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Dedication

To all the creatures of the night and

those who fight against the light.
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Author’s Note

What if I told you I knew one of the ways to save the world?

What if I told you that natural darkness is under threat? What if I told you that the night is practically endangered? Would you think twice before switching on the lights?

What would you think if I told you that it was as simple as flicking a switch?

Would you do it?

Every evening, around the world, each one of us heads home as the day fades away around us. Every evening, millions of us flick switches that illuminate our lives without giving it a second thought. Our homes burn bright all through the night, as electricity runs like rivers along our streets and roads ensuring the night has nowhere to hide and that we can walk in an artificial daylight, be it seven in the evening or one in the morning, as if the dark is powerless to reach us.

From our biggest cities to our smallest towns, light is all around us, all of the time. It is inescapable. It has barricaded us into a starless existence, with the Milky Way now completely lost to over one third of the global population. There is no other habitat we have degraded more than our darkness. Of all the ways we have robbed the natural world, nothing even holds a candle in comparison to the damage we have done to darkness.

What if I told you that in many places in the Western world darkness is already extinct? For ninety-nine per cent of us westerners, the sun set on a natural night-time decades ago. Light pollution is the issue no one has heard of, but it’s the one we are all impacted by, whether we realize it or not.

We have become drunk on power, wielding lightsabers, cutting through the night sky and banishing our age-old foe: the dark. We have been too liberal, placing lights where they are not needed. Bathing our hillsides and woodlands in untamed light. Painting over rivers and coastlines with lashings of luminosity. We haven’t paused to think about the darkness. What it means to us. What it means to the natural world.

We haven’t even looked back, as darkness has been banished, beyond reach for everyone except those with the privilege of travelling to Dark Sky places and starry night skies, such as countries found deep in the Northern Hemisphere.

We are all born in the darkness, moulded in it, and it is into the darkness that we will all return. Our formative experience as a living thing is existing in the warm and comforting darkness of our mother’s womb. We do not fear the dark then. But from the moment we are pushed into the bright light of day, we learn to fear the dark, to avoid it, to destroy it.

But we have lost too much, too suddenly. We are quickly running out of places where darkness still exists. We are entering a new realm of the Anthropocene, one where a natural night no longer survives. This is our last chance to see the night sky as it has existed for all of human history, before it is changed forever by man-made satellites, or hidden from human eyes by an impenetrable fortress of artificial light that imprisons us all in a perpetual, artificial existence.

It has come at a cost, greater than we realize. It is making us sick. Our health is on the line, but can we act in time?

Our wildlife is suffering, since, just like us it requires natural darkness. The up-lit ancient oak, its boughs now purple, pink and blue, was once a home to nesting birds, the insects that once nested there are no longer able to find themselves comfort in their own habitats. No squirrels hunt for acorns. Even the tree itself is suffocating from the light that clings to its canopy.

As you lie in bed you hear the delicate and desperate fluttering of a moth’s wings against the landing light you left on, its fragile wings burning, turning to dust. Another victim dead before the dawn.

Like a moth to the flame, I have always been drawn to darkness.* I have peered down into the oceanic depths and wondered what world exists beyond the reaches of the sun’s light. I have gazed upward to the countless filaments that stud the velveteen heavens and contemplated our very existence. I have walked through the heart of a wildwood, feet grasped by roots and brambles as they extend from the dense and dark thickets. I have sat in silence beside the sea and watched the moon rise, its light gracefully reaching the sands, awakening the life among the tideline, life that is alien to us day dwellers.

But those experiences are slipping away, fading quicker than the sun at the days end. On every horizon I see moels arising (to those who don’t speak Welsh, moel describes hills being ‘bald’– having an upper, rounded outline), like ghostly landforms, translucent but definitively present. Some yellow, some white, some blue. Light-pollution balloons from the city below it, a semi-permanent marker, highlighting the wasteful ways of the human life caught under it.

So that’s why I work to protect the largest Dark Sky Reserve in Wales.† To go from living in one of the most heavily polluted areas of the UK to protecting some of our best Dark Skies, means that I have never taken the dark for granted. I remember what it was like to look up and see nothing but an orange haze above my head. The excitement of hearing about meteor showers and visiting comets, being replaced with disappointment (and an aching neck) as I stood on illuminated streets, separated from the sky by a barrier of light. I understand what it means to stand beneath your first star-filled night sky and be completely blown away by the depth and beauty of thousands of stars hanging in a crystalline sky, the tranquillity that washes over your mind when, finally, it is given a break from incessant incandescents and LEDs.

I know what so many have lost, so I know how important it is that we protect what is left, and restore the stars to our skies where the dark has been stolen, so suddenly. I am one of the lucky ones. I can step out of my front door and, within a few minutes of walking, break free of the illuminated border and be out into an oasis of darkness. My horizon is still plagued by domes of light here and there, but above me arcs the Milky Way, while Orion hangs above the hill, leading me out into the night.

Darkness must not become another part of our world that is sacrificed due to the human condition. It must not become another point of access for the elite, for those who can jet off to find darkness in far-flung places. Darkness should not be a privilege afforded to the few. The night sky is for everyone, all beings, all things. Solving light pollution will not stop the climate and biodiversity crises on its own, but as you will read, it’s a piece of the puzzle that we have the answers to. Right now. A jigsaw piece that is easy, simple and cheap to slot into place. It’s an edge piece, with two flat edges, guiding us to easily do the right thing, buying us much needed time while we solve more perplexing pieces that we are not yet sure how to piece together. So, why aren’t we acting?

Where is the rage against the dying of the night?







CHAPTER ONE

Who’s Afraid of the Dark?

Imagine your favourite beautiful place.

Sunlight filters through, warming your skin.

Perhaps the coconut-esque scent of gorse fills your nose, and birdsong fills your ears.

Now, imagine that place being obscured by a haze, a vapour, a mist. Your eyes obscured by a gloomy fog.

You can no longer see the flowers, nor the river’s winding bank and the gently swaying branches of the willowy trees. The sunlight that once invigorated you has been blocked off.

Its rays cut away.

You feel disorientated.

Which way did you walk here?

How will you get back?

The landscape and everything in it has been smothered.

Now, imagine realizing this veil is a pollutant. A pollutant that could easily be controlled, yet it has been left to meander its way over everything; blanketing everyone, removing senses, and choking the life out of the living things beneath it. We wouldn’t let this happen to the daylight. So, why have we let it happen to our darkness? Some say we can’t see the wood for the trees, but in this case we can’t see the glow for the glare.

You might be afraid of the dark. In that case, this book is definitely for you.

I am not here to sneer or judge those of you who fear the dark, nor to make you feel foolish for fearing the shadows. To be scared of the dark is completely human. It’s the reason your DNA has survived through to its existence in you. This fear is intrinsically human.

I am not here to demand that all lights around the globe be switched off and plunge us all into an unlit night.

For too long, darkness has been wrongly blamed for societal issues and used as a symbol for all things evil. I am here to show you the way to enlightenment in the night, to help you find your place in the darkness, and to show you how our bodies and minds need the relief of natural night; how our wildlife suffers from our human addiction to light. I will show you how to take control of the blight that illuminates our homes so brightly that we can see the glow from space.

As a young girl, I vividly remember the brightly lit streets of Greater Manchester. The grit of the streets and the dust from the roads that caught in my eyes and made them cry. The dark seemed so terrifying then; so many powerful lights blinded me further, casting deep and dangerous shadows all around. I would cling to my dad’s hand and keep myself as close as possible while we walked those sodium-lit streets, every shadow exaggerated through poorly planned-for lighting. There was never any hope of seeing a shooting star. Stars were reserved for fairy-tales and nursery rhymes – and the faint, luminescent green of the plastic constellations stuck on my bedroom wall.

I will never forget my first Dark Sky. Like most people of my generation, I had never experienced anything close to true darkness before. I had never stood beneath the universe to witness a thousand stars shining back, the ancient lights of human fascination. I didn’t get to hear the stories in the skies, for they were nowhere to be seen; the stage for the greatest show on Earth hidden behind a curtain of light. Too many of us in the West and beyond share the same fate. Ninety-nine per cent of people in North America and Western Europe live under heavily polluted skies. That’s nearly 600 million of us, denied a right to see the wonders of the universe.

Our greatest resource, which has inspired us to venture out from our caves and travel out to the moon and beyond, lies out of reach to almost everyone. A few of us will see a handful of stars, but most will see nothing at all – just the moon, and, if they’re lucky, the brightest planets. A whole third of humanity has been severed from our home galaxy – the Milky Way. It is a tragedy that so many of us have been cut off from this ancient source of inspiration for the most creative and scientific minds of our species. Who are we to deny them their opportunity to flourish by preventing them this basic right? What bright mind and free-thinking genius have we imprisoned in the glare of lights?

I want you to fall in love with the night. I want you to embrace the darkness, to care for it, and for all the things that exist within it. I want you to protect it and fight for it before it is gone forever – to realize how much we have lost already, and what we risk with our endless creation of light. Most of all, I want you to understand and respect darkness, and to find your place within it.

I have used research and science from some of the most fantastic people on the planet, who are trying to sound the alarm. You will find the evidence is stacking up on the side of the night. Some areas in this field (like satellites) are advancing so quickly that soon after I write this sentence, the situation will have changed. The pace of these changes is coming at the speed of light. So much is happening, that most of us won’t even realize what’s happened until it’s too late.

But there’s a glimmer of hope regarding light pollution. It doesn’t have to be this way. We have the knowledge to fix this. If we can bring together the voices of communities and empower them to call for action, our politicians and governments will know we want to fight to right this wrong that has befallen the starry night.

With this book, I want you to feel empowered to make a simple, but impactful change that has the potential to ripple out from you and travel all the way to space. It’s like ‘darkness dominoes’. Start the chain reaction in your own home, your own community. You have got the power to make real change.

My first glimmer of starlight changed my life forever. I was never the same again. I have spent years seeking out darkness, in places old and new. Although terrifying at first, I feel safer in the shroud of darkness than I ever did in the harsh exposure of bright, city lights. I actively work to make places darker, but by no means dimmer. By turning out the lights we allow these places to shine. They are a refuge: a safe place for the stargazers, deep thinkers, wildlife watchers, storytellers. To look after the darkness is a privilege. It’s the place from which we are all born and to which we will return. I’m a caretaker of the home of our creation and the starlight that exists in us all.

Somehow, as someone who started their life petrified by the dark, born under one of the most light-polluted skies in the UK, I am now a guardian of some of the Darkest Skies currently remaining on our planet.

I have found my place under the starlight and found comfort in our Dark Skies, and that’s what I want for you too.

Our lives have always depended on darkness, but it has long occupied a place of fear in human minds. The unknown: a place of secrets and of shadows, hauntings and ghouls. As soon as humans can think, they can also fear. It’s a primitive instinct, one that harks back literal millennia, and that for all this time has done an excellent job of making sure our DNA has survived. But why do we still fear the dark?

Humans discovered the first light two million years ago, in Africa, from a flame. Since that first spark, light has revolutionized our lives. Through fire, we not only gained heat, but we also gained light during the dark hours of the day. This was the beginning of our human obsession with banishing the darkness. The heat from the first kept us warm as ice marched across the lands but also gave us sight; glimmers of light during the hours of darkness, offering us protection from teeth- and claw-laden predators, now long extinct. It has vanquished the monsters of the long, cold nights, and the nightmares hiding under our beds. Street lights beam cones of clarity; sentinels selling a concept of safety, standing to attention all night, every night, around the globe, watching the people come and go.

Light has conquered darkness. Arguably it’s what made us human. Controlling fire set us apart from the other animals, becoming an indicator of our species’ intelligence. I can’t imagine the sense of security a fire would bring when we as a species were so exposed, so vulnerable to the elements, to the natural world. It must certainly have made us feel protected and powerful.

This fear of the dark has stayed with us through the ages; through extinctions, uprisings, revolutions and wars. The ‘dark’ remains, but the threats have changed. We tell our children not to go out after dark, not alone. And if you’re a woman, how often were you told not to go out into the night, not alone, not ever?

A violent act on the streets of a city will see a call for action, a call for change. ‘We need more lights’ is the response our elected officials will reply with (for example, this was the response to Sarah Everard’s murder). Because, supposedly, lights equal safety? Not exactly. Additional lights are a visible response. They can say that they’ve achieved something, that they care about safety, they care about us. However, the danger in the darkness now is not from a wild animal, which would bolt at the strange sight of a human brandishing a source of light. It is crime and it is violence. A moral darkness, untouched by even the most powerful artificial light. All the street lights in the world cannot solve societal issues.

As a young child, I was scared of the dark and struggled to sleep. My bedtime companions were Sleepy Ted (a bear with eternally sleepy eyes), and my glow-worm. The glow-worm was a weird, human-insect hybrid plush, whose plastic face lit up when you pushed its tummy. It had a soft, blue body, and a Wee Willie Winky-esque nightcap topped with a smiling star. It was given to me to ‘keep me safe’ at night. Safe from what? Whatever nightmares small children’s imaginations come up with? The monster under the bed? I don’t remember what initially made me scared of the dark. What makes our brains conjure up creatures that are only banished by light? It goes back to our primordial years, when darkness could be hiding something that would eat us. Even now, I can’t sleep with a foot exposed, dangling temptingly off the bed because, you know, monsters.

We have all experienced lying in bed at night, lights out, only to hear a noise downstairs. You suddenly enter a state of almost painful hyper awareness, your ears straining to detect the slightest noise. Adrenaline courses through your veins as you fail to calm the internal noise of your heartbeat as it pounds against your chest. You wonder how the hell the noise of your breathing suddenly registers at 112 decibels as you try to smother the sounds under the blanket to better listen out for any spurious noises in your environment. You envisage a murderer, creeping up the stairs and intrinsically locate your nearest weapon or hiding place; a stiletto heel perhaps? Or, could I hide in the wardrobe? This fight or flight mechanism is truly hardwired and difficult to control. The mind runs like the clappers and invents 101 things that could be waiting to maim you in increasingly creative ways. You bravely make the decision to spring from your bed, cursing the creaking floorboards as you clutch the stiletto to your chest. Slowly, you creep down the stairs, holding your breath and praying to any god that will listen as you fumble to turn a light on. The grand reveal declares nothing to fear, until you spot the glistening eyes of the cat who’s come home through an open window, to gift you with an elephantine mouse – still living – that now resides in your living room.

However, it’s not just children who fear the dark. A 2012 study by the British Psychological Society1 found that forty per cent of adults who participated were too scared to walk around their own homes at night with the lights off. Nyctophobia is the name given to fearing the dark.

My sister, Samara, was petrified of the dark to the point all three of us sisters had to sleep through the night with not only the landing light on, but the bedroom light on, too. I had to have makeshift curtains around my top bunk bed to keep a fraction of the light out. It did nothing to appease my inner night owl, and I would often lie awake, panicking watching the sun come up, knowing I’d have to be up for school soon. Samara’s fear, her terror, was very real and very painful for her. The initial switching off of the light, plunging her into an uncontrolled darkness was too much. Her pulse would quicken the minute the switch flicked, panic would clutch at her mind, crawling over her chest to throttle her cries for the light to be turned back on. I don’t think there was one, specific thing, but the mystery of not knowing what was out in the darkness is often scarier than the darkness itself.

I have to admit, though I, too, was scared of the dark, I was much less sympathetic at the time (and a lot more tired), and would sometimes turn the light off and remove the bulb. Or throw things at her from the great height of my bunk bed. What definitely didn’t help appease her anxieties was when I woke up once in the middle of the night, screaming, because my huge Harry Potter movie poster (The Chamber of Secrets, to be precise) had decided to free itself from its Blu-Tack restraints and dramatically envelope my face in high-quality paper. I was nose to nose with Dobby (who was indeed, now free). If you have siblings, or children, you know that one screaming child wakes up all the other children, who also start screaming, which will lead to one or both parents springing haphazardly into action, ready to fight whatever was presumably murdering their offspring, only to find their eldest embarrassing the family name by failing to fight off a paper assailant.

I have had to learn to love the darkness, fighting the urge to be scared of the night. I spent the first seven years of my life on a council estate in Greater Manchester. My mum was often scared half to death as I’d come home from playing out with war wounds from broken glass and other scrapes. Our small garden wasn’t safe, either: the fencing panels often being nicked or set alight. During the summer, I’d be sent to bed before it got dark and I’d lie there, fuming at the injustice of it all, as the older kids carried on playing out, often in my own garden. Once, I was so enraged, I tried to climb out of my bed onto the window ledge to see what festivities I was missing, but slipped and fractured my eye socket on the radiator. I looked like I had gone a few rounds in a boxing ring, a giant livid lump on the side of my face and two black eyes. One way to ‘see stars’, I suppose.

But the estate was a whole lot scarier after sundown. I’d lie in bed listening to sirens and scuffles as fights erupted, slurred arguments and profanities echoing along the narrow brick ginnels. Bottles and pint glasses shattering off kerbs, covering the pavements in a shower of stardust that twinkled under the sodium lights. Closing time at the pub across the road always gave me a knot of fear in my stomach. I’d screw my eyes shut and pray that they would move on quickly, that no one would get hurt. The fear was always worse if I knew my dad was one of the customers the pub landlord was chucking out, and I’d strain my ears, listening, waiting to hear his voice mixed in with the rabble. I’d worry about Tigger, my pet cat, who liked to prowl the streets at night like a small, urban tiger, often coming home injured, his collar wrapped around his body in a figure of eight, contorting his stomach and leaving him unable to use his front leg properly. I was fearful of the things that happen outdoors at night, out of sight. Skeletal fingers stretched outside my window, reaching through the curtains and painting long drawn shadows across the walls. The wind whipping them into motion, bony knuckles rapping the single-paned glass. I would fight with my brain and the panic, to tell myself it was just a tree, not a monster at the window.

When our electricity ran out, the house would be plunged into sudden darkness, and I’d feel panic as the silence rung, somehow hurting my ears. I’d hear a click as the emergency button on the meter was pushed and a Shit as the electric refused to come back on. Another click would be the switch on my dad’s heavy-duty torch, its beam sweeping across the walls of the hall, like a lighthouse sweeping the sea. Darkness existed in everyday things, too, of course. Sitting on the bottom step of the stairs as kids, we would always do a quick check for welly-dwelling spiders before pushing our feet into their dark depths.

When our leccy ran out, I would always accompany my dad on walks to Trev’s corner shop for electric tokens. On the way home, it was my job to hold the small, silver tokens tightly, but not so tightly that I’d cause them to crease and become useless. For reasons unknown, they were made terribly delicate, the slightest scratch on the surface would mean the house wouldn’t see light until dawn. But I loved those night-time walks to the shop with my dad. Mainly because it was past my bedtime, and here I was, outdoors, like a grown-up, but also because it made me see darkness in a different, better, way.

Outside, the night changed the world I saw in the daytime. The old, sodium street lamps gave the world a weird, pallid ambience. There was less noise as people went home to bed, with any remaining sounds being more pronounced: footsteps on the pavements, the satisfying thud of a front door being closed, the clink of the chain behind it. The air was crisper, and cleaner, too, as the city’s engines were switched off until the morning.

The smell of the night is indescribable. To me, it smells like adventure and rebellion, probably from those memories of being out after dark with my dad. On a really quiet evening, it felt like it was just me and him in the whole world – until a TV would flicker into life through a net-curtained window, and the famous Coronation Street cat could be seen making its way along the terraced wall. Another house would be gently lit by the colours of a different channel, and a small table lamp, giving passers-by a glimpse into a different life within each set of four walls. Pictures displaying unknown family faces, China ornaments and floral wallpaper all softly aglow, gave hints to the lives of the people, strangers, who resided there. I was always told off for looking a bit too long.

My favourite thing was finding urban hedgehogs. These nocturnal creatures would often become stuck trying to clamber up kerbs, so we would pick them up – careful not to harm their spikes as they curled themselves up defensively at the gentle, caring touch of a human hand – before finding a new home for them in a soft pile of freshly fallen leaves, sending them shuffling on their way to explore a new home.

It was also on those walks with Dad that he’d often stop and point out the odd star, barely visible through the glow of the great city of Manchester beneath the sky. If I was very lucky, I would get a pack of Fruit Pastilles, with their jewel-like tones of purple and green, and crystallized-sugar coating (maybe this is the reason I never slept), and we would make a detour to the park for a go on the swings. I’d be pushed up into the inky skies towards the glowing moon, that never came closer, looking out across the bright and ever-growing lights of Manchester.

One spring, I remember a great excitement around the estate and lots of people peering out of their windows through net curtains and switching their lights off, plunging the household into darkness to try and gain a better view. My dad took us out on the small green in front of our terraced row and pointed to the night sky above the street lights. At first it was hard to make out, beyond the amber glow, but then I saw it. Or did I? Was it really just that little smudge? Dad walked us out miles, to the edges of the town, where the streets begin to merge into the foot of the Pennines. Now I was sure I could just about see it, clearer but not clear, hanging there in the sky. It looked like a full stop on a blackboard that had smudged, its chalky tail smeared out behind it. This was Comet Hale-Bopp, a visitor from the depths of space, just visible above the rooftops and the glow of the sprawling city.

Very fortunately, my parents managed to scrape the funds together to move us to Wales – Cymru; not just any part of Cymru, but proper heartlands, barely populated Cymru. My very first memory of my adopted home is of darkness, when Uncle David drove us there at night in a hired truck along the A55, I stayed awake long enough to see the Marble Church at Bodelwyddan. A beacon on the roadside, its beautiful 202-foot-high white spire illuminated by huge flood-lights below it, the church is seen for miles before you reach it. The light bleaches it of all detail and the marble glows, almost glaring. I fell asleep, only waking when the truck came to a head-jostling stop. Bleary-eyed, I looked around and thought we must have pulled over for some reason. All I remember is intense darkness. Surely this couldn’t be where we were moving to? There was nothing to move to! Walking up to the front door, everything felt so silent and still. No lights welcomed us through the window, and no one had put money on the meter, so I wandered blindly around the inside, scared to put one foot in front of the other. The air smelt so clean and fresh it stung my nose and hurt my lungs and it was so quiet. I could faintly hear a roaring sound that seven-year-old me didn’t recognize as the sea; the booms as waves crashed onto the shore sounded like the fizz of huge fireworks. I then walked straight into a glass door, thinking I was stepping into open space, which also stung my nose. My grand entrance to Cymru was a squashed nose and darkness.

That night, we lay under blankets on mattresses on the floor, too excited to sleep. I pressed my face up against the window and saw nothing but deepest black, reaching out for eternity, until a thin tower of red lights was visible in the distance. My dad was excited to tell me that it was a mast at Nebo, just outside of Snowdonia National Park and the place where his uncles had been evacuated to during the Second World War. I had no idea what a national park was or meant, but one thing was for sure: I had truly arrived in darkest, deepest Wales, and in the best of ways.

From then on, my life changed, forever. I left the house at breakfast and got home when the street lights came on. I remember running at what felt like break-neck speed as they sprang into life, one after the other behind me. The threatening ‘ping’ as the elements heated and burst into life, ready for another night shift, filled me with fear as I knew I’d be in trouble if I didn’t beat them back.

I made friends at the local school, and we spent our time swimming in the sea, running through fields or sneaking into the posh gardens of empty holiday homes (we knew exactly which ones had trampolines). Wading through Afon Crigyll, damp trousers rolled up above our knees, I first recoiled as huge brown fish rolled around just under the surface – the rainbow-coloured backs never quite breaking through the watery divide between their world and the sky. Flat fish would squirm and wriggle underfoot, and we’d squeal at the shock and the tickle as they shot off, letting a sandy trail settle in their wake. It took a while to settle into this nature-filled place, so used to being hemmed in by dusty roads and grid-locked streets that we didn’t understand how there was so much space to grow into, to roam into. It was unsettling at first, like having the strict rules removed, revealing a world we didn’t know how to navigate, without pavements from one point to the next. This extended into the night skies full of endless stars, a whole new universe to explore after sunset. Lying in the long grasses under shooting stars, refusing to acknowledge the cold seeping up from the ground as we longed to see just one more meteor streak through the dark night.

I was a world away from the dangers of the city and I relished my new-found freedom, but I was never as wild and carefree as my new set of friends, who seemed truly fearless, swinging from lamp posts and scaling heights that would have made their mothers faint had they known. I couldn’t even ride a bike, yet they rode around with no hands, eating sweets and giving backies all at the same time. But when the nights came, even these brave warriors retreated home to safety. It seemed in the end that my new-found fearless friends were still afraid of the dark.

My dad had always been interested in stars, but now that we lived in a naturally dark place I was dragged out for walks on every clear night; albeit walks with Dad usually meant watching him disappearing over the horizon while I’d be lagging behind, feet aching, fingers freezing and tears streaming from the cold. I’d be bundled up in coats and scarves and waddled down to the beach where we would sit for hours, letting our eyes slowly adjust as they gathered more and more starlight until the Milky Way streamed above us. There would be no sounds from people. Just the sound of waves, crashing onto the shore, and seabirds calling from their islands in the sea. The wind would whip my hair around my face, turning my nose and cheeks a rosy red and teasing the boats to the shore, their ropes making a gentle tink tink tink against the metal masts. Summer nights could be balmy here; in the stillness, not a single ripple on the surface of the sea.

We replaced Trev’s shop with Pete’s on our night-time walks, and I would get a cracking penny mix and we would walk to an abandoned house sat out on a little bay, its weathered window frames holding nothing but the views of the sea and the stars, and sit on its crumbling front step, its concrete radiating a little warmth it had collected from the sun that day, and Dad and I would sit and stare. Sometimes we’d see lightning lash out at the Irish coast, as warm and cold air collided. Tridents forked in purple, blue and green, piercing the sky. No rumble of thunder would follow behind, just flashing lights out at sea. I’d never known peace like it. It was a far cry from the sirens and violence of our old estate in the city.

It was the heady days of the beginnings of the internet for the masses. Dad would go to the local library and spend hours painfully loading up pages on the leisurely dial-up connection. Line by line the screen would slowly reveal what to see in the night sky, while I spent that time loading up pictures of Pokémon to print out for absolutely no reason at all. At five pence a sheet, I worked out I’d need £7.55 to complete my paperback Pokedex, and on the dial-up internet, probably 755 years. (It was never completed, I didn’t even reach Jigglypuff.) Dad would then tell me what we could see, the myths and stories of the constellations as Orion appeared in winter and the Great Bear in spring. On BBC Radio 4, Sir Patrick Moore’s distinct voice would travel down the airwaves and talk about space in a way I didn’t really understand, but I listened anyway. Dad would take notes, alongside the print-out sheets. These fast became my favourite times. As one of five children, it
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