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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
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