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Prologue
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Urni wanted a baby.

I wasn’t sure.

Correction. I knew I had a daughter. I knew her name was Cassandra. What I wasn’t sure about was how or when.

I mean, I knew ‘how’ in the traditional sense, but obviously, that wouldn’t help Urni. As for when... It felt imminent, but that couldn’t be right because there were too many question marks.

Personally, I thought sooner was better than later. Sharon was four, Samantha was six, Tim was six, Bob was five, Stephen had just celebrated his first birthday. I felt that growing up with six older semi-siblings was better than growing up in a family without any children. Of course, if I waited long enough, Sharon and Samantha (and Tim, and Bob) would be starting their own families. Whether that would turn out to be two, three or four different families remained to be seen, but, in any event, it wasn’t guaranteed that they would continue to live in the village. Even if they did, how much time would they spend with their Uncle John?

Maybe Kelvin and Alison (together or apart) would decide to have children; but again they might not choose to live here when they did. Besides, that would involve killing their Methuselah nanobots, so we could be waiting over a hundred years before they decided it was time to settle down and raise a family.

It seemed to me that the best approach was to start dealing with the practicalities.

I, or somebody, needed to review the notes on Paulo’s and Bjarki’s experiments with an artificial womb.

Human testing was problematic, so we also needed to consider the ethics of using an artificial womb, and the practicalities of constructing one, and using it to bring a human fœtus to full term.

Of course, there were implications.

If I developed the technology myself, then I could potentially incorporate some of the features into contemporary incubators.

I mean, maybe I couldn’t actually build the womb ‘now’, but maybe some of the technology I developed could be utilised in contemporary incubators? Babies born at twenty weeks rarely survived. But that used to be true of babies born at 25 weeks.

In the nineteen-thirties, no baby born at 25 week gestation survived. A hundred years later, the majority lived long, healthy, lives.

Anyway, this sort of navel-gazing wouldn’t get the baby washed, or, in this case, born!

So... I had lots of irons in the fire at the moment. At home, I was designing technology that would be incorporated into my new school. In theory, I had a few months short of five years to build my school. I wanted to have it ready for when Tim and Samantha went to ‘big school’. In practice, there were other considerations.

I knew Robert and his team could get the school ‘built’, but my new building materials needed to be tested and approved before I’d be allowed to install them in a school. Admittedly, I’d side-stepped some of the rules and regulations when retro-fitting some of my inventions at the primary school; but none of that affected the structural integrity of the school. As far as the authorities were concerned, we’d simply redecorated. (I assume Urni obtained planning permission for the new basement, but since all we did was fill in pre-existing holes created by coal mining, that was more a case of ‘making safe’ than ‘endangering’ innocent children!)

Sonia’s social experiments meant that I was far more involved with Samantha’s and Sharon’s current school than I wanted to be. I was already a school governor and part-time choir master. If Fiona made good on her threats, I might also be teaching some of the children to swim.

My only hope was to keep my head down and hope that Urni and Sonia would decide that I was ‘too busy’ to waste my time at the school. So, basically, I was done for!

In my other job, as World President and Chief Engineer, there was even more going on. The JWC had their first Junior World President.

On the Engineering front, we were building WCT Atlantis. A time-travelling marine base for Bjarki’s ZGRP.

We were working to develop improvements to Android and Robot design. At present, humans with Methuselah nanobots could survive far more severe injuries than androids. For example, I had been shot through the heart, and survived. Urni had assured me that even a bullet to my head was unlikely to be anything more than a temporary inconvenience, especially if any ‘displaced’ matter could be scooped back into place. A bullet destroying any one of the three Android processors was likely to cause irreparable damage to their personality. Damage to the cooling system could lead to overheating and the total destruction of the android. It was possible that the android’s memories could be restored from backup into a new android, but the android would develop a new personality based on their new experiences. We weren’t sure how much of the new technology could be retro-fitted. Maybe only ‘new’ androids would benefit.

We were also working on an improved design for the Methuselah nanobots. I though maybe I’d been neglecting that project a little. That was partially because it was unlikely that any of my family would benefit from the ‘new improved’ design. We’d already had our nanobot injections. Maybe the children would benefit; but it would be almost twenty years before they started considering having their Methuselah nanobot injections. However... The Methuselah nanobots were designed to keep a human alive. My artificial womb was designed to keep a human alive. Were the two projects linked? Would the womb effectively be a macro-scale version of the Methuselah nanobots? Would I gain insights that would help me assist Sharon and Samantha with their initial designs?

At this stage, I could see only the vaguest of connections, but I had an itch. I’d learnt to recognise that itch. It meant that I ‘knew’ something without knowing how or why I knew it... So I needed to start designing my artificial womb; but I couldn’t make that an ‘official’ project until the morality had been properly considered. However, I could use my free time to look at the existing designs and perhaps work on improvements. If I could back-port any of that into incubators back at home, then that would help me improve my understanding of the overall design, which could help with the development of both the medical nanobots at home and the artificial womb at the holiday home...

Anyway, enough talk! It was time to get to work!
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Chapter 1 – Extending the Holiday
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It was Sunday 6th January.

The feast of the Epiphany... Not that that was important just at the moment.

The children were due back to school on Monday, which meant it was time for some of our guests to go home, and for the rest of us to visit the holiday home!

This time Grandad would be joining Tom and the rest of us...

We’d travelled back in relays, due to the different departure times of some of our guests.

Of course, with the new garage in the ‘secret lair’ we didn’t have to go outside into the slightly cold and damp January morning...

——-
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MARIE-ANNE, AVAN, SUSAN, Paulo, Wilda, Penny F, Nathalie, Angela W, Amanda and Antonio had all headed to their respective homes. The rest of us had headed up to the World President’s Penthouse.

We’d got the World President’s Section Leaders Party scheduled for next Saturday.

The JWCC would start on Saturday 13th December.

We’d delay or postpone the December Chiefs meeting. The last Friday of the month was 26th December. I thought I already had enough on my plate for that week. I wouldn’t be able to prepare properly. I’d decide closer to the time whether just to delay things for a week, or whether to cancel it entirely. I planned to have a Combined Chiefs meeting on the last Friday of the conference; but nothing was set in stone yet...

I left my family to sort themselves out whilst I headed into my office to greet Fantasy Secretary Urni, and review the latest paperwork.

——-
[image: ]


GRANDAD AND TOM BOTH based themselves on my side of the building. I didn’t know if Urni assigned them each an apartment, or if they shared. It didn’t really matter either way... They both ate the majority of their meals with me in the penthouse, or in the dining room when we relocated to Engineering.

I assume they spent time with the rest of the family. In fact, I didn’t need to assume, because they usually told me what they’d been up to over dinner.

I was a little surprised that Grandad had chosen to base himself over in Politics when the majority of the family was over in Engineering. Wasn’t it a bit of a trek for him? I knew he’d had his medical nanobots now, but he used to struggle getting up the stairs to my apartment back at home!

“Oh, that’s no hassle!” Grandad said. “Urni told me about the travelator!”

“The what now?” I asked.

“Downstairs!” he said. “You know!”

“Actually, no I don’t!” I said.

Urni, Alyssa and Tom were all laughing.

“You didn’t honestly think all the kids at the JWCC trekked from one side of the building to the other every day, did you John?” asked Urni.

“Well, no. I assumed that the accommodation was at the edges, and all the entertainments were in the centre, so they wouldn’t have to walk that far...”

“What about your staff... heading to work in a morning, or meetings in different parts of the building?”

“Well, it only takes twenty minutes or so to get from here to Engineering...” I said.

“I can do it in five!” said Grandad, a little smugly in my opinion.

It was Thursday morning. I had meetings scheduled over in Engineering on both Thursday and Friday anyway, so I suggested they show me...

——-
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I’M FROM BIRMINGHAM. Home of Spaghetti Junction; but that was just a simple flyover compared to what I saw.

Actually, what I saw was just a vast expanse of floor, with what looked like multi-barred fencing separating different areas. Looking more closely at the fence, I realised it was basically a support for handrails at various different heights. The floor was broken up with solid pillars scattered around the floor. Since I’d just stepped out of one such pillar, I assumed that they were all elevators. I could see a few dozen individuals shooting around various parts of the floor. I couldn’t be sure at this distance, but it looked to me as if the sections of fence moved as a traveller approached, allowing them to turn gently right or left and continue on their journey.

“Race you!” said Grandad.

He stepped over to the fence, and put his hand on one of the handrails. “Engineering Penthouse please, URNI” he said.

Tom followed him. “Follow that Grandad, URNI!” he said, grinning.

Hmm. Should I join in the fun?

“Executive override!” I said. “URNI, get me to the Engineering Penthouse ahead of those two!”

That was possibly a mistake. Grandad said it took him five minutes to get to the Engineering penthouse. I calculated that meant he was travelling at roughly sixteen miles an hour... Probably twenty-five kilometres an hour. Most athletes could peak at that during a sprint.

Urni expected better than that from me, of course... Elite sprinters could reach speeds in excess of thirty kilometres per hour, some could reach over forty kilometres per hour. On a good day, on a level track, I could reach thirty kilometres per hour. The main difference was, thanks to the Methuselah nanobots, I could maintain that speed for many miles, rather than just a few metres. However, I digress...

I’d expected URNI to slow Grandad and Tom down a little, and allow me to overtake.

I should have known better.

It took me two minutes to reach the lift to the Engineering Penthouse. It took possibly another minute for me to recover enough to loosen my grip on the handrail!

What made it worse is that I hadn’t followed the same ‘direct’ route as Grandad and Tom. As Urni explained later, that would have ruined the ‘surprise’, so she’d taken me on a more circuitous route.

I suspected I’d reached speeds approaching one hundred kilometres an hour on the straight sections. URNI had, at least, had the decency to slow down a little on the corners. I was still shaking when Grandad and Tom arrived alongside me.

“Son? Are you alright? How did you get here ahead of us?” Grandad asked.

“I... I u... used the fast lane...” I stuttered.

——-
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I’D MANAGED TO CALM down in time for the meetings. Tom and Grandad had disappeared off, possibly to meet up with Nathalie in the Engineer’s Gym. I’m sure they’d mentioned something about it, but I couldn’t remember if that was today. In fact, after my travelator experience, I was having difficulty remembering anything at all. At least, I was until I took a few minutes to relax and breathe. Alyssa presented me with a cup of coffee.

That was a little bit of a surprise, because we’d left Alyssa back in the World President’s penthouse; but I thought I was beginning to understand... Androids and Robots wouldn’t have an issue with travelling at one hundred kilometres per hour. I could imagine Androids and Robots having a dedicated travelator network in its own sub-basement, but I couldn’t imagine it being a different design to the one intended for human use. I suspected that my ‘executive override’ had allowed me to experience how Angela, Alyssa and Robert always managed to be where they needed to be ahead of the humans...

——-
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IT WAS SATURDAY MORNING. We were having the World President’s party later this afternoon, which meant, firstly, since we were all currently in Engineering, we were the wrong side of the building; and, secondly, we had a few hours to kill before we could have lunch and prepare for the ordeal ahead.

Just at the moment, we were eating breakfast.

“So, kids, do you fancy some time in the gym? Or have you got something else in mind?” I asked.

“Which Gym?” asked Sonia, looking at me a little suspiciously.

“Oh, I thought we could call in at the section leaders gym on the way over...” I said.

“Oh, did you?” said Sonia.

“Is there a problem with that?” I asked.

“You tell me, John!” said Sonia.

“Can Wilda come?” asked Samantha.

“Erm, I don’t see why not...” I said. “I assume she’ll want to get changed for the party, but maybe Amanda can bring her party clothes over to your World President apartment whilst Wilda has her gym session? That’s alright isn’t it, Urni?”

“Of course it is!” said Urni. “Would you like me to invite Wilda to join us here, or meet us there?”

“Check which she’d prefer, please Urni. Also, tell her we’ll save her some breakfast, if she hasn’t already eaten...”

——-
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WILDA AND AMANDA JOINED us around twelve minutes later. She immediately ran over to give me a hug.

“Good morning, Wilda, can we offer you some breakfast?” I asked.

“Erm, could I have pancakes with fruit and clotted cream?” asked Wilda, blushing slightly.

“Of course you may...” said Alyssa. “Have a seat... I’ll just be a moment...”

She disappeared into the kitchen area.

“Wilda, why did asking for pancakes make you blush?” I asked, whilst pouring her a glass of orange juice.

“Erm...” said Wilda, squirming in her seat.

“Because she’d finished a healthy bowl of oatmeal porridge less than ten minutes before you invited her to join you, World President!” said Amanda, grinning.

“Oh, well, she’s a growing girl!” I said. “I’m sure it won’t do her any harm to eat another breakfast... especially since we’ll be spending the morning in the gym...”

“After which, presumably, Wilda will join you for lunch, World President?” asked Amanda, still grinning.

“Erm, I let the first one go, Amanda, but please remember, my name is ‘John’; and, to answer your question... yes, I would imagine that Wilda will join us for lunch after our time in the gym. Is that a problem?”

“No, of course not, Wo... John. I mentioned it only to reassure Wilda that you would not allow her to starve... She doesn’t have to eat two breakfasts...”

“But she can, if she wants to, can’t she Uncle John?” said Tim.

“Of course she can...” I said. “Assuming her Mommy has no objections, of course...”

“Mommy said ‘tell the World President that if you explode through over-eating, then I will hold him personally responsible!’” said Wilda.

“Oh... erm... Maybe you shouldn’t have mentioned that until after you’d had your pancakes!” I said.

“Too late!” said Alyssa, putting the plate down in front of Wilda.

The children giggled. Wilda started eating her pancakes, grinning whilst she did so.

——-
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“RIGHT! IS EVERYBODY ready?” I asked.

There were no negative responses, so we set off.

As usual, I was expected to take part in all the available activities, starting with a yoga warm-up. The children, Tom and the ladies all joined me. Admittedly Stephen wasn’t particularly skilled, but he seemed to enjoy posing. His ‘downward facing dog’ was quite interesting. He was grinning at me from between his legs. I think Urni noticed, so she decided to lead us into a Prasarita Padottanasana (Wide Stance Forward Bend). To be honest with you, I think Stephen decided to stick with his ‘downward facing dog’. He seemed to be enjoying himself, so I just left him to get on with it, whilst I concentrated on what Urni was asking me to do...

After Yoga, I moved on to the multi-gym. Kelvin and Simon had gone straight for that option, and were already hard at work. The kids (excluding Stephen this time), Tom and the ladies decided to join me, but I’m fairly sure that we were all doing our own, individual, routines.

Then it was time for my run. I think the ladies decided it was time for their swim. The kids decided they were going to join me for a Civitatai Tri, so joined me on the treadmills.

Stephen was already there. His walking wasn’t quite up to ‘treadmill’ standard yet, so he was crawling with enthusiasm.

Tom, Simon and Kelvin decided to join in.

There wasn’t room for us all to fit in the pool, so we weren’t really racing. No doubt URNI was keeping track of our times, and could have compensated for time waiting to start an activity if we asked, but this was just a few hours of fun in the gym.

After my regulation fifteen hundred metre run, I jumped on one of the exercise bikes. It appeared that this was Grandad’s exercise of choice, he’d gone straight to the bikes, and had been pedalling steadily. I’m not sure what his target distance was, but, whatever it was, he reached it before I reached my sixty kilometres and headed off to the pool.

I finished, and headed after him.

There were no free lanes when I arrived, but it didn’t take long for somebody to notice that the World President was waiting, and decide they’d swam sufficiently for today.

I dived in and did my thirty lengths.

Then Urni appeared, carrying a harness, closely followed by Paula and Stephen. I was hooked up, Stephen was attached, and I was expected to swim another thirty lengths with Stephen giggling and waving his arms enthusiastically.

“I think it may be time for you to learn to swim without being strapped to me, young man!” I said. Stephen giggled. “Maybe Urni and Mommy can help you in the World President’s pool?”

“OK, Dada” said Stephen.

——-
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WITH THE DAY’S EXERCISE safely out of the way, it was time for lunch.

Of course, we were going to a party, where food would be available; but so would a Karaoke machine...

The children were all enjoying their lunch. In fact...

“Wilda, are you trying to get me into trouble with your Mommy?” I asked, as Wilda helped herself to her third, or possibly fourth, slice of cake.

The children laughed. “It’s all so good, Uncle John!” she replied.

“Of course it is! But don’t forget that similar refreshment will also be available at the party... when any explosion will be the responsibility of your parents!”

“Don’t count your Chickens, John!” said Sonia. “I’ve suggested that Wilda might want to stay with Sharon and Samantha tonight...”

“In that case, won’t you be responsible for any explosions?” I asked.

“Of course not, John” said Urni. “Sonia, and the rest of your family, are accepting the largesse of the World President, so Wilda will still be your guest...”

“I was always taught that commenting on a young lady’s eating habits could be dangerous, so... Eat what you want, Wilda. Hopefully the nanobots will be able to save me from your Mommy’s wrath!”

“I wouldn’t panic, John!” said Alison. “Despite his best efforts, Kelvin hasn’t managed to explode... yet! Wilda is a rank amateur by comparison!”

“Somebody has to eat all of this food!” said Kelvin. “We can’t let it go to waste! I’m prepared to sacrifice myself for the greater good of the family!”

“That’s very noble of you!” I said. “The only slight flaw in your plan is that Alyssa and Angela keep refilling the plates that we empty!”

“Oh, hmm, yes... I hadn’t noticed that!” said Kelvin, helping himself to another slice of strawberry gateau.

The children giggled.

——-
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THE PARTY WENT WELL, I suppose.

I’d hoped to spend some time chatting with Gretta and her Junior Chiefs about the upcoming conference. Unfortunately, I was the only person who saw the party as ‘work’. Everybody else was there to enjoy themselves!

“John! Oh, come here! I need a top-up!” Tina grabbed me and pulled me into a hug.

“Need or Want?” I asked.

Tina laughed. “If I’m honest, want!” she said. “I’ve not had any problems since our last hug, but a little extra can’t hurt, can it?”

“I’m sorry about this Bjarki!” I said. “I can assure you, I’d much rather not be hugging your wife right now... No insult intended, Tina. I’m just not a fan of hugging!”

“No problem!” said Tina, releasing me. “I think that will hold me until the next time we meet!”

“I’ll excuse you, John” said Bjarki. “After all, you’re easing my wife’s suffering!”

We chatted together for a few minutes.

I turned to move on and ran into Nathalie, who immediately pulled me into a hug.

“Nathalie! What are you doing...”

“Hugging you, John, I thought you’d recognise it by now, especially after what I saw you and Tina doing a few minutes ago!”

“You didn’t let me finish... what are you doing here!?! I thought this was the one place I’d be safe from you!”

Nathalie started to giggle. “Maybe you need to have a word with your wife, John!” she said.

“Very probably, but what should I be talking to her about, specifically...? She has a tendency to wriggle out of any imprecise accusations...”

“Ah well, in that case, maybe you should talk to her about the invite Penny received to this party. It clearly invited ‘Senior Staff from all divisions and their family!’ In fact, she’d even underlined the ‘family’ bit!”

“Oh... I see... Urni?” Urni appeared from somewhere or other.

“You summoned me, O Master?” I rolled my eyes.

“Apparently we’ve changed the wording on the party invite?”

“Of course, John, you’ve invited the Junior World President and her Chiefs!”

“Yes?”

“Well, I could hardly suggest that they were welcome to bring their partners and children, could I?”

——-
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OF COURSE, I SANG DUETS with many of my guests, including Grandad and (finally!) Tom!

Of course, Tomas was a guest at this party.

“No Francis this afternoon?” I asked. “I hope Urni’s new wording on the invites didn’t put him off?”

“No, John. Urni added a P. S. to my invite making it clear that Francis was still welcome; but he’s currently under the influence of his creative muse, and didn’t want to leave his latest masterpiece. He sends his apologies!”

“Oh, is it anything I should be worried about?” I asked.

Tomas started to laugh.

“Should I take that as a ‘yes’?” I asked, nervously.

“It’s a possibility, John... Francis was so overcome by the response to his ‘Atlas’ that he’s working on a series of sculptures inspired by the classics... I’m not sure where his muse is currently leading him... There was talk of Prometheus, Icarus and Sisyphus... But, looking at his ‘Atlas’... I’m not sure how he’ll chose to reinterpret the legends!”

“Hmm, shall we pretend I’m looking forward to finding out?” I asked.

Tomas grinned. “I’ll pass on your warmest regards, John!” he said.

——
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TOMAS HAD INSISTED that we sing a duet.

I don’t know whether that was what persuaded Tom to take his turn... But the fact that he asked me to sing not long after I finished singing with Tomas suggests it was definitely a factor.

Wilda and Gretta also took their turns, of course, but that was more-or-less a regular event at any party they attended now.

Eventually Sonia, or Urni, I was never really sure who was in charge at these parties (I knew it wasn’t me!), decided I’d suffered enough. I sang my signature tune and we headed back to the Penthouse.

It wasn’t really a surprise that the table was already laid for a late-night tea. What was slightly more surprising was that my family decided to join me for the meal.

After all, we’d only recently left a party where, presumably, they’d all been able to eat and drink to their heart’s content. I, on the other hand, hadn’t eaten since lunch, around eight hours ago.
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Chapter 2 – Countdown to the Conference
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I spent Monday with Gretta and her team in ‘their’ Penthouse, discussing our plans for the conference. We’d already agreed on most of the arrangements. We were having a ‘talent show’ after our Christmas dinner. After the talent show, we were performing in a Pantomime together. Gretta was playing ‘Jack’, Wilda had decided she’d play Jill, Philip was playing ‘Simple Simon’, Amy had elected to take the role of the Good Fairy and Amilia was playing ‘Chantelle’, the magic harp. I thought that was a little bit of a ‘none-role’, especially since Urni’s script had a member of the audience (guess who) actually taking over the task of putting the giant to sleep.

I wasn’t really too happy about that.

My team were taking on the other main roles. Avan and Marie-Anne were playing the King and Queen, Princess Jillana’s parents. Susan and Paulo had begged to be allowed to play ‘Daisy Moo’. I wasn’t sure who was playing which half. I hadn’t thought it polite to enquire. Simon and Kelvin had argued about who was going to play Jack’s mother, Gladys Trotter.

At first, I assumed neither of them wanted the role. There was quite a heated debate, but I’d got the wrong end of the stick, so to speak. They both wanted to play the Dame.

In the end, I ruled that Kelvin, as one of my Chiefs, took priority this time. I promised Simon that I’d find a way of making it up to him. Urni suggested that maybe Simon could take on the role if we did ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ for Stephen’s second birthday party.

——-
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IN ANY EVENT, THAT, and most of the other events at the JWCC, had already been discussed and decided weeks ago (over a month ago from my perspective).

Today’s discussion was more about the finer details. Gretta had asked if ‘Father Christmas’ would again be delivering gifts to the delegates. I’d said I could neither confirm nor deny that Father Christmas might choose to visit.

Gretta grinned.

“If, by some strange coincidence, Father Christmas brings commemorative jackets for all the delegates again, would the World President be available to sign them?”

“Oh... I’m not sure... The whole hundred signatures thing got very stressful towards the end...” I said.

“Maybe Urni can just assign individual appointment times for us to get our jackets signed?” suggested Wilda.

“Oh, what a helpful suggestion!” I said.

Sarcasm was wasted on the Junior team.

“Yes, Wilda, what a wonderful idea!” said Gretta, grinning. “Oh, and another thing, Uncle John... We want something like the challenges... With the prize of a photograph with the World President for the winners...”

“Hmm... You don’t want to run the challenges again, do you?” I asked.

“Well, last year, we were looking at problems you have already solved... Maybe this year we could look at more ‘real time’ issues; and URNI could decide on the winning team... Or maybe the Junior World Council could nominate the most ‘valuable’ members of each team...?” Amilia asked.

“Hmm...” I said. “I can see some possibilities there... Why don’t I discuss options with your liaison officers. URNI will feed back our suggestions to you and you can agree or veto... But are you sure anybody will want to have their photo taken with me?”

They laughed!

“Of course they will, Uncle John!” said Wilda. “I’ve got my photos from last year on the wall in my office... Do you want to come and see after the meeting?”

I could feel the blood draining from my face, but I was able to compensate by blushing. “Erm, that’s not necessary, I’ll take your word for it!”

“Wilda isn’t the only one...” said Gretta. “I’ve got my photos on the wall as well. I suspect we all have!”

There were nods around the table. The blush was now out and proud.

“OK, so we’ll have some sort of award for those making the most valuable contributions to the conference, either as part of a team, or as an individual” I said. “But I think the Junior World President should be in the photograph as well...”

“Erm... Maybe we could have two photos? One with just the World President?” asked Gretta.

“I will consider it, and discuss it with your liaison officers and URNI” I said.

Amanda, Alice, Andee, Aida and Alvin had prepared and served lunch for us all.

We continued the discussions during and after lunch.

It seemed obvious that Gretta and her team were getting quite excited about the JWCC. This was the first one since Gretta’s election. She and her Chiefs had all had time to find their feet, and had experience from their World Tour and their Regional conferences; so there were none of the nerves experienced immediately after the election. At least, not from the Junior team. I was still a little nervous about what I might be facing.

We were definitely having ‘Meet the World President’ sessions every Sunday, and I was required to attend the Karaoke parties every Saturday and Sunday (and the ‘End of Conference’ party). My involvement at other times (other than Christmas) was yet to be formally timetabled.

——-
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I’D SPENT THE MAJORITY of the day with Gretta and her team. When the time had come for me to head home, Wilda had jumped up and grabbed my hand.

“Come and see my apartment, Uncle John!”

“Oh, yes!” said Amy. “Mommy said you needed to look at some of her paintings...”

There was a general clamour from Gretta and the other Junior Chiefs, so I had to visit each apartment...

We started with Wilda’s.

Neither Yanice or Trey was present when we arrived.

Wilda showed me around her office, where the wall was decorated with photographs taken at the JWCC, many featuring the World President.

Then she showed me her bedroom.

I suspected that Wilda had played a significant part in decorating the room. I didn’t have too much experience of little girl’s bedrooms, but I guessed that the pink décor was her choice, rather than being influenced by Yanice or Trey.

The walls in her bedroom also had photographs, but these were the ‘family’ photos. There were pictures of Yanice and Trey, but there were also pictures of Sharon, Samantha and Wilda together, and others including Tim and Bob. There were also some featuring me!

“Do you remember this, Uncle John?” asked Wilda, pointing to a photograph featuring her sitting on my shoulder.

“Of course I do!” I said. “That’s when you asked me to sing ‘You’re Welcome’!”

Gretta indicated another photograph. “That’s another good one!”

I blushed. This one showed me kneeling in front of Wilda, with her hand held in both of mine.

“Ah... That’s when Wilda and I sang ‘Love is an Open Door’!”

Gretta and her team were all grinning at me.

——-
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YANICE HAD ARRIVED home by the time we got back downstairs.

“World President! To what do we owe this honour?” she asked, grinning at me.

“Erm... your daughter wished to embarrass me by showing me her collection of photographs!”

“Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t her intention to embarrass you!” Yanice said.

“Are you really sure about that?” I asked, indicating a grinning Wilda.

“Well...” said Yanice, “but she’s very proud that you’re her friend... Those photographs were all chosen with care... So, are you finished for the day, Wilda?”

“We’re showing Uncle John all of our apartments!” said Wilda. “I was first, so we’ve still got all the others to visit...”

“I’m sure it won’t take too long...” I said, although the grins from the other children weren’t exactly reassuring.

We headed back into the lift.

“I loved your room, Wilda!” said Gretta. “Tell me, what is that colour on your bedroom wall called? Is it ‘World President’s Blush’?”

“It is now!” said URNI, speaking from the lift.

The children laughed.

——-
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PHILIP’S APARTMENT was next.

I got the impression that maybe his mother had influenced the décor. The shared areas were very elegant. Philip’s office was quite ‘vanilla’ and business-like, apart from the photographs of him with the World President, and one or two others with Gretta and the team.

His bedroom didn’t seem to show any personality at all.

We moved on to Amy’s apartment.

——-
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THE UPSTAIRS FAR WALL, what would be the entrance to the conservatory in the penthouse apartment, was hidden behind a large canvas. The viewing angle wasn’t ideal, but it seemed to pull at me. The edges of the canvas were all blends of red, yellow and orange, apparently plastered on with a pallet knife or similar implement; I’d need to look more closely to be sure. The centre of the canvas was solid black. Well, not ‘solid’ black, it was a uniform black colour, but there were layers, and I seemed to see flashes of white, despite not seeing any white paint.

I was examining the canvas from different angles, trying to work out where the white was being reflected from, when Rhona appeared from one of the offices.

“Oh, Good Afternoon, World President, Everybody... can we offer you some refreshment?”

“Well, not for me, thank you” I replied. “The Junior World Council wanted to take me on a tour of their accommodation... I was just studying your artwork... I assume it’s one of yours?”

“Oh, yes. It’s not really the ideal viewing conditions, but I think it still works... It’s called Hope!”

“Hope?” I asked.

“Yes... Maybe you can tell me why?” Rhona looked at me, hopefully.

“Erm, well, it looks very fierce and angry around the edges, then you’ve got all that dense black... but for some reason I’m seeing flashes of white. I can’t work out where they’re being reflected from...”

Rhona grinned. “I knew you’d be perceptive enough to understand, once you were sharing a space with my art... That’s ‘Hope’. When everything seems overwhelmingly dark, all you need is a little splash of light to bring ‘Hope’! Come and look at this one...”

Rhona led me into the office opposite the one she’d just left. There were the now ‘traditional’ photographs of the World President with Amy, and a selection of other photographs from the JWCC. The walls of the office were painted a warm terracotta. On the back wall, in the ‘lounge’ area, was a slightly smaller canvas. This one was a swirl of colour. Red, Blue, Yellow, White... Of course, because of the way the paint was plastered onto the canvas, there were a myriad of other colours as well... I couldn’t tell if they had been applied intentionally, or if they were a product of how the paint was blended together...

“So... Tell me, World President... What do you feel?” Asked Rhona.

I stood and examined the canvas for a while... “Erm... I don’t know why... but what I feel is an almost overwhelming urge to stick my tongue out!”

Rhona laughed and applauded. “Well done, World President! This one is called ‘Juvenile’!”

“It’s my favourite!” said Amy. “It always makes me smile!”

I noticed the coffee table. It was an irregular shape with four stout legs supporting the polished wooden top. It gave the impression of a clump of trees, the tabletop being formed by their intertwined branches. It wasn’t, of course, it was a polished flat piece of wood, but the irregular shape, together with the rough, bark-like texturing of the four legs, created the illusion.

“I’m guessing Fergus made that table...” I said.

“Yes!” said Amy. “Isn’t it good? I feel as if I’m flying over a forest every time I look at it...”

Amy led us up to her bedroom.

The two opposing walls aligned with the bed were white, whilst the other two were pastel blue.

On the blue wall opposite to the entrance to the bathroom was another painting.

At first glance, it appeared to be similar to ‘Juvenile’, but it created a totally different response. I shuddered.

“I’m sorry Rhona, but I’m not sure I like that one... I get a feeling of unease for some reason...”

“And you told me you didn’t understand abstract art!” said Rhona. “It seems to me that you are more perceptive than a lot of the Art ‘experts’ who claim to admire my work! That one is called ‘Destiny’ World President!”

——-
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WE MOVED ON TO AMILIA’S apartment.

I got the impression that maybe Gerek had given Amilia a free hand in decorating her apartment. Obviously, I didn’t look at Gerek’s room, but Amilia’s office, the shared area and her bedroom were all decorated with strong contrasting colours. A dark blue in the office space, and green in the central dining area. Her bedroom had two crimson walls and two white walls. There were family photographs and ornaments scattered throughout the house.

It wasn’t really to my taste, but Amilia was proud of what she had achieved. I chose not to criticise.

——-
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GRETTA’S APARTMENT was the last one we visited.

Tina was sitting in the main room when we arrived.

“World President! What a pleasant surprise!” She didn’t exactly spring to her feet, but she walked over to hug me. Her baby-bump wasn’t really at the ‘safe to comment’ stage yet... To be honest, I’ve never felt safe asking ‘When’s it due?’ I’ve always felt it was much safer to wait until somebody else broached the subject of ‘due dates’.

“Is this a required top-up, or are you just taking advantage of my visit?” I asked.

Tina released me.

“To be honest, World President, I haven’t had any issues since I took Kelvin’s advice... But a little extra never hurts...”

“If you’re going to grab me at every opportunity, you might at least try to get my name right...” I suggested.

“What... Oh, OK, John... I’ll try... To what do we owe your visit today?”

“Gretta and her team wanted to show me their apartments... They all have their own style and personality... and this is possibly the biggest opportunity they’ve had to express themselves...”

“Well, I’d suggest that is certainly true of Gretta... She had very firm ideas of how she wanted to decorate her office and bedroom!” Tina grinned at her daughter.

“Come on, Uncle John!” said Gretta. She took my hand and led me into her office.

It was painted a uniform Sky Blue. The walls were decorated with photographs of Gretta with her team, with me, and with other members of the JWC. She’d had several photographs taken with different subsections of her winning team from the ‘challenges’ last year, so there was a photograph of her with Wilda, Samantha, Sharon, Tim and Shilling among the set.

“Are you going to show him your bedroom?” Tina asked.

“Of course!” said Gretta.

“I’m not going to tempt fate! I’ll stay down here!” said Tina, grinning.

I saw what she meant when Gretta led me to her bedroom. The walls were blue, but it wasn’t a ‘uniform’ blue. The decoration gave the illusion of being ‘underwater’. There was seaweed and coral painted around the bottom edge of the wall, and various pictures of sea life illustrated the walls.

“Did you paint these?” I asked, indicating one of the pictures.

“Yes!” said Gretta, blushing.

“Well... I’m not an expert on sea life... but I think they’re very good!” I said. “I mean... it’s possible that the fish look nothing like the pictures, but the pictures look like what I think the fish look like, and the way you’ve arranged them on the wall is very fitting...”

“Mom won’t come into my room!” said Gretta. “She says she gets seasick just standing in the doorway!”

“Hmm... well... I think some teenagers might see that as an advantage...” I said.

——-
[image: ]


WE RETURNED TO THE penthouse to say our goodbyes. I promised that URNI would be in touch to finalise any outstanding details. I’d see them all again on Saturday at the JWCC...

I had to accept hugs (and some kisses) then headed for ‘home’ (the World President’s penthouse).

——-
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I HAD MEETINGS WITH Marie-Anne on Tuesday morning, and meetings with Kelvin on Tuesday afternoon.

I ate dinner with the family, but then headed back to the World President’s penthouse. I needed some time to think.

Urni insisted on an exercise session, of course, but then I spent an hour in my office sketching out a few ideas.

I’d arranged to meet with the liaison officers on Wednesday.

——-
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URNI LED ME TO THE agreed venue straight after breakfast. The meeting wasn’t due to start until 10:00am, a little over two hours away, but that gave me time to expand my notes from last night.

Unlike my predecessor, I didn’t like to keep people waiting. By arriving at the meeting two hours early, I could work uninterrupted right up to when my liaison officers started to arrive, and nobody was left standing around waiting for the World President to arrive...

I was trying to think of ‘projects’. We’d already agreed broad areas of responsibility for the JWC, but Gretta wanted ‘prizes’, so I was trying to think of short, punchy, topics within the JWC areas of responsibility, or adjacent to them, that the delegates would be able to study and report on within the five weeks of the JWCC. It wasn’t easy. For example, should we restrict access to Methuselah nanobots? We expected discussions on that subject to take decades. But maybe we could break things down into bite-size pieces. What was the ideal figure for the human population of the World? That still seemed like quite a big topic, but perhaps the questions the children asked to support their decision-making would be informative? Should reactivations of Methuselah nanobots ever be refused? What about deactivations?

Hopefully, you can see what I was trying to do. Here are the subjects you’ve agreed to tackle. They’re quite big and unwieldy, so maybe I can give you some stepping stones...

My liaison officers started to arrive, so I put my notes to one side and made small talk. (I know! I didn’t know whether to blame Sonia or Urni! Maybe it was a combined effort! I discussed the matter with Urni later. She blamed Tim and Bob! She claimed that my expanding my family to include them had made me a lot more ‘sociable’. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like a reasonable working theory...)

——-
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I BRIEFED MY LIAISON officers on what I’d discussed with Gretta and the Junior Chiefs on Monday. “So, I think we’re talking about the Stepping Stone challenges!” I said. “I’ve got a few ideas, but I’m sure you can help make them better... I’m thinking a basic project plan... You know that it’s possible to break any major project down into dozens of smaller, more manageable tasks. Well, for the JWC, I want to take that to the extreme. I want steps small enough for a five-year-old to understand and discuss...”

“Having met your five-year-olds, I don’t think that will be an issue!” said Xanthia.

“Well, they’re not really ‘mine’” I said. “In fact, Penny and Trey probably have more of a claim...”

“I’m not sure about that...” said Penny.

“Nor am I...” said Trey. “After all, I’m only Wilda’s Daddy!”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Let’s just say, I hope the time never comes when Wilda has to decide between her family and you, John...” Trey was grinning, but I went cold. Was this what Sonia suspected? Had Yanice or Trey objected to their daughter seducing young John?

I decided it was time to change the subject.

“So... suggestions?”

We treated the discussion like a planning meeting for any major project, except that we broke it down into much smaller chunks. Some steps were clearly defined technical problems that needed to be solved. Others were more philosophical.

For example, I intended to present my plans for an artificial womb. There was a stepping stone to decide whether it was ethical, under any circumstances to use it. There was a stepping stone to check my design for the artificial placenta. That one stepping stone could be broken down into several more... How would the embryo’s blood be oxygenated? How about nutrients? What about ‘waste disposal’ and the antibodies that would normally pass from Mother to Child? Of course, I wasn’t really expecting the children to be able to solve the technical or moral questions, but I hoped that they could have serious debates with their peers and at least get a feeling for what working on a real project was like.

Other projects would involve the children in defining their own stepping stones, and perhaps making a start on tackling some of them.

We took a break for lunch.

Alyssa brought me a cup of coffee. Penny and Trey filled their plates, and came back to sit with me.

“It’s getting exciting, isn’t it?” said Penny.

“What is?” I asked.

“All this!” said Trey. “The kids have been enjoying themselves since day one. You listening to them, and answering their questions honestly, has been really special to all of them... But this is taking things to the next level...”

“Well, I’ll be honest with you, I’m really interested to see what the children will come up with. I’ve a feeling they may surprise us all!”

We finished lunch, and continued our discussions.

——-
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“SO... THANK YOU... I think we have enough ideas to keep the children busy for five weeks... Has anybody got anything else to add?”

“Yes!” said Penny. “URNI will be awarding the children points for their contributions at this conference?”

“I think that’s the plan, yes... I’m not quite sure how it will work... Urni likes everybody to win something, and that won’t really work at the JWCC...”

“They’ll all have their Christmas present” said Trey, “and presumably you’ll be signing them again?”

“I believe so...”

“Well there you are then!” said Barbara. “Everyone’s a winner!”

“Erm... If you say so...” I said.

“What about us?” said Penny.

“What about us?” I asked.

“Do we get points?”

“What, you mean the liaison officers? Why would you need points?”

“Well, you have your photo taken with the kids who win the challenges... what about us!” Penny asked.

“Penny... you spent Christmas at my house! You’ve eaten your breakfast with me! Why would you care about me having my photograph taken with a couple of dozen children!”

“Well, I just think it might help to motivate us if the children were able to vote for the liaison officers who assisted them the most, and if the winner got to have their own photograph with the World President!”

“Are you serious?” I asked.

“Of course!”

“But what about all the liaison officers who don’t win?” I asked.

“Well, they’ll have to try harder next year won’t they?”

“They?” I asked. “Not we? You’re that confident?”

Penny grinned.

“What do the rest of you think?” I asked.

The idea seemed quite popular.

“Maybe the top three liaison officers should get a photograph...” said Duncan. “Perhaps those who win should be unable to compete for two or three years?”

“Hmm... I’m not sure about the not able to compete part...” I said. “But maybe URNI can decide on a ‘handicap’, so you could win again next year... or the year after... but you’ll have to try harder after every win!”

——-
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I ATE DINNER WITH MY liaison officers.

They were all obviously looking forward to the start of the conference.

I didn’t really understand why.

After all, it meant extra work for all of them! They all worked for the World Council. They had day-jobs. The JWC didn’t involve that much extra work, spread over the team, but still took several hours a week. During the conference they were giving up days when they could have been relaxing.

I sat silently, thinking and listening.

We’d finished dinner and were sitting drinking coffee or tea. Well, I was drinking coffee. The liaison officers were drinking dishwater or tea.

“I’ve been thinking...” I said.

“That’s not really unusual for you, is it?” asked Penny, grinning.

“You really think that a photograph with the World President is worth having?”

“Of course!”, “Yes!”, “Definitely, World President!” The answer echoed around the table.

“Well, in that case, I think we should have a team photo... We’ll meet over at the JWCC on Saturday morning. Dress Blues please. URNI will confirm the details. We’ll have a photograph of the whole team, including me... You can have your individual photo if you ‘win’ the competition, but you can all have a copy of the team photograph... Is that OK with everybody?”

“Well, it’ll be a nice consolation prize for the others!” said Penny.

“You’re going down, Foster!” said Trey, grinning.

“We’ll see!” said Penny, grinning back.

——-
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THE REST OF THE WEEK returned to routine. Of course, I couldn’t resist reviewing the plans for the JWCC at every opportunity, and trying to add a little ‘polish’, but for the most part, I was concentrating on the day-to-day work of being World President and half of Chief Engineer.

I decided to base myself in Engineering on Friday, which meant I ate breakfast with the family on Saturday morning.

I explained that I would be going to the JWCC early, so the children didn’t need to come with me, they could join me in a few hours and be assigned to their room. The children decided that they were coming with me.

Of course, Wilda had her own accommodation this year so, theoretically, we could have billeted another child with my four. However, there were still four of them. Some apartments were occupied by only three children, so we’d assigned a single apartment.

——-
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I’D CHANGED INTO MY Dress Blues, and we headed off.

Penny Foster met us at my private carriage. She was, of course, also in her dress blues, and chatted excitedly with Bob and the other children about the events we had planned for the coming weeks.

The liaison officers were standing around in reception, chatting in small groups. Trey was waiting with Amanda and Wilda.

Wilda immediately rushed over. She gave me a quick hug, but then greeted Samantha, Sharon, Tim and Bob. She led them (and Penny P, Caroline, Simon and Sonia) off somewhere. I assumed they were going to visit her apartment. Amanda went with them.

Urni gathered up my liaison officers, and led us off to have our photograph taken. But once we all arrived in her proposed studio, Urni Prime left and Urni took over.

Fantasy Photographer Urni was... um... I’m not sure how to describe her.

She had her hair done up in the casual half-bun she often wore, but most of it was shoved into what I believe is called a ‘newsboy cap’. The cap was olive-green, which contrasted nicely with the hair that peeked out from under it, but matched the knickerbockers (plus-fours?) that she was also wearing. She was wearing white socks (or stockings or tights, I couldn’t really see enough to tell the difference), black ankle boots, and a white linen shirt, which barely contained her ‘fantasy-sized’ chest, despite the assistance of the clearly visible olive-green lace bra (matching the cap and plus-fours).

To complete her ensemble, she had a ‘traditional’ looking SLR camera slung around her neck.

“OK, daaar-lings! Let’s get shooting!” she said.

The ‘set’ was styled to resemble a Roman Amphitheatre. We were able to sit or stand on a semicircle of raised steps.

We spent the next five minutes with Urni ordering us into position, and snapping off pictures.

I’d expected a simple, posed, group photograph. I had a suspicion that was what we’d end up with; but of course, Urni could never settle for the boring routine method! Why go directly from A to B if you had the option to go via E, M and Z?

“Done!” Urni said eventually. “I’ll get them printed and framed, and we’ll distribute them after the conference!”

“What time is it Urni?” I asked. “Have we got time to get changed?”

“Well, the first children will be arriving in a few minutes, so that’s a ‘no’!” Urni said.

Urni Prime returned. Fantasy Photographer Urni faded away, winking at me and waving as she did so.

We returned to the reception area to greet the children as they arrived.
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Chapter 3 – The Conference
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I’d hoped to limit my involvement at this conference to just the weekends, but of course, that was never going to happen.

I spent a few hours welcoming the children as they arrived.

I knew most of the delegates. There were many first-timers, but Gretta and her team were also with us welcoming the delegates, and one of them made a point of introducing any child who claimed not to have met the World President.

We let them settle in for an hour or so, having lunch in their room and introducing themselves to their new Android carers and the children who would be sharing their apartment.

Part of the purpose of the JWCC was for children to make friends, so URNI liked to mix things up. In fact, I think the only children who had remained a group at every JWCC were Wilda, Sharon, Samantha, Tim and Bob. This time, Wilda would be able to stay at home.

Who you shared your room with was up to you, but URNI decided who shared your apartment.

——-
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IT WAS TIME FOR THE ‘Icebreaker’ party.

I stood in front of the largest crowd of attendees to date. We’d got forty-five hundred children attending this conference.

“Good Evening, Young Ladies and Young Gentlemen. Welcome to the JWCC!”

There was a cheer from the children.

“Many of you are attending your first JWCC. To you I say a special hello. You might recognise me, I’m the World President...” there were giggles from my audience “...but your fellow delegates, many of whom I hope you will consider friends before this conference ends, will tell you that my name is ‘John’ or ‘Uncle John’. Please use my name, not my rank, when you wish to talk to me. Now... those of you who have attended previous JWCCs may spot a few changes this time. The main one is that you have a Junior World President. The other is that we will be having less Key Stones at this conference. Instead we will be having Stepping Stones. These are ‘briefing sessions’ to help you discuss the problems and projects that we’ve prepared for you to work on during this conference. There will also be general training sessions. Those are intended to assist any of you who are feeling a little overwhelmed by the tasks you are facing. As usual, I will be joining you on Saturday and Sunday evenings for your ‘End of Week’ and ‘Start of Week’ parties and for an ‘Interrogate’, I mean ‘Meet the World President’ session every Sunday morning. You’ll have chance to decide which topics you wish to discuss in the coming week every Sunday afternoon. You are free to swap and change, or stick with a single speciality. It’s entirely up to you. We’re still planning on one or two Keystone events... but we’ll tell you more about those as the conference progresses. For now, let me hand over to Gretta, your Junior World President!”

The children cheered.

“Thank you, Uncle John. I think you’ve covered everything that needs to be said at this stage. I would like to thank you, on behalf of all the delegates, for again agreeing to devote so much of your valuable time to the JWCC.” There was more applause. “All that remains is for me to declare this JWCC open! But, as those of you who have attended previous conferences know, we don’t just say that the conference has started, we expect Uncle John to start it with style...”

Penny F handed the microphones to Gretta. She handed one to me. We sang our first duet.

——-
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THE CONFERENCE PROCEEDED more or less to plan... With one or two minor exceptions.

Firstly, as you know, I was supposed to be visiting for the weekend parties only. The rest of the week I was supposed to be doing my ‘real’ work.

However, we had scheduled ‘Stepping Stones’. These were briefing sessions for the projects we had planned for the children. Basically, the plan was that an ‘expert’ would brief the children on the problem and ‘suggest’ how they might think about solving it.

This was quite nuanced, because it would be relatively straightforward for most of the members of the World Council to ‘solve’ the stepping stones. However, these were supposed to be building blocks. (Am I confusing my metaphors now?) Some of the tasks we had assigned were trivial, but developing the correct mindset to tackle them would aid the children in solving the less trivial tasks. URNI had recognised the issue, so had arranged for senior people to give many of the Stepping Stone briefings. Senior People. Senior People in the World Council.

I was World President.

The children planned out their timetable for the upcoming week on a Sunday afternoon. URNI presented them with a list of the tasks that they could tackle. They were colour-coded, indicating the areas of knowledge we thought necessary to tackle that particular challenge. Then we had training sessions and Stepping Stones linked to the task.

If a child was interested in a particular task, then they could discuss it with the liaison officers. They would discuss the subject with the child and agree which training sessions they should undertake, and highlight the Stepping Stones that they should attend.

There was one tiny little fly in the ointment.

URNI had decided to add the name of the presenter for the Stepping Stones.

Avan, Susan, Paulo, Kelvin and Marie-Anne were all giving Stepping Stone lectures. So were Molly, Roisin and Penny F. They all attracted an audience eager to discuss a particular project.

However, there was one presenter that attracted all of the JWCC delegates.

If ‘John Green’ was listed as the presenter, every child at the conference elected to attend.

Some of the tasks covered more than one division. Where that was the case, we had the option to brief, for example, the Politicians for their part of the project, and the Economists for their part.

Alternatively, we could have two (or more) presenters, explaining together how the different parts of the project fitted together.

There was a third alternative...

So ‘John Green’ was listed for a lot more Stepping Stones than I had expected. Since I had been expecting zero, that wasn’t exactly difficult, but during the first week I was giving two or three Stepping Stone lectures a day!

Things calmed down during the second week. I was only giving a maximum of two Stepping Stone lectures every day. There was also some disruption on Thursday for our Christmas celebrations.

(They went well, by the way. The liaison officers had all been practising all year, and it showed! Uncle Trevor and Baby Pen was very well received, although Trevor didn’t finish the act with a song!)

By the end of week three, most of the Stepping Stone lectures were over, and the children were starting to work in earnest to solve the problems.

Unfortunately, that didn’t mean an end to my involvement. For one thing, I was busy signing Jackets for at least two two-hour sessions every weekday.

In addition, URNI had decided that the children should be able to call upon ‘expert witnesses’ to assist with their deliberations.

Sometimes she allowed me to take part by video conference. On other occasions I was expected to be present in person.

On week four, I was involved in a Friday morning Key Stone.

It was on the timetable as ‘Meet Stephen Thomas’ and was intended to last for around forty-five minutes.

Unfortunately, Stephen didn’t feel able to cope alone, so had recruited his Dada to assist...

——-
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AS USUAL, URNI INSISTED on me walking from the back of the theatre to the stage. However, instead of the military arrangement of ‘The One and Only’, I carried Stephen to a military arrangement of ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me’.

I put him down alongside me when we reached the stage. He stood beside me, and took hold of my hand.

“Young Ladies and Young Gentlemen... You’ve seen him make an appearance of several of the Chiefs meeting, but this is his first public appearance. This is Stephen John Thomas, my God Son!”

The crowd went wild.

“Hello” said Stephen, waving and smiling shyly.

“Let’s sit down” I suggested. There were two chairs alongside each other.

The one on the left had a carafe of Blue Skies, so I lifted Stephen into the right-hand chair, and moved the cup of milk so that it was within his reach. I took my own seat.

“So, who has the first question?” I asked. “Yes, Rebecca?”

“When did you first meet Uncle John?”

“Dada? I not remember...” said Stephen looking at me.

“Ah... I met Stephen a few hours after he was born... His Mommy works for me, and we’d invited her and some of her co-workers and their families to spend Christmas day with us. Paula, Stephen’s Mommy, was a bit tired, so we sort of tricked her into spending the night with us. We were worried about sending her home when we suspected she was close to having her baby... As it turned out, we were right. Stephen was born early the next morning and I met him for the first time an hour or two later!”

Stephen giggled.

“Next question? Yes David?”

“Why do you call Uncle John ‘Dada’?”

“That his name!” said Stephen. “Dada always been Dada!”

“Ah... The first recognisable sound Stephen learned to say was ‘Da’” I said. “He had a tendency to repeat himself, so he’d often say ‘Da... Da...’ or even ‘Da... Da... Da...’. I happened to be present the first time he said it. So people decided that he was saying ‘Dada’. Consequentially, whenever anybody was talking to Stephen about me, they called me ‘Dada’. In fact, a few children you may know also considered calling me ‘Dada’ to make sure that Stephen believed that was my name... Therefore, Stephen calls me ‘Dada’. I don’t think he confuses ‘Dada’ with ‘Daddy’...”

“Dada not my Daddy. Dada nice!”

Stephen took a sip of his milk. I drank some of my Blue Skies.

“Nandita, you have a question?”

“What’s Uncle John really like?”

“Don’t you already know?” I asked.

“We only see you when you’re working, or singing Karaoke” said Nandita. “Can Stephen tell us what you’re like at home?”

“I live
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