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The stack of file folders slapped to the floor. Hayley Lancaster sneezed into the rising cloud of dust then groped for a tissue in the pocket of her jeans. Another sneeze shook her, jarring her knees against the floor. The spasm over, she glared at the room's contents. The folders might contain direct mail letters and brochures of prime importance to Mr. David Mansfield, president of Mansfield Inc., but right now they were dusty nuisances.

Hayley slumped back on her heels and surveyed her progress. One file cabinet, its drawers now properly marked, stood along the wall beside its five companions, gleaming black and awaiting Hayley's attention. The contents of several cartons dotted the faded linoleum, each manila folder labeled in neat printing.

"Three hours, and I've filled one cabinet and covered the floor," she grumbled.

For being on the job only two weeks, Hayley wasn't expecting a lot, but two years in library school should have prepared her for more than sorting and filing in a filthy storeroom. Challenging work. That phrase in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette ad had captured her imagination. The interview had gone well, and the salary offer had been generous. Challenging work, indeed!

Hayley stretched her arms overhead. Daydreaming was not contributing to her progress. She tucked a stray curl of honey-colored hair under her bandanna and dug another handful of brochures from an open box. Muttering to herself, she concentrated on placing the literature in the correct piles.

“Charity pitch, here. Work-from-home campaign, over there..."

"What are you doing?" a voice thundered from the doorway.

Hayley jumped. The brochures in her hand scattered across the floor, destroying the sorting system. Appalled at the damage, Hayley swung around to face the person in the doorway.

"Just what do you mean by scaring me like that?" Indignant, Hayley straightened her shoulders and brought her hands to her hips. "It took three hours of dust and sweat to get these sorted, and you've made a perfect mess of it!" Even as Hayley fumed, she reacted with sudden alertness. A chestnut-brown, pin-striped suit stood in her line of vision.

The voice ignored her tirade. "I'll ask you again. What are you doing? Are you from the janitor service?"

Hayley's hand shot to the bandanna as her eyes flew to his face. Her arms began to tingle. Not only was the suit impeccable, so was the man. The autumn colors in his clothing complemented his golden coloring and red-brown hair. His expression, now hard and demanding, threw lines across his forehead and around his mouth, setting off the strong bones of his cheek and jaw.

Taking a deep breath to steady herself under his piercing gaze, Hayley crossed her arms. "No, I work here," she said. "Is that all right with you?"

At the obvious sarcasm, the man's eyes widened, revealing their rich blue color. Like a mountain lake, Hayley thought as she mentally chalked up a score. But as that blue gaze continued to bear down on her, she wondered who would ultimately win this confrontation. Determined not to give ground, she matched his stare.

Little by little, his perusal changed from demand to curiosity. His eyes left her face and roved leisurely over her shoulders and waist to her thighs. Heat rose in Hayley's cheeks as she remembered how she looked — hair hidden under a red-and-white bandanna, grubby jeans, and a T-shirt that proclaimed she was the property of the University of Pittsburgh.

"Sure," he finally answered. "Fine with me." He renewed his study of her face. "I haven't seen you before. Who do you work for?"

In an instant, Hayley remembered her supervisor's advice: "Don't take a strange face for granted around here. Our contracts sometimes demand high security. If you don't know someone, ask."

Silently acknowledging that he might be following company guidelines, yet still annoyed with him, Hayley said bluntly, "I could ask the same of you."

The man's frown softened into a grin. "True, but I asked first."

Hayley’s stomach flipped. The grin transformed him from an adult of probably close to thirty to a four-year-old. Hayley conceded defeat and returned the grin. "I'm the new information specialist, Hayley Lancaster." She rose and held out her hand. "I work for Maggie."

"Very glad to meet you, Hayley Lancaster."

From her more advantageous position, Hayley still had to look up to meet his eyes. That fact came as a pleasant surprise since her own height usually dictated a more direct gaze with men. The hand she took engulfed hers in warmth and smoothness. The tingle in her arms slid down her back. To regain control, Hayley withdrew her hand. "And you are...?"

"Oh, yes. Of course. Me." He brushed his jacket aside and slipped his hands into his pants pockets. His smile faded for an instant then grew along with the gleam in his eyes. "My name's Joshua. I work upstairs in accounting." He looked around the cramped room with its row of file cabinets and mountains of boxes. "So you're trying to straighten out this chaos."

Hayley nodded. "An assignment from Maggie. If I had known what I was in for, I would have declined — politely, but firmly." She shrugged. "The bottom line is that Mr. Mansfield is eager to get this done. Anything for the president, I always say, even if it is the most boring job in the company."

Joshua coughed loudly. "Sorry, the dust," he managed in reply to Hayley's concerned glance. Then he continued. "The boss can be... compulsive about things. You wanted something more exciting?"

"I thought I was going to be in the middle of the information field. Developing library services, maybe helping with project proposals." She spread her hands and looked around. "I'm in the middle all right — in the middle of two thousand pieces of paper."

Joshua met her smile with a deep chuckle. Watching his glowing face, Hayley felt a sweep of pleasure. The world tilted just a little.

Joshua brought the chuckle under control, but the humor lingered on his lips. "I see what you mean. But the only thing that can be said for this company is that things always change. Enjoy the boredom. Later you'll wonder where it went."

"I sincerely hope so," Hayley said with feeling. "For now, this is my lot." She looked around, forgetting the man's presence for a moment as she judged what to do next. Suddenly she felt the warmth of his regard and lifted her eyes in question.

"The boss does not approve of blue jeans in the office," Joshua commented lightly.

"Oh, I know," Hayley said, smoothing her jeans in a burst of nervousness. "Maggie told me what a stickler he is for appearances. 'Image is everything in this business.’" Hayley mimicked Maggie's version of the president with a deep voice and a finger pointing in the air for emphasis. "She said it would be all right today because I was working in here."

Joshua's eyes sparkled at her acting. "I thought I'd warn you. Other than playing cleaning lady, are you in the library most of the time?"

An embarrassed flush stole over Hayley's cheeks again, but she managed a faint smile. "Yes, most of the time."

"Then I'll see you later. Perhaps for lunch."

"That would be nice."

"Welcome aboard, Hayley," he said and left.

Hayley rubbed her now-damp palms against her blue jeans. Why do I always look like something the cat dragged in when I meet a good-looking guy? Three-piece suit meets jeans and T-shirt. Next time I see him, I'm going to be dressed.

Still, the memory of his appreciative glances convinced her that all was not lost. Humming with newfound gaiety, Hayley shuffled more paper into file folders, raised more dust, and resorted regularly to a box of tissues. One more file drawer was filled when she next glanced at her watch.

"Lunch time and not a moment too soon," she said, sighing. She left everything where it was and closed the door behind her.

Outside in the fluorescent brightness and bustle of the hall, Hayley paused to let a delivery man roll a hand truck piled with boxes toward the elevator. She considered riding up one floor to the accounting department, but her stomach chose that moment to growl.

I'll find out about him later, she thought and turned toward the library.

As she walked, Hayley passed the word-processing room with its bank of desktop computers and network printers. Through the wall of glass, she waved to Kim Mason, one of the dozen word-processing specialists manipulating text for a new directory of musical instruments published by Balsam Press. Balsam was just one of several clients, Hayley knew, who relied on Mansfield Inc. to prepare text for new publications. On her right was the graphics department. Through the windows she could see both artists peering at oversized monitors while their drawing boards waited in readiness.

Her thoughts turned to Joshua, and she mentally reviewed the names of the people she had met in accounting. He wasn’t among them. I wonder when he goes to lunch? Like a hamster wheel, Hayley's mind spun around and around, pondering her encounter with Joshua. He hadn't touched her, but his gaze had held a caress. No man should be allowed eyes like that! Anyway, she chided herself, a girl shouldn't be so single-minded about a man she’d just met.

Hayley pushed through the glass double doors at the end of the corridor to enter the large room dedicated to collecting and retrieving information on computer and systems technology and the business world. Toward the rear of the library, Hayley could see a staff member at one of the computer terminals that stood beside the more traditional bookshelves and filing cabinets. Casual wood furniture upholstered in shades of blue dotted a corner to her left, inviting the staff to read the latest technology journals. Two offices walled in glass lay to her right. Hayley looked past her office to the second one, where Maggie sat hunched over her terminal, intent on the screen.

Even at the interview, Hayley had liked Margaret Davies' straightforward style, which was reflected in her work and her wardrobe. Tailored suits in bold colors and geometric designs set off Maggie's slim figure. Black hair cut at sharp angles framed a face notable for its straight nose and dark eyes. Next to Maggie, Hayley felt much younger than her twenty-four years — too fair and underdressed. However, within half an hour of that first meeting, Hayley had known she could spend forty hours a week with this woman and be challenged, encouraged, and befriended in the best sense.

As Hayley entered Maggie's office, her supervisor held up her hand for silence, punched one button then another, and leaned back, arms crossed. Shaking her head slowly, Maggie said, "Fifty references and not one of them what I want. I just can't find the right combination. Come take a look."

Hayley rounded the desk and leaned over Maggie's shoulder to scan the titles of the journal articles appearing on the monitor. She had learned the mechanics of database searching in library school. Choose a topic, translate the concepts into phrases and commands the computer can understand, and poof! A list of articles on the chosen subject. A few days with Maggie had taught Hayley she had a lot to learn about searching in the real world.

As if reading her thoughts, Maggie said, "This search would be a good one for you to practice on. I could use a second opinion. I'm getting nowhere."

"Any time you say," Hayley said, a touch of anticipation settling in her stomach.

Maggie typed a few commands on the terminal to save her work then swung around in the chair. "How did you do in the closet?"

Hayley smiled. "Not bad. I've separated two boxes of papers, mostly letters from old direct mail campaigns like you thought, and I straightened out the cabinets. I'd like you to take a look at the organization. You may have some other ideas."

"All right." Maggie stood and gathered her papers and printout from the table. "As soon as I can see some daylight in this Alcoa search request. Which will be soon, I hope and pray. Oh, by the way," Maggie said as she filed the papers in her cabinet, "Louise called and said she can't meet you for lunch. The boss is back, and she's deluged."

"You did say he's been gone for three weeks. There's probably a lot backed up." Then Hayley remembered the accountant she had met and asked Maggie about him.

Maggie rested her elbows on the open drawer as she thought. "Joshua? Any last name?"

Hayley pursed her lips then said, "No, he didn't mention it. Come to think of it, he was a little vague about everything." She grinned. "Actually I was a little vague about everything. I hardly noticed what he said."

Maggie's eyes twinkled. "That good, huh? I'm sure I would have remembered him, then. Sorry, the name doesn't sound familiar. David does use temporary accountants, especially now, at tax time."

"Temporary?" Hayley shook her head. "He acted like he owned the place."

Maggie laughed. "We'll meet him sooner or later when he needs more information for the IRS All the company records are here." She considered the wall clock a moment then turned back to Hayley. "Just to be safe, call Randy after lunch."

"The personnel director?"

"Right. He hires the temps."

"OK, I'll do that." Hayley checked her watch. "Are you going to lunch?"

The file cabinet shut with a bang. "No, I can't. There's too much to do. Where are you going?"

"Atlantis, I guess."

"Great. Bring me back a gyros with lots of sauce."

"Sure." A bill appeared in Maggie's hand. Hayley took it and said good-bye, but Maggie's attention was already on the papers on her desk.

So the boss is back, Hayley thought as she walked to her office. Louise will be climbing the walls.

While she collected her purse and sweater, Hayley chuckled at the image of Louise Whitney literally climbing walls. Her plump figure moved easily enough through company administration, but Hayley doubted it would be up to scaling physical obstacles. Louise wore her brown hair short and neat and dressed with understated taste that fit well with her position as administrative assistant to the president. Louise had once joked with her about what that title encompassed — personal secretary, mother confessor, travel agent, manager of the temp staff, and security guard. No doubt, without Louise and her firm hand, the company would never have reached its one-and-a-half-million-dollar-profit status so quickly.

Hayley and Louise had been to lunch several times, but Louise had warned, "This won't last. Once David gets back, neither of us will have time to breathe."

During one lunch, Louise had taken some time to describe the company's activities. Hayley had listened in awe. Mansfield Inc. occupied two floors of one of the new high-rise office buildings that sprang from the steady growth Pittsburgh had been enjoying. On those two floors, ten projects pushed the staff to its limits. For one contract, the staff arranged conferences on new business software for the city. Another contract required the storage and reproduction of solar energy documents as part of an information clearinghouse on alternative energy sources. Several contracts were like the Balsam Press job.

To bring in new jobs, the company wrote at least three proposals a month. With the chance of winning new work running at about one-in-ten tries, proposal writing was an important component of the business.

"With all that goes on here," Hayley had commented, "David Mansfield must be running at full speed."

Louise had readily agreed. "He drives himself too hard and usually expects everyone around him to do the same." When she had noted Hayley's grimace, Louise had quickly added, "The other side of the coin is that David cares about the staff. If we've worked overtime to get out a proposal, we can take time off later when the work has slowed. He visits employees in the hospital. He sent flowers to Amy in word processing when she pulled the Dravo disaster out of the water, plus he gave her a raise. A lot of people in this company would throw themselves into the Monongahela River before they'd disappoint the boss."

And now the boss was back. Standing in front of the elevator, Hayley tried to contain her anxiety at the prospect of meeting a man who seemed to have gained unprecedented staff loyalty. Mentally she shook herself. There was no reason to be nervous. Maggie had said that he would want to meet her when he got back, but with all the work that must be waiting after his vacation, that meeting certainly wouldn't take place for several days. A picture of Joshua as he stood in the doorway of the storeroom flashed through her memory, and she hugged her purse a little closer. Now if the boss looked half as good...

The elevator whisked open, and Hayley focused her attention on squeezing into the crowded car and surviving the ride down nine floors while bodies pressed against her on all sides.

She stepped from one crowd into another on the sidewalk and was jostled like a bobbing buoy in high seas until she merged with the flow of pedestrians. Hayley looked up to judge the spring weather. The sky was blue, and one puffy cloud raced across the narrow gap between two tall buildings. Even though she could not see them, Hayley knew that the Ohio, Allegheny, and "Mon" Rivers that flowed through Pittsburgh were sparkling in the sun. Contentment washed over her. On a day like this when the city vibrated around her, Hayley gave thanks for her fortunate move from her smaller hometown to the north and for the job she had found.

A few steps away, Hayley saw the greasy windows with the word Atlantis painted across them in fluid script. When she entered, the door banged into a bell. Hayley hardly heard the jangling. The tiny restaurant pulsed with noise: laughing and talking from booths along one wall, the slap of the refrigerator doors sliding shut, and the sizzle of the grill in the back corner.

After shouting her order over one of the glass cases, Hayley watched in amazement as the elderly Greek short-order cook slathered cream cheese onto a bagel, slid the bagel into the microwave, and moved to slice lamb for the gyros, all the while directing his younger assistants in a flurry of Greek.

Hayley smiled. She loved this city with its ethnic cultures, bustling industry, and beautiful parks. Pittsburgh had something for everyone — a world-class symphony, the Carnegie Museum, and the Steelers. The mountains and three rivers added a special touch. 

Order now in hand, Hayley made her way back to work and delivered Maggie's sandwich. In her own office, she let down the venetian blinds to cover the windowed walls. The room barely fit a desk, a file cabinet and a coat rack, but Maggie had insisted that everyone needed some privacy, and had cleared this room for Hayley. Pulling down the blinds let everyone know that the occupant was not to be disturbed unless the building was burning or the president called. Hayley blessed Maggie's foresight. After the crowds in the street, a lunch in solitude was what she needed. She was just swallowing the last of the bagel and licking her fingers when a knock sounded, and Maggie walked in.

"There's been a change of plan for this afternoon," Maggie said with a bluntness that reflected the importance of the message. "The boss just called. He has a new RFP that he's all hot about, and he asked if I would send you."

"Me?" The cream cheese stuck in Hayley's throat, and she took a swig from a bottle of cream soda to get it down.

"He wants to meet you and break you into proposal writing."

Hayley swallowed. RFP meant request for proposal, a formal query to all interested companies who wanted to bid on a contract. Other than that, she had no idea how to approach a proposal and said so.

"You'll learn by diving in headfirst," Maggie said.

Hayley’s eyes widened in surprise at Maggie's brusqueness.

Maggie shrugged. "You'll do fine. Get a notebook and get up to his office."

Joshua's final words about the boss's dress code rang in Hayley's head. She tugged at her T-shirt. "I can't go like this."

"I'd send you in a paper bag. When the boss says now, he means now." With a flick of her skirt, Maggie left.

Hayley took a deep breath. Something's got her riled, she thought, then flung open the desk drawer and found her hand mirror. She whipped off the bandanna and ran a comb through her hair, which, she noticed, really needed a trim. The blond curls were more than a little unruly and too long. Her makeup was still in place, but her eyes had widened and darkened to a chocolate brown, a sure sign of nervousness. With a tissue, she wiped her hands and removed a smudge of dust from her cheek. Checking the result in the mirror, she stuck out her tongue at the freckles dusted across her nose. Freckles were so... unprofessional. There was nothing she could do with her clothes, so she found a notebook and walked to the tenth floor.

I wonder what he'll be like? she thought as she ascended the stairs. If the staff is any judge, he should be nominated for sainthood. And how does an employee relate to a saint?

With nervous flickers in her stomach, Hayley approached the office door bearing the gold-plated sign that read Mansfield Inc. She could hardly breathe, and she stopped outside the door.

"Come on, Hayley, pull yourself together," she admonished herself aloud and squared her shoulders.

When she had visited the reception area to meet Louise for lunch, Hayley had found that the elegant gold and brown decor had relaxed her. Today, Hayley saw only the door in front of her; knowing that David Mansfield awaited her inside made her more than a little anxious.

Louise greeted her from behind the oak desk on the right and smiled in encouragement. "I'll tell him you're here."

Not knowing what to do, Hayley sat down in one of the upholstered armchairs.

Louise leaned into the door of the president's office and said, "Hayley's here."

A familiar, impatient voice sounded from the inner office. 

"Well, send her in."
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Hayley froze. She could not mistake the voice. If she stood among the din of an excited theater crowd on opening night, she would recognize the deep, authoritative tones.

Driven by disbelief and more than a little dismay, Hayley burst off the chair. She brushed past Louise and stopped abruptly inside the doorway. Behind the ultramodern teak desk, wearing the brown pin-stripe suit and, now, a pair of gold wire-rimmed glasses, sat Joshua.

"It's you!" Hayley said. Her amazement threw the words at him with explosive force.

David Mansfield's eyes rose to meet hers, amusement sparkling from behind the glasses. "So it is."

Hayley's shock melted into something near fear. She had not been exactly complimentary to the boss when they had met. On the other hand, she reasoned, he had let her talk. He had given her enough rope to hang herself. Irritation replaced her fear. "Do you always introduce yourself to new employees using a false name?" she demanded.

"False? On the contrary." He tapped the nameplate on the desk with the end of his pen. "J. David Mansfield," he said. "Joshua David. I may not like to use my first name, but it is mine."

Hayley clenched her fists. She detested being the butt of jokes. She didn't even like surprise parties. Though an inner voice warned her to tread carefully, Hayley's pride muzzled the warning. "It was a lousy thing to do. Why didn't you just tell me who you were?"

"And miss that conversation? No
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