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Prologue
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I couldn’t believe that it was only two years since I met Urni.

Well, I suppose it wasn’t, really. The chronology gets a bit mucked about when you’re spending a month at a time in two time-zones over a thousand years apart. The fact remained, however, that according to the date on our Marriage certificate, Urni had married me, in a very private ceremony, two years ago come Monday.

It had been a very private ceremony. None of my friends had attended. Not even I had attended. I was beginning to think that I needed to do something about that, but I didn’t think I was ready just yet.

I was reasonably comfortable now in my role as Chief Engineer and World President. I was also quite comfortable at home. I’d discovered that I was planning to build a school. How do you discover what you intend to do? You build a time-machine and let your wife run your life for you!

In any event, I had five years to design and build a school. No problem, right? Wrong. This was not going to be any old school. Urni was confident that I would be showcasing my talents by designing a school that generated more power than it used.

It was all very exciting. Every invention I worked on just recently gave me a clue or insight to more inventions! Something as simple as a new screen for a mobile phone had led to me manufacturing gemstones, and solar panels that looked like conventional window glass. A wig for Penny’s dolls had led to ideas for artificial grass which also doubled up as solar panels! Also, micro-generators that could be fitted in guttering and drainpipes! I’d got ideas for wind turbines small enough to fit into a human hair. I hadn’t quite got them small enough yet, but building them into ‘breeze blocks’ was definitely achievable (actually, they were bricks, but I thought a brick that contained a myriad of wind turbines could better be described as a ‘breeze block’). So, I’d got windows that generated energy when the Sun shone. I’d got guttering that generated energy when the rain fell; and I’d got bricks that generated energy when the wind blew! Add in a lawn that generated energy in all weathers and I was definitely well on the way.

There were a few other things I was still working on. The ‘water purification plant’ that was currently cleaning the water in my swimming pool was still a work-in-progress. I’d got some ideas. Some very good ideas. But I still had to find the time to write them down!

Then there was the swimming pool itself. It was drown-proof. I planned to install one or two of those in my school.

Urni had shown me the site for the new school. It was the local eye-sore. An old coal mine that used to be the main (only) employer in the village. The mine had closed decades ago, but not a lot had happened on the site. The main problem was the holes. There had been some consideration to filling them with compacted waste, but that lead to a risk of methane production, underground fires and one or two other ‘undesirable’ consequences. Urni decided that the ‘best’ approach was to build my school ‘underground’ as well as ‘overground’. That allowed even more power-generation options due to the temperature differential. Temperatures underground usually stayed relatively stable. A few degrees difference, in any direction, gave options to generate electricity, or to heat (or cool) the school building.

So, my time at home was fully occupied on ‘Project Schoolhouse’. That name was more appropriate than you may think, because it was our intention to include flats and apartments within the design of the school.

We intended to build a school for local children, but we might also be offering accommodation to students from further afield. The main purpose of the accommodation was as an incentive for the teaching staff. Energy-efficient apartments provided for a subsidised rent should be quite an incentive for newly-qualified teachers. Of course, if it wasn’t, I still wouldn’t have any issues staffing my school!

In any case, I couldn’t worry about any of that today. I had a celebratory meal to prepare.
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Chapter 1 – Happy Anniversary, Urni
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The second wedding anniversary is traditionally the ‘Cotton’ anniversary. I didn’t feel comfortable buying my wife anything ‘cotton’. What could I have bought her? A tea towel? A pack of M&S underwear? I decided to play safe and stick to a card and a bouquet.

Urni prepared breakfast. We exchanged cards. She handed me a package.

“Oh, thank you Urni, your gift will be arriving later...”

“I know, John” Urni replied. It’s difficult keeping secrets from Mystic Urni at the best of times. It’s even more difficult when she has your phone bugged. In fact, URNI was my phone. Or rather, my phone was part of URNI, so what chance did I have?

I unwrapped my package. It was a new apron. Sky blue. With World President starbursts.

Urni was grinning at me. “I understand the traditional gift for a second anniversary is ‘Cotton’, John.”

“True” I replied.

“I thought the apron you wore at the barbecue last weekend was a little drab, John.”

“Possibly” I replied.

“I thought this one was a lot more ‘cheerful’!”

“Thank you” I replied.

I suppose, for those not ‘in the know’, a sky-blue apron with little starburst designs did look like a ‘sunny’ outfit to wear at a barbecue. For those ‘in the know’, what would you think of a World President who flaunted his rank at a barbecue? I think the issue was that Urni and I had quite radically different senses of humour. In Urni’s opinion, I could be naked and I would still be World President, so it didn’t really matter if I wore my badge of office to a family barbecue.

Still, I suppose I should be grateful. In the past, Urni’s ‘recommended’ apron had usually been a semi-naked figure, male or female, Urni gave me the choice.

My ‘choice’ was to wear neither, and stick with my old navy-blue and white striped apron; but I suppose I’d have to agree to the compromise and wear my anniversary gift at future events. Maybe I could show willing and wear it to prepare this evening’s meal?

——-
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MY GIFT TO URNI ARRIVED just before noon. She came into the kitchen, where I was starting my preparations, to add some water to the vases that she had selected.

She added a pill to each vase.

“What’s that, Urni?” I asked.

“Oh, it just helps to perk the flowers up. It’s a blend of Acetylsalicylic Acid, Glucose, Fructose, Sucrose and Sildenafil Citrate! Maybe I’ll let you try one later!” She winked at me, and left the kitchen humming ‘that’ tune.

To be honest with you, it was a bit of a relief. Not the bit about dosing me up with Sugar, Aspirin and Viagra. I think (hope) that was a joke! It was the fact that she was humming.

I know, usually I found it embarrassing that she’d hum that song. At least, now that I knew the title, and most of the lyrics, were ‘My Man is Wonderful’ I found it embarrassing; but I hadn't heard her humming it for a while and I was a little concerned about why. Reason one, my preferred option, was that she knew it embarrassed me, so had stopped singing it. You know Urni, how likely was that? Reason two, definitely my least favourite, Urni didn’t find me quite as ‘Wonderful’ as she used to. I was pinning my hopes on Reason three, but unfortunately, I didn’t know what that was!

So, anyway, I decided to return to preparing tonight’s menu.

For my starter, I’d decided on Tomato Bruschetta, but, of course, I’d had to add a little bit of a twist. I’d made my own bread, using Italian flour of course, not that it made that much difference when you were making bread...

I’d roughly chopped my tomatoes with fresh basil, a little olive oil, a little white wine vinegar, some red onion and a little garlic.

I’d cut my bread into heart-shapes. The ones I made for Sharon and Samantha were a little smaller than the ‘adult’ ones. I didn’t want them to fill up on the starter.

I grilled my bread, in olive oil, then rubbed a little garlic on each piece, added the tomato mixture, then grated some Parmigiano and Pecorino cheese over the top. So, think about it, bread base, tomato, basil, cheese. I’d basically made a Margherita Pizza that would have most Italians spinning in their graves (not necessarily just the dead ones)! The point was, I thought Urni would enjoy it, and I thought Sharon and Samantha would love it!

So, what about my main course?

I intended to make Chicken Parmesan. Of course, that involved pounding the chicken breasts to an even thickness. If I was going to squash the chicken breasts, what was the problem with pounding them to a particular shape. Maybe heart shaped? For my sides, I decided on Mashed Potato, grilled broccoli, cauliflower cheese, and farfalle – that’s the pasta that, in my opinion, looks like a plate of mini bow-ties. I considered trying to make heart shapes, but it is possible to take things too far!

I decided I’d make three colours of farfalle, spinach green, ‘natural’ yellow, and beetroot red. Personally, I don’t think it affected the flavour much, but it added a little extra something when you saw the cooked pasta in the bowl.

I decided that, since I was serving pasta as one of my side dishes, I could get away with a tomato and red-wine sauce-come-gravy. Was it sauce? Or was it gravy? Some purists would consider it gravy if it contained chicken (or meat) stock, and sauce if it didn’t. If that’s your definition, then it was probably a ‘weak’ gravy.

In any case, I’d tested some recipes, tweaked and combined a few, and came up with a sauce that I quite liked and thought would complement the rest of the main course.

Dessert...

It had got to be chocolate.

Urni liked chocolate.

Sharon and Samantha liked chocolate.

Wedding anniversary.

Ahh... Dark Chocolate and Passion Fruit Tart!

——-
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OBVIOUSLY, I’D PREPARED some items (my pasta, for example, and the tart crust) in advance. The rest I prepared on Monday afternoon, in advance of the meal.

I laid the table, added a bottle of red grape juice for the children and a few bottles of Perricone 'Guarnaccio' for the adults.

In my ‘uncultured’ student days, I always believed you drank red wine with meat and white wine with fish. White meat, like chicken, was a bit of a grey area for me. But, like most students, I’d found that cheap red wine was usually ‘better’ than cheap white wine. So I’d stuck with my favourites, Merlot or Cabinet Sauvignon. Now that I had a bit of cash behind me, Simon, and others, were trying to ‘educate’ my palate. We’d been filling our wine racks with some ‘interesting’ options. On his last visit, Antonio had added a few Italian reds to my crib-sheet.

This was a chance to test one of his recommendations.

I’d checked with Urni who she wanted to invite to our ‘special’ meal. She’d suggested that inviting my ‘other women’ was a step too far, so we’d limited the invites to Sonia, Simon, Sharon, Samantha, Alison and Kelvin. I assume Urni was joking about her reasons for not inviting Paula, Penny and Caroline. After all, she always insisted that she wasn’t a jealous woman, usually at times likely to cause me maximum embarrassment. But eight was a nice number for a dinner party, whilst fourteen was slightly less comfortable, especially when one of them wasn’t one yet. Plus, if I invited Caroline and Penny, shouldn’t I also invite Marie-Anne? And what about Angela O, Angela W and Alyssa? You see what happens when you start making friends?

I heard my apartment door open and Sharon and Samantha run in. I went to greet them, and my other guests.

Urni was showing off her flower arrangement to Sonia and Alison. They were making suitably appreciative noises regarding Urni’s artistic eye. They turned to greet me when they heard me arrive. I saw their eyes start to sparkle.

“Oh, good evening John!” said Sonia. “I love the new pinny!”

“Yes!” said Alison. “Very cheerful!” She was grinning.

“Yes, well, this is my anniversary gift from my wife!” I said. “You know what she’s like!”

“What does that mean?” asked Urni, her poker-face fully engaged.

Uh-oh. I’d stepped on the land mine. Now, could I diffuse it, or was this evening’s meal about to be blown to kingdom come?

Alison and Sonia were both trying to semaphore warning messages. I didn’t need warnings. What I needed was an acceptable answer. Simon and Kelvin were both ready to dive for cover. Sharon and Samantha seemed unaware of the impending cataclysm.

Five... Four... Three... Two...

“Um, exactly what I said!” I replied. “They know you have an artistic eye and impeccable taste! You’ve stuck with tradition and obtained a ‘Cotton’ gift for me that, I think, really suits me!”

(Brace for impact!)

Urni smiled, and kissed me on the cheek on her way to the table.

Sonia shot me a look, which I interpreted as ‘Good save, John. But try to be a little more careful in future!’

The others took their seats. I poured glasses of grape juice for Samantha and Sharon, then went into the kitchen to retrieve my starters.

“Oh, John!” said Alison, when I put the plate containing three bruschetta down in front of her. “This is beautiful!”

I continued around the table, serving the others. “Isn’t it supposed to be about what it tastes like?” I asked.

“I think we’ve answered that before, John” said Sonia. “You know the saying ‘you eat with your eyes first’! You always give us two meals for the price of one!”

“And it’s delicious!” said Alison, having taken a bit out of the pointed end of one of her bruschetta.

——-
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“IS THERE ANY MORE, Uncle John?” asked Samantha, finishing the last of her bruschetta.

“Of course there’s more food!” I said. “But I didn’t want you to fill up on the starter! There’s a main course, and a dessert!”

“You know what your Uncle’s like, Samantha!” said Sonia. “Personally, I would have quite happily kept munching on these all night, but I bet he’s got something equally good, if not better, coming next...”

“Well, I hope so!” I said.

I cleared the starters away, and brought in the side dishes of broccoli and cauliflower cheese, and the mashed potato and pasta. Samantha and Sharon had both gasped at the pasta.

“Oh. Pretty Butterflies!” Sharon said.

“You’ve had farfalle before, haven’t you?” I asked.

“I’m not sure they have, John” Sonia replied. “You usually serve Conchiglie, and I normally give them spaghetti hoops!”

“What fa-far-le?” asked Sharon.

“You already know!” I said. “Farfalle is Italian for Butterfly! It’s butterfly-shaped pasta! Although, personally, I think they look more like bow-ties!”

I brought through the individual plates, already containing the chicken, followed by a couple of gravy boats of sauce (I wasn’t sure if Sharon would like it, but I made extra, just in case).

We passed the serving dishes around as usual. Both children wanted a large serving of ‘butterflies’. They were less keen on the broccoli, but both accepted a small serving, with a larger serving of cauliflower cheese.

Personally, I loaded my plate with mashed potato, broccoli and cauliflower cheese. I enjoyed pasta, but I enjoyed mashed potato more!

Kelvin, as usual, took some of everything, as did the other adults at the table.

There was, of course, conversation during the meal. Most of it seemed to centre around how nobody could believe I’d been married for two years! I wasn’t actually sure whether it was ‘is it really two years since Urni married John?’ or ‘has Urni really managed to put up with John for two years?’. Either way, everybody seemed suitably impressed.

——-
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“CAN I HAVE MORE BUTTERFLIES and gravy?” asked Sharon.

Everybody around the table was grinning.

“Of course you may!” said Sonia. Alison handed the bowl of farfalle to her sister, Sonia added a couple of serving-spoonfuls to Sharon’s plate. Then Simon passed the gravy jug.

“So, you like farfalle, Sharon?” I asked.

“It lov’ly!” said Sharon.

“It’s all delicious, Uncle John!” said Samantha. “I can’t decide whether I prefer butterflies to seashells...”

“I think it depends upon the sauce” I said. “Or gravy” I added, grinning at Sharon. “I always think you get more sauce per mouthful with Conchiglie.”

“But then you taste the sauce, not the pasta, and this is yummy!” said Samantha.

“I concur!” said Sonia. “Your pasta is always ‘yummy’, but the sauce usually swamps it. We’re getting a better balance with this farfalle. You’ve surpassed yourself, John!”

“Erm, what do you think, Urni?” I asked.

“I think that the company, and the effort you put into the preparation, all add to making this a wonderful meal John. My taste-buds don’t work in the same way as human taste-buds, so it’s not possible for one flavour to ‘overwhelm’ another one. I just get a list of flavours; but I’m enjoying your farfalle. I can’t say I enjoy it ‘more’ than your Conchiglie, because they’re both good, but I’m enjoying this meal!”

——-
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IT WAS TIME FOR DESSERT.

I cleared the table and brought out the jugs of pouring cream.

I served the dishes of tart.

Sharon requested Sonia to pour cream on her slice. I performed the same service for Samantha. They both took a spoonful of dessert.

“Mmmm” echoed from both sides of the table.

The adults were using pastry forks rather than spoons, but that didn’t seem to affect the enjoyment.

“Oh, Pet, where have you been hiding this?” asked Sonia.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s delicious!” said Alison, “but I can’t remember you ever making it before!”

“Well, no. I needed something ‘special’ for my wedding anniversary meal!” I said.

“I think you found it!” said Kelvin, taking another forkful of his dessert.

“You’ve done it again, haven’t you, John” Simon said, in an accusatory tone.

“Done what?” I asked.

“You’ve seen the bar, and not just stepped daintily over it, you’ve raised it so high that your fellow men can’t even touch it, let alone clamber over it!”

“What bar, Daddy?” asked Sharon. “Is it a choc’late bar? Ucl John give you more choc’late if you ask, won’t you Ucl John?”

“Your Daddy means that Uncle John has cooked such a nice meal that Daddy can’t equal it!” said Alison.

Sharon rolled her eyes. “Daddy burn toast!”

Samantha and Sonia started laughing.

“Hey!” said Simon.

“You’re not saying your daughter is wrong, are you?” asked Sonia, grinning at Simon.

“Well, no, but she didn’t have to rub it in!” That got the rest of us to join in the laughter.

——-
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I’M NOT REALLY SURE what makes biscotti into biscotti. Is it the ingredients? Or the shape? Or the ‘twice-baked’ thing. After all, Biscuits can also be ‘twice baked’. And then there are ‘cookies’ just to add to the confusion.

In any event. I’d taken a biscotti recipe, but then totally mucked it about.

I’d made traditional Almond Biscotti, I’d made some Choc-Chip Biscotti, and I’d made some Biscotti containing candied orange and lemon peel. I’d considered making them all ‘heart shaped’, but I decided I needed to be a bit more imaginative. The Almond Biscotti I had cut into heart shapes. The orange and lemon peel I’d used a double-bell cutter (there was a design pressed into the biscuit making it look like two overlapping bells). The choc-chip variant I cut to resemble a church.

I’d asked Sharon and Samantha what they wanted to drink. They’d surprised me a little by asking if they could have Strawberry milk shake. Everybody else had asked for Coffee. I did toy with the idea of serving them ‘Coffee’, but I knew they really meant dishwater.

——-
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THERE ARE TWO WAYS of making ‘Strawberry Milkshake’. One is to get the tub of powder out of the back of the cupboard, and stir a spoonful into a glass of milk. The other option involves Strawberries. Fresh if you’ve got them, but frozen or tinned work as well. If you use tinned, drain them thoroughly. If you use frozen, it helps if you let them thaw a little, but it’s not essential (unless you’re trying to mix it by hand).

I use two parts strawberries (reduce to one and a half if they’re tinned), one part double cream, two parts milk.

If I use single cream (which I don’t, usually), then I use one part strawberries, one part cream, one part milk.

I stick it all in the blender and blitz it until it’s smooth. Sonia doesn’t like me adding extra sugar, but, depending upon the strawberries I use, I might add a little bit (especially if she’s not watching me).

I serve it in a tall glass, with a straw. If I’ve used fresh strawberries, then I might add a slice of strawberry to the side of the glass as a ‘garnish’. It works best when the ingredients are ‘chilled’, or if you chill it before serving, but using frozen strawberries can help there!

So, I made Samantha and Sharon a milkshake whilst brewing the ‘Coffee’ for the others, and making Coffee for myself.

I carried side-plates through first, each containing one of each of my biscotti/biscuits/cookies. Then carried through two plates of assorted biscotti, one for each end of the table. Then I took through the drinks.

Sharon had, apparently, already taken a bite out of all three of her biscotti. She took a suck of her milkshake, gave a satisfied sigh, and proceeded to take another bite of each biscotti in turn.

The rest of the people around the table appeared to be finishing one biscuit before starting on the next, but Sharon was following the bite-by-bite regimen.

“Which is your favourite, Sharon?” I asked, gesturing to the biscuits.

“You can’t ask my daughter that!” said Sonia. “It’s like asking me which is my favourite daughter!”

“Or asking Uncle John which is his favourite Niece!” said Samantha, laughing.

(You may recall, the ‘Valentine’ Sweeties I sent to Samantha and Sharon were both always addressed to my ‘favourite’ Niece! And, if they ever asked me, I always answered ‘you are, plus your sister’!)

Sharon had obviously learned from my example. “This one!” she said. “And this one! And this one!” She pointed to each of the biscotti in turn.

“I agree with Sharon” said Kelvin, grinning at me.

——-
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SHARON HAD FINISHED her milkshake, and now appeared to be trying to suck up the glass.

“Erm, you don’t have to drink the glass, Sharon, would you like another milkshake?” I asked.

“Yes please, Ucl John!”

“Me too, please, Uncle John!” said Samantha, hurrying to finish the remaining mouthful in her glass.

“Do the rest of you want anything else?” I asked. There were a few exchanged glances around the table.

“Yes, I’ll have another coffee, please Pet” said Sonia. The others concurred, so I disappeared off to make another round of drinks.

——-
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WHEN I RETURNED WITH the drinks, I noticed that Sharon’s plate had been refreshed with another three biscotti. So I distributed the drinks, and then offered the cookie plate to Samantha to select her own additional biscotti. She also selected another one of each.

“So, how’s school life treating you, Sharon” I asked.

Sharon was squirming in her seat, she looked at Sonia.

“It’s OK, he’s asked you a question, you can answer!” Sonia told her.

“Willyouteachmehowtosing, Ucl John?” It exploded out of Sharon like a single word. It took me a little while to work out what she’d said.

I glanced at Sonia. “Reception class have to put on a little ‘Nativity Play’ every year. They’ve started to practice the song. My daughter feels that she needs assistance from a professional, and wanted to ask her Uncle John, but I told her that tonight was about you and Urni... Then you asked her about School...!”

“What are you going to sing?” I asked.

“Away in a Manger” said Sharon.

I sighed.

The adults around the table grinned. They all knew that my tolerance for children ‘singing’ that particular carol was so low we were talking negative numbers. Still, Sharon was asking me to teach her how to sing it properly...

“Are you sure you want me to teach you, Sharon?” I asked. “You know what I’m like...”

That got even wider grins from the adults around the table.

“Yes, but we terr’ble, and Mrs Thompson say we good!” said Sharon. “You tell me prop’ly!”

“OK, well we can’t do anything tonight! We can try to find some time when you come home tomorrow, or we can wait until Saturday?”

“I need all practice I get!” said Sharon. “We start tomorrow?”

“Of course, Sharon” I answered.

Sharon happily munched on another of her biscotti.
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Chapter 2 – Choir Practice
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I woke the next morning hugging my wife. It was the day after my Wedding Anniversary, what did you expect?

As far as I’m aware, Urni hadn’t bothered to add any ‘plant food’ to my Coffee. I’m assuming that meant that she was happy with my performance.

We took a shower, then prepared breakfast together, ate breakfast together, then went our separate ways.

Urni was visiting Auntie Maureen and Uncle Richard today. I was planning to spend the day working on a design for a water purification system.

We headed downstairs together.

I waved Urni on her way, and headed into my office.

——-
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FIVE MINUTES LATER, Sharon entered my office.

“I home, Ucl John!”

“Oh!” I checked the clock on my computer. I’d been working for nearly eight hours! “Are you ready?”

Sharon nodded.

“OK, lets go into the small conference room...”

We headed off.

“Do you know the words?” I asked.

“Not very well” said Sharon. “Mrs Thompson make us sing one line at a time!”

“Hmm” I said. I didn’t personally like that approach. I thought it destroyed the natural flow.

I took the sheet of paper out of my pocket.

“Here’s the words...” I said. “Those black dots on the line are the music. You don’t really need to worry about that, because you’ll know the song, but they help when you don’t. You see the curved line joining those notes? That means you move smoothly from one note to the other, instead of stopping and starting again. This line on the stalk means the note is half as long as this note with no line. This hollow note is twice as long as this one. Don’t worry about any of that! When you know the song, it won’t matter, but it can sometimes make it easier to learn a new song because when the dots are higher, you sing a higher note, and when they’re lower, you sing a lower note.” I put my URNI on the table. “URNI, can you give me a piano accompaniment for ‘Away in a Manger’ please?”

“Of course, John” URNI replied.

“OK, what introduction does Mrs Thompson use?” I asked.

“She sing line, then we sing back!” said Sharon.

“OK, let’s try the last four bars, URNI, and see how that goes. Sharon, URNI’s going to play the last bit of the verse, and then start. You start singing when you think she’s going to play the start. If you wait for her to play it, you’ll be too late... Let’s see how we go!”

URNI played. Sharon ‘sang’. There was little or no correlation between the two.

“OK, stop, please!” I asked. “Sharon, forgive me, but this is supposed to be a lullaby! No baby could sleep through that!”

“Mrs Thomson say we have to sing up, so they hear us at back of room!”

“Well, she’s right, but she’s wrong! You have to push the music to the back of the room not ‘shout’ it! Also, you need to listen to what URNI’s playing. Let me show you what I mean... When you’re ready URNI!”

URNI played the intro, and I sang the first verse.

“Now, you’re doing a few things wrong at the moment Sharon. Don’t worry about it, you’ve only just started learning the song, but listen...”

I ‘sang’ the song again, shouting and with little regard for tempo.

“That like we sing it!” said Sharon.

“Yes. You can hear the difference, can’t you? It wasn’t really any louder than when I sang it properly, was it?”

“No.”

“No. You push the note out from your tummy. When you shout, it just comes from the back of your mouth. There’s no ‘push’ behind it, so it doesn’t go as far! Also, I know I said the black dots don’t matter, but it might help. Listen again, and follow the dots with your finger... When you’re ready URNI...”

URNI played, I sang.

“Do you want another go?” I asked Sharon.

“How you push from tummy?” asked Sharon.

——-
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SONIA CAME TO FIND us. “If you’ve finished bullying my daughter, it’s time for dinner, John.”

“I wouldn’t dare bully Sharon!” I said. “I’ve heard what she does to bullies!” I put my hands into a protective position.

Sharon giggled.

“We practice again, Ucl John?” she asked.

“Of course, but not tomorrow, what days are you practising at school?”

“Monday and Friday”

“Alright. How about if we practice again on Thursday, so that you’ve got it fresh for Friday!”

“OK, Ucl John!”

“Go and wash your hands, Sharon!” said Sonia.

Sharon skipped off.

“How was she, John?” Sonia asked.

“Terrible!” I said.

Sonia laughed. “Don’t sugar coat it for me, John!”

“I don’t know whether it’s that song, or the way they teach it at school! But I just can’t stand kids ‘singing’ it. They don’t sing, they shout! I will admit, I was starting to edge towards not wishing to be on a different continent by the end of today’s practice...”

Sonia grinned at me. “I’m sure you’ll beat her into shape by Christmas, John.”

“Maybe, but what about the other children?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s an interesting question, isn’t it?” said Sonia, grinning at me.

——-
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WE HAD ANOTHER PRACTICE when Sharon got home on Thursday evening.

Sharon had remembered most of what we’d discussed on Tuesday. She still wasn’t listening properly to the music, so tempo was still a bit of a challenge. Also, she was still struggling with pushing out the notes.

I decided to forgo ‘Away in a Manger’ for a while and concentrate on some vocal exercises.

——-
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“SHARON, YOUR ORDEAL is at an end, I’ve come to rescue you from your wicked Uncle!” said Sonia.

Sharon giggled.

“Go and wash your hands, Dinner’s ready!”

Sharon skipped off.

“So?” asked Sonia.

“Well, I no longer want to kill myself!” I said. “I’m still prepared to kill Mr Kirkpatrick!”

“Who’s Mr Kirkpatrick?” asked Sonia.

“W. J. Kirkpatrick, 1838 to 1921. Responsible for the plinky-plinky I’ve had to endure this afternoon! The ‘lyricist’ has protected themselves with a cloak of anonymity!”

“Are you sure it’s Mr Kirkpatrick?” asked Sonia.

“No. Not really. It’s just a sexist assumption based on the dates!” I replied. “URNI, have you got anything to add to the discussion?”

“William James Kirkpatrick was born in County Tyrone, Ireland. His father, Thomas was a Schoolteacher and Musician. His mother, Elizabeth was, as far as I’m aware, a housewife. The family emigrated to Pennsylvania, USA, in 1840, initially leaving the two-year-old William behind, although his sister was born en-route. William joined his parents when he was sixteen, and studied music and carpentry!”

“Music and Carpentry!” I said. “I knew it!”

Sonia gave me a funny look.

“What other excuse can be for that song! He was trying to flog his coffins!” I said.

Sonia laughed.

“Come on, John!” she hooked arms with me. We headed for dinner.
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Chapter 3 – The Great North Run
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The date of the Great North Run varied from year to year.

Usually, it was in September.

Almost always it was before the Students returned during the early part of October.

More often than not, it was the Sunday of the weekend after the kids went back to school.

So, when Urni shook me awake on Sunday morning, I had no idea what her problem was.

“Come on, John! You’ll be late!”

“Late for what, Urni?” I asked. “Stephen has gone home! I’ve relapsed!”

Urni laughed. “Didn’t Geraldine say that attending her service didn’t affect your lapsed status?”

“Hmm, maybe, but there are enough similarities in the service that I felt semi-lapsed for a while there!” I said.

“That’s beside the point anyway! That’s not what your late for!” Urni said.

“What am I late for?” I asked.

“The Great North Run!”

“The Great... How can I be late for that, I’m not taking part!”

“No, you’re not, John. But ‘Civitatai Man’ is! There’s tens of millions in sponsorship hanging on him breaking the World Record!”

“Tens of.... How?”

“Caroline, Sonia and I have been busy!” said Urni. “Civitatai Man is famous on Social Media. We’ve goaded a few multi-nationals into offering matched sponsorship! Most of them insisted on a limit of between one hundred thousand and a quarter of a million pounds, but have you got any idea how many members Civitatai has these days? They haven’t all sponsored you, but many have offered one Pound or one Dollar or one Euro. It all mounts up, especially when some have offered even more!”

“But, I thought you were going to design a costume!” I said.

“Hanging in your wardrobe, John!” said Urni, rolling her eyes. “Shift! Shower! Shave! Breakfast – I couldn’t think of a word starting with ‘S’ for breakfast!”

“Sausage Sandwich?” I suggested.

“Do you want a Sausage Sandwich?” Urni asked.

“I’d prefer Bacon...” I said.

“That’s what I thought!” she replied. “Move... Move... Move... Mo”

“I’m moving!” I said, jumping out of bed.

——-
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URNI HAD MADE ME A plate of bacon and egg sandwiches. They were waiting for me, with a glass of orange juice and a cup of coffee, after my shower and shave. I was wearing a dressing gown, because I wasn’t sure when I needed to become ‘Civitatai Man’.

I drank my orange juice, ate my breakfast and drank my coffee.

I waited whilst Urni prepared my second cup of coffee. I could have got it myself, but Urni’s reactions are faster than mine. That is my excuse, and I’m sticking to it!

I sat back, cradling the cup.

“Do I wear my ‘superhero’ outfit now? Or do I change into it later?” I asked.

“It depends, John.”

“On what?”

“On whether you wish to strip in the back of the minibus, possibly under the watchful eyes of Sharon, Samantha, Sonia and Alison!”

“I’ll put it on after I’ve finished my coffee!” I said.

“Don’t worry about the hood and facemask yet, John. You can put that on before you get out of the minibus.”

——-
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I’D DRESSED AND HEADED downstairs with Urni. I was feeling a little self-conscious about all the Lycra and the codpiece...

Kelvin and Alison were waiting outside, together with Sonia, Simon and the girls.

Simon and Kelvin were wearing shorts and shirts matching the green of my outfit.

“Is it a bird, is it a plane? No it’s Wasabi man!” said Kelvin.

“Well, you’re right, I’m hot stuff!” I said, tongue firmly in cheek.

“I think he’s more like a runner bean!” said Simon. “Do you get it?”

“You’re both wrong!” said Sonia. “It’s Civitatai man and the two boy blunders!”

Sharon and Samantha laughed. Alison grinned.

“Let’s see the full effect, John, put the mask on!” Alison asked.

I did as she requested. I had a HUD that showed me the Civitatai profile names of the people I was looking at! “Ooh this is weird!” I said, or tried to. The voice that I heard wasn’t mine – it belonged to ‘Civitatai Man’.

“Oh, I love the voice, John!” said Sonia.

“I’m not John!” I said. “I’m Civitatai Man!”

The children cheered. I removed the mask again.

“That was weird, Urni!”

“Augmented reality, John!” said Urni. “If your fellow runners have Civitatai profiles, you’ll be able to see their profile! Also, when you’re running, I’ll be able to pace you...”

“Are you two running as well?” I asked.

“No, we thought we’d dress like this to join in the fun!” said Kelvin.

“That’s what I suspected...” I said.

Sonia thumped me!

“They’ll be racing, with you John” she said. “Or at least, they’ll be starting with you. “We’ve put their expected time at an hour and twenty minutes. We’ve put your expected time at fifty five minutes. Urni’s hoping your time will be closer to forty-five minutes, and my husband is hoping to break one hour and ten minutes...”

——-
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URNI WAS DRIVING. WE’D reached the outskirts of Newcastle.

“TV cameras, John. Put your mask on!”

I complied.

We’d parked up. Sonia had moved over into the driving seat. “Mom and Dad will be watching on the Gateshead stretch!” she said. “Auntie Maureen and Uncle Richard might be with them, or they may have decided to spread out a bit! We’ll be waiting for you in South Shields!”

“What about you, Urni?” I asked.

“I’m going to wait at the start with you, John, then I’ve got transport arranged. I’ll catch up with you at the finish line! Assuming you break the World Record! If you don’t... I may just disown you!”

“Transport arranged?” I asked. “Aren’t the roads closed? You’re not going to try the Metro, are you?”

Alyssa wandered over to join us.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m here to cheer on ‘Civitatai Man’ of course!” she said. “I’ve also brought Madam’s taxi!” she inclined her head towards Urni. I looked around. Ah! There was an ‘extension’ on the corner of one of the nearby buildings. Urni allowed me to see the time machine briefly without the camouflage.

“You might spot a few of John’s staff along the route, Civitatai Man” said Urni, looking at the crowd that was gathering around us. “We’re recording your run! We’ve also got a Civitatai drone tracking you! Ours is the green one. There will probably be a few others!”

Sonia, Alison and the girls headed off. Urni shepherded us around to the various places we needed to be.

There were camera flashes and shouts of ‘over here, Civitatai Man!’.

A child ran over, “Can I have your Autograph, please?”

Urni handed me a clipboard with a stack of ‘posed’ photographs of Civitatai Man, with his cape, which I wasn’t currently wearing, floating out behind him. A replica of my green pen from the JWCC was in a little pocket on the side of the clipboard.

I signed the photograph. “To Beccie1426 with love from your friend, Civitatai Man”.

Beccie1426 was delighted.

As soon as the other kids saw what she had, I was inundated.

Urni had sewn my race number and race chip into position on my costume, so I was good to go. I carried on signing autographs.

Surprisingly enough, the photographs ran out at the same point as the last child ran back to his parents, proudly holding his autographed photograph.

There was an announcement to get into position. We found a bit of clear space.

“Don’t wait for us J... Civitatai Man!” said Simon. “The boys blunder will catch up with you at the finish line!”

There was some spiel for the benefit of the TV audience. The names of the elite runners were mentioned. They raised an arm in acknowledgement to the crowd and the TV cameras. There was a smattering of applause from the crowd, and their fellow runners.

“We also have one runner who has promised to break the World Record today. Maybe not quite as fast as a speeding bullet... but we’ll see. Ladies and Gentlemen... Civitatai Man!”

The crowd, as they say, went wild! There were cheers and applause from all sides. I raised my arm in acknowledgement. I saw my face on the big screen positioned for the benefit of the viewing audience.

“Good Luck, John!” said Urni. She was speaking through my headpiece, for my ears only. I looked around. She’d already disappeared into the crowd.

I looked up. A green drone was just moving into position, a little ahead of me. There were three other drones flanking it, and half a dozen more in the immediate vicinity.

I assume a drone had been assigned to each of the ‘elite’ runners, and me, I gave the Civitatai drone a thumbs-up. It rocked left-to-right in acknowledgement.

We were called to order. The starting gun fired. We were off.

I could see my fellow runners, with their Civitatai identifiers floating over their heads. I could also see fantasy-athlete Urni pulling away from me.

I stepped up the pace a little and started dodging and weaving the few runners that had started in front of me.

Urni picked up the pace.

“How are Kelvin and Simon doing?” I asked.

I was able to see them behind me. They were doing reasonably well. They were keeping pace with the main pack. One or two of the elite athletes were trying to keep pace with me. They’d learn. I won’t embarrass them by mentioning their Civitatai IDs. By the end of my first under-four-minute mile, they’d fallen back.

Urni hooked me into the TV commentary. “We’ve got the official time for Civitatai Man’s first mile! Three minutes and thirty-three point eight seconds! That isn’t just a record-breaking time for the Great North Run! It’s a record breaking time for a mile! No way is he going to be able to maintain that pace!”

“Too slow, John!” said Urni, starting to pull ahead again.

I sighed and picked up the pace.

——-
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THE TV COMMENTATOR’S voice cut in again. “We have the five mile time for Civitatai Man! Ladies and gentlemen. No, that can’t be right! Is that right? Are you sure? Ladies and gentlemen, Civitatai Man has run five miles in seventeen minutes and thirty-one seconds! He’s not slowing down, ladies and gentlemen! This isn’t a record breaking performance, it’s a record-shattering performance!”

“Still not fast enough, John” said Urni, starting to pull away once again.

I sighed, and picked up the pace.

“How are Kelvin and Simon doing?” I asked.

“They’re keeping pace with the main pack!” said Urni. “They’re not looking like they’ll make it into the top three, but there are certainly a few elite athletes feeling a little less elite at the moment!”

——-
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I WAS SCANNING THE crowd as I ran. My fellow runners were outlined in red. The crowd was outlined in green. Urni was flagging some spectators with a gold outline. I raised a hand in acknowledgement to each ‘gold’ spectator. I recognised a group of four. It looked like Richard and Maureen had decided to stand with Peter and Rachael. They were standing almost at the half-way mark. I waved to them.

“Go, John, Go!” shouted Maureen. Richard nudged her. “Ops, sorry. Go, Civitatai Man, Go!” she shouted with renewed enthusiasm. I was grinning under my mask. Maureen was a law unto herself.

——-
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THE TV COVERAGE CUT in again.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, are you watching this? Civitatai Man is just passing the ten mile mark. We have a confirmed time for ten miles! Thirty-four minutes and thirty-eight point four seconds. I repeat Thirty-four minutes and thirty-eight point four seconds. That is a confirmed, official time for Civitatai Man at the ten mile mark! I just can’t believe it!”

“Not fast enough, John!” said Urni.

I picked up the pace once again.

——-
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I THOUGHT I COULD SEE the sea.

No, I could definitely see the sea!

“Last five hundred feet, John! Sprint finish!” Urni said.

“You’re joking!” I said.

“No!” said fantasy-athlete Urni, running backwards and waving as she pulled away from me!

I picked up the pace.

“Here he comes!” I could hear the commentary being amplified from speakers at the finish line. “Ladies and Gentlemen here he is! Can you see him? Civitatai Man is going to cross the finish line in a record shattering time! He said he would! None of us believed him but here he is...”

I crossed the finish line.

“Forty-four minutes fifty-eight point six seconds. That’s the official World Record Shattering time for Civitatai man! That’s an average of Three minutes and twenty-six seconds per mile! Ladies and Gentlemen, is Civitatai Man even human?”

A reporter, accompanied by a camera man came over to interview me.

“How do you feel after that record breaking performance?”

“I feel great. I’m wondering if I shouldn’t run back to the start line and try again? That might be classed as showing  off, what do you think?”

The presenter laughed.

Sonia, Alison and Samantha and Sharon came over. “Congratulations, Civitatai Man!” said Sonia. “We knew you could do it!”

“You recognise Sonia Williams, of course?” I said. “She’s one of the three who created Civitatai in the first place.”

“We know that!” said the Reporter. “We know that her husband, Simon Williams and your friend, Kelvin Carter are also running in Civitatai colours today. Which leaves only one member of the Civitatai triumvirate unaccounted for... So, am I talking to John Green?”

“You’re talking to Civitatai Man!” I said.

“Do you really think that John Green, world famous recluse, the man who famously doesn’t make an appearance at his own press conferences, would decide to break cover by breaking a world record?” asked Sonia. She raised an eyebrow. I recognised her expression. I wondered whether the reporter did.

“Erm, well, yes, it does seem a little unlikely! But if it’s not John Green, who is it?”

“I’m Civitatai Man!” I replied. “If you’ll excuse me, or follow me, I believe I’m supposed to give a blood sample to prove I’m not dosed up with any banned substances!”

Fantasy-Athlete Urni led the way. Urni Prime was waiting by the awning when I arrived. She did something to the sleeve of my costume. A section fell away. “If you’d like to take your sample, nurse?” Urni asked the young lady beside her.

An elasticated strap was put around my arm. I turned away.

Unfortunately, I turned to face a display screen currently showing an enlarged picture of a needle being shoved into my arm, and blood filling the attached syringe. She switched syringes, again filling it with my blood.

“Please, hold the samples up for the cameras!” asked a member of the press. A member of the press outlined in gold in my HUD. A member of the press that looked remarkably similar to Alyssa.

She held up an expensive looking camera and took a barrage of shots, each one accompanied by an eye-dazzling flash.

“Thank you!” she said, and disappeared into the crowd.

Of course, she wasn’t the only one who took photographs, but she was the only one who had to take photographs.

The nurse stuck a sticky label with my race number and name onto the samples.

Urni handed me another clip board. Children started approaching. I signed autographs.

I’d signed the last picture just before my headache started.

Simon and Kelvin had finished, and came over to congratulate me.

“How are you, J... Civitatai Man?” asked Simon.

“Well, I was fine, but now I’ve got a massive headache!”

“Oh, of course!” said Kelvin. “See you later, Civitatai Man!”

‘Oh of course’? What sort of response is that when someone tells you they have a headache?

“This way, Civitatai Man” said Urni. She rushed me around a corner. A crowd of spectators, outlined in gold, separated to let me pass, then closed in behind me, blocking the press. Drones wobbled, stabilised and veered away. Urni led me into a marquee. In the corner of the marquee was the Civitatai II. Oh, of course, I had a headache.

Alyssa was already waiting inside.

“Get changed John!” said Urni, pointing to the suitcase. I stripped off my Civitatai Man costume, and put on my chinos, polo shirt and jacket. Urni packed my superhero costume away. “Strap in!” She said. “OK, we’ve arrived.

Urni had parked behind the church. The door opened.

“Off you go, John!” Urni said. “I’ll see you when we get back from South Shields!”

I was shooed out of the door. Urni, Alyssa and the Civitatai II disappeared. I walked around to the front of the church. My head was thumping.

“Oh, good morning, S... John” said Geraldine. “I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning...”

“Well no, Paula’s back at home now, but I was missing Stephen, so I thought I’d visit for one more week!” I said.

“That wasn’t what I was referring to!” said Geraldine. “I thought perhaps you were taking part in the Great North Run!”

“Really?” I said. “What made you think that?”

“Oh, I don’t know” said Geraldine. “There was a chap taking part called ‘Civitatai Man’. I had to stop watching to come over to the church, but he looked like he was about to smash the World Record!”

“Can’t have been me!” I said. “I can’t be in two places at once, can I?”

“Can’t you?” asked Geraldine. She grinned at me. “I thought I recognised your friends, Kelvin and Simon. They were doing quite well as well.”

“Oh, good!” I said.

“You better go in, your harem’s waiting...”

Harem? I went into the church. It didn’t take me long to spot Paula. It took somebody even less time to spot me!

“Dada... Dada...”

I walked over, Stephen put his arms out, Paula handed him over and shuffled along the bench. Penny, Bob, Caroline and Tim shuffled with her.

“I didn’t expect to see all of you here this morning...” I said.

“Really?” said Paula, grinning. “We expected you!”

“But we were coming anyway!” said Caroline. “We decided we quite enjoyed attending the Sunday service, so we’ll come here, then go and join the girls at the pub for lunch!”

The service was starting. Paula handed me a hymn book, opened at the correct page. I stood, cradling Stephen in one arm and holding the hymn book in the other. We sang the entrance hymn.

Geraldine processed to the alter.

The service started.

——-
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GERALDINE STARTED HER sermon.

“As you know, we started our service a little late today to give you a chance to watch some of the Great North Run, with some of our own competing amongst the elite! I’m sure many of you know Simon Williams, one of John Green’s collaborators who helped him create Civitatai. And Kelvin Carter, who has also joined us here on the odd occasion. Together with ‘Civitatai Man’. Now, I’m sure many of you believed you knew who Civitatai Man is...”

“Dada... Dada...” rang out through the church, accompanied by the laughter of many of the congregation, who probably agreed with him.

“But, as you can see, John Green is sitting in our congregation. As you know, only God is ‘omnipresent’. It’s not possible for an ordinary person to be in two places at the same time, is it?”

Geraldine then started talking about Civitatai Man, and the sponsorship he’d raised for the charity that owned Civitatai. “You all know how much good a friend of Civitatai has done, and how much good the charity has done, even before the assistance John and his team were able to provide. So today I think we should give thanks for Civitatai Man, John, and his team for the good work they’ve done and continue to do. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” Geraldine stepped back, and continued the service.

I thought about what Geraldine had said, and the way that she’d said it. She’d basically said I was Civitatai Man! She’d phrased everything very carefully, but ‘It’s not possible for an ordinary person to be in two places at the same time’? Why not ‘It’s not possible for anyone to be in two places at the same time’? ‘Give thanks for Civitatai Man, John, and his team’. A list of names or an alias and the man it belongs to? We may have convinced some of the congregation that I wasn’t Civitatai Man, but Geraldine had just told me that she wasn’t fooled!

I’d thought my headache was fading. Now I wasn’t so sure!
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Chapter 4 – The Aftermath
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We didn’t usually have the TV or the Radio on during breakfast, or at many other times during the day. However, on this Monday morning, Urni had tuned the Radio to a local station.

“So, today we’re talking about the astonishing result of yesterday’s Great North Run! Civitatai Man promised to break the World Record. He shattered it, then disappeared! So, who is Civitatai Man? Let’s talk to Phil on line one. Phil, what have you got to tell us?”

“Civitatai man is an Alien, Malcolm. You remember that report in the newspapers a few months back? The flying saucer? That village is right next to Civitatai HQ!”

“So, you think...”

“Civitatai man dropped in for a visit!”

I nearly choked on my Coffee!

“Interesting theory, Phil. Maggie on line two. What do you think Maggie?”

“Well, I think Civitatai man is All man! Did you see that outfit! It may have been green, but I don’t think it was a little green man wearing it! If you catch my meaning!”

“Oh, I catch your meaning, Maggie, but this is a family show, so let’s take our next call. Theo on line three. What have you got for us Theo?”

“That guy wasn’t human! Did you see those times?”

“But, Theo, you saw them take a blood sample. Don’t you think we’d have heard if it wasn’t human blood?”

“Why would they tell us? Malc? It’s the Men in Black. They know who Civitatai Man is and they’re keeping us in the dark!”

I tuned out. Caller after caller gave their opinion. Despite what Malcolm thought, there wasn’t a theory amongst them. Until...

“Olive on line two. What do you have for us Olive?”

“Do you know a shop called ‘Play With Me’? It’s on the Saint Michael and Saint John Industrial Estate...”

“No... don’t think I know it... Is it a toy shop?”

“Oh, very coy Malcolm. I’m guessing you know the shop I’m on about, but perhaps you haven’t heard what they’re making there!”

“What are they making? Are there alien eggs in the basement?”

Olive laughed. “No, Malcolm, they’re making dolls. Walking, talking, dolls. I’ve got one at home, she’s helping me care for my father...”

“And what has this got to do with Civitatai Man?”

“Well, according to the sales brochure, the Dolls have the ‘Civitatai’ protocols built in. They’re produced in partnership with Doctor John Green and his people. My guess is that Civitatai man is a Doll!”

“But what about the blood sample?”

“Malcolm, do you watch any medical dramas? Do you really think all those injuries are real?”

“So you think that the blood sample was faked?”

“That’s my theory!”

“What about the speed, can your doll run that fast?”

“Well, I’ve not actually tested that! I know she’s faster than my Dad, which is all that matters to me! But my Doll is a commercial model. Any of you could go into the shop tomorrow and order one! What are Doctor Green and Ms Parker producing behind the scenes?”

“Ms Parker?”

“It’s her shop!”

“Well another interesting theory. Thank you Olive. Sandy on line three. Talk to me Sandy!”

Urni switched the radio off.

“I don’t believe it!” I said.

“Believe what, John?” asked Urni, grinning at me.

“You planned it all, didn’t you? Right from the start! Every step along the way!”

“I don’t know what you mean, John!” Urni replied, poker face fully engaged.

“Really? Penny is due to move into her new factory at the end of the month. A factory with three times the production capacity from day one, with room to expand by at least another two hundred percent. Far more capacity than her current order book requires. Far more than any reasonable person could predict. Unless, of course, there was a sudden surge of orders. But what could possibly cause that?” I asked.

“I don’t know, John, what could cause that?” asked Urni.

“How about if one of Penny’s dolls took part in the Great North Run and smashed the World Record?” I asked.

“Did one of Penny’s dolls take part in the Great North Run, John?” asked Urni.

“You heard Malcolm’s show. Just a load of ill informed opinions; until our friendly neighbourhood magistrate gave her ‘opinion’.”

“So, you think one of Penny’s dolls was Civitatai man?” asked Urni.

I rolled my eyes. “I was there, Urni. I know I’m Civitatai man!”

Urni clasped her heart, and fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh, I’m married to Civitatai man? But you’re my hero! How could you keep this secret from your wife?”

“Urni...” I sighed. “You set me up!”

“What do you mean, John?”

“Well, Kelvin and Simon were there. Alison, Sonia and you were there. The only person who wasn’t there is me!”

“But you’re never there, John. Even when we have a press conference here, you’re never there!”

“Exactly... and yet ‘my’ blood was there! John Green’s DNA was submitted to the court as evidence in a paternity case. I’m not sure if that record should have been destroyed or not, but my guess is that there may have been an administrative oversight...”

“What sort of administrative oversight, John?”

“The sort that when the press start asking questions is going to lead to my DNA being compared to Civitatai Man’s DNA, and they’re going to match!”

“Oh! I never thought of that!” said Urni.

“No, of course you didn’t Urni. That’s why I wasn’t at church yesterday, with Paula, Penny, Caroline, Geraldine and a dozen or more other witnesses! And why I didn’t then accompany Paula, Penny and Caroline to the pub, with Stephen, Tim and Shilling, to wait for you and the others to get back from South Shields! Where I was seen by a few dozen more witnesses!”

“Witnesses, John?”

“Isn’t that what it’s usually called when somebody says ‘you were there’ and you say ‘oh no, officer, I couldn’t have been because all these people saw me here’!”

“But, if that’s true, who is Civitatai Man?” asked Urni, fluttering her eyelashes again.

“Well, I’d say that there are two possibilities...” I said. “Option one, I can be in two places at once! Option two, an ‘upgraded’ version of one of Penny’s dolls took part in the race. We rigged something up in his arm so that an ‘innocent’ nurse could take a blood sample...”

“Is that likely?” asked Urni.

“Elementary, Watson!” I said. “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth!”

“But it’s wrong, John, we know it’s wrong!”

“Yes we do, Urni, but I refer the honourable lady to my earlier response. You set me up!”

——-
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I’D INTENDED TO RETURN to working on my School today, but now I was wondering whether I should pop down to Unit 14. Urni decided that she’d come with me.

For a change, she let me drive.

We had a problem parking! There was a small car park outside Unit 14, but it was full! I decided that, rather than muck around, I’d park at the factory, and we’d walk back.

——-
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I OPENED THE DOOR TO Unit 14. I’d never seen more than two or three customers in the shop on any of my previous visits. Today, I couldn’t count them! Well, I probably could, but the point was the shop was packed! You don’t believe me? I’ll prove how busy it was!

Angela Doll saw me walk into the shop. She called across to me. “Hello, John, I’m a little busy at the moment, we’ll talk later!”

There! Is that sufficient proof? The doll who insisted on giving me hugs lasting five minutes or longer was ‘too busy’ to talk to me!

Penny saw Urni and me enter the shop. She signalled to me and disappeared into the back office. We followed.

“Are you sure you’ve got time to hide back here?” I asked.

“Oh, they’ll wait!” said Penny. “And, to be honest, I’m not particularly bothered if they don’t! I’ve sold three dolls so far this morning, and given out brochures to at least another ten customers who want to ‘think about it’. The World’s gone mad! What’s going on, John? I assume you know something, else you wouldn’t be here?”

“Have you heard of Malcolm Weir’s Weird World?” asked Urni.

“Oh that ridiculous breakfast phone-in? Shilling and I listen to it in the car some mornings.”

“I’m assuming you didn’t hear this morning’s show?” I asked.

“No, we were listening to some music. What was his topic? Oh, there was a really funny one last week ‘Where do all the socks go?’ he got some real loons phoning in for that one!”

“Oh, well this morning’s topic wasn’t as interesting as that. It was ‘Who is Civitatai Man?’” I said.

“Did you phone in?” asked Penny, grinning.

“No, I didn’t need to!” I said.

“Oh, did you call?” Penny asked Urni.

“I didn’t need to either!” said Urni.

“Apart from the ‘loons’, as you put it, who believe Civitatai Man to be a visitor from another planet...”

“They had evidence, John, that flying saucer spotted over the village!” said Urni.

“Yes. Interesting that ‘somebody’ should forget to turn on the camouflage, allowing the public to spot us, wasn’t it?” I said. “Anyway, that was the main ‘opinion’. There was, however, a theory provided by a lady named ‘Olive’.”

“Olive?” asked Penny. “Oh! Olive!”

“Exactly. Apparently you and I have produced an Über-doll. A more advanced version than the ‘standard’ model available to your average drop-in customer!” I said.

“Oh, advanced enough to run fast enough to break the World Record? Is that possible?” Penny asked.

“Not yet!” said Urni. “Probably not at all. We’d be able to beat John over one hundred metres. Robert might be able to beat him over one kilometre. But thirteen miles? Assuming the batteries were up to that level of sustained effort, which the current design isn’t, we’d start to overheat! We can’t sweat! Our cooling systems have limits. That sort of sustained energy expenditure would blow a fuse! We’re not designed for it. What would be the point?”

“What about if you were pursuing a criminal?” asked Penny.

“My reaction times are a lot faster than yours!” said Urni. “I’d catch you before you’d gone twenty metres. Certainly well before you’d gone thirteen miles! And if I couldn’t then I’d phone home and have somebody else arrive to head you off!”

“So that’s why they’re all here. They want to see Civitatai Man!” said Penny.

“Or they want to own their own version!” said Urni. “However, it does give me an idea! Have you arranged for anyone to ‘officially open’ your new shop?”

“No... I was just going to put a sign on the door. ‘Moved to New Premises – See us at Unit 32’”

“Well...” said Urni. The printer sprang into life.

Penny went to retrieve the paper, read it, and burst out laughing.

She handed it to me.

‘Meet Civitatai Man. Thursday 29th September 4:00pm – 6:00pm at Unit 32. Come. Play With Me.’

The text was printed over an image of Civitatai Man resembling the photograph I’d been signing at the Great North Run.

“Erm. Is this appropriate Urni?”

“What’s the problem, John?” Urni asked. “I’m sure Maggie would be eager to meet you ‘in the flesh’ as it were!”

“But I signed autographs for children, Urni! Is that...” I gestured to a shelf containing multiple
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