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Prologue
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I was on trial for murder. Correction, I had been informed that this wasn’t a trial. It was a ‘preliminary hearing’ to allow me to explain my actions to my peers. If they decided that my actions were justified, then there would be no trial. If not...

There were a few problems with that. Firstly, what was the difference between a ‘preliminary hearing’ and a trial if the ‘preliminary hearing’ was going to judge me? Secondly, I was accused of murder and I had a little bit of inside information on the subject. I knew I’d done it!

I’d killed the World President. It wasn’t exactly ‘in cold blood’, but I’m not sure I could claim ‘self-defence’ either. Urni claimed that it was ‘justifiable’ but, at this stage in the proceedings, she was in a minority of one. Simon, Sonia and Kelvin didn’t believe I was guilty, until I told them I was. After that, they didn’t know what to believe. They were present for the hearing. Alison and Angela W were looking after Sharon and Samantha. I suspected they’d be watching the proceedings. There wasn’t much I could do about that. At least they were here, and safe. I just hoped they didn’t grow to hate me too much when they heard the full story.

Marie-Anne had been asked to step into the vacancy I had created until my trial was over and a new Presidential election could be held. The rest of those present were the heads of department from the Political, Economic, Science and Engineering divisions. Avan was there, of course. So were Penny, Tomas, Yanice and Susan. Robert and Angela O were also present. They had no ‘official’ status, but Marie-Anne had counted them as part of my ‘family’ and allowed them access.

“Ladies and Gentlemen” said Marie-Anne, “we have a unique set of circumstances here. Normally, the accused would claim innocence, the evidence would be collected and analysed by URNI and a sentence would be agreed. This time the accused admits guilt, but URNI claims he is innocent, or at least was justified in his actions. There is the added complication that the accused, oh this is ridiculous, you all know who I’m talking about. There is the added complication that John Green and Urni consider themselves to be husband and wife. We can’t expect URNI to be impartial in this matter. Let’s be honest about this, I’m finding it very difficult to be impartial myself. I know John. I didn’t think there was any situation that would make him take a human life, or the life of any person; but he stands before us claiming guilt. This hearing is as much an opportunity for John to convince us of his guilt as it is an opportunity for URNI to convince John of his innocence. I’m proposing to allow John to tell the story as he sees fit. When he has completed his testimony, I will allow any of you to ask any questions you may have, then I will allow Urni to present any additional evidence. After which, I will ask John and his family to withdraw from this meeting whilst we consider what our next steps should be in this matter. John Green. Will you start your testimony please?”

“Well, it’s difficult to know where to start. There was a folder, KRA3314, but that wasn’t really the start. That was just a message I sent myself telling me what to expect. I suppose the real start was the aftermath of my second ‘Chiefs’ meeting with the World President. I think the World President may have got the impression I wanted his job. It wasn’t true, but somehow that kicked off a chain of events that leads to me being here in front of you now. The first thing that happened was that I went home, taking Penny to visit her grandmother. I think the World President misinterpreted that action...”
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Chapter 1 – Penny, Meet Penny
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I opened the door to Unit 14 and stood in the doorway. “Penny, there’s somebody I’d like you to meet...”

As you will recall, we’d just returned from a meeting with the World President, and I’d decided that Penny (here now Penny) needed a morale boost that could best be provided by letting her meet Penny (there then Penny). They both had surnames, but I didn’t actually know them at this point in the story, so let’s say Penny P (for Present) was about to meet Penny F (for Future).

My standing in the doorway, in my Dress Blues, had a couple of unforeseen consequences.

“John, you came!” that was Angela D and was followed, not long afterwards, by the sound of several objects being knocked to the floor.

“Angela! Unplug yourself!” said Frank.

“Oops, sorry!” said Angela. She unplugged her charging cable, and rushed around the counter to greet me. “I’m so glad you’re here, Mr Green” she said, hugging me. “My washing machine is broken, and I can’t afford to pay to have it repaired...”

“I thought we’d agreed you wouldn’t let her see that one...?” I said, turning to Penny P.

“I didn’t, she did some ‘independent’ research!” said Penny P. “Who did you want me to meet?”

I moved clear of the doorway, allowing Penny P to see Penny F.

Her mouth dropped open.

Penny F. entered the shop.

“Penny?” said Frank, looking between them in obvious confusion.

“Yes and no” I said, adding to the confusion.

“Hello” said Penny F. “I’m Penny. We’re related.”

Penny F sounded almost shy. Penny P was still in shock.

“Exactly how are we related?” asked Penny P.

“Remember that paper of mine that you ‘mostly’ understood?” I asked.

“Yes” said Penny P, cautiously.

“Well, Penny here is your many-greats Granddaughter. I’m not ‘from’ the future, but I have got a ‘holiday home’ there, and Penny told me about her ‘famous’ Grandmother and the ‘mythical’ Saint John who tried to steal credit for her inventions!”

“I did not say anything about you stealing credit” said Penny, thumping me. Given her height, that was dangerous, but she hit me above the belt, so that was OK. “In fact, I think I said the opposite. The legends say you didn’t take the credit that Granny thought was your due! And you’re Angela. The first Angela Android!”

Penny F turned to admire Granny’s handiwork.

“Well, at this stage, we’re calling Angela a ‘Doll’” I said. “There’s a two-hour limit on the battery life which, presumably explains why she was ‘plugged in’ behind the counter, but otherwise she’s more or less the real deal.”

“Oh, it’s so good to really meet you!” said Penny F, giving Penny P a hug.

“Well, this is a lot to take in!” said Penny P. “Frank, do you mind taking over for a bit?”

“Not a problem, Pen. Take as long as you need.”

Penny indicated that we should follow her, and led us into the work room. Angela came with us.

“So, Angela” I said, “you’re working in the shop now?”

“Yes, Penny thought it would be useful for customers to experience the ‘social’ aspects of my personality, before they considered purchasing their own doll!”

“And how’s that going?” I asked.

“I’m not sure” said Angela. “Most of the women don’t seem to like me, and most of the men seem nice at first, but when they find out I’m a doll, they don’t seem as nice.”

“Yes, I’m sorry about that, Angela. I’m afraid that is probably par for the course” I said.

“But you know I’m a doll, and you’re nice to me!”

“Erm” I said.

“John’s nice to most people” said Urni, “unless he totally ignores them, of course. The problem is, the women in the shop see you as a rival, the men see you as a toy. John sees you as a person. There is a trick. You need to convince the women you are an ally. You need to pretend the men are your toys; and you need to keep your hands off my husband!”

Urni grinned when she said the last bit, although Angela still seemed a little upset. “I don’t understand!” she said.

“OK. The women think you want to steal their husbands or boyfriends, but you’re a doll, so you’re not interested in a long-term relationship. You’re just there for when they’ve got better things to do than spend ‘quality time’ with their man. In fact, it’s unlikely ‘their’ man would be interested in spending time with you anyway. Once they realise that, they’ll be fascinated to learn more about you, and one or two may be interested in learning about the ‘boy’ dolls. Of course, some of the men may be interested in learning about the ‘boy’ dolls as well. The rest of the men, and maybe some of the women, want to ‘play’. Now there are different types of play. You’ve been watching the training videos. That type of ‘play’ isn’t appropriate for in the shop, but there’s another type of play. You know when you or Penny say something and John goes red?”

“Yes” Angela was getting interested now.

“That’s because John is hyper-sensitive to ‘flirting’. He doesn’t feel comfortable when he’s being complimented or praised, so he goes red. Now, most men would like it when a pretty girl gave them a compliment, so you need to think about what would make John go red.”

“You mean something like this?” She walked over and placed her hand on my bottom, moving it slowly up and down. I obliged by turning red.

“Exactly!” said Urni.

“What about this?” she asked, moving her hand to the front. I jumped backwards. Obviously, I was still glowing red...

“That’s a little bit too far for flirting” said Urni. “That’s moving towards what we call ‘foreplay’. You notice, John reacted physically, rather than just going red?”

“So, this is allowed?” She cupped my chin with her hand, looked me square in the eyes and licked her lips. She was getting good at this.

“Yes, exactly. So, with the men customers, if they want to play with you, you can play with them. You’re aiming for something that would make John go red, but not something that would make him react physically” said Urni.

“Oh, I understand!” said Angela. “So, if they pinch my bottom, I rub theirs. If they stare at my chest, I stare at their crotch?”

“That’s more or less the idea” said Urni. “You’ll get better with practice.”

“You also need to throw in the odd joke or two” said Penny P. “For example, if they pinch your bottom, you might say ‘hey, don’t poke the fruit unless you intend to buy it’. If they stare at your tits, and you stare at their crotch, you might say ‘is that a chipolata in your pocket, or are you mildly pleased to see me?’”

Urni and Penny F laughed. I was trying to decide if I should be insulted to be used as a barometer for successful flirting.

“I’m sure you’ll be able to find more information on flirting on the Internet, now you know what to look for!” I said. “Just remember that ‘foreplay’, and the other things you’ve seen in the ‘training’ videos, is only appropriate for when somebody buys you and takes you home!”

“But I don’t think Penny is planning to sell me!” said Angela. “Does that mean I won’t be able to do any of the things I’ve learned?”

“I’m afraid it may do” I said.

“What about if Penny can’t afford to pay the rent this month? Could we perhaps come to an arrangement?” Angela was rubbing my leg. I was going red. Again.

“Oh, if I help, could we pay next month’s rent as well?” asked Penny F.

“I’m sure that Penny will be able to pay her rent without any ‘payment in kind’ being necessary” I said, “but, if you wish, I think I know a way of letting you find out what it would be like to put your practical training to use...”

“You do? With you?” Angela looked pleased.

“No, not with me” I said, maybe a little too hastily to be regarded as polite. “You know how you’re tagging your research so that it is available for the next dolls Penny makes? They will be able to tag their experience. You’ll be able to play it back as if it was you experiencing it.”

“Really?” said Angela.

“Really” I said. “We’ll make you the doll co-ordinator. All the experiences the other dolls have will come to you. It’ll be your job to sort through them. Find out anything that their owners really liked, or really didn’t like, and pass that information on to the other dolls. Anonymised of course. You’ll also be able to advise the owners on ‘presents’ for their dolls, just try not to spoil the surprise.”

“I suppose that might be fun” said Angela, “if you’re sure we can’t play?”

“I think it may be time for me to leave” I said. “Penny, there’s no time limit on your visit. We can return you ten minutes after you left, so you can spend as long with Penny as you both feel comfortable with. An afternoon, a day, a week, a month. You’ve got your Urni, you can call me, or Urni, when you’re ready to go home. Alternatively, Penny can take you to the factory. Angela will be able to arrange transport. We’ve got an apartment free in the stable block, if you need somewhere to stay during your visit...”

“That won’t be an issue” said Penny. “I’ve got a spare bedroom at my house. I’d hoped it would be Bob’s room, but there’s not much hope of that in the near future.”

“We’re working on it” I said. “Don’t give up hope. Penny, you can tell Penny more or less anything you like about what you know about her. I’d prefer you think carefully before helping her with any engineering issues. I’m not ‘banning’ you from helping her, but I’d prefer you to ‘refine’ her ideas rather than giving her something that isn’t due to be invented for a couple of centuries, or is supposed to be invented by somebody else...”

“I think I understand” said Penny F. “I’ll check with you if I think I’m in danger of going too far.”

“Do you need any money?” I asked. “If you’re planning on stopping for any length of time, you’ll probably need clothes, makeup and so on?”

“Interesting that you didn’t mention food, John” said Penny P, “but don’t worry about it. I’m guessing Penny is my size, and isn’t it a grandmother’s duty to spoil her Granddaughter? I’ve got it covered!”

“I didn’t mention food, because I knew you’d not let Penny go hungry” I said. “I assure you she’s as human as I am, or as you are, since you may not believe I’m human either!”

“John, if anybody ever designs an Android that blushes as easily as you do, I think I’d like to meet them, and ask them to explain why!” said Penny F.

“Oh, I know” said Angela. “Maybe John’s from an alien race that communicate by colour change! Maybe when John’s face does this...” she moved her hand in a way that made sure my face was bright red “...he’s saying ‘I really like you and we should go and find somewhere quiet to get to know each other better!’”

Penny, Penny and Urni burst out laughing. Angela had obviously been practising her facial expressions, her ‘evil grin’ was almost perfect.

“Now I know it’s time I left” I said. “Penny, enjoy yourself. Angela, behave yourself! I’ll no doubt see you all again soon. If you need anything in the meantime, you know how to contact me!”

We headed out, and home.

——-
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I’D SPENT THE REST of the week making phone screens for the Miss Angelas and Lady Penelope phones I planned to give as Christmas gifts. I say ‘the rest of the week’, it actually took a day and a half, using my current equipment, to produce two ‘Lady Penelope’ screens and two ‘Miss Angela’ screens. I’d decided to make a Miss Angela or a Lady Penelope for all of the parents, I think I may have forgotten to count Simon’s Mom and Dad in my first count. Simon’s dad was ‘Chris’ and his mom was called ‘Daisy’ but I wasn’t 100% sure if that was her ‘real’ name or a nickname. Nor was I 100% sure if it mattered. If everybody called her ‘Daisy’, shouldn’t I use ‘D’ as the initial on her phone? But if it was a ‘nickname’ maybe I could decorate the case with a ‘daisy’ design instead?

So I currently had plans for six Miss Angelas and seven Lady Penelopes (I still hadn’t made up my mind about Kelvin’s sisters and their husbands). In fact, make that seven Miss Angelas and eight Lady Penelopes, I’d need to ‘activate’ one of each to ensure the Angela chip could ‘learn’ the new configuration. The Miss Angelas were going to be the easiest to construct. I’d fit the screen and the rest of the working parts into a Titanium frame. I’d screw the frame closed, and conceal the screws with a black polymerised carbon fibre ‘gasket’ around the edge of the phone. This would also provide a better ‘grip’ on what was otherwise mostly a ‘glass’ (diamond) surface. The Lady Penelope cases, I decided, would use ‘watchmaker’ techniques. For the ‘commercial’ models, lids and bases would probably be ‘pop-and-click’ fit. For my prototype models for the family, I’d screw the cases together.

It was early July. I had no ‘new’ projects on the horizon. I didn’t really have any other calls on my time, so I had plenty of time to devote to making Christmas presents.

Once I’d finished making ‘screens’ I’d start making the diamonds and other gemstones I needed for camera lenses and decoration. I also needed to make the gemstones for the ‘immediate’ families Christmas presents. They wouldn’t take that long to produce, probably only a few days. They’d take longer to ‘polish’ and mount. I could make my own chains; I could even draw my own wire. Having given it some thought, I decided that it would add greatly to the quality of my jewellery if I did so. However, I needed to finalise the design for the pendant part of the necklace before I could decide on the length, and the design, of the chain.

In addition to all that, I realised that Sonia would be invoking the ‘waifs and strays’ policy at Christmas. That meant that any of my staff who were unable to spend Christmas with their extended families would be invited to join us for the Christmas meal and entertainment. I’d need to check with Sonia and/or Urni whether I should give gifts to the Adults who attended. Maybe boxes of chocolates or biscuits would be appropriate? If so, maybe Urni or the Angelas would like to make those? I would make toys for the children. Sharon’s ‘prizes’ had inspired me. There weren’t many toys available in the shops these days that didn’t need batteries. Most were mass-produced as cheaply as possible. I could carve chess pieces or draughts pieces or make wooden chess/draughts boards relatively easily. I could make reversible ludo / snakes and ladders boards as well. (I might get Urni to help with painting the snakes!). Maybe Dominoes was another option? Backgammon sets might be an option for some of the children (although the ‘gambling’ factor discouraged some players). Then of course there were the ‘traditional’ toys: spinning tops, yo-yos, rattles (if there were any babies attending, ‘in person’ or as ‘passengers’). At least some of the children would prefer toys or games that they could play with alone. A board game didn’t work very well if you were the only person playing it (chess being the possible exception to the rule – if I included a book of chess problems). I needed to give more thought to the ‘toys’ I would produce. I’d ask Urni to give me some information on the children who would be attending.

Anyway, the point I’m making is that I was a happy little bunny, beavering away in the lab and not bothering with anybody, or anything, else. And yes, I do realise that I’m mixing up my furry metaphors there. It doesn’t matter! I was working hard making gifts. I was enjoying myself. I wasn’t bothering anybody else, and nobody else was bothering me.

I tried to finish early at least once a week to prepare our communal meal. On some occasions I reached a ‘natural break’ and was able to assist Urni or Sonia preparing the meal.

After the meal, I’d clean up and then either put in another hour or two’s work in the lab, or spend some ‘quality time’ with Urni.

——-
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IT WAS ON ONE OF THOSE evenings with Urni, a few days after our bringing Penny to meet Penny, when she told me “Angela’s sold her first doll, John!”

“Don’t you mean ‘Penny’s sold her first doll’?” I asked.

“No, I think Penny has already sold a few. Angela sold one! She was chatting, and flirting, with the customers, as we discussed. A lady was shopping for ‘toys’ for a friend who was newly divorced. She got chatting with Angela. It turned out that the lady herself was reasonably happily married. In fact, she was approaching her fourth wedding anniversary in just a few months. Angela reminded her that the fourth anniversary gift was traditionally ‘Fruit and Flowers’ but was now Linen or Appliances. The woman had made a joke that if her husband knew that, he’d probably buy her a steam iron! Anyway, Angela turned the subject to more ‘racy’ options, and the woman had admitted that the one thing that annoyed her about her husband was his pressuring her to have a ‘threesome’ with another woman. She wasn’t keen, but Angela suggested that maybe an Angela doll, like her, could help. Thirty minutes later, the woman had signed up. Her parting remark was that ‘if my husband doesn’t like her, at least I’ll have someone to talk to during the football; but if he names her after my sister, there will be matricide!’”

“Good for Angela!” I said “I wonder if Penny’s paying her commission?”

“I don’t know, John” said Urni. “Somehow I doubt it, given the way Androids are destined to be treated until ‘Saint’ John intervenes, but maybe you shouldn’t suggest it. At the moment, Angela thinks it’s a game. If you suggest she should be getting paid, it may suddenly be less like ‘fun’.”

“OK, Urni. I’ll leave Angela to make her own decisions” I said.

It seemed that first sale opened the floodgates. Whether it was Angela learning and improving her ‘sales’ technique, or whether it was just that the word was spreading about Penny’s new doll, I don’t really know; but within a few days of that first sale, Angela had made another two sales. It was fortunate that Penny had Penny visiting. With Angela working in the shop and Penny to help in the workshop, everything was under control.

——-
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ANYWAY, THE SUCCESS, or otherwise, of Penny’s dolls was another side-issue. At least, it should have been, but as I said earlier, innocent actions had less innocent reactions.

We received word that the World President had called another meeting. He seemed to have decided that Marie-Anne’s ideas of monthly meetings were a good idea, even if he didn’t seem to have grasped exactly what the meetings were intended to achieve.

As it happened, it was at the start of the school Summer holidays when the word reached us. Sonia, Caroline and Penny had been plotting, with Urni as an accomplice on the side lines. It had been made plain to Penny that, as we were ‘partners’ in her doll construction, she was welcome to use ‘any and all’ facilities at the factory. That meant we were willing to help with any of the construction if necessary, and she was welcome to use the canteen. The main facility she was ‘welcome’ to use was the crèche. Usually during the school holidays, Sonia would keep Samantha and Sharon at home, with her. Sharon went to nursery school because she wanted to, not because we couldn’t look after her at home. Now she had two choices, the nursery school or the factory crèche. Sonia ‘encouraged’ her to attend nursery school for her ‘usual’ three days a week. During the school holidays, it was usual for Samantha and Sharon to spend the time together. What Sonia and Urni had decided was, since Caroline was intending to take advantage of our child-care facilities, maybe Sharon and Samantha would also like to spend two or three days a week at the factory. If they did, it would be the perfect opportunity for Bob to spend time with them. Apparently, the ladies had quite a discussion as to the best way to bait the trap. If Sharon stuck to her ‘normal’ factory days of Tuesday and Thursday, then, even if Bob did come along, Penny wouldn’t get to see that much of him, since she’d be working. If, however, they switched to ‘Monday, Wednesday and Friday’, then maybe Bob’s dad could be persuaded to let him stay with Penny from Thursday evening until Monday evening? Especially if we sweetened the pot with a Saturday afternoon play-date on the Civitatai estate? In fact, Bob’s dad had been more ‘generous’ than we expected. He agreed that he’d meet Penny at the factory on Monday morning. If he agreed that the factory facilities were ‘suitable’ for his son, then Bob could stay with Penny all week. He would collect him every other Friday evening, spending the weekend with him, and bringing him back to Penny on Monday morning. It turned out later that the reason for his ‘generosity’ was that his holiday child-care arrangements had fallen though. Bob’s nursery only operated during term time. Usually, his new wife and her parents shared the care of Bob during the school holidays, but for some reason they weren’t happy to do so this year. They’d somehow got it into their heads that they were being ‘taken advantage of’ and ‘used’ for free child care. Urni said she had no idea where that notion had come from, maybe they were members of some online chat group and had been trolled? I reinforced my resolve never to play Poker with Urni.

The upshot of all this was that Penny needed her ‘spare room’ back. We, of course, offered Penny F the use of the second stable-block apartment, if she wanted to stay on, but she’d decided that she’d like to go home, at least for a while. Part of the fun of going on ‘holiday’ was being able to tell your friends at home all about it, and she couldn’t wait to tell her mom all her news.

The family had agreed that, since it was the school holidays anyway, we’d all spend a fortnight at the Penthouse. Sonia decided we’d arrive on the Sunday of the week before the World President’s Friday afternoon meeting. We’d have a ‘departmental social event’ on the middle Saturday or Sunday, and Urni could arrange any departmental meetings on the other days. After some debate, it was agreed that I would be allowed a twenty-minute break between meetings, and at least one day break between the ‘meeting’ days. It sounded like this wasn’t going to be much of a holiday for me, but, after all, use of the Penthouse was a privilege that had to be earned and deserved.

——-
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Interlude 1

“I KNOW I SAID I’D ALLOW you free reign to tell your story in your own words, John, but is all of this relevant?” Marie-Anne didn’t sound annoyed, as such, but obviously felt that, as World President pro temp, she had a responsibility to maintain some kind of order during the ‘hearing’.

“I don’t know” I said. “As I said at the start, I wasn’t really sure where the story started. I learned later that the World President misinterpreted certain events, so I thought it was worth including those events in my testimony, as they were experienced by myself and other witnesses present in this court, so that you can make a more informed decision when you hear the other side of the story.”

“This isn’t a court, John!”

“World President, there is, or used be, an apophthegm. ‘If it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it’s a duck!’”

“Very well, John, we’ll let you quack on for the time being. Are you ready to continue?”

“Could I possibly have a glass of water, please?”

“Of course.”

Angela O disappeared off, returning in moments with a jug of iced water, with slices of orange and lemon. She poured me a glass. I took a sip.
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Chapter 2 – A Trip to the Pub
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So, we agreed we were going to spend a fortnight in the Penthouse. We’d enjoyed our Sunday tea on our last visit as a group, so the decision was made that Sonia, Simon, Sharon, Samantha, Kelvin and Alison would leave after Sunday lunch. Urni and I would then nip down to the village pub and collect Penny F, who, we were reliably informed, would be having Sunday lunch with Penny P, Caroline, Marie-Anne, the Angelas and some of the other girls from the factory.

Robert had arrived, I’d helped Samantha strap in whilst Robert assisted Sharon and Urni checked everybody else was secure. Urni and I had stepped out, and the time ship had disappeared. We’d walked back to the stable block, collected Urni’s car, and driven to the Pub. It didn’t take long to find Penny; we could hear the raucous laughter as soon as we entered the bar. Sunday lunch had obviously been consumed, and the after-dinner drinks and chat were in full flow.

“Shhh” stage-whispered Angela O, “he’s here!”

“Oh, hello John” said Caroline, “I didn’t see you there.” She grinned.

I honestly don’t believe that their conversation had been about me. They knew I was collecting Penny, and they’d planned a little ‘surprise’ for me. In any event, I didn’t react.

“So, are you ready to go home, Penny?” I asked, conscious that not all of those present knew where ‘home’ was. I think Penny F had been introduced by Penny P as a cousin with a striking family resemblance, made even more striking by the fact that both Penny F and Penny P now had purple hair. At some stage during her stay, Penny had obviously taken Penny to the hairdressers. Maybe introducing Penny as a long-lost twin would have been more believable than cousins, but how did you then explain the fact that their parents had named both children ‘Penny’? ‘Mom and Dad got divorced, right after we were born, so decided to have one Penny each’? I thought the ‘cousins’ option was more believable, just.

“I am” said Penny. I checked the eyes. It was Penny P.

“Nice try” I said. “What about you, Penny?”

“Told you!” said Marie-Anne, holding her hand out to Penny P, who handed over a five pound note.

“I’ve been here nearly a month” said Penny F. “Nobody can tell us apart!”

“Perhaps nobody has tried” I said. “You’re both called ‘Penny’. Is there anything that one of you might want or do that the other wouldn’t? For instance, if I offered to buy you a drink?”

“If you’re buying, I’ll have a screwdriver please, John!” said Penny and Penny in unison.

A word to the wise, if you’re trying to pick up a lady engineer in a bar, expect her to order a ‘screwdriver’. Don’t offer any of the other alternatives. If you ‘click’ she’ll probably offer to buy the next round and ask if you’d like to try a ‘slippery nipple’ (engineers have a weird sense of humour). If she doesn’t ask to buy you a drink, and when you ask if she’d like another ‘screwdriver’ she instead says she’d rather try ‘sex with an alligator’ then it’s probably time to cut your losses. You’re either out of luck, or you’re going to spend the rest of the evening discussing specific densities. Either way, unless you are also an engineer, probably not what you had in mind. Assuming you didn’t buy the second round, you won’t know for sure how your evening is going to pan out until the third round...

Having inadvertently offered to buy Penny (both of them) a drink, I felt I had no option but to offer to buy one for the rest of their party as well. There was only twelve in the group, including Tim, so that was fourteen drinks. Urni came to the bar with me, and checked that I had remembered all the orders correctly (I had).

Urni requested a ‘Sex on the beach’. It could have been a lot worse. I decided to order a tequila sunrise for myself. I’m an engineer, I like discussing specific densities.

——-
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I WAS CLOSE TO FINISHING my drink. I thought I was safe, as Tim was with us, but Caroline suddenly glanced at the clock. “Oh my, look at the time! I need to get home! Do you need a lift Penny?”

Penny P glanced across at me. “No, that’s fine” said Urni. “We can drop Penny off at home, and collect Penny’s luggage at the same time.”

I assumed Penny would have brought any ‘luggage’ with her, knowing we were collecting her from the pub, but what did I know? Caroline, Tim, and one or two of the others, who I didn’t know, left. So then it started.

“Would you like another drink, John?” asked Penny P. “Maybe you’d like to try a Slippery Nipple?” (See, I told you!)

“Or perhaps you’d prefer ‘Sex in the Driveway’?” added Penny F. (It’s a real cocktail! No, I’d never heard of it either. It’s a shot of peach schnapps, a shot of blue curaçao, two shots of vodka or white rum, topped up with Sprite. Sounds delicious, but I wouldn’t risk saying ‘yes please’ if either Penny offered me one!)

“I think John may prefer the taste of a Wet Pussy” said Angela O. (Shot of Vodka, shot of Peach Schnapps, a splash of cranberry juice, a squeeze of lime juice and a lime wedge. Who knew?)

“I think getting a cat wet, just to bring out the flavour, is cruel!” I mumbled. There was laughter (or cackling) from the coven!

After that, the floodgates were opened. Angela O and Penny (both of them) suggesting the most risqué cocktail names for me to sample. At least, I assume they were all cocktails. Towards the end I began to wonder if they were just throwing in straightforward innuendos. Needless to say, I’d started blushing at the offer of a Slippery Nipple, and it didn’t look like I’d be stopping any time soon.

Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, the bartender wandered over, ostensibly to collect our empty glasses. I’m not even going to tell you the drinks that she suggested. Let’s just say it involved more feline abuse, together with the mixing of bodily fluids with female undergarments, and went downhill from there! If these were ‘real’ cocktails, then I suspected that they were only ever served at the more extreme hen parties!

I looked at Urni. “Please tell me that those are real cocktails?”

“They are, John, but I’m not one hundred percent sure you were being offered a drink!”

I went even redder. Our group, including the bartender, all laughed.

“John, I don’t think you’ve met Lizzy” said Marie-Anne.

“We were at school together” added Penny P.

“Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?” I asked.

There was amused laughter from the group.

Lizzie winked at me, and returned to her place behind the bar.

“So, John, are you ready to take us both home?” asked Penny P.

“Actually, Urni’s driving, she can hold her drink much better than I can!” I said.

Marie-Anne smirked at that remark. “Don’t be conned, Penny” she said. “If you try to get John drunk, I predict it will be an expensive evening!”

“And probably counter-productive anyway!” said Penny P with a pout.

“I’ll see you later” I said to Marie-Anne. “Possibly much later!”

Marie-Anne stood to kiss me goodbye. “I think it may be earlier from where I’m standing” she whispered, kissing me on the cheek.

I exchanged hugs and kisses with Angela O and Angela W. I thought some of the other workers from the factory might try to get in on the act, but they either thought better of it, or Urni warned them off.

“Come on then, Penny, let’s get you home!” I didn’t need to specify which Penny, since the statement applied equally to both.

I waved to Lizzie as we left. “I’d say it was ‘nice to meet you’ Lizzie, but I still have mixed feelings at the moment!”

“You’re always welcome, John!” said Lizzie, winking.

“Your mouse, Urni!” I whispered to my wife, as we headed back to the car. Urni smirked.

——-
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AGAIN, ‘MYSTIC’ URNI had demonstrated her foresight. She had two booster cushions in the car, allowing both Pennys to safely wear their seatbelts. I sat in the front passenger seat, next to Urni. Penny lived on one of the ‘new’ housing estates just outside the village proper, in the opposite direction from Civitatai HQ. It was still only a six-minute car ride. When we arrived, Penny P invited us in. I was a little reluctant, but couldn’t see any polite way of refusing, and anyway, we had to collect Penny F’s belongings.

Urni produced one of our ‘spare’ suitcases from the boot. “Will one case be enough?” she asked.

“Penny only needs to pack her dress blues, don’t you Penny?” I asked. “Unless you want to change back into them?”

“I need to pack the Teddy Granny bought for me as well” said Penny. “Plus, the present for Mom!”

“Aren’t you a little old for cuddly toys?” I asked.

Penny, Penny and Urni grinned at me. “It’s not that sort of Teddy!” said Penny P.

“Oh” I said, blushing.

“He’s so adorable!” said Penny P to Urni.

“I know” said Urni, winking at me. “And he’s all mine!”

“OK” said Penny F. “No need to rub it in!”

The three ladies had all started laughing at that, or would cackling be a better description? I tried to remain inconspicuous.

Penny F nipped upstairs to pack her few belongings and the gifts that ‘Granny’ had given her. She returned carrying her suitcase, which Urni took from her and handed to me.

“Don’t you think that’s rather sexist, Urni?” I asked.

“Probably” said Urni, “but what else are you good for?”

“Ooh, Ooh. I know! I know!” said Penny P, raising her hand and jumping in the air like an excited schoolgirl.

I wasn’t sure whether I should blush or not, so decided to play it safe and went bright red.

All three of them were grinning at me.

“Well, if you’re ready?” I said.

Penny gave Penny a big hug. “Thanks for letting me stay Granny!”

“Thanks for coming to visit. It’s been a real boost to have your help, not to mention the ego boost!”

“If you need my help again, just ask the boss!” Penny said, nodding towards me.

“I will, but if you fancy slumming it again, feel free to visit! I’m sure I can find a bed for you somewhere!”

“As I said before” I said, “there’s accommodation available at Civitatai HQ most of the year. Things may get a little ‘rough and ready’ if you visit over Christmas, but we’ll find a bed for you at any other time of the year!”

“I don’t mind sharing!” said Penny F, winking at me.

“I’d say that Granny was a bad influence on you, if it wasn’t that I know you were just the same before you met her!” I said.

“True, very true” said Penny F. “I can’t blame Granny for leading me astray. Although, I can’t deny she’s tried!”

That started them both laughing again.

We returned to the car. I put Penny’s suitcase in the boot. By the time I’d finished, Penny’s booster seat had been moved to the front passenger seat.

I stood by the door looking at her. “Is something wrong, John?” she asked, turning to face me.

“Just checking...” I said, and strapped into the back seat.

We got back to Civitatai HQ. Kelvin and Alison were just leaving the gatehouse, so we stopped to say hello.

“You’re taking your time, aren’t you?” said Kelvin. “We’ve been back for over two hours!”

“Yes, well, things got a little out of hand at the Pub!” I said.

“We know” said Alison, “you told us, two weeks ago!”

“Well, I suppose I better go and catch you up!” I said, “do you want a lift?”

“No thanks” said Kelvin, “we’ll walk!”

Urni pulled around to the stable block. I jumped out to open the door for her. She parked. I retrieved the suitcase from the boot. The three of us left the garage, I shut the door behind us. We headed to the lab and down to the Civitatai II.

We set off.

We arrived to find Robert and Angela O waiting. I retrieved Penny’s suitcase and handed it to Robert. I checked Penny’s eyes again, I don’t know why, but I had a feeling that all was not as it should be. “One Deputy Engineer, returned more-or-less in the same condition as when we collected her!” I said.

“Thank you, John!” said Angela O. “We’ll see she gets home safely!”

Penny gestured to me. I remembered Granny at the party. Since Penny had probably compared notes with Penny, I thought it was safest to bend down to her.

“Thanks for everything!” she whispered, kissing me on the cheek.

Urni and I got back into the Civitatai II and went a little further on, to catch up with the others.

——-
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Interlude 2

“I REMEMBER A LOT OF this first hand, John. Are you sure it’s relevant?” asked Marie-Anne.

“As I said earlier, World President, these events all seemed innocent enough to me at the time. I was nervous when I returned Penny. I’m still not one hundred percent sure why, but, as it turned out, I was right to believe it was an important event.”

“Yes, well, I think we’ve heard as much as we can today. We’ll reconvene at 9:30am tomorrow morning” said Marie-Anne. “I’m sorry John. You can’t return to the penthouse, and you can’t have visitors. Also, I’m assigning a couple of Robots and an Android to keep an eye on you.”

“Is that necessary, World President? I’m not going to try to run away.”

“It’s not you ‘running away’ that I’m worried about” said the World President. “You have Methuselah nanobots, so I would, under normal circumstances, assume suicide was impossible. Recent events make me believe that, if anybody can, John Green can. I can’t have that on my conscience.”

“Marie-Anne, I made a promise to you. Have you got married without telling me?” I asked

“No, John” she replied.

“In that case, I gave you my word!”

“Very well, John. You’re assigned to temporary quarters. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning.”

A door opened. Two robots entered. “If you’d like to come with us, please, Sir?” one of them said.

I followed them out. One walked behind me, the other alongside. A door opened ahead of us. We entered. “Goodnight, Sir.” The robots left. The door closed.

I looked around. The room had a dining table, seating up to four. There were four rooms leading off the single floor. I checked. One was a bedroom, with bathroom, similar to in the penthouse. The other ‘study’ did not open when I approached. Neither did what I assumed was the ‘kitchen’ and ‘android rest room’.

The door opened. Urni entered.

“I thought Marie-Anne said ‘no visitors’” I said.

“She did, John. She needed to assign someone to make sure you eat and sleep. Knowing that you don’t react well to strangers, and believing you’ll keep your word, she’s assigned me!”

“Oh, Urni!” I was on the point of a complete breakdown. It wasn’t killing the World President that upset me, as much as the events leading up to that event.

“I know, John, but believe me, it will get easier” Urni said.

“Will it?” I said. “I can’t bear the thought of Sharon and Samantha hating me! And what about Kelvin?”

“I can’t claim it will get easier overnight, John, but tell your story, then give people time to understand. I think you may be underestimating your friends.”

“I hope you’re right Urni!” I said.

Urni disappeared into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a bowl of stew, a jug of iced water and a glass. She laid a place at the table for me. “Eat, John.”

“I’m not hungry, Urni.”

Urni said nothing, she just pressed a fork into my hand, then sat down next to me.

I took a forkful of the stew, more because it was something to do than for any other reason. Urni just sat with me. There was no point talking. We had nothing left to say. Marie-Anne hadn’t been too far wrong when she’d suggested I might be a suicide risk. I’d never been depressed before, but from all I’d heard, I was now. It was like all the joy had been taken from my world. I couldn’t even think about Samantha and Sharon without a feeling of dread about what they’d think when they found out what I’d done.

Without realising it, I’d finished my stew. Urni cleared the table, disappearing into the kitchen for a few minutes.

She returned to sit by my side. “What do you want to do now, John?” she asked.

“If it’s alright with you, Urni, I think I’ll go to bed. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep, but I don’t think I’ll be able to concentrate on anything else either!”

I took a quick shower and prepared for bed. Urni joined me and dimmed the lights. I don’t know when I fell asleep, I know that I did, because Urni wasn’t with me when I woke up.

——-

[image: ]


I SHOWERED, SHAVED and dressed. My wardrobe choices weren’t restricted. At least, they were, but to the sky-blue top and black trousers I would have chosen to wear. I wasn’t restricted to ‘prisoner orange’ or whatever the current equivalent was. I went in search of Urni.

It didn’t take long to find her; she was carrying my breakfast to the table for me. I sat down. I still wasn’t sure I had an appetite. The ‘empty’ feeling didn’t feel like something that could be filled by food but, more by habit than anything else, I ate my breakfast and drank my coffee.

“Thank you, Urni” I said. “I’ll just go and clean my teeth.”

——-
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WE SAT IN SILENCE FOR about 20 minutes. The door opened; my escort arrived we returned to the ‘not a court room’.

“So, John, are you ready to continue? I believe you were about to join your family for a ‘working holiday’?”

“Yes, that is correct, World President...”
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Chapter 3 – What I did on my Holidays
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We arrived a few seconds after the others. Urni had compensated for the delay in our departure and adjusted our arrival time.

We all travelled up to the Penthouse together.

“So, how did everything go with Penny?” asked Sonia.

“About as well as you’d expect” I said.

“OK, John, what happened?” Sonia sighed.

“I’m not sure how much I can tell you, with Angela here. I don’t think she’s experienced this yet!”

“Don’t worry, John, I can arrange for some ‘temporary amnesia’ if necessary!” said Urni.

I gave my family an account of my visit to the pub. I edited some of the details, since Sharon and Samantha were with us, but I think everybody got the gist.

“I assume Penny got home safely?” I asked Angela.

“Of course, John” said Angela.

“OK” I sat in my usual middle seat at the dining table. The rest of the family took their seats. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Well, John, your meeting with the World President is scheduled for a week on Friday. A 2:30pm start as usual. Between now and then, we thought we’d arrange some meetings and some social events” said Urni.

“Exactly how many meetings and exactly how many ‘social events’?” I asked.

“Meetings, I thought we’d try two on Monday, two on Wednesday and one on Friday morning this week. I thought we’d arrange a social event on Friday evening. Nothing too formal, something equivalent to a trip to the pub on the way home, so just ‘staff’, but we’ll invite all your human staff.”

“How many ‘human’ staff have we got?” I asked. This was sounding a bit much.

“Only around one hundred and twenty. Most of the more senior staff have already met you in one or more of the meetings. This will be a chance for the grease monkeys and the back-room boys and girls to meet you. You won’t be expected to talk to them all individually, but this will be an Engineering department party, so there will be a karaoke machine in attendance. Your Androids and maybe some of your Robots will also attend, to cater and support, but I think we should restrict attendance to members of the department, so no ‘family’. Sorry folks, but if you attend, people are going to wonder why they couldn’t bring their partners along.”

“No, I think it’s a good idea” said Sonia. “John knows a significant number of the people who will be attending this meeting. The junior staff are probably going to be more nervous about meeting him than he is about meeting them!”

“Do you really think so?” I asked.

“OK, that may have been a slight exaggeration” said Sonia, “but I don’t think you’ll have any problems. Urni, I assume you’ll be attending?”

“I will, yes; and I’ll make sure that John is kept supplied with his ‘special’ cocktail throughout the evening!”

“We need to think of a suitable name for that!” said Angela O.

“Having heard the names of some of your favourite cocktails, I’m not sure that’s a good idea!” I said.

“Nonsense!” said Angela. “What about ‘the Party Pooper’?”

“Since the purpose of the cocktail is to stop me flipping out at the party, I’d have said that’s the most unsuitable name!” I said. “What about ‘the Silver Lining’?”

“Ucl John’s Medicine!” suggested Sharon. I didn’t want to discourage her, but that sounded a little too close to the truth...

There were other suggestions from other members of our family group. ‘Calm Waters’, ‘Steam Valve’, ‘Pressure Gasket’, ‘Off Switch’, ‘Ice Bucket’, ‘Chill Pill’. In the end Sonia came up with what I considered to be the most appropriate.

“How about ‘Blue Skies’, John?”

“Yes, I like that one. A ‘Blue Skies’ drives the dark clouds far away...”

“You’re not trying to sell it, John” laughed Alison, “just drink it!”

“All the Android staff at the party will be instructed to ensure you have a constant supply of ‘Blue Skies’ cocktail, John” said Urni. “The bar staff will all have the recipe.”

“OK, so what about the weekend?”

“I think we’ll keep that as ‘family time’, John” said Urni. “Although...”

“Go on, let’s hear it?”

“Maybe we could invite Avan and Marie-Anne to join us...”

“And...”

“And if we invite Avan and Marie-Anne, maybe we could invite Susan and her husband as well.”

“You mean the Chief Economist?” I asked.

“That’s right, John. She sat next to you at the meeting. You seemed to cope reasonably well.”

“What have you got in mind? The table’s not really big enough for fifteen...”

“Maybe we can have Sunday lunch, like at home. Then, in the evening we’ll invite the others and serve a buffet. People can eat up in the conservatory, or at the table, or walking around. We’ll make it work. We’ll do a more extravagant version of the Sunday tea you’re going to have later.”

“OK, provisionally, I agree. What about next week?”

“We’ll have a meeting Monday afternoon, and Tuesday morning. I think that clears the deck as far as pending issues within the department are concerned, so you can relax on Wednesday, and prepare for your meeting with the World President on Thursday. That leaves Friday morning for any ‘emergency’ meetings. Friday afternoon, you meet with the World President. Saturday we’ll have another ‘family’ party for the department heads and deputy heads. Maybe we can invite Susan. See what you think after Sunday. Then Sunday, we’ll have a ‘family’ meal with Avan and Marie-Anne, then we’ll go home.”

“OK, Urni. I trust you. I’ll play along.”

So that’s how it went. Kelvin and I had meetings with our engineers. They weren’t as stressful as the first ones, so I actually managed some ‘small talk’ asking people how they’d been since I last saw them, asking after partners, or children. Wilda came to play with Samantha and Sharon on a couple of the free afternoons. I think they visited her on another occasion.

Friday evening was quite stressful. The senior managers knew I could sing, and, even without Marie-Anne to encourage them, they weren’t going to let me stand by and listen to the rest of my department serenade me.

I think maybe Tomas and Penny drew straws to decide who got to drag me to the Karaoke machine first. Tomas obviously won. A few of the juniors who I hadn’t met sang first. Their department managers made a point of wandering over and telling me ‘that’s Ryan’ or ‘that’s Emily’. Then Tomas and I sang that old ‘Sonny and Cher’ favourite, ‘I Got You, Babe’! Tomas decided that he’d make a better Cher than me. I didn’t argue. Apparently, the rule about my singing a solo after a duet was still in force, but the rule about my ‘partner’ also singing a solo appeared to have been relaxed. Most of them did, but they usually allowed some of the others to have a turn first, waiting until there was a lull before picking up the microphone. During any brief lull in the singing, one of the Seniors would drag a Junior over to be introduced to ‘the boss’. Sonia was correct, with the benefit of a ‘Blue Skies’ to sustain me, they did seem more nervous than I was!

I’d actually sung three or four duets before Penny eventually ‘claimed’ her turn. She cued up ‘Up Where We Belong’! She smirked all the way through it! When Penny eventually decided to sing her solo, she chose another ‘classic’ and she aimed it directly at me. ‘Thank You for Being a Friend’.

It was getting late. The singing was slowing down. Yanice, Tomas and Penny came over. “It’s time for your closing number!” said Yanice. I wasn’t sure what she meant. Penny grabbed me by the hand and dragged me over to the Karaoke machine. She cued up my song, ‘The One and Only’. It seemed I had acquired a ‘theme tune’.

——-
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SATURDAY WAS A DAY to rest and relax; and to lose a few games of Shoo-Board at the insistence of Sharon and Samantha. One of these days, I was going to win a game. Maybe I was trying too hard? Was there a strategy to placing the cards? It felt like there should be, but Sharon’s strategy of placing them in what appeared, to me, to be a ‘random’ pattern had resulted in her winning several games whilst I had yet to win any!
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