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            Dedicated to the profound truth that every human being has an inherent right to live a life imbued with dignity. May this story be a gentle reminder of the quiet, unyielding power within us all to honor and uphold that sacred worth.
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        The smell of smoke was a ghost. It clung to the collar of the strange yellow shirt he was wearing, a shirt that belonged to his cousin, Mark. Eddie sat up on the lumpy couch and the scratchy wool blanket fell to the floor. For a second, just a tiny one, he forgot. He thought he was in his own bed, in his own room, with his posters of planets on the wall and his stack of comic books on the nightstand.


Then he remembered. The loud sounds in the night. The bright, angry orange light. The cold air on the lawn as he watched his house disappear. A giant knot formed in his stomach, hard and heavy like a rock. Everything was gone. His soccer cleats with the worn-out toes. The model rocket he’d almost finished building. The soft, gray teddy bear he’d had since he was a baby, hidden under his pillow.


His mom came into the living room, her face tired. She tried to smile, but it didn't reach her eyes. “Morning, sweetie. Your Aunt Carol made pancakes.”


Eddie didn’t feel hungry. He just nodded and slid off the couch. The clothes felt wrong. Mark was taller and thinner, so the jeans were too long and the shirt was too tight in the shoulders. He felt like he was wearing a costume.


“We’ll go shopping after school,” his mom said, her voice soft. “We’ll get you some new things.”


Eddie didn’t want new things. He wanted his old things. The things that were his. He picked up the backpack sitting by the door. It was an old one of Mark's, faded green with a zipper that stuck. Inside was a single library book and a folder with one piece of paper. That was it. That was all he had for school.


Walking to the bus stop, Eddie pulled the hood of the strange sweatshirt over his head. The sun was bright and the birds were singing, just like any other day. But for Eddie, the world felt gray and quiet. He saw his friends, Leo and Sam, laughing at the corner. Usually, he’d run to catch up, yelling their names. Today, he slowed down. He hid behind a big oak tree until the bus came, then got on and sat in the very back, by himself.
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