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For music lovers everywhere.
I hope Sweet Dreams will leave
all worries behind you. ~Emz
Chapter 1
A mechanical tone from the phone on Rob Malloy's desk woke him from intense concentration. He had been studying the contract in front of him for over an hour. Removing his reading glasses, he rubbed his weary eyes.
His assistant, Kip, spoke on the intercom. "Rob, your mother is on line one."
Rob sighed, locking his fingers and raising his arms high overhead in a much-needed stretch. He dreaded taking the call, but knew it was unavoidable.
"Thank you," Rob answered, as he rubbed his stiff neck. "Listen, clean up and go home. I'll finish this call and be on my way as well."
"Thank you! Have a great Christmas."
"You too, Kip." Pushing the red blinking button on his phone, Rob picked up the handset. "This is Rob Malloy."
"Robert, honey, I thought you were leaving this afternoon. What are you still doing in the office? Your father didn't raise a workaholic, did he?" Mrs. Malloy asked.
Laughing as he placed a contract into his briefcase, Rob swiveled in his chair and gazed out his office window at the busy city far below. The San Franciscan sun broke through the fog and shined off the towering buildings around him.
"Of course he did, Mother, but no. I couldn't get a flight out till tomorrow," Rob said.
"Oh, that's upsetting." Mrs. Malloy sighed. "Well, I suppose it will have to do. Your father and I are anxious to have our son back home for the holidays."
"I'll fly into Denver tomorrow. You don't have that long to wait. Besides, isn't the Sanderson party this evening? You and Dad never miss that one."
"Yes, your father is out picking up a gift. Do you know I forgot about it until yesterday? You don't know what a panic I've been in trying to get ready."
Rob smiled at his mother's uneasiness. She never did like to be caught off guard. He silently thanked the powers that be that all the flights were booked up till the next day. By then, the Sanderson party would be a distant memory.
"There's no need to worry. Dad will take care of everything."
"I suppose you're right, dear. What are you doing at the office on Christmas Eve? Your employees will start calling you Scrooge, you know," Mrs. Malloy said.
"We're packing up to go now." Rob checked his watch and chuckled. "And well before lunch."
"Alright. Have a safe trip. We will see you at the house tomorrow. What time does your flight arrive?"
"Five o'clock, if everything's on time. Don't have Ken come by until I call. I hear the weather is quite bad, and there have been delays coming into Denver." Rob thought how nice the weather was in San Francisco for a December day. The fog had begun to clear off and the sun shone on the ocean as if it were the middle of June. He secretly wished he wasn't going to Colorado. "See you tomorrow."
Hanging up the phone, Rob heard Christmas carols being sung in the offices beyond his door. No doubt the annual party would be in full swing by the time he left. His desk was clean of everything but his briefcase. Taking a moment to gather a few gifts from his desk drawer, Rob ventured out into the hall.
Kip set his headset and message pad into his desk drawer and smiled as Rob exited his office.
"You going over to the party?" Rob asked.
"Yes, I may pop in for a minute."
"Would you mind taking these over? They are for the gift exchange." Rob placed the nicely wrapped packages in Kip's outstretched hands.
Journeying back into his office, Rob glanced in the mirror on his closet door. He straightened his tie and smoothed down his shoulder length blond hair. Putting on his black Armani suit jacket, Rob tried to make himself presentable.
"You aren't coming?" Kip asked from the doorway.
"No, I have some last minute shopping to do for my folks. Can't get caught up in the party or I will be here all night. Of course, that might mean I'd miss my flight; and with Mother in matchmaker mode, that makes it very appealing." Rob chuckled. "Even so, I'd better take off before I get attacked by that new temp." Rob shrugged on his black wool trench coat, grabbed his briefcase, and shut his office door.
"Well then, have a nice holiday," Kip said.
"Will do. You do the same. See you in the New Year," Rob said.
Catching sight of the redhead coming down the hall, Rob walked briskly but calmly to the elevators.
As Rob rode the elevator down the twenty-four floors to the lobby of the building, he wondered what Kip and the others in the office must think of him. Rob had avoided the new redhead temp like the plague, hoping she would lose interest in him, but she wasn't the first vapid woman in the office to stalk him. Thinking back, he hadn't had a date in possibly six months. Rob went to work and had business dinners, but his social life was nonexistent. Never once had he asked Kip to clear an evening for a date like most of the other executives did. Kip never had to scramble at the last minute, calling clients to reschedule because Rob suddenly decided to go on a weekend trip with some leggy blonde. Rob hadn't seen any of his prep school buddies in over a year and craved something besides work to occupy his time.
With a sigh he headed uptown, toward the mass of last minute Christmas shoppers and tourists. He knew he shouldn't have waited so long to get his parents' gift, but buying for them was always a daunting task. They had absolutely everything they could want and wished for nothing. Taking a deep breath and buttoning his trench coat, Rob realized it was colder outside than it had appeared from his office window.
San Francisco in December was often foggy and rainy, but not as cold as Colorado. Rob thought about his trip and wondered if there was a way to get out of it.
He loved his parents, but somehow every time he went home, they tried to get him hitched. At twenty-one, with an ambitious career, Rob had no need for family connections. Why did they begrudge him several years of freedom before strapping him to some stuck up country club girl with little brains and high social standing?
Rob longed for a girl to take to the many business-related dinner parties he suffered through alone each year, but he would not waste his time on someone he found boring or shallow. His mother cautioned that he wished for someone who didn't exist. She might be right, but he would not settle for a match of convenience. If he was going to spend the rest of his life with a woman, she had to be someone beyond spectacular.
He hoped for a girl who held his same interests, but had her own opinions. She would have to be able to challenge his thinking and have a talent she was passionate about. She had to have a body that made his heart jump and yearn for him as well. Not because of who he was or what he had, but because she enjoyed being with him.
Rob laughed to himself. Perhaps he was reaching for the stars. Maybe such a girl did not exist. He could not stop hoping, though, just because his parents felt it the right time for him to settle down.
Many a night, he wished he had somewhere to connect with people of his own age. Although good at his job, Rob was truly young to already be an executive. Those in the office his age were temps or mailroom clerks. He had nothing against entry-level employees, but had yet to meet anyone who matched his interests. Most of them were there to earn a paycheck and go home, where they sat in front of the television watching fast-paced music videos. He knew the demographics. It was the age group he was supposed to be a part of, but he expected more from life than drinking himself into oblivion.
Another drawback to going home was that Rob knew his father would attempt to get him to stay. Although Denver was nice, Rob had become quite comfortable living in San Francisco. He didn't want to live in cold Colorado and didn't feel up to dealing with the snow anymore. Eighteen years of it had been enough. San Francisco was a place where he could be close to the water. Every morning when he woke, his open window welcomed in cool ocean air. He could watch the fog roll in over the sea or, on a clear day, see boats in the bay.
Entering a crowded, upscale department store, Rob glanced around, wondering what he might get his parents. Passing the jewelry counter, he wished that he were buying a gift for a woman he cared for. He spied a nervous couple, perhaps not able to afford the store normally, poised over the engagement rings as a saleswoman pointed out the different shapes and prices. How his heart ached as he saw that look in their eyes that proved they were deeply in love.
A salesman approached Rob. "May I assist you, Sir?"
"Yes." Rob's sad eyes turned to the older man with a pleading gaze. "I need a present for my parents who, incidentally, already have everything."
The sales clerk laughed as he led Rob deeper into the store. "I believe we can find something."
Chapter 2
Welcome to San Francisco International Airport. For your safety, please keep personal items with you at all times.
As Victoria Knox entered the crowded San Francisco airport, she could tell it was Christmas Day. Everyone buzzed with excitement and carried packages. Not super enthused about the trip to come, she hurried to the service desk because her bags were heavy.
Unfortunately, the trip took her away from her friends and planted her in the oldest house known to man. Well, in her mind anyway. Her grandparents' home was built in 1910 and held no modern conveniences like a computer or the Internet.
Victoria plopped her bags down next to her mother, who stood in the ticket line. Tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder, Victoria gripped the bottom of her emerald sweater and shook it a little, hoping her temperature would cool down. She wore the sweater because they would soon be emerging from the plane in snowy Colorado, but realized that it wasn't fit to wear in California. Especially since her mother pumped the heat up in the car the full three hours to the airport.
"Mom!" Victoria shouted over the noise. "Can I go to the gift shop for a sec?"
Kathleen Knox whipped her head sharply to the right, her short blonde hair flipping out of her eyes. She held a suitcase in one hand and her purse and tickets in the other. "Fine. Don't be long."
Their green eyes met with a warning that said to be careful. Kathleen turned her gaze hatefully back toward the ticket counter employee as if it would help the line go faster.
Victoria smiled, happy to be out of her mother's presence, and headed down the hall, dodging luggage-laden travelers.
The loading zone is for loading and unloading passengers only. Any unauthorized vehicles left unattended will be towed.
Entering the store, she scanned for a magazine rack. The thought of having nothing to read while her mother snoozed beside her was not appealing. Seeing a special edition of Song magazine on jazz musicians, Victoria grabbed it and headed for the cashier.
Victoria loved jazz music. Most people thought it strange that an eighteen-year-old liked jazz, but she didn't let it bother her. Her dream to be a famous contemporary jazz singer kept her going. All she had to do was make it through her last year of high school and she'd enroll at U.C.S.F. to study Jazz Performance.
Victoria bought the magazine and stepped out of the gift shop, staring down at her newly purchased item with glee. Suddenly, she ran into someone.
"Oh my God! I'm sorry!" she exclaimed, bending down to pick up her magazine.
"It was my fault entirely," said a voice from above her.
Victoria looked up and saw the most gorgeous man with beautiful blue eyes. His blond hair rested on his shoulders and his smile made her melt. Victoria's breath left her body as she gazed at him, her heart beating fast. Never had she seen anyone in real life so handsome. A few seconds later, she realized she should reply.
"No. I should've been watching. I… I got this magazine and wasn't paying attention." She couldn't help but stare.
"I don't blame you. I couldn't put it down myself. It has an excellent article on Louis Armstrong."
"Really? I love Louis!" she said, excited that they had something in common. A period of silence ensued, only broken by another loud speaker announcement that woke her from staring.
Once again, ladies and gentlemen, United Airlines flight 816 to Los Angeles and Chicago is now boarding at gate seventy-one.
"Oh, I guess I'd better go. I've been gone for awhile and my mom is probably worried." Victoria cursed herself for mentioning her mother. The attractive gentleman standing before her was obviously older than her, and the last thing she wanted to do was look like a child.
"Yeah, I have to go too. My flight leaves soon. If it's on time." He laughed.
Victoria giggled, feeling her cheeks turn hot. She wanted to ask his name, phone number, address, social security number, and next of kin. In the end, she chickened out.
"Nice meeting you," she said. Pulling her gaze from him, she turned to go. Her heart raced and she wanted to turn back, but she knew that would be foolish. Definitely a businessman, he would never be interested in her.
#
Settled on the plane, Victoria took out her MP3 player, opened her new magazine, and tuned out everything around her. Her mother sat next to her, already asleep.
Right before takeoff, Victoria noticed the man from the gift shop stepping onto the plane. She drew in a quick breath, her heart stopping at the sight of him. Previously, she had been so mesmerized by his blue eyes and bright smile that she hadn't noticed the rest of him. As he stood talking to a flight attendant, she noted he was dressed in a very expensive looking suit. His presence made her close her eyes and take a deep breath to collect her thoughts. When she opened her eyes, she saw him walking down the aisle toward her.
Victoria lifted up her magazine in front of her face, hoping he wouldn't notice she was the one who had run into him at the gift shop.
He found his seat, across the aisle from her, and cleared his throat. "Hello again," he said.
She swallowed hard and turned toward him, attempting a smile. Reminding herself not to sound like an idiot, she took a deep breath before speaking.
"Hi." Her voice came out quieter than she wished it to be. She didn't want him to think her timid.
"I guess I should have told you my name at the store, but I didn't think of it. I felt so awkward, having just run into you."
Sure the accident was her fault, Victoria would have said so, but she didn't want to argue. A quiet giggle escaped her as if she were a foreign exchange student who didn't want to upset her hosts. What was wrong with her? Snap out of it girl!
"My name is Rob Malloy," he said, holding out his hand for her to shake.
"Um, I'm Victoria Knox, but mostly everyone calls me Vicki or Vic," she said. Reaching out, she grasped his hand, hoping he wouldn't notice her shaking. Feeling his touch, her heart began to beat even faster than it had been before.
"Nice to meet you, Victoria Knox." When he smiled, his eyes glowed crystal blue.
"You too. I mean it's nice to meet you too, again." She felt like such a nerd stumbling over her words. Taking a deep breath, she commanded herself to calm down.
"Enjoying the magazine?" Rob pointed at the copy of Song she had on her lap.
"Oh, yeah, it's great. I love it when they do these retrospectives." Victoria showed him the Louis Armstrong article he had mentioned earlier. "Jazz really is the best music ever created. I can't see why more people don't like it."
"I agree," he stated.
"I can't stand people who dismiss jazz music as if it's all been done before. They don't know what they are talking about. There is still a lot more room to create new jazz songs that have that old jazz sound. It's... timeless." When she looked at him, she found he was staring at her. All of a sudden she felt very foolish. "I'm sorry, I'm boring you to death, aren't I?"
"No, not at all. It's nice to have someone to talk to on these flights. Many times I'm trapped between a screaming kid and a drunk guy." He glanced to his opposite side where a mother and her child sat. Rob turned back to Victoria with a fearful expression. "You aren't going to become obnoxiously drunk, are you?"
"No." She giggled, admiring how his eyes twinkled when he told a joke.
"Then I'm safe." He smiled.
The plane began to taxi and the stewardess explained the emergency procedures. During the presentation, Victoria kept glancing over at Rob, but this only caused her to be more nervous. Every time he caught her, she felt embarrassed.
Once in the air, Rob resumed their conversation. "So, where are you headed?"
"Denver. I'm going to visit my grandparents with my mom." Victoria motioned to her mom who sat next to her, sleeping.
"That's where I'm headed as well. My parents live there. I grew up in Denver," Rob said.
"That's cool. I lived there some when I was a younger, but it's really my mom's home town."
"Any big plans?"
"Mainly I'm looking forward to relaxing before I have to go back to school," Victoria said. A moment later, she was sorry she had said school. His face changed, and although she could have meant college, Victoria could tell that he knew she was in high school. "Um, I'm a senior. I mean, I turned eighteen last month. I mean, you know, in case you wondered about that." She stammered and tried to smooth things over, but knew it only made her appear immature. Closing her eyes, she could feel her cheeks turn red.
Rob continued as if she hadn't made a fool of herself. "I'm hoping to catch up on sleep also. However, my parents always have an itinerary lined up for me when I get there. My mother told me that I have to take her friend's granddaughter to the 'Sons of Ireland' dance. A vacation at home is usually no vacation at all."
As he talked about his family, she imagined his parents were busy aristocrats who had parties every night and drank too much champagne. "You're Irish?" she asked.
"Yes, and my father never lets me forget it," he said, rolling his eyes.
"I completely understand. I'm Irish too." She nodded, sympathizing with his plight.
As Victoria was about to expand on that subject, the stewardess came, pushing her drink cart in between them. Victoria could no longer see Rob, but was glad for the break to calm her nerves. She realized she had been holding her magazine so tightly that it was wrinkled in the middle. She rushed to put it away and wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans. Pushing up her sweater sleeves, she fanned herself with the in-flight magazine. She wished she hadn't dressed warmly and contemplated taking off the sweater, but she caught sight of Rob.
He spoke to the stewardess, who was being quite chatty. Victoria scowled at the side of the cute, petite Japanese stewardess's head as she nodded and fluttered her eyelashes at Rob. Narrowing her eyes, Victoria stared a hole into the pretty girl's face.
Victoria wanted to yell, "He's mine! Get your own!" However, she realized Rob was being as pleasant to the stewardess as he had been moments before with her.
Admiring Rob's face, Victoria watched him secretly from the side of the drink cart. He was perfect. From the tiny freckle right over his left eyebrow to the curl of blonde hair that rested on his broad shoulder, Rob Malloy was a dream guy. The longer Victoria watched him, the more she realized he was out of her league. There was no way he would be interested in her for anything more than a flight companion when his only options were a screaming kid and a drunk guy.
"Miss, what will you have?" a red-haired and slightly too chipper stewardess on the other side of the cart asked Victoria. Thankfully, the girl broke Victoria's concentration so that she stopped gawking at Rob.
"Do you have orange juice?" Victoria asked, noticing out of the corner of her eye that the pretty stewardess Rob had been speaking to had moved on to the row in front of him. Glancing at Rob, she caught him smiling at her. She smiled back and nervously turned to the stewardess who handed her orange juice. "Thank you."
Victoria wondered if Rob's gaze had turned away from her. She self-consciously smoothed down her hair on his side to make sure it wasn't sticking up.
It took a few more minutes for the drink cart to move entirely out of their way. Victoria took the time to drink her orange juice and give herself a lecture. Okay, he's not into you. He's just being nice. Chill out and don't make so much of this.
By the time Rob turned to Victoria to restart their conversation, she had relaxed considerably. She answered questions more freely and even got up the courage to ask him about his life.
Feeling very mature and above her previous teenager giddiness, she asked, "So what do you do?"
"I work for AdDams Advertising Agency back in San Francisco," Rob said.
Victoria could hear a distinct change in his voice as if she was hearing his business voice. "Cool. Are you like one of those jingle writer guys? Or do you make commercials up? Like... Hi, I'm Tom and because of this special soap, I've lost thirty pounds."
Rob laughed, and Victoria observed a slight dimple on his right cheek she hadn't noticed before. She felt her heart flutter as she saw that it only appeared for a moment.
"Not exactly. Good impression though." Rob took a drink before continuing. "I work at AdDams as a consultant. I'm a liaison between the creators and the talent."
"Do you ever get to meet any famous people?" Victoria asked.
"You mean besides Tom the Soap guy?"
Victoria giggled. "Yeah, besides him."
"I've met my fair share. The clients I deal with at AdDams are not too notable, but when I worked for my father in Denver, I handled some big names. He owns Malloy Incorporated. It's a full service advertising agency and management company. When I worked there, I handled Jim Sutherland, Nikki Winters, Sam Farthing… to name a few."
"Wow. What made you quit there?"
"I didn't exactly quit. I'm sort of trying it out, seeing how another company operates. I've worked for my dad for as long as I can remember. When I was eight or nine, he began having me read contracts aloud to him for practice reading."
"Heavy reading for a kid," Victoria said.
"No kidding. I was bored to death!" Rob chuckled. "But he had a plan. By the time I was twelve, I could understand the contracts, and by the time I was fifteen, I was helping out with clients. My father makes it no secret that he wants me to take over once he retires."
"How did you end up in California?"
"Luck really. My senior year of high school, I was kind of drifting. I knew my dad would ask me to work full time for him, but I also wanted to go to college or experience something other than what I had known all my life. One of my dad's business associates caught wind of my indecision and offered me a job at AdDams while I made up my mind. I've been on the West Coast ever since," Rob said.
"Do you ever miss working for your dad?" Victoria asked.
"Sometimes. I don't miss Denver, but I miss the talent management. At AdDams, I see the clients through a commercial shoot and they are done. I like the more hands-on, full service management that I used to do. I was always working with the same clients and really able to build a rapport with them. I liked seeing the clients' faces as they realized a goal that both of us had been working on for months. It really makes all the hard work worthwhile."
She watched him, adoring his vision.
"Not that I don't enjoy working at AdDams. It's a new experience."
Victoria loved listening to him and wished he would go on, but the pilot turned on the "fasten your seat belt" sign, signaling the flight would soon be over. Unable to believe the trip had gone by so fast, Victoria's eyebrows rose as she looked at Rob. He seemed surprised as well and sat up straighter in his seat.
"That was quick." He checked his watch. "The time really flew by."
Sadness overcame her when she thought of leaving her newfound companion. Even if Rob didn't find her attractive, he was interesting to talk to and she couldn't bear the thought of losing contact. She thought of the boring week to come and wished she could hang out with Rob instead of being trapped at her grandparents one hundred-year-old house.
"Victoria?" Rob brought her attention back to him. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine." She tried to think of a plausible excuse as to why she had suddenly turned lethargic, but lying was never one of her strong suits. "I was just thinking that I probably won't have as much fun on the flight home."
He chuckled. "We couldn't hope to find such good company, could we? When are you flying back?"
"In a week," she said.
"Not New Year's morning?" Rob asked. He pulled out his ticket and she did also. Comparing the two tickets, they realized they were on the same return flight.
"See now? Nothing to worry about. We'll be able to carry on as we have here, and perhaps I can bore you some more with talk of my life. I feel so bad, I haven't let you tell me a thing about yourself."
"Me?" Victoria blushed. "You wouldn't be interested in the slightest. Compared to your life, mine is boring."
"But I am interested. What are your plans after school?" He asked.
"I think I'm going to San Francisco State. If I can get in anyway." As Victoria spoke, the plane jolted to the left. The two tried to ignore the turbulence as the plane steadied.
"What will you study?" Rob asked. Another jolt rocked the plane, this time to the right.
As Victoria opened her mouth to answer, the gyrations of the plane became so fierce that she had to steady herself. Grasping the seat handles, her knuckles turned white.
Chapter 3
"This is the Captain speaking. We are fine. Just running into some heavy turbulence coming into Denver. Hold tight. We should be safely on the ground in about five minutes."
Rob and Victoria glanced at each other. She tried to remain calm as she panicked inside. Most of the other passengers seemed to feel the same way as silence crept over the cabin.
Victoria's mom, jarred out of sleep, stared at Victoria with fear in her eyes. "What did he say?"
"It's nothing, Mom," Victoria whispered, feeling as if everyone in the whole plane had heard her mom's panicked question. Blushing, Victoria didn't dare look at Rob for fear of passing out from embarrassment.
"The Captain said it's just a little turbulence. We'll be fine," Victoria said, attempting to calm her mom.
The bumping of the plane did not make the kid next to Rob very happy, and as Victoria glanced his way, she saw Rob trying to help the boy with a barf bag he couldn't reach.
Victoria prayed that the boy wouldn't be sick, because then in Rob's mind she would forever be associated with the smell of puke.
Both Victoria and Rob were preoccupied with those on their other sides until the plane parked safely at the terminal. When they were safe on the ground, Victoria turned to see Rob talking on his cell phone. He seemed to be telling someone he had landed.
The captain's voice came over the intercom. "Well folks, looks like we made it into Denver. The temperature is a brisk forty-five degrees and the time is five forty-two. Enjoy your stay in Denver, enjoy the Rockies, and thank you for flying our airline."
Rob turned to Victoria, his broad smile making her feel safer than the fact that they had landed.
"Everything alright?" He motioned toward Victoria's mom, who appeared quite pale.
Victoria glanced at her mom, then back at Rob. "She'll be fine."
"It will be our turn soon." Rob motioned toward the front of the plane where the passengers from two rows ahead of them were heading out.
Victoria stood, gathered her things, and, when it was their turn, exited in silence.
"Victoria," Kathleen said loudly to her daughter as they walked down the long hall toward the terminal. "I have to go potty! Those four cups of coffee I had on the drive to the airport are really catching up with me."
Victoria could feel Rob's presence behind her and closed her eyes for a moment to hide her irritation with her mom.
"I'm sure there are restrooms right outside here, Mom." Victoria whispered, hoping her mom would take the cue and speak quieter.
"I wonder if Grandma and Grandpa are out there or if they made them wait at baggage claim? You know Grandma and her bad hip. She will be in pain. And Grandpa and his hemorrhoids, oh dear." Kathleen's voice echoed in the enclosed hallway.
Victoria wondered if there was a hole she could crawl into. Had her mom really brought up her grandfather's hemorrhoids with a gorgeous man behind them?
"Do I have to know all the details? Jeez."
Kathleen, who had been walking strangely the whole way up the ramp, headed toward the bathroom, not waiting for her daughter. Kathleen yelled across the terminal as she disappeared into the ladies room. "Meet you at baggage claim, Vicki. Go see that Grandma and Grandpa are okay!"
Not having to keep up with her mom's quick pace any longer, Victoria slowed to a walk. She wanted to peek back and see if Rob was there, but didn't dare.
"Parents can be embarrassing at times," Rob said, falling in beside her.
"For my mom, it's a full time occupation," Victoria said.
Rob laughed as they continued toward baggage claim. Victoria slowed her walk to a stroll, unwilling for her time with Rob to end. Sure, she would see him on the plane in a week, they had confirmed that, but what about the boring days before her? She would dream of him the whole time. She had come to grips with the fact that Rob was out of her league on the plane, but she longed to be in his life.
They approached baggage claim and stood in front of the rotating luggage carousel. Neither spoke as they watched the conveyer go around, void of bags.
"You know," Rob said.
"What are you…" Victoria said at the same time.
They laughed. Victoria bashfully smiled at Rob as she admired his grin.
"I'm sorry, go ahead," he said.
"No, please, it wasn't important."
Rob paused, clearing his throat quietly. "We are both dreading the week to come." He set down his briefcase and reached into his inside jacket pocket. "I was thinking perhaps we could spend some of that time together." Bringing out a piece of white cardstock, Rob handed it to Victoria. She studied it, finding his name and contact information printed on it. Running her thumb over the embossed raised letters of his name, she loved the fact that she had something of his to take with her.
He asked her a question, but all she could think of was that she held his business card. She gazed up into his crystal blue eyes and found them locked to hers. She could not look away.
"Victoria?" he asked. "Could I call you?"
Moving the card between her thumb and forefinger, she realized he had given her two.
"Um… yeah. Sure, of course. I'm sorry. I must be tired." Taking the pen he offered, she noticed it was heavy. Silver and apparently very good quality, unlike the half-chewed ballpoint in her backpack, the pen glided across the card smoothly. She wrote her grandparents' phone number on the back of the card.
When she handed the card back, their hands grazed one another. The heat of Rob's skin made hers tingle, and she thought for sure he could hear her heart beating because it ticked loud in her ears.
A loud clunk sounded beside them, signaling the first bag dropping onto the conveyer. Rob tucked the card with her number on it into his inside jacket pocket next to his heart. For a moment, Victoria fantasized about being that card and how safe it must feel next to his muscular chest. This thought did nothing to calm her nerves as she felt a ripple of heat go through her and plant itself prominently on her cheeks.
They stood next to each other in silence as they watched the rotating bags being claimed by their owners. Victoria thought that nothing could be worse than the silence that had come between them after Rob put the card back into his pocket, but she reconsidered as her mom approached.
"You would not believe the line in there. You'd think they were lining up for a Broadway show," Kathleen said.
Victoria giggled nervously. Kathleen scanned the baggage claim area, her eyes resting on Rob, who stood next to Victoria. Rob smiled kindly, but did not say anything.
Seeing the two glancing awkwardly toward one another, Victoria took a deep breath and began introductions. "Mom, this is Rob Malloy. We met on the plane."
"Oh?" Kathleen said.
"Rob, this is my mom, Kathleen."
"Pleasure to meet you," Rob said, offering her his hand.
"Yeah. Nice meeting you." Kathleen said, shaking his outstretched hand.
An uncomfortable silence among the three ensued as they weren't quite sure what to say.
Rob finally broke the silence when he turned toward Victoria and said, "Looks like my bag has arrived. It was nice to meet you, Victoria, Ms. Knox."
He stepped away from the two women and approached the baggage turnstile. Victoria watched Rob as he picked up his suitcase with ease. She imagined his strong muscles underneath his suit jacket flexing with the weight of it as he moved away from the other passengers toward the exit.
"Met him on the plane?" Kathleen asked Victoria in a suspicious tone.
"Yes. He's very interesting." Victoria's eyes followed Rob's path. Every woman in his trail watched him as he walked by. Victoria noticed a particularly leggy brunette suck in her tummy and stick out her chest as he approached her. The brunette smiled and batted her eyelashes as he passed her. Rob moved out of the terminal as if he hadn't even noticed her.
"He must be at least ten years older than you, Victoria," Kathleen said, sounding disgusted.
"Actually no. He's three years older. That isn't much really. He's the same age as Mark," Victoria said, speaking of her surrogate brother as she continued to watch Rob as he moved out of sight. When Victoria could no longer see him, she turned to her mom, who stared at her. "What?"
"You know what, Victoria." Kathleen smiled as if she knew some big secret. Victoria blushed, uncomfortable talking about guys with her mom.
"Of course I like him, I mean who wouldn't? But he's way out of my league. Anyway… he probably isn't interested in me in that way. We had a nice talk is all." Victoria tried to convince herself of the same thing, so she wouldn't get her hopes up.
Seeing Grandma and Grandpa Knox, Kathleen dropped the subject. An instant smile appeared on Kathleen's face and she walked toward her parents.
Spying their bags coming out of the luggage chute, Victoria collected them and joined the rest of the family. She hugged her fragile grandparents as Kathleen gushed on about how she had missed them and how good it was to be back home.
The Knoxes filed out of the terminal toward the car, parked close by in a handicapped space.
Victoria's eyes searched the area outside, hoping to catch sight of Rob one last time. Unfortunately, there was no sign of him. Even though he was out of view, she could still feel his warm hand on her skin and smell his cologne all around her.
Putting down the suitcases and pulling down her sweater sleeves, Victoria shivered. She rubbed her hands together and blew warm breath onto them. Noticing something wet fall on her cheek, she looked up. Snow started to fall and Victoria smiled, feeling the little dots of ice touch her eyelids and the tip of her nose.
Freezing, she picked up the suitcases and raced to her grandparents' car. Grandpa Knox had the trunk open and she plopped the bags into it.
"We're all set," Grandpa Knox said, his eyes twinkling with the happiness of having company. Realizing how much she missed her grandpa, Victoria hugged him so tightly that he almost couldn't keep his balance.
"I missed you, Grandpa!"
"Yes dear, I missed you too," Grandpa Knox said.
"Come on you two, it's too cold out here to be saying hellos," Grandma Knox said, motioning for them to get into the car.
After they piled into the car and headed for the Old Knox Place, Victoria snuggled into the plush fur seat covers, thinking of Rob.
Chapter 4
Luckily, the ride from the airport to the Old Knox Place was a short one. Victoria's grandparents lived in the house they had bought when they first started out as a couple. Located in a very old part of town, the roads were still unpaved. Two massive elm trees covered in snow stood on either side of the driveway. Branches high above her shook in the wind, making eerie noises as she retrieved their suitcases from the car.
Once inside the antique house, which used to be a general store, she smelled the familiar scents of antique wood and flowers.
Placing the suitcases by the stairway, Victoria followed her family into the kitchen, where they began preparing dinner.
With a 1950's red formica table, upholstered chairs you might see at a diner, and an antique range, it didn't seem like the kitchen had been redesigned since it was built. The familiar sight of spices on a round open shelf and a china cabinet holding her grandmother's helios green carnival glass collection reminded Victoria of her childhood.
Leaning against the counter, Victoria watched her grandparents putter around the small room. They seemed much older than they had the last time she saw them, and she was glad that her mom insisted on visiting them.
Wearing a dark blue skirt, flowered blouse, sagging knee-high stockings, and granny shoes, Grandma Knox looked like a craft project that Victoria remembered from grade school. They had peeled an apple to make the head of a doll, and when the apple sat for a few days, it shriveled up. Victoria watched her grandmother stir boiling potatoes on the stove and imagined her skin felt like the dried apple, rough to the touch. But Victoria knew Grandma's skin remained soft because of the many hugs she had received since arriving.
Grandpa Knox wasn't as wrinkly. His face was smooth and his hair pure white. Not bald like other eighty-nine-year-olds, Victoria assumed he would never lose his hair. He wore his signature dark pants, a blue shirt the color of the sky, and suspenders.
Off the kitchen sat a work room, filled with Grandpa's woodworking projects. She could see a half-painted windmill and several whirly-gigs in process. Grandpa shuffled around the room, putting away tools and throwing scrapes of wood into a discard pile. Victoria remembered fondly pulling a couple of pieces of wood out as a child to have Grandpa help her make a plane.
"Vicki, bring Grandma the butter, will you?" her grandmother asked, motioning toward the refrigerator. The request woke Victoria from her reminiscing and she rushed to get out the butter tub.
That evening being Christmas night, the Knoxes spent it eating homemade pot roast, decorating the tree, and opening an abundance of handmade presents. As Grandma and Grandpa fell asleep watching Christmas specials on TV, Victoria and her mom sat by the crackling fire, sipping hot cider.
Victoria felt warm and cozy as she watched the snow outside. She remembered how sunny it had been earlier that day in California and shook her head at what a difference a plane ride could make.
Ever since leaving the airport Victoria had been feeling giddy, but not until later that night, alone in the guest bedroom, did she allow herself to daydream about Rob.
Rob Malloy was gorgeous. She could hardly believe she had met him in real life. If her mom hadn't confirmed it all before Victoria climbed the stairs of the rickety old house to go to bed, she would have thought it was all a dream.
Victoria switched on the light and pulled out Rob's business card from her backpack. At the top, three prominent A's were weaved into an elaborate triangular graphic. She read the card slowly to make sure she didn't miss anything.
Rob Malloy
Talent & Contract Consultant
AdDams Advertising Agency
Below his name and title were printed his address, phone number, cell phone number, fax number, and email. Victoria felt as if she could never lose track of him. She thought about how if he didn't call her, she could go to the city and find him. Maybe she would dress up in a to-die-for gown and go to his office to entice him. She shook her head and sighed, feeling like a stalker. Putting the card back in her backpack, she stretched her arms over head.
Lying on her bed in a pair of brand new fuzzy pink pajamas she received for Christmas, Victoria watched the elm tree outside her window spray newly fallen snow on the rooftops. She wished she had gone home with Rob and imagined how he had been greeted.
His mom probably kissed him on the cheek, leaving a smear of pink lipstick, while his father carried his bags to the room Rob had grown up in, still decorated with spaceship sheets and baseball pennants. She giggled to herself, thinking of Rob (a giant now) sleeping in the miniature bed with his feet sticking out of the sheets at the end.
From downstairs, Victoria heard the faint ring of a telephone. She laid perfectly still, hoping and praying it would be Rob. It rang a third time before someone picked it up. A minute later, her grandmother yelled up the stairs. "Vicki! Telephone!"
Victoria jumped out of bed, stumbled down the dark hall, and bound down the stairs in an instant. Grandma Knox stood in her blue paisley nightgown, holding the receiver of the prehistoric rotary phone and scowled at the clock, which read nine-fifteen.
"I'll only be a minute, Gram, I promise," Victoria said as she took the receiver and kissed her Grandma on the cheek. Grandma's face softened as she went into her bedroom and closed the door. With no private phone in the house, Victoria's only option was to sit on the scratchy dark green couch and face the window in hopes no one would overhear her conversation.
"Hello?" she answered, pretending not to know who called, although she knew Rob was the only one who would call her there.
"Victoria?" Rob asked.
"Yes, it's me." She tried not to let the excitement come through in her voice.
"This is Rob Malloy. We met on the plane this morning."
She giggled. "Yes, I remember. I don't forget that easily."
"I wanted to call earlier so I wouldn't bother your family, but I wasn't free till now. My parents had a dinner party and I had to play the 'good son' for them all night. I know it's Christmas. I hope I didn't interrupt anything," Rob said.
"No, not at all. Actually, I was just watching the snow."
"It is beautiful, isn't it?"
"Yes, very." Victoria stared out the window and imagined him staring out his window, his tie loosened, shirt unbuttoned. Silence fell between them as they watched the snow.
"I'm free tomorrow night and was thinking…" He paused and she took in a deep breath. "We could go to the movies."
As Rob spoke, Victoria's heart skipped a beat. To think that the beautiful man wanted to spend more time with her was unbelievable.
She tried to act nonchalant. "Sure."
"Great. May I pick you up at five o'clock?"
Victoria agreed to the time and gave him the address of her grandparent's house. After the phone call, Victoria ran up the stairs, through the hall, into bed, and started giggling. Never in a million years had she thought he would call her so soon. She cuddled up in bed and watched the snow, trying to calm down and get some sleep. She said his name in her head.
Rob Malloy. She thought about his blue eyes and bronze skin. She thought of his hands and how his skin felt warm against hers when he shook her hand goodbye. She fell asleep thinking of their upcoming date, worried he'd come in a suit and she'd be stuck in jeans.
#
Snowflakes fell on the roof of Rob Malloy's childhood home as he closed his cell phone and gazed out the window. He had been spontaneously smiling all day. As he crossed the room to plug in his cell phone, he thought of Victoria.
Sitting on the side of his bed, he began to remove his shoes. When Rob had bumped into Victoria at the gift shop that morning and caught sight of her bashful emerald eyes, he was immediately intrigued. For the first time in his life, he felt unsure of himself. He had proceeded cautiously, not sure what his feelings meant. Reluctant to leave her at the shop, he was ecstatic to find her across the aisle from him on the plane.
An accident of fate had thrown them together for the second time, and there was no mistaking the message that they were destined to become friends.
What kind of friends they were to become was a mystery to Rob. He began to second-guess the situation when she mentioned she was in high school. She must have read the disappointment on his face, because she became nervous and explained her age. Thinking back, Rob remembered the instant blush that had come to Victoria's cheeks. He wanted to kiss her on those embarrassed cheeks.
Glad she was only three years younger than him and not a minor, he still worried that she might be too young for him. Victoria's mother didn't seem pleased when she saw him near her daughter at the baggage claim. He had read it in Ms. Knox eyes.
"Be careful," she said to him without saying a word.
Although Victoria Knox had an innocence about her, her mind and body were that of a woman. Recalling her figure sent a warm rush of blood through Rob's veins. She was shorter than most girls her age, probably about five foot. The golden hair that bordered her face was delicate; he imagined it might feel like silk. Her emerald sweater matched her eyes, which made them all the more striking. The swell of her breasts under her bulky sweater made him happy she hadn't worn anything more revealing. Had she been wearing something lower-cut, he might have been caught paying attention to her chest rather than her strong opinions.
Strong was really not the word for them, though. Well thought out, educated, and insightful was a better description of how she expressed herself. He marveled at the way she could speak at length about topics like a Harvard grad, but in such an unassuming way that no one would think her conceited.
After they had left the plane, Rob had watched Victoria walk in front of him. Perhaps she thought it gentlemanly to let her go ahead, but it was for purely selfish reasons. Her rear was perfect, and he had wished he were allowed to touch it.
Her hair was long and flowed just over the small of her back. He could not help fantasizing her naked, her blonde waves gliding over her butt.
Rob's train of thought was interrupted by a knock on his open bedroom door. He looked up to see his father at the doorway.
"Deep thoughts?" In a dark suit that accented his gray clean cut hair and blue eyes, Mr. Malloy stepped into the room.
Rob chuckled and put down the one shoe he managed to remove while daydreaming of Victoria.
"It's good to have you home, Son." Mr. Malloy placed his hand on his son's shoulder.
"It's nice to be home," Rob said. Despite Rob's negative thoughts about the trip, he had to admit it was nice to be back in his parents' loving home for the holidays.
"What were you so preoccupied with this evening?" Mr. Malloy asked.
"Preoccupied?"
"Yes. Mrs. Graves made a comment about Californians and you hardly raised an eyebrow."
"Did she?" Rob found it strange that he had missed an opportunity to defend his new favorite state.
Mr. Malloy nodded and Rob turned from his father to the window. The snow seemed to fall in slow motion as the silence of the room enclosed them. Rob felt unsure if he should tell his father about Victoria or not. She wasn't exactly country club material. Rob had dated non-society girls before, but for the past few years, his parents had only considered debutantes for their son, the young heir of Malloy Inc. For some reason, Rob's love life had become a business decision instead of a personal concern. His choice of date seemed like something his father would soon be discussing at board meetings. A shiver ran up Rob's spine at the thought of the situation being reviewed like a business merger.
When Rob thought of Victoria, though, he felt at ease. She didn't seem caught up in money or status. In the short time he had spent with her, she had impressed him as the most down to earth person he had ever met. It was a quality Rob adored about her, and he hoped his parents would as well.
"Son?" Mr. Malloy called Rob's attention back into the room.
"Yes, sorry Dad. I have been preoccupied."
Mr. Malloy took a seat in a chair next to the bed and motioned for his son to continue.
"I met someone," Rob said, measuring his father's reaction.
Mr. Malloy's eyes brightened. "Someone from the party?"
Rob watched his father, knowing he was running down the list of eligible girls who had been at their dinner party that evening and calculating millions. As his father's mind tabulated, Rob could hear the math that probably went through his father's head.
Multi-million dollar company multiplied by the villa in France, carry the yacht, equals the best match ever!
"No." Rob watched his father's expression turn from elated to confused. "I met her on the plane."
"When do you see her next?" Mr. Malloy asked.
"Tomorrow night."
"Great. We can meet her when you bring her round for cocktails before dinner."
"She's not exactly a 'cocktail' kind of girl, Dad," Rob said.
"What kind of girl is she?"
"A nice girl. Don't worry. She won't stain my reputation."
"Of course not, I'm sure you will pick a suitable match." Mr. Malloy stood up and patted his son on the shoulder firmly.
"Don't tell Mother yet, alright? She gets funny when I mention a date. Starts planning a wedding and booking dates at the club."
"Sure. Your secret's safe with me." Mr. Malloy smiled, then headed for the door. "Have a good night's sleep."
"Oh, and Dad?" Rob called as his father reached the doorway.
"Yes?" Mr. Malloy turned back.
"She's Irish."
"Why don't you take my speedster tomorrow night? Ought to make quite an impression."
Rob chuckled softly. "Thank you."
"Night, Son."
"Night."
Rob undressed for bed, climbing under the warm blankets with only a pair of boxers on.
"Yes, I guess that will make quite an impression." Rob mused, as he thought of his father's expensive sports car.
#
Down the hall in the master suite, Mr. Malloy whistled a happy tune as he hung up his tie in the closet.
"What is it, dear?" Mrs. Malloy asked, putting her Vanity Fair magazine down and watching her husband, who grinned as he changed for bed. She sat expectantly in her cream silk pajamas that matched her hair, awaiting an answer.
"What is what?" Mr. Malloy asked.
"Why are you humming?" Mrs. Malloy asked.
"Can't I be in a good mood? We have our son home, Caroline, and everything seems right with the world." Mr. Malloy switched off the light and crawled into bed as Mrs. Malloy sunk deeper into the sheets.
The room was quiet for a moment. They moved to snuggle against one another as they had been doing for twenty-five years.
"Good heavens!" Mrs. Malloy said suddenly, startling her husband with the announcement. "Robert's met a girl!"
Mr. Malloy frowned in the dark, not moving a muscle. He hoped she didn't wiggle all the details from him, because after all, he didn't know much and had promised his son he wouldn't tell. As the silence lengthened, however, Mr. Malloy had a feeling his non-answer was his wife's proof she was right.
Chapter 5
Wednesday morning, Rob woke to the sound of his father's voice drifting in from down the hall. Rob sat up, stretching and yawning widely. He had been having the best dream, though in his wakened state he could not remember it fully.
"We will meet you at the club for lunch. I promise I won't take him all day," Rob could hear his dad say.
"You better not. I haven't seen my son in so long, I'm beginning to think I haven't got one," he heard his mother reply.
Running his hands over his face to clear the sleep away, Rob rose from the warm covers to jump into the shower before his parents' discussion made him sorry he had come.
Imagine if I moved back here. I wouldn't have one free moment to call my own.
As he prepared for the undoubtedly busy day before him, he thought about how his parents fought over his time. He knew his father would want to show him the new expansion of Malloy Inc. His mother probably had it in mind to introduce him to another handful of brainless debutants. With so much to endure before their annual post-Christmas brunch at the country club, Rob felt exhausted already.
He held little hope of seeing any of his mates from prep school, as they were out of town. His closest friend, Carter, was in Africa. To Rob, it seemed like the perfect place to be spending the holidays as it was far away from the pressures his parents placed upon him.
Thankfully, there was one saving grace being in Denver. That was the thought of seeing Victoria, the blonde angel who had filled his thoughts ever since he met her.
Remembering her laugh and how she closed her eyes bashfully at the onset of any questions he posed about her made him smile. She seemed innocent, but it was her underlying strength that intrigued him. He wondered if the flawless picture in his mind was accurate or if he had built her up since the day before.
Later, while riding in his father's new Mercedes, Rob realized his mind was wandering more than usual. He sat up straighter and attempted to concentrate on his father's shop talk.
"Celine Davenport is now heading up the printing department. I'm not sure if it's a good fit," Mr. Malloy said.
"Has she given you any reason to doubt her?" Rob asked.
"Not as yet, but there is doubt that she can produce the kind of quantity we've come to expect."
"Jan was a powerhouse. You can't expect her to perform at his level. He was thirty-plus years in and knew the place from top to bottom. Celine's got the attention to detail that will stop disasters like the Hastings recall from happening."
"That was a headache. Well, she's got several months to get her feet wet anyway. I put her on a trial run, just to see how it goes."
Rob wasn't surprised when his father pulled into the deserted parking lot of Malloy Inc. Even on the day after Christmas, Mr. Malloy was all business.
"I wanted to show you the new wing," Mr. Malloy said as he parked.
"It looks great from out here," Rob got out of the car and admired the right half of the building that had recently been added. The gray steel structure with gleaming glass windows stood like a monster against the snow.
"Joe McCollum has been instrumental in ensuring the preparations for the new division. It seemed to come off without a hitch." Mr. Malloy opened the doors to the giant high-rise, motioning for his son to go in.
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