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			The Minpins

			Little Billy sat staring at this extraordinary thing. And all at once, a strange uncomfortable feeling came over him.  It felt as though the tree he was sitting in and the green leaves all around him belonged to another world altogether and that he was a trespasser who had no right to be where he was. He watched intently as the tiny shutters of tree-bark opened wider and wider, and when they were fully open they revealed a small squarish window set neatly in the curve of the big branch. There was some sort of a yellowish glow coming from deep inside the window.
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			BEING GOOD

			Little Billy’s mother was always telling him exactly what he was allowed to do and what he was not allowed to do.

			All the things he was allowed to do were boring. All the things he was not allowed to do were exciting.

			One of the things he was NEVER NEVER allowed to do, the most exciting of them all, was to go out through the garden gate all by himself and explore the world beyond.

			On this sunny summer afternoon, Little Billy was kneeling on a chair in the living room, gazing out through the window at the wonderful world beyond. His mother was in the kitchen doing the ironing and although the door was open she couldn’t see him.
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			Every now and again his mother would call out to him, saying, “Little Billy, what are you up to in there?”

			And Little Billy would always call back and say, “I’m being good, Mummy.”

			But Little Billy was awfully tired of being good.

			Through the window, not so very far away, he could see the big black secret wood that was called The Forest of Sin. It was something he had always longed to explore.

			His mother had told him that even grown-ups were frightened of going into The Forest of Sin. She recited a poem to him that was well known in the district. It went like this:

			
				Beware! Beware! The Forest of Sin!

				None come out, but many go in!

			

			“Why don’t they come out?” Little Billy asked her. “What happens to them in the wood?”

			“That wood,” his mother said, “is full of the most bloodthirsty wild beasts in the world.”
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			“You mean tigers and lions?” Little Billy asked.

			“Much worse than that,” his mother said.

			“What’s worse than tigers and lions, Mummy?”

			“Whangdoodles are worse,” his mother said, “and Hornswogglers and Snozzwanglers and Vermicious Knids.
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			“And worst of all is the Terrible Bloodsuckling Toothpluckling Stonechuckling Spittler. There’s one of them in there, too.”

			“A Spittler, Mummy?”

			“Of course. And when the Spittler chases after you, he blows clouds of hot smoke out of his nose.”

			“Would he eat me up?” Little Billy asked.

			“In one gulp,” his mother said.

			Little Billy did not believe a word of this. He guessed his mother was making it all up just to frighten him and stop him ever going out of the house alone.
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			And now Little Billy was kneeling on the chair, gazing with longing through the window at the famous Forest of Sin.
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			“Little Billy,” his mother called out from the kitchen. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m being good, Mummy,” Little Billy called back.
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			Just then a funny thing happened. Little Billy began to hear somebody whispering in his ear. He knew exactly who it was. It was the Devil. The Devil always started whispering to him when he was especially bored.

			“It would be easy,” the Devil was whispering, “to climb out through that window. No one would see you. And in a jiffy you would be in the garden, and in another jiffy you would be through the front gate, and in yet another jiffy you would be exploring the marvelous Forest of Sin all by yourself. It is a super place. Do not believe one word of what your mother says about Whangdoodles and Hornswogglers and Snozzwanglers and Vermicious Knids and the Terrible Bloodsuckling Toothpluckling Stonechuckling Spittler. There are no such things.”

			“What is in there?” Little Billy whispered.

			“Wild strawberries,” the Devil whispered back. “The whole floor of the forest is carpeted with wild strawberries, every one of them luscious and red and juicy-ripe. Go and see for yourself.”

			These were the words the Devil whispered softly into Little Billy’s ear on that sunny summer afternoon.

			The next moment, Little Billy had opened the window and was climbing out.
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			RUN, LITTLE BILLY! RUN RUN RUN!

			In a jiffy Little Billy had dropped silently on to the flowerbed below.

			In another jiffy he was out through the garden gate.

			And in yet another jiffy he was standing on the very edge of the great big dark Forest of Sin!

			He had made it! He had got there! And now the forest was all his to explore!

			Was he nervous?

			What?

			Who said anything about being nervous?

			Hornswogglers? Vermicious Knids? What sort of rubbish was that?

			Little Billy hesitated.

			“I’m not nervous,” he said. “I’m not in the least bit nervous. Not me.”

			Very very slowly, he walked into the great forest. Giant trees were soon surrounding him on all sides and their branches made an almost solid roof high above his head, blotting out the sky. Here and there little shafts of sunlight shone through gaps in the roof. There was not a sound anywhere. It was like being among the dead men in an enormous empty green cathedral.
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			When he had ventured some distance into the forest, Little Billy stopped and stood quite still, listening. He could hear nothing. Nothing at all. There was absolute silence.

			Or was there?

			Hold on just one second.

			What was that? 

			Little Billy flicked his head round and stared into the everlasting gloom and doom of the forest.

			There it was again! There was no mistaking it this time.

			From far away, there came a very faint whoozing whiffling noise, like a small gusty wind blowing through the trees.

			Then it grew louder. Every second it was growing louder, and suddenly it was no longer a small wind, it was a fearsome swooshing whooshing whiffling snorting noise that sounded as though some gigantic creature was breathing heavily through its nose as it galloped towards him.

			Little Billy turned and ran.
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			Little Billy ran faster than he had ever run in his life before. But the swooshing whooshing whiffling snorting noise was coming after him. Worse still, it was getting louder. This meant that the thing, the maker of the noise, the galloping creature, was getting closer. It was catching him up!

			Run, Little Billy! Run run run!
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			He dodged around massive trees. He skipped over roots and brambles. He bent low to flash under boughs and bushes. He had wings on his feet he ran so fast. But still the fearsome swooshing whooshing whiffling snorting noise grew louder and louder as it came closer and closer.
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			Little Billy glanced back quickly over his shoulder, and now, in the distance, he saw a sight that froze his blood and made icicles in his veins.

			What he saw were two mighty puffs of orange-red smoke billowing and rolling through the trees in his direction. These were followed by two more, whoosh whoosh, and then two more, whoosh whoosh, and they must surely be coming, Little Billy told himself, from the two nose-holes of some galloping panting beast that had smelled him out and was coming after him.
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			His mother’s words began thrumming once again in his head:

			
				Beware! Beware! The Forest of Sin!

				None come out, but many go in!

			

			“It’s the Spittler for sure!” Little Billy cried out. “Mummy said the Spittler blows smoke when it chases you. This one is blowing smoke! It’s the Terrible Bloodsuckling Toothpluckling Stonechuckling Spittler! And soon it will catch me up and I’ll be bloodsuckled and toothpluckled and stonechuckled and chewed up into tiny pieces, and then the Spittler will spit me out in a cloud of smoke and that will be the end of me!”

		

	
		
			WOOMPH – WOOMPH!

			Little Billy was running with the speed of an arrow, but each time he glanced back over his shoulder the puffs of orange-red smoky-breath had got closer. They were so close now he could feel the wind of them on the back of his neck. And the noise! It was deafening in his ears, this fearsome swooshing whooshing whiffling panting noise. Woomph-woomph, it went. Woomph-woomph, woomph-woomph! Woomph-woomph! It was like the noise made by a steam locomotive pulling out from a station.
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			Then suddenly he heard another noise that was somehow more fearsome still. It was the pounding of gigantic galloping hooves on the floor of the forest.

			He glanced round again, but the Thing, the Beast, the Monster, or whatever it was, was hidden from his sight by the smoke it shot out as it galloped forward.

			The smoky-breath was billowing all around him now. He could feel its hotness. Worse still, he could smell its smell. The smell was disgusting. It was the stench that comes from deep inside the tummy of a meat-eating animal.
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			“Mummy!” he cried out. “Save me!”

			Suddenly, directly in front of him, Little Billy saw the trunk of an enormous tree. This tree was different from the others because it had branches hanging down very low. While still running, he made a frantic jump for its lowest branch. He caught it and pulled himself up.
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			Then he grabbed the next branch above his head and pulled himself up again. Then again and again, climbing higher and higher to get away from the terrible snorting, smoke-blowing, smelly-breathed beast down below. He stopped climbing only when he was too exhausted to climb any higher.
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			He looked up, but even now he couldn’t see the top of the giant tree. It seemed to go on forever. He looked down. He couldn’t see the ground either. He was in a world of green leaves and thick, smooth branches with no earth or sky in sight. The snorting smelly smoke-blowing beast was miles away down below somewhere. He couldn’t even hear it anymore.
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			Little Billy found a comfortable place where two big branches came together and he sat down to rest.

			For the moment, at any rate, he was safe.
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			Then something very peculiar happened. There was a huge smooth branch very close to where Little Billy was sitting and he suddenly noticed that a small square patch of bark on this branch was beginning to move. It was a very small patch, about the size of a postage stamp, and the two sides of it seemed to be splitting down the middle and opening slowly outward, like a pair of shutters on some tiny window.

			Little Billy sat staring at this extraordinary thing. And all at once, a strange uncomfortable feeling came over him.  It felt as though the tree he was sitting in and the green leaves all around him belonged to another world altogether and that he was a trespasser who had no right to be where he was. He watched intently as the tiny shutters of tree-bark opened wider and wider, and when they were fully open they revealed a small squarish window set neatly in the curve of the big branch. There was some sort of a yellowish glow
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			WE ARE THE MINPINS

			The very next thing Little Billy saw was a tiny face at the window. It had appeared suddenly, from nowhere, and it was the face of an extremely old man with white hair. Little Billy could see this clearly despite the fact that the whole of the tiny man’s head was no larger than a pea.

			
				[image: ]
			

			This ancient miniature face was staring straight at Little Billy with the most severe expression on it. The skin on the face was deeply wrinkled all over, but the eyes were as bright as two stars.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Now something even more peculiar began to happen. All around him, not only on the huge main trunk of the tree but also on all the big branches that grew out of it, other tiny windows were opening and tiny faces were peering out. Some of these faces belonged to men and others were clearly women. Here and there the head of a child was seen peering over a windowsill. The heads of these children were no larger than the heads of matchsticks. In the end, there must have been more than twenty small windows all around where Little Billy was sitting, and from each window these amazing little faces were peering out. No sound came from any of the watchers.
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			The faces were silent, unmoving, almost ghost-like.

			Now the tiny old man in the window nearest  to Billy seemed to be saying something, but his voice was so soft and whispery, Little Billy had to lean right up close to catch his words.
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			“You’re in a bit of a twizzler, aren’t you?” the voice was saying. “You can’t go down again because if you do you’ll be guzzled up at once.  But you can’t possibly sit up here forever, either.”

			“I know, I know!” Little Billy gasped.

			“Don’t shout,” the tiny man said.

			“I’m not shouting,” Little Billy said.

			“Talk softer,” the tiny man said. “If you talk too loud your voice will blow me away.”

			“But . . . but . . . who are you?” Little Billy asked, taking care to speak very softly this time.

			“We are the Minpins,” the tiny man said, “and we own this wood. I shall come closer, then you will hear me better.” The old Minpin climbed out of his window and walked straight down the big steeply sloping branch, then up another branch until he found a place only a few inches from Little Billy’s face.

			It was amazing to see him walking up and down these almost vertical branches without the slightest trouble. It was like seeing someone walking up and down a wall.

			“How on earth do you do that?” Little Billy asked.

			“Suction-boots,” the Minpin said. “We all wear them. You can’t live in trees without suction-boots.” On his feet he was wearing tiny green boots rather like miniature wellies.
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			His clothes were curiously old-fashioned, mostly brown and black, the sort of thing people wore two or three hundred years ago.

			Suddenly, all the other Minpins, men, women and children, were climbing out of their windows and making their way towards Little Billy. Their suction-boots seemed to allow them to walk up and down the steepest branches with the greatest ease, and some were even walking upside-down underneath the branches. All of them were wearing these old-fashioned clothes from hundreds of years ago, and several had on very peculiar hats and bonnets. They stood or sat in groups on all the branches around Little Billy, staring at him as though he were someone from outer space.
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			“But do you all actually live inside this tree?” Little Billy asked.

			The old Minpin said, “All the trees in this forest are hollow. Not just this one, but all of them. And inside them thousands and thousands of Minpins are living. These great trees are filled with rooms and staircases, not just in the big main trunk but in most of the other branches as well. This is a Minpin forest. And it’s not the only one in England.”

			“Could I peep inside?” Little Billy said.

			“Of course, of course,” the old Minpin said. “Put your eye close to that window.” He pointed to the one he had just come out of.

			Little Billy shifted his position and placed one eye right up against the square hole that was no bigger than a postage stamp.

			What he now saw was quite marvelous.

		

	
		
			THE GRUNCHER KNOWS YOU’RE UP HERE

			Little Billy saw a room that was lit by a pale yellow light of some sort and it was furnished with beautifully made miniature chairs and a table.  To one side was a four-poster bed. It was like one of the rooms Little Billy had once seen in the Queen’s Doll’s House at Windsor Castle.
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			“It’s beautiful,” Little Billy said. “Are they all as lovely as this one?”

			“Most are smaller,” the old Minpin said. “This one is very grand because I am the Ruler of this tree. My name is Don Mini. What is yours?”

			“Mine is Little Billy,” Little Billy said.

			“Greetings, Little Billy,” Don Mini said. “You are welcome to look into some of the other rooms if you wish. We are very proud of them.”

			All the other Minpin families wanted to show Little Billy their own rooms. They rushed about along the branches calling out, “Come and see mine! Please come and see mine!”

			Little Billy began climbing about and peeping into the tiny windows.

			Through one window he saw a bathroom, just like his own at home only a thousand times smaller. And through another he saw a classroom with lots of tiny desks and a blackboard at one end.

			In every room there was a stairway in one corner leading up to the room above.

			As Little Billy went from window to window, the Minpins followed him, clustering round and smiling at his exclamations of wonder.
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			“They’re all absolutely marvelous,” he said. “They’re much nicer than our rooms at home.”

			When the sightseeing tour was over, Little Billy sat down again on a large branch and said to the whole company of Minpins, “Look, I’ve had a lovely time with you all, but how am I ever going to get home again? My mother’ll be going crazy.”

			“You can never get down from this tree,” Don Mini said. “I’ve told you that. If you’re stupid enough to try, you’ll be eaten up in five seconds.”
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			“Is it the Spittler?” Little Billy asked. “Is it the Terrible Bloodsuckling Toothpluckling Stone-chuckling Spittler?”

			“I’ve never heard of any Spittler,” Don Mini said. “The one waiting for you down there is the fearsome Gruncher, the Red-Hot Smoke-Belching Gruncher. He grunches up everything in the forest. That’s why we have to live up here. He has grunched up hundreds of humans and literally millions of Minpins. What makes him so dangerous is his amazing and magical nose. His nose can smell out a human or a Minpin or any other animal from ten miles away. Then he gallops towards it at terrific speed. He can never see anything in front of him because of all the smoke he belches out from his nose and mouth, but that doesn’t bother him. His nose tells him exactly where to go.”

			“Why does he blow out all that smoke?” Little Billy asked.

			“Because he’s got a red-hot fire in his belly,” Don Mini said. “The Gruncher likes his meat roasted, and the fire roasts it as it goes down.”

			“Look,” said Little Billy, “Gruncher or no Gruncher, I’ve simply got to get home somehow. I’ll have to make a dash for it.”

			“Don’t try it, I beg you,” Don Mini said. “The Gruncher knows you’re up here. He’s down there now waiting for you. Climb down a bit lower with me and I’ll show you.”
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			WE KNOW ALL THE BIRDS

			Don Mini walked easily, straight down the side of the great tree-trunk. Little Billy climbed carefully after him, from one branch to the next.

			Soon, below them, they began to smell the revolting hot stench of the Gruncher’s breath, and the orange-red smoke was now billowing up into the lower branches in thick clouds.

			“What does he look like?” Little Billy whispered.

			“Nobody knows,” Don Mini answered. “He makes so much steam and smoke you can never see him. If you are behind him you can sometimes catch a glimpse of little bits of him because all the smoke is being blown out in the front. Some Minpins say they have seen his back legs, huge and black and very hairy, shaped like lions’ legs but ten times as big. And it is rumored that his head is like an enormous crocodile’s head, with rows and rows and rows of sharp pointed teeth. But nobody really knows. Mind you, he must have gigantic nose-holes to be able to blow out all that smoke.”

			They stayed still, listening, and they could hear the Gruncher pawing the ground at the base of the tree with his giant hooves and snorting with greed.

			“He smells you,” Don Mini said. “He knows you aren’t far away. He’ll wait forever to get you now. He adores humans and he doesn’t catch them very often. Humans are like strawberries and cream to him. You see, for months he’s been living on a diet of Minpins, and a thousand Minpins is not even a snack for him. The brute is ravenous.”

			Little Billy and Don Mini climbed back up the tree to where all the other Minpins were gathered. They seemed glad to see Little Billy come safely back. “Stay up here with us,” they said to him. “We’ll look after you.”

			Just then, a lovely blue swallow alighted on a branch not far away, and Little Billy saw a mother Minpin and her two children climb quite casually onto the swallow’s back. Then the swallow took off and flew away with its passengers seated comfortably between its wings.
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			“Good Heavens!” cried Little Billy. “Is that a special tame bird?”

			“Not at all,” Don Mini said. “We know all the birds. The birds are our friends. We use them all the time for going places. That lady is taking her children to see their grandmother who lives in another forest about fifty miles away. They’ll be there in less than an hour.”

			“Can you talk to them?” Little Billy asked. “To the birds, I mean?”

			“Of course we can talk to them,” Don Mini said. “We can summon them any time we want if we have to go somewhere. How else would we get our supplies of food up here? The Red-Hot Gruncher makes it impossible for us to walk anywhere in the wood.”

			“Do the birds like doing this for you?” Little Billy asked.

			“They’ll do anything for us,” Don Mini said. “They love us and we love them. We store food for them inside the trees so they don’t starve when the icy-cold winter comes along.”
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			Suddenly all sorts of birds were alighting on the branches of the tree around where Little Billy was sitting, and the Minpins were climbing onto their backs in droves. Most of the Minpins had small sacks slung over their shoulders.

			“At this time of day they go off to collect food,” Don Mini said. “All the grown-ups have to help in getting food for the community. The population of each tree looks after itself. Our large trees are like your cities and towns, and the small trees are like your villages.”
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			It was an astonishing sight. Every kind of wonderful bird was flying in and perching on the branches of the great tree, and as soon as one landed a Minpin would climb onto its back and off they would go. There were blackbirds and thrushes and skylarks and ravens and starlings and jays and magpies and many kinds of small finches. It was all very fast and well-organized. Each bird seemed to know exactly which Minpin it was collecting, and each Minpin knew exactly which bird he or she had ordered for the morning.
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			“The birds are our cars,” Don Mini said to Little Billy. “They are much nicer and they never crash.”

			Soon all the grown-up Minpins, excepting Don Mini, had flown away on birds and only the tiny children were left. Then the robins came in and the children began climbing on to their backs and going for short flights.

			Don Mini said to Little Billy, “The children all practice learning to fly on robins. Robins are sensible and careful birds and they love the little ones.”

			Little Billy simply stood there staring. He could hardly believe what he was seeing.
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			CALL UP THE SWAN

			While the children were practicing on the robins, Little Billy said to Don Mini, “Is there no way in the world to get rid of that disgusting Red-Hot Smoke-Belching Gruncher down below?”

			“The only time a Gruncher dies,” Don Mini said, “is if he falls into deep water. The water puts out the fire inside him and then he’s dead. The fire to a Gruncher is like your heart is to you. Stop your heart and you die at once. Put out the fire and the Gruncher dies in five seconds. That’s the only way to kill a Gruncher.”

			“Now hang on a minute,” Little Billy said. “Is there by any chance a pond or something around here?”

			“There’s a big lake on the far side of the forest,” Don Mini said. “But who’s going to entice the Gruncher into that? Not us. And certainly not you. He’d be on you before you got within ten yards of him.”

			“But you did say the Gruncher can’t see in front of him because of all the clouds of smoke he blows,” Little Billy said.

			“Quite true,” Don Mini said. “But how is that going to help us? I don’t think the Gruncher is ever going to fall into the lake. He never goes out of the forest.’

			“I think I know how to make him fall in,” Little Billy said.

			“What I want,” Little Billy went on, “is a bird that is big enough to carry me.”

			Don Mini thought about this for a while, then he said, “You are a very small boy and because of that I think a swan could carry you quite easily.”

			“Call up a swan,” Little Billy said. Suddenly there was a new authority in his voice.

			“But . . . but I hope you’re not going to do anything dangerous,” Don Mini cried.
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			“Listen carefully,” Little Billy said, “because you must tell the swan exactly what he has to do. With me on his back he must fly down to the Gruncher. The Gruncher will smell me and know that I am very close. But he won’t see me through all the steam and the smoke. He’ll go mad trying to get at me. The swan will tantalize him by flying back and forth right in front of him. Is that possible?”
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			“Quite possible,” Don Mini said, “except that you might easily fall off. You’ve had no flying practice at all.”

			“I’ll hang on somehow,” Little Billy said. “Then the swan, keeping very low, will fly off through the forest with the ravenous Gruncher hotfoot in pursuit. The swan will keep just ahead of the Gruncher all the time, driving him crazy with my smell, and in the end the swan will fly straight over the big deep lake and the Gruncher, now traveling at terrific speed, will follow right behind. Presto, he’s in the lake!”

			“My boy!” Don Mini cried. “You are a genius! Will you do it?”

			“Call up the swan,” Little Billy ordered.

			Don Mini turned to one of the robins which had just come back from a practice flight with a child Minpin on its back. Little Billy heard him talking to the robin in a kind of curious twitter. He couldn’t understand a word of it. The robin nodded its head and flew off.
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			Two minutes later, a truly magnificent swan, as white as snow, came swooping in and landed on a branch nearby.
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			Don Mini walked over to it and once again a curious twittery conversation took place, a much longer one this time, with Don Mini doing nearly all the twittering and the swan nodding and nodding.

			Then Don Mini turned to Little Billy and said, “Swan thinks it’s a great idea. He says he can do it. But he’s just a bit anxious because you have never flown before. He says you must hang on very tight to his feathers.”

			“Don’t you worry about that,” Little Billy said. “I’ll hang on somehow. I don’t want to be roasted alive and eaten by the Gruncher.”

			Little Billy climbed onto Swan’s back. Many of the Minpins who had flown away a short while before were now returning on their birds. Their tiny sacks were bulging. They stood around on the branches staring in wonder at the sight of this small human preparing to take off on Swan.
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			“Goodbye, Little Billy!” they called out. “Good luck, good luck!” And with that, the great swan spread his wings and glided gently downward through the many branches of the big tree.

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			LITTLE BILLY HUNG ON TIGHT

			Little Billy hung on tight. Oh, it was thrilling to be flying on the back of this great swan! It was wonderful to be up in the air and to feel the air swishing past his face. He hung on very tightly to Swan’s feathers.

			And suddenly, there it was just below them, the huge billow of orange-red smoke and steam coming from the nostrils of the awesome Gruncher. The smoke enveloped the beast completely, and yet through the smoke, as they got very close, Little Billy could just make out the enormous black shadow of some hairy monster. The snorting grew louder, and as the brute got more and more excited by the nearness of the delicious Little Billy smell, the smoke began coming out faster and faster, whoomph-whoomph, whoomph-whoomph, whoomph-whoomph. Little Billy could feel the monster getting closer, whoomph-whoomph, whoomph-whoomph, whoomph-whoomph.

			Swan was flying back and forth right in front of the snorting cloud of smoke, tempting and tantalizing the beast and driving him mad with greed. The beast, or rather the cloud of smoke, kept lunging at Little Billy, but Swan was too quick for him and jinked away every time. The snorting grew louder and more ferocious every second, and the whoomph-whoomphs of thick hot steam came pouring out, thicker than ever.
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			Once, Swan looked round to see if Little Billy was all right. Little Billy nodded and smiled, and he could swear Swan nodded and smiled back at him.

			At last, Swan must have decided they had done enough teasing. The great thick orange-red cloud was leaping up and down in a frenzy of hunger and desire, and the whole forest was echoing with the snorts and growls of the awesome creature. Swan glided round and headed in a straight line towards the edge of the forest, and of course the vast cloud of smoke came hurtling after him.

			Swan was very careful to fly low all the time, keeping just in front of the Gruncher, leading him on and on, threading a path carefully through the great trees in the forest. The scent of human food was very strong in the Gruncher’s nostrils, and he must have been thinking that so long as he kept going flat out, he would catch his meal in the end.
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			Suddenly, right in front of them, on the edge of the forest, was the lake. The Gruncher, hurtling along right behind them, was interested only in the glorious human scent he was following.
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			Swan flew straight towards the lake. He skimmed low over the water. The Gruncher kept going.

			Little Billy, looking back, saw the Gruncher plunging right into the lake, and then the whole lake seemed to erupt in a mass of boiling steaming frothing bubbling water.

			For a brief moment, the terrible Red-Hot Smoke-Belching Gruncher made the lake boil and smoke like a volcano, then the fire went out and the awesome beast disappeared under the waves.
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			HOORAY FOR LITTLE BILLY!

			When it was all over, Swan and Little Billy flew higher and circled the lake for a last look.

			And suddenly the whole sky around them was filled with birds, and every bird had one or more Minpins on its back. Little Billy recognized Don Mini riding on a fine jay and he was waving and cheering as he flew alongside them. It seemed that all the other Minpins from the big tree had turned up as well to witness the great victory over the dreaded Gruncher. Every kind of bird was circling around Little Billy and Swan, and the Minpins on their backs were waving and clapping and shouting with joy. Little Billy waved back and laughed and thought how wonderful it all was.

			Then, led by Swan, all the birds and the Minpins returned to the home tree.
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			Back in the tree there was a tremendous celebration for Little Billy’s victory over the dreaded Gruncher. Minpins from all over the forest had flown in on their birds to cheer the young hero, and all the branches and twigs of the great tree were crowded with tiny people. When the cheers and the clapping had died down at last, Don Mini stood up to make a speech.

			“Minpins of the forest!” he cried, raising his small voice so that it could be heard all over the tree. “The murderous Gruncher, who has gobbled up so many thousands of us Minpins, has gone forever! The forest floor is safe at last for us to walk on! So now we can all go down to pick blackberries and winkleberries and puckle-berries and muckleberries and twinkleberries and snozzberries to our heart’s content. And our children can play among the wild flowers and the roots all day long.” Don Mini paused and turned his eyes upon Little Billy who was sitting on a branch not far away.

			“But ladies and gentlemen,” he went on, “who is it we have to thank for this great blessing that has come upon us? Who is the savior of the Minpins?” Don Mini paused again. The Minpins in their thousands sat listening intently.

			“Our savior,” he cried out, “our hero, our wonder-boy, is, as you already know, our human visitor, Little Billy.” (Cheers and shouts of “Hooray for Little Billy!” from the crowd.)

			Don Mini now turned and spoke directly to Little Billy. “You, my boy, have done a wonderful thing for us and in return we wish to do something for you. I have had a word with Swan and he has agreed to become your personal private airplane for just as long as you remain small enough to fly on his back.” (More cheers and clapping and shouts of “Good old Swan! What a great idea!”)
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			“However,” Don Mini continued, still addressing Little Billy, “you cannot go flying around all over the place on Swan’s back in full daylight. Some human would be bound to see you. And then the secret would be out and you would be forced to tell your people all about us. That must never happen. If it did, crowds of enormous humans would come clumping all over our beloved forest to look for Minpins and our quiet homeland would be ruined.”

			“I’ll never tell a soul!” Little Billy cried out.

			“Even so,” Don Mini said, “we cannot risk you making daylight flights. But every night, after the light in your bedroom has been switched off, Swan will come to your window to see if you’d like a ride. Sometimes he will bring you back here to see us. Other times he will take you to visit places more wonderful than you could ever dream of. Would you like Swan to take you home now? I think we can risk just one more quick daylight flight.”

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Oh gosh!” Little Billy cried. “I’d clean forgotten about home! Mummy’ll be in a panic! I must fly!”

			Don Mini gave the signal and in five seconds Swan swooped down and landed on the tree. Little Billy climbed onto his back, and as the great swan spread his wings and flew away, the whole forest, not just the tree they were in but the whole forest from end to end, came alive with the cheering of a million Minpins.

		

	
		
			I WILL NEVER FORGET YOU!

			Swan landed on the lawn of Little Billy’s house, and Little Billy jumped off his back and ran to the living-room window. Very quietly he climbed in. The room was empty.

			“Little Billy,” came his mother’s voice from the kitchen. “What are you up to in there? You’ve been very quiet for a long time.”

			“I’m being good, Mummy,” Little Billy called back. “I’m being very very good.”

			His mother came into the room with a pile of ironing in her arms. She looked at Little Billy.  “What have you been doing?” she cried. “Your clothes are absolutely filthy!”

			“I’ve been climbing trees,” Little Billy said.

			“I can’t let you out of my sight for ten minutes,” his mother said. “Which tree was it?”
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			“Just one of those old trees outside,” Little Billy said.

			“If you’re not careful you’ll fall down and break an arm,” his mother said. “Don’t do it again.”

			“I won’t,” Little Billy said, smiling a little. “I’ll just fly up into the branches on silver wings.”

			“What rubbish you talk,” his mother said and she walked out of the room with her ironing.

			From then on, Swan came every night to Little Billy’s bedroom window. He came after Billy’s mother and father had gone to sleep and the whole house was quiet. But Little Billy was never asleep. He was always wide awake and eagerly waiting. And every night, before Swan arrived, he saw to it that the curtains were drawn back and the window was open wide so that the great white bird could come gliding right into the room and land on the floor beside his bed.
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			Then Little Billy would slip into his dressing gown and climb onto Swan’s back and off they would go.

			Oh, it was a wondrous secret life that Little Billy lived up there in the sky at night on Swan’s back! They flew in a magical world of silence, swooping and gliding over the dark world below where all the earthly people were fast asleep in their beds.
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			Once, Swan flew higher than ever before and they came to an enormous billowing cloud that was shining in a pale golden light, and in the folds of this cloud Little Billy could make out creatures of some sort moving around.

			Who were they?

			He wanted so badly to ask Swan this question, but he couldn’t speak a word of bird-language. Swan seemed unwilling to fly very close to these creatures from another world, and this made it impossible for Little Billy to see them clearly.

			Another time, Swan flew through the night for what seemed like hours and hours until they came at last to a gigantic opening in the earth’s surface, a sort of huge gaping hole in the ground, and Swan glided slowly round and round above this massive crater and then right down into it. Deeper and deeper they went into the dark hole.
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			Suddenly there was a brightness like sunlight below them, and Little Billy could see a vast lake of water, gloriously blue, and on the surface of the lake thousands of swans were swimming slowly about. The pure white of the swans against the blue of the water was very beautiful.
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			Little Billy wondered whether this was a secret meeting place of all the swans of the world, and he wished he had been able to ask Swan this question as well. But sometimes mysteries are more intriguing than explanations, and the swans on the blue lake, like the creatures on the golden cloud, would remain a mystery forever in Little Billy’s memory.

			About once a week, Swan would fly Little Billy back to the old tree in the forest to visit the Minpins. On one of these visits, Don Mini said to him, “You are growing up fast, Little Billy. I’m afraid that soon you will be too heavy for Swan.”

			“I know,” Little Billy said. “I can’t help it.”

			“I’m afraid we don’t have any bigger birds than Swan,” Don Mini said. “But when he can’t carry you any longer, I do hope you will still come up here to visit us.”

			“I will, I will!” Little Billy cried. “I will always keep coming to see you! I will never forget you!”

			“And listen,” Don Mini said, smiling. “Perhaps some of us might come down in great secrecy to visit you.”

			“Could you really do that?” Little Billy asked.

			
				[image: ]
			

			“I think we might,” Don Mini said. “We could trickle silently down to your house in the dark and creep into your bedroom for a midnight feast.”

			“But how would you get all the way up to my bedroom window?” Little Billy asked.

			“Have you forgotten our suction-boots?” Don Mini said. “We’d simply walk straight up the wall of your house.”

			“How lovely!” Little Billy cried. “Then we can take it in turns visiting each other!”

			“Of course we can,” Don Mini said.

			And that is exactly what happened.
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			•   •   •

			
			No child has ever had such an exciting young life as Little Billy, and no child has ever kept such a huge secret so faithfully. He never told a soul about the Minpins.

			I myself have been very careful not to tell you where they live, and I am not about to tell you now. But if by some extraordinary chance you should one day wander into a forest and catch a glimpse of a Minpin, then hold your breath and thank your lucky stars because up to now, so far as I know, no one excepting Little Billy has ever seen one.

			
				
				[image: ]
			

			Watch the birds as they fly above your heads and, who knows, you might well spy a tiny creature riding high on the back of a swallow or a raven.
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			Watch the robin especially because it always flies low, and you might see a nervous young Minpin perched on the feathers having its first flying lesson.
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			And above all, watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you because the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places.

			Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.
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				NOTICE

				It was nearly forty years ago that I first illustrated a book by Roald Dahl—The Enormous Crocodile. At the time I didn’t realize that I was going to do many more, but, in fact, over the next twenty years I produced drawings for all of Roald Dahl’s children’s books.

				All except one, that is. In 1990, at the same time as I was illustrating Esio Trot, the artist Patrick Benson was making large and beautiful pictures for The Minpins. I liked them very much, so perhaps you can imagine my surprise when, recently, I was asked to create a new set of illustrations for the book. The words in this new version are the same, but it is smaller and there are many more pages, so there is room for me to draw every single thing that happens. To do the drawings was very exciting for me, and it felt almost like a new Roald Dahl book that I had never read before. I hope you will feel the same.
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			Turn the page for another scrumdiddlyumptious story from Roald Dahl!
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		Here Comes Charlie
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		THESE TWO VERY OLD PEOPLE are the father and mother of Mr. Bucket. Their names are Grandpa Joe and Grandma Josephine.
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		And these two very old people are the father and mother of Mrs. Bucket. Their names are Grandpa George and Grandma Georgina.
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			This is Mr. Bucket and Mrs. Bucket.

		

		Mr. and Mrs. Bucket have a small boy whose name is Charlie Bucket.
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		This is Charlie.

		How d’you do? And how d’you do? And how d’you do again?

		He is pleased to meet you.

		The whole of this family—the six grownups (count them) and little Charlie Bucket—live together in a small wooden house on the edge of a great town.
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		The house wasn’t nearly large enough for so many people, and life was extremely uncomfortable for them all. There were only two rooms in the place altogether, and there was only one bed. The bed was given to the four old grandparents because they were so old and tired. They were so tired, they never got out of it.

		Grandpa Joe and Grandma Josephine on this side, Grandpa George and Grandma Georgina on this side.

		Mr. and Mrs. Bucket and little Charlie Bucket slept in the other room, upon mattresses on the floor.

		In the summertime, this wasn’t too bad, but in the winter, freezing cold drafts blew across the floor all night long, and it was awful.

		There wasn’t any question of them being able to buy a better house—or even one more bed to sleep in. They were far too poor for that.

		Mr. Bucket was the only person in the family with a job. He worked in a toothpaste factory, where he sat all day long at a bench and screwed the little caps onto the tops of the tubes of toothpaste after the tubes had been filled. But a toothpaste cap-screwer is never paid very much money, and poor Mr. Bucket, however hard he worked, and however fast he screwed on the caps, was never able to make enough to buy one-half of the things that so large a family needed. There wasn’t even enough money to buy proper food for them all. The only meals they could afford were bread and margarine for breakfast, boiled potatoes and cabbage for lunch, and cabbage soup for supper. Sundays were a bit better. They all looked forward to Sundays because then, although they had exactly the same, everyone was allowed a second helping.

		The Buckets, of course, didn’t starve, but every one of them—the two old grandfathers, the two old grandmothers, Charlie’s father, Charlie’s mother, and especially little Charlie himself—went about from morning till night with a horrible empty feeling in their tummies.

		Charlie felt it worst of all. And although his father and mother often went without their own share of lunch or supper so that they could give it to him, it still wasn’t nearly enough for a growing boy. He desperately wanted something more filling and satisfying than cabbage and cabbage soup. The one thing he longed for more than anything else was . . . CHOCOLATE.

		Walking to school in the mornings, Charlie could see great slabs of chocolate piled up high in the shop windows, and he would stop and stare and press his nose against the glass, his mouth watering like mad. Many times a day, he would see other children taking creamy candy bars out of their pockets and munching them greedily, and that, of course, was pure torture.

		Only once a year, on his birthday, did Charlie Bucket ever get to taste a bit of chocolate. The whole family saved up their money for that special occasion, and when the great day arrived, Charlie was always presented with one small chocolate bar to eat all by himself. And each time he received it, on those marvelous birthday mornings, he would place it carefully in a small wooden box that he owned, and treasure it as though it were a bar of solid gold; and for the next few days, he would allow himself only to look at it, but never to touch it. Then at last, when he could stand it no longer, he would peel back a tiny bit of the paper wrapping at one corner to expose a tiny bit of chocolate, and then he would take a tiny nibble—just enough to allow the lovely sweet taste to spread out slowly over his tongue. The next day, he would take another tiny nibble, and so on, and so on. And in this way, Charlie would make his ten-cent bar of birthday chocolate last him for more than a month.

		But I haven’t yet told you about the one awful thing that tortured little Charlie, the lover of chocolate, more than anything else. This thing, for him, was far, far worse than seeing slabs of chocolate in the shop windows or watching other children munching creamy candy bars right in front of him. It was the most terrible torturing thing you could imagine, and it was this:

		In the town itself, actually within sight of the house in which Charlie lived, there was an ENORMOUS CHOCOLATE FACTORY!

		Just imagine that!

		And it wasn’t simply an ordinary enormous chocolate factory, either. It was the largest and most famous in the whole world! It was WONKA’S FACTORY, owned by a man called Mr. Willy Wonka, the greatest inventor and maker of chocolates that there has ever been. And what a tremendous, marvelous place it was! It had huge iron gates leading in to it, and a high wall surrounding it, and smoke belching from its chimneys, and strange whizzing sounds coming from deep inside it. And outside the walls, for half a mile around in every direction, the air was scented with the heavy rich smell of melting chocolate!

		Twice a day, on his way to and from school, little Charlie Bucket had to walk right past the gates of the factory. And every time he went by, he would begin to walk very, very slowly, and he would hold his nose high in the air and take long deep sniffs of the gorgeous chocolatey smell all around him.

		Oh, how he loved that smell!

		And oh, how he wished he could go inside the factory and see what it was like!

	
		2

		Mr. Willy Wonka’s Factory

		

		IN THE EVENINGS, after he had finished his supper of watery cabbage soup, Charlie always went into the room of his four grandparents to listen to their stories, and then afterwards to say good night.

		Every one of these old people was over ninety. They were as shriveled as prunes, and as bony as skeletons, and throughout the day, until Charlie made his appearance, they lay huddled in their one bed, two at either end, with nightcaps on to keep their heads warm, dozing the time away with nothing to do. But as soon as they heard the door opening, and heard Charlie’s voice saying, “Good evening, Grandpa Joe and Grandma Josephine, and Grandpa George and Grandma Georgina,” then all four of them would suddenly sit up, and their old wrinkled faces would light up with smiles of pleasure—and the talking would begin. For they loved this little boy. He was the only bright thing in their lives, and his evening visits were something that they looked forward to all day long. Often, Charlie’s mother and father would come in as well, and stand by the door, listening to the stories that the old people told; and thus, for perhaps half an hour every night, this room would become a happy place, and the whole family would forget that it was hungry and poor.

		One evening, when Charlie went in to see his grandparents, he said to them, “Is it really true that Wonka’s Chocolate Factory is the biggest in the world?”

		“True?” cried all four of them at once. “Of course it’s true! Good heavens, didn’t you know that? It’s about fifty times as big as any other!”

		“And is Mr. Willy Wonka really the cleverest chocolate maker in the world?”

		“My dear boy,” said Grandpa Joe, raising himself up a little higher on his pillow, “Mr. Willy Wonka is the most amazing, the most fantastic, the most extraordinary chocolate maker the world has ever seen! I thought everybody knew that!”

		“I knew he was famous, Grandpa Joe, and I knew he was very clever. . . .”

		“Clever!” cried the old man. “He’s more than that! He’s a magician with chocolate! He can make anything—anything he wants! Isn’t that a fact, my dears?”

		The other three old people nodded their heads slowly up and down, and said, “Absolutely true. Just as true as can be.”

		And Grandpa Joe said, “You mean to say I’ve never told you about Mr. Willy Wonka and his factory?”

		“Never,” answered little Charlie.

		“Good heavens above! I don’t know what’s the matter with me!”

		“Will you tell me now, Grandpa Joe, please?”

		“I certainly will. Sit down beside me on the bed, my dear, and listen carefully.”

		Grandpa Joe was the oldest of the four grandparents. He was ninety-six and a half, and that is just about as old as anybody can be. Like all extremely old people, he was delicate and weak, and throughout the day he spoke very little. But in the evenings, when Charlie, his beloved grandson, was in the room, he seemed in some marvelous way to grow quite young again. All his tiredness fell away from him, and he became as eager and excited as a young boy.

		“Oh, what a man he is, this Mr. Willy Wonka!” cried Grandpa Joe. “Did you know, for example, that he has himself invented more than two hundred new kinds of candy bars, each with a different center, each far sweeter and creamier and more delicious than anything the other chocolate factories can make!”

		“Perfectly true!” cried Grandma Josephine. “And he sends them to all the four corners of the earth! Isn’t that so, Grandpa Joe?”

		“It is, my dear, it is. And to all the kings and presidents of the world as well. But it isn’t only candy bars that he makes. Oh, dear me, no! He has some really fantastic inventions up his sleeve, Mr. Willy Wonka has! Did you know that he’s invented a way of making chocolate ice cream so that it stays cold for hours and hours without being in the icebox? You can even leave it lying in the sun all morning on a hot day and it won’t go runny!”
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		“But that’s impossible!” said little Charlie, staring at his grandfather.

		“Of course it’s impossible!” cried Grandpa Joe. “It’s completely absurd! But Mr. Willy Wonka has done it!”

		“Quite right!” the others agreed, nodding their heads. “Mr. Wonka has done it.”

		“And then again,” Grandpa Joe went on, speaking very slowly now so that Charlie wouldn’t miss a word, “Mr. Willy Wonka can make marshmallows that taste of violets, and rich caramels that change color every ten seconds as you suck them, and little feathery sweets that melt away deliciously the moment you put them between your lips. He can make chewing gum that never loses its taste, and candy balloons that you can blow up to enormous sizes before you pop them with a pin and gobble them up. And, by a most secret method, he can make lovely blue birds’ eggs with black spots on them, and when you put one of these in your mouth, it gradually gets smaller and smaller until suddenly there is nothing left except a tiny little pink sugary baby bird sitting on the tip of your tongue.”

		Grandpa Joe paused and ran the point of his tongue slowly over his lips. “It makes my mouth water just thinking about it,” he said.

		“Mine, too,” said little Charlie. “But please go on.”

		While they were talking, Mr. and Mrs. Bucket, Charlie’s mother and father, had come quietly into the room, and now both were standing just inside the door, listening.

		“Tell Charlie about that crazy Indian prince,” said Grandma Josephine. “He’d like to hear that.”

		“You mean Prince Pondicherry?” said Grandpa Joe, and he began chuckling with laughter.

		“Completely dotty!” said Grandpa George.

		“But very rich,” said Grandma Georgina.

		“What did he do?” asked Charlie eagerly.

		“Listen,” said Grandpa Joe, “and I’ll tell you.”
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		Mr. Wonka and the Indian Prince

		

		“PRINCE PONDICHERRY wrote a letter to Mr. Willy Wonka,” said Grandpa Joe, “and asked him to come all the way out to India and build him a colossal palace entirely out of chocolate.”

		“Did Mr. Wonka do it, Grandpa?”

		“He did, indeed. And what a palace it was! It had one hundred rooms, and everything was made of either dark or light chocolate! The bricks were chocolate, and the cement holding them together was chocolate, and the windows were chocolate, and all the walls and ceilings were made of chocolate, so were the carpets and the pictures and the furniture and the beds; and when you turned on the taps in the bathroom, hot chocolate came pouring out.

		“When it was all finished, Mr. Wonka said to Prince Pondicherry, ‘I warn you, though, it won’t last very long, so you’d better start eating it right away.’

		“‘Nonsense!’ shouted the Prince. ‘I’m not going to eat my palace! I’m not even going to nibble the staircase or lick the walls! I’m going to live in it!’

		“But Mr. Wonka was right, of course, because soon after this, there came a very hot day with a boiling sun, and the whole palace began to melt, and then it sank slowly to the ground, and the crazy prince, who was dozing in the living room at the time, woke up to find himself swimming around in a huge brown sticky lake of chocolate.”

		Little Charlie sat very still on the edge of the bed, staring at his grandfather. Charlie’s face was bright, and his eyes were stretched so wide you could see the whites all around. “Is all this really true?” he asked. “Or are you pulling my leg?”

		“It’s true!” cried all four of the old people at once. “Of course it’s true! Ask anyone you like!”

		“And I’ll tell you something else that’s true,” said Grandpa Joe, and now he leaned closer to Charlie, and lowered his voice to a soft, secret whisper. “Nobody . . . ever . . . comes . . . out!”

		“Out of where?” asked Charlie.

		“And . . . nobody . . . ever . . . goes . . . in!”

		“In where?” cried Charlie.

		“Wonka’s factory, of course!”

		“Grandpa, what do you mean?”

		“I mean workers, Charlie.”

		“Workers?”

		“All factories,” said Grandpa Joe, “have workers streaming in and out of the gates in the mornings and evenings—except Wonka’s! Have you ever seen a single person going into that place—or coming out?”

		Little Charlie looked slowly around at each of the four old faces, one after the other, and they all looked back at him. They were friendly smiling faces, but they were also quite serious. There was no sign of joking or leg-pulling on any of them.

		“Well? Have you?” asked Grandpa Joe.

		“I . . . I really don’t know, Grandpa,” Charlie stammered. “Whenever I walk past the factory, the gates seem to be closed.”

		“Exactly!” said Grandpa Joe.

		“But there must be people working there. . . .”

		“Not people, Charlie. Not ordinary people, anyway.”

		“Then who?” cried Charlie.

		“Ah-ha. . . . That’s it, you see. . . . That’s another of Mr. Willy Wonka’s clevernesses.”

		“Charlie, dear,” Mrs. Bucket called out from where she was standing by the door, “it’s time for bed. That’s enough for tonight.”

		“But mother, I must hear. . . .”

		“Tomorrow, my darling. . . .”

		“That’s right,” said Grandpa Joe, “I’ll tell you the rest of it tomorrow evening.”
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