
Praise for Porkington Hamm

“A clever and touching story.... Porkington is a gentle and articulate soul who just happens to have floppy ears, a funny nose, and a preference for dressing very formally. It is a fable of sorts – light but thought provoking.”

– Amazon reviewer

“The tale as a whole is charming. I am waiting for the sequel!”

– Amazon reviewer
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Scratch the Camel
Porkington Hamm walked briskly through City Park as a chilly gust of wind scattered red and gold leaves along the sidewalk. He buttoned the top button on his wool coat and tilted his head down so his hat wouldn’t blow off. A V of geese skimmed southward overhead, but Porkington took no notice. All he noticed was the stinging cold.

He didn’t like winter, and it was coming on fast.

Behind him Bonny McHoag paused to slip her hands into green mittens, and trotted to catch up. They hurried to meet some friends in a restaurant near the park, although they rarely ate out.

Something else they rarely did was argue.

“Why not, Popo?” Bonny asked. “Why can’t we get a Christmas tree?”

“I already told you, we don’t need a Christmas tree. We don’t do Christmas. And we’ve certainly never decorated for it.”

“But I really want to celebrate Christmas this year,” Bonny insisted. “Last year I got presents from Swinson and some of my friends. Tom and Beth had us over for Christmas dinner. Shouldn’t we have some decorations and exchange gifts and invite some friends over for a change?”

“We’re both busy enough as it is. We can barely keep up with all the extra work at the café. It’s exhausting. And I have to cook the same old recipes. No room for any creativity. Not to mention how sick I get of hearing the same songs all day. Christmas is a humbug.” Porkington had heard that on a TV commercial, and he liked the way it sounded. “People spend money they don’t have, to buy things nobody needs. And the more crowded all the stores get the ruder everyone acts. It’s all about commercialism and greed – a whole lot of trouble for nothing.”

Porkington couldn’t be bothered with Christmas. It wasn’t like he had a lifetime of fond holiday memories. After all, he had started life as a piglet. A dose of experimental stem cell serum turned him human, and he grew into an adult over the course of a single spring and summer.

Besides that, his first Christmas had been a disaster. He didn’t even like to think about it. He hurried down a side street barely listening as Bonny argued on.

Bonny had started life as a piglet too. He and Swinson had raised her, and tried to let her enjoy her childhood – what little of it there was. But they’d never done much about Christmas.

Porkington pulled open the door to Mamma Mia’s Italian Restaurant. The red-and-white checked tablecloths cheered him up, and he relaxed as he inhaled the delicious aroma of tomato sauce and garlic. He found his friends seated at a table near the steamy front window.

Bonny flopped into a seat beside her guardian, Swinson McHoag, and stared sulkily at the menu.

“I told you you would want your winter coats by this afternoon,” Swinson said looking at the two of them.

Porkington sighed. “You were right. I hate that it’s turned cold already.”

Tom Major looked from Porkington’s gloomy face to Bonny’s gloomier one. “Cheer up, you two. It’ll be summer soon – at least on half the planet.” He winked at Bonny, who couldn’t help smiling in return. Tom was a professor of animal science at City University, and Porkington’s oldest friend – more like a father.

Tom’s wife Beth was also a professor at the university. “I’m glad we could all get together to celebrate the end of the semester,” she said.

Porkington took a seat opposite them and wiggled his toes trying to get the circulation going. His mouth watered as a server set a basket of warm bread and some olive oil on the table.

“Buonasera! Good evening,” the server said. He looked more closely at Porkington.

Porkington was used to being stared at. His appearance was a bit unusual, with smallish eyes, a round nose that stuck straight out, and a distinct flop to his ears. He still felt uncomfortable under the waiter’s gaze.

A smile of recognition lit the waiter’s face. “Buon amico! You make the delicious soup at Mugsy’s, eh? Welcome! My name is Sal, and I’ll be taking care of you this evening.” He made a slight bow. Porkington nodded to Sal, and everyone placed their orders.

As they dug into the warm bread Swinson said, “I saw an interesting flyer at the library today.” A librarian at City Library, Swinson usually had the latest information about the goings-on around town. “It was for a ‘live nativity,’ and it said they would have sheep, donkeys, and even a camel.”

“A camel! I’d like to see that,” Porkington said. “What exactly is a nativity?”

Beth was about to say something when Swinson answered. “I was too busy to look it up today, but I think it has something to do with being born,” he said. “I think baby animals are going to be born.”

“Well, technically most of the animals you mentioned would be born in the springtime,” Tom said in his professor voice.

Beth interrupted the lecture. “I know what they’re talking about.” She rummaged in her purse and handed a sheet of paper across the table.

Swinson glanced at the paper. It said Live Nativity at the top, above a picture of a donkey. “That’s it.” he handed it to Porkington.

“Ooh, I like donkeys too,” Porkington said, remembering Duncan. He had ridden Duncan the donkey on a trail ride in New Mexico. Swinson handed him the flyer, and Porkington read on.

See the Christmas story come to life in a unique way!

Enter the stable with live animals! Sheep, donkeys, and more!

Have your picture taken with a real camel!

Visit with angels, shepherds, and wise men!

Nightly concerts by the heavenly host!

“It says St. Francis Church. Is that the place you go?” Porkington asked Beth as he handed the flyer to Bonny.

“Yep,” Beth said. “The old one way at the far end of the park. I hope Father Nick hasn’t bitten off more than he can chew. He’s new at the church, but some of the members have wanted to hold a live nativity for a long time. After all, it is St. Francis Church!”

Beth smiled at the group, but got blank looks from Porkington and Swinson in return. “You know. St. Francis of Assisi?”

Porkington and Swinson shook their heads and shrugged.

“He’s the one who organized the first live nativity, in Italy in the 13th century,” Beth explained. “It’s sort of a Christmas play, but outdoors and with animals. I played an angel once when I was a teenager. I didn’t want to wear jeans under my angel outfit because it made me look all lumpy, but the first night was so cold I nearly froze to death! After that I bundled up. I didn’t care how it looked!”

Bonny read the flyer. “Can we go to this? I want to do something fun for the holidays.”

“Sure,” Porkington said. “I’ve seen camels before, but only at the zoo. It would be really fun to see one up close.”

“Well, you can scratch the camel, unfortunately,” Tom said.
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Animals
The others looked at Tom in surprise.

“It figures.” Bonny folded her arms and slid further down in her chair. “The things I want to do always get scratched.”

“What happened?” Beth asked.

“The nativity committee planned to rent the animals from a mini-zoo an hour from here,” Tom said, “but there was an infectious disease outbreak there. The church called me in a panic today asking if the Animal Science department could provide anything.

“Of course we don’t have any camels. I could bring them all the chickens and pigs they wanted, but they weren’t interested.”

Porkington and Swinson exchanged a glance. Swinson had also started life as a piglet, at a large midwestern university.

“We finally settled on three sheep and a donkey,” Tom finished.

“Too bad about the camel,” Porkington said. “This nativity thing sounds sort of like a petting zoo. Will we be able to feed the animals?”

“I think so.” Beth looked questioningly at Tom. “The idea is for people to be able to get up close to them – see them, hear them ...”

“Smell them?” Bonny wrinkled her round nose.

“Right! People can pet the animals in the little stall, talk to all the characters, listen to the angels sing. That kind of stuff.”

“It’s an awfully cold time of year for something outdoors,” Porkington said. He wiped the steam off the windowpane next to him and looked out. A few people hurried along the sidewalk.

One little girl lingered alone in front of the restaurant. Porkington guessed she was eight or nine years old. She had outgrown her jacket some time ago – something. Porkington noticed because he was always so careful about the way he dressed.

The sleeves on the girl’s bright blue jacket were way too short. It was half unzipped and the hood was down, and she wasn’t wearing any gloves. Or socks. It made Porkington shiver to look at her.

As Porkington watched, the girl made faces through the window. She held her hands at the side of her head and waggled them up and down like floppy ears. Then she stuck her tongue out.

It was dark outside, although it wasn’t actually very late. The girl seemed to be by herself. Porkington looked up and down the sidewalk wondering where the child’s parents were.

She pressed her finger on the end of her nose to flatten it out, making fun of Porkington and his round-nosed friends. Porkington hoped Bonny hadn’t seen. His heart always ached when people made fun of Bonny.

He turned back at Beth. “So if that’s the Christmas story – angels and donkeys and stables – what’s all the stuff I hear in the songs about Santa at the North Pole, and elves and reindeer, and little kids being good?” The girl outside was still making faces through the window. “What does all that have to do with sheep?”

“Porkington, I think it’s time you learned something
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