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            Dedication

            To the quiet, unseen grace that resides within every person, and to those gentle hearts who recognize and honor it. May this story serve as a warm whisper, reminding us that dignity is not just a right, but a sacred principle that illuminates our shared path.
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        Jenny loved the hum of the cafeteria, the clatter of trays, the way her friends, Leah and Kenny, always found something ridiculous to laugh about. Their table was a whirlwind of half-eaten sandwiches, bright fruit, and shared secrets. But across the room, tucked away at a small table by the window, Brian sat alone. He wasn't new to their sixth-grade class, but he might as well have been.


His dark hair always fell over his eyes, and his shoulders were often hunched, as if trying to shrink himself out of existence. Jenny had noticed him before, of course, a fleeting thought amidst the daily chaos, but lately, a quiet question had begun to settle in her mind, a tiny pebble in her shoe. Why was Brian always, always alone? The other kids drifted between tables, formed small groups for games, or huddled over new comic books. Brian just ate, slowly, meticulously, watching the world outside the window with an unreadable gaze.


His lunch was always the same: two slices of plain white bread, sometimes with a faint smear that might have been peanut butter, sometimes not. No bright apple, no crinkly chip bag, no juice box. Just the sandwich, wrapped in a paper napkin, and a thermos of water. When Leah pulled out a bag of gummy worms, or Kenny offered around his mom’s homemade cookies, Brian would shake his head, a slight, almost imperceptible movement. He never looked up, never met their eyes. Jenny saw the way he’d carefully re-wrap a half-eaten sandwich, making it last, as if each bite was a precious thing. He didn't seem sad, exactly, but there was a guardedness about him, a quiet refusal to be noticed, especially when food was involved. It made Jenny’s own colorful lunchbox, stuffed with a rainbow of snacks, feel suddenly heavy and a little bit wrong.


The class pizza party was supposed to be a celebration. Mrs. Davison had ordered three huge pies for a perfect attendance record, and the classroom buzzed with excited chatter. Steam rose from the cardboard boxes, carrying the scent of warm cheese and tomato. Everyone grabbed a slice, some two, and the air filled with happy chewing sounds. Jenny watched Brian. He took the smallest piece, barely a corner, and ate it with the same careful precision he applied to his plain sandwiches. He didn't join the scramble for napkins, didn't ask for a second. 
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