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The Latin American-inspired restaurant Cómodo is tucked away on 
Macdougal Street in New York City’s SoHo neighborhood. With its 
whitewashed brick walls, exposed beams and burly wooden tables, 
the restaurant’s interior echoes the repurposed industrial buildings 
common in lower Manhattan, but its small size and the cozy banquette 

window seating make the space feel warm and inviting. Menus rest on a table near 
the entrance, and at the bottom of each menu, a sentence is printed in Spanish: 
Cuando la comida es compartida sabe mejor — food tastes better when shared. It’s a 
philosophy that guides Carolina Santos-Neves ’99 in her work at Cómodo, where she 
is both a partner and the chef de cuisine.

caption here
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FINDING HER PLACE
This nostalgic aspect might seem 
slightly incongruous with the 
diversity of cuisines represented 
at the restaurant, but the transna-
tional menu is a natural outgrowth 
of Santos-Neves’s cosmopolitan 
upbringing. Born in Geneva to a 
Brazilian father and American 
mother, she spent her earliest 
years in Brasilia. The family 
later moved to Manhattan, then 
Westchester County and later 
Mexico City. Her parents con-
tinued to move around the world 
while she was at Brooks and Brown 
University, and Santos-Neves 
would visit them (and sample 

 “ We draw from NOSTALGIC 
MOMENTS in our life. We 
think of a dish we had when 
we were younger, but we 
make it a little more refined.”

in unconventional ways and occasionally 
adds flavors from other culinary tradi-
tions — an approach that she describes 
as a “mix and match.” Cómodo’s trade-
mark lamb sliders, for example, are 
served on Brazilian cheese bread, but the 
accompanying creamy chipotle sauce 
has a Mexican flavor profile. Similarly, 
Cómodo’s ceviche is inspired by the 
Mexican preparation of the dish, but 
with the addition of Peruvian aji ama-
rillo chile and topped off Brazilian-style 
with crunchy cashews.

Restaurant patrons unfamiliar  
with Latin cuisine may not have  
experienced some of these flavor combi-
nations before visiting Cómodo. Some 
of the ingredients may be completely 
unfamiliar words on the menu. For 
Santos-Neves and Donnelly, however, 
these dishes recall comfort food from 
their childhood.

“We draw from nostalgic moments in 
our life,” Santos-Neves says. “We think 
of a dish we had when we were younger, 
but we make it a little more refined.”

Santos-Neves is assertively 
friendly and cracks jokes with 
her staff as they prepare for 
the night’s service. It is mid-
morning, and while there are 
many hours before dinner, the 
restaurant is already bustling 
and noisy. The repeated thunk of 

chopping vegetables emanates from the kitchen, 
along with the music on the radio. The tinkle of 
sorting glassware echoes from the front of the 
house. Somebody periodically signs for deliveries, 
and the phone rings, seemingly without pause, as 
people make dinner reservations. 

These logistical duties are just a few of Santos-Neves’s many 
responsibilities. As chef de cuisine, she oversees the daily kitchen 
operations and takes charge of the appetizers and desserts. But as a 
partner, she also has her hands in a wide variety of business-related 
projects, from brand management to event planning. In addition 
to her work at Cómodo, Santos-Neves and her partners — Felipe 
Donnelly, Tamy Rofe and Mac Osborne — also run a companion 
restaurant in Fort Greene, Brooklyn called Colonia Verde, which 
has a similar Latin-inspired menu but a more casual atmosphere. 
The team also recently started a catering service, Compartí 
Catering, which has partnered with brands such as Etsy and Warby 
Parker, and hosted an album launch event for neo-soul singer 
Janelle Monáe. Future projects tentatively include acreating a 
farm-to-office catered lunches.

“I love business development, I love collaborating with people, I 
love creating and keeping things interesting and staying relevant,” 
Santos-Neves says. “And that’s part of being in New York — you 
can’t be complacent here.”

But although these projects are rewarding and exciting for 
Santos-Neves, food remains her primary passion, and her love for 
cooking is evident in the creativity of the menu. Santos-Neves play-
fully combines ingredients and dishes from all over Latin America 

captions here
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the local cuisine) during school 
vacations.

Despite the shifts in location, 
food was always a stable element 
in her familial life. Her family 
would have dinner together almost 
every night, and Santos-Neves 
would often help her mother in the 
kitchen. They would also plan the 
week’s meals together (“Okay mom, 
what’s for lunch today? Tomorrow? 
The day after that?”) and talk about 
the recipes they discovered in her 
mother’s food magazines.

Food was a major part of her life 
at Brooks as well, although with lim-
ited kitchen access she was primar-
ily focused on visiting restaurants 
— an activity that she jokes was her 
hobby during her time at the school. 
Visitors to Cómodo would probably 
be surprised to learn of her favor-
ite places to eat while she was at 
Brooks, including Orzo Trattoria, 
Bertucci’s, Joe’s American Bar and 
Grill and The Cheesecake Factory, 
but for Santos-Neves these restau-
rants were a chance to enjoy some 
more variety than the dining hall 
could offer. She also has fond mem-
ories of the region’s many ice cream 
places, praise shared by many mem-
bers of the school community.

After she graduated from Brown, 
Santos-Neves worked at Special Ops 
Media, an early entry into online 
advertising. Although she enjoyed 
thinking about branding, which has 
considerably aided her work at the 
restaurant, she soon realized that 
she wanted to be working in “the 
food world.” But without a strong 
culinary background, she wasn’t 

sure of the steps she needed to take 
in order to get there.

“I had to sort of start telling peo-
ple that I wanted to do things with 
food, and then I started getting 
introduced to people,” Santos-
Neves says.

She discovered that Epicurious, 
a Condé Nast food website, was in 
the middle of a platform relaunch, 
and they were hiring freelancers 
to transfer data to the new system. 
This sort of work wasn’t exactly 
what Santos-Neves had hoped for 
— a friend whom she excitedly told 
about the opportunity bluntly said 
“this sounds terrible” — but she 
reasoned that it was an opportunity 
that she couldn’t pass up. Plus, she 
reasoned, even if it wasn’t very 
much fun, the position was only for 
a month.

Santos-Neves ended up staying at 
Epicurious for five years in various 
editorial positions. Again, it was 
a slow start: She remembered an 
email asking if she was interested 
in an assistant editor position. 
“You’ll eventually get to blog, 
you’ll eventually get to do all these 
things, but right now it’s basically 
inputting recipes into a database,” 
Santos-Neves laughs, remember-
ing the email. “So I reply, ‘Sounds 
fantastic!’” 

 Despite the initial drudgery, 
Santos-Neves did eventually get to 
start writing for the website. The 
first section that she worked on was 

the “taste test” column, which she 
helped plan and to which she con-
tributed her own pieces. Quickly 
her work became eclectic, writing 
stories on everything from Cinco de 
Mayo to the centennial celebration 
of Julia Child’s birth. Her favor-
ite pieces were the travel stories, 
visiting places such as Austin, 
Texas, and Charleston, S.C., and 
compiling a short list of restaurant 
recommendations. 

When she wasn’t writing, Santos-
Neves was also hosting frequent 
dinner parties at her apartment. A 
recurring thematic foundation for 
the dinners was something Santos-
Neves called “the cookbook club,” 
where she would assign each guest 
a recipe from the same cookbook. 
But the small size of the apartment, 
coupled with Santos-Neves’s enthu-
siasm for bringing people together, 
led to some unexpected logistical 
scenarios.

“I wouldn’t really create a list,” 
Santos-Neves says. “I would be like, 
‘Hey you! Hey you! Hey you!’ and 
all of a sudden there would be like 
40 people in my apartment. It was 
always a lot of fun and a little bit of 
a disaster.”

During this time, Santos-Neves 
reconnected with a middle school 
classmate from her time in Mexico 
City, who suggested that Santos-
Neves attend the dinner parties of 
another classmate, Felipe Donnelly. 
Donnelly and his wife, Tamy Rofe, 

The warm Brussels sprout Caesar 
salad combines sautéed and shredded 
Brussels sprouts with a creamy dressing 
of avocado and Parmesan. There’s also 
some slight anchovy flavor present, an 
ingredient which Santos-Neves enthusi-
astically evangelizes. The acidity of the 
mustard and lime help cut through the 
richness of the other components, and 
the anchovy and Parmesan provide a 
pleasantly funky tanginess.

The small lamb sliders are served on 
Brazilian cheese bread, or pão de queijo. 
Following the traditional recipe, the 
bread is made of yuca flour instead of 
wheat. The bun is springy and flavorful, 
and I didn’t realize that it wasn’t “real” 
bread before Santos-Neves described 
its composition. While the flavors in the 
sliders differ significantly from those in 
the salad, there is a similar balancing act 
in play between the various compo-
nents. The overall taste is complex, and 
some of the individual ingredients are 
difficult to discern until Santos-Neves 
mentions that cranberries, marjoram 
and shallots compose the backbone of 
the flavor profile.

To eat the sliders, I dip them into the 
creamy chipotle sauce that comes in a 
small ramekin. The chipotle in the sauce 
doesn’t dominate; rather, it contributes 
to a sort of afterburn effect that leaves 
my mouth tingling pleasantly after 
every bite. The playful act of picking up 
this tiny sandwich and dunking it into 
sauce may seem to be at odds with the 
“refined” nature of the menu, but the 
pairing suggests that Santos-Neves and 
her partners don’t take themselves too 
seriously.

The steak is served on a bed of 
farofa, the toasted yuca dish which 
Santos-Neves had earlier described 
as a new experience for most visitors 
despite its omnipresence in Brazilian 
cuisine. When I bite into it, there’s a bit 
of a crunch, but the grains quickly melt 
in my mouth and take on a more velvety 
mouthfeel. The texture of the farofa 
provides a dynamic contrast with the 
soft richness of the caramelized shal-
lots and sauteed spinach, and the steak 
is flavorful with a crispy crust.

I have to catch the train back to 
Boston, and I’ve spent so much time 
savoring the earlier courses that I 
don’t have time for dessert. But San-
tos-Neves insists on boxing up the café 
con leches cake anyway, which I accept 
with gratitude before running towards 
the subway. Somewhere in Connecticut, 
I take the box out of my bag and dip 
my finger in the slightly squashed cake. 
It’s moist, fluffy and full of coffee and 
dark chocolate flavor. It is delicious. I 
am miles away from New York, but I still 
feel like a guest at her table.

 “ It’s unbelievable, the amount of 
different INGREDIENTS and 
dishes out there. Each one of these 
countries has so many different 
ingredients, and I wish they were 
all accessible here.”

FIRST PERSON: TOM OWEN

An Evening at Cómodo
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A TASTING MENU

Brooksians in  
the Food World
WILFRED SHRIGLEY III ’64
Owner, The Rhumb Line Restaurant,  
Gloucester, Mass.
Fred Shrigley has run The Rhumb Line Restaurant 
since 1978. Its pub-style atmosphere and nightly 
live entertainment has made it a favorite with 
locals for decades.

RICHARD PFEFFER ’81
Owner, Gritty McDuff’s Brewing Company,  
Portland, Freeport and Auburn, Maine
Gritty McDuff’s opened in Portland in 1988 as 
the first brew pub in Maine, serving traditional 
pub fare with beer brewed on the premises. Now 
expanded to three locations, Gritty’s is widely 
credited with jumpstarting the state’s thriving 
craft brewing scene.

KATHY SCALERA SANTORO ’85
Owner, Good Day Café, North Andover, Mass.
Located just a few minutes away from campus, 
Good Day Café is a beloved breakfast and lunch 
spot for the Brooks community. The café is known 
for its baked goods, sandwiches and coffee and its 
commitment to fresh and organic food.

WHITNEY ROMOSER SAVIGNANO ’87
Owner, Tenuta Santo Pietro, Siena, Italy
Tenuta Santo Pietro is an inn (which dates back to 
the 13th century) and 72-acre working farm in the 
heart of Tuscany. The inn’s restaurant prepares 
classic regional dishes using seasonal ingredients 
that are grown on the farm or locally sourced.

NICK MARCKWALD ’99
Owner, Hen Of The Woods, Cincinnati, Ohio
Nick Marckwald currently sells goods such as 
potato chips, jams and cultured butter at local 
retailers under the Hen Of The Woods brand, 
but this winter he plans to open a two-story 
brick-and-mortar outpost. The first floor will be 
a market selling house-created goods, and the 
second floor will be a restaurant with an emphasis 
on seasonal, locally grown ingredients.

JESS KAPADIA ’04
Senior Editor, Food Republic
Food Republic is a website which explores the 
culture of food through stories, interviews and 
recipes. Kapadia writes articles for the website 
and has served in a number of additional roles, 
including recipes editor and test kitchen chef.

were advertising executives, but 
they were passionate about food, 
and they had recently started 
hosting a Thursday “supper club” 
in their Tribeca apartment. Each 
week, Donnelly would cook and 
Rofe would blog about the food and 
the experience. Originally, they 
invited friends, but it evolved into 
gatherings of 40 to 50 people who 
heard about it through past visitors 
or the blog and purchased tickets 
for the evening.

Santos-Neves and Donnelly 
quickly became close through  
all these dinners, and when 
Donnelly was asked to host dinners 
at a space called City Grit in Nolita, 
he asked Santos-Neves if she 
wanted to help. They worked 
together to design a menu for 35, 
and in the process the pair learned 
that they made a good team.

Moreover, their culinary back-
grounds complemented each  
other well. Donnelly, who also 
moved frequently growing up, 
introduced Santos-Neves to 
Peruvian and Colombian cuisine. 
Similarly, working together allowed 
them to balance out their personal 
flavor preferences.

“I’m more on the healthy side 
and he’s like… not unhealthy, but 
he’s definitely taught me things like 
‘add some cream to this,’ or ‘add 
some butter,’ or ‘how about some 
pork,’” Santos-Neves says.

Donnelly and Rofe decided to go 
into cooking full-time and open a 

restaurant, which became Cómodo. 
By the time the restaurant was in 
its planning stage, Santos-Neves 
had entered the Chef’s Training 
Program at Natural Gourmet 
Institute in order to learn more 
about recipe development and 
sharpen her skills in the kitchen, 
so Felipe asked her to help develop 
the Cómodo menu. It was a busy 
time for Santos-Neves: On top of 
culinary school and her work for 
the restaurant, she was still writing 
for Epicurious as her day job. But  
as her passion for the kitchen  
grew, she realized that her heart 
wasn’t in writing anymore, and  
left Epicurious to work full time  
at Cómodo.

CULINARY EXPRESSION
Although Santos-Neves isn’t 
currently writing, her work in the 
restaurant has a line of continu-
ity with the website: her desire 
to share her passion for food and 
introduce people to new flavors. 
This educational aspect is par-
ticularly evident in the context of 
regional food.

“It’s unbelievable, the amount 
of different ingredients and dishes 
out there,” Santos-Neves says. 
“Each one of these countries has so 
many different ingredients, and I 
wish they were all accessible here.”

She speaks about one side dish 
in particular: farofa, a Brazilian 
preparation of toasted yuca 
flour, which many visitors to the 

restaurant have never tried before. 
(Yuca, also known as cassava, is a 
plant with a starchy tuber; it is not 
to be confused with the geograph-
ically and nominally similar yucca 
plant.) The grains are similar in 
size and texture to raw couscous 
and have a sort of salty crunch.

“People are always fascinated by 
it,” she says. “They’re like, ‘this is 
really… dry.’”

The divergent responses to 
the farofa underline one of the 
challenges of restaurant cooking: 
trying to accommodate a wide 
range of preferences, especially 
when they differ from your own. 
Santos-Neves describes a dessert 
that she invented with Donnelly: 
Inspired by bread pudding, but 
skewed towards her love for salty 
and sweet, it combined their trade-
mark Brazilian cheese bread with 
chocolate. The chefs thought it was 
delicious, but it ended up being the 
dish that was sent back the most at 
both restaurants. But the dessert 
also boasts a devoted fan club who 
were sad to learn that they removed 
it from the menu.

“There’s this couple who calls 
ahead and says, ‘We’re coming 
tonight, is there any way that 
Carolina can make that dessert?’ 
People have different palates, but 
we try to make it accessible and 
please people.”

The Cómodo kitchen, which 
occupies the breadth of the back 
wall, opens up directly onto the 
dining room. Because of this, there 
is somewhat of a performative 
aspect to the dinner service; the 
kitchen serves as a stage for Santos-
Neves and her staff, who are visibly 
hard at work preparing dishes. In 
contrast to her usual bright smile, 
in the kitchen Santos-Neves has a 
serious expression, and her gaze is 

 “ You’ll eventually get to blog, 
you’ll eventually get to do all 
these things, but RIGHT NOW 
it’s basically inputting recipes 
into a database. So I reply, 
‘Sounds fantastic!’”

intensely focused on her work. 
But when she looks up from 
the cutting board to survey 
the restaurant, or when she 
occasionally emerges to talk 
to customers, her demeanor is 
animated and welcoming.

There are few large lighting 
fixtures in the restaurant, and 
as the sun begins to set, the 
interior of the space becomes 
dark. Voices bounce off the 
brick walls and cumula-
tively amplify, and the small 
space rumbles with the quiet 

thunder of conversation.
At one table, three friends 

are deciding what to order. 
One of the women has visited 
Cómodo before, and she excit-
edly makes recommendations 
to her companions. Echoing 
Santos-Neves’s philosophy 
on food, the return customer 
urges her friends to order 
dishes that are “shareable.” 
They nix the soup in favor of 
arepas, and when they arrive, 
they all dig in together.


