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      FOR MY FATHER


      In my mind, you are still here, with me, our daily conversations helping, guiding,


      and illuminating right from wrong, as they do in the stories that follow.


      You are my hero.
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      FOR MY MOTHER


      Know that a lifetime of meals spawned from your love has become the foundation


      of who I am today as a chef and a person.
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      FOR ANNA & GABRIEL


      Forgive me for unknowingly asking you to sacrifice to help me realize my dreams.


      Forgive me for the hours you spent waiting for me to return. Forgive me for allowing


      food to become my addiction. Forgive me for trying to be the man you both


      deserve and for not fully appreciating the suffering this has sometimes caused.


      Forgive me for being me.


      But know this: without you both I would be nothing.


      Know that you are truly the center of my world.


      I love you.


   

      Foreword


      Barbara Kafka


    It is a rare experience to find a brilliant new chef. Usually, they do not remain a secret. Instead, they become famous. I

         had this experience a few years ago when a friend told me that I must try a new restaurant, Kefi. I did, and the friend was

         correct. Michael Psilakis, whose book you have in front of you, was the chef, and he had all the attributes of a great chef.

         The acclaim has come along with two more restaurants and the growth of Kefi from a small establishment to a larger one in

         a new location.

      


      The new restaurants are Anthos and Mia Dona. Go and enjoy.


      What are the attributes that make a great chef? First, there is a sound grasp of the many techniques that make a cooked food

         what it is; but technique is not enough. As with any major creative talent, great intelligence and passion are necessary.

         Michael has these and a love for his family and for what food means to him and them.

      


      It is creative. Based on the flavors he loves, he constantly creates variations and new dishes. The first recipe section of

         the book, crammed with delightful salads and vegetable dishes, illustrates the outcome of these talents. Many of these recipes

         are inspired by his dearly loved father’s ardent gardening. These foods are joyous with loving memories.

      


      They and the other recipes in this book are contemporary Greek cooking and deserve to join the pantheon of other great foods

         of the world. You won’t find a recipe for the old familiar Greek salad any more than the many splendid wines of Greece today

         are like the retsinas of yore.

      


      While the book is replete with wonderful recipes for poultry, meats, fish, innards, and game, the wealth of vegetables, salads,

         and meze also make it a wonderful resource for vegetarians and those who feed them.

      


      The recipes obviously derive from Michael’s Greek heritage, but they take off with new ideas and sail over new seas. There

         are a few elaborate recipes, but most are well within the scope of the home cook and even take budget into account.

      


      Everyone who reads this book—a delight of love and memory—will come away made richer with an understanding of how and why

         to cook in a certain way. They will not only have found a treasure trove of excellent and original recipes but will also be

         tempted to invent their own based on Michael’s hints.

      


      I owe Michael a debt for wonderful meals, for being such a warm and generous person, and for being as good a chef as I had

         hoped he would be, and for sharing his family stories and his own recipes. Not the least of the thanks is for this wonderful

         book.
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      THIS COOKBOOK IS AT ONCE a collection of recipes and a collection of reminiscences. These stories reflect on memories, emotions, and insights that

         transpired throughout my childhood and into early adolescence. They illuminate the years that would stand as the building

         blocks for my growth from boy to man and ultimately to chef. The importance of my childhood and the events that are chronicled

         within this book as chapter introductions are vital to the path that led me to my destiny in the kitchen. Without this foundation,

         I would be unable to experience the bliss of standing behind a stove and creating dishes that express my emotions in much

         the same way as a poet, painter, or musician might.

      


      Through these chapter introductions, I invite you, the reader, into my soul as a chef. In following my muse, I have created

         a book of soulfully integrated chapters—with collections of recipes that flow from the critical stories. This makes for a

         seemingly haphazard compilation with appetizer, entrée, fish, vegetable, and meat recipes within any given chapter. While

         this format is somewhat unconventional by the standards of a traditional cookbook, it was more important to me to convey the

         pride I feel when tying on an apron than to stick to the mold. My hope is that by illustrating the emotion that inspires my

         labors in cooking, it will bring you closer to the food and ultimately to the passion that defines a true chef—that is, the

         passion behind the gift that is food.

      


      To combat any confusion, I have included a second listing of recipes set up in a traditional manner, by type of dish, on page

         280. This will be helpful if you are interested in using the book in a more conventional and straightforward way—as a means

         of introducing yourself to the wonders of Greek cuisine. I believe this is the underlying beauty of this book. It may be read

         as a book of prose with philosophical undertones relating to the soul of Greek food or as a cookbook that allows you to explore

         its identity through recipes or, as I have intended, both!
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      [image: art] THIS SUN ICON AT THE END of many recipes denotes extra, optional steps. Ingredients called for in optional steps are not included in the ingredients

         list.

      


      Although the use of stock is an integral part of achieving wide-ranging depth of flavor, for this book I’ve chosen to use

         only water, just as my mother did when I was a child. This is not to say that I don’t recommend the use of stocks. To the

         contrary, a stock will always help to enrich the final product. The logic here, however, is to promote my desire to keep these

         recipes accessible to the home cook. It’s more important to me that you begin to cook Greek food than it is for you to spend

         hours making a stock. Instead, I always add plenty of fresh, aromatic herbs and spices, season aggressively with salt and

         pepper, and often add tomato paste or my essential Garlic Puree for body. However, if you have some stock lying around or

         you have a favorite brand that you purchase when you want to go the extra mile, you have not only my permission to use it,

         but also my blessing!

      


      In this book, wherever possible, I offer optional shortcuts by doing things like using really good store-bought products (like

         roasted red peppers in a jar) in lieu of making everything from scratch. If using water instead of stock and store-bought

         peppers instead of homemade will get you into the kitchen to cook recipes from this book, I’m all for it.

      


      I know everyone is busy, so there are very few fancy techniques. I want my food to be accessible to everyone, to get you started

         falling in love with Greek flavors. At the end of the day, if you make four building blocks from “The Aegean Pantry,” you

         can make twenty dishes with them. The Garlic Confit is really important. Yes, you see it in many of the recipes, but if you

         take the time to make it you have a whole bunch of recipes that become really easy to execute.

      


      At the Greek table, appetizers are rarely served on individual plates, and there is never just one. Instead we serve meze, morsels of stand-up finger food that promote a relaxed flow of friends and family around a table of tempting variety.

      


      For main dishes (or any dishes meant to be eaten hot), I suggest you warm your plates before serving.
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      CAPERS


      Capers are the pickled, immature buds of a plant related to nasturtiums, and are ubiquitous in Greek cuisine. Most capers

         are packed in brine, and for the recipes in this book require draining, but no rinsing. Occasionally you can find salt-packed

         capers, which are larger and meatier, with a more pronounced caper flavor. However, they are often very salty and should be

         well rinsed, well drained, and, depending on the dish, roughly chopped to a size similar to that of brined capers (most commonly

         the small French variety known as nonpareil, which means “without equal”).

      


      CHEESE


      Substitutions can be made as follows, if you don’t live near a market that stocks a good selection of cheeses:


      Graviera: Gruyére

      


      Mizithra: Ricotta salata

      


      Manouri: Ricotta salata

      


      Kefalotiri: Pecorino Romano

      


      Ricotta: Supermarket ricotta just isn’t going to cut it. This is one of those places where you have to try very hard to get the best

         ingredient, because otherwise whatever you make will be too wet. The first choice is very fresh (preferably sheep’s milk)

         ricotta. Try an Italian grocery, an artisanal cheese shop, or the cold counter of a really good market. On the Internet, you

         can get excellent frozen ricotta from Italy.

      


      Feta: Shifting boundaries in the eastern Mediterranean and Balkans make it difficult to trace the origins of this beloved cheese:

         at one point, half of Greece was Bulgaria and half of Bulgaria was Greece. It is believed that the Greeks have been making

         a fetalike cheese since the twelfth century, even if it was called something else. While Greece is home to several other wonderful

         cheeses (like mizithra, graviera, kefalotiri, and kasseri), in northern Greece at least, any and all “cheese” is assumed to be feta. Traditionally, feta is made from 100 percent sheep’s

         milk, which yields the creamiest, richest product, but sheep don’t always produce enough milk, so regulations permit up to

         30 percent goat’s milk. Feta can be sold at the age of two months, but many enthusiasts prefer a cheese between six and twelve

         months of age. Younger feta is often eaten alone; the mature cheeses are perfect as a component of salads and other dishes.

      


      Feta deteriorates when not stored in brine, so try to buy it in brine and, if at a service counter, ask for a little more

         brine to be ladled over your cheese. Or you can make more brine at a ratio of 1 quart water to ¾ cup kosher salt, dissolved.

         If you buy feta in bulk and store it in brine, keep your fingers out of the container to avoid introducing bacteria; retrieve

         what you need each time with a clean pair of tongs.

      


      I recommend using Greek feta wherever feta is called for in these recipes. However, if you can’t find Greek feta, you may

         substitute French feta. French feta has become widely available in the U.S. (the business evolved as a way of using the excess

         milk from Roquefort production); it tends to be moister and milder in flavor than Greek feta. American-made feta lacks the

         characteristic tang and can be squeaky on the tooth.

      


      OIL


      At Anthos, we use extra-virgin olive oil for every application except deep-frying. At Kefi, where it is important to keep

         costs down, I use blended oil. (If I used extra-virgin for every application at Kefi, I’d have to add a dollar to the price

         of each dish.) If you like, use extra-virgin olive oil wherever blended oil is called for in these recipes.

      


      For salads, vinaigrettes, and any other dishes that are either not cooked or barely cooked, I use a Greek extra-virgin olive

         oil.

      


      For cooking any protein, I use a blend of vegetable oils—canola, safflower, or best of all, grapeseed—plus extra-virgin olive

         oil, usually in a ratio of 10 percent extra-virgin to 90 percent vegetable.

      


      For confit vegetables, I suggest using blended oil in a ratio that makes sense for you—tastewise and financially—anywhere

         from 10 percent to 90 percent as above, to 50/50 percent, or even a higher ratio of extra-virgin to the vegetable oil.

      


      For cooking vegetables—and any time you are making a pan sauce—I prefer to use a mild-flavored extra-virgin olive oil. There’s

         no need to waste full-bodied or peppery oils here, but stay away from anything labeled “extra-light virgin olive oil.” This

         product is marketed under the pretense of being more healthful. In truth, the process of its extraction involves heat, which

         breaks down the polyunsaturated fats that give olive oil its health benefits.

      


      OLIVES


      I use three kinds of olives: oil-cured black olives, brine-cured black olives, and cracked, brine-cured green olives. Some

         people are put off by the excessive brininess of these olives. You can tame the briny-salty flavor of olives, capers, caperberries,

         pepperoncini, and/or sun-dried tomatoes by blanching them for four or five minutes in boiling water. This plumps the fruit

         and lets its own flavor shine through.

      


       


      OLIVE VARIETIES


      Tsakistes, or cracked, brine-cured green olives: These olives are picked when still green (immature), then cracked (or slit) and brined, often with herbs and lemon and/or

         garlic. Any forward-flavored, brined green olive, such as Picholine, may be substituted if tsakistes are unavailable.

      


      Thássos, or oil-cured black olives: These olives are picked when black (ripe) and cured in oil rather than brine. They are often sold loose without any liquid,

         and usually appear somewhat shrunken and wrinkled. Any oil-cured black olive, such as Niçoise or Moroccan, may be substituted

         if Thássos are unavailable.

      


      Kalamata, or brine-cured black olives: Picked when ripe, as with Thássos, but cured and then packed in brine. Kalamata olives are widely available.

      


      OREGANO


      Greek oregano is wild, so it has a very different flavor from the usual oregano. If you can’t find oregano specifically labeled

         as “Greek,” look for “wild-harvest oregano.”

      


      PEPPERONCINI


      I use pepperoncini to add heat to many of my dishes. I always chop them whole, seeds and all, but if you don’t want quite

         as much heat, remove the seeds before chopping.

      


      “PICKED HERBS”


      I call for picked herbs in most of my dishes, because the bright flavor of fresh herbs is, for me, what makes Greek cooking

         so wonderful. To “pick,” take a sprig of thyme, parsley, dill, or rosemary, and gently pull your fingers backward down the

         central stem, releasing the small, very tender stems and leaves. Discard any tougher or woody stems. If the resulting sprigs

         are large, pull them apart into smaller pieces, getting rid of any remaining tougher stems as you do. All parsley is flat-leaf.

         All measurements should be considered “loosely packed.”

      


      SUN-DRIED TOMATOES


      Try to find large, plump, and pliable sun-dried tomatoes. Or use oil-packed sun-dried tomatoes, well drained. If all you have

         are dry-packed sun-dried tomatoes that are dark purple, very dry, and papery, reconstitute them in hot water for twenty minutes,

         then squeeze dry.

      


      TOMATOES & TOMATO SAUCE


      I don’t worry much about peeling or seeding fresh tomatoes. That’s the way they come and that’s the way I use them.


      Crushed tomatoes: Lift the tomatoes from a can of good Italian plum tomatoes and crush with your hand as you add them to the pot.

      


      Tomato purée: This is just a simple, thin tomato sauce. You can also use a good-quality marinara sauce from a jar.

      


      YOGURT


      All yogurt in the book is Greek yogurt. Almost all markets now carry this thick yogurt, but if you can’t get it, you will

         have to drain whole-milk yogurt overnight in the refrigerator, in a colander lined with doubled cheesecloth or a clean towel.
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      clockwise from top: Michael’s mother’s family, the Karropouloses, Kalamata, Greece, 1954; Costas Psilakis, right,

            bicycling in Athens; Costas Psilakis, right; Costas Psilakis, front, in Athens, 1952


   

      Introduction


    It is with great joy and an open heart that I invite you into my kitchen, into my home. Food has always been an integral part

         of my family life and of my culture. You could even say that food was the tie that bound us all together while, as new immigrants,

         my parents and their respective families adjusted to the ways of a new country, language, and culture. Food and cooking were

         an integral part of our lives, not just for nourishment, but also for the lessons taught and lessons learned between generations.

         Nothing happened in our homes and in our lives—no one was born, no one died, no accomplishment was celebrated, and no occasion

         was marked—that didn’t involve food and drink.

      


      It was never specifically my dream to write a cookbook. My passion is for the kitchen and I love sharing this passion for

         food and my Greek culture with other people. Being in the kitchen cooking, creating, and feeding people in body and soul has

         always sated me. But in 2007, as my father’s health declined and I spent hours and long nights with him sitting in his hospital

         room and revisiting the wonderful life I was fortunate to share with him, the idea for this book was born. Telling these stories,

         the pictures of my childhood, and coupling them with the food of my youth would be a way to honor my father.

      


      My parents were emigrants from Greece. They left the country, the people, the culture, the food, and the language they loved

         behind not because they wanted to, but because they had to in order to survive—in order not to starve. Like many places in

         Europe after World War II, my father’s native Crete was hit hard and many of the people were impoverished. My father was among

         them. Like many other emigrants, he left all he knew and came to America with minimal education and, literally, the shirt

         on his back and the seeds in his pocket—nothing else. He came because he wanted to do more than just survive; he wanted a

         better life for his family.

      


      While my father’s Greek national pride was undeniable, the pride he had for being Cretan was paramount. Cretan men are known

         to be strong, stoic, and self-sacrificing—men among men. Even among the Greeks (and that’s saying something), Cretans are

         thought to be opinionated, stubborn, and unbending in their convictions. My father met every aspect of this description. As

         children, we knew that my father had his own set of rules and principles to live by, and in his house you just didn’t break

         them.

      


      My father gave up everything and worked himself to the bone to give me and each of my three siblings a better life. But I

         was his heir. As the firstborn son in a Greek family, I was expected to stand in my father’s stead, to uphold his name, and

         to provide for our family should that need arise. From birth, I was groomed to be the next man of the family, the next patriarch,

         the way my father was for our nuclear family and also for our extended family. He taught me how to hunt, garden, fish, and

         how to kill and skin a goat—how to provide for a family in the ways he knew.

      


      I spent my entire life trying to make him proud of me and doing things he would admire. But no matter how much I achieve,

         no matter how much I accomplish, I know that he sacrificed so much to give me a head start that I’d be proud to be one tenth

         the man he was.

      


      My early childhood was the stuff of fairy tales. Every day of the week I was surrounded by people who loved and nurtured me.

         Whether it was one of our birthday dinners that brought us together or my mother and theias (aunts) cooking for days to prepare for a party in honor of my father’s name day, we were always together. But growing up

         as the son of Greek immigrants in a middle-class suburban Long Island neighborhood wasn’t always seamless. It was when I entered

         school that I had the first glimmer of a life different from my own. In my teen years I questioned everything and everyone,

         causing my parents—and especially my mother—no end of heartache.

      


      When I started kindergarten, I didn’t know a word of English. I had grown up in a Greek bubble. Everyone I knew and socialized

         with was Greek. My theios (uncles) and theias and my cousins—these were the people I saw on a daily basis; this was my family and my social network. When I went to school,

         my mother dressed me in a suit with dress shoes and black socks. I got the sense that all of the kids were laughing at me,

         but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. When I first distinguished the words “black socks” and understood them, I

         finally knew why they were laughing at me. They were all wearing jeans and white tube socks. I was the immigrant kid dressed

         for school as if he were going to church. They were eating hot dogs and hamburgers for lunch. I was eating souvlaki and spanakopita.

      


      Some things got easier—I learned the language and made a lot of American friends—but other things got more difficult and more

         complicated. I straddled two worlds: the Greek world I lived in at home after school and on weekends—a world my parents knew

         and trusted—and the American world I inhabited at school. And in each world, I was a different person.

      


      I wavered between these two worlds because I loved my family; the foundation and principles with which I had been raised;

         the pride of culture, cuisine, and heritage—but I also resented it and my parents, specifically my mother, because she was

         essentially the one who raised us. My father was always at work and my mother made the rules in our house. The way I saw it,

         she was the one who stood in the way of me really integrating into the local culture. As a result, she, not my father, was

         the one who bore the brunt of my frustration.

      


      But as my mother hoped and knew I would, at the end of those rebellious years I came out on the other side with a great appreciation

         for my family ties, roots, and Greek heritage. While I was growing up under different circumstances, my youth wasn’t all that

         different from that of my suburban Long Island peers. Happy childhood, rebellious and troubled teen years, and an early adulthood

         with a loving and caring family: I still sat at my mother’s table and devoured everything she cooked every night of the week

         at our daily family dinners.

      


      Many people believe in fate, luck, serendipity. You can call it whatever you want. There are so many junctures in my life

         where, had I turned left instead of right, it would have altered my path—would have changed my life dramatically. Some people know what their passion is from a very young age, some people never figure it out, and, for some, destiny delivers

         it to their door.

      


      After college, still living at home in my parents’ house, I was working as an accountant and I was unhappy. This was not the

         career for me, but, admittedly, I was lost and didn’t know what career path I wanted to take. As many of us who weren’t quite sure what to do with our lives did at that time, I decided

         to go to law school.

      


      I had lived at home during college and now I wanted the opportunity to live on my own. My plan was to apply to law school

         in California and, after I had saved enough money, move out there and go to school. I needed a job with flexible hours so

         I could attend classes but still earn enough money to pay my way through school. Becoming a waiter or bartender seemed like

         obvious choices. But back then, you couldn’t just walk in off the street and get a job in the front of the house (restaurant-speak

         for the dining room staff). The restaurants wanted a résumé of related experience.

      


      After a month of applying to countless restaurants, one day I commiserated with my sister Maria, who told me that she had

         a sorority sister whose boyfriend was the manager at a T.G.I. Friday’s. The restaurant was in the next county, a twenty-five-minute

         drive from where I lived. I never would have applied there were it not for Maria. Maria’s friend asked her boyfriend, and

         I had a job.

      


      From the minute I hit the floor, I loved working as a waiter. I couldn’t believe what a perfect match it was for me. It was

         as if I had been groomed from childhood specifically for this role. From a very young age, it was always my job in my parents’

         house to make sure that everyone who crossed our threshold was made to feel welcome, to feel at home. I asked people what

         they wanted to drink and delivered it to them. I made sure their glasses were full and that they had enough to eat. I committed

         their favorite drinks to memory and for years to come would remember what they liked and be able to serve it to them before

         they could ask. They were happy and, in turn, that made me feel happy.

      


      It was at T.G.I. Friday’s that I met Anna, the woman who later would become my wife, and James and Jim, two painter friends

         who would play pivotal roles in connecting me to the path of my future. Anna and I started dating and we were able to work

         together for a while, but dating among staff was frowned upon at the restaurant and we were being scheduled on alternate shifts—one

         of us on days, one of us on nights. If we didn’t work together, we never saw each other.

      


      In their off-hours, James and Jim were painting the interior of a restaurant called Café Angelica, which was owned by two

         Greek brothers. Knowing the problem we were having with our schedule, James suggested that I come over to Café Angelica and

         meet the owners. It was a beautiful restaurant, and they were cooking what seemed to me to be progressive food. All of it

         was new to me: fresh pasta, homemade focaccia, foie gras, wine service. Growing up in that Greek vacuum, I had never been

         exposed to any of this. I had never heard of focaccia; I didn’t know what foie gras was. But I came to the restaurant and

         James introduced me to the owners. I was Greek; they were Greek. It was like a reunion with long-lost friends. They asked

         me if I spoke Greek and when I answered in Greek, just like that, I had a new job. Not being Greek, however, it wasn’t quite so easy for Anna. She went through a full interview

         process but ultimately got hired as well.
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      Psilakis family, 1979


      I threw myself into this new job with a passion. I waited tables day and night and started studying cookbooks as if they were

         textbooks. I wanted to learn more about cuisine and cooking. I was like a sponge, absorbing every bit of information I could.

         Despite my interest in this “new” style of cooking, I continued working part-time at Friday’s. I didn’t want to resign until

         I knew that Café Angelica was financially viable.

      


      A few months in, Café Angelica was struggling. I wasn’t making nearly as much money as I had at Friday’s. I was just about

         to call it quits and return to Friday’s full-time when Café Angelica received a positive review in the New York Times. Then all hell broke loose. The restaurant became fantastically busy and successful, and there was a new need for organization

         and management. I volunteered. In addition to waiting tables at lunch and dinner, I started doing the restaurant’s inventory,

         making the schedule for the front of the house, entering the chef’s specials into the computer, cashing out the drawer at

         the end of the shift, and staying until the cleaning crew finished so I could lock up. I was always the first guy in the restaurant

         in the morning and the last guy out at night.

      


      The restaurant was open seven days a week and, after about four months, the brothers asked me to take the Sunday shift as

         restaurant manager so they could have a day off together. I went out and bought some suits. On Sundays I was on the floor

         in a suit with added managerial responsibilities, and every other day I was an acting manager in waiter’s clothes. I was working

         seven days a week, living at my mother’s house, and saving every penny.

      


      Café Angelica was doing well, and the brothers wanted to open a restaurant in Scarsdale, New York—Central Square Café. They

         asked me to be a partner in the venture. I was twenty-three years old, and I owned a 25 percent share in a 300-seat restaurant.

         I learned quickly that running a 300-seat restaurant was completely different from running a 100-seat restaurant, which I

         had been doing successfully to date.

      


      I continued to work crazy hours but earned less money and felt no joy in running the restaurant. After a year of this, I approached

         the brothers and asked them to buy me out—it just wasn’t working for me. Buying into that restaurant turned out to be a terrible

         decision.

      


      After a legal battle, the brothers offered me Café Angelica in trade for my 25 percent share of Central Square Café. It seemed

         like a great opportunity. What I didn’t know was that in the year since I left Café Angelica to run Central Square Café, Café

         Angelica had taken a nosedive—and now it was mine, all mine. I had the seven-year note to prove it.

      


      I could not afford to operate this restaurant on my own. Anna’s father, my future father-in-law, bought in as a partner. By

         this time, all thoughts I had had of going to law school in California were a faint memory. Somewhere along the way, I realized

         that I had found my calling. Not only did I want to be in the restaurant business, but also this was what I knew I was meant to do.

      


      I proposed to Anna on the first night I took over Café Angelica. Anna did the books for the restaurant and was the hostess,

         and I was the manager. But still the restaurant was losing money.

      


      I had a good chef, Cary, and I did every possible thing I could think of to get Café Angelica into the black. In the morning

         I’d go in and chop vegetables, then I’d change into a waiter’s uniform to work lunch. I did the same for dinner, and as before

         I was always first in and last out.

      


      Five months into my ownership of Café Angelica, Cary told me that he was totally burned out and needed some time away. He

         gave me unlimited notice to find a new chef, but still I was overwhelmed with the added burden of having to replace him.

      


      I hired a chef, Maureen, and she hired a sous-chef named John. Maureen fell while on the job and went on disability. John,

         however, turned out to be a talented young chef and he slid into her position seamlessly. Because of our financial situation,

         I couldn’t afford to get him a sous-chef, but John rose to the occasion. He became like family to me, and I embraced him with

         open arms and an open heart.

      


      The restaurant became something of a functional three-ring circus. John worked six days. On those days, I was the manager,

         bartender, and waiter. On John’s day off, Anna was the manager and I became the chef, cooking the six pasta dishes I now knew

         how to make.

      


      One day, I arrived at the restaurant and found the three cooks standing outside. No John. I started calling around and no

         one seemed to know where he was. This was so unlike him that I started to get frantic. Finally, one of the cooks pulled me

         aside and told me that he thought John had left for good. He had overheard John talking about opening his own restaurant.

         John never told me and never returned. We were down to the cooks and me.

      


      It was a very dark time for me and, while I didn’t recognize it then, this disaster put me on the path to my destiny. I told

         Anna that I had had enough: I was never going to be at the mercy of a chef again—I was going to be the chef of my restaurant. Anna, of course, thought I had lost my mind. After all, what did I know about

         being a chef? But what had I known about being a waiter, manager, or owner—and I had done that. I told Anna that I would learn.

         She would run the front of the house and I would cook. We would do this thing together.

      


      As the new chef of my restaurant, the first thing I did was go to the bookstore and stock up on cookbooks. I bought more than

         a dozen and studied them as if I were cramming for the exam of my life. It was then that I started to fall into my mother’s

         cooking—her food, her flavors. We were still an Italian restaurant, but I was learning, so essentially everything I cooked

         was an experiment.

      


      My schedule continued to be chaotic, with me prepping and making fresh pasta before changing my clothes to wait tables for

         lunch and dinner. Anna continued to be hostess and bookkeeper and, on Friday and Saturday nights, manager when I worked full-time

         as chef in the kitchen.

      


      Station by station I learned to cook. I would work the fish station until I felt I had a good handle on it and then go on

         to another station until I felt that I had mastered that too. I wrote the menus and, along with two cooks by my side in the

         kitchen, we got the food to the tables.

      


      By this time, I was thirty-two; about eight years had passed since that fateful day when I first set foot in Café Angelica.

         Things were looking up. We paid off the note on the building and, finally, the restaurant started to make money.
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      Over the next year, my skills in the kitchen improved and so did the restaurant’s bottom line. I wanted to open a new restaurant,

         but my father-in-law, having seen me through the hard times, was happy that the restaurant was thriving and was not on board

         with a new opening. So we compromised. We closed the restaurant, Anna redesigned it, we renovated, and renamed it Ecco. This

         restaurant had our soul.

      


      I had been in the kitchen for a year and a half and I was very happy with my blend of Italian-Greek-Mediterranean cuisine.

         This restaurant was more formal than Café Angelica, and I wrote a menu to reflect that. Anna really started getting into wine

         and she began to build our wine list. We got two stars from the New York Times.

      


      Our wine purveyor, Pano, said he would introduce us to “a guy he knew,” Maurizio, who, he told us, would help us develop our

         wine list further. Maurizio came out to the restaurant from New York City and, of course, I fed him lunch. After lunch, Maurizio

         looked at me somewhat quizzically before pronouncing, “This is remarkable.” And I countered with: “If you think this is good,

         come back for dinner and I’ll do a tasting menu. This was only lunch.”

      


      Maurizio came back with Donatella Arpaia, the woman he was dating at that time. I cooked them a twelve-course tasting menu,

         and they brought the wine. They told me that I should open a restaurant in New York City. Donatella told me that we should open a restaurant together. I pshawed. It didn’t seem possible. Who was I?

      


      Over the next couple of years, Maurizio and I became very close. Anna and I went from being a twosome, going out for elaborate

         dinners in Manhattan on Monday nights when Ecco was closed, to a foursome with Maurizio and Donatella.

      


      Anna found her passion and started working in the shoe business, commuting into Manhattan. So instead, on Mondays, Maurizio

         and I would go out for elaborate fifteen-course lunches, smoke cigars, discuss in great detail what we had eaten, and then

         meet the women for our Monday night dinners—to do it all over again. At all of these meals, I was tasting and learning. I

         was studying what other chefs were doing, tasting their flavors and spicing. My world continued to open as my taste buds developed

         and I gained a new understanding about the depth of food and flavors.

      


      Maurizio got a call from Gael Greene, the New York magazine food critic. She was looking for a restaurant recommendation for some dear friends who lived on Long Island. Maurizio

         suggested Ecco. These friends, the Zausners, called for a reservation and asked if they could bring their own wine. I thought,

         Oh no, it’s those people. They’re going to show up with a $5.95 gallon of wine in a box to circumvent our wine list. I gave them my spiel on

         how if we had the bottle of wine on the menu they could get it here but if they had a special bottle of wine and we didn’t

         have it, they could bring their own. At the other end of the line I heard, “Do you have a ’62 Petrus?” I told them they could

         bring their own wine.

      


      And so began our relationship with our dear friends the Zausners. They would bring us all sorts of fresh vegetables from their

         garden and wines I had never hoped to savor—and always, there was a glass sent into the kitchen for me to taste. The Zausners

         hosted a ten-person dinner at Ecco and among the invited guests were Gael Greene, and Maurizio, who brought the wine. I cooked

         them a seventeen-course meal that seemed to impress Gael Greene enough that she decided to write an article about us in New York. And the phone started ringing off the hook. Everyone was calling—from customers to other chefs, waiters, and restaurateurs.

         It was at this time that I finally thought to myself, Hey, maybe I can do this in New York City.

      


      I decided that I wanted to give it a try. I wanted to open a restaurant in New York City with a purpose—to teach people about

         what I had learned as a child, to transmit that culture and heritage through my Greek cuisine. My goal was to elevate Greek

         food to its place alongside French and Italian food. If I was going to hit the big city, it would be with this goal in mind,

         and if I didn’t succeed at least I would not live with the regret of not trying.

      


      I sold Ecco and found a small space in Manhattan. I was struggling. We weren’t making any money and I was back to the old

         days when I had to do everything myself because I couldn’t afford to hire enough staff. No one seemed to understand what I

         was trying to do with Greek cooking, and there I was, a struggling, no-name chef fighting to stay afloat. It seemed that I

         had chosen the wrong restaurant, in the wrong neighborhood, with the wrong cuisine.

      


      My publicist asked me if I could do something special, something unique that could get some media attention. I came up with

         an eight-course offal tasting menu. She put the word out and writers started to come in, but only for offal. I got coverage

         in Newsweek, Time, and BusinessWeek—all articles about offal. I guess you could say that I became the offal king of New York City—not exactly what I was hoping for. With all of the hype,

         Anthony Bourdain came into my restaurant to try my offal menu and I made him a twelve-course all-offal meal. He looked at

         me and declared, “You will be a star.” My bank account, however, indicated otherwise.

      


      I was on the verge of closing and losing everything. Then, at long last, Frank Bruni from the New York Times came in and reviewed the restaurant. He gave it two stars. Calls for reservations started flooding in, and the restaurant

         was full.

      


      Once again, Donatella approached me with a project. This time, I was ready to open the door to luck and welcome it in. Donatella

         had a restaurant, Dona, that she wanted me to re-create. This was a big-name, 130-seat, glamorous restaurant. This could be

         my “Broadway debut.” But I had my goal, another objective: I still wanted to show the world what Greek cuisine was and what

         it could be.

      


      Donatella and I made a deal: I would do Dona with her, with a menu of Italian-Greek fusion, and then we would open a Greek

         restaurant showcasing my dreams. Dona was a smashing and critical success. In 2006, we were named Best New Restaurant by Esquire magazine and received Bon Appétit’s Best Dish of the Year honors. In 2007, New York included Dona in their Top Ten Best New Restaurants.
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