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This one is dedicated to . . . me.

I worked so bloody hard on it.

Also, after a million books, I’ve run out

of people to devote them to.

All writers should do this, just once.

Because you’re great.

 

(Also it’s dedicated to Laurie Ellingham’s dog, Rodney, and Janet Harrison for the ‘tea at the Ritz’. These things matter too.)





 ‘We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark;

the real tragedy of life is when men are afraid of the light’

Unknown
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Prologue

 

It’s dark.

Not just dark. It’s like light never existed. Like it got gobbled up by a great, hulking, greedy monster. She’s trapped in here with it; and it knows her deepest fear. It knows that bad things happen in the shadows. Children chanting outside in the place where it’s bright. They forced her in here. They knew. They laughed and pointed and knew.

Scaredy cat, scaredy cat, scaredy cat.

She is; she hisses and pants and claws at the edges of her prison, a feral creature. Feels for walls, a door, the handle, escape. Twists at a knob but it doesn’t budge. Kicks in the hope of breaking it. She’s going to die; she can’t breathe. The air is stagnant, clogs her throat with the kind of dust that never sees daylight.

Never let her out, never let her out, never let her out.

They must. She can’t survive this. Warmth trickles down her leg. The stench of piss. She collapses in a puddle of her own waste. No energy now to fight. She resigns. Wishes she might pass out. Oblivion would be a mercy.

No such blessing.

It’s to keep you safe.

Her dad’s voice.

Nothing bad will happen while it’s on.

But she knows he’s not here.

She screams and screams and screams.





Welcome to UK GOV

The best place to find government services and information

 

 

Lights Out Announcement – 10 December

 

A state of emergency has been declared concerning UK electricity. To ensure that we get through winter without major disruption we must put in place a complete night-time switch off. It will begin on 5 January. Every night, between 8 p.m. and 7 a.m., energy supplies will be switched off by providers, except for those to essential services such as hospitals, hospices, care homes, and supermarkets.

 

Climate change and growing consumption have forced us to ensure that our supply chain does not break down. We have done this before: in 1974 a period of electricity rationing lasted for two months, with a three-day working week, but we, as a country, came out stronger the other side. This year, as part of our Greater Green Plan, the One Day Power Off scheme reduced energy consumption significantly. Lights Out will build on that success.

 

This is a temporary measure and will prevent the need for a complete blackout. The government will continue to find ways of securing greener electricity supplies and will update you on a weekly basis. Further advice is available from your provider, from this government website, and from your local MP. Remember: the government’s first priority is always the safety of our country.

 

Households can prepare for this by reading our comprehensive leaflet, which will be sent to your mobile device tomorrow or you can click here for more information.





Night One





Chapter 1

Death Favours the Dark

Death calls most frequently at night. He sneaks in while the lights are off and his victim sleeps, vulnerable but not always oblivious. Hospice residents are mostly taken by him between three and four a.m. Some victims are ready, welcome him; some, recognising his icy grip, ardently resist.

It makes no difference.

A serial killer on a mission; when he enters a room, Death won’t leave until the deed is done. If it’s time, it’s time.

Grace had been waiting for Giles’s death for hours.

She spoke softly to him while she did; it was her way. Conversation was one-sided. But still, as she did with all of them, Grace asked Giles questions, queries that lingered in the air, never to be answered.

Despite working in a hospice, she didn’t always get to see them out, as she called it. But she was there in the lead-up. End-of-life carers try and anticipate the moment of death, but it’s futile. Patients sometimes look deceased, perk up unexpectedly, and then flag again. There’s a papery translucence to the skin, like they’ve adopted a premature ghostly form, and their breathing slows, slows, slows.

‘Shall I sneak you a gin and tonic later?’ Grace joked, knowing it was Giles’s favourite tipple.

Quiet.

After a while, she said, ‘It’s happening now. Lights Out. Can you believe it?’

Quiet.

‘I’m nervous about it,’ she whispered.

She couldn’t imagine it. Didn’t want to. What would it be like, swinging a torch around the house, trying to illuminate every dangerous dark spot? Because, for Grace, darkness was always danger. Without light, there was peril.

After a while, Grace slipped out of the room to strip empty beds for new patients.

When she returned to Giles his facial muscles had slackened and his jaw had dropped, full surrender. His breathing was shallow, irregular. There’s rarely the romantic, movie-esque last scene, no wailing around a tidy bed, no delicate, poetic sigh from the one passing over. The dying prefer to go alone; they’ll wait until husbands and wives have gone home to rest, until siblings pop out for a cheese baguette, until children have said they need to make a call, they’ll be back in a tick. Death loves an empty room.

With little fuss, Giles passed. Grace had witnessed many deaths in her five years here and, in her experience, most people departed in peace, features softened as pain ended. Death at the end of a long and dreadful illness was a relief.

And this was why Grace loved being a health-care support worker at the hospice, providing both palliative and end-of-life care. Palliative care is when no further treatment for your illness remains. End-of-life care is provided when you’re closer to death. ‘Why would you do such a job?’ her husband, Riley, asked when she first applied. But Grace didn’t feel that ‘job’ was the right word for it. If you were drawn to something, it was more. A vocation. People found it morbid when she told them where she worked, asked if it was horrible, traumatising. But she could honestly say that it wasn’t. Life might sometimes be those things, but death was kinder.

‘Sleep well, Giles,’ said Grace. ‘Glad I got to see you out.’

She made a note of the time. Three thirty-two.

Then she got Claire, the nurse on duty – the person in charge on that shift – who would be able to verify the death. After leaving the body for one hour as a mark of respect, they commenced with last offices. This was a procedure where the deceased was positioned, arms by their sides. They were then washed, dressed in clothes chosen beforehand, and labelled with an ID bracelet on an ankle in preparation for transportation to a mortuary.

As they worked, Grace wondered, as she often did, where humans went when they died. Giles’s body was empty, a disintegrating vessel, but where had his soul gone, his essence, the vibrancy that had lit up his eyes? How could it disappear after a life of animation?

When they’d finished, the night had settled. Claire suggested Grace leave her duties and sit with another patient, Gloria. ‘I know you’ve got quite attached to her,’ she said.

There wasn’t always time to sit with patients, though extra effort was made if they were feeling low or had few visitors.

Gloria, a delicate lady in her late eighties, had no one.

Grace went to her room and pulled a visitor chair up to the electronic hospital bed with protective sheets on the mattress. There was a huge clock opposite the bed so patients could easily see the time and date, orient themselves, keep track when long days blurred into one. The room was dressed to appear homely – lilac curtains, matching cushions, a smart TV, coffee table and a lamp, now on low so carers could see, and patients didn’t wake afraid. Grace often thought of Changing Rooms episodes where a tired room got ‘transformed’ into a boudoir with a bit of gold stencilling, but you knew it was still just an old bedroom.

She entwined warm fingers around Gloria’s chill hands as though to infuse her with life. She slept most of the time now, even during the day; strong pain medication meant patients were often drowsy near the end.

‘It’s dark and it shouldn’t be.’

Grace jumped.

Gloria’s words were clear when her throat must be dry, and she had been unconscious a while. The lamp was low, but the room wasn’t dark. Grace would never have gone in if it was. Of course – Gloria’s eyes were shut.

‘It’s bright here,’ said Grace.

A croak then that she couldn’t make out.

Quiet again.

Another croak.

Grace squeezed Gloria’s hand. ‘I’m right here.’

‘Why is he here?’ Gloria’s words were weaker but still Grace started.

‘Who?’ she asked.

‘Him.’

‘Who?’

‘The man in the corner.’

Grace spun around, heart hammering. But when she faced the wall, there was no one. She unclenched her fists. The dying often hallucinated, but Gloria seemed lucid.

‘Don’t let him come any closer,’ she begged, eyes still closed.

Grace tried to breathe slowly, not panic.

‘It’s just us.’ She squeezed Gloria’s hand, heart staccato despite her efforts. ‘You’re safe with me.’ Was she remembering someone terrible from her past? Patients often spoke to someone the carer couldn’t see.

‘He wants . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘He wants to tell me . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘A message for you . . .’

‘For me?’ Grace let go of Gloria’s hand in surprise. She picked it up again, quickly. Perhaps Gloria thought she was a family member and Grace should remember these words, pass them on. But there was no family.

‘Something . . .’

‘Yes?’ Grace felt sick.

‘Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.’

‘What?’ Grace shivered.

‘Something . . .’

‘Yes?’

Grace waited for Gloria to finish. But she said no more, leaving Grace alone with words crawling over her skin. She looked towards the corner of the room again. For a moment, a man, grinning. Grace gasped, shook her head.

Nothing. No one.

Perhaps Gloria had been voicing the things heard in recent weeks, she reasoned to herself. After all, the Lights Out scheme had been discussed a great deal.

Then the lamplight sputtered.

Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.

Grace didn’t want to be in the room any longer. If the lights went out – suddenly, violently – she wouldn’t be able to breathe. She would collapse, she would scream until her throat was on fire. She would die.

She ran into the corridor and didn’t look back.





Chapter 2

The Feather Man

Just before dawn Grace dropped into a threadbare chair in the staffroom. It had been hard to concentrate since she fled Gloria’s room in a panic. Tasks that usually took minutes tied her hands in knots.

Now, she surrendered to exhaustion.

An open sweet tin full of empty wrappers sat on the coffee table. The newspaper nearby was a week old. The headline said: Are you ready for the big switch off? Below, two smaller ones: Nurses threaten first strike in seven years and Big Freeze Coming. And below that: Feather Man Targets Fifth Victim.

Grace skim-read the Feather Man article. An unidentified man was breaking into homes in the Leeds area, dazzling the occupant with a torch, and blindfolding and tying them up. Then he disappeared into the night, leaving a single white feather near his victim. It was all anyone could talk about. Fear was building. His activities had become more insidious recently. The first three victims he just held captive and sat nearby, calling them despicable. The last two women he had burned with cigarettes, leaving them scarred for life.

Grace shuddered: it was her worst nightmare – the idea of someone creeping around the house at night, blinding you with a torch. Thank God she slept with all the lights on. She worried momentarily for her son, Jamie, who lived in Leeds, but as the article pointed out, so far only single, generally older, women had been targeted. But what if he widened his crime spree? What if he headed east, closer to Hull?

‘Weird, isn’t it?’

Grace jumped. Claire, in the doorway, a steaming mug in each hand.

‘What is?’

‘That it’s happening right now, and we’re oblivious.’

‘The Feather Man?’ said Grace, confused.

‘Lights Out.’ Claire handed Grace a mug, sat opposite. ‘Mum messaged earlier, after she’d got the kids to bed, said they’d enjoyed it, the camping lamps, snuggling up for a story, but I reckon they’ll tire of it in a few weeks.’

Grace tried not to think about it.

‘No one else wanted to work,’ Claire continued. ‘They all wanted to experience Lights Out. God knows why. What’s to see? Loads of dark streets and windows. It’s gonna be an inconvenience and the longer I can avoid it, the better.’

That was not Grace’s choice of word: inconvenience. When talk of the scheme began a few months ago, she’d felt sick. She’d told herself it wouldn’t happen. Something that extreme would be averted. Riley had agreed, said he’d heard that it was only talk, a device to scare people into conserving energy. Now she realised that this was a foolish hope, one she never really believed, telling herself it was the way we tell children fairy tales to soothe them.

‘It’ll be dangerous,’ said Claire. ‘They predicted this freezing weather weeks ago, the government knew, yet they’ve still gone ahead. People will die in these temperatures without electricity. It’s criminal.’

Grace nodded. ‘Makes you wonder what their true intentions are.’

‘Well, this Greater Green Thing is just to win votes next year. Since when do they care about the planet? Last week, the Prime Minister went from London to Glasgow, to some green meeting, in a bloody private jet. The irony!’

When the government announced that street lamps on quiet – poor, many said – streets would be part of the switch off, thousands complained that these lights reduced crime at night, that this was yet another scheme where those on the breadline paid the price. London would remain lit, however. The Distribution Network Operators would still supply localised power to the city. MPs hadn’t backed down when criticised, instead suggesting a Night Watch scheme where residents could take turns guarding residential areas. In Grace’s postcode they had already formed one, before Lights Out had even started – Riley was on duty next Friday.

‘Are you in tonight as well?’ asked Claire.

‘No.’ Grace had wanted to be, but she wasn’t back until Wednesday for a day shift. She thought about tonight – about the absolute darkness beyond these walls – and had to exhale slowly.

‘You OK?’

Grace nodded, too fast. ‘Just tired.’

Claire yawned as though the admission had freed her fatigue too.

Exhaustion was a killer here; they all worked long hours for not enough pay, and Claire had three children at home, no husband, just an elderly mother to help with childcare. Twice, Grace had walked in on Claire using the red-cloth-covered Grateful Table (they avoided food bank to lessen any humiliation), filling her bag with beans and pasta. Grace quickly left the room so as not to embarrass her. She had been so upset that she secretly slipped a twenty-pound note in Claire’s purse while Claire was catching up on admin. Grace knew well what it was like to want more for a child than you could give, the guilt when you couldn’t supply it.

‘Maybe we’ll sleep better with dark nights,’ said Claire.

Grace didn’t say that she slept with the lights on. That Riley had to wear an eye mask in bed because it drove him mad. That she avoided the camping trips he loved because of how dense nights were in the country. That she much preferred a night shift so she had to sleep during daytime hours. She tried to smile in response, but in truth, she feared an eternity of it. What if the country adapted to it? What if it became the norm? After all, long ago, they lived without electricity.

‘Imagine all the Lights Out babies in nine months.’ A joke was easier.

‘Oh, God, no thanks,’ cried Claire. ‘Though I wouldn’t mind a hot man in my bed right now – not that there’s room with my entire household in there!’ Pause. ‘Are you prepared then?’

Grace washed her cup in the sink. ‘I guess.’ She had read every leaflet and website on how to prepare for the imminent dark. But she knew that nothing could ready her for this moment. Facing her worst fear.

 

Handover between night and day staff was quick for once. Just after ten past eight, Grace walked into the dawn glow. Curls of marmalade-coloured mist bounced along rooftops. Cold snatched her breath. Blades of grass crunched underfoot as she took the shortcut through the park. Grace blew hot air into her cupped hands. Claire was right; this chill was lethal.

One after the other, lights came on in windows, soft yellow against the dawning sun. Homes had survived the dark first Lights Out – they could finally shine again.

At home, Riley was dressed for the office – half-smart, half-casual, a grey shirt with jeans – and looking for something, every bulb in the place glaring without need.

The house was pretending to be a home. Much like the hospice rooms made less clinical with soft furnishings, it had the appearance of being dressed up to add cheer. They were renovating – extending the kitchen and ripping out the living-room fireplace – and so the decor was a mishmash of the previous owner’s style, bare brick and a new skylight that Grace loved.

‘How was it?’ she asked, kicking off her black trainers.

‘How was what?’ Distracted, Riley patted his pockets as though to search for something.

‘The first Lights Out.’

He shrugged. ‘Oh, fine. Hardly noticed. I took the camping lamp when I went to the toilet, though I did stub my bloody toe. I guess we’ll learn where everything is, like the blind have to. It was bloody cold by eight thirty.’ He finally looked at her. ‘How was work?’ She knew him well enough to know he only wanted a brief answer, so gave that.

‘Yeah, fine.’

Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.

The recollection of Gloria’s words hit hard, suddenly.

How long did Grace have until the lights went out tonight?

She shook her head, buried her fears.

‘What’ve you lost?’ she asked.

‘My keys.’

He riffled through the kitchen drawer they called Shit and Stuff and held them aloft. His smile punctured her heart, always had. She remembered when they met.

She had been walking along the path that ran parallel to the river when out of nowhere – or at least from a thin passage hidden by overgrown foliage – he appeared. Typing furiously into his phone, he didn’t see Grace, and almost knocked her into the river. She swore; he apologised. Then, she looked at him properly, felt that subtle oh when we see someone we like. He had given her his estate agent’s card so she could ‘call him if she wanted to sue’. She hadn’t dared, but when they crossed paths again on the same walk two weeks later, he asked her out.

‘I’m not the only one who’s forgetful, eh?’ Grace couldn’t help but say now, despite her nostalgic thoughts.

‘Sorry?’

‘You. Not knowing where your keys are.’

‘It’s not as bad as you last week,’ Riley said, snide.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Going to work when you weren’t even on shift,’ he said.

‘I got muddled.’ Grace was defensive.

‘And your phone?’

She had lost it two weeks earlier. Found it eventually in the bread bin.

‘Well, you’re distracted all the time,’ she sighed. ‘I feel like . . .’

‘What?’ Riley spoke harshly.

‘I feel like you’re never here. And when you are, you’re not.’

He smiled. Touched her cheek. She savoured it. ‘That doesn’t even make sense, Amazing.’ His nickname for her, after the song, Amazing Grace, was one he only used in rare affectionate moments, when he wanted to either reassure or seduce. Or act as though he hadn’t just been cold. She could never be cross with him for long.

‘Gotta go,’ he said, cold again. ‘See you tonight.’

He leaned towards Grace’s cheek but kissed the air. Ten years together and he still kept her on her toes. Perhaps it was that he could be cool, wasn’t always as affectionate as she was, and this kept her yearning to access that private, held-back part of him. But now, with the darkness of Lights Out looming, she needed him.

‘Tonight,’ she said softly as he hurried out of the house.

Tonight.

The second Lights Out.

Don’t think about it now.

‘You’ll be on time won’t you?’ she called after him.

‘Huh?’ Riley paused at the open door.

‘You promised,’ she said, urgent. She had asked him over and over to be home before the electricity went off.

He finally looked at her, said impatiently, ‘Yes, I’ll be home before lights out.’

‘Thank you.’

She hated her weakness. She wasn’t needy. She had been a single parent for fourteen years, budgeting carefully while on benefits for half those years, surviving where many might have gone under. But every vase had an invisible crack; every rose had a hidden thorn.

‘Later,’ he said.

When he’d gone, she opened the fridge to grab milk and make Horlicks and wasn’t hit with the usual chill air. Of course – it had been off all night. Riley wouldn’t have opened it to keep the cold in, though. She noticed now that he had insulated the gap between its bottom and the floor with blankets as recommended, and had stuck a note to the door, reminding her not to open the freezer for at least two hours after the electricity was back on.

She heated milk, made her drink and took it upstairs. Sometimes, if it was a weekend and Riley got up later, the bed was still warm. Today, a Monday, it had cooled; his smell lingered though, excess aftershave. She drank her Horlicks, had a shower, got into bed, and put on the morning news. An MP was assuring viewers that despite reports to the contrary, those on life support in hospitals would be safe during Lights Out. ‘The switch off,’ he insisted, ‘will not be a danger to anyone. The vulnerable who depend on electricity will be cared for.’

Grace’s phone buzzed.

A message from Claire:

 

Sorry to tell you, but as I was leaving, Gloria passed away, out of the blue. It was dead odd. She said that something terrible was going to happen when the lights went out and that was it, gone. Creeped me out. X

 

Grace wished that she hadn’t seen the words before trying to sleep.

She switched the device off. Tried to pretend Lights Out wasn’t looming, that this was a routine daytime nap, that she was safe because she would be bathed in sunlight as she slept, and would wake to a house where the flick of a switch illuminated each room.

But the feelings she had tried to bury since the announcement now ran riot.

How was she going to get through not one, but multiple nights of blackness?

How dark would it really get without any electricity?

What if she lost her mind?

She ran to the toilet and threw up.
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