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Maya Thompson always chose the desk by the window.

It was the quietest spot in Mrs. Parker’s classroom. From there, she could look outside at the tall maple tree and pretend she was somewhere else whenever her stomach started to twist into nervous knots.

Maya did not like knots.

Not the kind in her shoelaces.

Not the kind in her hair and definitely not the kind in her chest when someone said, “Who would like to go first?”

“Maya?” her mom would sometimes say gently at breakfast. “Did you raise your hand yesterday?”

Maya would shrug and stir her cereal. “I almost did.”

Almost was her favorite word.

Almost spoke.

Almost tried.

Almost brave.

In class, Maya was known for being quiet. Not mean quiet. Not grumpy, quiet. Just a little quiet. The kind of quiet that slipped past you like a soft breeze.

Mrs. Parker stood at the front of the room now, smiling brightly.

“Good morning, class!”

“Good morning, Mrs. Parker!” Everyone answered.

Maya’s voice came out like a whisper. If you weren’t sitting right next to her, you wouldn’t hear it at all.

Ethan Brooks, who sat two rows ahead, raised his hand before Mrs. Parker even finished her sentence.

“I did all the homework!” he announced proudly.

A few kids giggled.

Maya looked down at her notebook and she had done the homework too, every single question. 

She had even checked her answers twice but she would never announce it.

Mrs. Parker began the math lesson. “Who can tell me what seven plus six equals?”

Hands shot into the air.

Ethan.

Sofia.

Daniel.

Maya knew the answer.

Thirteen.

It popped into her mind quickly and clearly. She even imagined writing it neatly on the board.

Her fingers twitched.

Raise your hand, she told herself.

Her arm felt heavy.

What if I say it wrong?

What if everyone looks at me?

What if my voice shakes?

Her hand stayed glued to her desk.

“Yes, Ethan?” Mrs. Parker said.

“Thirteen!” he answered confidently.

“That’s correct!”

Maya felt something sink inside her chest, not sadness exactly more like a quiet disappointment. She knew it too, she had just kept it to herself.

At recess, Maya liked to sit on the blue bench near the fence. She would swing her legs back and forth and watch the other children run across the playground.

Tag.

Jump rope.

Soccer.

Loud laughter.

Sometimes she wanted to join but joining meant asking.

Asking meant talking and talking meant everyone turned to look at her.

That was the scariest part.

Once, she tried to play tag. She had walked up slowly to a group of girls.

“Can I—” she had started.

Before she finished, someone yelled, “Run!” and they all dashed away.

Maya stood there alone, her cheeks burning. She wasn’t sure if they hadn’t heard her or if they just hadn’t noticed her at all.

Both felt awful.

So now she stayed on the bench.

Safe.

Invisible.

Quiet.

Back in the classroom, Mrs. Parker clapped her hands. “It’s reading time!”

Reading was Maya’s favorite subject.

When she read silently, she felt powerful. In books, she could be explorers, detectives, princesses, astronauts. In books, no one interrupted her. No one stared.

reading out loud was different.

“Who would like to read the first page?” Mrs. Parker asked.

Again, the hands flew up.

Maya stared at the words on her desk copy of the book. She had already read the page in her head. She knew she could do it but her heart began to pound.

What if I mess up a word?

What if I read too slow?

What if they laugh?

She imagined tripping over a sentence. She imagined whispers. She imagined someone sighing loudly in boredom.

Her throat tightened.

“I’ll read!” Ethan said, waving his arm in the air.

Mrs. Parker nodded. “Thank you, Ethan.”

As he read, Maya followed along silently. When he stumbled on a long word, she knew it instantly.

Extraordinary.

She whispered it under her breath before he figured it out.

Extraordinary.

The word echoed in her mind.

That’s what brave people are, she thought. Extraordinary.

She did not feel extraordinary.

She felt ordinary. Maybe even less than ordinary.

When the final bell rang, Maya packed her backpack carefully. She made sure her pencils were lined up straight and her folders weren’t bent. She liked neat things, neat things felt calm.

“Maya,” Mrs. Parker said softly as the classroom emptied. “You did a wonderful job on your worksheet today.”

Maya blinked in surprise. “I did?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Parker smiled. “Every answer was correct.”

A small spark warmed Maya’s chest.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Mrs. Parker tilted her head kindly. “You know, I think you know more than you let us see.”

Maya didn’t know what to say to that.

On the walk home, she thought about those words.

You know more than you let us see.

Did she?

At home, Mom was in the kitchen stirring a pot of soup.

“How was school?” she asked.

“Fine,” Maya said, slipping off her backpack.

“Does anything interesting happen?”

Maya hesitated.

Mrs. Parker’s words floated back to her.

“I got all my math questions right,” she said quietly.

Mom’s face lit up. “That’s wonderful! Did you raise your hand?”

Maya looked down at her socks.

“No.”

Mom didn’t sigh. She didn’t scold.

She just knelt down to Maya’s level.

“It’s okay to take your time,” Mom said gently. “Bravery doesn’t have to be loud.”

Maya thought about that.

Bravery doesn’t have to be loud.

That night, as she lay in bed, she stared at the ceiling and replayed the day in her mind.

The math question.

The reading.

The bench at recess.

She imagined what it would feel like to lift her hand.

Just once.

Maybe tomorrow, she thought.

Maybe tomorrow I’ll try.

But even as she made that promise to herself, a familiar whisper crept in.

What if you can’t?

Maya turned onto her side and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

She didn’t know it yet, but something was about to change and it wouldn’t start in the classroom.

It would start in her closet.
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