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Itamar Srulovich was most recently head chef at Ottolenghi, while Sarit Packer was both head of pastry at Ottolenghi and executive chef at Nopi. They first met ten years ago in a restaurant kitchen in Israel. Honey & Co. in London’s Fitzrovia is their first solo project bringing their version of Middle Eastern food to this corner of London.
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To my sabba Manny and my savta Cissie I miss you every day – Sarit


___________


To my savta Esther and my sabba Yehiel for all that was on and around your big table – Itamar


‘I got hunger.’ – Alice Russell
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We are a couple. We met ten years ago in a restaurant kitchen in Israel, where we were both born. Sarit had just come back from London, having trained there as a chef and worked at the Orrery for two years, as part of the team that got them their Michelin star, working in the classic French brigade system, where hierarchy, discipline and meticulous cooking are the only way. These values clashed a bit with the hippy, happy, laissez-faire attitude of the Israeli cooking culture. Trying to get a bunch of Israeli know-it-all chefs to act like Swiss watchmakers was never going to work. I thought she was highly strung and uptight. . . We married a year later.


We were not an obvious match. I was a skinny 23-year-old beach bum. I thought I knew everything there was to know about cooking and food, but I always preferred sleeping or reading to working. She, a plump 24-year-old war machine with a Bolshevik work ethic and a spreadsheet for a brain, intent on a stellar career, had (still has) an endless interest in cooking and food, and a soft spot for beaches.


We spent a lot of time together at work and, by chance, we lived a couple of streets away from each other in Tel Aviv. We had a lot of mutual friends from the restaurant and we became close. Sarit would give me a ride to and from work in her decrepit Subaru. On Saturday morning she’d have to call me before she left the house to make sure I was awake for my shift. We would go to lunch together sometimes, or for a drink, and would bump into each other at the local video store (such things still existed back then).


Tel Aviv is a hot, sticky place from May till October. The only relief to be had from the heat of the eastern Med is on the beach, day or night. One such night, sweaty after slaving over a six-compartment pasta boiler and a 12-top gas range, we got in the car and decided to hit the beach on our way home. Six months later we moved in together.


The beginning was all about introducing each other to our favourite foods and places. I took my wife-to-be to Jerusalem, my home town, to Rochelle’s Sandwiches – a hole-in-the-wall canteen where an ancient Tunisian woman and her daughter cooked the most delicious stews, soups and mezze; and to Philadelphia – a Jordanian restaurant in the old town of East Jerusalem where they serve such exotic dishes as pigeon stuffed with pine nut rice, and rabbit cooked in yogurt and raisins; and I made her try Jerusalem’s best falafel, which she sneered at but secretly enjoyed.


In Tel Aviv I took her to Big Itzik, the best kebab shop in Jaffa, and told her how one day I would open the best kebab shop in the world; and we went to the Bulgarian grill by the beach, where we’d have aubergine salad and taramasalata and kofta kebab seasoned with kashkaval cheese, and we would reek of garlic for days afterwards. Together we went looking for Eden, a famed Persian restaurant tucked in among the sex shops and brothels of Tel Aviv’s red light district, that served the lightest, most fragrant chicken dumplings and herby stews.
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When we went to her part of the world in northern Israel, she took me to Haifa’s Wadi Nisnas market, where the finest vegetables and fruit in the land are to be had (all grown the old-fashioned way in someone’s backyard, or field-foraged) and the most fragrant coffee is roasted and ground to order. She made me try Haifa’s best falafel, which I sneered at but secretly enjoyed.


We went to the Turkish market to have oven-fresh burek and to buy lakerda (bonito cured in brine) from Turkey. She introduced me to the best hummus in Acre (which, I had to agree, is the best in the country) and, next door, the best seafood in the country – straight from the Acre bay day boats, which bring fish so fresh all it needs is a bit of salt and some charcoal smoke.


Our life then, as now, revolved around food. Through food we met and through it we got to know each other. Much has changed – the country, the climate, the things we eat and the people we eat them with – but food is a constant.


We came to live in London on Christmas Day 2004, because of an infatuation with a book: our favourite cookbook, Nico, by Nico Ladenis. It is full of fiery passion and precision cooking – with recipes that are still used in London’s finest kitchens – and has the best introduction to a cookbook ever. It made London sound like the only place to cook. We came to London dreaming of high gastronomy and Michelin stars. We ended up at the Oxo Tower, cooking and overlooking our new hometown from the eighth-floor restaurant. We worked a lot and earned a little, and spent whatever we could on food. Eating out was Vietnamese or Spanish food, at landmark restaurants and new ones, upmarket or downmarket dim sum, and any kind of Indian. At home we would cook the food we craved: freshly chopped salad and tahini; lentil rice and lamb chops with cumin; chicken roasted with lemon and mint; eggs in fragrant, spicy tomato sauce; or fishcakes with tons of coriander and garlic.


After six years in various London kitchens I felt it was now-or-never time. I had always wanted us to open a place: a noisy, crazy, sexy, smoky, messy, food-/love-/people-celebration of a place. My wife – sensible woman that she is – was very much against starting out on our own. She knew how much toil, heartache and trouble are involved in running a restaurant and she knew that the responsibility would all fall on her (it did), but I would hear nothing of it. My tutelage with the masterful Cornelia, my boss for the previous three years, had prepared me for whatever might come my way.


We wanted a neighbourhood place, somewhere that would create its own community, and as Sarit was busy setting up the ritzy NOPI in Soho, I started looking at abandoned shops on Coldharbour Lane in Brixton and the backstreets of Clapham North. I began planning menus, testing and costing dishes, cooking for everyone who wanted to eat (dinner at ours: some mezze to start, have a laugh, drink a beer, eat some more – a sizzling skewer, a slow-cooked stew – easy, tasty domestic comforts), trying to get a feel of what we wanted to do and how to do it. Working on financial projections; creating a playlist; choosing a font for a menu for a place that didn’t exist – things that anyone with any grasp on reality would not have wasted time on. Fortunately, a grasp on reality is something I have never had, so I plodded along.


We viewed dozens of places; we made an offer on at least eight without any luck. Putting an offer on 25a Warren Street was a desperate act of faith in our imaginary restaurant. The street has a strong Eighties feel to it, and not in a hip, retro way. The place itself was tiny, coloured bright orange inside and out, with fluorescent green details, and had a persistent aroma of lasagne that still today wafts out whenever someone turns on the air conditioning. But the room had nice proportions and a beautiful big glass front, plus there was an almost-functional kitchen of a decent size downstairs with a huge, beautifully made walk-in fridge. We had to admit that we were quite in love with the place despite all the cons. We told ourselves that if the Middle Eastern thing didn’t catch on, we could always make a living selling lasagne and panini.


We were open for business six weeks after we signed the lease. We scoured eBay for bentwood chairs and kitchen equipment. I carried four chairs from Ealing to Brixton on the Tube; Sarit brought a heavy-duty industrial mixer from Croydon with the help of a big-hearted, broad-shouldered cabbie. Our only extravagance was the beautiful Moroccan tiles we got from a dealer whose showroom had burned down. We emptied our flat of kitchen equipment, cleaning equipment, in fact any equipment we could use, anything that would save us money. At our very first interview for front-of-house staff we fell head over heels in love with Rachael, just as everyone who meets her does.


We would start the day with a Turkish coffee and a vitamin drink. From 7am to 11am Sarit would bake the sweet things, I the savoury, then she would set up for lunch service and I would go upstairs. Working the front-of-house for the first time, I would manage simultaneously to mess up the bookings, mess up the orders, mess up the waiters’ station and mess up the till. Once a day I’d spill a drink on someone and would regularly be shouted at by Rachael, by Sarit, by angry customers. . . I loved (and still love) every minute of it. I also got to meet the people who made Honey & Co their own – the reason we opened the restaurant in the first place.
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We did not know this part of the world at all. We thought most of our customers would come from the offices nearby. We didn’t realise how residential the area is and, without being pompous, how much it needed a place like ours, and how lucky we were to land in this spot. We started attaching names to familiar faces: the beautiful blonde and her softly spoken husband were Rebecca and Matthew, from the gallery around the corner; the English father with the Spanish kids were Henry, Ivan and Lydia. Then we got to know some stories: Chrissie and Spencer live in LA half the time with Mr Love the cat and Shiksa the poodle, who we only ever saw in pictures; Deena is getting treated for cancer at UCH and, on the rare occasions she is hungry, rushes to us and orders half the menu, but only ever eats a little bit.


And more people came on board to help us. After a month of doing all the washing and cleaning ourselves, we hired Carlos, a sweet, funny Catalan who was the worst porter we’ve worked with. Giorgia di Marzo came to do the pastry, a feisty Italian with an insatiable hunger for sweets and knowledge. Julia came to the savoury side, a Polish woman with an eastern soul and palate. And of course there was the Young family – Chelsea, Hayley, Ashleigh and Bonnie – a brood of tiny, perfectly formed sisters from South Africa with endless, tireless charm.


Our brainchild is now a reality – it is our day-to-day, our family and our job. It’s hard, really hard. We work long, stressful hours and deal with the realities of pipes blocking, council officials visiting, staff getting ill, friends getting angry for being ignored and the constant fear of it all going wrong. But we are having more fun than we would ever have thought possible.


We wanted to write this book to capture the essence of who we are – not just the two of us but also our little restaurant and the hive it is, the people we work with, the people we feed and the customers who became friends, and the tasty, easy, homey food that brings us all together.


Itamar Srulovich
London, 2013





 


Basic instructions – the way we work









	General preparation:

	Please read the entire recipe before you start cooking, or indeed shopping. Always good practice.





	Weights:

	In some recipe lists I have stated the weight of prepared (i.e. peeled/ trimmed/ filleted/ picked) ingredients to give you a better idea of size – for example ‘1 red onion (about 100g)’ – but don’t get too hung up on this. If the peeled onion weighs 20g more than stated, don’t discard the extra; it won’t ruin your dish, and my mum taught me never to waste food. The weights are there as guidance.





	Cooking and baking temperatures:

	I do most of my baking and roasting in a fan-assisted oven, as it is faster and has a better heat distribution than a conventional oven. I have given other oven settings (for gas and conventional) throughout, but you will still have to use your discretion as regards your own oven – which may cook hotter or cooler than the dial says – and how it affects cooking times. I have tried to give you a description in each recipe of what the end result should look like, to help you gauge when things are ready.





	Water:

	On the subject of weights, I often weigh the water for recipes rather than measuring it in a jug, as weighing tends to be more accurate. If you’d like to do the same, it’s a very easy conversion to make, as 1ml water = 1g water.





	Cream:

	Similarly, although I have given cream measurements in ml for convenience, I tend to weigh it when cooking, for better accuracy. While cream is slightly more dense than water, the difference is so small that you can still use a 1ml = 1g conversion without any problems with the recipes.





	Sugar and salt:

	When we say sugar, we mean caster sugar unless otherwise specified; and salt means table salt unless otherwise stated. We use Maldon sea salt to finish dishes, rather than to cook with, unless the recipe specifically calls for sea salt as an ingredient.





	Garlic:

	We always use fresh garlic and not pre-minced, as the flavour changes when it has been sitting around for too long.





	Lemon juice:

	We use freshly squeezed lemon juice for the same reason.





	Flat bread:

	The Middle Eastern way is to always have pitta or some other flat bread at the table, to soak up juices and add substance. You don’t have to, but it helps.
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Nuts, raw and roasted:


We use a lot of nuts in our food and the recipe will always state whether they should be roasted or not. If you are roasting them, the best way is to lay them on a baking tray and roast them in the centre of the oven at the temperature and for the time set out in the table below. They should go golden (or, in the case of pistachios, greeny-golden) – if they have the skin on and you are not sure, split one in half to check whether it is a light golden colour. Don’t let the nuts brown unless the recipe requires it, as they will become bitter, and do remember that they will continue to roast on the hot tray, so if you think you left them in the oven a little too long, quickly transfer them to a cold bowl to stop them cooking any further. You can also roast nuts on the stove in a dry frying pan on a very low heat, shaking the pan every few seconds. This requires more attention, but far less electricity, than oven-roasting. Don’t roast more than you need (apart from the ones you intend nibbling on), as the flavour is best when the nuts are freshly roasted.


Roasting times and temperature for nuts:


Here is a quick guide to the main nuts we use and some recommendations for flavoured nuts to nibble with your drinks.













	Nut


	Temperature


	Time


	Possible additions





	




	Almonds, skin on


	180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4
(nice and low to roast through without burning)


	15–18 minutes


	Olive oil and salt





	




	Pine nuts


	200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6


	5 minutes, shake the tray, then a further 5–8 minutes till golden


	 





	




	Pistachios


	200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6


	10–12 minutes


	Olive oil, salt and some lemon zest





	




	Walnuts


	200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6


	10 minutes


	 





	




	Hazelnuts (skinless)


	180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4 (nice and low to roast through without burning)


	14–16 minutes


	Tiny drizzle of honey and some chilli flakes





	




	Cashew nuts


	190°C/170°C fan/gas mark 5


	8 minutes, shake the tray, then a further 8 minutes till golden


	1 egg white and 1 tbsp ras el hanut spice mix for every 500g of nuts





	







Spices:



• We try to grind our own spices wherever possible, the only exceptions being ground turmeric, ginger, pimento (allspice) and cinnamon, which are all hard to grind on your own. We love using a small coffee grinder, but a pestle and mortar is really good too and makes you feel as if you’ve worked for your flavour. Avoid buying pre-ground spices if you can, or make sure to buy from a shop with a high turnover so that they are as fresh as possible.


• When preparing ground cardamom, I grind the whole pods as I find that this gives the best flavour.


• We also use a lot of cinnamon sticks in our cooking. They are interchangeable with cassia bark, which I actually prefer as it imparts a mild hint rather than a strong hit. If you are using very thick, tightly-rolled cinnamon quills, use half the amount in the recipe. Don’t replace with ground cinnamon.


• Chilli is an issue for us. I am not a huge fan. I like a tiny note of spice that brings out the flavour; Itamar loves spicy, hot food, and enjoys the sensation of little beads of sweat forming on his nose when he eats. The amounts given in the recipes are my preferences. I recommend you start with these as you can always add more; it is harder to reduce the chilli-hit once it is in. The heat will also greatly depend on the type of chilli being used and the season – in general terms, the larger the chilli, the milder it is; and in summer I find that they get an extra kick from the sun and are spicier. Removing the seeds and white membrane reduces the heat if you want to take it down a notch. The best way to decide how much to use is to cut a tiny piece off the end of the chilli and taste it: if it kicks you in the mouth, take it easy.


A note on quantities:


The first part of our book is dedicated to mezze, the traditional way to start a meal in the Middle East. You can offer as much or as little variety as you wish, from a couple of dishes to a whole tableful. Obviously this makes it hard to give accurate guidance as to how many people each recipe will feed, as it depends how many other mezze are being served at the same time. Most recipes give an estimated portion yield, but do take into account that if you are serving eight guests with eight varieties of mezze, you will not need to double the recipes even if they say ‘serves 4’, as your guests will only need a bite of each. It takes a little practice to figure the perfect amount of mezze for a starter – you need to make sure that everyone will still have enough room for the main course, so aim to serve portions on small plates with just enough to allow everyone to try some but not to overeat. The same logic applies for the mains – if you are making more than one dish you can cut down on quantities for both. That said, no one ever died from having nice leftovers. . .





 



Base recipes


Here are a few recipes for ingredients we use regularly, and which form the basis of our food. Try to find the energy to make the spice mixes at least once. You will not regret it.





 


Sweet spice mix


We use this mostly for cakes and baked goods, and also for preparations that require a lighter touch.


10 cardamom pods


6 cloves


½ nutmeg


1 tsp whole fennel seeds


2 tsp whole mahleb seeds


3 tsp ground ginger


4 tsp ground cinnamon


Preheat your oven to 190°C/170°C fan/gas mark 5. Roast the cardamom pods, cloves and nutmeg on a baking tray for 5 minutes, then add the fennel and mahleb seeds and roast for another 5 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool completely before grinding and then mixing with the pre-ground ginger and cinnamon. Store in an airtight container. This will keep for up to 6 months, but I always think you should try to use it within 2 months to get the flavour at its best.





 


Baharat – savoury spice mix (aka ‘Sarit spice’ at Honey & Co)


This, like its namesake in our kitchen, is the backbone of everything we make and, like its namesake, has endless depth and beauty, and improves almost anything. You can use ready-made baharat spice mix instead, or Lebanese Seven Spice mix, which is sold in most large supermarkets – it will taste slightly different but will still be tasty.


1 dried chilli


3 tsp coriander seeds


4 tsp cumin seeds


2 tsp ground pimento (allspice)


1 tsp white pepper


½ tsp ground turmeric


2 tsp sweet spice mix (see above)


Preheat your oven to 190°C/170°C fan/gas mark 5. Crack the dried chilli open and shake out the seeds. Place the deseeded chilli on a baking tray with the coriander and cumin seeds and roast for 6 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool entirely on the tray. Crumble the chilli between your fingers, then grind all the roasted spices to a powder. Mix with the dried ground spices and store in an airtight container. It will keep for up to 6 months, but ideally use within 2 months for the full effect.
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Preserved lemons – two ways (whole and sliced)


Preserving whole lemons is a slow process and you won’t see any results for at least 6 weeks, but it is worth it. If you need preserved lemons more speedily than this, you can buy them ready to use from many delis, but for a quick home-made fix, follow our preserved lemon slice recipe instead.


To sterilise a jar for the lemons, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6. Wash the jar (and its lid) in hot soapy water. Rinse well and dry thoroughly with a clean tea towel. Place on a baking tray and heat in the oven for 5 minutes. Alternatively pour boiling water into the clean jar, count to ten, then pour the water out and fill the jar immediately.





 


Whole preserved lemons


This is not so much a recipe as a preparation guide – you can preserve as many lemons as you want or think you will use. Make these when good small lemons are in season and going for a good price. Try to buy unwaxed ones, but otherwise wash the lemons well with soapy water to remove as much wax as possible before you start.


Use a small knife to score a cross three-quarters of the way down into each lemon so it opens up like a flower but stays intact. Fill the cut space with loads of sea salt and put the lemons in a sterilised jar, pushing as many as you can into the jar. Seal the jar and leave it on the windowsill for 2 weeks.


Liquid will start to come out of the lemons and should reach about halfway up the jar by the end of the fortnight. Open the jar and push everything down with a spoon (not your hands), then cover the lemons with olive oil and seal the jar again. Leave to rest in a dark place for at least a month before use. Once opened, these will keep for about a month at room temperature, or up to 3 months if you store them in the fridge.


Preserved lemons are used for cooking, rather than as a condiment or garnish. When you require one, you will need to pull it out carefully, using a pair of tongs or a fork (not your hands, so as not to contaminate the rest of the batch). Cut it open to remove the inner flesh and pips – discard these and use the lemon skin only for the recipe.





 



Preserved lemon slices


4 small unwaxed lemons


3 tbsp salt


1 tsp chilli flakes


enough olive oil to cover


Halve the lemons and slice as thinly as you can – you can use a food processor blade or a mandolin. Remove any pips you come across. Place the slices in a bowl and sprinkle with the salt and chilli flakes. Allow to sit for 30 minutes at room temperature.


Mix again, then push the lemon slices into a sterilised jar so that they are tightly packed with all the liquid that accumulated in the bowl. Cover with olive oil and seal the jar. These will be ready to use the next day, but will improve with time. Once opened, store in the fridge and use within a month.


When you come to cook with them, just take as much as you need for the recipe. Chop and use the entire slice – you don’t have to discard the flesh as you do for whole preserved lemons. The slices can be eaten as a relish with fish or chicken dishes, and you also use them mixed with mayonnaise and harissa to accompany a great chicken or tuna sandwich.
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Tahini


The quality of your tahini depends hugely on the type of tahini paste you use. We use Al-Yaman from Lebanon which is delicious, but if you are lucky enough to find any of the Palestinian varieties, especially the Prince and Dove brands, you are in for a treat. The best tahini we’ve ever had is Altan Manisal1 from Turkey – it is available from Naml1, the wonderful deli in the Egyptian market in Istanbul, if you are ever in the area. As a rule you are looking for something from Lebanon, Palestine or Turkey. We didn’t like the Greek tahini we tried, nor the health-food shop variants. Avoid whole or black sesame tahini. We make our tahini in a food processor, as it gives a smooth, airy, mousse-like texture, but you can achieve good results with a bowl, a spoon and some wrist action.


Will yield about 240g


125g tahini paste


1 clove of garlic, peeled and minced


a pinch of salt, plus more to taste


juice of 1 lemon, plus more to taste


about 120ml water


Place the tahini, minced garlic, salt and lemon juice in a bowl or food processor, add half the water and mix. It will go thick and pasty but don’t fear – just continue adding water while mixing until it loosens up to a creamy texture. Don’t be tempted to add too much water as the mixture will go runny, but if this happens, you can always bring it back with a little extra tahini paste. Taste and adjust the salt and lemon to suit your taste buds. You can keep tahini in an airtight container in the fridge for 2–3 days, but it will thicken and the flavour may need adjusting with a little more salt and/or lemon. As a result we think it is best to make it and eat it the same day – fresh is best.





 


Zehug


This delicious preparation is at the heart of Yemeni cooking and eating – Yemenis travelling abroad have been known to take a jar with them, as food is not considered palatable without it. Traditionally it is pounded to a paste on a special grinding stone. Alternatively, if you prepare industrial quantities as some families do, a meat grinder works well. You can use a food processor to produce good results too, but it’s worth making this with a pestle and mortar at least once, as it’s very satisfying.


Will yield about 200g


2 bunches of coriander, washed well


1 green chilli


2 cloves of garlic


a pinch of salt


½ tsp ground cardamom pods (here)


1 small tomato, diced


2 tbsp olive oil


Grind all the ingredients apart from the olive oil together to form a thick, textured paste. Then use a spoon to stir in 1 tablespoon of olive oil. Scoop the paste into a small jar and top with the second tablespoon of olive oil – this will help preserve the green colour and stop the paste oxidising. Use within a week. Try it on all your food; it will add a touch of spice to every dish.





 


Everything


So named because we use it on everything. It is always in our kitchen. This simple condiment is traditionally served with hummus, vibrant against the creamy comfort of the dip, and though it is a mix of some very potent ingredients, they somehow balance each other to create a very mellow, interesting result. Sweet and sour, hot and earthy, it has everything you need. It works with so many things from salads to steak, and is wonderful on simply-roasted fish. Remove the seeds from the chillies for a very mild result, or leave them in if you like a bit more bite.


3 cloves of garlic, peeled and finely chopped or crushed


½ small red chilli, very finely chopped


½ small green chilli, very finely chopped


¼ tsp ground cumin


¼ tsp salt


1 tsp honey


juice of 1 lemon


Mix all the ingredients together in a bowl and leave for 10 minutes or so. The lemon will ‘cook’ the chilli and garlic a bit, the honey rounds the flavour and the cumin grounds it. This will keep for 2–3 days if stored in an airtight container in the fridge, but the flavour will mellow the longer you keep it.





 


Meshwiya & matbucha


Worth mentioning here are meshwiya and matbucha, meaning ‘roasted’ and ‘cooked’ in Arabic. They are two preparations made with the same ingredients, more or less, but one is roasted and one cooked (as it says on the tin). Their recipes are tied to specific dishes in this book – check out octopus in meshwiya sauce (here) and matbucha (here) – but in the restaurant we use them for pretty much everything, as should you.
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A Moroccan family that adopted me for a while would start their Friday feast with a bowl of fried green chillies, bread and salt. You would peel the papery skin off the chilli, sprinkle with salt and down it in one. The pain from the heat would make you sweat and feel like your ears were about to pop, then you’d have some bread and go for more. Hard to explain why but hard to stop. Chilli heat is meant to build your appetite, and you’d need a big appetite for the feast that would follow – the combination of Moroccan generosity and Jewish anxiety meant that the Friday night dinners in this house were an epic feat, a culmination of days of shopping and cooking, generations of experience and the labour of many hands.
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