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Prologue
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I was a little depressed.

The Christmas Holidays were over.

The JWCC was over.

It was the start of a New Year.

Samantha and Sharon had gone back home to Sonia and Simon.

Tim was at home with Caroline.

Young Bob was still staying with Penny for a few more days before he was due to return to his Daddy.

In theory, I was ‘free’. I could focus on my work. I’d pulled a ‘double shift’ as World President during December and January, so I wasn’t due to travel back to the Penthouse until the end of February.

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t got enough to do.

I wanted to redesign my batteries, especially the ones we were using in Penny’s dolls.

I wanted to redesign the charger for my batteries, especially the one we were using in Penny’s dolls.

I wanted to design a ‘new’ artificial skin for use with Penny’s dolls.

I wanted to design a ‘new’ artificial hair for use with Penny’s dolls.

Unfortunately, that all involved working, rather too closely, with Penny and Angela Doll.

I was getting used to Penny now, so that was ‘tolerable’; but Angela Doll was still a bit of a challenge for me to cope with!

In theory, I didn’t have to ‘interact’ with either Penny or Angela Doll. I could just treat it all as an ‘academic’ exercise and pass on my designs to Penny when I’d finished them.

In practice, Angela Doll was, apparently, imprinted on me; I felt increasing levels of guilt if I ‘neglected’ her for too long!

The other project that I could, in theory, work on, was my ‘toothbrush nanobots’. I knew quite a lot about nanobot technology now. Unfortunately, what I knew, I had learned by virtue of documents written by versions of me that no longer existed, or by virtue of studying nanobots that a future me might ‘help’ Sharon and Samantha to ‘invent’.

I just couldn’t engage my enthusiasm for any project.

I’d managed to drag my feet by preparing the evening meal for the family every evening since our last ‘Christmas Guests’ went home on Tuesday morning.

Penny F, Susan, Paulo and Avan had left on Tuesday morning, taking Kelvin with them, to join me for December in our World Council Roles. Kelvin had, of course, returned home around fifteen minutes later, having completed our time at the JWCC, and after, to live through January at home.

I’d promised Sonia that I would prepare two ‘special’ meals for the family as a ‘thank you’ for ‘lending’ me Sharon and Samantha to help at the JWCC.

It hadn’t really been possible to do that whilst our guests were with us.

With Angela O, Angela W, Alyssa and Antonio visiting, I was barely allowed to set foot in the canteen kitchen. I certainly wasn’t allowed to prepare any meals!

The original plan was that I would prepare the family meal on Saturday 7th and Sunday 8th of January. I decided that I needed to do better than that.

Sonia had once challenged me to see if I could prepare the family meals for a full week. Actually, it had been more a case of me saying I wouldn’t be able to prepare the meals for a full week and Sonia suggesting that I probably could.

So I was procrastinating...

If I wasn’t going to do the ‘real’ work that I knew needed doing, then I would prepare the family meals for a week.

Maybe, after the Sunday meal, I’d be able to pull myself together and return to my ‘real’ work.

In the meantime, I’d decided to prepare Pasta Italiana come da John for Wednesday night’s meal...
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Chapter 1 – What I Did On My Holidays
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I’d made fresh garlic bread, of course, and my own pasta conchiglie.

I’d had to plan ahead, for a change, it’s best to make conchiglie at least the day before you intend to use it, so I’d made my pasta before making my tortillas for last night’s Mexican meal.

I could have used shop-bought shells. I always used to, in our student days, when I’d prepared my ‘ad-hoc’ Italian-themed food for Sonia and Simon; but that was before we’d tasted the version Angela had prepared for Kelvin and me on our first impromptu trip to my other home.

These days, I had to put in the effort.

Well, I suppose that’s not really true. I just couldn’t settle for mediocre when I knew I could do better. I hadn’t, yet, gone as far as making my own pepperoni, or curing my own ham, but I suspected it was only a matter of time...

Simon had been expanding our wine cellar. He’d written me a ‘crib-sheet’ suggesting I serve Brunello di Montalcino with my signature dish. Normally, I would have served Cabernet Sauvignon, or Merlot; which probably explained the ‘crib-sheet’!

I put some red grape juice on ice for Sharon and Samantha.

The table was laid. The wine, and grape juice, was on the table. My family took their seats. I put two serving plates of garlic bread on the table, one at each end. I served everybody to a healthy portion of my pasta, and then put the bowl in the centre of the table. There was pepper grinders and parmesan graters available on the table. Sharon and Samantha liked added cheese. I grated some onto Samantha’s pasta, and passed the grater to Sonia to serve Sharon and herself.

I poured Samantha a glass of grape juice and myself a glass of wine.

I took a sip.

Not bad! Maybe Simon knew what he was talking about!

Alison seemed very giggly this evening. Every time she caught my eye, she was biting back on a laugh. I couldn’t work out what was wrong. I didn’t like checking my zip when I was serving food. Besides, Sonia or Urni would tell me if I had a problem in that area. I think Alison would probably say something as well. Even if she didn’t, I could probably rely on Sharon or Samantha.

I couldn’t take it any more.

“OK, Alison, what have I done?”

“Sorry, John?”

“What’s wrong? Have I forgotten something? Why are you so giggly?”

“Oh, nothing’s wrong, John” she replied, still grinning.

“Well something has you in a far better mood than normal. Has Kelvin started doing his own laundry or something?” I asked.

“Hey!” said Kelvin. “I can do laundry!”

“We know you can” I replied. “The question was whether you did?”

“I was talking to Miss Hannah in the staff room before I came home” said Alison.

“That’s my teacher!” said Samantha, as an aside. She didn’t seem particularly concerned that Alison had been talking to her.

“Apparently, she set the children a homework assignment before Christmas. The children had to keep a diary!”

“Oh, didn’t Samantha do her homework?” asked Sonia, looking at her daughter.

“No, Mommy, I did it!” said Samantha.

“Yes, she did” said Alison, actually biting back on the laughter now. “So did Tim. The issue was that Miss Hannah didn’t quite believe it!”

“Oh, why?” I asked.

“Well, the first problem was an account of a trip to the local theatre to see the pantomime.”

“Surely lots of the children went to the panto over the Christmas break?” I couldn’t see why Alison was so amused!

“True, but not many of them claimed to be accompanied on their trip by a demigod who, after the panto was over, broke into the theatre and persuaded the entire cast to come outside to meet our two diarists!”

“Oh!”

“Fortunately, I was able to provide proof, in the form of a photograph featuring both diarists, the entire cast, most of whom Miss Hannah, of course, was able to recognise, and said demigod!”

“The second point of contention came with the account of Christmas day itself. Both children spoke about the magical gift they had received from their Uncle, describing it in detail. In Samantha’s case, of course there were two gifts. Miss Hannah was prepared to accept that the necklace was ‘costume’ jewellery, and Samantha just assumed it was ‘real’. The URNIs were a bit of a stumbling block, until I explained that they were prototypes and used a redesign of the chip in John’s parrots. After that, the children’s fanciful claims didn’t seem quite as fanciful. I showed her my URNI, explaining it was an early prototype, which had proved a little too expensive to put into production, so John had simplified and refined the design. Tim and Sharon had both been given a Mark Two prototype.”

“So, another mark in favour of our diarists” I said. “Was there another issue?”

“Oh yes!” said Alison. “The description of the ‘show’. Miss Hannah was prepared to believe most of the account, especially after seeing the photograph from the pantomime. She’d even heard of Wonderful William, so when I explained that we grew up as neighbours, that part was also believable! But a Multimillionaire prepared to act as a target for a blindfolded knife thrower strained her credulity, just a little!”

The whole family was starting to titter a little now...

“I showed her our private Civitatai page with the recording of this year’s acts. I’m afraid she was a little impressed!”

“Why are you ‘afraid’” I asked.

“Because Miss Hannah pointed out that we could raise quite a bit of money for school funds if some of our acts were prepared to put on a bit of a show at the school! At the very least, an end-of-term show with the teachers and some of the demigod’s talented bunch would send the children home happy!”

“Oh, what an excellent idea...” said Sonia.

“No!” I said.

“Well talk later!” said Sonia.

“So, another crisis averted. I assume Miss Hannah realised by this point that Samantha and Tim were truthfully recounting events?” I asked.

“Well, I think that was part of the issue” said Alison. “She never really doubted the veracity of the account, she just believed Samantha and Tim were confused and needed some guidance to separate fact from fiction. Like, for example, when they recounted Father Christmas suddenly appearing on an empty stage, having left his Reindeer-pulled sleigh parked on the roof of the swimming pool!”

That was too much for Simon. He couldn’t hold back the laughter. Tears were streaming down his face!

“How did you explain that one away?” I asked.

“Oh, I didn’t even try” said Alison. “I just explained that Saint John knew Saint Nick and invited him to visit our guests after he’d finished his deliveries!”

There was a slight pause, whilst the rest of my family pulled themselves together. I’ll admit, even I found that a little amusing.

“What did Miss Hannah say to that?” I asked.

“Well, she did look at me a little strangely, but I think she was so far down the rabbit hole by now, that she was almost prepared to believe me! Then, of course, Tim mentioned the ‘extra’ present he had received from Father Christmas. His ‘magic’ swimming costume!”

“Surely that was easily explained away?” I asked.

“Well, yes. I said it was something you were working on. Fabric that worked like those ‘magic mugs’. I said I thought Tim had probably added a little imagination into his account, although what Miss Hannah read to me sounded quite accurate...”

“So, that was the end of the issue?” I asked.

“You’d think, wouldn’t you? But Miss Hannah had a bit of difficulty swallowing the idea of a ‘virgin birth’ on Boxing Day!”

“I’m sorry?” I said.

“Samantha and Tim gave a detailed account of Saint John’s interaction with Baby Stephen, but they created the impression that he was born in a cave because there was no room at the Inn...”

“I didn’t say cave!” said Samantha. “I said that the lady had her baby in the Grotto!”

More laughter from the family.

“OK, I can see where that might have been a little confusing...” I said.

“Yes, but that was a mere stutter compared with what was to come...” Alison was enjoying this.

“Go on, what was next?” I asked. I had a horrible suspicion that I knew...

“Well, the account moved on reasonably smoothly, and then suddenly both Samantha and Tim inserted an extra five weeks into the proceedings!”

“Oh sh... dear!” I said.

“Miss Hannah said we had to write something in our diary for every day of the holiday!” said Samanatha.

“Yes, but that only means days here!” said Sonia. “You could have left out the ‘extra’ days...”

“Oh...” said Samantha.

“Don’t worry, no harm done!” I said. “Is there?” I asked, looking at Alison.

“Well, at first I tried to pass it off as an ‘adventure game’. You’d played a ‘Dungeons and Dragons’ style adventure game with the children, and this was the result. Unfortunately, Samantha and Tim are both a bit too honest for that to work!”

“Why” I asked.

“Well, they gave details of everything they’d done, and who they met, and Miss Hannah just couldn’t believe that we could fit it all into a single day of playing a game! So I had to come up with a cover story...”

“And you said...” I was dreading the answer.

“I said that Samantha and her sister, and Tim and another young boy called Bob, had been recruited by the Commander-in-Chief of the Sky Blues to take part in a top secret mission that affected the future of the whole human race. I told her I was sorry, but I couldn’t give her any more detail, and I shouldn’t really have told her that much!”

That wiped the smirks off most of the family, but for some reason, Alison was still grinning inanely.

“And what did she say to that?” asked Sonia.

“She said ‘Oh, a Sky Blue? that explains everything!’ It turns out she’s from a Military family. Her Dad, and Grandad, and even further back, have all been NCOs in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, until it was amalgamated into the Royal Regiment of Scotland. Her Dad and Brother are still serving. Apparently, there was an incident when the regiment was serving in Northern Ireland in the seventies. Her Grandad didn’t actually see the Sky Blue, but it was the talk of the Mess for months...”

That did it. The whole family was laughing again. I was trying to decide whether I should be blushing. I decided I better, just to be on the safe side...

“So that was that then?” I asked.

“Well, she was a little concerned about the alcohol consumption on New Year’s Eve, but I think she was satisfied that it was only a sip, under strictly controlled conditions, and after everything else in the account, even Miss Hannah needed a drink! So she gave Samantha and Tim an A-plus and a gold star!”

“I’ve got a gold star?” said Samantha. “Miss Hannah doesn’t give out gold stars! She says to earn a gold star, you have to do something extraordinary! She’s like Uncle John! She says we are not competing with anybody else in the class, we’re competing against ourselves! We have to do something so good that we surprise her!”

“Well telling her that you spent the morning on the moon surprised her!” said Alison, breaking down into giggles again.

——-
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I’D DECIDED ON A CLASSIC for dessert. Bread and Butter pudding. Of course, I had no intention of eating it myself, but I made it with my Vanilla custard, also known as ‘Birthday’ custard, so I was fairly confident that everybody else would enjoy it. I plated it up in the kitchen, and carried the seven portions though on a tray. I served myself to some chocolate ice cream. It wasn’t the best time of year to be eating ice cream, which is why I assumed the family would prefer a more ‘traditional’ dessert.

I didn’t really pay much attention to the rest of the chatter around the table. Samantha was still basking in the glory of her ‘gold star’.

I finished my dessert, and went to make the coffee. Plus one hot chocolate. Plus one Coffee Mocha.

I’d been ‘experimenting’ with the biscotti. As well as the ‘traditional’ almond ones, I’d made some chocolate chip and some ginger biscotti as well. I gave Sharon and Samantha a plate containing one of each, and put an additional two serving plates on the table with an assortment for the adults to fight over. (I expected Sharon and Samantha might help themselves to another one or two of their favourites!)

——-
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“TWO DAY’S DOWN JOHN!” said Sonia. “What have you got planned for us tomorrow?”

“Do you really want to know?” I asked. “Or would you prefer a ‘surprise’?”

“Hmm. Actually, you’re right. It has been quite exciting anticipating what you’d serve us. I must admit, today’s dessert was a little bit of a surprise! You tend to avoid the ‘classic’ desserts!”

“True, because I don’t like to compete with you, but I can’t remember the last time you made a ‘bread and butter pudding’ and I know Simon and Kelvin both enjoy it...”

“And me!” said Sharon.

“It was lovely, Uncle John!” said Samantha.

“Yes it was, John” said Sonia. “You’re correct. I haven’t made it recently, and now that I’ve tasted your version, I think it may be a while before I make it again!”

“It was great, John!” said Kelvin. “I’m assuming this is the first time you’ve made it?”

“Well, yes, but it’s not exactly difficult...”

“Maybe not!” said Sonia. “But it never tastes like that when I make it!”

I could feel a blush coming on.

“Sorry, Sonia. I didn’t intend to outclass you, or demean your dessert in any way. I just thought it would be a quick and easy dessert that you hadn’t had for a while that I knew most of you would enjoy!”

“John, can I just make this clear once and for all?” asked Sonia. “You are a better cook than me. When you prepare a ‘basic’ meal, it is as good, or better, than my efforts. When you prepare one of your ‘special’ meals, it’s a class above my efforts...”

I opened my mouth, but Sonia raised a finger. “I know that you’ll claim your food tastes better because I haven’t had to prepare it, but that would only apply if my husband and children agreed with you! How many years have I cooked for you? How many times have you heard one of my daughters ask for my ‘special’ gravy or my ‘special’ custard?”

I tried to speak again. Sonia again raised a finger. “I also know that you appreciate my cooking. Maybe it’s because the food tastes nicer when you haven’t had to cook it yourself” she said, using my own argument against me. “I’ve heard somewhere that food tastes better if it is cooked with love. If that is the case, then you obviously have a great deal of love for all of us!”

“Hear hear!” said Simon. “Obviously, I’m not going to criticise my Wife’s cooking, or Urni or Alison for that matter, but there’s always something ‘extra’ when you prepare the meal, John. Maybe I didn’t notice, back when we were students, or maybe it’s just that you’ve ‘upped your game’ recently, but there’s just something. I mean, take today’s meal. You made that pasta yourself, didn’t you?”

I nodded.

“I doubt Sonia would have the time to do that. Especially not for a ‘normal’ mid-week meal; and, to be honest, normally I might not have noticed the difference. But when you add it all together, especially with that dessert, it just adds that extra little something!”

“I’m sorry Sonia. Maybe I shouldn’t make the dinner for the rest of the week?”

“Oh, no! You’re not getting out of it that easily!” said Sonia. “I know you probably have an ulterior motive for wanting to prepare dinner for us this week, and I know I might not be as happy to let you cook if I knew it, but you’re not giving up on Wednesday! Nobody is claiming my food is inedible! It’s just I may have got into a little bit of a rut, sticking to the ‘tried and tested’. Maybe after a week of your meals, I’ll be ‘inspired’! You can hang up your apron on Sunday. Or at least, we’ll return to the normal ‘rota’ after Sunday, with whoever is available preparing the meal, and with you taking your turn when work permits. Until then, you’re it!”

“You know, if I hadn’t already told Mom we’d be visiting for the weekend, I think I’d have left it for a week!” said Kelvin.

“Oh, I’d forgotten that!” I said. “When are you going?”

“The plan was we’d just make a flying visit, travelling down on Saturday morning and travelling back on Sunday. I’ll try and persuade Mom to let me take her out for a meal, or at least treat her to a take-away! But you know what she’s like...”

Indeed I did. I’d eaten my share of meals prepared by Mrs Carter. She wasn’t one to shirk when it came to feeding her ‘family’ (of which I was always considered a member, even before the details of Eddie’s death had been revealed). Letting Kelvin ‘waste’ his money on a take-away would take some persuading. Taking her out for a meal, without a ‘special occasion’ to justify it, just wouldn’t happen.
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Chapter 2 – The Things We Do For Love
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I spent Wednesday evening playing Backgammon with my wife.

The first game looked like it could go either way. At least, it did to begin with. Urni took an early lead with a refused double and a gammon, but then I started to win a few, levelling the game at seven-all, but then Urni started winning again; finally winning on the Crawford game giving a final score of thirteen-seven.

In the second game, I took an early lead. Then it was nip-and-tuck all the way to the final few games. Urni won thirteen-ten.

In the third game, I again took an early lead. Then, of course, Urni again pulled back, levelling the score then getting a four-point gammon to take the lead. I rejected Urni’s double, then she rejected mine. Urni won the next game for one point. I won the next for a four point gammon. It was twelve-ten to me! Another Crawford game! I thought I’d blown it. We’d both got all our pieces ‘home’ but my home board was a little top-heavy. If you roll a six with nothing on your six point, you can take off any of the other pieces on your home table; but obviously if you have a piece on your six-point, you need a six to move it off. So with Urni having her five- and six- point clear, and me being light on my one- and two- point, she had the advantage. I was starting to plan for the next game. The score would be twelve-eleven after the Crawford game, which would mean that Urni would double on her first full roll. Obviously that gave Urni, as the better player, a clear advantage. But then I rolled a double-six! Urni still had the advantage of course; at least, she did until I rolled another double-six! I won! Thirteen-Ten! It was close, but I won!

“I think I’ll quit there, Urni!” I said.

“Are you sure, John? You’ve been getting closer to winning every time. This might be the start of your winning streak!”

“Yes, and Marie-Anne might come to see me tomorrow to tell me it’s all been a terrible mistake and I’m not World President any more! Which do you think is the more likely?”

“Well, that’s easy! The chances of Marie-Anne telling you that you’re no longer World President tomorrow is zero point zero zero zero zero zero zero one. The chances of you winning the next game is zero point two six three.”

“Really, zero point zero zero zero zero zero zero one? As high as that?”

Urni laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up, John! I rounded up slightly, and I included the possibility that Marie-Anne may have travelled back from the end of your twenty-five year term just to see the look on your face when she told you!”

We went to bed.

——-
[image: ]


I WAS ON MY OWN NEXT morning. Well, not immediately, I sat down with Urni for breakfast, but then she was off to visit Auntie Maureen and Uncle Richard to check over the books. She’d be back mid-afternoon; but, in the meantime, I was on my own.

Have you ever had one of those days when you were just so bored that you were willing to do anything to relieve the monotony? Anything at all? No matter how stupid it appeared in hindsight?

——-
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I PARKED MY CAR OUTSIDE Unit 14, and walked in.

“John!”

“Angela, Cable!”

“Whoops! Thank you Frank!”

I was enveloped in a hug.

“You came to see me! I saw you on Sunday. And Monday!” It had been past midnight when I’d left Penny’s house. “It’s Thursday and you’ve come to see me!”

“Hello, Angela” I said. “It’s part of our after-sales service! I wanted to check with Penny that the Washing Machine is still working! Is she around?”

“She’s over at Unit Twenty, John!” said Frank. “She should be back in half an hour or so. Are you OK to wait?”

“It doesn’t look like I’m going anywhere just at the moment, Frank!” I said.

“Angela, why don’t you take John through to the back? Make us all a cup of tea, please?”

“OK, Frank!”

Angela released me from the hug, took me by the hand and led me through to Penny’s office space.

“Sit down, there!” said Angela. “I’ll make the tea!”

——-
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ANGELA HAD TAKEN FRANK his cup of tea, and had then brought a cup for herself and me over. We were just sitting and chatting about what Angela Doll had been up to over Christmas, and what I’d been up to. She’d already heard some of it from Bob and Penny, but apparently it was ‘better’ hearing it from me directly.

Penny walked in.

“John? Frank said you were here, without your body guard! Is something wrong?”

“No, I just felt at a bit of a loose end. I’m plotting out my campaign for a few projects, but I can’t relax enough to concentrate properly at the moment!”

“And you thought coming to see Angela Doll and me was the perfect way to relax?”

“Well, not exactly, but I thought it might help me focus.”

Penny started to laugh. “The old ‘fight or flight’ response helps you to focus?”

“It’s not that bad!” I said. “I’ve got URNI with me!” I pulled my personal Urni from my pocket. “I’m sure she’d send Robert, and a team of his ninja robots to assist if I really needed them!”

“Don’t count on it, John!” said Urni, speaking from my URNI. “If you choose to put yourself in these situations, I don’t think it’s fair to make Robert dig you out! Sonia might rush to your assistance, but I’m not sure she’d be fast enough. You could call Alyssa and Angela for help, but the question is whether they’d choose to help you or Penny!”

“Thank you for that, Urni” I said. Penny was laughing again.

“Does that mean we can play?” asked Angela Doll.

“NO!” I said.

“No” said Penny. “It means Urni likes to play with John. You know that John doesn’t play with Alyssa or Angela, or me. John sees us as ‘friends’, not ‘playmates’. It’s rare to find a man like John. Most men would take their wife saying something like that as ‘permission’.”

“I’m not a jealous woman” Urni said. “As long as my mouse comes home safely...”

“Thank you, Urni” I said. “I think you’ve contributed enough to this conversation!” I returned my URNI to my pocket.

I heard a muffled Urni say “You’re welcome!”

“Maybe this was a mistake” I said. “I thought visiting you and Angela Doll might give me a clearer idea of my priorities.”

“Your priorities for what?” asked Penny.

“Angela, what are you most unhappy about?”

“You won’t play with me!”

“Apart from that! Is there anything that upsets you?”

“Well, I didn’t like being on my own for Christmas. Urni let me see the show, and it looked like lots of fun! And Shilling told me all the things you did together. I understand I’m only a doll, but...”

“You see, we have options. We could give you a new body, like Angela’s or Alyssa’s, but if we did that, you wouldn’t be able to work in the shop any more. In fact, I’m not sure you’d be able to come back here at all...”

“Why not, John?” asked Penny.

“Because Angela Doll would look ‘human’. If she addressed customers by name, or just greeted people as if she knew them, it would raise questions that we wouldn’t really want to answer. Also, I’m not sure your processors would ‘fit’ in the ‘standard’ Android body. There have been a few changes since our initial designs. Trying to upgrade you to that point might ‘break’ you, Angela!”

“Oh, yes, Paulo believes that the processor positioning and orientation is important. Changes to the motherboards, daughter boards or cabling loom could result in damage to Angela’s personality!” said Penny.

“Exactly!” I said. “We need to be careful what we upgrade and how!”

“So, what are you suggesting, John?” asked Angela Doll.

“Well, I think I might be able to improve your batteries, I might also be able to make your skin and hair look more realistic. You’d still be a doll, but it might take people longer to spot it!”

“So, I could work in the shop without being plugged in all the time?”

“Exactly!”

“And I’d still be ‘me’?”

“Hmm, the procedure would not be ‘risk free’, but we’ll do everything we can to minimise the risk. If you’re happy with your current body, then maybe we could just give you a ‘refurbishment’ rather than transfer your processors into a new body. I think that would be safer!”

“Hmm” said Penny. “That’s still quite risky! We’re going to peel Angela’s skin, replace all her batteries, then put everything back together?”

“Yes. I think we’ll want to test the new technology first!” I said. “I don’t think this is something that we can just leap into. That’s one of the reasons I’m here. I want reassurance that I’m not just doing this because I can!”

“What do you mean, John?” asked Angela.

“Would you want batteries that let you work all day and then recharge overnight?” I asked. “Would you like ‘imperfect’ skin and hair that needed a bit more looking after than the hair you have at the moment?”

“What do you mean, ‘looking after’?” asked Angela Doll.

“Well, I don’t really know, but you might need to brush it occasionally. Maybe even wash it.”

“But I could still work in the shop, and see all my friends, and I’d still be me?”

“I think so...”

“You think so?” asked Penny.

——-
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WE SPENT ANOTHER TWO hours or so, talking about all the options, and all the risks. Angela asked questions. Penny asked questions. I answered, then asked questions of my own.

In the end we agreed that it was at least worth ‘trying’. We’d produce a ‘deluxe’ doll, incorporating my improved designs. If they ‘worked’, and if Angela liked the ‘new look’, then we’d risk an upgrade. Maybe we’d be able to refurbish another one or two of Penny’s dolls first, just to make sure we knew what we were doing.

Angela Doll imposed one deadline. “Will you be finished in time for next Christmas? Can I come to the party if I’ve got new batteries?”

“Do you promise to behave yourself?” I asked. “No trying to ‘play’ with any of my other guests?”

“What about if they want to play with me?”

“I don’t think they will, but if they do, you can let Urni know, and she’ll decide!”

“OK, I promise!”

“Right, I’ll do my best to get everything ready this year!” I said. “I can’t promise yet, but I’ll do my best!”

“If John promises to do his best, I think we’ll have you ready for the party, Angela” said Penny.

——-
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I SAID MY GOODBYES, and headed out, saying goodbye to Frank on the way.

I decided, since I’d come this far, I might as well show my face at the factory. I still had a few hours before I’d need to start preparing dinner!

The factory was on the way out, so I decided it made sense to drive, even though it was only a few hundred yards.

Alyssa was waiting in reception when I arrived. You know, sometimes I suspected my wife tracked my movements!

“Hello, John! What can we do for you today?”

“I was in the neighbourhood, so I thought I’d visit a few of my favourite ladies, and maybe grab a cup of coffee, before heading home!”

——-
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I WALKED THROUGH THE factory, greeting the people I knew by name. (I knew a few more since the Christmas Party). I chatted with Angela O and Marie-Anne, then went through to the offices and said hello to Caroline and Sonia.

“You survived, then?” Sonia asked.

“Survived what?” I asked.

“Your wife sent me an ‘SOS’ saying you’d gone to Unit Fourteen alone, and unprotected!”

“And you immediately rushed to my aid?” I asked, gazing at the mug of coffee on her desk and the pile of paperwork in front of her.

“I’m not your mother! Or your body guard!” Sonia replied. “I’m your little sister! My job is to make fun of your mistakes, not dig you out of them!”

“Good to know!” I said. “But, as you can see, I survived relatively unscathed!”

“Which is why I’m sitting here drinking my coffee” said Sonia, mirroring her words with her actions. “I told Urni you knew what you were doing. Usually!”

“Right!” I said. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go and get my own cup of coffee...”

“See you later, John” said Sonia, returning to her paperwork.

I headed upstairs. I glanced into the nursery as I walked past. I recognised most of the children present (from Sharon’s birthday party and the Christmas party), including two specific faces. Bob and Sharon spotted me at more or less the same time, and waved. I waved back.

The door opened. “Welcome, World President!” said Andrea. “What can we do for you today?”

“Well, for starters, how about calling me ‘John’” I asked, “(and not ‘World President’)” I whispered.

Andrea laughed. “Sorry, ‘John’, I’m afraid your visit caught me by surprise!”

Sharon and Bob ran over.

“’lo, Ucl John!”

“Hello, Uncle John!”

“Hello, you two, what are you up to, are you enjoying yourselves?”

——-
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I SPENT THE NEXT HOUR or so meeting Sharon’s and Bob’s friends in the nursery. I tried to avoid commenting on the quality of their artwork. Sharon was quick to leap in with some misdirection if anybody looked likely to ask what I thought of their picture. It was getting late, so I made my excuses, said ‘goodbye’ and headed down to Abigail and Archie.

My coffee was ready for me almost before I reached the counter. I’m not sure if I should thank my wife, or Andrea, for the efficiency!

In any event, I drank my coffee at the counter, whilst chatting with them both, then headed for home.

——-
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I DECIDED I’D MAKE a cottage pie for dinner tonight. I’d threatened to do so before, but the timing seemed right. Of course, cottage pie contained more-or-less everything in one dish, but I thought I’d serve it with fine beans for the adults and baked beans for the children. I also decided I’d grate some mature cheddar over the top of the mashed potato. Some of you might think that means I was making Cumberland pie, not cottage pie. Maybe it wasn’t cottage pie any more, but neither was it Cumberland pie. Maybe it was Northumberland pie?

Why should the west-side of the Pennines claim all the potato-topped meat dishes?

I checked Simon’s wine crib-sheet. Apparently we should be drinking Pinot Noir. I found a couple of bottles in the wine rack and put them to one side.

I decided that maybe water might also be an appropriate accompaniment, so I sliced a lemon and lime, added it to a couple of water jugs, filled them, then put them into the refrigerator to chill and ‘infuse’ for a while.

I decided I’d go a little off-piste with my dessert as well. I made eight individual Strawberry Charlotte-style desserts. I had some spring-loaded metal moulds that I’d made for just such and occasion. I thought ramekins were too small, and spoiled the look of my dessert, so I’d done a little bit of work in my workshop!

I made my sponge fingers, adding some powdered freeze-dried strawberries to the ‘standard’ ingredients.

I lined my moulds with the sponge fingers, then added a layer of strawberry mouse. I put the moulds in the refrigerator for a while, whilst I got on with preparing the main course.

I put the cottage pie together, piping the mashed potato across the top. You can, of course, just dump the mashed potato on top, but...

I made some strawberry coulis and added it to the top of my (set) strawberry mouse. As the final touch, I whisked up some double cream, and gently folded some strawberry coulis into it. I piped this on top of the coulis already in the mould. The finishing touch was the strawberry rose that I planted in the centre of each dessert.

I put the desserts back into the refrigerator, and got back to my main course.

It was getting close to ‘showtime’ so I put the beans on to cook, and the baked beans on to warm.

I went to lay the table.

——-
[image: ]


I DECIDED THAT SHARON and Samantha should have the option of red grape juice rather than just water, so I put some on ice for them. I opened the wine, and transferred the bottles to the table. I took the serving dishes containing the beans and baked beans through to the table. I’d also prepared two ramekins of beans which I added to Sharon and Samantha’s plates, together with a serving of cottage pie.

The others had started to arrive at the table, so I served plates containing cottage pie to everyone, putting the half-empty serving dish on the table for those who wanted a second helping. (I hoped that there might be one or two takers!) I took my seat.

The plate of beans went around the table. I took a helping, and offered some to Samantha. She accepted three, so I served her and passed the plate to Sonia. Of course, since Samantha had accepted three beans, Sharon accepted three as well!

I served Samantha and myself to some water, then poured Samantha a glass of grape juice. I poured myself a glass of wine, and passed the bottle on.

We started eating.

“Mmmm!” said Samantha.

“What is this, John?” asked Sonia.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Surely you recognise cottage pie when you see it?”

“Yes, I do. I know what it tastes like as well. That’s why I asked!”

“She’s right, John!” said Alison. “You know that Sonia and I have both made cottage pie for our family meals. Are you claiming this is the same?”

“What do you mean by ‘the same’?” I asked.

“You know what she means, John” said Kelvin.

“Why would it be ‘the same’. We’re individuals. There will always be differences...”

“What Mommy and Auntie Alison mean is that their cottage pie tastes like meat and potatoes” said Samantha. “This tastes yummy!”

“Yes!” said Sharon. “This is ‘birthday’ cottage pie!”

I’d been on the verge of blushing, but Sharon’s comment had me, and the rest of those around the table, laughing!

“What do you think, Urni?” asked Simon.

“Well, my taste-buds don’t work in the same way as yours, but I’m detecting some herbs and spices that I wouldn’t necessarily expect...”

“Well, of course I added seasoning!” I said.

“Yes, but there’s seasoning, and then there’s ‘seasoning’!” said Sonia.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means the difference between meat and potatoes and ‘yummy’!” said Alison grinning.

That did it. There was no way I could avoid blushing after a comment like that!

“You’ve done something with the baked beans as well, haven’t you?” asked Kelvin. He’d helped himself to a portion from the serving dish on the table. Kelvin was not the sort to leave any dish untasted!

I don’t think Sharon and Samantha had tried their baked beans yet, but, of course, following Kelvin’s remark, they both did so.

“Mmmm!” echoed from both sides of the table.

“Well, I couldn’t just open the tin and serve them, could I?” I asked.

“Why not?” asked Sonia. “That’s what I do!”

“I um, I wasn’t sure how well they’d go with the cottage pie, so I just ‘tweaked’ them a little...”

Of course, that was enough for the baked beans to travel around the table. I hope Sharon and Samantha had sufficient. It didn’t look like they’d be getting any more!

“Oh, John!” said Alison.

“Oh for... It’s just a baked bean!”

“If you say so, John!” said Simon, grinning.

——-
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THANKFULLY, THE CONVERSATION then moved on to how people had spent their day. I thought I was on safer ground. Until...

“And we all know what my husband was up to while the cat was away...” said Urni.

Sonia grinned.

“Well, some of us might...” said Simon.

“He was visiting his harem!” said Urni, grinning.

“Ucl John visit me and Shilling!” said Sharon. “Are we in Ucl John’s harem? What does that mean?”

“I think Urni means that I visited Penny and Caroline!” I said. “I don’t think she’s including you, or Shilling, or your Mommy in my harem!”

“No, your Uncle John visited lots of his ‘favourite’ people today!” said Urni.

“Shilling says you think his Mommy is scary!” said Sharon.

“It’s like the rides at the fairground!” said Samantha. “Some grown-ups like scary!”

I was blushing. The adults around the table were laughing.

——-
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THE MAJORITY OF THE main course was finished. The baked beans had been finished, the cottage pie dish was empty. There were half a dozen fine beans left; but when I started to clear the serving dishes away, Kelvin gestured for me to pass him the dish and transferred them to his plate.

“Give us a few minutes before serving your dessert, please John?” asked Sonia. “I can hardly wait to see how you plan to top your main course, but the anticipation will make it even better when it finally arrives!”

I cleared the rest of the plates and used cutlery, then sat and waited.

I waited a bit longer.

I waited a bit longer.

I waited... “Oh, OK, John!” Sonia said. “The suspense is killing me!”

I was out of my seat and in the kitchen before she’d finished speaking!

I took my moulds out of the fridge, opening each one carefully and transferring the desserts to a dessert plate. I added a swirl of coulis around the dessert. Yes, it looked good. I just hope it tasted as nice as it looked.

I carried a tray holding the eight desserts and distributed them around the table. I took the tray back to the kitchen and returned to the table. I’d decided I wasn’t going to let my companions drown my dessert in extra cream today!

I sat down. Seven spoons descended. Seven spoons ascended.

“Mmmm” rang out on all sides.

“Oh, John, this is wonderful!” said Alison.

“It lov’ly, Ucl John!” said Sharon.

“Another triumph, John!” said Simon, taking another spoonful.

“John...”

“Yes, Sonia?”

“You do remember promising to make a ‘special’ meal on Saturday and Sunday, don’t you?”

“Of course, Sonia!”

“Well, how on earth are you going to beat this?”

I was blushing again.

——-
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THE REST OF THE WEEK progressed more-or-less as you probably expect it did. I was starting to itch for some ‘real’ work, which was a good thing, but I couldn’t risk starting anything whilst I was committed to preparing the family meals. So, instead, I was spending some ‘quality time’ with Urni.

Kelvin and Alison had disappeared off to visit his mother on Saturday. They planned to return home on Sunday.

——-
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USUALLY, SONIA PREPARED a ‘roast’ for Sunday. I decided that there was no reason why I couldn’t do the same.

I decided on Roast Beef. My side dishes were mash potatoes, roast (new) potatoes, carrots, peas, sweetcorn and Yorkshire pudding. Of course, I served horseradish sauce and a red wine gravy.

I checked Simon’s crib-sheet. It appeared that I was allowed to go ‘off-piste’ with Roast Beef. Any red wine would do, so I went well into my comfort zone and served Cabernet Sauvignon. I provided red grape juice for Sharon and Samantha.

For dessert I decided on key lime pie.

The meal was served in my apartment. We’d been eating in the canteen all week, but Sunday dinner was always eaten at Sonia and Simon’s house, so somehow it felt as if I had to follow the same pattern.

——-
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I’D JUST SERVED DESSERT when my URNI sprang into life. “John, we’re home, can we come up?”

“Of course, Kelvin” I answered. “You’re just in time for dessert!”

I went to get some extra plates.

Alison and Kelvin entered the room. Kelvin had one hand behind his back.

“John, everybody, may I introduce...” Kelvin revealed a very beaten and battered Paddington bear. “You were right, John!”

“Was there ever any doubt?” I asked, tongue firmly in cheek.

“What’s with the bear?” asked Simon.

“Let me explain...” I said.

I served Kelvin and Alison to a slice of Key Lime pie and filled the others in on the Paddington discussion that they’d missed.
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Chapter 3 – The Bear Facts
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“...So, as John suggested, we went to visit Mom!” said Kelvin.

“Chastity had lunch ready when we arrived” said Alison. “So we ate, then we watched some of the recordings from the JWCC. Mainly the highlights of Kelvin’s keynote and some of John’s interrogations. Kelvin suggested we go out for dinner...”

“...and Mom immediately accepted. I should have known that something was wrong!”

“What was wrong?” I asked.

“Well, you know Mom, she’d seen though my subterfuge, she knew we hadn’t rushed home to show her the JWCC, so she assumed I had something else to discuss!”

“We got all the way to dessert, and coffee...” said Alison.

Let’s let Kelvin take over the narration for a while...

——-
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“OK, SON, I THINK IT’S time...”

“Time for what, Mom?” I asked.

“Oh, you know, time for you to ask that special someone that special question...”

Alison started to laugh. “What’s so funny?” I asked.

“Chastity thinks you’re going to propose!” Alison giggled.

I’m not John, I didn’t blush; but I felt as if I should.

“Mom! It’s way to early for me to propose! We hardly know each other!”

“Oh, that is nonsense, Son, and you know it! How long did you know the Witch before you proposed? You’ve known Alison for much longer. Maybe she’ll have more sense than to accept your proposal; but you’ll never know until you ask!”

Alison just grinned at me.

“Come on, Son! We both know you’ve got a question burning away at you! It’s time to ask it!” Mom said.

“OK” I replied. “I was going to wait until we got home; but I’ve been talking to Saint John...”

“About what?”

“About Paddington.” Mom looked a little pale. “He said I should tell you that I’ve worked it out. I know why Dad did it and I forgive him! I understand. I don’t hate him for what he did. I know he did what he thought was right at the time.”

Mom burst into tears.

Alison moved to comfort her. I just sat there, feeling uncomfortable.

“I’m sorry, Mom” I said. “John said you’d feel better...”

“Oh, I do! That man is a Saint! I have no doubt! These are tears of relief! You don’t know how many times I’ve tried to tell you. I just couldn’t find the right time, or the right words, to tell you.”

Mom pulled herself together.

“How much do you remember, Son?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. I don’t know if what I remember is what happened, or the memory of Temperance and Prudence telling stories about what happened. We were going out, I ran to fetch Paddington, but he wasn’t there. Dad went to look, but he couldn’t find him. He promised we’d search properly when we got home!”

“You were due to start school the following week. We were going shopping to get your uniform. Your Dad was worried you’d want to take Paddington to school with you. He couldn’t bear the thought of you being bullied for taking your toy to school, so he took Paddington to work. When he got home, we headed off to buy your School Uniform. You were so upset. You don’t know how much your Daddy hurt. Time and again he asked if he’d done the right thing. Should he ‘find’ Paddington and give him back to you? I didn’t know what to say; but then you started school. Things got easier. Some days you forgot to ask if we’d found Paddington. Then weeks went by, then months.”

Mom was still a bit tearful, but I think it was because she was remembering Dad.

I paid the bill and we headed home.

——-
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“SON, CAN YOU GO INTO the loft for me?” Mom asked. “There’s a small suitcase I need you to bring down...”

“Sure, Mom” I said. My hands were shaking.

I lowered the loft ladder, and climbed up. It took me a while to find the light switch. I don’t think anybody had been up there for years. I looked around. There were bags and boxes all over the place, but I couldn’t see a suitcase. I climbed up into the loft and looked around.

I considered having a look in some of the boxes, but that wasn’t why I was up here. It looked like Mom had been pushing boxes through the hatch without actually coming up into the loft. I tried tidying things up a little, moving boxes away from the hatch and stacking them neatly. Then I saw it, a small blue battered suitcase. It was covered in dust. I tried to brush the dust off, and picked it up. It felt quite heavy. I went over to the loft hatch.

“Is this the suitcase you want, Mom?” I asked, passing it through the hatch.

“That’s the one, Son! Come back down!”

I passed the case down to Alison, then climbed down, turning the light out and stowing the ladder away. I went to wash my hands. Mom and Alison had gone downstairs with the suitcase. By the time I got there, Mom had dusted the suitcase, and was opening it. She lifted out some of my sisters’ dresses, a couple of blankets and then... Paddington!

“There you go, Son!” Mom said, handing him to me. She also handed me something else.

“What’s this?” I asked, looking at the envelope.

“Open it” she said.

I did, and took out the letter it contained.

——
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DEAR SON,

I’m writing this letter for myself, as a reminder of what I’ve done and why I did it.

I’m hoping that, one day, I’ll get the chance to explain in person. I hope you’ll listen. If you won’t, then hopefully you’ll read this letter. If you will listen, then this letter is to remind me what I’m feeling.

I didn’t want to do it Son. I know how much you love that bear. I know how much it hurt you when I took it. Believe me, I hurt at least as much, but I hated the thought of what would happen if you took Paddington to school. I don’t know if I’ve ever told you about my School days? I was the only Black kid in my class, and I was constantly picked on. The kids would make Monkey noises when I walked past. They’d make jokes about hiding their bananas in case I ‘stole’ them. All in all, my school days were miserable. I’m fairly sure that the colour of your skin wasn’t as big an issue as it was in my day; but taking a Teddy Bear to school? I came out in a cold sweat every time I thought about it.

So, I took your bear and hid it. I intend to give it back to you some day. I’m not sure when. Maybe when you are thinking about a family of your own.

I hope you’ll be able to understand why I took Paddington, and you’ll be able to forgive me.

Maybe, if you can, I’ll be able to forgive myself.

I love you, Son.

Your Dad.

——-
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I COULD FEEL THE TEARS running down my face.

“I’m so sorry, Son” Mom said.

“There’s no need” I said. “I understand. I think Dad was right. Yes, I was heartbroken when I lost Paddington, but I got over it. I wouldn’t have mentioned it at all, but Urni played a joke on me, and John heard the story. He told me you needed me to tell you that I knew...”

“That boy is a Saint. I have no doubt. How else could he know everything he knows? When you go home, you tell that boy! He’s helped you lift a weight from my heart; a weight I thought would crush me. I tried time after time to tell you, but I wasn’t strong enough. Saint John has freed me!”

——-
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WE STAYED UP TALKING for a few hours. My original plan was to head back home after breakfast on Sunday morning, but Mom decided that we needed to go go to Mass together. She said we needed to let Dad know he was forgiven, and ‘give thanks’ for Saint John.

——-
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“SO THAT’S WHY WE’RE a bit late!” said Kelvin, taking another forkful of Key Lime Pie. “This is really excellent, by the way, John!”

Paddington was sitting on his lap whilst he ate. Sharon was watching him carefully.

“I hold Paddington for you?” she asked.

Kelvin hesitated.

“I give him back!” Sharon added.

Kelvin handed him over. Sharon was soon happily hugging and chatting to the bear.

“Chastity really was grateful, John” said Alison. “She said she felt thirty years younger now that the secret was out!”

I got up to make the drinks. Hot Chocolate for Samantha. Coffee Mocha for Sharon. Coffee for me, and dishwater for everybody else. Served, of course, with an assortment of home-baked cookies.

Sharon ‘shared’ her cookie with Paddington. “They’re very good, aren’t they?” she muttered. “Ucl John makes them!”

——-
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THE FAMILY HAD ALL headed through to the lounge. I cleared the table and washed up before joining them.

“Well, thank you for a week of excellent meals, John” said Sonia.

“It was my pleasure” I said.

“I hope they achieved their purpose...” Sonia continued.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, it’s obvious that you were trying to distract yourself. I’m guessing that the fact you visited Penny and Angela on Thursday means that you’re now finding it more difficult to avoid your ‘real’ work. Which means that Urni, Alison and I are going to have to try to live up to your standard of catering...”

“What’s to live up to?” I asked.

Sonia grinned.

“Come on, Kids” said Simon. “It’s time we were headed home!”

Sharon kissed Paddington, and ran over to return him to Kelvin. It seemed to me that Kelvin hesitated for a second before he took the bear back.

We said our ‘goodbyes’ with appropriate hugs and kisses.
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Chapter 4 – Back to Work
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Sonia wasn’t wrong. I was eager to get down to some real work. However, with the exception of my improved battery design, I hadn’t really got much of a clue where to start.

I’d already spent a lot of time thinking about how I could improve the efficiency of my batteries, but my conversations with Paulo and the two Pennys had added some additional perspective and helped refine my ideas.

It took me around a fortnight to produce a prototype for testing. It seemed to me that I could either reduce the weight of my existing batteries, or improve their efficiency by a factor of at least one-hundred percent, possibly more.

In the case of my parrots, the reduction of weight was probably the most significant, but I was concerned about the increased cost of production. Looking at my new design, it was obvious that the manufacturing process was more complex, but was it necessarily more expensive? The materials used in the construction were more or less identical, I was just working to tighter tolerances; but the construction techniques I’d developed for my phone screens would work equally well for the new batteries.

I tested my prototype, confirmed it worked as expected, then passed the improved design through to the factory.

The main objective was to improve the run-time in Penny’s dolls. In that application, four or five hours were better than two, but not significantly better. I needed to work on the ‘charging’ technology. Being able to ‘store’ potential battery charge, or use battery capacity based on a future recharge would make the most significant difference to Penny’s dolls, allowing over twenty-four hours of operation with an ‘overnight’ recharging session.

I studied the Unified Field Theory, and my original notes, to work out how I was going to do it.

——-
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AT THE END OF FEBRUARY, Kelvin, Urni and I had headed back to our other job.

It was mostly routine. We did have the start of the second residential JWCC. I wasn’t quite as involved this time. Urni insisted that I spend each weekend at the conference. I had to host a Question and Answer session every Sunday morning, and Karaoke sessions on Saturday and Sunday evening. I was allowed to continue with my ‘real’ work for the rest of the week.

The majority of this conference was spent preparing the children to elect their Junior World President. Most of the keystones were discussions about why the World President was necessary and what he or she was expected to do. I didn’t pay much attention to the keystones, but I knew from comments from my liaison officers that my name was mentioned more frequently than I would have liked.

I’d conducted our ‘normal’ Chiefs meeting, then we had returned home for the duration of March.

——-
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MARCH, AT HOME, HAD passed without incident. I’d split my time between working on the new ‘recharge’ circuit, and playing around with ‘skin’ for Penny’s Androids. The ‘skin’ bit was fun, although a bit messy. Initially, I had intended that the skin was purely for Android use; but when I had started to study the possibilities, I saw the potential for it’s use as a wound dressing. On an android, multiple layers formed an artificial ‘skin’ that I hoped would be almost indistinguishable by touch or appearance to the ‘real’ thing. On humans, a single layer gave a semi-permeable layer protecting the damaged surface below and forming a ‘scaffold’ to permit the growth of new skin. Eventually, the artificial skin would be sloughed off, leaving fresh new skin underneath. The trick was in realising that this behaviour could be partially mimicked with the Android version to produce a more ‘natural’ appearance. However, because Android skin did not grow, the artificial skin would be more permanent and hard-wearing when applied as a multi-layer outer covering to Penny’s androids.

I’d experimented with spraying the skin onto the body, but that was only partially successful. I was having more success with a ‘wrap-around’ sheet option, but it was still a work-in-progress.

By the end of March, I was reasonably happy that my new recharge circuit was ready. I passed the design to Kelvin for review. I still wasn’t happy with my skin design, but it was time to return to my other job.

——-
[image: ]


WE’D EFFECTIVELY HEADED home in the middle of the second JWCC. From my point of view, that was beneficial, it made it a far less stressful experience to have a three-week conference followed by a month off, then another two weeks.

The children had all, apparently, enjoyed themselves, and there were a few obvious candidates emerging for the post of Junior World President. The plan was for another conference in May/June where the potential candidates would present their election campaigns. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We hadn’t finished the February/March conference yet!

The weekend interrogations, and the parties had continued.

I was involved in one keystone myself. The children had insisted on discussing the twenty-five year rule! The keystone was held on the final Monday of the conference because URNI had decided that there would be a JWC vote on the motion, following similar rules to a full World Council referendum.

Marie-Anne was speaking in favour of abolishing the rule. I was speaking in favour of retaining it. Paulo had agreed to act as referee.

To be honest, I think Marie-Anne had decided to make life easy for me. She presented her arguments well, but left me obvious flaws to focus on. Yes, it made sense for a ‘good’ World President to serve for more than twenty-five years, but wasn’t it possible for even an excellent World President to grow weary of the responsibility after twenty-five years? Didn’t it make sense to allow for a ten year period of respite? Marie-Anne questioned how any ‘fresh’ World President could be elected if any ‘adequate’ World President was allowed to serve for more than twenty-five years. We discussed the possibility of an automatic vote of approbation every five years, rather than the current system of votes of censure.

From my point of view, I was in favour of that option. The suggestion was that ninety percent of the electorate would need to vote, with ninety percent voting in favour of the current World President, to avoid the need for a re-election race. I thought that level of support significantly reduced the chances of any World President serving unchallenged for twenty-five years. The down-side from my point of view was that Marie-Anne argued that level of support should remove the twenty-five year limit on a World Presidential term. If a World President served twenty-five years, and still had the support of over eighty-one percent of the electorate (expressed as over ninety percent turnout with an over ninety percent vote of approbation), then they should continue in office, standing down for ten years only if an election vote was triggered.

When all the votes were counted, I ‘lost’, but fortunately only by a vote of 62%, so not sufficient to change current policy. Pretty much one hundred percent of the JWC had voted. I found out later that URNI had allowed a full ‘public’ vote. This was an ‘unofficial’ referendum, so the vote wasn’t binding, but there had still been an 82% turnout, with 61% in favour of abolishing the twenty-five year rule. So, the twenty-five year
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