him, his perfect almond colored eyes staring into his.

	* * *

	“You have to breathe,” Dylan said. Please breathe, Dylan thought. He did not want to have the doors of the elevator open to him in here with a guy that had fainted. “Inhale and hold it. Like this.”

	He showed the guy and thankfully he copied him. They repeated the action, deep breath, hold, slowly out, deep breath again. 

	The man, Chase, was a few inches taller than him, but he crouched over, like he was ashamed of his height. His glasses, which Dylan was forced to look through, were thicker than any Dylan had seen before. His clothes were wrinkled, but otherwise neat, and he noticed a hint of plaid socks, like the guy was trying to hide his flashy side. His hair was just the right amount of messy to be stylish, but he doubted that had been done on purpose. 

	“Good, good, you better?” Dylan asked. 

	The man nodded. There was no way he was a mute, not if he worked in Human Resources. So why wouldn’t he talk?

	“Okay, good.” Dylan went back to his side of the elevator, thinking that might calm the guy. He pulled out his own cell phone and texted Carl, verifying he was aware of the situation. The room filled with a bright camera flash. He glanced back at Chase, to see him holding his phone out, aimed directly at Dylan.

	“Did you just take my photo?” Dylan asked.

	Chase shook his head, his eyes wide with fear like he thought Dylan might pummel him for violating his privacy. 

	“Then what were you doing?”

	The man’s mouth tried to work and, after a few failed attempts, he cleared his throat.

	“I-I was taking a-a selfie,” Chase said. “For my followers, to uh, show them, that I’m stuck in an elevator, but I had the settings wrong.”

	He quickly turned around, put the phone on selfie mode, and took another photo. 

	“I’m still in that,” Dylan said. 

	“Oh, right, um, I can take another.” He fumbled with his phone. 

	“It’s fine. You should ask a person before you take their photo, that’s all.” 

	“Right yeah, I know.” He was at least talking now, but he still wasn’t looking at him. 

	“So, what’s your problem?” Dylan asked. “If you aren’t claustrophobic, then what is it?”

	Chase shrugged, fully focused on his phone.

	“Is it me?”

	His eyes darted up at that question and for a brief second met his. Acid churned in his stomach as Dylan realized exactly what this was.

	“Of course it’s me. You don’t want to touch me. You don’t want to look at me. I could make a poster for homophobia out of you,” Dylan said. “You can calm down. I’m not going to assault you while we’re trapped so romantically in an elevator. I can’t believe you snapped a photo of me for proof, in case I do something. Not all gays are randy jerks who want to rape people. Asshole. And for the record, you’re not my type, so you’re safe.”

	Chase stared at him, fingers frozen on the screen of his phone. Yeah, tell your followers about this, Dylan thought. He turned his glare to the floor as he ground his teeth. Who had even told the guy he was gay? He didn’t go around broadcasting it. Maybe he knew because he worked in HR. And come on, someone in HR should not be so judgmental.

	And then he heard the soft sobs. Was Chase laughing? He looked back at him and saw the bloodshot eyes behind his frames. The tears being quickly wiped from his face. The man shrunk to the floor, his long legs pulled up to his chest. 

	What did I just do? Did I break him?

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” Dylan said. “There’s no reason to be dramatic.”

	He heard him say something, but it was so soft he couldn’t hear.

	“What?”

	“You don’t like me.” The words were barely audible, and he might have misheard them.

	“What difference does that make? Why would you care if…” He stared at him for a moment, trying to think if he’d misread the situation.

	Then the elevator doors opened, with them stuck between floors. Earl looked up at them, thankfully the crier out of view. 

	“We uh, need a minute,” Dylan said. He kneeled next to Chase. “What’s wrong? We’re rescued, you’re fine. I’m sorry I yelled.”

	“You’re Mr.Perfect and I’m not your type. I’m not your type.” 

	“What?”

	“Dylan!” Carl shouted. Dylan turned in time to see Carl pull himself up into the elevator. “We’re gonna have to carry these files. Earl says it might be a few hours before they get the elevator moving. Push me a box.” Carl glanced at Chase. “What did you do to the gay guy from HR?”

	Gay guy from HR? GAY GUY FROM HR?

	With a sudden burst of energy, Chase pushed Dylan out of his way and went to the exit. He slipped down the three-foot drop with an ease Dylan would not have expected and vanished.

	“What did you do?” Carl repeated. He grabbed one of the boxes and pushed it across the floor, to a pair of waiting hands that grabbed it.

	“I called him a homophobe,” Dylan said. 

	Carl burst into laughter. Fucking asshole.

	* * *

	“This is your fault,” Chase said, throwing himself into his desk chair and booting up the computer. Rose sat across him in the aisle, their desks the first ones a person passed to head deeper into the HR department.

	“What? What happened?” She turned in her chair and her eyes widened as she saw his disheveled appearance. He’d spent a good ten minutes in the bathroom calming himself and had taken an extra Xanax. 

	“You asked for a photo. He saw me take it and it all went downhill from there.”

	“He saw you take it? Did you turn your flash off?”

	“Of course I didn’t! I am terrible at this.” Chase dropped his forehead to his desk and let it lay there, wishing he could crawl into a hole. 

	“What happened after he—”

	He kept his face against the desk. “He called me a homophobe and a bunch of other nasty things. He thinks I took the photo because I was worried he was going to assault me. And worst of all, he said I’m-I’m not his type.” His voice got high-pitched at the end and he had to squeeze his fingernails into his palms to keep from crying again.

	“That’s terrible. How dare he say those thin—”

	Chase sat up. “It wasn’t him. It was me. I was a mess and I don’t blame him at all for concluding what he did.”

	“Do you want to go home? I can cover for you.”

	“No.” He could already feel the gentle fuzz of the pill starting to calm his nerves. “I’ll be fine. It’s not like I’ll ever have to see him again.” He would make sure of it. He would change his schedule and come in early from now on.

	 




CHAPTER two: THE HR OFFICE

	 

	A


	fter more of Dylan’s coworkers found out about the elevator incident, thanks to Carl finding it so amusing, Dylan came to realize just how horrible of a person he was. Somehow, it seemed everyone in the company knew about the dweeby openly gay guy who suffered from anxiety, except for Dylan. 

	Full of regret and real concern, he snuck away to the HR office before lunch, hoping to catch a few minutes with Chase. He stepped into the lobby of HR, where two couches and a coffee table covered in magazines resided. A single tall desk with a receptionist was tucked in a corner, the sole obstacle keeping him from finding out how much damage he’d caused. 

	The secretary was holding a magazine up, half her face blocked by it.

	“Hi, can you see if Chase is available?” Dylan asked, flashing her a smile. 

	She lowered the magazine a few inches, showing him plastic frames that were too big for her head. She popped her gum, giving it a loud smack before responding.

	“Do you have an appointment?”

	“No, do I need one?”

	“Usually.” Her eyes went back to the magazine.

	“Can you see if he is free?”

	She looked at him again, annoyance visible. “If you send an email to the group HR box, they’ll reply with an appointment time.”

	“But I’m here now and I only need a few minutes. Can you see if he’s available?” His patience was running out and if he ever got into HR, he now had someone to file a complaint against.

	“Your name?”

	“Dylan Shuler,” he said. 

	She clicked an intercom on her desk. “Is Chase available for a walk-in?”

	There was a delay of a few seconds before Chase’s voice responded. “Yes, send them back.”

	Why had she asked for his name if she wasn’t going to tell Chase? Although, it was probably for the best because Chase might have said no, if he’d known it was Dylan.

	“Go ahead,” she said, pressing a button that unlocked the door.

	Dylan didn’t bother giving her a thank you and pushed the door open. He stepped through and saw two desks, one with Chase and the other with a young woman, probably the same age as he and Chase. Across from her sat a tanned man Dylan thought was from Accounting, a department in Finance where Dylan worked. He glanced up at Dylan, his knee tapping out a quick beat. Dylan shifted his attention to Chase, who had yet to look up from his computer.

	Dylan slipped into the chair across the desk from Chase, and the monitors lined the wall, so he had an unobstructed view of Chase.

	“Your secretary was amazingly helpful,” Dylan said.

	Chase still didn’t look at him. He was typing something. “Really? Because several complaints have been lodged against her.” He then turned and their eyes locked. He saw a flutter of panic, but somehow the man was more relaxed than he’d been in the elevator. “You’re being sarcastic.”

	The slight slur as he said sarcastic told Dylan why. Someone had popped a few pills to relax. 

	“I am; she’s horrible,” Dylan said. “So, I’m here to lodge a complaint about someone I interacted with earlier today. They made me really uncomfortable. They took my photo and made several homophobic comments.”

	Chase hadn’t broken eye contact. He pulled a piece of paper from his drawer and flopped it on the desk, eyes never wavering. 

	“You’ll need to fill this out.”

	“I was joking,” Dylan said. 

	Chase said nothing.

	“I’m here to apologize. I didn’t know you were gay. I completely misunderstood your intentions.”

	“I have no intentions.”

	“Right.” Dylan leaned back in his seat. “So, you’re good. We’re good. You aren’t going to—”

	“I’m not going to file a complaint against you. You’re fine.” 

	“Good.”

	“Good.”

	Dylan nodded. The man seemed fine—a little stoned, but mostly fine. He knew he should take the win and leave, but one other thing was bothering him.

	“Why did you call me Mr. Perfect?”

	“I didn’t.”

	“You did. Right before you left. You said I was Mr. Perfect and that you weren’t my type. Which, I want to clarify, I only said because I thought you were a homophobe. I say that to all the men who seem uncomfortable around me when they find out I’m gay.”

	He waited for Chase to say something, but he just stared. 

	“There was a question in there. I asked why you called me Mr. Perfect.”

	“I think we’re done here,” Chase said. “No one is filing any complaints. I have work to do. Thank you.” He turned back to his monitors. 

	“But you didn’t answer my question.”

	Dylan continued to sit there and Chase ignored him. 

	“If you aren’t going to tell me, I can conjecture. I think you have a crush on me.” 

	Chase’s fingers faltered on the keyboard.

	“And if that’s true, I’d really like to give this another try. How about I take you out for a few beers after work? As an apology for how ill I treated you?”

	That earned him a sideline look and slight shaking of his head, then in a voice barely audible, Chase said, “No.”

	“It’s not a date. It’s an apology.”

	“No.” Slightly louder this time but still a whisper. Dylan noticed the couple across from them had stopped speaking and were watching.

	Dylan wasn’t used to getting turned down, although, after the way he had treated Chase, he figured he deserved it.

	“You don’t want to get a few beers with Mr. Perfect?”

	“No.”

	“Okay, listen, you and I have been through a traumatic experience. I am genuinely concerned for your well-being. I want to take you out for a few drinks outside of work, so I can make sure you’re really okay. We can discuss what happened.”

	“No.”

	“Think of it as a support group. People do that who have been through trauma. Only you and I will ever truly understand how traumatic being trapped in that elevator was. We need to be there for each other.”

	The no wasn’t immediate this time. Chase looked at him through his thick glasses for an uncomfortable amount of time and Dylan wondered if he just wasn’t going to respond.

	“Why?” Chase asked. “Why do you want this so badly?”

	“Because I want to know why I’m Mr. Perfect, and if it is because you have a crush on me, then I would love to hear about all the ways I am perfect.”

	He squeaked something that Dylan couldn’t hear.

	“What?”

	“I said fine,” Chase hissed.

	“You’ll meet me for drinks?”

	“Yes.”

	“Wonderful. That’s great. Okay, um, here’s my number.” He scribbled it down on the complaint form that Chase had gotten out. “Text me when you get off. There’s a bar around the block, an Irish place; we can meet there.”

	He stood and tried to hide the rush of joy he felt at the accomplishment of getting Chase to say yes. It hadn’t been his intention when he’d come here, and he was already realizing he hadn’t thought this through at all. 

	He stepped through the door and before it closed, he heard the woman at the desk next to Chase quickly say, “I like him. He is perfect.”

	* * *

	“He is not perfect,” Chase mumbled, looking at the form with the scribbled numbers. “He’s a bully.”

	“He got you to agree to go on a date.”

	“He bullied me into it,” Chase complained. “You saw. You didn’t even help.”

	“Because I was rooting for him,” Rose said. The client finished signing his forms and left. “You’ve had a crush on him for months. Now he wants to get to know you. How can you pass that up?”

	“He’s a jerk.”

	“You’re only saying that because you’re afraid he might actually like you. This might actually be something.” She dismissed his concerns and went back to her computer. “I’m excited for you.”

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER three: THE BAR

	 

	D


	ylan drained the last of his beer from the bottle and his eyes went to the glass doors of the bar. He saw Chase enter, his scraggly form huddled in a coat that was too big and too heavy for the spring weather. Dylan left his empty bottle at the table, where a group of four from his office chattered with themselves. 
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