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1
the christmas cocoa bean



It was three days before Christmas and at number 7, Middleton Crescent, Strawberry Park, London, the preparations were in full swing.


The guinea pigs were decorating the hutch with holly and ivy they had brought in from the garden.


At least, Fuzzy was decorating the hutch. Coco was lying on her back on a pile of soft straw dreaming about all the Christmas presents she was going to get from their owners, Ben and Henrietta.


‘I want a new bow,’ she sighed. ‘And a bottle of bubble bath. And a purple hairbrush.’


‘You’ve got about five hairbrushes already,’ Fuzzy said. He finished weaving a piece of ivy around the water bottle. ‘Now come and give me a hand with the tree.’ He grabbed a large piece of broccoli from their food bowl and started to heave it into the corner.


‘I don’t have a purple hairbrush,’ Coco complained. She rolled over and stared at the tree. Fuzzy had up-ended the broccoli on to its stalk. It sagged against the wire of the hutch.


Coco frowned. ‘It looks a bit lopsided,’ she said. ‘Can’t you straighten it up?’


‘Can’t you?’ Fuzzy chattered crossly. He leaned against the broccoli tree, trying to prop it up. He couldn’t wait for Christmas! A huge lunch of Brussels sprouts with gravy followed by a whole afternoon lying on Ben’s lap watching adventure films – it was Fuzzy’s idea of heaven! But first there was work to be done.
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‘Come on, Coco,’ he chattered again. ‘Help me with the decorations!’


‘Definitely not!’ Coco said. ‘One never had to do things like that when one lived at Buckingham Palace.’


Fuzzy pulled a face. Coco had once lived with the Queen, which was why she sometimes got all stuck up and talked in a funny way. It only seemed to happen when there was something she didn’t want to do, like now.


Just then the door to the hutch flew open. A banana-coloured guinea pig with a toffee-coloured tummy scuttled in.
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‘Cooee!’ It was Banoffee from next door. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but we let ourselves in.’


Although there was no longer a cat living at number 7, Middleton Crescent, Ben and Henrietta had kept the cat flap in the kitchen door. The guinea pigs used it as a door to the garden. And sometimes their friends used it to come and see them.


Next came a skinny patchwork of fur with a woolly hat.


‘All right, guys?’ It was Banoffee’s oldest son, Terry.
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After that there was a lot of squeaking as in tumbled thirteen little guinea pigs of different shapes and sizes. They were Banoffee’s other children. And they all had lovely braids in their hair. Even the boys!


‘They’re very excited!’ Banoffee shouted over the din. ‘They’ve just hung up their stockings, ready for Christmas!’
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The door to the hutch swung open for a fourth time. A handsome black guinea pig with bushy eyebrows and silver speckles in his fur whizzed in on a scooter. He had a satchel round his neck. It was Eduardo, Coco and Fuzzy’s friend who lived in the copse at the bottom of the garden.
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‘I, Eduardo Julio Antonio del Monte, will tell the children a story about Christmas in my beloved homeland, Peru,’ he announced.


Eduardo was a type of guinea pig called an Agouti. He had been sent by his mother, the Queen of the Agoutis, all the way from Peru to free the guinea pigs of the world. But he’d got lost and ended up in Strawberry Park.


‘I love stories!’ squealed Blossom, the youngest of Banoffee’s guinea piglets.


‘Sit down, everyone,’ Coco said bossily. ‘In a circle.’ She couldn’t help being bossy in front of Eduardo. Seeing him always made her want to show off.


All the guinea pigs sat in a circle, except Fuzzy who was still holding up the broccoli Christmas tree.


Eduardo waited for silence. Then he began his story. ‘In my country, there are many mountains and trees,’ he said. ‘There are lakes and rivers. And even though in your winter it is our summer, high in the mountains where my family lives there is snow at Christmas.’


‘I love snow!’ Blossom whispered.


‘Me too,’ Eduardo said. ‘Which is why I always carry ski poles in my satchel when I am in Peru.’


Coco frowned. Now Eduardo was showing off. That was her job!


‘Peru is a land of great beauty,’ Eduardo continued. ‘It is also a land of great danger for guinea pigs. Above the mountains flies a giant bird.’


‘Is it bigger than a pterodactyl?’ asked Terry. ‘Only I’ve seen pictures of them on the Internet and they’re enormous.’


‘Bigger,’ Eduardo said, although he didn’t know what a pterodactyl was. ‘It is the mighty condor. And man, does that bird like to eat guinea pigs!’


The little guinea piglets gasped at the thought of a giant guinea-pig-eating bird.
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‘It can’t be worse than Renard,’ Coco said.


Renard was the fox who lived in the copse. He was always trying to catch the guinea pigs, especially Coco.


‘Pah!’ Eduardo laughed. ‘The mighty condor makes Renard look like a squirl.’


‘A squirrel,’ Fuzzy said kindly, although his paws were aching from holding up the broccoli tree. ‘Not a squirl.’


Eduardo shrugged. ‘It matters not, amigo, what you choose to call him. What matters is that he has a beak like a pair of skissors.’
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