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  Part I




  Chapter 1




  “Are you going to behave tonight?” she asked her husband, straightening his tie and blue blazer.




  “Who, me?” he questioned, eyes wide in mock surprise. Eyeing him in suspicion, she polished the medals and buttons adorning his jacket.




  “Promise me, Malcolm,” she said, locking her gaze on his crystal blues.




  Malcolm sighed and pulled a hand through his thick, white hair. “Very well, Catherine.”




  “There, that wasn’t so hard now, was it, Love?” she asked, lifting onto her toes to brush her lips against his. When she pulled away, he reached up to tuck a strand of her soft brown hair behind her ear.




  “You’re beautiful.”




  She brought one hand to her hip and raised an eyebrow. “You’re just trying to butter me up!”




  “I am not!” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.




  Catherine turned to glance in the mirror, smoothing her tight, blue dress. “I’m old...” she said, pulling at her cheeks. He stepped behind her and placed his hands on her hips.




  “I beg to differ,” he said. “Just go ask the other ninety-year-olds in the neighborhood. They’ve got far more wrinkles and grays than you!”




  She looked up at his reflection in the mirror and pushed the tip of her tongue out at him.




  “You watch that,” he warned, slapping her bottom. She responded by flashing a devilish smile. He allowed his hands to glide up the sides of her dress. That dress drove him mad every time he saw her in it. It was his favorite, not only because she was a vision of beauty in anything blue, but because it hugged her tiny waist, showing off her feminine curves. After fifty-five years of marriage and the birth of his children, he’d noticed she’d filled out in some areas, and he preferred her shape now more than ever. Even at ninety years of age, she barely looked a day over forty.




  Before the urge to rip off that gorgeous dress could be satiated, she wriggled out from his firm grasp and turned to face him.




  “Now you know we don’t have time for that,” she scolded, stroking his neat, white beard.




  “Why not? Haven’t you ever heard of a quickie?” he demanded, his blue eyes twinkling.




  “Of course I have,” she replied, placing a hand on her hip once again. “What I don’t have time for is you falling asleep on me like you always do.”




  Malcolm took a step back, regarding her with a look of pained defeat on his lean features. “I do not always fall asleep!” he insisted.




  “Oh, yes you do.”




  “I can prove it!”




  “Oh, can you now?” She challenged him head on, knowing full well she was right.




  Her husband seemed to be thinking for several moments. When his famous half-smile appeared, he took her chin in his hand and forced her gaze upward. “Don’t you remember our second honeymoon? I’m more than certain I didn’t fall asleep on you then.”




  Catherine’s body shuddered as the walls of her world crumbled to reveal in her mind the fancy French bistro perched on the pier. She remembered she was wearing the very same dress she had on at that moment.




  All she recalled in the next several seconds was being perched on the countertop of the restaurant’s private washroom, pulling hard at the white hair on Malcolm’s head as it slid between her legs.




  “Oh...” The word escaped her throat as her body tingled with heat. After all the years they’d spent together, he never failed to ruffle her feathers.




  “See? I told you...” he replied, placing both arms around her.




  Catherine cleared her throat and shook her head with vigor. “No... No, we... we don’t have time. We should be ready for them.”




  A heavy sigh escaped him as he rolled his blue eyes. “Right... I don’t see why she’s got to bring home every man she meets.”




  Catherine shot him a look while slipping on her high-heeled shoes.




  “I just wish she could be more like Rose...” Malcolm said.




  Catherine held up her hand as she felt her eyes begin to sting with tears. “You promised you wouldn’t talk about her.”




  Malcolm swallowed hard and touched his wife’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”




  She shook her head and swiped at her eyes, not wanting to admit how much leaving her daughter behind bothered her, even though he already knew it very well.




  “We’ll find it... I promise,” he replied.




  Catherine’s eyebrows lowered. “At what expense, another of our children’s lives?” she demanded, turning her back on him.




  Malcolm’s heart sank as he remembered the late night phone call just over one year ago. On the quietest of nights, he could still hear the commander’s voice over the static. He swallowed the lump in his throat and spun Catherine back around to face him.




  “Victoria’s not involved in this! I’ve told you...”




  She grimaced at the low, gravelly tone of his voice.




  “She only wants to make you proud, Malcolm.”




  Regret and guilt crept into Malcolm’s conscious, causing his chest to ache. After thinking about her words for several moments, he shook his head. “Victoria’s worked hard to get where she is. She’s so damn ‘by the book’ I’m afraid she’d just as soon turn me in to the President than risk her job,” he explained.




  At the mention of her daughter’s position, Catherine’s features softened. “I’m so very proud of her... General of the entire women’s infantry,” she mused. Malcolm nodded.




  * * * *




  An hour later, the doorbell rang. Catherine swept past the den where Malcolm sat, glass of brandy in hand, swiping through television channels on the holographic screen.




  “They’re here!” she called.




  Malcolm grunted a reply and set his glass down on the coffee table in front of him. Catherine opened the large front door to their modest, two-story home. Her daughter Victoria stood on the front porch in her best uniform. The gray, stiff material hugged her body and her long, black hair was tied behind her head. As always, her green eyes were serious and she’d covered her light dusting of freckles with heavy amounts of makeup. Next to her stood a tall man with equally dark hair and green eyes; if Catherine had not given birth to Victoria herself, she’d have sworn the two were twins.




  The dark haired man extended the hand that held a bouquet of synthetic Daisies, his expensive dress clothing creasing around his thin frame. Catherine took the flowers and smiled.




  “Victoria!” she exclaimed.




  Victoria embraced her mother and kissed her cheek. “Mother,” she said, her tone flat. Malcolm appeared in the doorway beside Catherine. He looked from Victoria to the man still standing on the front porch.




  “Hi, I’m Lukas. Nice to meet you both,” the man said.




  Malcolm stifled a cringe at Lukas’s ridiculous accent. “Son,” he started, gesturing toward the interior of the home, “come with me.”




  Lukas shifted his gaze to Victoria for assistance, but she’d already gone inside with her mother.




  He stepped into the lavish home that felt more like a castle and followed Malcolm into a small study. Lukas marveled at the antique firearms adorning the shelves.




  “Have a seat, son,” Malcolm instructed. Lukas seated himself into an overly comfortable plush chair. Malcolm position himself in an identical seat, the medals on his jacket clinking. His fingers drummed on the chair’s arm.




  “So...what do you do...Lukas?” he asked, trying out the man’s name.




  “Umm...” Lukas muttered.




  Malcolm leaned forward. “Come on, son. You’re not afraid of me, are you?” he asked, keeping his hands on the arms of his chair.




  Lukas fidgeted. “Umm... No, Mr. Administrator, sir,” he replied, his throat dry.




  Malcolm nodded. “Go on, then.”




  “I was high level security for the Europa Project. I started off shavin’ the top soil, but they liked my work so much they promoted me.”




  Malcolm scrubbed a hand across his white beard and sighed. “Why did you come back to our Earth?” he inquired, trying to sound interested.




  “Well—”




  “Why can’t you dress nice for a family dinner, Girl?” Malcolm interrupted, shifting his gaze above Lukas’s head. Lukas turned to see Victoria standing in the doorway.




  “I just came from work, sir,” she said.




  “I thought you were...staying at that camp,” her father replied, standing from his chair.




  “I finished the program six months ago, sir,” she answered, keeping her voice low and calm.




  “I paid for a year, did I not?”




  “Yes, sir. Until last week, I was still receiving treatments, but the program allowed me to return because there was too much work to be done,” she explained.




  “You don’t have to tell me that,” Malcolm replied, softening. “It’s good to see you, Girl. You look well.”




  “Thank you, Father. Mother says supper is on the table.”




  Chapter 2




  At first, the four of them ate supper in silence. Catherine sat at one end of the long table and Malcolm was seated opposite her. Lukas and Victoria positioned themselves in the middle.




  “So, Lukas, from where do you come?” Catherine asked, helping herself to some leafy artificial greens.




  Lukas glanced at Victoria who said nothing. “My parents are from the Midwest Islands,” he replied.




  “That explains the accent, then,” Malcolm said.




  “Yes! From where would that mean he originated, Love?” Catherine wondered aloud.




  “Daddy’s an expert on ancient regions,” Victoria explained.




  “That would have been... American South, I believe,” he answered.




  “You’re right! I have ancestors from a place called Carolinna.”




  Malcolm grunted a reply, not bothering to correct the boy’s mistake. “How did you two meet?” he asked after a few moments.




  “Oh, Lukas! Have my father tell you about where our ancestors came from,” Victoria piped up. Malcolm narrowed his eyes at her evasion of his inquisition.




  “Victoria,” he warned.




  “Somewhere called Lindsor, right?”




  “Victoria...”




  “That’s why we have accents, as well,” she said, plowing further along.




  Malcolm sat back in his chair, his fork clattering to his plate. ”Answer my question, Girl!”




  Victoria pushed a forkful of food into her mouth and said nothing. Malcolm grumbled under his breath and looked to Catherine.




  “Where did she learn to ignore a question of her father’s?” he demanded out loud. The table was silent as Malcolm’s gaze shifted between his wife and daughter. “Your sentence structure is atrocious as well. What did they teach you at that camp?”




  Catherine cleared her throat and placed a hand on Lukas’s forearm. “You don’t...involve yourself in illegal activities, do you, dear?” she asked him.




  “Catherine...” Malcolm groaned. “They’re probably just embarrassed because they met at that camp or something idiotic like that.”




  “I don’t think that’s embarrassing or idiotic,” she replied. “You should hear the story of how we met.”




  “Now, Catherine, I don’t think—”




  “I’d like to hear it,” Lukas said. Catherine smiled.




  “See, darling, not everyone is bored by the story!”




  While Catherine regaled Lukas with the story she’d told her children a million times, Malcolm leaned in to Victoria.




  “Tell me where you met him, Girl, or I’ll have you banned from the Captain’s table this year,” he demanded.




  Victoria sighed and rolled her green eyes. “He’s the new Second Lieutenant that’s in charge of the 187th,” she said, toying with a lone piece of synthetic meat on her plate.




  Malcolm stopped his fork halfway to his mouth. “You’re dating someone with whom you work? What have I told you about that?”




  “Yes, sir,” she grumbled. “But, I really enjoy Lukas’s company. Can you at least try to like him?”




  Malcolm huffed and chewed on his mouthful of food. “I’m not making any promises.”




  Victoria dropped her fork onto her plate, wishing for just one glass of the red wine sitting in the center of the table. She decided she only wanted to smell its complex scent and reached for it. But the moment her fingers curled around the cool glass bottle, she felt Lukas’s hand touch her arm.




  “What’re you doin’, Doll?” he asked. All eyes were locked on Victoria as she attempted to reel in her temptations for escape.




  “Mum...would you like some wine?” she asked, swallowing hard and trying to sound as though she hadn’t lost control.




  “No thank you, dear.”




  “I’ll have some,” Malcolm piped up. Victoria locked eyes with her father as she poured the dark red liquid into his glass, silently thanking him for not only distracting her, but for not giving her a hard time.




  Malcolm nodded as she set the bottle back in the center of the table.




  “Didn’t you say you had a sister?” Lukas asked, attempting to quell the thick atmosphere of tension in the room.




  “Oh, yeah! Where is Cici? I thought she was coming tonight,” Victoria said, exchanging a glance with her parents.




  “Your sister-in-law was accepted into T.U. last month. She’s been on Mars for a week now,” Catherine responded.




  “Cecilia will be taking courses in biochemistry and synth plant life. She’s going to develop ways to make this artificial drivel taste like real food,” Malcolm said, beaming with pride. But when Catherine cleared her throat from the end of the table, his smile faded.




  “Your meals are always delicious, Love,” he added in haste.




  Catherine rolled her eyes and shrugged her slender shoulders.




  “It’s always lovely, Mum,” Victoria added.




  “Thank you, dear.”




  “Tastes just how Mama used to make it,” Lukas replied.




  “I hope that’s a good thing,” Catherine said with a shy smile.




  “It is...trust me,” he answered, giving her a wink.




  Malcolm cleared his throat and all attention was turned back to him. “Anyway,” he began, “being accepted into Tharsis University is quite prestigious. Don’t you think it’ll be a wonderful career move for her?”




  “I think so. She seemed happy,” Catherine replied.




  “What do you think, Girl?”




  “Yes, quite brilliant,” Victoria responded with a sigh.




  Chapter 3




  “He’s a bumbling ice peddler from Europa with a ridiculous accent,” Malcolm said as Catherine settled herself into bed that night.




  “But Victoria said he worked security on a big project there,” she replied, propping herself up on one elbow.




  Malcolm sighed as he pulled off his tie. “He didn’t start out that way. He said they liked his work so much they promoted him.”




  “Oh, is that what he told you during your ritualistic third degree?” she asked, a smile teasing her lips. “I’ll never know why you insist on doing that to every boy she brings home.”




  “Hmph! You call that third degree? I’ve been a part of much worse!” He slipped into a set of silk pajamas.




  “Yes,” she replied, pulling at the drawstring holding his pajama bottoms in place, “you would’ve fit in perfectly at the Central Intelligence Agency. Too bad they abolished that over a hundred years ago.”




  “That’s just what they want you to think,” he joked, settling in bed next to his wife. She cuddled up to him as he picked up his personal reader. He tapped the flat screen once and the device flickered on, displaying several recently read novels and periodicals. He settled his reading glasses on his nose and swiped at the screen, scanning several titles.




  “What does Lukas do?” Catherine asked.




  “He’s the new Second Lieutenant who Captain Atticus hired for the 187th. Victoria was on the hiring committee and that’s where they met... Three months ago,” Malcolm replied.




  “Oh, Malcolm, give your daughter a break, will you? You know she can’t leave home until she finds a suitable mate.”




  He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know,” he said. “It was so nice having the house to ourselves while she was away at that camp. She needs her own life! After all, she’s nearly fifty.”




  “Do me a favor and just accept this man’s proposal,” she pleaded.




  Malcolm sighed and tossed his head back. “Fine,” he said and groaned.




  “Thank you,” she said, toying with the buttons on his shirt.




  “Something wrong, Love?” he asked, titling her chin up. Looking deep into his beautiful blue eyes, Catherine sighed.




  “I...I’d like to go back to work next week,” she said.




  “Are you sure?” His fingers caressed her cheek before sliding into her light brown hair.




  “Malcolm...it’s been over a year. All I do when I’m at home is sit and think about him.”




  He pondered her words for several moments, his heart feeling like nothing more than a dead weight in his chest. “God knows all I want is for you to be happy, Love,” he replied. She smiled up at him and the thick wall of pain around his heart crumbled bit by bit.




  Her smile was the only thing keeping him together. Without her, he had no idea what he would do. He kissed her sweet lips and the taste of her melted him. When they were first married, kissing her would send his brain into a tailspin of euphoria. Now, after fifty-five years with the woman he’d loved his entire life, that euphoric sensation was replaced by his adoration for her.




  He untangled his fingers from her hair and looked back at the flat screen of his personal reader, flipping through several more titles. “What’ll it be tonight?” he asked aloud. “How about a classic, like Catherine the Great?”




  “Right...written when I was still Queen of Cannary...” she mused.




  Malcolm eyed her. “Do you miss it?” he asked.




  “Sometimes,” she admitted. “What I really miss is the curry!” she said and sighed.




  “Mmm...”




  “Chicken curry, peanut curry... Oh, and Cambodian stir fry with lemongrass. And those stuffed chicken wings Fore used to make...” She trailed off, a reminiscent smile on her face. But that smile faded after an instant. “I still miss...her...”




  “I know.”




  “Sometimes I wish I could speak to Victoria about her sister,” Catherine said.




  “As do I; but who knows what would happen if President Carter found out where we originated. We’d be...experiments...” he added, cringing.




  His wife sighed and plastered a sad smile on her lips. “I suppose you’re right.”




  “Anyway, all that matters is now. Let us just enjoy being together, shall we? Now...how about a horror story?” he asked, tilting his chin up to gain a better view of the titles.




  Catherine reached over and took the reader from him. She tapped it twice and the screen when blank. “How about we skip the reading tonight?” she purred.




  Both of Malcolm’s eyebrows shot up. Switching on his suave charm, he half-smiled and reached out for his wife. “I promise I won’t fall asleep on you this time,” he growled into her ear.




  * * * *




  Victoria rolled over in bed and sighed. Her parents were at it again. One would think three times a week after the age of eighty would be considered excessive. She supposed she should be happy for them. After all, they were still in love after being together for so long. But she wasn’t happy for them.




  Catherine always told her daughter stories about how wonderful Malcolm was to her. She’d talk about the way he treated her like royalty and always found time to be romantic and spontaneous. But all Victoria saw was a hard-ass military father who didn’t give a damn about his daughter.




  Isaac was the only one who’d had the guts to stand up to her father when he was giving her a hard time. “Isaac,” she said out loud. She felt a tear crawl its way down her cheek. “I miss you, brother.”




  Chapter 4




  The next morning, Malcolm shuffled down the stairs. He spied Catherine perched on a barstool at the kitchen island, enjoying a breakfast pizza and studying something on her personal reader.




  “Morning, Love,” he grumbled. She looked up and smiled at him.




  “Good morning.”




  “Still reading those trashy romance novels, I see?” He winked at her while leaning both hands on the counter.




  “Mmm. It’s funny...women read these because they’re not satisfied with their mates. I read them to compare how wonderful you are.” A playful smile spread across her face.




  “Ah...clever.”




  “Would you like some eggs?” she asked.




  His features twisted into a grimace. “No, I’m not very hungry.”




  His wife watched as he rubbed the wrist of his right hand.




  “Is your arthritis acting up again?” she wondered.




  “It’s the bloody weather,” he replied, nodding.




  “I know what’ll help,” she said, standing and rounding the corner.




  “What’s that?” he asked, raising both eyebrows as he took her into his arms. “Perhaps a little morning love?” A devilish grin spread across his thin face.




  “Mr. Holmes!” she scolded, waggling a finger at him. “Didn’t you get enough last night?”




  “I’ll never get enough of you, Beautiful,” he replied, touching the tip of her nose.




  When they were first courting, her cheeks would have blushed at his comment. Today, her green eyes rolled toward the ceiling while a knowing smile lit up her features. “Well...” she began, “I was thinking more along the lines of your favorite breakfast.”




  His eyes widened. “Really?”




  “Yes, sir! Margie came back from Mars yesterday bearing a whole case!” Catherine stepped away from him and began to rummage through the cabinets for a pan.




  “A whole case...”




  * * * *




  “Oh my...” Malcolm mumbled as Catherine set the steaming plate in front of him.




  “Nothing but real corned beef hash,” she said, handing him a fork. Digging in, he savored the taste of his most prized breakfast.




  “Can you believe no one appreciates this flavor?” he inquired between bites.




  “Not even if it is the last real meat in existence,” she added, taking her seat across from her own breakfast.




  “But...you let yours get cold.”




  She smiled at him. “I’d much rather have a cold breakfast and eat it with you than make you wait for yours.”




  “Thank you, Catherine,” Malcolm said after a short pause, placing a hand on her arm.




  She nodded.




  “Thank you for being so strong.” His voice was quiet, soft.




  “Malcolm,” she replied, leaning over and placing a hand atop his thigh, “I’d be nothing if you weren’t here with me.”




  He swallowed hard and nodded. They both turned back to their meals and chatted about idle things.




  “Thank you for staying home with me today,” Catherine said after their discussion about dinner for that night. She stood and he watched her clear the dishes and plop them into the empty sink.




  “Not to worry. I thought you’d enjoy the extra company since you’ll be returning to work next week. And...” he trailed off, standing and sweeping her into his arms once again. “I thought we could have a walk today.”




  “That would be lovely.”




  * * * *




  The two of them strolled, hand in hand, down their neighborhood block of lavish homes. The day was warm and breezy, so they’d both opted for lighter clothing: Catherine in a sleeveless shirt and shorts, and Malcolm in jeans and a simple t-shirt.




  “Wasn’t it raining yesterday?” Catherine asked.




  “It was,” Malcolm grumbled. “Those blasted meteorologists think they can do whatever they want with that artificial atmosphere.”




  Catherine was unaware of her sudden smile. Even though she’d developed toleration for the world in which they lived, Malcolm never passed up an opportunity to complain.




  They reached the end of the block and circled around to return to their home. As they passed one of the track houses, a neighbor waved to them.




  “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Holmes!” he called.




  They smiled and waved, but did not stop their gait.




  “I never tire of that,” Malcolm said.




  “What?”




  “Mrs. Holmes,” he said and smiled as he mused.




  “And to think...sixty years ago, you wouldn’t have given marriage a second thought,” she joked.




  “You’re right,” he admitted. “I don’t like that guy, either,” he added, gesturing behind him.




  “You don’t like anyone anymore!” Catherine giggled.




  “I like you.”




  “You’d better! But your family doesn’t count!”




  “Oh?” He smiled and raised an eyebrow.




  “Which reminds me...it’s Wednesday,” she pointed out. “Tonight’s Family Night.”




  “Ah, yes. Whose pick is it this week?”




  “I’m giving it to Victoria since she’s just returned home.”




  “You didn’t like my film last week?” he asked, feigning innocence.




  She shot him a look. “You know I normally enjoy...erotic films. But that one was just tasteless!”




  Malcolm laughed aloud. “That’s not what you said that night...”




  Catherine straightened as they rounded the drive to their home. “Be that as it may...it’s her turn this time.”




  “As long as she doesn’t pick one of those horrid war films. God knows I’ve seen enough of those,” he grumbled.




  “She hates war films...you know that.”




  They stepped inside their home and Malcolm shut the door behind them. He glanced at his flat screen scheduler as Catherine swept into the kitchen.




  “Victoria will be home in an about an hour. Should we start supper?” he called.




  “I’m on it!”




  Malcolm decided that he’d much like to have a romantic night alone with his wife before she returned to the wild world of employment, so he rifled through his liquor cabinet and brought out a fine, aged, Scotch Whiskey. On his way into the kitchen, he turned the bottle over in his hands and read the label entailing the long process of fermentation.




  “Care for a quick nip before you begin, Love?” he asked, setting the bottle on the counter before her.




  “None for me tonight, thank you, dear,” she answered.




  Malcolm regarded her in curiosity. “But you’ve been waiting to crack this bottle open since we bought it three weeks ago! Is this because of Victoria’s...habit? I’m sure she can handle herself.”




  Catherine stopped chopping synthetic vegetables at once and set down her knife. She sighed and wiped her hands on the dishtowel slung over her shoulder. He watched her with growing concern.




  “Malcolm...” she began.




  The weight in his chest grew twice as heavy. “What is it, Catherine?” he demanded, abandoning his bottle of Scotch Whiskey and approaching his wife.




  “I’m late,” she replied.




  Malcolm braced himself on the edge of the countertop. “That...that’s not possible,” he croaked. “How late?”




  “Only a few days, but...I’ve been like clockwork since Victoria was three years old!” she answered.




  He scrubbed a hand through his thick, white beard.




  “Perhaps I’m going through menopause.”




  “Oh, that’s nonsense! Women your age don’t go through menopause. You’ve got another ninety years before you even have to worry about that!”




  Catherine lowered her gaze to the floor. He picked up her chin and looked deep into her emerald eyes.




  “Have you been taking your hormone treatments?” he asked.




  “No. I ran out last month and didn’t renew.”




  “Why?”




  “I don’t know...just to see what would happen, I suppose.”




  They stared at each other in deep thought for several moments. “Perhaps giving up the treatments so suddenly has knocked your cycle off balance,” he suggested at last.




  Catherine nodded. “Perhaps you’re right.”




  “They told you you’d never have children again,” he replied, brushing the hair away from her face.




  “I know,” she responded. She squeezed her eyes shut when his lips grazed her forehead.




  “Are you going to be okay, Love?” he asked, rubbing her arms as if she were cold.




  “What if...what if you’re wrong and it’s not because of the treatments? And what if...what if you find it soon?”




  He watched her eyes fill with tears. When one escaped and fell down her soft cheek, he brushed it away, refusing to see her hurt. “Then we’d wait,” he answered.




  Catherine stared into his blue eyes for several more seconds before nodding. “You’re right.”




  Chapter 5




  Victoria’s gaze shifted between her father and mother that night at the dinner table. She hadn’t been present to witness their strife after the death of her brother and that day they seemed so...together—stealing small looks and smiles at each other often.




  “What did you do at work today, Girl?” Her father’s gravelly, thick voice broke into her thoughts.




  “Data work,” she replied. “Lots and lots of bloody data work.”




  “Data work for what?” he demanded.




  “Mostly contracts for a few new privates, some discharges; nothing exciting.”




  “You should consider it a blessing you didn’t have to file any death data work, Girl,” he grumbled.




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Don’t you ever tire of calling your father ‘sir’ when you’re not at work?” Catherine wondered aloud.




  “Actually, I—”




  “Victoria, don’t answer that! It’s a rhetorical question,” Malcolm barked at his daughter.




  “No, it wasn’t,” Catherine said, winking at her.




  “Catherine...” her husband said and groaned.




  “What did you all think of Lukas?” Victoria asked, attempting to change the subject even though she knew her mother could handle herself.




  “I like him. He seems...nice,” Catherine answered.




  Malcolm grunted a reply.




  “He is,” Victoria said.




  “Well, all that matters is that he treats my Girl right.” Catherine placed a hand on her daughter’s arm.




  “He does.”




  “Good.”




  “You don’t know a person’s true nature until you’ve been with them for a time. Not three months,” Malcolm piped up from his end of the dinner table.




  Catherine rolled her eyes. “At any rate,” she went on, standing to clear the dishes, “what film did you choose for tonight, dear?”




  “Oh, Mum! Can I just pass this time?” Victoria groaned. “I really don’t know why you still insist on doing Family Night...”




  Catherine’s smile faded and she lowered her head. “Very well,” she replied, disappearing into the kitchen.




  “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Malcolm demanded after she’d gone.




  “What?”




  “Listen, Girl, I can deal with your constant lack of tact and common sense. I can even tolerate your...excessive love life. But the disrespect you just showed your mother is not acceptable. Don’t you think she’s been through enough?”




  “I—”




  “I’m not finished!”




  Victoria shut her mouth promptly and fell back against her chair. She’d almost forgotten what it was like to be yelled at by her father on a regular basis.




  “This Family Night is all she’s got left to ensure we spend time together. I cannot believe you’d be so selfish as to take that away from her!” Malcolm finished with his fists clenched in front of him, staring hard at her.




  “I...I never thought of it that way...” she muttered.




  “You’re damn right you didn’t think! Now, go in there and tell your mother to put on your fucking film!”




  Victoria scampered off quicker than she ever had in her entire life. When she tumbled into the kitchen, she shot an angry look back at the closed door to the dining room. “Ass!” she spat under her breath.




  “That’s not polite, dear,” Catherine said from behind her.




  Victoria spun around and spied her mother drying plates at the sink, watching her.




  “Don’t call your father names.”




  “I swear sometimes there’s murder in his eyes,” Victoria quipped, still feeling the effects of the adrenaline coursing through her.




  “Oh, stop,” Catherine scolded.




  Victoria stepped up to the sink and began putting dishes away.




  “He’s a wonderful husband, Victoria.”




  Her daughter huffed. “Part of being a ‘wonderful husband’ is being a decent father.”




  “You stop that this instant or so help me, I’ll slap you! You thought he was bad? Don’t make me angry!” Catherine cried, wringing the dishrag in her hands.




  “Sorry!” Victoria backpedaled. “Sorry!”




  Catherine tossed the wet rag onto the counter and sighed. “He’s a wonderful husband and father.”




  “Then why is he so hard on me?”




  “You know how moody he can get sometimes,” she explained, biting her tongue against the urge to tell her the precise reason for Malcolm’s mood swings. “He just needs to see you for who you are.”




  Victoria rolled her green eyes. “Can’t you give him a little push in the right direction?”




  Catherine shrugged and put up her hands. “This whole mess is between you and him. You know very well no amount of me nagging him to get to know you is going to get through that thick head of hair,” she joked.




  Victoria stifled a smile as she put the last dish into its place. Then, she turned and activated the faucet to wash her hands. “Now, about our Family Night...still interested in my film choice?”
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