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			Praise for Home Made

			New York Times Editors’ Choice

			Named one of People magazine’s best new books of 2021

			Named One of the Best Books of the Year by She Reads

			
				“Because [Liz Hauck] writes with such unvarnished clarity and pragmatism, sudden moments of tenderness burst open on the page…. It turns out that showing up to cook and eat with people once a week allows for startlingly deep moments of connection and community. That’s all that happens. And it’s extraordinary.”

				—Kate Christensen, The New York Times Book Review

				“Home Made is flawless. How someone, anyone, never mind a first-time author could write a page-turner about cooking one meal a week with teenage boys in state care who live in a group home is stunning…. Home Made reads like a movie and it’s paced like a movie. But it isn’t a movie. It’s a true story about boys who got the short end of the stick through no fault of their own, inequality the most destructive and most indestructible monster of them all.”

				—Beverly Beckham, The Boston Globe

				“When the author created a weekly cooking-and-dining program at a residential home for adolescent boys in state care, she transformed lives—including her own.”

				—People

				“An affecting, thoughtful look at the lives of boys in transitional moments and a personal reflection on a father’s legacy.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“A moving memoir about how ‘systems fail but food is revolutionary.’ Hauck creates indelible portraits…. A captivating debut.”

				—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

				“The memoir is an honest account of community service, the kind, as Hauck puts it, where you show up on time, perform your small task to the best of your ability, improvise as needed, and leave…. Hauck’s book chronicles a cooking program, but the food is beside the point: It’s really about finding nourishment and community.”

				—Boston College Magazine

				“Hauck writes with deep compassion, not only for the boys but for her grieving, idealistic younger self…. She captures the humor and pathos of interactions with young men already wary of well-meaning adults, and shares glimpses of the ordinary conversations that took place around the table. Home Made is not a prescription for sweeping social change or a story of a white woman saving young men of color (or even herself). Rather, it is a tender, insightful, often funny account of what happens when people show up—and keep showing up—to cook and eat together.”

				—Katie Noah Gibson, Shelf Awareness

				“A genuine page-turner, Home Made is a spellbinding tribute to Liz Hauck’s great empathy and compassion, her commitment to the ideal of service, her generosity of spirit, and her irrepressible wit. Written as an act of love, it also manages to be an education, taking us into a world that few outside the system of child protective services have experienced firsthand.”

				—Christina Thompson, author of Sea People: The Puzzle of Polynesia

				“In this wise and bighearted memoir, Liz Hauck shows us how grief can lead to generosity and how community can grow through sharing meals around a table, and she offers us an introduction to the complex world of the child welfare system. Written with style and grace with a flair for language and detail, the story of her three years of cooking and sharing meals with teenage boys living in a group home resonates long after the final page is read. I loved this book.”

				—Barbara Abercrombie, author of The Language of Loss

				“Home Made is a tender story about the connections that form when people cook and eat. That this cooking and eating occurs in a group home, and that these people are children caught in the court system and striving to unknot the choices they’ve made from the choices that have been inflicted on them, means the fellowship Ms. Hauck writes about so elegantly is not just the difference between a decent meal and a lousy one. Here, the simple act of sharing a meal can stand as the difference between life and death. I for one am grateful to Ms. Hauck and the residents of ‘the House’ for sharing such meals with us; they have changed me, too.”

				—Jeff Hobbs, author of The Short and Tragic Life of Robert Peace and Show Them You’re Good

				“I could not wait to get home each night so I could get back to reading Home Made. I cared so much about everybody in it. Hauck’s writing embodies what she knows about successful volunteering: show up on time when you said you would, do what you said you would do, and leave. I loved this book so much. I stayed up way later than I should have to just get one more chapter in before sleeping.”

				—Gabrielle Hamilton, New York Times bestselling author of Blood, Bones & Butter

				“At every turn in Home Made, Liz Hauck suggests that we all ought to build a longer table, instead of a higher wall. With grace and tenderness, this memoir utterly affirms that it is the relationship that heals. Food brings us to the table, but cherishing leads us to joy and bravery. This is an important book because it reminds us not to venture to the margins to make a difference, but to allow the folks there to make us different. Your heart will be altered by this book.”

				—Gregory Boyle, S.J., New York Times bestselling author of Tattoos on the Heart and founder of Homeboy Industries

				“Wise and empathetic, Liz Hauck describes the process of coming together through cooking and eating. Home Made is a meditation on hunger of all forms, of the limits and meaning of volunteerism, and the ways in which we continue the work of our deceased loved ones. Never cynical and always self-aware, Hauck knows that we may not rescue one another—but we can create a shared space where one is not alone.”

				—Michelle Kuo, author of Reading with Patrick

				“Liz Hauck reveals fascinating, sobering, and urgent truths about boyhood, inequality, and the power and promise of community.”

				—Piper Kerman, New York Times bestselling author of Orange Is the New Black
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			PROLOGUE

			The Tester

			On Sundays we went to church, but on Saturdays my father made pancakes. It was our job to assemble the ingredients in a line along the counter. We’d match the pictures on the back of the yellow box of mix: one egg, chubby plastic bottle of vegetable oil, cup of water, drum of grease, plus measuring spoons and the square skillet with olive-green sides that had a three-pronged scratch across its surface from the time someone used a fork instead of a spatula.

			The first thing my dad would do was turn on the news. The world streamed into our kitchen in a steady pour as he hiked up his plaid pajama pants, tightened the soft belt of his robe, and shuffled toward the sink in his enormous size 16 slippers.

			Hands washed and dried, he’d shake the mix then tip the oil into numbered metal cups and empty them into the bowl. Never one to estimate, he measured everything, his eyes small behind the thick lenses of his glasses. He’d crack the egg with two hands, shake out the gooey white, and set the shells aside; then he’d turn on the front burner, smear a slab of grease onto the griddle, and return to the mixture, breaking up the clumps, mixing its stickiness thinner, stirring breakfast into life. It made a round metallic sound, metal spoon against stainless steel, slow and then faster, fastest.

			He’d drop a glob of batter onto the middle of the griddle to test its slick surface. We listened for the sizzle, watched the batter bubble then puff into a spongy thing. That first one was never bigger than a quarter. He called it “the tester.” My sisters and I would fight for it; my brother would ignore us or swoop in for a sneak attack, his fork a predator claw out of nowhere. The tester was the best one. That first bite when you’re hungry is electric: taste explodes against your tongue like heaven. We’d rush to set the table. Six plates, six forks and knives, six napkins, a glass at every place. Somebody would grab the syrup from the fridge, the butter dish, the OJ. Then we’d all sit down.

			Before we ate, we prayed. We’d serve ourselves then lift up our hands in muscle memory, reaching for each other. We weren’t hugging people, never I love you people; this was when we touched. No matter whose turn it was to say the prayer, my mother would add, “And let’s remember the people who don’t have what we have—especially the many children who don’t have what the four of you have.” She’d pause and we’d know she was thinking about the kids she had worked with, the ones my father still worked with. We heard stories about them, the kids who got in trouble and waited for parents who never came. My father would agree, a single nod. “We know,” we’d say, hungry for the food on our plates. “We’re lucky,” we’d say, almost convinced. We’d let go of each other’s hands. We’d bless ourselves. We’d eat.

			It seemed like it would be like that forever.

		

	
		
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The Back Burner Project

			Some people are the kind of people who believe there’s one right thing they’re supposed to do with their life, a perfect person they’re meant to share it with, and one place they’re destined to live, forever. My father wasn’t one of those people. When I told him I needed to find another job because the best part of my day was lunch, he said that the best part of everyone’s day is lunch. My dad didn’t believe in dream jobs. He was a better-safe-than-sorry guy. He parked in the first, farthest parking spot, just in case. He saved words like perfect and love for sacraments like food and baseball. And he didn’t know that he was sick yet, though the cancer was already in his body, flowering like a noxious weed.

			When I suggested to my dad that we start a cooking program in a residential home for adolescent boys who were living in state care, I was mostly joking. We were making dinner and splitting a beer, his half in the bottle by the meat he was tenderizing and mine in a foamy, half-full glass beside a cutting board as I diced vegetables. We had a cooking show on mute in the foreground, “Hey Julie” by Fountains of Wayne in the background, and a decent dinner on the horizon. We traded stories of our days and didn’t cry because of the onions or anything else; we were tough like that. I was twenty-five, back in Boston, broke, and recalculating after having spent two years teaching in Chicago as an AmeriCorps volunteer after graduating from college. Thomas Wolfe wrote that you can’t go home again, but he must not have had student loans. There I was, sleeping in my old bedroom and working the hospital job I had worked during summers home from college, living a life significantly less bold than the one I had imagined waiting for me on the other side of a diploma. One of my little sisters had just graduated and was also living at home, working all the time; the other was away at school. My older brother lived with his girlfriend outside the city, but he worked in a different department at the same hospital where I worked, so we’d coordinate lunches and coffee breaks like we had during our college summers, impersonating adult conversations over cheeseburger subs and soda, or iced coffees loaded with cream and sugar. My grandmother was stuck in the liminal haze of dementia, living in a convalescent home not far from our house, and my mom would go there after work to sit with her for dinner, to remind her who she was and make sure she ate. This is how my dad and I started making dinner together sometimes; growing up, it had rarely been just the two of us, except in the car, in between spaces. Now, home several months, I felt unsettled in my administrative job, unsure about who I wanted to be when I grew up, and convinced the One True Thing might reveal itself like a scream.

			My dad had worked for the same nonprofit for over thirty years. He wasn’t thinking about changing jobs but said he wanted to try something different. “I’ve been thinking about a way to get to know the kids at the House better,” he said.

			My father called the young people he worked with “the kids,” and he called the building where his office was “the House.” He was a social worker and chief financial officer of a nonprofit agency in Boston that provided residential services for youth in state care and adults with intellectual disabilities. The agency ran a fluctuating number of group homes; at that time there were eight. They were organized to meet the unique needs of the residents, who were supported by teams of caseworkers, social workers, counselors, doctors, and tutors. As a director, my dad’s job was the paper-and-numbers part of social service: doing intake and transfer paperwork, writing grants and balancing budgets, attending meetings upon meetings, and showing up in court when called. He wasn’t involved in the removals or the process that led to kids being removed from their guardians’ care; he worked in one of the places that handled what happened after that. Most of his exchanges with the teenagers the agency served were formal. That night, while we were making dinner, he said that he missed the rapport he’d had with the kids he’d worked with in his early days as a direct-care provider.

			My father’s career in social work began as conscription. While he was finishing his senior year at Boston College, organizing peaceful protests of the Vietnam War, and filling out applications to the University of Chicago School of Divinity, he was drafted. So he applied for status as a conscientious objector, attended a hearing in front of a board who interrogated his pacifism and ultimately granted him CO status, and then postponed graduate school in order to complete his national service in an alternative civilian placement. In the summer of 1969, he shaved his beard and reported for duty in a group home for at-risk teens, wearing a tweed sport jacket with suede elbow patches and plaid polyester pants, carrying one suitcase of clothes and books. When his compulsory service was finished a few years later, he decided that there was still work to be done, so he deferred whatever he thought his life was going to be, and he stayed, and kept doing that work. For thirty-four years. His supervisor eventually became his business partner, and together they founded an agency that provided direct-care services for youth in state custody; their agency’s radical mission was to keep vulnerable youth out of institutions and living in the community, surrounded by community care. The words for the population the agency served changed over time: delinquent, troubled, at-risk, needy, disadvantaged, under-resourced, displaced, poor. Poverty, or scarcity, was the common denominator. My dad always called his young clients “the kids.” My whole life, he worked in the same un-air-conditioned corner office on the first floor of a redbrick building with a bright-green door. He rarely talked about the work he did at the House or why he did it; that it needed to be done was reason enough.

			When my dad said he wanted to find a structured way to facilitate more casual interactions with his kids at the House, I had an idea. “What about a cooking class?” I suggested. “It could be like your own cooking show!” My dad loved cooking shows. He watched them from credits to credits, from the laying out of ingredients and prepping calisthenics to the first bite of a finished product and satisfied nod of approval. “All you’d have to do is go upstairs!” One of the residences the agency ran was located on the second floor of the House. I didn’t know much about the kids he worked with, except for the stories I overheard him telling my mother, the ones he couldn’t leave in the folders on his desk. A boy who spread lye on his stepmother’s toilet seat; a girl who was twelve and pregnant with a relative’s child; a kid who got locked in a closet. “Don’t you think it could be great?” The joke of it was that I doubted he’d agree to a messy cooking class without a curriculum; he was shy and hated improvisation. “I would even help,” I promised.

			Over other dinners those first months after my move back home, I had recounted to my dad many beyond-the-classroom stories about the kids I had worked with in Chicago. I told him about the weekly tutoring program I’d run and retreats I’d helped facilitate, about funny conversations I’d had during hours on lunch duty and as a bus monitor. I liked the sense of community and back-and-forth that happened between kids and adults in those extracurricular spaces—the joking, the questions, the confiding, the growing; they reminded me of my own after-school experiences and the clubs and programs where I looked for amusement and found worlds that made sense to me and welcomed me in. When I was in high school, I was grateful for the teachers who taught art classes at the museum, led the gospel choir, ran the theater program, chaperoned the trip to Costa Rica, and moderated student council and public declamation. Other than one fleeting season with the sailing team, I never found my footing on sports teams like my siblings did, but I attended enough of their games to know that coaches also did that extra work. Still, I never appreciated that to facilitate my extracurricular experiences, those adults had mostly donated their time at the end of tiring days after working their real jobs—until I was the one hesitantly agreeing to oversee the break dancing club and chaperone the sophomore camping trip. Maybe part of my discontent with my office job was missing the messy goodness of working with kids. With all of that in mind, I raised my half-empty glass of Sam Adams to toast my dad and me, and our cooking class, fairly certain that it would never actually happen.

			My dad paused the way he paused while he was pondering an idea: deep breath, eyes closed, head askew. “Intriguing. We could be a team, like Roslindale’s own Jacques and Claudine Pépin,” he said, referencing our Boston neighborhood and the famous father-daughter cooking duo. He smiled, tickled by his own wit, fang tooth peeking out from beneath his upper lip.

			I laughed and nodded and drank.

			He took a sip of his Sam and said he was interested. “That would be neat.”

			How could I retract then, and admit that I hadn’t been entirely serious?

			We clinked glass to bottle to seal the deal. I had him at food. He had me at team.

			Then he got sick and the plan for our cooking class went where plans go when somebody gets a capital-D diagnosis: onto the back burner, the bottom quadrant of my dad’s to-do list. Other matters needed tending to. He went to medical appointments with yellow legal pads and black felt-tipped pens to take notes, and came home with naked pages as the weeks wore on. His doctor told him not to go online to search mesothelioma, and to walk as much as he could tolerate to increase his lung capacity. There was no cure. The best-case scenario was to slow the cancer, control the pain, and maintain some quality of life. The months that followed were swollen with experimental treatments, surgeries, a caravan of casseroles from friends, and so much walking.

			Every day, he walked. At night, I walked with him. He assigned my siblings and me different jobs during the sick months; mine was walking. We had two routes, depending on his energy: a long route when he was feeling okay, or not okay but angry and ambitious, and a short route when he was feeling tired and sick, or very tired and even sicker.

			On the walks, we didn’t talk about the forever things people always mean to say or hope to hear. We talked mostly about food and baseball. I talked more about food and listened more about baseball. My appreciation for sports has always been more holistic than statistical. Each night that fall of 2004, he gave me the breakdown of the chances the Red Sox would advance to their first World Series since 1918. Fans wore shirts that read “Believe” and “Why not us?” The Sox kept advancing, into October. Then they started losing. When they went into game four down three, I asked, “But don’t you think it’s effectively over?” My dad closed his eyes and shook his head. “It’s unlikely, but possible,” he assured me. He went on to explain three scenarios in which the chance of winning could play out. When the Sox came back to win four games straight and make fever-rising history, it was hard not to believe in miracles.

			He died two months later, three months after his fifty-seventh birthday, six months after his diagnosis, eleven months after we made our Pépin plan. At four o’clock one Tuesday morning in December, as night shift staff bought croissants and coffee from the café in the hospital lobby, I walked with my mother through the huge revolving exit into a world without my dad. With the spin of an automatic door, the world as I knew it shifted into the past tense.

			

			—

			Grief is the ultimate marinade. You become more of whatever you were already: the lonely, lonelier; the angry, angrier; the restless, more restless. Sometimes the faithful manage to emerge more faithful. It’s hard to describe the infinite loop of loss. The closest sensation might be hunger, if eyes and ears and fingertips could be hungry.

			I missed my dad’s voice. I replayed our last conversations in my mind like a favorite album on repeat. I kept papers with his writing on them as bookmarks. Months after his death, my dad didn’t feel gone, yet. But I felt him disappearing. I asked a friend who’d lost his father how long it would take for the fog to lift. I thought it must disintegrate eventually; I wanted a time line. The friend hesitated then said the fog never really lifts, but I’d learn to see through it.

			During the first year without my dad, I felt like I was sinking. As a child, I had a fear of quicksand. I imagined murky traps hidden beneath swampy grass and mud, and was astounded to learn how little quicksand there actually is in Massachusetts. But during the deep grief months, it felt real; small things like songs my dad used to sing along to on the radio were sinkholes in otherwise okay days. I needed to unstick myself. So I moved out of my childhood home, settled into a job teaching Spanish language and literature at my high school alongside two of my former teachers who became my mentors, and began graduate coursework in secondary education, taking classes in Spanish and Latin American literature and second language acquisition, and completing certification in teaching English language learners. Becoming a teacher felt like a step in the right direction of becoming a real grown-up with a job she believed in, if also one with chokingly short lunch breaks. “Education is architecture, not alchemy,” I wrote in my personal statement. I had briefly considered moving away and trying to start over in a new place; I had lived in Spain for a year during college and liked losing myself in traveling, tasting flavors I’d never had before, and meeting people who knew me only as who I said I was. I wondered if my dad-less life would easier to process in translation. But instead I decided to stay close, not too far from my mom and siblings, and try to build something upon the foundations I knew, which largely consisted of words and food. I also decided to try the cooking idea, as a sort of back burner project.

			Cooking at the House would be a way to finish one item on my father’s largely unfinished to-do list, and running a weekly program at the House and funding it myself would be a small-scale community service project, like ones I’d participated in since I was ten. For all I didn’t know about the world or what role I was supposed to play in it, I knew how to be a volunteer. I also knew how to cook; I wasn’t a fancy cook, but I liked cooking. I enjoyed the process and presentation, the feeding and feeling fed. Cooking seemed more practical than grieving; at the time I believed they were distinct processes. The prospect of spending time in the place my father had spent so much of his time when he wasn’t with us, and getting to know some of the other kids in his life, was intriguing. I didn’t know whether the boys who lived in the residence upstairs from my dad’s office already knew how to cook, or if they would want to cook with me. But I figured food is always good. And this project had been our idea. I would never make another meal with my dad, but cooking at the House with his other kids like we’d talked about would be a kind of final nod to him, an offering. One dinner at the House and I could check the box and move on to something else. “Just do the best you can,” I could almost hear my dad say. “What do you have to lose?”

			

			—

			At a restaurant across the street from the House, I proposed the cooking idea to Gerry Wright, my father’s business partner. Gerry had been working in human services for over sixty years and looked the part of a disheveled visionary, like Federico García Lorca’s drawing of Walt Whitman with butterflies in his beard, but more dimensional and less romantic—white hair, white beard, white face, and with antifreeze-blue eyes. He had invited me to dinner to touch base and break bread. I don’t like small talk and I wasn’t ready for big talk; I was exhausted from trying to be fine all the time. I waited until the chicken arrived to start my service project pitch.

			I told Gerry that I wanted to try cooking with the boys at the House, as a volunteer. I said it was a plan I’d made with my dad before he got sick, and I wanted to attempt it, in his memory. I described how my dad had been a little giddy at the prospect of trying this new thing with the residents at the House and how we imagined it as a joint venture; I swallowed hard, remembering the fleeting feeling of planning for a future. The format would be an approximately two-hour session once a week—we’d cook for an hour, then eat for an hour. The residents would pick the menus, I would bring the groceries. It wouldn’t cost the agency anything; I’d pay for the food. I reminded Gerry that I was a licensed public high school teacher, so I had experience working with teenagers and the city had my criminal background check on file.

			Gerry listened carefully, then rested his fork and knife against his plate and thanked but no thanked me. He said that the idea was interesting, but it didn’t make sense at that time.

			I saw doubt shade his eyes. I tried to convince him that I could handle the difference between a kitchen in a residential group home setting and my classroom in the rigorous exam school where I taught. I described other volunteer work I’d done as evidence that I was qualified to steer this community service project. “I tutored a teen in a homeless shelter who would pretend she was sleeping when she saw me coming,” I said. “I led a prayer group in the women’s unit of a prison by myself. I ran a tutoring program in a library in Chicago twice a week for two years. I dug an outhouse on a mountain. I’ve worked with people outside of classrooms.” I was surprised by the urgency in my voice. “I won’t disappoint the kids at the House.”

			“That is not what I am worried about. Let us leave it at this,” he said, folding his hands. “I will let you know if anything changes.”

			A few months later, Gerry left me a voicemail. In an effort to defrost a hamburger with a steak knife, one of the residents had angrily stabbed himself in the hand, requiring a number of stitches. “So,” Gerry said, “it appears that some sort of cooking program may be in order at this time. If you are still interested in giving this a go, come to the House next week and introduce your plan to the young people upstairs. And I suppose”—he paused, sounding wise and tired—“we’ll just see what happens.”

			

			—

			This is the story of what happened. It starts with a joke, or a meal, or a knife, depending on what you consider the beginning. And it ends with state budget cuts, or the death of a young man, or it hasn’t ended yet, depending on what you accept as an ending. The kids picked the menus, I brought the groceries, and we cooked and ate together for two hours a week for nearly three years.

			It sounds like a description for one of those “great white hope” stories involving kids facing difficult circumstances and a white twentysomething bleeding heart with crazy hair and good intentions, the kind that ends with upbeat music and rehabilitation. I look the part of the bleeding heart. But this is not one of those stories. I wasn’t trying to save anyone. This is a story about food and conversations and extracurricular spaces, and how flavors and cooking remind you of other kitchens you’ve been in, and what happens when you sit down to eat with neighbors. This is one volunteer’s story about a little community service project and a lot of cheese. Salvation was never on the table.

		

	
		
		
			PART 1

			MOVEABLE FEASTS

			
				We’ve got to be as clear-headed about human beings as possible, because we are still each other’s only hope.

				—James Baldwin

				La mejor salsa del mundo es el hambre.

				Hunger is the best sauce in the world.

				—Miguel de Cervantes

				Cut away from yourself.

				—Charlie Hauck,
on making food and not hurting yourself

			

		

	
		
		
			Getting Started

			The House is a two-story redbrick building, like the one the Big Bad Wolf couldn’t blow down. It sits on a busy city corner, across from a funeral home on one side and an animal shelter on the other. One half mile to the left of it live some of the poorest people in the city of Boston; one half mile to the right live some of the richest. Gerry calls this the world’s longest socioeconomic mile, and he says that there are strategy and symbolism in his having chosen this location for the headquarters of his agency. The doors, porch, and shutters that frame each window are painted a bright, flat Crayola green. There’s usually graffiti to the left or right of the back door, which was rarely locked during daylight hours. The stairs leading up from the street make an aching sound when you walk on them; covered in carpeting the same gray as the sidewalk outside, they connect the building’s two floors. The agency offices were located on the first, and one of the residences the agency ran for youth in state care was on the second, before everything changed. The residence upstairs from my dad’s office was one of the boys’ programs. At a given time, it housed up to eight of the agency’s adolescent clients age fourteen to nineteen who were designated wards of the state, referred through other human service agencies, often after removal from their homes, failed placements with foster families, or short stays in juvenile detention facilities. For them, the House was a temporary group home placement, or at least somewhere to sleep and eat. It used to seem to me that upstairs and downstairs were two clearly divided worlds. Whenever I was at the House as a kid, it was to wait for my father, for a ride home. I’d sit in the waiting room on the couch, which was beige, the way that things that could be anybody’s things are beige. Sometimes I would hear raised voices, or the thud of a basketball being dribbled hard against the other side of the ceiling. But for the first twenty-six years of my life, I never went upstairs.

			

			—

			I went to the House to speak to Gerry a few days after receiving his voicemail. Ostensibly, I wanted to discuss the meeting he had scheduled for me with the residents. But really, this visit was a kind of dry run; I didn’t want my first time back in the House after my father’s death to be the night I met the kids. I didn’t know how it would feel to be there without my father, and I didn’t want to be messy; I knew I was already fighting other stereotypes. What would the boys think of me, or think I was trying to be? I took a deep breath before going in, noticing the veins in the late-September leaves on the tree between the House and the street, gilded in a final jolt of beauty before their inevitable fall. I pressed my hand against the familiar green door and it was open, so I went inside.

			I walked up to the first-floor landing and turned the worn brass knob on the door that led to the office, like I had so many afternoons before. Inside, it looked and smelled the same: the walls, the floor, the stale coffee from that morning still in the coffeepot, the stack of magazines by the entryway. Gerry hadn’t changed anything in the building since my father’s last day, except for the ceiling, which he reluctantly allowed to be patched when someone warned him that if he didn’t, it would fall in.

			I made my way to the administrative coordinator’s desk and told her I was there to talk to Gerry. My heart pounded. I stared at the typewriter as it sat in the front office. I remembered my dad at that exact typewriter: the mechanical clink as he filled in forms and typed up budgets, the tink-tink of each letter being hit, the clack and whoosh at the end of a line. His exasperated “Shit!” and slow plack-plack of backspacing. I could almost see his solid frame hunched over the outdated machine, glasses perched on his nose, bushy eyebrows furrowed in thought, hands moving slowly over the keys, silk tie thrown over his shoulder to save it from getting sucked in.

			“I know, you’d think since we have computers, we could just get rid of that thing,” the administrative coordinator said. “But Gerry won’t let me. It’s kind of ridiculous. You must be Liz.”

			I averted my eyes from the doorway to what had been my father’s office, across the hall. I didn’t want to see the pastel drawing of the House that he had commissioned by a local artist, or his chair or books or phone. Especially his phone. That phone looked ugly, plastic, and nondescript. But his for years, it had the patina of the diminishing supply of things he had touched.

			I asked the administrative coordinator if she thought a cooking program might work upstairs.

			“I don’t really know,” she said, smiling politely.

			As we were talking, one of the boys walked in. He was Black, had caramel-brown eyes, stubble grabbing at his chin, and his head and shoulders tilted to one side. I had no idea how old he was, except that he was old enough to grow a beard but young enough to not live on his own. “You know when we’re going to get our fall clothing allowance checks?” he asked. “ ’Cause I found some sneakers I like and I’m not sure how long they’ll have my size.”

			“I think soon,” the administrative coordinator replied, and then introduced us. “Leon, this’s Liz. She might be starting a cooking program upstairs. And Liz, this’s Leon.”

			“That’s good,” Leon said. “ ’Cause tell you the truth, I’m kind of hungry right now.”

			“Hey, Leon,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand. He looked familiar.

			“Nice to meet you,” Leon said, placing his left hand over his stomach as he shook my hand, looking at me more out of his left eye than his right. “You’re pretty tall, actually.” The old floorboards creaked beneath us as he shifted from one foot to another.

			“Nice to meet you, too,” I said. I noticed that he was a few inches shorter than me, but I didn’t say. I was used to people commenting on my height; I stand almost six feet tall and little kids, male students, and elderly folks tend to mention it. “I am pretty tall, and I think, maybe, we’ve met before. At Gerry’s party.” In February of that year, Gerry’s wife had thrown him a seventieth birthday gathering. I’d stopped by with one of my sisters on our way to a basketball game with season tickets still printed in our dad’s name. The event was a blur, except that I was sure I’d met Leon, briefly. I didn’t remember his name, but I recognized his face. Meeting him and the other kid he was with at the party was part of what inspired me to resuscitate the cooking project idea.

			He looked at me again. “Oh yeah, I was there. I think I remember you.”

			“You might not,” I said. “There were a lot of people there.”

			“Yeah, I mean, I think I remember. But I met a lot of people that night,” he said.

			The administrative coordinator laughed. “You’re very popular, Leon.”

			“It’s true, I am,” he told me seriously.

			“Do you think the guys upstairs would be interested in cooking?” I asked.

			“Yup. People like to eat,” Leon said. “You cook and we eat?”

			“I was thinking more of a we all cook, then we all eat kind of thing,” I said.

			“Oh,” he said. “People don’t really cook.” He scrunched his nose.

			“Well, that’s kind of the idea,” I said. “People would, like, learn to cook.”

			He thought about this for a second. “Tell you the truth,” he said, “I think people would be more interested in my idea: you cook, and we eat.”

			“You’re probably right,” I agreed. “But would you help if we tried everybody cooking and everybody eating?”

			Leon looked at me. “Yeah, I mean I’ll probably help. ’Cause I’m like that,” he said, his eyes widening. “But I’m not sure about anybody else.”

			“Maybe if you do, other people will, too,” I suggested.

			“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But you don’t know these people.” His tone was somber, as if he were prepping me for a business meeting with foreign clients.

			As Leon shook my hand goodbye, I decided that if he agreed to help, cooking could work. I headed toward Gerry’s office and noticed the same old beige couch in the waiting room at the other end of the hall.

			Gerry heard me coming and leaned into the hallway. “I’ve got to take an unexpected call,” he said. “But you’ve met Leon. You’ll come on Tuesday and meet the others. Are we still on?”

			I said yes, and Gerry asked if there was anything else.

			There was plenty else. How many boys lived upstairs? What should I know about them? What could I know about them? Did anyone have allergies? How equipped was the kitchen?

			But there was no time for orientation. Our logistics meeting was over before it began. I figured there must be a stove and refrigerator upstairs, and hoped Leon would show up like he said he would so there’d be at least one participant. Everything else was negotiable.

			

			—

			The following Tuesday was my introductory meeting with the kids upstairs. I met Gerry in his office so we could go up together. There was a man with a camera standing beside him, a photographer for a local paper who was working on a story about Gerry’s work in the community. It was a weird coincidence, and I felt uncomfortable with the camera and how the boys would understand me near it. Whose photo op was this? But who was I to question?

			Gerry greeted me with outstretched arms. “Well, well, well,” he said in the booming voice of a radio announcer. “Elizabeth! Are you ready?”

			“As ready as I’m going to be, I think,” I said, ignoring the photographer.

			Gerry pointed to the tray of brownies I was carrying and raised his eyebrows. He’d told me not to bring anything.

			“I’m not above bribery,” I said. “You should know that from the beginning.”

			He laughed, I smiled, and the photographer snapped the first picture.

			The trip upstairs was much shorter than I had always imagined it would be. The noise of our weight against the old wood announced our arrival. Before Gerry could knock on the second-floor door, it opened. Leon stepped out from behind it.

			“Hello,” Leon said. “I heard you all coming.” I noticed his shoulders again, the left higher than the right. He shook my hand and the photographer’s and nodded respectfully to Gerry. “Everybody’s in the other room,” he said as he led us through the kitchen toward the table in the dining room. “Except for James,” he continued. “James isn’t here. We’re all supposed to be here but James isn’t here.” He looked at Gerry to make sure that Gerry had heard then he looked back at me. Already, Leon, with the handshake and angled posture and unshaved chin, was the spokesman, the elder, and the one who made the place feel less like a halfway house and more like a home.

			The layout of the second floor of the House was nearly identical to the first. The rooms that were offices on the first floor were bedrooms on the second; what was the waiting room downstairs was a TV room upstairs. Leon led us through the kitchen and the pantry into the dining room. Four boys were sitting around a big wooden table that looked like a dock. A man with a clipboard leaned against the outside wall; he introduced himself as Greg, the houseparent on duty. I moved toward one of two unoccupied seats and set my tray of brownies on the table. I sat down, pushed up the sleeves of my salmon-colored sweater, and pressed the nails of my index fingers into the tips of my thumbs, the way I do when I’m nervous. The photographer was clicking away from the doorway, and while I appreciated that Gerry was being recognized for his service to the community, I felt increasingly conspicuous in the flickering flash.

			As I surveyed the room, I wondered what the photographer was seeing, what he was trying to capture in this particular frame: four teenage boys, three Black, one Latino; Gerry, an elderly white man; the houseparent, a middle-aged Black man; me, a woman in my late twenties, white. At what angle did the story of us together at this table make sense?

			Gerry greeted the boys and introduced me. He told them that my father had worked there for years, that I was a teacher, and that I wanted to cook with them.

			The boys looked at Gerry, then at me, then back at him with uninterested-teenager-told-to-be-there faces.

			Gerry reassured them that we would “take it one week at a time” and “just see how it goes,” which we all knew were other ways of saying “this won’t last long.” He turned the table over to me.

			I repeated my name and asked each of the boys to tell me his so that I could learn them: Frank, Carlos, Wesley, Leon. Leon was the only one who said more than just his name. He said, “Well, I think you know this already, but I’m Leon.”

			I tried not to seem like I was trying too hard. I didn’t talk too fast or too much or too cheerfully. I repeated that I was a teacher; I taught Spanish at a high school not far from the House. I said I lived in the neighborhood, too, and that my father had worked downstairs. I could tell by the way they looked down at the table when I mentioned my dad that the houseparent must have told them that he had died. I didn’t say that my father’s death was part of why I was there, and why I wanted to start this cooking program, but I could see in their faces that they already knew. I wondered whether any of them had been at the House long enough to have known my dad. But I didn’t ask.

			I outlined my plan in four parts. One: We would cook for an hour, and then eat for an hour, together at the table, family style. Two: What we cooked would be up to them; they would pick the menus. If they wanted to cook meals they’d never tried before, we could do that. If they wanted to cook food they already knew they liked and wanted to learn how to make for themselves, we could do that, too. If they already knew how to make what they liked and wanted to teach the group, even better; I would bring the ingredients for that. I explained that the idea was that we would cook together so that they could learn to cook for themselves, or practice cooking for each other if they already knew how to cook. If I didn’t know how to make something they wanted to make, I’d find the recipes; there’d be no homework involved for them, just showing up. Three: The dinner closest to someone’s birthday would be his birthday dinner. The birthday person would choose the meal for that week and a kind of cake for dessert. Four: If anyone wanted to invite someone to dinner, he would be welcome to do that.

			Carlos broke the silence on the other side of the table with a laugh. He was stocky, with a full face, close-cut hair, and coffee-colored eyes; he was the only one in the room who wasn’t Black or white. His laugh was more of a snort.

			The other boys looked at him.

			“People aren’t going to invite people here.” Carlos shifted in his chair, moved his hands from his lap to the table, and enunciated clearly, pausing after every word for emphasis, like a political candidate reiterating his party’s platform.

			I looked around the table for other responses. Nobody agreed, but nobody disagreed.

			“Okay,” I said. “We can see about that.” I handed out some surveys I had printed out, to gather information about what meals people would want to eat and who would want to cook them. There was a line for names at the top followed by five questions: What’s your favorite food? Do you know how to make it? Are there any foods you’re interested in learning how to cook? Are you willing to help make dinners? Are you available on Tuesdays? Beneath that, I had compiled a list of foods and asked them to circle the ones they liked and might want to make, and then write in other suggestions in the space below.

			I hadn’t anticipated that the surveys would look like quizzes to the boys, or how in handing them out I would solidify my identity as teacher, for better and for worse. For better because it put me in an identifiable category of person in their lives, for worse because teacher was a category of person they didn’t necessarily care for.

			“We can’t do this. We don’t have pens,” Wesley said, pushing the page toward me. He had the slightest build of all the boys in the group, and the fiercest eyes.

			“Yeah,” Carlos agreed.

			I pulled a handful of pens from my bag and passed them around.

			Wesley sighed an exasperated sigh, dragged the paper back toward himself with his middle finger, and started writing.

			As Wesley and Carlos and Leon wrote, Frank sat penless while Greg, the houseparent, took a seat beside him and read the questions and options aloud. Frank spoke his answers and Greg wrote them down. Frank was the tallest of the boys, and I would learn later that he was also the youngest and had been at the House the longest. When Greg finished recording Frank’s answers, he passed the pen and paper over to Frank and told him to write his own name.

			Wesley finished his sheet quickly and slid it across the table to me. He wrote “Cheesecake” for his favorite food and “N/A” for everything else, including his last name: Wesley Not Applicable.

			Carlos handed me his paper and pointed to the tray of brownies. “Are those for us?”

			“They are,” I said, and reached to initiate distribution.

			“I’ll get a knife,” Leon said, already on his way to get one.

			“Look, she brought us brownies,” Carlos told the other boys in a singsong way. “She put little candies in them and everything.” To me, he said, “That’s so cute.”

			I paused and nodded, noticing the dimples in his cheek as he smiled. I stopped myself before saying that I didn’t appreciate his tone, like I would have if we were in my classroom.

			Leon returned with a plastic knife and passed it to me. I sliced into the soft chocolate and asked who wanted a piece.

			“I do, definitely,” Leon said. He unfolded a napkin across his hand and held it toward me.

			One by one, each boy reached out a hand.

			While everyone was eating, I moved to my next agenda item. If people were available, we’d start the following week. “What should we make?” I took a chance with we.

			“I like stir-fry chicken and it’s been a real long time since I had it,” Leon said.

			I checked other faces for signs of agreement.

			“And I’ve been trying to eat healthy, which isn’t easy around here,” Leon continued.

			The other boys looked at him. Eyes rolled but no one said anything.

			Leon looked at me. “So we could make stir-fry chicken?”

			“Does everyone like stir-fry chicken?” I asked.

			Frank shrugged. Wesley said nothing. Carlos stared at me.

			“So, stir-fry chicken and veggies and rice,” I said. “I was thinking I’d get some soda, too. Does anybody like soda? Or should I get juice or iced tea?” I’d seen massive canisters of tea mix in the pantry we walked through to get from the kitchen to the dining room and there was fruit punch on the table. But I thought soda might be a treat, like it had been in my house growing up, and like it was in meetings I attended at school.

			“People like soda.” “Yeah.” “Uh-huh.” “Everybody likes soda.”

			I should have led with soda. “What kind should I get?” I asked.

			“Pepsi.” “Mountain Dew Code Red.” “Sprite.” “No, Pepsi—” They fought for a consensus.

			“Pepsi, Mountain Dew, Sprite. I can get one of each,” I said. “There’ll be a bunch of us, right? I’m sure we’ll drink it or can leave leftovers in the fridge.” I went all in with us and we.

			“Mountain Dew Code Red,” Frank corrected.

			“Oh, is that different?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” Frank sighed. “It’s red.”

			“Okay, I got it.” I underlined red in my notes.

			“What about dessert? Do you guys like dessert?” I asked.

			“People like dessert,” Leon said, gesturing to the brownie tray.

			“How about strawberry shortcake?” I asked, noticing that somebody had circled it on one of the surveys.

			“What does it have?” someone asked.

			“Strawberries, whipped cream, and cake or biscuits,” I listed.

			“Yeah we could have that,” someone else said.

			“With cake,” somebody added.

			“Okay, so stir-fry chicken with rice and vegetables, and strawberry shortcake,” I repeated, writing it down.

			“Yeah, but could we have pie instead?” someone asked. “ ’Cause you wrote pie on the paper.”

			“Sure, we can make pie,” I said, crossing out shortcake. “What kind?” I looked around.

			There was shrugging.

			“Apple pie is the healthiest,” Leon said.

			Someone sighed a slow, oozing sigh.

			“So apple pie, then?” I asked. “Stir-fry chicken and vegetables with rice, and soda, with apple pie for dessert. What time should we say? Five o’clock to start cooking, and then six o’clock for eating? Does that sound okay?”

			There was more shrugging and one nod.

			The back door opened and then shut, and a figure appeared in the doorway.

			“That’s James,” Leon stage-whispered to me. His bulging eyes suggested the rest of the introduction: James who was supposed to have been here since the beginning but wasn’t.

			I stood up. “James, it’s good to meet you.” I reached over to shake his hand.

			“I had something,” he said apologetically. James was nearly as tall as me, not as tall as Frank, but taller than Leon and Wesley, and also Black. As he reached his right hand toward mine, I saw a bandage wrapped across his left palm. I remembered him from Gerry’s voicemail: James was the one who’d tried to defrost a hamburger with a knife, setting all of this in motion.

			“Do you want a brownie?” I asked him.

			He shrugged his broad shoulders. I was already cutting. I could see by the looks of disdain being exchanged around the table that the other boys didn’t think it was fair to give James a brownie since he hadn’t come to the meeting. As a middle sibling, I recognized the look. I knew this was a tricky precedent, but it felt like the right one.

			“So I think that’s it,” I concluded, sensing that the boys had been told to stay until I dismissed them. “I’ll see you all next week.” I tried to say it as if it weren’t a question.

			The boys stood and moved away as if the doorways were magnetic.

			“You leaving those brownies?” Leon asked.

			“Well, I was going to,” I told him. “If people might eat them, I’ll leave them.”

			“People’ll eat them,” Leon said.

			“Yeah,” someone else agreed.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’m leaving the brownies.” I smiled and reached out to shake hands goodbye.

			No one except Leon met my smile with a smile, but one by one, each boy shook my hand on his way out. I said each of their names when I thanked them for coming to help me remember them: Wesley, the shortest and thinnest, who held his chin up highest; Frank, the tallest, with a space between his front teeth; Carlos, with a shaved head and crater dimples; James, with the soft eyes and bandaged hand; and Leon, with the uneven shoulders, the stubble, and the smile.

			When I reached to shake the houseparent’s hand, he leaned in toward me, so I leaned toward him. “I just want you to know,” he said quietly, “that’s not how we do things around here, with a table and everything.”

			I don’t know what I expected him to say, but it wasn’t that.

			Before I could respond, he continued, “That’s just not how it works around here. I don’t even know if they’re going to do any of this. I told them they had to be here tonight, because of Gerry. But after this, I don’t know. I can’t make them show up every time.”

			I nodded that I understood, and we shook on that. “We’ll just try it next week.” I shrugged.

			I followed Gerry and the photographer down the stairs. On the landing, Gerry said, “Well, Elizabeth, you have your work cut out for you. You will take it from here. And—”

			“I know,” I interrupted. “We’ll just see what happens.”

		

	
		
		
			Placement

			If you’re a kid who lives at the House, the state is your parent. For now, maybe for longer. You’re a boy; if you’re nonbinary, gender nonconforming, transgender, or a girl, you’re probably placed somewhere else. You’re fourteen, or fifteen, or sixteen, or seventeen—too young to be left alone. You might be eighteen, if you got a bonus year, or nineteen or twenty if you have some kind of disability that means the state is responsible for you for longer. On the outside, these years are called adolescence, a time for growing and learning and becoming a person in the world. On the inside, this is “transitional age,” which means you’ll be on your own soon. Something happened to land you here. Or a series of somethings. Maybe you have people who are fighting to get you back; maybe not. Maybe you think this is their fault, or maybe you think it’s your fault, or maybe it’s the fault of whoever got you taken away, or maybe it’s too hard to untangle all the faults enough to understand how you got here, with all your stuff in a trash bag and the phone number of a caseworker in your pocket. You’ll be here until you return to your parent or grandparent or aunt, or get placed somewhere else, or get kicked out, or run away. Or maybe you’ll be adopted. Maybe you have some idea what will come next; maybe you’re counting down to eighteen, when you can decide for yourself. For now, it’s only sort of up to you. Maybe you’re relieved to not still be wherever you were before. Maybe you’re terrified of what comes next.

			Your caseworker drove you here on the day you moved in. She’s probably not your first caseworker. In the car, she told you everything is going to be okay. Maybe she believes that. She’s probably young and white, and you probably think that she doesn’t really know what she’s talking about. She parked on the street outside of this building that looks like a dentist’s office. You took your own stuff out of the trunk of her car. You didn’t want her help.

			You followed her through a bright green door and up noisy stairs. Another lady led you into a waiting room. Your caseworker told you to sit on the couch while she went over your paperwork with the staff here. You sat and stared at a poster with a peace sign and a scribbled rainbow and bird on the wall while they talked. You thought, I won’t be here long. Then they brought you around to meet people in the other offices. People shook your hand and maybe told you, “Welcome.” Maybe you said, “Thanks.” Maybe you didn’t.

			When it was time to go upstairs, your caseworker asked if you wanted her to go up with you. You told her no, she could leave. You’re fine on your own. She told you she’d call you tomorrow to see how it was going. You nodded okay. She asked if you had any questions. And maybe you had questions, but you probably told her you didn’t. When your caseworker left, the lady who opened the door took you upstairs. All you felt was the weight of stuff in your bag pulling against your fingers.

			A man opened the door to the second floor. He nodded at the lady who brought you up, then at you, and told you he’s a houseparent. There’s always staff on duty here. Afternoon staff orients the new kids; it’s their job to give you a tour. The tour was short.

			The House is probably not your first placement. It’s a group home: a place to sleep when you have no place else to be. There are rules here, but you have a little more freedom than you would in a more restrictive residential placement, and a lot more freedom than you’d have in a juvenile detention facility. This isn’t the worst place. If you’ve lived other places, you already know how this goes. If you haven’t, you do now.

			You get assigned a bed, a dresser with four drawers, and a closet barely as wide as your shoulders. Depending how many boys are here, you probably have a roommate. His bed is the one that’s made; the side it’s on is his side. You’ll stay on your side, unless the door’s on his side and you have to cross it to get in and out. Sometimes, clothes pile up along the invisible line that splits the room. Even if you get along, you never touch his stuff. There’s probably a small TV in the middle of the room, with a remote. Whoever’s been here longer has control of the remote when you’re both in the room. Sometimes, the staff changes rooms around—like if someone steals from someone, or someone’s snoring bothers someone, or someone hits someone. Whoever’s been here the shorter amount of time gets moved. Four rooms are set up like this, each with two beds. If all eight beds are full and there’s a problem in one room, everyone gets moved.

			Down the hall in one direction are two bathrooms, side by side, each with a big ceramic bathtub. There’s soap by the sink, but you carry everything else back and forth from your room in a little bucket or a plastic bag: toothbrush, toothpaste, shaving cream and razor, shampoo, brush or comb, deodorant. Nobody shares those things. Two people can’t take showers with hot water at the same time; you have to go one at a time. You could take a shower at night to have hot water and avoid the rush in the morning. Nobody takes baths.

			Down the hall in the other direction is the TV room. There’re a couple of game systems and two controllers, unless someone got angry and broke one. People play videogames all the time. If there’s a game on that people want to see, someone brings the TV from his room and hooks it up so people can play videogames on one and watch sports on the other at the same time. If you want to play, you wait and play the winner. The loser moves to the end of the line.

			Off the TV room is a fifth room, the staff office. There’s a bed, but it doesn’t have sheets, because even the overnight staff doesn’t sleep. There’s a desk against the back wall; most of its drawers are locked. They lock up dangerous things and things people might want to steal, like scissors, knives, and money. They also lock up the medicine.

			Not everybody takes medicine, but whatever people take is locked in that desk. If you have a prescription, your caseworker gave it to the staff when they checked you in; you can’t keep drugs in your room. The bottom drawer of the staff desk is full of mood stabilizers, beta-blockers, antidepressants, Adderall, inhalers, and EpiPens. The pills are sorted into single doses and kept in little envelopes, licked shut and labeled with a name, day, and time the resident is supposed to take it. Serious painkillers, like if someone got shot or had surgery, are delivered one dose at a time so they can’t be shared, sold, or taken all together. Hanging over the desk are two giant whiteboards with big grids of weeks with tilting lines. One is labeled MEDICINE, and has everybody’s names. The staff on duty marks an erasable check to show who got his medicine. There’s a code so people can’t see what other people are taking, but after a while, everybody pretty much knows.

			The other whiteboard is labeled CHORES. The chore chart is a huge grid with the days of the week in one direction and the list of chores in the other. The names of who’s supposed to do which chore when are written in the boxes. There’re eight chores: Kitchen A, Kitchen B, sweeping the front stairs, sweeping the back stairs, taking the garbage out, cleaning the TV room, and cleaning both bathrooms. Kitchen A means cleaning the sink and everything in it and sweeping the floor around the stove. Kitchen B means cleaning the dining room, sweeping it, and taking out the kitchen trash. The worst are the bathrooms, but everyone takes turns.

			You get assigned chores one week at a time; they rotate, to make it fair. How many chores you get depends on how many people are living here. If the House is full, everyone gets one chore. Each chore pays two dollars per night. The staff on duty checks off who did what each night on the board, then counts the initials up to see who earned what. How much you get paid depends on how much you did. You get paid at the end of the week, at least fourteen dollars if you had one chore and did it every night.

			Sometimes people make deals. You can trade chores, or share them. You can also let someone do your chore and split the money, so he gets a dollar for doing the chore and you keep a dollar since the chore was yours to start with; it works out for both of you. If you didn’t come with money of your own and don’t have an outside job, you do chores. Most people don’t have jobs; pretty much everyone does chores to make some extra cash. People use the money for what they want, like Red Bull, subs, weed, and T-shirts.

			You don’t have to use chore money for haircuts, toothpaste, or stuff like that. They give you hygiene money twice a month for shaving cream and razors, deodorant, and shampoo. The staff takes you to a barber and pays for haircuts. Twice a year, if you’re still here, you get a wardrobe allowance check to buy new clothes. How much you get depends on how much money there is. You can spend it how you want. Like if you want to spend most of it on sneakers and not get a coat because
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