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1. Perry Angel and the Beautiful Tennessee Waltz

Dance, silent sister of song, lives in the heart of the Kingdom of Silk. Annie Silk’s heart had done a quickstep at the exact moment each of her seven children began to grow inside her. And when at last they were born on the bed made by their daddy, Ben, each one was held close, rocked gently, then passed from one pair of careful arms to another, like steps in the dance of life.

Perry Angel was not born a Silk. The heart of his sixteen-year-old mother, Sunday Lee, had fluttered in fear when she felt him begin to grow inside her. When he was born, she had held him close, rocked him gently, kissed him sadly then left him for others to take care of.

When Perry learnt to speak, his words came slow and stumbling. There were many homes and many arms to which he was passed, not all of them kind. Even those that were, never showed him how to dance.

Then Perry came to the Kingdom of Silk, where they asked him to stay. No-one seemed to mind that he couldn’t find words to say how much that meant to him. The Silks understood that language grows more slowly than movement and that dance has a way of saying things we cannot find words for.

It was Nell Silk who first danced with Perry. Nell was grandmother to the Rainbow Girls — Scarlet, Indigo, Violet, Amber and Saffron — and to Griffin and anyone else in need of grandmothering. Along with Perry, Layla Elliott was such a child.

Layla was Griffin’s best friend, and an honorary member of the Silk family. She no longer had a grandperson of her own, and had quickly fallen in love with Nell and the rest of the Silk family.

One of Layla’s most treasured tender moments was seeing her mother and father dancing on the grass under the Cox’s Orange Pippin tree at the Kingdom of Silk. It happened on the evening after the peace march Scarlet had organised. Almost everyone in Cameron’s Creek had joined in, walking down the main street with candles in cups, setting white balloons free at the church. There was singing and supper under the stars that night. And the Elliotts danced. Layla had never seen her parents dance before. They weren’t dancing kind of people. It was as though the Kingdom of Silk had cast a magic spell on them.
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Sometimes even grown-up people can’t find words for the feelings in their hearts and Perry wondered if this was true even of Nell or his friend Jenkins. There are people who choose to draw or paint or play music or sing or even bake cakes, like Amber, when they can’t find the right words. And then there are those who dance. You can do any of these things by yourself, but dancing is much better when you do it with someone else.

Perry wished everyone in the entire universe could dance with someone they love. Nell and Perry had often danced the Spanish Fandango around the kitchen table, while blueberry muffins grew fat and fruity in the oven. They had danced polkas in the vegetable patch, simply because the sky was blue, the pumpkins orange, the raspberries red and because even caterpillars have their place in the world. And once, after they had found three small speckled eggs in a wren’s nest in a hedge, Perry and Nell had foxtrotted all the way home.

Nell didn’t dance as often now, but she still talked about the dances she and her sisters, Ruby, Florence and Alice, had attended when they were little girls. She told of ladies wearing posies of flowers fastened to their prettiest dresses, froths of petticoats under their skirts and small dabs of April Violets perfume in the crooks of their elbows.

Nell still remembered the names of all the tunes the bands played, the way the Master of Ceremonies called out which dance was next and told you when to change partners. A home-made supper was served on china plates, she said, and there were butterfly cakes, cream kisses and ginger fluff sponges. Fruit punch was ladled from large cut-glass bowls into tiny matching cups.

Nell’s daddy played fiddle in a dance band and her mama was a pianist. Whenever they went to dances, they took their four small daughters with them. From the time she was sweet sixteen, the only boy Nell ever danced with was Johnny Silk. And afterwards they walked home under the stars, with Johnny’s jacket around Nell’s shoulders.


But Johnny was gone now and Nell was almost eighty. Sometimes she thought of him when she closed her eyes and played dance tunes on the old piano that was decorated with curly brass candlesticks. Then Ben would join in on his harmonica and Annie would sing while the Rainbow Girls, Griffin, Perry Angel and Layla danced. Neither Nell nor Ben needed sheets of music to play. Some people say this is a gift and call it ‘playing by ear’. But Nell and Ben say music lives inside us all, with her children, dance and song.

One evening, when Nell was playing the beautiful Tennessee Waltz on the piano and Perry was snuggled up on Annie’s lap in a chair by the fire, he began thinking about Jenkins, his grownup friend.

Long ago, Jenkins was married to Juliette. She and Jenkins had no babies. They were a family of two.

When Juliette died, Jenkins was married to no-one. He had no-one to care for until he became Perry’s personal assistant at school. Perry didn’t need so much help any more, but he and Jenkins were still good friends.


Nell was a good friend to Jenkins too. She made him plum puddings for Christmas and knitted socks for him to wear in winter. But she had never danced with him.

One day, while Jenkins and Nell were having a cup of tea, Perry Angel and Griffin pegged pieces of cardboard onto the spokes of Jenkins’ Malvern Star bicycle, with its rear-view mirrors and genuine leather saddlebags. But they forgot to tell Jenkins what they’d done and when he was going home the cardboard flaps made such a tremendous noise as he sped down the hill that Blue, Griffin and Perry ran beside him to make sure he didn’t have a catastrophe.

Nell hurried after them with her hand over her mouth to stop frightened shouts from bursting out. Blue was thinking what fun it was to run so fast. Griffin was thinking it was lucky the gate at the bottom of the long gravel drive was open. Jenkins was thinking it was lucky the Malvern Star had excellent brakes.

When Nell caught up, Jenkins was resting in the long pillowy grass beside the strainer post. He said he was only catching his breath. Perry was afraid Jenkins might never visit them again, but Nell said he must come and have his trousers mended. And he did. He didn’t ride his Malvern Star, but he wore his tartan bow-tie, his silver hair was neatly combed and he brought a paper bag full of ripe peaches. When he told Nell they were especially for her, his cheeks grew pinker than the peaches’ and Nell bent her head over her mending. She was like a magic seamstress with a golden thimble on her finger, stitching the tear in Jenkins’ pants with invisible thread, making them good as new.
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Sometimes when Nell was playing the beautiful Tennessee Waltz, Perry noticed a look of wishfulness in her eyes. He wondered if Nell was longing for someone to dance with. Someone like Jenkins. But Jenkins always went home before the dancing started and, besides, even if he had stayed, Nell would have been playing the piano.

So Perry Angel decided to find a way for them to dance together. He wanted it to be a proper dance with posies and petticoats and for someone else to play the beautiful Tennessee Waltz. It was this one small wish to make two people happy, which was the beginning of the Festival of Crisp Winter Glories.
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2. What Perry Angel Did Next

After Perry Angel made his small but important decision, he went to talk to Saffron, the youngest of his Rainbow sisters. Saffron was excellent at keeping secrets and very keen on any activities that involved dressing up. She might not know exactly how to plan a proper dance for Nell and Jenkins, but she would help him find out.

Saffron listened patiently and carefully, but as soon as Perry got to the part about petticoats and posies and the beautiful Tennessee Waltz she became very excited.

‘That’s such a great idea, Perry!’ she said. ‘Scarlet’s really good at making things happen; why don’t we ask her what to do?’

Perry was pleased Saffron liked his idea even though he hadn’t explained about the peaches’ and Jenkins’ cheeks and the look of wishfulness in Nell’s eyes. He nodded his head, certain Scarlet would have noticed them too. Since she had turned sixteen, she seemed to know a lot about love and other important things. Being sixteen seemed very complicated to Perry. Scarlet didn’t like cardboard pegged to her bicycle spokes any more, but she still liked fake tattoos. She bought bubble-gum from the Colour Patch Café because there were tattoos inside the wrappers. Her favourites were love-hearts and bluebirds.

Perry used to be scared of Scarlet because she was a teenager: the loud, clever and complicated kind. But he wasn’t scared any more, because he knew Scarlet liked him. She proved it by putting a fake tattoo of Superman on her arm, even though Superman was not her favourite superhero. She did it because Superman was Perry Angel’s favourite.

Because it was Saturday, Scarlet was at work at the Colour Patch Café. So Saffron and Perry went into Nell’s bedroom and tipped all the dress-ups out of the tin trunk onto the floor. For the rest of the afternoon, Saffron tried on gloves and gowns, bracelets and beads, shawls and shoes and dangly earrings, and Perry put on a big white shirt.

When Saffron was satisfied with her outfit, she showed Perry how to make a perfect bowtie. Then he combed baby oil into his hair and practised parting it straight down the middle, the way Jenkins did.

Afterwards, they picked sourgrass flowers and took them into the kitchen, where Nell was making coconut macaroons. She stopped beating egg whites, admired the children’s costumes, said how nice Perry’s hair looked and helped to arrange the flowers into posies. Saffron pinned one to Perry’s striped braces and the other to her fake fox-fur stole. Nell was all out of April Violets, but instead she put a dab of vanilla essence in the crooks of Saffron’s elbows.

‘We’re going dancing now,’ said Saffron, taking Perry by the hand.
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Nell went back to her baking without asking why, because at the Kingdom of Silk it is not unusual for people to dress up or to dance on the rosy carpet square in the front room on a Saturday afternoon, or any time at all.
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When it was almost time for Scarlet to finish work, Saffron offered Perry a dink on the back of her bicycle. Perry’s heart bounced. Simply looking at Saffron’s bicycle made him feel happy. It wasn’t a Malvern Star like the one Jenkins rode. It didn’t have rear-view mirrors or genuine leather saddlebags. Ben had found it at the rubbish tip. He’d brought it home all scratched and rusty, put new tyres on it and polished the wheels with a pad of steel wool. Then he’d painted the frame Sunflower Yellow with the leftover paint from the kitchen cupboards, and Annie wrote Saffron’s name in curly writing on the crossbar.

Anik’s grandma Mosas wove the small willow basket that was tied to the handlebars with blue ribbons, and Nell knitted handle grips to match and a padded cushion for the parcel rack, in case Saffron had a passenger.


Saffron could make her bike go very fast or very slow and she never fell off, even when she rode it without holding the handlebars. She made it go very fast as they rode to the Colour Patch Café to meet Scarlet.

The tar strip on the Silk Road was as skinny as a liquorice strap and the sky that day was as grey as a pigeon’s chest. But the yellow bike was a flash of sunlight and Perry was brave and free. He held tight to Saffron’s fake-fur stole as she dodged potholes as big as bird-baths, and together they sang the beautiful Tennessee Waltz all the way to Mr Kadri’s shop.

Mr Kadri had expanded his business. He had two new tables with matching chairs under the striped awning outside the café. He was pouring mint tea from a silver teapot into tiny green and gold cups. Steam from the hot tea curled like drakes’ tails in the cold air.
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‘Table for two, Madam, Sir?’ said Mr Kadri, when he saw Saffron leaning her bike against a veranda post.

‘We haven’t got any money today, Mr Kadri,’ said Saffron, taking off her helmet and shaking loose her corkscrew curls. ‘We’ve just come to meet Scarlet.’

She rearranged her stole and untangled the dangly earrings from her marigold hair. Perry took off his helmet and felt his hair, but it seemed to have stayed in place despite the helmet and the very fast ride.

‘My goodness!’ said Mr Kadri. ‘Am I mistaken or is that you, Little Petal? And surely the fine gentleman beside you cannot be Superiorman?’

Saffron smiled.

‘Of course it’s us, Mr Kadri!’ she said.

‘Yes, now I see your pretty bicycle, but your costumes confused me! Have you come in all your finery to take Miss Crimson home or is there some celebration I have forgotten?’

Perry could now read the golden writing on every one of his seventy-two coloured pencils and he had discovered that scarlet and crimson are two shades of red. Getting the names of your reds mixed up would be an easy mistake to make if you came from a country where English is not spoken, especially if you don’t have a tin of pencils to check. So Perry didn’t mention it to Mr Kadri.

‘No, you haven’t forgotten anything, Mr Kadri,’ said Saffron. ‘Perry’s got a great idea and we want Scarlet to help us. But we want it to be a surprise for Nell.’

‘Ah, a surprise for Grandmother Silk!’ said Mr Kadri. ‘Then we must have a meeting here before you go home. Come inside and sit down while I tell Miss Crimson you are here.’

Saffron winked at Perry. A wink is like a smile: a song with no sound, a dance with no steps, happiness without words. Stars wink because they are too far away for us to hear the sound of their happiness. They are happy simply because they are stars. Saffron winked because Mr Kadri wanted to help without even being asked.

Mr Kadri ushered them to a table near the window. It was Perry’s favourite: the one where he had sat with the Silks on the day he first met them all. While he and Saffron waited for Mr Kadri to fetch Scarlet, Perry thought about that day, when he had stepped off the train clinging to Melody, the social worker, and gripping the handle of his suitcase.

He remembered being afraid to meet the eyes of all the people who’d come to meet him. Instead he concentrated on their feet and amongst them saw a small brown pair with glittering toenails. The person they belonged to walked over to him and tied a red balloon to the handle of his suitcase. He remembered looking up at a girl with eyes bluer than starlings’ eggs. It was Layla Elliott. And she’d winked at him. Smiles and winks were so plentiful at the Kingdom of Silk that no-one thought to explain them to Perry.

Layla had come with the Silks to the Colour Patch Café on that special day. Ben hung her angel wings on the parcel rack and Melody bought raspberry spiders for them to drink. They were the most beautiful drinks Perry had ever seen, pink and bubbly with a dollop of ice-cream floating on top, but Perry was far too anxious to drink his. He was worried about the meaning of winks and wings and other things.


But that was long ago. On this Saturday afternoon, when Perry saw Mr Kadri coming back to the table with Scarlet, he wasn’t worried about anything. Layla was his friend now and the Silks were his family. He had a great idea and everyone wanted to help him make it come true. He turned to Saffron and carefully winked at her.
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3. Another Best Thing

Scarlet and Mr Kadri were just as excited about Perry’s idea as Saffron was. As usual, Scarlet suggested they begin by writing a list of all the things they needed to do. They had hardly started when Scarlet’s friend Anik arrived at the café to start work.

‘Leave the dishes for now, Anik,’ said Mr Kadri. ‘Come, we must help Miss Crimson make lists.’

‘Okay,’ said Anik. His knees were muddy and his shorts were grass-stained, because he had just come from playing football with the Cameron’s Creek Cats. ‘Let me put my bag away first.’

‘Anik is a fine footballer,’ said Mr Kadri while they waited for Anik to come back, ‘but an even better writer. He is getting excellent marks at school.’

Like Mr Kadri, Anik and his grandma Mosas, aunties Shim and Janda and uncle Tansil had come from a faraway land and had learnt to speak and write English only in the past few years. Anik worked very hard at night school to thank Mr Kadri for paying for his lessons. Scarlet says Anik is better at reading and writing than a lot of students who have lived in Australia all their lives. She says he can run faster too and is kinder. She says it’s no wonder Mr Kadri is proud of Anik. Scarlet is proud of him too.

She sits in the tree house in the Cox’s Orange Pippin and writes poems about Anik, and listens to the music inside her while she writes. Sometimes she puts her poems in a small notebook Violet made from recycled paper. Other times she writes them on her skin. Once or twice she has read them to Perry Angel.

Nell is teaching Perry about poems called haiku. She says that if Perry listens carefully, his music will help him write poetry. Sometimes the notes Perry hears are sad, sometimes they are peaceful and other times happy, but always they are beautiful. He wants to write poems about old dogs, woolly jumpers, pussy willows and red galoshes. He will make a book of them to have and to hold and he will call it Little Love Poems to the Kingdom of Silk.

By the time Anik came back, Scarlet had already ruled columns on a piece of paper and had written headings above some of them.

‘Perry wants to organise a dance,’ she explained to Anik. ‘An old-fashioned one where you dance with a partner.’

‘And music,’ Perry reminded her.

‘Oh yes, we’ll need a band,’ said Scarlet.

‘And the girls and ladies have to come dressed up in pretty clothes,’ added Saffron, patting her hair and gently shaking her head so the glass diamonds on her earrings trembled like teardrops. Her lipstick had got a bit smudged by then, but she stood up and did a twirl so the others could admire the swirling skirts of her dancing dress.

‘And it is a very big secret from Grandmother Silk,’ said Mr Kadri.

‘Oh yes, that’s important,’ said Saffron.


‘Keeping it from Nell is probably going to be the hardest part of all.’ Scarlet sighed.

Everyone in Cameron’s Creek knew Nell and Nell knew most everything that happened in Cameron’s Creek.

‘If it’s going to be a surprise for Nell, how will we let other people know about it?’ asked Anik.

When there was going to be an event in Cameron’s Creek, people usually put flyers up at Elsie’s post office and in the window of the Colour Patch Café and on the notice boards at Saint Benedict’s Church and the railway station.
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‘We’ll have to put flyers in people’s letterboxes I suppose,’ said Scarlet.

‘Okay, so let’s make a guest list,’ said Saffron. ‘It’s your idea, Perry, so is there anyone you’d especially like to invite?’

‘Jenkins,’ said Perry, watching Scarlet’s face carefully as she wrote Jenkins’ name on top of the list. But he couldn’t tell what she was thinking so he added, ‘And Melody and Sunday.’

Sunday Lee was Perry’s other mother. The one who’d been afraid when she discovered Perry was growing inside her when she was only sweet sixteen. Sunday and Melody were always invited to the Silks’ celebrations.

‘Of course,’ said Scarlet, adding the two names to her list. ‘We’ll send their invitations in the mail.’
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Before too long there were three pages filled with names. Then Scarlet looked at the time.


‘We’ll have to stop soon,’ she said. ‘It’s getting late and we don’t want the others to start worrying about where we are.’

‘But we’ve only done one list!’ said Saffron. ‘There’s heaps more planning to do.’

‘We’ll have another meeting next Saturday,’ answered Scarlet.

‘Next Saturday — that’s ages away. Couldn’t we have one sooner?’

‘I’ve got an assignment due at the end of the week, so I won’t have time,’ said Scarlet grumpily.

‘Maybe we need more helpers,’ said Anik. ‘What if we all brought someone else along next week? Then we could make a list of tasks and ask for volunteers. That would make it easier for everyone.’

[image: image]

At 5:00pm the following Saturday, Mr Kadri closed the door of the Colour Patch Café and stuck a sign in the window. ‘Closed for private meeting’ it read. Then he and Anik pushed four tables together.


This time, it wasn’t just Perry, Saffron, Scarlet, Anik and Mr Kadri at the meeting. All the other Silk children were there, together with Layla and her parents, Mr Jenkins, Perry’s teacher, Miss Cherry, Mr Fairchild the butcher, Elsie-from-the-post-office, Grandma Mosas, Uncle Tansil, Auntie Shim and Auntie Janda, Mr Kadri’s brown-eyed wife, Sergeant Teddy Wilson, Doctor and Mrs Larsson and the preacher. Annie and Ben had taken Nell for a drive in the Bedford.

Scarlet was in charge again. She liked being in charge of things, but she invited Perry to sit beside her at the head of the row of tables.

‘I’ve made a list of what needs to be done, so I’ll read it out. If there’s a task you’d like to help with, please put your hand up and I’ll write your name beside it.’

By the time Scarlet got to the end of her list, Miss Cherry had offered to hold lessons for people who wanted to learn how to dance or to practise before the event. Uncle Tansil, who worked at the smallgoods factory, said he’d ask his employer to donate a ham and Mr Kadri’s brown-eyed wife volunteered to make it into pinwheel sandwiches for supper.


Hilde Larsson said she would make Lussekatter buns and Violet asked Amber to make an Armenian Love Cake.

The preacher offered Saint Benedict’s hall as the venue for the dance and Mr Fairchild agreed to give Layla and Griffin as much butcher’s paper as they needed to make paper chains and Japanese lanterns.

The Rainbow Girls put their hands up to make the invitations and Elsie-from-the-post-office said she’d have them delivered. And still there were people who wanted to help but hadn’t been given a job.

‘I’m sure we’ll think of other jobs that need doing,’ Scarlet said, ‘but let’s see if we can organise some musicians now.’

For a few seconds, no-one said anything, then Mr Jenkins put up his hand.

‘I suppose I could play the bagpipes,’ he said.

Perry Angel didn’t know what to do. Everything had been going so well, but he didn’t want Jenkins to be in the band. He couldn’t let that happen. Jenkins had to dance with Nell! Surely Scarlet must know about the peaches and the look of wishfulness in Nell’s eyes. But Scarlet just went ahead and wrote Jenkins’ name on her pad and suddenly Perry wondered if he’d made a terrible mistake. He could feel his cheeks growing hot. What if Jenkins didn’t want to dance with Nell?

‘I’ll put Daddy’s name down too,’ said Scarlet. ‘I’m sure he’ll play the harmonica.’

‘Nils will play his violin,’ said Hilde Larsson, nudging the doctor.

Sergeant Wilson said, ‘I can play the squeezebox. I’m a bit rusty now, but I’ve got a few mates who used to play in a dance band.’

‘Can they play the beautiful Tennessee Waltz, Sergeant Wilson?’ asked Saffron.

‘They could play anything!’ said Sergeant Wilson. ‘I’ll get in touch with them. I’m pretty sure they’ll help out.’

‘Good!’ said Scarlet.

Then Jenkins said, ‘In that case, Scarlet, would you mind crossing me off the list? Sometimes nowadays I get short of breath playing the bagpipes and besides … I’d really like to have a dance.’

‘That’s okay, Mr Jenkins,’ said Scarlet. ‘It sounds like we’ll have enough musicians without you.’


Scarlet and the others kept talking, but Perry wasn’t listening. He looked down to where his friend was sitting. Jenkins didn’t seem to be listening either. He was folding a paper serviette into tiny triangles. Perry wondered if he was trying to remember the last time he danced and if it was with his Juliette.
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Jenkins had shown Perry a photograph of himself and Juliette on their wedding day. Juliette wore a lace wedding gown with a train as long as the church and she carried a bouquet of tulips. Jenkins was dressed in a pin-striped suit, with a sprig of lily of the valley in his buttonhole.


Just like Nell and Johnny, he and Juliette had been sweethearts since they were very young. Jenkins told Perry he had had many empty hours when his Juliette died and that becoming Perry’s personal assistant at school was one of the best things that had ever happened to him. Perry hoped with all his heart that dancing with Nell would be another best thing.
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4. The Bluephyre Pencil and the Little Beads of Sweat

On Sunday morning, Perry Angel chose a pencil from his tin of seventy-two. Its name was Bluephyre and it was the colour of a fairy wren. Bluephyre was shorter than the other pencils because it was Perry’s favourite. He used it when he and Nell wrote haiku. But on this morning Perry didn’t want Nell to see what he was doing, so he put Bluephyre in his pocket and took it to Annie’s studio.

Keeping a secret from Nell was new and strange to Perry. When he was no-one’s child, he could not have imagined living with someone you could ask anything of, tell anything to. But Nell was even more than that. She could read your heart simply by looking into your eyes. So could Annie. Perry loved being with Annie in the mud-brick studio Ben had built for her. Her paintings on the walls were peep-holes into paradise, and the world outside was filled with Sunday morning sounds. Once Perry had thought of what he wanted to write with his Bluephyre pencil, Annie helped with the spelling.

We are going to have a proper dance for Nell
at Saint Benedict’s hall.
It will start at 7 o’clock on the 15th day of August,
because that is Nell’s birthday.
We would like you to come and wear your
special dancing clothes.
There is going to be real music and supper.
Please tell Mister Kadri at the Colour Patch Café
if you are going to come.
You can tell him if you want to be a helper too.
If you can’t dance, Miss Cherry will teach you.
Please do not tell Nell any of this,
because it is a very big secret.
From the Silk family


When Perry had finished writing, Annie squeezed him tightly against her old jumper, which was the colour of love. Happiness hummed inside them.
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On Monday, Scarlet took the invitation to school and asked her social studies teacher if she would mind making some copies. Mrs Ogilvy made a whole packet of yellow paper into invitations. Then she volunteered to be a helper.

On Tuesday after school, Layla, Griffin and Perry took the invitations to the post office. Elsie promised to have them delivered on Wednesday and then she helped Perry up onto the long-legged stool at the counter near the parcel string, so he could put tiny pictures of the Queen on the corners of the two invitations that were in envelopes. Afterwards, the children went outside and Perry slid the letters into the golden slot in the red brick wall of the post office. First Melody’s, then Sunday’s.
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Perhaps it was because there hadn’t been a dance in Cameron’s Creek for so long, or maybe because Nell was so loved, but whatever the reason, many people wanted to help. Mr Kadri rang the preacher on Thursday morning, worried that if everyone who’d been in touch with him came to the next meeting, the Colour Patch Café might not be big enough. The preacher said they were welcome to use Saint Benedict’s hall, where there were long tables, plenty of chairs, a stage with curtains either side, and shiny silver heaters, high up on the wall, which glowed as bright as oranges when you pulled a chain.

On Friday evening, Ben said, ‘I’ve got a fancy for some mineral water, Nell.’

Ben always had a fancy for mineral water. He liked to drink it with a dash of home-made lemon cordial and a sprig of mint.

‘How about you and I go for a drive to Tipperary Springs tomorrow and fill our bottles?’

Thirty minutes away from the Kingdom of Silk, a narrow track tunnels through the mist. It winds down between the ghostly candlebark trees to a small, shining pool, surrounded by towering rocks. It is the sort of place where you might expect to see milk-white beasts with barley-sugar horns grazing on velvet moss, or thumb-sized folk rowing lily pads across a stream.

You will find Tipperary Springs marked on a map, but the Silk children call it the Valley of the Unicorns. In this silent, secret place, crystal-clear water seeps up through the ancient earth and weeps quietly from cracks in the rocks. Even on the hottest of summer days, the water is ice-cold. It sparkles with mystery and tastes of magic. The old people who belong to this part of the land say the water is earth’s tears for all she has lost. They say that once you have sipped from the weeping water you will see things as they should be.

The Silks capture spring water in screw-topped bottles that they keep in a wooden crate in Ben’s shed especially for the purpose. The water magic is so strong that even when the bottles are empty, it coats the glass with a rusty film.

When Ben mentioned Tipperary Springs, Perry was washing dishes, Griffin was drying them and Layla was doing the putting away. Perry looked around quickly. Tipperary Springs was one of his favourite places. But just as he was about to ask Ben if he could go along, Griffin poked him in the ribs and shook his head fiercely. It was so unlike Griffin to do anything fiercely that Perry suddenly remembered about the meeting and kept his mouth firmly closed.
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‘What about the children, Ben? They love going to the Valley of the Unicorns,’ said Nell.

Ben was not prepared for this. He said nothing and Perry felt little beads of sweat growing in the place where his moustache would be when he was as big as Ben.

‘Sorry, Nell, but we can’t go,’ said Layla. ‘We’ve got secret children’s business to do.’

‘Oh my, secret children’s business!’ said Nell and her eyes grew as round as an owl’s. ‘I’m sure it’s very important then.’

‘It is,’ said Layla.
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Annie and her children were first to arrive at the Colour Patch Café, where Mr Kadri was waiting to redirect volunteers to Saint Benedict’s. The chairs were quickly filled, some with volunteers, others with people who had been persuaded to come by their wives, children or husbands and some with people who were simply curious to find out more about the dance.

Scarlet was in charge again. Perry sat beside her, but it was hard to concentrate on what she was saying, because he kept wondering if Nell and Ben had seen any unicorns yet.

Mr Kadri handed Scarlet a piece of paper.

‘It is all the people who want to come dancing, Miss Crimson. Mrs Kadri has tallied them up on her calculating machine and there are very many.’

Scarlet looked at the names on the list.

‘There are a lot!’ she said. ‘And it’s less than a week since we sent the invitations out!’

The committee checked to make sure there were enough volunteers for all the tasks that needed doing. But there were far more volunteers than jobs and some people seemed disappointed when they weren’t given tasks to do.

‘Perhaps,’ said Mr Kadri, ‘instead of just a dance, we should have a whole festival for Grandmother Silk!’
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5. A Measure of Happiness

Suddenly everyone was talking at once. It was hard to tell if Mr Kadri was serious or not, but people began to imagine what it would be like if he were.

The shop verandas would be decorated with twinkling fairy lights, the way they were at Christmas time. Paper lanterns would float like sailing ships on the moon-spangled sea of night.

Annie and Indigo imagined an art exhibition. Layla imagined a fairy-floss machine, toffee apples and donkeys pulling children in brightly painted carts. Others saw a lucky dip, a merry-go-round, egg-and-spoon races.
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Mrs Kadri dreamt of market stalls on the footpath. She saw Grandmother Mosas and aunties Shim and Janda selling pretty baskets they’d woven from grass and reeds, and Uncle Tansil’s carved wooden boats with masts of whittled sticks and torn sheets for sails.

Scarlet could see herself dancing with Anik, in a long, red velvet dress and black satin evening gloves.

When an idea is warmed by the sun of hope and watered by imagination, it can become almost real and true in a person’s mind. Perry’s idea about the dance was so real to him that when he told his family about it, they also believed, and told their friends. Now Saint Benedict’s hall was like a glasshouse — there were many seeds sprouting in the warmth of people’s hearts and blossoming in their thoughts. It was a garden of ideas.

‘I think we should have a short break while the committee discusses these ideas with Perry,’ announced Scarlet. ‘After all, it was his idea about a dance for Nell that started all this.’

So Saffron, Scarlet and Mr Kadri consulted with Perry while everyone else had afternoon tea. Annie brought a tray of refreshments for the committee. Mr Kadri poured tea from one of his tall silver teapots. Annie passed paper napkins to everyone and then scones topped with jam and cream. The committee members tasted the sweet ruby jam, and the vanilla cream coated their throats, and the choice seemed much simpler: how much happiness did they want? A few hours at a dance or a whole festival full?

‘The problem is,’ said Scarlet, ‘it’s hard enough organising a dance without Nell knowing. If we go ahead with the festival, how can we possibly keep everything secret?’

‘We don’t need to,’ said Annie as they licked their sticky fingers. ‘In fact, having a festival might make it easier to keep the dance a secret. If we tell Nell about the festival, she’ll make herself so busy helping, she won’t have time to wonder what the rest of us are doing.’
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The planning committee announced their decision to great applause.


‘Before we conclude the meeting, we’d like to think of a name for our festival,’ said Scarlet.

But while there were plenty of suggestions, none of them seemed quite right.

‘Layla’s good at making up names,’ said Griffin. ‘She’s the one who thought of calling Perry’s welcome celebration the Day of Cake and Thankfulness.’

Layla was pleased to be asked, but this time even she couldn’t think of a suitable name.

While the others were trying to decide, Perry was thinking about how happy Nell would be when her birthday arrived — even without the festival. Red galoshes, crunchy footsteps, frosted grass and fence diamonds were just a few of Nell’s favourite things. Her fondness for them came from being a winter baby, she said. She even had a special name for them. Perry smiled when he thought of it. He leant closer to Scarlet, who was writing down the names people were suggesting for the festival — boring things like the Cameron’s Creek Winter Festival. He curled his fingers around his lips like a tiny trumpet and whispered soft as a snowflake into Scarlet’s ear.

‘We could call it the Festival of Crisp Winter Glories.’
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Over the years, the people of Cameron’s Creek had grown used to the uncommon ways of the Silk family, but even so there were a few who thought a Festival of Crisp Winter Glories was an odd idea.

A dance for Nell Silk was one thing, but why celebrate a season so long, cold and dark? Crisp winter glories were a mystery to them. These poor folk had never drunk the waters of Tipperary Springs. They had never heard unicorns whispering in the mist, nor discovered that muddy puddles could be transformed overnight into skating rinks for fairies.

They breathed timidly into tightly wrapped scarves instead of blasting dragonly plumes at the wild grey steeds that thundered across blueberry skies. When occasionally they ventured out on frosty mornings they saw only grim, grey drips on barbed-wire fences, where the Silks saw sparkling fence diamonds.

Such sad souls had never known the pleasures of knitting Punch and Judy mittens with button eyes and stitched-on smiles, vests for orphaned lambs, or Fair Isle cosies for the hot-water bottles of elderly dogs. They preferred cooking potatoes in ovens rather than over the coals of backyard bonfires. To them, hopscotch, hula hoops and dancing seemed strange ways to keep warm, when one could stay huddled by a heater.

Despite their differences, even these people had a tender place in their hearts for Nell Silk, spinner of yarn, singer of songs, dancer of jigs, maker of mittens and teller of tales. And besides, they were as keen and curious as anyone else to discover exactly what would happen at the Festival of Crisp Winter Glories.
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6. The Ache Under Nell’s Primrose Cardigan

The mist lifted late and returned early in the Valley of the Unicorns. It tasted like a baby’s kiss, felt like damp velvet and smelt like the beginning of time. It hung like a magic cloak from ghostly gum trees and floated like an angel’s wing above the crystal stream.

Nell collected an apron-full of dry twigs while Ben arranged river rocks to make a fireplace. Once the fire was lit, Nell unfolded her canvas deck chair and sat beside the leaping flames. Ben wrapped a tartan picnic rug around her shoulders, filled an old black billy with water from the stream and set it over the fire.


‘I’ll fill the bottles with mineral water now, Mum,’ he said. ‘By the time I’ve finished the billy should have boiled. Then we’ll have a cup of tea and something to eat.’

Nell watched Ben pick his way carefully across the slippery stepping stones, carrying the crate of empty bottles on his shoulder. Once he was safely across to the other side of the stream, she unpacked enamel mugs and plates, egg and lettuce sandwiches and melting moments.

The fire hissed and spat. A kookaburra laughed a beak-sized hole in the curtain of mist, then fell silent. Nell leant forward and poked at the fire with a stick. The coals broke open and showed their red hearts. Nell felt a sudden ache under her primrose cardigan. She’d had this ache before, but wasn’t sure what caused it.

Perhaps it was because the children weren’t with her today. They were growing up now. They did things and went places by themselves, all as it should be. It wasn’t that Nell was lonely; when the children were at school there was always something to keep her busy — people to be visited, flowers to be picked, socks to be knitted, stories to be read, cakes to be baked. It was just that she noticed the ache more when she was alone.

Often it happened at the same time as a tiny tender moment. Like the week before, when she had been digging in the garden bed and dislodged a handful of freesia bulbs. After all these years, the sight of them had set Nell’s heart aching for Johnny and her girls. Her thoughts went back to when she was given the freesias …

On her wedding day, Nell couldn’t afford a bouquet. But when she arrived at the church, Johnny was waiting outside and handed her a posy of fresh freesias. Afterwards, Johnny explained how he’d noticed the perfume of some white flowers near the stop where he caught the tram to work. On the morning of the wedding, he plucked up the courage to knock on the door of the cottage where the flowers grew and to ask if he could pick a few for his sweetheart’s wedding bouquet. The lady who answered told Johnny to take as many as he wanted, and, in turn, Johnny invited her to come along to the church to meet his bride.

That afternoon, when Nell and Johnny walked through the arched doorway and out into the sun together, the lady handed Nell a parcel wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with yellow ribbon. Inside were a dozen freesia bulbs she had dug from her garden and on the paper was a handwritten message. Nell kept the paper with her wedding things: her mother’s gown, her blue garter and her veil. She could almost remember the words by heart.


My name is Pearl Brady. On our wedding day, my husband, Maurice, gave me a dozen freesia bulbs wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with yellow ribbon. We planted them in the front garden of our home, where we hoped they would multiply. We planned to have children and to share the freesia bulbs with them when they grew up and had gardens of their own. Maurice was a good man and would have made a wonderful father, but sadly we never had any children. So I’d like you to have these bulbs. They’re white freesias, the sweetest kind. Maurice passed away last year, but I’m sure he’d have wanted you to have them. I wish you health and happiness and children to give the freesias to.




Before long, Nell and Johnny had a beautiful daughter and they named her Katie. Nell remembered thinking how lucky she and Johnny were. They picked a posy of freesias from their garden when they took Katie for her first visit to Pearl Brady’s house. Pearl had had her ninetieth birthday the day before and said that holding Katie was the best gift she could have wished for. Pearl passed away before Nell and Johnny’s second daughter, Ella, was born.
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The air was growing cool in the Valley of the Unicorns. Nell nudged another log of wood on to the fire. Steam rattled the billy lid and she tipped in a handful of tea leaves and stirred them with a eucalyptus twig. Ben should be coming soon.

Ben had filled the emptiness in Nell’s heart after the accident that took Johnny and Katie and Ella away from her. He was only seven years old when he came from the orphanage to live with Nell. And when Ben became a man, he and Annie took Nell to live with them in the house on the hill that became the Kingdom of Silk. On the day they arrived, Nell presented Ben with a parcel. It was wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with yellow ribbon. Nell had written a message on the paper.


Dearest Ben, I couldn’t have asked for a better son than you. Johnny would have loved you too. These bulbs were grown from the ones given to Johnny and me on our wedding day. They’re white freesias, the sweetest kind. I call them Pearl’s freesias, after the lady who gave them to us. I hope you’ll plant them at our new home and that they’ll grow and multiply. I wish you health and happiness and children to give Pearl’s freesias to.



The sound of bottles clinking together brought Nell back to the present. Ben was on his way. She unwrapped the sandwiches, arranged them on a plate and poured tea into the two enamel mugs, and by then the ache had eased.
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On the way home, Nell decided she was going to start writing all her rememberings into a book, just in case she ever forgot them.

She would tell how her daddy, Jack Rose, used to ride his bicycle thirty kilometres to work in a mine and thirty home again, and how he made his fiddle sing at the dances on Saturday nights.

She’d write about the dresses her mother made for her and her sisters, with hand-stitched smocking and embroidered rosebuds. Ruby, Florence and Alice Rose had all worn them before they were passed on to Nell, who was the youngest. When she grew up, Nell kept them wrapped in tissue paper, with dried lavender to keep the silverfish away. Katie and Ella wore them and then the Rainbow Girls. They were as frail as dragonfly wings now.

On the wall of Annie’s studio is a portrait of another little girl: a baby with yellow curls and chubby cheeks, wearing another of the dresses Nell’s mother had made. This child was Tishkin, the youngest of Ben and Annie’s daughters. She left in the night while the others were sleeping, without a kiss or a cry or one last goodbye. Nell would write that in her book too, so other people would know how glad she was that Tishkin was laid to rest in a dress that once was hers: a tiny gown of memories.

Nell was still thinking about what she would write in her book, when Ben steered the Bedford into their driveway. Perry, Layla and Griffin were swinging on the gate, cheeks as red as rosehips, hair as wild as brambles and smiles stretching from ear to ear. The Rainbow Girls had gone with Anik; Grandma Mosas had promised them a weaving lesson. But Perry, Layla and Griffin had come straight home with Annie. They wanted to tell Nell the good news about the festival. Before they left, Scarlet reminded them not to say anything about the dance.

There are good secrets and bad secrets. Good secrets always make you feel happy. If you feel bad, it is a sign you shouldn’t keep the secret to yourself. You should talk about it with someone you trust. Perry Angel knew the difference. This secret was one of the best he’d ever had.

The children rode the rusty gate until it clicked shut then raced up the red gravel drive behind the truck, laughing as they ran.
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7. Falling

If only the children had not been waiting for the Bedford. If only they’d stayed inside till Nell arrived. If only there’d been no ache under Nell’s primrose cardigan. If only she hadn’t known the best cure for such an ache is to hug someone you love. If only the world’s leading authority on tender moments had waited until her gallant son opened the door of his truck for her. If only the step hadn’t been so high. If only the soles of her elastic-sided boots were not so worn.

But Nell flung the door to the truck open as wide as the door to her heart. She leant her head around the corner so she could see Griffin, Layla, Perry, Blue and Barney Blacksheep running up the hill to meet her. All it took was a second when Nell’s heart was so happy her head didn’t think.

The queen of reading hearts slipped.

She tumbled down the step, hit her head on the door, landed crookedly on the hard red gravel and lay there as still and pale as a china doll.

Although Nell’s eyes were open, she stared as though she didn’t see the children who had rushed to her side, like chicks to a hen, shocked at what they saw. A scribbly red line in the shape of Africa marked the place where Nell’s forehead had hit the Bedford’s door. Her skirt was torn, her knitted red socks were bunched around her ankles. One leg looked like it was joined on all wrong. Like it didn’t fit, didn’t belong. Already it was turning the colours of a summer thunderstorm. It looked very much like a leg that would never be any good for dancing.

The joyful secrets drained from the children’s hearts. The blush faded from their cheeks. Nell didn’t look like Nell. She looked like an old, old lady.

‘Tell Mama to ring Doctor Larsson. Quick!’ Ben cried out and Layla and Griffin ran to find Annie, their hearts pounding against the thin walls of their chests, their mouths as dry as deserts.

Perry stayed. He knelt beside Nell, his bare knees pressed into the gravel. Ben spread the tartan picnic rug over the small, silent bundle that was his mother. Tenderly he brushed wisps of silver hair away from the sticky map of Africa, kissed her cheek and rubbed her hands between his.

Perry knew the feeling of Ben’s hands. Gentle hands that could smooth hard lumps of worry until they melted away like butter from under your skin. Strong hands that held you tight so you couldn’t slip into the tar pit of fear. Hands that knew exactly when you needed holding. Ben would know how to look after Nell just right, Perry told himself.

‘Stay awake just a bit longer, Mum. Doc Larsson will be here soon.’

Nell didn’t answer but Ben kept on talking.

‘Remember when I was a boy,’ he said, not knowing what Nell had been thinking that afternoon. ‘Remember how you used to read Anne of Green Gables to me, Mum. Do you remember? Remember how I loved it? Nod your head if you can hear me, Mum. Please don’t go to sleep. Mum, Mum, Doc Larsson will be here any minute. He’ll want to have a word with you.’

Annie came with arms full of pink and yellow checked blankets and a message from the doctor. Ben looked up at her and his face was a jelly mask, slowly but surely melting. It was clear to Perry that Ben felt like a boy again because his mum was hurt.

Perry remembered how he felt when he first came to the Kingdom of Silk. He remembered standing under the Cox’s Orange Pippin, seeing the other children happily playing up there in the tree house. He’d wanted so badly to climb up with them, to breathe in the milky blue sky until he was so full of it there was no room left for anything else. But fear nailed his feet to the ground and he clung to the handle of his small and shabby suitcase unable to answer. It was Ben who took his hand that day and smoothed the lumps of worry from under his skin.

Perry put his arms around Ben’s neck, knitted his fingers together and pressed his cheek and chest as close as he could against Ben’s back. He breathed in the familiar smell of the old cable-knit jumper Nell had knitted from Barney Blacksheep’s wool. He closed his eyes tightly.

I love you, Benny. I love you, Nell. He locked his teeth as tight as prison bars and said the words in a secret part of him. He said them fierce and strong like a spell that would keep them all safe. He said them angrily too. Angry with himself because he had made his one small wish too late. Now Nell and Jenkins might never dance together. Perry said the locked-in I love you words over and over so he would not cry.

Mr Elliott arrived in his car to take Layla home. He wasn’t very good at fixing things like vacuum cleaners or leaky pipes, but he was calm and kind and knew about first aid.

‘Nell’s not talking!’ cried Layla. ‘She looks at us, but doesn’t say anything. What’s wrong with her, Daddy?’

‘Sometimes when people have had a shock they can’t talk and they want to sleep. But it’s better if they stay awake. That’s why Ben’s talking to Nell.’

‘Can’t we take her inside where it’s warm?’ asked Layla. ‘Please, Daddy, the ground’s so hard and Nell’s so soft.’


‘Ben’s doing all the right things,’ said Mr Elliott. ‘It’s best not to move Nell until the ambulance comes, in case she’s broken any bones.’

‘Her leg looks very broken,’ said Layla.

‘Bones can be mended,’ said Mr Elliott.

‘What about heads?’ Layla asked, looking at the map of Africa.
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‘It might just need some stitches, but I’m only a first-aid man,’ her daddy answered. ‘Let’s wait and see what Doctor Larsson says.’

Mr Elliott offered to take the Silk children back to his house, but none of them wanted to leave Nell, so he and Layla stayed too. Doctor Larsson brought the Rainbow Girls with him. They hugged each other and Annie while the doctor listened to Nell’s heart, measured her blood pressure and gave her an injection to ease the pain. Afterwards the doctor talked quietly with Ben and then telephoned someone at a hospital in the city far away from Cameron’s Creek.

The minutes seemed like hours. Zeus, Nell’s one-eyed crow, kept a lookout from the roof of Ben’s shed. He cocked his head to the side, watched the moon rise with his one white eye, felt the wind ruffle his blue-black feathers and listened to the quiet rush of the Milky Way. But it was Blue who was first to know the ambulance was on its way. He felt the sound of it come up through the earth under his belly. The old deaf dog crept as close as he could to Nell and lay down with his head on her chest, whimpering as though he knew they were coming to take her away. Layla kissed Nell goodbye when the ambulance arrived. Then her daddy drove her home.
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Ben folded Annie into his arms then climbed into the back of the ambulance with Nell. Slowly, carefully, the ambulance eased its way between the potholes in the long gravel driveway. Red and blue lights smeared the gathering darkness. Annie and her children watched as they veered left onto the Silk Road and then right onto the highway towards the city. Then the sirens started and the ambulance was swallowed up by the folds of the hills. It was May thirty-first, the last of the golden days.
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8. The First Night Without Nell

The Kingdom of Silk seemed empty that night. The kitchen felt as big as Saint Benedict’s hall. On other evenings, Ben might still be in his shed, but Nell would be there in the kitchen. It is a deep mystery that when a person so small is gone, they leave such a large emptiness. Such mysteries are not new to the Silk family. There is still a Tishkin-shaped emptiness in their hearts.

No-one could remember a night without Nell. Everywhere they looked were reminders of her. The pot of soup she had made that morning still simmered slowly on the stove. In the middle of the table was Nell’s old teapot, with the chipped spout and the knitted cosy. Her favourite apron hung on a hook beside the door and pinned to the mantelpiece was Nell’s to-do list, written on the back of a used envelope.


Take socks and silver beet to Henry.

Post letter to Sunday Lee.

Meals on Wheels — my turn next week.



Even Blue and Barney were restless. Instead of settling down for the night on the couch on the veranda, they stood at the front door and looked longingly down the passage through the flyscreen. Blue yipped politely and Barney bleated pitifully until Annie felt sorry for them and told Violet to let them inside. They lay on the hearth in front of the stove where Nell had raised each of them — Blue the runt of a litter and Barney an orphaned lamb. Having the animals there made the room slightly less empty. Indigo turned the radio on. But no-one danced, no-one sang.

Saffron set eight places at the table. Annie ladled soup into eight bowls, but no-one seemed hungry. Usually, Indigo argued about doing the washing-up and when it was her turn, washed as noisily as she could, clattering china, crashing cutlery and sloshing soapsuds onto the floor. But tonight she cleared the table, stacked the dishes on the sink and washed quietly and slowly without being asked.

Scarlet didn’t write any poems in her book or on her arm that night. She didn’t ring the Colour Patch Café and ask to speak to Anik either. Indigo didn’t paint each of her fingernails a different colour or braid her hair into hundreds of skinny plaits and tie them with blue embroidery silk. Amber didn’t bake jam drops or chocolate brownies for next week’s lunches. And no-one talked about the Festival of Crisp Winter Glories. They just waited for the telephone to ring. Hoped Ben would call and tell them Nell could be repaired, that the doctors could make her as good as new again.

After Perry and Saffron had locked the hens in their house for the night, Annie took a pack of cards from Nell’s ‘useful’ drawer and they all played Happy Families. But everyone kept forgetting things, like who they’d already asked for the Mr Plod the policeman card, or the one with Mrs Chip the carpenter’s wife on it, or who they suspected might be holding Mr Bacon’s little boy. The game seemed to go on forever. No-one cared who won. From time to time, the children sneaked a look at the telephone, willing it to ring. While he was waiting for his turn, Perry looked at Nell’s to-do list. He slowly read the first line and wondered who Henry was.

‘It might be very late when your daddy rings,’ Annie said after a while. ‘It takes at least two and a half hours to get to the city and then if the emergency department is busy, Nell and Ben will have to wait until a doctor can see them.’

Indigo exploded into her familiar noisy self then.

‘But that’s not fair — Nell’s in pain!’ she shouted. ‘Daddy should tell them she needs to see a doctor straight away!’

‘I know it doesn’t seem fair, but there are probably a lot of other people waiting to see a doctor too,’ said Annie. ‘The nurses will see Nell gets something for the pain, but I’m afraid she’ll have to wait her turn like everyone else does. Why don’t you all go to bed now. There’s no sense in us all staying up. I’ll sit here by the stove and wait for the call.’

Annie sat down in Nell’s rocking chair on the flattened blue cushion with tassels on the corners and propped her feet up on Barney’s woolly back. But none of the children moved. No-one wanted to leave Mama by herself.
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‘I’ll keep you company,’ said Scarlet.

‘Me too,’ said Violet.

‘Let’s make a pot of tea,’ said Amber, filling the kettle.

Annie looked at their faces and sighed.

‘Why don’t you get your sleeping bags,’ she said.


Griffin and Perry made a cubby house under the table, with sheets for the walls, and put their sleeping bags and pillows inside. It wasn’t long before Blue padded in and made himself a cosy nest between them. After they’d had their tea, Annie turned the lights out and Griffin and the Rainbow Girls were soon sleeping, but Perry lay awake.

He shone his Superman torch on the underneath of the table and tried to read all the words that were stencilled on the wood. Ben had made the table top from old fruit crates. He rubbed the top with sandpaper until it was smooth and shiny, but underneath you could read the labels that had once been on the outside of the boxes: oranges from Robinvale, apples from the Harcourt Valley, peaches from Shepparton and sultana grapes from Mildura. It was a fruit salad table.

Ben could make anything out of wood. He was good at fixing things too. But you cannot fix people unless you are a doctor. Perry thought he might like to be a doctor when he grew up. He would be the sort of doctor who could fix legs and he wouldn’t have a long line of people waiting. He made his teeth into a cage again and said the I love you words for Ben and Nell.

Then Perry started to feel thirsty from looking at the Robinvale orange box, so he opened the sheets of the cubby house a crack and shone his torch onto the sleeping Rainbow Girls. Then he shone it on the telephone. Annie had the door of the stove open. Coals glowed inside and shone a soft light into the room. Perry wriggled out of his sleeping bag and filled a glass with water from the tap. After he quenched his thirst, he quietly carried a chair over to the door, climbed up on it and unhooked Nell’s apron. When he took the chair back to the table, he saw Annie watching him. She looked lonely without Ben, so Perry went and sat on her lap for a while. When the big hand on the clock was on the twelve and the small hand was on the eleven, Annie kissed him and whispered, ‘Off to bed now.’

Perry slid off her lap, but he didn’t go to bed straight away. There was something important he needed to know.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Annie.

‘Does Nell like Henry?’ said Perry.


‘Yes, of course.’

‘Does Henry like Nell?’

‘I’m sure he does.’

‘More than Jenkins does?’

Annie put her arms around Perry and cuddled him. Then she whispered, ‘Henry and Jenkins are the same person. Henry is his first name and Jenkins is his last and I am sure he loves Nell just as much as we do. Now, off to bed, my angel.’
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Nell’s apron had dribbles of dried cake batter on it and a few splotches of raspberry jam. But Perry didn’t mind. He licked the raspberry jam off, because Blue was asleep, and then he smoothed the apron over his pillow and lay his head on it. He stared at the orange box for a while and wondered if he should get up and look at Ben’s spinning-around map of the world to find out where Robinvale was. But he decided not to, in case he saw Africa by mistake. Then he went to sleep and he didn’t hear the telephone ring or Annie doing her soft talking.
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9. The Show Must Go On

Griffin’s sleeping bag was empty when Perry woke next morning. He could see a pair of striped legs beside the table through the gap between the dinosaur sheets and the floor. Perry wished they were Nell’s legs, but they weren’t. The liquorice-all-sort legs went away for a while and when they came back Perry said to them, ‘Is it winter today?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are there any crisp winter glories outside?’

‘You should get up and have a look.’

There was a sound like fluttering wings on the table and a small white shower fell gently from above, sprinkling the floor and the feet like snow. It looked so beautiful it almost made Perry want to stop being a hibernating bear. Perhaps he could find some winter glories even without Nell there to help him.

‘What are you making?’ asked Perry.

‘Guess.’

Perry usually liked guessing games, but he didn’t feel much like it today. The legs moved away again, leaving footprints in the pretend snow and after a while Perry peeled off his sleeping bag and crawled out of his cubby house. He brought Nell’s apron with him. Amber was standing at the stove on her lolly legs.
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Amber was usually an afternoon-tea sort of person. She made cakes — every sort you could imagine and then some. She made birthday cakes, Christmas cakes, thank-you cakes, sorry cakes and I-love-you cakes. But today Amber wasn’t making cakes. Perry looked at the golden brown circles inside the hot pan. They reminded him of pale winter suns. Amber was making pikelets just as Nell did when they needed to remember that even in winter there are small glories to be found. Perry held out Nell’s apron to his sister. Amber looked at the apron and she looked at Perry and just when he thought she wasn’t going to, Amber put it on over her pyjamas and then hugged him tight.

‘Where is everyone else?’ asked Perry, when he’d recovered from Amber’s squeeze.

‘Indigo and Violet are helping Mama milk the goats,’ said Amber. ‘Scarlet’s collecting the eggs, but I don’t know where Saffron and Griffin are. Maybe they’re getting dressed.’

Perry looked at the telephone while Amber went back to her cooking. Finally he asked, ‘Did Ben make the telephone ring in the night?’

‘Yes. He talked to Mama.’


‘Did the doctor fix Nell’s leg yet?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Can she talk?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Is her head better?’

‘I don’t know anything, Perry. You’ll have to wait till Mama comes inside. She said she’d tell us all what Ben said when she’s finished milking. Here, you can help me squeeze some lemons for the pikelets and then we’ll set the table.’

Amber placed a heavy glass lemon juicer on Ben’s fruit salad table. Perry picked up a lemon half, pressed it down hard on the juicer and thought about oranges from Robinvale.

‘Do they grow oranges where Ben is?’ he asked and before Amber could answer he added, ‘Will Ben come home today?’

Sometimes Amber found it hard to believe there was a time when Perry hardly spoke at all.

Perry put plates and cups on the table. Amber told him to set four extra places.

‘Mr Jenkins and the Elliotts are coming,’ she explained before Perry could ask why. ‘Mama telephoned Mr Jenkins this morning to tell him about Nell. Then she invited him to breakfast, because he was upset. And Mr Elliott rang this morning to see if we had any news about Nell, so Mama asked him if he and Mrs Elliott and Layla would like to have breakfast with us. They’ll be driving here in their car and picking Mr Jenkins up on the way.’

‘Jenkins is Henry and Jenkins,’ said Perry proudly.

‘Yes, I know, but only Nell is allowed to call him Henry,’ said Amber.

After he’d finished, Perry and Blue ran outside. Perry was going to run to the bottom of the drive and open the gate so Mr Elliott could drive straight through. But then he remembered what happened to Nell and decided to look for Griffin instead.
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Perry sat next to Jenkins and Annie sat in Ben’s chair at the end of the table.

‘Amber has cooked us a lovely breakfast and I want you all to eat some before I talk to you about Nell,’ said Annie firmly.


Amber put two leaning towers of pikelets on the table with pretty cut-glass bowls of lemon juice, sugar and golden syrup. Then she and Annie made a pot of tea following Nell’s method, which they had learnt by heart. Amber said the words inside her head as she worked, as though it was a magic spell.

First Amber warmed the teapot with hot water. Then she emptied it and added a tablespoon of tea leaves for each person and one for the pot. Annie took the pot to the kettle and poured boiling water onto the tea leaves. The pot was turned three times clockwise, then three times anti-clockwise. Then Amber put the cosy on it and left the tea to brew for five minutes.

Perry watched his sister’s lips moving and wondered if she knew any spells for fixing legs.
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When everyone had eaten, Annie repeated what Ben had told her on the telephone the night before. Nell’s hip was broken. The doctors were going to put metal pins and wires inside Nell to help her bones mend properly. After the operation, she would have to stay in hospital while she learnt to do exercises that would make her strong and get her used to walking again. Perry almost interrupted to ask Annie if the people at the hospital would teach Nell to dance again, but Griffin spoke first.

‘How long will she have to stay?’ he asked.

‘Nobody knows yet,’ said Annie and went on to explain that once Nell was allowed to come home, she’d need to use a walking aid — a frame with wheels and handlebars — to make sure she didn’t fall again.

When Annie finished speaking, silence filled the room like a fog. Seconds ticked by. There was much to think about.


Mrs Elliott excused herself from the table. Soon the children would ask more questions. Annie would know how to answer them gently and honestly. Mrs Elliott wasn’t very good at dispersing fogs of silence from a room, but she was excellent at dislodging cobwebs, dust and dirt, so she went to find some housework to do. It would help Annie, she told herself.

She loaded the washing machine with clothes and tipped in some soap powder. Then she went and plugged in the vacuum cleaner. She pushed it backwards and forwards in neat, straight lines over the pink cabbage roses in the front room and thought about her own mother, whose heart had lost its rhythm when Layla was only six years old.

Mrs Elliott wished she could be as brave as Annie was when she explained to them all about Nell’s brokenness. She was still disappointed in herself for not telling Layla that when a heart loses its rhythm, it is sometimes not long before it stops beating altogether. But she could not and when her mother’s heart stopped, Mrs Elliott vacuumed the carpet and washed the tiles and scrubbed the shower and swept the paths outside to try to make the fog go away.

Sometimes she took Layla to the playground in the park beside the Colour Patch Café and they laughed for a while. But when Layla looked at the photo album and asked questions about her nana, the fog always came back.

While Mrs Elliott was pegging the wet washing on the clothesline on the windy side of the Kingdom of Silk, she turned her face to the folding blue hills and made a promise to herself. She promised she would take the photo album out of the bottom drawer when she got home and she would talk to Layla about her nana, no matter how hard it was.
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Inside the house, Perry Angel was thinking about the people he’d seen using walking aids, when he visited the old people’s home with Nell. Most of them moved very slowly. Was it only yesterday he’d imagined Nell spinning around like a music-box ballerina? Now he couldn’t imagine how anyone could dance while using a walking aid. Beside him, Jenkins took a slow, deep breath and let it go again in a rush. Then he said a most surprising thing.

‘The show must go on.’

‘Which show?’ Perry asked and all the others looked at Jenkins too.

‘That’s what they say in the acting business,’ said Saffron, who had some experience in school plays.

‘I mean the festival must go on,’ said Jenkins.

‘And the dance?’ asked Perry.

‘And the dance,’ said Jenkins.

‘But what’s the point?’ said Indigo. ‘We don’t even know if Nell will be able to come.’

‘If I know anything about Nell, she’ll try her best to come home as soon as she possibly can,’ said Annie. ‘But it won’t hurt to give her something else to look forward to.’

It seemed to Perry they all needed something to look forward to.
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10. Forget-me-nots and the Fairy Queen

In small towns like Cameron’s Creek, news travels fast. Especially when the news is about such a well-known and dearly loved lady as Nell Silk.

By Monday morning, Elsie-from-the-post-office had placed a book on the counter, near the parcel string and the scales. It had a kingfisher on its cover and shimmering silver-edged pages. There was a pen attached to the counter with a length of string so people could write get-well messages to Nell. Elsie promised she would post it to the hospital when it was full.
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Mr Kadri organised a roster of volunteers to visit Nell. There was no shortage of people who wanted their names on the roster. But Nell was hurting all over and the doctors gave her medicine to make her sleep. Ben could stay, they said, but no-one else until Nell was feeling better.

‘Until then,’ Annie told her children, ‘we should take Mr Jenkins’ advice and keep working on the festival.’

But it is difficult to be excited about a festival when someone you love has a broken hip and a map of Africa on her head.

During the day, Annie, the Rainbow Girls, Griffin and Perry tried hard to find winter glories to cheer their worried hearts. But each evening seemed to come sooner and darker and colder, and the Silk family waited in the kitchen for their telephone to ring. They did their homework there, ate their meals there and waited for 7:30, when the phone would finally sound.

They longed for the day when Ben would tell them Nell was well enough to see them all. Mostly Ben seemed cheerful, but sometimes when it was Perry’s turn to speak on the telephone, he imagined Ben’s chin wobbling and his eyes like rock pools, all glimmery and green, the way they were when Nell was lying on the hard red stones, twisted and broken and bleeding.
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The telephone rang on Thursday afternoon, when Perry was making peanut butter sandwiches. It wasn’t often Perry answered the telephone. Usually Nell or someone else was there to do it. But on this day Annie was feeding the goats and the Rainbow Girls were still on the school bus. Layla had come to play, but she and Griffin were in the tree house waiting to haul Perry’s peanut butter sandwiches up in a bucket.


Perry looked at the clock on the wall and then at the telephone. It kept ringing and the sound of it was very loud in a kitchen so empty. Perry licked the peanut butter off his fingers, then cautiously picked up the receiver and put it to his ear.

‘Hello, this is Perry Angel Lee Silk speaking,’ he said.

There was a small pause at the other end of the telephone.

‘Hello, Perry. It’s Sunday.’

‘Sunday,’ he said slowly and he wondered why his other mother was making their telephone ring.

‘Sunday Lee,’ said the voice in the telephone.
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‘Yes, I know. I thought you might be Daddy,’ said Perry, ‘except it isn’t the proper time.’

‘I rang about the invitation,’ said Sunday. ‘You know, the invitation to the festival,’ she reminded Perry. ‘Is Nell there? Can you talk about the dance?’

‘Nell’s in hospital. Daddy’s there too,’ Perry felt tears slide down his cheeks. He didn’t know why they were coming now, why his insides were suddenly so sad, but he couldn’t stop the feeling.

‘Oh Perry, I’m so sorry. What’s happened? What’s wrong? Is Annie there?’

The back door slapped shut and Annie came into the kitchen. She looked at Perry’s face and quickly scooped him into her arms and took the telephone from him.

‘Hello? … Yes, this is Annie speaking … Sunday, oh Sunday, it’s you! … Yes, no, it’s Nell who’s the patient.’

After Annie explained everything to Sunday, she put the telephone back in its cradle and helped Perry finish the peanut butter sandwiches.

‘Sunday said we can stay with her in her apartment when we visit Nell,’ she said. ‘It’s not far from the hospital. She shares it with her friend, Sam. I told you about Sam — do you remember?’

Perry nodded his head. ‘Sam Sparrow is Sunday’s special friend. Can we go tomorrow?’

‘I know you’re missing Nell very much,’ said Annie. ‘We all are, but we have to wait until the doctor says she’s well enough for us to visit. Nell’s had a nasty knock to her head as well as breaking her hip and the doctors want her to sleep so she’ll get stronger. We’ll just have to be patient a little longer.’

‘How much longer?’

‘Maybe Daddy will know more when he rings tonight,’ said Annie.

But Ben did not know.
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On Friday afternoon, the telephone rang again. It was just like the day before. Perry was alone in the kitchen. He looked at the telephone and wondered who was making it ring. He wished Annie was there in case it was Sunday again. He loved Sunday and he didn’t want her to worry if he accidentally cried again. Slowly he picked up the receiver.


‘Hello, this is Perry Angel Lee Silk speaking,’ he said.

‘Hello Perry, it’s Daddy. You answered the telephone very nicely.’

‘Nell taught me what to say.’ Perry looked up at the clock. ‘I didn’t think it would be you. I don’t think it’s seven thirty yet,’ he said.

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Ben, ‘but I couldn’t wait. I’ve got good news.’

‘Is Nell coming home?’

‘Not yet. She wants to. Every day she asks me when it will be. No-one knows yet, but the good news is that the doctors say Nell can have visitors!’
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Nell’s bed at the hospital was high and hard, with levers, buttons, buzzers and wheels — not at all like her own bed at the Kingdom of Silk. There were no hills or hollows, no plump feathered quilt, floppy pillows or frilly pillowslips. No hot-water bottle, no goose-necked lamp for midnight reading, no peppermints in the drawer, no curling-up space for small boys and bigger girls. No midnight owl hooting outside her window.

Nell was sleeping when they arrived. It wasn’t often her family saw her that way. The nurses had brushed her hair until it shone as silver as a unicorn’s mane and fastened it high up on her head with a clasp like a butterfly. She was wearing a powder-blue bed jacket with ribbon ties and embroidered flowers on its collar and cuffs. The flowers were forget-me-nots.

Perry wondered if Nell had worn the jacket on purpose as a secret message to her visitors to remember her even when they were far apart. He knew he would never, ever forget her. Even when he was as grown-up as Ben. Even if he became a leg doctor or a pirate who sailed the seven seas or an astronaut who orbited the heavenlies, he would always come home again to Nell. But while he was away, he would not think of her lying in bed, wearing her forget-me-not bed jacket. He would imagine her wearing her elastic-sided boots, her red woollen socks, her primrose cardigan and her favourite apron. And in Perry’s mind, Nell would always and forever be dancing.


Propped against a drift of snowy pillows, Nell seemed to have shrunk. Though tiny and tired, she looked to Perry like a fairy queen, with her silken hair and her face as pale as a daytime moon. Perry looked sideways at Jenkins to make sure he was noticing how beautiful Nell looked.

Her legs, under the sheets, looked straight; the map of Africa was neatly stitched. But even so, Nell, pale and pillowed, seemed to Perry to be a different person from the one who stood firm and strong on the windy side of the hill at the Kingdom of Silk. The one who looked after them all. He wondered if Annie or one of the Rainbow Girls had thought to bring Nell’s magic wand and if they had, was there enough magic in it, or in the entire universe, to change Nell back to the way she used to be?
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11. All That Was Wrong

Ben placed a chair close to the bed and offered it to Mr Jenkins while everyone took turns to tell Nell about the festival — being careful not to mention the dance.

Nell’s cheeks grew as pink as the roses on the carpet square at home and Perry wasn’t sure if it was because of Jenkins or because of the festival. From time to time, while everyone was talking, Nell’s eyes would close. The first time it happened, Perry pressed close to the bed and looked anxiously at Nell.

‘It’s all right,’ said Ben. ‘The nurses give Nell medicine so her leg won’t hurt so much and it makes her sleepy. But that’s a good thing, because sleep helps your body recover more quickly.’
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When it was time for them to leave, the Rainbow Girls kissed Nell, Mr Jenkins held her hand, and Ben hugged his mum tight but tender, like a bear hugging its cub. Ben was taking them back to Cameron’s Creek, but Annie, Griffin, Layla and Perry stayed.

When Mrs Elliott learnt Layla was invited to go with them and to stay with Sunday and Sam, she remembered how, only days before, she had wished she was more like Annie. But telling the truth is not always easy and it was Layla who spoke first. She was brave and honest, true and gentle with her mother.


‘It’s okay, Mum,’ she said. ‘I know people don’t last forever. Nell says that’s why it’s so important to spend time with the ones we love. But Nell’s going to get better. I know she is. Only I think she might be homesick and I want to be with her.’

Mrs Elliott was proud of her daughter and glad she had fallen in love with the most uncommon family in Cameron’s Creek.
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When visiting hours were over, Sam Sparrow met Annie, Griffin, Layla and Perry at the hospital and drove them to the apartment, where Sunday was waiting. They dressed themselves in coats and hats, left their overnight bags and went walking. Past factories, warehouses, shops and apartment blocks, and on towards the shining sea.
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In that strange and wonderful place, made tiny by towering cargo ships, they sat on the splintery dock, with the blustering wind in their hair and seagull songs ringing in their ears. They ate hot fish and chips from paper parcels, licked salt from their fingers and watched old men with long curved rods reel whiting and seaweed in from the deeps.


Sunday and Sam’s apartment was small. There was a fold-down couch for Annie to sleep on, and for Griffin, Perry and Layla, mattresses and pillows on the floor. In Sam and Sunday’s room, there was a bed and a cot and a picture on the wall. It was a painting of an old dog and a small boy wearing a Superman costume. Annie’s signature was in the corner. When Perry first went to live with the Silks, Nell made him a Superman costume to help him feel braver. Now Perry had learnt to be brave without the suit. He remembered Annie painting the picture and giving it to Sunday to take home with her, the first time she came to the Kingdom of Silk.

‘It’s you,’ said Sam, smiling at Perry’s smaller self on the wall, like he was glad he was there. Then he said, ‘Sunday wants to tell you something.’

Sunday’s face was shiny and round like it was bursting with happiness when she said, ‘Sam and I are going to have a baby.’
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That night, when the others were sleeping, Perry thought about Nell and the dance, and about Ben and the girls and Jenkins so far away, and about the new baby that was growing in the quiet dark in Sunday’s belly.

After a while, he crept up on the couch beside Annie and her arms went around him, safe and strong. He remembered back to long ago when he was nobody’s child. Every day when he woke up he would tell himself this might be the day when someone would take him home and ask him to stay and never leave. He was glad Sam and Sunday’s baby would never have to do that.
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After the Silks went home again, there were many more long trips to and from home and the hospital, and in between there was school and preparing for the festival. But all the while, the townsfolk of Cameron’s Creek made sure Nell had plenty of visitors.

Mr Jenkins went three times a week. Scarlet, Anik, Grandma Mosas and the aunties took care of the Colour Patch Café one weekend so Mr and Mrs Kadri and their curly-haired children could visit Nell. They took a box of home-made rose-flavoured Turkish Delight. And when Elsie-from-the-post-office and the preacher went, Elsie took the book with the kingfisher cover and the shimmering silver-edged pages.

Nell didn’t sleep so much any more and when she had visitors she asked the nurses to pull the lever that made the end of her bed tilt up, so she could have meetings about the festival with her visitors, even though she was not strictly a committee member. When there were no visitors, physiotherapists took Nell to the hospital gymnasium, where she did special exercises to make her leg strong. Then they brought her a walking aid called The Intrepid. It was cherry red with wheels and brakes and a padded seat with a basket underneath. Nell lifted the seat and looked at the basket.

‘That will come in handy for putting vegetables in when I’m out in the garden,’ Nell told the physiotherapist. ‘And for library books when I’m visiting people at the old folk’s home.’

Day by day, Nell practised her walking, until she and The Intrepid became a familiar sight in the corridors of the hospital, and at last the doctors, physiotherapists and nurses told Ben that Nell might soon be able to go home.
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Towards the middle of July, two visitors arrived at the Kingdom of Silk. They wore neat suits and name tags and arrived in a shiny white car on a day when the weather was a stampede of elephants, rumbling, grey and wet.

Perry, Griffin and Layla were on the raft in the middle of the dam, dressed in yellow raincoats and gumboots and sheltering under a polka-dot umbrella. On the bank, Blue was rounding up Fred and Ginger’s fifteen summer goslings, trying to persuade them to go for a swim. Fred and Ginger hissed and honked, Barney Blacksheep bleated, Blue barked, the children shouted and they didn’t hear the visitors’ car.

The driver stopped at the bottom of the hill. The passenger stepped out, picked her way across the puddles, opened the gate and closed it again after the car drove through. When it pulled up next to the Bedford, the car was no longer shiny and white.

Barney bulleted around the corner of Ben’s shed, wearing Griffin’s red rain hat at a jaunty angle. He planted his hooves on the car door and peered in the passenger’s side, trying to see through the soupy film of mud dribbling down the window. Barney Blacksheep was a very large sheep and his winter coat was as thick as a duck-down mattress. The visitors sat in their car and beeped the horn.

There must have been something that upset the visitors. Perhaps they were not used to all the glories of winter. Or they might never have met a man who sometimes forgot his daughters had plaited his beard and tied it with ribbons and bows, and who greeted his guests with a one-eyed black crow perched on his shoulder. Maybe they had never been to a home where twin goats, born too soon, were being kept alive in a laundry basket in front of the stove. Or perhaps it was the billowing blue tarpaulin that provided a temporary roof for the unfinished extension at the back of the house.
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Whatever had upset the visitors, the Silks would never know. Ben, Annie and the children spent a whole hour walking through the house, listening to the visitors tell them what was wrong with it. They shook their heads and tut-tutted and marked paper sheets on their clipboards with thick black crosses.

They said the carpet with the pink cabbage roses was worn out and dangerous and the floor had too many ups and downs in unexpected places. Animals should not be permitted inside. Both the old black stove, the rocking chair beside it and the deep, deep bath with the lion’s feet should be replaced, they said.

When it stopped raining, the visitors went outside. They didn’t like the way the stuffing was coming out of the red vinyl couch on the veranda and said winding gravel paths in the secret garden were not desirable. Straight and concrete and neatly trimmed were preferred. Amber had made fairy bread and cream kisses for afternoon tea, but the visitors politely refused.


‘No, thank you. We have a long drive back to the city,’ Daryl the driver said.

‘What about Nell?’ said Annie. ‘When can she come home?’

‘Our priority is the safety of the patient,’ said the woman with the Cynthia badge on her chest.

‘We’ll need to do a further inspection to ensure all our recommendations have been acted on, before we can make a decision.’

Annie held Ben’s hand. He looked as though his heart was broken. The children, who had gathered beside their parents, linked hands like a small and crooked picket fence, protecting the home they loved. They stared after the muddied car as it drove away.
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12. The House That Love Built

Scarlet flounced into the kitchen after the visitors had left. She announced she was calling an extraordinary meeting of the festival committee and dialled the number of the Colour Patch Café.

‘Saffron, Perry, you’re coming with me,’ she said.

Perry didn’t feel like thinking about the festival and Saffron wanted to stay with her daddy, but when Scarlet was in a flouncing mood, no-one argued with her.

The wind howled, the blue tarpaulin flapped miserably and Ben disappeared into his shed. He sat in the Seat of Wisdom, pulled the lever that made the once-upon-a-time dentist’s chair recline, and stared up through the skylight, trying hard to see things that weren’t there. Things like the finished extension to the house. For months and months, he had been able to picture exactly the way it would look when it was finished. But today Ben could only see what the visitors had seen: a dripping blue tarpaulin over a timber frame — and he blamed himself. He should have finished by now. If he had, maybe the visitors wouldn’t have noticed all the things that weren’t quite right. Maybe they would have let Nell come home.

But like everything else he’d made, Ben wanted this building to be special. Each piece of material had to have meaning. Nothing was shop-bought. He had found the pieces, waited for them, bargained for them, worked for them. His shed was cluttered with the precious objects he had collected: panelled doors, slate shingles, church windows and chandeliers. And in the feed shed was a truckload of straw bales for the walls. But the slate shingles were the last thing Ben had found and without a roof to shelter them from the weather, straw bales cannot be laid. He closed his eyes to block out the greyness.


Ben might not have finished the extension, he might have been blinded by disappointment that afternoon, but he need not have been. Slowly but surely the elephants were moving on. There was a streak of sunlight on the Silk Road, an echo of hope in the hills. Ben’s children had learnt from him to see things other people could not.
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On Saturday morning, the rain had stopped and Jack Frost cloaked the paddocks with glisten and glimmer. Visitors arrived at seven o’clock. But this time they came in a bus towing a trailer, driven by Mr Davis. They brought picks, shovels, hammers, nails, paint, brushes, ladders, a cement mixer and a portable barbecue.

Uncle Tansil and his sisters, Shim and Janda, were in charge of breakfast. Mr Fairchild supplied sausages and bacon, Nell’s girls provided eggs and Annie had made the bread. By morning-tea time, Annie had painted a large blue square on the floor in the front room. After lunch, she added painted pink cabbage roses and a knotted cream fringe around the border. It was an amazing un-trip-over-able carpet square.

Grandma Mosas, whose husband had been a shoemaker, brought a cobbler’s awl and long thin strips of leather and she mended the tear in the red vinyl couch, so the stuffing could no longer escape.

Teddy Wilson and the preacher made a concrete path. Indigo arranged chips of pretty china spelling ‘secret garden’ in the wet concrete and Griffin, Perry and Layla decorated it with handprints and patterns made with pebbles. Annie thought the handprints were such a good idea she asked everyone to do the same.

The path was plenty wide enough for The Intrepid, but the men had been under strict instructions not to make it straight. It meandered like a stream, beside the rhubarb patch, past the marigolds, under the honeysuckle arbour, around the lilac tree, next to the butterfly bush and through the gate, to the orchard.

By sunset, the roof of the extension had been slated and guttered, the window frames, downpipes and doors had been fixed in place. Mr Elliott, his son, Patrick, and Uncle Tansil had wheelbarrowed all the straw bales from the feed shed and stacked them in the middle of the room, ready for fitting into the wall spaces, and the frame was completely enclosed by the blue tarpaulin. The thing that only Ben had been able to imagine for so long was now becoming visible to everyone.
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Scarlet had made another roster. Now there were three. The festival roster, the visiting Nell roster and the building roster. The following morning, the bus arrived again. This time with a different group of passengers. And so it went on. The bus only came on weekends, which was when most people had time to spare, but on weekdays there were other people who came in ones or twos or threes in cars or on bicycles or motor scooters. Every time someone visited Nell, she would tell them how much she wanted to come home. But Ben had made them promise not to tell her about the unwelcome visitors and what they had said.

Then came inspection day. Barney was locked in the feed shed, which he didn’t mind at all. Blue was wearing his best bow-tie and Annie had reminded Ben to comb his whiskers. The Silk family waited outside. Zeus perched on the shed, like a weather vane, and squawked when he heard the distant hum of a vehicle turning off the main road.

Saffron ran down the hill. The puddles were drying up. She opened the gate and climbed up on the strainer post. When the vehicle got as far as the dip in the road near Canning’s orchard, she could see its roof. She jumped down and ran back to the others.

‘It doesn’t look like the car they came in the first time,’ she said.

‘It doesn’t sound like a car either,’ said Griffin.

Then they saw it — Mr Davis’ bus — chugging slowly towards the gate and up the hill. The door swung open and the passengers disembarked.

‘We thought you might like company,’ grinned Teddy Wilson, looking very impressive in his policeman’s uniform.

‘Thirty-seven!’ said Violet, who had been counting as the townsfolk lined up beside the Silks, waiting for Daryl and Cynthia to arrive.
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It was Annie who explained to the visitors that the slate shingles had been salvaged from Pearl Brady’s cottage before developers built a block of apartments on the site. She told them how the windows had come from the small suburban church where Nell and Johnny were married. She pointed out the rosy carpet square, now hanging on the wall, and told them how it had belonged to Nell’s parents — that its thinness was due to three generations of children dancing on it. And when they went outside, Annie showed them the handprints in the concrete path, one for every person who helped Ben make his dream come true.

But the visitors had a job to do. They inspected, checked boxes and wrote a report. Then they looked at the proud faces of the butcher, the lady from the post office, the policeman, the refugee family, the preacher, the bus driver, the doctor, the cemetery caretaker, the school teachers and the children. And this time the visitors stayed for afternoon tea, warmed and welcomed by walls as curved and cream as angels’ wings. Around and above them tree-trunk posts and beams held everything in place like everlasting arms. Cynthia and Daryl gazed out through a wall of five church windows and watched the glories of winter from the house that love built.
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13. Queen of Crisp Winter Glories

On the fifteenth of August, hail glittered bright as diamonds in the gutters. Robins bloomed rose-red on barbed-wire fences and the air was too sharp to breathe. But soon music and laughter would eddy in the velvet dark above the crooked streets of Cameron’s Creek. Skirts would swirl, toes would tap and hands would clasp and clap as the townsfolk, young and old, waltzed winter into their hearts like an old forgotten friend.

Perry knew he should be happy. Nell was home. She took The Intrepid where others dared not go. But he couldn’t help wishing Nell could dance, just once, with Jenkins. As the day progressed, Perry almost wished there was no dance. Perhaps it was a mistake. Surely it would make Nell sad to see everyone else dancing, when she was not able to join in.

The Rainbow Girls spent all day helping to decorate the streets and the hall and set up stalls. Mr Kadri invited all the children to watch the procession from the balcony above the Colour Patch Café. The Elliotts arrived at five o’clock to drive Griffin and Perry into town. Annie, Ben and Nell stayed behind. Even with the help of The Intrepid, it was too difficult for Nell to get up into the cabin of the Bedford, so Doctor and Hilde Larsson had promised to take her to the street parade in their car. It was a vintage car, older than the doctor, and he drove it only on rare occasions.

Perry, Griffin and Layla wove their way along the crowded footpath. It was exactly as Perry had imagined and for just a while he forgot about the dance.

Fairy lights and paper lanterns criss-crossed the streets and delicious aromas of food filled the air. Small pointy-roofed tents lined the footpath, selling clouds of fairy floss, paper cones of jam doughnuts, buttery corn cobs on skewers and barbecued hamburgers. There were water pistols and wind-chimes, hand-made slippers with tinkling bells on their pointed toes, cardboard cowboy hats and kewpie dolls in glittering skirts. You could ride in a firetruck or in a brightly painted cart pulled by a small, shaggy donkey; you could watch a Punch and Judy show or enter a hula hoop competition.

It was almost six o’clock when from somewhere down near Elsie’s post office, music began to play.

‘Quick!’ said Layla. ‘Let’s go up on the balcony now. I think it’s nearly time for the parade to start.’

The Cameron’s Creek Municipal Brass Band came first and driving slowly behind them came a long sleek car. It was cream with a soft black hood that was folded down. As it drew closer, they could see there was a passenger in the back seat and a sign on the shiny silver grille at the front of the car. It was too far away to see what the sign said or who the passenger was. The children cheered and waved as the band drew closer and suddenly Scarlet laughed. She was watching the procession through Ben’s binoculars. He had said that Scarlet was to be in charge of them, but everyone was to have a turn.

‘I knew Mama and Mrs Larsson were up to something!’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Layla.

‘Keep watching and you’ll find out,’ answered Scarlet.

‘Pass me the binoculars; it’s my turn now,’ demanded Indigo.

By the time all the Rainbow Girls had looked through the binoculars, the procession was very close. Perry wriggled between everyone’s legs and squatted at the railings that surrounded the balcony, where he had a good view of what was happening below.

The band stopped directly in front of the Colour Patch Café and Doctor Larsson’s sleek vintage car pulled up beside it. The sign on the front of the car was easy to see now and Perry read it aloud, ‘Queen of Crisp Winter Glories’. The passenger in the back seat looked up at the balcony where the children were and waved. In her other hand she was holding a golden curtain rod that looked exactly like the one the Silks used when they dressed up for special ceremonies. On her head was a wreath of berries and twigs and around her shoulders she wore a cloak the same cream as the car with white fur around the collar and cuffs. Suddenly Perry recognised the Queen of Crisp Winter Glories. It was Nell!
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14. A Dark Place

When the procession was over, Doctor Larsson drove Nell slowly around the block again. He told her it was to admire the decorations. This was true, but it was also to give everyone a chance to get to Saint Benedict’s before them.

When the doctor pulled up beside the hall, Henry Jenkins was waiting at the door with The Intrepid. He was wearing his navy pin-striped suit, with a white handkerchief in the pocket and a nosegay of lily of the valley in his buttonhole, and he couldn’t remember having felt so nervous since he was a very young man. He straightened his bow-tie, dusted the toes of his shiny black shoes on the backs of his trousers and took a deep breath.

‘Your Majesty,’ he said and he took Nell’s arm while she steadied herself with the help of The Intrepid.

‘Thank you, Henry,’ said Nell. ‘Is this where they’re having supper? I could do with a good hot cup of tea.’

‘I’ll make sure you get one,’ said Mr Jenkins as he walked beside her to the door and opened it.

‘It’s a little dim in here, Henry,’ Perry heard Nell say. ‘Are you sure this is where the supper is?’

Someone giggled, the lights flashed on, the band struck up and everyone began to sing.

Nell sat on the padded seat of The Intrepid looking every inch the queen. When the final line of the birthday song was sung, the cheers rang out. Then the preacher, who was Master of Ceremonies, announced the first dance.

‘Take your partners for the Fairyland Waltz,’ he said.

Jenkins guided Nell across to the wall under the heaters and handed her his handkerchief. She dabbed her eyes and blew her nose and Perry Angel cried. He’d wanted so much to make this a special day for Nell and now it was ruined. It was all his fault she was upset. He crawled between the black curtains and sat under the stage in the darkness, wiping his tears on his white shirt sleeve. The preacher called the Polka, the Foxtrot, the Quickstep and the Pride of Erin. And then, at last, Perry heard the music of the Tennessee Waltz.

The band played beautifully. The dance floor was filled with graceful feet. Scarlet in her long red velvet dress danced with Anik, who looked very handsome in tails. Layla’s brother, Patrick, danced with Saffron, who was dressed like her heroine, Anne of Green Gables, in emerald green with hoop petticoats and button-up boots.

Indigo wore an old silk wedding dress she’d found in the charity shop and dyed Rose Madder and Cobalt Violet. Her face was painted to look like a butterfly and from her back sprouted a pair of peacock-feather wings. She danced with a boy with blue hair and a black coat and three rows of medals made from the lids of baked-bean tins.

Annie glided by in Ben’s arms and then Griffin and Layla, who’d had dancing lessons from Miss Cherry. The hall was a blur of colour and sound, but in his dark place under the stage all Perry could think about were Nell’s tears.
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When the music stopped, the preacher took the microphone. Perry could hear him on the stage above.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Before we break for supper, Henry Jenkins would like to say a few words.’

Perry sat behind the curtains. He wished he could come out, now the dancing had stopped. Who was looking after Nell? Where was she? He heard footsteps coming closer. Was it Jenkins? What did he want to say? But Perry couldn’t come out now, when everyone would be looking towards the stage. He opened the curtains slightly wider and peered out.

Henry Jenkins made sure Nell was beside him in front of the stage. She sat on the seat of The Intrepid. It was higher than a chair, which made it easier to get up and down, and she had a better view of all the people in the hall. The preacher handed the microphone down to Jenkins. Perry saw his dear friend fuss with his jacket and heard him clear his throat, but he could not see Nell’s face.

Then Jenkins did a most surprising thing. He knelt on one knee, took Nell’s hand in his and said, ‘Nell Silk, will you marry me?’

Perry couldn’t stay under the stage a second longer. His hair was covered in cobwebs, his shirt had come untucked, there were dirty smears on the sleeves and the marigold in his buttonhole was drooping. Nell was crying again, but she reached out when she saw Perry and drew him close.

‘It’s all right, Perry; I’m dancing on the inside,’ she whispered into his ear. But her words echoed all around the hall, made loud and clear by the microphone Jenkins was holding. Then Nell leant forward and put her other arm around Jenkins and said, ‘Of course I will marry you, dear Henry.’

Ben was not surprised. He was glad the extension was big enough for two.
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15. A New Dance Begins

In a city by the sea, far away from Cameron’s Creek, a child is born. Her mother holds her close, counts ten tiny fingers, ten tiny toes and kisses the tip of her button nose. She whispers lullabies from a faraway kingdom into ears as curled as commas. While they sleep, Sam Sparrow takes a photograph of Sunday and their daughter. Later on, he writes on the back of it.

Baby Sparrow, born on a Tuesday.
A daughter for Sunday and Sam,
a sister for Perry Angel.
Another dance has begun.


He puts it in an envelope and addresses it as follows:

 

To the Silk Family of Cameron’s Creek
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16. The World As It Should Be

Spring, one year later, the Silk children rise as early as the sun, their faces bright as daffodils. Dew dampens the hems of their pyjama pants as they wander through the grass with baskets on their arms. The girls have their hair twisted in rags to make it curl into ringlets. Layla is with them, of course. They gather flowers: freesias, lilies of the valley and pale-pink fairy roses.

Back at the house, they spread their treasure over the kitchen table and weave the tiny rosebuds and sprigs of maidenhair fern through willow wreaths, binding them in place with narrow satin ribbons. Nell and Annie make perfumed posies of freesias and lilies and wrap them in paper doilies. When the posies are done, Annie takes Nell to the bathroom to wash her long white hair in rainwater and lemon juice.

Griffin and Perry run outside to find Ben, who has borrowed Fangled, the ride-on mower, from the cemetery. The boys take turns to ride behind their father as he cuts the grass beside the dam, under the Cox’s Orange Pippin and beside the table made of timber from the broken bridge at Gypsy’s Creek. He mows in beautiful curves making the ups and downs of the Kingdom of Silk look like a park.

While the kitchen is clean and quiet, Amber puts the finishing touches on a cake as tall as a castle. She adds sugared violets, white doves and velvet ribbons to the smooth white frosting. It is the most beautiful cake she has ever made and the most complicated. Hidden under the white frosting there are spices, honey, flour, eggs and cherries red as hearts.

At mid-morning, Perry Angel waits on the Cameron’s Creek railway platform. His cheeks are as pink as pigeons’ toes, and the world is reflected in his shining eyes. His feet are brown and bare and there is a generous coating of glitter on his toenails. His shirt is the colour of happiness and he wears a pair of chicken-feather wings. In his arms, he holds a bouquet of freesias, white ones, the sweetest kind.

The ten-thirty express rumbles towards the station, whistling a warning. Perry turns and looks back at the people he loves: Ben and Annie, the Rainbow Girls, Griffin and Layla. Blue is there too and Barney Blacksheep, with Zeus perched on his newly shorn back. Only Nell and Jenkins are not with them.

The train squeals to a stop. Perry turns towards it and waits while the passengers disembark. Sam Sparrow steps onto the platform and helps Sunday, who is pushing a pram with big wheels. The baby inside is all curls and chubby cheeks. Perry puts the freesias in Sunday’s arms. Sam hugs him and the baby claps her dimpled hands.

The Colour Patch Café is closed today. There is barely a car to be seen in the main street of Cameron’s Creek. The bus disappears slowly down the road. Mr Davis has a full load and the pack-rack on top is piled high with folding chairs and picnic baskets.

The Sparrows and the Silks climb into the big yellow taxi bus — all except Ben, Blue, Barney and Zeus. The taxi driver says he is not permitted to transport livestock. Ben is not livestock, but he has to drive the Bedford home.

Zeus stands on the dashboard near the radio and tries to turn the knob with his beak to change the station. Blue and Barney sit in the back and Blue smiles at the taxi as they follow the bus all the way to the Kingdom of Silk.
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At two thirty, Nell and Jenkins stroll towards the Cox’s Orange Pippin, arm in arm over the sweet mown grass, between clumps of creamy freesias. Nell wears lavender-grey lace and a hat with a wide brim and a short, hail-spot veil. Henry wears a kilt.

Six barefoot bridesmaids and two pages trail behind them. The pages wear loose white shirts and soft grey trousers. Perry Angel wears his wings. Layla and the Rainbow Girls are dressed in paper taffeta gowns that rustle when they walk, with clouds of pink tulle petticoats and satin sashes. They wear the coronets made that morning over their tumbling ringlets and carry the posies made by Nell and Annie.

The preacher has no official duties today. He sits with Ben and Annie. He has no family of his own, but the Silks have made him part of theirs, just as they have so many others from both Cameron’s Creek and far away.

The celebrant’s name is Sally. Her hair is a cap of smoke and light, her eyes are chocolate pools, her voice is the song of a skylark’s and her face is a pixie queen’s. She welcomes the bridal party and their guests to the cathedral of blossom and earth and air.

‘It seems fitting to gather today, at the foot of a fruit tree, to speak of love,’ she says. ‘Long ago, William Shakespeare wrote the play Romeo and Juliet. Act two is set in Capulet’s orchard, where Juliet speaks of her love for Romeo. These are her words.’

Sally reads from a small leather-bound book.


 

‘My bounty is as boundless as the sea,
My love as deep; the more I give to thee,
The more I have, for both are infinite.’

Saffron leans towards Perry.

‘That’s just another way of saying love is elastic,’ she whispers. ‘There’s always enough to go around.’

‘Hundreds of years have passed since these words were written, but here at the Kingdom of Silk, it is clear they are no less true today,’ says Sally.

‘Nell Silk and Henry Jenkins will now make their commitments to one another.’

Nell turns to face Mr Jenkins. She speaks calmly and clearly.

 

‘Love does not dim with age.

It grows brighter until
we know that love is
all
that matters.

I have loved and been loved
and will love
again.


I love and have loved
truly and deeply,
but none more than you,
Henry Jenkins.’

Mr Jenkins cannot speak. The paper in his fingers trembles. Nell takes his hands in hers. Their eyes meet and he speaks:

‘Nell Silk,
you make the world a better place.
You are my world …’

Henry is full of joy and empty of words. But that is enough for Nell.

Sally guides them both through the formal vows and declares them husband and wife. There is no need to release caged birds or butterflies; the heavenlies are filled with them. Petals shower the newlyweds as they move to sit in a love seat Ben has made from bent willow. The bridesmaids sit on the grass, as pretty as the blossomy boughs above. The guests drink a toast with water from the Valley of the Unicorns.
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Next it is Ben’s turn. Griffin watches his daddy’s hands untie the string from a parcel. Brown paper falls away like autumn leaves, revealing a Naming Day Book. The baby carved on its wooden cover looks like a cherub — all curls and chubby cheeks.

A breath of wind gently moves the pippin blossoms, and Griffin looks up through the branches to the scraps of sky beyond. There is an ache inside him. Layla takes his hand and squeezes it and Nell smiles gently into his soul, silently reminding him Tishkin is with them today, as she is always. Sam and Sunday’s baby laughs and claps her hands. Ben passes the book to Sam.

Sunday has dressed her daughter in a gown smocked with silk and embroidered with rosebuds. It has been worn by many other little girls: Ruby, Florence, Alice and Nell Rose, Katie and Ella Silk, and the Rainbow Girls. A gown of memories, as frail as dragonfly wings, as strong as love.
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At last it is Perry’s turn. It was he who helped Sunday and Sam find the perfect name for their baby girl. Today, for the first time, he will speak it to the wind and the soil and the sky of the Kingdom of Silk. His wings tremble a little but he takes a deep breath, raises his eyes to the Bluephyre sky and says the words he knows by heart.

‘Little sister, I name you Nellie-Rose Lee Sparrow.’
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The ceremonies are over now and Nellie-Rose is carefully passed from one pair of gentle arms to another.

The guests open their picnic baskets and share stories, sandwiches, sausage rolls, sugared almonds and wedding cake, and sip pineapple punch from tiny glasses. Nobody wants to leave.

Perry squeezes into the love seat, between Nell and Jenkins. He thinks of the one small wish he made just over a year ago and all that has come of it — the dance with petticoats and posies, the Festival of Crisp Winter Glories and, today, the wedding of two of his favourite people. He sits between them and watches the guests talking, laughing and eating like one big family, and Nell is at the heart of it.

And Perry Angel knows, without being told, that the world is as it should be.
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