[bookmark: _GoBack]I woke up to a beautiful morning. The sky stretched above me in a brilliant shade of blue, while the birds outside my window chirped a cheerful tune. The flowers in the garden danced gracefully in response to the cool morning breeze, painting a serene picture that filled me with a sense of anticipation.

Today was a day I had eagerly awaited since the beginning of the year – my first entry into a school singing contest. The journey to this moment had been long, filled with weeks of preparation and excitement building up as the date drew nearer. Finally, the day had arrived, and I couldn't contain my enthusiasm.

Ojodu Grammar School was alive with activity as students bustled about, each engrossed in their chosen activities, be it science, sports, or various forms of knowledge exploration. I, personally, had always been drawn to the world of science. I had an insatiable curiosity that led me to observe, question, and draw inferences about the world around me. Thursdays were my favorite days, solely because it meant science practicals.

To others, I might have seemed too smart for a ten-year-old. My unyielding curiosity often earned me compliments, but I couldn't help but wonder if my inquisitiveness would one day lead me down a dangerous path. After all, they say curiosity killed the cat.

Today, however, wasn't about science experiments or hypotheses. Today was about a different kind of experimentation, a test of my abilities in the realm of music. Singing was more than just a contest for me; it was a means of expression, a way to convey my emotions through the power of my voice. It was a lifeline and a consuming passion that defined a significant part of my identity.

As I made my way towards the school hall, my heart raced with anticipation, and I couldn't help but imagine the looks on my peers' faces when I took the stage. For me, this contest was not about winning or losing, but about sharing the emotions that welled up within me whenever I sang.

Inside the hall, the atmosphere was electric. Students were buzzing with excitement, each engaged in different activities. Some were busy preparing banners, others were practicing their performances in quiet corners, and many were engaged in lively conversations with friends. I exchanged cheerful greetings with my friends, who were part of the vibrant crowd, and continued my journey toward the main hall.

I was so engrossed in the spectacle that I didn't notice the impending collision until it was too late. My momentum carried me forward, and I found myself flat on the ground. It was a less than ideal way to start the day.

"Hey, smallie!"

The voice was all too familiar, even if it were whispered in my sleep. It was Morenike, the classmate I had never wished for. She had a penchant for cruelty, and her favorite pastime was tormenting those she considered weaker – particularly me.

She was a tall, imposing figure in our class, seeming far older than her years, perhaps fifteen or sixteen by my estimation. Her words were sharper than any blade, and she never missed an opportunity to use them to cut down those she deemed beneath her.

Despite her taunts, I refused to let anyone ruin my day. With a sigh, I gathered myself and asked, "What do you want?"

"I want you to know that this competition is mine," she declared with a wicked smirk, cracking her fingers dramatically. "I'm here to win, so get that through your thick, blockhead."

I stood upright, bored by her theatrics. "I'm not in any competition with you," I replied honestly. For me, this wasn't a competition to win or lose; it was a chance to express my passion. 

"Na you sabi! Just make sure you aren't in my way!" She warned, jabbing her index finger in my direction before sashaying off with a scoff.

Morenike possessed an exceptional talent for singing. She effortlessly hit every note and mastered every key. Her vocal range was impressive, capable of reaching soaring highs and resonant lows. To say she was good was an understatement – she was simply perfect.

In terms of size, attitude, and musical prowess, I was no match for her. But when it came to the world of science and intellectual pursuits, I confidently took the lead.

The energy in the hall reached a fever pitch as our favorite teacher, Ms. Annabel, announced, "Oya oya, everybody, get set and enter the hall." Her words served as the starting gun for the day's festivities.

I took a quick detour to the restroom to check my appearance one last time. My plain white shirt was neatly pressed, with only a faint wrinkle from my earlier fall. I adjusted my black skirt, making sure my bowtie was snug but not uncomfortably tight. Finally, I gathered my afro hair into a neat bun. Everything looked perfect.

With slow, measured steps, I entered the main hall. The sight that greeted me took my breath away. Balloons of various shapes, sizes, and colors adorned the walls and tables, mingling with vibrant flowers. The hall was a tapestry of beauty, a feast for the eyes. However, the sheer grandeur of the setting triggered a momentary sense of doubt within me. What if I faltered in front of so many people? The prospect of embarrassment weighed heavily on my mind.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. I reminded myself of the reason I was participating in the competition. "I'm doing this for you, Mom," I whispered to myself.

My mother had been my unwavering pillar of support throughout my life. She had motivated me, coached me, and instilled in me a love for music. She was a music coach herself, and her passion for the art was contagious. I could feel her heart pouring into me every time she patiently taught me the nuances of music after school hours.

As I walked toward the stage, I couldn't help but mutter to myself, "You can do this, Nini." My mother's spirit seemed to surround me, providing the reassurance I needed.

The audience's anticipation was palpable as they awaited the start of the contest. The host made a dramatic entrance, giving an elaborate bow before greeting us with enthusiasm. "Ladies and gentlemen, you are all welcome to the first singing contest hosted in Ojodu Grammar School."

The hall erupted in applause, punctuated by shrill screams and whistles of excitement. The atmosphere was electric with anticipation.

"Thank you all so much for coming. But before we kick things off, let me introduce our esteemed panel of judges, who will be evaluating the talents of these young contestants. First, a round of applause for Mrs. Olaleye Adeniyi, the head teacher of Ojodu Grammar School."

She received a standing ovation as she walked gracefully to her seat at the judges' table.

"Next, we welcome our second judge, Delani Agutan!" The mention of Delani's name elicited excited reactions from the female members of the audience. Delani was a senior at Ojodu Grammar School, a charismatic young man who had captured the hearts of many with his confidence, deep-set eyes, and an alluring smile that earned him the title of the 'dream boy.'

"Thank you all for having me," Delani acknowledged with a gracious bow, waving as he took his seat.

"And last but certainly not least, our beautiful judge, Ms. Annabel!" I couldn't help but join the enthusiastic applause for Ms. Annabel. She was not only a beloved teacher but also my personal favorite. Her dedication to nurturing young talents had always inspired me.

With regal poise, Ms. Annabel rose from the audience and made her way to the judges' table, commanding attention like the queen she was.

"Way to go, Ms. Annabel!" I couldn't resist screaming with a grin, and she turned back, acknowledging me with a blown kiss. It was a small moment, but it made me blush with pride.

The host continued, feeding off the audience's excitement. "Ladies and gentlemen, are you all ready?"

"Yes, we are!" The collective response echoed through the hall, vibrating with anticipation.

"Are you all ready?!"

"Yes!"

"Very good. Now, here comes our first contestant, Morenike Omolayo!"

I couldn't help but roll my eyes internally. Of all the people to kick off the show, it had to be Morenike.

Reluctantly, I joined the applause as she confidently took the stage. She grabbed the microphone, and the very first note she sang was nothing short of beautiful. It resonated through the hall, capturing everyone's attention. The audience erupted in cheers and applause, and even the judges wore approving smiles. I couldn't deny that she was impressive.

A sinking feeling gnawed at my stomach. I watched in awe as Morenike sang Whitney Houston's "Greatest Love of All." It was one of my favorite songs, and she did it justice. Her performance was not just good; it was exceptional. In my mind, she had already secured the title of contest winner.

Following Morenike, the other five contestants performed, but none could match her skill and stage presence. The audience's excitement grew, and I couldn't help but wonder if I was in over my head.

Then came the moment I had been waiting for, and my name was called out, albeit mispronounced.

"Niniola Anderson!"

My body froze, and my mind seemed to blank out. It was my turn, and I was overwhelmed by tension.

As I hesitated, Morenike couldn't resist mocking me, "Come on. Stand up and let's hear the frog voice you got." Her words ignited laughter among the kids around me. I ignored them, took a deep breath, and reminded myself that I could do this. With newfound confidence, I stepped onto the stage, seeking solace in my mother's encouraging gaze.

"You can do it," my mom mouthed, her hands framing her lips to amplify her message. Our eyes locked for a brief moment, and I nodded in acknowledgment before turning my attention to the microphone.

I was about to sing Celine Dion's "Where Does My Heart Beat Now," another one of my favorite songs. It was a moment of profound significance to me, a chance to convey my feelings through music.

As I began to sing, I let my emotions flow into the notes. I pictured myself in my room, putting on my headphones, and singing the song word for word. The world around me faded, and I entered a different realm where my voice was my sole companion.

The crowd seemed to disappear, replaced by an overwhelming sense of tranquility. I could hear their cheers and excitement, growing louder and more pronounced with each passing moment. The adrenaline coursed through my veins, fueling my performance.

But then, in the midst of my song, I was abruptly pulled back to reality. My voice faltered, and I gasped for air, something inexplicable lodged in my throat.

A spitball.

I had choked on a spitball, right in front of everyone. My confidence plummeted, and I went silent. The embarrassment was overwhelming.

My eyes darted around, and I spotted Karen trying to contain her laughter. It was obvious she had orchestrated this humiliation.

I couldn't bear the shame any longer. I let the microphone fall to the ground and fled backstage, tears streaming down my face.

I cried. This was supposed to be my perfect moment, my chance to shine, and Karen couldn't even let me have it in peace. She had ruined everything, shattering the world I had created for myself with my music.

"Well... Well... Well, look who just got hurt."

Morenike's mocking voice pierced through my tears as she walked in on me, laughing as though she had just witnessed a hilarious scene in a movie. 

"You did this, right? You did this because you were afraid I'd sing better than you," I sobbed, my voice quivering with a mix of anger and hurt.

"Shut that mouth of yours, Nini. You think I'd let you steal my spotlight? I warned you already before it all started, but you proved stubborn," she retorted, a smirk tugging at one corner of her lips.

"You're so heartless. You really are!" Before I could even think, I found myself pouncing on her. We struggled briefly, but Karen overpowered me soon enough. 

Grabbing my wrists, she flung me against a stack of boxes at the right-hand side of the backstage. Pain shot through me as I cried out.

Adjusting her hair, Morenike walked away, leaving me in agony. "And next time... work on not choking." Her parting words were laced with a mocking laugh as she sashayed out of the place.

I tried to stand on my feet, but my legs gave way, and I fell back hard. The pain was excruciating, and I cried even louder.

"Omo mi, Eje Jesu, what happened?" My mother's voice rang out, and I saw her rushing toward me, concern etched across her face. She helped me up, wiping off the dust and dirt from my clothes with a handkerchief.

"Morenike ruined my stage performance and bullied me here too," I sobbed, pouring out my frustration and hurt to my mother.

"Oh, my baby!" She pulled me into her warm embrace, patting my back gently to soothe my tears. "Why does she keep bullying me? She treats me badly every time. I'm tired of being me. I want to be someone else."

My mother's comforting presence offered solace in my moment of despair. "I know it's really hard for you right now, but that's because you're still little. When you grow up, it won't be like this."

"It won't?" I asked, clinging to her words with hope. 

"Yes, my love. It won't, because you're so beautiful and smart. And do you know what happens to smart people? They become the boss."

"Really, Mom?"

"Yes. And no one bullies the boss. Not on your watch."

I wiped my tears away with the back of my arm, her words bringing a faint smile to my lips.

"Then I can't wait to be big and be the boss!" 

"That's my baby girl." She pulled me close, giving me an assuring hug, and for a brief moment, my world felt a little brighter.

"Because I'll bully them first," I muttered to myself with a sly smirk.

And for that period of discussion, something changed. Little did I know that something would be me.

