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Garden's Edge and Hierarchies
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The morning sun cast long shadows across the Sharma estate, turning the manicured lawn into a patchwork of light and shade. Priya sat on the veranda, calculus textbook open but forgotten on her lap, watching Joseph tend to the rose bushes near the property's edge.

His son Kwame emerged from the small cottage behind the main house, school uniform pressed and immaculate despite being three years old and clearly outgrown at the cuffs. He carried his backpack like it contained treasure—which, Priya supposed, it did. Books her father had purchased, marked with the silent weight of obligation.

"Priya! Stop daydreaming and get ready. Arjun's driver will be here in twenty minutes," her mother called from inside, her voice carrying that particular note of pleased anticipation it always held when mentioning Arjun Mehta.

Priya closed her textbook with a snap. Arjun. Perfect, appropriate Arjun, whose family owned half the commercial district, whose mother and hers had been planning their children's future since primary school, whose smile made her stomach flutter in ways she wasn't entirely comfortable examining too closely.

She glanced back toward the cottage. Kwame had disappeared inside, probably to grab something he'd forgotten. They'd be on the same school bus in thirty minutes, though they'd sit in different sections. They always did.

St. Catherine's Academy prided itself on diversity—as long as that diversity knew its place.

Priya watched from her locker as Kwame navigated the morning hallway traffic. He moved with careful precision, making himself smaller, stepping aside for groups that didn't step aside for him. When he reached his locker, someone had written "CHARITY CASE" across it in permanent marker.

She felt something twist in her chest. Looked away.

"Hey, beautiful." Arjun's arm slid around her waist with familiar possessiveness. He smelled of expensive cologne and confidence. "Ready for the physics test?"

"I studied." She let herself lean into him, felt his friends' approving glances. This was easy. This was right. This was what everyone expected.

"Of course you did. My brilliant girl." He kissed her temple. "Though probably not as much as the scholarship kid over there. Heard he's gunning for valedictorian."

Priya's eyes drifted back to Kwame's locker. He was scrubbing at the marker with hand sanitizer, his jaw tight.

"Someone should tell him that grades aren't everything," Arjun continued, voice loud enough to carry. "Can't buy class, right?"

His friends laughed. Priya's smile felt frozen on her face.
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The Dinner Table
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Thursday dinners at the Sharma household were formal affairs. Priya's mother, Lakshmi, insisted on maintaining tradition even though they'd been in the country for twenty years. The table gleamed with her grandmother's silver, and the air was thick with the scent of biryani and expectation.

"So, beta," her father said, serving himself more raita, "your mother tells me Arjun's family wants to make things official after graduation. A proper engagement."

Priya's fork paused halfway to her mouth. "Papa, I'm only seventeen—"

"Eighteen by graduation," her mother interjected smoothly. "And it's not as if we're talking about marriage tomorrow. Just... an understanding. His family is very well-placed. His uncle is considering you for an internship at his firm."

"I want to study literature at university, not work at a pharmaceutical company."

Her father's expression cooled. "Literature? What will you do with literature? Teach? We didn't come to this country for our daughter to scrape by as a teacher."

The doorbell rang, saving Priya from responding. Her mother rose with a small frown. "Who could that be at this hour?"

Through the dining room window, Priya could see Joseph at the door, his work clothes replaced with slightly shabby formal wear. Kwame stood beside him, holding papers.

Her mother opened the door but didn't invite them in. "Yes, Joseph? Is something wrong with the irrigation system?"

"No, Madam Sharma. I'm sorry to disturb your dinner." Joseph's voice carried the careful deference of someone who knew the rules. "But Kwame's teacher asked that we deliver his progress report personally. She said the family paying for his education should see."

Lakshmi took the envelope, barely glancing at it. "I see. Well, thank you for—"

"He scored highest in his class," Joseph continued, and there was something in his voice—quiet pride that couldn't be contained. "In every subject. His teacher says he should apply for the National Merit Scholarship."

"How... nice." Lakshmi's smile was paper-thin. "We're very pleased our charity is being put to good use. You can go now."

Priya watched Kwame's face through the window. He stood perfectly still, but something in his eyes dimmed.

After the door closed, her mother returned to the table. "Can you imagine? Coming to our dinner hour to brag. As if we're supposed to be impressed."

Her father opened the envelope, scanned the report card. "Perfect scores. Well. At least our money isn't wasted." He set it aside. "Still, someone should remind Joseph about boundaries. We're generous, but there are limits."

Priya stared at her plate, the biryani suddenly tasteless.

"Anyway," her mother continued brightly, "about Arjun's family's proposal—"

—-
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After School, Behind the Science Building
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Priya found Arjun behind the science building after last period, which wasn't unusual. What was unusual was seeing Kwame there too, backed against the wall by Arjun and two of his friends.

"—think you're better than us because of your grades?" Arjun was saying. "You're in this school because people like Priya's family pity you."

"I'm here because I earned it," Kwame said quietly. His voice was steady but his hands were clenched at his sides. "The scholarship covered half. Your family's charitable foundation covered the rest. I wrote a ten-page essay and sat three interviews."

"Oh, listen to him. So articulate." Arjun's voice dripped with mockery. "Bet you practice in front of the mirror. Trying to sound like you belong."

"I belong because I'm a student. Same as you."

"Not the same as me." Arjun stepped closer. "My family owns buildings. Yours mows lawns."

Priya knew she should say something. Do something. But her feet felt rooted to the pavement.

One of Arjun's friends noticed her. "Hey, your girl's watching."

Arjun turned, and his entire demeanor shifted. Smile bright, arms open. "Priya! I was just having a conversation with Kwame here about the academic fair next month. Right, Kwame?"

Kwame's eyes met hers for just a second. She saw something there—not pleading, not even accusation. Just... recognition. As if he'd always known she'd stay silent.

"Right," Kwame said. He picked up his backpack, which had somehow ended up on the ground. "Excuse me. I have to catch my
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