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1
            PREFACE

         

         You probably know J. B. Priestley best for his plays. In particular, An Inspector Calls. But he also wrote novels and scripts and invented a theory of time. (And, as I was piqued to discover, lived in the same house in Highgate, north London, that was once home to Coleridge and, also, Kate Moss.)

         But I like him best for his book, Delight: a collection of short essays on the things, people, places and feelings that delighted Priestley most; a rebuttal to his reputation as a life-long curmudgeon. See, I like all this stuff! This stuff included: fountains; cancelling plans in order to stay in (very relatable); reading about awful weather when tucked up in bed.

         I had this book pressed into my hands by someone during an unsteady period and it helped pick the lint off my jacket, straighten my lapels and push me out into the world again. It helped me appreciate my own pockets of pleasure: the swirling sounds of an eight-minute end-of-album track, the route of a bus newly taken, a reinvigorating cold-water swim.

         Back in 2018, times seemed particularly turbulent (little did I know what was to come) – the high-frequency bickering of social media; each day a Trumpism plumbing new depths; the quagmire of Brexit ‘negotiations’. I found myself reaching 2for Priestley’s delights once more. He found his in 1949, when the national mood was far from buoyant – a postwar period of rationing and an austerity drive close to the one we were then experiencing. I figured that if this grouchy Yorkshireman could take the time to sit down and document his everyday exultations, then I, someone whose default is a sort of droll cynicism, could do the same, no matter the fraying edges of the world around me. No matter the global, macro snafus, or the quotidian, quiet furies (the headphoneless music listeners, the reply-all emails, the cash-only bars).

         These columns became my attempt to present the reader with the flowers in a tangle of weeds, the lilac of the gloaming, the most comfortable ever tread of a shoe. Inspiration to get us all through the day, without the need to text a friend a gif of a burning dumpster or to empathise with Edvard Munch’s The Scream.
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            THE PERFECT DRESSING GOWN

         

         One of my favourite words in the world, aside from the German for armbands (Schwimmflügel, literally swimming wings), is the Russian word halatnost, which means dressing-gownness. This beautiful word was bestowed on the Russian people by Ivan Goncharov in Oblomov, Tolstoy’s favourite book.

         The word has come to mean negligence, but archaically (the novel was published in 1859), halatnost equalled lazing around reading the papers on a weekend, mooching about the house, doing not much at all. Maybe a touch of ennui, a lot of daydreaming. The life of the robed gentry: Oblomov is a nobleman who fails to move from his bedroom in the first fifty pages of Goncharov’s book.

         The halat in halatnost is all important. Halat: dressing gown. One makes big decisions in life: to have kids or not, where to put down roots. But up there, frankly, is finding the perfect dressing gown. Or, if you’re northern and of a certain age, housecoat. If you’re literal minded, a bathrobe – but we all know that’s limiting its potential.

         Give me a big, fluffy dressing gown that’s like cuddling in a cloud or bathing in marshmallow. A dressing gown with a belt that wraps around you three times for safety. One with deep pockets in which to hold the world’s minutiae (and, at 4Christmas, After Eight wrappers). A dressing gown with a hood that makes you feel you could fight the world and win. A salmon- coloured robe in which to read the FT. A floor-length white one that reminds you of glorious sex in expensive hotels. Or a too-small, bobbled dressing gown – Liverpool FC red – that you wore when watching the Match of the Day repeat at the crack of dawn. An embossed smoking jacket, with matching slippers, sitting on a Chesterfield, with a roaring fire and a brandy. A satin kimono for summer, which begs to belong to someone who wears sexier nightwear.

         When most people think of an ‘investment piece’, they think Mulberry handbag, Burberry scarf. I am thinking: dressing gown (but also Burberry scarf). A good dressing gown lasts decades, like a habit. One of the first written mentions of a dressing gown was in the 1660s diaries of Samuel Pepys (‘my new gowne of purple shagg, trimmed with gold, very handsome’). Pepys knew.

         When I found the perfect dressing gown, I am sorry to report it was from Soho Home, the homeware offshoot of Soho House. It was £65, but worth every penny. I could have spent £65 on a night out I didn’t remember and then not had a dressing gown to recover in the next morning. I made the correct choice.

         Some of the Worst People (specifically, men) have tried to bring the dressing gown down (Hefner, Trump, Weinstein), but I won’t allow it. In the current state of the world, it’s reassuring to know I have what is basically a comfort blanket with sleeves on the back of my bedroom door.
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            ALWAYS LOOK UP

         

         I want to advise you something: always look up. Oh, the cornices and the eaves you might have missed! The kites in trees! The tall, handsome strangers with long, smooth necks. The pattern in the clouds that looks like a pig – or is it a bear? Or the outline of the UK, while the union lasts. The old brickwork adverts on the sides of Victorian buildings. The unexpectedly witty graffiti on the railway bridge. The ascending, spiralling, iron balustrades.

         If you live in the country: look up for the stars and their constellations, or the book-lined studies of farmhouses, peeked through windows. If you live in the city: look up for the glass and the steel stretching higher and higher. I even like the Shard. If you’re abroad and walking through dusty, narrow streets somewhere, look up to see the patterns of rugs thrown over balcony railings to air.

         Looking down yields fewer rewards. The same feet you have known all your life, even if shod in spectacular shoes. Perhaps a gorgeous, reddening autumn leaf, but look overhead and there will be more. Looking up reveals new treasures and pleasures all the time.

         It took me a few years to clock the Antony Gormley figure on top of Exeter College in Oxford. It took me riding on the 6top decks of buses (the best way) to notice multiple murals of butterflies in Camberwell, south London, before learning about the species of butterfly they all celebrated, originally native to the area (look up, too, to see actual butterflies). I focused on the café at the top of Mount Snowdon, scrambling up the scree as my bare knees became patterned with tiny stones, to will me on. I stumbled across a tree in the middle of London – in Hyde Park – home to glorious lime-green parakeets. They will swoop down and peck at slices of apples if you offer them. In Liverpool, where I am from, you will find another type of bird: the two copper Liver Birds, eighteen-feet tall with a wingspan of twenty-four feet, called Bertie and Bella, which top the Liver Building and watch over the city and the sea.

         Look up in warehouses in Berlin, and marvel at the Bauhaus light fittings (if you’re into that kind of thing, which I am). In Moscow, the famous ornate ceilings of subway stations are as much a tourist attraction as the Red Square. Lift your head to push on through a difficult run. Give your shoulder muscles a break from bending double over a phone when sitting at a desk or making an obstacle of yourself on pavements. Sometimes all it takes to really ground oneself is to tip one’s head back and take in the vastness of the inescapable sky.
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            PLAYS WITHOUT INTERVALS

         

         I’ll find myself in the office, at about 4 p.m., wondering whether I should go and see something at the theatre, looking online for availability that same evening, especially as the night draws darker and earlier. The good thing about going solo, which I mostly do, is that there is often a seat free, and discounted. I never plan ahead. I am lucky enough to live twenty minutes from the best productions in the world.

         The true joy is a play without an interval. The television writer Steven Moffat once called for an end to intervals, which as an opinion earns a standing ovation from me. Intervals are rubbish: they disrupt the narrative; the toilet queues ribbon around the stairwells (I often just go to the men’s: discuss); and my fellow audience members are excruciatingly slow in leaving and returning to their seats (I thought I saw Vince Cable at the theatre once, and then realised that every single person at the theatre looks like Vince Cable). Intervals are getting longer and longer, too, like Marvel films.

         We need a break from intervals. We probably won’t get one, because the venues need the revenue they bring in: the £5 thimbles of ice-cream, for example. Defenders will tell you that an interval is a good chance to discuss the performance, as though one would go to a book club halfway through reading 8a novel. They will talk about a chance to stretch the legs, as if we were on a 24-hour flight, at risk of deep-vein thrombosis.

         Shakespeare’s plays were written without intermissions. It is directors who insert them, running the risk of ruining them. I understand that sometimes a set change requires a delay in the action, and actors might enjoy a rest. But I would much rather stay in the dark, belief still suspended, than hang around in a sticky-floored lobby clutching a flat Coke (read: actually Pepsi) in a plastic cup.

         Instead, give me, uninterrupted, a new world for the evening. Don’t allow me the temptation to check my phone, forty-five minutes in, to have politics and work rush back into my head. Unwind me from scrolling. When I leave the building, I want the weather to have changed beyond all recognition. I want actors at the top of their craft, while I absorb every change in expression and movement. Give me a performance that changes my mood and my mind. Give me Pinter without the pause, and lines that inspire. Give me the lights down, and do not let them come up again until we rise to our feet as one.
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            KISSING

         

         Do you remember the best kiss of your life? I imagine that you do. It’s an evocative question – which is why a certain esteemed Saturday newspaper supplement (the Guardian) includes it in its regular Q&A feature.

         An alternative query is: do you remember your first kiss? But that’s not such a big deal. It is often fooling around with a friend, or at a pre-teen sleepover, or in a park somewhere, against railings, in the rain. Magical, too, of course. Special. Formative. But, for most people, probably not the greatest of their entire lives.

         There aren’t many things better than a great kiss. I am talking about romantic kissing – what we call (and here, a shudder) snogging. Such an ugly word for such a wonderful act. I once looked up the etymology of ‘snogging’ and the OED wasn’t sure. Probably because nobody wanted to own up to it.

         I don’t think there is anything sexier than when you meet someone, before you have ever kissed, and your eyes keep mutually flickering to one another’s lips with longing. I am not sure who came up with the idea of smooshing our faces together, but it’s a good one. I couldn’t date a person who was bad at kissing. Or, I suppose, more generously, bad at kissing 10with me. And I don’t understand people who don’t kiss during sex. It is such a fundamental part.

         But a kiss can be pleasurable without sex, or the prospect of it. Some people are so good at kissing, or so compatible, that the kiss can be great even though you probably would not actually want to have sex with them. It works as its own shared, siloed intimacy.

         There is no kissing off-the-rack. It’s always specific to the situation, and the person. It can be fierce, full-throttle. Or gentler, slower. Kissing at its best becomes a fluency, a poetry; the highest form of communication, a physical language.

         The best kiss of my life? I don’t even want to share it. It was a conversation, almost. And, in this instance, untranslatable.
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            FONTS

         

         Right now you are reading the font Aldus LT Std chosen by my Faber editor and me. It’s possible you don’t care about this; but I very much do. (The difference between a font and a typeface is that a font is a specific iteration of a typeface. Bold, italic, size, etc, though I’m not a stickler for this, so I’ll just use ‘font’ here.)

         Fonts are a huge part of our lives, because words and numbers are. Even if you think you don’t have a favourite font, I can assure you that you absolutely do. Even if you think there is no font that would cause you to cross a road or avoid eye contact on the bus, there is. We are wedded to fonts; they work their way into our hearts and minds by both stealth and design.

         A few years ago Helvetica became so omnipresent that it was the subject of longform essays, an exhibition at MoMA and a hit documentary. American Airlines, Toyota and Nestlé all use versions of it. Somewhat traumatically, it has also been used by the UK government. That may well have been the final nail in the coffin, as Helvetica became victim to tall poppy syndrome. Does anybody associate Chris Grayling and Matt Hancock with cool? No.

         On the corporate side of things, fonts inspire brand loyalty. 12You’ll notice that sometimes when companies change fonts, consumers revolt. Often the companies just give up and change back. Gap once attempted to switch from its established serif font to Helvetica on a drop-shadowed square, and it just ended up looking like the header for a school-project Word document. It reverted. Tropicana also backtracked.

         Bibliophiles, and I am one, take a keen interest in cover designs, but also fonts used. Have you ever read a book and found the lettering infuriatingly dense, making it hard to follow? Or one whose showiness is distracting? Have you ever been browsing spines on a bookshop shelf and had one jump out at you amid a crowded section?

         Fonts have different personalities, which is why you never see Comic Sans on a funeral notice. Or a railway arch graffitied in Times New Roman. Authoritarian regimes tend not to stylise in a font called High Jinkies. I will never not find it amusing that I can write something in Arial, hate it to my very core; then switch the font to EB Garamond and think: this is a masterpiece. A perfect example, I’m sure you’ll agree, of the transformative power of fonts.
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            COVER VERSIONS

         

         Cover versions are like white wines: they’re either very good or horrid. Horrid ones include mediocre guys playing acoustic guitars, wearing waistcoats over T-shirts, butchering every song released in the last three decades. Or how about the instrumental ‘samba’ covers of chart toppers that play in coffee shops, on repeat.

         Good covers, however, are truly transformative. They turn a song inside out in the manner of a reversible jacket: same structure, but something entirely fresh. You can wear it pop or jazz or dance or rock’n’roll. Listening to a favourite song in a different guise taps into alternative emotions.

         Cross-genre covers are the best for this, where artists and styles are completely juxtaposed, and each version becomes a go-to pick for certain moods. Robyn has become known for her ‘sad bangers’, because she often manages to pack contrasting moods into a single song. But while her high-energy ‘Dancing On My Own’ is on my playlist for getting ready to go out, Kings of Leon did a slow version that is depressing as hell and great for a wallow. I also could not have foreseen Patti Smith doing Rihanna’s ‘Stay’, but it works.

         I’ve spent a lot of time rewatching Radio 1 Live Lounge sessions on YouTube, which produce charming covers imbued 14with a sense of fun – aided by A4 lyric sheets stuck to the studio floor underneath snaking wires. The Arctic Monkeys’ version of Girls Aloud’s ‘Love Machine’ never fails to cheer me up (as does their Glastonbury take on Shirley Bassey’s ‘Diamonds are Forever’). There’s something lovely in witnessing diverse artists appreciate each other.

         There are covers that have overtaken the popularity of the originals, so that listeners might mistake the song’s origins. ‘Respect’, probably Aretha Franklin’s signature song, is an Otis Redding track; he wrote and recorded it two years before Franklin in 1965. And would anyone really argue that Roberta Flack’s ‘First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’ isn’t the definitive version of that song, despite it originally being a folk number written by Ewan MacColl for his future wife, Peggy Seeger?

         Amy Winehouse’s vocals on Mark Ronson’s ‘Valerie’ will always get me on my feet. The Zutons’ original doesn’t, nor is it meant to. Winehouse’s version is even more successful as a cover because she doesn’t change the pronouns, which turns the love song on its head and creates a whole new narrative. That’s really the essence of why I love covers: I am a greedy person, and they offer a whole new slice of life.
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            ICE-CREAM VANS

         

         I knew a girl once who was scared of ice-cream vans, which is almost as depressingly unfortunate as people who struggle with sunlight because they are photophobic (or feign photophobia as an excuse to wear sunglasses all of the time; I am on to you).

         Imagine being a child and not liking ice-cream vans or, indeed, ice-cream. That’s a real gut punch. Ice-cream vans, which are one of those pleasures that does not diminish with age (at least, not if you are me) are the kind of wholesome, analogue enterprise which has held its ground in our modern leisure time.

         As a child I lived in a road that ended in a park (‘dead-end’ is such an ugly term, isn’t it?) and this induced a certain anxiety that passing ice-cream vans would not make the effort to stop, judging reversal up a sloped hill too much of a faff. Often, this was an anxiety borne out. Peeking out of the window with the net-curtain pulled back, I would clutch two pound coins in my little hand, eager with anticipation, only to hear the sound of the jingle fade into the distance. Talk about devastating.

         This did mean that the times the sound grew louder were extra special. The menu, at eye level, popping with bright 16colours and promising rocket shapes of ice, spiralled delights, a pink foot, layered cones with a bubble-gum surprise at the bottom. The ice-cream van menu, each time, was a bit like when my father had taken me to choose a puppy – extremely happy-making, but bittersweet in the knowledge I could only take home one.

         Nowadays I get my ice-cream-van fix from stationary vehicles in parks, or at festivals. I love a Mr Whippy and I do not see the point of one unless going all in. All variations of sauce; chocolate flake; sprinkles. I was dismayed recently to learn from one seller that sprinkles have been banned for hygiene reasons – although he’s the only person I have heard this from. So the rest of them are sort of … the Al Capones of the ice-cream world? I would not recommend following the example of one woman who hit the news in 2014 for calling the police when a van ran out (how do these people exist?).

         Sure, I love a proper parlour as much as the next person – fancy gelato in Tuscan towns, affogato in restaurants – but nothing beats the scrappy feel of a van decorated in seemingly random cartoon decals.

         If there’s one occasional negative, it’s the horror of queuing, gaining access to that glorious whipped treat, and then promptly dropping it on the ground. This happened to me not too long ago, aged thirty-one. All of a sudden, I was five years old again, trying to stop myself from bawling. But, hey, it’s a classic and integral part of the ice-cream-van experience, isn’t it?
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            CLEAN BEDDING

         

         There is something more comforting than luxury spa trips, or even indulgent massages. Something that soothes bones, costs (almost) no money, boosts the mood and makes the nights softer and the mornings lighter. Fresh bedding: clean, taut sheets, plumped pillows, the crinkle of a rejuvenated duvet cover.

         As an insomniac, I look to any possible positive source of influence for a good night’s sleep. Exercise often doesn’t cut it; neither does banishing caffeine. And I cannot tell you the number of lavender-scented candles I’ve bought. The one thing that does, occasionally, seem to help is a ceremonial changing of the bedding.

         This isn’t reward without effort. In the winter months, drying sheets slide from too-small radiators, or hang like brightly coloured ghosts from racks. Before I change my duvet cover, I am tempted to text friends to warn them that, if they don’t hear from me for three days, they must send help. (Sometimes I have to clamber in; I have learned that I would be good at caving.) I am also not convinced one qualifies as an adult while still using fitted sheets. Pillowcases, meanwhile, are origami.

         But, my god, it’s worth it. There is nothing better than the satisfaction of smoothing the top sheet until wrinkle-free 18– an experience I imagine akin to a painter shrinking their canvas or a labourer pushing a trowel across wet concrete.

         Don’t just take my word for it. Research shows – even that not commissioned by publicists for homeware companies – that clean bedding improves your sleep. A 2012 study by the US National Sleep Foundation found that 73 per cent of us sleep better on fresh sheets. (And also that our romantic lives improve.)

         I am cynical about advertising, but the women I truly believe in (and they are always women) are those who act in the fabric softener and detergent ads, who bury their noses in their queen-size beds with all the abandon of a clubber hoovering up a massive line of cocaine. It’s also true that different people’s beds smell different according to the washing powder they use. This is a little like an olfactory version of Proust’s madeleine: if you one day accidentally buy the same brand as the ex you never got over, you’re screwed.

         One of the best things about getting older and having one’s own money is to upgrade on life’s basics, to step on the second rung of comfort. This means I no longer have to make do with bobbled sheets from college days and a mismatched pillowcase that is too large – think bank card in an envelope.

         The Hans Christian Andersen story ‘The Princess and the Pea’ saw his protagonist kipping on piles of mattresses and feather beds to test her royal sensitivity. I used to think: who would even have that much bedding to hand? But I know better now: the lure of a John Lewis sale and a two-for-one on laundry products is my new dream.
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