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Prologue
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So, where were we?

It was approaching the end of May. Sunday 27th May was the last Sunday of May, and the day before the Bank Holiday. We’d just had the School Fair, and Bank Holiday Monday would mark the start of the half-term holiday. So I decided to head back to my duties as World President.

Kelvin, Urni and I had left my extended family at home, and travelled forward to take up our other responsibilities. We arrived on Sunday 4th May.

I was beginning to feel reasonably comfortable in my role as World President. Of course, there were still ‘problem areas’. The sky-blue missions were a little stressful; especially the ones that involved my decapitation! But Urni seemed to understand the issue and was allowing me time to recover.

Didn’t Urni say she was a trained Psychologist? She certainly seemed to have some understanding of how I was feeling after losing my head!

Our ‘relationship’ with the Reverend Geraldine was getting quite interesting. She obviously believed me when I told her that I was ‘Saint’ John, but I don’t think she was really sure of the implications. Did it undermine her faith, or strengthen it, to know the facts behind the legend? Obviously, she had never met Saint Michael, but she accepted that I had! The renovations to the church that Urni had arranged had also gone a long way towards persuading her that I was somebody worth knowing. Of course, from my point of view, Geraldine was a useful source of information. She’d already supplied us with information leading to two Sky-Blue missions, one of which I had completed. I felt it was likely she’d point us towards many others.

In any event, I was now back in my role as World President. We were getting close to electing the Junior World President. I wasn’t necessarily planning on seeing that happen during this visit, but we’d be starting the JWCC that would culminate in that election on this visit.

To be honest, I was looking forward to it. I wanted to see if my prediction that Margaretta would be elected was accurate. However, we still had a few weeks before the start of the conference, so it was time to do the day-job.
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Chapter 1 – Happy Birthday (Again) John
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Things had been going quite smoothly for the first week. I’d had meetings with my Politicians, with Marie-Anne; and my Engineers, with Kelvin.

Of course, Urni had insisted on regular exercise sessions. I’d spent the majority of my Exercise time in the World President’s gym; but I’d also had one session in the Section Leaders gym.

Week Two had gone reasonably smoothly until around lunchtime on Tuesday. I’d been in the World President’s penthouse catching up on some paperwork.

“Go and get changed, John!” Urni had said.

“Why, Urni? The JWCC doesn’t start until Saturday, does it?”

“No, but there’s somewhere you need to be! Number two dress, I think. We don’t have to go full ‘World President’ for this one!”

I could have argued. Maybe I should have argued; but we all know it wouldn’t have done me any good. I’d showered and shaved, dressed in my number two dress, as ordered, and reported to Urni Prime.

“World President reporting as ordered, Ma’am!” I said, standing to attention and saluting.

Urni just rolled her eyes and sighed.

“You’ve been spending too long with Sonia, Urni” I said. “You know that, don’t you?”

“I’m not sure about that, John” Urni replied. “Personally, I think there’s still a lot for her to teach me!”

We headed out.

“So where are we going, Urni?” I asked.

“You’ll see!” said Urni.

——-
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“ARE WE NEARLY THERE yet?” I asked.

“A bit further...”

——-
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“ARE WE NEARLY THERE yet?” I asked.

“A bit further...”

——-
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“ARE WE NEARLY THERE yet?” I asked.

“You know, John, sometimes you can be a bit annoying!”

“Really, Urni?” I asked, grinning.

“In here!” said Urni, opening the door.

The lights came on as we walked into the room.

“SURPRISE!” shouted my family.

They were all there! Samantha, Sharon, Tim, Bob, Sonia and Simon, Caroline, Alison, Penny P, Paula and Stephen. They were the people I wasn’t expecting. Of course the ‘local’ part of my family was also there. Marie-Anne, Avan, Penny F, Yanice, Trey, Wilda, Susan, Paulo, Alyssa, Angela O, Robert, Angela W and, of course, Kelvin. There were a few others, Nathalie, Tomas and Francis. I suspected there were others, but the children had all run over to me. (Well, the five of them that were old enough to walk had all run over to me!)

“What are you...” I started.

“Happy Birthday, Uncle John!” said Samantha.

“Birthday? What... Oh!”

Sonia wandered over. “Happy Birthday, John!”

Marie-Anne led the crowd in singing ‘Happy Birthday’.

Alyssa and Angela O were walking towards me pushing what I assume was my Birthday cake on a trolley.

It looked like an inferno, due to what appeared to be the thousand and forty candles on the top! As the cake got closer, I realised that most of the candles were actually holographic.

“Blow out the candles and make a wish, Ucl John!” said Sharon.

Hmm, this could be a problem. I decided to assume that Urni would play fair, and blew out the ‘real’ candle. All the candles went out.

“Did you make a wish, John?” asked Penny F.

“Yes, I wished that I’d misunderstood and I wasn’t at a party!” I said.

“Well, not every wish comes true!” Paula said, laughing.

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen.

“Thank you, Stephen” I said, “very kind of you!”

——-
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OBVIOUSLY, THE MAJORITY of the guests weren’t actually members of the World Council, unless you include the members of the JWC, and count all my nieces and nephews as members. (Excluding Stephen, of course. He was still, technically, too young to join; even if his date of birth was over a thousand years ago). However, of the members of the World Council currently in the room, the Engineers definitely represented the majority. Consequently...

“Come with me, John” said Tomas, talking my arm and leading me to the Karaoke machine.

The party had started.

After Tomas, I sang with Penny F, Marie-Anne, Wilda and Paulo. I was then allowed a bit of a break. The Karaoke machine was switched to dance music mode.

Of course, I had to dance with my wife, and with Sonia, and Penny P, Penny F, Caroline and Paula. And Yanice and Susan and Angela O and Angela W and Alyssa.

I wasn’t sure whether I preferred the Karaoke or dancing. At least with the dancing I wasn’t ‘officially’ the centre of attention.

I took the opportunity of my dance with Sonia to ask the obvious question. “What are you doing here?”

“We’re here to celebrate your Birthday, John!”

“Been there, done that!” I said.

Sonia laughed. “But as my youngest daughter pointed out, Paddington gets two birthdays. If it’s good enough for an adopted bear, surely it’s good enough for an adopted big brother!”

——-
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I NOTICED MOLLY AND Roisin. I’d missed them in my initial head-count. I went over to say hello.

“Are you enjoying yourself, World President?” Roisin asked.

“Well, given that I’m at a party, I think ‘enjoying’ is probably too strong a word, but we seem to have a very select guest list for this event. I think you all count as part of the inner circle...”

“It’s kind of you to say so, World President!” said Molly.

“...Which makes me wonder why you’re calling me ‘World President’” I said. “My name, in case you’ve forgotten, is ‘John’!”

“Oh, yes, there was a departmental memo!” said Roisin, addressing Molly. “Apparently the correct form of address now is ‘Uncle John’!”

“Oh, that’s much better than ‘World President’, and much warmer than ‘John’” said Molly, grinning.

I chatted for a few minutes, then moved on to talk with some of my other guests.

——-
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NATHALIE WAS CHATTING with Tomas. I took the opportunity to talk to Francis.

“Francis, how good of you to come!” I said.

“Do you really mean that, John?” said Francis. “I feel like a bit of a gate-crasher! How many times have we met?”

“Nonsense!” I said. “Tomas is definitely a welcome guest. Why would I exclude you? There may be one person here that I would have preferred not to be present...”

“I heard that, World President!” said Nathalie. “I think there’s only one appropriate response...”

She came over and enveloped me in a smothering hug. She released me (after the regulation five seconds, although it felt more like three weeks) and kissed me on the cheek. “Happy Birthday, John!”

“I might not have been referring to you, Nathalie!” I said.

“OK, then, let’s hear it! Which of your other guests is going to get the black spot?” Nathalie had spoken loudly enough that most of my other guests were listening with interest.

I decided to play along.

“You want to know who, out of all the people in this room, I wish wasn’t here most of all, Nathalie?” I asked.

“Yes, John! Come on, be honest, we all know it’s me!”

“I can honestly say, hand on heart, that there is somebody in this room that I would be even more pleased to be absent!” I said.

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense, John!” said Penny F. “Who’s the undesired visitor, if it’s not Mom?”

Sonia laughed. “He’s talking about John Green! This might be a party in John’s honour, but that doesn’t mean he wants to be here!”

I think there was an element of relief in the laughter that followed Sonia’s revelation.

“Really, John?” asked Francis.

“I just don’t like parties!” I said. “As I said to Roisin and Molly earlier, you’re all part of the inner circle, and more than welcome, but that doesn’t change the fact that this is a party!”

——-
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I NOTICED STEPHEN WASN’T with his Mother, nor did I immediately recognise who he was with. I wandered over.

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen.

“Hello, Stephen, and hello Agatha! I’m sorry, I didn’t recognise you immediately, I wondered who Stephen had decided to trust. I’ve noticed he can be very selective in his choice of friends!” I said.

“Well, he has got very high standards!” said Agatha. “I suppose I’m lucky I was introduced to him whilst he was still so young! Urni thought that Paula might enjoy the party a bit more if she knew that Stephen was being cared for by me!”

“I’m sure you’re right, Agatha, although I suspect there are plenty of others here who’ll be happy to take over if you want a bit of a break!”

“Why would I want a break, World President?” asked Agatha.

“Oh, I don’t know...” I said. “Alyssa and Angela like to dance occasionally...”

“We can dance, can’t we Stephen?” said Agatha, gliding around me whilst Stephen laughed in delight.

———
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IT LOOKED LIKE SHARON, Samantha and Wilda were keeping Bob and Tim busy dancing. They were allowed the occasional break, to sample the available refreshments, but then they’d have to get up and have another three dances before being allowed another break. They seemed happy enough, so I left them to it.

——-
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I WAS AGAIN DANCING with my wife.

“Urni, has Stephen had his medical nanobot injection?” I asked.

“Not yet, John. Sonia’s request to celebrate your birthday here came a bit out of the blue!”

“Really?” I said. “Mystic Urni didn’t know about my Birthday celebration?”

“Well, I suppose I did” Urni grinned, “but rushing to give Stephen and Paula their nanobot injections might have given away the surprise, don’t you think?”

“But is it safe for them to be here?” I asked.

“Of course it is, John!” said Urni. “OK, Stephen might be a few weeks older when he gets home, but who’s going to notice? Your android staff will all know why he looks a bit older. Your human staff don’t get that much opportunity to interact with him!”

“A few weeks?” I asked.

“You’re not going to send them home straight after the party, are you, John?” Urni grinned. “I’ve assigned Paula one of your apartments in Engineering. Agatha will be sharing the apartment with her whilst she’s here. Of course, with URNI ever-present in the apartment, we’ll be able to give Stephen his own room, and still be there when he needs us. I think letting Stephen sleep on his own might be good for both him and Paula.”

“I’ll accept your word for it, Urni, but a few weeks? It seems as if we’re asking for trouble!”

“Well, possibly, John, but the children are looking forward to the election of the Junior World President!”

“Are they attending the conference?” I asked.

“I think they want to, John, are you going to tell them that they can’t?” Urni was grinning at me.

“If Sonia, Caroline and Penny are happy, then I suppose I am” I said. “Maybe somebody had better check what, if any, homework Samantha and Tim have been given for half term!”

“Already done, John!” said Urni. “They need to write a story. It’s supposed to be about what their life will be like when they’re twenty-five.”

“Oh” I said. “Please don’t tell them!”

Urni laughed. “I hadn’t intended to, John. I’m interested to see what Samantha thinks she will be doing when she’s twenty-five. I wonder if Tim will feature in her account? Or if Samantha will feature in Tim’s account?”

——-
[image: ]


I WANDERED OVER TO talk to Paulo.

“World President! I must admit, I was a little surprised to receive an invite to your Birthday party...”

“Firstly, my name, as you are well aware, is ‘John’” I said. “Secondly, why would you be surprised to get an invite, I thought we were friends?”

“Okay, to take your points in order, firstly, as I think I’ve told you before, every so often I have to remind myself that my friend John is actually World President! Otherwise, it doesn’t seem real! Secondly, it wasn’t really the invite that surprised me, more the fact that you were having a party to celebrate your birthday!”

“Oh, that’s easily explained!” I said. “Nobody asked me!”

Paulo laughed.

“I get the impression that Sharon decided that I should celebrate the day I was born wherever and whenever I happen to be at the time. Unfortunately, her Mother agreed and, as you may have noticed, Sonia does what she thinks is in my best interest. My opinion is worthy of only minor consideration!”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, John, I’m really enjoying myself; and I think your other guests are enjoying the party as well!” said Paulo.

“Well I certainly am!” said Susan, walking over to join us. I think she’d just finished a dance with Simon. “If you’ll excuse us Wor... John, I think it’s time for my husband to give me another dance!”

I left them to it, and moved on.

——-
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SHARON CAME RUNNING over. “Ucl John, you dance with me?”

“If you want me to, Sharon” I said, leading her onto the dance floor.

After my dance with Sharon, I of course, had to dance with Samantha.

Then Wilda asked me to dance. After the revelations preceding my earlier Birthday celebrations at home, I was a little nervous, but I couldn’t allow Wilda to think anything was wrong.

“Uncle John?” she asked, halfway through our dance. “Do you think we’ll still be friends when I grow up?”

“I don’t see why we wouldn’t be” I said. “Unless you’re planning to do something particularly dreadful. I can only imagine that you’re going to grow up to be a fine, strong-willed, young woman whom I would be proud to acknowledge as my friend!”

“I’m glad!” she said. “I really like you Uncle John. You listen to me. Mommy and Daddy sometimes tell me I’m too young to understand, but you just explain things so that I can understand!”

“Well, I’m glad you feel that way” I said. “Why don’t we wait until you’re twenty-five and see whether you still feel the same way about me? As I’ve told Samantha and Sharon, a twenty-five year old is old enough to make their own decisions and take responsibility for their own mistakes. Not that I’m saying choosing me as your friend is necessarily a mistake, but maybe your opinion of me might change when you’re an older young lady.”

“I’m sure it won’t” said Wilda, giggling. “Although, maybe I’ll like you even more when I’m a grown-up!”

I decided that it was safer to say nothing, so I just smiled and carried on dancing.

——-
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I THOUGHT THE PARTY had gone on long enough. Unfortunately, that was the opinion of only a minority of those attending the party. In fact, it was quite a select minority.

“How much longer do we have to stay at the party, Sonia?” I asked.

“We’ve barely started, John!” said Sonia. “Have you spoken to all your guests?”

“I think so...”

“In that case, it’s probably time for you to sing us another song!”

I didn’t see Sonia give a signal, but suddenly Molly was by my side. “Come with me, Uncle John!” she said, grinning.

——-
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AFTER SINGING WITH Molly, Roisin decided that it was her turn. Then Wilda sang a duet with me.

I know I don’t usually like to inflict these ear-worms on you, but I was so surprised by her choice, maybe this time I should...

The song was called ‘Love is an open door’. As you probably know, it’s from Frozen, and is sung as duet between Anna and the manipulative Hans. I wasn’t sure if I should be upset to be cast in the role of Hans by Wilda. To be honest, I’d performed the song with Marie-Anne, at Sharon’s birthday party. So, I definitely knew it. I’m not sure I knew it as well as Wilda. In any event, everybody stopped what they were doing to listen to us both sing it, and there was wild applause when we finished. I was, of course, glowing bright red because the last lines of the song involved me proposing to Wilda, and her accepting! I’d, of course,  followed the spirit of the song by getting down on one knee to propose, which meant that I was in the perfect position for Wilda to give me a hug and a kiss.

Wilda released me, and ran over to her Mom and Dad, who both congratulated their daughter on her performance.

——-
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THERE WAS STILL A PARTY going on around me. Singing that song with Wilda hadn’t really helped me calm down. If anything, I was now feeling even more uncomfortable.

“Urni, how much longer?” I asked quietly.

Urni came over to me.

“Aren’t you enjoying yourself, John?” she asked.

I just looked at her.

“Well, you can’t leave yet. Wilda might think she’s done something wrong!”

“Why would she...”

“She sings a romantic classic with you and you run away? Why wouldn’t she?”

“I can’t take much more!” I said. “There’s too much going on!”

“OK, John, I’ll do a deal with you. If you have one more dance, and sing one more song, then you can leave!”

“OK, Urni!” I tried to lead her onto the dance-floor.

“Oh, no, John! Not with me! That won’t give you an alibi!”

“Then who...?” I followed Urni’s eyeline. “...You’re not serious, Urni?”

“That’s the deal, John. Take it or leave it!”

I took a deep breath.

Nathalie was talking to her daughter and grannie-in-law. I noticed Trevor was also part of the group. I wandered over.

“Erm, Nathalie...”

“Oh, hello World President!”

“...would you do me the honour of giving me this dance?” I asked. I could feel the blood rushing to my face, and icy fingers running up and down my spine. To be honest, it was a new experience.

Penny’s and Penny’s jaws dropped.

“Are you serious John?” asked Penny P.

“He must have a death-wish!” said Penny F.

“Penelope Louise Foster, do not cheek your mother!” said Nathalie. “I would be honoured, World President!”

I led her onto the dance floor.

——-
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“ERM, I THINK YOUR HAND is supposed to be a little higher, Nathalie...” I said.

“Surely not?” said Nathalie, fondling my bottom. “It fits so well here! Maybe you should try it?”

“I... erm... I wouldn’t want to make your daughter jealous!” I said.

Nathalie laughed. “Maybe you’re right, although I think she’s enjoying her time with Trevor at the moment...”

I span Nathalie around, so that I could look in the direction she had indicated. “That’s not your daughter, that’s your granny!” I said.

“Are you sure, World President?” Nathalie asked.

I span Nathalie again. “That’s your daughter, over my shoulder!” I said.

“Are you telling me I can’t recognise my own daughter?” Nathalie sounded more surprised than angry.

“Well, I don’t know, but you’ll notice that the Penny over there can’t make up her mind whether she should be watching Trevor or me!” I said. “If you look really closely, you might also spot the necklace! Or, to be more precise, you might see the occasional flash when the stone catches the light...”

“You’re right! How did I miss that! Penny wouldn’t lend that to anybody! Not even Granny!”

——-
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AREN’T MOST DANCES over in around five or six minutes?

I’m sure there was a show when I was a child where the couples had to dance in front of the judges for only ninety seconds.

So how was it possible that Nathalie and I had been dancing for an hour already?

OK, maybe that was an exaggeration. Maybe it only felt like an hour. In any event, it was only another twenty minutes or so (or maybe just over a minute) before the track we were dancing to came to an end.

“Thank you, Nathalie” I said leading her back to her daughter. I gave a little bow, and headed back over to a grinning Urni.

“Well done, John. Just one more hurdle...” she led me over to the Karaoke machine.

A familiar tune started to play. I started to sing...

“I am the one and only...”

——-
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I WAS ‘ALLOWED’ TO leave, but it wasn’t quite as straightforward as that.

Normally my guests would come over to say goodbye, and leave. This time they formed a sort of ‘honour guard’ between me and the exit, so I had to say goodbye, and accept a hug and, in some cases, a kiss from each of them before being allowed a step closer to freedom!

Eventually my ordeal was over. The door opened and, accompanied by Urni, I fled to safety!
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Chapter 2 – The Party’s Over!
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It was getting late; but, of course, I hadn’t actually eaten anything at the party.

I thought Alyssa and Angela had stayed at the party, but when we got back to the World President’s penthouse, the table was laid with what looked to be examples of all the party food. Urni poured me a glass of Prosecco, and sat with me whilst I ate.

“So, did you enjoy the party, John?” asked Urni. I looked at her. She was grinning.

“Have I mentioned that, sometimes, you have a really weird sense of humour, Urni?” I asked.

“Only sometimes, John?”

“I was trying to be polite!”

Urni laughed.

——-
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I WOKE THE NEXT MORNING still hugging Urni. Well, it was my birthday! Maybe I had finally discovered one of the benefits of time travel? Although, two birthdays meant two birthday parties, so... swings and roundabouts.

I was on my own for breakfast. Or rather, Alyssa and Urni were with me, but I was the only one eating.

I assumed the others were either over in engineering, or maybe were ‘sleeping in’ after the party. After all, just because I’d left didn’t mean that the party was over.

I’d headed into my study and started working.

——-
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MY STUDY DOOR OPENED and Sonia walked in.

She seated herself in the ‘lounge’ half of the office.

“Talk to me, John!”

“Good Morning, Sonia, how are you?”

“I’m fine, John, how are you?”

“Oh, I’m fine...”

“So you were happy about the party?”

“Hmm, I wouldn’t say ‘happy’, but it could have been worse!”

“What about your duet with Wilda, that was an interesting choice, wasn’t it, John?”

“I suppose ‘interesting’ is an appropriate description” I said. “I’m concerned that Wilda sees me as ‘manipulative’...”

“I think you’re over-analysing it, John” Sonia replied. “At the time the song is sung, Anna believes she has found her one true love...” Sonia’s grin was a little unnerving. “... of course, later events prove to Anna that she was mistaken! I wonder how Wilda will interpret upcoming events in her life?”

“She knows I’m married to Urni, Sonia...” I said.

“True, but you weren’t at the time, were you, John?”

“Erm...”

“Did you love Freja?”

“I’m not sure...” I said. “I liked her. A lot. I didn’t like it when she was upset. I wanted her to be happy again... I don’t think I ever felt the same about Freja as I do about Urni, or how I feel about you... I was only twenty... You, Jane, Rose and Freja were the only women I knew ‘socially’. I think I loved all of you in different ways...”

“Well, I don’t remember us spending much time in the bedroom, so...” Sonia was grinning at me.

“I think the difference was, you never asked...” I said. I was, of course, glowing red.

“Really?” said Sonia. “Is that all it took? Should I let Caroline and Penny know?”

“Erm... I’m married now, Sonia. You know that changes things...” I said. “...Also, Freja was older than me...” I was still glowing red.

“Relax, pet, I’m playing with you!” said Sonia. “I was there. Remember? I’ve been thinking about our time together since you told us the story. I remember a few months when you seemed really happy. Then almost a full term when you were a little depressed. I assumed at the time it was related to your course work, but now...”

“I really missed her!” I said. “I didn’t realise how much she meant to me until she left. I think it was different when Rose and Jane left. We were all ‘moving on’. It was the end of our time as Students. I was more prepared for the loss, both because I’d already lost Freja and because I’d expected to move on after graduating...”

“Do you know why she left?” Sonia asked.

“Not really...” I said. “As I said, I assumed her student visa had expired, but obviously that was wrong...”

“Hmm.”

“What are you thinking, Sonia?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think it would help you to know, and I may be wrong...” said Sonia.

“How likely is that?” I asked.

It made no difference. Sonia wouldn’t tell me her theory. I was slightly concerned. If she was so reluctant to tell me, it could only mean she believed the reason would upset me. Since her not telling me her theory also upset me, it could only mean she believed the reason would upset me a lot. Because she knew that her not telling me her theory would result in my assuming the worst, and would therefore upset me a lot, Sonia must believe her theory would really upset me. Because Sonia knew...

“Breath, John!” said Sonia. “Calm down! It’s not that bad!”

“Then why won’t you tell me?” I asked.

“Because it’s not fair to prejudice you against somebody for something that they may do twenty years from now. I don’t know their motives, but I think they will believe they are doing the right thing...”

“But why...”

“Just leave it, John. You’ve got enough to cope with knowing what you already know!”

“But...”

“I know, John, but trust me... It will be best to wait!”

Sonia decided to change the subject. “So, the kids want to go to the JWCC and join in the debate to choose the first Junior World President. Is that allowed?”

“Erm, I suppose so. You haven’t shared any details about my ‘expected’ winner, have you?”

“No, of course not, John!”

“In that case, the only problem I can see is that Stephen will be a month or so older when we go home!”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that, John!” Sonia was grinning. “It seems that exposing a child to your influence increases their maturity to a ridiculous extent even without doubling up on the odd month here or there. It’s just a shame that it seems to have the opposite effect on you...”

I looked at her. She was grinning at me. I think she was making a joke.

“Right, I’ll let you get back to work!” Sonia said. She stood. I stood. She kissed me on the cheek and left the office.

——-
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THE REST OF THE WEEK went more smoothly.

I had meetings with Marie-Anne and some of my Political departments on Wednesday and Thursday, then headed over to Engineering on Friday.

I hadn’t really spent much time with the rest of my family on this visit, other than at the party of course. The main reason was that I was busy, and they were all enjoying themselves over in Engineering. I sort of hoped I’d see them when I arrived in Engineering, but I didn’t head over until after breakfast, and by the time I got there the children had all headed off to spend some time with Wilda. Since the conference was due to start tomorrow, one might have thought they would have found other ways to spend their time. I’m not sure where Stephen and Paula were. I asked, but Kelvin didn’t know. He thought Paula was being ‘looked after’ by Caroline and Penny. I assumed Agatha would babysit if necessary.

In any event, I’d come to Engineering to get a few meetings out of the way, so we got down to work.

——-
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THE FAMILY JOINED ME for dinner later in the evening. There was room for twelve around the meeting table in Engineering. It might have been possible to squeeze in an extra seat for Paula, but there wouldn’t have been room for Agatha and Stephen, nor Alyssa, Angela O and Robert to join us.

It appears Urni had planned ahead.

As I think I’ve mentioned, the whole of the top floor of the capitol building was the domain of the World President. Urni had therefore arranged for the meeting room across the hall from the Chief Engineer’s penthouse to be converted into a dining room. It looked like we could probably accommodate the entire extended family, if the need arose, but for now there were seats for the eighteen of us, including a high chair for Stephen.

Stephen had spotted me as soon as I entered the room

“Dada... Dada... Dada...”

“Hello Stephen, I missed you too!” I said. I went over and shook his hand. That might have been a mistake. He took hold of my finger and didn’t seem inclined to let go...

“Dada... Dada... Dada...”

“Well, if you insist...” I said, taking the chair next to Stephen.

“So what have you been up to?” I asked.

“Dada... Dada... Dada...” said Stephen.

“Really? How interesting! And what about the rest of you?” I asked.

“Ha! Not so fast, Saint John!” said Penny. “What did Stephen tell you he had been ‘up to’?”

“Ah, well, he said he’s been having fun exploring his accommodation. He thinks he’s got a tooth coming through, and Agatha has been letting him try a little bit of solid food!”

Paula looked at me in amazement. “How... Oh, of course, Urni told you!”

“I haven’t told him, or shown him, anything!” said Urni.

“Then how...” said Caroline.

“Stephen told me!” I said. Of course, there was also the fact that Stephen was sitting at the table, in a high chair, wearing a bib. I’d noticed that the knees of his romper suit were a little ‘soiled’ and he looked as if he’d been crying, so I made some educated guesses.

“Dada... Dada... Dada...” said Stephen.

“I quite agree!” I said. “You’d think they’d know by now, wouldn’t you!”

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen.

“So, how have the rest of you been spending your time?” I asked.

“We’ve been practising our swimming!” said Caroline. “Paula’s improving quite nicely with our ‘private’ instructor to assist her!”

“Yes” said Paula. “He’s very motivational!”

“Um... Urni?”

“Yes, John?”

“Have you assigned the same instructor to Paula as you assigned to Caroline and Penny?”

“Of course, John!”

“With the same ‘motivations’?”

“Of course, John!”

“Erm, how much have you ‘improved’?” I asked.

“Not enough!” said Paula, grinning at me. “But I understand I’ve got another four or five weeks...”

The food was served.

Agatha tried to feed Stephen a spoonful of pureed chicken and vegetables.

“Nonononono... Dada... Dada...”

“Come on Stephen, open wide...”

“Nonononono... Dada...”

“I’m sorry, World President...” Agatha said, passing the dish and spoon across to me.

“I’m going to need both hands, Stephen!” I said.

Stephen released my finger immediately, and opened his mouth. I offered him a spoonful of food. He sucked the spoon clean.

Samantha giggled.

“What’s so amusing?” I asked.

“Stephen wants his Dada to feed him!” said Samantha.

“And that’s funny because?”

“It’s not funny, Uncle John, it’s sweet!”

I offered Stephen another spoonful of food.

“So what about the rest of you” I asked. “What have you been up to?”

“Well, we’ve spent some time with Wilda, Yanice and Trey” said Sonia.

Maybe I went a little pale. “Oh really?” I asked.

“Yes, Uncle John” said Bob. “Wilda’s nice. I know we’ll be able to spend some time together at the conference, but we haven’t seen her for ages!”

I decided not to mention that they’d seen Wilda at Samantha’s birthday party. I suppose when your four, a little over a month is ‘ages’.

“And we’ve visited my Granddaughter, and Granddaughter-in-law as well!” said Penny.

“It sounds like you’ve already crammed quite a lot into this visit!” I said.

“Of course, John!” said Sonia. “We don’t get to visit you here very often. We want to make the most of our time here!”

——-
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IT DIDN’T TAKE VERY long for Stephen to finish his main course. Then he graciously allowed me to eat mine.

The conversation went on. I contributed when I felt it was appropriate, but otherwise remained silent. Stephen threw in the odd comment or two as well, mainly when the conversation involved him or Paula, such as when Alison commented that Stephen seemed to be very mature for his age, even before his ‘extra’ month.

“Dada... Dada... Dada...”

I said nothing.

“Are you not going to translate, John?” asked Caroline, grinning at me.

“Erm, not this time” I said.

“Why not?” asked Penny.

“Because Stephen said it’s all thanks to his Dada!” said Sonia. “Talking with Dada is a very ‘stimulating’ experience, and Stephen credits it for his maturity!”

I blushed. Everybody else (including Stephen) was grinning.

——-
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STEPHEN WAS SERVED with his dessert. It looked like strawberry ice cream. He opened his mouth. I placed a spoonful of ice cream in. He squealed in delight, clapping his hands.

“That good, eh?” I said. “Maybe I should try some!”

“Dada... Dada...” agreed Stephen.

I took a spoon of ice cream, and brought it towards my mouth. Stephen squealed in delight again, pushing his hands against his mouth.

“Erm, John...” said Paula.

“Yes?”

“That’s my ice cream!”

“What do you mean, your... oh!”

Stephen, and the other children, were laughing.

“You knew, didn’t you!” I said.

“Dada... Dada...” agreed Stephen.

I gave him the spoonful of ice cream.

I finished feeding Stephen his dessert, then the rest of us were served with ours.

“You waited for me?” I asked.

“Of course, John!” said Sonia.

The conversation continued over dessert.

“Are you four looking forward to the JWCC?” I asked.

“Of course, Uncle John!” said Tim.

“Will you be joining in?” asked Bob.

“Yes, but not as much as at the first one. I’ll be there at the weekend, but not during the week, unless there’s something that needs me...”

“But what about Karaoke?” asked Sharon.

“You can sing with me on a Saturday or Sunday evening” I said. “You can sing on your own, or with each other for the rest of the week! We’ve discovered that some of you actually get some sleep occasionally if we limit my involvement in the evening entertainment!”

“Do you still have your ‘interrogate the World President’ sessions, John?” asked Alison.

“Unfortunately, yes!” I said. “The children made it clear that they enjoyed those sessions too much for us to drop them from the timetable. They enjoyed the Karaoke as well, of course, but the problem there was finding the balance between the children enjoying the conference and suffering from sleep deprivation!”

“’Interrogate the World President’?” asked Paula.

“It’s on the timetable as ‘Meet the World President’...” said Urni.

“...but anybody who’s witnessed a session knows that ‘Interrogate the World President’ is more accurate!” said Kelvin.

“It’s wonderful!” said Alison. “The children love it because John treats them with a level of respect not usually shown by adults to children. He answers their questions as truthfully as he can, and he gives the answers in a form that they can understand, even though some of the questions are difficult for him to answer!”

“We’ll be able to watch the sessions via URNI” said Penny. “If John’s involved, it’s worth watching!”

Coffee was served. The children were served with hot chocolate with plumes of whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles, except for Stephen. He was served with a two-handled cup of milk.

Plates of biscuits were served. Stephen was given two biscuits. They looked a little on the large side.

“Are those OK for Stephen?” I asked. “Won’t he choke?”

“They’re teething biscuits!” said Agatha. “They let Stephen put pressure on the sore bits and help to ease the pain, and help the teeth emerge!”

“Really?” I said.

Stephen picked up his milk, managed to find his mouth, drank a little, then put the cup down and picked up one of the biscuits.

“Aren’t you clever!” I said. “I didn’t think you’d be able to feed yourself like that for at least another month or two...”

“Having an Android carer makes a difference, John” said Urni.

“I can’t take all the credit” said Agatha. “I think Stephen likes impressing his Dada! But research suggests that having an Android nursemaid can accelerate a baby’s development. We don’t get tired. We don’t get bored. We’ve also got faster reactions, so can prevent the more serious accidents.”

“Only the ‘more serious’ accidents?” I asked, grinning.

“Of course!” said Agatha. “Children have to learn what is safe, and what is dangerous. Falling over when you’re learning to walk is part of the process. Once a child has their medical nanobots, they can be allowed to experiment a little more. Minor burns won’t cause any permanent injury, but will provide an important lesson. Obviously, we’re not at that stage with Stephen, yet, so I keep a close eye on him!”

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen, waving his biscuit at me.

“Very kind of you to offer, Stephen” I said, “but I’m happy enough with just my coffee!”

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen, putting the biscuit down, and drinking some more of his milk.

——-
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WE’D ALL FINISHED EATING and drinking.

“Dada... Dada... Dada...” Stephen held his arms out to me.

“I should get back to work, really...” I said.

“Dada... Dada...” said Stephen, his chin was wobbling.

“But it’s the JWCC tomorrow...”

“Dada... Dada...” Stephen was about to start crying.

I sighed and picked him up.

“Dada... Dada...” he said, contentedly.

“How is it you’re so easy for Stephen to manipulate, but if I try it, you just ignore me?” asked Penny.

“Stephen isn’t trying to manipulate me!” I said. “And you’re old enough to know better!”

We walked back to the Engineering penthouse and went to sit in the conservatory.

Stephen was keeping up a constant stream of chatter.

“Really?” I said. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be so interested in time travel?”

Stephen chattered some more.

“Well, of course, but it’s a bit of a problem if you stay here for too long, you’ll be older than all of the other children in your class when you start school...”

“Dada... Dada... Dada...”

“Well, yes, I suppose it could be beneficial, from your point of view, as long as you’re not too old!”

I sat down, settling Stephen on my lap. He continued to chatter for a while. I commented when I thought it was appropriate. Soon his chatter turned to light snores. He’d fallen asleep.

“Well, I’m sorry if I’m boring you!” I said, trying to sound indignant. Sharon and Bob laughed.

Stephen just stirred a little, and settled back again.

“Well” said Sonia, “I think it’s time for us to go ‘home’. You children are off to the JWCC tomorrow. It sounds like John has changed the timetable to ensure you get at least some sleep this time, but I somehow doubt you’ll be getting much sleep for at least the first few days of the conference!”

“Oh, Mommy!” said Samantha.

“No, your Mommy is right!” said Urni. “We’ll be heading over to the JWCC straight after breakfast tomorrow. Wilda will be coming with us. Then you’ll be on your own for the five weeks of the conference!”

“I’m not sure how much you’ll enjoy this conference” I said. “The majority of it is designed to help the JWC select their Junior World President, so you won’t have the same lectures and challenges as last time. We’ll still have some ‘fun’ and ‘educational’ things on the timetable, but if you’re bored, let URNI know, and we’ll let you spend a day or two back here.”

Agatha lifted Stephen from me. He hardly stirred. I wasn’t sure whether I should be pleased or upset!

I said ‘goodnight’ to the others, and the majority headed off to their apartments. Kelvin and Alison, together with Urni, Robert, Angela O and Alyssa remained.

“Well, I had intended to review the plans for the JWCC again, but it’s a little late now!” I said.

“John, you’ve reviewed the plans nearly every day this week, not to mention weekly reviews last month! You know everything is well in hand. The first week will allow all the potential candidates to introduce themselves and gauge their popular support. Week two will begin the formal nomination process. Week three and week four will allow the delegates to talk to the candidates. We’ll also have a few debate sessions where the candidates will be able to differentiate themselves from the other candidates. Then week five will be the final vote of the whole Junior World Council, followed by the newly elected Junior World President closing the conference.” Urni wasn’t telling me anything new, she was just pointing out that there wasn’t really anything for me to review.

I would be ‘opening’ the conference tomorrow afternoon. There would then be the first of the ‘parties’. I’d be expected to attend the evening recreation sessions each Saturday and Sunday. I’d also be expected to attend the liaison officer planning meetings, followed by ‘Interrogate the World President’ sessions on Sunday morning.

I was hoping to keep my mid-week involvement to a minimum. The current plan was that the liaison officers would be handling everything.

That was the plan...
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Chapter 3 – Welcome to the Conference
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The next morning, we all gathered for Breakfast. Yanice, Trey and Wilda joined us.

There was excited chatter from the children. I’m not sure Yanice, Sonia, Caroline or Penny felt the same.

“Erm, I think you may be a little too enthusiastic, kids! You’re upsetting your Mommies!” I was grinning.

“We’ll miss you, Mommy” said Samantha, “but Urni will look after us; and you’ll be able to visit!”

“Mommy’s used to me not being with her!” said Bob.

“That doesn’t stop it hurting!” said Penny. “But it doesn’t hurt as much when I know your Uncle John is looking after you!”

“Well, it will mostly be Auntie Urni, this time!” I said. “But I’ll keep an eye as well!”

“I’ll miss you as well, Mommy!” said Tim.

“Mommy goes to work!” said Wilda. “She doesn’t miss me when she’s at work, she’s too busy! We’ll be busy at the conference. Also, we’ll all be together, so we’ll look after each other!”

“Well said!” said Yanice. “I will miss you, some of the time, but we can chat via URNI, and you’ll only be gone for five weeks. That’s much longer for you than it is for me!”

“I don’ understan’” said Sharon. “You use time machine?”

“No, Sharon, time is relative!” I explained. “People experience time differently, depending upon what they’re doing. If you’re bored, then an hour can seem like half a day. If you’re enjoying yourself, it can seem like five minutes. But then there’s also fractions. If you’re five, then you’ve been alive for two hundred and sixty weeks. So five weeks would represent about two percent of your life. If you’re thirty-five, you’ve been alive for one thousand eight hundred and twenty weeks. Actually, you’ve been alive for just over one thousand eight hundred and twenty-six weeks, thanks to odd days at the end of the year, but let’s stick with one thousand eight hundred and twenty. Five weeks represents zero point two seven percent. So that means five weeks seems over seven times as long for a five year old as for a thirty-five year old.

“Erm, I don’t think you’re helping, John!” said Sonia.

“Yes he is, Mommy!” said Samantha. “He’s saying that a four-year-old waits for a quarter of their life for their next birthday, but a ten-year-old only waits a tenth of their life for their next birthday!”

“That not fair!” said Sharon.

The adults, and Samantha, laughed.

“Think of it like this...” said Urni. “If I give you a five-inch pizza, you could eat all of it, but if I give you a ten-inch pizza, you might only be able to eat a quarter!”

“I eat all of it!” said Sharon. “I like pizza!”

I gave up.

——-
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WE LEFT MY PERSONAL train carrage and headed for the lift. I assumed we’d go straight up to the room assigned for the children, but of course Urni had other ideas.

The door opened onto the registration room. Queues of children waiting to find out which room they had been assigned. It took less than ten seconds for the whisper to start going around the room.

I stepped from the lift. That may have been a mistake. Instantly, I was surrounded.

“Hello, young ladies and young gentlemen!” I said. “It’s a bit early for my introductory speech, you’re not all settled in yet!”

I recognised some of the children from previous meetings, so I greeted them by name. That was possibly another mistake. “You remember me, World President!”

“Yes, I do, but apparently you don’t remember me! What’s my name?”

“JOHN!!!” The children shouted.

“I’m sorry, what was that?” I asked cupping my ear (possibly another mistake).

“JOHN!!!!!!” The children shouted.

“That’s right!” I said. “So please use it!”

Urni made me stay chatting to the children for a full two hours. I was introduced to some children who were attending the JWCC for the first time, as well as meeting children I already knew. My Android staff, and liaison officers, ensured that the group of children around me was changing constantly. The children had time to say hello, I had time to greet them by name, or for Urni to introduce them, then they were directed to their room, with an assurance that I would be ‘around’ later.

Sharon, Samantha, Tim and Bob spent the time greeting some of their friends from the first JWCC. In Wilda’s case, this was her third conference, so she introduced the others to children that they hadn’t met.

I was greeted by one child I definitely recognised. “Hello, Margaretta!”

“Hello, Wo... John, it’s so nice to see you again!”

“Are you looking forward to the conference?”

“To be honest, I’m a little nervous! We’re going to elect the Junior World President!”

“Are you going to put your name forward?”

“I’m still not sure. I think I might!”

“You must!” said Samantha. “Uncle John...” she suddenly shut up.

I hadn’t told Samantha, or any of the children, my predictions for the first JWC team, so I was a little confused.

“Uncle John what?” I asked.

“You like Margaretta!” said Bob. “You’re going to be working with the Junior World President a lot, you don’t like strangers!”

“So you’d like Margaretta to be elected!” said Samantha.

I was blushing.

“You’re not wrong” said Sonia, “but John doesn’t want to interfere with the election process! You mustn’t select the Junior World President that you think Uncle John wants, you need to select the one that the Junior World Council needs!” She winked at Margaretta, who grinned back at her.

I had a feeling I might be missing something here.

“Do you think I should put my name forward, Wor... John?” asked Margaretta.

“Erm, I’m not sure I should try to persuade you one way or the other” I said. “I think the fact that you’re not sure whether you want the job makes you a more appropriate candidate than somebody who wants the job because of the fame it will bring them...”

“Oh, I’m not sure I want to be famous!” said Margaretta.

“Well, that might be a bit of an issue!” I said. “The name of the first Junior World President is probably going to be remembered, even if they never go on to do greater things! Personally, I suspect that Junior World President will just be the start of a long and illustrious career! Especially for this first one. I remember you telling me you were looking around for the ‘best’ Junior World President. Let me give you a bit of advice. If you put your name forward, then you will be able to debate head-to-head with the other candidates. You’ll have a much better opportunity to find the best candidate for the job if you’re in the middle of them!”

“Do you really think so?” asked Margaretta.

“Of course!” I said. “Don’t you think you’ve learned more about me through those Interrogate... I mean Meet...  the World President sessions? If you’re in the audience, you’ll be able to ask one question, if you’re lucky. If you’re one of the candidates, you’ll have many more chances to talk to the other candidates and decide who you think will make the best Junior World President!”

“I never thought of it like that! I’ll be able to make the best candidate shine!”

“I’m sure you will!” I said.

——-
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WE’D ESCORTED WILDA, Sharon, Samantha, Tim and Bob to their room.

“Good Morning, World President!”

“Amanda, how lovely to see you again! And you, of course Annie and Andrew. I wasn’t really expecting to see you three here!” I said.

“Urni told us that all five of the children would be at this conference, World President, so of course we volunteered!” said Andrew.

The children had run to greet their Android carers. They appeared to have forgotten all about me, and their parents, already!

“Well, I think we can see the children are happy enough!” I said, addressing the adults. “Do you want to head home? Or would you like to join me for a spot of lunch upstairs?”

“I should be downstairs, helping the other liaison officers!” said Trey.

“I’m sure the other liaison officers will be taking their own lunch breaks at some point...” I said.

Trey grinned at me. “Well, when you put it like that!”

We interrupted the children long enough to say our goodbyes and headed up to the penthouse. The Junior World President would be elected during this conference, so it was possible that this would be the last time that I stayed in this penthouse. Of course, after the families of the Junior World Council moved into the building, we might need to find a new venue for the next conference.

The table was already laid for lunch. Being married to Urni had some advantages. We took our seats. Alyssa appeared from the kitchen with a tray containing sandwiches and pastries. She was closely followed by Angela O with jugs of fruit juice.

“Smooth moves, John!” said Sonia.

“I’m sorry? I always sit here!” I said.

“You know what I mean!” said Sonia. “Margaretta: ‘I’ll be able to make the best candidate shine!’. John: ‘I’m sure you will!’ Smooth, very smooth!”

Sonia was grinning.

“I don’t know what you mean!” I said, hiding my own grin behind a sip of fruit juice.

“Alright, for the benefit of the members of your audience who don’t really know Saint John like I do, Margaretta thinks you were agreeing with her that she would be able to reveal the best candidate. What you actually meant was that she would, herself, shine and reveal herself to be the best candidate!”

“Really?” I said. “Is that what I meant?”

My companions around the table started laughing.

——-
[image: ]


IT WAS TIME FOR THE icebreaker party. I’d changed into my dress blues and headed down to the entertainment room.

“Young ladies and young gentlemen. Welcome to the JWCC!”

There were cheers from the children.

“As you already know, this JWCC is going to be a little different from the two you’ve already experienced. We’re still going to give you a few lectures and keystones that we hope you’ll enjoy, but the main activities at this JWCC will be selecting your first Junior World President! Those of you attending this conference are here representing all the rest of the JWC. You are going to nominate the candidates who will stand for election. You may already have a candidate in mind. There are three thousand members of the JWC at this conference. We’ve agreed that, in order to stand for election, you need to be nominated by one hundred of the JWC members attending this conference, or one thousand of the full JWC membership, or the equivalent. In other words, if you have already been nominated by five hundred of the JWC, then you need fifty additional ‘new’ nominations from attendees. The first two weeks of this conference will be an opportunity for those of you who do not, currently, have a candidate in mind to discuss the possibilities with your fellow attendees. On Monday, URNI is going to give you a list of all the candidates who have received at least one percent of the required nominations. That list will be updated every day for the first two weeks of the conference. If you are one of those nominated, and do not wish to stand for election, you can ask URNI to block your nomination. Can I suggest that you do not do so? If enough of your fellow JWC members feel that you are worthy of consideration, then perhaps they are correct. At the end of week one, URNI will let you see which of your candidates have achieved the required number of nominations. Those who have not yet reached the threshold will have week two to try to persuade you that they are worthy of consideration. Of course, you will also have the opportunity during week one and two to persuade others to support your preferred candidate. At the end of week two, we will have your list of candidates. Weeks three and four will be your opportunity to compare and contrast. Your candidates will debate with each other about what they feel the role of the Junior World President is, and you will also have the opportunity to interrogate, I mean ‘meet’ individual candidates for a question and answer session similar to the ‘Meet the World President’ sessions that you are used to. During week five, the whole of the Junior World Council will vote. As is usual in electing a World President, your candidate will be required to achieve more than fifty percent of the votes cast. Any candidate who cannot achieve the vote of fifty percent of the total membership of the JWC will be eliminated until only two candidates remain, or until one candidate achieves in excess of fifty percent of the total vote. Hopefully, we’ll be able to complete the election process before you go home. So now all that remains is for me to declare this JWCC conference open!”

I stepped down from the stage. Wilda was standing with my ‘other’ nephews and nieces. I noticed some other delegates rush over to her and whisper something. I wasn’t sure what they whispered until she headed over to me and took my hand, leading me back to the stage, and the karaoke machine.

“Don’t they realise they’re allowed to ask me themselves, Wilda?” I asked.

“Of course, Uncle John!” said Wilda. “But you’re World President, and I’m your friend, so they think I should sing the first song with you...”

——-
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I WAS ALLOWED TO LEAVE the party at midnight. I suspect only a few followed me out.

Of course, I wasn’t allowed to go to bed. I was spending my weekends at the conference, so Urni led me to the conference centre gym for my exercise session.

Even at midnight, there were at least a dozen others making use of the facilities. Well over half were my liaison officers, but there were a few of the delegates. I left them to their sessions, and got on with mine.

An hour and a half later, I headed back up to the penthouse and bed.

——-
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SUNDAY, AFTER BREAKFAST, I changed into my dress blues, and headed down for a meeting with my liaison officers. There wasn’t really much to discuss at this conference. Most of the lectures were ‘repeats’ of sessions from the earlier conferences, for the benefit of those who hadn’t been able to attend, or who wanted a bit of a ‘refresher’. We were also having ‘repeats’ of a few of the keystones. During the first week, on Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, we had guest lecturers, one from each of the four divisions, talking about their life in the World Council. They weren’t really repeats, because we asked different people to give the lecture at each JWCC. The titles were the same, the content was different. I think we’d also got a Wednesday afternoon keystone for each of the first four weeks, each given by one of my Chiefs. All with the same subject. ‘Why we need a World President’. Kelvin was timetabled to get the ball rolling with the Engineer’s perspective on the first Wednesday. I wasn’t sure I wanted to watch those keystones.

With the details for the first week confirmed, I headed off to my first interrogation.

——-
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THIS WAS MY THIRD CONFERENCE. I’d been interrogated on Sunday morning, each week for the duration of each of the conferences. This was my eleventh session, but Urni still insisted on my walking through the auditorium to reach the stage. She’d settled on the military band arrangement of ‘The one and only’ to mark my passage.

There was a chair onstage, with a table alongside it holding a glass and a decanter. The decanter contained ‘blue skies’.

I reached the stage, poured myself a glass, took a sip, turned to face my audience, took a gulp, and put the glass down.

“Well, hello again, welcome to the first ‘Interrogate the World President’ session of this JWCC. I know it’s on your timetable as ‘Meet the World President’, but I’m fairly sure that I’ve met the majority of you now! If there are any of you who are still ‘strangers’ then I hope we’ll have the opportunity to meet under more ‘relaxed’ circumstances than this! Who wants to get us started this time? Yes, Kaylee?”

That was addressed to the holographic young lady who had appeared standing on the stage beside me. I thought she was around sixteen or seventeen. This was her third JWCC.

“World President, I watched the Chief’s Meeting last month, and you said you were beheaded...”

“Well, firstly, Kaylee, I’d hope you would have remembered that I prefer you all to call me ‘John’. As I think I may have said before, I’m World President for a period of up to twenty-five years. Then I have to stand down. I’m John for my entire life, which will, I hope, be longer. So, please call me John. Secondly, yes, I was beheaded. What was your question?”

“Did it hurt, John?”

“Well, to be honest, at first, I didn’t feel anything. I made a stupid remark to a man with a sword and he decided to teach me some manners by chopping my head off. Personally, I’m not sure that it was a very effective teaching strategy...”

The children giggled.

“As you may be aware, I’ve been shot a few times. When I’m shot, the bullets hurt on the way in, then the wound goes numb until it starts to itch as the bullets are pushed out again. With the decapitation, I went numb straight away. I didn’t feel anything until the healing started, then I felt a burning pain through my neck. If you can imagine a hot steel plate being balanced on your neck with your head balanced on top, that’s how I’d describe the pain. I couldn’t see or hear anything to start with, and I couldn’t speak. I knew something was wrong, but it took me a while to realise what had happened. Eventually, the pain started to fade, and my sight and hearing returned. Then I regained my power of speech. I was still a bit nervous about moving my head for a while, but the pain was more-or-less over by that point. I just got the odd twinge, like a pulled muscle, when I tried to turn my head.”

Kaylee disappeared. Afshin appeared.

“Yes, Afshin?”

“Why were you there, John? Didn’t you know it would be dangerous?”

“Well, yes, I knew it would be dangerous, but I have got a few excuses. Firstly, I didn’t know I was going to be decapitated. I found out about the mission by reading a document written in Latin. Unfortunately, my Latin wasn’t good enough to understand ‘Sanctus Ioannes decollatus est’. I thought it meant Saint John looked very handsome! But I think that might have been ‘decoratus’.”

The children laughed again.

“Secondly, I was there because an historical document said that I was there. You may know that there have been a few incidents where I’ve had to restore the time line to prevent this future being wiped out. URNI suspected that my not going to help the villagers might have changed the future. Unfortunately, that means I got a pair of angel wings for going, plus the other medals you heard about during the Chiefs meeting!”

Afshin disappeared.

“Yes Margaretta?”

“Don’t you think you deserved the medals for being so brave, John?” asked Margaretta.

“Do you think I was brave to stand in front of a dozen or so soldiers with fifty robots to protect me?” I asked.

“They didn’t stop you getting your head chopped off!” said Margaretta.

“Well, no” I said. “I suspect URNI may have told them not to, because we had a document telling us it happened! The soldiers were much more frightened of me after they’d chopped my head off!”

And so it continued.

——-
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TWO HOURS LATER, THE decanter was empty.

“Well, I think we’re out of time. I’ve made you late for your lunch, again! You’ll have time after lunch to discuss next week’s lectures
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