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LOVE AT THETOP

By Susanne Marie Knight
Chapter One

When Jennie Mulligan entered the office, Cassdy Romandli looked up from behind her
meta desk and sghed. Another interruption. One of many this morning. She might as well forget
about getting anything done. Another day like this and she'd raise the white flag sgnding
surrender.

Cassidy dog-earred the spot on the job application she’ d been reviewing, set down the red
marking pencil, and folded her hands in front of her. “Hi, Jennie”

Her friend parked her plump bottom in the padded chrome-legged chair. From the pleased
expression lifting her bright lips, no doubt Jennie' d just heard a scintillating bit of gossip.

Cassidy grimaced. Whether or not she wanted it, she was about to be “treated” to the latest
inter-office tidbit.

“Hey,” her friend blurted through awad of ever-present gum. “What's going on?’

A rhetorical question, obvioudy. With mile-high stacks of applications for the vacant
consultant position threetening to topple off the desk, Jennie knew only too well what was going
on.

“Work,” Cassdy succinctly replied. Redlizing she sounded gruff, she explained, “ Since
Dunkirk, the other personnd specidit, is sick, thisjob’s been dumped in my lap. And | haveto
get the best qudlified list done by Monday. This Monday, for goodness sake!”

“Yeah, wdl...” Jennie leaned closer, whispering, “Never mind that. I’ ve got somejuicy
news.”

Cassidy studied her pae pink-lacquered nails. She had been the juicy news seven months ago
and, heaven hdp her, it ill hurt. “Who's having an affair now?’

“No, no. It'snothing like that.” Jenni€' s green eyes contained amischievous twinkle. “1 just
heard. The new head of Haydon Smith Communications is scheduled to fly in from London.
Soon! He wants to get familiar with the American end of the business.” Her eyes now widened.
“He' s coming to see us, Cass!”

Cassidy yawned. “ So?’

Another bigwig to rocket in with his*“ yes’ men, mouthing platitudes, promising the moon,
then rushing off to elite society functions. Nothing changed—nothing ever did.

“S0, you peabrain, A. E. HaydonSmith issngle! And very, very digible. HE s one of the
riches men in England.”

Glancing at the overhead clock, Cassidy frowned. Eleventthirty. Where had the morning
gone? She didn't have time to shoot the breeze. “Okay, so you' ve told me. He's probably an old
coot, anyway.” She grinned. “If he's such a gresat catch, you have my permisson to marry him.”

Huffing up her fiery red hdo of curls, Jennie giggled. “I just might pull it off! Y ou wait and

Cassidy rubbed at her eyes but unfortunately, the paperwork refused to disappear. “ Old coot
or not, you' d think everyone and his brother wants to work for Haydor+ Smith. At thisrate, Il
never get out of here.”

Jennie pursed her lips. “Cass, not again. Y ou're not wasting another weekend on work. No
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way.”

Before Cassidy had a chance to react, Jennie jumped up and drummed sturdy fingers againgt
her folded arms. “When are you going to art living again? When was the last time you had a
date? Jeez, Casd, you' ve been divorced for ayear dready!”

Staring at the ring finger on her left hand, Cassidy ill couldn’t get used to its nakedness.
“Actudly, it's only been seven months.” She lowered her voice. “Today's my wedding
anniversary.”

As so0n as the words were out, she regretted revealing her private sadness.

Jennie laughed.

It was an ugly sound, and Cassdy looked at her friend in surprise. How could she be s0...s0
callous?

After damping her hand over her mouth, Jennie wiggled down into the chair. “ Sorry. But
dammit, Cass, someone' s got to shake some sense into you. Y ou' ve got aface and figure to die
for, and what do you do with your assets? Y ou St a home and shrivel up like aprune. Y ou might
aswell enter anunnery.”

All thistalk gave Cassdy a headache. The congtant hum of the centrd air conditioning
suddenly grated, rather than soothed. Was the June sun blazing hot? Or was rain drenching the
New Y ork City streets below? Who knew? Her office was windowless.

The mounds of paper mocked her. She'd have to skip lunch. Asusud.

“I'll think about it. The nunnery, | mean.” Cassidy smiled to show she was kidding. “Now, |
have to get back to work. If you don’t mind—"

“1 do mind! Ever since that bum you married took off for parts unknown, you're like a ghost-
girl. I can see you but you're not redly here. You're so afraid of getting involved again that if
Mr. Right ever said ‘Boo,” you'd run so fast in the other direction, an Olympic gold meddist
couldn’t catch you.”

Narrowing her gaze, Cassidy stood and savagdly pushed her hair behind her ears. “Thank you
for the thergpy sesson, Ms. Mulligan. Y ou' ve saved me a bundle of money.”

Jennie got the hint. She held out her hands in a placating manner. “Okay, okay, so | was out of
lineand I'll make it up to you over lunch.

Cassdy firmly maneuvered her friend to the other side of the door. “I’m too busy. Redly.
Give me a buzz tomorrow. Maybe we can have lunch then.” She probably wouldn't have time
tomorrow, ether. But she had to say something.

Not waiting for areply, she stepped back and clicked the door shut. Findly, she was aone.
Cassidy sat down at her desk and rested her head on the pile of applications. Her shoulders
dumped, her eyes watered, and she blinked back tears. Darn. Tears always flowed too quickly
nowadays. Reaching for atissue, she erased any tdlltale sgns of sorrow.

Time heds dl wounds. Or s0 the saying goes. But just how much time was needed? \When
would she get over losing Bruce? When would she stop...missing him?

*

Waking down Broadway to the park by City Hall, Cassdy shielded her eyes from the bright
sun. She changed her mind. Her office' s four walls had seemed to close in on her. She had to
escape to the outside, to the sunlight.

When her somach rumbled, she stopped at a street vendor’ s stand and bought a sseaming hot
pretzdl and a Coke. Not much of alunch, but it was better than being stuck in her office. Asshe
waited for the pretzel, her forlorn image reflected back at her from a corner store’ s window.
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Taking stock, she dismissed her flyaway light brown hair as mousy, her beige business suit as
adequate but boring, and beige pumps as serviceable but unexciting. She appeared asinviting as
aweek-old piece of white bread.

She sighed. What had Jennie said? A face and figure to die for? Maybe to some, but obvioudy
that hadn’t been enough to keep Bruce interested. Cassidy was afailure as awife, as awoman.
But sill, why had hetold her, repestedly, that she was everything to him; that he loved her to
digtraction? And God help her, she d beieved him.

The truth was, he’ d loved her as long as no other woman had been in the room. And that hurt.
It ill hurt.

Men. Who could understand them?

She looked at her reflection again. Was she washed-up at age twenty-five? Or was that
washed-out?

After thanking the pretzel man, she put on her purple framed sunglasses, then crossed the
dreet to the park. A gust of wind rustled through the maple trees to welcome her. The cool air
dancing over her skin felt wonderful, especidly after standing in the blistering sun. She sat down
on an empty wood-planked bench, and bit into the pretzdl. The coarse salt burned her mouth, and
she coughed...and coughed.

From the opposite bench, a man asked, “Are you dl right?’

Unable to speak, she nodded, then popped open her Coke can and took a swallow. However,
instead of easing the tickle, the soda s fizzle seared a path down her throat. The hacking
increased. Goodness, she was coming gpart at the seamg!

Moving quickly, the man sat beside her and pounded on her back. The heavy hammering
chased away the coughs and her breath. “Th—Thank you,” she sammered.

After inhaling deeply, she looked up and met his dark blue gaze. He smiled. At least she
thought he smiled. Hislips were hidden in a heavy black beard, the kind a sea cgptain might
envy.

He reached for her hand and repested, “ Are you al right?’

Dark swirls of hair decorated his large hands. His warm clasp sent shivers up her arms.
Pessurable shivers.

He was about forty, and the size of Mr. America. Her hand was swallowed by his, and she
gently extracted it. “Y—Y es, thank you very much.”

In addition to a beard, her rescuer had thick, unruly black hair in need of cutting. He wore
frayed blue jeans and a baggy, denim shirt ripped at the shoulder. His rubber thongs revesled feet
smudged by street grime. Hisloose shirt couldn’t hide his broad shoulders, nor the jeans disguise
his muscular thighs.

A shiver of gpprehension rocked her. He wasn't a vagrant, was he? Why was he helping her?
What did he want?

She did further down the bench. “I, er, | must be going.” Her hdf-eeten pretzd fell to the
pavementt.

His blue eyes, so clear before, clouded. “Of course. | understand.”

He sounded extremely formal and impersond. Picking up the pretzel, he dropped it in atrash
can, then returned to the park bench across from hers. His previoudy open expression now
appeared shuttered.

When he' d spoken, she' d caught a hint of an accent, probably British. His obvious
disappointment over her unfriendliness pricked at her conscience. She'd hurt his fedings, and
that made her fed wretched.

Indecision gnawed a her. Should she do something for him? A good deed for a good deed?
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After dl, he had helped her. Maybe he needed someone to talk to. And who cares about clothes?
Clothes don’t make the man.

For some reason, Jenni€’ swords resurfaced. “1f Mr. Right ever said ‘Boo,” you'd run so
fadt...” Not that this man was Mr. Right by any dtretch of the imagination. But he was attractive,
inacrinkled sort of way.

Cassdy straightened her shoulders. How could she make amends? Looking at the sheer Sze
of him, she had an idea. She walked over to his bench. “I’m sorry. That wasn't a proper thank-
you, was it? Could | buy you some lunch?’

The man's piercing gaze caused her to flush. Somehow she fdt vulnerable standing in front of
him. She adjusted her sunglasses, grateful that her eyes were hidden. Maybe he wouldn't notice
her embarrassment.

Under his bushy beard, he dowly smiled. “I1t would take more than one of those pretzdsto fill
me up.”

She fdt the flush degpen. “No, | didn’'t mean—"

“Of courseyou didn’t. You are kind. However, |’ ve dready eaten.” Resting his elbows
againg the back of the park bench, helifted his eyebrow asif daring her to contradict him.

His urbane, polished voice was a odds with his bohemian attire. He puzzled her, and she
could never resist the chalenge of agood puzzle.

He shaded his eyes from the sun, then looked up at her. “Do you dways have such a
nutritiond lunch?’

She laughed. How wonderful it felt to let loose! She'd amost forgotten how to amile, let
aone laugh. “Sometimes | splurge and have a potato knish.”

“A what?’

His bewildered expresson forced her to grin again. Inhaling deeply, she made a decision. She
was about to take a chance, but what the heck? That was what life was dl about. “Y ou should try
one. It sddicious. Come on, | have fifteen minutes left on my lunch hour. Let'swalk and I'll get
you aknish.”

The sunlight caught in his twinkling blue eyes. He rose, then gave her asubtle nod. “That's
the best offer I've had dl day.”

Her gaze traveled up the impressive length of him. Without trying to, he towered over her. A
tiny shudder vibrated down her spine.

I hope I’'m not making a big mistake.

Skirting aflock of bread-pecking pigeons, they headed for Broadway. They must have looked
like such a strange couple, her dressed for business and him dressed for...for what? The beach?
The Bowery?

She frowned. Maybe she was too hung up on appearance. Critical Cassidy. She turned her
atention into learning more about this man. “Y ou're from England?’

“Britain.”

Not exactly afountain of information, but he intrigued her. Although she prided herself on not
being inquisitive, she couldn’t help asking, “What brings you to New Y ork?’

His eyesflickered. “I’'m on...on holiday.”

A vacation? She didn't believe him. Who would go on vacation dressed as he was?

Romanelli, you're judging him again.

She said asilent gpology, then stopped at another street vendor’ s stand to order a knish.

“Two,” her companion ingsted. “I'll et mineif you'll have one, dso. I'd offer to pay but dl |
have are shillings.” From his pocket, he produced a handful of gleaming slver coins.

Her somach rumbled again. “Okay, | guess | am hungry.” And maybe egting together would
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break the ice a bit.

Eating while they walked, he quickly finished the knish. “It's quite good, actualy. Crunchy
crust and soft potato filling. Perhaps I’ [l go back later and have another.”

That brought to mind his money situation. “You’ll need American money,” she reminded. “I
could give you—"

“I'll procure some today.” With a paper napkin, he wiped potato crumbs off his beard.

A chill raced down her backbone. Procure. What an odd word. It conjured up bank robbery,
theft, pick- pocketing.

She threw her ngpkin into a nearby trash can, disturbing asmdl svarm of flies. “ Do you have
aplace, um, to stay?” Visons of him degping in a subway station rose unpleasantly before her.

He stopped walking—right in the middle of the sdewak. A disgruntled woman bumped into
him and tightened her lips, probably getting ready to give him a piece of her mind. Craning her
neck, the woman looked up & the size of him, gulped, then hurriedly walked around.

Hedidn't seemto notice. “Yes, | have aplace to stay. Why so many questions? Are you a
detective? Or just anosy Parker?’

Cassdy tugged on hisarm, forcing him to continue walking. “I don’t know what a nosy
Parker is. But if it's a busybody, okay, I’'m abusybody. | just wanted to make sure you had a
placeto stay.”

Maybe she was taking her Good Samaritan deed too far. Shaking her head, she gazed up at
him and guessed his height. Six foot five or Sx?

“Why isthat?’ Even with his beard, she could tell his smile was lopsided. “Would you let me
day a your flat?’

Her flat. Such a strange way to refer to an apartment. Amazingly enough though, she wasn't
offended by his ingppropriate question. “No. Of course not.”

“Why not? Are you married?’

She snorted. “No! Areyou?’

His smile teased her. “No.”

A flush heated her cheeks. How did they get on that dreadful subject, anyway? She looked at
her watch. Time to head back to work.

From out of the blue, he answered her question. “I’'m Staying a my sster’s.”

Knowing that he had a family—a respectabl e background, she hoped, made her fed better.
“That must be nice”

“It'snot. I'm deeping on the couch.” He sounded indignant but his eyes hinted at amusemen.

She laughed again. She' d laughed more today than she had in ayear...or more. “For your
sake, | hopeit’sabig couch!”

At the corner of Barclay and Church Street, she paused and smoothed back her hair. “Wadll,
it's been good talking with you. | have to get back now.”

“Perhaps I’ [l see you tomorrow—in the park.” He took her hand and firmly shook it. “Or we
could meet for lunch. A proper lunch, of course.”

Heat rose on her cheeks again. If she agreed, she’' d be committing to a date—of sorts. Her
first one since...Bruce.

And what’ s wrong with that?

Retrieving her hand, she murmured, “Maybe.” The way was clear to cross the street, but she
was reluctant to move. Did she want to see him again?

Her heart thumped, yes. She smiled up a him. “By the way, my name's Cassdy.”

He nodded and gave her awink. “A pleasure meeting you, Cassidy. I'm Smith...Alex Smith.
See you tomorrow.”
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As he waved good-bye, his large hand blocked the sun for amoment. He then turned and
walked back towards the park.

After crossing the street, Cassdy followed his progress down the block until he reached
Broadway. Shelost sght of him in the crowd.

Alex Smith. She smiled. Maybe it was fodlish of her, but she liked him. She liked him alot.

The sun suddenly went behind a cloud, echoing the eclipse from Alex’ s hand. She shivered. A
vague feding of trouble niggled at her. For some reason, “ Alex Smith” sounded like an dias.

~* ~

Heading back to the park, Alex Smith scratched at his beard. He could get used to not shaving
every day. Too bad he soon had to cast off his vagabond ways and return to the cutthroat world
of business. The pity of it was that he had to return on his dead uncl€ s terms, not his own.

Alex waited for the “Wak” sign to light up, then crossed Broadway. He amiled grimly. Due
to the provisonsin hisunde swill, he had to return to the company. He could resgn himsdlf to
that. But he' d handle the business his way. He did not intend to be afigurehead. And what he
wanted, he dways got. Always.

He sat down on the park bench he had so recently vacated and let his mind rdax. A
delicioudy different young lady flickered through his thoughts. Different from the dlass-
conscious, money-hungry debs it was his misfortune to encounter time and time again.

He dghed. Quite a pleasant interlude he' d just had. Cassidy had obvioudy warred with
whether she should befriend a stranger, an unmistakably down-on-his-luck stranger. HeE'd
noticed the uncertain expression that had crossed her face before she' d smiled and approached
him. Perhaps she' d been acting out of a core of natura kindness. He was glad she' d conquered
her fears. He' d enjoyed talking with her, being with her. She' d giventhe day a certain glow.
Now that she was gone, even the sun seemed dimmer.

What a srange sensation not to have awoman fal al over hersdf to get to know him.
Cassdy’s smiles had been genuine, not fase. And visions of money hadn’t danced before her
eyes.

Hislaugh startled the nearby pigeonsinto flying off in afurious rustle of festhers. Of course
she had no ideawho he was, or how much he was worth. That was the purpose of his present
attire. He wanted to enjoy himsdf without people seeing him as awalking pound sgn...or dollar
dgn.

Women were dways trying to trap him into the wedded state. He had no use for marriage.
None whatsoever.

Scratching at his beard again, he glanced at the discarded pretzel in the trash can. Still, if the
right woman ever came aong....

His heart Sarted beating faster. He very much hoped Cassidy would overcome her
understandabl e reluctance and meet him tomorrow for lunch.
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