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Epigraph
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To everything there is a season
And a time for every purpose under heaven.
A time to be born and a time to die,
A time to plant and a time to harvest,
A time to kill and a time to heal,
A time to cry and a time to laugh,
A time to be sad and a time to dance,
A time to hug and a time not to hug,
A time to find and a time to lose,
A time to be quiet and a time to speak up
A time for loving and a time for hating
A time for war and a time for peace.

The original poem from the Bible was written a long time ago. This version is painted on the door at the Kingdom of Silk.
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1. Superman, Blue and the Deep Mystery

Griffin came into the Silk family after the Rainbow Girls; Scarlet, Indigo, Violet, Amber and Saffron, and before Tishkin. And then came Layla, who was not born a Silk, but was sent to comfort them after Tishkin went away.

Perry Angel came last of all. He arrived on the ten-thirty express with a small and shabby suitcase embossed with five golden letters. It had taken him almost seven years to find the Kingdom of Silk.
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Melody, the welfare lady with the ponytail and jeans and the small silver ring through her nose, had suggested Perry come to stay in the rickety, rambling old house on the hill that everyone at Cameron’s Creek called the Kingdom of Silk. Until then, Perry had been looking for his mother who had left him on the steps of the Maxwell Street welfare office when he was small enough to fit inside the golden-lettered suitcase. But no-one seemed to know where she was, not even Melody.

The golden letters on Perry’s suitcase were getting worn out because he’d been looking for so long, so it was nice to belong in a place where he could put his suitcase underneath the bed. Even though he liked being part of the Silk family, sometimes Perry still wondered about his mother.

And now it was Sunday, almost a year after Perry had arrived at the Kingdom of Silk. Nell, who was the grandmother of the Silks and of anyone else who needed one, was in the vegetable garden. Griffin’s best friend, Layla, was helping Nell pick caterpillars off the baby cabbages. Layla’s chicken-feather wings fluttered in the breeze. She was disguised as a cabbage moth so as not to frighten the caterpillars away. Over near the Cox’s Orange Pippin tree, Superman was emptying Christmas beetles out of his gumboots.

It wasn’t really Superman, it was Perry Angel, dressed in the costume Nell had made him for Christmas. Being Superman was one of Perry’s favourite things about Sundays. The costume had a big red S stitched on the front and a swirling red cape attached at the shoulders. It looked so much like the one the real Superman wears that Perry wondered if Nell had made his costume, too. Perry also got his gumboots for Christmas. He wasn’t allowed to wear them inside. He had to leave them at the back door. When he came out again he was supposed to turn them upside-down before putting them on, in case there was anything in them that shouldn’t be; like spiders or Christmas beetles or a bone that Blue, the dog, had hidden there because he wasn’t allowed to dig holes near Nell’s roses. Perry didn’t mind sharing his boots with the beetles, but he was afraid he might squash them, even though they had hard, shiny shells to protect them.

As well as the costume and the boots, Perry had a mask that Ben, whose other name was Mr Silk, had made from bicycle-tube rubber. Layla said Perry should wear the mask at all times he had the costume on, so no-one could guess his true identity. If anyone did they might get some Kryptonite and take away his super-powers, she said. Layla knew all about Superman because she had seen him in movies. Perry Angel hadn’t, so he didn’t know what a true identity was or Kryptonite either, but he still liked wearing the mask.

Perry looked through its narrow slits at the open sketch pad on his knees. Its clean white pages had perforations so the pictures could be torn out and hung on the wall. Beside him was the tin of seventy-two coloured pencils with five shades of green and seven shades of blue that his teacher, Miss Cherry, had given him on the Day of Cake and Thankfulness. That was the name Layla had thought up for the welcome party the Silks had held for Perry last spring. Close to Perry’s other side, Blue lay dozing in the grass.

Perry turned each of the pencils gently with his finger, so the shiny golden writing was facing up and he could see the names of all the colours. He couldn’t read them, but Indigo had told him what they were called. Indigo was the second oldest of the Rainbow Girls. One day when Griffin had been showing Perry through his bird book called The Comprehensive Illustrated Ornithologist’s Bible, they came across a picture of a tropical parrot. From then on, every time Perry thought about Indigo, he was reminded of that parrot; a beautiful, bright, flying creature, loud and fast and never still.

As well as being loud and fast and never still, Indigo painted mysterious pictures. She was also kind. She shared her paints and paper and showed Perry how to mix the colours, hold a brush properly and wash it out when he’d finished using it. And once, she had painted a picture especially for him. She told him the names of the colours she’d used. It was mostly deep purple, she said, with a heart of crimson lake, overlaid with washes of emerald and jade. Giving someone a picture you have made is a kind thing to do, even if the picture is a deep mystery. So Perry Angel hung Indigo’s picture on the wall near his bed and every night before he went to sleep he tried to figure out the mystery.

The rainbow of pencils in his tin reminded Perry of the first time he heard Ben, the father of Griffin and his sisters, talking about the Rainbow Girls. Perry had imagined they must be people with coloured stripes on them. Nell told him this was called a misunderstanding. Now Perry knew it was just Ben’s way of talking about Griffin’s five sisters all at once. Indigo had shown him the coloured pencils that matched their names and he pointed to each of them and softly said the names out loud. When he finished he gave himself a small, quiet clap and right at that moment Blue woke up. If Layla had noticed this, she would have said it was a small miracle, because Blue couldn’t hear small, quiet claps or anything at all. Perry didn’t know what miracles were. He just knew that Blue understood things that other people didn’t. He put his arms around Blue’s neck and gave him a hug and then Blue gave Perry a big, wet lick on the cheek.

Perry Angel loved Blue with all his heart. Sometimes he thought he might love the old dog more than anyone else in the whole universe. Blue didn’t hear and he didn’t talk. He just licked and wagged or lay down on his back, waiting to be scratched, with his legs sticking up in the never-ending sky that was always there above the Kingdom of Silk. Perry and Blue never, ever misunderstood anything about one another.
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2. Dancing the Spanish Fandango

Superman was not the only one who loved Sundays at the Kingdom of Silk. Layla did too, for many reasons including caterpillar catching. Caterpillars are masters of disguise because they are exactly the same green as the leaves they eat. But Layla and Nell were experts at finding them. Layla had tried to convince her mother to telephone the people at The Guinness Book of Records and ask them to come to the Kingdom of Silk to see for themselves exactly how many caterpillars she and Nell could catch. But Mrs Elliott said it was too expensive to make international telephone calls and anyway she wasn’t sure if there was a category for that sort of activity. Collecting caterpillars is an occupation that gives you plenty of thinking space for other things and Layla was thinking about Perry Angel.

She could see him in the distance, sitting under the tree, drawing. It was clear he was much happier now than when he had arrived at the Kingdom of Silk. When she’d asked him if he liked living there, he nodded his head at least ten times. Everyone knows a nod means yes, so Layla decided that ten nods must mean Perry liked living at the Kingdom of Silk very, very much. It wasn’t only yes or no that Perry didn’t bother to say, there were other words too. Layla spent as much time at the Kingdom of Silk as a person possibly could without living there and she and Perry and Griffin all went to the same school. So she knew Perry could talk and wondered why he often used his hands to say things.

When she got to the fifth cabbage in the row, Layla asked Nell, ‘Why does Perry Angel do his hand signals?’ Nell straightened her back and leaned on the garden fork. She looked across at Perry and didn’t answer right away and Layla knew that whatever she was going to say would be important.

‘Some people would say that Perry has a learning disability,’ said Nell, ‘but I say he just has a different way of learning. Using signs is sometimes easier for him than finding the right words. And his drawings are another way of expressing himself.’

Layla collected three more caterpillars while she thought about what Nell had said. Then she put the caterpillars in her pocket. ‘Is that why he draws pictures of feelings instead of pictures of things?’

Nell nodded. ‘Most likely.’

‘Oh,’ said Layla. ‘So it’s a bit like when my whole body feels like it wants to smile and it can’t, so I skip instead.’

Nell laughed and passed Layla two more caterpillars to put with the others. Then she lifted up her skirt and skipped along the sawdust path between the rows of cabbages. That’s the kind of grandmother Nell was; the sort who didn’t mind if you saw the elastic garters that held her hand-knitted socks up, or the dimples in her knees, when she skipped.

Layla skipped along behind her and a cloud of quiet, white moths flew up in the air like an upside-down snow storm.
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‘Is there anything about skipping on the door?’ Layla asked. Annie had painted the poem on the door because it was Nell’s favourite. Nell knew it by heart. She said it helped her to keep an even keel through the storms of life. Griffin and Layla looked up the word keel in the dictionary and discovered it was something fixed under a boat to keep it balanced so it didn’t topple over.

‘No, not skipping,’ said Nell puffing, ‘but there’s the one about dancing!’

Just then, Griffin appeared from behind the shed. He’d been helping his mother, Annie, who wrote poetry and painted pictures and was also good at many other things, including reading hearts, milking goats and singing. For a long time after her baby girl, Tishkin, died, Annie didn’t sing at all, not even when Ben had played lilting love songs on his mouth organ. But this morning, while she and Griffin milked Jezebel and Delilah, Annie’s voice rang out as sweet as a silver bell. She said singing made the goats give more milk. Griffin and Annie were carrying the buckets of milk towards the house when Griffin saw what was going on in the vegetable patch.

‘Off you go,’ said Annie. ‘I’ll take your bucket.’

Griffin ran and grabbed Perry’s hand and together they joined in with Nell and Layla and danced the Spanish Fandango up and down the sawdust paths until they were out of breath.

‘What did I tell you?’ said Nell. ‘Sometimes you don’t need to say a word to make people understand!’

It was a shame all the caterpillars bounced out of Layla’s pocket when she was dancing. But it was fortunate that caterpillars don’t like walking over sawdust because it prickles their underneaths. That made them easy to catch again. Zeus, Nell’s pet crow, helped. Although he was blind in one eye, he saw the caterpillars and flew down from his perch on the scarecrow’s hat and ate some for his lunch.

Everyone else was having pizza for lunch. Ben had made the dough and was rolling it into circles. Annie and Nell sliced the toppings. The plan was for everyone to take a circle of dough and add the toppings they liked best.

Perry was sprinkling cheese on his pizza when Ben said to him, ‘Looks as though I’ve counted wrong, Perry. I’ve made one too many. I wonder if Blue’s hungry.’

Perry knew Ben was pretending. This was his one-too-many joke he always said when he made pizza. Perry nodded. ‘Blue’s hungry. Blue likes pizza.’ Blue’s favourite toppings were cheese and bacon.

Ben cooked the pizzas in the wood-fired oven near the dam. The table was set in the shade of the Cox’s Orange Pippin. There were jugs of orange juice, a platter of juicy, pink watermelon chunks and one of Amber’s famous Armenian Love Cakes, drizzled with syrup made from lemon-juice, cinnamon and honey from Nell’s beehive.

‘Don’t forget,’ said Ben as he brought the first of the sizzling hot pizzas to the table, ‘right after lunch Griffin and I are going to demonstrate our new invention: the Magnificent, Multifunction Levitator!’

Annie had drawn a curly moustache on Ben and he was borrowing Nell’s crushed purple cloak that she wore when she was being Mistress of Ceremonies. He and Griffin were also wearing shiny green helmets made from the empty halves of the watermelon they had eaten for lunch. Some of the juice and a few pips were dripping down their faces but they didn’t seem to notice because they were so excited about the magnificent invention.

Superman, Blue and the cabbage moth got front row seats at the launch of the Magnificent Multifunction Levitator. They watched carefully as Ben and Griffin came back from the shed and spread an old canvas blind on the ground under the tree. It had a piece of rope threaded through brass eyelets around the edges but it didn’t look at all magnificent. Griffin climbed the wooden steps up to the tree house and began winding a handle that looked something like the one on Nell’s rotary clothes line, only much bigger. A sound came from above, the leaves quivered and quaked and a huge metal hook appeared at the end of a cable. Ben gathered a loop of rope from each of the four sides of the canvas and fastened them over the hook with a flourish. Then he beckoned to Blue, who trotted across and sat in the middle of the canvas as though he understood perfectly what was expected of him.
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Perry’s feet felt hot inside his gumboots. Ben swished Nell’s cloak so it rippled like water in the sunlight, then he did a secret signal in the air and Griffin began to wind again. Perry’s heart beat fast and loud inside his Superman suit. What if Ben’s invention hurt his friend? The rope gathered the canvas in and around Blue, like cloth around a plum pudding.

‘No, no, no!’ Perry yelled, rushing towards the magnificent thing as it began to rise slowly from the ground.

Suddenly Annie was there holding his hand and talking quietly.

‘It’s all right, Perry. Blue will be fine. He can’t fall out.’

But Griffin stopped turning the handle and brave Layla said, ‘I’ll go first, Ben. Let me go first.’

When the canvas touched down again and Ben loosened the ropes, Blue waved his tail like a flag and smiled at everyone as though he had been on a wonderful adventure, like a monkey who’d been to the moon. And Layla took her wings off and curled up on the canvas like a caterpillar.

The Multifunction Levitator proved to be a truly magnificent invention. Everyone had a turn, even Scarlet, who was usually too busy painting her fingernails to match her name or trying out new hair styles and being as fifteen as a person can possibly be, when they are really only fourteen years, ten months and eleven days old. Perry and Blue went together, last of all.
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3. Indigo’s Shadow

Violet wound them up through the leaves to the tree house. Perry liked Violet. She wrote stories in books made from scraps of wrapping paper, used envelopes and shopping catalogues. When she had saved enough waste paper, she tore it into tiny pieces and mixed them with water. Before she strained the pulp she added small treasures, like used dragonfly wings, found buttons or shiny beads from broken bracelets. When the water drained away, it left behind a new sheet of paper which Violet trimmed into smaller pieces and stitched together with embroidery thread or ribbon. Sometimes the paper was a bit lumpy, and the words had to go up hills, but Violet’s stories were good. When she grew up she wanted to write the kind of books sold in shops.

Most Sundays Violet spent time in the tree house practising to be a writer. Indigo had made an AUTHOR IN RESIDENCE sign for her. Indigo said the tree house was strictly off limits when the sign was up. But Violet nearly always forgot to use it, and anyway, she didn’t mind if other people came up while she was there. She didn’t even seem to notice, especially if she was reading. Reading was part of practising to become a good writer, Violet said. Sometimes she even invited Perry to come up with her, especially when she’d written something and wanted to try it out. She called it getting feedback.

Violet made up all kinds of different stories to write in her books, but Perry’s favourite wasn’t a made-up one at all. It was fact. Violet said it was a well-known phenomenon that fact was stranger than fiction. The story was called In Indigo’s Shadow. Indigo said Violet was a sophisticated writer. There were many words Perry had yet to learn; like sophisticated, phenomenon, fact and fiction. But although he didn’t understand all of Violet’s story, he liked the sound of words she used and the way she read them. The story sounded like a song to him; the song of being born. He often asked Violet to read it, not because he’d forgotten what she said, but because he didn’t know the story of his own beginning. When Violet told her story, he imagined it was his.
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So when Perry and Blue arrived in the tree house on that Sunday afternoon Perry said, ‘Story.’

And Violet said, ‘Which one?’

‘Violet’s True Story.’

‘You mean, In Indigo’s Shadow?’ asked Violet although she knew very well which story Perry wanted.

‘True story. Violet’s True Story.’ Perry nodded and then he lay down and watched the leaves moving like a dappled green sea and waited for the words to begin. Violet took the book from the pocket of her jeans where she always carried it as though it was her soul or her heart or some other important thing which couldn’t be separated from her. She lay down with her head on a cushion beside Perry’s and turned to look at him before she began. She smiled and her yellow hair curled like the wood shavings in Ben’s shed.

‘Once,’ she said, and Perry closed his eyes, ‘on a never-ending night, purple as a plum, the windows yawned and breezy fingers stroked Mama’s skin and wakened her. She got up out of her big brass bed and walked through the house, quiet as a cloud. She sipped mint tea and scattered lavender on her pillow, then she lay herself down again in the curve of Daddy’s back and breathed slow and long and silent. When the pain grew so strong that she knew her baby was coming, two months too soon, she woke Daddy and he fetched Nell. Nell was like a yellow halo in the room; strong and steady and calm. She knew exactly what to do. She took Mama’s hands in hers and told her not to be afraid and Mama’s baby girl was born in the rosy dawn. She was born fast and cried loud. She was as dark and beautiful as midnight and Daddy held her in his arms and laughed and cried.’

This was the part of the story where Perry imagined himself being held in someone’s arms. He felt sure he must have been, although he couldn’t remember it and there was no-one who could tell him the way it was. He imagined a lady laughing and crying like Ben Silk had. And then he imagined her smiling. At him. Violet went on …

‘Mama knew from the moment she set eyes on her baby, that she would be a leader. But no-one knew there was another baby in the dark and the quiet inside Mama. The second was small and slow and slipped silently on to the bed amongst the scattered lavender like a whisper. She was the follower, a shadow of the first.’

Then Violet put her book down and it looked like a moth with lacy lavender wings open against her chest. She showed Perry with her hands, just how small the baby had been. That was how small he must have been when they found him; small enough to fit inside a shabby suitcase embossed with five golden letters. Then came the surprise. Perry Angel liked surprise endings and so did Violet. This one was such a secret surprise that Perry didn’t understand when he first heard it. But it made him smile now, every time Violet got to that part of her story.

‘Then Nell passed the second baby to Mama, and Mama looked deep into its eyes and she saw they were the colour of violets.’

The first baby hadn’t been Violet at all, but Indigo!

Each of the Silk children had been presented with a book at a Naming Day Ceremony held exactly one year after they were born. The Naming Day Books were kept in a cupboard with diamond-paned glass in the doors. Ben had carved flowers and leaves, and Violet’s name on the cover of her book. Annie had made the paper for its pages and on them she had written a poem in loops and swirls of purple ink. Violet was proud of her book and of the poem inside it. She read it to Perry.

‘You are the story behind my pictures,

You are the words to my song,

You are harmony to my melody,

You are Violet; soft as morning, sweet as Spring.’

The words tinkled against each other like wind chimes and Perry felt happy. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t understood the poem. It was a gift from Annie. She had made it herself and had given it to Violet, and that was all Perry Angel needed to know.
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4. Lavender, Scarlet and Fangled

Summer Sundays were long and golden at the Kingdom of Silk and after Violet had finished reading her story, there was still plenty of time before nightfall.

Perry heard Layla’s voice before she appeared on the top step of the tree house.

‘Do you want to come for a walk?’ she asked.

‘Where to?’ asked Violet.

‘To see Mr Jenkins,’ Layla answered. ‘Nell’s coming and so is Griffin.’

‘I think I’ll stay here for a while,’ said Violet. ‘I want to do some writing.’

‘Come on, Perry,’ said Layla. ‘You come with me. You can bring Blue.’

‘I’ll let Blue down in the Levitator,’ Violet told Perry. ‘You can ride with him if you want.’

Perry put his arms around Blue and the canvas closed around them and turned them into special secrets in the quiet dark.

‘Jenkins,’ Perry whispered in Blue’s ear. ‘Going to see Jenkins.’
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On the way to the Cameron’s Creek District Cemetery, Perry remembered his first visit there when Layla had pointed Mr Jenkins out.

‘There he is,’ she’d said. ‘He mows the grass and rakes the leaves and saves ribbons and bows for Violet to make her books. And Nell says he gives tea and biscuits to sad and lonely people and something else called condolences. I don’t know what condolences are, do you, Griffin?’

‘Amber told me they’re what people say to you when someone you love dies,’ Griffin said after he’d arranged a circle of daisies on his baby sister’s grave. ‘After Tishkin died Daddy and Nell sent thank-you notes to everyone who’d been kind to us. Amber and I rode our bikes around and put them in people’s letterboxes. Amber read one to me. It said, with heartfelt appreciation for your condolences, cards and kindness, from the Silk family.’

Perry knew there had once been a baby who had died before she was named. He’d seen a painting of her on the wall in Annie’s studio. He knew Griffin had thought of her name, Tishkin, and had made the daisy-chain circle that was pressed flat inside the cover of her Naming Day Book.

Mr Jenkins knew about Tishkin, too. He took care of the rose bush which grew on her grave, so there would always be plenty of buds for buttonholes, nosegays and posies. Mr Jenkins had no grandchildren of his own and always stopped to chat with Griffin and Layla and Blue. They were good friends of his, especially Blue. On the day they were introduced, Mr Jenkins said, ‘Pleased to meet you, Perry. I’m sure we’ll get along famously. Anyone who’s a friend of Blue’s is a friend of mine.’

‘Jenkins is my friend!’ said Perry, remembering that day, and he clapped his hands and began to run, his red cape fluttering behind him as he chased Blue, Griffin and Layla down the hill towards the cemetery.

Most Sundays when they arrived, Mr Jenkins was outside pushing his old-fashioned lawn mower which didn’t have a motor and worked by person power. It glided over the grass with barely a sound. Mr Jenkins said it was disrespectful to make too much noise in the cemetery and besides, he liked to listen to the Sunday Classics program on the portable radio which hung from the handle of his mower. When the grass was picture perfect, Mr Jenkins would oil the hinges on the curly black gates to make sure they opened easily and silently. Sunday was his favourite day. It was a popular visiting day which meant there were plenty of people to talk to and to make cups of tea for. Mr Jenkins always made sure he had an extra packet of Shortbread Creams in his cupboard for Sundays.

On this particular Sunday, Mr Jenkins was sitting in his green and white striped deckchair on the front porch of his caretaker’s cottage. He was doing the brain-teasers in the Daily Beacon newspaper and looking cross. Then he noticed he had visitors.

‘How come you’re not mowing today, Mr Jenkins?’ asked Layla.

‘Because they’ve taken my mower, that’s why,’ said Mr Jenkins.

‘Taken your mower? Who’s taken it and what for?’ said Nell and she suddenly looked big and puffy and full of air, the way Madonna the hen did when anyone went near her chicks.

‘Council fellow took it. Loaded it up in his ute and drove away.’

‘Did he say why?’ asked Nell.

‘Health and safety reasons,’ Mr Jenkins answered. ‘They want me to cut the grass with one of those newfangled things you sit on,’ he grumbled. ‘I can’t see how sitting down to mow the grass improves your health. And it’s so fast I don’t know how to fill my days in now. I’d rather have my old one back any day.’

Immediately Layla and Griffin began thinking about things Mr Jenkins could do to fill in his spare time. Griffin wondered if Mr Jenkins liked inventing things. He might enjoy tinkering and pottering in Ben’s shed. In there amongst Ben’s collection of timber off-cuts, tins of paint, bolts, bicycle wheels and broken toasters it was easy to get inspired. As usual, it was Layla who spoke first. ‘You could come up to the Kingdom of Silk and help Nell and me with the caterpillars. I could call in on my way and we could walk there together!’

Mr Jenkins didn’t seem too keen on the idea.

‘It isn’t hard, once you’ve got the knack,’ said Layla. ‘You just have to look for holes in the cabbage leaves. That’s where the caterpillars have been eating and they usually aren’t far away. Sometimes you can find them by following the black dots that look like poppy seeds, only they’re caterpillar poo. I could show you. And when we finish we could dance the Spanish Fandango and we might even get famous when Mum can afford to ring up the Guinness Book of Records people!’

Mr Jenkins was speechless, so Layla tried to reassure him. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll answer their questions when they do the interview. They’ll probably just want you to be in the photo with me and Nell and all the caterpillars.’

All this time, Perry Angel had been sitting on the step with Blue. First of all he and Blue watched a scribbly line of tiny black ants carrying crumbs into a crack in the path. Next he noticed how big the sky was and how it wasn’t the same blue it had been at lunchtime. It was the same colour as one of the pencils in his tin of seventy-two and he tried to remember its name. Those were the reasons he didn’t pay much attention to what the others were talking about.

He didn’t hear Nell saying, ‘I’m sure Mr Jenkins will think of something before too long.’ But he did hear her mention Amber’s Armenian Love Cake.

And he stopped trying to remember the name of the colour of the sky when Mr Jenkins said, ‘Oh lovely! Come inside and I’ll put the kettle on.’

After a cup of tea and a slice of Amber’s Armenian Love Cake, Mr Jenkins seemed to recover his good spirits and offered to show them his newfangled mower. Perry wondered what fangled meant. He stood close to his friend Jenkins while he unlocked the door to his shed. There, next to the wheelbarrow and the cement-mixer, was a big shiny machine with black wheels on every corner and a steering wheel and a seat. Perry couldn’t tell by looking at it what fangled meant, so he guessed it was a name, like Ben’s truck was called Bedford. But he did know what colour the mowing machine was and made up his mind to tell Scarlet about the new red mower called Fangled.

Layla lived not far from the cemetery. After they had all admired the mower, she said, ‘I’d better go home now. See you at school, tomorrow.’ She waved to Griffin and to Perry, who had forgotten it was the last day of the holidays.

When they arrived home, Perry saw the plants growing in tubs beside the door and remembered the name of the colour of the sky. It was lavender. Then he looked at the painted poem and wondered if there was anything there about keeping your boat steady when you went back to school in the morning.
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5. Words and Pictures and Melted Chocolate

Layla was going up a grade. She would be in the same classroom as Griffin, although he would be one grade higher. They were almost the same age, but Griffin was very clever. He read books with tiny writing and long words, like the Comprehensive Illustrated Ornithologist’s Bible, and ones with not many pictures. He knew a lot of things Layla didn’t, even though he hadn’t been going to school for as long as she had. Annie had taught Griffin and his sisters at home up until Tishkin died. Layla didn’t mind that Griffin could read better than she could, because there were other things she was good at; like going fast across the monkey bars fifteen times in a row, and talking to old people, and having really excellent ideas. She sometimes wondered if it was because they were not alike that she and Griffin were best friends. Nell said life would be boring if everyone was good at the same things and Layla agreed.
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Perry Angel had only been at St Benedict’s school for a few weeks before the holidays. He was in Miss Cherry’s grade then. Miss Cherry was kind. She had given Perry pencils and let him keep his golden-lettered suitcase under the desk when he’d been too afraid to let it go. Now Perry kept his suitcase under the bed in the sleep-out where he and Griffin slept. But school was complicated. There was a lot to remember. Miss Cherry had talked to Annie, Ben and Nell at Christmas time and now she was giving Perry something else. She was giving him settling in time. Perry was going to be in Miss Cherry’s class again.
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On the first day of school after the summer holidays, although they couldn’t wait to find out where their new lockers were and if they would be sitting near each other, Layla and Griffin were standing opposite St Benedict’s Primary School. They were waiting for Perry Angel.

Before the holidays, Perry would ride to school with Ben in the Bedford and in the afternoons he would walk home with Griffin. But sometimes Ben had to travel a long way from home to collect materials for the furniture he made, which meant he had to leave early in the mornings before Perry was awake. Perry wanted to walk to school with Griffin, but he was much smaller than other children his age and Annie thought walking both ways would be too much for him. So from the first day of the new school year, Perry was going to ride on the school bus with the Rainbow Girls, but only as far as Saint Benedict’s.

Nell said it took a lot of practice to become a good bus driver and that Mr Davis was one of the best. Mr Davis had been a bus driver for forty years. He had driven his bus along the same route eight times a day, five days a week and four times on Saturdays for all those forty years. Forty years of experience had taught Mr Davis the number of every stop, its location and what time his bus would get there. The bus didn’t need a cord to pull or a button to press when you wanted to get off because Mr Davis knew the name of almost every passenger and where they would get on. And the only time you had to say where you wanted to get off, was if you were going somewhere different to where you usually went. In between driving, Mr Davis swept the narrow aisle, buffed the red leather seats and polished the chrome instruments which did important things, like show how fast the bus was travelling, and if there was plenty of oil in the motor, and whether there was enough fuel to last the distance. In the mornings Mr Davis wound a handle and a sign written in bold black letters appeared in a small window at the top of the windscreen. It said SCHOOL BUS. After school had started the bus went back to being a regular bus for people to use when they wanted to do things like go shopping or visit someone in the hospital.

The first time Perry Angel rode the bus to school, Mr Davis called out in a loud clear voice, ‘Next stop, number 5, St Benedict’s Primary School.’

Perry was sitting next to Violet.

‘This is your stop, Perry, see, number 5,’ she said, pointing to the sign on the footpath. ‘Oh look, Layla and Griffin are waiting for you!’

When the bus stopped Mr Davis pulled a lever and the door folded back like the pages of a book. Only three people got off before Perry. The rest of the passengers were older children who went to a school on the other side of Cameron’s Creek. As he stepped off the bus, Perry heard Mr Davis say, ‘See you tomorrow, Buddy!’

Perry looked around to see who Buddy was. But no-one else got off the bus. Mr Davis waved and closed the door.

The lollipop lady held up her red stop sign and Layla, Griffin and Perry walked across the road to St Benedict’s. Perry wanted to go with the others, but Miss Cherry was waiting for him. She said she’d saved a special desk for him in the front row of her class. In the morning before playtime, Miss Cherry read a book. She read it aloud, the way Violet did. It wasn’t like Violet’s book though. This book had pictures as well as words. Miss Cherry read slowly and turned the pages carefully, with the tips of her fingers gently touching the sharp corners, because, she said, a book is a precious thing. In some faraway places there are no books. People there have to keep the words and pictures which make a story inside their heads and their hearts. Miss Cherry turned the book around so the children could see the pictures inside it. It was the story of a dog who once belonged to no-one and then found a family who loved him and took care of him. Perry understood every single thing about the story: the written part, the painted part and the other part which had no name — the secret part that felt like chocolate melting in the quiet dark inside him.

Perry was still thinking about the story at lunchtime. He was also thinking about Blue and Annie and Nell. It seemed a long time since he waved goodbye to them from the window of the bus. He wondered if Blue was waiting by the strainer post at the end of the drive for him to come home. So when it was afternoon playtime, Perry Angel decided to find out.

Forty years of experience had taught Mr Davis that if a small boy was standing alone at number 5 bus stop opposite St Benedict’s school when it wasn’t home time, then something was amiss. So although he knew it would put his schedule out, Mr Davis pulled his bus into the kerb and told his passengers he’d be back in a moment. Then he stepped down off the bus.

‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked Perry. Mr Davis hadn’t asked him any questions when he got on the bus that morning, so Perry hadn’t thought about having to say where he wanted to go.

‘Going home,’ said Perry after he’d thought for a while.

Mr Davis had even more than forty years experience with children. He had three daughters who were now grown up and had children of their own and, long ago, Mr Davis had been a boy himself. He would have understood completely if Perry had told him about not being able to concentrate on numbers because it seemed so long since he’d said goodbye to Nell and Annie and Blue. But even though Perry only said, ‘going home’, Mr Davis still had an idea about why Perry was waiting for the bus when he should have still been in class. He took Perry by the hand and started to walk back towards the school. But Perry didn’t want to go. He dragged his feet along the footpath.

‘Come on, Buddy,’ said Mr Davis.

‘Not Buddy!’ shouted Perry, shaking his head. He was confused. He had expected Mr Davis to drive him home, but instead he was taking him back to school. And now he’d got him mixed up with some other boy. Mr Davis was wrong; he wasn’t Buddy, he was Perry.

‘Not Buddy!’ He shouted again and flung himself down on the ground. ‘Going home!’
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That evening Miss Cherry came to dinner at the Kingdom of Silk. She sat next to Perry and helped him spread butter on his bread roll and passed him the salad bowl, and he was glad because that meant she was still his friend. Annie said a friend is someone who loves you even when you do something wrong. Going on a bus when you haven’t told your teacher is wrong. Climbing over the fence when it isn’t home time is wrong. Shouting at the bus driver is wrong. Mr Davis wanted to be his friend, too. Miss Cherry said buddy is another word for friend. A friend is somebody who loves you. There is a time for loving and a time for hating. It is written in the painted poem. Dinner time with friends is a time for love and love is like chocolate, melting in the quiet dark inside you.

There were many things Perry had yet to learn, but he had friends who wanted to help him. They stayed up until the stars shone, talking about how they would do it.
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6. A Little Bit of Sweetness

On Tuesday Perry wore his Superman costume. Then he caught the bus again. This time Annie went with him. The first lesson of the day was buying a ticket. The fare was one shiny dollar coin. For one dollar you got two tickets and a ride to the Colour Patch Café.

The bus went past number 5 stop and past number 6 stop. Annie and Perry got off at number 7. Annie showed Perry the number on the sign. Perry liked seven. He liked how tall it was and how it had a tiny veranda at the top to keep it dry when the rain fell. They walked down the two silver steps, first Annie and then Perry.

When Perry got to the footpath he turned around and waved and said, ‘See you later, Buddy!’

Mr Davis smiled so wide that Perry could see his gold tooth at the side.

‘See you later, Buddy!’ he said, and Perry got a feeling like the sun was shining somewhere inside him.

The first time Perry went to the Colour Patch Café was the day he had arrived at the Kingdom of Silk. All the Silk family had come to meet him when he stepped off the train with Melody. Layla was there too. She had her wings on and glitter on her toenails and her hair was as black as a crow’s wing and her eyes as blue as forget-me-nots. Perry thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. He still did. Layla was kind too. On that first day she gave him a red balloon on a string and a sticky piece of toffee. Now she was making Perry a pair of wings just like hers. It was just a matter of waiting until she had collected enough feathers from Nell’s chickens. Layla was different to Perry Angel. She was quick and brave and talked a lot. But she was also good at reading hearts.
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Sometimes Perry wished he was like Layla, even though she had told him it would be boring if everyone was the same. She said it didn’t matter if his words sounded a bit smudged or that he sometimes talked with his hands. She pointed out that the Silk family was different from most other families. They didn’t own a television, they ate only the bread they had made themselves and drank only the milk which had come from their goats, and they had seven children, counting Perry. Ben didn’t have a regular job in a bank or an office. He wore his hair in a ponytail and made beautiful furniture from things other people threw away. Annie painted pictures instead of working at the Cameron’s Creek Smallgoods factory like a lot of other ladies did. And Nell lived with them and looked after them and loved them all even though she wasn’t related to them by birth, only by heart. Layla told Perry that her daddy said the Silks were an uncommon sort of family and uncommon was just another way of saying different.

Perry liked it when Layla took the trouble to try to explain things to him. Although he didn’t understand everything she said, it made him feel important. So he made his mind up that even if he couldn’t be exactly like Layla, at least he could be kind.

Annie had brought a big black folder with her to the Colour Patch Café. It had tiny wheels on the bottom, a handle on the top and a shiny silver button to keep the folder closed. Perry followed her as she wheeled it through the curtain of coloured plastic strips. They trailed like fettuccine through his fingers. A welcoming voice rang out.

‘May good fortune be yours this glorious morning, Mrs Silk.’ It was Mr Kadri, the shopkeeper, whose words tumbled in a joyful jumble from his lips, with ups and downs in unexpected places that caught your ears by surprise.

‘I see you have brought Superiorman with you. Ah, you see, I am familiar with the villains and heroes from all the movies. But I must tell you, Superiorman is my favourite of them all! Blessings upon you, Superiorman. I am indeed a fortunate man to have you in my shop. Permit me to offer you a pot of mint tea, Mrs Silk, and perhaps a Raspberry Spider for Superiorman. And how are Mr Silk and his good mother and also the lovely children?’

‘They are all well, thank you, Mr Kadri, and yes, a pot of tea would be lovely. Would you like a Spider, Perry?’ Perry nodded, but Annie was waiting.

‘Yes, please,’ said Perry and Mr Kadri and Annie both smiled.
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‘I am hoping you have brought some new pictures in your wheeling bag, Mrs Silk,’ said Mr Kadri. ‘I am wanting many more to decorate my walls. I have seven empty places upon my wall where seven pictures used to hang.’

‘Yes, I have brought you some more, Mr Kadri,’ said Annie.

‘Excellent. I beg you sit down while I make tea. Then we will look at your pictures.’

Perry and Annie sat at the table near the window. While they were waiting for Mr Kadri to prepare the drinks, Perry noticed a poster taped to the window. It was facing the footpath for passers-by to read.

When Mr Kadri arrived with the drinks he said, ‘Ah, I see you have noticed my poster for the St Benedict’s fair. You must be reading it from the outside when you are passing by on the footpath. But I will tell you.’ He put a huge silver tray down on the table and passed the Raspberry Spider to Perry. A red and white striped straw bobbed up and down in the foaming pink ice-cream. Then Mr Kadri set down a tiny glass dish with several chocolates in it. ‘For you, Superiorman. Rose-flavoured Turkish Delight and chocolate-coated apricots, because no child should grow up without a little sweetness in his life.’

Perry’s eyes shone. He looked at the sweets and he looked at Annie and then he looked at Mr Kadri. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘You are most welcome, small one,’ said Mr Kadri, then he poured Annie’s tea from a tall silver pot engraved with more curls and flourishes than the gates of the cemetery.

‘Now I must be telling you about the poster,’ he said. ‘The committee has once again honoured me with the duty of conducting the annual art exhibition. But this year we will be having a new category. It will be open to anyone who wishes to exhibit for the first time. I am calling it the Window of Opportunity category.’

Mr Kadri could not choose between Annie’s pictures and took them all.
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After lunch at the Kingdom of Silk, Annie left Perry and Blue with Nell and went down to her studio. Perry Angel stirred blueberries into Nell’s muffin batter and licked the leftover mixture from the wooden spoon. Then he and Blue sat down in front of the oven and Nell turned the light on so they could see inside where the muffins were growing. When they were cooked Perry helped Nell to count them out loud. There were twelve, so they danced the Spanish Fandango around the kitchen table twelve times.

When the muffins were cool Nell said, ‘Here you are, Perry, one for you and one for Annie. You can take them down to the studio if you like.’

Perry shared his muffin with Blue. When they got to the studio Annie was working and singing. Perry didn’t want her to stop, so he put her muffin on the bench and sat down on the floor to wait until Annie was ready to take a break. While he was waiting, he looked at the painting of Tishkin, which would never hang on the wall at the Colour Patch Café. It was Annie’s to keep forever and for always because it had come from inside her, just like the baby had. Annie did not give any of her babies away. She wanted to keep them all. Only she couldn’t keep Tishkin because Tishkin died. Dying is like going to sleep, only sleeping is till tomorrow and dying is forever. Dying didn’t hurt Tishkin, but dying makes other people sad and forever is a long time. Perry hummed softly to Annie’s singing and wondered if she had ever sung that song to Tishkin. Then he wondered if anyone had ever sung a song to him. He didn’t notice his body swaying to the music of Annie’s voice. He didn’t notice Annie watching him across the top of her easel and he didn’t see her put down her brush. But he felt her near and warm and when she gathered him into her softness he closed his eyes and listened to her singing, clear as a silver bell.
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On Tuesday evening, Perry Angel still wasn’t sure what a window of opportunity was. But he had tasted the sweetness of life, had learned that one shiny dollar buys two bus rides to the Colour Patch Café, that Annie had the gift of reading hearts and that no-one is ever too big or too small to be held in someone else’s arms. Shortly before bath time, Perry put his pad of clean white paper on the kitchen table and opened his tin of pencils. He still hadn’t learned to read their golden names, but he knew which colour he wanted. He took the pencil from the tin and held it loosely between the end of his middle finger and his thumb, the way he’d seen Annie hold her pencils. He listened to the smooth swishing strokes and watched the paper fill with colour. When he had finished he put the pencil back in the tin and smiled at what he’d drawn. It was a picture of being held in someone else’s arms.
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7. Christmas Hams and Pearls of Hope

Not everyone would have known what being held in someone else’s arms looked like, but Mr Kadri would. Mr Kadri knew what it was like not to be able to find the right words and he knew what it was like to be different. These are two reasons why Mr Kadri would have understood if he had seen Perry Angel’s picture of the large purple blanket.

Mr Kadri didn’t know about the poem that was painted on the door of the house at the Kingdom of Silk. He had never used words to keep his boat steady in the storms of life. Instead, Mr Kadri used pictures.

Long ago Mr Kadri left the faraway land where he was born and set out to make a new home in a place where everyone spoke a language he didn’t understand. He went to work in a factory, wrapping hams for Christmas. No-one talked to Mr Kadri because he looked different to them and they thought he wouldn’t understand. There was a picture of a pig on the Christmas ham wrapper, so Mr Kadri guessed what was in the package without being able to read. But he wanted to be more like the other people in his new home, so gradually, letter-by-letter, word-by-word, minuteafter-minute, hour-after-hour and day-after-day, Mr Kadri learned the words printed on the wrappers and repeated them over and over to himself as he sent the Christmas hams whizzing around on the conveyor belt. After a few months, Mr Kadri knew all the words on the Christmas hams and the turkeys and the chickens and the ducks. Then he took a night job as a cleaner at a kindergarten.

Mr Kadri was a man to be relied upon. He cleaned thoroughly and did all his tasks in the same order so he wouldn’t forget a thing. By the time he had scrubbed the wash basins and polished the mirrors in the cloak room, the children and their teachers had arrived. Then Mr Kadri sat quietly at the back of the room on a tiny wooden chair and he looked at the pictures and listened to the words as the teachers read and the children sang. He admired the pictures the children had painted and thought of his own curly-haired babies far away in the land of their birth where there was no money for paper or pencils or paint.
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There was only time to eat and to sleep for a few hours between his two jobs. But on weekends, to keep his boat steady, Mr Kadri made pictures. He painted things he had no words for, like this; my heart weighs heavier than a necklace made from the moons of Jupiter. Into the seas between us I have wept diamonds of grief and gathered pearls of hope. But while the stars shine I will sleep in hope of waking to your smiles.

That was a picture Mr Kadri painted for his brown-eyed wife and their three children who still lived in the faraway land in the house where they were born. And these are more reasons why Perry’s drawing of being held in someone’s arms would have made perfect sense to Mr Kadri.

When he had saved enough money and learned enough words, Mr Kadri bought a small empty shop. He painted the walls all the colours of Paradise and called it the Colour Patch Café, then sent for his wife and children. By then he knew three languages. The first was the tongue his mother had taught him, the second was English and the third was the language of pictures. As the walls of his café filled with pictures and the rooms above filled with his family, so Mr Kadri’s heart filled with joy.

‘In Paradise there are no words,’ Mr Kadri would tell his customers, ‘only pictures.’

That was why he had suggested the idea of an art exhibition at St Benedict’s annual fair. And now, five years after the first exhibition, that was why he had suggested the Window of Opportunity category because Mr Kadri wanted everyone to get a glimpse inside Paradise.
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8. Windows of Opportunity

On Wednesday morning, Nell was thinking about windows of opportunity. How like small miracles, or Mr Kadri’s ups and downs they were, appearing when least expected. It seemed odd to her, that since Mr Kadri had announced his Window of Opportunity she’d noticed another, entirely different one. She wondered if anyone else in Cameron’s Creek had done the same, particularly Mr Jenkins.

Mr Jenkins had once been the sort of person who took advantage of windows of opportunity. He and Mrs Jenkins had been childhood sweethearts. Mr Jenkins was twenty-one years old and Mrs Jenkins was eighteen when they married on the first day of spring. The bells of Saint Benedict’s Church rang and the birds sang.
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Mrs Jenkins, whose name then was Juliette Jones, wore a lace wedding gown with a train as long as the church and carried a bouquet of thirty white tulips. Mr Jenkins wore a navy pin-striped suit with a sprig of lily-of-the-valley and a frond of maidenhair fern in his buttonhole. Mr and Mrs Jenkins both loved children but could have none of their own so they took care of each other instead.

Every morning for fifty years Mr Jenkins got out of bed early and soft-boiled an egg, made buttered toast soldiers and a pot of tea. He put them on a tray with a silver strainer, a jug of milk and a matching china cup and saucer and took them back to Mrs Jenkins in the bedroom.

Then he put silver bicycle clips around his trousers and rode his bicycle to buy the Daily Beacon.

Mr Jenkins had many empty hours when Mrs Jenkins died. It was one morning when he was buying a bunch of white tulips for Mrs Jenkins’ grave that he saw a window of opportunity. It was written on a flyer pinned to the florist’s public noticeboard. A volunteer was needed to help keep the cemetery neat. That was ten years ago and Mr Jenkins was still keeping the cemetery neat. But now they had taken his mower away and he wasn’t thinking about windows of opportunity at all. So it was just as well Nell Silk paid him a visit.

She went on Wednesday after lunch, because she knew from experience that there are times in life when everyone needs help to keep an even keel. Especially when your childhood sweetheart is no longer with you to remind you there is a time for everything, including losing your old mower and finding something else to fill in your spare time.
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After school on Wednesday afternoon, Miss Cherry read the poster in the Colour Patch Café. She was so excited by Mr Kadri’s invitation to catch a glimpse of Paradise that she wrote the details down on the back of her electricity bill so she wouldn’t forget. When she paid the bill at the post office, she had to explain to Mrs Rasmussen about the art show and ask if she could please have the written-on part of her bill back again. That evening after dinner, Miss Cherry took out the piece of electricity bill with the writing on the back.
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In the caretaker’s cottage by the Cameron’s Creek District Cemetery, Mr Jenkins sat by his telephone and dialled Miss Cherry’s number.
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It was almost midnight when Miss Cherry and her small and scruffy dog, Cinderella, went to bed. Miss Cherry looked at the badge and the poster she had made and then she switched off her lighthouse lamp and closed her eyes. She thought of Paradise; a beautiful place where only your imagination can take you. Miss Cherry believed music, dance and painting helped the imagination grow strong so it could keep your boat steady in the storms of life or fill your sails and take you to the shores of Paradise.

Just before she went to sleep, Miss Cherry remembered Perry Angel wouldn’t be at school in the morning. She and the Silks had decided that Annie would teach Perry at home on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She didn’t know about Perry’s visit to the Colour Patch Café and felt slightly disappointed he wouldn’t hear her announcement about Mr Kadri’s Window of Opportunity. But she smiled in the darkness when she thought about Friday when she would tell him her other exciting news.
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On Friday when Perry Angel got to the number 5 bus stop, Mr Jenkins was waiting there. After his discussion with Nell, Mr Jenkins realised a new window of opportunity had opened right before his eyes. And that was why he had telephoned Miss Cherry.
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Perry was pleased to see his friend Jenkins. He was even more pleased when Jenkins came into his room.

‘Boys and girls,’ Miss Cherry said, ‘I’d like you to welcome Mr Jenkins. He’s volunteered to be my assistant. He’ll be here on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.’

Perry listened carefully. Those were the days he was going to be at school, too. Next, Miss Cherry said, ‘And he’ll be sitting right up front, next to Perry.’

Jenkins looked important. He wore a shiny tin badge pinned to his checked shirt. It had his name printed on it and underneath his name, ‘Special Needs Integration Officer’. It didn’t take Perry long to figure out the real reason Jenkins was there. It was because he was Perry’s friend. And a friend is someone who loves you even when you do the wrong thing. But a friend is also someone who puts his finger under the word you are reading so you don’t lose your place, who will tell you the same thing eleven times over without getting mad, who reminds you about important things like eating lunch at the proper time, saying the words instead of just pointing and going to the toilet before it’s too late. A friend is also someone who reminds you about the things you must not do, like climb over fences and wait for the bus to go home in case your dog is waiting for you, when it is only playtime.
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Before home time, Miss Cherry reminded the children in her grade about the art show which was only two weeks away.

‘You can use pencils, paints, crayons, pastels or whatever you like. The picture can be made here at school, or at home, but it must be your own work. All the entries will be displayed in the courtyard beside the Colour Patch Café on the day of the fair. The winner will receive a trophy and have their entry displayed on the wall of the café. It costs one dollar to enter a picture, so you will need your parents’ permission. If you haven’t already done so, please give the note I sent home yesterday to your mother or father.’

Jenkins did an excellent job on his first day at school. He even asked Miss Cherry for a Windows of Opportunity permission note and pinned it to Perry’s bag. Friends are orange with no black bits. Friends have heads with plenty of space inside for words as well as pictures. Friends have many fingers, like sunrays, to point to words and hold your hand. Sometimes friends stand near bus stops.
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9. Seven Hundred Paper Cranes

On Friday afternoon, Layla was thinking about the way the Silk family made ordinary things seem extraordinary. Things like breakfast on Saturdays, which other people didn’t really seem to notice because they came around so often. Suddenly, Layla realised she hadn’t told her mother she’d been invited to stay that night at the Kingdom of Silk. The thought of missing out on a Saturday Breakfast at the Kingdom of Silk was more than she could bear.

‘Please, Mum, you know Saturday Breakfast is an OCCASION. I can’t miss out! And besides, I don’t need shoes to go to breakfast. No-one at the Kingdom of Silk wears shoes in summer, except on school days or if they’re being Superman.’

A small, secret shiver zigzagged down Mrs Elliott’s spine when she thought of bare feet on dirt and grass where creepy, crawly things lived.

‘What do you mean it’s an OCCASION?’ she asked. ‘What can be so special about breakfast?’

‘Oh, Mum,’ sighed Layla. ‘I’ve told you before. They take it in turns to do the decorations and we eat in the garden under the Cox’s Orange Pippin. It’s Indigo’s turn this week and I just can’t miss out because she always does something really special. Indigo’s the best drawer, you remember, she’s got blue fingernails and wears feathers in her hair. She’s the one who got born just before Violet only we don’t call them twins because Annie says it’s not right to lump them together like they’re one person because they’re unique individuals.’

‘Well … I suppose we could go shopping in the afternoon, but not too late …’

‘Can’t we go on Monday after school? Griffin and I are going to do painting in the afternoon. We want to practise for Mr Kadri’s art show. It only costs a dollar to go in it and there’s a prize and you get your picture displayed and everything.’ That reminded Layla about the note she had brought home from school and she ran off to fetch it from her schoolbag, certain her mother would understand how important it was that she attend the breakfast and practise for the art show.
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Layla woke on Saturday morning to the sound of voices drifting lazily through the open louvres of the window in the sleep-out. She shook Griffin awake and then helped Perry put on his Superman costume before they ran down the long, echoing hallway and burst through the door into the kitchen. Nell was loading a tray with tumblers for Scarlet to take to the table.

‘Off you go!’ she said. ‘Indigo’s just about finished her decorations and everyone else is outside!’

‘Indigo thinks the world was made just so she can decorate it,’ said Scarlet grumpily. Getting up early on Saturdays didn’t agree with her now she was almost fifteen.

Nell laughed. ‘Well, wasn’t it?’

Indigo’s world was sensational. Hanging from the stooping boughs of the apple tree were hundreds of tiny blue and purple paper cranes. Even the tiniest puff of wind made them sway gently to and fro. From a distance they looked like butterflies.

‘I didn’t know you could do origami,’ said Saffron.

‘That’s because she’s a person of deep mystery,’ said Violet. ‘There’s a lot of things no-one knows about Indigo.’

‘It must have taken you ages,’ said Griffin. ‘How many are there?’

‘Exactly seven hundred,’ said Indigo. ‘I folded ten a day, seventy a week for ten weeks. They’re made from old wallpaper we peeled off our bedroom walls before we painted them.’

‘What about hanging them up?’ asked Saffron. ‘It must have taken forever.’

‘She was out here with a torch before the sun came up!’ laughed Ben.

‘Nope, I just stuck a paper clip through each one as I made it. Then all I had to do was hook the paper clips on to twigs. It was easy because the branches are so low.’

‘Why is all the food so weird?’ asked Scarlet, and the others turned to see what was on the table. There were bunches of blue-black grapes, ripe purple plums and passionfruit. The scones Indigo had coaxed Nell to make the day before were spread with blueberry jam and topped with cream and even the hard-boiled eggs had been dyed many shades of blue.

‘It’s just blue,’ said Violet, ‘not weird.’

‘Don’t you get it?’ asked Indigo. ‘It’s the indigo and violet theme.’ She sounded disappointed. ‘See, even the drinks are colour-coordinated.’

‘Oh, Indi, of course we get it,’ said Violet. ‘Scarlet’s still half-asleep, but I think it’s beautiful. Have a glass of grape juice to wake you up, Scarlet, or some blue lemonade.’
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‘Sorry, Indigo, it really does look great, just a bit unusual, that’s all,’ said Scarlet. ‘Where did you get the blue lemonade from?’

‘I just put a few drops of food colouring into ordinary lemonade,’ answered Indigo.

‘Scarlet’s only jealous because she can’t think up such good ideas,’ said Saffron.

‘I’ve got an even better one for next weekend, just wait till you see it!’ said Indigo. Superman noticed the deep mystery in her voice and so did Scarlet. She wrinkled her forehead and asked, ‘What do you mean, next weekend? Isn’t it Amber’s turn?’

‘Yes, no, I mean, it’s the art show, you know, Mr Kadri’s Window of Opportunity. I’m going to enter!’

It seemed Mr Kadri’s excitement had rubbed off on everyone. Layla licked the blueberry jam from her fingers and sighed contentedly. ‘I think I might do a still life,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘And I might call it Breakfast at the Kingdom of Silk. Can you leave some grapes on the table please, Indigo, and a jug? I’ll need to look at them for my still life.’

After breakfast, Superman was so full of blue food and drink he couldn’t fly, so he lay down in the shade and watched Indigo’s seven hundred pretty paper birds twirling hither-and-thither, this-way-and-that.

Blue is the colour of Saturday Breakfast at the Kingdom of Silk, and the colour of Layla’s eyes. There are seven shades of blue in a tin of seventy-two pencils. Seven is tall with a veranda to keep it dry and it is blue. Seven hundred is blue, flying is blue and so is Indigo. You can call a dog Blue, but it is not really blue. A dog is furry and warm with no sharp corners.

Blue was really Griffin’s dog, but Griffin was very proud of the way Blue understood that Perry needed a little extra looking after. He lay down beside Perry and said, ‘I think I might make a picture of a griffin. That’s my namesake. A namesake is something that’s got the same name as you.’

The mythical creature which was part lion and part eagle was carved into the wooden cover of Griffin’s Naming Day Book where it would stay forever and not fly away. Perry had touched its wooden feathers, wooden beak, fur and claws.

‘You could do a picture of a peregrine falcon,’ said Griffin, ‘that’s your namesake.’ Perry remembered the picture of the falcon in Griffin’s bird book. Sometimes when he had his Superman costume on and when he was not full of blue breakfast he felt a bit like a bird, but other times he didn’t know what or who he felt like. Then Blue, who was really reddish-pink with white dots and was furry and warm with no sharp corners, came and licked Perry on the face, and laughter is the colour of watermelon.

‘What are you going to draw, Perry?’ asked Layla as she spread sheets of butcher’s paper over the table. ‘There aren’t many days left. The judging is next Saturday. You can sit up here with Griffin and me if you want to.’

Perry sat beside Layla and watched as she drew grapes and jugs of blue water and Griffin drew his namesake. He thought about his own pictures he kept in the suitcase under his bed. They weren’t like Griffin’s or Layla’s.

After a while, Perry and Blue went down to the studio to see what Annie was doing. She said she was painting a portrait. People were her favourite things to paint. She said everyone had their own style and their own favourite things they liked to paint. Indigo’s style was deep mystery. Perry didn’t know if he had a style or, if he did, what it was. All he knew was that he liked drawing pictures.
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10. The Door to Paradise

In the poem that is painted on the door of the house at the Kingdom of Silk is a line which says: a time for loving and a time for hating. Layla was puzzled by that line. She thought it was wrong to hate, but on Wednesday she discovered it wasn’t.

The bus was running late, which was unusual for Mr Davis. The first bell had rung and most of the children had gone inside, but Layla was still on the monkey bars. She and Griffin were waiting for Perry to arrive. Layla was up to her thirteenth crossing without stopping and wondering what the world record for monkey-bar crossings was, when they heard the bus. It pulled up at number 5 stop when Layla was almost to the end of the rungs for the fifteenth time.

‘Quick, let’s go and meet Perry,’ said Griffin, running towards the gate. The lollipop lady held her red sign up and blew her whistle and Perry started walking. He was carrying his drawing book under one arm. It was almost as big as he was.

‘Just a minute,’ puffed Layla. There might still be time to do her personal best if only her tired arms would last the distance. She was halfway through her sixteenth lap when Perry neared the kerb. What happened next whizzed by in a blur.

First Griffin called out to Layla, ‘Hurry up!’

At the same time Perry stepped up on to the footpath, his drawing pad fell to the ground. Layla saw three teenagers walking by. They were strangers. She dropped down from the middle of the monkey bars. Griffin was almost at the gate. Perry knelt down to pick up his pad. He’d brought it to show Miss Cherry the picture of being held in someone else’s arms. Layla couldn’t remember running, but suddenly she was at the gate beside Griffin. The lollipop lady was across the street with her back to the school, loading her signs into a car. One of the strangers stopped beside Perry who was sitting on the kerb trying to brush the dirt off his picture.

‘What’s up, kid?’ the boy said and his two friends gathered around.

‘It fell down,’ said Perry.

‘What is it?’ asked another of the boys.

Perry Angel could dance the Spanish Fandango and catch the bus to school. He knew the numbers on all the bus stops and that one shiny dollar will buy you two tickets and a ride to the Colour Patch Café. He knew a buddy was the same thing as a friend. Sometimes Perry Angel had to be told eleven times over how to do something, but he was far more like everyone else than he was different. He felt hot, cold, thirsty, tired, excited, happy and sometimes sad. But when the strangers asked him what he had drawn, Perry couldn’t think of the right words to tell them about the feeling of being held in someone else’s arms. So he showed them his picture, which was now streaked with dirt.
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‘Looks a bit like a dog’s breakfast to me,’ said the first boy and the others laughed.

‘It is not a dog’s breakfast!’ shouted Layla, bursting through the gate and taking Perry’s hand in hers. ‘Come on, Perry, don’t take any notice. They’re just bullies.’

‘Come on then, Miss Smarty Pants, tell us what it is.’

Layla grabbed Perry’s pad and dragged him towards the gate where Griffin waited anxiously. He wanted to be brave like Layla, but should he run and fetch a teacher or stay with his friends? Suddenly he shouted something his daddy had once told him. ‘Just because you don’t understand something doesn’t mean it’s no good!’

Layla’s legs trembled and her heart leaped in her chest like a frog in a sock. She slammed the gate shut behind herself and Perry and yelled, ‘This is Perry’s way of expressing his feelings!’
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‘So that’s how ya feel, kid, like a big purple hairy thing? Huh, no wonder you can’t draw for peanuts.’

It was over in seconds. The teenagers continued on their way, laughing, and no-one but Perry, Griffin and Layla had heard what they said. Then the second bell rang and the children hurried inside.
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It was silent reading time in Layla and Griffin’s classroom. Layla opened The Guinness Book of Records to the page about the world’s longest scarf, but she didn’t read it. She could only think about what had happened before the bell rang. She had done two wrong things. She had talked to strangers and gone outside the school grounds. But she knew she had to tell Miss Cherry because of Perry Angel.

At first playtime, she waited by the door for Griffin and asked him if he would come with her.
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Miss Cherry listened carefully. She asked exactly what the strangers had said and done and what Griffin and Layla had said and done. Then she stood up and stared out the window for a while.

When she turned around she said, ‘Thank you both very much for telling me what happened. Perry’s a lucky boy to have friends like you who love him so much and hate anything that’s cruel, untrue or unfair.’

Layla understood then, what the line in the painted poem meant. ‘But hating wrong things doesn’t stop them from happening,’ she burst out, ’and what if Perry won’t draw any more because of what they said? Nell says it’s his way of expressing himself. It’s his favourite thing next to being Superman.’

‘Learning isn’t only about reading and writing. For Perry, language is the hardest thing. But I have a feeling that he understands some things better than other people do.’

‘What sort of things?’ asked Layla.

Miss Cherry wanted to say that she thought Perry knew how to find the door to Paradise. She wanted to tell them he had learned its key could be a box of pencils, a tube of paint, a brush or a sheet of clean, white paper and that once you’ve been through it, there’s nothing that can stop you going there again and again and again. But she didn’t, because she was grown up and a school teacher, and Paradise was not on the curriculum. Instead she said, ‘Like how to be happy when things around you aren’t so good. And that’s a very important thing.’
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11. Tales of a Teapot

On Monday night the moon and all the stars shone down and Layla stayed up late. Miss Cherry had called in to make sure Layla was all right and to explain to her parents what had happened. Layla sat on the couch between her mother and father, and Miss Cherry sat on the philosophising chair. Layla had her pyjamas on and her new sneakers that were a bit too big because her mother had bought them without Layla trying them on first. The lamp was turned down low and, while the adults talked, Layla concentrated on her glow-in-the-dark shoelaces. In the dim light Mrs Elliott couldn’t see all the jobs that needed doing; like washing the dishes and vacuuming the plush-pile carpet and ironing all the interesting wrinkles out of the clothes. So she concentrated too, on making sure Layla knew how proud they were of her for taking such good care of Perry Angel.
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Then Mr Elliott said, ‘We know you’re upset about what those boys said, Layla, but the best thing we can do for Perry is show him that nothing has changed.’

‘But it has, hasn’t it?’

‘Words are just words, Layla, and they can only change things if we let them.’

Layla thought that was one of her daddy’s best philosophies ever and so did Miss Cherry.
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When she reached the Kingdom of Silk, Miss Cherry paused before she knocked, and she read the words of the poem on the door, and they reminded her that some things never change.

Inside the house Nell took a canister marked rice from the mantelpiece, scooped out two spoonfuls of tea-leaves, tipped them into her old brown teapot and carried it to the kettle. Then she filled it with boiling water, put a rainbow-coloured cosy on the pot to keep it warm and turned the pot three times clockwise and three times anti-clockwise, which is the magic formula for brewing magnificent tea. The teapot spout was chipped and the inside was stained, but the tea was hot and strong and good.

Nell had made tea in the same pot for fifty years. On the day she married Johnny Silk, she poured tea from it. When her babies Katie and Ella were born, the first thing Nell wanted was a cup of tea from that pot. When her girls went to school for the first time, wearing their checked dresses, white socks and shiny black shoes, Nell drank tea from that pot in her too-quiet house. The policewoman had made tea in it, too; strong black tea with plenty of sugar, after she told Nell there’d been a car accident and that Johnny and Katie and Ella were never coming home.

In the shed near the house with the poem on the door, sat a man who was once the boy Nell had taken into her empty home and heart. He had been a lost and lonely boy, a bit like Perry, who belonged to no-one. His name was Ben. Now Ben was a man and had a family of his own and Nell was still part of it and so was Perry Angel.

Nell had brought her teapot with her to the house Ben bought to hold his family close and near, and on that Monday night, when the moon and all the stars shone down, she poured tea from it for Ben and for Annie and for Miss Cherry. And they all agreed it was important for Perry Angel to understand Mr Elliott’s philosophy, that words can only change things if you let them.

In small towns like Cameron’s Creek, news travels fast. Miss Cherry talked to Mr Jenkins and Mr Jenkins talked to Mr Kadri about what the teenagers had said to Perry Angel. The news squeezed Mr Kadri’s heart and he talked to his brown-eyed wife and their three curly-haired children and they decided to make a special effort so Perry Angel would understand that some things never change, like love, and Paradise.
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In a city by the sea, far away from Cameron’s Creek, lived a young woman called Sunday Lee. Sunday Lee did not have a teapot, but she had a photograph inside her wallet. It had been taken inside a hospital and was the only one she had of herself cradling her newborn baby in her arms. Sunday Lee had looked at the picture every day since she was sixteen years old, when she had no money, no family and no way of looking after her baby boy. And although she knew that words are only words and they don’t change anything unless you let them, she wished she could tell her boy that some things never change and that the ache in her heart was one of them.
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While Nell, Ben, Annie and Miss Cherry drank tea and ate Melting Moments, and while Sunday Lee looked at her photograph, Perry Angel lay awake in the sleep-out at the back of the house. He was thinking about the small, shabby suitcase which was kept in the dark under his bed.
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12. Five Days and Finishing Touches

On Tuesday morning Perry Angel dressed himself in his Superman costume. After breakfast he cleaned his teeth and said goodbye to Blue. Then he and Annie went to the bus stop. When the bus arrived, Perry got on first. He gave Mr Davis one shiny dollar coin, ‘Two tickets to the Colour Patch Café, please.’ He watched out the window until he saw the number 7 bus stop. Then Mr Davis opened the door and he and Perry called each other buddy.

Annie and Perry sat in the courtyard under the white sails while Mr Kadri made mint tea for Annie in his tall silver teapot which did not have a cracked spout. Then he made a Raspberry Spider for Perry. He put the teapot and the spider on a silver tray with a small dish of sweets and carried it out to the courtyard. Mr Kadri shook his head from side to side and his eyebrows were joined together in the middle.

‘Ah, Superiorman,’ he said sadly, ‘already today is Tuesday. In four more days it will be Saturday.’ Mr Kadri held up four fingers. ‘On Saturday it is the judging of the art show, but you can see, Superiorman, I still have many spaces on my walls. I am hoping you might make a picture for me. But then I am thinking you might not have any paint. So my wife and I will be honoured if you will accept this one small gift.’

Perry Angel had never seen Mr Kadri’s wife before. She usually stayed in the kitchen and did the cooking. But today she came outside into the courtyard. Her brown eyes smiled and she held out a parcel. It was wrapped with tissue paper the colour of the Turkish Delight she made at night when the curls of her three children rested on their pillows.

‘Thank you,’ said Perry.

‘You may open it now if you wish,’ said Mr Kadri, and Annie nodded.

Carefully Perry unwrapped the parcel. Inside was a box and inside the box, a tray of twelve tubes of paint.

‘It is all the colours of Paradise!’ said Mr Kadri. ‘Just in case you are needing them.’
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On Tuesday at lunchtime the telephone rang and Nell picked it up. She smiled and put her hand over the holes made for talking into and said, ‘It’s Melody!’

After she and Melody had talked for a while, Nell passed the telephone to Annie. Annie didn’t talk much, just listened. Then Perry heard her say she would have to speak to Ben when he got home and she put the telephone down and stared at it for a long time without talking. Then she looked at Nell and Perry as though she had forgotten they were there, and said, ‘Melody might come up for the art show.’

Annie went down to her studio then to do some more work on her special painting.

‘You stay with me for a while, Perry,’ said Nell. Perry showed Nell all the colours of Paradise that Mr and Mrs Kadri had given him and she said, ‘Maybe you could do a painting for when Melody comes.’

But Perry didn’t make any pictures on Tuesday.
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On Wednesday Perry Angel went to school. He sat with his friend Jenkins and they wrote their names on the lines. Then Perry went to the toilet before it was too late. At lunchtime Layla told him he was her best friend in the entire universe next to Griffin. But he didn’t make any pictures on Wednesday. On Thursday morning Perry Angel helped Mr Jenkins mow the grass with his new mower called Fangled. And after lunch he and Ben went into the shed amongst the timber off-cuts, the tins of paint, the bolts, the bicycle wheels and the broken toasters. But he didn’t make any pictures on Thursday.
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On Friday at school Layla was worried. She talked to Griffin.

‘We’ve only got today left to get our pictures done,’ she said, ‘and then it’s too late.’

‘Nell said we’ve got till 10 o’clock in the morning to have them in,’ said Griffin. ‘Indigo hasn’t even started and I’m going to put the finishing touches on mine tonight.’

‘But what about Perry?’ asked Layla.

‘He doesn’t have to go in the competition.’
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‘I know, but what if he’s not going in it because of … what those mean boys said?’

‘Maybe he’ll do one tonight. Mr Kadri gave him paints and Nell said Melody’s coming. He likes Melody, so he might paint a picture for her.’ Griffin was quiet for a while and then he said, ‘Nell said Melody might be bringing someone with her, too.’

‘Who?’

‘I don’t know her name,’ said Griffin.

‘Maybe she’s a welfare woman, too, like Melody.’

‘I wish she wasn’t coming.’

‘Why, Griff?’

‘Because I think Mama doesn’t want her to come.’

‘Maybe she’s worried Perry will run away like he did last time Melody came.’

‘That was only because he thought Melody was going to send him to live somewhere else. He knows he’s part of our family now so he wouldn’t be worried about Melody coming.’

‘Did you ask your mum about the other lady?’ Griffin nodded. ‘Mama just said she’s someone who knew Perry a long time ago.’

‘Well, my mum says mothers have more than their fair share of worrying to do, so maybe Annie’s worried about getting her special painting finished in time for the art show, or something like that.’
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On the walls of Annie Silk’s studio hung the portraits she painted of each of her children. On Friday night she put the finishing touches to the last one; the big red ‘S’ on the front of the costume and a gleam of love in the old dog’s eye. Then she hung it on the wall with the others. But Annie knew it wouldn’t stay there.

While everyone else was working on finishing their pictures that night, Perry Angel tiptoed down the hallway and into the sleep-out. Then he lay down on the floor next to his bed and pulled out his small and shabby suitcase with the five golden letters.
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13. Bolts, Bicycle Wheels and Inspiration

On Saturday, in the park beside the Colour Patch Café, a man with a hat like a chimney pedalled a bicycle which powered an orange-juicing machine. A small grey bird with rosy cheeks and a yellow crest whistled Amazing Grace. You could buy a pair of hand-made dancing shoes with bells on the curled-up toes, or a bunch of rhubarb tied with string, a bundle of books or a paper cone filled with hot buttered popcorn. You could blow rainbow-coloured bubbles, or look through a giant kaleidoscope, or bounce as high as the moon on a monster-sized trampoline. You could have a lady-bug painted on your face for fifty cents or pat a piglet for free.
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At 9 o’clock Layla was waiting for the Silks to come. Already her painting, Saturday Breakfast at the Kingdom of Silk, was hanging in the courtyard. Mr Kadri said the bunch of grapes, the plate of scones and especially the teapot with the rainbow-coloured cosy and chipped spout, were most realistic.

At 9:30 Layla heard a train whistle and a few minutes later, Melody and another lady appeared on the platform opposite the Colour Patch Café. When Melody saw Layla she waved. Layla watched them crossing the road. The lady next to Melody was only about as tall as Scarlet but Layla guessed she might be about twenty-two or twenty-three. She had spiky brown hair and green eyes and freckles across her upturned nose and Layla thought she looked more like a pixie than the sort of person you wouldn’t want coming to your house.

‘Oh, Layla, it’s so good to see you,’ said Melody hugging her. ‘Are the Silks here?’

‘Not yet,’ said Layla.

‘Oh, I forgot, this is Sunday Lee,’ said Melody.

Layla was trying to decide if she should ask Sunday how she knew Perry Angel when the bus rounded the corner and pulled up at the number 7 stop. A crowd of noisy passengers spilled out onto the footpath. Layla caught a glimpse of Nell, and then the Rainbow Girls and Griffin. ‘Here they are!’ she said pushing her way towards them. By the time she and Melody and Sunday Lee had reached the bus, the door had closed. ‘Where are Annie and Ben and Perry?’ she asked.

‘They’re doing something important,’ said Nell. ‘They’ll be here later on.’

While Melody was introducing Sunday Lee to everyone, Layla noticed Griffin wasn’t saying much and that Nell was holding his hand tightly. She wanted to ask him what was wrong, but not in front of everyone else. After the introductions, Nell said, ‘Let’s have a look at all the entries while we’re waiting for the others.

[image: ]

Indigo’s artwork was another of her deep mysteries. She had persuaded Violet to dress in an old pair of bathers and to tuck all her yellow curls into a tight, rubber bathing cap. Then she had painted her from head to toe in seven shades of blue with spirals of glitter and sequins. Layla thought she looked a bit like a beautiful dolphin or even a mermaid. Mr Jenkins wasn’t quite sure where to stick the label, Different Skin, so Indigo tied it to Violet’s ankle so it wouldn’t spoil her work.

Griffin’s picture, Namesake, was engraved onto thick paper called scraperboard with a small metal nib which scratched the black surface off the paper and let the white show through.

‘It’s almost as good as the griffin Ben carved on your Naming Day Book,’ Layla said, but Griffin didn’t seem to hear her.

Other people had come in from the park to look at the artwork, too. Then the preacher came and Nell said, ‘Quick, find yourselves a seat!’

Everyone knew it was time for the official opening when the preacher came, because he was the Official Opener for almost every event held at Cameron’s Creek. Layla and Griffin sat in the middle of the front row with Nell, and the Rainbow Girls sat in the row behind them. Melody and Sunday Lee found seats towards the end of the front row next to Mr and Mrs Elliott, Miss Cherry and Mr Jenkins. Even Mr Davis came. But still there was no sign of Ben, Annie and Perry.

The preacher tapped on the microphone and told everyone how to vote for their favourite work of art by name or by using the number on the label. He was almost up to the declaring open part of proceedings when Mr Kadri rushed into the courtyard and whispered something into the preacher’s ear.

‘It seems we have one last entry,’ said the preacher. ‘There will be a short interval before I declare this exhibition open.’

Then Ben and Annie came into the courtyard with Perry Angel and Blue. Perry Angel had his Superman costume on and his gumboots, but not his bicycle-tube mask. He sat on Annie’s knee on an orange chair beside the stage and Blue sat beside them looking very handsome in his going-out bow-tie. Ben was carrying an inspiration which he and Perry had found in the shed amongst the bolts and bicycle wheels and broken toasters. It was large and wooden and looked, for all the world, like an old door. Mr Kadri rearranged a few paintings and helped Ben move the door into an empty space. When they turned it around, there were twelve pictures, one mounted to each of the twelve panels on the door.

The preacher put his spectacles on and looked long and carefully at all the pictures. Then he said, in his beautiful, deep Sunday morning voice, ‘When I look at this door, I’m reminded of another, on which a poem is painted. Many of you gathered here today will have passed through that door. And even if you haven’t been to the Kingdom of Silk, you might have heard of the poem. It begins with the words: To everything there is a season. This exhibit reminds me in many ways of the words of the poem.’
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Then the preacher and the people grew as silent as flowers opening, while they looked at the pictures Perry Angel had made and kept in his suitcase under the bed. They saw things they had never seen before, like the purple blanket of being held in someone’s arms, laughter the colour of watermelon, love like chocolate melting in the quiet dark, the song of being born, babies you can keep and the ones you can’t, a dog with no sharp corners who knew things other people didn’t, orange buddies with no black bits and many fingers, and dancing the Spanish Fandango.

After a while, the preacher gave a small cough the way he did in church to wake up the people who had gone to sleep when they were supposed to be saying their prayers. Then he said, ‘Now I see this exhibit hasn’t been labelled. Do we have a name for it, Mr Kadri?’

Perry Angel was surprised. He felt sure that everyone would know his picture was called Kind, because it was something he had made to give to his friends and family who loved him. But he didn’t say anything, because he wasn’t sure if it was a time to speak up or a time to stay quiet.

So Mr Kadri said, ‘It needs no name, Reverend, because in Paradise there are no words, only pictures.’

The preacher declared the exhibition open and when people began to clap, Layla leaned in close to Griffin and whispered, ‘Did you find out who Sunday Lee is?’

Griffin nodded.

‘Well, who is she?’

For a moment Layla thought Griffin wasn’t going to answer, then he said, ‘She’s Perry’s other mother.’


[image: ]

14. Sunday Lee

On the wall of an apartment in a city by the sea, far away from Cameron’s Creek, there hangs a picture. It is a portrait of a small boy in a Superman costume with his arms around an old red dog called Blue. The boy’s name is Perry Angel. His other mother looks at that picture every day.
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It reminds her of the time she spent with Perry and his new family, the Silks. She remembers the art exhibition where she looked at Perry’s pictures of things she’d never seen before. She thinks of sipping tea poured from a teapot with a cracked spout, and of eating Armenian Love Cake under the boughs of the Cox’s Orange Pippin. She recalls a studio and the pictures on its walls; portraits of Annie’s children who had come from the quiet dark inside her; the children she had kept and the one she couldn’t and the empty space where Perry’s had hung, for just one night. Sunday Lee notices the way Annie’s brush has stroked the canvas and she understands that only love could make a picture like that. She also remembers the poem painted on the door of the house at the Kingdom of Silk and wishes she had known about it sooner. She is glad that Perry will grow up knowing the words of that poem, for she is certain Nell will teach him. And the last thing Sunday Lee remembers is the promise Annie and Ben made, that when Perry is old enough to understand, they will show him the photograph she has given them. The one she had kept in her wallet since she was sixteen years old. Then Perry will have a story of his own to tell and will know he has been held in his other mother’s arms.
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The A-Z of things Glenda likes

Autumn

Being happy

Cooking

Dressing up

Echidnas — especially the one that visited Glenda’s garden

Flamenco dancing and music

Galoshes — because the word sounds so good

Hammocks

Imagining

Jack Russell Terriers

Knitting scarves

Limericks and Liquorice-flavoured ice-cream

Melting Moments biscuits — once Glenda’s daughter made her a whole jar of them for Mother’s Day … Mmmmmmmm!

Nutmeg seeds — when you grate them and see how beautiful they are inside

Offspring — that means children and Glenda loves hers very much

Patting pigs, especially big black Spanish ones called Benito

Quizzes in the newspaper — Glenda and her family do them together on weekends

Red and Rain

Singing out loud when nobody’s listening

Thimbles

Ukuleles — Glenda’s daughter plays one

Violets — Glenda’s grandmother’s favourite perfume was April Violets

Wind in the Willows — a book by Kenneth Grahame

X is for Marimba, which doesn’t start with X but is a wooden musical instrument similar to a large Xylophone — Glenda has one in her lounge room

Yo-Yo — the biscuit, the toy and especially Yo-Yo Ma, the man who plays cello

Zinnias — they were Glenda’s nana’s favourite flower
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The A-Z of things Stephen likes

Abstract art and animation

Belief — from Buddha to Peter Pan, with Santa Claus in-between — and B-B-B-BAREFEET

Creativity, cobalt blue, clay (dirty and wet) and Calder (an American sculptor)

Drumming, Daffy Duck and being a dad

Edward Ardizzone (an illustrator)

Frank Capra movies — one of Stephen’s favourites is You Can’t Take It With You

Galahs, grevilleas and gardening (all three combined) and Giacometti (a sculptor)

Hand-made anything

Ink — Stephen uses it all the time. It’s hard to control, it stains his clothes, hands and everything around him and he loves it! (Stephen’s just a messy little boy at heart.)

J … Stephen can’t think of anything … just joking!

Kindness

Leaf — Stephen’s Mona Lisa

Mickey Mouse — particularly the old 1930s and ’40s animations and the mystery comic books like Mickey Mouse Outwits the Phantom Blot

Night-time — the stars, the moonlight or when it’s pitch-black and you can’t see a thing. Add a fire, surround it with family and friends making noise and Stephen’s happy.

Olsen, John (an Australian artist)

Painting and printmaking — Stephen likes lots of painterly mess and unpredictability

Quiet — Stephen loves being around people without the pressure to talk. He loves observing.

Robin Hood — especially Robin Hood Daffy — and rain … Stephen loves the rain.

Storms — similar to rain but with added danger! Also skate-boarding (especially RipStiking), although storms and skate-boarding don’t combine very well.

Tim Burton movies — for the tenderness and scars

U V W X Y Z … Stephen can’t be bothered thinking up things for these … Oh, okay …

Verandas — Stephen can’t imagine why any house in Australia wouldn’t have one! Front, back, side … the more veranda the better. If your house doesn’t have a veranda, Stephen reckons you should definitely put V for veranda under D for dream and start drawing up designs (you can file your designs under D too)

Y … Y … Why … does Stephen have to think of things he likes for U, W, X and Z?
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