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To my parents, for the bedtime stories




PROLOGUE

Into the darkness

It is twilight and I am crunching along a dirt-track of mustard earth, waiting for night to set in. I have arrived in Sark, a three-mile landmass bobbing in the English Channel, just off the Normandy coast. It is one of the world’s few ‘dark sky’ islands, with strict rules against outdoor electricity, so it remains free of light pollution. I am intrigued to see what unmediated darkness looks like. When the island’s tall, jagged silhouette comes into view from the ferry, it looks like a serrated black knife plunged in the water. 

An hour from Guernsey, it has just five hundred permanent residents and what seems like a cultivated remoteness. No motor vehicles are allowed and there is one daily shuttle to the mainland at this time of year, though even that is not guaranteed. A visitor might be stranded here for days, until high winds or a storm passes. Some resident billionaires, drawn here by the island’s tax-free status, live in its outer promontories and travel by helicopter, but most get around on bicycles or tractors. 

What a strange place to live, I think, as I get off the boat and onto a tractor that lugs visitors up a steep hill to the island’s centre. It is a frosty Friday evening in late January and I am due back to work on Monday. I wonder, with a twinge, how I might get off the island quickly, if it came to it. Other passengers have dispersed and the path is empty. I follow my phone to the guesthouse but find myself stopping to look around in surprise. I have been prepared for the island’s smallness but I am taken aback by its twee central thoroughfare: a short row of dinky stone cottages converted into supermarket, restaurant and craft shops, whose doorways are so low that you’d have to duck to enter. It looks like a throwback to a bygone Britain – a parallel 1930s universe, adrift on Channel waters. I find its olde-worlde veneer unsettling; it appears so carefully groomed. The island’s economy relies on tourism and maybe this back-to-basics charm is what visitors come for. Some of the buildings I pass – the chocolate factory and the upmarket Stocks hotel – are still boarded up in wintry hibernation. A ruddy-cheeked woman appears on the track and smiles broadly as she passes. Others begin to swoosh by on bikes and greet me merrily as they go. They look like ­Agatha Christie characters, floating in eternal aspic. 

I was due to visit the island’s observatory, run from a converted shed by Reg Guille who, when I contacted him a few months ago, told me to come before the winter was over, when the planets were still visible at night. The stars, he had said, are a glory to behold. Jacqui, the manager of my guesthouse, is a plain-speaking woman who moved here from Newcastle-­under-Lyme almost two decades ago, but even she waxes lyrical as she describes a sky that looks like ‘diamonds studded on black velvet’.

But a few days ahead of my trip, Reg messages to say that although he caught sight of Jupiter and Venus lined up against the moon a few nights ago, the island is hopelessly overcast and my stargazing is likely to be a wash-out. I’m not too disappointed, I tell him: I’m curious to see what ‘authentic’ darkness looks like anyway. This is why I am coming to Sark in the first place. I have always been scared of the dark and this is an expedition into that fear. 

Reg is waiting at the community hall to give me a tour around the island in lieu of studying its night sky, and points forlornly to the shed at the corner of a field that is the observatory. He is an eighty-one-year-old with a family history on Sark that dates back to 1565. There are numerous Guilles listed on the island’s cenotaph, at which we stop, just in front of the cemetery. 



Benign evening light hugs the path back home after Reg leaves me at a crossroad. Pretty houses with Sercquiais names have offerings of kindling at their gates, or cubby-holes with fresh eggs for sale. Reg has told me it is entirely safe for me to be out at any time of day or night. The last serious crime on Sark was the murder of one German soldier by another, in 1943, when the island came under Nazi occupation. The doors of all the homes here remain unlocked. It’s comforting, but I feel the same stagey sense of a rustic façade, as if there is a hidden side to Sark behind this tourist-facing one. Or that islanders have elected to live in estrangement from the world and its modernity, in a Truman Show reality. If I walk to the island’s edges, will I bang my head against plexiglass?

When I get back to the guesthouse and look out of the window of my attic room, I see the land and sky have turned black, and this darkness brings a swooping soporific effect, as chemical as a sleeping pill. It is as if the night is so potent in its ancient, diurnal effects that it penetrates the bloodstream. My circadian rhythms, implacably out of sync from years of insomnia and night work, feel instantly recalibrated. I would fall asleep straight away if I were to lean back and lie down. 

Nonetheless, I push myself out at 9 p.m. and everything has changed. A smoky blackness swallows up the mustard path. There is a bite in the rain and the bullish wind seems like a living, breathing, angry entity. It yanks the guesthouse door out of my hand and slams it shut. I strain to hear others, walking or chatting, and look back at the windows of the guesthouse for signs of life, but they are dark. I am so much more confident in the city by night, where I know I am enveloped by millions of breathing bodies and beating hearts. Rural night might be statistically safer for women, but to me it feels more existential in its danger, conjuring all the things that have ever happened in it, or could happen, becoming boundless in its threat. 



This island night, with its flat stretches of fields and thunderous waves, emanates abandonment. But, in the emptiness, it also takes on a sinister kind of embodiment. ‘Listen, it is night moving in the streets,’ wrote Dylan Thomas, in Under Milk Wood. It is the only thing out here now, as alive and aggressive as the wind, and I feel immeasurably grateful for the weak light leaking from the windows of some houses and for the people I imagine sitting inside them.

Jacqui has advised me not to switch my torch on straight away, so my eyes can acclimatise, but I do not feel brave enough. Occasional columns of light from other people’s torches look like urgently strobing SOS signals. A few cyclists glide past, but the mood has changed and they are no longer smiling. I see what might be the kindling cubby-hole from earlier and swing my torch towards it, but it is a dagger-like rock sticking out of a gash in a stone wall and I rear back from its suggestion of violence. A tractor judders into view, lit up like a garish fairground ride, and hurtles back into the engulfing black again. There is a hallucinatory quality to the darkness, like I might have imagined it in delirium. Ahead, trees flank the path, crooked branches reaching towards each other to create a canopy of pitch black. I think of all that could lie hiding there and I decide to turn back.

It amazes me how the night has become charged with threat, even after Reg has told me it is safe to ramble on these paths. Still, he has warned that some do not feel immediately comfortable, especially women unaccustomed to walking on their own. For them, he said, it can take unlearning. I remind myself of his words but, with every step I take, my walk feels like an incursion into prohibited space. Walking alone at night has always been seen as a suspect or improper act for a woman, says Rebecca Solnit in Wanderlust: A History of Walking, and she talks of how an action as simple, free and seemingly democratic as this is fraught with inequality after a certain time of day.



Despite all our progress, the night outside is still a furtive space for some of us, breached at our own peril, its danger stretching across centuries and burrowing inside us. Sark might be an exception but safety, I realise, is not only a fact but a feeling. I have carried my fear onto the ferry and into this three-mile sanctuary, from other dimly lit streets. I am breathless by the time I get back to the guesthouse. It seems like I have ploughed deep into Sark’s night but I realise, sheepishly, that I have only walked a few hundred metres. 

The following day, when I am telling Jacqui of my wobbly exploration over breakfast, and of how silly I had felt scrambling back into the house, she sits down beside me and says she felt exactly the same when she arrived from the Midlands. ‘We’re taught to keep ourselves safe,’ she says, and she talks of the historic darkness, freighted with warnings for women. It took her two years to unlearn her fear and feel comfortable in Sark’s night.

What does it mean to be a woman in the night beyond this safe darkness, back on the mainland?, I wonder. To work in it, as I do, to walk in it, or to party through it – it carries excitements too, of course, not only dangers. And it was at night, on Charles Dickens’s nineteenth-century insomniac walks, that the Victorian paupers, prostitutes, criminals, Bedlamites and spectres stepped into his path, to reveal a community on the other side of day. Those were the night’s citizens then. Who wanders in it now, which women?

I am settling into bed the following night when I hear the sound of boots climbing the stairs. They thump closer, and stand silent on the landing until I hear the jangle of keys. Jacqui told me there was another – male – guest at the house tonight, but it takes me a moment to remember. I should feel reassured by the company but the permanently unlocked door downstairs, the proximity of the heavy-footed stranger next door, unsettles me. I strain to hear him moving in his room but all returns to stillness after he goes in. There is only the continuous crash of the wind outside. I put off sleep for a while, but when I am relaxed enough to finally switch off the light, I feel the darkness surging towards me, heavy as a blanket, and smothering. 

This dark seems full of unknown and dangerous quantities, too; maybe more so than that outside. Why? I snap the light back on and plug in a night-light I have brought from home. The room glows yellow. I make sure, at home, that I am never in complete darkness. There is always a curtain slightly open, a night-light on. Electric light is everywhere in London, pouring in through the windows, and it is a feature of city living that I love. I grew up in a first-generation British Pakistani family, hearing supernatural tales of shape-shifting djinns and bloody-thirsty daayans emerging out of the dark, and these have left me with an unresolved, child-like, superstitious fear. 

Across the room now, my dress rests on the back of a chair, and I think I see the slightest twitch of its hem, blown by a draught or a cold channel of air. I get out of bed and peer at the sky outside. There are no stars, just a sliver of a new moon. A professor, explaining the effects of the lunar cycle on human physiology to me a few days ago, spoke of how sleep, and women’s sleep in particular, was found to be affected by the full moon for reasons that remain unknown and under-researched. A 2015 clinical trial at the Surrey Sleep Research Centre, by Professor Derk-Jan Dijk, involving 91 men and 114 women sleeping in a windowless laboratory, found that ‘the phases of the moon may modulate subjective sleep quality’ and that in the women, the amount of deep sleep and REM (or dream sleep) was reduced close to full moon nights, while in men, REM increased around this time. It sounded like the stuff of gothic fiction – conjuring mental images of possessed women and yowling werewolves – yet I recognised something in it. I have felt an unaccountable drop in mood, hormonal in its switch, on full moon nights. This morsel of science worms its way back into my mind, its mystery as yet unlocked. Just because something is inexplicable does not make it irrational or fantastical, I think, but I am unsure of where that leaves me in this room’s unnerving dark. 

I should have carried on walking tonight, underneath the cat’s cradle of bare branches, into the corridor of pitch black. I should switch the light off now and prove to myself that there is nothing to be afraid of. I pull the night-light out of its plug and the dark uncoils in an instant. I stare hard into the black swarm, at where the dressing table stands, the shape of the window, the spot where my dress lies on the chair, and wonder for a moment if it is still swaying, if one of its airy arms has been raised in animation. How ridiculous, I think. But if there really is nothing to fear, why do I feel so viscerally afraid as the dark levitates towards me, everything and nothing thrumming inside it?




PART 1

Night shift





Chapter 1

Zero hour

I am cycling home from the West End after a trip to the theatre. It is 11 p.m. and my review of the play I have just seen is due to be sent off first thing tomorrow morning. I am hurtling along The Strand, keen to get home to record my thoughts while I feel their clarity. The street still throngs with traffic, tourists, straggling commuters, the hungry-eyed homeless. This urban night looks like a dimly lit version of the day, as absently lost in itself, the theatres still blazing with life; here the Aldwych twinkles flirtatiously as I glide past, the Novello beside it wreathed in dressing-room light bulbs, and then the Lyceum’s billboards smiling into view. Their lights beckon an audience that has long since gone home for the night. Some boutiques along this central drag flash and glow with screen advertisements on repeating loops. It is hyper-capitalism at its most surreal – all this promise of conspicuous consumption with no one to consume it. 

A battalion of night-workers zigzags around me on the road: men in hi-vis jackets in their beeping dumper trucks, security guards, street diggers, rubbish collectors, some wearing face-nets as they clean or dig, like nocturnal beekeepers. There is an army of cyclists too, carrying brick-like bags on their backs and looking like giant, branded beetles: Deliveroo, UberEats, Gopuff, Just Eat. The zero-hours workforce has punched in, attentive to the value of every minute. There is a tunnel-vision efficiency to the speed of their journeys, just as there is to mine. It seems as if everyone is, simultaneously, in a rush to enter into the labour of the night and trying to run away from it.



Some are fresh-faced, others look as if they have already worked a day shift. The roads are filled with them; the night-time economy report of 2022, published by the Office for National Statistics (ONS), listed 8.7 million people working nocturnally in the UK. Of those, 4.9 million were male, and 3.9 million female, a ratio which slightly closes the gender gap compared with previous years. ‘More machine hours’ is how one aspirational government pamphlet justified the expansion of America’s night-time economy in 1942, and we still seem to be striving towards this relentless goal, one of non-stop, teeth-grinding productivity. But this crew of gig workers around me are surely the casualties of late capitalism rather than its beneficiaries. The day has been extended into the night to squeeze as much commerce from them as possible, at the lowest cost.

As a theatre critic, I cannot count myself among them. I skate along the fringes of darkness, bleary-eyed some days, but I am not forced to be up all night. I am nothing like the overworked and under-paid street workers I cycle past, nor the crews of nurses, doctors, carers, cab drivers, packers at fulfilment centres for online deliveries, supermarket shelf stackers, all of whom might be lucky to snatch an hour or two of sleep a night, if that. 

While I was growing up in the 1980s, my father worked one of these night jobs, as a British Rail guard. Train guards were paid more for night work, as opposed to day work, so in times when my parents found it hard to pay the bills, he would take on a block of overnight shifts. My older sister, younger brother and I would tiptoe around the flat while he slept, my mother ushering us downstairs in the mornings and ordering us to turn the volume of the TV so low that we’d strain to hear it. He would emerge, groggy and remote, by the afternoon, and not quite return to his usual gregarious self until he was back on days. 

When he retired, he felt lost without a routine, or without work, so he tried his hand at several odd jobs and in 2002, at the age of seventy-one, he got work as a security guard on a rotation of day and night shifts at the Courtauld Gallery in central London. I have cycled past the building countless times on my way back from the theatre. It sits within the stately splendour of Somerset House, a dramatic architectural complex with cobbles and a grand quadrangle on the north side of Waterloo Bridge. My father would leave home after dinner for a 7 p.m. start, working until 7 a.m. the following day. Security staff worked in pairs and took a circling night patrol around the gallery’s three floors.

I remember him telling us, more than once, that there was a basement room which some men were afraid to enter because they felt an oppressive presence there, which seemed to amuse and frighten him – and us – in equal measure. I both believed him and didn’t. We had grown up listening to his stories about dark forces unleashed in the night, gleefully told to scare us, but even then I saw he was also scaring himself. Some of the tales were those his older sisters had told him as a child, growing up in Shimla, in pre-Partition India – a baroque mix of gothic South Asian folklore and Islamic supernatural belief, of djinns capable of immense violence, of daayans with feet on backwards, disembowelling their victims with their bare hands. His sisters made sport out of terrorising him with these stories, he said. But maybe their menace chimed with the greater political disturbance and threat rising around his home, which culminated in an explosion of violence in 1947, when his family was forced to leave Shimla for Pakistan following Partition. My father’s distrust of the dark remained well into adulthood and was openly acknowledged in the family. My mother, who had no such fear, would laugh at how cowering he became even climbing the small flight of stairs in our family flat without a light on. 

In his retirement, the effect of overnight work at the Courtauld was very different from the woozy detachment of his British Rail night shifts. Perhaps it was his age, but he seemed physically changed by it, his skin growing sallower by the day, as if he were jaundiced, his thinking confused. He was always on the brink of an unarticulated panic, it seemed. Yet strangely, the Courtauld invigorated his imagination. He talked about the work animatedly, the other guards, the gallery ghost, and he seemed to get a kick out of being in this empty, unpeopled space, among its priceless artworks at night. 

In all the years of passing the gallery, I have been inside once or twice, and then only when a friend has roped me into seeing an exhibition in its upstairs space, but I have never wandered beyond those few upper rooms. Perhaps I have deliberately avoided the building. My father was hospitalised soon after this work, in 2003, at the age of seventy-three, when he was diagnosed with frontal-lobe dementia. The illness was, in all likelihood, taking grip when he was at the Courtauld – he began to have erratic mood swings and become anxious about things he couldn’t name. I have even wondered if the story about the gallery spectre was real, or a manifestation of the dread brought on, and keenly felt, from his emerging, as yet unknown illness. 

It is almost closing time when I step inside the gallery, twenty years after my father’s night shifts. It is a frosty February, minutes before sunset, and darkness is beginning to cling at the windows. The man in the ticket office is testy, reminding me that the building is only open for another fifty minutes. A stone staircase with a bright blue balustrade runs up its spine. It is long and narrow, like the stairs to my attic flat, which leave me puffing for breath as I climb. How many times did my father have to go up this staircase on his night-time patrols? 

I decide to get the lift to the top of the building. I need to be brisk if I want to cover all three floors of the gallery before it closes. I start scouring the space, not sure what I am looking for. Am I searching for clues to my father’s illness, his excitement in being here, or both? Rooms in the cramped left wing are designed like those in an old, aristocratic townhouse with a huddle of tasteful rugs, fireplaces and walls painted in an urbane Farrow & Ball palette of powder blues and olive greens, while the opposite wing, which houses early Impressionist works, is white, airy, modern. 

A last trickle of visitors are making their way around and I walk among them, taking in the paintings at speed until I begin to recognise the images and slow down in spite of myself. They are familiar because they are so iconic: Van Gogh’s self-portrait in which he wears a bandage around his head, after famously slicing off part of his ear. Manet’s Gallic barmaid staring out from the canvas of A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, an enticing embodiment of the night’s revels with her porcelain beauty and copper fringe, the champagne bottles lined up around her. A tender explosion of pink flora that I recognise as another Impressionist masterpiece – Claude Monet’s Vase of Flowers – the flower heads so alive they seem to bounce in the spring breeze. A Modigliani nude. A Rodin bronze. Gauguin’s The Haystacks. Such gems and blockbusters. I have seen all these images in art history books but here they are, in my father’s past, in every one of his night shifts – his familiars. 

I stop at a serene image of a man in a green meadow. It is Spring, Chatou by Renoir. It seems as if the lone figure in the field might be out for a walk, but he could just as well be lost in the bewildering long grass around him. He is too distant for us to see his face but he looks vulnerable in his solitude. My eyes well, and I am shocked by the sadness I feel. In the early days of my father’s dementia, I would be caught suddenly breathless with the realisation that he was here, alive, in front of me, yet inaccessible, somewhere else altogether, lost to me. He is this man, frozen in his lonely green field, someone I can only glance at from the outside now. I carry on, slower, and I am struck by the number of night scenes I pass: a painting by Cézanne of two men in hats playing cards over a cloth-covered table, which is full of good-natured evening ambience. In a room downstairs, a moonlit landscape by Rubens, which was created in the last year of his life when he was painting for pleasure rather than profit. And below that, in the first-floor collection of medieval works, Saint Francis of Assisi, talking to the birds on a decorative tree, surrounded by winking stars and azure sky. I think of my father stopping in front of each painting, taking them in. He loved birdwatching, playing cards, nature, beauty. It has been years since he has been able to talk to me properly about these things, but all his passions are collected here, as uncanny reminders. How could I have forgotten them?

I find it soothing that he was surrounded by this night-time beauty – canvases filled with all the things he loved. I begin to feel not only as if I am retreading my father’s footsteps but that he is walking with me. The floorboards creak in some rooms and I imagine his pace mellowing over the course of the night, becoming softer and quieter in the small hours. He spent most of his early years walking for pleasure in Shimla and carried on walking in London, taking us, as children, for trips out to the city’s parks that lasted most of the day; the pace of these walks was always unrushed, allowing time to dawdle, observe, take everything in. I imagine the same slow, sure, curious footfalls of his night circuits here.

I take the stairs back to the second floor, and look out of the window at the courtyard of Somerset House, which is now submerged in black. I enter the central, ornate room, filled with large-scale work by Rubens; the canvases featuring a dramatic swirl of ancient figures, some naked or dead, others watching the clouds part to reveal a party of terrifying cherubs, all the more striking for the darkness outside, it seems. The gallery is almost empty now but still there is the sense that I am not entirely alone, with all this noisy visual melodrama around me. I imagine my father held by their stories criss-crossing each other in the silence of the night. I stray across to other rooms and the walls glitter with more iconic images: Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Adam and Eve glints nakedly from one corner, Cain slays Abel on top of a fireplace, Botticelli’s monumental The Trinity With Saints, featuring Mary Magdalen and John the Baptist, takes up an entire wall. I want to study the detail in each artwork but I feel an urgency to glimpse all the work my father would have walked past, so I push on to the medieval and renaissance collections on the floor below.

Thirteenth-century panels and altarpieces gleam bright, as if trying to light up the night outside with their gold embossed brilliance. They don’t look ancient at all; buffed to a sheen, but eternally new. In the gallery’s emptiness, I see more and more security guards, all of them male. Many look like they are of South Asian heritage. I think about stopping to tell them my father once worked here, and giving them his name. I resist because they look far too young to have worked with him, but they smile back at me, as if in thoughtful recognition of something. 

After surveying all the floors, I go down to the crypt, to look for the basement room that so scared the guards on my father’s watch. There is a shop, full of bright, elegant bric-à-brac, but no other room open to the public. I wander around the corridors, sniffing out signs of a ghostly presence, although again, I have no idea what to look for because the details of what exactly scared my father are gone, and it all looks eminently ordinary. I am reluctant to leave even so, although it is minutes to closing time, so I head up to the top floor again, to walk around the gallery one final time. When I reach the top of the stairs and enter the main exhibition space, I see that the security guards have congregated here and I feel their agitation, the longer I linger. They want the last visitor out so they can end their working day. I find it a wrench. I would like to stay, walking the floors, passing these canvases over and over, all night long if I could, until the first signs of day, just as my father would have done. 

Maybe the ghost I came looking for is that of my ‘well’ father. This job was the last time he was – or at least seemed to be – entirely himself. And as romantic as he made the work sound, it would surely have felt gruelling for a man his age to be up and walking all night long. He became gradually more ill after retiring from British Rail, easily agitated and restless. Professor Dijk, from the Surrey Sleep Research Centre, has investigated links between disrupted sleep and dementia. Broken sleep is prevalent in people with Alzheimer’s or mild cognitive impairment; and my father would undoubtedly have been living with the latter by this time. Sleep disturbance can also be an early sign of dementia, showing up before other symptoms. Professor Dijk’s 2022 study suggests that people with mild dementia may function better in the daytime if they have continuous rather than interrupted sleep, and while his findings imply that it is the illness that triggers disordered sleep, a lack of continuous sleep might worsen the effects of dementia. I wonder if my father’s night shifts hastened the onset of his illness, with the massive effort of staying awake nocturnally for twelve hours at a time. Would he have suffered such a sudden and dramatic descent into dementia if he hadn’t been walking up and down this gallery’s floors? He became sicker and more scared of the world while working here, speaking of the misfortunes that he was so sure were coming his way but could never name when I asked him to, until the night, the darkness, finally came for him, and  swallowed him up.

Beyond Somerset House, past the Aldwych, is Theatreland. I have not considered how close my father’s work then was to mine now. It is a stone’s throw, separated by two decades. Both close, and far away. For most of my life, I have worked in the day, but I have always had a fraught relationship with sleep, although, strangely, that corrected itself when I was in my forties. It must have occurred gradually because, by the time I had noticed, it had already happened. The better I slept, the less nervous I became about sleeping. My mind had learned how to switch off, without a conscious striving for it. Sometimes I couldn’t even remember falling asleep because it happened so quickly. It seemed miraculous, but also puzzling. Just like the insomnia, this easy sleep seemed like something that happened to me, involuntarily, over and above my own effort or will.

I began my job as a theatre critic in my late forties and the work didn’t disrupt my newfound equilibrium at first. There was such a buzz to the opening night of a show, when the press is invited to review it. I’d get back home charged with adrenaline, ideas fizzing, sleep irrelevant. As time wore on, I began losing track of the day, dislocated from the cycles of morning, noon and night. In his book The Nocturnal Brain, Dr Guy Leschziner writes of environmental cues that nudge our circadian rhythms forward or back, and enable our internal clocks to remain synchronised with the outside world. These include light, temperature, physical activity, noise and food. Those cues, for me, became unmoored. I ate dinner at 5 p.m., or midnight. I left the house for the first time after 6 p.m., my skin soaking up darkness instead of sunlight. I no longer felt the rhythms of a day’s passing. Day and night felt like the same blurred continuum. The headiness of the job butted up against all the old, returning apprehensions around sleep. This, once again, became the big battle that I fought each night.

I felt a certain solitude creeping in too, despite the buzz of the job, and how communal the theatre experience felt in the auditorium. There was an element of waiting for night to fall so my day could begin, passing the world on its way home as I was leaving mine. Then, returning to my flat to see the closed eyes of the neighbourhood’s windows and tuning into the enviable silence of other people’s sleep around me. The night and its infernal sleeplessness had claimed me again. 

First the insomnia came back, then a leaden sleepiness I had never known before. I collapsed into bed, too exhausted for insomnia, until my alarm wrenched me not out of sleep but a different unconscious state, it seemed, deeper and blanker. Sometimes, I would consider not getting up that morning, that day, that week. It was a delicious thought, to sleep on indefinitely in a luxurious eternal night. When I spent a few consecutive evenings in, it felt like peculiar relief. I remembered what it was to be on this side of the day, how long the night was, what it meant to feel refreshed in the morning. 

And yet, there was a part of me that bridled against these early nights too, so bland in their moderation. Maybe the night had not, in fact, claimed me but I had returned willingly to its addictive excesses. To be up at night meant more day, more life, as it had meant to my father, perhaps, before his crash into illness. Was that a fair comparison to make? Some experts in the field speak of a sleep personality, which moderates how much we need, individually, and which is shaped by social factors – whether we grew up in the countryside or the city, in a culture accustomed to siestas or late-night dining, and so on. But like our conscious ‘day’ personality, our unconscious sleeping personality has an element of genetic influence too.

I consider this notion. My father had always been a skittish sleeper, easily woken, even before the night work. Is my insomnia a learned pattern, or is it an inheritance? And if the latter, might I have found the perfect work for my sleep personality? I didn’t plan for a job that required me to be up at night, but it seems right for someone who has always been unable – unwilling? – to sleep regular hours, and has sought ways to push the day to its furthest extremity. Isn’t there an inevitability about it? Did I, in fact, choose it? And – it feels puzzling to even ask the question – could there be a connection between my father’s night and mine? When I had spoken to Professor Dijk of my under-sleeping, I’d told him that I no longer feel tired in the day, after four or five hours of sleep, sometimes. He responded with a scientist’s ambivalence. ‘Many people probably don’t realise how tired they are. You can get used to being sleepy and not experience it as such.’ Had my father felt this conflation after his shifts at the Courtauld, and would I, like him, eventually crash? 




Chapter 2

Stars at night

I am in a darkened auditorium, concentrating on keeping my eyes open and my head upright. Not because the show is dragging, but because I have been watching Nat Randall and Anna Breckon’s experimental play The Second Woman, performed by the actor Ruth Wilson at the Young Vic theatre in London, for the past twenty-three hours. The theatrical marathon began yesterday at 5 p.m. and is due to finish at exactly that time today. There is one more hour before I can go home, to bed. 

The play is based on a single scene from John Cassavetes’ 1977 film, Opening Night, a strange and magnetic backstage drama about actors rehearsing a play, starring Gena Rowlands as Myrtle, a Broadway star going through a midlife crisis. The single scene that plays out before me now is of Myrtle meeting her on-stage lover and having an awkward dance, before breaking up with him, repeated over and over. Wilson performs it with a hundred different partners with whom she has never rehearsed. It is intense and surreal and weirdly mesmerising. 

I didn’t have to be here for the full twenty-four hours, but I was drawn to the extremity of the endeavour. It is perverse, given that sleep is so difficult to achieve, even on a usual night. Then again, I have had many training hours of unwanted, gritty-eyed wakefulness, and perhaps this is an experiment into what might happen if I carry on resisting sleep. I am surprised I have made it this far, but I am also disturbed that a night has vanished before my eyes, swallowed up by tinny bright wakefulness. Some hours have stood excruciatingly still, others accelerating. My body aches, my temperature soaring and plunging, in flushes. Embarrassingly, I have had to ask ushers to help me back to my seat from the theatre’s toilets because I have forgotten the way. 

Ruth Wilson has spoken of her preparations for her own, high-pressured wakefulness, and all she will do in its lead-up. I have followed her pointer about limiting coffee intake so the caffeine will have greater effect when you really need it to. But I have made mistakes too, getting up early, which means I must stay awake for thirty-six hours in order to make it to the end of the show, and going to the gym for a rigorous workout beforehand, as if limbering up for a physical endurance challenge – a triathlon or cross-Channel swim – which has left me physically tired.

I feel as if I am entering into the unknown when I walk into the auditorium. Will it be like a day of abstaining from food? Will my body weaken? Might I faint? I catch my reflection and I look drained, as if exhausted merely by the thought of being awake for so long. I have packed for a long-haul flight, with snacks, a toothbrush, and a travel pillow for when I expect the room to empty, and I find myself already scouring for a row of empty seats on which to spread across later. 

The revolving door of actors performing opposite Wilson mostly play lovers, some domineering, others pliant, some spurned, others doing the rejecting. There are high-wattage celebrities among them – Ben Whishaw, Idris Elba, Andrew Scott, Toby Jones. Several men come with elaborate back stories that cast Wilson as their mother or an older lover. There are a few women, including Anna Richardson, who turns the drama into a story about betraying sisters, which I want to keep watching. The knowledge that there have been no rehearsals brings an extra frisson of nervous energy, and I wonder how far the actors will go to try and catch Wilson out.

After the first two hours, she has grown bolder and it is her who seems like the more dangerous party. She introduces deadly silences, glaring at the most overbearing men. A hug becomes an act of violence, the dance between the couple a wrestling match. A few men lunge in for a kiss and she parries their attack with exaggerated contortions. Others build emotional intensity so that when Wilson dismisses them, it feels like a small tragedy. The crowd flows in and out through the night, the post-pub groups growing louder, beer bottles or wine glasses in hand, responding to each scenario with gasps, claps, boos, as if seeing the endlessly repeating scene for the first time. I feel buoyed by this warmth and energy. 

Eight hours in, the auditorium is thinning out, and I relax, preparing to sneakily spread out on the seats and sleep. I have already heard how some have been dozing on the higher tiers of the auditorium earlier in the evening. But then, a spurt of newcomers arrive and fit themselves snugly around me. They’ll go soon, I think, happy to wait. A few more hours in and the theatre is so full that people are standing at the back, as if at a gig. Many of those who sat around me a few hours ago are gone, newcomers in their place. I have lost all sense of how long they have been there. The seats are swiftly filled, with ushers leading people in and the crowd along the back wall eagerly eyeing the auditorium for an empty seat. I am packed in, squashed by the heat of bodies. I listen to the chatter and realise there is a queue forming outside, around the building. Some theatregoers have apparently been waiting for up to six hours. I am shocked, then discomforted. When will the crowd go and let me catch the few hours of forbidden sleep I’ve planned for? 

We have been told, before coming in, that audience members are not allowed to doze in the seats at any point, and we can only be away from them for ten minutes at any one time. I have taken off my shoes and my head is resting on my travel pillow but I am nervous about closing my eyes because ushers are walking through the theatre, policing our levels of wakefulness. I feel prickles of desperation at 3 a.m. and hit my first wall, breathless at the sea of hours before me. I remember the advice of a journalist colleague who sat through a 24-hour show in New York some years ago; he’d said I should focus solely on my experience, in this moment, rather than a calculation of how many hours I had sat through, how many there were to go. It sounded like a strategy for endurance athletes, to enable them to resist the soul-crushing power of future projection. It is all and only about the present moment, I remind myself now, as my colleague, Alex, has said.

I try to pin myself to ‘now’ and the panic ebbs. But by 5 a.m., it returns, like a hammer blow, and I stagger to the foyer for recovery, only to find the queue of people waiting to get in so big that it has folded itself inside the theatre, like a coiled snake. I am choked by wakefulness and rush back in. Ruth Wilson’s performance has become cruder, more physical on stage, as if the lack of sleep has made her manic. She lollops in the men’s arms, her movements charged with ferocity. She tears off their jackets, garrottes them with their ties or drops her full weight onto them until they are forced to drag her around for their dance. It becomes a comic, grotesque parody of a couple’s romantic goodbye. 

Waves of people enter boisterously with cups of coffee. I smell the outdoor freshness on them, and I yearn for it, but a grim determination has set in. I stagger to the foyer and order two cups of black coffee. The caffeine works its way into my nervous system, and my mood lifts. I watch Wilson repeating her scene and I am fascinated again. I marvel at her energy. It seems so inconceivable. 

A few hours on from my bleakest moment, I feel bullet-proof, only to crash again a few hours later. It goes on like this until the end, the fatigue coming in sudden, engulfing waves. Sleep has become so seductive it sweeps over me every time I blink. In the final hours, I start counting down the time, ticking off the minutes, even though Alex has told me not to. I am doing so not with an eagerness for the performance to end now but with a feeling that verges on regret that it will. It is the opposite of hitting a wall: an opening, and a floating. I could stay here, in this twilight state of sleepy wakefulness, entranced by the headiness in the auditorium, the gripping repetition on the stage, forever. 

And then it is over. Ruth Wilson has made it. I have too. The light is so sharp outside it hurts my eyes. I feel like I am made of wool as I walk to the tube station. I am relieved it is a windless day so I will not blow away. I sit on the train and it feels like I am falling, even though I am upright in my seat. I am in bed minutes after entering my flat and wake up to my alarm, sixteen hours later, shattered. 
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