
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for ForkFight!

			 

			“The key to Mark’s success was his ability to inspire and infect each new restaurant team with a culture that separated those restaurants from both chain and independent restaurants across the country.”

			—Rick Federico, retired Chairman, 
P.F. Chang’s China Bistro

			“You would think Mark is thirty-five years old with his energy, enthusiasm, wide eyes, hands flailing, and chatter about all the irons he has in the fire. Mark has never slowed down and he transcends generations of restaurateurs and brands which have come and gone.”

			—Chef Nevielle Panthaky, 
Vice President of Culinary, Chipotle

			“I can’t say exactly for sure but I’d say that Mark’s fingerprints are on about 75 percent of the tacos on the Velvet Taco menu. He will undoubtedly be forgotten as the brand continues to grow but there are a select few of us who will forever know just how integral he was to the success of the brand and of all its industry recognition.”

			—Chef John Franke, former Corporate 
Chef, Front Burner Restaurants and current 
CEO, Franke Culinary Consulting

			“The future of the restaurant business depends on the Mark Brezinskis of the world to tell us where we need to go.”

			—Bob Sambol, Founder/Owner, 
Bob’s Steak & Chop House

			“Many creative guys are working on renovation, they take something that exists, polish it, and make it look new. Not Mark. He has the capability to create a new blue ocean.”

			—Christophe Poirier, Chief Brand Officer, 
New Business Development, Pizza Hut Global

			"Most of us see the world for what it is and do our best to fit in, but there are those select few who start with an idea and never mind that it doesn't already exist. In the world of food and hospitality, Mark is one of those rare visionaries."

			—Micky Pant, Former CEO, YUM! 
Restaurants International

			“As unknown as Anthony Bourdain before publishing Kitchen Confidential, Mark Brezinski’s ForkFight! takes you behind the scenes of visioning, creating, financing, and opening the restaurants you eat in today. It’s a world most didn’t know existed.  It’s a messy world. And in many cases it’s one that not many can go through financially and psychologically intact. I have lived this industry for decades and learned something new about it in every chapter of the book. Informative, entertaining, and filled with life lessons, ForkFight! should yield this humble individual the credit he so rightfully deserves for his contributions to the industry.”

			—Lane Cardwell, Former CEO, Boston 
Market, Former President, P.F. Chang’s China 
Bistro, Former CEO, Eatzi’s Market & Bakery
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			FORKFIGHT! is dedicated to everyone who has ever believed in me and the restaurants I helped create and operate, including investors, staff, executives, friends, family, consumers, and other believers. It takes intestinal fortitude, a thick skin, and perseverance beyond what anyone can ever tell you need to make this happen.

			FORKFIGHT! is also dedicated to my parents: Henry and Betty Brezinski. My dad wasn’t always a believer. I honestly don’t think he ever learned how. But he supported me in his own way by teaching me a work ethic and the ability to enjoy the fruits of labor that became a part of my own fabric. No one I’ve known has ever worked harder, and few have displayed the generosity that he was legendary for.

			My mother was a tireless believer for as long as she was alive. And she was my source of creativity, sensitivity, and perspective. This book is not about them, but it wouldn’t have been possible without them. Neither is ever far from my work, and my appreciation for their lessons is boundless.

			Finally, FORKFIGHT! is dedicated to everyone who chooses to support the restaurant industry; its workers, vendors, and investors at all levels. We’re mostly an industry of people-pleasers, determined to create better ways for you to dine, celebrate, and escape. We may not always show it, but at the heart of our work is a love of discovering ways to persuade you to go out and enjoy a meal with us.

			Your choices in the US are the most varied and abundant of any country in the world. Our hospitality industry employs tens of millions and is ever transforming the trends of what and how we eat. Thank you on behalf of all of us who have ever dedicated our lives to making your lives a little bit better through the boundless joys of food and beverage. It’s because of you that we do what we do.





Author’s Note

			The views and stories shared in FORKFIGHT! are based on my own memories of the experiences I have had over my career. These are not the views of any of the corporations or people I worked with over that time and any inaccuracies are solely my own. I have done my best to recall and write to the best of my recollection.





Foreword

			I had heard about Mark Brezinski from Chef Floyd Cardoz, my mentor with whom I had worked in New York City. Floyd shared that he was unable to consult with Mark on a project he was working on and wanted to know if I might be interested in pursuing it with him. At the time, I was living in Southern California with my wife Michelle, also a chef, and we were enjoying the beauty of San Diego and all that comes with coastal living.

			I was curious, so I checked out Pei Wei Asian Diner, the successful concept Mark had just exited. Combined with what Floyd had shared with me, his new venture seemed to make perfect sense. His vision combed the wonderful cuisines of South Asia with the aspiration of elevating these exotic and vibrant flavors to a national level. It was an enticing proposition.

			Mark contacted me from Dallas, and we decided to meet. He came out to the restaurant I oversaw just north of San Diego and brought along his fellow Pei Wei partner Mo Bergevin. I composed a creative tasting menu for them, and we hit it off. He offered me a position on the spot.

			We opened Bengal Coast—this taste of “the other Asia” in late 2007. During my time with Mark, spanning some three years, I was inspired by his creativity and fierce dedication to his vision. His passion for educating, inspiring, and connecting with staff, guests, investors, and vendors was awe-inspiring. Sure, we had our disagreements, as creative people often do. But Mark is Mark, stubborn as fuck, loyal to his followers, emotional yet guarded.

			His pet peeves included the aromas of fish sauce hitting the wok, not greeting guests at the door within thirty seconds, and experimenting too much with traditional foods and obscure flavors. The cuisine at Bengal Coast was exceptional, and it was a bold idea that was far ahead of its time. The great financial crisis of 2009 thwarted its survival, but Mark did everything he could to keep it alive at great cost to his personal and financial well-being (which I am sure is revealed in these pages).

			Mark was always resourceful and forward-looking, figuring out ways to keep Bengal open for one more shift, one more day, one more week. When he finally went bankrupt after all these heroic efforts, I was shocked, stunned, and saddened. He looked me in the eye one night and said, “It’s just money, Nevielle. I’ll be fine.”

			I have kept in touch with Mark over the years but have not been able to keep up with his exploits. You would think he was thirty-five years old, what with his energy, enthusiasm, wide eyes, flailing hands, and ceaseless chatter about all the irons he has stoking in the fire. Mark has never slowed down, and his spirit transcends the generations of restaurateurs and concepts that have come and gone.

			He is truly an enigma, and he will, in his own right, be remembered for his creativity and passionate love for this crazy business. Servers to the line! Pick up on Jungle Curry, Malai Kebab, and Rendang Steak Salad!

			—Nevielle Panthaky, vice president of culinary at 
Chipotle Mexican Grill and former executive chef and general manager of Bengal Coast





Introduction

			It’s important to get it out there right up front so that there’s no confusion: I am no genius, clairvoyant, or saint. I’ve never pretended to be any of those things. And I’ve never aspired to be any of them either. My flaws, though perhaps not obvious, are very iceberg-like—unassuming peaks supported by treacherous footings beneath the surface.

			Throughout my many years in the restaurant business, I have struggled and failed. I have gambled and won. I have tasted major windfalls and have swung and missed so hard I corkscrewed myself (and my marriages) deep into the mud.

			Make no mistake. This is not a “how to” book or a guide to achieving unimagined success. God knows there is a plethora of that kind of pulp out there to choose from. Instead, you’re about to read a compilation of life experiences, trials, and tribulations that are intended to inspire, entertain, and amuse. Think of it as an insider’s look into the field of restaurant concept creation and management.

			The restaurant industry is (or at least it was before COVID-19) the second largest employer in the United States after the government. This look into the all-consuming industry is not always flattering and is often NC-17 rated. It’s a field filled with quirky—often batshit crazy—characters who have probably figured into a bite or two of food you’ve enjoyed over the years. It’s an industry that has become a default employer of Hollywood dreamers, wannabe rock stars, the uneducated, and immigrants yearning for opportunity.

			It’s a field that has the heady pastiche of glamour that almost everyone wants to talk about, invest in, and otherwise become involved with—mostly because of the seductive cosmopolitan social currency it so often expends. It’s a show unlike any other. It’s relentless and hardly ever closes. It’s a show where people spend whole paychecks before descending into their worst depths, a show that few understand, but all want to be a part of.

			My first job in the business was flipping burgers on a real charcoal-fired grill in Wayne, New Jersey. The spot was called The Anthony Wayne on Route 46. I was a young teen, and it provided me with pocket cash and a stage upon which to elevate my social standing among friends, strangers, and girls whose attention I craved. Never in my wildest dreams did I think this would evolve (devolve?) into a lifelong passion.

			No, my dream was to go to college to study journalism and become a writer. Hell, I had already picked out a pen name: McCane. I read vociferously at the urging of my teachers, my mother, and my grandmother, and my thirst for understanding things and people through the written word never died.

			Wait, who am I kidding? I had already won the hearts of the prettiest cheerleaders with my sensitive poetry and ability to weave witticisms into every paragraph. I felt sure my approach to love and fame was bulletproof. I had no doubt my word prowess would lead to multiple Pulitzers, a string of bestsellers, and an entourage of beautiful women.

			The key was to earn a degree in journalism from the institution of my choice—Ithaca College. Ithaca is nestled in the idyllic town of the same name in the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York. I was sure my dad would gladly pay the freight. What could go wrong?

			“No fucking son of mine is going to become a pansy-ass writer,” my father shot back. “You’re going to study business. The health care business.”

			My father served in the air force during World War II. When he returned home from the war, he and my mother married and produced five offspring in rapid succession over a period of just seven years. My father also teamed up with his buddies from the service to launch a packaging business when plastics first became the rage on account of their versatility. After they successfully designed and built packaging equipment, their company grew to an impressive size before my father was ousted in an early version of a hostile takeover.

			Out of a job with five kids at home, he fell back on his field of study in college: pharmacology. He worked tirelessly to provide for us at a steep cost to the health and stability of our family. My father was never one to mince words or refuse a cocktail. His booming voice and lingering anger, seemingly over his ouster from the packaging business he had cofounded, led to bouts of excessive drinking. His wrath was inescapable and as hard as his liquor. When his eyes lost focus and blood filled his cheeks, his belt would come off. I never understood the cause of his rage, but I did feel the results.

			During my junior and senior years in high school, I was an all-star basketball player. I made just about every all-conference and all-county team, and I even earned an honorable mention on the all-state team. In one game during my senior year, I scored thirty-four points in thirty-two minutes. But when I got home, I got no pats on the back or praise from my father.

			“You could have scored thirty-six points if you hadn’t missed those two foul shots,” he snickered.

			I reconciled our relationship, and we found our peace in his later years after my mom passed away, and he quit drinking as suddenly as Forrest Gump stopped running. He passed away in 1997. Despite his faults, he was my hero and the most influential person in the early part of my life. His example of hard work, service to others, and entrepreneurial spirit left their mark.

			My father’s stinging words about my dream of becoming a writer and his sermons about me never being good enough or smart enough rang in my ears. I am both tormented by and grateful for his words: tormented by their psychic wounds and grateful for the determination they sparked in me to prove him wrong.

			Still, that was that. His pronouncement ruled. Writing would have to wait. Four years after matriculating at Ithaca College, I earned a bachelor of science degree in health care administration, cum laude, class of 1975. The piece of paper was as useless as a fifth prong on a fork. But I leveraged that into a master’s degree in hotel and restaurant management from Cornell University. Armed with all that knowledge and credentialing, I found myself back to slinging burgers for a living.

			Yet, as I look back, this pursuit has filled every inch of my body with food and wine sensations, knowledge, and experiences, both positive and negative, as it drained and filled my wallet. It also took me from New York to Washington, DC, to Chicago, Houston, and, finally, to Dallas.

			In addition to burgers, I’ve created and sold tacos, pad thai, lasagna, chicken fried steak, vindaloo chicken, barbeque, and rib eye steaks. To wash it down, I’ve peddled Long Island iced teas, Genesee Cream Ales, Old Style beer, frozen margaritas, sake, mango lassis, ruinously expensive chardonnay, Champagne, and twenty-year-old Tawny port.

			I’ve conceptualized better airport fare, upscale fast food, white tablecloth dining, family-style Italian cuisine, hot dog stands, and delis. I’ve traveled from Bangkok to Bombay (Mumbai); New York to New Mexico; London to Laguna Beach; Vancouver to Venice; Cabo San Lucas to the Cayman Islands; and Hong Kong to Honolulu. Over those years, I have dated and written poems to beauty queens, prom queens, and once even a drag queen! (It was a blind date set up by a friend who never suspected her friend was a man in drag. I won’t share how I found out….)

			This book is part travel log, part human interest story, and part real-life fairy tale seasoned with a healthy dash of saucy exposé. The message that my parents drilled into me as a boy lives on in this book: Be honest, don’t blow smoke up anyone’s ass just to appease them, don’t compromise your values, and do not shy away from hard work.

			The more succinct message of restaurant concept development virtuoso Phil Romano also lives within these pages.

			“If you don’t like it, go fuck yourself.”

			And so it begins.





Prologue

			All I could see through the thin slit in the gauze bandages wrapping my head were shadows, outlines of people moving around me. Coming out of an anesthesia fog is disorienting, a feeling underscored by nausea, a headache, and dizziness. I surmised it must be nighttime. There was a sense of calm among the hospital staff. Their movements lacked urgency—a stark contrast to the typical hospital environment, where organized chaos rules, and where patients, guests, doctors, nurses, technicians, and cleaning staff shuttle equipment, patients, and treatments from here to there at a frenetic pace.

			It wasn’t until a day later that I realized I was in a special ward: the neuro ICU, or the neuroscience intensive care unit. A nurse was sitting dutifully by my bedside, occupying the middle slot of three eight-hour shifts. One bed; one nurse. How many other beds were in this unit? I had no idea.

			I heard a steady beeping, which was, in a way, calming. My arm movements alerted the nurse that I was awake, trying to orient my surroundings. I could feel myself coming out of the fog in moment-by-moment increments. As I tried to move, I was assured by a voice that I was okay. I was instructed to not move so much.

			My head felt like a sack of rocks. I had no idea that there were ten pounds of ice packed into the gauze mass encapsulating my head—cold, dead weight. Where was I? What was I doing in this place? That anesthesia and its concomitant fog were doing their job, even if they were gradually releasing their grip.

			Then, suddenly, I realized I couldn’t breathe. I tried gulping in air. No dice. I clawed at my mummified head, attempting to remove whatever was obstructing my breathing path. I could get no air flow through my nose or throat.

			“What is it? Why are you struggling?” asked someone off to my left.

			An alarm sounded. More shadowy figures, more voices, and intensified movement followed. Someone urgently began peeling the gauze from my face.

			“What is it? Why are you shaking so much?” a man asked, looking intently into my now exposed eyes.

			I moved my arm near my throat and mouth. “Are you having trouble breathing? Is that it?” the man asked.

			I nodded as best I could. What I didn’t realize was that, even though I was strapped down, the entire bed was shaking violently. After my surgery, I measured six foot four and 295 pounds, down from six foot six and 320 pounds at the time of my admission. The removal of a brain tumor from my pituitary gland didn’t diminish my stature much—nor my ability to quake hospital furnishings.

			No one could get me to stop shaking or clear my breathing passages. I could see a doctor grasping a pair of surgical scissors above me, but still, nothing made sense. All I knew was that I couldn’t breathe. My panic escalated.

			“I cannot help you until you stop shaking!” the doctor screamed.

			Somehow, through all my disorientation and fear, I could finally comprehend what he was saying. I summoned help from the only place I knew I could go.

			“Mom, if you’re out there somewhere, I need your help,” I called out through my breathlessness and the gauze. It was more like a whisper.

			Still not breathing, still moving uncontrollably, my entire body suddenly went still as those words left my lips. The doctor immediately opened my mouth and inserted the scissors to cut and remove a dangling wad of gauze from my throat. Did this procedure take a minute? Ten seconds? I had no idea. But a sense of calm returned after he pulled the mucous-encased mass from my mouth.

			I could breathe again. I hungrily engorged my lungs. The movements of those around me subsided. My mom, long ago taken from me in a freak auto accident, once again proved that she would always be there for me.
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			And So It Begins

			It was a miserably cold night in late January 1991. After growing up in the northeast and settling in the south, I can confirm the truth of the cliché that the only thing between Texas and the North Pole is a barbed wire fence. When it gets cold in Texas, it’s bone-chilling—times two.

			I was newly separated from my first wife and healing from an operation to remove a brain tumor (benign). I had also sold my first business for peanuts and lost virtually everything I owned. And after all that, I found myself driving on Interstate 45 from Houston to Dallas to begin a new job as a manager-in-training at Romano’s Macaroni Grill. Mac Grill was an upscale casual Italian restaurant with theatrical touches such as jugs of red wine on the tables and operatic singers strolling through the dining room.

			I was in a borrowed red Dodge Avenger, long before cell phones and satellite radios were commonplace. I had $110 in my pocket, a hundred of which was a gift from a dear friend who knew how desperately I needed it. I was cold, lonely, and on my way to a city that I knew nothing about to start a job at a company that employed thousands. Of those, I knew only one: my ex-sister-in-law Teri Scroggins.

			I’d never worked for a large restaurant company before. I’d always had an entrepreneurial spirit running through my bones, and, if truth be told, I harbored a bit of disdain for chain restaurants. The drive was dark and isolating. I might as well have been at the edge of the world. I was heading to the home of a family friend, where I was to live until I got my feet underneath me. But even that did little to assuage my sense of dread.

			I was thirty-five years old with a master’s degree in hotel administration from Cornell University, the son of very successful parents, and the brother of four siblings who all were well schooled and in well-paying, career-driven positions. I was on my way to a strange city to become a $35,000-a-year assistant restaurant manager. As low points go, they don’t drop much lower. Or so I thought.

			Around midnight and about halfway to Dallas, the headlights on the Dodge suddenly went out. The car was still running, hurtling down the highway. It was a dark, moonlight-free night with a multitude of stars smeared across the sky like thick cobwebs. This was no way to drive.

			There was little traffic, no gas stations, and no sign of a small town. Then, just as suddenly as the headlights went out, the car’s engine went dead. I coasted down the highway, trying my best to keep the tires planted on the pavement through the oppressive darkness. Luckily, I had slowed down enough to easily coast onto what I assumed was the shoulder. I sat there in the gloom, wondering what to do. Nothing came to mind. A sense of desperation washed over me.

			Now, I’m, by nature, a confident man. But I could not overcome my despair. I broke down on the side of the road just outside of Buffalo, Texas, tears streaking my cheeks, wondering what my life had become. It was the same sense of panic I experienced after my brain surgery six months before. I opened my eyes, stared at the sky through the windshield, and called out to my mother.

			“Mom, if you’re up there, I need your help again,” I cried. “I’m not sure I can get through this without you.”

			I closed my eyes and was overcome with a sense of loneliness. When I dared to open them again, a sudden flash of light flared just above the horizon. It brightened the entire sky for a fleeting moment. Then suddenly, the headlights in my car came back on. They illuminated the shoulder and the road ahead. I immediately reached for the keys, still in the ignition, and attempted to fire up the engine. It started. I pumped the gas to be sure I heard what I thought I had heard. The response was strong. I pulled onto the road, pressed down on the accelerator, and resumed my trip to Dallas, two hours due north, holding my breath just about the entire way.

			***

			I’m not sure what that sudden flash meant. Despite a Catholic upbringing, I’m not religious or someone who believes in greater powers at work in the universe. I’m just a simple man who lives in the moment and dearly misses his mother.

			My mother and I had a bond that ran deep. During my high school years, it was just her and me at home, as my older brothers and sister were either off at college or out of college and beginning their careers. My father was there, too, but he was an alcoholic. He spent his days working hard at our family pharmacy, but his nights were spent downing drink after drink until he became belligerent. Those years were very dark.

			My mother would often leave during these episodes to join her mother, who lived some thirty minutes away, and I would head outside and shoot hoops in the driveway. Sometimes, we would scavenge around the house, trying to find the bottles my father had stashed away. We’d replace the vodka with water, or at least severely dilute the spirit, hoping he wouldn’t notice. He mostly didn’t.

			She also took me to hospitals, nursing homes, and homes for underprivileged youth so that I could join her in her volunteer efforts. She was trying to teach me humility, I think. Though people close to our family told me how much I reminded them of my father, my inner strength and sense of right and wrong came from her. During the winter of my sophomore year in college, she was killed in a one-car accident. I suffered unbearable grief for months. I often wondered how I could go on.

			Ask me how I explain these phenomena—in the hospital and during my midnight drive—and I will tell you it was my mother reaching out to help me. Does it need to be more complicated than that? She may have left this world too soon, but she lives on. Somehow. In the end, what matters is that I made it to Dallas, started my job on time, and began this journey.

			***

			After leaving the hospital following my brain surgery, I had an intense headache. My head was packed in ice most of the day, and I had limited movement. So I watched endless TV. I had nothing but time on my hands to think about things, yet I still had absolutely no idea who I was or what I wanted to do with my life.

			My struggle to conquer that tumor exposed other maladies. My marriage to my wife, Nancy, had been falling apart for months prior to my surgery, and though she stood strongly by my side throughout the ordeal, no amount of surgery could repair the rift that developed between us post-op.

			I met Nancy during a Halloween party at Nino’s, an Italian restaurant founded by Vincent Mandola, Houston’s godfather of Italian cuisine. I was the general manager of this deep Brooklyn-style dining spot, which was one of Houston’s hottest restaurants. It was a dining scene where you could catch any number of celebrities and movers and shakers coming in and out of its doors on any night of the week.

			Frequent guests included Billy Gibbons, the late Dusty Hill, and Frank Beard—ZZ Top—when they were at the height of their rock stardom. I wasn’t a fan of their music. I much preferred R&B—Luther Vandross, Michael Jackson, and Evelyn “Champagne” King. But the show that hit every time those guys drove up was unmistakable.

			Their flashy classic cars and their leggy, scantily clad entourage of gorgeous women belied just how humble and likable they were. Big tippers too. Houston in the mid-1980s was still Boomtown, and nowhere was that more evident than in the dining room of Nino’s. In addition to ZZ Top, high-powered lawyers closing mega-deals, Houston Oilers football players, and wealthy oilmen crowded the tables nightly.

			On this occasion, I was dressed up like the Invisible Man, the character from the H.G. Wells science fiction novel of the same name. I wore a dark suit and fedora, with white gauze and tape covering the entirety of my head. I had slits for eyes that were hidden by sunglasses. I never spoke or removed those sunglasses. I walked around the dining room, gesturing with my hands or nodding my head. That’s when I noticed this woman with long dark hair and an electric smile sitting at a table in the corner. Her laugh lit up the room, and her huge dimples were hypnotic. She was sitting with a tall, attractive blonde woman, and I flirted with them as much as an Invisible Man could flirt without talking or making eye contact.

			“Take off the sunglasses,” they requested as I passed by. I waved them off.

			After they finished their dinner, they cozied up to the bar, urging me to unwrap my head, and as the evening wound down, I complied. My entire goal was to get the phone number of that dark-haired beauty, Nancy. Success. I called her the next day, and we agreed to meet for dinner. Before long, we were dating regularly. She’d been previously married to a “Mr. Texas” bodybuilder, and his routines had rubbed off on her. Her disciplined eating regime and her detailed attention to her own appearance were intimidating.

			I’m not sure how it all developed so quickly, but we were married within a year. Her family loved me; I loved her spirit and genuineness, and we had, what would seem to most (including me), a storybook marriage. How I managed to fuck that up is something that haunts me to this day. No doubt my brain condition and the surgery that followed had a lot to do with it. I was never the same afterward.

			But there were other reasons. Food-related reasons. At one point during my stint at Nino’s, the Mandola family had an opportunity to purchase an adjoining lot next door. For years, it had operated as a dive bar before it was shut down. They purchased the lot and the run-down one-level shack with the idea of turning it into an Italian grocery and sandwich shop called Vincent’s.

			But the menu was missing something sweet. I’d always dabbled in making cookies and had a pretty good chocolate chip cookie recipe. So I made a batch and brought it in for the staff to try. They loved them and immediately urged me to make a batch to sell at Vincent’s.

			They were an instant hit, selling out most days. Several months later, we got a call from Houston City Magazine. They were conferring on us “The Best Chocolate Chip Cookie in Houston” award for their Best of Houston issue. Visions of Famous Amos and Mrs. Fields danced in my head.

			So I turned in my resignation at Nino’s, leaving a well-paying job to open my own cookie shop. It wasn’t that I was dissatisfied or bored with the position. I was just ready to move on to the next challenge. And a challenge it was. I got a loan from Tanglewood Bank, where my wife Nancy had some connections, and tossed in $30,000—my entire savings—to launch Chip off the Old Block.

			Over the next year, I worked my ass off for almost nothing. I’d chosen a bad location, was undercapitalized, and had no clue how to sell. But one day, a kind gentleman came into the store and told me how much he loved my cookies. Turns out he owned two ice cream shops, and he was eager to sell my cookies at his locations.

			But even with his business, I was still failing. I was forced to close but was able to sublease the space to a baker who was looking to expand her operation. Win-win. Me? I was out of a job, had blown my savings, and had no clue what to do next. Then, my ice cream friend approached me with an idea.

			“Why don’t you buy one of my stores and operate it?” he asked.

			I had no money. But he suggested I pay him out of my profits over time. I agreed. I was now the owner of an ice cream parlor that featured my locally famous cookies. Not long after that, my brain tumor was discovered, and I was forced to sell. I was riding my first downward spiral.

			My tumor was first detected while Nancy and I were attending the wedding of a mutual friend in Annapolis, Maryland. We were there with my friend, Bruce Nash, a doctor who had married my high school sweetheart, also named Nancy. The night before the wedding, we went bowling, and I was complaining about fatigue and pain in my joints. Bruce asked me a few questions. He mentioned that I seemed a bit taller and heavier than he remembered. He somehow connected my joint pain and tiredness to acromegaly.

			Acromegaly, or “giant’s” disease, is a condition whereby the pituitary gland produces too much growth hormone, usually the result of a benign tumor known as a pituitary adenoma. That extra dose of growth hormone gradually enlarges the skeleton—hands, feet, jaw, nose—long after normal growth has stopped. Untreated, the disease promises an early death. Bruce suggested I find an endocrinologist when I returned to Houston. He never said anything about a brain tumor.

			I followed his advice when I got back home and made an appointment with a well-regarded endocrinologist. My wife Nancy was traveling, and I didn’t give the visit much thought. I figured I’d get a prescription and be on my way. When the doctor walked into the exam room, we spoke generally for a few minutes about my health—nothing specific, just conversation.

			“Do you want me to tell you why I think you’re here?” he asked.

			“Sure, doc, what do you think I have?” I never mentioned my conversation with Bruce or what he suspected I might have.

			“Acromegaly,” he said.

			“Bingo!” I replied flippantly.

			He paused. “Well, let’s discuss how we go about treating a brain tumor and what your surgical options might be.”

			I felt like my chest had just been hit with a cinder block. He continued to explain my condition, but I’m not sure I heard a word. Eventually, I left his office and drove around aimlessly. My world was spinning. All I could think was that I was going to die. Months of testing, worrying, and planning how my in-laws could help followed. My brain tumor was the size of a walnut.

			My options to remove the tumor? Saw the top of my skull off and go through the top of my brain. Or undergo a new procedure called transsphenoidal surgery, where the upper lip is peeled back, and the surgeon enters the brain and retrieves the tumor through the nose. Great choices, right?

			I chose the nose way.

			***

			I was adrift without a plan, and though no one could accuse me of being a philanderer, there was nothing that seemed to click between Nancy and me—or in my life in general. I’d always seem to wander, losing interest in whatever I was doing to look for a new challenge, even if it was risky. I never really mastered anything because I’m not sure I have that gene. I have no interest in dedicating myself to perfecting a single discipline. Not sure if that’s because I’m afraid to fail, or if I just lose interest in things easily. Nancy saw this. And it scared the shit out of her.

			I found myself detached from just about everything and everyone around me—except for my perky sister-in-law Teri. Married to my wife’s brother, Teri was from New Jersey, just like me. But unlike me, she was a ball of energy and one of the most positive people I have ever known. She knew how much I loved the restaurant business, and she was employed by one of the largest restaurant companies in the US: Chili’s. Years later, Chili’s would change its name to Brinker International after its founder, Norman Brinker, purchased the Chili’s chain and began scooping up other restaurant companies.

			She’d heard Chili’s had just acquired a successful restaurant in San Antonio called Romano’s Macaroni Grill, founded by restaurant concept creator Phil Romano. She knew a few people who were charged with expanding the operation and offered to help facilitate an interview for me.

			The person I eventually interviewed with became my most important professional influence, and we developed a close personal friendship. His name is Rick Federico. He worked with Grady’s American Grill, another Chili’s acquisition. Rick was one of the only people at Chili’s corporate with Italian heritage. The story goes that when Romano sold a part of his interest in Macaroni Grill to Chili’s, he insisted that someone of Italian descent take charge of the expansion. In the early 1990s, Rick was given the reins of what would become the first of many of Norman Brinker’s successful national expansions.

			I drove to Dallas a day early so that I could be on time for my interview with Rick the following day. But the interview was postponed for a few hours. So I met a friend for a round of golf that morning. I kept my clubs in the trunk of whatever car I was driving so that I was always prepared for spontaneous rounds. My game took much longer than I had planned, and I didn’t leave myself enough time to change out of my golf garb.

			I hightailed it to the Chili’s offices in my golf clothes, soft spike shoes and all, and made it just in time for the interview. When I walked into Rick’s office, I must have looked unprofessional at best. But it turned out that Rick was an avid golfer as well, so my blunder was a plus. We connected immediately. My background managing Nino’s didn’t hurt either.

			A week after that fateful interview, I received an offer letter. I was to begin work as a management trainee at the Romano’s Macaroni Grill in Addison, Texas, just outside of Dallas—the first expansion location after the Chili’s acquisition.

			In late January 1991, after a year of not working post-surgery, I began my new career. I was part of a team of twenty management trainees forming the leadership corps that would, over the next few years, turn Macaroni Grill, or Mac Grill as we called it, into a national powerhouse.

			I showed up to work at seven-thirty in the morning on a Monday in early February—a few days after my “miracle” ride to Dallas. A chilling wind blew as I approached the back dock of the restaurant. The only information I had was the name of the general manager and my schedule for that week.

			I entered the back dock door and was met by a manager in chef’s clothes who introduced himself as Barry. He was thin as a rail and spoke with a heavy New York accent. That Monday morning—and every Monday morning—Macaroni Grill received a huge food order. This location was enormously successful, achieving $100,000 a week in sales, serving dinner only. This level of weekly sales was among the highest in casual dining at the time. Boxes were lined up everywhere, waiting to be unpacked to feed that demand.

			“Let’s get this shit put away,” Barry said.

			No flowery welcomes. No orientation tours. Just a dispassionate command to unpack and stock deliveries. I took a minute to put on my apron and take it all in. I had been a general manager of a big-time Houston restaurant. But here I was, an assistant manager, making a little more than half of what I’d made there and relegated to unboxing food. I toyed with walking back to my car and bolting from the whole scene. But I didn’t. It was one of the wisest decisions I ever made.

			***

			Over the next four years, I would become an important executive in a growing team and a close and trusted confidant of Rick Federico. And why not? We were the same age, we both loved golf, we both were restaurant rats, and we had a chemistry that seemed natural. He had a quick and genuine smile, was intensely sure of himself, and was excellent at patting backs and making people feel comfortable. He sensed that I had more to offer than simply running shifts at a chain restaurant and that I wasn’t at all intimidated by the hard work and pressure associated with high-volume venues.

			I was also a workaholic. I spent seven days a week training, offering to work more shifts than I was scheduled for. I guess I was trying to escape my failed marriage, and, since I was living in a city where I knew almost no one, I buried myself in my work. Macaroni Grill in Addison, Texas, became my home-away-from-home for seventy-five to eighty hours per week. Sure, I might play basketball at a local health club every now and again (I had played a few years of small college ball), but not much else.

			For weeks, I didn’t have a dime of expendable income to my name. But once I had some pocket change, I spent it on wings and beers for my fellow trainees at a local Hooters after work. We were all in the same boat, betting our future on a fledgling concept that we all thought we could make better. And we did. Big time.

			In the early years, Rick Federico would come into the Addison restaurant (Chili’s home office was just five miles away) and query a manager—often me because I was there all the time—about things like recipes and equipment. He was collecting intel as we ramped up for rapid expansion. I shared my opinions. The tricky part—as is always the case when sharing opinions about someone else’s baby, that someone being larger-than-life Phil Romano—is that you must be careful about how you present those opinions and with whom you entrust them.

			Rick knew my background, so, when he asked me what I thought of our house-made red sauce, I didn’t mince words.

			“It’s essentially dead blood and sour milk on account of how we cook the veal bones and Romano cheese in large tilt kettles overnight,” I said. “Abysmal stuff.”

			He listened. The recipe was ultimately changed, and after some tweaking, we went on to create a dynamite fresh marinara that completely outshined the culinary sludge that preceded it.

			Phil Romano may not have liked it, and I imagine there were many heated conversations with him voicing his opposition to changing his family recipes. But Rick was now in command of the concept, and it would grow with his predictable leadership style, not with Phil’s bombastic ways and his cherished family recipes. The menu had an awful calamari steak. Every bite was like chewing on rubber. It was gone. We served a tough grilled pork steak, one that was difficult to cook exactly right. That was eighty-sixed.

			Phil didn’t want to serve lunch and felt that Macaroni Grill should serve dinner only, just like the original outside of San Antonio. Rick decided to serve lunch at all subsequent Mac Grill locations. Phil insisted no Italian restaurant he created would serve lasagna. It was too clichéd. Soon, we were serving dozens of portions of classic-style pan lasagna every night. Despite the initial protests, Phil soon lost both his power and his interest in fighting the changes after he realized Rick had solid backing from Norman Brinker.

			I would go on to become the first Mac Grill opening unit director, a position that had me traveling the country, opening new locations in cities from Kendall, Florida, to Vancouver, British Columbia. In three years, I opened just short of thirty restaurants in more than twenty cities in ten states. I made quick trips back to Dallas to attend meetings and update the design team on suggested improvements we’d learned on the job. I’d also pet the dog, wash some clothes, and find a date for the night. Then, I’d hit the road again.

			For three years, I did nothing but travel with an energetic team of trainers. For two solid weeks, a team of about twenty-five people—cooks, managers, servers, and host trainers, even a voice teacher to train the opera singers staged in Mac Grill dining rooms—would check into a local Marriott Residence Inn or Hampton Inn and get to working our tails off.

			It was a crew of prima donnas, scallywags, serious professionals, and an occasional misfit. Each was given a free ticket that included a good stipend, a free hotel room, a stage on which to perform in multiple cities across the country, and a team of fellow travelers who were attractive, available, and pretty much carefree. We partied into the wee hours.

			It was an endless trail of one-night stands, too much drinking, and bars that were open too late and took too much of our money—our own version of the rock-star life. We lived a 24-hour lifestyle, with half of the day dedicated to sweat and rigor and the other half devoted to rewarding ourselves with indulgences.

			We were the envy of the industry. We made local print and broadcast news, handed out precious passes in the best bars and strip clubs of that specific city to our dry-run practice sessions, and generally lived a charmed, fast-paced life. Many of those trainers went on to become restaurateurs of some acclaim and success.

			I fell in love at least once during every opening. But the absolute truth of the matter is that I never compromised the business or my position. Yes, there were bumps in the road. The occasional lost rental car. Or the casual fling that went awry.

			I wasn’t naïve about the activities of the young men and women on my team, nor of the attractions that would more than likely manifest as all-night parties and shack-ups. But what happened behind closed doors generally didn’t affect our work, so it was not a concern of mine. Mostly.

			Years later, one of my superstar trainers explained to me that the male trainers had an expression they joked about while on the road. Sex to them was different from being in a relationship. Their mantra was, “You won’t lose a girlfriend; you’ll just lose your turn.” These were not people looking for long-term relationships. They were competing for conquests. But one night in Tulsa put an interesting twist on that formula.

			It involved one of our vocal trainers. She was six feet tall, leggy, and blonde as the blondest Texan—easily a Miss Texas candidate. Smart, too; very religious, and a trained opera singer to boot. One morning, I received a call at the restaurant from the head of Macaroni Grill training.

			“Mark, we have a problem. Can you come back to the hotel?” she asked.

			I hopped into my car and made the short ride back to the hotel. There, in the lobby, sat four people: my head trainer, two male trainers, and the female vocal trainer. I was greeted with hanging heads, no eye contact, and very flat facial expressions as opposed to the energetic “curtains up’” guise I was used to.

			My head trainer explained that the opera singer had somehow managed to have sex on separate occasions with both male trainers on the same night. In their room. At different times. Without the other knowing about it.

			You must understand these male trainers were roommates. The realization by these three of what took place generated some very raw emotional reactions.

			To this day, I am not clear how she executed the deeds, but somehow, there were hurt feelings, a little humiliation, and palpable tension in that lobby. All three were sent home, and replacements were summoned.

			Despite the assorted indulgences, what we accomplished as a team was remarkable. And remarkably memorable. As much as I earned Rick’s admiration for my thoroughness and the trouble-free transitions I executed from opening to opening, the bond we formed on the links was every bit as important. I’m convinced these interactions between golf swings were crucial to my rise at Brinker and the future opportunities that came my way. I have always searched for win-win situations, and my four years with Mac Grill were one of the premier examples of that.

			Yet I had grown tired of the relentless travel. I needed a different position as I became more well-known among the Brinker executives; one where I could use my creative abilities to their fullest. It was never my ambition to become a C-suite executive. I don’t have the play-by-the-rules mindset for a role like that.

			As Rick and I spoke more about what was next, he asked me if I thought I could work with Phil Romano on a new venture Brinker was funding. It was a home meal replacement concept that was equal parts grocery store, wine shop, bakery, butcher shop, and grill. But it was all parts Phil Romano’s over-the-top personality.

			***

			It didn’t have a name, but it did have an analog: Harry’s in a Hurry in Atlanta, an upscale convenience store with gourmet foods and premium novelty items all squeezed into four thousand square feet. Harry’s was similar to the mom-and-pop neighborhood stores I grew up with in suburban New Jersey. It was also similar to the Polish butcher shop my father’s father, Butch, had opened in Bloomfield, New Jersey.

			There, I stocked shelves, cut meat, and helped make kielbasa, the Polish pork sausage. But I drew the line at making head cheese: that concoction of pig’s ears, hoofs, gelatin, and who knows what the fuck else. It makes me wretch to this day when I see it in stores. My grandparents lived upstairs from that store, and it served as their own personal pantry and meat market.

			This setting and upbringing were not unlike Phil Romano’s own childhood in upstate New York. For some reason, he asked Rick if he could speak with me about this new project. Rick acquiesced. He had another trainee in the hopper to take my place as Mac Grill barreled toward two hundred units. Rick got his replacement and recommended I work with Phil on this new unnamed project.

			I felt important and thought it was time I made my own mark on Brinker International. Phil gathered a small, hand-picked team, and we holed up in our own little wing in one corner of the Brinker corporate offices, which, at the time, was staffed with three hundred-plus people. It was a chance for me to rise to the level of my mentor and oversee the next big thing at Brinker. I felt like I’d graduated from the girl next door to the prom queen overnight. I went from reading the reports produced by others to writing reports for others to read.
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