
[bookmark: _GoBack]It was a new session at Oakland. All the students were getting their bags checked when we resumed back to school.
"Ella, is that everything?" My mum asked as she was ready to go.
I could feel the start of the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach I usually felt each year my mom told me goodbye.
"Mum, Are you leaving already?" I replied with a sad face
She gave me a tight hug as tears welled up in my eyes, and then she got in her car and zoomed off.
I had the privilege of attending one of Abuja’s most prestigious and renowned secondary schools.
My name is Ella and I am a shy girl. Did I just say that?
Okay, I’ll take that back.
I was a shy, introverted student with a delicate disposition that often made me hide in the shadows. I was lost in a sea of insecurity and burdened by self-doubt. As an introvert, I just had one friend, which was Lily. Lily was one of the beautiful gifts God gave me in Oakland, but we were the opposite, and this caused differences sometimes.
It was my fifth year at Oakland, and I was still as timid as ever
In one of our classes, Mrs. Helen split us up into groups for an assignment. Lily and I exchanged a glance, wishing we could be in the same group. Unfortunately, we ended up in different groups and I hated it. I was so out of it for the rest of the day that I didn't hear what the teacher said.
The Last time I was trapped in a group project in my second year at Oakland, it was a total disaster. Trust me, you don't want to know.
'Ugh,'
"Not this again!" I said to myself.  
"My dear, it's just group work, don't work up yourself, " Lily said as we walked back to the hostel.
My group had to meet in preparation for the project submission. I submitted the part shared with me and everyone else submitted theirs too. My group members were impressed by how intelligent my write-up was, but I had no idea they wanted me to do the presentation. I explained that I wasn't outspoken and pleaded with them. After much debate, Jake was obliged to take the presentation.
Jake was a rebellious and troublesome boy in school who often got into trouble. I hadn't had any individual encounters with him until we were brought together for this group work.
"Thank you so much, Jake," I said in a low voice.
"Like you cared?" he replied with a straight face and walked out on me.
I got back to my hostel and thought about what had happened a few minutes ago. I muttered, "What could have made him say such?"
"Because everyone thinks you use your introverted behaviour as an excuse," Lily replied from behind. She had that habit of intruding on one's privacy each time.
I was informed by my class teacher the following day that I would be representing my class in a competition in a few months.
"Why? Mum, I can't do this. This is more embarrassing and traumatic than anyone can think," I nervously spoke to my mom on my guardian's phone.
"My dear Ella, you can only break this yoke by taking a bold step to break it" My mum replied
One beautiful thing about my mum was that she never got tired of my excuses and she encouraged me and gave me reasons to see things differently. 
"Okay, mummy," I said. 
I wished it was a dream which wouldn't come through. I pondered on it and believed everything would be fine. I depended on God just like David always did and I encouraged myself in the lord.
"Are you all ready, class?" Mrs Helen asked as she cleared her table
We all replied in the affirmative.
I was dealing with the thoughts of how I might be blamed if we eventually failed, My heart ran faster as it was my group's turn to make our presentation. 
Jake stood in front of the class and to everyone's surprise, he did it excellently. I kept my gaze on him, wondering what kind of boy he was.
How can someone so intelligent and bold be a troublemaker in school? My brain found it difficult to process.
We applauded him for the wonderful presentation. I was astonished because I was so sure he wasn't confident in what he said, but he was bold regardless. That was something I couldn't do.
The day hadn't ended when I overheard my roommates talking about what had happened at the field. I hardly went to the school field, as I enjoyed being in my own space, buried in books.
Tola was a good narrator of events. As soon as she started, my ears were glued to their conversations because I couldn't concentrate on my books any longer."
"You won't believe what happened at the field, Jake ended up with his usual behaviour today, and this time the Principal got involved," she said panting as she spoke.
"Mide I wished you came along with us you missed a great show," Alma said
They said Jake had an issue with a senior student, and he was asked to observe punishment until after reading hours in the evening. But the senior student found Jake on the field, and he wasn't remorseful for going against his orders. An argument ensued, and before everyone knew it, a fight started, and Jake beat up the senior student. His hostel master couldn't help it and had to involve the Principal who came to the scene.
The whole issue ended in a week-long suspension from school with punishments attached. I was drawn to the freedom and audacity that Jake exudes. Surprising, right?
Some days later, while I waited for Lily in the dining hall after our lunch on Saturday, I was reading one of my books titled "Faceless" by Amma Darko. I loved how she conveyed her message about social ills in society.
"Hi, Lily" I heard from afar.
Before I could take my gaze off my book and look up, a figure stood right in front of me.
"How are you doing?"
"I'm fine," I replied with a shocked face.
"Are you surprised? By the way, why are you still in the dining hall since it's after lunch and almost time for siesta?"
"Yeah, yeah," I kept stammering until I was finally able to get the words out of my mouth.
"Lily asked me to wait for her here while she quickly went to block 4 to get her notes from one of our classmates."
"Okay, that's fine," he replied.
"Is that 'Faceless' by Amma Darko?" he asked. Well, I love how she writes, and her plots are so unique.
Something leapt in my heart. 
'Wow! So Jake took an interest in books too!'. I thought to myself.
"Ella, I'm back. Can we get going?" Lily called from behind as she approached Jake and me.
"Bye, see you some other time," he said.
It was another Monday in Oakland. I stood in front of the mirror in my room as I dressed up for class. I adjusted my collar, and immediately the bell rang, I grabbed my school bag, called Lily, and headed out to the hall for morning prayers and inspection.
The week went by as fast as I had wanted, and I was so happy because I had a stressful week piled up with assignments. On that fateful day, I followed Lily out to the field, which was unlike me. I just needed some fresh air. We hadn't walked so much when I heard a voice shouting my name from behind.
"Ella, Ella!" It was Jake again.
"Please can I have a conversation with you?" He asked 
Lily was super glad to excuse us. I felt like hitting her so badly.
We sat down under a shade close to the basketball court. Jake complimented my reserved and quiet nature in all circumstances and pointed out the fact that we had something in common, which was books. We discussed so many authors and books we both had read, and I laughed hard as we spoke. 
"So why are you so troublesome and rebellious ?" I asked
 "Ella, Something prompted this behaviour of mine and I only saw it as an escape route for me here in Oakland."
"Escape route?" I asked inquisitively
"My first year in Oakland was a bad experience for me, I was always cheated and bullied because I was small and had a cool attitude. An experience occurred later that year, I confronted a senior who bullied me and he was shocked, I must say he never tried to bully me any more. I saw it as a way to scare people away from taking advantage of me." He replied
'Wow!' 
I told him there are better ways to face issues like that rather than being rebellious.
I admired his fearlessness and confidence, and for the first time in so many years during my stay in Oakland, I felt inner peace because I was able to talk about my insecurities, and how he encouraged me was so relieving. I never had been that vulnerable with Lily before so I was amused.
The bell rang for everyone to go back to the hostel, We said goodbye and departed.
It was the following week and Jake resumed school work, Ever since I came back from the field, Lily wore a swollen face each time I wanted to talk with her, I felt probably it was just her mood swings but it continued. I asked her what was wrong, and she replied in the affirmative that everything was fine with her, but I persisted that she wasn't, To my greatest surprise, she screamed at me and told me to let her be.
I walked back to my seat and tears rolled down my eyes, I wondered what I could have done to warrant that cold attitude of hers.
The following day, I got ready for my class, I stood in front of the mirror and said affirmations as I smiled, Jake gave me this tip to help me out of my shell and I must say it worked for me. It gave me an understanding of who I was, it sprang up boldness each time to face the realities of each day. A few days passed and Lily hadn't come around, I walked up to her as she lay on her bed,
"Lily, whatever it is, you can always share with me. I might not be the best to give a solution but know that a problem shared is always a way to being solved, I know something is hurting you within."
She looked at me as I uttered those words, 
"After all the years we have spent as friends, why would you choose a boy over me?" She asked as tears rolled down her cheeks
"Nnn-n-oo-o" I stammered
"Yes, Ella, why? I watched how you sat by Jake, I saw how open, vulnerable and full of joy you were while with him." She replied as she tried to wipe her tears
"We both know you have never spent that long with me, I felt broken and not good enough as a friend. I tried my best, but I guess my best wasn't enough " she said with anger on her face
I was speechless, tears began to roll down my face. 
"I'm sorry Lily, you have the right to feel this way but I didn't mean to hurt you and I never chose Jake over you or our friendship," I said as I looked at her
I continued "I only admired his fearlessness and the audacity he exudes, I also got to know he took an interest in books too, I don't know how I got vulnerable with him. I'm sorry Lily, you have been by my side all these years and I love you so much"
"Are you sure?" She asked 
We hugged each other and promised to always have each other's back. I understood how concerned Lily was, I felt so bad too. We spent a long time chatting till it was reading hours.
The bond between Jake and I grew stronger, we confided in each other and shared our deepest fears and dreams. We both found the strength to face challenges that came our way.
During this period, I had started to prepare for the competition in which I was to represent my class. I was a bit nervous and excited to do something different. The D-Day came, and I walked to the podium with much boldness and confidence.
As I took my last step I slipped and fell, it was like a flash. My teachers thought I had fainted but I got up to my feet and dusted my dress as I looked up, I got a thumbs-up from Lily, who sat in the third row. I breathed in and out, I couldn't afford to let what had just happened to ruin my excitement, I was ready for it. In less than an hour, the competition was over, but the winner was to be announced at the assembly the next day.
I spoke at length with Jake that day, and he was so impressed. He shared how he had been able to stay out of trouble for the past two weeks. I was glad our friendship birthed a personal transformation for us. Some of my mates came to me after our reading hours, asking me how I was able to speak so boldly at the competition, whereas I have always been known to be a shy and introverted student. I honestly felt like those celebrities whenever they were interviewed.
The next day at the assembly, Mr. Adekunle, our school principal, called the names of all participants for recognition. The entire assembly was quiet, waiting for the winner to be called. I couldn't believe my ears when I was announced the winner. Lily screamed like she was the one being announced as the winner. Her joy was on another level. I walked majestically to the front as I was given an award. My teachers were impressed, and I couldn't imagine how my mom felt, having heard the news of my school achievement.
After two weeks, Jake and I were summoned by a teacher to the principal's office. I sensed something must have gone wrong for both of us to be called. On getting to the Principal's office, he was furious
"What are you two turning yourselves to at this age?" he asked with curiosity
Jake and I looked at the Principal still confused
"Two students came to my office to report that you both are involved in an immoral relationship and I won't take it likely with you both" He said, not ready to hear us out. 
He instructed the counsellor to schedule a meeting with both of us before deciding our fate. The meeting with the counsellor was something I didn't ever pray for, our parents were informed, and it was unpleasant when my mum heard. We were counselled for a week and asked to write a letter to the Principal apologizing for a crime we were being accused of.
After facing much humiliation amidst teachers regarding the issue Jake and I were summoned for, we barely spoke or sat together for long because all eyes were on us including teachers. 
Days later, Lily stumbled on Alma's diary and found something shocking.
"Ella, Ella," I heard her shout my name from my sleep.
"What now?" I asked as I sat up sluggishly on my bed
I thought I was dreaming, Alma wrote in her Diary how she and Mide went to the Principal's office to lay false accusations against Jake and me because she felt my friendship with Jake had made me more confident which she saw as a threat to her academic success especially after she didn't win the competition in which I won.
Tears rolled down my eyes as I read her diary.
The next morning, I and Lily went to the Principal's office with Alma's diary and showed him what we both saw. She and Mide were called to his office. They were punished and suspended from school.
I smiled and said, "Thank you so much, Jake. I'm glad you didn't give up on our friendship"





 


