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Psalm 19

The skies are telling how great God is.
Look up — the whole bright dome of them is showing what his hands have made.
Day after day, they keep speaking.
Night after night, they keep showing.
There are no words in it. No voice. Nothing you could actually hear.
And yet it goes out everywhere, to the ends of the earth.

High up he has pitched a tent for the sun,
and the sun comes out like a bridegroom on his wedding morning,
like a runner at the start of a race, glad to run it.
It rises at one end of the sky and crosses to the other,
and nothing is hidden from its heat.

God’s teaching is perfect; it brings you back to life.
What God says can be trusted; it makes a simple person wise.
God’s directions are right; they make your heart glad.
God’s commands are clear; they help you see.
Standing in awe of God is clean, and it lasts for ever.
The way God decides things is true, and fair, all the way through.

All of it is worth more than gold — than the purest, heaviest gold.
It is sweeter than honey, than honey straight from the comb.

It is how I am warned.
It is how I am kept.

But who can see their own mistakes?
Forgive the ones I don’t even know I’m making.
And keep me from doing wrong on purpose —
don’t let it get a hold on me.
Then I’ll be clean, and clear of the worst.

Let the words of my mouth and the thoughts of my heart
be pleasing to you, Lord.
You are my rock.
You are the one who brings me back.

J O V  —  J E S S ’ S  O W N  V E R S I O N
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T he phone lit up again. Maya, this time. Three photos: the beach,

somebody’s feet in the sand, a chip shop with a queue out the
door. wish u were here!! with the little crying-laughing face that didn’t

mean anyone was crying.

Jess put the phone face-down on the duvet and looked at the

ceiling.

It was Tuesday. Or it might have been Wednesday. The holidays

had gone soft in the middle, the way they did, so the days stopped
having edges. Everyone was gone. Maya at the coast. Priya at her

cousins’. The whole group scattered to places with better light, and the
group chat just a slow drip of other people’s good time, arriving on her

ceiling-staring afternoon like postcards from a country she hadn’t been
invited to.

Downstairs, the telly murmured. That meant Gran was awake.

Jess didn’t move.

In an hour, maybe less, she’d go down and do the things. The
medicine tablets in their little plastic days-of-the-week box. The kettle.

The sitting with Gran while the afternoon show did its shouting and
Gran watched it without really watching, her hands folded, asking the

same two questions she always asked. Are your mum and dad at work,
love? Yes, Gran. And school’s finished, is it? It’s the holidays, Gran.
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And then again, twenty minutes later, the same two, in the same order,

like a song with only one verse.

She loved her gran. She did. That wasn’t the thing.

The thing was that she couldn’t say what the thing was.

It wasn’t being bored, though she was. Bored was Sunday-

afternoon, nothing-on, ordinary. This was underneath bored. This was
the feeling that the whole week was a long grey corridor and she could

see all the way to the end of it and it was just more corridor, and then
the week after, and that she would do the tablets and the kettle and the

sitting, and nobody would notice whether she did them well or badly or
at all, and the photos would keep arriving, and she would keep lying

here.

She picked the phone back up. Put it down again without looking.

There was a thought she’d been having lately. It came on the empty
afternoons, when there was nothing to do and nowhere to be, and it

wasn’t loud. It was quiet. It just said, in a calm and reasonable sort of
way, what’s the actual point of you — and the worst part wasn’t that it

was cruel. The worst part was that it sounded true. It sounded like it
was simply telling her something obvious, the way you’d tell someone

it was raining.

She didn’t have a name for that thought. She didn’t know you were

allowed to argue with it. It felt less like a feeling and more like a fact
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she’d only just noticed — the way you might suddenly notice the hum

of the fridge and then not be able to un-hear it.

Downstairs, the telly laughed at something. Gran wouldn’t have

laughed. Gran would be sitting with her hands folded, waiting, the way
she waited for everything now.

Jess swung her legs off the bed. The carpet was warm where the
sun had been lying on it all afternoon, a long stripe of it across the

floor, and she stood in the warm part for a second without meaning to,
the heat coming up through her feet, and she couldn’t have told you

why she stood there, only that she did, before she went down to do the
things.

✦

Sunday came the way Sundays did, whether you wanted them or not.

Jess sat in the third row from the back, which was where they

always sat, between her mum and the gap where her dad would sit
once he’d finished doing whatever he did at the back with the sound

system. Gran was at the end of the row in the chair they kept for her,
handbag on her lap with both hands on top of it like she was guarding

it.
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Jess wasn’t listening. She’d got good at this — the sitting-still face,

the eyes-forward face, while the actual her went somewhere else
entirely. She was thinking about nothing, mostly. The way the light

came through the window on the left and made a coloured shape on the
carpet that moved if you watched it long enough. Whether Maya was

back yet. The grey corridor of the week behind her and the grey
corridor of the week ahead, with only this hour stuck in the middle of it

like a held breath.

The pastor was a kind man with glasses he was always pushing up.

He talked for a while. Jess didn’t follow it. And then he stopped
talking, and there was the shuffle and settle of everyone bowing their

heads, and she bowed hers too because that’s what you did, and he
prayed.

She wasn’t listening to that either. Not at first.

And then she was.

“Let the words of my mouth,” the pastor said, in the slightly
different voice he used for praying, slower, like the words weighed

more, “and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in your sight, O
Lord — my rock, and my redeemer.”

Jess opened her eyes.

She didn’t know why. Something in it had reached across the room

and put a hand on her, lightly, the way you’d touch someone’s shoulder
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to get them to turn round. The meditation of my heart. She turned the

words over. She didn’t entirely know what meditation meant —
something to do with thinking, the thinking you did when you weren’t

trying to, the thinking that just happened — and heart she understood,
and putting them together gave her something she didn’t have words

for but recognised completely, the way you recognise a smell from
when you were small.

The meditation of her heart. The thinking that just happened. The
empty-afternoon thinking. The thought that told her the point of her.

Be acceptable.

She didn’t know what that meant either, not really, but it landed

somewhere under her ribs and stayed there. Acceptable to who? In
whose sight? She’d been lying on her bed all week with the meditation

of her heart going round and round saying what’s the point of you, and
here was the pastor asking — for what? For different thinking? For the

thinking to be allowed to be looked at? For someone to look at it and
not turn away?

The prayer had already moved on. The pastor was thanking God for
something, the congregation was murmuring along, and the moment

was closing over like water. But Jess sat with her eyes open now, not
going anywhere else, here in the third row from the back, holding a

sentence she hadn’t been meant to catch.
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My rock and my redeemer.

She didn’t know what a redeemer was. She made a note of it,
somewhere, the way you note a word you mean to look up and usually

don’t.

But she thought, in the smallest voice, almost not a thought at all:

I’d like to know where that came from.

And beside her, Gran sat with her hands folded on her handbag, her

lips barely moving, somewhere else entirely — somewhere with better
light, maybe, a country Jess hadn’t been invited to. Gran wasn’t

following the book. She didn’t need to. Whatever the pastor had
reached for, Gran already had it, folded up small and kept close, the

way she kept everything now.

Jess looked at her for a moment, and didn’t know what she was

looking at.

Then she faced front again, holding a sentence she hadn’t been

meant to catch.

✦

The Bibles in the house were Gran’s.
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There were three of them, and Jess found them on the Monday, in

the bottom of the cabinet in Gran’s room while Gran slept in the chair
downstairs with the telly going. She hadn’t planned to look. She’d

gone in to find the spare blanket and there they were, stacked, and
she’d remembered the sentence before she’d remembered deciding to.

The biggest one was enormous and smelled of dust and something
sweeter underneath, and the print was tiny and ran in two columns, and

the words were all thee and thou and hath. She sat on the edge of
Gran’s bed with it open on her knees and no idea where to start. There

were a lot of pages. She didn’t know it was called Psalms or that there
were a hundred and fifty of them or that they had numbers. She just

knew the pastor had said a thing about the words of his mouth, and she
started turning pages looking for it the way you’d look for a face in a

crowd.

It took a long time. The afternoon moved across the floor.

She nearly gave up twice. And then — because the big columns
were impossible and her eyes kept sliding off them — she remembered

her phone.

She typed it in the way she’d heard it. let the words of my mouth

and the meditation of my heart.

It came up straight away. Psalm 19, verse 14. There was a little

number, and you could tap it, and it gave you the whole thing, and best
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of all there was a button that changed the words. The first version it

showed her was the thee and thou kind, the same closed thing as
Gran’s big book. But the button gave her others. She tapped through

them, and somewhere in the middle the words went suddenly clear,
like wiping fog off the inside of a window with your sleeve —

May these words of my mouth and this thinking in my heart be pleasing
to you.

She read it twice. This thinking in my heart. That was the
meditation. That was the round-and-round. Somebody three thousand

years ago — she didn’t know it was three thousand, but it felt old, it
felt older than Gran — somebody that long ago had the round-and-

round thinking too, and instead of lying on a bed with it, had said it out
loud, to God, like handing someone a tangled thing and asking them to

look at it.

You were allowed to do that.

That was the part that stopped her. You were allowed. The thought
on the empty afternoons, the calm reasonable one telling her the point

of her — you didn’t have to just lie there and let it talk. You could pick
it up and show it to someone. Is this true? Is this acceptable? Will you

look at it?

She scrolled up to see what came before.
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And there were these strange small lines, stacked, all built the same

way, and at first they slid past her the way the columns had. Something
about law and testimony. They sounded like school. She almost

scrolled away.

But one of them caught.

The precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the heart.

Jess stopped.

She read it again. Giving joy to the heart.

She didn’t care, just then, what precepts were. The other half was

the thing. Somewhere in this old stacked list of lines there was one that
named the exact hole in her — not the boredom, not the photos, not the

corridor — the thing underneath all that, the down she couldn’t say.
Joy to the heart. She had been trying for a week to remember what that

even felt like. She’d been watching other people’s joy arrive on her
ceiling in little squares and she hadn’t been able to find her own

anywhere, and she’d started to think maybe she’d never really had it,
maybe it was a thing other people got and she’d missed, and here was a

line three thousand years old that talked about it like it was available.
Like it came from somewhere. Like there was a place it was kept.

Giving joy to the heart.
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She sat very still on the edge of Gran’s bed with the dust and the

sweetness in the air and the big closed book beside her and the small
clear words in her hand, and for the first time all week the round-and-

round went quiet, because she was reading instead, and what she was
reading seemed to be about her.

Downstairs the telly laughed. Gran slept on.

Jess looked at the stacked lines — six of them, she could see now,

six little rungs — and thought: what are the others.

✦

She went looking for the others that night, in bed, with the phone

bright in the dark and the house asleep.

She’d written the verse number on the back of her hand in biro so

she wouldn’t lose it. Psalm 19. She found it again and read the six
rungs slowly this time, top to bottom, and most of them still slid past

— testimony, statutes, words that belonged to a world she didn’t live
in. But she’d learned the trick now. You ignored the hard front half of

each line and you looked at what it did. Each line was built the same
way: here’s a thing God said, and here’s what it does to a person. It was

the second half that was about her.
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So she read them for the second halves, like reading only the

answers.

Reviving the soul.

She didn’t know soul exactly but she knew reviving, because of the
posters at school, the ones about the recovery position and the dummy

you pressed on, BRING THEM BACK. Reviving was for someone
who’d stopped. Someone who’d gone under and needed bringing up.

She lay there and thought, with a kind of quiet shock, that’s me,
though. That’s the feeling-really-down, the going-under-without-

drowning, the lying-here. She hadn’t known there was a word for it that
wasn’t a bad word. She’d thought down was just what she was. The

line said down was something you could be brought back from.

Making wise the simple.

This one she almost skipped, because simple sounded like an insult,
and then she read it again and understood it the other way — simple

like new, like doesn’t know yet, like missed the lesson everyone else
was in. That was a feeling she knew exactly. The feeling that everyone

else had been handed a manual for how to be a person and hers had got
lost, and they all knew things she didn’t and she was just pretending,

day to day, hoping no one would ask her the question she couldn’t
answer. The line said the simple one — the one without the manual —
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could be made wise. Not was stupid. Could be made wise. There was a

difference and the difference was everything.

She lay with the phone on her chest for a bit, in the dark.

It was a strange thing, to be found out by a list. To read something
old and stacked and churchy-looking and have it turn round and

describe the inside of you, item by item, things you’d never said out
loud, things you’d half thought no one else had ever felt. She’d come

looking for the joy one. She hadn’t expected the list to know her.

She went back to the joy one and read it again because it was hers

— giving joy to the heart — and this time she noticed it didn’t say will
make you happy. It said the heart could be given joy, the way you’re

given a present, from outside, by someone. Joy wasn’t something she
had to manufacture out of an empty afternoon with nothing in it. It

came from somewhere. It was given. She’d been trying to squeeze it
out of herself like the last of the toothpaste and the line was telling her

she’d been looking in the wrong place the whole time — not inside the
down, outside it, held out, offered.

Then she got to the fourth one, and the fourth one was the one that
turned the lock.

Enlightening the eyes.
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She read it and didn’t think much of it at first. Eyes. Seeing. Fine.

But it wouldn’t leave her alone, and she lay there in the dark turning it
over, and slowly it came open.

The thought. The calm one. The one that came when there was
nothing to do and told her what’s the point of you — quietly,

reasonably, like it was only telling her something obvious.

She’d believed it because it sounded true. It hadn’t shouted, hadn’t

lied in any obvious way. It had just stated things, quietly, like facts.
And she’d taken them as facts because she couldn’t see anything to

argue with.

That was the thing. She’d been seeing in the dark.

In the dark you can’t tell a true thing from a thing that’s only sitting
there saying it’s true. They look the same. You need light to tell the

difference.

Enlightening the eyes.

She sat up in bed.

It was the first time it had ever occurred to her — really occurred,

not as a thought but as something she felt go click — that the thought
might simply be wrong. Not cruel-but-honest. Just wrong. Lying, in a

calm voice.
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And she saw why she’d never caught it. She’d been trying to judge

the thought from inside the same empty afternoon it came from.
Checking it with the same tired seeing that had handed it to her in the

first place.

You couldn’t do that. You couldn’t catch your own thinking out

using the very thinking that had gone wrong.

You needed light from somewhere else. From outside.

Enlightening the eyes.

It was such a relief that it almost wasn’t — almost tipped over into

something that prickled her eyes — because if the seeing was the
problem, then the things she’d seen weren’t true, and what’s the point

of you wasn’t a fact she’d discovered, it was just a thing she’d been
unable to see past. The corridor wasn’t grey. She’d been looking at it in

no light. There might be a whole week in there, in colour, that she
simply hadn’t been able to see.

She didn’t get to the last two rungs that night. Pure, enduring for
ever and true, and altogether righteous — she’d find them later, and

they’d matter, but not now. Now she lay back down with the phone
gone dark on her chest and her eyes open in the proper dark, the

ordinary night-time dark that isn’t the same as the other dark at all, and
she thought about light, and about being brought back, and about a joy

that came from somewhere and was held out, and she did not hear the
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calm thought at all, because for once she wasn’t alone in the dark with

it. She had a stack of six old lines, four of which she now half
understood, and they were on her side, and they had known her before

she’d said a word.

On the back of her hand the biro had smudged. Psalm 19. She’d

write it again in the morning.

✦

The change didn’t come all at once, and it didn’t come the way she

expected.

She’d half thought — without putting it into words — that she’d

wake up the next morning fixed. That she’d found the secret and now
the week would turn bright and she’d feel the joy the line had

promised, handed to her like a present, first thing, with the curtains
opened.

It wasn’t like that.

She woke up and the morning was just a morning. Grey light, the

same ceiling, Maya already posting from somewhere with a pool. The
down was still there, sitting where it always sat. For a moment she

thought the whole thing had been nonsense — a feeling she’d had in
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the dark with a bright phone, gone now, like a dream you can’t hold on

to.

But something was different, and it took her till the afternoon to

work out what.

It wasn’t that she felt better. It was that she didn’t quite believe the

down any more. It was still there — but now there was a small gap
between her and it, a little daylight, and in the gap she could look at it

instead of just being inside it. Is that true, though? she found herself
thinking, when the what’s-the-point thought came round on its usual

track. Or is that just the dark talking?

She’d never asked it a question before. You could ask it a question.

That changed something, asking.

It was Gran, though, where she saw it most.

She took the medicine tablets in after lunch, the little box with its
seven doors, and she’d done this every day for weeks with a kind of

locked-up resentment, the unfairness of it sitting in her chest — why
me, why my holiday, why is this my job — and she set the box down on

the arm of Gran’s chair and went to do the kettle and stopped.

Because she’d looked at Gran. Actually looked, instead of seeing

the duty.
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Gran had her hands folded on the handbag she didn’t need indoors,

and she was watching the window, not the telly, the light on her face,
and she looked — Jess didn’t have the word for a moment and then she

did — she looked patient. Not bored. Not waiting-to-die, the way Jess
had darkly assumed. Patient, like someone who knew something,

who’d had it folded up small and kept close, the way she kept
everything now.

Are your mum and dad at work, love?

Yes, Gran.

And school’s finished, is it?

It’s the holidays, Gran.

And the same as always — and not the same at all, because this
time Jess heard it differently. Gran wasn’t asking because she’d

forgotten. Or she was, but that wasn’t the whole of it. She was asking
because she liked to know where her people were. She was keeping

them close the only way the day allowed. The two questions weren’t a
broken song with one verse. They were Gran saying, over and over in

the only words she had left to hand: you’re here, and I’m glad.

Jess sat down beside her instead of going to do the kettle.
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She didn’t say anything. She just sat, the way Gran sat, and looked

at the window where the light was, and for a little while the two of
them were quiet together, and it wasn’t a grey corridor at all. It was an

afternoon. With her gran. With the sun coming in.

It didn’t last, of course.

By the evening the old thinking had crept back — Maya posted a
whole group of them at the beach, six girls, somebody’s birthday, and

Jess wasn’t in a single frame, and the what’s-the-point came round
hard, harder than it had in days, and for an hour she lay on her bed and

believed it again, all of it, the corridor grey from end to end.

But this time, somewhere underneath, she knew it was the dark

talking. She didn’t feel it was the dark talking — feeling said the dark
was simply right — but she knew it, the way you know the sun’s still

there behind cloud even when you can’t see it. And knowing it, without
feeling it, turned out to be enough to get her through the hour. She

didn’t have to win the argument. She only had to remember there was
an argument, that the thought wasn’t a fact, that she’d seen daylight

once and it was real even when it was hidden.

She fell asleep before she’d sorted it out.

In the morning the gap was there again. A little daylight. And the
down, when it came, came smaller.
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✦

The last two rungs were waiting for her.

She’d never gone back for them — pure, enduring for ever and
true, and altogether righteous — and on the Thursday, with the gap

holding and the down come smaller three mornings running, she
opened the phone and read the whole six again, top to bottom, and this

time none of them slid past.

She read them slowly, the way you’d eat something you wanted to

last.

And just underneath, before the verse about her own mouth, there

were two more lines she’d skipped right over the first night, too busy
hunting, and they stopped her now completely.

More precious than gold, it said. Than much pure gold.

Sweeter than honey, than honey from the comb.

Jess sat with that.

She thought about the photos. The whole week of them, arriving on

her ceiling — the beach, the pool, the six girls at somebody’s birthday,

the chip shop with the queue. She’d wanted to be in them so badly it
had hollowed her out. She’d lain there measuring her grey week
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against their bright ones and come up empty every time, and the

measuring had been half of what made the down so heavy.

And the strange thing — the thing she turned over now — was that

she didn’t want them the same way any more.

It wasn’t that the beach looked bad. It was that she’d found

something that made the wanting go quiet. Something the photos
couldn’t have given her even if she’d been in every single one.

Because you could be at the beach with all your friends and still have
the what’s-the-point thought come round on its track at night, in the

dark, and not know you were allowed to argue with it. The girls in the
photos might have it too. Being in the picture didn’t fix the thing the

line had fixed.

She’d have traded the whole week, on Monday, to be somewhere

else. And here it was Thursday, and she wouldn’t. Not because the
week had got better. Because she had — her seeing had — and what

she’d found in the grey corridor was worth more than the bright places
she’d envied, the way gold is worth more than the foil it looks like

from far off.

More precious than gold. Sweeter than honey.

She understood it now. It wasn’t a thing you were told. It was a
thing that turned out to be true once you’d been hungry enough to taste

it.
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She wanted to keep it.

That was the feeling that arrived, clear and sudden, on the Thursday
afternoon: she wanted to keep this, to not lose it the way you lose a

dream, to have it somewhere she’d see it. Not on the phone, where
everything scrolled away. Somewhere that stayed.

She found paper — proper paper, from the back of an old pad —
and her good pens, the ones she didn’t let her little cousins near. And

she sat at the desk by her window, in the warm part of the afternoon,
and she made it.

She did the words first, in her best hand, slow, getting the letters
right. She didn’t copy the thee-and-thou one. She did it her way, the

way it had come clear on the phone, the way it was hers now:

Let the words of my mouth and the thoughts of my heart be pleasing to

you, Lord. You are my rock. You are the one who brings me back.

She’d looked up redeemer in the end. It had a lot of long

explanations, but underneath them all it seemed to mean someone who
comes and gets you. Someone who pays whatever it takes to bring you

back from where you’ve ended up. The one who brings me back. She
liked that better than the word. It was what had happened.

Then she drew around the words. Not much — she wasn’t trying to
be clever. A border. Some light coming in from a corner, the way it did
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across her carpet in the afternoons. And down at the bottom, small, so

you’d only see it if you looked: Psalm 19.

She held it up when it was done. It wasn’t perfect. One line of

letters ran slightly uphill. But it was hers, every bit of it, the words and
the looking-up and the bringing-back, and she got the tape and stuck it

on the wall beside her bed, where her eyes would land on it first thing,
before the phone, before the ceiling, before anything.

Where the light would reach it in the morning.

✦

E P I L O G U E

The next Sunday she sat in the third row from the back, between her

mum and the gap where her dad would sit once he’d sorted the sound,
with Gran at the end of the row in her chair, handbag on her lap, both

hands on top of it.

Everything was the same. The same light through the same

window, the coloured shape on the carpet that moved if you watched it.
The same shuffle and settle. The same kind man pushing his glasses

up.

Everything was the same, and she was not.
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She’d made a second poster. A smaller one, on the Saturday, the

same words in the same slow careful hand, the light coming in from
the corner. She had it folded in her pocket now and she’d been holding

the edge of it through most of the service, not really listening again —
but a different not-listening this time, an easy one, the not-listening of

someone who’s somewhere quiet inside rather than somewhere grey.

When it was over and people were standing and gathering their

things and the hum of after-church filled the room, she went up the
side, against the flow, to where the pastor stood near the front saying

his goodbyes.

She waited till there was a gap. Then she held it out.

“I made you this,” she said.

He took it, and unfolded it, and looked. She watched him read it —

his eyes going along the lines, the slight uphill row, the light in the
corner, Psalm 19 small at the bottom. She didn’t know what she was

waiting for. Some flicker, maybe. Some sign that he knew.

“Oh, that’s lovely, Jess,” he said. He smiled at her, a kind, ordinary

smile, already half turning to the next person waiting. “Thank you. Did
you do the lettering yourself? That’s really nice.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I did it myself.”
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“Lovely. You should keep that up.” And he pushed his glasses back

up his nose, and the next person had his hand out, and that was that.

He’d put it in his jacket pocket. He had no idea.

He’d prayed a sentence, three Sundays ago, in the slightly different
voice he used for praying — the same sentence he’d probably prayed a

hundred times, that he’d say again next week without thinking, words
of his mouth, meditation of his heart — and he had no way of knowing

that it had gone out across the room and landed on one bored girl in the
third row who wasn’t even listening, and turned her clean around. He

didn’t know about the dim afternoons or the box of medicine tablets or
the thought that came in the dark. He didn’t know about Gran’s two

questions heard new, or the gap, or the daylight, or the honey, or the
long slow climb of one quiet week. He’d never know. He’d handed her

something without knowing his hands were full, and she’d taken it, and
it had brought her back.

She walked back down the side of the church to where Gran was
waiting in her chair.

“Ready, Gran?”

Are your mum and dad here, love?

“They’re just getting the car.”
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Gran nodded, and gathered her handbag, and let Jess take her arm,

and the two of them went out together into the ordinary light, which
was only the sun, which had been there the whole time, doing its work

whether or not anyone in the building had thought to look up.

✦

A  N O T E  O N  T H E  W R I T I N G

This story did not begin with artificial intelligence. It began with

years of ministry, reading, prayer, suffering, and conversation.

During the development of this manuscript, AI became a

conversation partner. It challenged assumptions, tested arguments,

suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the

words that follow emerged through that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions

remain my own.
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