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DEVOTION
  
 

 
Tilly

Days are yellow and nights are black.
  That is because the sun moves in the sky. It goes up and down and side to side.

People live in houses and houses have roofs to stop the rain from
  coming in. They have beds in houses and they sleep in them. When they want to sit up they use pillows or get out of bed and sit on chairs which have legs, but the legs on chairs are a different shape from the legs on people. And sometimes people stand up
  and walk around. Or run. But a lot of the time they sit. And they lie down to sleep all night. They take their clothes off to sleep. I think you can sleep if you keep them on, it’s just you’re not allowed to.
 

People keep animals in their houses. They keep them in cages or tanks unless they are cats or dogs. They like mice if they are in cages but if they are
  running round they have to kill them as the mice eat all their food and it would make them hungry. They take dogs for walks on leads but cats go for walks on their own. I don’t think mice go for walks. 


My dad has insects in tanks and he looks at them a lot.
 

If one of his insects loses a leg a new one grows back. But the new one is usually green. Even if the insect is brown the new leg is green. I
  don’t know why.

These are things I know. A thing you know is some thing in your head. It is inside there, just behind your eyes. I have lots
  of things inside my head. This means I can think. Thinking is saying things but there is no sound. You can decide to say a thing out loud if you like, and it can still be in your head even if you have said it. If you don’t say it and keep it inside
  your head then it becomes a secret.
 

I didn’t wake my sister up.
 
 
Sometimes my sister tells me stories. A story is in a book and things happen in it. I have a book all about an insect who is unhappy. It is a praying
    mantis, like my dad keeps.

I eat apples and they make a sound inside your head when you eat them.
 
 
Moss grows on stones and there are green circles called lichens. They don’t move but it’s not because they are lazy. It’s because they
    don’t have legs. So they couldn’t have a green leg at all, even if something fell off them.

Moss is soft and sometimes the birds pick it
    up in their beaks and fly away with it. They take it to nests and stuff the moss in so their babies have beds to sleep in.

Babies like to lie in
    something soft. That is because they can’t stand up because their legs are soft.


 

I didn’t wake my sister up, even though I wanted to.
 
 
I walked past her room, but the door was shut, so I walked past and went down the stairs into the kitchen. She gets cross if I wake her up, even if I
    have something really important to tell her.

She smells nice, my sister. Sometimes she lets me get in her bed and I can get the smell on me. I like
    it when that happens.

Yes, I like it.

So I
    didn’t wake her up. I didn’t know what to do so I went into the kitchen. I found an apple which was red but it had some yellow and green on it and the skin had tiny brown dots like freckles on.
 
 
I rubbed the skin of it on my leg and looked at it, but there was no shine. I did it again and again, but there was still no shine. Stupid apple. I
    squeezed it hard and dug my nail in it.

It was my dad who told me about the insect leg growing back green. He might have got his colours wrong. But
    I don’t think so. He knows all different things about different things. And he doesn’t get things wrong. Sometimes when he tells me things he says we’d better check and he gets a book out and shows me how to check a fact. He’s
    always right. Always.

His books are still here even though Dad isn’t.
 
 
I watched him drive off with his car full of insects and suitcases and boxes, but I don’t know where he went.



 
      
 
 
      Grace
 My sister Tilly sat on the kitchen
        table, wearing her pants and nothing else. Her dark hair was messy from the night’s sleep and her skin was tanned from playing outside. Her book was open on the table and she held an apple in her hand. She looked at me as I walked in.
 
      —You okay? I asked.
 She said nothing and
        started rubbing the apple along her bare leg. I walked to the kettle and filled it, then flicked the switch.
 —You won’t get it to shine
        like that, I said. —It doesn’t work on skin.
 She shrugged and continued rubbing. I looked over towards the back door and saw a jacket
        hanging there. Dad’s jacket, his blue lightweight one for walking. He must have forgotten it. I went over and took it off the hook, folded it and held it. Tilly watched me and our eyes met and we knew.
 
      This was it now, the three of us.
 I put the
        jacket down and went to Tilly. I reached my arms out to her, but she pulled her legs up under her chin and held herself instead, shaking her head, her hair moving, brushing her knees.
 
      —Come here, I said.
 She shook her head.
 
      —Come on, I said. —Come on, Til. You’ll see him soon.
 
      I waited for her to speak, but she didn’t, so I walked over to the kettle and made the tea. I put Tilly’s by her on the table and took
        Mum’s up to her. I went up the first flight of stairs, then up again, to the top floor.
 Her bedroom door was closed, and I turned the handle,
        then pushed the door open with my shoulder.
 Light came through the red curtains, staining the room pink. I stepped over a pair of jeans on the floor
        and it was then I saw him. A second head on the pillow.
 My mother lay asleep, her back to me. Her arm across a man. His face was turned away, but I
        could see dark, closely cropped hair. His shoulders were pale and pockmarked. There was a tattoo on the base of his neck, thick black ink in the shape of a wave. And around his upper arm there were letters, spelling out a name. DAVE.
 
      My mother’s dyed red hair was spread over the pillow. Her skin was tanned and she wore her silver bangles on her arm which was draped over him.
        Her arm, over him. This person I had never seen before.
 I put the tea down by the bed and took a step backwards. My bare feet touched his jeans on
        the floor, his pants tucked into them. Blue cotton, inside out, the gusset of them like a secret underbelly.
 
      I ran out of the room, down the stairs, back to the kitchen. I picked up my mug and held it tight to stop the shaking in my hands.
 
      Tilly looked at me. —There’s a man in Mum’s bed, she said. —What’s he doing there?
 
      I said nothing. Just held my tea tighter, though the china felt as though it was burning my hand.
 
      —Gracie, she said. —What’s he doing there?
 
      I opened my hands and the mug fell. It smashed and tea spread across the tiles, wetting my feet. We stayed there, me looking at the floor, Tilly looking
        at me. Then after a while I said, —You better get dressed. You’re gonna be late.
 She slipped off the far side of the table and ran out
        of the room.
 I stood there for a while until I heard footsteps on the stairs. I wanted to move, run away like Tilly, but it was too late. I saw her
        feet enter the room, chipped blue varnish on her toenails, silver ring on her second toe. And the bottom of her dressing gown, red satin with the tail of a black dragon.
 
      We both stood in silence, my eyes looking down at the broken china. Leaking into the tea there was a small fern-shaped spray of blood from my foot.
 
      I watched her move across the room and heard her open the drawer where we kept the towels. She came closer and bent down to mop up some of the liquid,
        gathering the pieces of china. I moved my foot and she knelt back on her heels.
 —You’ve hurt your foot, she said.
 I said nothing.
 —Grace.
 —It doesn’t hurt, I said. I lifted it on to the
        chair and wrapped a tissue round it; the thin white paper absorbed the blood. Mum watched.
 —Is it okay?
 
      —It’s fine, I said.
  She took a
        newspaper from the pile and put the broken china in it. I went to go to my room.
 —Grace, she said. —Where’s Tilly?
 
      —She’s gone to change.
 
        —Grace. She made my name sound ominous, and I knew she had more to say. Please, I thought, please don’t say anything. Please allow me to go.
 
      But she continued. —Look, Grace, she said. —He’s just a friend.
 
      I looked out of the window, at the red and blue climbing frame and the apple tree beyond. If I said nothing, maybe she’d stop talking and let me
        leave.
 —He is just a friend. Okay?
 I
        took a step towards the door and the stairs and my room. —I’ve got to get dressed, I said. —I’ll be late.
 —Have you had
        breakfast?
 I shook my head. —I’m not hungry.
 
      —I’ll make you both something.
 —I don’t want anything.
 I left the room and ran upstairs and as
        I ran I thought, she’s never made us breakfast. Dad does that.
 
      
 I sat on the side of my bed for a while and waited for my hands to stop shaking.
 
        When I calmed down I dressed for school, then looked at myself in the mirror. My long dark hair was scraped back from my face, which was pale, even in
          summer. I’d inherited his skin, not the dark, oily skin that she’d passed on to Tilly.
 Then I thought of his skin – white, pockmarked, tattooed. I shook my head as though I could get rid of the memory. I grabbed my school bag and ran downstairs. I was going to go straight out of the front door without saying anything,
          but Mum was blocking the way, Tilly with her, book in one hand, lunch box in the other.
 —Grace, Mum said.
 
        I refused to look at her.
 —I made you some
          breakfast, she said.
 —I told you. I’m not hungry.
 
        —You haven’t got any money.
  She
          went into the kitchen and I heard her shake some coins out of the jar. I stared at the tulips on the hall table. They were dying, their yellowing stems drooping down in long curves, the red petals falling on to the floor.
 
        She reappeared and gave me the money. —Here, she said, —have some extra.
 
        I opened the front door.
 —And don’t
          forget, your dad’s picking you up.
 I stopped for one second.
 
        —Did you hear me? I said your dad’s picking you up.
 
        I turned back to her. —Is he? 

        —He is, yes. Look, Grace, will you stop being like this.
 
        —Like what? I asked.
 —You know what.
          For God’s sake, I told you. He’s just a friend.
 —I’m sure he is, I said. I took Tilly’s arm. —Let’s
          go.


 
       We stopped at the school gate, and I brushed Tilly’s hair out of her eyes, ran my fingers through it and
          straightened her collar. —Wait here for Dad this afternoon, I said. — Okay?
 —Why’s he coming?
 
        —Because he is.
 —Grace. I waited,
          but she said nothing else, just stood there with her mouth open.
 I rubbed her arm. —You’ll want to see him, won’t you?
 
        She nodded. —Grace, she said. —Will you read me my story?
 
        —I can’t. You have to go in or you’ll be late.
 
        She held the book out. —Please.
 I shook my
          head. —I read it to you last night. You know every word of it.
 She pushed the book into my hands. The cover, made like the rest of the book by
          Dad, was the triangular head of a praying mantis, her eyes staring out and her front legs clasped together. The title above the head: The Unhappy Insect.
 
        —Please, Gracie. Just read the first page.
 —Just that, then you have to go. You promise? 

        —I promise.
 I took the book.
          The spine was cracked and worn, the inside pages torn. I opened it and found the first page. I bent down so Tilly could see, and I started to read.
 
          

         
           The Unhappy Insect
 
            Manty the praying mantis lived in a glass tank in a room in a house.
 
            The tank was nice and big and had lovely clean earth on the floor and green leaves. Manty spent her
              days learning to eat crickets and flies.
 One day the lid of her tank opened and a big hand
              came in and lifted Manty out. She was put in a cardboard box and taken away.
 Manty had to
              push her legs against the sides of the box to stop herself falling over. She could hear voices. Human voices. After a long time everything stopped.
 
            The box was opened and the light streamed in. The box was suddenly tipped up and she slid into her
              new home.







 
      
  

      Grace
 When I had finished, Tilly closed the
        book and tucked it under her arm. She gave me a quick hug and ran across the playground. Before going into her classroom she turned and waved.
 I
        looked up the hill towards my school and tried to imagine myself there at my desk, but I couldn’t. Instead I saw her arm on his white skin. The ink of the tattoo and the black letters. His pants curled up in his jeans.
 
      I took my phone and put it in the bin, then started walking down the hill. I walked along the High Street, past the last houses, and over the river,
        where the fields began.
 I didn’t know where I was walking or why. All I knew was I wanted to keep going, away from home.
 
       I walked through the fields until I reached the woods bordered by the old railway. The path was flat and green and shaded
          by overhanging trees, and I walked along it briskly, as though if I were quick enough, I could leave my thoughts behind. 

        It was a warm day, nearly the start of the summer holidays, and I followed the same path we’d taken the year before. It had been the
          three of us. Dad had asked Mum to come, but she said no, she had things to do.
 As always when he took us walking, he’d packed a box of
          sandwiches in his rucksack, with bottles of water and apples. His map was in the plastic cover and hung from his neck on a cord. We stopped under a tree and Dad sat on a stone and handed the food around. The sun was warm then as well, and after
          we’d eaten, Dad showed Tilly tiny scraps of lichen on the stones and branches. I watched him in his shorts with his thin legs and blond hairs, his sharp knees. Tilly wore a denim skirt that showed her fat legs, the pleats at the back of her knees,
          and I felt a flash of irritation with them. The thin, stretched tendons of his legs, the shapelessness of hers. The endless patience of him, showing, teaching. That moment was the first time I felt the three of us became the two of them, and I became the
          observer, sitting watching from a distance.


 
       I moved my school bag, took the weight on to the other shoulder. I wondered why this one memory had returned to me now,
          and what the point of it might be. But before I could work it out, I saw a dog standing in the long grass to the side of the path. I looked around for its owner but couldn’t see anyone. The dog barked. I still couldn’t see anyone. Then it
          walked towards me. I held out my hand until it came close enough to smell me. It rolled over and I saw it was a girl, saw her white belly with its brown spots. I felt for her leather collar, but there was no tag.
 
        The dog jumped to her feet and barked again.
 —What is it? I asked.
 She barked yet again, then walked away from me
          and stopped, looking back. There was still no sign of her owner. I called aloud, but no one answered. She repeated her action – barking and moving off, then stopping and looking back.
 
        —What? I said. —You want me to follow you?
 
        I followed her and she led me to a gate. She wriggled beneath and waited while I climbed over it, before running ahead again, into the wood.
 
        The sun came through the leaves and dappled the ground. The grass was shorter here and the path caked dry. Dead branches broke easily under my feet, the
          wood rotted and fragile. There were a few brambles, and one caught my leg, the thorn digging into my ankle. The dog waited, panting, watching me.
 —I’m not coming, I said.
 The dog stared, her head tipped to the
          side.
 I went to turn back, but she barked. I shook my head. She barked again, louder this time, and I took a few steps forward. —All right, I said, although my bag was heavy and the cut on my foot was hurting.
  Round the bend of the path there
          was a large tree with a circle of bare earth beneath, dead leaves scattered around. The dog started whining and I was aware of something red in the leaves. She ran to it and lay there, and I followed cautiously, not
          wanting to get closer, not wanting to see. But of course I already knew what it was, even before I’d really seen it.
 My mind made it out in
          separate pieces. A red shirt. A pair of denim-clad legs. Leather boots. Then the pieces joined together and I saw a man, with too-pale skin and pale hair, lying in the dark leaves.
 
        I wanted to run back along the path, back to the railway line, but I forced myself closer and made myself kneel by him. He was older than me, around
          twenty. His eyes were closed, and I didn’t know whether to speak, or shake him, or try to move him. I reached out and brushed a leaf off his cheek, and as my finger touched his skin, his eyes opened.
 
        His eyes were a grey-blue and one appeared brighter than the other; then I realized it was because one pupil was larger. It seemed as though he was
          having problems focusing on my face, as though he was seeing something beyond me.
 The dog moved as if to lick his face. I pushed her away.
 
        I spoke quietly. —Are you all right?
 The
          dog nosed forward again and I pressed down on her haunches, got her to sit, her tail brushing through the dry leaves.
 —What happened? I asked.
          He didn’t answer.
 I looked up and saw the spreading branches above, a rope knotted over one of them, the end of it frayed, swinging free. Then
          I saw the raw, red marks on his neck.g
 —I’ll go and get some help, I said.
 
        He tried to lift his head, and I put my hand out. 

        —Try not to move. I’ll be as quick as I can.
 
        He closed his eyes, then opened them again. —What’s your name?
 
        —Grace, I said.
 —Who sent you? Someone
          sent you here.
 —I have to go and get help, I said.
 
        —No, he said. —Don’t go. Don’t leave me.
 
        —I have to.
 I patted my leg to call the
          dog and we ran together towards the main road.



 
       
      	
      	 
 
      Andrew
 I had driven right through the
        night, following the path of the river. I drove from where I now lived by the sea, into the countryside and through the dark town. Then I turned and retraced my route, all the way to the sea again. Sea to the town, town to the sea.
 
      As I drove I listened to a Bach fugue and after a while there was a synchronicity between the movement of the music and the passing road signs and
        occasional oncoming headlights. This must have allowed me to slip into my own temporary fugue state, for I was suddenly aware of the tyres hitting the edge of the verge. It was time I went back before I had an accident.
 
      The sky was starting to change as I drove through the town and over the bridge that crossed the river, through lanes and fields to the sprawled and
        extended village where the river flowed out to sea.
 The house was at the far end of the village, in a quiet, unlit road that ran parallel to the
        water’s edge. It was the last of a terrace of what had once been identical houses but now had doors and windows of different designs and colours: two had cars parked in their old front gardens; one had a large boat
        covered in a blue tarpaulin.
 I pulled up outside, turned off the engine and sat there for a while. I finally felt tired, and as I let myself in and
        climbed the stairs to my room, I thought I might even manage to sleep for a few hours; however, as soon as I was in bed, every trace of tiredness left me, and my mind was alert again.
 
      I propped up my pillows against the green velvet headboard, and lay back. My bedside lamp was not yet unpacked, so the room was illuminated by the large
        brass light fitting hanging from the ceiling. Two bulbs were functioning, one missing. On the wall opposite the door, at the end of a stretch of green carpet, there was a fake fireplace designed to replicate the original, which would have been ripped out
        years before. The wooden mantelpiece was painted in thick cream gloss, and the inner panels appeared to be marble but were, I imagine, reconstituted and polished cement. The entire house had been refurbished so the inside appeared brand-new; only the
        outside made it clear it had stood for many years, housing families who had survived by working on the water. Before moving in, I had visited on numerous occasions, but never really explored the area, and I planned to take this opportunity to do so. I
        had bought myself a large-scale map, and studied the public pathways and the course of the river; I’d also found a second-hand book on the history of the waterway and intended to follow the river, right from the mouth, where it spilled out from the mudbank tonsils into the sea, back up its path through the town, eventually arriving at its source.
 I
        looked at my clock: it would soon be time to get up, although I had not yet slept. Perhaps this was the day to start exploring; I’d need a large breakfast first, to keep up my energy levels.
 
      It was the thought of breakfast that began to unravel my intentions. I suppose it was the realization that when the sun had finally fully risen, I would not have my daughters with me, would not be back in the familiarity of our home, but here still, among my unpacked possessions.
 
        To stop myself
        dwelling on the girls, I crossed the room and opened the box of books I had brought. I took out the padded envelope and opened it. The book was still sealed in a plastic bag and I carefully peeled off the sellotape and slid it free. It smelled musty and the edges of the pages had yellowed but, as promised, it did not look too worn. The cover was a faded blue cloth, the dust jacket long missing. The title was in distinctive, old-fashioned gold: Mantids and Other Dictyoptera. I leafed through it at random and lifted the sheet of thin protective tissue to look at a photograph. It was difficult to judge the accuracy of the reproduction, as one has to account for the effects of time and any exposure to light
        on the print, as well as the reliability of the levels of colour, but it seemed of a good quality, considering the date of publication. A mantid with brown wings unfolded. Deroplatys desiccata. Known to mimic dead leaves. I closed the book, and placed it on the bedside table.

        I stepped over the extension
        leads and picked up the water sprayer from the trolley. The tanks stood on large metal shelves, the glass walls streaked with moisture and the floor covered in damp vermiculite; I lifted the first lid and sprayed a fine mist into the atmosphere. The
        mantid in the next tank hung from a large privet twig and I could see the beginning of a split on her back. I watched for a long time, transfixed, as the split widened. She twisted to free herself, and I could see the paler, fresh flesh beneath. Her new
        body wet and flexible, she slowly reversed out, until she was free of the old skin which fell to the floor of the tank. She clung to the twig, waiting for her new skin to darken and harden.
 
      It was not the first time I had seen this, but my act of witness in the dawn of that particular night felt as though it should bring me hope and signal
        some portent.
 I reached into the tank and took out the skin she’d shed, and laid it on the palm of my hand. It was virtually weightless, and I
        examined it carefully under the light before depositing it on the table and getting into the bed. I picked up my new book again and stroked its cover and opened it. I read a few paragraphs.
 
      
 
 
       
         Mantids and Other Dictyoptera
 
          The two main groups of insects in the order of Dictyoptera (Greek: dictyon = net;
            pteron = wing) are mantids and cockroaches. It should be noted that in some taxonomic schemes they are listed as two separate orders.
 
          In both mantids and cockroaches, the sexual parts are hidden underneath the abdomen; females have six abdominal sections and males have eight. The
            mantids deposit their eggs in a papery case, the ootheacae, which is fixed to a twig or other surface. Metamorphosis is incomplete: there is no maggot or caterpillar, but a series of wingless nymphal stages, which
            resemble adults.
 The suborder Mantodea is divided into eight families: Chaeteesidae, Metallycidae and Mantoididae (all three each containing one
            small genus); Amorphoscelidae, Eremiaphilidae, Hymenopodidae and Empusidae; Mantidae, which contains the majority of the species. The exact number of mantid species remains in dispute, but is in excess of 2000, and they are to be found in temperate or
            tropical climates.
 The mantid has the hypognathous, the inverted triangular head, and both simple and compound
            eyes. The simple eyes are three ocelli, also in a triangular pattern and situated between the antennae. The two compound eyes have up to 10,000 ommatidia each.
 
          The mantid has two raptorial front legs which have been developed to seize prey, the femur and tibia having rows of sharp spines.
            The front legs are clasped together as though in ‘prayer’, and the mantid combines a highly developed method of attack with extraordinary patience and camouflage skills, making it a ruthless and brilliant
            survivor.





 
        

      Andrew
 When I heard the car pull up
        outside, I closed the book and placed it back on the table.
 I listened as the engine was turned off and the car door opened then slammed shut. There
        was the electronic beep of the locking mechanism, then the key in the front door of the house. I heard the clunk of the door closing and the dead weight of the black leather bag as it dropped on to the floor in the hall.
 
      I turned and lay on my side for a while, before getting up. Taking some notes from my wallet, I went downstairs.
 
      Barbara stood by the kettle; one of her feet was flat on the floor, the other was tucked behind her leg. She brushed her short, light blonde hair away
        from her face, then rubbed her eyes and yawned. She opened the cupboard door and took out a mug.
 I cleared my throat. She jumped, and turned towards
        me, her hand resting on her chest as if to still her heart.
 “Christ,” she said. “You scared me.”
 
      I cleared my throat again. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to. I heard you coming back. I mean, not that you made an
        unnecessary noise. I was awake anyway. How was the night shift?”
 “Good. Tiring.”
 
      I slipped my hand into my pocket and took out the folded notes. “Here.”
 
      After a second Barbara took them and put them by the kettle.
 
      “It’s the rent money,” I said.
 “I guessed that.” She smiled. “I’m making tea. Would you like some?”
 
      “I don’t want to put you out.”
 “Does it look like it’ll put me out? I said I’m making it.”
 
      “Then yes. Thank you.”
 I walked to
        the glass doors which led into the garden. There was a small lawn with a table and chairs, and beyond the scrubby hedge at the bottom there was the common land that ran down to the river bank. To the right I could see the metal structure of the old dock,
        where there were a few ruined boats which twice daily got stranded on the mud flats at low tide.
 “Did you sleep all right?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure I’d call it sleep,” I said. “It always takes me a while to drop off somewhere new. Some primitive instinct, I imagine, keeping me from harm.”
 
        Barbara took a couple of tea bags from the tin. “Do you think?”
 “In terms of world history,” I said, “sleeping in a cave was not that long ago.”
 
      She smiled again. “I suppose not. So what do you do when you can’t sleep?”
 
      “Last night I went for a drive.”
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