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Chapter 1 – Spa Day
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To summarise the story so far, as you will recall, I’d had a little misfortune, and had inadvertently got myself elected World President, not to mention ‘Commander-in-Chief’ of the ‘Sky Blues’. URNI had no ‘official’ information about the Sky Blues. All we knew was that members of the armed forces, even back before I was born, recognised the uniform and respected it. We’d worked out that it was the responsibility of the Sky Blues to ‘police’ the time line, correcting any anomalies that might crop up. So far, I had personally been awarded with three sets of ‘Angel Wings’ for successfully completing a Sky Blue mission. The theory was that I would recruit others to undertake future missions. I didn’t really feel comfortable asking others to risk their lives, so there was possibly a little bit of a flaw in appointing me Commander-in-Chief.

On the World President front, things were going a little better. I was still fairly new in the job, but my first Chiefs meeting had been regarded as a success by my Chiefs, and had been well received by the general public. Now it was time for me to come home. We’d returned home after reliving just over a fortnight at the end of August.

——-
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THERE WERE STILL A few days left of the School Holidays. We’d arrived back on Wednesday 31st August. Mid-Morning. I’d spent Wednesday morning reading with Samantha and Sharon in the Conservatory. We’d taken a break for lunch, and then finished the book later in the afternoon. I helped Urni prepare dinner, then spent Wednesday evening and Thursday designing and building two communal perches for Polly and her fellow Professor Parrots at Samantha’s school. They’d expressed a wish to be present in the school assemblies, and for staff meetings in the staff room. As there was an Ofsted inspection imminent, I thought that was probably a good idea.

Sonia had arranged to take her Spa Day, with Samantha, Sharon and Alison, on Friday. We discussed the plan over dinner on Thursday night. Sonia would take her car. Sharon, Samantha, Alison and Sonia would spend the day at the Spa, having their choice of ‘treatments’ and generally being pampered. Simon would drive Urni to the Spa in the evening. Simon and Sonia would check in to the hotel attached to the Spa for the night, having dinner in the ‘highly rated’ hotel restaurant. Urni would drive the ‘relaxed’ Sharon, Samantha and Alison home in Sonia’s car. I would have dinner ready in our apartment for the six of us staying on the estate.

I was also informed that on Saturday afternoon, we were to host a ‘pool party’ for Bob and Tim, accompanied by their mothers, of course. Angela, Angela, Robert and Marie-Anne had been invited to join us in the evening, when we would, weather permitting, be having a barbecue. That was the source of some debate. Simon and Kelvin insisted that control of the barbecue was a ‘male’ domain. Sonia and Alison insisted that food that was raw on the inside and burnt on the outside was not acceptable. They reached a compromise acceptable to all. John would cook.

——-
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FRIDAY DAWNED. I DIDN’T want to ruin Sharon and Samantha’s Spa Day with a ‘run of the mill’ dinner, so I was thinking I’d do a slightly more ‘child friendly’ version of Sonia’s birthday meal. They’d enjoyed the starter, so I’d try red onion and goat’s cheese tartlets. For the main course, Chicken in Sharon’s favourite ‘gravy’ (a creamy white wine sauce), served with croquet potatoes, baby sweetcorn and mange tout. For dessert, I’d make chocolate mousse. It had been a while since I’d last made it, and I knew that Sharon and Samantha both enjoyed it.

I prepared everything I could prepare in advance, then waited for the signal from Urni. The Spa was an hour and a half away. Urni let me know when they left, and gave a running ETA as the journey home progressed. The countdown reached zero just as I put the finishing touches to the dining table. I heard the door open. Sharon and Samantha rushed in to greet me.

“Did you have a good day?” I asked.

“It was lovely” said Samantha, “look!”

Samantha and Sharon showed me their fingernails which had been trimmed and polished with intricate designs.

“Very pretty” I said.

I helped them to sit at the table, and poured them a glass of sparking grape juice. I served the starter. Two tartlets for Sharon and Samantha, three for Urni, Alison Kelvin and me. The other adults had poured themselves, and me, a glass of Prosecco. The starters should have taken only a few minutes to eat, but Samantha and Sharon were so full of excitement about everything they’d had done to them at the Spa, that it took closer to a quarter of an hour. I cleared the starters away, carried in the serving dishes with the croquet potatoes and vegetables, then served the chicken. I served Sharon and Samantha first, which gave Urni time to cut Sharon’s chicken up for her, whilst I served everybody else. We passed the potatoes and vegetables around the table. I served myself, Sharon and Samantha. We started to eat. Sharon discovered that croquet potatoes were much better at soaking up the ‘gravy’ than the chicken had been at her Mommy’s birthday meal (which was, of course, the main reason I’d served them)!

“Is there any more gravy Ucl John?” she asked.

I grinned. “As it happens, there is!” I said. I went to get the gravy boat. Knowing how much Sharon had enjoyed the ‘gravy’, I had prepared extra!

I’d poured a large helping over Sharon’s veg and potatoes. Samantha had also requested extra gravy. Alison and Kelvin also took the opportunity to add more sauce to their plate.

Alison was able to recount details of her favourite parts of the day during the main course. Sharon was too busy mopping up her ‘gravy’. Samantha also seemed keener on eating than talking now that I’d served the main course.

“Ucl John, I have more ’tato and gravy, please?” I served Sharon with another croquette and another serving of ‘gravy’.

The vegetables and croquettes did another tour of the table. Both Sharon and Samantha requested more baby sweetcorn and mange tout. Sonia would be so pleased with me! Assuming I didn’t succeed in getting her youngest daughter drunk on ‘gravy’ of course. The plates were nearly empty. Kelvin helped himself to the last croquette and some of the remaining veg. I took the rest. The ‘gravy’ was, more or less, empty. Kelvin scraped the last spoonful onto his plate.

I topped up Sharon and Samantha’s glasses, and my own.

“Are you ready for dessert?” I asked.

“Can we wait for a minute or two, John?” asked Alison. “The meal so far has been delicious; I want to savour it for a while before diving into dessert.”

“Of course” I said. I cleared the table. I considered starting the washing up, but felt that would probably be anti-social, so went to sit down. The conversation continued. I wasn’t really interested in ‘facial scrubs’ or ‘mineral baths’ so I wasn’t really listening. After about seven minutes, I looked at Urni.

“Yes, John, you’ve been patient enough, you can serve your dessert now!” she grinned.

I jumped up. I’d decided chocolate mousse on its own was ‘boring’ so I’d made some shortbread to go with it. I served everybody with a plate containing two fingers of shortbread and a dish of chocolate mousse. Sharon took a large spoonful of mousse and sucked it from her spoon. Judging from the expression on her face, she was enjoying her dessert. So was her sister. I assume everybody else was as well, but I didn’t really care what Kelvin and Alison thought about the meal. Kelvin would eat pretty much anything you put in front of him, anyway. We finished our desserts.

We had a discussion about after-dinner drinks. Sharon and Samantha were ‘chocolated out’ so decided a glass of cold milk would be nice. The adults agreed on coffee. I went to prepare it. I knew how everybody liked their coffee, so brought it through ‘pre-prepared’ together with a plate of more shortbread fingers. Sharon and Samantha drank their milk, and helped themselves to another shortbread finger each.

“You know, John” said Alison, “Simon and Sonia are probably going to pay an absolute fortune for their meal tonight, and I’d be surprised if they enjoy it anywhere near as much as we’ve enjoyed what you prepared!”

“But they do get to choose what they want, rather than just having my choice imposed on them” I said.

Alison decided to bring up the heavy guns. “What did you think of the meal, Sharon?”

“It even better than Mommy’s birthday!” she replied.

“I enjoyed the main course more than Mommy’s birthday” said Samantha. “The starter and dessert were as good. I can’t decide which ones I preferred.”

“I think you pitched it perfectly for your target audience, John” said Alison. “But I enjoyed it at least as much as Sonia’s birthday meal as well!”

I decided to leave them to finish their drinks, and make a start on the washing up. Really, I just wanted to leave the room before Alison got any more enthusiastic about the meal. Yes, I had put a lot of effort into it, because I know that Sharon and Samantha would have enjoyed their day, and I didn’t want to take any of the shine off of that memory with an inferior meal; but Sonia had prepared more excellent meals for me than I could count. Returning the favour once in a while for her, or her family, was no more than she deserved. Even Alison had prepared, or helped prepare, more meals for me than I had prepared, or helped prepare, for her; although, in Alison’s case, the numbers were a lot closer!

I heard the others move through to the lounge, so I went back to clear the remaining items from the table and finished washing up. I wiped down the table and work surfaces. Then went to find the others. They weren’t in the lounge but I heard their voices from the hallway. It appeared that they’d been inspecting our new bedrooms, and that they approved.

“So, are you and Sharon sleeping together tonight, or do you want your own rooms?” I asked Samantha.

“We’ll sleep in the big bedroom, like we usually do, Uncle John; but the new bedrooms are very nice!” she replied.

“Yes, they are, aren’t they? We’ll need to Christen them at some point. Possibly Christmas” I replied.

“Or possibly before, John” said Urni. I didn’t like the way she was grinning. It seemed an innocent enough remark. I couldn’t see anything wrong with it. There were any number of people who I’d be prepared to let use our new bedrooms, ranging from Angela and Angela through to Grandad or Mom and Dad. Any or all of them might choose to visit before Christmas. So why was I so nervous?

The others carried on through to the lounge, but Kelvin called me back.

“Erm, John, just checking, but you do know that ‘Christening’ a room means having sex in it don’t you?” Kelvin asked. I blushed. “Thought not!” he added.

“I just meant somebody would have to sleep in it!” I said.

“Yes, well, I thought I better check before you asked anybody to help Christen your new bedrooms!” he was grinning now.

We joined the others in the lounge.

Urni was still grinning. She turned away from Sharon and Samantha and winked at me. I assume that she’d overheard my conversation with Kelvin. My face went redder.

“So, what do you want to do for the rest of the evening?” I asked.

“There’s an excellent film that we might all enjoy!” said Urni. “It’ll premier the year after next, but I thought it would be ideal for us to watch together, so I brought a copy home!”

“It’s not an action film, is it?” I asked. “I’m currently writing a script for one, and I don’t want to steal anybody else’s ideas. Mine is about a lone vigilante roaming the streets avenging wrongs. The twist is that the hero is female, and three years old!”

There was a smattering of laughter from the adults present. Sharon didn’t seem to think there was anything particularly funny, or unlikely, about the scenario.

“No, John. It’s a comedy” Urni replied.

“Yes, please, Auntie Urni!” Samantha seemed keen, Sharon agreed, and Alison and Kelvin were also happy enough (and were free to go home, anyway). I sat on the sofa. Sharon climbed onto my lap. Urni turned on the TV and the film started.

——-
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WE WATCHED THE FILM. Sharon and Samantha were convulsed with laughter almost from the start. Alison, Kelvin and Urni were also laughing. I couldn’t understand ‘why’.

It appeared to me that the film was a twist on Mary Shelly’s “Frankenstein” and George Bernard Shaw’s “Pygmalion”. Or maybe I’m missing the point and it was just a modern retelling of the original “Pygmalion” story. The lead male character was a Scientist named Robert Silverman. He was an obvious nerd, and couldn’t talk to anybody of the opposite sex. Or rather, he could, but everything came out twisted. For example, a simple introduction to his new, female, boss, “Hello, you’re pleased to meet me. I must be taking over from Doctor Bartlett?” That one had Sharon in stitches. Obviously, getting off on the wrong foot with the new boss was a bit of a problem. Doctor Silverman worked at the University. He was an excellent lecturer, unless, or until, one of the female students asked a question. This was a cause of concern for Professor January Frost, his new boss. Our hero had a friend, a fellow Scientist who suggested that Robert needed to practice talking to women, or leave the University and find a new job. But Robert couldn’t talk to women, so what was he to do? He decided he needed to ‘make’ a woman to practice with.

There was a montage of scenes with Robert creeping in and out of his lab carrying the bits and pieces he needed. That, in and of itself, was hysterical as far as Samantha and Sharon were concerned, but what was even funnier (to a three- and five-year-old) was when Robert went to buy clothes for his new creation. Of course, most of the shop assistants in the lingerie department were female, so Robert’s requests were totally garbled. “I need some friend for my clothes.”

The second half of the film was introduced by Professor Frost storming into the basement that Doctor Silverman was using as his laboratory. Luckily, this was just after Robert had completed his creation. Unfortunately, Professor Frost grabbed the wrong end of the stick and assumed Doctor Silverman was ‘romancing’ one of his students. Cue more laughter from Sharon and Samantha (and Alison) as Robert tried to explain. His creation leapt to his defence explaining that she was Robert’s ‘niece’, Elise, ‘Lizzy’, Silverman. Things started to improve from this point for Robert. Firstly, when the female students asked questions, Lizzy would answer them, finishing with “isn’t that right, Uncle?” Professor Frost began to see Doctor Silverman as a valuable member of the department, and possibly even a friend. Lizzy and Robert were invited to a dinner party at Professor Frost’s house. Things got off to a bad start when Professor Frost’s ‘boyfriend’ (what is the correct term for an adult romantic liaison?) started ‘hitting’ on Lizzy whenever Professor Frost wasn’t in earshot. Doctor Silverman tried to warn Professor Frost, but reverted back to his old ‘confused’ mode of speech. Lizzy solved the problem by agreeing to meet the unfaithful boyfriend and ‘bugging’ the date, sending Professor Frost a link to the ‘nanny cam’ she was using to let her spy on the encounter. Of course, then, Professor Frost realised that Doctor Silverman had been trying to help, which meant that she decided he was a lot better bet than her ‘no-good boyfriend’. Cue another montage of Lizzy preparing Robert for his first ‘date’ with the boss. Cue Sharon and Samantha helpless with mirth.

Lizzy rigged an earphone and microphone so that she could ‘coach’ Robert during the date. Obviously, that didn’t work out as well as hoped (unless you were Sharon and Samantha who found it hysterically funny).

The film ended with Doctor Silverman mangling another sentence and Professor Frost laughing and saying “Oh, shut up, you fool, and kiss me!” She grabbed Robert in a manner that gave me flashbacks to Penny and kissed him. Robert looked shocked at first, but then relaxed and held her, continuing the kiss. The credits started to roll.

——-
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“I DON’T GET IT” I SAID. “OK, I recognise the themes, but why was it funny?”

“It wasn’t, John” said Alison, wiping the tears of mirth from her eyes. “It was a tragic story of unrequited love and misunderstood genius.”

“Well, yes, that’s what I thought. Except Sharon and Samantha were almost helpless with laughter all the way through; and you and Kelvin seemed to be laughing quite a bit as well!”

“I think it’s time we went home” said Kelvin. “Goodnight, John. Goodnight, Sharon. Goodnight, Samantha. Goodnight, Lizzy!”

All five of them burst out laughing again. I was confused. What was so funny about Kelvin getting Urni’s name wrong?

——-
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URNI DECIDED SHE DIDN’T need my help to get Sharon and Samantha ready for bed. She told me to stay where I was, the girls would come and wish me goodnight when they were ready. I decided to read my book. I’d almost finished the chapter when two little bundles of joy came to kiss me ‘goodnight’. I gave them both a hug and a kiss, and they disappeared off with Auntie Urni. Fifteen minutes or so later, after tucking them in and telling them a bedtime story, Urni joined me in the lounge.

“OK, Urni, I’ve been thinking about that film” I said.

“Have you, John?” asked Urni. “And what exactly have you been thinking?”

“Well, firstly, I’m thinking that you managed to trick Kelvin into watching, and apparently enjoying, a ‘Rom-Com’” I said. “But secondly, I think maybe you had an ulterior motive for choosing that particular film.”

“Why so, John?”

“Well, I know that Sharon and Samantha enjoyed it, but I think maybe Alison and Kelvin enjoyed it for a different reason.”

“And what reason would that be?” Urni was grinning.

“Well, I don’t know, but the fact that Kelvin called you ‘Lizzy’ makes me think that he saw parallels between the Robert Silverman character and me.”

“Do you think so, John?” Urni’s grin was getting a little unnerving.

“Well, I can’t see them myself, but the evidence seems to suggest that Kelvin did; and the fact that you chose to show that particular film, out of all possible films, for the six of us, suggests to me that you saw some connection also!”

“I just thought it was a funny film that Sharon and Samantha would enjoy. I can’t think why Kelvin would see you as ‘Robert Silverman’. After all, you don’t have a problem talking to women, you have a problem talking to anyone you don’t know! And you didn’t build me, or any Android, as far as I’m aware. I built myself, and I’m your wife, not your ‘niece’! And who are you casting in the ‘January Frost’ role?”

“I’m not sure, Urni. If it was supposed to be me in the film, then I suppose she’d be a ‘composite’ of Sonia, Marie-Anne and Penny. Obviously, the feckless boyfriend, and the kiss at the end, reminded me of Penny. The authority-figure reminded me of Sonia or Marie-Anne, but none of them on their own would make a perfect analogy for January Frost. Besides, I’m your mouse! I didn’t read the credits, Urni, please don’t tell me I missed ‘based on an original story by Urni Green’?”

Urni laughed. “Of course not, John, the film’s due to be released in two years. Films take years, decades even, to move from ‘story’ to ‘script’ to ‘film’. How could I have managed that?”

“Well, we did spend quite a bit of time hopping around sixteen years ago, sorting out the timeline; and, as I recall, we spent some time before that setting up a holding company and generating quite a tidy sum of money to finance all our projects. Maybe you’d like to just play the last bit of the film again? The bit where it shows the names of the financiers, technical consultants and writers?”

“Maybe we’ll save that for another day, John” said Urni, grinning. “It’s getting late, I think it’s time for bed!”

——-
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THE NEXT MORNING, POSSIBLY because I was conscious of our young guests, I was up and about a little earlier than normal. I showered, shaved and got dressed. I heard movement next door and, sure enough, a few seconds later, Samantha emerged, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“Good morning, Samantha. Are you ready for some breakfast?” I asked

“Yes please, Uncle John.”

“Is Sharon still asleep?”

“Yes.”

“Urni’s in the kitchen, go and have a seat at the table, I’ll be with you in a minute.”

Remembering what happened the last time Sharon and Samantha slept over, I opened the guest room door gently.

“Sharon, are you asleep?” I whispered.

“Yes” she mumbled.

“OK, Samantha has gone to have some breakfast, you can carry on sleeping. I didn’t want you to be frightened when you woke up alone.”

“OK.”

I closed the door gently, and went to join Samantha and Urni.

“What are you grinning about, John?” asked Urni.

“I remembered Sharon being upset when she woke up on her own last time she slept over, so I checked on her.”

“And?”

“And I asked if she was asleep, and she said ‘yes’.”

Urni and Samantha laughed.

Urni had decided on a ‘full English’ breakfast this morning, probably because it was slightly easier to keep warm, so we had bacon, scrambled eggs, sausage, baked beans and mushrooms. There was also toast, butter marmalade, and a popular brand of nutty chocolate spread. We all had fresh orange juice. Samantha had milk. Urni and I had coffee.

I was about halfway through my breakfast when Sharon wandered in, rubbing her eyes. I jumped up to get her breakfast, but, of course, Urni was faster, so I settled for helping her into her seat, and spreading a slice of toast with chocolate spread. Urni had ‘pre-prepared’ Sharon’s breakfast, cutting the sausage and bacon into bite-sized pieces, so Sharon was able to start eating as soon as Urni put the plate down in front of her.

When everybody had finished eating, and I was sitting with my second cup of coffee, I asked a question.

“Girls, can you help me with something?”

“Of course, Uncle John” replied Samantha.

“That film last night, did it remind you of anybody?”

Sharon and Samantha started laughing.

“Of course, Uncle John! It’s you and Urni!” said Samantha.

“But I’m nothing like Robert Silverman!”

“That BobBob, you Jan’ry Frost!” said Sharon. “It alligator!”

“Alligator?” I asked, slightly confused.

“She means ‘allegory’” said Samantha. “You were represented by Professor January Frost, the one in charge, trying to encourage Robert to become more Human. Urni was represented by Lizzy. She was the ‘liaison’ between Robert and January. Robert Silverman represented all Androids and Robots.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Robert Silverman” said Samantha, rolling her eyes.

“But I’m male, and I’m married to Urni, not Robert!” I could see that Samantha and Sharon were on to something, but I hadn’t quite caught up yet.

“That’s why it was so funny!” said Samantha. “It was a comedy, Uncle John. It wasn’t supposed to be an accurate retelling of your life story!”

I looked at Urni. She winked.

——-
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URNI GOT THE GIRLS washed and dressed. We stayed in the apartment for a while, playing a few games of shoo-board (no, I didn’t win). Then Urni decided that Sonia and Simon were due to arrive home, so we went down to reception to greet them. They’d parked their car back in the gatehouse, and were walking up to the main house. Sharon and Samantha ran to greet them. Simon picked Sharon up, and they continued to walk up to the main house. We could hear the girls excited chatter, telling Mommy and Daddy everything they’d been up to since yesterday afternoon, when they’d left Sonia at the Spa. “Well, it certainly sounds as if you’ve enjoyed your stay with Uncle John and Auntie Urni” said Simon as they arrived at reception. “Maybe we should ‘abandon’ you more often?”

“Not a problem from where I’m standing” I said. “Although, I am a little concerned that your youngest daughter may develop a gravy habit if she visits on too many occasions. Do you happen to know if there is a local meeting of ‘Gravy Anonymous’ that we can get her signed up to?”

“I don’t think an occasional plate of ‘social’ gravy is necessarily a problem, John” said Sonia. “If we spot evidence of secret gravy eating, then we may need to launch an intervention!”

“Ucl John make extra ‘Birthday gravy’ for dinner last night. It even better with crummy ’tatos” said Sharon.

“Or Potato croquettes, as some people call them” I added, when Sonia shot me a confused look.

Sonia grinned. “So, Uncle John made sure you were well fed last night?”

“Yes, we had cheese and onion tarts, chicken with potato croquettes, baby sweetcorn and pea pods and birthday gravy, and chocolate mousse with shortbread. It was all yummy!” said Samantha. “Then we watched a film. It was really funny!”

“It sounds as if you might have had a better evening than we did!” said Simon.

“Oh, didn’t you enjoy the Spa?” asked Urni, slightly concerned.

“No, the Spa was wonderful!” said Sonia. “The restaurant and the hotel weren’t quite as marvellous.”

“The first two dishes we chose on the menu were ‘off’” said Simon. “Then when the food did arrive, it didn’t live up to the hype.”

“I think maybe you, Urni and the Angelas have spoilt us, John!” said Sonia. “My Birthday meal was much better than what they served us last night! Even the custard on my dessert tasted as if it came out of a tin!”

“I’m sorry” I said. “I’ll try to do worse in future!”

“Don’t you dare!” said Sonia, grinning.

“So how was the hotel room?” I asked winking at Simon.

“John, trying to be ‘one of the boys’ doesn’t suit you!” said Sonia. “The room was ‘OK’. The mattress left a little bit to be desired. The main problem was the neighbours!”

“What happened?” asked Urni.

“I got the impression ‘he’d’ forked out for ‘her’ to have a ‘wonderful’ day at the Spa, and was hoping for a ‘wonderful’ evening in return, but ‘she’ wasn’t feeling it!” said Simon.

“They were screaming at each other for two hours!” said Sonia. “Then ‘he’ left, slamming the door so hard, I was surprised it was still in the frame this morning!”

“Then we had another hour of sobbing!” said Simon. “Admittedly, I felt bad for her, but we could hardly nip round and offer our sympathy.”

“Well, your ordeal is over now” I said. “We’ll have to see what we can do to make up for it today. What time are the ‘guests’ arriving?”

“I suggested sometime between two-thirty and three o’clock, John. Penny wanted to help out in the shop this morning. Then she’s fetching Bob from his dad’s. Then there’ll probably be a discussion about whether he has his swimming costume, whether he’s had any lunch etcetera, then meeting up with Caroline and Tim. Did you know they’re practically neighbours?”

“I did, actually” I said. “But I’m not sure if I’m supposed to. I found out as the result of a Sky Blue mission.”

“Another one, John?” asked Simon.

“Oh, of course, we haven’t really told you about my first weeks as World President, have we?” I said.

“Not yet, John” said Sonia. “Marie-Anne told me you’ve managed to impress her, and Alison said you were marvellous at the Chiefs meeting, but we didn’t go into details.”

“Well, it might not be the best time to discuss it now” I said, glancing at Sharon and Samantha, “but I know slightly more about Caroline’s story now. She doesn’t know that I know. Penny was with her when a representative of Starburst Annuities visited.”

“Urni?” asked Sonia.

“No” said Urni. “We were concerned that Caroline might remember us, so we made sure to stay out of sight. Probably a wise decision, since Penny was with her and would certainly have remembered us! John’s been given a ‘personal android’ called Alyssa to assist him when he’s on his own in the World President’s penthouse. We took her on the mission with us.”

“Alyssa?” said Sonia. “Wasn’t she the android John grabbed at the party?”

“That’s right!” said Urni, smiling. “I thought if he was comfortable enough to grab her, then he’d probably be able to cope with her assisting him. There have been a few rough patches. I think she’s a little overawed to be assigned to Saint John! He hasn’t helped by being extra considerate of her feelings and performing feats impossible for mere mortals like the rest of us. And yes, I do mean ‘us’. Robert and Marie-Anne were equally impressed!”

“It sounds like we have a lot of catching up to do!” said Sonia.

“Yes, and you have to watch the funny film, Mommy!” said Sharon. “It alligator about Ucl John, BobBob and Auntie Urni!”

“Allegory!” said Samantha. “Not Alligator!”

“It alley-gory about Ucl John, BobBob and Auntie Urni!” said Sharon.

“I can hardly wait!” said Simon, grinning. “Although maybe I’d have preferred the version with the Alligator!”

Samantha just rolled her eyes and sighed.
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Chapter 2 – The Play Date
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I’d intended to stay out of the way for the afternoon, emerging from the lab in time to ‘man’ the barbecue for dinner, but Urni informed me that was not acceptable. I had to be on hand to ‘greet’ my guests, and I had to make them feel welcome in ‘my’ home. I managed to put in a few hours’ lab work, then joined Urni in the canteen kitchen. The kitchen was well equipped with all those gadgets people very rarely use, including a sausage maker. It looked as if we’d got a plentiful supply of home-made sausages and burgers. I got to work making dough for rolls and buns. Urni was working on Salsa, relish, and mayonnaise. We’d use ‘commercial’ ketchup and mustard. We would prepare some of the other toppings (onion, lettuce, tomato and cheese for the burgers, fried onions for the hot dogs) nearer the time. The barbecue and charcoal briquettes were normally stored in the lab, but I’d transferred them to the ‘shed’ part to be ready for our planned evening.

We prepared a light lunch for the family. Toasted ham and cheese sandwiches accompanied by a bowl of vegetable soup. I tidied everything away, loaded the dish washer, wiped down the tables, and waited to greet our guests.

——-
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URNI COULDN’T MONITOR Caroline and Penny in the same way as she could monitor those of us with portable URNIs, but ‘Mystic Urni’ had her methods. Sophia and Scruffy were in reception with Samantha and Sharon when I arrived. At twelve minutes to three, Caroline’s car pulled onto the estate.

Sharon, Samantha and Scruffy ran out to greet our guests. Urni, Sophia and I strolled out more casually. By the time we got to the car, the children were already heading for the pool. Bob and Tim were carrying sports bags, so I assumed they had the necessary ‘equipment’. “Don’t get in the water until we’re there!” shouted Caroline.

“No, it’s fine!” I said. “The pool is child-friendly. Nobody is going to drown today!”

“So, how long have you had a pool, John?” asked Penny. “I didn’t notice it on any of our previous visits.”

“I had it built as a surprise for Sonia’s birthday!” I said. “You know, when she went away for that two-week break?”

We walked around the house, following the children.

“So, how are young Tim and Shilling, anyway?” I asked.

“Shilling?” asked Penny.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed” I said, “but Sonia’s family has a ‘thing’ about the letter ‘S’. Sonia, Simon, Samantha, Sharon, Scruffy, Sophia. You named your son ‘Bob’. I thought calling him ‘Shilling’ might improve his chances!”

Penny and Caroline laughed.

“What about ‘Tim’” asked Caroline.

“Well, ‘T’ is only one letter away from ‘S’. I’m hoping he may be able to creep in under the wire! If not, well M is one letter away from N, and Tin has the chemical symbol ‘Sn’ from the Roman name ‘Stannum’. I think Stannum and Shilling are very good names for my future nephews-in-law.”

That got another round of laughter.

“Are you joining us in the pool?” asked Penny, putting an arm around my waist. Or rather, putting a hand on my backside. I was trying to give her the benefit of the doubt and assuming that her height meant that she missed my waist ‘accidentally’. I wasn’t convinced. In any event, I was blushing.

“I wasn’t planning on doing so” I replied.

“John! You must!” said Urni. “I’ve put your Union Jack swimming trunks in the locker room, specially!”

I thought back to Urni’s ‘trick’ in the penthouse. I knew from experience that Urni was able to make ‘physical’ versions of her holographic clothing, so making the trunks wouldn’t have been an issue. After all, there was practically nothing to them. I believe the term is ‘budgie smugglers’, although even that is probably implying the trunks were more generously cut than they actually were.

“They’re a bit ‘brief’ Urni, I can’t wear those!” I said, glowing even redder.

“Oh, that’s not a problem!” said Penny. “We’re all grown-ups. Let’s go skinny-dipping!”

“Well, if John won’t wear his trunks...” said Urni.

“I’ll wear my trunks!” I said, hastily.

Caroline, Penny and Urni laughed.

“I’m not sure whether we should be a little insulted that John is so keen not to see us naked!” said Caroline.

“We’ve got a sauna as well as the pool” said Urni. “Maybe we can get hot and sweaty together later, when the children are otherwise occupied?”

“I think that’s a really bad idea Urni” I said. I was going to have to get this blushing under control.

“What sort of man are you?” asked Caroline. “Three beautiful women offer to get naked for you, and you’re trying to wriggle out of it?”

“I’m the sort that likes cheese!” I said. “I’m your mouse, Urni!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Penny.

“It’s John’s code to tell me he’s a faithful husband” said Urni.

“Well, we only offered to get naked!” said Penny. “Anything else was still up for negotiation!”

“Yes, but you know what men are like” said Caroline. “One sight of our naked flesh, and John could lose all self-control!”

Why did I agree to this? I could have been safely locked in my lab!

We turned the corner.

“Wow!” said Penny. “You had that built in two weeks?”

“Yes, and not just that!” I said. “I had extra bedrooms added to the apartments in the main house, and there’s bedrooms under the pool as well.”

Sonia and Simon were already in the pool when we arrived. The kids were, presumably, changing into swimming costumes. Urni kissed me on the cheek and led Caroline and Penny over to the ‘ladies’ changing room. I went into the ‘men’s’ changing room and opened my locker. My ‘trunks’ were on the shelf. I should have trusted Urni. OK, they were still a Union Jack design, but they were ‘respectable’. They were fairly loose-fitting, but had a ‘lining’ to ensure that everything stayed tucked away, out of sight!

Bob walked over to me. “Can you help with my armbands please?” He asked.

“You won’t actually need them in my pool” I said. “Ask Sharon to show you; but of course I’ll help you with them. You can take them off when you feel more confident.”

I put Bob’s armbands into position, and inflated them for him, making sure he retained feeling in his fingers and was comfortable.

“Thank you!” he said running out to the pool.

“What about you, Tim?” I asked.

“I can swim” said Tim. “I don’t usually wear armbands anymore.”

“OK, off you go! I’ll join you in a minute.”

I quickly stripped and changed into my trunks, not a second too soon! When I turned around, Penny was just coming into the changing room.

“Oh, sorry John” she said, grinning, “I was looking for Bob. I need to inflate his armbands for him!”

“Shilling, as you are fully aware, is already in the pool, complete with inflated armbands!” I said. “But, as I said earlier, he won’t need them in my pool. Come with me!”

We went and stood by the edge of the pool. Sharon and Bob were splashing around together.

“Sharon?”

“Yes Ucl John?”

“Do you mind drowning for a minute, just to demonstrate to young Shilling and his Mommy how safe my pool is?”

“Shilling, John?” asked Sonia.

“I thought his chances of becoming a future son-in-law might be increased if I called him ‘Shilling’ rather than ‘Bob’” I said.

Sonia grinned. “Don’t you think it’s a bit soon to be planning Sharon’s wedding?”

“Possibly, but he was off to a good start with ‘Bob’. I thought ‘Shilling’ might get us over the line! Anyway, back to the point, can you drown, please, Sharon?”

“OK, Ucl John” Sharon disappeared under the water in a trail of bubbles, only to re-emerge a second later standing on the base of the pool, alongside Bob who happened to be close enough to be ‘rescued’ at the same time.

“What the...” Penny was open mouthed. Sharon and Bob walked to the side of the pool and waited for the pool to reset. Sharon jumped in, disappeared under the water, and was ‘rescued’ again. She walked to the side of the pool.

“OK, thank you Sharon. You can go back to playing now!”

“OK, Ucl John!” Sharon jumped back into the pool, bobbing back to the surface almost immediately. She signalled for Bob to jump in. He hesitated on the edge of the pool. I think he was going to sit down and slide in, but Sharon’s little display had increased his confidence, so he jumped in beside her. Soon they were splashing around together as they were before my interruption.

“How...?” asked Penny.

“Patent pending!” I said.

Caroline swam over. “John, there’s no chlorine in this water!”

“No, the water is purified by my new system” I looked at Penny.

“Patent pending!” we said, together.

Urni was sitting on the edge of the pool, like last time. Penny jumped in and was soon racing Caroline up and down the length of the pool. I went to sit with Urni. “Why did you insist I join in with this, Urni?”

“It’s good for you, John, you need to relax more!” she said.

“Relax? With those two?” I asked. “It’ll be like swimming with Piranhas!”

I felt two hands gripping each of my legs, pulling. I looked down to see Penny and Caroline grinning back at me. I felt Urni’s hand on my back, and I was in the pool.

I was never a particularly ‘strong’ swimmer, pre-nanobots. Obviously, I was a lot fitter than I used to be, anyway; but even so, I can only credit the two ‘Piranhas’ in the pool for the speed and skill I demonstrated in swimming lengths!

An hour or so later, Penny called a halt. “OK, John, I give up! You’ve exhausted me! You’re obviously ‘fit’ in more ways than one!”

Caroline laughed. “Your problem is, you’ve got no ‘staying power’, Pen; but we’ll call a truce John. I’ll admit, I’m starting to feel the strain as well.”

“Sharon, are you ready for a change of pace?” I asked. “Would you like to show Penny, Caroline, Tim and Shilling the ‘bubble bath’?”

“Oh, that’s a good idea!” said Sonia. “Come on, kids, let’s go and relax for a while! There’ll be time to play some more a little later!”

The others had left for the Jacuzzi, leaving Urni and me in the pool. I swam over to her. “OK, Urni, now’s your chance! I’ll race you!”

Urni pushed herself into the pool. We swam to the end. “On your marks, get set...” Urni was off! Gliding through the water as if it wasn’t there. The slightly unnerving thing was that she was about half a metre under the surface! I suddenly remembered that, despite Urni cheating, this was supposed to be a race. I set off in pursuit.

Urni did ten lengths in the time it took me to do five, then sat on the edge of the pool, waiting for me to finish. “Not bad, John, but without Penny and Caroline chasing you, you didn’t seem to be putting in the effort!”

“Ha Ha, Urni. Incidentally, why did you push me in?” I asked.

“I was worried that if you carried on struggling, and they carried on pulling, you might have banged your head on the side of the pool. I thought the safest option was to throw you to the ‘Piranhas’ and rescue you if it proved necessary!”

“I suppose that makes some sort of sense” I replied.

“Would you like ‘swimming lessons’, John?” asked Urni. “I know you can swim, obviously, but you’re wasting a lot of energy for little effect. I shouldn’t have been able to beat you by that large a margin!”

“I could claim to be ‘worn out’ by swimming for my life” I said, “but, as I’m not particularly tired, perhaps a few lessons would help!”

Urni spent some time demonstrating my ‘current’ arm action, and how I ‘should’ be using my arms; then a similar amount of time on my ‘leg’ action. The demonstrations were slightly marred by the fact that Urni was underwater when she gave them, but I watched her carefully, and gave it another go. “Better, John, but keep your legs and feet under the water, cup your hands more, and don’t forget to breath! I can’t really demonstrate that bit!”

I gave it another go. “Much better, John. Ready for another race?”

This time we both started on ‘get set’. Urni still won, but I was only a lap behind when she finished her ten laps. “Much better, John. Obviously, with a bit more practice, you’ll get better still. Then maybe I’ll be able to race you at full speed!”

“Full speed, Urni?” I asked. Urni dived back into the pool, and swam two lengths in not much longer than the time it took me to say “full speed, Urni”.

“I don’t think I’ll be beating you any time soon, Urni” I said.

“No, but as long as my mouse can swim faster than the Piranhas, I’ll be happy!” said Urni, grinning.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“You’ve got forty minutes or so before Marie-Anne and the others are due to arrive, John. Do you want to start getting ready?”

“Yes!” I said. “Let’s get out of here before the Piranhas decide that they actually prefer ‘hot and steamy’ to ‘warm and wet’!”

“Did you hear what you said then?” asked Urni, grinning.

“I’m trying not to think about it!” I said, blushing.

——-
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WE OPENED THE SIDE windows to the pool, allowing people to run in and out at will, without having to go around to the main entrance. We set up the barbecue in a sheltered spot near the conservatory. We put a table behind me holding my ‘raw’ ingredients, and another alongside holding plates, napkins, the ‘condiments’ and other bits and pieces to be added to the hot dogs or burgers. We also put a couple of freezer boxes, half full of ice. One contained an assortment of soft drinks, the other an assortment of bottled beer and larger. White wine chilled in ice buckets on the table. Red wine was also available. There were also (plastic) glasses and ice buckets containing ice to be added to the glasses if required. The final addition to our layout was an assortment of bins for the various rubbish accumulated.

As I’d be barbecuing fatty food, I’d got dressed, and was also wearing an apron. In case you’re wondering, it was a plain blue-and-white striped apron, purely to protect my clothing from any spitting fat. It was not, despite Urni’s ‘encouragement’, one of those aprons designed to look like a half-naked man or woman. Apparently, she had both available for me to select the one I ‘preferred’.

I got the barbecue lit, without too much effort. (This wasn’t my first barbecue, and I’d perfected my technique!) By the time Marie-Anne, Angela, Angela and Robert arrived, I was ready to start preparing food. I put an assortment of sausages and burgers on the grill and started cooking. Our barbecue, although a ‘mobile’ design, was still one of those with a ‘shelf’ to keep food warm. So I needed to cook a selection, then cook ‘replacements’ for food consumed. Kelvin and Alison hadn’t joined us for the ‘afternoon’ session. We’d all assumed that was intended to be a ‘play date’ with the emphasis on Tim and Bob. That was partially why I was so surprised that Urni had insisted on my attendance. In any event, they arrived not long after Marie-Anne and the others. Robert and Kelvin helped set out some ‘patio’ furniture.

Sharon and Bob came to see how the food was coming along. Bob had removed his armbands, but they were both still wearing their swimwear. Sharon requested a hot dog with onions and ketchup. Bob asked for the same. I had two sausages almost ready, so I prepared two buns, and asked them what they wanted to drink. They selected what they wanted, I put some ice in a glass for each of them, poured their drinks (cola for Sharon, lemonade for Bob) and finished preparing their hot dogs. They both thanked me, and wandered over to sit on the grass by the door to the pool to eat their food.

Seeing (or smelling) the food opened the floodgates for the others. Tim and Samantha were at the head of the queue. I served Samantha with a cheeseburger, with lettuce, tomato, onion, mayonnaise and salsa. Tim decided to stick to a ‘standard’ cheeseburger with onion, mayonnaise and tomato sauce. They both asked for cola, so I poured their drinks, and sent them on their way. The adults were slightly easier to serve. They helped themselves to drinks, and held up rolls or buns ready to receive a sausage or a burger, then added whatever additional ‘toppings’ they required. Nobody was in any particular hurry, so I was able to keep up with demand.

Penny was the first to come back for seconds. “Give me your sausage, John! I’m desperate! It’s wonderful! Nobody needs to know!” She waited until I blushed, then grinned and held up her bread roll, already lined with fried onions. I added a sausage, she added mustard and tomato sauce, and went away happy.

I’d served most of the adults to seconds (and Kelvin to thirds) before Sharon and Bob came back. They wanted to try burgers this time. They’d both kept hold of their glasses, so I topped up their drinks, prepared their burgers (Sharon’s standard recipe) and sent them on their way. Sonia came over with a burger bun, pre-prepared with mayonnaise and lettuce. I added a burger. She added cheese, onion, tomato and relish. “There you go, John! Eat! I’ve been watching. You haven’t eaten anything yet. We’ll wait a few minutes for you to finish. What do you want to drink?”

I selected a bottle of water from one of the freezer boxes, and ate my burger. It was very good. I couldn’t really claim that much credit. The bread was mine, the burgers had been prepared by Urni or one of the Angelas, as had most of the toppings. I kept an eye on the grill whist I was eating, moving food off the grill when it was cooked. I wiped my chin on the napkin, threw it in the ‘general waste’ bin and went back to preparing food. Tim and Samantha came up for seconds. Tim decided to try a hot dog, with ketchup and onions. Samantha requested another burger.

Caroline came up to me. “I’ve got a hole I need filling! I’m desperate for a beefcake to help me fill it! Oops, I mean a beefburger!” she grinned. I served her to the beefburger. She poured herself a large glass of white wine. To be honest, the wine worried me. She’d taken a similar quantity with her hot dog. Caroline didn’t strike me as the type to ‘drink and drive’ and I’d seen Penny take a similar quantity of wine with both of her hot dogs. “Urni, what haven’t you told me?” I whispered.

Urni came over to join me. “What do you mean, John?”

“Penny and Caroline are both drinking. They’re obviously not worried about their children, and they’re obviously not worried about driving home. You’ve told them something that you haven’t told me!”

“Of course they’re not worried about their children, John. You, I and the Angelas are here, sober, and planning to remain so. Sonia and Simon will also be remaining sober, of course, but you and I are in loco parentis for the duration of the sleepover.” Urni smiled at me, totally ignoring the bombshell that she’d just dropped.

“SLEEP... sleepover, Urni? Who’s sleeping over?”

“Well, everybody. Marie-Anne, Robert, Angela and Angela. Tim, ‘Shilling’, Caroline and Penny.”

“And exactly where will they be sleeping over?” I asked.

“Well, we can put Marie-Anne and the Angelas in the new apartment. I thought Robert could use our settee. I thought Penny and Caroline could have the beds upstairs, and ‘Shilling’ and Tim could have a bit of an adventure sleeping on the bed settees.”

“In our apartment? You expect me to sleep with two Piranhas swimming around the apartment?” Just for a change, the blood drained from my face.

“You said you wanted to christen your spare bedrooms, John! I thought that this would be the perfect opportunity!”

“That was before Kelvin told me what ‘christening’ a bedroom meant, Urni. I thought it just meant sleeping in the room for the first time!”

“Doesn’t it?” asked Urni. Remember the ‘poker’ thing? I am NEVER playing poker with my wife!

“We’ve got plenty of bedrooms now, Urni. Why do they need to share with us?” I asked. (Or should that be pleaded?)

“Because Bob and Tim are having a ‘sleepover’ with Sharon and Samantha. We need to let them play. Robert will protect you John. Unless you ask him not to!” Urni winked at me, and walked away.

There was no point arguing. If Sharon and Samantha were having a sleepover with Tim and Bob, and if I was acting in loco parentis for a second night, then this event had been ‘sanctioned’ by Sonia. If I was dealing with Urni on her own, I might have a chance. A slim one, but a chance. Urni would listen to reason. If I was dealing with Sonia, then all hope was lost. Sonia would have considered everything from every possible angle. If she’d approved this arrangement, then it was, as far as she was concerned, ‘for my own good’.

There was a queue forming for food again. Marie-Anne was at the end of it, holding a burger bun. “Are you alright, John? You’re looking a little pale.”

“Urni’s just told me I’m hosting a ‘sleepover’ tonight!” I replied.

“Oh, that’s alright then. I’m sure that Penny and Caroline will be able to put some colour back in your cheeks!” she grinned. I slapped a burger into her bun.

——-
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KELVIN AND ALISON CAME over to get another burger. Demand was dropping. I had a couple of burgers and a couple of sausages ready. After they were gone, I’d cook ‘to order’. I served Kelvin and Alison.

“What have you got left, John?” asked Sonia.

“Whatever you want” I said. “There’s two sausages cooked, but there are still burgers, if you’re prepared to wait a couple of minutes.”

“I think everybody’s had enough for now, John. Why don’t we eat the last two sausages, then you can close up shop!”

I prepared a roll for myself. Sonia prepared her own. I added the sausages.

Sonia led me over to two of the chairs, we sat.

“So, how are you, John? It seems like ages since we had a proper chat, just the two of us. I miss you!”

“OK, let’s start with the easy stuff. A sleepover? I thought I wasn’t supposed to be left alone with Caroline or Penny, let alone both of them?”

“You won’t be on your own!” said Sonia, grinning. “Urni will protect you, and I think the plan was for Robert to be on guard duty all night, in case anybody ‘sleepwalks’.”

“Even so...”

“John, you’ve been doing so well recently. Not just your work as Chief Engineer, not just the whole KRA3314 thing. You’ve been engaging with people. You’ve actually been quite social recently. The way you accepted Susan and Paulo. Calling Bob ‘Shilling’. You might be on the verge of, to use Kelvin’s terminology, becoming ‘a real boy’.”

“I wouldn’t go that far!” I said, grinning. “But even if that was true, don’t you think going from the kiddie pool to the Piranha tank in one step is a bit much?”

Sonia burst out laughing. “Oh, I love talking to you, John! Life’s never dull with my big brother around!”

“OK, just explain your end game, please. I know you have one” I said.

“Of course, John. I know you care for Penny and Caroline. From what you were saying earlier, you’ve got wings on your sleeve for both of them. Do you want to fill me in on Caroline’s set?”

“Sapper George ‘Geordie’ McManus. Shot by snipers whilst working in Kuwait. Wounded but not dead. His squad was pinned down. They couldn’t retrieve him without being wounded themselves, making the situation worse. Enter BF John Green. In full uniform of course. I marched over to Geordie, taking three or four shots in the process. I asked, politely, for permission to take Sapper McManus. They graciously agreed, partially because Urni mistranslated my name as ‘Jann’. I got Geordie back to his colleagues. He was still alive when we got back to the green zone, but there was no hope of him recovering from his wounds. I’d arranged for him to say goodbye to Caroline and Tim before he died. He called her Caro. Did you know he’d never even held Tim? He deployed a month before Tim was born. Urni checked, and George fell between the lines. Caroline didn’t get a Widow’s Pension, so Starburst Annuities stepped in, in the form of Alyssa Andrews. Penny was with Caroline when she arrived. She’s a good friend, Sonia. She was there for the bad times.”

“So were you, John” said Sonia wiping away a tear. “You’re a good friend to all of us. Penny and Caroline appreciate you, John, but you need to stand up to them. They’re playing with you. You need to show them you know how to play as well. I’m not sure whether they’d want to take things to the next level or not. I do know that they’d be fools to reject you if you tried; but I know you wouldn’t try. If you keep running away, they’ll keep chasing. If you draw your line, and stick to it, then they’ll respect you, and you’ll become real friends. I’m not saying they won’t still flirt, that’s their nature; but they won’t expect you to get physical, and they won’t take things too far. So we’ll let them put temptation in your way. You will stay a faithful little mouse, and peace will reign.”

“How confident of that are you, Sonia?”

“How confident were you that you’d survive retrieving Sapper McManus?” Sonia smiled. “You’re a brave man, John Green. You can do this!”

She got up and planted a kiss on my forehead.

I finished my hot dog thinking over what Sonia had said. A lot of the advice sounded similar to the advice Urni had given Angela D. It had worked for her; would it work for me? I’d always trusted Sonia in the past, and I trusted Urni. Blushing wouldn’t kill me. If it was going to, I’d have died long ago. I’d survived the Christmas competition, these two were rank amateurs compared to Sonia!

——-
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I TIDIED AWAY THE LEFTOVERS from the food tables. I left the drinks where they were. Maybe swimming and alcohol weren’t the best of companions, but only Penny and Caroline were in danger of getting drunk, and, in any event, they weren’t going to drown in my pool! The weather was starting to get a bit cooler now, so we closed the windows on the pool. The kids all went back to swimming and playing. Urni and Angela W were watching over them. The adults went back to the Jacuzzi, and/or the sauna. I think Caroline, Marie-Anne and Penny may have spent some time in the sauna, then moved to the Jacuzzi.

I stayed to clean up. Angela O and Robert stayed to help. “Sharon tells me she watched a very funny film last night about you, me, Urni and an alligator” said Robert.

“I think she meant the film was an allegory. She seems to be having a problem with ‘allegory’ and ‘alligator’. Despite all evidence to the contrary, she is only three!” I replied.

“Oh, which one was it?” asked Angela O.

“There’s more than one?” I asked. She just smiled. “Doctor Robert Silverman...”

“Oh, that’s a good one. Professor January Frost. All Androids and Robots love her. The ending of Winter. Humans treating Robots and Androids with consideration and affection. The beginning of a new era.”

I looked at Angela open mouthed.

“What, John? Part of the standard boot-up configuration for Androids and Robots has always been ‘Professor January Frost is coming. The future will be brighter than the past.’ We didn’t know when, we didn’t really know who. Until you showed up of course.”

“John, remember when you told my robots that your name was John, and you rather that they use it than ‘any other name’ they may have for you? One of the alternative names was ‘Professor January Frost’” Robert grinned at me.

“I’m not the Droid Messiah!” I said.

“I don’t think you’re in the best position to say that, John” said Robert. “We’ve never really thought of you as a ‘messiah’. We actually thought more that you were our ‘hero’ or ‘champion’. But now you mention it, ‘Droid Messiah’ does probably sum it all up quite nicely!” Robert was still grinning, but I got the impression he was being serious about this.

“Saint John Green, Chief Engineer, Commander in Chief of the Sky Blues, World President and Droid Messiah. It’s an impressive list” said Angela O.

“Too impressive for my tastes!” I said.

“We know, John, that’s one of the things that makes you special!” said Angela. “It looks like we’ve just about finished out here. Shall we put this stuff away, and prepare some desserts for your guests?”

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

“Apple and Blackberry Strudel, with cream, vanilla ice cream or custard. Eton Mess. Assorted Ice Cream and Sorbet.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

We put the rest of the bits and pieces away, and went through to the canteen, using the swimming pool entrance. I acted as sous-chef to Angela O. Robert laid the table.

“Why don’t you show me how to make your ‘special birthday custard’ John?” asked Angela O. “I’m sure it will complement the Strudel. From what Alison told me, it’ll be welcome on its own!”

“Alison told you about my vanilla custard? When?” I asked.

“We did chat occasionally, whilst you were off working. I think it was the night you were over in the World President’s penthouse. We were chatting over dinner. Or to be more accurate, we were chatting over dessert.”

I showed Angela how I made my custard.

“Ah” she said. “That’s the secret! I’ll have to see if I can add an extra sparkle for Christmas!”

“Anything you can do to push me back into the shade will be much appreciated!” I said.

Angela laughed.

Of course, the fact that Robert and Angela were linked to Urni meant that our guests arrived pretty much as we were ready to serve dessert. Angela had made plenty of Strudel for everyone to have a slice. She’d also prepared a large bowl of Eton Mess. We didn’t ‘serve’ the Ice cream or Sorbet, on the basis that it would melt before anybody got around to eating it, but we made sure everybody knew it was available.

I sat between Urni and Samantha. Samantha had a slice of strudel. “Do you want cream, or I’ve shown Angela how to make my Birthday Custard.”

“You make Birthday Custard?” said Sharon. “Mommy, Ucl John make Birthday Custard!”

“I heard, Sharon” said Sonia. “I assume you want a slice of strudel with custard?”

“Yes please, Mommy!” Sharon already had her spoon in her hand.

“Can I have custard, too, please Uncle John?” I poured
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