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Preface

This book began in a hospital corridor at four in the morning, though I was not the one working.

My sister was. She had been a night nurse for eleven years by then, and I had driven her to a shift because her car was in the shop. I waited in the lobby longer than I meant to, and I watched the building change around me. The visitors left. The lights in half the corridors went down to a low amber. The sound of the place dropped from a hum to something closer to a held breath. And then a second population arrived — quieter, older on average, moving with a particular unhurried competence — and took over the running of a small city while the rest of the county slept.

On the drive home the next morning I asked her what the hardest part was. I expected her to say the hours, or the patients, or the coffee. She said: everyone thinks I'm doing it wrong.

That answer stayed with me for years. She did not mean her colleagues. She meant the accumulated weight of a thousand small messages from a world built for daylight. The scheduling apps that assume you sleep at night. The well-meaning friend who says you should really fix your sleep schedule, as though it were a posture problem. The doctor who asks what time she goes to bed and then visibly recalculates. The family dinner at six that she attends grey-faced and monosyllabic because it sits in the exact middle of her biological night, and the relative who concludes from this that she has become withdrawn. She was not failing at daytime life. She was doing a different job, on a different clock, and being quietly graded against a standard that did not apply to her.

I wrote this book because that grading is both unfair and expensive.

Unfair because roughly one in six working adults in industrialised countries works outside standard daytime hours, and they are not deviants, insomniacs or people who could not organise themselves into a normal job. They are nurses and paramedics, bakers, police officers, warehouse pickers, long-haul drivers, air traffic controllers, hotel staff, refinery operators, security guards, dispatchers, and the people who keep the servers running while you sleep. The modern economy does not pause at ten in the evening, and the reason it does not is that several million people are awake and holding it open.

Expensive because the standard advice they receive is written for someone else, and following advice written for someone else is worse than following no advice at all. It produces the particular demoralisation of doing what you were told and getting nothing for it, and then concluding that the problem must be you.

What follows is not a plan to make you a morning person. It is not a set of coping tricks to help you tolerate a schedule you hate until you can escape it. Some of you will escape it, and there is a chapter about that written without judgement. But most of you are going to work nights for a while yet — because the money is better, or the work is the work you want, or because the alternative does not exist in your town, or because the schedule is what makes the rest of your life possible. This book takes that as the starting condition rather than the problem to be solved.

I should say plainly what I am not. I am not a physician, a sleep scientist, or an occupational health researcher. I am a writer who spent three years reading the literature and, more usefully, talking at length to people who have done this work for decades and are still standing. Where I describe biology I have tried to describe it accurately and to say when the science is contested, which it more often is than popular accounts suggest. Where I give advice, it is drawn from what has actually worked for people doing the job, filtered through whatever evidence exists. Nothing here replaces a conversation with your own doctor, and there are two places in this book where I tell you to go and have that conversation rather than take my word for it.

One more thing before we start. There is a tone that surrounds this subject which I have worked hard to avoid. It is the tone of alarm — the recitation of every study linking night work to every disease, delivered as though the reader had been offered a choice and chose badly. You will find the health risks in this book, stated honestly and in proportion, because you are entitled to accurate information about your own life. But you will not find them used as a cudgel. You already know the work is hard. You do not need a book to tell you that you are damaging yourself. You need a book that tells you what to do about it, and that treats you as a competent adult managing a genuine constraint.

The night crew has always been there. Very little has ever been written for them. This is a book for the night crew.
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Introduction: The Clock You Cannot Argue With

There is a structure in your brain about the size of a grain of rice, sitting just above the point where your optic nerves cross, and it is the reason night work is difficult.

It is called the suprachiasmatic nucleus, and it is your master clock. It contains around twenty thousand neurons, it runs on a self-sustaining cycle of roughly twenty-four hours — a little over, in most people — and it does not care in the slightest what time your shift starts. It cares about light. Specifically it cares about light arriving at your eyes, which it treats as the single most reliable available signal about what time it is in the world outside your skull.

That arrangement made excellent sense for the several hundred thousand years before we invented the electric light and the twenty-four-hour supply chain. It makes considerably less sense now. But the clock does not know the world has changed, and it cannot be persuaded by argument, willpower, professionalism or need. It can only be shifted, slowly, by manipulating the signals it evolved to respond to. Most of this book is about how to do that, and about what to do in the many situations where you cannot.

Here is the core problem, stated as simply as I can manage. Your master clock governs far more than sleepiness. It sets the daily rhythm of your core body temperature, your cortisol, your melatonin, your digestive enzymes, your insulin sensitivity, your blood pressure, your immune activity, your reaction time and your mood. Nearly every cell in your body also contains its own peripheral clock, and those clocks take their cue from the master one. These systems are meant to move together, in a coordinated wave, so that your body is prepared in advance for what it is about to be asked to do — alert and warm and fuelled by mid-morning, cooling and quieting by midnight.

Night work does not simply make you tired. It asks these systems to fall out of formation. It asks you to be alert when the clock is signalling sleep, to digest a substantial meal when the digestive system has powered down for the night, to sleep while cortisol is rising specifically to wake you. The master clock shifts slowly in response to your new schedule; the peripheral clocks shift at different rates; and for a period — often a long one — your body is running several different times at once.

Researchers call this circadian misalignment, and it is the mechanism behind nearly every difficulty in this book. Once you understand it, a great many otherwise baffling experiences become legible.

It explains how you can be profoundly exhausted and completely unable to sleep at the same time, which is the single most common complaint I heard and the one that most often gets misdiagnosed as insomnia. It explains why the meal you eat at three in the morning sits in your stomach like a stone when the identical meal at three in the afternoon does not. It explains why the drive home is more dangerous than the shift that preceded it. It explains why your mood is worse on rotating schedules than on permanent nights, even though rotating schedules involve fewer total night hours. It explains why you feel worst not at the end of the shift but around four or five in the morning, and why that improves slightly before you finish.

It also explains why the standard advice fails you specifically. Keep a consistent sleep schedule is genuinely excellent advice, and for a rotating shift worker it is very nearly impossible to follow. Get sunlight first thing in the morning is excellent advice for a day worker and actively counterproductive for someone finishing a night shift, for whom morning sunlight is the strongest available signal telling the master clock to stay on day time. The advice is not wrong. It is calibrated for a different body clock than the one you are operating.

So this book is organised around three things you can actually control.

The first is light — when you get it, when you avoid it, how much and what kind. Light is by a wide margin the most powerful lever you have, it is nearly free, and most night workers are using it backwards without knowing it.

The second is timing — of sleep, food, caffeine and exercise. Not what you consume but when, because on a disrupted clock the timing frequently matters more than the substance, and this is the least intuitive
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