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			 									     		- Part One -
Normally, I get distracted in Social Studies, but today, I'm leaning forward in my seat, unable to take my eyes off of the whiteboard, hanging on to every word Ms. Caton says. She points out parts of text to highlight, then continues. "The lives of the homeless are terrible. Some live in shelters, others on the streets." She looks sad,but then announces, "As Room 19's 5th Grade Community Project, I'd like to do something for the homeless and financially struggling population of Noe Valley!"
	Almost everyone sits up taller, excitement plainly displayed on their faces. 
	"By tomorrow, I want at least ten students to have one idea for what the project should be. It needs to be specific and realistic. Then, we'll vote on the idea we like best. Now, clean up and get in line at the door."

	
			

	We follow her instructions and walk down to the yard. Mom's black Chevy pulls into the pickup line. I hug my best friends, Saparya and Meranda, then hop into the car.
	I fill Mom in on the project, but I still don't have any ideas. "You'll come up with one," she promises. "I'm going to drop you off here." I nod in response, give her a one-armed hug, then open the car door and hop out. I run to my destination. The San Francisco Youth Culinary Center.
	I walk to my Advanced Chefs class and find I'm the last to arrive. Mr. Andre's voice comes from my left. "Priya, you're here!" He always talks like everything is super exciting. "We're going to be doing garam masala Indian curry today."
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				I grin. He must have done it for me. He knows I love making Indian food. It's so flavorful and delicious. I especially love it with garam masala. It's my favorite spice. I always have my lucky spice jar in my pocket, filled with garam masala. Which is weird, but I don't care.
	I look for Leila, my best friend in cooking class, and we work together, tossing spices into our pot.
	Then I realize, this is what our Community Project should be. I want to cook for the homeless.
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- Part Two -
When I get to school the next day, I head straight for Ms. Caton's desk. She's sitting there scrolling through her phone.
	"Can our project be to cook for the homeless?" I ask. I'm really, really hoping she'll say yes. I grip my spice jar for luck. "Maybe. We're going to vote, remember?" She reminds me.
	I nod and stride over to my desk.

Once everybody arrives, we immediately go to the rug and sit in a slightly ovalish circle. Theo proposes packing bags with toothpaste, toothbrushes, and  other sanitary things. I tune everybody out until we get to Rivia. My rival.
	She's the best artist, I'm the best cook. We're both incredibly competitive.
She starts, "I think we should split into two groups, and with the help of parents, make small pieces of art and sell them, then donate the money."
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				It's reasonable, and lots of people murmur in agreement. I can't help but doubt self as the explain their ideas. Suddenly it's my turn. I didn't realize, and I'm a bit flustered.
	I take a deep breath and begin. "I think we should cook meals and give them to the homeless." Ms. Caton nods, and I'm hopeful. But then she's says, "It's great, Priya, but maybe not doable."
	"O-okay," I respond, attempting to keep my composure. I wait for everyone else. Meranda and Saparya love my idea and both say that's what they want to do, too. "Thanks," I whisper to them as Kaira suggest havin lemonade stand, then donating the money.
	Once everyone's done, Ms. Caton beams, "We're all going to vote now. Since we have 17 students,  it might take a while. You cant vote three times, but not for yourself. An idea needs at least ten votes for it to be the one. We'll start with Theo."


	No hands go up. I'm number 11, so I'll have to wait a while. I rub my thumb against my lucky spice jar the whole time, drawing breath in slowly.
	When it finally reaches me, I'm biting my lip, fiddling with my long dark hair.
	'Please, please, please work. Please get enough votes. Please work.' I think to myself.
	I look around the classroom. Seven hands have gone up. 'Seven, that's pretty good.' I think. Then I realize. 'Seven! I need at least ten votes!' I pull my hair around my face, squeezing my eyes shut. I can feel my eyes tearing. I will not let them out. But a silent one squeezes through, traces its path down my face. Nobody notices, which is good. Except Meranda and Saparya. They grasp both my hands.
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				I feel a hand reach out and pull something from my pocket. Suddenly, the smell of garam masala fills my nose. I can almost taste it. I open my watery eyes and see Meranda holding my lucky spice jar under my nose. She and Saparya know it's my favorite. It's warm and flavorful and it's really helping. "Thank you," I tell both of them. They smile.
	But then I look around. And the circle has reached Rivia. Eleven hands go up.

- Part Three -
It's been decided that we'll do Rivia's idea. Because of this, when I get home, I go straight to my room, roll onto my bed and sulk. This lasts for about fifteen minutes.
	Then I get an idea.
	"Mom, can I use your computer?" I call down the hall. "Why?" She questions. "I need to do some research on charities." I respond as she walks into my room and steps onto my Thai tea-orange rug. "Okay," she replies after a second of hesitation. "But I need it back in 20 minutes." I nod, and she leaves, coming back in a minute with her Mac. It's got a couple of old stickers we put on together years ago: a cactus, a mountain goat, and a tree.
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				I open it up and Google 'charities you can cook for.' My best result is the food bank. After six different variations of this, I finally get something good. I click on the link for 'Cooking for a Cause.''
	After about two minutes of scrolling through the page, I know this is what I want to do. You have to be at least 10 years old, and they give you a cooking test if you're under 15. You just need to be able to chop a carrot, turn a stove on, and roast a potato. I know I can pass. And then, I can finally do something to make a real change.

- Part Four -
When I get to school the next day, I run to Saparya and Meranda. "Ifoundacharitywecancookfor!" I nearly shout. "Priya, you're talking a mile a minute. Can you say that like a normal person?" Meranda laughs.
	"Sorry," I smile. "I found a charity we can cook for!" I repeat, slower this time. I grin so wide my cheeks hurt. We laugh, grabbing each others' hands and squeal excitedly.
	"Terrific! Exquisite! Superb!" Saparya shouts out all of the words in her incredible vocabulary that mean 'amazing.' 
	Once we're done being excited, I ask, "Can you guys come today?" My mom will pick us all up, if your parents say yes."
	Saparya answers, "Yeah!" But Meranda looks disappointed. Her orange curls bounce as she shakes her head. "I have sax lessons." Then she brightens. "But I can come tomorrow!
	"Okay," I respond, and we all share a smile.
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			- Part Five -
It's Saturday. The day Mom and I pick Meranda and Saparya up, and the day we go to Cooking for a Cause.
	I'm so excited. And nervous. But mostly excited.
	When we reach Saparya's house, which is only a three minute's drive from ours, I pull lucky jar of garam masala from my hoodie pocket, rubbing my thumb across the smooth glass. Then I bring it to my nose and breath in deep. I hop out of the car and knock on the door.
	Saparya greets me with a "Hi!" and a hug. She walks out to our car, and we chatter excitedly.
	Once we reach Meranda's, we both run up to the door. She slips her feet into her purple Vans, and we dash to the car.
	"I can't wait," Saparya smiles, her purple-streaked hair falling in front of her hazel eyes. Meranda and I agree, and we wait for the long drive to end in excited silence, grinning at each other the whole time.

- Part Six -
We're here. We're finally here, after the longest 25 minutes of my life. 
	Meranda and Saparya, and I join hands, Mom in front of us, as we walk through the double doors. 
	Anxieties overcomes me, suddenly, and I started to fidget with my fingers. "C-can I go after you two?" I asked Meranda and Saparya. "Sure," Meranda responds. Saparya nods. 
	We follow Mom to the counter. She tells the pink-haired man on the other side, "I'd like for these girls to be given the cooking test. They're all 11."
	"Gotcha," He points to a door on our left marked Youth Testing. "Which one of you wants to go first?" Saparya and Meranda glances at each other, seeming to make their decision with the look. "I'll go, " Meranda volunteers. 
	In the silence that follows, Rivia's voice in my head tells me, "You can't do it, Priya. You just can't."
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				I start to draw my breath in and out with a sharp, shallow jabs. But I take the jar out of my pocket and smell the garam masala. Saparya wraps her arm around me, and Mom takes my hand. He sits like this until Meranda comes out of the room, showing us a lavender wristband. "I passed." She squeals.
	The man takes Saparya next. We wait and after five minutes she comes out with a purple wristband, smiling. I smell the garam masala, and walk into the room.
	It's small, surprisingly so. It's got one testing station with a stove, oven, and sink, and a crate of carrots and potatoes. It's covered almost completely with white tile.
	

	A woman with dark, frizzy hair greets me. "Hello, honey!" She directs me to the station. "I'm Lashaya. I need you to clean your hands, then wash and chop this," she says, handing me a large orange carrot. "Okay," I reply.
	"Oh! What's your name?" She asks. "Priya." I respond as I wash my hands, then rinse the carrot. I put it onto the wooden cutting board. I look around, and Lashaya hands me a knife. I chop the carrot into small circles. "Good job. Now, turn the stove one." I do so easily. She hands me a sweet potato. "Roast this."
	I wash it, cut it, poke it with a fork to create air holes, then roast it. When I'm done, I put it on a paper plate, cut it open, butter it, and lay it on the counter. Lashaya hands me a wrist band and smiles, "You're good to go. You passed!"
	I beam and thank her, then leave. I walk out calmly, then let my happiness show once I get through the doors.
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				Mom, Meranda, Saparya and I walk to the kitchens. A woman greets us, "I'm Jen. Do any of you have recipes you'd like to make?" She hands us name tags and pens.
	Silence. Then I answer, "Garam masala curry. I don't need a recipe." "Great!" Jen responds. "Pantry's over there. Y'all can take those stations." She points. "Put the food on green counter once you label it."
	I go to the pantry, grab the ingredients, and walk to my station. Rice in one pot, curry in the other. I throw everything in. Then, I pull my lucky jar of garam masala out of my pocket, smell it, and toss the powder in.
	

	I put everything in a takeout box with plastic utensils, then walk to the restaurant part of the building. I almost forget to label it, then grab a Sharpie and write 'Indian curry with basmati rice.' Then I place it on the counter. After about 20 seconds, a man in a slightly ripped jean jacket takes it. I smile at him, and he does too.
	I look out to the people eating. Saparya, Meranda, and Mom join me. 
	The people out there look so glad. Happy and grateful.
	I grab Mom's and Saparya's hands, and Saparya takes Meranda's.
	We stand like that, just watching and smiling.

- The End -
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