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Dedication

In memory of three friends lost during the year I worked on this book:

Marcia Nasatir, Tom Perrotta, and Eddie Schoenfeld, who shared, respectively, my love of movies, tennis, and restaurants, and whose passion, intelligence, and humanity continue to guide and inspire me.

And for the food professionals who’ve trusted me to tell their stories.




Epigraph

The difference between a cow and a bean is a bean can begin an adventure.

—STEPHEN SONDHEIM

The same people who cook it when I’m in the kitchen!

—attributed to chef PAUL BOCUSE, in response to a restaurant guest asking who cooked their food when Bocuse visited the dining room

Show a little faith, there’s magic in the night.

—BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN
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Introduction: How Does It All Fit Together?

The great, albeit fictional, parapsychologist Fox Mulder once theorized that dreams answer questions that we don’t know how to ask.

The idea for this book came to me in a dream. I woke up one morning with the concept fully formed: to select one dish, in one restaurant, and profile the people—in the restaurant and beyond its walls—whose lives and work culminate on the plate. The question posed by the dream was: How does it all fit together?

It was a query I couldn’t answer, even unconsciously. That was the point. If I wanted to answer it, I’d have to research and write the book.

I’ve been reporting and broadcasting about chefs and kitchen culture for close to twenty-five years. During that time, I’ve observed hospitality professionals during both prep and service; interviewed or casually gabbed with everyone from the chefs to the dishwashers in well over a hundred places; visited farms, sometimes for an overnight stay; and been privileged to enjoy thousands of lunches and dinners, and often to discuss them with the people who conceived and prepared them. I have been privy to every building block of a meal, but couldn’t tell you with specificity how to snap together the pieces that made up any single dish: By what means of communication and instruction are new recipes and dishes disseminated to cooks? How do farmers determine what to grow and how much, process orders from dozens of chef-customers, and organize and execute their packing and delivery obligations? Exactly when and how do kitchens purchase produce and proteins (fish and meats)? And by what synchronous miracle do multiple cooks achieve the feat of having the disparate components of a single dish ready at the same time and at the correct individual temperatures, while also executing myriad other tasks in the pressure cooker of a service?

If I couldn’t answer these questions, what did the average restaurant patron know about what it took to produce their meals? Taking it a step further: Did any of us really understand precisely how much work, creativity, and collaboration were represented on even just one plate?

To find out, I followed the dream’s dictate and worked backward from a single dish, forensically tracing its construction along two tracks: the individual contributions of members of the kitchen and dining room teams, and the work undertaken by farmers and purveyors to grow, raise, and process the key ingredients that comprise the dish.

After a search conducted from my home office during the COVID-19 pandemic, I settled on Chicago’s Wherewithall restaurant as the focal point. Because Wherewithall exclusively serves a set (or tasting) menu that changes weekly, and the chefs create best under the gun, I didn’t know what the dish would be until I was on the ground at the beginning of the penultimate week of July 2021, which I spent observing there. (This may sound like a high-wire decision, but I made my selection based on the restaurant’s people and practices and so was comfortable with it.) To allow for maximum narrative runway, the plan was to make the final savory course, which at Wherewithall is always centered on poultry or meat, the titular focus of the book. As it turned out, that week’s meat course, as christened on the menu, was Dry-Aged Strip Loin, Tomato, Sorrel.

Johnny Clark and Beverly Kim, the husband-and-wife chef team who own Wherewithall, granted me extraordinary access to its workspace, dining room, and staff, and helped me connect with the farmers, rancher, and vintner whose wares comprise the dish. In addition to my week at the restaurant observing and interviewing several employees, I spent a second, nonconsecutive week driving around the Midwest in a rental car, touring farms and production facilities, riding shotgun on a delivery run, and interviewing proprietors and field workers.

It was an adventure, and an education. I hope it proves to be the same for you.

Andrew Friedman

Brooklyn, NY

January 2023
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Calling Orders

Holly Knox, host of Wherewithall, a fifty-seat restaurant of steel, glass, blond wood, and exposed brick, leans in its doorway, eyes trained skyward at clouds, dark as doom, gathering over Chicago, eclipsing the sun. The forecast failed to predict it, but at 4:30 P.M., this midsummer day has apocalyptically become night, and there’s no question a storm is going to—

Fuck! The aerial dam has burst, and here it is already. Just like that, the city is under hydra-assault: Strangers huddle close under awnings. Cars decelerate to a wary crawl. Raindrops splatter like water balloons against Wherewithall’s rectangular bank of dining-room windows, turning the view from within impressionistic. Inside, in anticipation of the night’s first guests, a handful of servers costumed in crisp white dress shirts and blue aprons zhoosh the dining room. In the open kitchen, a trio of cooks load for bear, stocking lowboys* with trays of butchered fish and meat, their stations with extra side towels. Everyone presses ahead in denial of the deluge, until a leak in the kitchen ceiling forces the issue. A team member races upstairs to the gutted vacant apartment above and secures a linoleum square over a breach in the floorboards, impeding the flow—a stopgap in an age of stopgaps.

It’s Saturday, July 24, 2021, and Wherewithall—like most surviving restaurants—could use a break. The COVID-19 pandemic has plagued (literally) society for more than a year, forcing a nationwide industry shutdown that began in March 2020, and to date has claimed close to 100,000 American restaurants and bars, along with more than four million lives worldwide. In recent months, vaccines have been making their way into arms (especially in liberal strongholds like Chicago) and, with worrying variants yet to materialize, life has been lurching toward normal, including a guarded revival of indoor restaurant dining. Johnny Clark and Beverly Kim, the married couple who are the restaurant’s co-chefs and own both the restaurant and the building that houses it, recently stopped requiring staff to wear microbe-impeding surgical-style masks. Still, on pleasant evenings they keep the back door, which leads to a cozy concrete courtyard and a private event space and office on its far side, open for the reassurance of ventilation, which now won’t be possible for hours.

[image: image]
Johnny Clark and Beverly Kim

Photograph by Cory Dewald. Used by permission of Parachute restaurant.


Wherewithall has reservations for ninety-two customers in the system tonight, the most since reopening four weeks earlier—an opportunity for the staff to continue reconditioning and for the restaurant to inhale life-sustaining revenue. But furious weather prompts cancellations even in sturdier times, so that’s all suddenly tentative until five-fifty, ten minutes ahead of opening, when the last, lingering drizzle tapers off and the sun makes a steamy encore before true evening falls. Around the corner on residential North Albany Avenue, toddlers and stoop sitters reemerge from modest houses packed into overgrown subdivided lots, and somewhere down there a lone songbird chirps, marking itself safe. For now things have taken a beneficent turn, and Wherewithall and its team have all anyone could ask or expect of the summer of ’21: a chance.

An hour later and the storm has receded like a bad dream. Or was the storm the reality, and is this the dream? It sure seems illusory: the long-dormant dining room reanimated with unselfconscious human interaction; the barroom, where Holly checks guests in on a touchscreen tablet fixed to a freestanding podium, flowering into a pageant of reunion and celebration:

“Let’s have a drink here before we sit down.”

“Frank! How long has it been?” “Since the pandemic, at least.” “Give us a hug . . . if it feels safe.”

“Happy birthday, you!”

The two adjacent rooms, joined by a doorless passageway lined with slatted wood in imitation of a wine cask’s interior, thrum with music. Each night, general manager Jessica Line (mid-thirties, frizzy auburn hair) selects a “radio station”* on Spotify based on the distinguishing characteristics of a different artist. Tonight, in homage to co-chef-owner Johnny’s hometown, it’s Heartless Bastards, a Cincinnati, Ohio, rock band whose honky-tonk sound is deconstructed and extrapolated to a hodgepodge of rock, bluegrass, country, and soul. Right now, Nashville’s Lilly Hiatt trills of love and devotion in “Brightest Star.”

Beverly and Johnny own and operate two restaurants. They launched their first, Parachute—whose building they also own—a block and a half away in May 2014; the à la carte menu there refracts American-born Beverly’s Korean heritage through the prism of her and Johnny’s classical Western (read: French) culinary training. Five years later, they opened Wherewithall, where the cuisine is more expansively modern American, which is to say that it draws on a panoply of cultures and cuisines, sometimes riffing on traditional preparations or dishes. The couple are also prolific in other ways, with three young children ages three, four, and eleven, and a dog—a Bordeaux mastiff named François who wears a permanent jowly expression of ennui. Occasionally, in the hours before dinner service, the six of them come romping into the restaurant like a modern Family Circus reboot, and the kids color at the bar or chase each other around the courtyard while their parents grapple with the vast, never-ending miscellany of chefdom and proprietorship.

Both Parachute and Wherewithall occupy the category of restaurants shorthanded as chef-driven, destination, or even—despite their relative casualness—fine-dining. They are independent, but not mom-and-pop. Instead of standards available in thousands of other restaurants, most of the dishes here are unique, conceived as much for the expression of the chefs—including the restaurant’s chef de cuisine,* Tayler Ploshehanski—as for the nourishment, satisfaction, and entertainment of the guests. Years before they met, Beverly and Johnny both tournéed their way through prestigious cooking schools, then sharpened their skills and palates in heralded kitchens—she at, among others, the landmark American dining temple Charlie Trotter’s in Chicago; he at the historic La Côte Basque and others in New York City. They retain a publicist who hawks them to the media, and are represented by an agent who ferrets out television opportunities. They are frequently written about; Parachute holds a Michelin star; and Beverly and Johnny jointly received a James Beard Foundation Award (foodlandia’s Oscar) as Best Chef of the Great Lakes region. Beverly also has been a cheftestant on the long-running Bravo TV cooking competition series Top Chef. In their industry, they are one-percenters.

And yet Wherewithall is, in its way, egalitarian, down to the dress code, which doesn’t exist. Were you to report for dinner in shorts and flip-flops, not an eye would bat, unless perhaps it was winter. Moreover, the restaurant serves a comparatively inexpensive set (or tasting) menu—meaning that guests of wildly varying backgrounds and means consume the same sequence of seven courses, five savory and two sweet, with an optional cheese selection bridging those realms. Each week’s menu features two snacks (the quotidian English word currently overtaking the French amuses as the preferred designation for one- or two-bite welcome treats from the kitchen); broth, bread, and butter; a grains course; a fish course; a meat course; an intermezzo (pre-dessert); and dessert. Except for the bread and butter, the lineup changes weekly, with tweaks made day to day as ingredient availability and the chefs’ contentment with the dishes dictate, and with modifications at the ready to accommodate allergies and the animal averse.




WHEREWITHALL DINNER MENU

July 24, 2021

snacks

(not featured on printed menu)

broth, bread, and butter

(not featured on printed menu)

oats, button chanterelles, baby corn

mari vineyards 2016 riesling, mi

hake, wax beans, vin jaune

holger koch, 2020 grauburgunder + others, de

dry-aged strip loin, tomato, sorrel

wyncroft 2017 cabernet sauvignon + others, mi

intermezzo

(not featured on printed menu)

roasted peaches, lemon custard, chamomile

rare wine co. madeira, pt








	nightly menu
	   $85



	wine pairing
	   $45



	today’s cheese
	   $15



	(johan 2014 visdom chardonnay)
	   $15








The food, like the food at most restaurants, is the creative, technical, and physical work product of not just Johnny, Beverly, and chef de cuisine Tayler, but also of their sous chef and cooks, dishwashing team, and servers. From beyond the restaurant, it contains the labor of farmers, farmhands, producers, delivery people, packers, and too many others to list in full. That’s as true for any one dish as it is for the meal.

Take, for example, the meat course—our dish—on which we’ll focus for the next seventy-five minutes of Wherewithall time, tracking its preparation amid the kitchen tumult, like the unnamed girl in the red dress, unmissable against the otherwise black-and-white canvas of Schindler’s List. Along the way, we’ll meet the people who contribute to it, both inside the restaurant and at the farms that provide its defining ingredients.

As they will the other six components of the meal, the kitchen will cook, plate, and serve the meat course ninety-two times tonight. After a current fashion, it’s minimally and modestly (note the lowercase letters) summarized on the menu: dry-aged strip loin, tomato, sorrel. That’s all most guests likely to dine at a restaurant like Wherewithall in 2021 need to know. They will rightly assume that dry-aged strip loin, tomato, sorrel will arrive on a dinner plate bearing some treatment of the three promised ingredients and augmented by supporting elements. In this case, a portion of the strip loin will be roasted, sliced, and laid atop a spattering of red wine reduction—a winery-produced blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, and Merlot from Michigan’s Wyncroft that’s been given a makeover in the Wherewithall kitchen, emerging enriched with butterfat and redolent of onions and herbs. If there’s a curveball, it’s the scale of the tomato: half a purplish-red baseball of a Brandywine that’s been split across its equator, exposing the fruit within, and patiently dehydrated in an oven for hours—not to the point of desiccation, but just enough to concentrate its juices and intensify its tomato-ness. It will be sauced with a ladleful of that red wine reduction, require a knife and fork, and occupy an allotment of real estate commensurate to that of the beef. The sorrel, in starkest contrast, will appear in the form of three or four unadorned leaves per serving, draped over and against the tomato, like those molten clocks in Dali’s Persistence of Memory. (In these moments before service commences, the building blocks of our dish are stashed around the kitchen and mostly out of sight: Butchered segments of strip loin of varying sizes are wrapped in plastic, with the number of four-ounce portions each will yield scribbled on the plastic in blue Sharpie. Picked sorrel leaves are gathered in a cube-shaped Lexan* kept, with the lid tightly fastened, in a lowboy refrigerator to prevent their wilting in the kitchen’s ambient heat. The components of the red wine sauce are also kept there. Halved, semi-dehydrated tomatoes are gathered on cooling racks over sheet trays in the open kitchen.)
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Our dish: Wherewithall’s meat course—Dry-Aged Strip Loin, Tomato, Sorrel—served July 20–24, 2021



Yes, dozens of workers across untold months and miles collaborated to bring even such an elemental composition to the plate.

Here, see for yourself . . . 

As darkness and moonlight flood the sky outside, the neon of Chief O’Neill’s Irish pub across the street, promising Guinness and free Wi-Fi, catches and shimmies in the puddles on this industrial stretch of North Elston Avenue, a main thoroughfare of the city’s working-class Avondale area. (Under a nearby underpass, a weathered Works Progress Administration–style black and white mural depicts a bricklayer, above whom it proclaims Avondale: The Neighborhood That Built Chicago.) Inside Wherewithall, general manager Jessica dims the lights and turns up the volume, and the crowd morphs younger, dressed for a Big Night, their plumage supplanting the early birds’ madras and pastels, the likelihood of postprandial coupling palpably elevated. By eight o’clock—the epicenter of Saturday night service—the dining room, for the first time in more than a year, nears capacity, with still more guests waiting in the barroom; the instant a party* signs their credit card slip and decamps, their table is cleared, sanitized (a COVID-era adaptation), reset, and repopulated.

[image: image]
The little neighborhood that could


In the open kitchen, visible and audible to the dining room, the cooks are in octopus mode; passing by, you’d do well to isolate a detail or two: A brawny, bearded man and a trim, curly locked, slightly younger cook dancing around each other in the narrow strip of space between the ovens and the pass, the counter on which finished dishes are arrayed for servers to gather them before shuttling them to their respective tables. (Servers announce themselves on arrival here with whispers of “hands,” meaning theirs are unencumbered, free to ferry plates or bowls. It recalls peewee football receivers hailing a quarterback: “I’m open! I’m open!”) The curly headed cook has four small saucepans working on the stovetop and something going on in the ovens beneath; the bearded one slices white-fleshed fish fillets into portions, sneaking frequent glances at the digital thermometer that monitors the doneness of whatever’s in the refrigerator-sized oven behind him. There are just three dedicated cooks working service, and these two prepare most of the dishes. Another man, the restaurant’s polisher, a white painter’s cap skewed loosely on his head, replenishes piles of dishes and clusters of glasses on the shelves and in the cubbyholes built into and around the kitchen and bar. From a separate workstation off to the side comes the third cook, a woman in her early twenties who sets two earthenware bowls on the pass, takes a single giant stride back to her area, then pivots and returns in a flash with a wire basket filled snugly with sliced bread and a small plate bearing house-made butter. The cooks constitute a three-person three-ring circus, the performers endlessly repeating their intermittently intersecting routines.

There’s no door to the kitchen, just a gap where the pass ends, and there stands Tayler, the chef de cuisine. Tayler is thirty-two. Her dirty-blond hair has been piled atop her head and wrangled into a scrunchy. Gargantuan glasses frame her face, suggesting an egghead, which is funny because the adjective she most often applies to herself is silly, which also is funny because her kitchen self—white jacket, roving eyes, mechanical pencil perennially poised at the ready—radiates seriousness. A gauzy white bandage, snug as papier-mâché, hugs her left hand where she sliced herself earlier in the day, just hours from escaping the week unscathed. (The restaurant is closed on Sundays and Mondays.)

Like a boulder around and over which a white river rages, Tayler may be the only staff member not racing about. In the dining room, hosts shepherd guests to tables; servers dispense advice, enthusiasm, food, and drink; diners dine. In the bar, cocktails are concocted; wine is poured; bottles are retrieved from cube-shaped refrigerators, glowing from recesses in the wall overhead. In the kitchen, the crew generate the same handful of courses over and over, like a musical round.

The heartbeat of Wherewithall’s kitchen is the hand-off of a chit—a three by five-inch rectangle of thermal paper—from server to chef. This transaction prompts the staggered preparation of all the dishes for a party, whether one guest or six. When the restaurant does robust business, the heart pumps constantly and orders flow incessantly, metronomically (fingers-crossed emoji!), one behind the other, nudging each other along; on a busy night, at any given moment, a few dozen dishes will be in various states of preparation. This makes tracking the progress of a single dish from start to finish—as we are about to do with Dry-Aged Strip Loin, Tomato, Sorrel—a mindboggling proposition, unless we home in on a newly arrived chit and the Rube Goldbergian chain reaction it initiates.

[image: image]
Chef de cuisine Tayler Ploshehanski expedites at the end of a busy week.


And so, there’s Nooshâ Elami, one of Wherewithall’s four servers on duty tonight: an extroverted Iranian American in her early thirties, dark black hair gathered in a ponytail, features accentuated by mascara, gold hoop earrings, and overlapping gold and silver necklaces dangling. It’s now about a quarter past eight and she’s at Table 12, a deuce* along one of two columns of tables separated by an enormous rectangular planter lush with jade pothos plants, banquette seating built onto three of its sides. Waiting for her there are a man and a woman—clearly a couple—in their early forties, chattering away. Nooshâ delivers a cocktail, The Last Word (made here with mezcal), for him, and a glass of Riesling for her.

[image: image]
Nooshâ Elami confers with chef-owner Johnny Clark at the pass.


“I don’t see any allergies or aversions on your reservation,” says Nooshâ, scanning their chit. “Is that right?” (At Wherewithall, chits are preprinted and paperclipped to each party’s menus at the host podium where they’re kept in a small box. They are given to the server when the corresponding party arrives and is seated. If applicable, allergies and aversions would have been captured in the online reservation notes or over the phone, and reflected on its chit. But there’s no harm in redundancy here since the consequences of a true allergy include . . . well . . . death.)

“Anything goes,” says the man, grinning ingratiatingly. “Let it rip.”

Had modifications been necessary, Nooshâ would have annotated the chit by hand, indicating which member(s) of the party they applied to, according to position number (place at the table). For example, “P1 celiac” or “P2 veg” (for vegetarian); this system enables the kitchen to be sure servers deliver bespoke dishes to their rightful diner.

Offstage, Nooshâ presents as confident and authoritative. In the dining room, she prides herself on calibrating her service style to suit each party in her care: With obvious “foodies,” she toplines food descriptions, lest she imply that a proud foodie doesn’t know their rouille from their romesco. To enthusiastic novices—her favorite—she spoon-feeds primers on esoteric ingredients and preparations, offers wine pairing recommendation(s), and invites questions. Over the years, she’s developed an intuition for who’s who: “I don’t think about it,” she says. “It’s hard to even describe how I know, but that’s something that makes a good server—you know what a table needs. It’s their body language, how they’re looking at me, how interested they seem, what else is going on at the table.” Nooshâ herself is a gastronome, game to try anything, with the idiosyncratic exception of lunch meats, to which she confesses a lifelong aversion. A natural predisposition toward hunger makes her especially voracious. She also appreciates a glass of quality wine or a well-balanced cocktail. These predilections contribute to her ability to key into and connect with guests’ culinary literacy or lack thereof.

The child of a midwestern American mother and Iranian father, Nooshâ was well acquainted with ingredients and dishes that were alien to childhood contemporaries in her hometown of Grosse Point, Michigan. Both sides of her family had an affinity for Persian food, prompting cameos by pomegranate seeds and tahdig (buttery pan-fried rice) at their otherwise traditional American Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts. She herself also cooked: Her grandmother gifted her recipe books and a subscription to Taste of Home, which Nooshâ recalls as “the most Midwest cooking magazine you could ever get.” At twelve, she made her first foray to the stove, emerging an hour later with chicken cacciatore. It took; thereafter, she seized every opportunity to prepare food for friends, at her home or theirs. As an adult living on her own, she throws frequent dinner parties and produces Thanksgiving and Christmas gatherings.

These joyous moments stand out in an otherwise pained adolescence: As a young child, Nooshâ moved with her family to Mattawan, Michigan, a small village southwest of Kalamazoo. There she experienced her first brush with racism, which intensified incalculably after Al-Qaeda’s September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on New York City and the Pentagon. Being of Iranian descent, with brown skin and an otherly name, she bore the local brunt of tribal antipathy toward anyone of Middle Eastern heritage that infected the United States that fall. Her eighth-grade classmates launched an Anti-Nooshâ Club; their secret hand gestures and explicit AIM messages conveyed the same grisly wish: Nooshâ Elami should kill herself. Not one classmate broke ranks to befriend—or even defend—her, and her appeals to the school administration drew limp platitudes. “I am being truly bullied by hundreds of kids every single day,” Nooshâ pleaded. “Kids will be kids,” shrugged the authorities.

For years, she passed weekday afternoons in self-imposed house arrest—a cruel sentence for a girl who, in her own words, was addicted to attention and had once been a class clown, in part to offset a tumultuous home life. (She unhesitatingly describes her mother and father as “bad parents,” though doesn’t volunteer details.) And here she was deprived of any positive regard. She claims a thick skin and innate self-confidence and resilience, capable of brushing off any rejection as “their loss.” But what defenses wouldn’t be worn thin by such unmerited and absolute antipathy?

“I don’t want to say it didn’t affect me,” she says. “Obviously, it did. I was very depressed, and it was really difficult.”

This might explain a dichotomy Nooshâ displays. She can come off as hard-shelled and coiled, someone on whose bad side you wouldn’t want to find yourself. But she’s also a softie. During the restaurant’s COVID-driven temporary closure, she kept in touch with fellow women of Wherewithall via group text, expressing how much she missed work with messages like, “I honestly would love to be at preshift* right now.”

After high school came Hope College, a small, private Christian liberal arts school, to which she was awarded a creative writing scholarship on the strength of her poetry and short stories. She felt no affinity for Hope, matriculating there only because her parents were alumni—an educational arranged marriage. She dropped out after a year and a half, then tried community college.

She didn’t finish. But during those same years, she did flourish off the academic grid working in foodservice. As a teen, she had staffed the counter at a Marble Slab Creamery (a predecessor to the similar Cold Stone Creamery) franchise and in 2012, during a brief post-college term of residency in Boston, took her first bona fide restaurant job, as host at a steakhouse, before returning to the Midwest and settling in Chicago.

Seven years and countless gigs later, Nooshâ started at Wherewithall in late summer 2019, right after the restaurant’s debut that July. She came to the job following a string of others that began after Moto, a prominent modernist cuisine outpost where she’d waited tables, closed in 2016, following the suicide by hanging of its chef, Homaro Cantu. Nooshâ had flourished there, delivering cutting-edge food to the culinarily curious, many of whom treated their visits with the reverence of churchgoers.

“It was kind of similar to here where all the guests who came in knew what they were coming in for, so they were really excited,” she says. “It was really easy to get along with them, and I loved talking to them about the food and the wine.”

She found Wherewithall “calming,” and the bright, airy space was a salve after her most recent short-lived assignment—a hipster bar in an unfailingly dark lair where it always felt like two A.M. She also appreciated Beverly and Johnny’s progressive proprietorship: The couple voluntarily provide what they can to their employees, including offering health insurance—by no means a given in the hospitality trade. They also lend their names, restaurants, and time to a variety of causes such as The Abundance Setting, a not-for-profit organization they co-founded to support working mothers in the industry. During the week I spent at the restaurant, a Brazilian woman who managed social media for the organization as a volunteer was trailing in the kitchen during the prep day. Beverly had invited her to spend time there to help the woman overcome a fear of working in fine dining. In support of another organization’s mission, Beverly personally delivered meals for the not-for-profit Inspiration Kitchens, and she and Jessica spent part of their first meeting of the week making sure CSA (community-supported agriculture) deliveries to six mothers in need had been arranged. The restaurant itself occasionally wears its chef-owners’ progressive worldview on its sleeve; for example, rather than specify gender, signs posted outside the bathroom doors indicate TWO TOILETS on one, and ONE URINAL AND ONE TOILET on the other.

Nooshâ attributes the dismissals and resignations implicit in her employment history to industry dynamics: “In almost all service industry jobs, everyone is getting treated like shit,” she says, her voice quickening and laced with furious sarcasm. “You’re getting treated like shit by your employers and by the people who come in, and [the mindset is that] you’re supposed to take this abuse and, actually, you should be thankful for it. And when a guest is, like, ‘Fuck you. I hate you. Here’s zero dollars [for a tip],’ you should smile at them and say, ‘Thank you so much! Have a great day!’”

She says Wherewithall is the only job where she hasn’t in some way been sexually or physically harassed, assaulted, and/or abused, including by customers whose innuendos and advances—like their insults—management expected her to absorb. But when she’s working in a restaurant she loves (and she loves Wherewithall) she’s in her element.

“I think attention to detail is really important,” she says, “the ability to multitask and stay organized, and being able to know exactly all of your next steps and think about it without it stressing you out.” All of that comes naturally to her. She aspires to greater patience and wishes she didn’t find difficult guests emotionally draining, though does take satisfaction in cheering the occasional unhappy party.

Nooshâ plans to remain in her chosen trade. She desires advancement, but not ownership. She once considered it, but has come to value and prioritize downtime, personal pursuits, and sleep—impossible on what she believes, correctly, is the required 24/7 commitment of restaurant proprietorship. In fact, quite the opposite—she cherishes the ability to shut off the work spigot when she clocks out: “I come into work. I’m at work. I leave work. I never think about it. I love it.”

Nooshâ walks the chit for Table 12 to the kitchen, and hands it to Tayler, who visually scans it for any annotations. Tayler spends most of her night in the role of expediter, in which she directs, conducts, and manages the cooks and their output, and functions as a conduit between kitchen and dining room teams. Responsibilities for food quality and air traffic rest with the expediter, who calls orders to the brigade,* listens for the response (confirmation), and then tracks and conducts, in the orchestral sense, the progress of each dish, including checking each plate or bowl before it leaves the pass and dispatching servers to deliver dishes to their rightful tables. After initially calling the order, the expediter will regularly communicate with the dining room team to gauge where each table is in the consumption of each course and instruct the cooks to fire (finish) the next one so it’s ready when guests anticipate it. The role demands continual filtering of visual and verbal data through the expediter’s experience and intuition, and summed up for the cooks in a simple, direct command:

“Fire two amuses,” calls Tayler, using the traditional name for snacks.

“Two amuses,” confirms Jenna Cole, the young woman we noticed earlier shuttling crudité, bread, and butter. Jenna is twenty-three, the youngest crew member, tall of build and round of face, and moves with long strides and precise gestures. She’s stationed at the back end of a side counter, where there’s a little hand sink and the room bends round to a second kitchen that’s concealed from guests’ view. Jenna works garmo, nonexclusive house vernacular for “garde manger,” traditionally defined as the station responsible for salads and cold appetizers. At Wherewithall, garmo produces the two-bite snacks that open each meal; readies the broth, bread, and house-churned butter that feature in each week’s menu; and assembles cheese plates. Accordingly, her station setup includes a scale, a cutting board, and a sleek silver tea kettle that rests on a freestanding induction burner that’s as slim and silvery as a MacBook Air.

This call-and-response is the preferred means of kitchen communication in tasting menu restaurants like Wherewithall. All parties have signed on for the same progression of dishes, so the expediter need only refer to courses by category, with the aforementioned possible accommodations—tonight, the beef broth may be replaced with a caramelized onion broth fashioned from a vegetable base; the fish course can be prepared with a wedge of roasted Caraflex cabbage in place of hake, the meat course with a plump porcini mushroom that the cooks will faintly score with the tip of a paring knife, roast, and baste with butter to make up for the fat that vanished with the beef. There’s also that optional cheese course, which for $15 will be served between the meat and intermezzo (pre-dessert); for another $15, a glass of Johan Vineyards 2014 Visdom Chardonnay will be poured alongside said cheese.

Every restaurant has a system of tracking the progression of each party’s courses and the status of their preparation. Here, progress is monitored on an expediting sheet, the kitchen’s living sheet music, composed on a rolling basis nightly. It’s a simple grid, with different-colored bands running across the 8 1/2 by 11-inch pages, oriented and
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