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Prologue
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Where did I leave you?

Oh yes, I remember, we’d just celebrated the New Year, hadn’t we?

I’d intended to spend the evening relaxing, but then Penny P had summoned me because Angela Doll had totally dismantled her washing machine.

I had to admit, I was impressed. Angela had cleaned and polished every part! It took me a good three hours to reassemble everything. Luckily Penny had almost as comprehensive a toolkit as I did. (I assume Angela had made use of it to disassemble the washing machine!)

It was even later by the time we’d done a ‘test wash’ and confirmed that, between Angela’s efforts and mine, the washing machine was operating more smoothly than before it’s unfortunate experience!

To be honest, I’m fairly sure that Penny and Angela could have reassembled the washing machine without my help, but they all (including Bob) seemed to enjoy assisting me to reassemble it! Angela had to plug herself in half-way through our work. That gave me a little tickle of an idea. I needed to take another look at my battery design. I had a suspicion that some of my recent experiences with constructing Nanobots and Gems were applicable to making a more efficient battery design.

So, I now had two ‘active’ projects for when I was at home. Number one was my toothbrush nanobots. I expected that to take a while, because I needed to understand all the fundamentals. I couldn’t just leap straight to the finished design. I’d built the vampire-killers without understanding much about the ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores’. I couldn’t continue to do that, I had to go back to first principals and build from the ground up.

Project number two. I was, according to Urni, soon going to be a member of the board of PWM Ltd, the company responsible for making the first Androids. Of course, Penny was already making her dolls, with my assistance, but we needed to move that along. What could we do to turn Angela Doll into Angela Android? I thought the most obvious thing was to increase the operational time. Angela Doll was capable of around two hours operation, or continuous operation if ‘plugged in’. Angela Android could operate for days, or weeks, without any recharging being required. I doubted I could achieve that just yet. Maybe I could investigate some alternate energy sources. Thermal energy using the temperature differential between hands and core? Solar energy absorbed through hair or skin? Wind or kinetic energy? All were worthy of thought, but the simplest to implement would probably be working out how to increase the efficiency of my battery design.

Before all that, I suppose it’s time I told you about the Junior World Council Conference.

Kelvin and Alison had arrived back from spending time with his family on Monday afternoon. We decided that there was no need to rush, so they both joined us all for dinner on Monday evening. Kelvin accompanied Penny F, Avan, Susan, Paulo and Antonio when they headed home after breakfast on Tuesday morning. Alison was due back at the school, so it wasn’t really convenient for her to accompany Kelvin. Instead, Robert gave her a lift after work on Tuesday.

I waved them off, and was there to greet them all on their arrival. Kelvin joined me at the start of December. Alison joined us on the Friday evening before the conference. Sonia, Simon, Penny P, Caroline and the children arrived on the Saturday morning. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s take things in order...
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Chapter 1 – Back to Work
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Urni and I headed to the World President’s Penthouse as soon as we arrived back. Kelvin had arrived about twenty minutes behind us. It was Sunday the first of December. The conference was due to start in just under two weeks time, on Saturday 14th December. I’d got quite a lot to do during those two weeks. Firstly, I needed to agree the time table for the first two weeks of the conference, as well as pencilling in most of the events for the full five weeks. We might have to change some events later, but I needed a degree of certainty.

I’d also suggested to Urni that we should have a party for all of my Engineers, allowing the junior staff to bring partners or children along if they wished. I wasn’t sure when to schedule it, but Urni thought it would probably be best to get it out of the way before the Junior World Council Conference.

We agreed that Saturday 7th December was probably the best date. Before then, I had a few meetings to attend, and a lot of paperwork to wade through.

——-
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ACTUALLY, THE PARTY hadn’t been too bad. I knew most of the engineers now; being introduced to their significant others wasn’t particularly difficult. Wilda made it her responsibility to (re)introduce me to most of the children. I’d already met them all at the Junior World Council parties. Maybe not all children had chosen to join the Junior World Council, but one hundred percent of the young children of my engineers had joined!

Of course, I’d spent a lot of my time singing. It hadn’t taken long for the ‘significant others’ to get in on the act; Molly, of course, leading the charge! Wilda had ensured that I also had to sing with a significant number of the children. I marked that down as ‘practice’ for the upcoming Junior World Council Conference.

Tomas (eventually) came to claim his duet. I looked around. “No Francis, this evening?”

“The invitation said ‘partners and children’, World President. I didn’t think recent boyfriends qualified!”

“I feel that ‘significant other’ is in the eye of the beholder!” I said. “If you want to bring Francis to any of these events, it’s your decision. I don’t think anybody is going to throw him out because you haven’t made a formal commitment to each other, yet!”

Tomas laughed. “Are you trying to play matchmaker, John?”

I grinned. “Actually, I was hoping for an update on the sculpture.”

“I think he’s still in the ‘planning’ process” said Tomas. “I’ve seen some preliminary sketches, but work hasn’t actually started yet!”

“You see, that’s why I hoped he’d be here!” I replied. “I was hoping we could negotiate! I think the sculpture would look much better if I was wearing my dress blues! I think the starburst on my cap badge would make an interesting reciprocity with the globe on my back!”

“Can I make a suggestion, John?” Tomas asked, grinning at me. “You are a competent World President, and an excellent engineer. I’ve a suspicion that your talents as an art critic may not be quite as stellar. Maybe you should stick to the day jobs?”

“You may be right” I said. “It was just a suggestion!”

“And I will be sure to pass it on. Meanwhile...” Tomas led me to the karaoke machine.

——-
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THE NEXT WEEK WAS A little hectic.

Firstly I had a final meeting with my liaison officers to discuss the arrangements for the first weeks of the conference. It seemed, looking at the proposed timetable, that I was going to be involved a lot more than I would have liked.

I was to give a ‘brief’ introductory speech on Saturday afternoon, and a slightly longer speech of welcome on Sunday.

On Wednesday afternoon, I’d be talking about ‘Civitatai – the first steps’.

That might not seem like much, but my officers also wanted to introduce a ‘Captain’s Table’. Their plan was that I would eat my evening meal with a different group of children every night. I gave the matter some serious consideration. I looked at it from all angles, then gave my response.

“NO!”

“John, don’t you think you should consider it, before giving your answer?” Urni asked.

“I did think about it, Urni!” I replied.

“It took you three hundred milliseconds from the suggestion to your response!” said Urni.

“See! I told you I thought about it!” I replied. Urni just laughed.

“Maybe we should put that idea to one side for now” Urni suggested.

——-
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ON WEDNESDAY, URNI decided we should ‘inspect’ the facilities for what was now called the JWCC. She led me down to a sub-sub-basement where my ‘carriage’ awaited.

I knew it was mine. It bore a slight resemblance to a train carriage from my time, but was a lot more streamlined and elegant. The bottom half of the carriage was black. The top half was Sky Blue. The doors were decorated with the World Presidential crest.

I boarded the train. Kelvin, Urni, Angela O, Robert and Alyssa boarded. We took our seats. The train lifted, shuddered and shot into a tunnel. Thirty seconds later, it halted and settled.

Urni led us around the building.

We inspected the dining room, or rather the dining hall.

We inspected the lecture rooms and the theatres.

We inspected the entertainment and leisure rooms.

We inspected a representative sample of the bedrooms.

They were similar in layout to the penthouse, except there were three bedrooms, two upstairs, one downstairs; and one ‘recreation’ room where the children would be able to relax with their room-mates, or ‘phone home’ using a fully URNI-equipped room. The ‘central’ dining area was more-or-less the same. The table would easily seat twelve, with a planned maximum occupancy of six children per apartment. That would allow for the occasional parental visit, visits from friends made at the conference, or for android guardians to sit during meals. I wondered which of the three scenarios would occur most frequently during the conference.

My ‘staff’ had rooms assigned for their use. I had a penthouse suite this year. I might be relegated to a more ‘standard’ room next year, when the Junior World President had been appointed, and had appointed her (or his) Chiefs; but this year I had yet another penthouse to add to my collection.

Urni led me into the final room.

This one was occupied.

I didn’t mean to count. I would really have preferred not to count; but there were four groups, twenty columns, ten rows. Then another four groups, twenty columns, ten rows. Then another. Then another. Three thousand two hundred androids. Behind them there were four groups, twenty columns ten rows of robots. Eight hundred robots in assorted sizes. All the androids and robots were wearing their dress blues.

Urni led me to the front of the room.

“Ladies, Gentlemen and Others” I said. “I understand that you have all volunteered to work at the JWCC this year. I want to thank you for that. It should be obvious to anybody of reasonable intelligence, even a human, that running this conference would be impossible without you. Hopefully, those under your care will acknowledge that. Should they forget to thank you, please be assured of my thanks for all your efforts to make this, the first JWCC, a success. Hopefully, we’ll all have an opportunity to get to know each other over the coming weeks. For now, thank you again for volunteering, and thank you for the work you have already done, and will continue to do, for the JWCC.”

The Robots and Androids applauded politely, and left the room. I felt mildly uncomfortable. I didn’t think I’d expressed myself very well. I was more comfortable talking to androids and robots than humans, but that didn’t really apply when I was talking to a group of four thousand of them! Would I be more or less comfortable talking to eighteen hundred human children? I didn’t know, and that worried me.

——-
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WE’D TRAVELLED BACK to the World President’s penthouse.

Kelvin decided to work out of the Chief Engineers penthouse, so headed back with Angela O.

I spent Thursday and Friday catching up with some more paperwork. Friday evening, Kelvin joined me and we went to greet Alison.

We spent a quiet evening together in the World President’s penthouse.
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Chapter 2 – Day Zero
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On Saturday morning, Sonia, Simon, Sharon, Samantha, Caroline, Penny, Tim and Bob arrived. We spent some time getting Penny and Caroline settled into one of my World President apartments, then we all travelled to the JWCC together in the World President’s carriage.

We arrived, and travelled up to the main reception area. Or the gates of hell, as it might better be described. There were rows and rows of tables, staffed by androids. Millions of feral children were running around. OK that is a slight exaggeration. There were hundreds of children, some accompanied by a parent. They wandered up to a table. Records were consulted. They were advised of the location of their room. There was a tearful farewell to the parent. (The parent appeared to be the tearful one, not the child!) And the child disappeared off to their room to meet the androids assigned to take care of them, and their cohabitees.

There was one, slight, exception to the standard procedure.

I’d planned for Sharon and Samantha to share an apartment with Bob and Tim, and one other person. I had discussed my proposal with the other person during the Engineers party. So, when we entered the reception area, a small figure ran over to join us.

“Good morning, Wilda!” I said. “May I introduce Tim and Bob, known to his friends as ‘Shilling’. Tim, Bob, this young lady is Wilda. She is a friend of mine, and Sharon’s and Samantha’s of course. She’s agreed to share your apartment and help you cope with finding your way around, and any of the ‘new’ stuff. Sharon and Samantha are up to speed on a lot of it, so they’ll be able to help as well. Let’s show you all to your room!”

As I’ve already mentioned, I was staying in the Penthouse apartment. I’d be sharing with Kelvin and Alison, if or when they were on site at the JWCC. Sharon, Samantha, Tim, Bob and Wilda were in one of the grace and favour apartments under mine.

We showed them their rooms, and introduced them to Andrew, Amanda and Annie, the androids assigned to look after them.

Urni handed Bob and Tim a ‘new’ URNI. “This is a little more advanced than the URNI Uncle John gave you for Christmas. It works in exactly the same way, but it will work better in this time zone. Uncle John will be spending some of the conference in the apartment upstairs. This is a VIP suite, so you’ll be able to visit him if he’s available. Just ask URNI where he is!”

“Aren’t you Urni?” asked Bob.

“Things different here!” said Sharon. “Auntie Urni everywhere!”

“Oh, is this a good time to show Sonia and the others your new trick, John?” asked Alison.

Four ‘new’ Urnis appeared, stepping away from Urni prime.

“What’s going on?” asked Caroline.

“As you can see” said Kelvin, “Urni can project holographic images that are indistinguishable from the real thing.”

“You’ll be able to visit Tim and Bob in this apartment without leaving your apartment in the Capitol building” I said. “You won’t be able to hug them, but you’ll be able to chat, and ask how their day went. If you want to visit, we’ll be able to arrange that, but the idea is that the children will spend time with their peers!”

“John can tell the difference between the holograms and the ‘real’ people!” said Alison.

“How?” asked Penny P.

“He won’t tell us!” said Kelvin.

“That one Auntie Urni!” said Sharon, pointing at Urni Prime.

“Correct!” I said.

“How can you tell?” asked Simon. The hologram Urnis disappeared.

“Don’t tell them, Sharon!” I said. “I have to keep some secrets!”

“OK, Ucl John” said Sharon, miming sealed lips.

“Do you want to go again, Urni” said Kelvin. “Let’s give Sharon a chance to prove it wasn’t a fluke!”

“Don’t say anything yet!” I said to Sharon. “Let’s give the others a chance!”

There were once again five Urnis in the room.

“Anybody?” I asked. “No? OK Sharon, tell them!”

“That one!” said Sharon.

“Must be something in the coffee!” said Simon, grinning.

“Of course, the point of this is that your personal URNI is ‘real’ here!” I said.

Jeff, Mouse, Cherry and Peaches stood beside Urni, waving at there respective ‘owners’.

“Oh, this is weird!” said Caroline. “I never expected to meet you in real life, Mouse!”

“I’m no less real when you talk to me on your URNI, Caroline” said Mouse. “URNI just has more resource available here!”

Penny went over to Jeff, and placed a hand against ‘his’ chest. It went straight through of course.

“Wow!” she said. “This is some serious Tech!”

“F A B, Pen!” said Jeff. Penny grinned.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got Thunderbird Two parked in the sub-basement have you?” she asked.

“I don’t think so” I said. “Have we, Urni?”

“Not exactly!” said Urni. “But why Thunderbird Two? I’d have thought Thunderbird One or Thunderbird Five would be the most interesting!”

“Maybe Thunderbird Five” I replied, “but that wouldn’t be in the basement! For an Engineer, Thunderbird Two is the best! Isn’t that right, Penny?”

“F A B, John!” said Penny, grinning at me. “I’m loving it here already!”

“We may be able to arrange a trip to a space station, if you really want one?” Urni said. “I didn’t realise you were interested!”

“We’ve got a space station?” I asked.

“Of course!” said Urni. “And bases the moon! Some technology works better in low gravity or zero gravity. They’re mostly staffed by robots, of course, but we maintain a breathable atmosphere.”

“How would we get there?” asked Tim. “Can we go in a rocket?”

“Sorry” said Urni. “We just use Uncle John’s boring old time machines!”

“How would that... Oh, of course!” I said. “It’s the same as travelling around the planet. The unified field theory, Gravity, Time and Space. All tied together in that neat little equation!”

“Oh!” said Penny. “I’m beginning to understand! I read your paper, of course, but I didn’t understand any of it as abstract mathematics. Putting it into context of travelling through time, but arriving in the same fixed point in space, or choosing a different arrival point... Oh, it’s beautiful!”

“What’s beautiful, Mommy?” asked Bob.

“Uncle John’s equation!” said Penny. “I still don’t really understand all of it, but having had a practical demonstration, I’m beginning to see how it works from a practical aspect!”

“Are all engineers like this?” asked Caroline, looking at the grins on Penny’s, Kelvin’s and my face.

“Yes!” said Wilda. “They suddenly think of something new. Then they freeze up for a few seconds or a few minutes. Then it’s like their whole body lights up from the inside! Mommy does it all the time. Daddy does it sometimes! I haven’t done it, yet!”

“Don’t worry, Wilda, I have every confidence that you will, one day!” I said, grinning at her. “And, just to clarify Penny, the equation was a joint effort. Kelvin and I worked on that paper together!”

“Anyway” said Sonia. “I suppose it’s time we left you children to your conference!”

“I’ll be staying over here today!” I said. “Probably tomorrow as well! I haven’t decided about the rest of the week yet!”

“We’ll go back to the Capitol building, and help Penny and Caroline get settled!” said Simon.

“You’re free to eat in the World President’s penthouse!” said Urni. “I can arrange for androids to assist, if you’d prefer to eat in your own rooms.”

“We’ll sort something out” said Simon. “Are Alyssa and Angela staying with John?”

“Alyssa is over here. Angela and Robert are back in the World President’s penthouse. Don’t worry, Sharon” Urni added, noticing Sharon’s frown. “I’m sure BobBob will visit, but you’re here to enjoy the conference!”

“That OK, Auntie Urni, I speak with BobBob when I want to anyway!” Sharon replied.

“I mentioned this earlier, but just to remind you, the URNIs that John gave your for Christmas will still work here, but you may not actually need them!” said Urni. “Your apartment is one big URNI. I’m pretty much omnipresent everywhere here. We’ve given Bob and Tim a new URNI because they’ll need it for the conference. It’ll have your timetable on it, and will be able to guide you around the venue.”

“Take good care of these five!” I said, turning my attention to Amanda, Annie and Andrew.

“Of course, World President!” replied Annie. “We’d do that for any of the children at the conference, but these five are special to John Green, so they get the VIP treatment!”

“OK, you five” I said. “The plan is for you to settle in to the apartment this morning. Meet your room mates and meet your android helpers. Then, this afternoon, you join all the other children for a welcoming address from somebody or other, I think he’s the World President, or something like that; then you attend an ‘Icebreaker’ party, where you’ll mix with all the other children attending the conference!”

“You come to party, Ucl John?” asked Sharon, looking sceptical.

“Yes!” I said. “That’s why you four are here! I’m relying on you to help me cope! I’m hoping Wilda will help as well, but, of course, she’s attending the conference because she’s a member of the Junior World Council! Officially, you four are a little old to join! You’re supposed to be under twenty, and you’re over a thousand years old! But don’t worry, I’ve pulled a few strings”

“Oh, don’t!” said Caroline. “I don’t even want to think about it!”

“YOU don’t want to think about it?” asked Penny. “My many-greats granddaughter is probably downstairs somewhere! I feel ancient!”

The children giggled.

“I’ll see you later!” I said to the children. “Say your goodbyes, and we’ll get your parents out of your hair for the next five weeks!”

The children exchanged hugs and kisses with their respective parents. I escorted Penny, Caroline, Sonia and Simon back downstairs to my carriage.

“Angela will meet you at the other end!” said Urni. “You’ll be able to watch most of the conference live. Anything you don’t understand, just ask me. Or ask Mouse or Jeff. It’s the same thing! Anything you need. Just ask!”

“I think Penny’s Mom will be in touch at some point!” I said, addressing Penny P. “Penny herself is going to be busy for a lot of the time, she’s one of my liaison officers. Penny, you’ll be coming over here for the seminar on Android construction. Caroline, I think we’ve got you pencilled in for a session on some of the history of Professor Parrot, along with Alison and Sonia. Depending upon how those sessions go down, we’ve got an ‘ancient history’ panel pencilled in, to discuss all the stuff happening at home!”

“That will probably turn into a ‘how I met Saint John’ lecture!” stage whispered Kelvin. “But, don’t tell the World President! He’s nervous enough as it is!”

Caroline and Penny laughed.

“I’ll see you all during the next five weeks” I said, “but you’re going to have to find your own entertainment for a lot of this visit. Urni will be able to offer helpful suggestions, if you ask her...”

“Normally, we just spend our time sunning ourselves in the World President’s conservatory!” said Sonia. “Alternatively, Urni has a catalogue of ‘classic’ films which haven’t actually been released back at home yet...”

“I’m still suffering from culture shock!” said Penny. “Everything is just... so... Wow!”

“I think I’ve got the advantage there” said Caroline. “I don’t really understand how anything works back at home, so why should it be any different here?”

——-
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I’D SAID GOODBYE TO Sonia, Simon, Penny P and Caroline. Kelvin and Alison had decided to stay with me for a couple of days. I think Urni, Sonia and Alison had plotted behind the scenes. Kelvin wasn’t actually needed at the conference until his first ‘lecture’ on Monday afternoon, but the plan was that I wouldn’t be left on my own unless it was absolutely necessary.

I can’t say that I objected. Any distraction was useful at this point. We headed up to the penthouse. I pretended it was just an ordinary day, and got some paperwork done. Urni alerted me an hour before I was due to greet the attendees.

I had a shower, then stood, naked, in front of my wardrobe. Urni stood behind me, grinning.

“I think you should put some clothes on, John. Caroline and Penny might like this fashion choice, but I don’t really think it’s appropriate for greeting the children!”

“Ha Ha!” I said. “I’m trying to choose between dress blues and my combat uniform. Have you got a preference?”

“Well, my personal preference would be what you’re wearing now, but maybe dress blues for the children?”

I got dressed and we headed down to the party.

——-
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I’D ALREADY TOURED the venue, of course; but it was empty on my previous visit. That was no longer the case. I could hear the noise as soon as we left the lift. Urni stayed behind me. I think she was worried I might run away.

I entered the room, walked to the front and mounted the stage.

The crowd went silent. I looked around. Sharon, Samantha, Bob, Tim and Wilda were standing at the front of the hall, near the stage. Sharon waved. I grinned at her.

“Good afternoon young ladies and young gentlemen!” I said. “Welcome to the JWCC!”

There was a cheer from my audience.

“I’m not intending to occupy too much of your time this evening, I just want to introduce myself. Hello, I’m John. You may already know, but I’m the World President!”

The children laughed.

“Hopefully, you have already spent some time getting to know the people who will be sharing your apartment. Tonight is your opportunity to get to know some of the other attendees at the conference. You’ve probably already studied the venue map on your URNI, so you know that this is the ‘Entertainment Zone’. My Engineers are in charge of this room, so you can expect karaoke, and maybe one or two other entertainments! The room behind me...” I pointed to the back wall “...contains a dance floor. My Scientists are looking after that room. Over there...” I pointed to the right “... is a refreshments room. It’s not the main dining room, but you’ll be able to get party food and drinks, or snacks, any time you feel like it! And over there...” I pointed to the bottom right corner of the room “... is the ‘quiet zone’. My Politicians will be looking after you in that room. If you want to spend some time relaxing, or chatting with your new friends, then that may be the room for you. And now, I think it’s time for me to declare the JWCC officially ‘open’!”

I tried to step down from the stage, but Wilda came on stage to me.

“Not yet, World President John!” she said. “This is the karaoke zone, so you can’t just tell us the party has started, you need to show us!”

Urni handed two microphones to Wilda. She handed one to me. The music started to play...

——-
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I KNEW I HAD NO CHOICE about attending the party, but my plan had been to spend the evening sitting in the quiet zone.

Unfortunately, the children had other ideas.

One after another asked me to sing with them.

Alyssa obtained a blue skies for me. I needed it. Not just to calm down; my throat was getting dry from all the singing!
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Chapter 3 – Day One
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The next morning, I had a breakfast meeting with my liaison committee.

“Well the icebreaker seemed to go quite well!” said Penny F.

“Really?” asked Dixie. “We only had a handful of children in the chill zone all evening!”

“We had a steady stream of kids grabbing food or drinks” said Barbara, “but they didn’t stay for very long!”

“I don’t think we had more than a hundred in the dance zone all evening!” said Trevor.

“Well, there’s a perfectly logical explanation for that, isn’t there World President?” Penny stated. “Everybody wanted to sing with the World President! They didn’t let him rest all night! And their faces!”

“Yes! They were all thrilled, weren’t they?” said Trey. “Of course, Wilda led the charge, but the children were lining up for their chance to sing with the World President. I know the World President has already pencilled in a party for Christmas Day and New Year’s Eve; and of course the farewell party; but I don’t think it will be enough! I suggest we change the timetable and have an ‘End of the Week’ party every Saturday afternoon. It’s still not going to be enough! We’ve got eighteen hundred children here, all of whom want their chance to sing with the World President. Five weeks. Eight parties. The World President would have to sing over two hundred songs per party!”

“That won’t work!” said Maggie, another of my Economists. “Of course, we had planned for the kids to be able to relax for a couple of hours at the end of every day. If the World President spent a couple of hours in the Entertainment zone every evening, then we could probably double the number of children that the World President will be able to sing with!”

There was an excited buzz among my liaison officers.

“Hang on, don’t I get any say in this?” I asked.

“Well, we suggested the ‘Captain’s Table’ as an opportunity for the children to meet with you, and you shot us down in flames!” said Penny. “So, I think this time, we’ll just instruct URNI to add the event onto the timetable! Do I need to check with Sonia first?”

“I knew letting you spend time with your many-greats granny was a mistake!” I muttered.

Penny just grinned.

“So, is that the end of the meeting?” I asked.

“Hardly!” said Penny. “We haven’t discussed anything other than the World President’s involvement so far! Have you checked the Social Media pages yet?”

I looked at her. “Are you serious? I spent about ten hours yesterday afternoon and evening singing with URNI-knows how many children. I eventually escaped, grabbed something to eat, and went to bed. I woke this morning, had a shave and a shower, put some clothes on, and came down here to join you for this breakfast meeting! When did I have time to check Social Media?”

“Hand’s up anybody who’s already checked the feeds?” asked Penny. “Let’s make it slightly easier for the World President. Hand’s up anybody who hasn’t had time to read, or post, on Social Media since the start of the JWCC?”

My hand was the only one raised.

“URNI, can you show the World President some edited highlights?”

Of course, the room we were using for our breakfast meeting was URNI-equipped, so we were treated to a montage of images, both still and moving, from yesterday evening. There were captions and audio alongside some of the images.

“My new friend Vicki singing with the World President!”

“Vince, Paul, Michael, Pat and me at the JWCC!”

“Patrice, Enzo, Noah, Felix, Jonas, and me at the JWCC!”

“Mary, Cora, Catalina, Zofia, Elzbieta and me at the JWCC!”

“My new friend Oscar singing with the World President!”

“My friend Wilda singing with Ucl John” I think I knew who posted that one!

“Shilling, Tim, Sharon, Samantha, Andrew, Amanda, Annie and me at the JWCC!” I could guess who posted that one as well!

And so it went on.

We hadn’t even had a full day of the conference yet, and already the children were making new friends. Of course, most of them were friends from their shared apartment which, in the majority of cases, were groups of boys or groups of girls. Urni had been willing to try a little ‘matchmaking’, but I’d discouraged her, suggesting it would be better to let friendships grow naturally. There were some apartments where children had requested to share with friends of the opposite sex. We hadn’t blocked those requests. There was no need. All the children were chaperoned by URNI, and there were androids in every apartment.

Eventually, I decided we’d seen enough of the Social Media posts for now, and I’d suggested we move on to other matters.

I was due to host my first ‘Meet the World President’ starting at eleven a.m. That would be followed by lunch and then the first opportunity for the children to discuss their timetable for the first week. You’re wondering why the children couldn’t just use their URNI to plan out their time table aren’t you? Or perhaps you’ve already worked that one out? The whole point of this conference was for the children to meet and interact with each other. Standing in a queue, waiting to find out where you’d be sleeping for the next five weeks, was the perfect time to strike up a conversation with a stranger. Likewise, waiting in line to discuss a seminar on Economic policy; after all, you already knew you had something in common, or you wouldn’t be standing in the same queue!

We’d discussed where we would all be for the rest of the week. My liaison officers would be hosting the ‘general’ sessions for the first four weeks of the conference and the ‘challenge’ sessions for the last week. We’d got guest lectures from more senior staff, and ‘keystones’, which we expected all the children would wish to attend. The eleven o’clock session was the first ‘keystone’.

“I think we need to rethink the venue for the keystone events” said Penny. “The children know how many people are attending. If we split them into separate rooms, then they’ll know that there is URNI trickery involved, even if they don’t understand exactly what we’ve done. I think we’re best going for an arena with a holographic projection. The World President, and any other speaker who attracts full attendance, will be visible to the entire audience by virtue of the big screen!”

“But if we’re using a projection, why do I have to be there at all?” I asked.

My liaison officers all laughed. “John, you’re who they’re here to see” Penny said. “By the end of the conference, maybe, we may have managed to engage their enthusiasm for the ideals of the Junior World Council; but at the moment they’re here to meet the World President. They can meet the holographic World President from the comfort of their own homes. We need to let them get ‘up close and personal’. No URNI trickery. URNI can amplify, she can’t replace!”

“But...”

“No, World President!” said Penny. “I’ve given this a lot of thought. You can do this! They’re only children! You like children! Look what you did for Tim and Shilling!”

“But that...”

“... was an accident?” Penny asked. “You expect me to believe that? You broke into a theatre, World President. You reprimanded an actor and threatened to sack her. Then you demonstrated that you were as talented, or more talented, than the professionals on the cast! Which part of that wasn’t a deliberate act to do something ‘nice’ for two children who are barely more than strangers to you? By the end of this conference, you will have spent more time with many of the attendees than you have with Tim and Shilling! Maybe you won’t give them the same amount of one-to-one time, that is your decision. The fact remains that they will have spent more time in your presence than Tim or Shilling have up to this point!”

“Urni?” I asked.

“Yes, John?” Urni appeared, standing beside me.

“Do you agree with Penny’s analysis?”

“Let me put it this way...” said Urni. Suddenly she was dressed in her Judges robes and wig, with a square of black cloth on her head.

Penny burst out laughing. “How did we go so long thinking androids and robots had no imagination?”

I thought it was a rhetorical question, but Urni decided to answer it anyway. “I’ve given that a lot of thought since meeting John. It’s something about his attitude. He treats us like equals, so we have to behave like equals. It doesn’t make any sense, but John motivates us to do our best. I understand that he’s having a similar impact on his human peers.”

——-
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THE CONVERSATION HAD gone a bit off-topic at that point, so I’d stopped paying as much attention as it may have deserved. To be honest, I was contemplating my upcoming keystone. I’d already greeted all of the children, and ‘partied’ with them. It hadn’t been easy, but I’d survived. The real question was, would things get easier as the JWCC progressed? Or would I find it increasingly more difficult to cope?

I had one tiny crumb of reassurance to cling to. Tim, Bob, Sharon and Samantha had all been effusive about the fun they’d had at the JWCC when I welcomed them home. Of course, we hadn’t discussed details, and they could have been coached, but I felt that the World President having a meltdown in front of eighteen hundred children might have been worthy of comment. If not an overt comment, then it would undoubtedly have cast a pall over the proceedings, which would have reduced the effusiveness of their post-conference comments.

So, I was probably going to be fine.

“Urni, what time is it?” I asked, cutting back into the conversation.

“Time we were heading to your ‘Meet the World President’ event!” said Urni.

“In that case, I’ll leave the rest of you to prepare for the time-tabling session! No doubt I’ll see you all later. Possibly after spending some time recovering in a darkened room!”

I headed out. Urni Prime met me in the corridor, and led me to my execution. I mean, led me to the venue for my keystone.

——-
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URNI DECIDED SHE WASN’T going to do things by halves. Instead of entering the room via a ‘stage door’, she led me around to the front entrance. The children appeared to be already seated. Music started playing. I’m not sure if any of the children recognised it. Penny P would, if she was listening. It was the theme tune from the original Gerry Anderson ‘Thunderbirds’.

There were excited mutterings from the children when they noticed me walking down the central aisle. The stage was bare, except for a chair set slightly off-centre, a coffee table, a glass, and a carafe.

I filled the glass from the carafe, and took a sip. It was Blue Skies.

I sat down.

I looked at my audience.

That was a mistake.

I took a larger sip of my Blue Skies and looked at the middle of the fifth row of the audience, where Sharon, Samantha, Tim, Bob and Wilda were seated.

“Good morning young ladies and young gentlemen. Welcome to the first keystone of the conference. It’s in your programme as ‘Meet the World President’, but we met yesterday, so I’m at a bit of a loss about how we should pass the time for the next hour or so. Maybe you have some suggestions? Let me first of all take a little bit of time to explain how we hope this conference is going to work. After your lunch today, you’ll be able to spend some time filling in your time table for next week. My liaison officers are standing by to explain the events we have planned. If you find that you are unable to attend an event, because it clashes with another event that you wish to attend, let the liaison officers know. We may already have a re-run of the event planned. If we haven’t, and enough of you wish it, then we’ll add it to the timetable. Normal weekdays will be a mixture of training sessions and guest lectures on the various World Council divisions. There will be a keystone lecture every weekday afternoon, starting at three o’clock. We hope those will be of interest to all of you, although it is, of course, entirely up to you whether you wish to attend any specific event. We’ve timetabled a few hours for relaxation every evening before bedtime. Saturdays are timetabled as ‘free time’ for you to catch up on sleep, or anything else you wish to do. There will be an ‘end of week’ party every Saturday, similar to yesterday. Sunday morning is when your liaison officers will get together to discuss the last week and finalise the timetable for the coming week. You’ll then spend Sunday afternoon planning out your activities for the next week. That’s all I have to tell you at this stage. I believe URNI and her team are standing by, so any of you who have a question for me know what you need to do...”

A chair suddenly appeared beside me, occupied by somebody I recognised.

“Mr World President, Sir. I’ve read your medal citations. I was wondering if you could tell me what you felt when you shot World President Jason Evans?”

“Oh, you’re starting off with the easy questions are you, Philip?” I asked. “Firstly can you all please remember that my name is ‘John’. Please use it. Now, to answer your question. What did it feel like? It felt as if I was destroying myself. It felt like there was no love left for me in the world and I would never be trusted or loved by those I loved ever again.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“Did you watch my trial?”

“I watched some of the hearing. Mommy wouldn’t let me watch all of it. She said I was too young!”

“OK, let me summarise. The World President thought I wanted to steal his job. He was wrong, I never actually wanted to be World President, but, as you should know, there were a few problems that the World President was trying to ignore and that I was trying to persuade him to take seriously. I assumed I was helping the World President to do his job. He assumed I was trying to take over. Consequentially, he attacked me and the people I love most. He travelled back in time and tried to erase me from history, by shooting my Grandad before my Father was born. When that didn’t work, he tried to destroy my friendships. I don’t want to discuss all the details. Your Mommy obviously doesn’t believe you’re old enough to understand everything that happened yet. I wouldn’t want to upset her by pretending to know you better than she does. Anyway, the World President had travelled back in time, and was travelling home a few years at a time trying to destroy me and my family as he went. Eventually, he came back here to plan his next set of actions. We know this because of evidence obtained from his personal android. The issue, as I saw it, was that there was a risk that the World President might change something that I wouldn’t be able to change back. I’d already seen that his actions had destroyed this time line and prevented all of you from being born. I’d managed to fix that, but would I be able to ‘fix’ the next thing he did? The only option I could see was to stop him, permanently. I didn’t expect anybody else to understand. I don’t really expect you to understand, but I had to kill the World President to save you. I didn’t know what my punishment would be. I was prepared to accept any punishment that my judge and jury thought appropriate. Unfortunately, they decided to make me replace the man I killed. So this is my penance. I need to show by my example what the World President should have done, rather than what he actually did!”

“Is that why we are all here at the JWCC?”

“Yes. I’m not going to assume I know all the answers, but I do understand why we have to ask the questions. I introduced the Junior World Council so that I could help all of you understand the questions, and think about what answers you would want me to choose. The answers won’t really affect me. They will affect you, and the children who come after you. When I was young, a group of children tried to persuade the adults to address some serious issues that would affect the future of the planet. You all know what happened. I thought I’d give it another try; but this time the man in charge would actually listen.”

Philip disappeared from the stage. A young girl took his place.

“My Daddy says there must be something wrong with you because you treat androids and robots as if they are real people, and you claim to be married to URNI.”

“I’m sorry, URNI isn’t being very cooperative this morning. I don’t believe we’ve met. My name is John, may I know yours?”

“I’m Tildie, World Pres... I’m Tildie, John.”
“Well, Tildie, let’s take your question a bit at a time. Firstly, I treat androids and robots as if they are real people, because they are real people. Just because their bodies are manufactured doesn’t mean they’re not ‘real’. In my home time, before the introduction of the medical nanobots and the Methuselah nanobots, people sometimes had artificial arms or legs. People were working on developing artificial hearts and kidneys. Having artificial body parts doesn’t make a human less human. Have you ever spoken to a robot or android?”
“Of course!”

“Did they say anything to you to make them think they weren’t people?”

“Well, we only played games, or did my school work.”

“I’m guessing she was called Angela?”

“Yes it... I mean she was....”

“Apparently, there is a natural reticence built into robots and androids that prevents them from showing too much initiative. Some might argue that makes them less than human, but I’d argue that there are many humans who behave in a similar way. As to my being married to URNI, I’m not really sure what to tell you about that. I never wanted to get married. There were many reasons. I was too shy, I was too selfish, I never met the right person. I met URNI when I first visited here. She, of course, had known me for a lot longer. It was a shock to me when Urni told me that we were married, but I’ve learned to live with it. Most of the time. Urni understands me. She’s made a few mistakes, some more serious than others, but that just proves that she’s a real person. Finally, I would like to say that your father is entitled to his opinion. I disagree with it. I hope that you will take the time to talk with the androids working at this conference and make up your own mind. You can also, hopefully, make up your own mind about whether there is something ‘wrong’ with me. I’m sure that some of my family would probably agree with your Daddy on that one, although maybe for different reasons...”

Sharon stood up, she appeared standing alongside me on stage. “Mommy say Ucl John is special. She say he not think about things the same way as anybody else. That why he so clever. He make a special chip that makes androids and robots think, and make URNI. Lots of people love Ucl John, but Ucl John not notice, until Auntie Urni arrive! Auntie Urni ‘fit’ with Ucl John. They both special. That why they married!”

“Thank you, Sharon” I said. “Are there any more questions? Perhaps you’d like to know my favourite colour? Or my favourite meal?”

Margaretta appeared on stage.

“Ah, hello again Margaretta, you have a question?”

“Yes, Wor... John. Why would you think we’d want to ask your favourite colour? That’s the sort of thing that you’d put in your Social Media profile, assuming you were the sort of person who actually used Social Media...”

“Ah, yes, well, I suppose it was just ‘wishful thinking’. The questions so far have been a lot heavier than I was expecting.”

“Then why did you bother answering? Why didn’t you just tell Philip and Tildie that they were only children and too young to understand?”

“Did you understand their questions?”

“Of course, W... John”

“Did you understand my answers?”

“I believe so...”

“Then you’re not too young to understand, and I’m assuming the same is true of most, if not all, of the young ladies and young gentlemen attending this conference. I’m hoping that both Philip and Tildie understood as well. Was there anything else?”

“Yes, W... John. You claimed earlier that you didn’t want to be World President. Why didn’t you refuse the nomination?”

“I was not given the opportunity to do so. If you watched my trial, then you’ll know that there was a ‘joke’ election at the end of it where I was the only candidate standing for election. That was the first time I knew that I had been nominated. It was made clear to me, by Sonia, who you’ll all get the opportunity to meet later this week, that I was required to serve as World President to make amends for killing the previous World President.”

“You could resign...”

“You haven’t met Sonia yet, have you? Samantha, can I resign?”

Samantha stood up, and appeared standing alongside me. “No, Uncle John. Mommy says you feel guilty about what you did to the nasty World President. Sharon and I wouldn’t have been born without you, neither would anybody in this room, or anybody currently alive on the planet; but you felt guilty. So Mommy says you need to be ‘punished’. The best way to punish you was to make you step into the World President’s shoes. She said that you needed to understand that your judgement of him was correct. If you served as World President, then you’d understand the problems he faced. If you were able to step in, cold, and do a better job than he did after how ever many years he had trained to be World President, then you’d understand that your actions were forced on you; and you wouldn’t feel as guilty about having to kill him!”

Samantha and Margaretta disappeared from the stage.

“Thank you, Samantha, are there any more questions?”

There were. Lots.

Two and a half hours later, they were still coming thick and fast, but the carafe was empty.

“Hm. This session has gone on for a little longer than we’d originally time tabled. You were all due to head for your lunch half an hour ago. So, I’ll make a deal with you. We’ll rearrange the time table and schedule another of these ‘Meet the World President’ sessions for later in the conference. URNI, when would you suggest?”

“Would the same time, next week, be convenient, World President?”

“Very well. I’ll probably meet many of you before then, but any of you who have more questions for me will have an opportunity to ask them next Sunday. For now, go and have your lunch. I hope you enjoy the rest of the conference.”

The children stood, applauded, and filed out.

——-
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I SAT BACK IN THE CHAIR. Urni Prime came to join me.

“How are you, John?”

“How am I? Did you listen to those questions?”

“Of course, that’s why I’m asking how you are!”

“Let’s head back up to the Penthouse, Urni. I think I need a few hours alone time!”

——-
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KELVIN AND ALLISON were waiting for me back in the penthouse. Sonia was also there, but holographically represented.

“How are you, John?” she asked. “Those questions were brutal!”

“Did you think so?” I asked.

“Didn’t you?” asked Alison.

“Well, yes, actually, I did. But I wondered if it was just me misreading the situation again.”

“I don’t think you misread anything, John” said Kelvin. “I’m wondering if maybe we should time table next Sunday’s session as ‘Interrogate the World President’! Somehow it seems a more appropriate title!”

“Why didn’t you refuse to answer the personal questions, John?” asked Sonia.

“Weren’t they all personal questions? Where should I have drawn the line? I didn’t want to falsely ‘glorify’ any of my exploits; but, at the same time, I’ve been awarded medals. I thought it was important to explain to the children what I thought of those awards.”

“What about Tildie’s father?” asked Kelvin.

“I didn’t want to tell a child her Daddy is wrong. Let her make her own mind up about that based on the evidence. Besides, he may have a point, how many people do you know who’ve married URNI?”

“Not many!” said Urni. “I’m very discriminating in my selection of husbands!”

“I’m guessing it’s not unheard of for humans to form an emotional attachment to an android though, Urni” said Alison. “Presumably, you’re a part of that relationship?”

“Yes, it happens” said Urni. “The last World President’s relationship with Angelo speaks to that. No, I’m not usually part of the relationship. Androids and Robots are part of URNI, but also separate from URNI. Their ‘romantic liaisons’ are usually protected by personal encryption keys. I wouldn’t be aware of their experiences any more than they would be aware of mine, excluding unfortunate accidents, of course!”

Alyssa walked in, carrying a tray containing a cup of coffee and a bowl. The bowl contained Eton Mess.

“I thought you might be in need of a little ‘comfort food’ World President!” she said, grinning, and transferring the items to my usual place at the table.

I sat, and started eating.

——-
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ORIGINALLY, MY INVOLVEMENT in the JWCC today ended with my Q&A session. However, that had been ‘modified’ this morning. I was now required to attend the ‘rest and relaxation’ session timetabled before bedtime. It was unlikely that all the children would be attending at the same time. The time table was written to allow the younger children to go to bed slightly earlier than the older children. Consequentially, later that evening, I was seated in the ‘chill zone’ trying to remain inconspicuous.

It worked. For around five minutes.

“Found him!” shouted Sharon.

A gang of six youngsters, probably all around three to five years old ran over, grabbed one or other of my arms and dragged me from my seat.

“Come on, Ucl John! You have to sing!” said Sharon.

“You’re allowed to sing on your own, you know” I said.

“We don’t want to!” said one of the children. She wasn’t somebody I recognised; although, obviously, she was an acquaintance of Sharon now!

——-
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THE KARAOKE PROGRESSED in more-or-less the same way as at the party, with one notable exception. We’d realised, me, Urni, and my liaison officers, that my guests at the conference were unlikely to go to bed if they thought that they were still in with a chance of singing with the World President. So, after around two hours, Urni informed the assembled throng that it was time for the World President to have his dinner. What she didn’t inform them was that after I’d finished my dinner, she’d expect me to put in another two hours of karaoke with the older children; and what she didn’t tell me was that, after that, I would be expected to fit in an hour to an hour-and-a-half of exercise in the local gym.

——-
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THIS GYM WAS SIMILAR to, but larger than, the ones I’d already seen. There were two eight-lane pools, separated from each other by a walkway and a glass wall. The rest of the gym occupied the other end of the room. Again a glass wall divided this section from the pools. There was one major difference to the gyms in the Capitol building. A lot of the equipment in this gym (around half) was scaled for use by the under-tens. There was some equipment for ‘children’ in the Capitol building gyms (Penny made use of some of it), but it represented only around ten percent of all of the gym equipment present.

I wasn’t particularly surprised to see some of my liaison officers already in the gym when I arrived. They were ‘off duty’ after the last evening classes and, although some were expected to attend the ‘entertainment’, this was ‘rotaed’ to allow all of them to have the odd night off.

By the time I’d completed my first session of yoga exercises, and moved onto the gym equipment, a few more of my engineers had arrived, along with a few of the children. Most of the children had gone to bed after the end of my second karaoke session.

I completed my gym session, changed into my (Union Jack) trunks, and went for a swim. One of the pools was already full, but there were a couple of empty lanes in the second pool, so I’d motored through my regulation fifteen hundred metres, and headed back to the changing room for a shower (remembering to collect a towelling robe first). Mystic Urni had ensured that I had a change of clothes available, so I didn’t need to change back into the clothes I’d exercised in.

I headed back up to the penthouse, with Urni, and went to bed.
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Chapter 4 – Day Two and Day Three
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We’d left it up to the children where they chose to eat their meals. Breakfast could be a communal meal down in the canteen, or a private meal in their room. It was usually more convenient to eat lunch and dinner in the canteen, since that was on the same floor as many of the JWCC events. However, it was still up to each child to decide where they ate.

On this particular morning, I’d invited five children (you can probably guess who) to join Kelvin, Alison, Urni and me in the Penthouse for breakfast.

They’d arrived in the private elevator, accompanied by Annie, Amanda and Andrew. I got the distinct impression that the androids had been as excited about the invitation as the children! The table only officially seated twelve, but Alyssa sourced an extra chair from somewhere and, since they weren’t eating anyway, Andrew and Amanda squeezed together at one end of the table.

Annie, Amanda and Andrew helped Alyssa to serve breakfast (Full English today) and took seats at the table.

“So, the first ‘real’ day of the conference” I said. “Did you get your timetable filled in?”

“Yes, thank you, Uncle John” said Tim.

“We decided we’d all do the same things for the first week” added Wilda. “Then we’ll see which we enjoy the most, and decide if we want to stay together next week, or do different things.”

“Haven’t you already covered some of the basics?” I asked Wilda. “Is it going to be hard for Tim, Bob, Sharon and Samantha to keep up?”

“I don’t know” said Wilda. “We talked about it yesterday afternoon. The liaison officers said that any knowledge we already had would help, but we’d probably still learn something new. Help will be available for people who haven’t covered the basics before; and, of course, I can help as well if I already know it!”

“The classes are organised to build on any knowledge the children already have” said Urni. “The first half of the lesson gives the basic information. Then there will be a little quiz to test what you’ve learned, or what you already know. Based on the results of the quiz, you’ll split into smaller groups; so you may spend some time working separately. The groups will concentrate on the areas that you’ve not understood, or build on the areas where you’ve demonstrated a clear understanding.”

“We can give the children extra tuition back in the apartment if there’s anything specific that they don’t understand or are having problems with” said Amanda. “We’ll get them all up to speed before the challenges!”

“What are the challenges, Uncle John?” asked Bob.

“Hmm. I’m not sure I’m allowed to tell you the specific details” I said. “But I can give you some clues. You remember the Quest for the Chalice of Wisdom?”

“Of course!” Bob replied.

“Well the challenges will be similar to that. With less Dragons and Zombies. Well, less Dragons anyway. I’m not sure about the Zombies, I probably should have paid more attention during the planning meeting!”

The children laughed.

“The basic idea is that you’ll be given a ‘quest’ that mimics a real-world problem. You’ll need to use everything you learn over the course of the conference to solve the challenge. There will be things that go wrong, or random factors, so that every team will be tackling a slightly different version of the problem.”

“We’ve got different grades of problem, based on which sessions you attend, and how well you do in them” added Urni. “I think we’re planning on teams of up to thirty children working together. You’ll be able to choose your own team, or URNI will assign you to a team. The main intention is to give you an opportunity to show what you’ve learned at the conference, but we may have some prizes for the most interesting solutions.”

The children’s eyes were sparkling. I thought they were looking forward to the challenges already. That probably wasn’t a bad thing. It would only encourage them to pay more attention during the preliminary training sessions.

“If you’ve all finished your breakfast, it’s time you were heading to your first class!” said Urni.

“Good Luck!” I said. “I hope you enjoy yourselves.”

Sharon and Samantha insisted on a hug and kiss before they headed off, which meant that Tim and Bob insisted on a hug as well. So then Wilda wanted a hug.

“Are you three going to get in on the act as well?” I asked.

“Well, if you’re offering, World President!” said Amanda, hugging me.

Annie and Andrew just laughed.

The eight of them headed back to the lift.

——-
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I HAD NOTHING CONFERENCE-related on the time table for today, except for the compulsory karaoke sessions.

Kelvin, however, was scheduled for the three o’clock keystone – ‘John Green – the Early Years’.

He’d been quite enthusiastic during the planning stages, but my interrogation yesterday had made him a little nervous. Alison was trying to reassure him.

I left them to it and went to get some real work done.

I took a break at around two-thirty to wish Kelvin ‘luck’.

“You probably won’t need it...” I said.

“Are you joking?” asked Kelvin. “They tried to eat you alive, and you’re World President! I’m chump meat by comparison...”

“Well, it’s nice of you to say so...” I said, grinning, “...but let’s remember that you have slightly more in your arsenal of social skills than me! I’m sure you’ll survive!”

“You’ll be fine!” said Alison. “If John can cope, then I’m sure you can!”

“Yes, I suppose that’s all true!” said Kelvin, grinning. “Oh well, I’ll maybe see you later...”

He headed off.

“Shall we watch together, World President, or would you prefer to watch alone?” Alison asked.

“I believe my preference would be not to watch at all!” I said. “This is, after all, Kelvin trying to entertain children with stories about when I was their age. I can’t imagine it’s going to show me in a particularly favourable light...”

“Let me put it this way...” said Alison, “...if the children are all grinning at you when you see them this evening, would you prefer to know why? Or would you prefer a state of blissful ignorance?”

“Let’s watch together” I said.

The four of us, Urni, Alyssa, Alison and myself, made ourselves comfortable in my study. We watched Kelvin mount the stage.

“Good afternoon, young ladies and young gentlemen. The topic for today’s keystone is ‘John Green, the Early Years’. So let’s get started. I first met John Green when I was seven years old. In actual fact, I probably met him before that, we attended the same school, but we became friends when I was seven and he was six. Our friendship began after the death of my father in a road traffic accident. I probably wasn’t the only child in the school with a single parent, but I was the only one who had lost a parent due to a hit and run accident. As you know, but we didn’t, things weren’t as they appeared, but it took nearly thirty years for the true story to emerge. Meanwhile, John and I are at school. None of the other children knew how to talk to me. John didn’t like talking to anybody anyway, so he treated me in exactly the same way as he treated everybody else. I’m not really sure how or why it happened, but we became friends...”

Kelvin spoke for around one and a half hours. He spoke about our time at primary school. How he’d visited my house, and I’d visited his. He told the children how his sisters used to tease me, and how his mother was so grateful to me for being a friend to her son. He told them about our time in secondary school, where I’d actually ended up acting as a teaching assistant for some of the Maths and Computer Science classes. Because of this, and because of the great plague of 2020, I’d actually ended up in the same class as Kelvin for some subjects, despite him being an academic year  older than me. He peppered his talk with anecdotes, some of which I could hardly remember myself, but all of which the children seemed to enjoy. He finished his talk by returning to the first incident he had mentioned, the death of his father. He reminded the children of my trail, or ‘hearing’, where the death of his father had been explained.

“At first, I thought John had been responsible for my Dad’s death. I couldn’t understand why he would do that! But
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