The clock ticking echoed quietly in the class; the air was filled with a slightly musty smell mixed with scents of different deodorants still feeling stagnant despite the furious buzzing of the A.C. situated at the back of the class. 
The sound of whispering students could be heard at every corner of the class at different intervals. Maya looked around to see the class, all eyes intently fixed on the smallish African-American girl at the front, making her presentation. The task was to write about “what feels like home to me”. Abigail was talking about going back to stay with her grandmother who lived in Senegal, for the holidays or something like that, it didn’t really matter to Maya, she was more fixated on how she managed to look so effortlessly pretty at every angle and how the words seemed to dance out of her mouth. Maya watched her curly brown hair bounce around her face while her hands seemed to make little flourishes at the end of every sentence, everything about her seemed so flawless.
Abigail’s skin was more of the lighter shade of black, quite frankly she didn’t really look black to Maya, now unlike Abigail, Maya was black. Her dad was Nigerian and her mom was mixed.
All she wanted was to be like Abigail. 
Maya looked down at her worn-out note, crumpled from the force she had been holding it with. It had taken her weeks to come up with something to write. 
Most people who had given their presentation talked about staying with family, doing an activity with a significant meaning, or partaking in a cultural activity, but she had nothing like that, her parents had been divorced for over a year. All she had ever known was constant arguments and fights, with her mom relapsing in and out of her marijuana addiction.
“Just relax,” she tells herself. “Everything is going to go smoothly…yeah right” Who was she kidding? she knew none of her presentations had ever gone ‘well’, what would make this any better? she scoffed. This was all a big disaster waiting to happen.
She didn’t have a solid essay planned out, just some jottings here and there. The plan was to make it up as she went along and lie that she forgot the hardcopy.
She hated the fact that she felt this nervous.
Her stomach felt like it was flipping continuously. She needed to throw up and get all the uneasiness out of her stomach, she had to go to the bathroom. But that meant walking past the 30 students all seated in class, some listening, some rehearsing, and some zoning out. The very thought of that made her entire body tremble.
She glanced at the woman in front of the class. Professor Burak, who was nodding but just slightly at Abigail, it was a nod of approval, and was that a smile?  Maya watched the crinkles around her mouth and eyes lift up making a very small smile, Maya squinted a bit just to make sure, and truly that was a smile. This Turkish woman long into her 50s with the reputation of being so grumpy and nonchalant was smiling. 
Even though many people didn’t like the professor, Maya always thought she was just old and grumpy. 
Professor Burak took some strands of her grey-streaked hair and tucked it neatly behind her ears before reaching out for the grading sheet. She had brought out the grading sheet meaning that Abigail would be done, and very soon it would be Maya in front of all these people. 
She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on her shaky breathing.
Talking drained her, adding to the fact that she had a little stammer when she got very tense talking to anyone. She had seen the scenario play out so many times; she starts talking, begins to stammer, and people laugh and then disregard her. They were all so mean for no reason.
Human nature. 
But overthinking wasn’t going to change her situation, so she decided to pick at the lint on the sleeves of her shirt to take her mind off her impending doom. The turquoise blue shirt was evidently begging to be thrown away. The turquoise was fading and becoming more of a light blue-whitish thing. But the only reason why she ever wore it was because it was big enough to ensure no one really saw the outline of her body, she had cigarette burns that made her so ashamed of her skin but at least it would give her coursemates one less thing to talk about when she was to give her presentation. 
“...and that’s what feels like home to me” Suddenly the entire class burst into an eruption of applause which made Maya jerk out of her thoughts.
“Thank you very much, Abigail, that was truly a wonderful presentation full of energy and gusto, a job well done.” Professor Burak beamed, taking a long breath while surveying the class. 
Maya looked down at her notes again, she knew she was going to be next. She could feel her heart strain with every heartbeat, and her chest constrict, she wasn’t sure she would be able to pull this off.
In the past when it came to presentations and reports, she would call in sick, or find ways to ask the teacher so many questions and get sidetracked during her presentations, for some reason, they never seemed to notice her tactics but today she couldn’t do that. She had been doing that all throughout high school and her grades suffered with her barely passing through. Now she was in college, professors wouldn’t fall for her tricks so easily so she had to at least give it a try whether she liked it or not.
“Ms. Adeyemi” Immediately she heard her name it felt like all the air in her lungs disappeared. Maya looked up and could feel the life drain out of her face. “Please come up and give us your presentation”.
Maya nodded slowly while holding the note as tight as she could, it felt like at that moment the book was the only stable thing keeping her grounded.
With every step past each desk, it felt like she was walking closer to her doom, like a sheep lead to the slaughter.
She glanced at the note barely holding together in her hands, side comments echoed in her ears as she walked past the desks soon, she was at the front of the class.
“Well,” her voice cracked “I don’t have a specific place that feels like home to me, it’s more like a person”. The professor stared at her but didn’t say anything. 
The sickening feeling was back.
“Go on please Ms. Adeyemi” Professor Burak sighed impatiently “We still have a long line of students waiting to give their presentation” and with that, the old woman sat on her chair with a heavy hump.
“Okay” Maya raised the tattered book up to eye level and scanned the jottings, it was all rubbish, why did she even think this was going to work?
“So, I decided to change my topic a bit, to who feels like home to me”
“Remember Maya, this is where lots of students get marked down when they fail to follow the questions.” The professor was really annoyed now, rubbing her temples with her index and forefingers in clear disgust “But carry on.”
By now Maya’s confidence had already withered and she could feel the tears begin to prick the back of her eyes.
“I chose my cousin; her name is Daye and she’s 23. Five years older than me” Maya sniffled “She has really been the only one who has been with me when everything went wrong in my life; when my parents were getting the divorce, she always took care of me and...”
It was at that point she looked up at the large class and felt a pit in her stomach form, so far unlike Abigail’s presentation nobody was interested in hers, the entire class seemed glazed over like they forgot she was there, that she was standing right in front of them.
She was invisible, just this tiny entity that didn’t matter.
The feeling of being so insignificant made Maya want to crawl back to her seat and cry but her legs couldn’t move, it felt like she was nailed to the floor.
“Are you done?” a student asked.
“What?” Maya felt her breathing become unsteady immediately after the question.
“I'm... I’m sorry” Maya stuttered, bending over a bit. She was feeling claustrophobic and the class started looking fuzzy 
“I can’t…. I can’t... do it “Maya was motioning at her chest, her entire body was trembling and she couldn’t get the words out of her mouth, everyone just stared at her in disbelief debating if they should help or not. 
The pathetic black girl.
“Are you all right Ms.….” Professor Burka asked with a tone that sounded more like she was doing it out of obligation rather than concern.
“I'm fine” Maya choked “It’s just my... um...allergies.” Maya lied. Immediately she said that she felt a rise of panic building up, and she couldn’t breathe properly.
“He…help me” she gasped
At this point, she could feel herself getting lightheaded, all she could hear were the faint calls of the professor calling her name. Maya moved forward to try and lean on the table for balance but she missed it and fell. She felt a sharp pain jolt through her head, which brought her consciousness back for a split second before everything became blurry and soon it all became black.

~

Maya woke up to the sound of two nurses talking at the foot of her bed, her mind felt foggy, she tried to move her head but the pain made it very hard.
“I don’t know, she had a very nasty fall but maybe Dr. Josh would be able to attend to her,” the first nurse said. She looked young maybe early twenties, probably an intern.
“No, we are going to wait” the second one replied clearly older and it seemed she was very tired of her job.
Maya shifted signaling her presence.
“Oh darling, you’re awake!” Her change in tone was too obvious “How are you feeling?” 
She tried to sit up but shots of pain went through her head.
“Is there someone you would like to call, to pick you up?” the younger nurse asked
Maya looked up at her, her dad spontaneously came to mind, he’d always pick her up from the hospital whenever she got sick, and bring along two cups of chocolate cakes topped with whipped cream. Now he wasn’t here anymore.
“Yes, I have someone to call; my cousin,” Maya said in a small voice, holding the edge of the blanket, she could feel her hands shaking again.
“The school usually calls the contact log of the guardians but it’s still good for you to call” the younger one chipped in unnecessarily.
The older one rolled her eyes “Okay darling, the doctor will be here soon to prescribe some pain relief medication for you to pick up”
Maya just picked at the loose thread on the blanket while the nurses walked out whispering, they had this look in their eyes. 
“Maya?”
That voice sounded familiar, she turned and saw Daye running into the room heels and all with her baby pink floral top and flared cream pants.
“Maya love, are you okay? I rushed over here as soon as I was called”
Seeing the one person who actually cared about her meant everything.
“Are you alright Maya?” Daye looked at the thick bandage on her head. The question gave Maya a choking feeling.
“It's okay baby, we don’t have to talk now”
Maya buried her head into Daye’s shirt and cried.
“I’ll take you to my house”

~
 The car ride was quiet, with the occasional sounds of car honks. Daye held Maya’s hand during the ride as they sat in silence.
“Why don’t you stay with me a while” Daye said as she parked the car in her garage. 
“I'm already a burden”
Daye touched her cheek “Trust me you're not”.
Maya nodded and went straight to the spare room upstairs, she had been coming here for a while now, when her parents would fight or after her mom beat her up during her outbursts.
The room looked the same, plain with brown drawers. She pulled one open and saw the black leather journal Daye gave her to write in, Daye told her that writing was always better than having jumbled thoughts in your head. 
So, she did. And she had been writing, till recently.
Her last entry before college was about a lake a mile from here where her family used to have vacations, her dad called it “famcations” and the entry ended there. Maybe she would go there, but first, she turned a new page and began to write.

~
The rocky trail path had leaves scattered everywhere, Maya remembered the game she played when she was younger, the goal was to step on all the leaves without stepping on the path. 
She began jumping on the leaves and all the memories she had when her mom and her dad played this game came flooding back in. They called it Leaf Pad Adventures. It was such an odd name but they had so much fun regardless. 
Out of breath, she stopped, those were the times when she was somewhat happy when her mom wasn’t taking out the anger of her dad's cheating on her. It didn’t matter now anyway, she had to keep walking, soon she saw the large expanse of land and the lake. The sound of the water immediately calmed her breathing, she sat on a large rock, watching the ripples of the water. Maya took off her shoes and placed her feet on the sand close enough for the water to touch.
She sat in silence and watched the waves come in and out. 

~

PROLOGUE

Dear Daye,
I really want you to know that I love you so much, you are and will always continue to be my world. I was tired of being a burden to you, I know you would never admit it. I had been running from everyone, and lying to myself that it was going to get better, today was the last straw. 
I don’t want to hate my mom or my dad, they showed me that there were some good things to life, but they pushed me too hard. Still, everything in life taught me a bit about humanity; there are the good, and there are the bad.
The truth is, I hate myself more than I love you. I was done pretending. 
I want you to know there’s no need to feel guilty, I found my peace, the calm you always talked about, it was here, where it all began. 
I found it, my Ataraxia.

Maya.
