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INTRODUCTION


There’s no denying that I have a healthy appetite. I love food, I love eating and I love cooking. There’s nothing I don’t like to eat, except perhaps mangetout (pointless and flabby) and durian (poo fruit). I am a chef for two reasons: partly because I have a huge ego and I love feeding people and receiving their praise, but mainly because food makes people happy and has a way of soothing us from the inside out. Food doesn’t just feed my body; it also feeds my soul.


I’ve written about healthy eating over the years, but recently I’ve seen an influx of books encouraging us to ‘eat clean’, make better choices, become vegan for our health or undertake extreme diets – and no one knows what the best advice actually is.


The more I see of people’s food concerns on Twitter and Instagram, the more I see the love pouring out of food. It’s as though people are so concerned about what they are putting into their bodies that food has lost its soul. Food should first and foremost be delicious. If we stick to some simple rules like eating a variety of different-coloured fruits and vegetables daily, eating smaller portions of better carbs, high-quality proteins and some good fats, then we will be getting all the nutrition we need for optimum health.


Back when I made Cook Yourself Thin we were using vegetables in place of carbohydrates, choosing non-starchy carbs as mash and putting vegetables in cakes to reduce the sugar and fat content. Now, there are some brilliant, new techniques for making things like vegan, gluten-free and sugar-free cakes, cauliflower rice and spiralized vegetable noodles, all of which can be a revelation when used in the right way with the right ingredients.


Cooking for a healthy appetite often seems to be geared more towards the healthy and less towards an appetite for food. However, I want to show you how to use those ‘healthy’ ingredients in a more delicious way. I also want to instil the message that being healthy is as much about moderation as it is about nutrition. I’ve always lived by the 80/20 rule: if you eat healthily 80 per cent of the time then you’re allowed a little bit of something that may be considered ‘naughty’ the rest of the time.


The chapters of this book are divided into textures and flavours. For me, those textures and flavours often reflect my mood. For example, if I crave something braised or oozy it may mean that I’m after something rib-sticking and comforting but if I want crunch or crispness then I probably feel the need for something clean and fresh. Sometimes I want fiery food, so we have a chapter for spice, and other times I just need something sweet, and there’s a chapter for that too.


So, here I am. I want to start a new food revolution; one where people have a better understanding of nutrition but don’t forget that eating should be enjoyable.





MY ETHOS


Every week, when I open up a newspaper or women’s magazine there’s a new bit of health information that puts a spanner in the works of what I had previously thought was the right way to be healthy. So here is my ethos, and a bit about how I feel about food trends and what we can learn from them.


Firstly, I believe that having a better understanding of nutrition is not just about making your body healthier, it can also make you a better cook. The more I learn about different ingredients or come across a new cooking technique, vegetable or cut of meat, the more inspired I tend to be. I want this book to teach you that it’s good to love food in all its guises and that sometimes your body needs to be fed what it’s craving. Ultimately, I want people who are reading this book to try new things and push themselves into new areas of food, be it going to your local Asian supermarket or having a go at cooking with a new ingredient or gadget. I just hope people are inspired to cook fresh food using good ingredients.



THE 80/20 RULE


I follow the 80/20 rule. I’m good most of the time but absolutely allow myself to eat what I want the rest of the time, just so long as the food’s been made with fresh ingredients. That said, I’m partial to a bit of processed cheese in my hamburger and I am going to eat it once every so often – so sue me! The 80/20 rule can be applied daily, but I think it works best when you eat healthily during the week and have a blow-out one day of the weekend and perhaps the odd dinner out. There’s also another way you can apply the 80/20 rule: have 20 per cent less food on your plate, eat 20 per cent fewer carbohydrates and eat 20 per cent more vegetables. This will allow you to eat pretty much what you want, but you will be consuming 300–400 fewer calories a day. It’s a simple but good rule to stick to.



CARBS


The glycaemic index (GI) scale shows how quickly blood sugar levels are raised after eating particular foods. Things like protein and green veg barely register on the scale, making them very low GI, and whole grains are also low GI because your body has to fight to digest them. Whereas, sugars, many fruits and processed white carbohydrates will make your blood sugar levels shoot up, releasing insulin into the blood and allowing the body to lay down fat. Because of this, I try to eat foods that are low GI whenever I can.


I’m pro carbs but I do think its important not to eat too many of them. We should be averaging (depending on gender and height) about 60–100g (in weight) of carbohydrate per meal, which, shockingly, is just a small bowl of pasta, an open sandwich or a handful of rice. Start weighing your carbs and you’ll soon see that you eat more than you should. My theory is that it’s better to eat some carbs than none.



SUGAR


It’s a sad fact that if we eat a balanced diet of carbohydrates, dairy, protein, fruit and vegetables then we are already consuming the right amount of sugar for our bodies – and those who eat lots of carbs and fruit may be consuming too much sugar. This means that the addition of refined sugar into our diet can play havoc with our blood sugar levels. Just so long as we don’t go crazy, a small amount of cake, chocolate or sweets isn’t going to affect us that badly, but it’s definitely something we should be aware of.


When you process sugar you remove the small amount of fibre that allows your body to absorb the sugar straight into the bloodstream. While there are lots of great-tasting unrefined sugars available, not many of them work in the same way that refined cane sugar does in cooking, which is a right royal pain in the ass. If you simply want to add some sweetness to something, that’s fine, but if you’re trying to make a meringue, cake or brownie, things can go horribly wrong. Trust me, I’ve done an absurd amount of tests trying to make this work so you don’t have to. I have written most of my recipes using golden caster sugar (or muscovado sugar or maple syrup for flavour or caramelization). You can, if you like, use other sugars in any recipes that aren’t for meringues, cakes or brownies. My favourite alternatives are coconut blossom nectar, coconut sugar, agave nectar and rapadura sugar. You may need to experiment with them as they all have varying degrees of sweetness.



FAT


Fat is back! We’ve known for ages that we should be eating good vegetable oils, such as olive, rapeseed, avocado, and fish oils because they contain a mixture of omega fatty acids and vitamin E. Now, we also have coconut oil, which despite being a saturated fat is brilliant for metabolizing fat. And the best news of all is that butter is okay again and ghee is even better! In fact, it now seems that butter is not just okay for you, it’s as good for you as any other fat.


So what went wrong? In the late 1950s a study was released that showed countries that ate more fat had higher rates of heart disease so government guidelines told people to eat less saturated fat (including butter). Since then more research has been done to show that it isn’t as simple as that and you need both fat and cholesterol in your diet. Fat does not make you fat. Butter and ghee contain good fats and vitamins that lower your risk of a heart attack compared to margarine. Butter makes veg taste awesome due to fat-soluble vitamins in the veg, and ghee is better than vegetable oil for cooking as it is more stable at high temperatures.


My advice is to use a mixture of all of these different oils, eat 2–3 portions of oily fish a week as well as eating nuts, seeds and avocados. Just because all of these things have the potential to make you fat doesn’t mean you don’t need them in your diet in order to make your body work.



MEAT


If there is one thing that you take away from this book, let it be this: eat better protein and eat less of it. It is easy to overeat everything (carbs, fat, sugar, booze and meat) and this has an effect on our bodies. However, eating too much meat also has an effect on the environment. The way we’re going, it is looking increasingly likely that we will not be able to continue to consume meat the way we do today. We should be eating less meat, and the meat we eat should be better quality.


I always recommend buying meat from a butcher and using small producers who rear animals ethically and butcher in a more skilled way. This is my only mega-snobbery and it’s also about animal welfare and the environment. I’m not pushing organic, I just want you to buy the best meat you can afford.


VEGETABLES


Vegetables (and fruit) are full of micronutrients. In most cases we get more nutrients into our system if food is eaten raw, so eat tons of raw veg, fruits and salads. Green juices are a great way to absorb these nutrients into the body quickly, but I think these juices should be a supplement not a substitute for food. Most green veg are alkalizing and help us maintain a better pH in our bodies, which is why everyone is going greens crazy – keep up this trend. ‘An avocado a day keeps the wrinkles at bay’ is my new theory and ‘eat more veg’ is my motto. So play around with vegetables: roast them, mash them, spiralize them, rice them, juice them and make salads – just make sure over 50 per cent of your daily food intake is made up of eating them.



DAIRY


If you really and truly have a dairy intolerance, avoid soya milk because a lot of it is made from GM crops, it’s highly processed and it’s just not very tasty. Go for cold-pressed almond milks (I love the stuff from The Pressery) as they are without doubt the tastiest, though I have also tasted some delicious hazelnut and macadamia nut milks.



STOCK


I’ve always used fresh stock in my food and have preached about it from the hilltops. Why on earth would you cook fresh food and then ram a sodium-filled stock cube into it? It’s the biggest oxymoron in cooking. Fresh is always best when it comes to stock: for flavour, for clarity and also for its gelatinous and health-giving properties. Marrowbones are super for you, and bone broth or stock is full of calcium and collagen and is also hydrating and anti-inflammatory. If you want a glossy, restaurant-quality gravy or sauce, fresh stock will reduce to a perfectly flavoured, lip-smacking consistency.
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THE MODERN KITCHEN


This new way of cooking may require some new equipment. Here’s my list of kitchen must-haves:



A good knife and chopping board


These two things can be expensive, despite them being at the heart of almost every dish. Yes, you can go and grab yourself a knife and board from the supermarket but that will hold you back a bit as a cook. The way I see it, a good knife is for life, whereas the cheaper ones need replacing every 2–3 years. I buy Kin knives for value or go to the Japanese Knife Company if I want to splurge. The same ethos is true for a board. A wooden chopping board will last forever (just look at butchers’ blocks) but plastic or glass will need replacing – and don’t get me started on how they ruin your knives.
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Nonstick pans


Cooking with a nonstick pan means that you need less oil, so they are essential if you’re trying to cook with less fat. Go for a really heavy–based one – I love the toughened nonstick pans from Le Creuset.



A griddle pan


An essential pan for modern cooking, and I use mine at least three times a week. The griddle lines add caramelization and barbecue flavour to meat, fish, vegetables or bread. I like a griddle pan with wider ridges as the thinner ones can make your food taste a little too barbecued. Always buy a really heavy cast-iron griddle pan as the lighter ones don’t add the flavour you need and fall to bits.


A really good casserole


I couldn’t live without my cast-iron casserole dishes. They are more important to me than almost any other kitchen equipment. The last couple of years has seen the rise of the slow cooker, but no slow cooker can do what a lidded, cast-iron casserole can do, be it on the hob or in a low oven. For slow cooking, a really good casserole is unbeatable.
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Tons of mixing bowls


Ideally, you should have a mixture of glass and metal bowls in a variety of sizes to meet every kitchen eventuality.



Electric weighing scales


Scales are essential to make sure you’re not eating too much. Over-consuming is such a common problem that it’s worth getting into the boring habit of weighing out your food, especially carbohydrates. I prefer electric scales as they are more precise.



A spiralizer


A spiralizer is a great way to cut back on carbs and eat more fresh vegetables and it’s really worth the money (the Hemsley+Hemsley spiralizer is one of the best I’ve tried). If you can’t afford one, a hand-held vegetable ribboner will do the same thing and you’ll build muscles in the process.



A powerful blender


A pretty kitchen blender just won’t do in my eyes. It’s more important to consider the power of a blender: the higher the power, the finer the blend. Vitamix blenders are the best, blitzing smoothies, soups and pastes to oblivion, but are very expensive so buy the best you can afford.



A food processor


I use a food processor almost every day, for everything from making pastes to cauliflower rice.
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A stand mixer


This is a gadget that’s on most people’s kitchen wish lists. You need a stand mixer to whisk, beat or knead food so it’s a baking gadget. I lived with my KitchenAid for years but got an Electrolux Grand Cuisine stand mixer this year and it’s been a game-changer. If a mixer is too pricey, use an electric hand whisk for whisking and beating.
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Banana, Date, Almond Milk & Bee Pollen Smoothie


Super Green Smoothie


Chilled Cucumber, Avocado & Buttermilk Soup


Chlodnik (Chilled Polish Beetroot Soup with Dill Pickles, Egg & Prawns)


Mulligatawny Soup with Poached Eggs & Crispy Shallots


Chicken Pho with Daikon Noodles


Samgyetang (Ginseng Baby Chicken Soup)


Mul Naengmyeon (Cold Korean Noodle Salad)


Tom Yum Goong (Hot & Sour Fish Stew)


Pimped-up Pad Thai










BANANA, DATE, ALMOND MILK & BEE POLLEN SMOOTHIE






PREPARATION TIME
5 minutes, plus freezing


COOKING TIME
None






My friend Elly, who owns the Pear Café in Bristol, is a genius when it comes to healthy cooking. She has been doing the 5:2 diet for a couple of years and has not only lost a couple of stone but also created some of the most brilliant recipes. Her knowledge of ingredients is second to none. When we were hanging out in Spain, she introduced me to bee pollen because I get terrible hayfever and have the worst allergic reaction to insect bites – and the bee pollen genuinely helped. That is what bee pollen is best known for but it also does a multitude of other things: it boosts energy, smoothes the skin, is an anti-inflammatory for the respiratory system, has enzymes to aid digestion and helps the cardiovascular system. It really is a superfood. I drink one of these smoothies in the morning and it kicks me up the butt. I feel better for doing so and I swear my hayfever has gone away.





SERVES 2





2 bananas (the ripest you can find as they are sweetest), peeled, cut into chunks and frozen


6 soft pitted dates (the best quality you can afford)


1 tablespoon bee pollen


500ml really good pressed almond milk


 





As with any smoothie recipe, it’s all about the blender. I like to use the most powerful blender available.


Place the ingredients into a blender in the order stated and blitz for 1 minute if you have a powerful blender or 1 minute 20 seconds if your blender is the classic type. Pour into glasses and serve.










SUPER GREEN SMOOTHIE






PREPARATION TIME
10 minutes


COOKING TIME
None






Everybody’s doing it, so you might as well do it as well. This is the power juice of all power juices and it will give you the biggest spring in your step you could ever want. Any good blender will do. The apples and pears will add tons of sweetness and be the liquid in the smoothie; the kale is alkaline, which will balance your pH levels; the avocado has vitamin E and good oils that help burn fat and will make you look radiant; and the herbs provide an abundance of antioxidants. Drink this for breakfast with a handful of almonds to give yourself a protein boost. You will be bouncing off the walls before you know it!





SERVES 2 as a meal replacement





4 Granny Smith apples


5 pears


juice of 1 lemon


1 kiwifruit, peeled and frozen in chunks


1 avocado, peeled, stoned and chopped


1 tablespoon pea or hemp protein (optional)


a good handful of green kale, trimmed of its stems and chopped


a good handful of mint


a good handful of parsley


 





Juice the apples and pears.


Next, place the rest of the ingredients in a blender in the order they are listed along with the juices. Blend for 1 minute, or until totally smooth: the kale can take a while to blend. Once it is smooth, divide between 2 tall glasses and serve with a straw.
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CHILLED CUCUMBER, AVOCADO & BUTTERMILK SOUP






PREPARATION TIME
15 minutes, plus standing and chilling


COOKING TIME
None






Chilled soups are one of the greatest things about summer. This is a really simple one made with buttermilk, which has a slight tang, alongside cucumber, avocado, dill and mint. The cucumber is the base flavour; the avocado is mainly there for texture, making the soup silky; and the dill and mint just add freshness. Make it in the morning and allow to homogenize for a few hours in the fridge, then eat for a late summer lunch when the soup’s extra cold, adding a few ice cubes if you like.





SERVES 6





3 cucumbers, halved lengthways and deseeded


250ml buttermilk, plus extra to serve


2 tablespoons lemon juice


2 spring onions, (green and white parts, chopped


3 tablespoons chopped dill, plus extra to garnish


a few mint leaves, plus extra tiny mint leaves to garnish


1 small garlic clove, chopped


1 large ripe but firm avocado, peeled and stoned


420ml fresh White Chicken or Veggie Stock, chilled


2 tablespoons really good, fruity extra virgin olive oil


sea salt flakes and white pepper


 





Coarsely chop 5 of the cucumber halves and transfer to a large bowl. Add the buttermilk, lemon juice, spring onions, dill, mint, garlic and salt and pepper. Stir to combine, cover with cling film and leave to stand at room temperature for 1 hour to blend the flavours. Dice the remaining cucumber half and set aside until ready to serve.


In a powerful blender, purée the cucumber mixture together with the avocado until smooth. With the machine running, slowly add the stock and purée until it is fully incorporated; this will take about 30 seconds. Transfer to a jug, cover with cling film and refrigerate for about 2 hours, or until chilled.


Pour the soup into bowls, then top with the chopped cucumber, drizzle with the oil and a little extra buttermilk. Garnish with the extra mint and dill and serve immediately.
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CHLODNIK


(CHILLED POLISH BEETROOT SOUP WITH DILL PICKLES, EGG & PRAWNS)






PREPARATION TIME
25 minutes, plus chilling


COOKING TIME
30 minutes






As far as chilled soups go, chlodnik has to be one of the unsung heroes. It’s basically borscht that is enriched with buttermilk and soured cream and topped with an array of jazzy things like peeled prawns, boiled eggs, gherkins and mounds of dill. With her Polish heritage, my mum always waxed lyrical about buying bottles of borscht as a teen and pimping it up with way too much soured cream, making it look a little like Pepto-Bismol! She has a point but this soup tastes anything but. Making this soup is a really great way to use up a glut of beetroot in the winter, freeze and then turn into a terrific dish in the summer.





SERVES 6





1 tablespoon olive oil, plus extra to serve


1 onion, finely chopped


4 beetroot, peeled and grated


1 Lebanese cucumber or ½ regular cucumber, peeled and grated


600ml fresh White Chicken or Veggie Stock


500ml buttermilk plus extra to serve


500ml soured cream


3 tablespoons dill pickle brine


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


To serve


5 free-range eggs, hard-boiled and cut into quarters


2 dill pickles, chopped


200g cooked, peeled small prawns (I prefer Atlantic ‘shell-on’ baby prawns, peeled)


a small bunch of dill, roughly chopped


 





Heat the oil in a large saucepan. Add the onion and cook over a low heat for about 10 minutes, or until translucent and softened enough that you can squish through the onion with your fingertips. Add the beetroot and cucumber and cook for 10 minutes, or until the beetroot starts to break down. Pour in the stock and cook at an aggressive simmer for a further 10 minutes, or until the beetroot is really soft.


Remove from the heat and stir in the buttermilk and soured cream. Using either a blender or immersion blender, blitz the soup for about a minute, or until it’s completely smooth: it should be the thickness of single cream. You can strain the soup at this point if you like it extra smooth (I do!). Season with salt and pepper and the pickle brine and leave to cool, then pop it in the fridge to chill for at least 5 hours. I always like to put the soup in the freezer for 30 minutes before serving to get it really chilled.


Ladle the soup into bowls and top each bowl of soup with 3 of the egg quarters. Add some gherkins, prawns and dill before serving with extra buttermilk drizzled with olive oil.
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MULLIGATAWNY SOUP WITH POACHED EGGS & CRISPY SHALLOTS






PREPARATION TIME
20 minutes


COOKING TIME
50 minutes






Mulligatawny is an Anglo-Indian soup that is curried and thickened with lentils or rice – sometimes with meat, sometimes without. My version is a chicken-based soup that’s spiced and thickened with lentils, but I’ve made more of a meal out of it with a soft-poached egg perched on the top and some crispy shallots. I make a batch of this soup for dinner on a Sunday night and serve it this way, then serve it with chopped-up boiled eggs the next day when I’m at work. Everyone is jealous of me when I have this lunch – it’s epic.





SERVES 4





3 tablespoons ghee or vegetable oil


6 free-range chicken thighs, skin on, bone in


1 large onion, finely chopped


6 garlic cloves, finely chopped


½ green chilli


3cm piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and grated


1½ tablespoons ground cumin


1 tablespoon ground coriander


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


½ teaspoon cumin seeds


½ teaspoon coriander seeds


½ teaspoon black mustard seeds


2 dried chillies


200g red lentils


2 litres fresh White Chicken or Veggie Stock


200ml coconut milk


juice of ¼ lemon


a small bunch of fresh coriander, roughly chopped


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


For the garnish


4 free-range eggs, poached (I use Cotswold Legbar eggs as they have orange yolks)


natural yogurt


Crispy Shallots


 





Heat 2 tablespoons of the ghee or vegetable oil in a deep saucepan over a medium–high heat. Season the chicken pieces with salt and pepper and then fry them in batches until browned all over. Remove the chicken with a slotted spoon and set aside.


Meanwhile, place the onion, garlic, chilli, ginger and ground spices in a food processor and blitz to make a curry paste.


Once all the chicken is browned, add the remaining ghee or vegetable oil to the pan and fry the whole spices for 1 minute, or until they start to pop. Add the curry paste and cook slowly for 5 minutes or until the paste is less ‘wet’ and has started to tinge golden. Add the lentils, stock and coconut milk and return the chicken to the pan. Cook for 45 minutes, or until the chicken is cooked through and easily peeled from the bone and the lentils are completely soft.


Using tongs, remove the chicken from the pan and set aside. When it is cool enough to handle remove the skin and use 2 forks to shred the meat off the bone (one fork to hold the chicken steady and the other to tear the meat apart).


In the meantime, keep cooking the soup until the liquid has reduced by about 1cm and the stock has become rich and full of flavour, then season with plenty of salt and pepper. Return the shredded chicken to the pan. Remove from the heat, add the lemon juice and half the coriander and check the seasoning. Serve immediately, each bowl of soup topped with a poached egg, a swirl of yogurt, some crispy shallots and more coriander.










CHICKEN PHO WITH DAIKON NOODLES






PREPARATION TIME
10 minutes


COOKING TIME
2–2½ hours






After I’d caught the spiralizing bug, it was then a matter of seeing how it could be utilized. Spiralizing doesn’t fit into every type of recipe, and it’s wrong to just use it as a pasta or noodle substitute. The way to get the best out of spiralizing is to make the vegetable work for the dish – this pho is a great example of that as the daikon noodles complement the flavour of the classic Vietnamese broth. What you have here is a highly delicious, nutritious, health-giving, no-carb soup that can be eaten as a low-calorie lunch, or even as a snack through the day. What I tend to do is make the broth and save it in jars and put the spiralized daikon and all the accompaniments in a separate lunch bowl. This way when you get to work you can heat up the broth until it’s piping hot and then serve it with all the bits. Less a game changer and more a life changer.





SERVES 4





1 whole medium free-range chicken


400ml fresh White Chicken Stock


2 onions, roughly sliced


3cm piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and sliced


1 bulb of garlic, cut in half horizontally


6 black peppercorns


1 star anise


1 cinnamon stick


1 lemon grass stalk, bashed


1 teaspoon salt


2 tablespoons fish sauce, and maybe some extra for a final season


2 teaspoons palm sugar


2 daikon, about 400g


To serve


2 Thai red chillies, finely sliced


2–3 spring onions (green part only), finely sliced,


1 onion, very finely sliced into rings


a small handful of coriander


a few sprigs of Thai basil


a handful of bean sprouts


1 lime, cut into 8 wedges


You will also need a spiralizer


 





Put the chicken in a large casserole together with the stock, onions, ginger, garlic, peppercorns, star anise, cinnamon stick, lemon grass, salt, fish sauce and palm sugar, then top up with water until the chicken is covered. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for 1½ hours with the lid on, then take the chicken out and set aside to cool.


Strain the liquid from the cooking vegetables, and then pour the broth into a saucepan and reduce down for about 30 minutes until you have a rich chicken, flavoursome broth. You may need to season it with more fish sauce at this stage.


While the broth is reducing and when the chicken is cool enough to handle, shred the chicken and spiralize the daikon and set aside.


Place a quarter of the spiralized daikon into each soup bowl and top with the shredded chicken, chillies, spring onions, sliced onion, coriander, Thai basil and bean sprouts. Once you are happy with the flavour of the chicken broth, pour about 250ml into the bowls and leave for few minutes before serving with lime wedges.
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