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Disclaimer:

The recipes, food safety advice, and kitchen protocols in this book are presented for entertainment purposes within a fictional story. While the food science mentioned (e.g., 165°F as the safe internal temperature for poultry, danger zone between 40°F and 140°F) is based on real USDA guidelines, this is not a certified food safety manual.

Do not eat food you find under the fridge. Do not eat glue. Do not eat butter for “quality control.” Do not attempt to operate industrial pizza ovens without adult supervision. Always wash your hands, clean as you go, and listen to your local health inspector.

The authors, BART Studio Press, and anyone named Mr. Gus disclaim all liability for any loss, injury, or damage incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use or application of any content in this book. If you serve 400 people, please have more than one working oven.

Kevin is still banned from the walk-in. This is not negotiable.

First Edition: June 2026
For every kid who thought they didn’t belong in the kitchen.
The secret ingredient was you.

Introduction to Restaurant Wars: Cafeteria Edition

You don’t expect to find your life in a cafeteria.

You expect tater tots. You expect milk cartons that are always a little warm. You expect the same kid to throw a bread roll at you every Tuesday.

You don’t expect a mop speech. You don’t expect a meatball from the Obama administration. You don’t expect to learn that 165°F is the difference between lunch and a lawsuit.

But that’s what happened to us.

My name is Max Rodriguez. I’m in 7th grade. I blew up the gym with triangles last year. I talk to ghosts on a hotline. I’ve been called “Most Likely to Cause a Health Code Violation” by people who are probably right.

This is the story of how I got stuck in a cooking competition I didn’t sign up for, with a team I didn’t pick, led by a janitor who owns a mop and a grudge against culinary school.

It’s about Tasha, who can taste colors and was scared of ovens.
It’s about Priya, who thinks love is a properly calibrated thermometer.
It’s about Maya, who believed every meal should have a third act.
It’s about Liam, who sees the whole kitchen when the rest of us are staring at the floor.
It’s about the twins, who don’t talk much but can dice an onion in 12 seconds.
It’s about Kevin, who ate glue in kindergarten and butter in Week 4, and somehow became essential anyway.
It’s about Bryce, who used to be our enemy and then gave us seven minutes in his oven.
And it’s about Mr. Gus. Who says “clean as you go” like it’s a religion. Who says “it’s never just lunch” like it’s a threat. Who says “that’s a chef” when you finally shut up and listen.

We started this year as the Reject Table. The kids who got picked last. The ones who burned rice and built nacho towers that collapsed. The ones who thought winning meant beating someone else.

We ended it running the cafeteria.

Not because we were the best cooks. We weren’t. We burned stuff. We dropped stuff. We once served 200 kids while Kevin was banned from the walk-in for starting a pickle avalanche.

We ended it running the cafeteria because we learned the four things that actually matter:

1. Creativity isn’t making a cupcake tower that defies gravity. It’s making 300 cupcake crumbles that don’t. It’s taking failure and calling it data. It’s taking a sad, gray meatball from 2009 and turning it into a story about home.

2. Leadership isn’t wearing the apron that says “Captain.” It’s taking it off. It’s peeling onions and shutting up. It’s sharing your oven when you could win by letting the other team fail. It’s tasting the sauce and saying “needs salt” when everyone else says “this is fine.”

3. Food Science isn’t boring. It’s 165°F. It’s why you wash your hands. It’s why you don’t eat the cupcake from the Obama administration. It’s why baking is math and cumin is hope and butter is structural integrity. It’s how you keep people safe.

4. Criticism isn’t mean. It’s not a report card. It’s not your dad saying “elevated” while you’re just trying to feed people. It’s Mr. Gus saying “this tastes like you don’t listen” so you learn to listen. It’s your team saying “no tower” so you build something that doesn’t fall. It’s tasting your own work and saying “not yet” and trying again.

This book has recipes. Tasha’s Kofta Bowls. Priya’s Science Tacos. Maya’s Plated Drama Salads. Victory Garden Pizza. Mr. Gus’s three-hour onion soup. Even Kevin’s page, which just says DON’T EAT GLUE and has a drawing of a pickle with a face.

But the real recipe isn’t in here. The real recipe is this:

Take one kitchen. Add a bunch of kids who don’t belong.
Add heat. Add time. Add criticism.
Stir until they stop being individuals and start being a team.
Taste often. Say “needs salt.”
Serve hot. Serve everyone.
Clean as you go.
If you’re reading this, you’re probably in middle school. You’re probably nervous about something. Maybe it’s a test. Maybe it’s lunch. Maybe it’s the fact that you just set the microwave on fire. Again.

Here’s what I know: You don’t have to be a chef to be in the kitchen. You just have to show up. You have to wash your hands. You have to be willing to be wrong. You have to share the oven.

Because it’s never just lunch.

It’s never just a grade. It’s never just a competition. It’s never just you.

It’s the kid who needs extra basil because his mom used to grow it.
It’s the kid who needs you to temp the chicken so he doesn’t get sick.
It’s the kid who needs you to say “good job” when he passes math.
It’s the kid who needs you to not be a jerk about the Golden Spatula.
This book is for that kid. And for you.

So grab an apron. Grab a thermometer. Grab someone who’s scared of the oven and stand next to them.

And remember Rule 8. The last one Mr. Gus gave us:

The secret ingredient was never on the floor. It was never in the trophy case. It was never in the truffle oil.

The secret ingredient was us.

Now get cooking.

— Max Rodriguez, Captain (Retired), Maple Street Kitchen
With Tasha, Priya, Maya, Liam, Kevin, the Twins, Bryce, and Mr. Gus
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Chapter 1: The Announcement That Ruined Lunch
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Theme: Leadership — Taking responsibility when no one else will
Lunch on Monday was supposed to be normal.

Normal at Maple Street Middle School meant three things:

	Tater tots that were shaped like tater tots, not pyramids.

	Milk cartons that didn’t quote Shakespeare.

	No announcements that made Priya Sharma slam her binder shut and say “Oh no.”


Today, we had zero out of three.

The bell rang for lunch. Max Rodriguez grabbed his tray. He grabbed Kevin the Bean Plant, who now lived in Max’s backpack during school for “emotional support photosynthesis.” He grabbed a seat next to Priya and Liam Singh at the Reject Table.

The Reject Table was not its official name. Its official name was Table 7. But nobody sat there unless they were new, or weird, or had accidentally set off the fire alarm during a volcano project. Which was all of them.

“Did you finish the science worksheet?” Priya asked. She had a red pen behind her ear and three different colored highlighters lined up like soldiers.

“Yeah,” Max said. “I used the 3-Question Test. Who said it? The textbook. How do they know it? Because science. Can I prove it? Yes, with Kevin.” He held up the bean plant. Kevin rustled one leaf. “Kevin is peer-reviewed.”

Liam was drawing in his notebook. Case File: Detention Dimension. Page 42. It was full of sketches: a clock with 13 numbers, a hallway that went down forever, a detention slip that said “DURATION: INFINITE.”

“Any buzzing?” Liam asked without looking up.

Max checked his backpack. No flip phones. No glow. No MIDI ringtones. Just math book, science book, and a granola bar from three weeks ago that was now a fossil.

“Clear,” Max said. “We’ve been clear for 21 days. Longest streak since the hotline died.”

“Don’t say ‘died,’” Priya said. “Mrs. Chen says words have power. And we don’t want to summon anything.”

The cafeteria speaker crackled. Everyone groaned. Speaker crackles were never good. Last time it crackled, Mr. Harding announced surprise standardized testing. The time before that, he told everyone the water fountains were “temporarily conjugating verbs.”

“Good afternoon, students,” Principal Harding’s voice said. It echoed off the square walls. The very normal, very square walls. “Please direct your attention to the front for a brief assembly announcement. This will not impact your lunch period.”

“Liar,” half the cafeteria whispered.

Principal Harding walked to the middle of the cafeteria with a microphone. He was holding his Bell of Disappointment, but it was shiny. Polished. That was worse. A shiny Bell of Disappointment meant he was excited.

“Students,” he said. “Faculty. Lunch Lady Marge. As you know, Maple Street Middle School is committed to excellence, engagement, and nutritional adequacy.”

Lunch Lady Marge gave a thumbs-up from behind the counter. Next to her was a tray labeled MYSTERY MEAT MONDAY. It was gray. It was quivering.

“Therefore,” Mr. Harding continued, “I am thrilled to announce our new school-wide initiative for April.”

Priya closed her binder slowly. “April,” she said. “That’s next week.”

“Starting Monday,” Mr. Harding said, “we will begin Restaurant Wars.”

The cafeteria went quiet. Not haunted quiet. Confused quiet.

“Restaurant Wars,” Mr. Harding repeated, like it was the name of a new planet. “Four teams. Four weeks. Monday through Thursday. Each team will plan, budget, cook, and serve one lunch per week to the entire student body.”

Max dropped his fork. “He wants us to run the cafeteria.”

“The winning team,” Mr. Harding said, “will take over cafeteria operations for the entire month of May. You will choose the menu. You will control the tater tots. You will decide the fate of Mystery Meat Monday.”

Lunch Lady Marge stopped smiling.

“Teams will be drafted at the end of lunch,” Mr. Harding said. “Team captains have already been selected based on leadership potential, academic standing, and willingness to handle raw chicken.”

Max felt sick. Not from the mystery meat. From the word “drafted.”

“Please finish your lunches,” Mr. Harding said. “And remember: with great food comes great responsibility.” He rang the bell. Not the Bell of Disappointment. The Bell of I Just Ruined Everyone’s Month.

The cafeteria exploded.

“Restaurant Wars?” said a kid from the soccer team. “I’m gonna make pizza every day!”

“You can’t make pizza every day,” said his friend. “The health code!”

“I’m gonna make sushi!” said a sixth grader. “My dad watched a YouTube video!”

“You’re gonna give everyone food poisoning!” said Priya. She was already writing in her notebook. Page titled: WAYS THIS CAN GO WRONG. It was a long list.

Max looked at the Mystery Meat Monday tray. It quivered again. “We have to do something,” he said. “If the soccer team wins, we’re eating pizza rolls and Gatorade for a month. If the sushi kid wins, we all die.”

“You want to join?” Liam said. “Mr. Hotline Destroyer wants to voluntarily run a restaurant?”

“I don’t want to,” Max said. “But look at that.” He pointed at the mystery meat. “That thing has eyes. I think it saw me.”

Lunch Lady Marge walked over to their table. She looked tired. “You kids seem smart,” she said. “You know about sources and evidence and all that.”

“We do,” Priya said. “We’re certified.”

“Good,” Marge said. “Because if one of these kids gets control of the cafeteria, I’m retiring. And I’m taking the good spatula with me.” She looked at Max. “Somebody responsible needs to step up. Before it’s too late.”

She walked away. The mystery meat waved at her. With a tentacle.

Max looked at Priya. Priya looked at Liam. Liam looked at his notebook, where he’d just written RESTAURANT WARS = DETENTION DIMENSION ORIGIN POINT?

“I’m not leadership material,” Max said. “I blew up the gym with triangles. I made a volcano recite Hamlet. I’m the reason the hallways had a grammar phase.”

“You also fixed it,” Priya said. “With research. With evidence. With the 3-Question Test. You took responsibility when no one else would.” She tapped her notebook. “That’s leadership, Max. Not wanting it, but doing it anyway.”

The speaker crackled again. “Team captains, please report to the front. Sophia Chen. Jayden Williams. Marcus Thompson. And...” Mr. Harding paused. He looked at his clipboard. “Max Rodriguez.”

The whole cafeteria turned.

Max’s mouth went dry. “Why me?”

“Academic turnaround,” Mrs. Pak yelled from the teacher table. “A+ in Afterlife Studies!”

“That’s not a real class!” Max yelled back.

“Leadership potential!” Mr. Harding said into the mic. “Plus, you volunteered.”

“I did not—”

“You said ‘we have to do something’ loud enough for me to hear,” Mr. Harding said. “That counts. Come on up, Team Captain.”

Priya pushed Max out of his seat. “Go. Before he picks the sushi kid.”

Max walked to the front of the cafeteria like he was walking to the principal’s office. Which he had done. A lot. But never as a captain.

Sophia Chen was already there. She ran the student council. She had a planner, a clipboard, and a look that said she’d been planning Restaurant Wars since birth. Jayden Williams was captain of the basketball team. He was tall. He was popular. He was holding a basketball and a spatula like they were the same thing. Marcus Thompson ran the AV club. He had a ring light and was livestreaming the draft to his three followers.

“Captains,” Mr. Harding said. “You will draft in this order: Sophia, Jayden, Marcus, Max. Snake draft format. Choose wisely. Your team will share your grade.”

Max’s stomach dropped. “Share my grade?”

“Teamwork,” Mr. Harding said. “If your team fails health inspection, you all fail Home Economics. Even if you’re not taking it.”

Sophia went first. “I draft Priya Sharma.”

Priya stood up. She looked at Max. She mouthed “Sorry.” Then she walked to Sophia’s table. Because of course Sophia picked the most organized person in school.

Jayden went next. “I draft the whole soccer team.” The soccer team cheered. They all moved their trays. They were now Team Pizza.

Marcus went third. “I draft Liam Singh and anyone who knows how to use TikTok.” Three kids with phones moved over. Liam grabbed his notebook and gave Max an apologetic shrug. “Research,” he whispered. “I’ll be a double agent.”

Then it was Max’s turn.

He looked at the cafeteria. Everyone good was gone. Student council, soccer, AV club, drama club, even the chess club had been taken by Sophia for “strategic planning.”

Who was left?

The Reject Table.

A kid who ate glue in kindergarten and never lived it down. Twins who only talked to each other in a made-up language. A sixth grader who carried a rubber chicken for emotional support. And... Lunch Lady Marge’s nephew, who was visiting and didn’t know anyone.

Mr. Harding coughed. “Mr. Rodriguez? Your pick?”

Max looked at the Mystery Meat Monday tray. It quivered. It had three eyes now.

He thought of Grandpa Lou. You got this, chief. Even when you don’t want it.

He thought of the hotline. Of taking responsibility when Cleo tried to turn the school into a pyramid. Of stepping up at Parent-Teacher Night when no one else could.

He sighed. “I draft Table 7.”

The Reject Table stared at him. The glue kid stopped eating glue. The twins stopped talking in their language. The rubber chicken kid hugged his chicken.

“Plus,” Max said, “Lunch Lady Marge’s nephew. If he wants.”

The nephew, a kid with headphones and a nervous smile, gave a thumbs-up.

“Team... name?” Mr. Harding asked.

Max looked at his team. At Priya, who gave him a thumbs-up from Sophia’s table. At Liam, who was already writing TEAM REJECT = UNDERDOGS in his notebook. At Kevin the Bean Plant, who rustled bravely from his backpack.

“Team Fact-Check,” Max said. “Because we’re gonna need to prove that mystery meat isn’t sentient.”

Mr. Harding wrote it down. “Bold choice. Your first competition is Monday. Theme: Breakfast for Lunch. Good luck. You’ll need it.”

He rang the bell. Lunch was over.

Max walked back to his team. His team. Six kids and a rubber chicken stared at him. Waiting. For leadership.

“Okay,” Max said. He pulled out a notebook. He wrote at the top: RESTAURANT WARS PLAN. Under it: STEP 1: WHO? HOW? PROVE?

“First question,” he said. “Who here knows how to cook?”

The glue kid raised his hand. “I can microwave.”

The twins said something in their language. The nephew translated: “They say they once made toast.”

The rubber chicken kid squeezed his chicken. It squeaked
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