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Spanish influences and seafood abound at

By Michael Nagrant | Fos Repeve

“This past winrer's wicked assoroment of
thunder snow, Siberian temps and polar wor-
tewes had & posicive summer legacy, “This last
winter was so brutal, we wanted to Rgure out
how toopen a place thars light and breesy
and has a summerzime feel,” said Scoet Wor
sham, who along with his wife Sasi Zesnich
Wrsham (executive direccor and parener of
The Ast Smith Company as well as co-wriner
ardd excentive producer of Charlie Trotter'’s
covkbooks and TV shows, respectively)

wn rucmtly-npcncd restaurant MEE on
the border of Lineoln Park and Lakeview “T
hive nothing against bourbon, pork or dark
rooms. 1 love those places,” said Worsham, a
restaurant veteran. “But, we wondered, can
we do something else?”

The Worshams, along with executive chef
Nick Lacasse (The Drawing Room, “Around
the World in 80 Plates”), have done just that
in creating a Spanish-inflected seaside cafe
experience inspired by recent travels. “We
spent a month in Spain, including Barcelona,
the Basque country and Mallorca, and we fell
in love ... with the way they live over there.”

The Worshams were also smitten with
food writer M.F.K. Fisher, the restaurant’s
namesake. “She’s known for simple, clean
food and celebrating that in the personal
way,” Scott said. That’s what we’re trying to
do here is be a basic bones kind of place with
low prices, clean plates and a bright feel.”
The restaurant name also cemented the deal

with Lacasse. “I'm a huge NUEE. Fisler fan,
Whar a characrer® .., She’s such an influence,”
he satel “When [ saw the name, 1 knew

whar this place was all abour, The name was
probabdy the ching that sealed me coming
anboard.”

Thascana: The Worshams have succeeded in
creasing the simple clean spot they desired.
The petite— 700 square feer, wo be exact—
dining roam has 2 handful of 13bles
and o ten-seat bar. At full capacity,
ic’s small enaugh that your
mom might be able o cook
and serve everyone herself
But, your mom’s dining

room is not trimmuel with
white-washed walls, tduszrial
metal chairs or sharp-lnnking
hexagonal tile. Anel it's dfiniecly
not a subterranean hiceaway below
Diversey, a spot built for lunclutinee respites
from work, romantic evening dares or the
perfect meeting spot bo start a clundestine
affair. “After catering weddings for oo far
previous employer Pure Kizchen Cazesing],
it’s nice to get back 1o paying atrention
small details for a few people,” Lacasse said.

Thefood: Like the dining ronm, Laczsse's
seafood-skewing s is stripgped down, Fle
cooks not with szatiilizers ane prowders like
many modern chefs, bur more like an ald-
school Spanish chef tending grill an the sea-
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shore, A caramebized seallop (S10) is nesthed
in a mouncain of fiudfy grits; its cenzer is
teneler and slightly cuw like top-shelf sashinmi,
and ivs briny cich favor is our by the xing of
pickled fresna peppers. A bexping plate of
cobia colkar fa render part of the Ash near the
cheek), clams and shrimp are strewn about
a garlicky broth fall of stewed feonel and
romats ($34), The sheimp, which is rised
in Tndiara and has sever Been froen (oo
of shrimp, even in high-end restaurants,
wften ig), tasted buttery and outry
like o agher 've gver had.

Mot everything 2t MFK is
warerborne, There's an addictive
assartment of tempura-fried
half monns of avacado tossed

with hot chili aal, lse and cilan-
tra (§10), T came up with the dish
whien Twas at Deawing Room,” said

Lacasse, 1 gor a case ofwhar T thought
wirte rpe avicados that turmed out to be
rack hard, Frying them steamed and softened
them." There are also plenty of seasonal veg-
erables, such as orisp spring peas rossed with
shallot, feta and mint ($ro). This was the only
dish Thad which could have used a tweak; the
sweerness of the fresh vepgies was overpow-
cred By a heavy dose afacidic dressing.

Tha drinksand dessert: The food-friendly
wing list is full of bright whizes, Ints of roses
and lighter reds, Tespecially liked the Pascal
Jarwier chenin hlane (S:c glass, $40 bottle),

| have nothing
against
bourbon, pork
or dark rooms. | love
those places. .. But, we
wondered, can we do

something else?”
=Scatt Worsham, co-owner of MFE

which fidshes with a wouch of honey Ravor.
The men’s lane desserr, the Basque caks
(500, is a saluy, sweet wiedge ol buttery, Aufly
crumt thar disappeared from my table in less
than a mimute.

Theservice: During the meal, T ooticed our
server pauring samples of each wine and
tasting them before she poured glasses for
diners, She also asked us abour the Aavors in
adish she haeln't yet had a chanee to sample.
Tdeally, & server gets to taste all the dishes
before a restaurant opens, but for a variety
of reasons —cost, on-the-fly menu additions,
etc.—that can’t always happen. I appreciate
that the staff here is committed to learning
the nuances of what they serve in a way that
goes beyond just doing their job.

Bottomline: The restaurant’s namesake
M.EK. Fisher once wrote, “I still think
that one of the pleasantest of all emotions
is to know that I, T with my brain and my
hands, have nourished my beloved few, that
T have concocted a stew or a story, a rarity
or a plain dish, to sustain them truly against
the hungers of the world.” Lacasse and the
‘Worshams honor that ideal with their new
project. They have managed to create not
so much a restaurant, but a comforting and
inspiring respite.
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