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For all those who journey at night










Prologue


Why does one feel so different at night?


Katherine Mansfield, ‘At the Bay’


This is a book about a journey I neither planned nor prepared for. A journey I never expected to take. A journey that would once have terrified me. This is a book about a journey into darkness and sleeplessness. Even these two simple words – darkness and sleeplessness – are freighted with all that we have come to fear and loathe. Inevitably, my journey was precipitated, rather than chosen.


And yet, despite my frequent fears, I found a world that was utterly new, one that soothed, intrigued, distracted, enticed and exhilarated. To my surprise, the inhabitants of this strange and unfamiliar place became my companions. They ranged from the tiniest of nocturnal insects, to the stars above, to women who welcomed a darkness thicker and purer than we have ever known. But, of all my companions, none astonished me more than my Night Self.


This book is about the Self we find at night. In recent years it has become evident that we humans are subject to manifold and constant circadian change. Chronobiologists have discovered that our bodies and brains behave differently according to the time of day, and that we all work to a set of biological patterns, often referred to as our circadian rhythms or simply our body clock. This 24-hour clock is bound to light and dark, day and night, and etched so deeply in our biology that we cannot shake it off.


 


In nocturnal darkness, the contents of our blood, breath, bones, saliva and skeletal muscle change. We produce different hormones, which rise and fall according to the hour. Breast cancer cells divide more quickly. Our muscles weaken. We metabolise alcohol more slowly. Our bones are rebuilt. Our fat cells, kidneys and intestines operate with a peculiar sluggishness. Dead cells are shed from our skin. Our temperature falls. Our appetite fades. Our blood pressure drops. Thanks to a litany of metabolic, cardiovascular and endocrinal alterations, we are physiologically different at night.


Our brains are altered too, most notably as they cycle through a series of sleep stages. But early investigations into the awake-at-night brain suggest that it too swims in an altered sea of biochemicals, making us feel different, rendering us (as the writer Virginia Woolf once put it) no longer quite ourselves.1


For women (who are twice as likely to experience insomnia as men),2 these endless shifts are compounded by barely understood infradian rhythms and hormone change, adding to the complexity of our nights. Awake in the purring, softly melancholic darkness, we are no longer our Day Selves. We are subtly altered, our brains now wired for nocturne.


Women are also powerfully and disproportionately affected by the absence of light.3 Dwindling illumination penetrates our brain, nudging it into a heightened state, amplifying our inner voice and compounding the alterations that strike after dark. All of which is to say, we are different. We are our Night Selves. I didn’t know it at the time, but my Night Self was to become a powerful instrument of consolation and imagination, of healing and hope.


This book is not a paean to insomnia. Rather, it is an attempt to remove some of the anxiety that now accompanies not sleeping, to understand why we don’t always sleep, and to remind ourselves that women throughout the ages have suffered from periods of sleeplessness, and survived, even thrived. It seems to me that insomnia is neither illness nor affliction, but our body and brain’s attempt to express and comprehend loss and absence. This could be the loss of someone we love or the loss of darkness, silence, rest.


For millennia, women have snatched time from the night – to write, paint, learn, reflect – finding a solitude, creativity and productivity rarely available during daylight. For millennia, women have endured sleepless nights caring for the young, the old and the sick. Indeed, new research suggests that females may be in possession of uniquely robust circadian clocks that enable us to do this, without as much detriment to our health as headlines suggest.4 And yet, our relationship with darkness is fraught with complication. While private darkness has long been female territory, public darkness has invariably been male space. And so, this book is as much an exploration of our fractious relationship with the dark as it is a deeply personal account of what happens when we accept our night wakings, embrace our Night Self and open our hearts to the disappearing dominion of darkness.
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The Night Self


Truly, poor Night, thou welcome art to me.


Mary Wroth, ‘Sonnet 15’


It’s Sunday 6 December, and I’m running down a narrow country lane. It’s the first time I’ve run for months – I usually prefer the slower, more contemplative pace of walking. But on this particular day, which is to change the balance of my life for ever, I am running.


The air is thin and glittering, and so cold it pinches the insides of my lungs. I feel the virtuous exhilaration that all morning runners feel and decide that my New Year’s resolution will be to run more often. It doesn’t occur to me that there might not be any New Year’s resolutions. Or that these feelings of virtuosity and exhilaration could be the last I experience for some time.


As I approach our cottage, my phone rings. Which surprises me, because it’s only 8.45 a.m. I expect to see my husband’s name, Matthew, on the screen. To my surprise it’s my father’s wife, who I shall call L.


‘Hello,’ I puff, wondering if she’s phoning to discuss our Christmas plans. I’ve invited her and my father for the traditional meal we always celebrate with them – supper on Christmas Eve. Since my parents divorced, Christmas has been a delicate navigation. For twenty-two years, my siblings and I have juggled growing families, jobs that don’t stop for the holidays, elderly parents, acrimoniously divorced family members, multiple locations, diverse dietary requirements, and so on. Which is to say, all the usual complications of a family Christmas. This year, things have been compounded by the Covid-19 pandemic, meaning that only a certain number of family members can be together. And because of the growing death toll and the lack of a vaccine (although early batches will be made available within the next two weeks), a heightened feeling of anxiety pervades this year’s festivities. My father is particularly alarmed and has gone to excessive lengths to avoid catching Covid. I’m half expecting him to cancel our supper plans.


All this bubbles into my head as I shout into the wind, ‘Hello?’


‘Your dad . . .’ says L. ‘The paramedics are here . . .’


I don’t understand what she’s saying. Why are the paramedics there?


‘He’s dead,’ she says.


She sounds so calm, so dry-eyed, I assume I’ve misheard her. Besides, her words make no sense. Firstly, he can’t be dead because I spoke to him two days ago – and he was fine. Secondly, if he’s dead what are the paramedics doing?


‘A heart attack,’ she adds.


‘I’ll drive over,’ I say. ‘I’ll be there as quickly as I can.’ I can hear voices in the background, as if L. is conferring with someone. Why aren’t they resuscitating him?


‘They say you must drive very carefully.’ Her voice is still oddly calm and measured. ‘The police, I mean,’ she adds.


The police? Why is L. with the police?


I hang up, and then I start to scream. I am running and screaming and crying all the way home. Three words play over and over in my head: I’m not ready; I’m not ready; I’m not ready.


This is where it starts. And later, much later, I think how strange it was that something so decisively ending was also something that was so clearly beginning.


 


Matthew drives while I call my sister, and then my brother. My sister drops the phone and I hear her screaming and screaming. My brother is very calm. Later I realise that I was too blunt with my sister and too vague with my brother. I know this because, after an hour, my brother calls back and asks how the paramedics are getting on. And I have to tell him that our father has been dead for nearly twelve hours, that there was never any chance of resuscitation.


Then my brother says the very thing that had struck me when L. called, ‘He can’t be dead because I spoke to him last night,’ and I know he’s thinking exactly as I am – that this is too soon, too fast. That we need more time. That we have not had time to say goodbye or I love you.


The flat is full of uniformed men writing reports, talking into phones, drinking tea. Their presence – with its intimation of order and certitude – is immediately calming.


L. asks me if I want to see Dad, and I cannot answer so I nod. Because I do and I don’t. And I’m working excessively hard to regulate my emotions, to stay calm. Like L., who is calmer than I’ve ever seen her.


Dad is sitting in his red chair. He looks asleep. Peaceful. We comment on this, and for the next few months we repeat it over and over . . . How peaceful he looked. I touch his hand. It’s as cold as glass.


The coldness of him stayed with me for months to come. But it was the silence of him I remembered most of all. A silence that was lost at first, lost in all the people milling around. Until I caught a snatch of it: no hiss of breath escaping his lips; no creak of bone or joint; no grind or gnash of teeth; no twitch of cloth; no words. Without life inside us, we are soundless.


For the first time I saw death close up – and it was silent. And I wondered if this was the reason we so often fear silence. For in its folds and creases, silence carries unavoidable indications of our own mortality.


 


A week before my father died, I had helped my mother bury her partner of twenty years. Douglas and my mother weren’t married, but I’ll call him my stepfather because that is how I thought of him. My mother was mourning him. We were all mourning him. His drawn-out death in a nursing home he loathed – where, thanks to Covid, we could not even visit him, let alone hold his hand – had left a vinegary taste in our mouths and a tight feeling in our ribs; like thousands of others, he hadn’t been accorded the comfort and dignity in death that he deserved.


This tightness in my chest may have been the reason I was running on the day my father died. Perhaps I hoped to outrun its vice-like grip, to breathe so fully I’d shake off the vestiges of anger and sadness still swilling around.


Instead, the grip tightened.


 


I stayed at my father’s house that night, sleeping in his study on a camp bed with orange sheets and an orange duvet, my head squeezed up against his desk. His books were all around me. His pen was just as he had left it, mid-sentence on his notebook. His cardigan lay slung over the back of his chair. My father had always attached great meaning to particular objects – stones, feathers, shells, small sculptures. These objects were all around me, placed with great care on particular surfaces and shelves where he might see them as he wrote. The room was heavy with his smell, his presence, his hopes.


That first night, I had no expectation of sleep. No desire to sleep. Instead, I chose a few of his books and settled in for a teary night of emotional but wide-awake intimacy. But to my surprise, the night passed in a thick blanket of dreamless sleep. I awoke, shocked and ashamed: instead of crying all night, I’d had one of the best nights of sleep I could remember. How could I sleep so well after the most upsetting experience of my life? What did this say about me? I read later that a response like mine wasn’t uncommon, that the brain shuts down when it needs to – an evolutionary mechanism designed to preserve us, to ensure our survival.


It was not to last.


 


For the next ten days I lived at my father’s house and busied myself organising the funeral; seeing to the post-mortem and the death certificate; informing friends and family; writing tens of obituaries; decorating his (cardboard) coffin; shopping and cooking for L.; and all the other chores and errands that accompany a sudden death. L. was a ghost of herself, and I sometimes wondered where exactly she was – later I learned that she was in shock, a state of mind that protects us from extreme pain. I would come to think of ‘Shock’ as a place, a cross between a hospital and a hotel, to which L. had quietly and involuntarily removed herself.


I took this absence as an excuse to become ever busier and more ‘competent’. But when darkness fell, as I lay tucked up between the orange sheets, staring at the outline of my father’s books, I could no longer maintain this pretence. Every night, the claw tightened so determinedly around my chest I thought I, too, was having a heart attack. I cried, and gasped, and gulped, and focused on slowing my breath. And then I got up and began another manic day of organisation. Clearly, that first night of uninterrupted sleep had been an aberration. I rummaged through my chest of sleep aids, determined to fight my ever-longer nights. I threw back quantities of Nytol, melatonin and magnesium; doused the pillow in chamomile and lavender oils; rid myself of blue light, caffeine and alcohol; and hunted for old prescription sleeping pills. To no avail, of course.


And then I made myself even busier. Convinced I had the answer to my family’s grief, I found a puppy online, arranged its collection for the day after my father’s funeral, and went shopping for puppy toys and food. What better way to heal this sudden loss than by bringing new life into the home? And who better to lavish our homeless love upon than a puppy?


But our puppy was sick from the minute we got her home. She lay around listlessly, occasionally lapping at water. Looking at her limp little body filled me with foreboding. On Christmas Day I drove her to the emergency vet in our nearest town. The vet suspected she had parvovirus. He explained the long process of testing, the escalating costs, the slim chance of survival. The process would take longer than normal, he added, because of the raging pandemic with its endless rules and regulations, and because it was Christmas.


‘She’s probably come from a puppy farm,’ he said with a shrug of his shoulders. ‘Likely the whole litter is dying.’


Our puppy stayed in the veterinary hospital for five nights. We weren’t allowed to visit her and, because parvovirus is both fatal and highly contagious, she was kept in isolation. We called for news repeatedly. Each time, the vet asked if we’d prefer to have our puppy put down. The costs were mounting by the day, and she still wasn’t eating. But until the tests came back, we had no diagnosis.


‘Is there any hope? Even a sliver?’ I asked through a veil of tears. And every day the vet said, ‘Perhaps a sliver . . . there’s always hope.’


On the fifth evening, the vet called and said, ‘She’s taken a turn for the worse. I don’t think there’s any hope now.’ Our puppy was put to sleep in the arms of a veterinary nurse. And we never saw her again.


For weeks I was haunted by the size of her – that she had died so small caused me endless anguish. I had taken her from her mother and allowed her to perish. I had failed to protect her. That an animal we’d lived with for less than three days could give me so much pain astonished me. We had no relationship as such, no shared history. And yet even now I cannot write about her without crying. For she had also carried on her tiny shoulders the weight of hope. And, in some inarticulate way, she had been a crucible, a means of remembering my father and stepfather. And suddenly that seemed too great a weight – and so everything swung back, again, to the smallness of her.


I didn’t want to terrify my children with my wild, monstrous grief. And I had grieving people to look after. I was no use to anyone as a flailing sobbing mess. So I spent my days busily tracking down justice for our puppy, and my evenings busily buying up my father’s out-of-print books. Stay busy. Stay busy. Stay busy.


Still I could not sleep.


Then one greyish dawn it occurred to me that I was night-grieving, and that this was how it would be. And so I put away my chest of sleep aids and accepted my wide-awake nights. At which point, I noticed that this wasn’t my usual insomnia. Slowly my sleepless nights were metamorphosing into something I hadn’t expected: they were becoming a vital place of refuge. For while my days were overfilled with organisation and caring for others, my sleepless nights were becoming oases of inner reflection.


And in this dark and comforting place I began to understand the necessity of my wakefulness.


 


Those long wakeful hours were like nothing I’d ever experienced before. This wasn’t my normal insomnia, with its habitual fears and anxieties. This was different. The darkness seemed to shift and soften, and yet it had weight and density – so that I often felt as if I were enclosed in something resembling the inside of a marshmallow or the sweetly pillowy interior of a meringue. At other times it felt like a downy protective skin, a soft pelt in which I could lose myself.


What I recall most clearly is the sense of being held by the darkness. It never pressed upon me – it simply held me. It asked no questions, and it made no demands. It gave me space and secrecy, silence and anonymity. And yet it seemed to breathe and pulse beside me, like a sleeping companion, so that I never felt alone. This companion wasn’t entirely silent – my nights came with their own soundscape: planes, traffic, inexplicable scrapings, scufflings and rattlings. I came to understand that a whole other world was awake alongside me. And I heard, for the first time, the infinitesimal noises of what I would later call my Night Self – the beating heart, the sump of saliva, the rasp of my heel against the sheet.


Every night, after my eyes snapped open, my father appeared in my mind’s eye. Puppy and Douglas followed, reminding me of what I had lost and would never recover. A void opened in the pit of my stomach, and the boulder lurched against my chest. And then the darkness seemed to rush in, as if to say, ‘But I’m here. And I’m yours.’ A sort of buffer between me and bodily pain. A feeling of relief would wash over me: I didn’t need to get up; I didn’t need to be ‘strong’; there was nothing to organise. I could lie alongside my sadness, dredging up memories that I was terrified of losing, searching for the answers to my questions: Where was my father? Where were Douglas and Puppy? Where do the dead go?


As an agnostic, I was preoccupied by this question. During the day I had little time to ponder it. Besides, during the day the question seemed faintly ludicrous and without any possibility of an answer. At night it seemed entirely reasonable. We’ve all searched for things in the dark where the process of seeking – groping and fumbling for anything from a door handle to our car keys – feels perfectly rational. We rummage patiently, with good grace. In bright light, our search reeks of incompetence. We reproach ourselves for our stupidity. We become harried and frustrated. I sensed that my quest to know the whereabouts of the dead was a night quest, one that should be carried out under the cover of darkness.


As the night passed, the darkness changed from silky, sooty black to something opaque, tinged silver-grey, thinner, sparser, grainier. The dawn light pushed its way into my room, the traffic grew more insistent, the birds trilled. My questions seemed ridiculous. The darkness had gone into hiding and no longer held me. My eyes ached, hollow and empty: I longed for sleep. And yet those black hours gifted me something more profound than sleep. They gave me undiluted time and space, but they also released me from what I later called ‘daytime thinking’.


 


One sleepless night, I heard floorboards creaking in the hall. And it occurred to me that perhaps all my children were awake, their wide-open minds ranging over the questions that were occupying me. My mind spun on – hundreds of thousands of people had recently died of Covid, and surely this meant hundreds of thousands of us were awake, inhabiting the same liminal, anguished, insomniac place. This image – of so many ‘siblings of loss’, alone but dimly connected, occupying the same half-formed world – took hold of my imagination. I began wondering who my fellow sleepless mourners were, and what they were doing, thinking, feeling.


As it happens, insomnia is frequently prompted by loss. According to a recent study in Sleep Medicine Reviews, ‘Bereavement is consistently associated with . . . problems initiating sleep, problems maintaining sleep and sleeping fewer hours than usual.’ Put simply, the bereaved rarely sleep well. The more intense the grief, added the researchers, the more fractured, fragmented and aborted is the sleep.


Biological sex plays a role: several studies found a higher occurrence of sleep disturbances in bereaved females than in bereaved males. Age, too, can compound our sleeplessness – the younger we are, the less troublesome our subsequent sleep will be. The nature of the death also has a bearing, with some studies finding that sudden, unexpected deaths are more likely to disrupt sleep than expected deaths.1


Little wonder that I, a middle-aged woman who had recently experienced several unexpected deaths, was now struck by the worst insomnia of my life.


But those of us in mourning don’t just sleep less; we sleep differently. Researchers using EEGFN1 have measured the sleep waves of bereaved people and found their sleep to be unique, with more REM (dream-laden) sleep and less deep, physiologically restorative sleep. The more intense the respondent’s grief, the more their sleep changed.2 And, of course, the more time they spent not sleeping.


By the time my father died, I’d had insomnia off and on for more than twenty years. I fully expected not to sleep. I fully expected an exaggerated version of my usual insomnia, in which I groped about for sleep aids, then furiously tossed and turned, before eventually falling back to splintered sleep with an audiobook clamped to my ears. During past bouts of sleeplessness, I often gave up on sleep, rising groggily and grim-eyed in the dawn, cursing the night, the dark, my inability to sleep.


But now, with a mind charged by grief, I found my nights were changing. I began looking forward to my nocturnal awakenings – the inky consolatory blackness, the softly mournful silence, the stillness. At night I could escape my resilient, capable persona. I was no longer Annabel, the daughter in charge. I could grieve, without inadvertently affecting anyone with my own sadness. I could just be.


There was something pared back about the darkness that I liked and needed. I couldn’t see the cobwebs that needed sweeping or the mounting piles of laundry across the floor. I couldn’t see anything. And so my gaze turned inwards. Once, this would have meant hours ruminating. At the very least I would have catastrophised about being awake, about the many ‘mistakes’ my sleep-deprived brain would allegedly make the following day. Or the chances of my blood pressure rising, my brain fogging over, the terrible mood that would hound me.


But because I was in the throes of so much loss, wrestling with the shadow of much bigger, more important questions, these concerns quietly floated away. I no longer cared about the threatened effects of a sleepless night. If I looked exhausted or was a touch grumpy the next day, so what?


Once the Christmas holidays were over, my family returned to London. I decided to stay in our cottage outside the city near L. and my mother. I wasn’t ready to face the bright, fraught frazzle of London. The world suddenly seemed louder and noisier than ever. I felt as if layers of insulating flesh had been peeled from the insides of my ears; the urban noise pained me. Aircraft, car alarms, ambulance sirens, the rip and tear of motorbikes – all seemed amplified and unusually shrill. I heard them now as the panicked sound of death.


The night soundscape in the country was gentler. I liked hearing the wind, the sheep coughing and bleating in the neighbouring fields, the groaning and creaking of the willow tree by the front door. I liked the way rain became music at night. It seemed to fall in different notes and keys: the sheets of rain against the glass, the drip-drip-drip on the lead roof, the spongy mizzle spitting into the darkness. And in between swung moments of absolute silence. A silence that at once mirrored my own emptiness while hinting at other possibilities.


 


And yet there was something I craved beyond silence: darkness. Dense unadulterated darkness. I spent hours taping over blue blinking wi-fi lights and fixing cardboard panels to the windows. Every pinhead of artificial light was an affront. This sudden longing for dark confused me, because in the past I’d always been frightened of it – the threatened oblivion, the oppressiveness, the terrifying imaginings it spawned. But now darkness seemed freeing and comforting. Its mystery spoke to me of hope and redemption. And I had learned to recognise its many shades and textures; it could be feather-light and as supple as skin, or as black and bulky as a blanket. To my surprise, when the darkness changed, I changed too. A sorcery of sorts.


Sleep continued to elude me, but this was of little consequence. In the absence of light and noise, I felt the stirring of another Self. It was inside those limbic, wakeful night-time hours that I encountered – for the first time – my Night Self.


In the heavy hush I heard her softly elegiac voice. In the stillness of a hazy half-consciousness, I listened and I learned. Initially I noticed my Night Self in the smallest of things, in the subtle shifts in my thinking, feeling, sensing, remembering, being. At night I could not think in my usual ordered, logical way. Nor was I as cheerfully optimistic. I often felt wistful, pensive. I needed to turn ideas, conversations, memories, over and over. Time itself seemed to dilate. Thoughts, feelings, perceptions moved in slow motion. I was more inclined to question, to doubt, to mull. My hold on the world felt less assured. All this seemed to be a good thing – reflective, less frenzied, less striving – as long as I could maintain a modicum of control. And yet control came less easily. I was more likely to bubble into rage, which came and went like lightning. I could slip – at the drop of a hat – into regretful, swallowing sorrow. There was a volatility to my Night Self that sometimes unsettled me. But there was also a way of thinking that I liked: looser, unstructured, gauzy. Thoughts, feelings, sensations, memories seemed borderless, edgeless – like water. And my night brain made no attempt to define, order, shape or judge.


At first I attributed these traits to the madness of grief. But then I remembered past nights, unencumbered by sleep anxiety. And I realised that the reason my Night Self seemed so familiar was because she had been with me all along. I simply hadn’t noticed her. In my habitual determination to wrest as much sleep as possible from my nights, and in my zealousness for artificial illumination, I had merely blotted her out.


 


This time, I decided to welcome her in, to befriend her.
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Disobedient


‘I used to think,’ Nora said, ‘that people just went to sleep, or if they did not go to sleep they were themselves, but now,’ she lit a cigarette and her hands trembled, ‘now I see that the night does something to a person’s identity . . .’


Djuna Barnes, Nightwood


June 1484. Brescia, northern Italy – a fifteen-year-old girl slips silently from her bed and tiptoes past her sleeping sisters. The shuttered darkness is as thick and black as treacle, but her feet guide her over the wooden floorboards. She knows every raised ridge of grain, every warp and knot. Through the soles of her feet she recognises the chill marble of the hall, then the warm, undulating flagstones of the kitchen. Of course, she smells the kitchen – spit-roast lamb, garlic, rosemary – long before her feet find it. She hears, with relief, the soft sputter of embers in the fireplace. No need to grapple with the tinderbox, which can lose her ten minutes of precious, stolen time. She runs her hands along a stone shelf, feeling for the candle chest. She must avoid the expensive beeswax and find the soft, sticky press of a mutton-fat candle. She takes the candle to the embers and watches the kitchen spring into wavering amber light. Already the fog of her single hour of sleep is clearing, and her heart beats a little faster in readiness for the hours ahead.


She knows that tomorrow is washday, that she must supervise the laundry of the entire household as well as give lessons to her brothers and sisters. She must also complete the week’s ledger of expenses, help the cook stone four pounds of raisins, and oversee the gardener as he removes moths from the apple trees, and at 7 p.m. she must accompany her father to a dinner. Her chores are interminable and as dull as ditchwater. But she won’t think about that now because this is her secret time, plundered from a life of drudgery.


She takes her candle to the table then lays out paper, quill, inkpot, books. Astrology, philosophy, the Old Testament and the New Testament – she will read until she hears the 3 a.m. cry of the watchman. And then she will write until the first crow of the cockerel. Already her mind is revolving, disobediently. A thought swims just below the surface. She needs to tease it out, to twist and turn it. She knows she cannot transmute it into words until her mind has ranged freely, from north to south, from sun to moon. This is how she bends and tests an idea: will it hold at the centre? Will it burn as clearly as her candle? More importantly, dare she make it public?


Her hand trembles, then clenches. Because these are night thoughts, unconstrained, free to flout the rules of church, home, her own heart . . . Laura Cereta pulls her shawl around her shoulders, flaps at a mosquito, then opens a book. Her night is just beginning.


 


As scientists understand more about our circadian rhythms, a picture is emerging of a night brain that appears more reckless than its diurnal counterpart. Researchers have noted a greater chance of ‘disinhibited’, ‘maladaptive’ and ‘dysregulated’ behaviours when we’re awake at night. They’ve noticed that many of us are more inclined to take risks, to break rules, to behave impulsively, to think and do things we might not think and do during the day.1 A tentative finger has been pointed at the nightly brew of biochemicals sluicing through the brain, and at the peaking of dopamine during the later hours of darkness. Dopamine gives us drive and motivation, but, when it’s combined with lack of sleep (meaning fewer ‘supervisory’ dopamine receptors), we take on altered hues, our perceptions and feelings are brightened or heightened or skewed. Some researchers think this results in ‘sensation seeking, impulsivity, delusional thinking’.2 But in constrained and circumscribed women, could this altered mix of biochemicals liberate a devil-may-care chutzpah? A brazen emboldening inconceivable during the day?


My own mind – still swimming in grief – felt neither rebelliously delusional nor daredevilish. But as I examined the works and writings of other sleepless women, I sensed a pattern of dangerous thought – as if their ‘maladaptive’ nocturnal minds had kindled ideas too unconventional to countenance during the day. I wondered if these women, emboldened by a brain-on-darkness, had enjoyed pockets of sleepless solitude unexpectedly free from fears of impropriety, disapproval and judgement.


On nights to come, I too would find a quiet recklessness. I too would find moments of meaning made impossible by daylight. And I too would think thoughts that, in all likelihood, I would have suppressed during waking hours. But first I found Laura Cereta: pioneering fifteenth-century feminist, purveyor of dangerous ideas, sleepless since childhood.


 


For Cereta, insomniac nights were her only opportunity to nourish the brain, to expand morally, spiritually, philosophically. But Cereta did more than this: she used her nights – ‘those profitable occasions when unable to sleep’ – to develop radical ideas that were unheard of in medieval Italy.


‘This grand volume of epistles . . . bears witness, letter by letter, to whatever muses I have managed to muster in the dead of night,’ she wrote in 1486. She was seventeen years old but already feted for the scholarly letters she exchanged with other eminent Renaissance thinkers – all of which were written during her ‘sweet night vigils’, her ‘night watches’.


At first, Cereta’s ‘sweet night vigils’ were her time for contemplating ideas of self and consciousness, for trying to understand who she was. As her nights passed, she became less introspective. Her mind turned to marriage, biology and the Church’s oppression of women. Her epistles show her becoming increasingly angry, her mind ‘afire’ and ‘thirsting for revenge’. ‘Because of this,’ she wrote, ‘a sleeping pen is wakened for insomniac writing. Because of this, red-hot anger lays bare a heart and mind long muzzled by silence.’


Three hundred years before Mary Wollstonecraft and four hundred years before the suffragettes, Cereta argued for women to be allowed an education, and for an end to the slavery of married women. She exhorted friends to listen ‘not to voices of authority . . . but to the secret voice within’.3


 


Laura Cereta’s ‘secret voice within’ intrigued me. But how to explain its audacity?


It’s long been known that the brain region responsible for competently managing our thoughts, making plans, assessing risk and ensuring we behave appropriately, loses its grip as we become tired. The longer we’re awake, the more difficult it is for our ‘command and control’ prefrontal cortex to keep us in check. But new studies suggest that our prefrontal cortex might also be bound to light and dark. In which case, even if we aren’t tired, it cannot function with its usual diurnal deftness at night.


This is particularly significant for women – not only are we restrained by cultural expectations, but we have a greater and more active volume and complexity of prefrontal cortex, reflecting (according to the researchers who discovered this) our particularly tyrannical ‘impulse control’.4 Shrugging off the bullying voice of conformity has always been a Sisyphean task for the female sex.


And so Cereta joined a long line of night-spinning women who opened my mind to the daring, disobedient possibilities of a Night Self. From George Sand to Vita Sackville-West, from Simone Weil to Madonna, from Dorothy Parker to Fran Lebowitz, from Mary Wroth to Judith Wright, from Louise Bourgeois to Joan Mitchell – and the list went on. During the day, the idea seemed risible. But awake at night, the idea seemed perfectly plausible. Either way, my lengthening list of night spinners – with Cereta at its top – showed me that my world didn’t need to shrink to a pinhead after dark, and that I alone had the capability to liberate myself.


 


Cereta experienced her first bout of insomnia when she was eight years old and living in a convent. The prioress showed Cereta how to make use of her empty nights, teaching her to draw pictures with an embroidery needle. Suddenly the nights seemed less ‘terrifying’. Much later, Cereta recalled how night embroidery had given her ‘gentle breezes of hope’.


By the age of ten, Cereta had been summoned home to help raise her five younger siblings. By the age of twelve she was running the household. By the age of fifteen she was married and managing her own home. With her days weighted beneath ‘toil and duty’,5 Cereta relied on ‘the dead of night’ for time to herself. ‘I have no leisure time for my own writing and studies unless I use the nights as productively as I can,’ she wrote. ‘I sleep very little . . . But by staying up all night, I become a thief of time, sequestering a space from the rest of the day.’ Her insomnia provided the time and space to think, to come to the dangerous conclusion that ‘nature imparts one freedom to all human beings equally – to learn.’ These ideas were entirely her own, forged on the twin anvils of insomnia and night.


Is it possible that Cereta’s insubordinate thinking had its genesis in a Night Self freed from the grip of a diurnal brain? We can only speculate because, although hundreds of studies have explored the effects of sleep deprivation on our Day Selves, few have examined the sleepless mind at night. And none (at the time of writing) have investigated the sleepless female brain. But, as understanding of our biological rhythms grows, a more nuanced picture is emerging. In 2016 sleep researcher Michael Perlis published a pioneering study in which he noted the sharp rise in suicides among people awake between midnight and 6 a.m.6 A subsequent study led by sleep researcher Andrew Tubbs found thoughts of suicide also peaked during this time.7 Perlis and Tubbs wondered if this might have something to do with neuronal and physiological change to the nocturnal brain.


Their hypothesis of an altered, awake-at-night brain was extended in a 2022 study presciently titled ‘The Mind after Midnight’, which identified an amplified tendency for criminal activity, violence, self-harm, substance abuse and unhealthy eating during the night. Even reformed smokers were more likely to lapse after midnight than at any other time. Why, pondered Tubbs and his team, might so many of us behave differently at night? After examining dozens of papers, they identified five possible explanations for the brain’s nocturnal shape-shifting.8


First up is the theory of synaptic saturation. Simply put, our brain fills up during the day and requires a nightly prune in order to create space for the following day’s learning. Just as a muscle fibre in constant contraction tires and loses strength, so does our central nervous system, say proponents of this theory. If we’re awake at night, having been up all day, our brain is working at a time when many of its synapses are saturated. Unable to respond with its diurnal efficiency, the brain gropes around for new pathways.


Secondly, our altered night mind might be explained by our altered hormones.9 At night the hormones that keep us cheerful (serotonin) and energetically alert (norepinephrine) drop away as our bodies prepare for sleep. Meanwhile we are flooded with drowse-inducing melatonin. Curiously, dopamine, the hormone of motivation and reward (of wanting), peaks at night, while testosterone (also associated with impulsivity and risk) rises steadily before peaking at dawn – which is why some researchers speculate that impulsive, risky and sensation-seeking behaviour is more likely to happen at night. Moreover, if we’re awake and stressed, angry or anxious, our bodies also produce surges of adrenalin, inevitably colouring our thoughts and emotions.10


Thirdly, our moods appear to change in line with our circadian rhythms. Repeated studies show that many of us are more likely to feel upbeat during the day and downbeat between 1 a.m. and 4 a.m. Whether this is chemical, circumstantial, genetic, evolutionary, cultural or social is still unclear. But numerous reports indicate that feelings of wistfulness, doubt, melancholy, regret and guilt are more manifest at night. In the ‘Mind after Midnight’ paper, Tubbs calls this the theory of positive and negative affect.


A fourth explanation for an altered mind-after-midnight takes its cue from evolution, proposing that our nocturnal brains are wired to prompt behaviours that help us survive. At night we behave and react differently because, millennia back, darkness was supremely dangerous. For example, hunger faded after dark to deter us from foraging for food, while a ready supply of nocturnal aggression on tap meant we could respond instantly to attack.


Fifthly, and as mentioned earlier, the prefrontal cortex (the main driver of inhibition) behaves differently both when we’re severely sleep-deprived and when we’re awake at night. Not only does it become particularly fatigued at day’s close, rendering it less effective, but connections between it and other brain regions appear to weaken and tear at night. Some scientists think that dreams are partly caused by the loosened grip of our sleepy prefrontal cortex. Liberated from its draconian control, our brain runs amok, producing content at once beguiling and inappropriate, vivid and nonsensical, familiar and strange.
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