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				Introduction

				BEGINNING

				My grandmother liked to make roasted potatoes to ground herself when she got home from long trips. She’d tell me this as I helped her finish cooking dinner. I was 10 years old and she, in her mid-60s. She had this perfect heavy-bottomed aluminum pan, and they’d go in peeled and cut in half, flat face down so they’d have a crispy side and be fluffy inside. When they came out of the oven, she’d scrape them off the pan to reveal their golden crisp underbelly. Sometimes she’d use bacon fat to roast them. As we put the finishing touches on dinner, she’d share the way she did things, while my grandfather would be in the backyard with a pork roast turning on the barbecue. If he didn’t have a roast, he’d be grilling a top sirloin from the A&P grocery in Stouffville, Ontario.

				We’d go visit them on Sundays around five p.m., walking up to their white brick bungalow with its dark green shingled roof, up the gray stone slab steps to the front door, which had Swiss cowbells hanging on the back that would clatter and bang when you turned the etched silver knob and pushed your way in. And immediately you’d be hit with the wonderful, warm, sweet, musky, savory smell of love and cooking that the home had been conjuring since the 1950s. On the left was a little breakfast nook with a pine table holding a toaster oven and a lamp and salt and pepper shakers. To the right was the galley kitchen, with an olive-colored fridge, a faux wood counter, and an electric stove on one side, and the sink and a long counter on the other, with a phone hanging on the wall.

				You could glance around and see what was for dinner. An apple pie would be sitting by the phone, and there’d be a top sirloin steak on a platter next to it, with a ton of ground black pepper, a pinch of garlic and onion powder, and a splash of soy and Worcestershire sauce. It would have been handled, rubbed, and flipped by my grandfather, who had pale blue eyes and was the town doctor. By the time I came around, he had already delivered over 2,000 babies. He’d often get paid with chickens and pork, until my grandmother took over his billing. We called him Johnny, but he was known in town as Dr. Button. His father, Ernie, ran the town hardware store, selling Model T Fords and marriage licenses and bathtubs. My grandfather lived his whole life on the same street. He was born in a house at the top and built a house at the end, by a farm with a light blue barn and a cornfield. When my grandparents heard the door open, they’d come to greet you, beaming and smiling, with raised-pitch, excited, welcoming voices.

				With the steak, there’d be my grandmother’s chili sauce, made with plum tomatoes and green peppers and peaches, and there’d be mustard and horseradish in little white wing-tipped bowls on the dark oak dining table. If the meal was rotisserie pork, she’d go to the pantry in the basement and pull out her chunk pickle relish, then go to the fridge to grab the Nance’s Mustard they would bring back from Florida. Broccoli with cheese sauce was a frequent side. I’d watch her make the roux and pour in the milk, whisking it slowly in her 1950s aluminum cookware—her strong, curled, arthritic hands bent at the fingertips from gardening and peeling and worrying. She’d get me to grate the sharp Cheddar she’d have tucked in the door of the fridge. This was dinner at their place.

				In the summer, there would always be strawberries next to the sink, waiting to be stemmed and cut and made into jam, Roma tomatoes for chutney, pickling cucumbers, and baby corn she’d pick from the cornfield that surrounded their backyard. At five o’clock, you could hear the distant whistle of the last train leaving for the city cascading across the fields. Her apple pie had a simple flaky pastry she made with lard, and just sugar and a squeeze of lemon on the apples. She’d serve it with a sharp Cheddar cheese. Some nights she’d flambé bananas, finishing them with a brandy that would light up on the pan, and serve them with ice cream.

				If we slept over, my grandfather would cook us eggs and bacon in the morning. His sweet spot was scrambled eggs, because that was how he liked them, but you could get poached or fried, and sometimes over easy if he was up for it. But scrambled eggs were his specialty. He’d put them in sunny-side up in sizzling butter and wait until they were half cooked, then scramble them in the pan at the last moment with a good dose of black pepper and salt. The bundle of eggs would hit the plate white and yellow with specks of black pepper. We’d have bacon and toast and my grandmother’s frozen strawberry jam. For lunch there’d be sandwiches cut in fours, made with cold sliced pork or steak, butter, and mustard on fresh Italian bread from the bakery around the corner, with her bread-and-butter pickles on the side. They ate like this whether we were there or not.
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				I grew up in Toronto, on Tranby Avenue. There was a main street at the end of it, with a strip of good little restaurants. In the fall, when the nights were misty and full of leaves, I can remember the smells of food from the hood exhausts of those restaurants. There was a French-Lebanese restaurant called Arlequin, a few Italian spots, and a steak frites place called L’Entrecôte. As a kid, I felt an intimacy with their kitchens, churning out dinners for the city. I’d imagine the joy and laughter of the dining rooms and the chatter from the little bars tucked on the side. We ate out a lot as a family, and Arlequin was where we went the most. Inside, we nestled in the booth as a family. It was where my father seemed happiest and most engaged, and we all brought our best selves. At home, he’d retreat to his room, and we’d find our own spots as well. So the restaurants around our house, and the smells coming out of them in the autumn air, both calmed me and exhilarated me at the same time.
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			My father left when I was 11. I was a shy kid in the middle of my younger brother, Chasen, who was 6 at the time, and my older sister, Amy, who was 14. Being in the middle, I soaked up my mother’s pain, and her utterances over my dad’s absence. I felt responsible for looking after her, and the heaviness that came with that marked the end of my childhood. I’d meet my dad for lunch in a restaurant once a week, and although it felt strange, those restaurants became my refuge, where I could suspend reality and still feel like my father was a part of the family.

			I got my first kitchen job when I was 16, at Arlequin—that French bistro around the corner. They had a lunch takeout counter at the front. I worked there, serving cold salads of curried chicken with apples and ratatouille and hummus and baba ghanoush. Six months in, the older well-dressed ladies amused themselves by shaming me with the line “Oh, don’t worry, we know it’s your first day” as I continued to stumble about, awkwardly digging into the platter of hummus to get a good scoop into the takeout container and fumbling with the grilled vegetables before poking and mumbling about the cash register to cash them out. But every once in a while, the owner and chef would let me in the kitchen, hand me a bucket of apricots for jam, and send me to cut and pit in the driveway by the garbage. Later on, he’d come out and scream at me for being back there—until he realized he’d asked me to be. It wasn’t much to begin with, but I got to go behind the curtain and walk through the bustling clash and bang of the kitchen. The fiery-hot line was the first thing you saw, with its big grill and the rolling ceiling heat of the salamander, the lit stoves with sizzling pans, the plates clattering up with steak frites and rabbit Dijonnaise, and the smells wafting out.

			For a moment, I was part of the frenzy of movement and dance, and I felt a reverence and excitement for what they did. I grew fond of the chef, Chris Mathias, and came to call him a friend. Just having the chance to walk through the kitchen and grab the apricots from the fridge was enough for me to tell myself I’d made it further than I could have imagined. It was only a beginning, but it lit the path that would shape the rest of my life in kitchens. What follows is where that path has led, and the dishes that defined it.

			THIS BOOK

			This book traces my own journey, which led me to Paris as a young man, then to Piedmont, then home again to open my first restaurant, Union, with my father. And everything after that.

			These are cooking moments from my life, shared to inspire any cook—at any level—to lean into the dish you’re making, fully engaged and present. Cook with both hands, embracing a process that invites intention and heart, because the people you’re feeding can feel that. It’s what makes great food come alive. To be clear, this is the opposite of cooking hunched over a recipe, assembling the dish without that intention. That kind of dish falls flat. This cookbook is meant to have force—I’ve filled it with presence, boldness, and love. Any cook drawn to a recipe already has a sense of what that dish should be. That little nudge—that pull—is the moment I’m talking about. No one can cook it better than the one who feels it most.

			These recipes come from that place. They are a collection of dig-deep moments. When I needed to cook something great, like on Union’s opening night, for my first apartment dinner in Paris, or when cooking at Nico’s hotel. Times when I needed a wow to save my ass because I had put myself far enough out there to either sink or swim. And what followed was a kind of magic—a jolt of love that cuts through doubt and hits the core of what matters most. That’s the spot to find when you cook.

			For me, it started at my grandparents’ house when I was a kid. The nurturing love. The everyday cooking moves they mastered over a lifetime, like my grandmother’s pies and crumbles, and my grandfather’s marinades for steaks and roasts he’d grilled on the barbecue under a big crabapple tree. That was my buoy, my foundation. But I had to put myself far enough out there to find and recognize it.

			The dishes I’m offering are my hits—what surfaced from writing the book, and what sparked four successful restaurants. They’re fastballs down the middle, intended for the cook to hit farther than I ever could. All they ask of the one making them is to be fiercely engaged. To swing hard. Because when you connect and it’s done right, the food becomes bold and vibrant, heartfelt and alive.
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			Paris and Piedmont
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				Paris

				PART 1

				I arrived in Paris in 2001, right before the euro came into currency. Armored trucks blazed down boulevards with sirens blaring as French old ladies clutched their purses and worried about the price of baguettes. The restaurant, SoMo, was not complete yet, so for the first 8 months I was helping with bricolage. Translation: construction. I was doing stuff I was terrible at, and all the while trying to understand the British humor of my bosses. The owners were expats with three successful Parisian bars, and this was their first big restaurant endeavor. They’d gutted the place, and it was freezing inside. I had brought my friend Chris Mathias (from the Arlequin days) over with me, thinking we’d cook together and grow our friendship, but he was 10 years older than me, a more established cook, and also English, so he fit right in with the new crew. Everyone asked him why I got the job as head chef and not him. I spent most of my time tucked away, stripping paint, feeling vulnerable, useless, and unwanted. I was very green and naive—my confidence was constantly wavering.

				The place was on rue Montmartre, just off the Grands Boulevards in the 2nd arrondissement. It was south of Montmartre, where Sacre Coeur sits on a hilltop, so they named it SoMo. It was doomed from the start. It was a huge space with a second-floor mezzanine that wrapped around the whole place. The previous owner was a highly revered eccentric Frenchman adored by the neighborhood, and he had an eclectic wine list and cellar in the basement. We were not French, and they gutted the cellar and whatever magic was left in the space—there was no bridge to remedy that. To make it worse, after stripping the place down, they built it back up with black tile, stone, and metal, and the result was dark and moody and cold.

				The kitchen, the one space they didn’t bother to renovate, was in the basement next to the washrooms. But I liked that because it was built and designed by a Frenchman—an authentic Paris kitchen, broken down and hot as hell, and it stunk like a bygone kitchen that you’d pick through in an auction. There was a six-burner stove, a planche, two ovens, a fryer, and a walk-in at the far end. Lowboys and steel counters lined one wall, the dish pit the other, with a dumbwaiter carrying plates up and dirty dishes down. The room was lit by humming fluorescent tubes, walls patched with old drill holes, and a mustard-colored rubber floor worn thin by years of service. At the far end, a small workstation opened toward the beer fridge and the stone caverns beneath the street. This was to be my stage, where I would learn if I had “it” or not. A neglected, hot, broken, over-lit trench in the bowels of Paris—it was just as George Orwell described in Down and Out in Paris and London, and I could see him there, in the dank dish room in the depths of a fancy Paris hotel, amongst the catacombs. In my mind, he has his back to me and a sink with a tilted tower of dirty dishes in front of him.

				By the time the place was ready, the owners had spent twice what they’d planned and pulled in 20 new investors, each tossing in a few thousand euros and acting like they owned the place. The air was tense; everyone wanted money back fast. Chris and I were barely speaking. It was hard not to feel that he had the stronger claim to the job. He’d put in his time. I hadn’t. It was a lot to overcome, and I had a lot to lose.

				Minutes before opening night, my father called. I thought he was phoning to wish me luck, but he didn’t even know it was the night. He told me my mother had landed a job in Neuchâtel, Switzerland—then added that he wasn’t going with her. It shouldn’t have surprised me. He’d left before, when I was 11, and came back a year and a half later. Still, it rattled me. As he talked, I drifted back to being a kid, hearing that same bright tone that said everything was fine, while my gut told me otherwise.

				I was rattled, trying to process what I’d just heard, and when I went to open a Perrier bottle with my knife, as I’d seen Chris do smoothly and coolly many times, I stabbed myself in the bicep. I staggered around as a trickle of blood flowed down my arm. When I saw the white of my muscle, I sat on the counter, about to faint. Gio, one of the Croatian builders, was still there and made me eat a packet of sugar to keep me from going down. At the clinic, the doctor figured I’d been in a knife fight, so he grabbed my arm and gruffly stitched me up without any freezing, to teach me a lesson. My French was so bad that I could not tell him any different.

				And that was how it all began.

				Six months later, Chris left the restaurant and went out on his own. He had an English passport and could work anywhere. I was sponsored, so this was my only chance to stay in Paris. Things between us had turned bad. He’d been my cooking mentor and a friend, and it stung that he was well liked and I was not. From the moment we arrived, we’d been pegged against each other. One night, when I burned the bones for stock, he tore into me. He had never done that before, and I felt unworthy and embarrassed—an imposter in the trade. I hadn’t gone to cooking school, didn’t have knife skills, and couldn’t clean a fish to save my life.

				After he left, everything felt empty. The home my parents had made was gone, and I couldn’t speak French. I was drinking all the time in little cafés, tabacs, and bars across the city. I was full of self-pity and ego, terrified to be on my own. My friend was gone, and so was my footing. I was taking hits in all my softest spots and didn’t have the emotional literacy to understand what I was feeling.

				Despite all this, I still loved to cook. I loved the trade, the hustle on the line, that dance you do to bang it out and chew through the chits that come tumbling in. And despite the occasional burnt bones, I was good at it. I just needed more time around the track, cooking and honing my skills. I missed Chris when he left, but was also freed from the constant comparison. I hoped now for a few good services to get my confidence back.
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			The restaurant was a short walk from the Bourse (the Paris stock exchange), so we had massive lunch services—100-plus covers a day. And the French appetite and budget for lunch were vast: entrée, plat, dessert. Steak, duck confit, swordfish, foie gras, sashimi—whatever you put on the plat du jour was devoured. It helped that I was in the basement, cut off from the people eating, unintimidated and unaffected by the riches of Paris. In my mind, I could have been cooking anywhere.

			PART 2

			Most days, the kitchen was a sweltering 90 degrees, and even hotter in the summer. But I started to find my rhythm down there. I developed a kind of intimacy with the dishes; as I cooked them over and over again, I instinctively knew how to finish them so that it felt as if the food was dancing onto the plate. And I was learning how to move in a kitchen with grace: how to duck, and weave, and hold, and press, and run, and shift around, and spin along the line. I started really nailing it and began having clean services no matter what was happening. I could rescue and coax whoever needed it at that moment, be it the salad guy in the weeds or a waiter who forgot an order. I could adjust on the fly and took pride in dragging us all to the finish line, one clean, perfect service after another.

			I was cooking steak frites and poulet rôti, warm chèvre salad, duck confit with pommes sautées, and the occasional tagine or cassoulet. It was good food, but it wasn’t authentically mine. I cooked what I was taught, and anytime I would try something new, I hit a wall of self-doubt and felt the imposter syndrome creep in. So I kept hammering out the hits. I wasn’t cooking my own food yet, but I was learning lessons about simplicity and the vitalness of quality ingredients. Cooking in Paris, you have amazing products at your fingertips—it’s both intimidating and awesome. The walk-in was full of chanterelles and girolles, and their pungent muskiness would permeate the room. Sweet French torpedo-shaped strawberries, white asparagus, foie gras, artisan ducks, still with their heads and feathers on, nestled in boxes when they arrived. Bright yellow des Landes chickens and silky white Bresse birds with feathers on their necks, blue feet, and the Label Rouge medallions on their breasts. One day, a striploin on the bone arrived, and you didn’t have to know anything about beef to know it was special. It had a dark maroon hue with white-yellow fat marbled within and a thick, slightly yellowish fat cap. I could sense the lush wet grass the cow had grazed on, and the care of the feed it was finished on. I still remember it, angled on the counter, smelling aged and earthy and clean and wonderful. After that experience, I wanted every piece of meat to look and smell and feel just like that.

			I cooked for another 3 years down there, but I was slowly turning into a troll in the heat and basement air. The whole thing was becoming a grind that I feared I would never escape. I wanted to be part of the busy clatter and clink and hustle of people above. The neighborhood was great for lunches, but the nights were hit-and-miss. Broken fridges and constant judgment, coupled with little encouragement or voice of my own. Rage and frustration were beginning to seep out of me. I was shot, frustrated, broken, hungover, and dehydrated most of the time. I felt a daily sting of helplessness and insignificance. I was full of resentment for Chris for leaving me in a pit I felt I could never dig myself out of. I was entrenched in hopelessness and failure and confusion and fear and the unfairness that no one ever recognized the work I was doing.

			My right-hand man was Caesar, a soft-spoken Venezuelan who was married to a French woman. On one of my last days there, he said, “Teo, what are they going to do? Nobody can cook like you.” It was finally the recognition I’d never gotten of how I could cook in the moment and create food that was dancing and vibrant. How it came off the stove—bold and glistening and purposeful—despite my torment and doubt amongst the clatter and chaos and neon lights and heat and fridge compressors wailing. It was subtle, and it was hard to explain, but he caught it. I’ll always remember that, because I actually believed what he said. It wasn’t because I was a great chef; I had crap knife skills and no school credentials. I had not come up with anything authentic and true. But that’s not what he meant. He was talking about the way I cooked, how I stayed in the moment, so that when the food came to you, it felt loving and alive, as if it were your grandmother who was cooking down there. And there was magic in that, and even the imposter in me knew it. So I took it and set out to muster what I believed was missing in my cooking. I wanted to get out of the trench and see the people I was cooking for, so I started to cook for them in their apartments on the Left Bank.

			PART 3

			It all started when I rented an apartment off rue Montorgueil in the 2nd arrondissement, just around the corner from the restaurant. The entrance off the street had a set of large blue-gray doors that opened up to a cobblestone courtyard with beautiful trees and shrubs and the vast Paris sky above. My apartment was on the right side, on the second floor, with windows going all the way across. When you walked in, the bedroom was on the left, and then a hallway with a bathroom off it, and then it opened up into a large rectangular space. In the corner at the back, there was a square fireplace cut into the brick, and on the other side, a small open kitchen with four electric burners, an oval sink, and a counter with bar stools. It had rickety, wobbly, hardwood floors that would creak and squeal when you stepped on them.

			It was a really fantastic place, but expensive too. I figured I could cook dinners there and turn the apartment into my restaurant to pay the rent. I asked a welder friend, Chad, from Kansas to cut me a mesh grill to fit the fireplace so I could do some cooking over the fire. I overheard that one of the regulars at the restaurant was turning 40, so I invited him to my place for dinner and told him to bring his friends and some wine to celebrate, and I’d cook a six-course meal. Just like Michael Stadtlander did. I had just moved in a few days earlier. I borrowed plates and cutlery and wine and water glasses and carafes for wine. I found a beat-up, long wood table, and I grabbed some chairs from the restaurant.

			I got fresh croissants and tore them apart and soaked them overnight with egg yolks, sugar, and cream for a bread pudding with apples and a crème anglaise. I bought plump French quails, marinated them in red wine, and grilled them on the fire. I made olive bread and grilled it too. At the fishmonger’s, I bought fresh scallops—still alive in their sandy shells. He showed me how to wedge a knife in and slit the tendon to spring them open. I cleaned them in the little sink, the smell of fresh sea water hitting me as the shells sprang open and juices ran down my hand. I cooked the scallops, liver and all, in butter, and poured the browned butter and lemon juice over them. I roasted a filet de bœuf on the fire and served it with seared foie gras, potato purée, and baby bok choy.

			The crowd was boisterous and noisy. There were 14 of them, but it felt like 30. The fireplace had no draw, so the windows were wide open. By the end of the dinner there were ballads, serenades, stomping, marching, laughter, and applause, and the room was drenched in alcohol and thick with smoke. They stayed till two-thirty in the morning. The next day I had complaint letters stuffed under my door and pinned to the front of it. I did the dishes in the bathtub, mulling over the evening. It had been a success, but at what cost? I knew it wasn’t sustainable. Still, Pierre, one of the guests, booked me soon after to cook at his brother-in-law’s birthday.

			I followed what I remembered from Stadtlander’s farm, building my own routes through Paris to find the best products. I carried a big knapsack when I shopped. At the butcher in the 22nd arrondissement I waited with the old French ladies for sweetbreads and filet de bœuf. He showed me how to trim the membrane and spoon the butter over as they cooked. Those small exchanges became my schooling.

			Around the corner was a small specialty shop for classic French ingredients—Magret duck, foie gras, tins of duck fat. Then the Japanese market for bonito, tempura mix, and sauces to accent the dinner. I’d finish at the grocery store for cream and eggs, and at the poissonnière for fish—often carrelet, a flat flounder-like fish with orange-red spots on its skin. Sweet and beautiful. I’d put it all in the fridge and make a dessert that was easy to carry—bread pudding or chocolate cake.

			I hired a waitress named Anna, a Swedish woman with a Black Sabbath thing who called me Teo Boy. Before the events, I packed my knapsack and met her on the Métro by four-thirty. We had to be ready by seven. In the bag were my knives, tongs, whisk, cutting board, and a cast-iron pan. Fear always hit when I unpacked, hoping I hadn’t forgotten anything. To calm myself, I thought of a time with my father when I was 16 and we were grilling 30 quails for a party. Flames hissed and spat every time the quails hit the grill. He stood behind me, stressed.

			“Oh man, are we going to pull this off?” he said.

			“Yes, we are.”

			“But how do you know?”

			“I know because we fucking have to.”

			That was the “we fucking have to” moment—when everything is on fire and you have no choice but to keep going. That night the quails came out glazy and red and charred because they fucking had to be. I clung to that memory as I started to cook. I was always a little behind, and was working on two beers and an empty stomach most of the time. I felt a kinship with the amateur keyboardist thrown into Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone,” struggling to keep up with the ever-increasing tempo. That authentic “oh shit” chase to keep up gave that song a force and spirit, and I felt it did the same for my dinners. So I kept trying to get comfortable in that “oh shit” moment and see what could happen from there.

			That first night at Pierre’s brother-in-law’s place, I cooked my heart out. The stage was a light gray stone apartment with iron balconies—the classic Parisian Left Bank home you see in 90s movies. After dessert was served, I left the kitchen exhausted and relieved to be done. I was kicking myself over a few things, but I knew I had gotten enough right to make it special. I took in all the little details: the warm light of the dining room, how it played off the oak and mahogany furniture and the elegant couches and cloth curtains
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