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         I am laying out frozen McCain chips on a baking sheet while the oven preheats to 200 degrees – or thereabouts. These chips might go in early, as I’m very hungry, despite having spent a day at the MasterChef studios being presented with the finest plates of culinary prowess: a haunch of venison with celeriac three ways with a Malbec jus, and a kumquat soufflé with freshly churned Madagascan vanilla ice cream. It was finickity, fancy food delivered by very stressed chefs, their tension palpable as they entered the room. The eating session was long, with there being four contestants and eight courses, but due to the realities of TV, I only ate very small amounts of very rich things. Now I’m home, and my stomach is rumbling. What I need is some proper dinner, or my ‘tea’ as I’d have called it when I first began making this recipe.

         I need comfort food.

         The oven chips are nearly ready now. Their plastic bag is returned to the top drawer of the freezer cabinet, alongside Birds Eye potato waffles, Asda cheese and garlic ciabatta slices, Magnums and a Warburtons Toastie white loaf, in what my other half Charlie and I call ‘the Drawer of Deliciousness’. This is the drawer full of things a frazzled individual can rely on when life feels difficult: bready things, potatoey things, buttery things; sweet things to soothe and cheesy things that melt in strings and cling to your chin as you watch Police Interceptors on Channel 5. Sometimes a human being just wants comfort food they can make on autopilot. They want tastes and textures that will fill their stomach and make it tell their brain that everything is going to be all right. ‘Just eat your tea,’ it says, ‘and go to bed. Tomorrow is another day.’

         I throw the crispy brown chips in a bowl – they’re far too hot to pick up, but I do it anyway, wincing – then hurl Saxa salt at them straight from the canister, followed by some Sarson’s malt vinegar. This is no time for the finest pink sea salt fetched from the Himalayas or balsamic from Modena. No. I take a jar of Bisto gravy granules and put two heaped teaspoons into a mug and stir in boiling water. Instant gravy! I cover the chips in the slippery stuff. Then, finally, I finish my pièce de résistance with blobs of green mint sauce. Just opening that jar sends me back to Sunday dinners as a child.

         I take dinner on a tray to the living room, where I eat it alone, wearing mismatched pyjama top and bottoms, surrounded by the remnants of today’s TV glamour: stripped-off false eyelashes, piles of geisha hair grips, clip-in hair extensions draped over chair arms that look like small feral creatures, high heels, a push-up bra and piles of cotton wool I’ve used to take off a three-tone eyeshadow.

         All these things are fake, just smoke and mirrors for telly. But what is on my plate is sheer reality. This bowl of brown and green is a dollop of nostalgia. It’s Mam’s Sunday dinners, it’s a bell ringing at school in the eighties, and a laugh with friends about last night’s Blackadder. It has echoes of walking home from the Twisted Wheel nightclub in Carlisle with the lasses in the eighties, too, where a kiosk in the wall near the Citadel would serve pie, chips and peas with ladles of gravy for £1.50. We’d clutch our polystyrene trays, tipsy, half-naked in spandex, and walk the two miles home in Dolcis kitten heels and body glitter. We felt invincible.

         Even though those days are long gone, I’ll never stop being fascinated by the things we eat when nobody’s watching. They say so much about us. Yes, you could say that we’re just mindlessly popping things in a minimart plastic bag, taking them home to be warmed up and eaten. But I’ve realised it isn’t mindless, actually: so often we are recreating childhood or teenage family life, our uni days or that specific flat we shared with our closest friends. Sometimes these foods are plain weird – Hula Hoops dipped in Tiptree jam or custard creams with Primula cheese – but often they’re plain things that offer solace: hot buttered toast with the butter spread lavishly under Marmite comes to mind. These things remind you of home in some way, and that is the very essence of comfort eating.

         In a world filled with overwhelming choice, there is a pleasure in knowing one’s own mind. We are made to feel shameful for eating the exact same lunch every day, or for knowing what we want from the local takeaway before even looking at a menu. We’re shamed for being boring, as if the very wise deviate and experiment at every meal. I disagree. Eating the same thing again and again and again and expecting – or in fact relishing – the exact same results is the definition of sanity, not insanity.

         By now I’m sure you’re asking, ‘But Grace, what is this book really about?’ Well, put simply, it’s a bid to understand why certain foods make us comforted and happy. It’s about why we lean on cheese, potato, pasta, butter and sugary treats to make us feel safe, and why some tastes, textures, packets and boxes just feel right. It’s answering some big questions: why does a blue, yellow and red striped box of Bird’s trifle spark joy? Why do the orange parts of a Double Decker wrapper fill me with delight? And why do I never come home after an emotionally hard day and fancy a spinach salad, even if it was whipped up by Gordon Ramsay himself?

         I should also say what this book isn’t. This isn’t an excuse to never eat fruit and vegetables because ‘Grace Dent said I can live on Rustlers microwavable quarter pounders.’ It also isn’t a weight-loss or weight-gain plan. It is not a beach body ready cut-out-and-keep chart, nor is it a method to achieve eternal life via bouts of intermittent fasting. At no stage over the following chapters will I reveal secrets to my sensuous beauty via omitting nightshades and legumes or existing solely on ‘organ meat’; I also won’t discuss any plans to ‘enter ketosis’ and develop breath like Satan’s bum in order to gain a smaller waist. This book will not lead you to be photographed standing sideways in a pair of very loose trousers claiming I changed your life. This book is not a claim that I am any better or worse than you as a human being – in fact, please never see me as a good example, but instead more as a terrible warning. It isn’t a lobbying job for fast food companies because I am secretly in the pocket of Big Chicken, and neither is it a lobbying job against fast food as I am also a shill for Big Tofu. I do not think any of the foodstuffs or brands I’ll talk about in this book are purely good or bad for you.

         I just think that they … are.

         They exist.

         Vividly.

         And many of them have been in my life from the very start. As familiar as friends, and as loyal as family. I just know that at Ramadan, when I see a giant stack of Ferrero Rocher in Leyton Mills Asda, I feel something. I feel excited. I don’t even observe Ramadan, and I don’t particularly love Ferrero Rocher, and I know beyond doubt that refined carbs are not my friend … but at the same time there is comfort and jubilation in those fancy gold and brown wrappers. There is happiness, safety, the memory of my parents passing a box around, and the feeling of a treat.

         And I just need to talk about it. Especially now, of all times.

         
            *

         

         On 1 February 2021, my mother, queen of the comfort eaters, finally died, not long after finishing a round of toast and marmalade. I say ‘finally’ as it had been on the cards for a long time, but as a stubborn Cumberland woman she had more comebacks than Lazarus. The woman was eighty-five and as sharp as a tack until about two days before the end, when she saw my Aunty Beet in the doorway of her bedroom as we sat together on a late Sunday afternoon. Beet had been dead at least thirty-five years.

         Up until then, though, it felt like Mam would go on for ever. She had far too much to do: scones to eat, yellow reduced-price stickers to hunt down at Morrisons and piles of Celebration chocolates to feed to her grandchildren. But in November 2020, with tumours in almost every meaningful part of her body, I moved into the back room of her small retirement flat for what neither of us could quite admit was the final push. Eventually we had to name it. She looked at me while we lay in her bed together and said, ‘I don’t want to leave you all,’ and I nodded and said, ‘We’ll be all right,’ as if I was giving her the go-ahead to move on to where she needed to go, saying that I was ready to take it all on, that I’d be the captain. What I really wanted to say as I stood in her little kitchen making toast was, ‘Mam, don’t go. Please don’t go, I can’t do it. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m not ready.’

         Our last weeks were spent together, and we did what we liked to do best: watch daytime telly about home improvement and eat fruit loaf and slices of pie. And lots and lots of white toast: buttered white Toastie loaf toast coated with the cheap marmalade she loved. My mother’s ultimate comfort food was the cheapest of the cheap marmalade, the stuff you could find for twenty-two pence, although she always remembered the halcyon days when she could find it for nine pence a jar in Asda. It was that translucent neon orange stuff that would make Mary Berry weep if she tasted it.

         My mother detested the chunky bits of rind that came in ‘posh stuff’, which she vehemently claimed was the sweepings up off the Duerr’s factory floor. And the cost?! ‘You spend money like water, you do!’ she said when I arrived home from London clutching a gift of fancy preserve from Fortnum & Mason made with organic, award-winning Seville fruit. A snip at only eleven pounds! Ridiculous, she thought. I cannot even repeat her thoughts on the fancy Dalemain World Marmalade Festival, which takes place yearly in Cumbria. For her, cheap, sweet marmalade was comfort in its purest form.

         My mother was very proud of what I achieved, the writing and the TV stuff, but she never really understood my fine-dining world. Nights out where fifteen-course tasting menus cost as much as seven days on an all-inclusive Mediterranean cruise? Haute cuisine where a grubby brown smear across a plate was meant to be ‘culinary art’? Mam tried to feign excitement when we took her anywhere a bit posh, but I still say her favourite outing out was when we once turned up at a fancy Penrith hotel to find a power cut meant that lunch was cancelled. We ended up in McDonald’s instead. I have a treasured photograph of her in a white box jacket and a string of pearls eating her dream dinner: two cheeseburgers, fries and a Coke. She was truly in her element.

         I inherited none of my talent for fancy words about food from her. But she did teach me how to make the ultimate Wensleydale and apricot jam sandwich; that the best bit of any rice pudding she chucked together in a big Pyrex dish was the crispy brown skin on the top; that nothing delivers love to another human being more rapidly than someone emptying fish fingers and oven chips into a baking tray; and that there is very little in life not made better by a double fried egg sandwich with white pepper on a buttered white roll. Regardless of what circles I moved in and how pricey the dinners that I wrote about were, she never allowed me to forget what real people actually eat.

         I lost my Mam in incremental steps over several arduous, wintry Lakeland days, and it struck me on 27 January, as I was walking around the Co-op in Keswick, just by the trifles, that she had almost completely stopped talking altogether. I was making her comfortable with morphine, and I was grateful she was comfortable. Occasionally she would wake and we’d share an individual fruit trifle, those little supermarket ones with the fruit salad at the bottom and the set custard. We made semi-meaningful sounds at each other, and then she’d sleep again.

         There, by the chiller cabinet, I realised that in making her free of pain, what I’d done was a trade-off. She was no longer suffering, but I would never talk to her properly again. She would never again say, ‘Is that you?’ when I opened the front door with rustling supermarket bags. I would never ‘owe’ her a phone call and ring to hear her being slightly cross that my fancy London Michelin-star lifestyle had made me forget to ask about her cataracts appointment. I would never get picked up from Carlisle station in her Volvo listening to Max Bygraves’s ‘You Need Hands’, with her saying, ‘This is a proper song, you can hear every word!’ She would never again call me in the dressing room as I came off live telly and tell me, ‘Your dress was lovely, very smart!’

         I remember looking down at my basket filled with her comfort foods and realised that this, now, was all we had left. Just eating. And then she stopped doing that.

         
            *

         

         For the last two months of Mam’s life, my actual job, the one that pays the bills, had been barely getting done. I did do a voiceover for a yoghurt company in my little room just metres from where she was sleeping, but I look back now and think I must have been quite insane when agreeing to it. Caring for people is madly expensive, though, so there I was, measuring out drops of morphine, then quietly closing the door, dialling in and pretending to be a happy cow. She would have laughed her head off if she’d known. After she died, for the first few weeks I did very little aside from watch my brother planning a funeral (very diligently) while drinking red wine and eating KitKats. Occasionally I would make a bolognaise sauce and my brother would tactfully adjust the seasoning as, in a fug of oddness, I had forgotten to add herbs or black pepper. My bosses said to me, ‘Take as long as you want,’ but sitting about drinking wasn’t really helping.

         One project I had on the back burner was a podcast about the things people really ate. My friend and editor of over twenty-three years, Tim Lusher from the Guardian, had gently nagged me for aeons to do a podcast about food. Thank heavens. Somewhere along the way, we formed a plan. I wanted to invite celebrities to my home in London and hold a sane conversation about eating – no restaurants, no diets, no personal chef recipes, just proper eating. I didn’t have much more down on paper. It would just be a sparkling, funny chat full of lightning wit and off-the-cuff hilarity. Easy. The biggest problem was that I was at a stage of grief where I couldn’t be bothered to get dressed beyond Primark leggings with holes and a cosy, oversized fishing jumper that I’m pretty sure came from the lost and found box on my brother’s campsite. My hair had been in a greasy topknot for weeks, and I was prone to crying at bank adverts where people recite shit poetry over old Britpop tunes. I woke up at 3.15 every morning regretting my decision to be so ‘on the ball’ about getting Mam painkillers. It was the painkillers that had sped everything up, I decided. Maybe if I had not been so damned interfering then she would still be here. And why did I admit to the nurses that we needed the palliative care team? Why did I let them say that word, and why did I agree? I’ve heard this called the bargaining stage: it’s a whole lot of ‘maybe I should have’ and ‘what ifs’ and ‘that was my mistake’. Oh, and in my case, flapjack. That Co-op flapjack that they sell in thick slabs at their bakery counters, in paper bags with rustic names like ‘Farmyard Slice’, which looks like it might be healthy given that it contains oats and raisins but is actually just wanton syrupy chunks of refined carbs hitting the spot each time your hand rifles into the bag. So damn comforting. My grief settled in just like an extra layer of padding around my bum cheeks.

         Despite this, I began having tentative chats with a very organised audio producer called Leah Green. We talked about comfort foods and the stuff people eat behind closed doors. We talked about my frustrations during the decades when I was sent to interview celebs on press junkets because you could never prise anything interesting out of them. What is the point? They turn up with their PR teams and a list of facts about their film that they’ve already said in eighty-seven other interviews. I’d rather stay in and bake a cake. I told Leah that the most interesting bit of any TV or radio interview I’ve ever done with any celeb is when the sound technician is checking the celeb’s microphone by saying the thing they always, always say:

         ‘Before we begin, what did you have for breakfast?’

         The sound person is not interested in the answer. It’s just a trick to get a person to say something so they can gauge how loudly the celeb will speak during the interview. I, however, am very interested in the answer. It always comes with a backstory. For me, this is the best bit. This is when the perfect, usually guarded A-list entity in front of you suddenly says, ‘Two Creme Eggs,’ or, ‘I finished off last night’s tarka dal.’ Now that’s fascinating. Why Creme Eggs? And who ordered the tarka dal? And where was it from, and do they always order a little too much? Can’t we make a podcast where we just talk about that type of thing?

         Like I said: privately eaten food, the stuff we cobble together when nobody’s looking, is a little window into a person’s soul. Maybe if we asked celebrities to bring something to eat that they would never normally admit to then we’d get a lovely piece of audio that felt as much like a warm embrace as spaghetti on toast. And very quickly, things felt very real. I was going to have to buy some Head & Shoulders, put a bra on and maybe even go as far as some mascara.

         Our first booking was Russell T. Davies talking about rugby club buffets and slices of Woolworths pork pie with a boiled egg inside it. Next along, only a few days later, was the comedian Nish Kumar, who bowled in with a yellow polystyrene tray of kebab-shop chips, covered in flappy shawarma meat ‘from off the elephant’s leg’, plus a plastic carton of supermarket hummus which he was using as a sauce. Nish, clutching his secret comfort eating dinner, was instantly more childlike than I’d seen him before. On stage he styles himself as a swaggering king of satire, but now he let me in on tales about his family when they lived in Nottingham, the dreamy summers spent with the twelve of them – mum, aunts and cousins included – sharing his grandparents’ terraced house, all sleeping on mattresses along floors and landings. ‘We were like mafia bosses!’ We talked of the giddy joy of the Pizza Hut ice cream factory and our go-to Nando’s orders if we were being ‘good’ or being ‘sensible’. I hadn’t laughed so much for six months.

         Two years later and at least fifty celebs on, I’m having more fun than I could have imagined. My interview with Siobhán McSweeney from Derry Girls (Sister Michael) was perhaps the most life-changing story: here was a woman who had lost both her parents in a short space of time and then had a house fire which wiped out most of their belongings. ‘You have to realise, your mother doesn’t live in the slippers, Grace,’ she said as we sat swigging Guinness from the can and eating slabs of Dairy Milk. It gave me much food for thought, as at that point I was dealing with boxes and boxes of Mam’s stuff, including dozens of pairs of shoes a size too big for my feet.

         The comedian Jo Brand drove to my house in her Mini, coming directly from a funeral, then rustled up the most exquisite fried bread sandwich, buttery and oily and carby. She was also very wise on grief, having recently lost her mother. I shall always treasure the couple of hours she spent at my kitchen table, talking about setting up by herself as a teenager and all her hideous teenage boyfriends. And I shall never, as long as I live, forget opening the door to the actor Russell Tovey looking ludicrously handsome while clutching a box of Lucky Charms cereal, before he told me a story about an acting assignment that was so filthy it had to go through two layers of production management to be greenlit. Neneh Cherry arrived later in the series, delicate and ageless and very graciously allowing me to quiz her on ‘Buffalo Stance’ and her album Raw Like Sushi (which I have listened to repeatedly since I was fourteen); the thrill of her in my lounge sipping peanut butter and tomato soup with lots of black pepper was fabulous.

         The podcast has not been without incident, though: I managed to electrocute myself quite seriously approximately ten minutes before Bernardine Evaristo arrived, but was so determined to do the interview that I carried on – and still rather enjoyed her crisp sandwich with tomatoes, perhaps made all the more delicious by the near-death experience. Tempting Natalie Cassidy, Sonia from EastEnders, was a long game, as she only gets her schedule about a week in advance, so if I wanted her at my dinner table, I kind of had to just leave my diary open and pray. Eventually, one Saturday morning, we had the nod. She drove herself over from Essex and promptly went to the wrong house entirely, about ten doors up the street. I found her looking slightly confused at my neighbour’s house with a bottle of Pouilly-Fumé and a massive bag of beef crisps. Having her at my table talking about weight loss videos, Sunday lunches with her family and her time in stage school was wonderful. James May had to stop the interview every ten minutes for a rolled ciggie out on the back patio. He was delightful and had very strong views on how to arrange fish fingers in a white bread sandwich. We had to cut at least thirty minutes of his impassioned rants about why ‘soup is not a meal’ from the final interview.

         I didn’t plan for the interviews to be so weirdly emotional, but they seemed to dredge up feelings in both me and the guests that we had no idea we’d been bottling up. This was particularly true when I spoke to the musician Self Esteem over a cheese and white onion toasted sandwich (with salad cream for dipping). I’m reading her lyrics from ‘I Do This All the Time’ about not being jealous of other women and their wonderful lives, and suddenly I’m crying on my own podcast – properly crying! – and she has to give me a hug, and she’s crying too.

         Each guest has revealed something magical about themselves – and me.

         The one thing I can never quite shake each time the celeb closes my front door is the urge to call home and share the gossip. To call the disconnected number that I know by heart and always will. Nobody will ever be as interested in what’s going on in your life as your mother. And she’d have loved hearing about Rafe Spall in my living room talking about growing up around the cast of Auf Wiedersehen, Pet, or about how Stephen Fry arrived with his mashed skippers and told me all about life with his husband, Elliott.

         She’d have loved that I was keeping myself busy with Comfort Eating. ‘There’s no use sitting around with a face like lard,’ she’d have said.

         And there wasn’t. So I did this instead.
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         Over the course of this journey, a set of hazy rules has emerged over what is and what certainly isn’t comfort food. They are devilishly difficult to lay down, because describing comfort eating very much involves phrases like ‘just a feeling’ or ‘you know you when you know’, and if you’re being fancy you might say, ‘I scatter a layer of Crunchy Nut cornflakes over tinned custard when I’m hungry as they add that certain je ne sais quoi.’ But there definitely are rules: there’s a distinct reason that I often namecheck the M&S food hall’s Super Nutty Wholefood Salad as shorthand for ‘not bloody comfort eating at all’, then compare it with thickly buttered malt loaf, which seems to be universally understood as shorthand for a motherly arm around one’s shoulder. When we’re prepping podcast episodes, we sometimes reject our celebrities’ first suggestions: things like laborious homemade beef Wellington, or dishes that require overnight marinades or ten different saucepans. It’s just not what we do: we want to know what you eat when nobody’s watching. One tedious, sulky, big-name star was taken off the schedule for demanding as his snack grilled steak and asparagus without any oil or butter. He had been difficult enough before he’d even got to my house, but this was the final straw. This healthy mix of lean protein and fresh veg, which we suspected he had prepared by a meal planner anyway, felt against the rules. So with that in mind, I should probably lay down the law:

         A comfort food is a dish for one person. It’s your special thing. It’s basically YOU time in a bowl. Sure, you could be doing a ten-minute Hatha flow yoga stress release, or journal-ling about gratitude … but you can’t say no to Warburtons giant crumpets with lemon curd.

         You might cook your comfort food for two people at an absolute stretch. But you’d need to know the other person well. Or you’re prepared to take that friendship to a new level by cooking them squeezy cheese and ham on toast with sweet chilli sauce for ‘dinner’.

         It’s only a real comfort food if you blush and begin making excuses before revealing it to someone.

         If you put it on Instagram, at least three people would slide into your DMs to say, ‘U okay hun?’

         If Gwyneth Paltrow had to eat your comfort food meal, she would cry more than when accepting the Academy Award for Shakespeare in Love.

         Perishable ingredients are allowed, but frowned upon. Almost everything in your recipe could survive a nuclear incident. Just cockroaches, acid rain and a jar of Dorito dip.

         All herbs must be dried and with long-ago sell-by dates, in tiny glass pots that have survived at least two house moves. No comfort food requires fresh tarragon.

         Likewise, any food requiring a trip to a twice-monthly farmers’ market is disqualified.

         The big fancy black pepper grinder is permitted, and you are allowed to use so much of it that you find a piece behind your back tooth at four in the morning.

         Extra points if you’re using a brand that hasn’t changed its box since 1967. You could use substitutions for said brand, but you know it won’t be as good.

         Your comfort food can be cooked in a microwave by simply pressing HIGH > 6 > START. No other buttons on the microwave must be touched.

         A top-tier comfort eating recipe can, at a push, be assembled and eaten in a hotel room using only the implements provided: travel kettle, teaspoons, Corby trouser press.

         It is acceptable for the dish to be delivered by dispatch rider, but extra points are given if weird changes need to be made (Tom Watson with his pitta-free kebab and Munya Chawawa with his Nando’s pineapple and potato come to mind).

         The food’s main nutritional value is carbohydrate and fat. Protein comes last, and vitamins must be a mere suggestion and come in the form of ketchup; any comfort food containing high levels of vitamin K or magnesium is forbidden.

         The food involves things that drip, stain and leave marks on your dressing gown, so you resemble something from Roald Dahl’s The Twits.

         Other people will find your comfort food repellent … and then they will love it after a few mouthfuls. Like my brother’s blue cheese pizza. Until I met the dreamboat actor James Norton I did not know anchovies went with marmalade.

         You have woken one morning to find the remnants of this food beside the sofa with the remote controls and a small blanket.

         There is a story behind this dish that goes back decades. Either it is a veiled chance to recreate a dish your childminder made or it’s something you cried yourself to sleep over at boarding school or something you learned to make and eat alone, because at the end of the day, who can you rely on but yourself? No one. If you think this sounds a bit deep, then you clearly haven’t heard Comfort Eating, because that’s what I do. I invite you round, we eat Wotsits on toast and then we both cry.

         Now, on with the show …
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         … And Why It Feels Like a Cuddle

         Why does cheese feel like a cuddle? Well, it’s because it just does. It’s because an almost empty fridge containing a small slab of ageing Cheddar harbours at least a glimmer of hope – and even if that Cheddar has a tiny speck of mould, you can just scrape it off and turn a blind eye (I won’t tell anyone). Find that toasty loaf you’ve got for emergencies in the bottom drawer of the fridge, add a dollop of something runny like brown sauce or some sort of chutney, and there you go: now you have dinner.

         Cheese, in all its salty, fatty majesty, could well be the king of comfort foods. The top tier. I am always thrilled when a Comfort Eating guest – be it Rafe Spall, Self Esteem or Jaime Winstone – brings something cheesy. The interviews happen around lunchtime, by which point I’m often starving, and cheese is exactly what I want. Plus, interviewing people can be scary, and cheese is a great comforter. We have all at some point found ourselves standing in the light of the chiller cabinet, scooping grated red Leicester from the bag, head back, mouth open, pushing those slivers of loveliness down our throats and somehow feeling instantly better. And, in the same vein, after a hard day we have all leaned on that slightly fearsome chunk of apricot-laced Wensleydale which we panic-bought before Christmas before promptly forgetting about it – now, doesn’t it taste good on cream crackers with a big cup of tea and EastEnders? Suddenly your overdue car MOT seems marginally less upsetting.
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