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The Prologue
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Urni and I were in an ambulance.

No, neither of us were ill, if you recall it was early morning on the first day of a bright, crisp, new year.

We’d just helped introduce Dawn Michelle Wyndham to the World, and we were now heading home for breakfast.

We’d left Amruta and Angel to minister to the new-born and monitor my incubator. This was the first time my incubator design had been used for it’s intended purpose, and I was interested to hear the results.

I hadn’t mentioned that to Bradley and Katie, of course, they were nervous enough as it was, there was no need to give them further reasons to worry.

Some of you may remember that I first met Amruta and Angel over a decade ago, when they worked at the clinic that I believed, at the time, was conducting research into inherited intelligence. They met me for the first time yesterday, on New Year’s Eve.

Time travel is confusing!

——-
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IT WAS STILL EARLY when we got back to the house, but it was too late to think about going to bed, so we headed through to the dining room.

Geraldine and Marcus were already there.

“You’re up early!” I said, joining them at their table.

“We could say the same about you!” said Marcus.

“Ah, well, the difference there is that we haven’t been to bed!” I said.

“Well, I’ve got a morning service, so I need to get home!” Geraldine said.

“You’ve got time for breakfast, haven’t you?” asked Urni.

“Of course!” said Marcus. “Gerri’s eating for two!”

Abigail took our breakfast order.

“So, how did it go?” asked Geraldine.

“Well, it was tough, but I’ll recover!” I said, rubbing my hand.

Urni burst into laughter. “Nobody cares about your hand, John! Geraldine wants to know about the baby!”

“Oh, little Dawn, she’s fine... A little on the small size... But fine!”

“She was six hundred a forty-three grams birth weight” said Urni.

“Poor mite sounded like a half-drowned kitten...” I said. “But I’ve never been so pleased to hear a baby cry!”

“What’s wrong with your hand, John?” asked Marcus.

“Oh... erm...”
“Nothing!” laughed Urni. “Things progressed a little bit faster than we expected, so we didn’t really have time to dose Katie up with any pain relief... So John held her hand... And when the contractions hit... Katie squeezed!”
“She’s got a very firm grip!” I said, rubbing my hand again.

Geraldine and Marcus joined in with Urni’s laughter.

Our breakfasts arrived.

It was fairly obvious that I wasn’t going to get any sympathy, so I settled down to eating my breakfast whilst Urni filled Geraldine in on all those little details that women seem to think are important about the new arrival.

“Do you think it would be all right for me to visit?” Geraldine asked.

“I don’t see why not!” I replied. “I think the house might be a bit full today... I suggested Bradley give his sister a call...”

“What? Already?” Marcus looked at his new watch.

“She’s his little sister! I know what that’s like! I thought he might like a tiny bit of revenge!” I said. “Plus... if Janet is anything like Sonia, she’d want to see the new arrival at the earliest opportunity... Hopefully, she’ll get a taxi... From what Bradley was saying, there’s a fair chance that she’ll still be over the limit at the moment!”

“I’ll send a congratulatory text, and suggest I pop in to see Dawn on Friday... That should give all the important people a chance to visit first!”

“You are one of the important people, Geraldine!” Urni replied. “Without you introducing Katie to Saint John...”

“Yes, well... maybe it would have been fourth time lucky!” I said.

“And maybe it wouldn’t!” replied Marcus, grinning at me.

——-
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I FINISHED MY SECOND cup of coffee. “Do you want a lift home?” I asked.

“No offence, John, but you’ve been up all night, and have an injured hand!” said Marcus.

“I can still drive!” I said. “And I assure you, I’m sober... I’ll pass a breathalyser...”

“Don’t worry, John, Annabeth is standing by...” said Urni, grinning at me.

“Oh... right... I’ll fetch our case!” said Marcus.

“Already taken care of!” said Urni.

We walked Geraldine and Marcus through the house, and out to where Annabeth had the car waiting.

“We’ll see you on Sunday, I hope?” asked Geraldine.

“I expect so!” I said. “I think most of the family are planning on going home today... Not that that would stop us coming to the village church... But Chastity does tend to frown when I come to see you, rather than going with her and Grandad to the Catholic church!”

Geraldine grinned, and pulled me into a hug. Her daughter kicked me.

“Hey... less abuse please, Michelle...” I said.

Geraldine laughed. “I think she’s jealous that she doesn’t get a hug!”

“Yes... well... we’ll see what I can do to make up for that in a month or so... There’s no rush, madam...” I said, addressing my remarks to Geraldine’s baby bump.

Urni and I stood watching until the car disappeared at the end of the drive; then we headed up to my apartment.

——-
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WITH THE NEW YEAR CELEBRATIONS over, things calmed down a little.

Mom, Dad, Chastity and Kelvin’s family, together with Chris and Daisy, went home after lunch. Grandad and Tom decided they’d stay until after Sandi’s birthday.

Well, actually, they asked if they could stay, and Sandi assured them that they could, without bothering to check with me or her mother first.

Not that we had any objections, of course...

Kelvin had asked Chastity if she wanted to stay on until after her granddaughter was born. Chastity was torn... She wanted to be here for the birth, but she had work to do at home, so I suggested we’d send somebody to fetch her on Thursday 16th January, so that she could be with us for the birth. Chastity had no doubts about my knowing the precise date of Joule’s birthday, so was reasonably happy with the arrangement, except...

“I’m not sure I should intrude on Alison immediately after the birth... There’ll be enough people with Kelvin, Sonia, Rachael, Peter, Urni and you!”

I massaged my hand. “Actually, I was hoping to avoid the actual birth...” there was laughter from the harem.

“I’m sure Sonia and Kelvin will provide more than sufficient support for Alison...” said Rachael. “...Why don’t we meet up for the weekend? Hopefully Alison and Joule will be home later on Friday or early Saturday... If she’s not, then we can all visit in relays!”

So that was agreed. The rest of Alison’s family would rejoin us on Joule’s birthday.

I offered to send a car for Chastity, but Kelvin’s sisters decided that they also wanted to meet Joule, so they’d collect Chastity, and drive up together.

The teachers (other than Alison, Aurora and Angela W) went home after dinner, after assuring us that they’d be back to help celebrate my daughter’s birthday...!

Peter, Rachael, Richard and Maureen left us not long after the teachers.

——-
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OF COURSE, I WASN’T going to get rid of the harem quite as easily... Or any of our other guests. They were all staying until after Sandi’s birthday.

It was Wednesday 1st January. Sandi’s birthday was on Monday 6th January. That made things a little awkward.

I wasn’t worried. I was sure Sonia or Urni would tell me where I needed to be, and when I needed to be there.

Meanwhile, I got a little bit of work done.
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Chapter 1 – A New Year
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It was Sunday morning. We were going to Church, so I had my shower and got dressed.

By the time I’d finished, Sandi was standing at the foot of her cot, watching me; so I got her washed and dressed as well.

That had the happy side-effect that Sandi was wearing a ‘sensible’ romper suit. It was a deep royal blue with a pattern of snowflakes. I didn’t remember seeing it before.

“Where did this one come from?” I asked Sandi. “It doesn’t look like one of your ‘regular’ outfits!”

“Auntie Susan and Uncle Paulo gave it to me for Christmas!” replied Sandi.

“I’ll have to remember to thank them!” I said.

Sandi giggled.

——-
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I CARRIED SANDI AND Teddy through to the lounge. There was still no sign of any of the harem, or the other children, although it didn’t take very long for them to appear.

We headed down to the canteen for breakfast.

——-
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KELVIN, ALISON AND Grandad had headed off to the Catholic church. A subset of the rest of us headed off to join Geraldine.

——-
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GERALDINE WASN’T ON her own this morning.

Obviously Marcus was with her, but so was a woman I didn’t recognise.

“Ah... Doctor Green, can I introduce you to the Reverend Rogers? Or rather... Saint John, meet Sarah! She’s a friend of mine from the seminary...”

I offered my hand. “I think I’d guessed your occupation!” I said.

“Yes... the costume is a bit of a give-away isn’t it?” Sarah laughed. “But you’re obviously under cover...”

I was confused.

“Don’t let the lack of a halo confuse you!” said Geraldine, giggling. “He saves that for special occasions! Most of the congregation have seen it!”

“Erm... yes... well... you’re busy...” I said, blushing.

“Not so fast, Saint John!” said Geraldine. She gestured for me to hand over Sandi. “Oh, I like the outfit! Very stylish! Maybe not as amusing as some of your other outfits!...”

Sandi giggled.

Geraldine handed her to Urni and pulled me into a hug.

“Why do you get a hug and I have to settle for a handshake?” asked Sarah. “After all... you’re married! I’m still single!”

“Oh... Urni has a list...” said Geraldine, grinning at me. I blushed. “...But the hug was purely medicinal... Michelle’s getting a little impatient, and Saint John cures all the aches and pains...”

“It’s less than a month now!” said Urni. “Do you want to know?”

“Know what?” asked Sarah.

“This is ‘Mystic Urni’, Saint John’s wife!” said Geraldine. “She knew I was pregnant before I did... Go on, tell me!”

“Well... I’d advise you to miss the service on Sunday the Second of February! You’re due to go into labour about fifteen minutes into the service! You probably don’t want to be on the alter when your waters break!”

Geraldine giggled. “True... that might be a little embarrassing...”

“I’d say inconvenient more than embarrassing...” I said.

“Well, you are the expert...” said Geraldine.

I blushed.

Geraldine laughed.

“Oh... By the way... I visited your other little miracle on Friday...”

“My oth... oh, you mean Dawn?” I asked.

“Yes... you’ll be pleased to hear that Mother and baby are doing well... In fact mother is doing well... Dawn is thriving! I assume you know a baby usually loses a bit of weight after birth?”

“Yes... up to ten percent...” I said.

“Well, according to Dawn’s nurse... Amruta?...” I nodded. “She’s put on over a hundred grams already! Everybody’s so pleased! Katie’s been able to breast feed Dawn... Obviously she’s not taking much milk at the moment, but the fact that she’s taking any is a minor miracle!”

“Excuse me! I don’t deal in minor miracles!” I said, tongue firmly in cheek.

I carried on into the church, leaving Geraldine’s laughter behind me.

——-
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SARAH AND GERALDINE both processed to the alter. Geraldine took a seat and Sarah introduced herself to the congregation.

“Well, good morning, ladies and gentlemen! Geraldine introduced me to many of you on your way into church this morning, but for those who managed to evade us, let me introduce myself. I am the Reverend Sarah Rogers, and Geraldine has kindly invited me to spend some time in your wonderful village to ‘help out’ during these last few weeks before her baby is born and, hopefully, for a while after her baby choses to join us. I’m sure I’ll get to know many of you over the next few weeks. I’ve already been introduced to one or two very interesting people!”

Was that wink aimed at me?

“So, with no further delays, lets make a start... In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit...”

and we were off and running.

——-
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THE SERVICE WAS OVER, we headed out.

“So, Saint John, what did you think?” asked Geraldine.

“Erm...”

“Was there a problem?” asked Sarah.

OK, so Sarah’s sermon was a lot heavier than Geraldine’s usual sermon.

What do I mean by that? Well, as you know, I’m a lapsed Roman Catholic. Sometimes we had students from the local seminary ‘helping out’. Part of their training was to give the odd sermon or two... The older priests would try to ‘humanise’ the story... Put it in terms of ‘modern’ day-to-day activities... The students would focus more on the ‘wonders of God’ aspects.

Also, sometimes we’d have a more ‘academic’ Parish Priest. These priests would try to explain the reading by going back to the original Roman or Greek translation, or explaining why our modern interpretation of ‘Forty Days’ or a ‘Talent’ wasn’t necessarily what the author intended.

Geraldine tended to give us a lecture every once in a while, but the majority of her sermons were of the light and frothy variety...

“Erm...”

“Speak up, John! I quite enjoyed the service!” said Urni.

“Erm... Well... Forgive me Sarah... I don’t know how the Church of England works... But if you were a Catholic, I’d assume you were a lecturer at the seminary...”

Geraldine started to laugh.

“Erm... What’s so funny?” I asked.

“Do you really think Sarah could help me out like this if she had her own parish to look after? Of course she’s a lecturer!”

“Oh!” I blushed.

“What gave me away?” asked Sarah.

“Erm... the sermon?... I mean... I understood most of it... and as a Roman Catholic, albeit a lapsed one, some of the points you made were very interesting... But...”

“A bit heavy?” asked Sarah.

“Just a little bit...”

“You need to visit Daedalus!” said Sandi.

“Oh, what a good idea!” said Geraldine, grinning.

I blushed. “I’m not sure...” I said.

“Why not, John?” asked Caroline, grinning broadly.

“Well... Daedalus... it’s... it’s...”

“It’s a statue in the centre of the maze in the park... You shake hands and he’ll provide inspiration!” chipped in Penny P.

“It’s very good...” said Geraldine. “And it bears a striking resemblance to somebody...”

There was laughter from the harem.

“Why is everybody laughing?” asked Sarah.

“Erm... Not everybody is!” I suggested.

“Don’t worry... you’ll understand when you see the statue!” said Urni.

“Oh... Urni... Before I forget... This afternoon’s panto... I don’t suppose there are any tickets left, are there?” Geraldine asked.

“No... It’s a complete sell-out...”

“Oh... I was hoping I’d be able to bring Sarah along...”

“As I said, a complete sell-out... including this ticket I saved, which is next to the two you’ve already purchased!” said Urni, grinning, and handing the ticket over to Geraldine.

“(Mystic Urni strikes again!)” I muttered. “Erm... Geraldine... Do you, Marcus and Sarah want to join us at the house afterwards? We’re celebrating Sandi’s birthday... It’s a day early... She’s not officially one until tomorrow... But...”

“Your daughter is one?” asked Sarah.

“Yes... Well... It’s her first Birthday tomorrow...”

“The child who suggested I visit Daedalus?”

“Yes...”

“(Well... they say the Lord works in mysterious ways!)”

“You don’t know the half of it!” laughed Geraldine. “Let’s have some lunch, and I’ll give you a bit of background on Saint John... Maybe we can visit Daedalus on the way to the theatre...”

“Erm... I wouldn’t recommend it... It’ll be dark! And if you get lost...” I said.

“Give me a call...” said Penny P. “There’s a few of us can lead you to the centre of the maze... Including Sandi!”

“You’ll be busy!” I said.

“Not until the ‘ball’!...” said Penny. “... and Shilling isn’t in the show at all... So he and Nathalie could lead the expedition!”

“But... Like I said... It’ll be dark!”

“Sunset isn’t until around five minutes to four tonight, John!” chipped in Urni.

“And there’s lights, Daddy!”

“And besides, wouldn’t you prefer Daedalus to be viewed in the dark?” asked Geraldine, biting back on a giggle.

“Why...” started Sarah.

“You’ll find out!” said virtually everybody in my little group, including Geraldine and Sandi.

I decided I’d lost this battle.

We headed for home.

——-
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WE’D GOT A FEW HOURS until we needed to prepare for the pantomime.

We’d discussed with Sandi whether she wanted to invite the children from the crèche for a birthday party.

I’d overlooked that Sandi had attended the JWC Cabaret Conference, and the Christmas JWC, along with all of the children from St Michael’s primary school, so she’d spent longer with Sharon’s and Samantha’s school friends than she had with the children from the crèche!

Urni and Sonia had discussed the matter, and decided that we couldn’t really host a party for the whole school in the time available, but maybe a ‘Birthday Tea’ would be possible.

I hadn’t really been involved in the planning process, so I was a little surprised when the teachers, and groups of children, started arriving!

Unfortunately, Wilda took charge of organising the ‘pre-tea’ entertainment.

——-
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THE CHILDREN HAD ALL attended the JWCC. They knew the procedure. Wilda was allowed to sing the first duet, but then it was a free-for-all!

Actually, it wasn’t! These children all had URNIs. I finished my song with Wilda. Another child was standing ready. I finished my song with him, his replacement was close at hand. I finished another duet, another child was poised to take over.

“(Archie... some refreshment, please!)” I whispered.

The bar was not, officially, open for alcoholic beverages, but Archie approached with a glass of Blue Skies. I finished the song I was singing and took a grateful swallow whilst the next child made her selection for our duet.

I was saved, eventually, by Sonia calling everybody through for their Birthday tea. Nobody complained, so I assume maybe URNI had been displaying some sort of countdown... Or maybe the children were just bored of the Karaoke? I could hope...

——-
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I TOOK UP MY JUG, AND assumed my role as ‘juice monitor’, ensuring that all the children were kept hydrated and had plenty of our alcohol-free blend of fruit juices to wash down all the food options.

Of course, with over one hundred and eighty children at the party, I wasn’t expected to act alone. In fact, I wasn’t expected to act at all...

“John, what are you doing?” asked Sonia.

“Distributing refreshment to the masses!” I said. “Like I always do at parties!”

“John, these children all know you’re World President! Do you really think it’s appropriate to spend your time pouring fruit juice?”

“Is it appropriate to spend my time singing with all of them? What about my role as a swimming teacher? Is that appropriate?” I asked. “How do you define appropriate?”

Sonia just rolled her eyes.

I returned to my task; distributing fruit juice to any child where I spotted an empty glass.

——-
[image: ]


THE PARTY CONTINUED pretty much as usual. In fact the only ‘anomaly’ I noted was that Marie-Anne had disappeared before the Birthday cake appeared, so I had to lead the singing of ‘Happy Birthday’ alone!

In fact, when I looked around, I realised that Sonia, Simon and Kelvin were also missing.

I asked Urni about it.

“They’re where you are supposed to be, John! Getting ready for the panto! We have a paying audience this time! We’re working to a timetable!”

“Oh... Erm... I suppose I better go and get ready...”

I left Urni to organise everything at the party, and headed off.
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Chapter 2 – Cinderella
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I wasn’t really sure what all the fuss was about.

OK, Simon and Kelvin needed a little bit of ‘preparation time’, but we’d managed at Stephen’s birthday...

Of course, I’d overlooked one or two little logistical difficulties.

Stephen had invited only the children from the factory crèche, all of whom were accompanied by their parents.

Those of us involved in the production had been able to guide everybody to their seats, then head off to get ready.

By the time the ‘paying customers’ had been guided to their seats I’d taken my seat amongst the rest of the audience, awaiting my ‘summons’ to help sedate the giant.

This time we had to guide one hundred and eighty children into the theatre. I think Urni had decided that we wouldn’t reunite them with their parents until after the performance. In fact, I think one or two of the parents had decided that they didn’t want to see the panto.

A few had changed their mind, after they heard the reviews of our ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, but by then all the tickets had been sold!

——-
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I HAD ONE OF THE ‘STAR’ dressing rooms, which meant I was able to take a shower before changing into my ‘uniform’.

Unfortunately, we were performing in ‘Theatre 2’. A ‘proper’ theatre. A proportion of the audience was quite some distance from the stage.

So, when I pushed aside the shower screen, and stepped, naked, into the dressing room, Alyssa was sitting waiting for me.

“Alyssa, what are you doing here?” I asked.

“Urni sent me to help with your make-up... but I’m not sure you need any rouge!” I was, of course, glowing red.

“Erm... can you wait outside while I get dressed?”

“Really? You know I’m an android don’t you? I’ve already got a visual record of everything! And, for the record, I think I misunderstood your reference to ‘artistic licence’! It’s far more impressive ‘in the flesh’!”

I sighed, and pulled on some underwear.

——-
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I COULD SORT-OF UNDERSTAND why Urni would send somebody to help with my makeup, but why Alyssa?

I mean, she was due on stage long before me! I didn’t appear until after the invites to the ball had all been delivered and Alyssa was informed that she wasn’t going!

Admittedly, Alyssa was already ‘in costume’, but surely Urni could have assisted me herself? Or sent somebody else? Somebody who would have waited outside? Or knocked?

I suppose I should have locked my dressing room door, but I expected somebody to come and tell me when I was due on stage... I just didn’t expect them to be avidly waiting for me to emerge from the shower!

Alyssa had completed my make-up and ‘helped’ me to dress, then had suddenly rushed off, leaving me half-in and half-out of my jacket.

I’d finished donning my jacket, and placed my crown into position.

I considered going to stand back-stage, but would I be in the way?

——-
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THERE WAS A KNOCK AT the door. Avan poked his head in. “We’re on, John!”

“Oh... right...”

I followed Avan to the stage.

——-
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THE PANTO WAS OVER. I’d led the cast and audience singing our final song. We’d taken our bow.

The audience, based on their reaction, had enjoyed the show.

Urni or Sonia had decided that we’d sell refreshments in the function room. That would also be the ideal place to reunite children with their parents.

I’d headed back to my dressing room.

I cleaned off my makeup, and started to strip off my costume.

The door to my dressing room opened. Angela O entered.

I pulled my trousers back up.

“Angela, what are you doing here!”

“Your wife sent me to find where you were hiding!”

“I’m not hiding! I was getting changed!”

“What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?”

“It’s a costume!”

“It looks OK to me, but... If you insist... get a move on...”

“Can’t you wait outside?”

“Why? You let Alyssa watch!”

I blushed.

“I didn’t let her watch! She didn’t give me a choice!”

“Well, there you go then!”

I looked at Angela. She stared innocently back at me. At least I was wearing underwear this time!

I changed back into my chinos, shirt and jumper as quickly as possible.

——-
[image: ]


THERE WAS QUITE A CROWD in the function room.

It looked like most, if not all, of the audience had decided to stay for a drink and/or a snack before heading home.

I headed straight to the bar. Archie saw me approaching and handed me a Blue Skies on arrival.

“Thank you, Archie!”

“You’re welcome, Sir!”

I’d more-or-less given up asking Archie to call me John. I’d had some successes earlier, whilst I was only ‘Chief Engineer’, but I don’t think he’d called me ‘John’ since I was elected as World President.

Still, at least he didn’t call me ‘World President’! That was something, I suppose.

I took a sip.

“There he is!” I turned to see Geraldine, Marcus and Sarah approaching.

“Oh... Erm... Hello, did you enjoy the show?”

“Of course we did!” said Marcus.

“It was excellent!” said Geraldine. “I think it was even better than Jack and the Beanstalk!”

“You make a wonderful Prince, John!” said Sarah. “Mind you, you make quite a good Daedalus as well...”

I blushed. “So... erm... so... you’ve... erm... you’ve seen the statue?”

“Yes... Nathalie and young Shilling met us on our way in...” said Geraldine.

“I think I might try to find some time next week to enjoy the maze properly...” said Sarah. “Did you pose?”

“Erm... not exactly...” I was blushing, of course. I took a sip of my Blue Skies.

“Really? Shilling assured me that it was an ‘accurate’ representation... I was a little concerned... but if you didn’t pose...?” there was an evil gleam in Sarah’s eye. It was slightly disconcerting in a woman of the cloth!

“Erm... it’s a long story...” I said.

“No it isn’t!” said Urni, appearing from somewhere. She was carrying Sandi. “John had a work-out session in the gym, then decided to have a shower... He decided he could wander around naked in a unisex dressing room, and he bumped into Penny Foster. She, like Shilling, has an eidetic memory, and provided a sketch of the... erm... fine details... to the artist. The artist himself had seen John exercising and swimming, so I provided him with photographs of the ‘less sensitive’ regions...”

“And Shilling saw Daddy naked because Daddy threw Auntie Sonia into the sea and Shilling’s Mommy stole Uncle John’s swimming trunks in revenge!” contributed Sandi.

I was, of course, blushing.

“So, what persuaded you that erecting a statue depicting you naked in your park was a good idea?” asked Sarah.

“Oh... that’s an easy one!... Nobody asked me! Have you met my wife?” I nodded towards Urni.

Urni laughed. “The other two were so popular, we thought it would make a nice conversation piece for the village!”

“Other two?”

“Yes... it’s part of a series!” said Geraldine. “There’s Atlas and Prometheus too!”

“And they’re due to be joined by Poseidon!” added Urni.

“Atlas helps ladies get pregnant and Prometheus helps children think! We’re hoping Poseidon will protect sailors and cure seasickness!” said Sandi.

“Exactly how does Atlas help ladies get pregnant?” asked Sarah.

Geraldine burst out laughing. “I think Alison might be best able to explain that... But my understanding is that touching the statue bestows the Blessing of Saint John. The children stroke the sole of Prometheus’ foot. We shake Daedalus’ hand, and you touch an appropriate part of the statue of Atlas...”

I took another deep swallow of my Blue Skies. “Well... if you’ll excuse me... Sonia likes me to mingle on these occasions!”

——-
[image: ]


I WANDERED AROUND THE room, trying to avoid bumping into anybody who might want to talk to me.

I failed.

“Oh... John... congratulations!” Geoff suddenly appeared out of the crowd.

“Congratulations? For what, exactly?” I asked.

“Congratulations on the panto!” said Karen. “We used to take the kids to see a panto every year when they were younger, but I can’t remember enjoying any as much as the two this year!”

“Erm... Thank you, but you don’t need to flatter me like that, you know!”

“It’s not flattery, it’s true!” said Geoff. “I suppose it could be because we know you, and some of the other members of the cast, but we ‘knew’ some of the celebrities in the other pantomimes. I think perhaps it’s because you embody the characters more... The celebs are just showing off... I really believed your portrayal of the Prince... Not wanting to attend the ball, but doing it out of a sense of duty... Oh, by the way... Gemma’s had to head back down to Uni, but she asked me to tell you that she really enjoyed your date!”

“It wasn’t a date...” I said.

“Really, John?” asked Sonia, appearing from out of the crowd. “And what makes you think that?”

“Well... I’m married... I mean... why would I go on a date with a young lady when I’m married...?”

“I don’t know, John... Maybe we should ask Paula? Or Penny?”

“(Let’s not!)” I mumbled.

“One question though...” continued Sonia. “Remind me... How many ‘dates’, in your opinion, have you been on?”

“Erm...”

“In your entire life... not just during the time I’ve known you?”

“Erm...”

“Double figures?”

“Erm...”

“More than one?”

“Erm...”

“So... if the experts tell you it was a date, why are you trying to correct us?”

“Erm... excuse me... I need to mingle...”

I was, of course, blushing.

Sonia’s laughter followed me into the crowd.

——-
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ALISON WAS TALKING to Sarah.

“Well... I thought it was just a bit of fun... but look at me!”

I decided to change direction.

——-
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THINGS WERE STARTING to calm down.

I’d been accosted by numerous children, usually with a parent looking on from afar, occasionally with a parent or two dragged along for the ride. The children wanted to thank me for singing with them, or to say how much they enjoyed the pantomime, or, in some cases, both!

Of course, if they said that they enjoyed the panto, I had to check ‘which one’!

That seemed to reveal some interesting demarcation lines. Of the children that had seen all three, the majority of the girls seemed to favour ‘Cinderella’. The majority of the boys favoured ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’. The younger children, especially the reception class children who had served under ‘Queen Rat’, and the boys who hadn’t seen ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, favoured Dick Whittington!

I wasn’t sure I understood why... Especially the reception class children... After all, they’d been on-stage, or back-stage, so hadn’t really had much opportunity to enjoy the panto...

I thought it was something I needed to discuss with Urni and Sonia.

——-
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I LOOKED AROUND. THE room was, more or less, empty! Archie was tidying up the bar area, and there were a few of my manufactured friends tidying the room, but most of the human guests had departed. And the few remaining were preparing to depart.

“John? Why are you still here?” Sonia had returned to the room.

“Where should I be?” I asked.

“Back at the house, with our other guests!”

“Oh... nobody told me!”

Sonia sighed and rolled her eyes. “I thought the one thing I could count on was you escaping back to the house at the earliest opportunity!”

“But... But... But... I was mingling!”

Sonia started to giggle.

“What am I going to do with you, Pet! Come on...”

She linked arms with me, and led me back to the house.

——-
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SONIA RELEASED ME IN the Ballroom.

The family were already there, including the harem, the teachers and our other guests.

“Daddy!” I think you can probably guess who shouted that.

“John! Where have you been?” asked Urni.

“Erm... I was mingling with the audience after the panto, as per standing orders!” I said.

“You only had to stay for a little while, Daddy, we’ve been back here for ages!”

“Oh... I didn’t notice... The children were talking to me about the pantos...”

“So, John, what was your opinion of the panto?” asked Sonia.

“Erm... I thought it was OK...”

“Only OK?” said Gina. “I thought it was excellent!”

“Yes! I thought the Prince was especially good!” said Kenzie.

“Although, I think Cinderella deserves some praise!” said Mari.

“Well, personally, I thought you were all excellent!” said Sarah. “Geraldine assures me that none of you are professional entertainers, but I wouldn’t have assumed that, based on your performances!”

“Ah... That’s something I wanted to talk about...” I said.

“What? You want to become a professional actor?” asked Alison, grinning.

“NO! Of course not! But I asked the children which their favourite panto was... And the girls said ‘Cinderella’...”

“Obviously...” said Kenzie.

“...And most of the boys said they liked ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’...”

“Hmm, yes, I can follow their logic...” said Crispy.

“...But the younger the child, the more likely they were to say they preferred ‘Dick Whittington’... Especially if they were one of the ‘Rats’!...”

“And your question is?” asked Clair.

“Why?”

“Really, Doctor Green?” asked Fiona. “You need us to explain that to you?”

“Erm... yes... can you?”

There was laughter around the room.

“Well... let’s try...” said Fiona. “The girls saw a poor, mistreated, young lady aided by a handsome Prince in disguise, then saw her elevated to Princess... The boys saw a hero slay a giant and save two unfortunates that the giant had captured... And the youngsters saw a fun romp with a cat... Some of them even got to join in with the performance!”

“When did you perform ‘Dick Whittington’?” asked Geraldine. “We missed that one!”

“Ah... That was during our half-term adventure!” said Fiona.

“We’ll probably perform it here at some point...” said Sonia.

“What I was wondering is whether the children’s opinions should affect our choice of panto... and... if it does... how?” I asked.

“I think you’re over-thinking it, John!” said Alison. “Did any of the children say that they didn’t like one of the pantos?”

“Erm... no...”

“Well then... I think the children are entitled to chose a favourite... But they may change their opinion next year...”

“So... did you have a favourite?” I asked.

“Who, me?” asked Alison.

“Well... any of you...” I asked.

“I liked Cinderella!” said Sandi.

“Yes... but this was a special performance for your Birthday... are you sure you’re not biased? Which one did you like, Stephen?” I asked.

“Jack and the Beanstalk!” said Stephen. “But Cinderella good as well!”

——-
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I THINK ROBERT WAS manning the bar when I entered the ballroom, but it didn’t take long for Archie to replace him.

I wandered over.

“Irish Whiskey, Sir? Or Blue Skies?”

“Hmm... let’s see how I cope with just the Whiskey, Archie...” I suggested. “Thank you!” I added, as Archie passed the glass across to me.

I started to mingle.

——-
[image: ]


KENZIE, MARI AND GINA were, as usual, sitting at a table with Roisin and Molly.

Tomas and Francis were sitting at an adjacent table. What was slightly disconcerting was that Sarah, Geraldine and Marcus were sitting with them!

I heard “Well, none of my other works have demonstrated any remarkable powers, but the ones modelled on the World President...”

I veered away sharply, but not quickly enough!

“John, join us!” said Molly, tapping the empty seat between her and Kenzie.

“Erm...”

“Yes, come on John! We need your opinion...” said Kenzie.

“My opinion on what?” I asked.

“On your ‘magic’ statues!” said Geraldine grinning. “Where does the magic come from? Is it Francis? Or is it the Blessing of Saint John?”

I decided I couldn’t escape, so took a seat.

“Erm... well... I’m afraid I wasn’t really familiar with Francis’ work before he unveiled his statue of Atlas... I seem to recall Kelvin making some remark about many statues bestowing luck if touched in a particular place... Juliet’s statue in Verona... Lincoln’s statue at his tomb... Saint Peter’s statue at the Vatican...”

“And...?” asked Marcus.

“Well... I was a little concerned about population issues... So Alison suggested that maybe touching a certain part of Francis’ statue would... erm... help! So she demonstrated which part of the statue would... erm... bestow the ‘Blessing of Saint John’...”

“And so began the legend...” said Francis.

“But how?” said Sarah. “Surely women getting pregnant isn’t that unusual?”

“Ah... well... how much has Geraldine told you?” I asked.

“Not a lot, really!” Geraldine said. “I’ve shown Sarah our window, both the ‘historical’ one, and the replacement... And I’ve mentioned Martha, but we haven’t got as far as looking at the documentation...”

“...And I mentioned my encounter with the Jedi knight at an orphanage in Mozambique!” said Marcus.

“I never claimed to be a Jedi knight...” I said.

“Actions speak louder than words, John!” said Urni, appearing at the most inopportune moment, as usual. “URNI, please, John!”

Urni held her hand out. I placed my URNI in it. She put it flat on the table.

A scene played out, in full holographic form. Gunshots rang out... I sat up... Made my spiel about being a ‘Spirit of the Forest’, then waved my hand. The guns disintegrated. The head-man attacked me with the knife and stood frozen. I gave my Obi Wan impersonation, and the gunmen ran away, abandoning their chief!

Sarah was sitting, watching, open-mouthed. “You... how... I can’t...”

“Yes, it does take some getting used to...” said Gina, giggling.

Sarah took a deep breath... “OK... Firstly... How...”

She waved her hand towards my URNI.

“How... what?” I asked. “How did I survive?”

“No... I hadn’t got that far yet... the hologram...”

“Ah... yes... well... it all links up really...” I said. “Erm...”

“What John is trying to tell you is that he doesn’t spend all his time here...” said Roisin. “He’s my Boss!”

“And mine!” said Tomas.

“And mine!” said Molly. “But that’s more complicated!”

“Have you heard of the Sky Blues?” I asked.

“No... I don’t think so...” Sarah said.

“Oh... that’s a shame... it would have simplified everything!” I said.

There was laughter around the table.

Of course, Urni’s recording of my rescuing Marcus had also shown Marcus. Maybe Sarah didn’t fully trust me... But she trusted Geraldine, and Geraldine trusted Marcus (and me, but that wasn’t the point), so she accepted Marcus’ assurance that the recording was ‘accurate’.

“We saw that recording at the museum!” said Gina.

“What museum?” asked Sarah.

“The Sky Blue museum!” said Kenzie. “We spent half term with Uncle John at his other place of employment... Us and all the kids!”

“And we saw uniforms full of bullet holes, or covered in blood!” added Mari.

“We’d already seen the film of John being hanged and beheaded...” said Kenzie, “...but there were other things in the museum as well... Did you watch the London Marathon?”

“Oh... of course... I didn’t make the connection... I wasn’t watching ‘live’, if that’s not an inappropriate choice of word, but I caught up on the news report.” Sarah was still looking a little slack-jawed.

“Of course, it’s a secret that John is Civitatai Man...” said Geraldine. “...But considering everything else we know about him, I’m not sure why!”

Sonia informed us that our ‘Birthday Tea’ was served, so we moved through to the dining room.

Kenzie and Gina linked arms with me; ensuring my choice of table was preordained!

——-
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WE’D CONTINUED OUR discussion whilst we ate, bringing Sarah ‘up to speed’ on everything she ‘needed to know’.

“OK... So... Question... Why are you telling me all of this?” Sarah asked.

“Well... John is a bit of a braggart!” said Kenzie. “He’s all ‘I’m rich!’ and ‘I can swim really fast!’ and ‘I’m World President!’ and ‘I’m bullet resistant!’ so it’s easier if you get it all in one dose... After that, he can be quite good company!”

“I don’t... I never... I...” I was, of course, blushing. I looked around the table. Everybody was grinning at me. “...Erm... The issue is, I find it difficult to tell lies... And I’ve tried to instil similar honesty in the children nominally under my control... Which has led to one or two unfortunate ‘What I did on my Holidays’ essays...”

“And at least one unfortunate illustration!” suggested Gina, which triggered laughter from Mari and Kenzie.

“It’s just easier if everybody knows what’s going on... If you’re working alongside Geraldine, you’re probably going to see, or hear, things that don’t make sense unless you know the background...” I said.

“Like when Penny introduces you to Penny, and you find out that Nathalie is her mother and both of them refer to Penny as Granny!” suggested Geraldine. “And that’s before we get to Grandpa Shilling!”

There was more laughter around the table.

“Hang on, back up a minute, ‘I can swim really fast’?” asked Sarah.

“Really? That’s what you take from that?” asked Gina.

“Well, rich! I sort of gathered that...” Sarah was looking around the room. “World President, that’s just a title... It doesn’t necessarily mean that much...”

“Well, that’s true...” said Roisin. “...Although John has demonstrated an interesting technique for disposing of the ‘duds’!”

There was laughter from the half of her audience who understood that remark!

“...Bullet resistant... Interesting, but again... I’m not sure where I’d go with that... I don’t think we should encourage people to shoot John, just so that he can demonstrate... But swimming... I wouldn’t assume that was in the same league... ‘I’m bullet resistant’ and ‘I swim well’... I mean... there seems to be a few orders of magnitude difference!”

“Only because you haven’t seen John swimming!” said Geraldine.

There was laughter around the table again.

“I don’t think it would be appropriate to demonstrate tonight...” I said. “I instruct the children at the school every Friday... maybe you could visit? Or, alternatively, we have a few swimming pools on site here, so maybe we could arrange a visit... I suggest you negotiate with Sonia... or my wife...”

“You could join us for our traditional midnight swim, John!” suggested Gina.

“Well firstly, no!” I said. “Secondly, have you forgotten it’s a school night?”

“Actually, I had! I suppose that means we’re not staying over tonight!” Gina grinned at me.

“Well, I suppose you can, if you really want to... You could always catch the train to school, or use the park exit... But I’m still not joining you for your traditional midnight swim...” I was, of course, blushing.

“Why does traditional make John blush?” asked Sarah.

“Because, the first time we sampled John’s traditional hospitality, we were in no fit state to struggle into the Lycra swimming costumes that he so generously supplied...” said Kenzie.

“And John joins you for these sessions?” asked Sarah, studying me with an intense stare worthy of Paddington.

“Not usually, but there’s a first time for everything!” said Gina.

“Erm... another question... You’re letting them go home?” Sarah asked.

“Yes... of course... I’m not keeping them hostage!” I said.

“But...” she gestured to the table. There wasn’t really anything to see. Archie took away the empty glasses when he delivered the fresh drinks, but I understood what she meant.

“Ah... yes... well... that was another of Saint John’s little miracles!” said Kenzie. “He cured Fiona’s cancer and, in the process, ensured we couldn’t become drunk and incapable!”

“How?”

“Well... this goes back to the bullet resistance...” I said.

“Oh... Of course... I see...”

“Do you? Honestly?” I asked.

“No... of course not! My head is spinning! I mean, I saw your statue in the park. I shook hands with Daedalus, and, for no obvious reason, thought of a new approach for the lecture I’m due to give on Monday! Then I see an ‘amateur’ production that I enjoyed at least as much as many of the ‘professional’ shows I’ve attended over the years... And things have just got more... um...”

“Yes, meeting John can be a bit ‘um’!” said Geraldine. “I remember some of our earlier conversations! Like when he explained why he might be responsible for the Big Bang!”

“Is that a euphemism?” asked Sarah. “Are we discussing Atlas again?”

There was laughter around the table.

“No... John may actually be responsible for the creation of the Universe!” said Tomas.

“None of us really understands the Maths!” said Roisin. “But we understand enough to understand it’s possible!”

“It was a bit of a mistake, really!” I said. “But I’m too frightened to try to fix it!”

“I don’t think it was a ‘mistake’!” said Geraldine. “I believe Saint John was ‘nudged’ by the Boss! Once I accepted that Saint John really was Saint John, everything else became a lot easier to accept! In fact, if you’ve got any free time next week, maybe we can visit another of John’s miracles!”

——-
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I’D LEFT GERALDINE, Tomas and Roisin trying to explain my part in the Big Bang.

We’d finished eating, so we’d moved back into the ballroom. Not without its risks, due to the presence of a Karaoke machine, but at least I could move!

I went in search of my daughter.

She was sitting on Grandad’s lap, at a table with Tom, Simon, Alison and Kelvin.

Neither Sonia or Urni was currently in the vicinity, so I decided to join them.

“Hello, Son, are you enjoying the party?” Grandad asked, grinning.

“Well... as parties go... it’s not the worst I’ve ever attended!” I said. “I think it’s improved a little, now that the majority of the strangers have gone home!”

“What ‘strangers’, Daddy? You know all of the children at the school!” Sandy said.

“Hm... yes... true, I suppose... But I still feel more comfortable now that they’ve gone home!”

“If that’s true, why were you sitting with Geraldine and Sarah?” asked Alison. “Surely, of all the people here today, Sarah’s the only one you don’t know!”

“Hm... also true... But I think Sarah is going to be playing a more active part in village life for at least a couple of months... And Geraldine seemed to think it was important for her to meet me... Then, of course, Molly and Kenzie decided I needed to join the conversation...”

“Yes, I saw you avoiding me earlier, John!” Alison was grinning at me.

“I... erm... I wasn’t avoiding you... I was avoiding your conversation about ‘Atlas’... I saw you gesturing toward Joule...”

“Actually, Joule really enjoyed that conversation... She was practising her can-can all the way through!” Alison giggled.

“Well, we are getting closer to the kick-off now!” said Kelvin.

Alison just looked at him.

“What? You said Joule was kicking... Kicking... Kick-off... (Well, I thought it was funny!)” Kelvin mumbled.

Sandi giggled.

———
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EVENTUALLY THE TEACHERS (well, the ones that didn’t live with me, or work for me) decided it was time they were heading home.

Geraldine, Marcus and Sarah saw them saying their ‘goodbyes’, and decided that maybe it was time for them to leave as well.

Alyssa distributed ‘party bags’ containing Birthday cakes, chocolates and one or two other little treats to our departing guests, then Urni and Sonia decided that the three of us needed to escort them through to the park exit so that they could retrieve their cars.

“Erm... Do you need a lift home, Sarah?” I asked. “I know Geraldine hasn’t been drinking...”

“No... It’s fine... I’ll get a taxi, and collect my car later in the week...”

“We can’t have you paying for a taxi!” said Urni. “How did you get to the park?”

“I gave everybody a lift in my car!” said Sarah.

“Right... OK... I’ll drive you home in your car. Annabeth will give Geraldine and Marcus a lift, and then come and collect me...”

“Oh... no... I can’t allow that!” said Sarah.

“It’s not a problem! I’m fully insured to drive any vehicle! Besides, John can afford to buy you a new car out of his pocket change...”

“I didn’t mean that... I shouldn’t take you away from your family... I planned on taking a taxi when I realised you were providing a free bar... Admittedly I probably drank more than I originally intended...”

“Yes, sitting with Kenzie, Mari and Gina can have that effect!” I said.

“Hey! Don’t blame us!” said Gina. “We didn’t have a drinking competition this time!”

“I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t feel right letting you take a taxi...” said Urni. “I’ll feel much better if I make sure you get home safely...”

“Erm... Geraldine did tell you that I’m married to ‘Mystic Urni’ didn’t she?” I asked.

“Yes, I did, John!” said Geraldine.

“In that case... can I recommend you go along with Urni’s plan? I’m sure she knows what she’s doing...”

“Erm... Thank you, Urni, if you’re sure?” Sarah said.

——-
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WE ARRIVED AT THE PARK.

There was an exchange of handshakes and hugs. Sarah demanded a hug from me on this occasion. I’m not sure what role her level of intoxication played in her demand.

The teachers headed off to their cars.

Annabeth pulled up in Urni’s car, and we got Geraldine and Marcus secured and on their way.

“Shall we?” asked Urni.

There was only one car left in the car park, so it wasn’t really difficult to work out which was Sarah’s vehicle.

We got Sarah safely loaded.

Urni gave me a hug. “See you shortly!” she added, getting into the driving seat and giving a wave as she headed off.

“Erm... did Sarah give Urni her car keys?” asked Sonia.

“I don’t think so, why? Isn’t Sarah’s car ‘keyless’?”

“I don’t believe so... I didn’t think it was available on that particular model...”

“Oh... I didn’t notice!”

Sonia giggled, and linked arms with me. “Come on, Pet, let’s go and rejoin the party!”
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Chapter 3 – The Birthday Girl
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When I woke the next morning, Sandi was missing!

OK... Let’s not get too over-excited. Urni was missing as well. I was fairly sure that the two events were connected.

I nipped through to the lounge, and found Sandi sitting with Urni, quietly watching something or other on the telly.

“Good morning Urni, Happy Birthday Sandi, you’re up early this morning!”

“Of course, Daddy! It’s my Birthday! I couldn’t sleep!”

“Well you obviously could... you were asleep when I went to bed last night... But I know what you mean!” I grinned. “So... have I got time to get washed and dressed? Or are you going to pull a ‘Sharon’ on us?”

Sandi giggled.

“Go and get dressed, John!” Urni said. “The other children will be waking up soon! They’re back at school today!”

I headed to the bathroom to shave and shower.

——-
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WE HEADED DOWN TO BREAKFAST together.

The ‘school aged’ children didn’t seem too disheartened to be going back to school.

I think the more upsetting thing for the majority of them was that they’d be going home after school tomorrow.

The plan was that Wilda would go to school with Samantha and Tim today, then head home, with most of our other guests tomorrow morning, after breakfast.

The children would then go to school as normal, but Tim and Bob would head home, with Penny and Caroline, at the end of the school day.

Stephen would spend the day in the factory crèche, and then go home with Paula.

So tonight was the last time, for a while, that we’d all eat dinner together.

Of course, I’d see Sharon and Samantha for dinner tomorrow, but they’d be sleeping in their own beds tomorrow night!

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Today was Sandi’s birthday!

The rest of our guests were already in the dining room when we arrived. Marie-Anne and I led the singing of ‘Happy Birthday’, then presented my daughter with a pile of Birthday presents (including the ones left by family members who had already gone home).

Sandi opened her cards, and some of her gifts, but then took a break to eat her breakfast.

——-
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WITH BREAKFAST OUT of the way, I assumed that I could wave the children on their way to school.

Sonia had other ideas.

With our new theatre, and the new park, it was relatively easy (and safe) for the children to walk to school.

Sonia decided that I could escort the children, whilst she, Urni, Caroline, Paula, Penny, Penny and Nathalie headed off to work!

Alyssa took charge of supervising Sandi, assisting her to unwrap her remaining presents, whilst I led the children through to the walkway, up to the ticket office, and out into the park.

It was interesting to see that the surface car park was half-full.

Instead of the usual road block outside the school, we had a score of cars neatly parked whilst Mommy (and the odd Daddy) escorted junior (and possibly one or two of their friends) to the school gates.

Kenzie was on ‘Gate Duty’ this morning. “Ah... Good Morning, John, we don’t often see you on the School run!”

“No, well, I’m not really sure what happened there... All the Mommies headed off to work and left me in charge!”

“And you’ve brought Wilda as well...”

“Yes, well, she’ll be going home tomorrow. I think she wants to say her ‘goodbyes’. I’ve no doubt she’ll be visiting again at some point.”

“Well, come on then kids, in you go!” Kenzie gave a ‘shooing’ gesture to the children.

“We have to say ‘goodbye’ to Uncle John first!” said Bob.

So I exchanged hugs, and some kisses, with ‘my’ five children, and waved them on their way through the school gates.

——-
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WE’D OPENED THE PARK and coffee shop in November, with the visit from Civitatai Man and the fireworks display.

Almost two months ago.

I was surprised by the number of young Moms sitting in the Coffee shop.

It was January, but there were still a handful of Moms sitting outside, cradling cups of tea or coffee and watching their pre-school children play on the roundabout, or the swings, or the see-saw.

It surprised me a little. I hadn’t expected the coffee shop to be quite as big a success quite as quickly.

I headed back through the theatre, and into the house.

——-
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SANDI SEEMED HAPPY enough with all her new treasures.

She was especially pleased with some of the ‘clothing’.

I think I’ve mentioned before, Sandi wasn’t happy about having to wear a nappy, but she couldn’t go to the toilet unaided whilst we were dressing her in romper suits.

When I got back into the house, Alyssa had helped her dress in one of her ‘birthday’ outfits. A pair of black trousers and a sky-blue top. In fact, it was a pretty close match for my ‘combat’ outfit.

The main difference was the footwear. She was wearing woolly ‘Teddy Bear’ slippers.

It was Sandi’s birthday. Paula had decided that Stephen could spend his last day with Sandi and me, instead of at the factory crèche.

Pátrekur and Gretta were also still with us.

I asked the children how they wanted to spend the day.

“Can we swim, Daddy?” asked Sandi.

“I suppose so, but what about Gretta and Pátrekur? Can you swim?” I asked.

“I can swim a little bit, Uncle John...” said Gretta, “...but Patti hasn’t learned yet!”

“Hmm... well... we’ve probably left it a little late to teach him during this visit... But I’m betting that Stephen’s old buoyancy aids will be waiting for us in the changing room if he wants to play...”

“Yes, please, Jojo!” Pátrekur agreed.

“What does Mommy think?” I asked.

“I have every confidence in your abilities as a swimming instructor, World President
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