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B Y  A S H L E Y  D A Y      M Y  T H O U G H T S 

You’re Essential

I’ve worked “in food” for a decade without truly cooking. I 
write about chefs, restaurants and food destinations, and 
I learn a lot from travel, dining out and covering a culinary 
school. Like anyone in food, I never stop learning. I’ve 
experienced an unfair share of !ne dining for free, and I’ve 
frequented fast casual concepts, strip mall diners and food 
hall vendors for locality. I have yet to learn about most funda-
mental cooking techniques, the science of simple concepts 
that chefs employ everyday, or the identi!cation of every 
ingredient I read on a menu much less a wine list. Sure, I can 
saute vegetables at home and heat an egg to safely edible, 
so I can survive on cooking or count on delivery, but like so 
many of you, I can’t live without restaurants.

I’m not a food snob or a culinary professional, but I share 
their stories, and their work is my life. I base where I live and 
where I travel on restaurants, I research them more thor-
oughly than dog walkers, doctors, dates! I care how they 
came to be, who’s behind the brand, what story is being told, 
and I cherish the !rst visit. Not for the story, the interview or 
my career, but for the food’s story, the production that brings 
it to life and the people behind that production. 

I cannot wait to walk inside a restaurant for the !rst time 
after I’ve read and heard and scrolled through enough, and 
I know I’m not alone. Some of us need the individuality of 
the design, the theater of the service and the freedom of 
knowing the night is in someone else’s hands — many others’ 
hands — to enjoy the meal. We dance in our seats when a 
dish surprises and delights, we lean in for the presentation 
and explanation, we retell the story of the sourcing and rela-
tionships that led to the perfect harmony of the !nal product.

And every character is essential. Sometimes we belabor a 
discussion of our cocktail preferences and often we entrust 
our pairings to a professional. We’re entranced with views of 
open kitchens and charmed by knowledgeable servers. We 
crave recognition from the host, an introduction to the chef, 
and an evening that ends with the perfect petit fours.

We might nerd out with our sommelier or post a photo of too 
many courses, but it’s not all pretension. We get to know our 
servers, we eavesdrop on our neighbors, we guess whether 
we’re watching a !rst or 50th date, and we make memories 
laughing far too loudly and ordering one too many bottles 

with our party of however many that chance reservation 
allotted. We celebrate birthdays, long-awaited jobs and pro-
motions, the right breakups, the happy accidents, and often 
just !nally !nding a night we could all make it.

The whole ordeal is indulgent and admittedly a perk of 
privilege, but it’s an art. We respect the sources, admire the 
crafts, recognize the process and cherish the exchanges. 
We champion talent and ingenuity, service and hospitality, 
expertise and speciality. We recognize the best bathroom 
aesthetic, the cutest unique vehicle for the check, the details 
we cannot believe someone envisioned.

We forget about work or stress for a while and get lost in the 
new hardest decision: which of two dishes we’ll commit to or 
how we’ll share our top three. We compete over who’s most 
adventurous at the table or what our taste is detecting, and 
of course, who is taking care of the bill.

And sure, some of this we can capture with delivery or home 
cooking. Who doesn’t love a dinner party in the fanciest 
among our friends’ apartments? But there’s only one way 
we experience the whole show, and the professionals who 
come together to bring every act to life with all the right 
components are essential for the e"ect: a meaningful meal 
we remember in a place we can’t forget, especially now. We 
need a night out, and it wouldn’t be the same without you.


