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    The support is humbling. It lets me know that there is still work to do. I spent my life masking my pain. This book is an invitation to hurt, grieve, and come back fighting. I know all the traps, trials and obstacles of a challenging career. I know what it's like to chase a dream you think didn't manifest itself. With truth comes clarity. Be honest and that's when you can truly start taking that raw journey. I'm just a chef who rapped, cooked, drank, grieved but found some hope. If I can find some, I know that the person holding this book can too. Keep grinding. Keep fighting. Keep it raw.
To all of my family, friends, and loved ones near and far. To all the colleagues, peers, and bosses who have supported my efforts to be a positive beacon for self-betterment-thank you. Your support keeps me motivated and inspired. 
Chef Moe
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This manuscript is the culmination of two self-published ebooks.

The first, Raw Truths of a Chef’s Life: Addiction, Passion, and the Lessons That Saved Me, focused on my early days in the kitchen, my battles with alcohol, and how I fought my way through to rewrite my story. It included the thoughts, opinions, and hard-earned observations I gathered along the way—about food, leadership, and life.

The second, The Raw Reality: A Chef’s Honest Struggle Behind the Meal, explored the mental and emotional challenges I faced, from body image to burnout, and dug even deeper into addiction and recovery. It wasn’t just written for chefs—it was written for anyone navigating the pressures of a demanding life, anyone trying to rediscover themselves and reclaim their peace.

Included here are bonus chapters—personal reflections I call “Reflections”—which expand on pivotal moments in my upbringing and career. These are the stories that shaped me, both as a man and as a chef.

I didn’t write these books for fame or fortune. My only goal has been to share my story in the hopes that it helps someone else understand how a person—hurt, lost, and broken—can find the path to healing. That path is universal. It's for anyone. But if you’re a chef, a cook, or in the hospitality world, I think some of this may hit a little deeper.

Chefs are known to glamorize this business. We speak of it like it’s a calling—and it is. But the raw truth is that your passion belongs to you. Your story belongs to you. And when you share it, you give it the power to reach someone else. I spent hours writing, editing, and formatting these words. I poured my heart, mind, and soul into these pages. I realized that fear had kept me from my potential for too long.

***The impact of releasing this book has changed my life. What started as a compact overview of my trials in a crazy industry has reached beyond the kitchen walls and resonated with people everywhere. I’ve reached readers in Australia, Canada, Germany, and even got copies in my local library. When a chef with fifty years in the game praises you for the courage to tell your story—that’s profound. That’s power. That’s purpose.

I’ve offered free copies to superiors at my job, only to have them say they’d rather buy it—or that they already did. That kind of respect and validation moves mountains. It’s why I keep pushing to put this story into the hands of anyone willing to read it. Because I believe we all need inspiration, and sometimes the messenger amplifies the message.

I’m not chasing prizes. I’m trying to be a beacon for people who are hurting, inside or outside the kitchen. I’ve cooked. I’ve rapped. I’ve grieved. I’ve drank. I’ve healed. Now I get to live. I get to share. I get to lend a hand and lead—like my namesake from the Bible. Moses. A reluctant leader who still found a way to free those who were suffering.

Healing isn’t a destination. It’s a journey. Thank you for walking with me on mine. The feedback, the encouragement, the love—it’s been extraordinary. And for that, I’m grateful.

You have the strength to walk your journey.

Enjoy my story.

—Moses Hernandez
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Industry Praise from Family, Friends, Social Media Chef Groups, Industry Managers, Peers, and Private School Leaders

"30 Years sober as a chef and currently 19 years sober. I'll follow you on the book alone"

"You'll never know who you will inspire when you do things like this Moses, I applaud you."

"I'm grateful to you for sharing your story and your commitment to this industry, but more importantly for getting sober"

"Thank you for being such a great friend to my daughter, a chef whose memory you kept alive"

"I hired Moses a few years back. He's a vital part of our team and I'm glad he's sharing his story with the world"

"Overcoming any illness is no easy task. Keep up the amazing work. You should be proud."

"I was hooked so I had to finish, great job chef!"

"I wish the students here could digest your words like they digest your delicious meals"

“You can use the name of the company in your interview; we are so proud of you chef!!”

“I am glad that you are on the path to self-betterment and amazed you find time to express yourself through various means”

“Thanks for letting me walk along side you on part of this ride-it’s an experience I’ll carry with me”

“Authentic, honest, the real deal, I couldn’t put it down”

“Your resilience is incredibly inspiring”

“A blooming Anthony Bourdain in the making”

“The book is filled with encouragement, laughter and love”

“ummm. Can I have you autograph?”

​
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My name is Moses Manuel Hernandez. I’m a Bronx-born Puerto Rican who has spent the better part of three decades behind the stove as a professional cook and chef. I have a formal culinary education, but more importantly, I’ve got years of scars, sweat, and soul poured into this work. 

I was raised to understand that food is a language of love. Growing up between New York and New Jersey, I fell head over heels for Hip Hop, sneaker culture, and old-school kung fu flicks—but food always had my heart. It was the constant. The thing that brought people together, that expressed care when words fell short. 

If you’re reading this, chances are you’re either thinking about entering the food service world, already grinding in it, or maybe just curious about what it takes to survive this industry. You might be at the start of your journey, wondering if you’ve got what it takes. Or maybe you’ve been in the game a long time, like me, and you’re just looking for someone who gets it. 

Either way—welcome. 

I’ve spent nearly three decades in this line of work. I’ve worked the long hours, made the sacrifices, fought through burnout, and found moments of beauty and pride in the middle of absolute chaos. This life has given me a lot—and it’s taken its toll too. 

Like many chefs, my love for food started early—but we’ll get to that later. For now, I want to tell you why I wrote this book. 

Chefs carry stories, scars, wisdom, and war cries. We pass them on in kitchens, through quiet nods, shared recipes, late-night smoke breaks, or just showing up when it counts. This book is my way of passing it on—of paying it forward. These pages are filled with real-life lessons, hard truths, quiet wins, and some painful losses. 

This isn’t a manual. It’s not gospel. It’s a reflection—a mosaic of what I’ve lived, what I’ve learned, and what I wish someone had told me along the way. If it brings you clarity, comfort, or even just a little companionship on your journey, then I’ve done my job. 

Chefs understand chefs. It’s cliché, but it’s real. 

This book is a warm hug to my peers—the ones who’ve pushed through addiction, burnout, grief, anxiety, and still show up with love on the plate. I know what it’s like to lose yourself in the grind. I also know what it’s like to find pieces of yourself in the rhythm of the kitchen. If you’ve ever felt both, you’re not alone. 

And even if you’re not in the kitchen, I think you’ll find something here. Maybe inspiration. Maybe understanding. Maybe just a glimpse into the soul of someone who’s been to the edge and found his way back. 

I’m not claiming to have all the answers. But I believe in the power of sharing our stories. My father used to say, “If you can’t take it with you, leave it.” I never fully understood that—until now. 

So, this is me, leaving something behind. 
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Growing up as a Puerto Rican kid in the South Bronx, food was always the most important part of any family gathering. I was blessed to be surrounded by some amazing Latina kitchen savants during my upbringing, and I learned something invaluable from them: feeding people is the ultimate gesture of love. 

My grandmother Mary made huge pots of arroz con gandules every Sunday. Her door was open to anyone in her apartment building on 3rd Avenue in the Bronx, right across from Crotona Park. If you walked through her door, you got a plate of food. 

She lived on the fifth floor of a building with no elevator, and by the time you reached the top, you were huffing and puffing so hard you could taste the sofrito in the air. I was always amazed by how effortlessly she fed so many people. I remember the giant bags of Carolina rice, the endless cans of Goya gandules, and the legendary Country Crock containers filled with leftovers for those who couldn’t stay. 

It was clearly a labor of love. She’d sit in the kitchen on an old chair by the stove, looking spent—but always smiling, puffing on a Newport 100 cigarette. The house was alive with laughter, chatter, and the occasional piercing yell of my grandmother telling my cousins to cut out the horseplay. My father used to say she owned a restaurant back in the ’70s. Something tells me the food was incredible. 

Food was the centerpiece of every celebration. My Aunt Nina used to joke that while the other kids asked what flavor the birthday cake was, I wanted to know what was on the menu. Pernil, pasteles, empanadas, alcapurrias, arroz con gandules, tostones, maduros—it was all love on a plate. 

Feeding others was ingrained in me early. When I had friends over, my parents always invited them to eat. Whether I had one friend or six, there was always enough food. My friends were often surprised—they were used to being sent home at dinnertime. But in our house, the rule was simple: “If you eat, they eat.” That became part of who I am. 

New York isn’t easy for kids. My parents worked hard to keep me safe from the streets, but my father struggled with addiction and spent time in rehab or prison throughout my childhood. My mother had to work two jobs, which meant the responsibility of feeding my younger sisters often fell to me. 

At first, my mom would cook something late at night, and we’d reheat it the next day. But as she grew more exhausted, she began teaching me how to cook: scrambled eggs, boiling pasta, thawing meat under running water, seasoning chicken and pork chops. They were simple dishes, but they laid the groundwork. 

The more I cooked, the more I wanted to learn. I started reading the back of macaroni and cheese boxes, picking up suggestions like adding tuna or chopped vegetables. It fascinated me that you could transform something familiar into something new. That curiosity was the spark—the beginning of my love for cooking. 

Positive feedback from friends and family fueled my interest. Seeing people enjoy my food gave me pride. It felt good to bring joy through something I made. 

My senior year of high school solidified my decision to become a chef. I had once dreamed of being a writer—poems, short stories, even rap lyrics. But I still wasn’t sure what path to take. 

That summer before senior year, I landed a job at a large quick-service restaurant in my neighborhood. I had filled out applications there for weeks without hearing back. Then one day, I saw a familiar face peeking out from the kitchen—it was my friend’s uncle. 

He asked me if I was serious about working and willing to show up every day. 

“I’ll do anything!” I said. 

As a teenager, I wanted to buy sneakers and CDs—things that weren’t exactly on my mom’s priority list. Getting a job meant independence and responsibility. 

“You want to learn how to cook?” he asked. 

“Sure. I cook at home all the time. I’ll do whatever you teach me.” 

He spoke to the manager and got me in as a line cook. It wasn’t fast food—it was quick service, with a big menu: burgers, cheesesteaks, battered fish, fresh-baked bread, hushpuppies, fried shrimp, chicken Caesar salads, gyros, wings, fries—you name it. 

I went to school until 3 p.m., did homework, then worked 5 to 11 p.m. I made $5.75 an hour and thought I was rich. 

Those early shifts taught me kitchen fundamentals: cleaning as you go, calling out “behind” when carrying hot food, using a knife properly, operating a three-compartment sink, mopping an industrial floor, receiving orders, taking food temps, and running fryers, griddles, conveyor ovens—even the register. I learned to slice gyro meat and chop up cheesesteaks like a pro. 

It was hard. School in the morning after a late shift wasn’t easy, but I was full of ambition. I loved my job. It gave me a sense of purpose. I was getting paid to do something I enjoyed—feed people. 

That same year, I took a home economics class. We made sponge cake, brownies—basic stuff—but I liked it. At the end of the term, we wrote essays on how the class applied to our lives. I wrote about my job and my dream of becoming a chef. 

My teacher wrote a note on my paper: “Being a chef is admirable, but it’s hard work. When everyone else is having fun, you’ll be working. Something to think about.” 

It gave me pause—but not doubt. I knew this was my path. 

As an overweight kid in high school, I had great friends and family support, but still felt like I had something to prove. The kitchen gave me that chance. When you do good work, people notice. It motivated me to keep learning.Midway through senior year, I got called to the guidance counselor’s office for the usual “what’s next?” talk. I told him I wanted to become a chef. He lit up and said he knew a graduate from our school who went to a top culinary school in Providence, Rhode Island—Johnson & Wales University. 

A few days later, I was sitting in the office when in walks a short, pudgy guy in the brightest white chef coat I’d ever seen. His neckerchief looked like a scarf. His uniform was so clean you could cut a tomato on the crease. 

He asked why I wanted to cook and if I had kitchen experience. Then he gave it to me straight: 

“You’ll work long hours. Weekends. Holidays. You won’t make much at first. But if you love it, it won’t feel like work. You’ll be tired, maybe even burned out—but you’ll be proud. You’ll grow. You’ll be tested. But that breakthrough is what makes it worth it.” 

He told me about the school—meat cutting, French cuisine, even how to wait tables. It sounded incredible. 

Back then, Emeril Lagasse was everywhere, and people thought being a chef was all glamour and TV. But I already knew better. The kitchen was about pressure—and pressure makes diamonds. 

My parents supported my choice. My dad was a little disappointed; he knew I loved to write. He joked, “You love to eat, not cook.” But he understood I needed to find my own way. 

I applied to Johnson & Wales in spring of ’99 and got accepted for the fall. We toured the campus—immaculate kitchens, sparkling ovens, neatly stacked pans, students in perfect motion. It looked like a choreographed dance. I was in awe. 

That fall, my parents drove me to Rhode Island. After a long day of paperwork and lines, I got my knife kit and a set of embroidered chef jackets. That was the moment it hit me: this was real. I was starting my journey. 

I wasn’t nervous—I was ready. I belonged in the kitchen. I was in my zone. I was home. 
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Mistakes are part of growth. They help us learn and ultimately become better at what we do. During those early years in the kitchen, I made my share of culinary blunders. 

As a high school student working at a restaurant for my first job, the transition was rough. I knew cooking would be challenging, but the pace was a real culture shock. Working the line meant moving as fast as your team. One misstep could throw off everyone’s rhythm. 

“COME ON!” 
“LET’S GO!” 
“MOVE!” 
“WHO HIRED THIS GUY?!” 
Those first few weeks were brutal. For anyone new, it’s the make-or-break phase. I had to buckle down and learn how a rush operated. One minute you’re wiping a table, the next you’ve got ten tickets on the board. If your station’s not prepped and your mind’s not focused, you’re done. That’s what we call being “in the weeds.” 

My friend’s uncle, who got me the job, was incredibly patient. He ran through the menu with me and showed me the importance of presentation: 

“Lettuce first, then tomato. Cheese on top of the patty.” 
“When you batter the fish, flick your wrist—gives it ripples out the fryer.” 
That first job taught me responsibility and accountability. I had to show up on time and balance school with work. I remember working late one Friday night, then waking up early for the SATs. I was so out of it from only a few hours of sleep that I forgot my calculator. I had to take the math section without one. 

“Well, here goes nothing,” I thought. 

At a young age, I put work ahead of leisure. I missed senior prom, skipped hangouts with friends, and didn’t go on many dates—if any. Part of me wishes I had slowed down and enjoyed myself more. But I saw how hard both my parents worked—sometimes juggling two jobs each. I knew that if I wanted success, I had to sacrifice some fun and make school and work a priority. 

The details mattered. Even before culinary school, I learned that every little thing added up: clean your station, have your backup prep, pull frozen items early, and never wait until the last minute. Always stay one step ahead. 

Then there were the variables you couldn’t control—cooks no-showing, someone leaving early, the hungover guy dragging his feet. It added stress, but I loved it. I wanted to be great. 

One Friday night stands out. The restaurant stayed open until 2 a.m. on weekends. Closing duties were split—one cook washed dishes in the back, the other wiped down the line, filtered fryers, and together we mopped the floors. 

That night, I was on dish duty. After the late rush, I went to the back. Normally, you’d hear noise up front, but it was dead quiet. I came out and found everything untouched: fryers on, conveyor oven running, the flat top still blazing. 

The other cook had vanished. 

The manager was still in the office. I asked, “Did our other cook dip out? Nothing’s shut down.” 

“Shit. Didn’t even hear them leave,” the manager replied. “Give me a minute—I’ll finish up and help.” 

They did. We stayed until 3:30 a.m. In hindsight, it wasn’t much later than usual—but after a hard shift, even fifteen extra minutes feels like forever. 

That’s the kitchen: unpredictable, relentless, exhausting—and still, I was hooked. 

Culinary school was a different kind of grind. The kitchens were still busy, but the focus on learning lowered the pressure. My first class was Introduction to Storeroom Operations. Each day started with a lecture, followed by production. 

On day one, our instructor delivered a message I’ll never forget: 

“Half of you won’t make it through the year. Of those who graduate, many will leave the industry within a few years—because the work is too hard or the money isn’t enough. You won’t get rich doing this. If you’re here for the paycheck, you’re in the wrong place. There’s only one job more stressful than being a chef—and that’s being the President of the United States.” 

I can’t verify how accurate that was, but it stuck. 

Culinary school wasn’t cheap. I didn’t want to waste time or money on something that didn’t mean something. But as I moved from class to class, I was inspired. I learned to butcher meat, convert recipes, manage inventory, place food orders, identify spices, and explore global cuisines. 

I volunteered after hours to help chef instructors prep for events. I asked questions. I met passionate students from all over the world. It was motivating. I wanted to show up, give my best, and not let my instructors—or myself—down. 

Class sizes were bigger than I was used to. There were about 20 of us, all eager to learn how to turn food into art. There was a subtle competition among us. Those with real-world experience liked to flex. They tossed around terms like mise en place, garde manger, à la carte, pâtissier, amuse-bouche, confit, sous vide, consommé. 

I wasn’t impressed—and neither were most of the chefs. Growing up in New York taught me that talk is cheap. I focused on working hard and staying humble. 

At the end of each 9-day class cycle, we had a written and practical exam. In International Cuisine, I was called up to receive my grades. The instructor—a short German man with dark hair and a thick accent—gave me my scores and looked me in the eye: 

“You are smart and you work hard. If you keep that up, you’ll be fine in this business.” 

“Yes, Chef,” I replied—the response he expected, and the one I meant. 

That first year in culinary school, I grew as both a cook and a man. I was learning how to live on my own while navigating a new world. The workload was manageable. I had fun—maybe too much fun. 

Alcohol and weed were easy to come by during those days. The weeks were chaos, and the dorms were full of students under the influence of everything from beer to mushrooms. Drugs weren’t my thing. I saw my father battle heroin addiction, and hard drugs were something I kept my distance from. I dabbled in pot from time to time, but my “drug of choice” was alcohol.I didn’t drink in high school, but college was the first time I got really intoxicated. I felt like hell the next day, but there was something liberating about losing control when you spent so much time trying to keep it together. As a young student, I chalked it up to having fun and mostly stuck to drinking on weekends. I knew my studies were important, and I made sure to handle my business in the classroom. 

I received a partial scholarship that included work-study. I was assigned to the community service office, which coordinated volunteer opportunities for students. At first, it was boring—data entry, making copies, routine office tasks. 

But two chefs in that office worked directly in the community. They ran cooking demos at farmers markets, organized soup kitchen volunteers, and even taught kids how to make English muffin pizzas. I asked to help more often. My supervisor agreed—as long as the chefs wanted an extra
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