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About the Book

This is not a survival guide to Christmas. This is a guide to conquering the Yuletide season! That’s right, it is time to take a stand – don’t suffer through another year of brussels sprouts, gift-wrapped socks and slobbery kisses from great aunts who forget to put their teeth in. Take control of your Christmas and put the happy back in your holiday, using the handy hints, games and inspiring stories within this book.
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Christmas can be a terrible ordeal. Having to spend time with your relatives is bad enough. But sometimes, when all the shops are shut for the holidays, you can find yourself trapped in the house having run out of cake ingredients. So, after you have wept self-pityingly on the floor for a while, the question is – what do you do when you are desperately hungry for cake, but you have no butter or sugar (and you’ve been a naughty girl so there is no chance of Santa stuffing any in your stocking)? Well, you have to resort to drastic measures. That’s right – I’m talking about putting fruit in your cake. Normally I would never dream of ruining cake with such a healthy ingredient but if you need cake and you have no other choice, here is how to make one.



 

INGREDIENTS

1 kilogram mixed dried fruit

600 millilitres chocolate milk

2 cups self-raising flour

METHOD

1.   Soak the dried fruit in the chocolate milk overnight. (This will make the fruit so deliciously moist and sweet you will almost forget it is fruit.)

2.   Then stir the self-raising flour into the fruit and milk. And that’s it! Amazingly, this simple mixture will turn into cake.

3.   Pour this batter into a greased and paper-lined cake tin.

4.   Bake in a pre-heated oven at 170°C for 75 minutes.



 

That just three ingredients can make a cake is practically a Christmas miracle! And since there is no butter or sugar in the recipe, you can eat twice as much of it. True, it does not give you the same eyes-roll-back-in-your-head sugar-hit euphoria that you get from a slice of mud cake. But this Christmas cake will sustain you through till Boxing Day when you can rush out to the shops and start buying Easter eggs.

PS. I got this recipe from a woman who works at the police station, which just goes to show that getting arrested can have some lovely unexpected benefits.
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‘Piggins, I need you to take the children down to the shopping centre to have their photo taken with Santa,’ said Mr Green.

It was such an unexpected thing for him to say, Nanny Piggins almost chocked on her chocolate bar. (She often served chocolate bars for breakfast on Friday mornings, because she was exhausted from cooking chocolate-flavoured baked goods all the rest of the week.)

The children just groaned.

‘Did I just have an out-of-body experience?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Or did your father really just ask me to take you to have your photo taken with Santa?’

‘No, you didn’t have an out-of-body experience,’ said Derrick.

‘You might have,’ said Michael, ‘but it wasn’t anything to do with what Father said.’

‘Father sends us to have our photo taken with Santa every year,’ explained Samantha.

‘Really?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How unexpectedly festive of him.’

‘It isn’t,’ said Derrick.

‘He only does it for the money,’ explained Michael.

‘Great Aunt Hilda sends us ten dollars each if Father posts her a photograph of us with Santa,’ continued Samantha.

‘What does she send if you don’t post her a picture of you with Santa?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘She sends us nothing,’ said Samantha.

‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I thought you were going to say she sent you twenty dollars instead. But if she sends ten dollars to each of you, how does that benefit your father?’

‘He waits by the letterbox until it arrives, tears open our envelopes and keeps the money for himself,’ explained Derrick.

‘Good gracious, no!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Are there no depths to which that dreadful man will sink?’

‘I’m sitting right here,’ protested Mr Green. ‘I can hear every word you’re saying.’

‘I think it is best for you if I pretend that is not true,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Given the wickedness of your postal theft, you deserve a short sharp bite on the shins. In fact 27 short sharp bites on the shins, one for every year you have stolen the Christmas cash from your own children.’

‘Where do you get the number 27 from?’ spluttered Mr Green. He did not want to be bitten at all, but certainly not that many times.

Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘The ages of your children,’ she explained. ‘Michael is seven, Samantha is nine and Derrick is eleven. Add that up and it makes 27 ten-dollar notes you’ve stolen since they were born.’

‘It’s only right that they should chip in for their room and board,’ said Mr Green. ‘They’ve been hiding behind those pesky child labour laws for years now.’

‘Is that what you spend the money on?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘On room and board? Or do you spend it on yourself?’

‘I do no such thing,’ protested Mr Green.

‘Oh, then I know what you do with it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You take their ten-dollar notes down to the bank and put it in a high-interest savings account, don’t you, because the only thing you love more than money is locking away money to earn even more money. Isn’t that right?’

‘You know, some people would call that fiscal responsibility,’ argued Mr Green.

‘People who steal Christmas presents from children should not look to fiscal responsibility to explain away their depraved behaviour,’ denounced Nanny Piggins.

‘Are you going to take them to get their Santa photo taken or not?’ asked Mr Green.

‘Of course I’ll do it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The bakery at the shopping centre is far inferior to Hans’ fine establishment, but they do give away free samples on their counter top, and if I take along my extensive collection of fake moustaches, I should be able to walk past helping myself at least two dozen times before they figure out what I’m up to and chase me off.’
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So Nanny Piggins and the children caught the bus down to the shopping centre and they took Boris with them. He was very keen to come because he had never had his photo taken with Santa. He had tried one year, but as soon as he hopped up on Santa’s lap, Santa had been rushed away to hospital with a suspected broken knee.

‘Which do you think is my best side today?’ Boris asked the children, showing them first his left, then his right profile.

‘Um…’ said Derrick, not knowing what to say. Boris was a bear covered in brown fur so, to Derrick’s weak human eyes, Boris looked exactly the same on both sides. But Derrick had known Boris long enough to know that such an answer was sure to end in tears. In fact, almost any answer was sure to end in tears.

‘Oh Boris, we hoped you wouldn’t ask us that,’ said Samantha.

‘You did?’ asked Boris, bracing himself, ready to weep.

‘You are so handsome on both sides, it is almost impossible to tell the difference. We have been arguing about that very issue all week. Derrick and Michael actually came to blows about it. Then they looked at you again, and both changed their minds and almost came to blows arguing the exact opposite thing,’ said Samantha.

Derrick and Michael stared at their sister in astonishment. She was normally such a good girl. To see her fabricate the most spectacular and outrageous lie right before their eyes was a sight to behold.

They turned to Boris to see how he would react. Boris thought about it for a moment, then burst into tears. But it was all right, because they were tears of joy (a much quieter kind of tears), because he was grateful for such an extravagant compliment.

So Boris was only sobbing softly as they got off the bus and entered the shopping centre.

‘Right, let’s go to the bakery,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Shouldn’t we get our Santa photo taken first?’ asked Derrick.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. As a general rule she did not believe in delaying eating.

‘Well, if the bakery has you thrown out by security we won’t be able to get the picture taken,’ said Derrick.

‘Hmm,’ grumbled Nanny Piggins. ‘I suppose that is the type of petty thing a sub-standard baker would do.’

They made their way to the central atrium on the ground floor where Santa’s grotto was located.

‘Urgh,’ complained Nanny Piggins. ‘Look, there’s a huge queue. It’s ridiculous.’

‘It’s Christmas; a lot of people want to have photos with Santa,’ argued Boris.

‘Yes, but if a speed camera on a highway can snap a picture of each passing motorist in less than a second,’ argued Nanny Piggins, ‘why can’t they use the same technology here. It would speed up the process, and give people more time to go and get free samples from the bakery.’

Fortunately Nanny Piggins was very good at whiling away time. She took out a jar of cockroaches, which she just happened to have in her handbag, and emptied them onto the floor, then took bets on which one would run up Santa’s leg and into his gumboot first.

A mere half hour later, after many of the more hygiene-minded mothers had whisked their children as far away from Nanny Piggins as possible, Derrick Samantha and Michael arrived at the front of the queue. They were just about to head for Santa’s lap when a young woman, dressed as an elf, stood in their way.

‘Which package will you be buying today?’ asked the elf.

‘I was thinking of buying a package of fudge from the department store,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Why do you ask? I don’t see that it is any of your business.’

‘No, I mean which package of photographs?’ continued the elf as she held up a board displaying a variety of photography packages. ‘You can get the Rudolph Package with one 8 by 10, six 2 by 3s, a key ring and a snow dome; the Dasher Package with two 8 by 10s, four fridge magnets and a light-up picture frame; or the Blitzen Package with five 8 by 10s, seven key rings, three fridge magnets and a bag of reindeer feed.’

‘I just want one photograph,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You can only buy individual photographs with a package,’ said the elf.

Nanny Piggins’ eyebrows began to lower in suspicion. ‘How much are these packages of which you speak?’

‘The Rudolph is $39, the Dasher is $49 and the Blitzen is $69, and for an additional $5 you can have 10 calendar bookmarks thrown in with any package,’ said the elf happily.

‘$39 for one photograph – that is outrageous!’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘I knew this was going to be good,’ said Michael happily.

‘But you don’t just get one photograph,’ protested the elf.

‘But I don’t want the other rubbish,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘I only want one photograph.’

‘You can only buy an individual photograph in combination with a package,’ said the elf once more.

‘I heard you say that the first time,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You have not seen me get hit in the head in the interim, have you? So I don’t see why you would think I had come down with amnesia.’

‘These are our prices,’ said the elf, her fixed smile starting to sag at the edges.

‘Never mind,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Luckily I have a camera in my handbag. I was planning to take a photograph of the baker’s chocolate éclairs so I could show it to Hans and we could have a good laugh about it later. But I suppose I shall have to take the photograph myself.’

‘You can’t,’ said the elf. ‘That’s not the way it works. You have to buy a package.’

‘I have to, do I?’ said Nanny Piggins, starting to sound menacing.

‘You’re going to wish you hadn’t said that,’ warned Derrick.

‘Nanny Piggins doesn’t like being told she has to do something,’ added Samantha.

‘If you aren’t going to buy a package, I am going to have to ask you to step out of the queue. You are holding everybody up,’ said the elf, starting to sound less festive and more like a school prefect.

‘Are you going to make me?’ said Nanny Piggins, starting to glower.

‘I bet Nanny Piggins is wearing her hot-pink wrestling leotard under her dress,’ said Michael happily.

‘Of course,’ said Boris. ‘She always does when she goes anywhere with security guards.’

‘Those are the rules,’ said the elf sternly.

‘I can understand that prisons and places even worse than prisons, such as schools, have rules,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but are you telling me there are rules in Santa’s grotto?’

‘There certainly are,’ said the impertinent elf, before turning to the other elf operating the camera. ‘Lisa, could you please call security?’

‘It must be a proud day for you as a representative of the elfin people, when you have three innocent children thrown out of Santa’s grotto and onto the street,’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘I think she’d only throw us back on the shopping centre forecourt,’ said Derrick reasonably.

But Nanny Piggins was not in the mood to be reasonable.

‘I can see security approaching,’ said the elf. ‘Please don’t make a scene. You will scare the other children.’

‘Children,’ said Nanny Piggins, turning to the other children in the queue. ‘You aren’t so weak-willed that you will be alarmed by the sight of an exquisitely dressed pig wrestling with a burly security guard, are you?’

‘No,’ chorused the children in the queue. They had all fallen in love with Nanny Piggins during the long wait because, apart from the cockroach races, she had also handed out chocolates and told long and outrageous stories about her days in the circus.

‘I thought so,’ said Nanny Piggins, turning back on the elf. ‘You can’t make children stand in a queue for half an hour and expect them to be on your side of the argument. And you, Santa,’ Nanny Piggins called over the elf’s shoulder, which was not easy because Nanny Piggins was only four feet tall whereas the elf was five feet ten, ‘you should be ashamed of yourself – for gouging children with your excessive photo prices!’

There was another loud cheer behind Nanny Piggins, but this time from the mothers who were fed up having to spend such a large portion of their Christmas budget on stilted photographs of their children struggling to hold back tears as they endured being in close proximity to a holiday icon.

‘How dare you overcharge for your shoddy photographs!’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘We all know children don’t even like having their photo taken with you because half of them spend the whole time screaming.’

‘It’s true,’ said Lisa, the elf who took the photographs. She had only been in the job for four days but through the lens she had watched many terrified children begging to be taken away from the terrifying red-suited stranger. She was seriously considering whether $15 an hour was worth witnessing such inhumanity all day long.

[image: image]

‘You sit there in judgement deciding whether children are naughty or nice,’ accused Nanny Piggins. ‘Well, I say that you, sir, are the “not nice” one to behave in such an outrageously capitalist fashion.’

There was now an even louder cheer and some applause behind Nanny Piggins as more shoppers had stopped to watch the spectacle.

‘Ho, ho, ho, Merrrry Christmas!’ said Santa, misunderstanding why everyone was cheering.

‘Plus Christmas is only seven days away. Don’t you have work you should be doing?’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘How can you justify gadding about here, overcharging children for snapshots while your poor elves back at the North Pole slave away making toys for the 1.7 billion children who live on this planet?’

‘What did she say?’ asked Santa. (He was a little hard of hearing, probably because of all the beard hair blocking his ears.)

‘What’s going on here then,’ asked the senior security guard as he arrived at the entrance to the grotto.

‘It’s her,’ declared the elf, pointing accusingly at Nanny Piggins. ‘This pig is creating a disturbance.’

‘Pig?’ asked the security guard as he made his way through the tightly packed crowd of disaffected photography clients. When he got to the front he saw Nanny Piggins for the first time. ‘Nanny Piggins, you’re back. How are you?’

‘Stephen, how lovely to see you, darling,’ said Nanny Piggins as she held out her trotter and allowed him to kiss it.

‘You’ve stayed away too long,’ said the security guard, waggling his finger at Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s months since I’ve had to throw you out.’

‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I would come more often if your baker would sharpen up his ideas about how to make choux pastry.’

‘So, how are we going to handle this?’ asked Stephen the security guard. ‘May I escort you to the bus stop or do you want to wrestle a bit first? I have to say I’d prefer not to do any wrestling today. I strained my back yesterday dragging a bear out of the honey aisle of the supermarket.’

Nanny Piggins turned on her brother. ‘Boris, you didn’t tell me you came to the shopping centre yesterday.’

‘I was ashamed,’ said Boris.

‘About being dragged out of the honey aisle for creating a disturbance?’ guessed Derrick.

‘No, I forgot to pick up some free samples from the bakery for Nanny Piggins,’ confessed Boris.

‘I forgive you,’ said Nanny Piggins kindly as she gave her brother an affectionate hug. ‘I know honey makes you brain-addled. It is the bees’ fault for making their regurgitation so delicious. All right, Stephen,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Today I shall agree to be escorted, provided that means I get a ride on your electric golf cart.’

‘Of course,’ said Stephen the security guard, offering Nanny Piggins his arm. ‘I may only be a security guard at a mall, but I know how to treat a lady.’

The crowd parted as Nanny Piggins was led away. But before she stepped out of the grotto Nanny Piggins turned back to address the elf. ‘Don’t think you have evaded my wrath. I may be making a strategic retreat now for the sake of Stephen’s bad back, but I fully intend to return and crush your seasonal money-gouging operation.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ accused the elf.

‘Yes, I am. I’m glad you caught on so quickly,’ said Nanny Piggins, before leaning round the elf to address Santa as well. ‘And don’t think I’m letting you off just because you’re old and you give out toys. I’m busting up this racket of yours and sending you back to the North Pole where you can concentrate on making toys and spending the holiday season with your wife like you should.’

The crowd cheered.

‘Anyone who wants to have a good Santa photo taken,’ announced Nanny Piggins, ‘can meet me in the car park at 10 am tomorrow morning and, unlike a certain weak-bladdered old man, when I say I will be there at ten o’clock I will be there at ten o’clock, and there will be no excuses about “feeding reindeer”.’
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And so the following morning Nanny Piggins set up a photography studio in the car park of the shopping centre. Then she had to move it across the street to a vacant lot, when Stephen the security guard was sent out to throw her off the premises.

Regardless of the weeds, empty tin cans and general waste strewn about, Nanny Piggins’ Santa Photography Business was soon a roaring success. For a start she was much more photogenic than an elderly overweight man in a Santa suit. She had her suit fitted and tailored by one of the finest fashion designers in Milan. (He owed Nanny Piggins a favour after she bit his mother-in-law on the leg for him once.) And Nanny Piggins had a much more creative flare for photography than the 23-year-old university students the shopping centre had hired cheaply. There is a lot more to photography than knowing how to point and focus a camera.

First of all, never underestimate the importance of good lighting. The brighter the light, the less blotchy or wrinkly people appear. As Nanny Piggins said, ‘If the Queen of England were to have her photo taken standing five metres away from the glare of a super-nova, even she would look like the beautiful young woman who first appeared on the back of a coin in 1956.’

The next most important thing is choosing the right pose. When it comes down to it, sitting on someone’s lap is a very odd decision indeed. ‘Encouraging children to sit on a strange man’s lap just because he breaks into their house once a year and gives them presents is a very inappropriate message to send to children,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Nanny Piggins’ Santa photos were much more dramatic. Children could choose between wrestling with Santa (her personal favourite – she’d had a bright red, fur-trimmed wrestling leotard made up specially), being attacked by ninjas while reading your present list to Santa, helping Santa deactivate a nuclear bomb, or trying to outrun Santa as you are attacked by a bear (Boris). All the alternatives were very popular with children. Indeed, several came back to pose for one of each. One three-year-old girl enjoyed being attacked by Boris so much she kept giggling and trying to hug him, which, of course, he enjoyed tremendously as well.

Nanny Piggins soon had a huge queue of customers lining up around the block. And not just because they wanted to have their photograph taken. The customers actually enjoyed waiting in line because Nanny Piggins provided unlimited supplies of cake and hot chocolate, and every fifteen minutes she and Boris would stop taking photos to perform a two-minute version of the Nutcracker ballet, with added violence so boys could enjoy it too.

By two o’clock in the afternoon the general manager of the shopping centre had come across the road with the impertinent elf and Stephen the security guard to talk to Nanny Piggins. Naturally Nanny Piggins made them join the end of the line and pay for a photograph. (She only charged $1 per photo. She made no profit, but only needed to cover the price of the cake ingredients.)

‘Please, you have to put an end to this,’ pleaded the manager as the camera flash went off and he wrestled with Nanny Piggins. (Normally she just pretended to wrestle with the children, but she was really twisting the manager into a cobra lock.)

‘Why should I?’ asked Nanny Piggins, yanking his arm around behind his ear and jabbing her trotter in a painful pressure point. ‘It’s not my fault I am brilliant at photography and much better at being Santa than Santa himself.’

‘But there’s nobody in the shopping centre,’ said the manager. ‘Think of all the shopkeepers who aren’t making any money.’

‘Pish!’ scoffed Nanny Piggins. ‘Christmas shouldn’t be about making money. It should be about overeating and judging people when they give you unpleasant presents such as underwear or books.’

‘But if the shopkeepers don’t make any money they won’t be able to support their families,’ argued the manager.

‘Piffle,’ countered Nanny Piggins. ‘Marjorie from the sock shop has come over to have her photo taken three times already, although I think that’s mainly because she likes my lemon tarts. And everybody from the sports shoe shop came over and had a group photo of me rescuing them from Boris.’

‘Please,’ begged the manager. ‘What can I do to persuade you to stop luring all our customers away from the shopping centre?’

‘If I may, sir,’ interrupted Stephen the security guard. ‘Could I negotiate on your behalf?’

‘Please do,’ sobbed the manager.

‘Nanny Piggins, you look fabulous today,’ said Stephen. He knew how to begin a negotiation.

‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins. She could not fault him, he was entirely right.

‘Would you please be so kind as to shut down your photography studio, come back to the shopping centre and train our elves how to take spectacular action photos at reasonable prices that everyone can enjoy?’ asked Stephen.

‘Why on earth would I do that?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

Stephen turned to his manager. ‘Do I have permission to offer her anything?’ he asked.

‘Yes, yes of course,’ said the manager, dabbing his brow. ‘Anything to make this end.’

Stephen turned back to Nanny Piggins. ‘You can have as many free samples from the free sample box on the bakery counter as you like.’

There was silence from the crowd as everyone simultaneously gasped, then waited to see what Nanny Piggins would say.

‘Will I get a little laminated card to carry in my handbag, certifying this?’ Nanny Piggins asked.

‘Your photograph will be in the corner and the card will be signed by the centre manager himself,’ said Stephen.

‘It will?’ asked the manager. ‘I mean, it will, it will.’

‘Can I take my own photograph?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes,’ said Stephen.

‘Then you’ve got a deal!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘Hurray!’ cried the crowd, who knew they really should be getting back to their Christmas shopping.

‘Thank goodness,’ said the manager as he shook Nanny Piggins’ hand. ‘I was worried we’d have to pay you thousands of dollars to make this stop.’

‘My dear man,’ said Nanny Piggins ruthlessly. ‘If you think thousands of dollars is more than it would cost to buy me an unlimited amount of cake samples, you are about to discover that you are sadly mistaken.’

And so, after consuming an alarming amount of sub-standard cake, Nanny Piggins set to work teaching the elves how to take real photos. She also gave Santa a short sharp bite on the shin to punish him for his price gouging. Then, to teach him a lesson, made him pay $39 for the honour of having his picture taken with her.

‘I want you to put that on your mantelpiece when you get home, Santa,’ said Nanny Piggins sternly, ‘to remind you that it is all very well to sit in judgement over the children of the world, deciding whether they are naughty or nice, but it is important that you should be a good boy too.’

‘Yes, Nanny Piggins,’ said Santa humbly. He did not really understand what had taken place in the previous 24 hours but, just as he knew when he met Mrs Claus for the first time, Santa realised he had met his match.
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Christmas is a wonderful time of year. But sometimes your friends and family can be less than wonderful (perhaps due to a shortage of chocolate in their diet) and they will get you unfortunate presents such as underwear that doesn’t fit, books you’ve already read, handkerchiefs that look like they’ve already been used or cash from a now defunct country. In these instances, do not despair. You can still gain some pleasure from your presents by playing Lava Floor.

Lava Floor is an excellent game where you pretend that the entire floor of your house is made of incredibly hot molten rock, bubbling out of the earth’s crust. And if you accidentally touch it with the smallest part of your pinkie toe your whole leg will go up in flames and you will die instantly.

However, anything that is on the floor is a safe island that you can stand on, protected from the lava, which is where your awful presents come in. Scatter your unwanted gifts liberally about the floor. Now anyone who is standing on a gift is safe. Anyone who touches the carpet is dead. And to make it really fun, you can push people off the gifts to a painful fiery demise. To start, simply shout ‘Go!’, then run around screaming while trying to push people into the lava and avoiding being shoved into the lethal magma yourself.

The game isn’t just a fun way to while away the afternoon with friends. It is also a cathartic way to get some use out of your more ill-considered presents.

(NB. This game does not go down well in the Roman city of Vesuvius. If you are holidaying there, stick to Scrabble.)
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When I was a little piglet, my wicked sister Wendy told me that the mince in mince pies was made of squashed flies. I will admit this did deter me at first, but upon trying my first mince pie, I decided that I was prepared to eat dead insects so I could enjoy this wonderful seasonal treat. But when I discovered that my sister had been lying and that the mince was actually made from something much more horrifying – fruit – I was astounded! How could something that tasted so good contain something so healthy? I can only assume that the liberal amounts of butter in the pastry, and sugar in the mince, somehow counteract the healthy benefits of the filling. Here is my recipe . . .



 

INGREDIENTS

1 tablespoon icing sugar

225 grams self-raising flour

a pinch of salt

110 grams butter

a little cold water

1 jar of fruit mince

METHOD

1.   Use your hands to rub the butter, self-raising flour, salt and icing sugar together until you get a mixture that is like breadcrumbs.

2.   Add a little water to bind the mixture into a dough, then knead until smooth.

3.   Roll out the dough on a floured surface.

4.   Use a round cookie cutter to cut out circles, then press these circles into a mince pie (or cupcake) tray.

5.   Fill the pastry casings with fruit mince (not dead flies).

6.   Then use a star-shaped cookie cutter to cut out the pastry lids. You can use a round cutter if you like. But I like to use stars so you can see the mince poking through. Plus you get a better pastry-to-fruit mince ratio.

7.   Bake in the oven at 200°C for about 25 minutes, or until the pastry goes a light golden brown.

8.   Remove from the oven and put on a cooling rack.
And remember:

DO NOT SHOVEL THE MINCE PIES INTO
YOUR MOUTH STRAIGHTAWAY!

Normally I am a big believer in gobbling baked goods the second they come out of the oven, but you must never do this with mince pies. The fruit mince is basically boiling sticky sugar syrup, bubbling away at 200°C. So if you put it straight in your mouth, not only will it burn you, it will stick to your tongue as you run around the kitchen squealing ‘Ow OOOW! Mmm yum. Ow OWIE!!!’

9.   Once cooled, eat and enjoy.
(NB. One of the benefits of the star-shaped lids is that they are easy to pry off, so you can tuck a spoonful of cream or ice-cream underneath for added deliciousness.)

These mince pies are extremely tasty, so feel free to tell your friends and family that they are full of dead flies. You’ll get to keep more for yourself that way.
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It all began innocently enough. Samson Wallace approached Nanny Piggins after school and asked if he could come over for a play date.

‘Why? What’s going on? What’s Nanny Anne up to?’ asked Nanny Piggins suspiciously.

‘Perhaps Samson just wants to come over to play,’ suggested Boris.

‘Of course Samson wants to come over to play,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’re a thousand times, if not a billion times, more fun to spend time with than their own nanny, Nanny Anne, which is precisely why I know she would never condone him coming over here and asking for a play date unless she had an ulterior motive.’ Nanny Piggins glared across the playground at Nanny Anne.

Nanny Anne smiled sweetly back.

‘Did you see that?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘She smiled at me. She’s clearly up to something.’

‘She always smiles at everyone,’ said Derrick.

‘I bet she even smiles at the dentist as he pulls her wisdom teeth out,’ said Michael.

‘Oh no,’ said Samson. ‘Nanny Anne doesn’t have wisdom teeth. She says they are unseemly so she won’t tolerate them growing in her mouth.’

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins as she considered the situation. ‘While my natural instinct is to say “yes” to this play date, to shelter this poor child from the overzealous hygiene of his own nanny for one short afternoon –’

‘Yes!’ exclaimed Samson excitedly.

‘I feel that it is also my civic duty to get to the bottom of whatever dastardly plan Nanny Anne is clearly up to,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You could try asking her?’ suggested Derrick.

‘Hmm, interesting idea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So you’re suggesting that I ask her what she is up to, then when she tells me a great big lie I count the number of times I see her accelerated pulse beat in her jugular vein to see if it spells out a message in morse code?’

‘No, I was just thinking you could ask her and see if she tells the truth,’ said Derrick.

‘That plan is so ridiculously crazy,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘it just might work.’

Nanny Piggins marched across the playground, the children following close behind, and confronted Nanny Anne. ‘What are you up to, you dreadful woman?’

‘You could try not being rude,’ suggested Samantha. ‘She might be more likely to tell you.’

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You have to take a firm hand with all amoral degenerates.’ She confronted Nanny Anne once more. ‘Why are you trying to palm this child off on me for the afternoon? What is it that you intend to do that can only be done in secret?’

‘I have no idea what you are talking about,’ said Nanny Anne with a saccharine smile. ‘Since Margaret is away on an Outward Bound expedition, teaching homeless youths how to eat with table manners while surviving in the wilderness, I simply thought that Samson might enjoy spending the afternoon at your house. It is so important to expose children to the reality of how other people live, I thought it would do him good.’

‘You’re lying!’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘Nanny Piggins,’ chided Michael, ‘you know Isabella Dunkhurst prefers it if you accuse people of obfuscating the truth, as it is much easier for her to defend you against the subsequent slander charges.’

‘Well, I call a spade a spade,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Or a shovel. Because I don’t really know the difference. I’ve always found that trotters are a superior tool for digging holes.’

‘If you don’t want to take Samson for the afternoon,’ said Nanny Anne sweetly, ‘that’s just fine. I can imagine it must be exhausting for you to constantly be on the run from the police and mental health professionals. I’ll just send Samson down to the coaching clinic instead and they can spend three hours drilling him in maths.’

‘Noooooooooo!’ cried Nanny Piggins and Samson in unison.

‘I’ll report you for child abuse!’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘The Police Sergeant has explained this to you many times, Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha. ‘Maths homework is not considered in the eyes of the law to be child abuse.’

‘You humans are such a cruel species,’ said Nanny Piggins, dabbing a tear from the corner of her eye. ‘Most animals simply bite their children on the leg to punish them. But you think up the cruel and inhumane punishment of maths homework.’

‘Would you like a chocolate bar?’ Boris held a bar of dairy milk out to his sister, seeing she was getting genuinely upset.

‘No, I’m all right,’ said Nanny Piggins, although she took the chocolate bar and ate it anyway. ‘I’ll take Samson for the afternoon. But if you are cooking up some wicked plan to take over the country or make the world turn the other way on its axis, I will find out and put a stop to it.’

‘That’s lovely,’ said Nanny Anne with her sweet smile. ‘Have fun, Samson. Make sure you don’t eat any high GI foods. I’ll be taking a blood sample later, so don’t think you can get anything past me.’

‘Samantha,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘make a note. We will have to give Samson a blood transfusion after afternoon tea.’
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And so Nanny Piggins, Boris, Samson Wallace and the Green children set out walking for home.

‘So what are we going to play first?’ asked Derrick.

‘And, more importantly, what are we having for afternoon tea?’ asked Michael.

‘There’s no time for that,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

The children and Boris gasped.

‘No time for afternoon tea?’ asked Samantha. ‘What are you talking about? You always say that afternoon tea is the seventh most important meal of the day. After breakfast, second breakfast, third breakfast, lunch, dinner and midnight snacksies.’

‘I’m not saying we won’t eat afternoon tea,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Phew,’ said the children.

‘I just said there was no time for afternoon tea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We will have to eat on the run, as we follow Nanny Anne.’

‘We’re going to follow Nanny Anne?’ asked Samantha.

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She is clearly up to something and we need to find out what, so we can report her to the Police Sergeant or citizen’s arrest her.’

‘You just want to tie her up with cooking twine, don’t you?’ guessed Derrick.

‘Of course,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I always carry a spool of it about my person, just in case I get the opportunity. Quick, everybody into this bush.’

Derrick, Samantha and Michael jumped straight in. They had been looked after by Nanny Piggins for so long now that hiding in bushes on command had become a reflex for them. Samson, having had a more traditional upbringing, hesitated, so Nanny Piggins had to pick him up and throw him into the bush, then dive in behind him, just as Nanny Anne’s elegant footwear could be heard clipping around the corner.

‘She’s coming this way,’ whispered Nanny Piggins.

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Michael. ‘Pull her into the bush and torture her until she reveals her secret?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She is such a strange woman, she would probably enjoy being tortured and call it “character building”. We will simply follow her, catch her in the act of whatever she is up to, leap out and wrestle her to the ground, tie her to a tree and call the Police Sergeant. If it all goes well, we should still get home in plenty of time for second afternoon tea. Now, shush, we don’t want her to hear us.’

Nanny Anne’s thin legs walked right by the bush in which they were all hiding. Derrick had to clap his hand over Samson’s mouth, because just being near his nanny gave Samson an instinctive urge to blurt out a confession for whatever it was he had done.

It was hard to keep up with Nanny Anne because she walked so quickly, which really was a tribute to her sense of balance because it is hard to walk in three-inch heels while holding your nose in the air. Nanny Anne also kept looking furtively over her shoulder to (wisely) check if anyone was following her.

So Nanny Piggins and the children kept having to dive into bushes and garbage bins. Fortunately, Nanny Piggins enjoyed diving into bushes and garbage bins. When you have to outrun authorities as much as she does, it is a necessary skill.

They followed Nanny Anne down the road, past Hans’ bakery (Nanny Anne glanced behind her at this point so they had an excuse to dive into the shop and buy three dozen sticky buns before resuming their mission), and eventually followed her to a church where she turned off the footpath.

‘She’s going to church!’ exclaimed Derrick. ‘On a Tuesday?!’

‘Probably to ask forgiveness,’ guessed Nanny Piggins.

‘What for?’ asked Michael.

‘Just a blanket forgiveness to cover all the wicked things she will inevitably do during the course of the week.’

‘Now we know where she she is, can we go home?’ asked Samantha.

‘Of course not! Obviously we have to follow her inside,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘in case she’s vandalising the building with spray paint or stealing property.’

‘What would she steal from a church?’ asked Michael.

‘Who knows?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Some thieves rip the wiring out of walls so they can strip it for copper. Samson, did you see Nanny Anne secreting a pair of pliers about her person at any stage during the day?’

‘I try not to look at her person,’ said Samson. ‘I get a “time out” if I do.’

So they continued their tail into the church grounds, down a winding path, past the locked church doors to a small hall around the back.

‘She must be in there,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘no doubt subjecting someone less fortunate than herself to a low fat snack food.’

They were just approaching the building when a great noise burst forth. But it was not just any great noise. This noise was a stunningly beautiful five-part harmony.

‘Leaping lamington!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s a choir of angels!’

‘Should we run away and hide?’ asked Boris. This was his go-to plan for most unexpected situations.

‘Goodness, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If it is a choir of angels it would be rude not to say hello and invite them over for a slice of cake. Besides, I want to ask them if they have real butter in heaven. I’ve always assumed they must or it wouldn’t be heaven. But you never know, God might be a stickler for low cholesterol.’

So they snuck over to the window and sticky-beaked inside. But Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were astonished to discover that the noise was not coming from a group of gossamer-clad heavenly angels but a group of ordinary looking, dowdy women, led by Nanny Anne herself.

‘Crikey!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Nanny Anne has kidnapped a team of angels and is forcing them to wear drab clothes and bend to her will.’

‘I don’t think they are angels,’ said Derrick. ‘Look, there’s Claudio’s mother. He’s in my class at school.’

‘And there’s Eden’s mum,’ said Samantha.

‘I think Nanny Anne has secretly been training them for months, with a strict disciplined regimen of endless rehearsals,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Well, it’s worked,’ said Boris. ‘They sound amazing.’

‘But at what cost?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Michael, get the suede door-kicking-in slingbacks out of my handbag.’

‘It’s a church hall. I’m sure you could just turn the handle,’ said Derrick.

‘I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction,’ glowered Nanny Piggins, and with that she swapped her shoes and with a hefty reverse side kick, walloped her trotter into the door. But for the first time since the children had known her, Nanny Piggins kicked a door and it did not fall down.

‘Ow, ow, ow,’ said Nanny Piggins, clutching her trotter.

‘What happened?’ asked Boris. ‘Why is the door still standing?’

‘Someone has reinforced it,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What, with steel?’ asked Derrick.

‘Goodness no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I could easily kick down a steel door. If the pain in my trotter is correct, that ordinary wooden door has been lined with airforce-grade titanium, the doorframe has been strengthened by geological mining bolts and the lock is a Smith & Bentley three-cylinder tumbler!’

‘You have a very knowledgeable trotter,’ observed Michael.

‘When you have been kidnapped as often as I have,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘your trotter learns a thing or two about kicking down doors.’

‘But why on earth would the church have a door that is as strong as the door on a bank vault?’ asked Derrick.

‘Stronger,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I once left a slice of Jamaican rum cake in a security deposit box by mistake and had to kick open the bank vault door to get it back in time to see the 2.30 session at the movies. And that door was a cinch compared to this. No church would authorise the construction of such wildly overzealous security. This is the work of Nanny Anne.’

Nanny Piggins hopped back towards the church hall and rapped loudly on the window. (Fortunately, the choir had reached the end of their song.) ‘What are you up to, you awful woman?’ Nanny Piggins yelled.

On the inside the mothers looked nervous. But Nanny Anne acted as though she could not hear a thing.

‘You let me in right now!’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘I demand to know what you’re up to. I know what you’re like. There is no way you would teach a group of women to sing so beautifully without a devious motive.’

Nanny Anne continued to ignore Nanny Piggins.

‘Fine,’ snapped Nanny Piggins. ‘If you want to ignore me, then I shall give Samson chocolate cake for afternoon tea.’

‘Um, Nanny Piggins,’ said Samson. ‘I think she knows you always give me chocolate and cake. That’s why she always makes me eat a kilo of carrots and brush my teeth seven times as soon as I get back from your house.’

Nanny Piggins wracked her mind trying to think of what else she could do. ‘If you don’t tell me what you’re up to . . . I’ll put a raspberry stain on Samson’s school shirt.’

Nanny Anne shuddered. She turned and glared at Nanny Piggins. There was no saccharine smile now. Nanny Anne said . . . Well, Nanny Piggins couldn’t hear what she said, because as well as reinforcing the door, she had double-glazed the windows and Nanny Anne did not believe in yelling.

Instead, Nanny Anne walked over to the window and picked up what looked like a telephone receiver, just like someone on TV when they go to visit a prisoner in jail.

‘Go away and leave us alone,’ Nanny Anne said into the receiver.

They could hear her words clearly now because they were broadcast outside by a tiny speaker above their heads.

‘Why have you trained this superb choir?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘And more importantly, why did you not ask me to join it?’

‘I have trained this choir for the annual Carols by Candlelight concert in Cuthbert Park,’ said Nanny Anne proudly. ‘I did not ask you to join because this is a choir and we sing Christmas carols, we don’t oink them.’

The children gasped. They realised now why Nanny Anne had installed such extensive security to the church hall. They had never seen their nanny so angry. (And she was pretty angry the time that Mr Green recorded the Treasurer’s address to the National Press Club over the top of the season finale of The Young and the Irritable – the one where Bridge discovered that he was his own twin brother.)

‘How dare you!’ accused Nanny Piggins, slamming her slingback into what they now realised was the highest calibre of bulletproof glass. ‘You know I am an internationally renowned circus performer and my show business pizazz would be an asset to any informal singing group.’

‘That’s precisely why I don’t want you involved,’ said Nanny Anne. ‘Pizazz is undignified.’

‘Humpff,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In my opinion dignity is highly overrated, along with accuracy, honesty, gravity and good spelling. Everyone says they are important, but in reality none of them is.’

‘Go away,’ said Nanny Anne curtly. ‘We have eight more hours of practice to do.’

They could hear the mothers groan behind her. But Nanny Anne glared at them and they fell silent.

‘How are you getting these poor women to follow along with your deluded plans?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I bet you’re withholding food, aren’t you?’

None of the mothers moved a muscle although Derrick would have sworn that he saw Carlos’ mother nod ever so slightly before Nanny Anne’s head whipped round to stare at them all.

‘Well, I shall go away,’ declared Nanny Piggins, ‘to set up my own, better singing group.’

‘With whom?’ scoffed Nanny Anne. ‘I’ve already snapped up all the best singers in town.’

‘The choir shall consist of me, Boris and the children,’ announced Nanny Piggins proudly.

‘What?’ wailed Samantha. She did not like performing publicly, especially when she had no idea what she was doing.

‘So that I can trounce you all at the Carols by Candlelight concert,’ warned Nanny Piggins.

‘You do realise that a Carols by Candlelight concert is not considered a competitive event?’ asked Derrick.

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ve clearly had very little to do with professionals in the performing arts. They are all cutthroat competitors. But unlike athletes, they don’t eat properly, so they are much, much more immoral. Just look at Nanny Anne and you will see how a deficiency of sugar in your diet can corrupt your very soul.’
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So they all went home to prepare. This involved eating lots of cake while Nanny Piggins flicked through the pages of a book of Christmas carols, tut-tutting and muttering things like ‘Abysmal, utterly abysmal’, ‘the things these people do to force a rhyme’, and ‘Santa is a rotter!’

Nanny Piggins eventually slammed the book of carols down on the table. ‘Well, from my extensive reading of these carols over the last five minutes, I have determined that they are all awful. There is way too much focus on evergreen trees and holly bushes. There is a shocking portrayal of Santa failing to stamp out bullying among his reindeer, as well as the lamentable untruth that a baby which was laid in a trough full of cattle feed wouldn’t cry.’

‘Does that mean we don’t have to sing at the Carols by Candlelight concert?’ asked Derrick hopefully.

‘Of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It just means I shall have to rewrite all the lyrics first.’

‘But the concert is tomorrow,’ worried Samantha. ‘How are we going to have time to rewrite all the lyrics and practise the songs?’

‘There won’t be time,’ said Nanny Piggins honestly. ‘It will take me a full 23 hours to fix up this deplorable poetry. Another forty-five minutes to prepare myself by eating cake, and fifteen minutes to walk to the park.’

‘But that leaves no time for practice,’ wailed Samantha.

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You won’t need to practise. I’ll give you song sheets to read off. The words will be so good, no-one will notice if you are singing them in tune.’

With that, Nanny Piggins went and locked herself in their father’s study to write. Then she let herself out, complaining that the room smelt of dead cockroaches and dirty socks, and went up to lock herself in her own bedroom to write.

Over the next 23 hours the children could hear snatches of songs coming from their nanny’s room. Rewritten carols that included lyrics such as:

(To the tune of ‘As Shepherds Watched their Flocks by Night’)

As shepherds ate their cake by night

All seated on the ground

The angel of the Lord came down

And handed ice-cream round . . .

As well as:

(To the tune of ‘The First Noel’)

The first chocolate cake, the angels did say

Was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay

No cake, no cake, no cake, no cake,

No cake tastes good lest with butter thee bake.

And:

(To the tune of ‘We Wish you a Merry Christmas’)

We wish you a merry chocolate

We wish you a merry chocolate

We wish you a merry chocolate and a lovely big cake

Good toffee we bring

To you and your kin

We wish you a merry chocolate and a lovely big cake.

And occasionally her carols took a more adventure story turn:

(To the tune of ‘Good King Wenceslas’)

Bad King Wenceslas laughed a lot

As he roasted Stephen

Baste the boy with sticky sauce

Deep and crisp and even

Through the window Santa smashed

With some Navy Seals

Biff Boff Bang and also Bash

‘That boy is not a meal.’

An hour before the performance the children shoved an extra-large chocolate mud cake under Nanny Piggins’ door. (She’d had a cake flap installed especially for this purpose. It was kind of like a doggie door, except that dogs were not allowed through, only cakes.) Then fifteen minutes before the performance, Nanny Piggins burst out of her room saying, ‘Let’s go!’

‘What about our song sheets?’ asked Samantha.

‘Oh yes, I forgot about those,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Forgot about them?!’ cried Samantha. If she put on her pyjamas, this evening would soon come to resemble her very worst nightmare.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I’ll jot it all down on the way in the car.’

‘Do you even have a pen?’ asked Derrick, knowing his nanny might carry a chocolate cake, a jar of cockroaches and a boltcutter in her handbag but rarely something as mundane as a pen.

‘Piffle sticks,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve got a mascara brush and a napkin – that will do.’

And so they set off. They arrived at the Carols by Candlelight concert twenty minutes late because Nanny Piggins insisted they do extra preparation, by which she meant swinging by to see Hans at the bakery and eating a dozen cherry danishes to lighten their voices. So they arrived just as Nanny Anne’s choir took the stage.

‘You’re up next,’ a stagehand hissed in Nanny Piggins’ ear.

Nanny Anne’s group was a sight to behold. They actually looked like angels because they had dressed up in costumes made of white silk, silver tinsel and an astonishing amount of glitter. They even had halos that were electric and voice-operated so that they flashed on and off as they sang. Not that anyone noticed, because as soon as Nanny Anne’s group started, their singing was so sublime that the audience was entranced . . . for about three minutes.

Nanny Anne’s group did not, however, stop after three minutes; they went on and on. People started to shift in their seats and fidget. For the singing was beautiful, but that was it. The audience could not make out the words because their voices were so high and Nanny Anne insisted on singing many of the well-known songs in Italian or, worse still, Latin, to make them more sophisticated. Inaudible lyrics combined with a lovely sound just started to put the audience to sleep, or put their bottoms to sleep, hence the fidgeting.

‘I suspected as much,’ said Nanny Piggins with a wry smile.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Samantha.

‘Entertaining an audience is not about beauty,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Well . . . partly it is. But it is also about astonishing, delighting, surprising and, most importantly, scaring the hoo-hah out of them. Sunsets are beautiful. But they happen every day and how often do we even bother to step outside to look at them. Whereas traffic accidents are horrific, yet we always crane our necks for a stickybeak.’

‘So is that why you are so confident that everyone will enjoy our singing?’ asked Michael. ‘Because it is going to be like a traffic accident?’

‘Not at all,’ Nanny Piggins assured him. ‘Our performance will be spectacular because we have a secret weapon.’

At this point Nanny Anne’s group stopped singing and received rapturous applause, because they had been going on for over an hour and everyone was relieved that they had finally stopped. They filed past Nanny Piggins as they left the stage.

‘I’m surprised you have the courage to follow us,’ said Nanny Anne with a smile.

‘I’m delighted to,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The audience will now be pathetically grateful to see a real performance.’

What the children did not realise, however, was that when Nanny Piggins said she had a secret weapon, she literally meant a weapon. As they stepped up on stage, they could hear the sound of heavy machinery being moved on behind them.

‘Are we going to start?’ asked Derrick, as they stared out at the expectant and bored crowd. Many people in the audience were openly checking their watches and muttering, ‘When will all this be over?’

Suddenly a huge 16-inch Howitzer (giant cannon) rolled out of the bushes behind the stage, with its barrel pointed at the crowd.

‘Ah, excellent,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Colonel has arrived and right on time. I do enjoy working with a military man.’

‘The pleasure is all mine,’ the Colonel called out from his gunnery position (he had been deeply in love with Nanny Piggins for a long time now; he would launch a coup d’état on the government if she asked him to).

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Derrick. ‘Shell Nanny Anne?’

‘Goodness no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Colonel has the coordinates to fire at the audience.’

Fortunately the audience could not hear her, or they did not believe her. Either way, no-one started running away as Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children launched into their first song. And the audience loved it. Largely because as they reached the end of the first line of their first song the cannon fired, blasting a giant chocolate mud cake over the entire crowd.

Cake, icing, cream and strawberry jam splattered down on everyone. Their first reaction was to be horrified. Then they began tasting the sugary goo and soon everyone became delighted to be covered in so much of it. But the performance did not end there. Nanny Piggins’ group kept singing, and at the end of every line another shell full of cake exploded over the crowd; but each time it was a different, yet equally sublime cake, pie, pudding, tart or gateau. There was sticky toffee pudding, key lime pie, banoffee pudding, treacle tart and many, many more. It was like having an edible fireworks display blasted in your face. In short, the audience loved it.

If Christmas is about getting together with friends and family and sharing your good fortune, what better way to do that than to be hit in the face repeatedly with the finest baked goods imaginable?

And the people who enjoyed it most were Nanny Anne’s singing group. She’d had them on a strict zero calorie diet for weeks now. The air was so thick with sugar and fat that they were practically gaining weight by osmosis. But best of all, their white angel dresses were irrevocably stained, which pleased the mothers because very few people look good in white.
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When they reached the end of their set (the five carols Nanny Piggins had learnt), the audience yelled so many cries of bravo and encore that they repeated the whole performance twice before walking off stage to thunderous applause and foot stamping.

In her moment of triumph Nanny Piggins looked across to Nanny Anne at the back of the audience. She looked thwarted and stained in her now ruined angel dress. A wave of Christmas compassion filled Nanny Piggins’ heart. She walked over to her arch-nemesis to make a peace offering.

‘Nanny Anne,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What do you want?’ asked Nanny Anne sulkily.

‘It is Christmas and we are meant to be good to each other at Christmas,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so as a gesture of goodwill I would like to invite you to join my choir for next years’ Carols by Candlelight concert.’

‘Why on earth would I do that?’ asked Nanny Anne.

‘I know you would derive no pleasure singing alongside me, a far superior performer,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but if you were standing alongside me, instead of in the audience, your outfit would not get covered in cake shrapnel.’

Nanny Anne looked down at her own hopelessly stained angel outfit, then across at Nanny Piggins’ impeccable pale blue cocktail dress, and reluctantly said, ‘All right.’ Then Nanny Anne shocked Nanny Piggins by doing something entirely unexpected – she held open her arms and gave Nanny Piggins a big tight hug.

Boris gasped he was so impressed. ‘I didn’t know she had it in her. Such technique! Good squeeze, arm extension and duration.’ (Being a bear, he was an expert on bear hugging.)

As Nanny Anne walked away, the children stepped forward to join Nanny Piggins.

‘What an unexpectedly harmonious result,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You do realise that Nanny Anne only hugged you,’ said Derrick, ‘so she would spread the stains from her outfit onto yours, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘After all, she is still a dreadful woman. But she doesn’t realise how much I enjoy having cake stains all over my dress, which I can suck out later, so I am prepared to accept her gesture in the spirit that it was not intended.’
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Obviously, bribing a police officer is wrong. But if your local Police Sergeant loves freshly baked shortbread cookies as much as mine does, I advise you to have a batch of these ready at all times. It’s not so much a bribe as a mood enhancer. Experience has taught me that nothing makes the Police Sergeant forget what he is cross about as quickly as a mouthful of shortbread.
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INGREDIENTS

175 grams butter

110 grams caster sugar

200 grams plain flour

25 grams semolina flour

a little caster sugar for dusting

METHOD

1.   Preheat the oven to 150°C.

2.   Lay a sheet of baking paper on a cookie tray.

3.   Beat the butter and sugar together with a wooden spoon.

4.   Add the flour and semolina flour and keep beating.

5.   Then abandon the spoon and knead with your hands until you have a dough. (Don’t be afraid to get messy. It will be fun to lick off later.)

6.   Sprinkle some caster sugar on the bench, then roll out the dough.

7.   Cut out shapes using festive cookie cutters (or you can use letter shapes if you need to send someone a rude message). Then lay your shapes out on the cookie tray.

8.   Use a fork to prick the shortbread shapes in the middle or they will rise up while baking.

9.   Bake in the oven for 25 to 30 minutes, or until they start to go brown around the edges.

10. Remove your cookies from the oven, lay them out on a cooling rack and dust them with caster sugar for extra crunchiness.

11. Eat, enjoy and share with any law enforcement officer who is cross with you.

PS. If you get into trouble as much as I do then it is wise to make up a double batch of dough, and keep half in the fridge as a standby. (Roll the spare dough into a log and wrap it up in cling wrap.) Then, if you find out the police are about to swoop, you can quickly get a batch in the oven before they kick in your door. With luck, the smell will be so divine the Police Sergeant will entirely forget to serve the arrest warrant.
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’Twas the night before Christmas, so naturally Nanny Piggins was up on the roof Santa-proofing the house by fastening chicken wire over the chimney.

‘Right, pass me the nail gun,’ instructed Nanny Piggins.

‘You know Santa Claus is not a bad person,’ said Michael, handing it to her.

‘I know that,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!’ went the nail gun.

‘No-one likes getting presents from strangers more than me,’ continued Nanny Piggins, ‘but that doesn’t mean that breaking and entering is all right. If he wants to give us gifts he should knock on the door, come in and have a slice of cake like a normal person.’

The children looked at each other. Their nanny was not accustomed to the finer points of Christmas. Because, you see, she had lived most of her life in the circus, and the Ringmaster never let them celebrate the yuletide holiday.

In fact, he never let them celebrate any holiday. He even discouraged them from knowing the day of the week. Anything that allowed them to measure time, and realise how long they had been working for him, was strictly forbidden.

‘It amazes me that one overweight man, wearing a bright red fur-trimmed suit no less, manages to go on a worldwide crime spree on the same night every year and nobody has ever done anything about it!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’d think at the very least the animal rights activists would have a go at him for wearing fur.’

‘Perhaps they don’t because they like getting presents,’ suggested Michael.

‘You’re probably right,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘So few people have principles anymore. Especially when it comes to a stocking full of chocolate treats and toys. Now where’s my note?’

Derrick handed his nanny the note she had written earlier. It read:

Dear Mr Santa Claus,

Kindly refrain from breaking into this home via the chimney. If you were a true gentleman you would knock at the front door and introduce yourself. Or at the very least climb in through the upstairs bathroom window like a normal person.

Kind Regards

Nanny Piggins F.P. (Flying Pig)

‘There, that ought to do it,’ said Nanny Piggins as she used the nail gun to fix the note to the chimney stack.

Boris promptly burst into tears. Celebrating Christmas was new for him too, but unlike Nanny Piggins he was anxious not to miss out. ‘But what about me?’ blubbered Boris. ‘My shed doesn’t have a chimney. How am I going to get my presents?’

Samantha gave Boris’ leg a comforting hug. ‘I’m sure he’ll climb in through the window or dismantle part of the roof. After all, he’s Santa, so he’s got lots of initiative.’

‘I hope so,’ said Boris, struggling to control his tears. ‘It’s just that I really do like getting presents.’

‘It’s bears like you who send mixed messages to burglars,’ said Nanny Piggins sternly. ‘Either it’s all right to break into people’s homes or it’s not.’

‘You break into people’s homes all the time,’ Derrick pointed out.

‘But that’s different,’ protested Nanny Piggins.

‘How?’ asked Michael.

Fortunately Nanny Piggins was saved from having to find logic in her argument because at this point they were interrupted by a noise from below.

‘There is someone on the street,’ whispered Derrick.

‘Is it the Police Sergeant?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I called him and reported that there was a large fat man, wearing red, breaking into houses tonight. True, he did laugh at me and hang up. But perhaps he has decided to do something about it after all.’

They all crept to the edge of the roof and looked over. And they were startled by what they saw. It was not the Police Sergeant. No, it was someone much more impressive. It was the greatest annual home intruder of them all.

‘It’s Santa Claus!’ gasped Nanny Piggins.

There was no mistaking the red clothes, the white beard, the sack full of toys and the ‘little round belly that shook like a bowl full of jelly when he laughed’ (not that he laughed while they were watching him. But he did sneeze and it definitely wobbled then).

‘But where are his reindeer?’ asked Boris. It did seem strange to see Santa travelling on foot. He did not look like a man who took exercise regularly.

‘Perhaps they’ve ditched him because they don’t want to do jail-time,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘He’s got a lot of toys in that sack,’ said Michael. ‘I hope he’s got something good for us.’

‘Pass me the nail gun again,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve got a present for him if he tries getting down our chimney.’

‘You can’t shoot Santa with a nail gun!’ protested Samantha.

‘Not even a little bit?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No!’ exclaimed the children.

‘I could just nail his boots to the roof until the police get here,’ suggested Nanny Piggins.

‘He’s got to deliver presents to all the boys and girls in the world,’ explained Derrick. ‘He hasn’t got time to be arrested.’

‘He’s only got to deliver them to all the good boys and girls,’ muttered Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s probably only seven or eight children on the entire planet. After all, 365 days in a row is an awfully long time to expect a child to behave themselves. Most of them struggle to keep it up for five minutes. Delivering presents to good children will probably only take him an hour or two. Then he’ll go home to the North Pole and watch television.’

‘Well, I’ve been a good boy and I’m not letting him forget about me!’ declared Boris as he leapt up to his full height, waved his arms and called out, ‘Hey, Santa! I live in the shed around the back. I haven’t got a chimney but I’ll leave out a chainsaw and you can cut a hole in the roof if you like.’

Unfortunately Santa Claus was so shocked to suddenly be addressed by a ten-foot-tall bear standing on a rooftop, that he stumbled backwards, dropping his sack and falling into the gutter, where he hit his head hard on the edge of the pavement.

‘Oh my goodness!’ exclaimed Samantha. ‘You’ve killed Santa!!!’

Boris burst into tears. ‘I didn’t mean to!’ he sobbed.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll first-aid him,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He may be an international master criminal, but if he needs an icepack I’m just the pig for the job!’ With that dramatic statement, Nanny Piggins leapt straight off the roof.

When the children rushed to look over the edge they were relieved to discover Nanny Piggins had caught the branch of a tree. (She had been watching Robin Hood and had seen Errol Flynn do something very similar, so she had been secretly practising leaping out of her second-storey bedroom window all week.) She then climbed down the tree and rushed over to Santa.

The children hurried back into the attic, ran down the stairs and out through the house to help her (which only took three seconds more, but was nowhere near as impressive).

‘Is he all right?’ asked Derrick.

‘Well he’s breathing,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but just look at him! He’s wearing a red jacket with red trousers! His dress sense is in serious trouble.’

‘Maybe that’s fashionable at the North Pole,’ suggested Boris.

‘Looking silly isn’t fashionable anywhere,’ said Nanny Piggins firmly, ‘unless you’re a clown and then it is an unfortunate occupational requirement.’

‘Check his pupils,’ suggested Samantha.

‘His what-whats?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘The black part of his eyes,’ explained Derrick.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘That’s what they always do on TV medical dramas,’ explained Samantha.

‘Then it must be right,’ decided Nanny Piggins. She pulled up each of Santa’s eyelids and had a look at his eyes. (This was easy to do because she had been eating toffee so her trotters were sticky and it was easy to get a good grip on his eyelashes.) ‘Mmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Yep, they definitely look like eyes.’

‘Shouldn’t we call an ambulance?’ asked Michael.

‘We could,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but they would only call the police. And you know the Police Sergeant made me promise I would not make any more citizen’s arrests this week.’

Nanny Piggins had tried arresting the Post Mistress at their local post office, arguing that the length of her queues were a cruel and unusual punishment, and that since torture had been outlawed under the Geneva Convention, the Post Mistress clearly should be thrown in jail.

‘You don’t want me to spend Christmas Day in jail, do you?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘You spent Easter in jail and you said you enjoyed it,’ Derrick reminded her.

Nanny Piggins had been arrested after hurling herself at an Easter bunny in the shopping centre and wrestling him to the ground. In the end she was let off because, as she told the judge, ‘The Easter Bunny only had himself to blame. Dressing up in a full-sized bunny suit and handing out free chocolate is like dressing-up as a zebra and standing in the lion enclosure at the zoo.’

‘Yes, but I got to eat all the Easter Bunny’s chocolate before I was arrested,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I haven’t had my Christmas lunch yet. And you promised to make the most wonderful Christmas lunch ever, so I don’t want to miss that.’

 ‘We can’t leave Santa unconscious and lying on the footpath on Christmas Eve night,’ said Derrick. ‘What are we going to do with him?’

‘Isn’t it obvious?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ said the children.

‘I may not know a lot about celebrating Christmas, but I have watched every Christmas movie and television special ever made,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So I know that when Santa falls ill, or sprains his ankle, or is kidnapped, it is the job of the first person who finds out to take over and do his job.’

‘What are you saying?’ asked Samantha. (Samantha actually knew exactly what Nanny Piggins was saying, but she was desperately hoping she was wrong.)

‘I shall be Santa Claus and deliver presents to all the boys and girls of the world!’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘All the good boys and girls,’ corrected Boris.

‘No, I’m going to give presents to the bad children as well. Unlike Santa I believe in positive reinforcement,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘If they’re behaving badly and you want them to improve, you have to use the carrot as well as the stick.’

‘But you always say you’d rather be hit by a stick than have to eat a carrot,’ argued Michael.

‘Just because the expression doesn’t make any sense doesn’t make it any less true,’ said Nanny Piggins sternly. ‘Now help me get Santa inside.’

‘Do you want me to carry him?’ asked Boris.

‘No, I think we’d better drag him,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He’s a heavy one and I’d hate for you to get a hernia on the night before Christmas. Especially when you promised to perform the entire Nutcracker ballet for us after lunch tomorrow.’
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And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children dragged Santa inside (only banging his head three times on the edge of the garden path and once on the telephone table in the hallway).

‘What next?’ asked Samantha. ‘Are you going to put on Santa’s clothes?’

‘First of all,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘it would be highly impertinent to undress the man. He’s got a head injury, so I’d find it very hard to justify to the Police Sergeant why I took his trousers off. And secondly, I would never wear such an unflattering outfit.’

The children looked at Santa. Nanny Piggins did have a point. Bright red was not very slimming.

‘It’s almost as if he’s proud to have a weight problem!’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘In this day and age, when everyone is so concerned about childhood obesity, he is hardly a good role model. No, if I am going to be Santa Claus, I am sure I can find something much more glamorous to wear.’

And so Nanny Piggins dashed upstairs and disappeared into her bedroom. She reappeared five minutes later wearing a fabulous off-the-shoulder crimson ball gown, which was perfectly accessorised by two beautiful dangling earrings that Nanny Piggins had made out of two chocolate Santas. (Chocolate Christmas tree decorations never actually made it to the tree in the Green house.)

‘Right, hand me Santa’s sack, I’m off to deliver presents,’ announced Nanny Piggins.

The children did not know what to say. They could have said ‘Are you out of your mind?’ or ‘How are you going to climb down a chimney dressed in that?’ But they realised it would be much more fun watching Nanny Piggins try to climb down a chimney dressed in a ball gown. So Derrick simply said, ‘Here you are,’ as he handed his nanny the sack. Then they dutifully followed behind her as she carried it out into the street.

‘Where shall we deliver presents first?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

There were not a lot of children living in the street (one of the chief reasons for Mr Green choosing to live in the neighbourhood).

‘Mrs Roncoli’s grandchildren are staying with her,’ suggested Samantha. ‘Julia is five and Raymond is two.’

‘Perfect,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And I know for a fact that Mrs Roncoli baked a Dundee cake this morning, so perhaps we can have a slice of cake while we’re in there.’

‘Wouldn’t that be wrong?’ asked Derrick.

‘We’re breaking into her house!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If she catches us, she’s not going to quibble about a slice of cake.’

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children crossed the street and let themselves in through Mrs Roncoli’s front gate. Then they stood back and watched Nanny Piggins. They should have realised that their nanny was not going to let a little thing like an ankle-length satin ball gown hamper her athleticism. She just hitched the hem of her skirt up into her undies and scampered up the drainpipe like a monkey.

Next it was the children’s turn to get up on the roof, and since Derrick, Samantha and Michael had no circus training, this was not so simple. But the children found that if they climbed up Boris and stood on his head (which he did not mind), they were high enough to grasp Nanny Piggins’ trotter. Then she could pull them up, one at a time, to join her.

Pulling Boris up was going to be a little bit harder, what with him weighing 700 kilograms and not being able to stand on his own head. But the problem was solved when Nanny Piggins told him she thought she saw a bee by his left foot, and he simply leapt up onto the roof without any help from anyone.

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children then made their way over to the chimney and peered over the edge. It was very dark and black inside.

‘I’m going to throw the presents down first,’ said Nanny Piggins, emptying her sack into the chimney. ‘That way they can break my fall.’

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like us to fetch a rope so we can lower you down?’ offered Michael.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins, as she climbed up on the chimney stack. ‘There’s no time for that. I have a whole planet’s worth of toys to deliver. Wish me luck!’ And with one last wave to the children she dived headfirst down the chimney. The children heard nothing for a moment . . . then the distinctive sound of a pig falling headfirst onto a pile of toys.

‘Ow!’ said Nanny Piggins

‘Are you all right?’ called Derrick, his voice echoing down the chimney.

‘Yes,’ replied Nanny Piggins. ‘Although in hindsight I probably should have only thrown the soft toys down first. A scale model of the Taj Mahal does not make for a very soft landing.’

‘Can you see the Christmas stockings?’ asked Michael.

‘I can’t see anything, it’s too dark down here,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No, hang on, I can’t see anything because my skirt is over my head. I’ll just adjust that . . . Wait a minute, there’s no way out! There are bricks on all four sides.’

‘I didn’t like to say anything earlier, Sarah,’ said Boris, leaning over the chimney, ‘but Mrs Roncoli did get a gas heater installed last month. You remember, you made the workmen lend you their van so you could get even more chocolate than usual from the sweet shop.’

‘What’s your point?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I’m pretty sure that to install a gas heater you first have to brick-up the fireplace,’ explained Boris.

‘Well of all the . . .’ Nanny Piggins muttered a few very rude things that I cannot repeat here in print. But the gist of it was – she was not impressed that Mrs Roncoli had failed to explain the full details of her renovation plans to Nanny Piggins both personally and in writing.

‘What are we going to do?’ worried Samantha.

‘I’m going to give Mrs Roncoli a piece of my mind,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But how are you going to get out of there?’ asked Derrick.

Nanny Piggins looked up at Boris and the children twenty feet above as they stared down the chimney at her.

‘Hmmm,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What are you thinking?’ asked Boris.

‘I was just thinking . . . that from the inside, a chimney is an awful lot like a cannon,’ said Nanny Piggins.
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Twenty minutes later the children were standing a safe distance away on the far side of the street as Boris rolled out the last of the fuse wire.

‘This is safe, isn’t it?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, I wouldn’t say it was safe,’ admitted Boris (he was an honest bear). ‘If anyone else tried it I’m sure it would go horribly wrong. But at the circus, Nanny Piggins used to get blasted out of a cannon seven times a night. So this will be a walk in the park for her.’

Boris lit the fuse.

‘You know we could just knock on Mrs Roncoli’s door and explain what happened,’ said Derrick, beginning to panic.

‘Or lower a rope down and pull her out,’ suggested Michael.

‘Ooh, that is a good idea,’ said Boris. ‘It’s a shame it’s too late now. Look, the fuse is almost there.’

The children watched in horror as the fuse disappeared into the chimney.

‘Cover your ears,’ advised Boris.

Derrick, Samantha and Michael only just got their hands to their ears before they were shaken by the huge blast. The shock waves knocked Derrick and Samantha off their feet (they would have knocked Michael off his feet too except he was standing right in front of Boris and it is hard to go anywhere when there is a 700-kilogram bear right behind you). Then they saw a streak of crimson rocket up into the sky with the distant cry of ‘Yippeeeeeeeeeee!’ from Nanny Piggins as she flew up into the stratosphere.

‘Oh my goodness, how is she going to land?!’ exclaimed Samantha. ‘We didn’t rig up a safety net.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ said Boris confidently.

‘What do you mean she’ll be fine?!’ said Derrick. ‘Gravity causes a body to accelerate at 9.8 metres per second. If she goes a thousand metres in the air that means she will hit the ground going –’ Derrick struggled to do the maths in his head.

‘Really fast,’ supplied Michael.

‘Sarah knows what she is doing,’ said Boris.

‘Does she secretly have a parachute in her ball gown?’ asked Samantha.

‘She has got one in her red clutch purse. But whoops!’ said Boris, holding up a red clutch purse. ‘She gave that to me to mind.’

‘Oh no,’ said Samantha. ‘This is going to be the worst Christmas ever.’ And Samantha knew quite a bit about bad Christmases because their beloved mother had gone missing in mid-December (and before she’d had a chance to make a Christmas cake, so it was a double tragedy).

But a moment later, instead of seeing their nanny plummeting back to earth as they expected, they saw, illuminated in the moonlight, what looked like a giant red umbrella with two pig’s feet in the middle, floating slowly down towards the ground.

‘I don’t believe it,’ exclaimed Derrick. ‘Nanny Piggins’ skirt has puffed out and it’s acting as a parachute!’

‘Now I can see why Nanny Piggins says it is vitally important to always wear clean underwear,’ said Michael.

Nanny Piggins gently drifted down below the line of the rooftops, then they heard the most wonderful sound. Instead of a crash or a thud, there was a huge ‘kersplash!’ as Nanny Piggins landed safely in the backyard swimming pool of Mr and Mrs Taylor, three blocks away.

‘You see, I told you she’d be fine,’ said Boris.
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Boris and the children ran around to the Taylors’ house and met a very soggy Nanny Piggins emerging from the front gate.

‘Well that was fun!’ said Nanny Piggins excitedly. ‘Although I think I’ve ruined my best ball gown. I must have a word with Mr Taylor about using less chlorine in his pool.’

‘You’re not hurt?’ asked Samantha.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I enjoyed it tremendously. There was just enough time in my flight for me to eat my chocolate earrings.’

‘But what are you going to do about delivering all the toys?’ asked Derrick. ‘You’ve been Santa Claus for forty minutes now and you haven’t managed to deliver any presents.’

‘At this rate you’ll never get presents to everyone in just one night,’ added Michael.

‘I must admit I don’t seem to be as effortlessly good at this job as I am at every other job I try,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘Perhaps we should go and consult Santa. He may have regained consciousness by now, and he might be able to let me in on some of his tricks. He could at least tell me where he parked his reindeer.’

So Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children went back to their house where they found Santa still lying on the couch. They knew he was all right because no-one with a serious head injury would snore that loudly.

‘Wake up, Santa,’ called Nanny Piggins. ‘Wake up!’

Santa suddenly woke up with a grunt and a very unattractive snort. ‘What, what, what?’ said Santa. ‘What is the meaning of this?’

‘Santa sounds awfully familiar,’ said Samantha with growing dread.

‘Aaaggghhh! His beard has fallen off!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins when Santa’s beard had came away on her toffee-stained trotters.

But the children were not looking at the beard, they were looking at a far more shocking sight – the now naked-faced Santa.

‘Aaaaggghhh, it’s Father!’ yelled the children.

‘Urgh,’ moaned Mr Green. ‘What happened? I’ve just had the most peculiar dream. I was walking along the street when suddenly a great big fat bear started yelling at me.’

Boris (who had hidden under a lampshade as soon as he saw Mr Green) whimpered. He was very sensitive about his weight.

Nanny Piggins, who was very protective of her brother, slapped Mr Green hard across the face.

‘Ow!’ squealed Mr Green. ‘What did you do that for?’

‘Oh I’m sorry,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Slapping is for hysteria, isn’t it? And icepacks are for head injuries. I always get those two confused. I really must finish reading that first-aid book.’

‘Give me back my fake beard,’ demanded Mr Green. ‘I don’t want to lose my deposit at the costume shop.’

‘I will not. How dare you walk the street impersonating a beloved holiday icon,’ scolded Nanny Piggins. ‘Children love Santa. Just think how disappointed they would be if they thought Santa was like you.’

‘I’m not dressed up in this ridiculous costume voluntarily,’ snapped Mr Green. ‘I only did it because the senior partner made me for the firm’s Christmas party.’

‘Why you?’ asked Derrick.

‘I was the only one the red suit would fit,’ admitted Mr Green.

‘Ah yes, because you’re fat,’ said Nanny Piggins nodding knowingly.

‘But why were you bringing home a big sack full of toys?’ asked Michael. ‘Shouldn’t you have given them out at the Christmas party?’

‘I didn’t get a chance to give away any toys because none of the children would come and sit on my lap,’ grumbled Mr Green. ‘I threatened to take a wooden spoon to them if they didn’t do as they were told, but that only seemed to make them cry harder.’

‘What I want to know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘is if there was a work Christmas party, why didn’t you take your own children?’

‘Um well, um . . .’ stuttered Mr Green. ‘It never occurred to me. I forgot I had children, I suppose.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ said Derrick. ‘At least we didn’t hurt the real Santa.’

‘And we can leave it to the real Santa to deliver presents to all the boys and girls of the world,’ added Samantha.

‘I suppose,’ conceded Nanny Piggins, ‘but can we still go back across the road so I can blast myself out of Mrs Roncoli’s chimney again. That was a lot of fun.’

‘I don’t think Mrs Roncoli would appreciate it if we did structural damage to her home,’ worried Samantha.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m sure she won’t even notice.’

And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children had a wonderful Christmas Day. It started well when Mr Green went into the office to do some paperwork (he needed to rack up brownie points because he was going to have a tricky time explaining to the senior partner how the sack full of toys had come to be a small pile of melted debris). Then because Nanny Piggins had never made a Christmas dinner before, the children were in charge of all the cooking. And knowing their nanny well, they served Christmas pudding, Christmas pudding, Christmas pudding and Christmas pudding for entree, main course, dessert and second dessert.

Admittedly Nanny Piggins did ruin the first Christmas pudding. When the children turned off the lights and brought the pudding into the dining room topped with flickering brandy sauce, Nanny Piggins was so horrified to see a dessert on fire she threw herself on the flames (risking her dress and her personal safety). But once the children had explained that flaming brandy sauce was traditional and in no way damaged the pudding, Nanny Piggins was able to relax and enjoy the meal. She enjoyed sucking the pudding off her dress. And then they all enjoyed eating the other three puddings off plates. After they had eaten as much as was physically possible, they went into the living room and had a wonderful time watching Boris perform The Nutcracker. (He did break two vases and the light fitting but only because he put on such a spectacular performance.)

‘So, Nanny Piggins,’ said Michael. ‘What do you think of Christmas?’

‘I think it’s wonderful,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘So you’re not going to put chicken wire over the chimney next year then?’ asked Derrick.

‘No, of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Good,’ said Samantha with relief.

‘Next year,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I’ll put a trip wire down by the stockings. Santa will never see that coming.’
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Regrettably, because my weak-willed publishers fret and fuss every time someone threatens to sue them, I am being forced to tell you how to make a ‘safe’ Santa trap.

Apparently several spoilsports (parents) are concerned that children who read my story Nanny Piggins Saves Christmas will be inspired to climb up on their roof and nail chicken wire over the chimney. (Indeed, two children in Switzerland already have. The Swiss will insist on building their houses with extremely steep roofs. Fortunately there had been six feet of snow the night before so the children had something lovely and soft to fall on.)

Obviously there is nothing wrong with trying to prevent home intruders. But many parents and emergency room doctors are concerned because so few children have advanced circus training or proper safety harnesses and, therefore, have a tendency to fall off their rooftops. This is not a problem for the children of Coober Pedy where roofs are at ground level, but anybody who lives in an above-ground dwelling is really ill-advised to fall off a roof, especially if they live in a multi-storey block of flats.

Trust me, you don’t want to spend Christmas Day in hospital. I shudder to think what they would serve for your Christmas lunch. They might say it’s ‘turkey’, but given the sorry state of our public hospital system it is more likely to be a rat the chef caught down the back of his refrigerator.

So here are the instructions for building a safe Santa trap (safe for you, but not for Santa).

Instead of climbing up on the roof and nailing chicken wire over the top of your chimney, simply nail the chicken wire over the bottom of the chimney, across the open fireplace. This will save you having to climb up on the roof, in possibly inclement weather, and it will actually work far better because chicken wire at the bottom will trap Santa inside your chimney so he has no way of escaping until the police arrive. In fact, if you leave a packet of biscuits in the fireplace (preferably chocolate-coated), Santa will be so busy gobbling them up he may not even realise that he is trapped. As you can guess from his physique, he really does like chocolate biscuits.

So there you have it. Please don’t climb up on your roof just to trap Santa. He is not worth it, and you might fall off the roof. If you block the chimney, you will only encourage Santa to smash his way in through a window and it is devilishly hard to get a glazier to come out and repair a window on Christmas Day.
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There are many, many ways to make a chocolate cake and I urge you to try them all, repeatedly, several times a day if possible. But sometimes, when you are in the grip of a particularly urgent need for cake – perhaps because your blood sugar has dropped to an unhealthy low after being forced to run away from a truancy officer, police swat team or irate neighbour – it is best to keep things simple. Here is the recipe I use when I need chocolate cake and I’m too delirious with hunger to do anything more complicated.



 

INGREDIENTS

180 grams caster sugar

180 grams butter (soften in the microwave first)

180 grams self-raising flour

a pinch of salt

3 eggs

2 tablespoons of cocoa (or drinking chocolate if you’ve already eaten all your cocoa)

2 friends (one strong and one fast moving)

METHOD

1.   Preheat your oven to 180°ºC.

2.   Grease a cake tin and line with baking paper. (NB. You don’t have to bother doing this if you are happy to rip the cake out of the tin a handful at a time and lick the sides clean with your tongue.)

3.   Put the sugar and butter in a bowl and mix together.

4.   Add the eggs, one at a time.

5.   Stir in the self-raising flour, salt and cocoa.

6.   Now, you must RESIST THE URGE TO EAT THE BATTER (at least not all of it). You might need a large strong friend to physically hold you back at this stage. Preferably while screaming ‘No, don’t do it, Nanny Piggins! Let the batter become a cake!’

7.   Get another friend to tip the batter into the cake tin.

8.   Pop the cake in the oven and bake it. Depending on what sort of oven you’ve got and what sort of tin you’ve used, it should take between 25 and 40 minutes to cook. You can tell when it’s done by poking the cake with a knitting needle. (Be sure to take any knitting off the needle before you use it, or the old lady you stole it from will get cross with you.) If it’s uncooked, the needle will have batter on it. If it’s cooked it should come out cleanly.

9.   Eat it.

I hope you enjoy this recipe as much as I do.
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Rest assured, the game Sardines does not actually involve the eating of sardines. Fish is bad at the best of times because it is almost never served with chocolate, but sardines are fish with extra badness because they are squashed into a tiny tin full of oil and salt, which only serves to make the fish taste extra fishy.

The only thing the game Sardines borrows from the fish sardines is the squashing.

Basically, Sardines is exactly the same as Hide and Seek except when you find someone you don’t loudly say, ‘Ha ha, I found you. What a terrible hiding place. What on earth made you think of hiding there?!’

No, in Sardines when you find the person hiding you squeeze in and hide next to them.

So if you are playing with ten people, by the end of the game there will be nine people all squashed into one hiding space while the one last sad person haplessly wanders the halls looking for you.

I once played a game of Sardines that lasted for six days. Luckily I had several cakes sewn into the hem of my dress so the six other players and I were able to sustain ourselves in our hiding position in a freestanding wardrobe. It was only on the seventh day, when it occurred to us that perhaps we should climb down and check, that we discovered that the last player had got bored and gone back home to Belgium.

Nevertheless, Sardines is an excellent game.
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The children sat slumped and exhausted at the breakfast table. It was Boxing Day so they didn’t really want to eat breakfast because they had eaten so much the day before. But they knew suggesting to Nanny Piggins that they might skip a meal could lead to a long lecture on the importance of regular meals (she had no notion of the idea of injuring yourself from overeating), so the children dutifully slouched by the table waiting for her to appear. They expected her to burst out of the kitchen with chocolate-covered pancakes, or chocolate-covered waffles or chocolate-covered chocolate, like she normally did. But unsurprisingly, she managed to totally surprise them by bursting in through the hallway door dressed up from head to foot as a boxer.

The children did not know what to say. Partly because they were still brain-addled from all the calories they had consumed the day before, and partly because it had never occurred to them that their nanny might appear at the breakfast table dressed as a pugilist.

Derrick had only had seven helpings of Christmas pudding the day before so he was the first to gather his wits and ask, ‘Nanny Piggins, why are you wearing black silk shorts, a vest and boxing gloves?’

‘I’m dressed up for the boxing, of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Who are we going to fight first? Can we go down to the school? I’d love to take a swing at Headmaster Pimplestock for that disparaging remark he made about Michael’s penmanship in his last report card.’

‘I think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick,’ said Michael.

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Nanny Piggins enthusiastically. ‘After we’re done with the boxing, I could hit him with a stick too.’

‘Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha carefully. She did not want to enrage her nanny when she was dressed for a day of violence. ‘You do realise that on Boxing Day there is no actual boxing?’

‘What?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘No boxing?! Is this some sort of cruel joke? If there is no boxing, why do they call it Boxing Day?’

The children looked at each other. They had no idea. Now that they thought about it, they realised it made very little sense. It would be like calling the day after Easter ‘Kung Fu Day’, then scheduling no martial arts at all.

‘Are you telling me that today is Boxing Day and yet I’m not going to be allowed to hit anybody at all?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Well, no more than usual anyway,’ said Derrick.

‘What a dreadful disappointment,’ said Nanny Piggins as she slumped on a dining chair. ‘Still, it makes sense. I had wondered why everyone was so excited by Christmas, which is just a day of presents and eating. Boxing Day seemed so much more fun, you get all the leftover food plus the chance to hit people.’

‘We’re sorry for your loss,’ said Michael sympathetically.

‘So what are we going to do today?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘All the shops are shut. Anyway, I’ve been banned from the sweet shop and the Chocolatorium for a week while they repair the damages from my pre-Christmas shopping frenzy.’
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‘To be strictly accurate,’ said Derrick, ‘it was more of an eating frenzy.’

‘Well, it seemed such a shame to take the chocolate home, wrap it up and give it to someone else,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Much better to eat it while it’s fresh and flavoursome.’

‘Last week you told me chocolate tasted better when you let it mature down the back of the sofa for a month,’ said Michael.

‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘and I believed it at the time. But I think that was because I had just found a chocolate bar down the back of the sofa, so my opinion was influenced by the deliciousness of that chocolate.’

‘Well, there won’t be any chocolate or boxing today,’ said Michael glumly.

‘Why not?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Because it’s Boxing Day,’ said Samantha.

‘So?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘In the Green family,’ explained Derrick, ‘Boxing Day is the day when all the extended family gets together.’

‘To do what?’ asked Nanny Piggins, assuming there would, at the very least, be some sort of cake-based ritual.

‘Nothing, we just get together,’ said Samantha.

‘And the police allow this?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Because, and no offence here, children. As you know, I think you three are all lovely . . .’

‘Thank you,’ said the children.

‘But I am assuming your extended family takes after your father in their lack of charisma and basic hygiene,’ guessed Nanny Piggins.

‘You’re right,’ agreed Derrick.

‘So surely allowing so many painfully boring and tedious people together in one place could be dangerous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Their anti-personality could act like antimatter and cause a black hole, sucking the entire planet into its vortex and destroying the galaxy.’

‘Have you been watching astronomy documentaries?’ asked Derrick.

‘No, Star Trek,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘It can be tremendously educational.’

‘The relatives come over every year and the galaxy has never imploded before,’ said Samantha.

‘That’s just what you think to the best of your knowledge,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But what if the galaxy had imploded and you just didn’t notice because you were in the eye of the implosion so everything seemed the same.’

‘My head is hurting,’ said Michael. ‘This is too much to think about before breakfast.’

‘You mean you haven’t eaten?’ exclaimed a shocked Nanny Piggins. ‘Didn’t you find the chocolate friands I made you? There are 12 dozen waiting for you in the kitchen.’

The children found that after the thought-provoking philosophical discussion they actually did have an appetite for a few friands.

‘So when do your dreadful relatives arrive?’ asked Nanny Piggins as she chomped on the seventy-sixth friand.

‘They are invited to arrive at 10 am,’ said Samantha, ‘so most of them arrive between 8 and 9 o’clock. Then they can judge the ones who are on time for being late.’

‘And what refreshments will your father provide?’ asked Nanny Piggins, getting to the nub of what was, in her mind, the most important consideration.

‘He doesn’t provide refreshments,’ said Michael.

‘What?!’ exploded Nanny Piggins. ‘I know I shouldn’t be shocked by the depths of your father’s depravity after all that I have seen him do. But to invite over guests and not supply refreshments is positively inhumane. How can you be expected to endure the company of cousins, great aunts and, even worse, great uncles, if you are unable to shove a slice of cake in your mouth?’

‘That’s the whole reason Father offers to host. That way he gets out of providing refreshments,’ explained Derrick. ‘He provides the venue and tells all the guests to bring a plate.’

‘A plate?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Why? Is it a Greek-themed party? Are they going to smash the plates, preferably over your father’s head, because if that is the case I may change my mind and throw my support behind the occasion.’

‘No, when you ask people to bring a plate it means you want them to bring a plate of food,’ explained Samantha. ‘Then everyone shares.’

‘Just one plate each?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘That will be inhaled in a millisecond! Then what will they do? Goodness knows, being Greens they’ll have nothing to say to each other.’

‘To be fair,’ said Derrick, ‘Father does provide entertainment.’

‘Really? Well, that’s more like it!’ said Nanny Piggins, perking up. ‘Who has he hired? A balloon animal artist? A juggler? A magician? Someone who breathes fire?’

‘No,’ said Derrick, ‘he provides the entertainment himself. When the conversation hits a lull he gets up and does a one-hour presentation on the latest breakthroughs in tax auditing.’

‘No,’ gasped Nanny Piggins, thoroughly appalled.

‘With an overhead projector to demonstrate graphs and charts,’ added Samantha.

‘That’s dreadful,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Someone should tell Santa. He would come and take Mr Green’s presents back.’

‘Santa only gave him one pair of socks this year,’ said Michael.

‘Which was more than he deserved,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Santa probably only gave them to him because he can smell the stinky socks he usually wears all the way to the North Pole.’

(Dear Reader, to be strictly accurate, Mr Green’s feet did not smell that bad. At least, no worse than any man whose wife has mysteriously gone missing and therefore has no-one to tell him off for not doing the laundry as often as he should. But you have to remember that, as a pig, Nanny Piggins has an extraordinary sense of smell, a thousand times stronger than a human’s. So she could be a little overly harsh and judgemental when it came to odour.)

‘Well, I’m not standing for this,’ said Nanny Piggins, contradicting her statement by getting to her feet. ‘If your father is going to allow his dreadful relatives into this house then I shall have to take action.’

‘Are we going out?’ asked Michael.

‘No, I shall invite my own family over,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘All of them?’ asked Derrick.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘all thirteen of my identical fourteenuplet sisters. They are so extraordinary and brilliant it will counteract the drabness of the Greens, balancing out the potential social disaster and hopefully creating a normal pleasant gathering.’

‘I thought you didn’t know how to contact your sisters?’ said Samantha.

‘I don’t,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but Wendy will know.’

‘Which sister is she?’ asked Michael.

‘Is she the devious computer genius with a vendetta against the chess community?’ asked Derrick.

‘That’s Deidre,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Or the amoral kleptomaniac with a passion for apricot danishes?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, that’s Anthea,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Or the messy-haired biographer who tried to take over the world by stealing your mother’s cake recipes?’ asked Michael.

‘No, no, no, that’s Nadia,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Wendy is the evil super-spy who tried to throw me out of an aeroplane.’

‘Oh, her,’ said the children.

 ‘She uses her contacts in the espionage business to keep tabs on us all,’ explained Nanny Piggins.

‘Why?’ asked Samantha.

‘In case she falls too deeply into fudge debt and has to blackmail one of us to raise the money to pay off her fudge supplier,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I didn’t know she had a fudge problem,’ said Derrick.

‘I didn’t say she had a problem,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I said she periodically ate so much fudge she racked up tens of thousands of dollars in debt. It is very judgemental of you to assume that is a “problem”.’

‘Sorry,’ said Derrick.

‘And I happen to know for a fact that she has been tapping our telephone,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Because you can hear clicking sounds on the line?’ asked Michael. (He had watched lots of police television programs so he knew all about such things.)

‘Partly,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but mostly because of the distinctive sound of an evil pig eating fudge.’

Nanny Piggins lifted the handset of the telephone. ‘Wendy, I know you are there listening . . . Stopping chewing does not conceal the fact that you are there . . . I can smell the fudge down the phone line.’

‘Can she do that?’ asked Samantha, worried about the time she had eaten an apple right before ringing her nanny. (Nanny Piggins did not approve of fruit, especially in its raw form. She was suspicious of anything that was good for your bowels.)

Michael shrugged. ‘Nanny Piggins can do anything.’

Nanny Piggins continued to speak on the phone. ‘Wendy, I want you to gather all our sisters and have them here are the Green house by 10.15 today . . . What do you mean “Why should I?” Isn’t a polite request from your sister enough?’

‘When was she polite?’ asked Derrick.

‘I’ll make it worth your while,’ promised Nanny Piggins. ‘If you get them all here on time I shall buy you one box of fudge. The largest one available from Mr Flomberg’s Fudgetorium.’

The children heard the phone click on the other end as Wendy hung up.

‘Now we just sit and wait,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘And eat more friands?’ asked Michael.

‘Of course we eat friands,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Plus we’d better whip up some real refreshments. My sisters are not going to put up with your father’s shabby standards when it comes to hospitality. If there isn’t a large quantity of A-grade cake plus apricot danishes for Anthea, the subsequent riot may very well cause structural damage to your home.’
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At 8.02 am the Greens began to arrive. They were every bit as detestable as Nanny Piggins had imagined. First to arrive was Cousin Agnetha, an utterly unpleasant woman. She always looked like she had been sucking on a lemon, because she had always been sucking on a lemon. She needed to, to keep scurvy at bay. She was so miserly she only ever ate home brand porridge, which meant she was prone to vitamin C deficiency (scurvy). To counteract this she did not buy vitamin C tablets from the chemist. No, that would be too lavish. Instead, she went out every night at midnight, climbed her back fence and stole a lemon from her next door neighbour’s tree and then spent the next day sucking on it.

Next came Uncle Waldo. He smelt even worse than Mr Green because he had discovered some time in the mid-eighties that you can save a fortune on socks if you don’t wear them. And since he did not mind the smell of his own feet (it is a peculiarity of evolution that people with a normally perfectly good sense of smell, for some reason do not mind the whiff of their own body odour), during the three decades since he had stopped wearing socks he had saved nearly two hundred dollars. (He had not spent much money on socks beforehand.)

And then came Great Aunt Hilda. A shrewd, shrivelled old lady who enjoyed saying mean things to see how people would react. She was the one who concocted the whole ‘Santa Photo Scheme’ (see Chapter 1, or use your memory) purely because she knew how much it made Mr Green squirm to remember that he had three children.

By 9.45 the house was full of two dozen people who only had three things in common – their surname was Green, they were unpleasant and they smelt like they had left their washing out on the line for a week in rainy weather (which incidentally, if you have ever left your clothes on the line for a week and wondered what that smell is, it’s fungus and bacteria growing between the fibres of your clothes).

‘Do you think if we called the Police Sergeant we could have them all arrested?’ asked Nanny Piggins as they watched the amassed Greens all sitting silently in the living room through the peepholes in the kitchen wall. (Nanny Piggins had drilled four holes in the wall specifically for this purpose so they could all peek at whoever was in the living room at once, because the inconvenient thing about peepholes is usually that you have to take turns peeking.)

‘The Police Sergeant is on holiday in Bermuda,’ said Derrick.

‘Do you think he would cut his holiday short?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘This is an emergency. The floor may very well collapse under the weight of their boringness.’

‘It’s five minutes to ten,’ said Samantha. ‘Your sisters should be here any moment. That’ll perk things up.’

Nanny Piggins checked her watch. ‘If we all survive the next five minutes.’

The doorbell rang.

‘Who could that be?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘It must be your sisters,’ said Derrick.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Pigginses don’t arrive early. We devote every available minute of preparation time to ensuring that we look fabulous. Then we prefer to arrive a little bit late so that everyone is waiting in breathless anticipation.’

The doorbell rang again.

‘Come along,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Let’s see who it is. It’s not like this lot are going to do anything interesting while we’re not looking.’

When Nanny Piggins swung open the door she was immediately shocked and appalled, for there on the doorstep was her least favourite sibling (which was really saying something because most of her sisters were congenitally evil) . . . her brother.

‘Bramwell Piggins!’ said Nanny Piggins. (She had a way of saying her brother’s name that made it sound like the very rudest swear word.) ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

‘I heard you were having a family gathering,’ said Bramwell buoyantly, ‘so I thought I’d pop by and regale my delightful sisters with anecdotes about my latest exploits.’

‘You did no such thing,’ accused Nanny Piggins. ‘You came along because you knew that at any function I was hosting there would be impossibly delicious cake.’

‘There will? How lovely!’ said Bramwell. ‘Where’s the buffet table?’ he asked as he tried to edge his way around Nanny Piggins. But the fact that her brother had a slight weight problem (which is the polite way of saying he had an enormous weight problem) and was as wide as he was tall, was not going to deter Nanny Piggins from blocking his entry. She was a diminutive pig, at only 4 feet tall and only weighing 40 kilograms, but as she and Bramwell both knew full well, she could soon incapacitate him with a brutal noogie, wedgie, wet willie or any of the other forms of violence that are allowable in the eyes of the law between brothers and sisters.

‘You might as well let him in,’ said Derrick. (It was Christmas and therefore the time of being charitable.) ‘At least he’ll give the Greens something to talk about, or rather complain about.’

‘Yes, and I know what the topic of conversation will be,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Your Great Aunt Hilda will take one look at him and start talking about bacon sandwiches. She really is so predictable.’

‘Are we spit roasting pork for lunch?!’ exclaimed Great Aunt Hilda as Bramwell entered the room.

‘I have to give her credit,’ said Nanny Piggins begrudgingly. ‘I didn’t expect her to come up with new material.’

‘Madam, it is a delight to meet you,’ lied Bramwell, as he leaned forward to kiss Great Aunt Hilda’s hand. Not that he really wanted to kiss it. He used it as an opportunity to eat the slice of Christmas cake she had forgotten she was holding.

‘Piggins,’ said Mr Green. ‘What’s this pig doing here?’

Much as Nanny Piggins did not want her brother in her house either, she did not like being addressed as ‘Piggins’. After all, she was a lady, not a private schoolboy. And while it is extremely common for brothers and sisters to not like each other, the one thing that will always unite them is criticism from an outsider.

‘It is my house,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘I have every right to invite my brother to a holiday gathering.’

‘It is not your house, it is mine,’ spluttered Mr Green. ‘The deed is in my name.’

‘A slight technicality,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I think if you ask anyone on the street whose house this is, it is universally referred to as “Nanny Piggins’ place”.’

‘This is a family gathering – for my family,’ declared Mr Green.

‘But I’m the nanny,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That makes me part of your family. Haven’t you read any popular literature? Nannies and long-haired dogs are always considered to be so beloved that they are family members.’

‘Pish!’ said Mr Green, failing to think of a reasoned argument.

‘There,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that’s my catchphrase. You’ve only picked it up because we’ve been living together for so long.’

‘What was that?’ asked Great Aunt Hilda, turning her hearing aid up. (Usually she left it turned off because she was so miserly she liked to conserve the batteries.)

‘Apparently Lysander has been living with a pig for years,’ said Uncle Waldo.

‘Doesn’t surprise me,’ said Great Aunt Hilda. ‘Who else would have him? Only decent woman he ever knew was his wife and he pushed her over the side of a boat.’

‘I did not push my wife over the side of a boat,’ said Mr Green. ‘She mysteriously went missing.’

‘That’s what they all say,’ said Great Aunt Hilda.

Fortunately the unpleasant conversation among the Greens was brought to an end by a window smashing as a smoke bomb was thrown into the room.

‘What’s going on?’ spluttered Samantha.

‘Aha!’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I think my sisters have arrived.’

She was immediately proved correct by Wendy swinging through the broken window on an abseiling line and landing, cat-like, among the shards of broken glass.

‘Where’s my fudge?’ demanded Wendy.

‘Where are my other 12 sisters?’ demanded Nanny Piggins.

‘I’ve locked them in a minibus out the front,’ declared Wendy. ‘Show me the fudge and I’ll show you our sisters.’

‘Not another pig,’ wailed Mr Green as the smoke began to clear and he could see who Nanny Piggins was talking to.

‘No,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘another 13 pigs. This is about to be the first gathering of the Piggins sisters since we shared a weaning shed all those years ago.’

‘How many years ago exactly?’ asked Derrick. He knew it was rude to ask but he couldn’t help but be curious.

‘Derrick!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You should never ask a lady her age! You certainly shouldn’t ask fourteen identically aged women their age, especially when many of them have advanced training in martial arts.’

‘Enough of the fiddle-faddle,’ snapped Wendy Piggins. (She wasn’t the only Piggins who made up words.) ‘Where’s the fudge?’

‘I hid it in an ingenious hiding place,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘To prevent fudgenappers?’ asked Wendy.

‘No, so I’d forget where I put it and not eat it myself,’ admitted Nanny Piggins.

‘So where did you hide it?’ asked Derrick.

‘That’s a good question,’ said Nanny Piggins. She rubbed her snout as she tried to remember. ‘The problem is I’m so good at coming up with ingenious hiding places, I sometimes accidentally outwit even myself.’

‘Imagine you were a box of fudge,’ suggested Michael. ‘Where would you hide yourself?’

‘That’s it!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I gaffer-taped the fudge to the underside of the trapdoor down in the cellar.’

‘I think you’ll find it’s not there,’ said Great Aunt Hilda.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Is someone checking that this woman regularly takes her medication?’

‘When I arrive at Lysander’s house the first thing I always do is search every nook and cranny for snacks,’ said Aunt Hilda, ‘because I know you can’t rely on him to provide decent refreshments.’

‘You know, children, this is the first one of your relatives whom I actually like,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I like the cut of your jib, Great Aunt Hilda. Are you sure you’re really a Green? You could have been adopted. Perhaps you are a distant relative of a Piggins?’

At this moment the conversation was interrupted by a cabbage smashing in through the only unbroken window in the room.

‘Who on earth would throw a cabbage through my window?’ wailed Mr Green.

‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins and Wendy Piggins in unison. ‘Katerina Piggins!’

‘She’s the evil vegetable lover,’ Michael explained to the rest of the Green family.

‘The others must have escaped the minibus,’ said Wendy.

‘Brace yourself,’ Nanny Piggins warned the Greens. ‘You are about to meet my entire family.’
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What followed was a spectacular Christmas function. A lot of food was eaten. Fortunately Hans the baker was a Buddhist, so he was quite happy to work on Boxing Day, and he was able to deliver a truckload of baked goods to appease the gathering of Pigginses. Mr Green tried to calm the guests by delivering his traditional Boxing Day tax lecture featuring transparencies of all his favourite deductions from throughout the year. But Deidre, being an evil inventor, took the overhead projector out into the garden, amplified its power and used it to toast marshmallows instead. Then Nanny Piggins’ Boxing Day dream came true when all the Pigginses and the Greens got into a massive fist fight in the garden.

The Pigginses of course enjoyed this enormously. Wrestling in the rose bushes is much more fun than traditional Boxing Day activities like playing board games or watching old movies. But even the Greens enjoyed the brawl. Aunt Hilda had been longing to punch Uncle Waldo on the nose for years and she finally got her chance. Cousin Jean seized the opportunity to grab Aunt Edith’s wig and chuck it in the next door neighbour’s birdbath. And even Mr Green snuck in a quick kick to his Uncle Seamus’ shin for giving him a second-hand bookmark for his Christmas present when he was nine years old.

Later that night, when all the extended family had gone home, Nanny Piggins and the children sat around the kitchen table eating ice-cream.

‘That was an excellent family gathering,’ said Nanny Piggins happily as she held an ice-cream pack to her blackened eye. She had accidentally hit herself in the face while wrestling Bramwell into Mrs Lau’s fish pond because she felt it was her civic duty to make sure Bramwell took a bath.

‘My favourite part was when Samantha emptied third cousin Iris’ handbag into Mrs Simpson’s worm farm,’ said Michael.

Samantha blushed. ‘She said something mean about my nose.’

‘Good for you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Boxing Day is now my favourite public holiday.’

‘But you do understand that you aren’t really meant to do boxing on Boxing Day,’ Derrick reminded her.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t believe that for a second. Boxing is clearly the perfect thing to do the day after Christmas. A few fisticuffs and a bit of a wrestle is just the thing when your family has been getting on your nerves. It helps you build up your appetite for eating leftovers as well.’ (Not that there were any leftovers in the Green house. The thirteen Piggins sisters plus Bramwell saw to that, before disappearing into the night as suddenly as they had arrived.)

‘I can’t wait until next year,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We should build an actual boxing ring. Your Great Aunt Hilda has quite the right hook. I saw the way she took on Wendy when they both lunged for the last square of fudge.’

‘Aren’t you sad that you only got to see your sisters for such a short and violent time?’ asked Derrick.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I know people say that Christmas is a time for families and togetherness, and that is true to some extent, but you have to very carefully limit just how long you spend with your family. Just as our families are the people we love most in the world, they are also the people who irritate us most in the world. And no-one wants to spend Christmas Day in prison facing thirteen counts of attempted pigicide.’

‘Don’t you mean fourteen, if you include Bramwell?’ asked Samantha.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No court in the land would convict me for attempting to pigicide Bramwell. They would probably join in.’
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Everyone knows that when you are sick it is very important to have lots of vitamin C. But the problem with vitamin C tablets it that they can be terribly dangerous. If you don’t choke on the tablet, you can strain your wrist trying to open the jar. This is why I urge all sick people to consume their vitamin C in the form of lemon cake. It is much better for you. Here is a lemon cake recipe so simple even very sick people can struggle to their kitchen and make it. (If you are having trouble getting to the kitchen to make lemon cake, I suggest a slice of chocolate cake first to give you the energy to get there.)



 

INGREDIENTS

Cake

250 grams caster sugar

250 grams butter

250 grams self-raising flour

4 large eggs

zest of 1 lemon

 

Icing

the juice of 1 lemon

200 grams icing sugar

METHOD

1.   Mix the sugar and the butter until creamy.

2.   Then mix in the flour, eggs and lemon zest.

3.   Pour the mixture into a greased cake tin.

4.   Cook until done. (It can be hard to tell when a cake is done. When you can smell it cooking, that is a good sign. You need it to rise and then solidify, so after it has risen don’t test it straightaway. Wait a couple of minutes, then you can pat it gently on top to see if it springs back. Or test it with a skewer or knife to see if it is gooey inside.)

5.   When the cake is cool, mix the lemon juice and icing sugar until runny. Then smear it over the top of the cake.

NB. As with all my recipes, if it doesn’t quite work the first time, just eat it anyway and try again. Nothing improves your cake-making ability like more eating and baking.
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I do not normally approve of the mysterious practice of voodoo. Nor do I approve of making food into cute shapes. But sometimes when you are particularly cross with someone and there is a restraining order against you, you could get in a lot of trouble if you bite them on the shins. On these occasions it can be very therapeutic to bake a batch of gingerbread men, pretend they are the person you are angry with, and then chomp them all up. Plus, in the case of this recipe, the gingerbread is delicious, particularly if you decorate it liberally with lots of chocolatey decorations.



 

INGREDIENTS

125 grams butter

125 grams sugar

4 tablespoons golden syrup

300 grams self-raising flour

4 teaspoons powdered ginger

1 egg yolk

 

Topping

a bucket full of chocolatey decorations

METHOD

1.   Cream the butter and sugar together.

2.   Add the self-raising flour, powdered ginger, golden syrup and egg yolk, then mix it all up into a dough.

3.   Roll out the dough on a floured surface.

4.   Use a man-shaped (or woman-shaped, if you know Nanny Anne) cookie cutter to cut out your shapes, then put them on a baking tray covered in baking paper.

5.   Cook at 250°C for 5 to 10 minutes. Watch them like a hawk and whip them out of the oven as soon as they start to darken around the edges.

6.   Decorate your Gingerbread Men with icing and chocolates. (Traditionally Gingerbread Men are given raisin eyes and cherry buttons down their front. But I do not approve of fruit. So I like to pretend that my Gingerbread Men have come down with a raging case of chocolatitis, which means I cover them with chocolate buttons, chocolate freckles, chocolate chips, chocolate sprinkles and any other equally delicious confectionery until the surface of the gingerbread is barely visible.)

7.   Finally, and this is the fun bit, think dark thoughts about someone who has wronged you and then chomp into your Gingerbread Man and pretend you are biting their leg off.

I hope you enjoy this recipe as much as I have. It is much cheaper than going to therapy and much more delicious.
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It was the first day of the last week of school, and Nanny Piggins immediately knew something was wrong when she saw Samantha getting off the bus looking cheerful. It usually took Samantha 45 minutes and several slices of cake to let go of the anxieties caused by a day’s worth of education.

‘Why is your sister looking so happy?’ Nanny Piggins asked Derrick and Michael. ‘Has the canteen been selling those ice-blocks with the banned red food colouring in them again? Last time she had one she was hyperactive for a week, and had a red tongue for a month. Now I don’t begrudge anyone a treat-induced mania, but I would be much more comfortable with her food-fuelled joy if it was caused by a good old-fashioned ingredient like sugar rather than a modern man-made one like flavourings and illegal imported food colouring.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with iceblocks,’ Derrick assured his nanny.

‘Go on,’ Michael urged Samantha, ‘tell Nanny Piggins your good news.’

‘I’m a shepherd,’ declared Samantha with a beaming smile.

‘She’s got a head injury, hasn’t she?’ said Nanny Piggins knowingly. ‘Was it a fall? Or did she get in a fight in the canteen line while she was waiting for her contraband iceblock?’

‘No, she really is a shepherd,’ said Derrick.

‘In the school nativity play,’ added Samantha, finally able to stop feeling giddy long enough to say something helpful.

‘But you’re a girl!’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘How can you be a shepherd? Everyone knows all shepherds are men, because no woman would be silly enough to stay up all night in a field full of sheep. No disrespect to sheep, I know they are lovely, sweet-tempered creatures. But they are also unimaginably stupid and they do get their own poo stuck in their wool and do nothing about it.’

‘They are going to give me a fake beard to wear,’ explained Samantha. ‘All the shepherds are girls. There aren’t enough roles for girls otherwise.’

‘Your school astounds me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They are dogmatic about the ridiculous five-day-a-week attendance rules. And now, just because it’s Christmas time, they actively encourage cross-dressing.’

‘Isn’t it wonderful!’ exclaimed Samantha as she literally skipped with delight.

‘You’re going to have to explain this to me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I am completely unable to fathom your sister’s uncharacteristic ebullience.’

‘She was worried she was going to be asked to play the lead role,’ said Derrick. ‘You know – Mary.’

‘Who?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘The mother of Baby Jesus,’ explained Michael.

‘Oh, her,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Usually Margret Wallace plays her every year,’ said Derrick.

‘But Margret Wallace has blonde curly hair and blue eyes,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘whereas Mary came from the Middle East so she must have had brown eyes and hair.’

‘But Margret is the prettiest girl in school,’ explained Michael. ‘Mary always gets played by the prettiest girl in school.’

‘But this year,’ said Derrick, ‘Margaret Wallace got chickenpox and is covered in spots.’

‘Surely Nanny Anne wouldn’t let a little thing like that stand between Margaret Wallace and the lead role in a play,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Nanny Anne was one of Nanny Piggins’ (many) arch rivals. In fact if there had been a tear in the space–time continuum, causing Nanny Piggins to be exactly replicated in a reverse clone, someone who was opposite in every single way, then Nanny Anne is what you would get (which makes you wonder if this is how Nanny Anne was created).

‘Margaret also broke her nose,’ added Michael.

‘She got chickenpox and broke her nose!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘What terrible bad luck.’

‘Well the chickenpox sort of caused the broken nose,’ explained Samantha. ‘Nanny Anne put so much calamine lotion on her that she got some in her eye and couldn’t see properly so she walked into a doorknob.’

‘I don’t blame her,’ said Nanny Piggins sympathetically. ‘If Nanny Anne were my nanny I’d walk into a doorknob too.’

‘She’s still going to be in the play,’ said Derrick.

‘But surely the poor child should be at home lying down?’ protested Nanny Piggins.

‘Nanny Anne insisted that the show must go on,’ explained Samantha.

‘But what could she possibly play with such hideous facial impediments?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘She’s going to be the back end of the donkey,’ said Derrick.

‘Nanny Anne can’t be happy about that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Who’s playing the front end?’

‘I am,’ said Michael happily, ‘because I’ve already had chickenpox.’

‘Good,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Remind me to pack lots of chocolate inside the donkey suit for you to share with poor Margaret. One of Nanny Anne’s great failings is her total lack of appreciation for the recuperative properties of dairy milk chocolate. So who are you playing, Derrick?’

Derrick blushed. ‘Joseph,’ he admitted.

‘The male lead!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘I think technically Baby Jesus is the male lead,’ corrected Michael.

‘Yes, but it isn’t a speaking part,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Any part that is traditionally played by a plastic doll is not a good role for an actor.’

‘I’ve got three whole lines,’ said Derrick proudly.

‘Excellent,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Show me the script and I’ll punch them up for you. See if I can add some jokes and perhaps a touch of soft shoe dancing.’

‘I don’t think you’re allowed to punch up the script,’ said Samantha. ‘It’s from the Bible.’

‘Saint Luke won’t mind,’ Nanny Piggins assured her. ‘I’ll only make improvements. After all, it’s been over 2000 years. The dialogue could probably do with freshening up and perhaps a few contemporary political references.’

‘I don’t think Headmaster Pimplestock will go along with that,’ warned Derrick.

Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘I find that there is no end to what Headmaster Pimplestock will agree to once I put him in a headlock,’ she said.
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So Nanny Piggins sat down to read the play. The school had been performing the exact same nativity production with the exact same props and costumes for thirty years. This made things very easy for the staff, because by the time the children were old enough to play the talking parts they had seen the play so many times that they knew all the lines by heart. But Nanny Piggins was not going to let a little thing like tradition sway her.

‘This play is appalling,’ she denounced. ‘Who wrote it?’

‘I think Headmaster Pimplestock did,’ said Derrick.

‘Typical,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That man has less imagination than a fruit bat – a species that is pathologically unimaginative because of the excess of fruit in their diet.’

‘I know the dialogue is a little stilted,’ said Derrick, ‘but nativity plays are supposed to be simple.’

‘It’s not the complete lack of word play, action sequences or fist fights that appalls me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s that he’s got all the facts entirely wrong.’

‘Really?’ asked Samantha. ‘I’m pretty sure he includes all the main plot points from the Bible.’

‘Aha,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s where he went wrong.’

‘How?’ asked Derrick.

‘There is a much more reliable account of what went on in that stable the night that Baby Jesus was born,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Really?’ asked Michael, beginning to get excited. He could sense a stunning revelation coming.

‘Yes, the oral history of the Piggins family includes a firsthand account of that night, which has been passed down through generations, from pig to pig,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, my great times ninety-eight grandmother, Yudith Piggins, was in the stable that night.’

‘No way!’ exclaimed the children.

‘She helped deliver the baby,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You’re pulling our legs,’ said Samantha.

‘Well, you don’t think Joseph delivered the baby, do you?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘In these tricky situations you always need a woman, or preferably a pig, to take charge.’

‘Tell us the story, Nanny Piggins, please,’ urged Michael, knowing that if Nanny Piggins said a Piggins was present at the first Christmas, events must have been even more exciting than the recorded history.

‘All right,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, checking her watch, ‘if you give me forty-five minutes to whip up baklava. You shouldn’t tell stories without something sticky and sweet in your hand.’

And so forty-five minutes later the children sat around Nanny Piggins on the couch, a tray of sticky honey-flavoured pastry on each of their laps, ready to listen to her story.

‘Long long ago,’ began Nanny Piggins.

‘Over 2000 years ago,’ supplied Derrick.

‘Don’t interrupt,’ snapped Nanny Piggins. ‘The dates are neither here nor there. The shocking details of the first Christmas that I am about to tell you are much more significant than a 2000-year-old calendar system.’

‘Sorry,’ said Derrick.

‘That’s quite all right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, Long long ago . . .’ She glared at Derrick before continuing, ‘My great times ninety-eight grandmother Yudith Piggins was minding her own business and having a lovely nap after a particularly delicious dinner of chocolate cake.’

‘I didn’t know they had chocolate cake 2000 years ago in the Middle East,’ said Samantha.

‘Humans didn’t,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but pigs have always been way ahead of humans in the field of experimental cooking.’

The children nodded, encouraging her to continue.

‘So Yudith Piggins was sound asleep, snuggled up in the corner of a stable behind an inn when –’ continued Nanny Piggins.

‘Hang on,’ interrupted Derrick.

‘Again with the interruptions,’ complained Nanny Piggins, rolling her eyes.

‘I don’t mean to be disrespectful,’ continued Derrick.

‘People who say that are always about to be very disrespectful,’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘In the Middle East, people don’t eat bacon or pork,’ said Derrick carefully. (The subject was a very sensitive one to his nanny. The mere mention of the word ‘bacon’ could send her into a shin-biting frenzy.)

‘That’s true,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘They are a very civilized people. What’s your point?’

‘Why would there be a pig in the stable then?’ asked Derrick.

‘If they don’t eat pork, where else would the pig be?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No, I mean, why would they even –’ began Derrick.

‘You’ve already heard the story to know there was no room at the inn,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes, but –’ continued Derrick.

‘She was hardly going to go and sleep in an open field with the sheep like some sort of wild animal, was she?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Well,’ began Derrick.

But Samantha put her hand over his and whispered to her brother, ‘Derrick, we all want to hear Nanny Piggins’ story. If you start trying to apply logic and rational thinking we’re never going to get through it, are we?’

‘Sorry,’ said Derrick, realising that his sister was entirely right. ‘Please continue.’

‘Yudith Piggins was having a lovely dream about a world where fruit was soaked in so much brandy and cooked with so much fatty suet that it actually tasted good, when she was rudely awoken by a great big pregnant lady sitting on her trotter,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Ow!’ cried Yudith Piggins. ‘How dare you crush my trotter, and when my imagination hadn’t finished inventing all the ingredients to go in the pudding I was dreaming about.’

‘Sorry,’ said the pregnant lady. ‘It’s just nice to sit down on something that isn’t a donkey.’

‘Have you tried a chair?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘I’d love a chair,’ said the pregnant lady, ‘but they won’t let us in the inn.’

‘Really?’ asked Yudith Piggins. ‘That would be right. That innkeeper is a rotter. He wouldn’t let me borrow his oven to make crème brûlée, so I’m not surprised he doesn’t let a eight-and-a-half month pregnant woman inside his inn. He’s probably worried you’ll have the baby and keep him up half the night asking for boiling water and towels.’

‘I think my feet have swollen,’ said the pregnant lady.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘That’s the problem with travelling by donkey, there’s no foot rest.’

‘Do you mind if I have a little nap?’ asked the pregnant lady.

‘Not there!’ exclaimed Yudith Piggins. ‘I keep my stash of sticky buns under that pile of hay. Come over here, there’s a nice pile of hay that the cow hasn’t got around to using as a toilet yet.’

‘Thanks,’ said the pregnant lady, before promptly falling asleep. Yudith Piggins was just about to do the same when a man came into the barn.

‘What is this?’ demanded Yudith. ‘Is this Bethlehem’s hip new meeting place or is it a stable?’

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the man politely. ‘Is my wife all right?’

‘She’s gone to sleep,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘She was telling me some crazy story about you making her travel a long distance on a donkey.’

‘It’s true,’ said the man. ‘We’ve come all the way from Nazareth for the census.’

‘Are you out of your mind?! She’s eight-and-a-half-months pregnant!’ exclaimed Yudith Piggins. ‘She shouldn’t be travelling anywhere, except perhaps to the nearest cake shop for more sustenance.’

‘We had to,’ said Joseph. ‘It’s the law. You have to return to the place of your birth for the census.’

‘Yes, but it should be pretty easy to get around that,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘DNA technology and fingerprinting haven’t been invented yet, so as long as you turn up with a woman at the census, they’re never going to know whether she’s your actual wife. That way you could let this poor pregnant woman stay at home with her feet up, eating bonbons.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ admitted Joseph.

‘It never ceases to amaze me that humans think they are the dominant species when they are so poor at lateral thinking,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘And deceit,’ she added as an afterthought.

‘Aaagh!’ interrupted Mary.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘I think the baby is coming,’ said Mary.

‘I bet it’s a boy,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘Only a man could have such bad timing.’

‘What should I do?’ asked Joseph.

‘Do you know how to bake a chocolate cake?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘No,’ admitted Joseph.

‘That’s a shame,’ said Yudith. ‘All this drama is making me peckish. Never mind, I’m putting you in charge of holding Mary’s hand and saying supportive things. Do you think you can handle that?’

‘I think so,’ said Joseph.

‘Failed!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Until this baby is born I want every sentence you say to be phrased in the most positive way possible. Do you think you can handle that?’

‘Ummm . . .’ Joseph racked his brain, trying to stop it panicking and focus. ‘Of course, everything is going to be all right.’

‘Now kiss her and tell her she’s beautiful,’ ordered Yudith Piggins.

‘Aaaagggghh,’ wailed Mary as another contraction hit.

‘Do you really think it will help?’ asked Joseph.

‘Just do as I say!’ demanded Yudith Piggins.

‘You look beautiful,’ lied Joseph, before giving Mary a kiss.

‘Good work, keep it up,’ urged Yudith. ‘Don’t worry, she’ll be in too much pain to be able to tell that you’re lying.’

And so, two hours later, after much screaming, pushing and swearing like a sailor (from Yudith Piggins, obviously Mary did not have a potty mouth), the baby was born.

‘And they called him Baby Jesus!’ called out Samantha.

‘Who’s telling this story?’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘If you are going to yell out all the good bits, where’s the fun for me?’

‘Sorry,’ said Samantha, ‘Please continue.’

‘And they called him . . . Baby Jesus,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Then Mary had a long nap and Joseph sat with his head between his legs waiting for the feeling of nausea to go away. Yudith Piggins herself was just settling down to go to sleep after a long night of mid-wifery when there was a knock at the door.

‘Who could that be?’ complained Yudith, before calling out through the door. ‘If you’re another expectant mother – go away! This is a stable, not a hospital. We animals need our sleep too, you know.’

‘Yoo-hoo, hello!’ called a voice from outside.

Yudith Piggins instinctively knew that anyone who was silly enough to call out ‘Yoo-hoo’ at two o’clock in the morning was unlikely to go away just because you yelled at them to, so she got out of her makeshift bed of hay and went over to answer the door.
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‘This had better be good,’ she said as she swung open the door and was surprised to discover three shepherds standing there.

‘What do you want?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘Glory to the newborn king!’ declared one of the shepherds.

‘How dare you,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘I’m not a King. I’m a lady. So if you are going to declare me royalty I’d be a Queen.’

‘No, the baby,’ said the shepherd. ‘Unto you a child has been born and he will be our new king, saviour of us all.’

‘How impertinent,’ declared Yudith Piggins. ‘I have not had a baby. And if I had had a baby I certainly wouldn’t stand around talking to a bunch of shepherds.’

‘But the Angel of the Lord came to us in the field,’ said the shepherd, ‘and told us that the bright star would guide us to the stable where Christ our saviour was born.’

Yudith Piggins turned and looked up at the sky. She had to shield her eyes from the glare because an enormously bright star was shining directly above them.

‘Let me get this straight,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘An angel came to you in the field, told you a baby had been born and that you should go and visit it?’

‘That’s right,’ said the shepherd.

‘And this angel didn’t mention anything about appropriate visiting hours, or waiting a few hours while the mother got over a difficult labour?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘No,’ admitted the shepherd.

‘The angel didn’t say anything about not bringing your sheep to meet a newly born baby, whose immune system hasn’t developed yet and may be susceptible to goodness knows what sheep-born diseases?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

The shepherds looked down at the sheep they were carrying, which were undeniably dusty and slightly poo-ridden.

‘Ooops,’ said the shepherd. ‘We didn’t think of that.’

Yudith Piggins sighed. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t blame you, but this angel should have known better.’

‘So can we see the baby?’ asked the shepherd.

‘All right,’ conceded Yudith Piggins. ‘If you leave your sheep outside and you wash your hands thoroughly first.’

So Yudith Piggins led the shepherds in to see the baby. Mary was fast asleep on a bed of hay. And the baby was . . . nowhere to be seen.

‘Joseph!’ called Yudith Piggins.

Joseph looked up. He was still a bit green around the gills. ‘Yes.’

‘Where’s the baby?’ asked Yudith Piggins.

‘Oh, he fell asleep,’ said Joseph, ‘so I lay him in the manger.’

‘You did what?!’ accused Yudith Piggins. ‘What were you thinking? The animals eat out of the manger! Have you any idea how unhygienic that is? And not just for the baby, think about the poor animals! Would you eat off a dinner plate that someone had let a newborn baby sleep on?’

‘Um,’ said Joseph. Truth be told, after all he had seen in the last few hours, he wasn’t planning to eat again any time soon.

‘Never mind,’ said Yudith Piggins with a sigh. ‘I suppose if I have a stern word with the cow and the donkey I should be able to persuade them not to lick the baby for a few days. But really, didn’t you read any of the baby books?’

So the shepherds visited the baby. They all agreed he was most adorable. They counted his little toes, sniffed his lovely soft hair and said ‘oochiekookichoociecoo’ and all the other things everyone does when they meet a newborn. Then they went out into the town and proudly boasted of seeing the baby that would one day be their king. To which everyone said, ‘Yeah yeah, pull the other one.’

And so things returned to normal, or as normal as a stable with donkey, a cow, a very glamorous pig, a newly married couple and a newborn baby can be. Until late one night, Yudith Piggins was again awoken by a knock at the door.

‘Urgh,’ groaned Mary. She had just got the baby back to sleep; the last thing she wanted was for someone to come along and wake him up again.

‘I’ll get it,’ said Yudith Piggins, ‘and they better have a jolly good reason for waking us up at such an anti-social hour, or they are going to get a short sharp nip on the shins.’

When Yudith Piggins opened the door she was startled to discover it wasn’t shepherds this time, it was three amazingly dressed kings. She could tell from all the expensive, gold decorated robes they were wearing, and the fact that they had camels with them, that they were from some far distant, even more exotic land.

‘What do you want?’ asked Yudith Piggins suspiciously. The stable was becoming very overcrowded. She didn’t think they could fit in three kings and their camels as well.

‘We three kings from orient are,’ said the first king. His grammar was a little strange because Aramaic wasn’t his first language.

‘Bearing gifts we travel so far,’ said the second king.

‘Moor and mountain, field and fountain, following yonder star,’ added the third king.

Yudith Piggins looked up at the bright star overhead. ‘That star again,’ she muttered, ‘causes nothing but trouble. Although it does mean we can read at night without a reading light.’

‘We come bearing gifts,’ said the first king. Now this got Yudith’s attention.

‘Really?’ she said. ‘Well, that’s more like it. What did you bring? Chocolate cake?’

‘No, I’ve brought gold,’ said the first king.

‘I’ve brought frankincense,’ said the second king.

‘And I’ve got myrrh,’ said the third king.

‘None of you has children of your own, do you?’ said Yudith Piggins, shaking her head sadly. ‘It didn’t occur to any of you that the kid might prefer a squeaky soft toy or a teething ring.’

‘Sorry,’ said the first king.

‘That’s all right,’ said Yudith Piggins. ‘I suppose it’s the thought that counts.’

Yudith Piggins showed the three ‘wise’ men in. They gave their gifts, worshipped the baby, then spent a few awkward minutes trying to make small talk with the young parents, with whom the three royals had absolutely nothing in common.

They were just about to leave when the third king piped up and said, ‘Oh, by the way, when we came in to town we dropped by King Herod’s place.’

‘Really?’ asked Joseph politely.

‘It’s a royal thing,’ explained the king. ‘When you’re in town you have to drop by the local king to say hello.’

‘Oh,’ said Mary.

‘Anyhoo,’ continued the third king, ‘we did mention that we were coming to see a newborn king who would one day be king of us all.’

‘And how did he take that?’ asked Yudith Piggins suspiciously.

‘Very well,’ said the second king. ‘He said to give you his love. And he wants us to drop by on the way home to give him your postal address.’

‘You nitwit!’ accused Yudith Piggins, as she leapt to her trotters. ‘This is King Herod you’re talking about. And you’ve just told him a new king has been born who will one day take over his job.’

‘I hadn’t thought about it that way,’ admitted the king.

‘And Herod’s not exactly a king renowned for turning up and giving newborns frilly booties, is he?’ accused Yudith Piggins.

‘No,’ admitted the kings.

‘He’s better known for killing everybody who annoys him, isn’t he?’ accused Yudith Piggins.

‘Yes,’ conceded the second king. ‘He killed my camel because he said it looked at him funnily.’

‘Right,’ said Yudith Piggins, ‘everyone is packing up now.’

‘But it’s the middle of the night,’ moaned Mary.

‘Come on,’ said Yudith, ‘you’re never going to get a good night’s sleep here anyway, what with all the farm workers and foreign royalty who keep dropping by. You and Joseph had better take Jesus and flee into the desert before Herod finds you.’

‘All right,’ agreed Joseph.

‘And you three,’ said Yudith Piggins, glaring at the three kings, ‘you had better go home the long way, via Damascus.’

‘Awww,’ complained the kings, ‘not Damascus. You can’t get a decent falafel ball in Damascus.’

‘That’s enough of that,’ ordered Yudith Piggins. ‘You’re the one who dropped Mary and Joseph in it with Herod. You have to make up for it by sneaking out of town and going to the last place he’d ever look for you.’

‘All right,’ agreed the kings.

‘And that,’ announced Nanny Piggins, ‘is the story of the first Christmas. Jesus grew up to say a great deal of tremendously wise things about sharing food and being kind to children, and to try his hardest to save us all from our sins. With some of us there is so much sinning that is quite an undertaking. And it only came to be because he was lucky enough to have a Piggins act as midwife at his birth.’

‘Is that true?’ asked Michael.

‘Whether it is true or not is not the question,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You have to have faith. And I have faith that if one of my ancestors was in the stable that night feeding the little baby crumbs of chocolate, it is the only rational explanation as to how a baby could flourish in such unhygienic circumstances.’
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I object to the game Pin the Tail on the Donkey on ethical grounds because I think it encourages small children to torture the bottoms of innocent donkeys with drawing pins.

Now the scholars among you, who are familiar with the story of the first Christmas, will know that it was in fact a donkey who carried Mary, a full-term pregnant lady (and therefore no lightweight) all the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem (156 kilometres), a very impressive feat.

If that little donkey had not so heroically hauled Mary such a long way, there would be no Christmas! And with no Christmas there would be no Christmas presents, and no post-Christmas sales with heavily discounted chocolate! So really at this time of the year, donkeys should be treated with more respect than being randomly poked with pins.

That said, pinning the tail on things is jolly good fun. I enjoy any game that involves a blindfold and a pointy object. So I have redesigned the game to make it more suitable for Christmas Day. It is called Pin the Tail on Mr Green.

Simply draw a life-size picture of Mr Green. (If you have never met Mr Green, simply imagine the most boring person you know and combine them with the most irritating person you know and that will be good enough.)

Then hand out some tails (with drawing pins attached) to all the children and let them have a go at it.

Not only will the children enjoy the game, but you as the organiser can enjoy the experience of watching such an unpleasant person get skewered repeatedly.
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I shall always remember the first time I tried rock cakes. I was pleasantly delighted to discover they taste nothing like rocks at all. They are, however, best eaten as soon as possible after emerging from the oven. When they are fresh, rock cakes are fluffy and spicy. But after an hour or two they change. Their texture begins to resemble the rocks they are named after. But if this happens to your rock cakes, do not despair. In doing so they become excellent projectiles. And experience has taught me that if you throw rock cakes at people you get in much less trouble than when you throw actual rocks.



 

INGREDIENTS

225 grams self-raising flour

½ teaspoon mixed spice

110 grams butter

110 grams caster sugar

110 grams mixed dried fruit

2 tablespoons milk

1 beaten egg

Deadlocks on all your doors and windows

METHOD

1.   Roll up your sleeves and get your trotters dirty when you rub the butter into the flour and mixed spice. (Don’t worry, it is very pleasant to lick off later.)

2.   Add the caster sugar and dried fruit.

3.   In a separate bowl whisk the egg and milk, then add them to your mixture.

4.   Now stir everything together thoroughly.

5.   Drop the batter into a greased cupcake tin. (Be sure to leave plenty of batter in the bowl and on your wooden spoon for you to contentedly suck on while your cakes bake.)

6.   Put the cupcake tray in the oven and bake at 200º°C for about 10 minutes. (You may have to cook them longer. It depends how much batter you put in each cupcake hole.)

7.   Now this is the single most important step – LOCK ALL THE DOORS AND WINDOWS IN YOUR HOUSE! I cannot overemphasise the importance of this step. You see, freshly baked rock cakes smell so mouth-wateringly delicious that unless you want to share them with every single one of your neighbours, it is essential that you secure your home against cake invaders.

8.   Turn your rock cakes out onto a cooling tray, but don’t let them cool too much as they are delicious while hot.

Eat and enjoy. Or leave and enjoy throwing at someone later. Either way, rock cakes are marvellous and I recommend them highly.
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I am not usually a conspiracy theorist. I do not believe the government is hiding evidence of alien invasion. I don’t believe that Elvis Presley is still alive and selling second-hand cars in Florida. And I don’t think Hollywood filmmakers faked the moon landing. (Actually, the Ringmaster did but that is a story for another time.)

I do, however, believe there is a widespread movement among misguided mothers to sneak healthy food into children’s snack. You may have noticed this; perhaps some of the chocolate chips in your chocolate chip cookies have tasted more like sultanas, or you saw the remnants of carrot on the grater after your mother had been baking your birthday cake.

The root of the problem is that your mother loves you. So much so that she is prepared to sacrifice the taste of your food just so that you live a long and healthy life.

I have no such concerns. This recipe for chocolate cookies is very simple. It has no health benefits but the cookies taste extremely good.

INGREDIENTS

120 grams butter

60 grams caster sugar

120 grams self-raising flour

30 grams drinking chocolate powder

a pinch of salt

METHOD

1.   Cream the butter and sugar.

2.   Stir in the flour, drinking chocolate and salt.

3.   Fight the urge to shove all the beautiful brown cookie dough in your mouth at once (or make a double quantity so you can shove half in your mouth and still have some leftover to make cookies).

4.   Form the dough into balls the size of a walnut and place well apart on a baking sheet.

5.   Flatten the balls with a wet fork.

6.   Bake at 180°C for about 15 minutes.

NB. If you have been a naughty girl or boy, these cookies are an excellent treat to leave out for Santa. He is quite the cookie connoisseur. One bite of one of these deliciously crisp chocolate biscuits and he will pop the lump of coal back in his pocket and give you the pop gun or racing bike that you’ve been asking for.
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On behalf of

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the Green children

I would like to take this opportunity to wish you all a happy, safe and chocolate-filled holiday season.

Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah, Bonza Kwanzaa and Yaki-dah,

from

R.A. Spratt (the author)

 


About the Author

R.A. Spratt is an award-winning comedy writer with thirteen years’ experience in the television industry. She lives in Sydney with her husband and two daughters. Unlike Nanny Piggins, she has never willingly been blasted out of a cannon.

For more information about Nanny Piggins and R.A. Spratt, go to

www.raspratt.com
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1 have endeavoured to assemble @ coliection of
excellnt holiday stories that you can read instead of
talking to your relatives (and if they complain, you can
acouse them of not supporting child fiteracy), as wel
as recipes you can cook to ensure you get the proper
quantity of sugar and butter inyour dict over the holiday
period. (How can you have energy for al the traditional
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and - most importantly ~ chocclate.

Yours Affectionatel,
Nanny Pigging

W.C.F.P. (Worl#'s Greatest Flying Pig)
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Frows Boris
(The Werld's Greatest Ballet Dancing Bear)
The shed in Hhe backyard

My Green's house

Dulsord

To: Somkar Claws.
Novth Pole
Avckic Civcle

2¢" Decemper
Dear Samtar Claws,

Thank you so much For the wonderful heney you
e we for Cluvistmas! It is my Savourite. How did
you know? | suppese the daily letters | sent yeu on all
365 darys of last year weve a subficient Wink,

You Aidk x wondexful job mamaging o force 27
Jows inko my one stockingl (Mrs Siwpson wext door
helped we sew an extvalarge stocking because
she knows Hhart gveusing yeung beaws kave a healthy
appetite)
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Christmas Tip
#6

Tiy to aveid being kidnapped during the holiday
season. While Santa is good at breaking into
houses with no chimneys, if you are nai

2 wooden crate in the hold of a cargo tanker
on the way to Siberia, he might find it a lttle
difficult to track you down. (The sleigh
doesn't have GPS.)

o
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Holiday Fashion Advice
(From the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

Always wear underwear with strong
ela

the waist, even when you

are wearing your finest ball gown or

party dress. You never know when you
will have to tuck your ski

into your
underpants and race an Olympic level
athlete to the dessert table.
1 once attended a Christmas function
with an Olympic silver medallist in
shot-putting.
She was surpr

ingly swift across the
ground when the chocolate log was

brought out.
Fortunately, wi

she was quicker than
me, | was more vicious than her so | was
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you Havow & bucket of water in my face?) is ‘Bovis,
wake suve yow've a gocd bear today. You Aot
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N@ﬁmy Pigging’

CHRISTMAS MESSAGE

Merry Christmas, Happy Hanokkah, Bonza Knanzaa
and Yaki-dah to all my fans who have been Kind enough
to put their hands in their pockets (or their granny's
pocket) and buy this book!

Christmas can be avery painiul fime of year, with so
many overcooked vegetables, gift-wrapped underwear
and unpleasant slobbery Kisses from aunis you dor't
fike. This s why I decided to write (or rather dictate to
my hapless biegrapher RA. Sprat) this book It is a
survival guide to the holiday season. If nothing else, you
can use it to bop your disagnecable undle on the head
when he tries to cat the last srawberry cream from
your Cadbury dairy milk chocolate tray.
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Christmas Tip
i)

If you get a bad report card from school that
says you have been naughty, always plead not
guilty". Tell your parents that your teacher is a
compulsive liar. When they ask for proof, tell
them that i you had really been naughty, Santa
would know and you won't get any presents.
Then on Christmas Day, when you do get

presents, your parents will realise they were
wrong to doubt you. If, however, Santa knows
the truth and you don't get presents, they will

feel so sorry for you as you weep, giftless on the

floor, that they are unlikely to punish you further.

\ 4
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tricycles cat-sick yellow before Santa came
out of his office, saw what was going on and
realised that there had been a terrible mistake
at the paint-mixing factory.

And in November he was so troubled by your
letter about the honey shortage at your local
supermarket that he forgot to put the reindser
in the barn and they spent the whole night
locked out in the cold and snow.

I’m afraid several of the elves are threatening
to quit and go back to their former careers,
secretly helping shoemakers, if this issue is
not resolved promptly.

Hight I suggest you try writing to the Easter
Bunny? He gets far less correspondence, o I'm
sure he would be delighted to hear from you.

Gt
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Holiday Fashion Advice

(From the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

Don't wear a roast turkey costume to
Christmas lunch. Although momentarily
amusing, things quickly become difficult.
(Trust me)
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Christmas Tip
#4

Don't be wicked in December. Santa is an
elderly man with a lot on his mind. Therefore,
if you must be wicked, try to do it during the

first eleven months of the year. There is a good
chance he will forget before he sits down on
Christmas Eve to do his annual evaluation on the

behaviour of every child in the world.
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wever truly saveur every last wouthtul of honey
colke because | am always i such a bremendeus
v o sheve Hhew all iy wouth in case amy other
honey lover should come i the shep and by to buy
one for thewselves. So insread of concentvating ox

s

-
>
“x|

|
“x|
“x
“x|

“
“x|
X

«
“x|
x|
“x|
x|
“x|

l
“x|

“
“x|
x|
“x|

«
x|
“x|
“x|

“
“x|
“x|
“x|

«

a0





OEBPS/images/f0098-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.png
Nanny Piggine’
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Holiday Fashion Advice

CFrom the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

Bubble skirts were an unfortunate
feature of 80s fashion. They were,
however, excellent for stashing large
amounts of chocolate and cake in. So
if you are invited to a Christmas party
that you know will be dreadfully tedious
(perhaps hosted by a firm of lawyers),
it may be worth the sacrifice to your
personal fashion image to ensure that
you have adequate chocolate sustenance
about your person.
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From the desk of ...

Mrs Santa Claus
The Residence
North Pole
fArctic Circle

12% December
Dear Boris,

Thank you so much for your extensive corres-
pondence to my husband, Santa. Rest assured, at
this stage, you are currently registered on the
‘nice’ list. Your preference for honey-related
ifts has been noted.

On a personal note, however, I would like
to ask you if you could perhaps cut down the
quantity of correspondence to perhaps just 80 or
90 letters per year. Don’t get me wrong, Santa
always loves to get letters from children (or,
1in your case, bears) and he is very proud of his
track record of answering as many letters as he
possibly can. But T am afraid he is an old man
and is struggling to keep up with the number of
times you write to him.

He has been spending so much time at his desk
writing replies to you, the elves have been
allowed to go unsupervised for hours at a time.
In October, ome group of elves painted 6900
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Christmas Tip
#2

Ice-skating looks festive, but itis not, unless
your idea of an authentic Christmas experience
is to spend half a day in the local Emergency
Room waiting to get your broken wrist
putin plaster.
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Nanny Piggine’
QUICK AND EASY CHOCOLATE CAKE





OEBPS/images/f0104-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0108-01.png
iTE gﬁ#ﬁ;#ﬁ#*#ﬁnﬁﬁﬁﬁr’ﬁ;
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they weve tremendeusly impertinent) would be avle
to enrer the store behind me. And that is just what
I Aid.

AnA the bruly showmeful thing is that whes | did
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Christmas Tip
#1

Traditionally children put out a plate of biscuits
for Santa and a carrot for his reindeer. This is
ridiculous. It should be the other way around.

Santais the one with the terrible weight
problem - a carrot or two would do him good,
whereas the reindeer have been dragging him

around the world all night. They're the ones that
desperately need a chocolate mud cake each.
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Holiday Fashion Advice

CFrom the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

Christmas is the only day in the year
when an elasticised wai

s acceptable,
indeed necessary, to fully enjoy the
day's eating. In fact | find, for optimum
eating comfort, you cannot go past an
all body wrestling leotard (preferably
hot-pink) - that way your whole outfit is
elasticised and your body can expand
comfortably in every direction as the
eating continues. It also means you are
perfectly dressed if you get into a fight
with one of your relatives over the last
stuffing ball.
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Holiday Fashion Advice

(From the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

If you are an adventurous cook and
decide to flambé your turkey, don't
forget to wear afireproof hat. It doesn't
matter how delicious your meal is, if you
burn all the hair off the front of your
head while cooking it that is what
your guests willtalk about on
the way home.
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Christmas Tip
#7

Some people complain that it i hard to buy.
gifts. These people have no imagi
is no li

ion. There
to the variety of wonderful presents
available that will delight your friends, family
and co-workers. All you have to do is buy
chocolate. Everyone loves chocolate. And if
they don't, they are wrong, and you should buy
them chocolate anyway so they

give it away
to the people who are near to them who have
to put up with their unpleasant chocolate-free

personalities.
| 4
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Christmas Tip
#3

Never stand undemeath mistletoe unless you
enjoy being kissed by your great aunty who
forgot to put her teeth in.
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able to trip her with an oversized candy
cane, then leap over her prosrate form

to get first bite of the chocolate log. (The
first bite is the best because the solid
chocolate coating isn'tjust around the
sides, it's on the end as well) And as a
gesture of reconciliation, | did allow her

to eat the other end.
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Holiday Fashion Advice
(From the Desk of Nanny Piggins)

Thers
tuxedo, and it's not just because the
cut makes him look handsome, or that
the lining s the perfect place to hide a
micro parachute. It's because black is
an excellent colour for hiding chocolate
stains. If you can find a brown tuxedo,
even better, because when you are
feeling a ittle low, nothing cheers you up
more than finding a great big chocolate
stain on your clothes and sucking it out
to enjoy the sugary goodness.

areason James Bond wears a






