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      I hummed to myself as I mopped the ladies’ restroom, but I really wished I could sing at the top of my lungs. I loved to sing; it was such a glorious release for me. Singing was an expression of my deepest emotions. It made me feel alive. But I had nowhere to go to let loose the way I wanted to. I lived in a tiny apartment and I took the subway to work, so I was never really alone. Only the super rich could afford to own a car in New York City, so I took the subway. Oh, how I envied people who commuted by car. They could sing all the way to and from work.

      As usual, I hummed “In My Own Little Corner” from the musical, Rogers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella. It was my little inside joke. Fantasizing I was Cinderella made scrubbing toilets a bit more bearable. I had an active imagination, and picturing a handsome prince sweeping me off my feet and carrying me away from all this was my favorite pastime. I allowed myself to softly sing a few lyrics of the song, then quickly went back to quiet humming. I wasn’t supposed to be noticed while doing my job. Instead, I was expected to play the part of the stereotypical Hispanic cleaning lady. Quiet and demure.

      Invisible.

      I worked in a fifteen-story high-rise in Manhattan full of high-powered executives. People rarely spoke to me here, and I often wondered if they thought I couldn’t speak English because I have a bit of an accent. It was annoying, since I was born in the United States and was fluent in both Spanish and English.

      Again, I had to force myself to quit singing as I mopped. Cringing, I remembered the time I’d been working late, and thinking I was alone, I actually sang out loud. One of the lady executives caught me when she walked into the restroom. God, that had been embarrassing.

      Elyse was her name. She was absolutely beautiful. Tall and blond, with gorgeous blue eyes. She was one of the big-deal executives around here, and I was always kind of intimidated by her. But Elyse turned out to be incredibly sweet. She said I had a great voice, and she told me she had some friends in the musical theater business. Ever since then, she’d been gently prodding me to at least meet with her friends. It was kind of her to take an interest in me, but I had no intention of taking her up on her offer. Sure, I loved to sing, but there was no hope of ever doing it professionally. Most performers started acting and singing when they were kids. At the ripe old age of twenty-five, it was probably too late for me. Besides, I was flat broke. Sometimes I felt like all I ever did was work just to pay the rent and keep food in the fridge. I could never afford the acting and singing lessons I would need to make it onstage anywhere.

      Still humming Cinderella songs, I opened one of the bathroom stalls so I could mop the floor. I let out a weary sigh when I saw the toilet was clogged. I grabbed the plunger from my cart and worked my magic. You never heard about Cinderella having to unclog toilets. Even my vivid fantasies couldn’t make this feel glamorous. I set the plunger back on top of the cart and finished mopping the rest of the floor. After I was done with the ladies’ restroom, I grabbed my cart and pushed it hard enough to open the door. The door opened all right, but the second it did, the toilet plunger fell off the cart.

      And hit one of the male executives right in the stomach.

      I gasped in horror.

      Keith Foster. Why did it have to be Keith Foster?

      People often exaggerate when saying “Oh, he was the hottest guy I’ve ever seen,” but Keith was literally the most handsome man I had ever laid eyes on. Including movie and television stars. With his jet-black wavy hair and deep-blue eyes, he was a vision of manliness. When I fantasized about my handsome prince, Keith frequently came to mind.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” My face got hot, and I was grateful my dark skin probably masked some of my humiliation.

      Keith laughed good-naturedly. “No harm done.”

      He flashed me a sexy smile that made me weak in the knees. Keith had smiled at me once before in the hallway, and I got dizzy—actually dizzy from the way he looked at me.

      I nodded apologetically, having no idea what else to say. He continued down the hall, and I watched him walk away. It took physical effort not to sigh dreamily.

      Keith worked with Elyse—she was his boss. Most of the time, I had absolutely no idea what he and Elyse were talking about. They worked for Wicket Pro, a technology company, and they threw around complex computer science lingo like they were talking about the weather.

      Closing my eyes, I moaned, inwardly cringing over my embarrassing encounter with Keith. I had hit him with a dirty toilet plunger, for God’s sake. I usually looked forward to running into him in the hallway, but right now I wanted to vanish into the floorboards. How could I ever look him in the eye again? I would forever be Toilet Plunger Girl to him.

      It was pure insanity to think a guy like Keith could ever go for a girl like me. Even my imagination didn’t stretch that far. Elyse was definitely more his type. Sexy, glamorous, and super smart.

      Then again, Elyse’s boyfriend was Luke Rannells, the head of maintenance of the building. No one could have guessed those two would be a match, but they were madly in love. Luke, my boss, was a terrific guy with a great sense of humor. He also happened to be a professional musical theater actor currently working on an off-Broadway show. Though Luke and I had been friends for years, I never confessed my love of singing to him. Elyse had told him though, and now the two of them frequently ganged up to pester me about pursuing theater seriously.

      I knew better than to allow myself the luxury of dreaming. Feeling a familiar tug of sadness and regret in my chest, I pushed my cart down the hall. Still, it helped to know I had friends who cared enough to harass me about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I headed back to my office to wrap things up so I could head home for the weekend. The first order of business when I got home would be to change my shirt. It had a small wet spot from the plunger incident. Gross. Not a huge deal, though. The cleaning lady was so apologetic, and I felt bad. I could tell she was embarrassed about what had happened.

      Luke Rannells sailed by me down the hall, saluting me as he passed.

      “Have a good weekend, Keith my boy,” he called cheerfully.

      “You too. Take it easy.”

      “You know I will,” he chirped as he headed toward Elyse’s office.

      I turned and watched him as he stood in Elyse’s doorway, grinning at her. Feeling a twinge of sadness, I looked away. I used to have a big thing for Elyse. I even asked her out a few times. For a while, I’d really thought she might be The One. Turned out she was The One for Luke. He loved her so much, and her face lit up every time she saw him. I was glad she was happy, even though it hurt to see them together. Getting over Elyse hadn’t been easy, and having her boyfriend work in the same building made it worse.

      Especially since I’d had the misfortune of seeing them have sex.

      Elyse had been working late—she was a workaholic who loved her job and she’d been killing herself trying to get a promotion—and Luke was worried about her and just wanted to take her home. Things apparently got out of hand, and they’d had a spontaneous romp against the wall in her office. The whole thing ended up on the security camera’s video. One of my co-workers, Hunter, gleefully showed me what he called a “juicy” video of Elyse and Luke “gettin’ it on,” as he put it.

      The video was horrifically explicit. Luke had torn off all her clothes, leaving her completely exposed. I’d felt like I’d been stabbed in the heart when I saw it. That wasn’t even the worst part: Elyse was devastated when she found out her co-workers had seen the humiliating video. I’d never forget the way she looked during those early days after the scandal hit. She was a strong woman, but her eyes were haggard and she looked utterly broken. God, it had hurt to look at her.

      I’d wished there was something, anything, I could do to ease her pain. Luke wanted the same—he felt awful about what happened, even though it wasn’t his fault. Luke was kind of a nut, in a good way, so he cooked up a scheme. He got me and several men who worked in the building—men who Elyse knew had seen her video—to perform a strip dance for her at a local club. It was the craziest thing I’d ever done.

      It was funny. Things should have been weird between us afterward. She did get the promotion and became my boss, but there was no awkwardness between us anymore. We were friends, and I was grateful.

      The sharp pain of losing her to Luke had dulled over time. Now I was more jealous of what they had together. They had what I wanted: a loving, stable relationship. I wanted a woman to look at me the way Elyse looked at Luke.

      I quickly packed my stuff in my work bag, unsure why I was in a hurry to leave. I didn’t have any real plans this weekend. Going to a bar, either alone or with friends, was something to do, but I didn’t really enjoy it. Hanging out with my guy friends always made me feel out of place. It might sound cocky, but I’m a reasonably good-looking man and I have tons of money, so it was always easy for me to find female companionship for the night. My friends all expected me to be a playboy, to throw my money around and chase women. I admitted to doing that sometimes. I had needs after all, and sometimes I couldn’t resist a night of great sex. Overall though, it just wasn’t my style. Though I loved the sex part, I usually felt lonelier than ever afterward.

      It annoyed me that a woman could admit that all she really wanted out of life was a loving spouse and a family, but if a guy said it, he got labeled a pussy.

      Feeling empty and at a loss, I slung my work bag over my shoulder and headed toward the elevator.
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      The elevator doors slid open, and I pushed my cleaning cart inside.

      And nearly mowed Keith down in the process. He gasped in surprise. I gasped in horror.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”

      Keith laughed as he glanced at my cart, putting his hands up in mock defense. “You’re really trying to kill me today.”

      “Well, the toilet plunger attack didn’t work, so I figured I’d try to take you out with my cart.”

      “Foiled again,” he said with a smile.

      I wanted to die. Literally, just die right there so I wouldn’t have to endure this humiliation one second longer. Again, I asked myself Why Keith Foster? Why do I always have to act like such an idiot in front of Keith Foster?

      “Ground floor, I presume?” he said with another smile, reaching for the elevator button.

      I nodded. Well, thank God he was at least super sweet about everything. A lot of other executives around here would have yelled at me. It’d happened before.

      The elevator doors closed and I stiffened, hyper-aware of his proximity to me. I’d never stood this close to him before. As subtly as possible, I drew in a deep breath so I could inhale his scent. Keith wore a deliciously masculine and probably expensive cologne. He looked dreamy in his sharp navy-blue suit with a striped tie.

      I felt so ugly in comparison. Dressed in worn-out clothing and smelling of bathroom cleaner, I was plain and frumpy. He probably thought I was a moron because of my klutzy behavior. As much as I loved being near him, I couldn’t wait to get away from this awkward situation.

      The elevator suddenly lurched to a screeching halt. I screamed and pressed myself against the wall, terrified.

      Keith and I stood, paralyzed, in case any sudden movement would send us plummeting to our deaths. When the elevator didn’t budge after a few seconds, I let out a breath, realizing the elevator was only stuck between floors. It had happened a few times before, but not to me. It might take a while for maintenance to show up, but we weren’t going to die.

      I glanced over at Keith and was shocked.

      Deathly pale, he leaned against the wall.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I said softly. “This elevator breaks all the time. Someone will be along to fix it in no time.”

      It took a few seconds for Keith’s eyes to clearly focus on me. His breathing was shallow, and I could see he was sweating.

      “Oh,” I said gently. “You’re claustrophobic, aren’t you?”

      Keith nodded rapidly and my heart ached for him. He seemed positively terrorized.

      “And here I am crowding you,” I said, trying to push my cart away from him.

      “It’s … it’s okay …” he managed to say. He didn’t look okay. I was afraid he was going to pass out.

      “We’re going to be fine. I promise. Close your eyes and take a deep breath. I promise, there’s plenty of air.” He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “That’s it. Deep breaths. Why don’t you sit down?”

      Keith opened his eyes and slowly slid down to a sitting position. I pushed my cart as far against the other wall as I could, then I sat down next to him. His expression held a look of sheer desperation. Instinctively, I reached over and took his hand in mine.

      “I—I’m sorry,” he said. He seemed embarrassed as well as afraid.

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s all right,” I said soothingly.

      “Hey! You in the elevator. Can you hear me?” came a male voice from somewhere outside the elevator car.

      “Luke?” I called out.

      “Yeah. Crista?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “We’re gonna get you out as soon as possible. I promise. Are you okay?” Luke asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Are you alone?”

      “Bet … you wish … you were … alone,” Keith managed with an apologetic smile. “Would be … easier.”

      I smiled and squeezed his hand in support.

      “No, Keith Foster is with me,” I said.

      Keith looked surprised that I knew his full name, and I felt my face get hot.

      “Elyse is a friend of mine,” I said, hoping my explanation would make me seem like less of a stalker. “I know you work with her.”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, good,” Luke said. “Just try to keep calm, and we’ll get you out of there in no time.”

      “See? It won’t be long,” I reassured Keith.

      “I hate taking the elevator,” he said between shallow breaths. “I have to take it because I work on the tenth floor. Usually just hold my breath the whole time until it’s over. I always take it on the way up, but most of the time I walk down.” He let out a weak laugh. “Serves me right for being lazy.”

      He was sweating profusely now. I wished there was something I could do to help him.

      “I’m sorry you’re stuck with me. I’m so sorry,” Keith moaned.

      “You don’t need to keep apologizing. I just hate that this is so hard for you,” I said softly. He gazed gratefully into my eyes for a moment, and my heart skipped a beat. I had a sudden, vivid fantasy of him, covered in sweat and gazing at me with such tenderness, looking exactly the way he did now while making love to me. I swallowed hard, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. I would file the visual away for later use.

      Keith moaned and closed his eyes. “I think I’m going to pass out.”

      “Oh God, I don’t know what to do!” I said, trying not to panic. I patted his cheek gently to try to keep him alert. “Open your eyes. Try to focus on me.”

      He opened those lovely blue eyes of his and looked at me. It took him a moment to focus his gaze, but he managed.

      I suddenly remembered that I kept a bottle of water in the bottom of my cleaning cart. I reached under the cart and grabbed it. Holding the bottle to his lips, I supported the back of his head with my other hand and helped him drink. A thrill rippled through me. After all my hours of fantasizing about Keith, I could hardly believe I was actually touching him.

      He drank a bit, then let out a breath. “Thanks. That helps.”

      I took a clean cloth from my cart, poured some water on it, then held the damp cloth to his forehead. It appeared to help clear his head, and his eyes seemed to focus better. I pressed the cloth to his sweaty neck. He moaned softly and said again, “That helps. That helps.”

      “Good. You’re so hot,” I said, then wanted to kick myself. I meant temperature-wise, but it came out sounding wrong. He was too preoccupied with trying to stay conscious to notice. “Here, let’s get your jacket off. And let’s loosen your tie.”

      He nodded weakly. I helped him off with his jacket and began struggling with the knot on his tie, so he helped me. Our fingers touched as we worked together to loosen it, and another thrill went through me.

      “We should— You should maybe undo a few buttons on your shirt,” I said shyly. I would have loved to slowly unbutton every last one and rip the shirt right off him, but I knew it would be wrong to take advantage of him in such a vulnerable state.

      He began unbuttoning his shirt. I turned away, feeling modest. When I turned back, a small, sexy smile curled his lips. He clearly found it amusing that I was too shy to look at his chest.

      “You’re so sweet to take care of me,” he said. “I feel so bad. I don’t even know your name.”

      “Crista. Crista Rivera.”

      “Crista,” he repeated in his deep, sexy voice. My heart soared to hear him say my name.

      Keith’s breathing sounded a bit steadier now. I allowed myself the briefest glance at his smooth, muscled half-exposed chest. With his white shirt hanging open, he looked like the cover of a romance novel. Breathtakingly handsome was the only way to describe him.

      I picked up the damp cloth, poured a little more water on it, and handed it back to him.

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the cloth and pressing it to his forehead.

      “Crista?” Luke called out.

      “Yeah?”

      “The guys are working on the problem, but it might be a while.”

      Keith moaned and started panting again.

      “You okay?” Luke asked.

      “Uh, yes,” I said. Keith had gone frighteningly pale again. “We’re okay. But please hurry if you can.”

      “We will, Crista,” Luke said, sounding worried. “We’ll have you out as soon as we can. Hang in there.”

      “God … it … could … be … hours.” Keith’s eyes were wide with terror. “What if … what if we’re stuck here all night?”

      “I’m sure it won’t be anywhere near that long,” I said, feeling my panic rising and trying not to show it. Keith looked so freaked out, I was getting scared.

      He clutched his chest and moaned. “I feel … like I’m having … a heart attack …”

      “No, no, God no!” I cried out.

      “It’s not …” I watched helplessly as Keith tried to speak. “I’m not …” Anger and frustration mixed with his expression of fear as he gasped for breath. He clearly hated feeling out of control. “Panic attack … just a panic … not a heart … attack. Just feels like it.”

      Keith locked eyes with me, searching my face for understanding. He must have known he was scaring the hell out of me.

      “I understand,” I said gently, taking his hand and squeezing it. “You’re not gonna die, you just feel like it right now.”

      His expression relaxed a bit. “Yes.”

      Keith’s eyes rolled back and his head slammed into the wall. He still clutched his chest. Even though I understood this was a panic attack and not an actual heart attack, it was still terrifying to witness. I felt like I was watching a man die right in front of me.

      So I started singing.

      I sang “In My Own Little Corner,” watching nervously as Keith’s eyes opened wide. I had startled him a bit—probably a good thing. His panic subsided slightly, and his breathing evened out a little.

      On the surface it was kind of a silly song. Cinderella sang about how she used her imagination to be anything she wanted to be; fantasizing allowed her to escape her ordinary life. I did exactly that all the time as I cleaned the building, which made me feel a bit exposed as I sang the song in front of Keith.

      After only a few lines, I stopped. My stomach fluttered with nervousness.

      “Keep going,” Keith whispered, still sweating and panting a little.

      I continued my song. I laughed shyly when I sang the part about imagining I was a girl who men went crazy for. Keith smiled at me, which gave me the strength to keep singing. Something in his tender gaze made me feel safe. Like it was okay to let myself be vulnerable with him.

      “What song was that?” he asked when I reached the end of the song.

      “It’s called ‘In My Own Little Corner’ from the Rogers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella musical. I love musicals, and that one is my favorite. I know it’s silly, but I hum that song all the time when I’m working. Pretending I’m Cinderella is what helps me get through the day.”

      Oh dear God. I cannot believe I actually said it out loud.

      In that moment, I wished the elevator floor would open up and swallow me whole. After the toilet plunger and nearly hitting Keith with my cart, I thought I couldn’t possibly embarrass myself more in front of him. How wrong I was. Next, I’d be blurting out that he was my fantasy prince in my private Cinderella scenario. What in the hell was wrong with me?

      Keith’s gaze softened, and he smiled. Incredibly, the warm, safe feeling washed over me again. He didn’t think I was stupid or silly.

      “That’s very clever. Shows you have a wonderful imagination. You’re as pretty as Cinderella, too.”

      I drew in a breath, too overwhelmed to speak. He was only being nice, I was sure. Even so, I was astonished at how I’d gone from feeling utterly humiliated to feeling calm and at peace.

      “Will you sing some more? You have a beautiful voice, and it keeps my mind off this death trap.”

      He was only joking, but his breath hitched a bit when he said it. To him, I was sure this tiny elevator felt like a tomb.

      “Of course,” I said. I thought about what I should sing, versus what I wanted to sing. Though I’d always had a silly crush on Keith, right now I felt particularly close to him. We were close, both physically and somewhat emotionally, because of the circumstances. I wanted to choose an unabashedly romantic song and sing it while gazing into his eyes.

      Instead, I decided on a song from Monty Python’s Spamalot. Not one of the sillier ones, but a great song about pursuing your dreams, called “Find Your Grail.” I launched into it, watching Keith sit back and visibly relax as I sang.

      He nodded and smiled when I finished.

      “Beautiful,” he said, his voice still hardly above a whisper. He looked weak, yet calm.

      “Do you want to hear another one?” I asked, suddenly worried. The last thing I wanted to do was have him trapped, hearing me perform against his will.

      “Yes, please,” he said earnestly. “I mean, if you don’t mind. It’s helping a lot. Really.”

      “Of course I don’t mind.”

      The next song I chose was “I’m Not that Girl” from Wicked. If ever there was a song that described my situation with Keith, it was that one. A song about wanting a man who was way out of your league, the lyrics involve a handsome man who chooses Glinda, the beautiful blonde, instead of Elphaba in the show. I pictured Elyse when I sang the line about the girl with the golden hair. A classy, gorgeous woman like her was the type Keith would choose. He might already have a girlfriend like that, for all I knew.

      “That’s a pretty song,” Keith said after I’d finished singing. “But sad.”

      I nodded, swallowing hard. “Yeah. Okay, I need to think of a fun song now. Oh, I know. Have you heard of the show Bye Bye Birdie?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Don’t know anything about it, though.”

      “Well, there’s a song in there called ‘Spanish Rose.’ The woman’s name is Rose and, even though she was born and raised in America, her mother-in-law is super racist and doesn’t want her son to marry a so-called Spaniard. So, Rose sings this song about how she’s gonna be as Spanish as humanly possible to annoy her mother-in-law.”

      Keith chuckled.

      I launched into the song and gave it everything I had. I’d never considered myself a particularly comic performer, but I thought I did pretty well with the song. I really got into it, using my list of cleaning supplies as a Spanish fan, and narrowing my eyes at him when I sang the word “Americano” with derision.

      Keith laughed heartily as I sang, and my body tingled all over. I rarely had the chance to sing in front of anyone, and having his approval was exhilarating. It warmed my heart to see him relax, and I could see my singing really helped him cope with his terrible anxiety.

      “That was a good one,” he said with a broad smile lighting up his handsome face.

      “Thanks.”

      There was a moment of silence between us, then Keith drew in a shaky breath. I knew I couldn’t allow him any time to fixate on being stuck in the elevator, or he would start to panic again. I wracked my brain but couldn’t come up with another song to distract him.

      “Do you have any requests? Is there anything you want me to sing?”

      “Let me think,” he said, and his breath slowed again.

      That’s it. Don’t think about where you are. It’s okay.

      I wanted so much to reach out and take his hand again, but I resisted the urge.

      “I don’t know much about musicals. I did see Phantom of the Opera once. That was pretty good.”

      “Okay, perfect.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I began singing “Think of Me.” I had gotten my wish: I finally had the chance to sing a romantic song to Keith without being too obvious, since he had suggested Phantom of the Opera. It was cathartic for me to implore Keith through song to think of me, just think of me once in a while. The song made me wonder if he would think of me, remember me, once this ordeal was over.

      The song had some really high notes at the end, and I was nervous that I wouldn’t be able to hit them. To my relief, I thought I sounded pretty good.

      Keith’s bright-blue eyes opened wide. “Wow. Just wow. That was amazing. Your voice is beautiful. Perfect.”

      “Thanks,” I said, shyly looking down. Inside, I was exploding. It wasn’t only his kind words, but the way he looked at me: he wasn’t just being nice. I knew he was genuinely impressed with my voice, and it sent my heart soaring again.

      “Do you sing professionally?” he asked.

      “Oh, no. I could never do it.”

      “Why?”

      I lifted my head and met his gaze. “Money, for one thing. I could never afford all the fancy voice lessons and acting coaches you would need to get into a show.”

      “You know Elyse has all kinds of friends in the music business, right?”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “And Luke. You know Luke Rannells, right?”

      “Sure. He’s my boss.”

      Keith laughed. “Oh, right. Duh. You know he’s a theater performer, right?   You should—”

      I laughed. “Yes, I know. Both of them are constantly pestering me to meet all their theater friends. Elyse knows I like to sing. She caught me once. Singing while I was cleaning the ladies’ room.”

      Keith’s lips turned upward into a sexy smile. “Were you being Cinderella at the time?”

      Heat flooded my cheeks. Why on earth did I tell him my secret?

      “Yes,” I said, laughing self-consciously.

      “That’s pretty cool,” Keith said softly. His gentle tone melted my heart. “So, you have thought about pursuing singing for a living?”

      “I’ve learned not to think about it.”

      “But Elyse can—”

      “It’s too late, Keith.” I gazed into his kind eyes. “Most people start when they’re very young.”

      “It isn’t too late, Crista. It’s never too late for someone with your talent. You say Elyse and Luke keep pestering you about singing? Well buckle up, because I’m going to start pestering you now, too.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. There was no chance I would even consider it, but I appreciated Keith’s thoughtfulness. It meant the world to me.

      The elevator suddenly lurched upward. I screamed as my head banged against the elevator wall.

      Keith reached over and touched my head, his eyes wide with concern. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, too overwhelmed to speak. Keith’s delectable lips were close enough to kiss. I stared at his face for a moment, wanting to memorize it. I could feed off this fantasy for hours, remembering how close his face had been to mine and imagining him dipping his head down to kiss me.

      The elevator kept moving, but a bit more slowly now. I snapped back to my senses, realizing we were about to be rescued. I glanced down at his shirt, still hanging open.

      “You might want to …” I began.

      “Oh, right,” Keith said, as he quickly buttoned up his shirt. I picked up his suit jacket and helped him on with it.

      Keith stood up, then held out a hand to help me up.

      Like the prince holding out his hand to help Cinderella out of the carriage.

      In that moment I didn’t care if it was silly for a woman of my age to have such childish dreams. I needed the fantasy, and it felt real and romantic and perfect.

      Keith stared intensely, hopefully, at the elevator doors, as if willing them to open.

      Oh, please, please let the elevator be working. I couldn’t bear the look on his face if we found out we’re still stuck.

      The doors slid open. We’d safely arrived back on the tenth floor, where we’d begun this adventure.

      It must have taken every ounce of his willpower not to dash out of the “death trap,” but he gallantly gestured for me to exit first. Leaving my cart, I walked briskly out of the elevator with Keith following close on my heels. Relief flooded through me as I heard him take in a huge breath and let it out.

      A small group of people were waiting for us. Suddenly, they all burst into applause.

      “Brava!” someone shouted.

      It took me a moment to realize they had heard me singing in the elevator shaft. I laughed as I surveyed the friendly faces smiling their approval. I was surprised to find, for once, I wasn’t embarrassed to be overheard singing: I was proud.

      Luke stood, arms crossed, looking angry. The twinkle in his eyes gave him away, though. That, and Luke rarely got mad about anything.

      “What’s yer problem, bucko?” I asked him.

      “I see how it is. You’ll sing for him,” Luke said, jerking a thumb in Keith’s direction, “but you won’t sing for me.”

      “Well, I had to do something to—” I stopped myself, realizing I couldn’t embarrass Keith by revealing his fear. “To pass the time. Took you long enough to get us out.”

      Luke unfolded his arms and wrapped one around my shoulder. “I know. I’m so sorry, Crista. Are you okay?” His brown eyes were full of genuine concern.

      “I’m fine, Luke. Really.”

      Elyse rushed over to me, her arms open wide. She engulfed me in a big hug.

      “You okay? It must have been so scary,” she said after letting me go.

      “It was, but it’s okay. Keith kept me calm.”

      Keith caught my eye and smiled. I could see the gratitude on his face. Being claustrophobic was nothing to be ashamed of, but I figured he’d be uncomfortable if anyone else knew about his panic attack. He had nothing to worry about; his secret would always be safe with me. “You kept us all calm with your singing,” Elyse said. “Let us know you guys were okay.”

      “That’s good,” I said with a smile.

      “Go home and get some rest, okay?”

      “I will. Thanks.”

      The crowd dispersed, and Luke and the other maintenance guys went over to inspect the elevator. Keith walked toward me.

      “Crista, I can’t begin to thank you enough. I never could have gotten through this if it weren’t for you.”

      I allowed myself the indulgence of gazing into his eyes, still trying to capture the way he looked in this moment. I might never get this close to him again, and I wanted to remember every second.

      “You don’t have to thank me, Keith. It was no trouble at all.”

      “You’re so kind, but I know I’ve been a handful to say the least.”

      “I’m happy to help. Really. I’m just grateful you weren’t in there alone.”

      Keith visibly shuddered. “Me too.”

      “Take care of yourself. Maybe get some cold water and then get outside in the fresh air.”

      “Yes. Sounds wonderful.”

      I allowed myself a few more precious seconds of gazing into his eyes, then headed over to my cleaning cart, which Luke had taken out of the elevator for me.

      Back to reality.
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      After grabbing a bottle of cold water from the vending machine, I headed down the stairs. As soon as I got out of the building, I leaned against the brick wall.

      Freedom, sweet freedom.

      Being in the elevator had felt like being buried alive. I shuddered just thinking about it. In my mind, the walls were closing in around me, ready to crush me to death at any moment.

      Until Crista started to sing. With her beautiful voice, she had managed to get my mind off my situation, which was no easy feat. God bless her lovely soul.

      It had been humiliating to lose control. I struggled just to breathe in there. Archaic as it seemed, I couldn’t help thinking the man should be in control in those situations. That the woman should be the hysterical one, with the man wrapping his strong arms around her to protect her until the crisis passed.

      Nope. Not me. I had to cower in the corner like a frightened rabbit. The more I thought about it, the more embarrassed I felt.

      Then I pictured Crista’s pretty face. Her beautiful brown eyes filled with worry for me. Not a trace of annoyance or contempt—only concern for my welfare. She’d comforted me as if she really cared. I took another sip of cold water and a deep breath of fresh air. Closing my eyes, I relaxed against the cool brick of the building. Remembering Crista’s tender touch as she’d held my hand.

      I once dated a woman for a year and a half, and she never once touched me that way.

      Crista Rivera is The One. The One I’ve waited for all my life.

      My eyes flew open. That was crazy. Crazy. I shook my head, laughing softly at myself.

      Remember when you thought Elyse Pippin was The One, dumbass?

      Even the mere thought was lunacy. Crista was a sweetheart, and she had been my savior. It was just the extreme circumstances that made my feelings about her so intense.

      I headed to my car, still taking deep breaths to clear my head. I rolled all the windows down as soon as I got in. I couldn’t bear feeling boxed in again. Thank God I didn’t need to take public transportation and have tons of people crowding around me.

      Once I got home, I popped open a beer and flopped down in front of the TV. Finally, I was starting to feel better. That was the thing about panic attacks; they don’t stop right away once a crisis is over. Sometimes it takes quite a while to feel normal again.

      Resting on the couch, my mind wandered back to Crista. My attraction for her was as powerful now as it had been when I left work, but the feeling would probably pass as I decompressed from the fear and adrenaline from being trapped in the elevator. I’d been so wrong about Elyse being the right woman for me. I no longer trusted my own judgment.

      But the feeling I had for Crista seemed different somehow. It was more than mere attraction this time. Was I crazy? Or had I met my future wife?

      Maybe this odd sensation of euphoria was due to the sheer relief of being free from the awful enclosed space. That, and now my head was spinning from drinking two beers on an empty stomach. I grabbed my cell phone and ordered some Chinese food.

      Settling back on the couch, I figured I would just sleep on it tonight. I was hardly thinking clearly right now. Good thing I didn’t have Crista’s phone number—I might have done something rash and stupid. For all I knew, I would wake up tomorrow and my sudden, intense longing for her would disappear.

      I hoped it wouldn’t. If I was lucky, maybe I would even dream of her tonight.
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        * * *

      

      I thought about Crista all weekend long, my fantasies of her growing stronger instead of fading with time. I had seen her in the office before, but I’d never realized how beautiful she was. Dressed in her worn cleaning-lady clothes, she still looked lovely. Soft and feminine. I couldn’t begin to imagine how gorgeous she would be when she was dressed up. Maybe she couldn’t afford fancy clothes.

      It got me thinking of all the wonderful ways I could spoil her. Most of the women I dated certainly had
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