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HELLO!

Here’s one thing we know: nothing brings people together better than sharing a good meal.

This book is our attempt to condense the learnings and joy of growing COOK into a collection of pages. We’ve gone from a ramshackle little kitchen in Rainham, Kent, making handmade frozen meals, sold from a tiny shop in Farnham, Surrey, to an award-winning, ethical business with four big kitchens and more than 100 shops nationwide.

If we were to reduce down the lessons from that journey into a flavour-packed, sticky, irresistible sauce, it would be this: care for each other.

Every day, we bring this idea to life by making and sharing good food, using the recipes you’ll find inside this book. They’re not the quickest to make … but then creating deep, satisfying flavours can’t be rushed. Putting in the time and effort most definitely pays off.

When we share a great meal, we forge a powerful human connection. We leave the table nourished in both body and soul. The more we eat together, the better it is for all of us.

We hope this book gives you the confidence to bring loved ones together around the table to enjoy a delicious home-cooked meal. As American food writer Craig Claiborne put it, ‘Cooking done with care is an act of love.’ And, yes, love makes the world go round.

So, whether it’s family or friends, two of you or twenty, let’s get cooking and serve up some joy!
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WELCOME TO OUR TABLE

By Ed, James and Rosie, the siblings behind COOK

Food and family, cooking and community. These are what serving up joy is all about and what lives at the very heart of COOK.

Our story goes back to our family dinner table in the 1980s. To feed the six of us, Mum would batch cook a chilli or casserole and freeze the extra in ice-cream tubs, stacked in our chest freezer. When supper was needed in a hurry, she would pop a tub in the microwave and dinner would be sorted. What’s more, the meal tasted just as good as when we ate it the first time around. The beauty of frozen food! To this day, everything we try to achieve at COOK is to replicate the quality of the home-cooked food Mum used to make. Thanks, Mum.

Mum and Dad also taught us the power of food to connect people. Fuelled by their strong faith, they would often invite vulnerable or lonely people over for a meal – not something we always appreciated as moody teenagers. But it taught us the value of community, and that our table should have room for everyone – principles we try to bring to life through COOK today.

They were also entrepreneurs, opening the first Italianstyle coffee shops in the towns of Tonbridge and Sevenoaks in Kent in the 1980s, when nobody could even pronounce ‘cappuccino’. Alongside fancy coffee, they sold cakes baked by Mum’s best friend, Diana Maher. The cakes were so good they soon had other businesses asking if they could stock them. And so, with Diana, they opened a small bakery selling cakes wholesale. Frozen, of course – cakes freeze wonderfully!

Diana had one condition on joining the business. Having worked as a cook in a drug rehab centre, she wanted to offer jobs to people who’d been through treatment and were struggling to find work. The idea of using business for social good was, literally, baked into the way the company worked. We were lucky to grow up believing this was simply how things should be – business used for good, not just for profit.

From these seeds, the idea for COOK began to take root in Ed’s brain – frozen meals like Mum made, sold in shops of our own not the supermarkets, by a different kind of company. In 1996, after five years working for the family bakery, Ed went out on his own with a £30,000 loan and a brilliant chef, Dale Penfold, as his co-founder. They set up a production kitchen in a disused pizza-delivery site in Rainham, Kent and, in March 1997, they opened a tiny shop in Farnham, Surrey, called Cakes & Casseroles.
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(top) Dad and Mum, Andrew and Anne Perry, in the 1970s; (bottom) Our first shop, Cakes & Casseroles, Farnham, Surrey, 1997.
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(top left) Our launch; (bottom left and right) The original cooks – Liz Dove and Dale Penfold.



An overnight success it was not. Making frozen meals like Mum’s at scale turned out to be much, much harder than Ed and Dale had imagined. But we sold enough to survive. Just. And gradually Dale figured out how to make the food taste really good. By the end of 1999, there was a second shop in Tunbridge Wells, Kent, opened by Matt Hills, a schoolfriend of Ed’s. We’d also teamed up with Liz Dove, who was making incredible frozen puddings from her garage in suburban Surrey and would go on to set up the COOK Puddings kitchen in Somerset (see here).

While Ed was a great shopkeeper and Dale was a talented and resourceful chef, neither had a clue about running a business. They had no admin, no accounts, no stocktake and, they realized, no money. Luckily, they had Ed’s brother James, who’d just started running the family bakery. He suggested merging the two businesses to bring some desperately needed stability to Ed and Dale’s chaotic start-up. Yes, please.

Ed and James came together to run the business, with Ed’s wife Sophie taking charge of the brand and changing the name to COOK. Our sister Rosie joined a couple of years later, stepping up to run things with Ed in 2012, when James became Chair. Mixing family and business isn’t always straightforward. We’ve all had to work hard at it, learning to let go of the occasional unintended pain, to hold tight to the shared sense of mission and, always, to remember it’s better to be together than in agreement.

By the early 2000s, COOK was growing fast. Banks were happy to lend us lots of money and our parents bravely agreed to let us sell the bakery and coffee shops (their pension!) and pour everything into COOK. We weren’t making any profit, but we had a big, shiny new kitchen and 30 shops.

Then, in 2008, the financial crisis hit. We came as close to going bust as is possible without actually going bust. But that near-death experience gave us a renewed sense of purpose and commitment to building a stable, successful business that genuinely makes a difference. And it’s the journey we’ve been on ever since.
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James, Rosie and Ed.



We believe business needs to change and, in 2013, this took us to the USA to meet the companies building a movement to use business as a force for good, as certified B Corporations. We discovered a vibrant community of inspiring companies and a framework for operating business for people and planet, not just profit. We certified COOK and, in 2015, James set about launching the movement in the UK. Today, the UK has approaching 3,000 B Corps, the most of any nation outside the USA. All have the duty to create value for everyone – team, communities, planet – alongside profit for shareholders.

At COOK, we express this in many ways: through our commitment to being one of the country’s best companies to work for; through our RAW Talent programme helping people into sustainable work after prison, homelessness, long-term unemployment or mental ill health; through our Community Kitchen, bringing together people in need over a shared meal; and through our work with farmers and campaigners to change our food system for the better.

At the heart of it all, there is always food and family, cooking and community. COOK has always been about nourishing relationships: with each other, our customers and communities. To all those who’ve contributed over the years, our heartfelt thanks. Whatever success we have enjoyed is down to you.


FROM OUR KITCHENS TO YOURS

‘I’ve fallen for a chef called Wayne,’ read the headline in the Observer Food Monthly back in the early 2000s, when journalist Mimi Spencer discovered just how good our meals were. Why Wayne? Because printed proudly on the front label of every COOK meal you’ll find the name and signature of the chef who made it. Cynical folk assume this is a marketing ruse. But our chefs are the real deal (the Wayne in question now runs one of our kitchens in Kent).

Every day, our chefs are cooking on a grand scale, often making 1,500 portions of a recipe at a time. They’ll soften onions, brown the meat, thicken the sauce and stir in herbs, just as you would at home. Only, they’ll be using a giant, steam-heated pan; kilos of butter and flour; and a big paddle rather than a wooden spoon. They sign off each batch they make, so their name can go on the label.

As they’ll tell you, the way we cook isn’t for people in a rush. We marinate for hours; we braise slowly; we simmer until the flavours are deep and rich. We believe great taste takes time and care. At our daily taste panel meetings, we sample a portion of every batch cooked the day before. If it doesn’t look and taste exactly right, we’ll sell it at a discounted price as a Chef’s Mistake.

Most of the recipes in this book are simply scaled-down versions of what our chefs make in our kitchens. They’re dishes we’ve been cooking for years, for which people come back again and again. Many have won Great Taste awards. Basically, they’re guaranteed winners.

We’ve tweaked some of the recipes a bit to work better in a home kitchen, and we’ve reinvented a few completely. We’ve also raided our archive for dishes we no longer make for one reason or another. And in the Salads and Sides chapter we’ve included a handful of our favourite salad recipes (frozen salads being a bit weird … which isn’t to say we haven’t tried). Finally, at the bottom of many recipes, we’ve included our chefs’ serving tips and suggestions: finishing touches that make all the difference.
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We also asked our chefs for their home kitchen tips. Top of the list is to make sure you have good-quality, sharp knives. Over the years, we’ve realized professional cooks tend to be mildly obsessive about knives – sharpening them, in particular. George, who heads our development kitchen, concedes it’s true. His home kitchen has dozens of knives displayed proudly on the wall on magnetic strips, but he suggests you can get by with just four: a chef’s knife for general chopping; a paring knife for more delicate tasks; a carving knife; and a bread knife. Invest as much as you can on these four knives, look after them, and they’ll last you a lifetime of cookery.

Jamie, our executive chef, says that when it comes to sharpness, there are two cardinal sins to avoid: keeping knives in a drawer with other utensils and cleaning them in a dishwasher. Both will take the edge off. For storage, have a magnetic strip on the wall or a knife block. And to clean them, just take a few seconds to wipe the blades carefully.

To sharpen blades, invest in a steel or a whetstone, watch some YouTube videos, and then sharpen little and often (ideally before each use). Alternatively, George recommends a little sharpening gadget called an AnySharp, which is inexpensive and foolproof.

Once your knives are sorted, you’re ready to chop like a pro. For guidance, we turned to Robin, who for more than a decade was in charge of our Prep Kitchen, where all the peeling, chopping, slicing and dicing happens (he’s since taken over our Pastry team). Robin says the secret to chopping is to learn ‘the claw’ – follow our illustrated guide here.


Chop Like a Pro

1 Make a claw with your non-chopping hand (pretend you’re a bear!).

2 Put your claw on the chopping board – your knuckles should extend beyond your fingertips.

3 Use your knuckles to guide the knife blade, keeping the tip of the knife on the board. Chop, slowly moving your claw along the ingredient you’re chopping.
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With your knives and chopping skills taken care of, what about more esoteric kitchen kit? We asked our chefs for the less common utensils that they think everybody should have in their cupboards. Here are a few to try:

Silpat mat … a reusable, nonstick mat for baking (bye-bye greaseproof paper). Creates a lovely crisp bottom on your bake, and rolls up nice and small. Jo, development chef

Dough scraper … not just for dough! It’s great for transferring chopped veg from chopping board to pan. Also, fab for cleaning up any mess. George, development chef

Microplane grater … for grating anything finely (garlic, ginger, lemon zest) – and it makes Parmesan go so much further. Tony, chef

Potato ricer … the secret to silky smooth mashed potato. Darren, chef

Temperature probe … why wouldn’t you want to get the temperature of meat or fish spot on? Channaporn, chef

Mandoline … saves so much time fine-slicing veg, especially for Dauphinoise Potatoes – but mind your fingers! Chris, chef

Mezzaluna knife … a curved, double-handled knife that makes fine-chopping herbs a breeze. Louis, chef

Blow torch … you’ll be surprised how often you use it. Lewis, chef

We’d love to know how you get on with your chopping, your utensils and, of course, your cooking. Drop us a line and let us know which recipes you try and any little twists or variations you come up with (email ServeUpJoy@cookfood.net or share on our socials, @thecookkitchen).

From all our chefs and kitchen teams, we wish you the very best in serving up joy.
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The GOATs

Keep an eye out for the goat symbol on some of our recipes – this stands for the Greatest Of All Time. Remarkably, seven of the savoury dishes we cooked when we opened our first shop back in 1997 remain on our menu today, the recipes little changed, as do three puddings we first started selling in 1999. The greatest of all time, indeed.

It seems that, when it comes to the comforting flavours of home, our tastes really don’t change so much. We want something hearty and filling. Uncomplicated but not basic. And it seems cheese helps, too. Which, come to think of it, is a pretty good motto for life. Suffice to say, if you have a few of these recipes in your kitchen repertoire, you’ll never be short of people eager for a seat at your table.

Chicken Alexander

Macaroni Cheese

Chicken, Ham and Leek Pie

Vegetable Lasagne

Classic Fish Pie

Beef Bourguignon

Coq au Vin

Raspberry Pavlova

Chocolate and Raspberry Roulade

Classic Lemon Cheesecake
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Batch and Freeze

Batch cooking for the freezer is our specialist subject. When you see this little logo next to a recipe, it means it’s perfect for batch cooking and freezing. In other words, you can cook larger quantities – more than you need for tonight’s dinner – and then freeze the extra so you’ve got a time-saving supper for another day. Batch cooking really isn’t rocket science. It just needs a little bit of forethought.

– Make sure there’s space in the freezer.

– Have pans big enough to cook larger quantities.

– Check you’ve got good-quality reusable plastic or glass containers. Freezer bags are great for sauces – freezing them flat also helps with space, as you can stack them on top of each other.

– Allow food to cool before freezing.

– Label, label, label … avoid UFOs (Unidentified Frozen Objects). Always write the name, date and number of portions on the bag or container before you freeze.

[image: ]




Weekday Wonders

Let’s face it, serving up joy on a cold, wet Tuesday in February can be a big ask.

Herein lies the answer: simple dishes to savour.
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‘An apron is just a cape on backwards’

– Anon

KITCHEN WISDOM NO.1
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Chicken Alexander

PREP: 10 MINUTES • COOK: 30–40 MINUTES • SERVES 4

Chicken in a silky, cream and wine sauce with sweet peppers, mushrooms and fresh herbs. Back in 1997, when Dale created our first menu, he insisted on including Chicken à la King – a 1970s dinner-party staple. But it was the era of Cool Britannia and no one wanted reminding of just how uncool Britain had been in the 1970s. It flopped. The recipe, however, was too good to let go, so we gave it a new name – one of Dale’s middle names, in fact – and Chicken Alexander was born. We’re saving Dale’s other middle name, Colchester, for a real emergency. If you’re going to batch and freeze, leave out the lemon juice, herbs and Parmesan and add them after reheating.

2 tablespoons rapeseed oil

2–3 chicken breasts, total weight 400g (14oz), diced

30g (1oz) unsalted butter

1 onion, finely sliced

½ red pepper, cored, deseeded and finely sliced

½ yellow pepper, cored, deseeded and finely sliced

100g (3½oz) chestnut mushrooms, trimmed and finely sliced

30ml (2 tablespoons) sherry

100ml (3½fl oz) dry white wine

300ml (10fl oz) good chicken stock

1 tablespoon cornflour

150ml (5fl oz) double cream

2 tablespoons lemon juice

salt and pepper

TO SERVE

1 tablespoon chopped flat leaf parsley

2 tablespoons chopped chives

grated Parmesan cheese

Heat the oil in a large nonstick frying pan on a medium–high heat. Once hot, add the diced chicken, season, then brown on all sides until lightly golden – this will take about 5 minutes. Remove the chicken from the pan and place in a bowl to one side.

In the same frying pan, melt the butter, then add the onion and fry on a medium heat for 5–10 minutes until translucent. Add the peppers and mushrooms and fry for a further 5–10 minutes or until the mushrooms are turning golden.

Add the sherry and white wine and cook until reduced by half. Add the chicken stock. Place the cornflour in a small bowl and, using a spoon, mix in a little of the cooking liquid to make a paste. Add the paste to the pan and cook for a further 5 minutes, or until the sauce has slightly thickened.

Return the chicken to the pan, reduce the heat to medium–low, bring to a simmer, then cook for 5 minutes, stirring regularly, until the chicken is cooked through. Stir in the double cream and heat through for a couple of minutes. Season to taste and stir in the lemon juice.

Scatter over the chopped herbs and a little grated Parmesan, then serve.

Pretty much anything goes with this. Try rice or potatoes with something vibrant and green, like steamed, buttered sugar snap peas. Or stir through some cooked pappardelle or linguine pasta (mix in a splash of the pasta water for a really silky sauce), garnish with pea shoots or salad leaves, and sprinkle with extra grated Parmesan.



[image: Chicken Alexander]


Broccoli and Spinach Pesto Chicken

PREP: 10 MINUTES • COOK: 50 MINUTES • SERVES 4–6

Transform a common jar of pesto into something a little bit special. This is based on our Pesto, Broccoli and spinach frozen sauce, the brainchild of Matt in our commercial team, who opened our second-ever store in Tunbridge Wells in 1998. For years he’s been saying we should make frozen sauces that you can use in lots of different ways. Finally, we gave in to his badgering. And, it turns out, frozen sauces are a pretty good idea.

½ head broccoli

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

200g (7oz) baby spinach

100ml (3½fl oz) milk

200ml (7fl oz) double cream

4 tablespoons basil pesto

50g (1¾oz) Parmesan cheese, grated

1 lemon

4 chicken breasts, 175–200g (6–7oz) each, skin on

2 tablespoons rapeseed oil

few fresh oregano sprigs or 1 teaspoon dried oregano

250g (9oz) cherry tomatoes

1 × 125g (4½oz) ball mozzarella cheese

salt and pepper

Start by making the sauce. Trim the broccoli into small florets and place in a food processor. Blitz to tiny, rice-sized pieces, then tip into a large microwave-proof bowl. Add 2 tablespoons of water and cook in a microwave on full power for 3 minutes, or until cooked through. Alternatively, cook in a little boiling water in a small saucepan on the hob for 1–2 minutes. Drain and fluff up with a fork and place to one side.

Place a large frying pan on a medium heat and add the butter. Allow the butter to melt, then add the spinach. Place a lid on the pan, or cover with tin foil, and allow the spinach to wilt. As soon as it’s wilted, use a slotted spoon to scoop the spinach out into a clean tea towel. When cool enough to handle, squeeze out the excess water or press through a colander. Turn the spinach out onto a chopping board and chop finely. Alternatively, you can pulse briefly in the food processor (you want it to retain some texture). Stir the spinach into the broccoli and season.

Heat the milk and cream in a saucepan on a low heat until just steaming. Stir in the pesto, then the Parmesan. Allow the cheese to melt, then stir in the chopped broccoli and spinach. Cook for 2–3 minutes. Season to taste and add a good squeeze of lemon juice. Stir once more, pour into a medium roasting tray and place to one side.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/Gas Mark 6.

Season the chicken breasts all over and drizzle with the oil. Place a large frying pan on a medium heat, brown the chicken breasts on both sides, then place in the roasting tray on top of the sauce. Scatter over the oregano and dot the cherry tomatoes around. Tear the mozzarella into pieces and arrange on top of the chicken. Bake in the oven for 30 minutes until the chicken is golden and cooked through.

Roasted new potatoes are perfect on the side – parboil, then roast on the shelf below the chicken. Or try pasta (we like pappardelle) – remove the chicken breasts once cooked, stir the sauce through the cooked pasta, then slice the chicken and arrange on top. The sauce is also great with salmon fillets or on its own with pasta. You can use sun-dried tomato or red pepper pesto instead of basil, too.
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Chicken Tikka Skewers with Lime and Coriander Rice

PREP: 25 MINUTES, PLUS MARINATING (AND SOAKING SKEWERS, IF USING BAMBOO) • COOK: 25 MINUTES • SERVES 4–6

Our cheat’s chicken tikka, based on a one-pot recipe we used to make. The longer you can marinate, the better, but needs must … just give it as long as you can. We’d always pick chicken thighs over breasts for this. They are not only cheaper but more succulent. You’ll need eight skewers – you can use bamboo or metal ones. If you’re using bamboo, these will need to be soaked in water for 1 hour before you start cooking the chicken. Don’t forget the poppadums and mango chutney – who wouldn’t want them on the side?

FOR THE MARINATED CHICKEN

4 garlic cloves, crushed

3 tablespoons tomato purée

2 tablespoons rapeseed oil

150ml (5fl oz) natural yoghurt

2 teaspoons ground coriander

2 teaspoons ground cumin

2 teaspoons garam masala

2 teaspoons smoked paprika

½ teaspoon chilli flakes

1 thumb-sized piece of ginger, peeled and grated

50g (1¾oz) fresh coriander, chopped

600g (1lb 5oz) chicken thighs or breasts, cut into chunks

salt and pepper

lemon wedges, to serve

FOR THE LIME AND CORIANDER RICE

200g (7oz) basmati rice or wild rice

1 lime

10g (¼oz) fresh coriander, chopped

salt and pepper

FOR THE RAITA

¼ cucumber, halved and deseeded

1 small garlic clove, crushed

150ml (5fl oz) natural yoghurt

10g (¼oz) mint leaves, chopped

Start by marinating the chicken. Place all the marinade ingredients in a large bowl or container, reserving a little of the fresh coriander to garnish, and stir well. Add the chicken along with a good pinch of salt and pepper. Toss to combine, cover and place in the fridge for as long as you can.

Preheat the grill to medium. Thread the chicken pieces onto the skewers and arrange on an oven tray. Place the chicken under the grill and cook for 10–12 minutes, turning the skewers every few minutes to ensure even cooking. Cook until the chicken is tender and the juices run clear. Remove from under the grill and place to one side under a layer of tin foil.

Meanwhile, make the lime and coriander rice. Add the rice to a small saucepan. Pour over enough boiling water to ensure there is 2 parts water to 1 part rice. Bring to the boil, then reduce to a simmer and cook according to the packet instructions. When the water has all been absorbed, remove from the heat. Fluff the rice with a fork and allow to stand for 2 minutes. Season to taste, then add a good squeeze of lime juice and stir through the coriander.

Meanwhile, make the raita. Coarsely grate the cucumber into a bowl and add the garlic and a pinch of salt. Stir in the yoghurt and chopped mint, reserving a little mint to garnish. Check the seasoning.

Scatter the reserved coriander and mint leaves over the rice and serve with the chicken skewers on top and the raita on the side. Serve with lemon wedges for squeezing over.

You can also make a quick, fresh chutney by dicing ¼ red onion and a handful of cherry tomatoes. Mix together with a squeeze of lime juice and seasoning.
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Moroccan-spiced Harissa Chicken

PREP: 15 MINUTES • COOK: 55 MINUTES • SERVES 4

We’ve tweaked our award-winning recipe for a home kitchen and, to be honest, we think this version might be better! We first made this in the pre-internet era. Jamie, our young development chef (still with us, less young), spent a day at the library poring over cookbooks to find the right spice mix. We went through a phase of adding orange juice to the sauce which, in hindsight, was a bit weird. Serve with fruity couscous (see tip), rice, pitta bread or flatbreads.

6 boneless, skinless chicken thighs, total weight about 680g (1lb 8oz), sliced

2 aubergines, chopped into chunks

1 × 400g (14oz) can chickpeas, drained

2 teaspoons ground ginger

2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

2 teaspoons ground turmeric

2 tablespoons ground cumin

4 tablespoons rapeseed oil

3–4 tablespoons mild rose or apricot harissa paste

2 onions, chopped

3 garlic cloves, chopped

30g (1oz) fresh coriander, leaves picked and stalks chopped

1 teaspoon cayenne pepper

2 tablespoons tomato purée

1 × 400g (14oz) can chopped tomatoes

400ml (14fl oz) chicken stock

salt and pepper

20g (¾oz) flaked almonds, toasted, to garnish

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/Gas Mark
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Chicken and Tomato Pasta Bake
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King Prawn Linguine
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Warm Prawn Noodle Salad with Mango and Green Bean Salsa
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Macaroni Cheese
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Shakshuka
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Halloumi with Pesto and Roasted Veg
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Roasted Cauliflower and Aubergine Dhal
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Roasted Mediterranean Vegetable Linguine
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THE JOY OF GREAT INGREDIENTS
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