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THE RIGHT THING

No. Not again. 
"I need more time! I can't do this!" I barely have twenty-four hours.
My oppressor sneers, "Of course you can't." 
"Ms. Maive—"
"Sit down," she hisses, raising her oily voice for anyone unfortunate enough to hear. "I don't know why you're so worried, Charles. You clearly don't put any effort into this class. A D- is really the best we can expect from you, isn't it? An F is more likely." 
A highschooler snickers as I trudge to my seat. "Dude! You're a loser, bro." 
Troy Wallace. I swear my failure brings him joy. And my failures are plentiful. The best grade I've ever gotten in my World History class is a C. 
I glower at Troy. I can never tell anyone the reason why. 
Ms. Maive clears her throat nastily and I cough to cover my gag. Half the students around me do the same. 
"Just as with Charles, I will not make exceptions for lazy students. Each of you will continue to do oral reports on historical figures till the end of semester. Pair failing grades on these with failing grades in my class and you have no chance of passing." Her cold, mocking eyes land on me. Shame clouds my focus.
After far too long, the bell's resounding blare slices through the fog. Class is over. I get to live in blissful ignorance of Ms. Maive's existence all the rest of today. 
But come tomorrow, I have a report to give.
#
Riding my bike home from school when I'm so distracted is dangerous. But when I'm not crashing, distracted is great. It means forgetting about my dismal GPA of 1.4. 
Slowing as I near my destination, I ride my bike to the side of the house. 
"Charles!" I can tell it's Melody before I see her. She's the nicest, prettiest girl I know. Not that many girls take a chance by getting to know me. Melody is different, though. She's my next-door neighbor, which might be the only reason she bothers talking to me.
"Charles, I've been trying to catch you this whole time. I heard about what happened at school. I'm so sorry. I don't know why that old bat hasn't been fired. The way she treats you is inexcusable."
I stand there, shocked. Melody never speaks ill of anyone, even if they deserve it. Never. "I have a D- in the class, Melody. I got an F on my last two assignments. Ms. Maive isn't lying."
The solid A+ student tries to hide her gawking. "Even…even if you do have a D, a teacher's job is to instruct and encourage. Not publicly humiliate."
"Could've fooled me," I grumble. "And I said D-, not D. She isn't giving me false hope, that's all. I'm going to fail my oral report. It's inevitable."
"No it's not. Practice on me."
"There's no point."
"Are you having a hard time memorizing it?"
"No." I run a hand through my hair. "I know it better than my own name. I just—"
"What?"
I just can't give it. "Maybe I don't know my name that well," I reply sheepishly. There's no way I'm telling Melody my secret. She'll never speak to me again. 
"That's just ridiculous," Melody insists. "Of course you know your name. If you know your report even better, you have nothing to worry about."
"Yes, I do." The unintentional words tumble out, my eyes pooling with hot tears. Way to go, Charles. Now she'll have questions. Questions you can't answer.
	I suck in a breath that doesn't calm my burning lungs and blurt, "I have to go."
	Without glancing back, I rush inside my house. Traitorous tears pour down my cheeks, dripping off my chin. I feel stupid, and not just academically stupid. 
I feel like the loser everyone thinks I am.
#
The next thing I know, I find myself at school. Already dreading the coming wrath, I open my dented locker. 
"Charles?" 
I jump. Why did this moment have to come so soon? I turn to explain myself to Melody, only to stagger backwards. She isn't alone.
"Melody. M-Ms. Maive. Principal Wilson. Is s-something wrong?" 
"Hello, Charles." The principal's deep voice carries an undertone that makes me dizzy. Suspicion. "I'd like you to join Melody, Ms. Maive and me in my office, along with a friend of yours."
"A friend? W-who?" But I already know. 
"Troy Wallace."
#
	I force my eyes to meet three hot glares. 
Not Melody of course; she can't look at me. But my teacher, my principal, and the kid I wish I had never met have no such reservations.
Troy plops into the chair beside me, leaning back to prop his feet on the desk. 
	Principal Wilson grimaces. "Shoes on the ground, please. Do you know why you're here?"
	Troy shrugs with half closed eyes. He pops one open, fake awe in his voice. "Am I being put on the honor roll?"
The principal clears his throat, eyeing the shoes still on his desk. "No, Troy. You're here—"
	"Because I'm an outstanding student? Is this a congratulations? 'Cause, if it is, why is this loser here?" He jabs me in the ribs. I yelp.
	"I won't tolerate you treating other students that way," the principal snaps.
	"Ah, dude, we mess with each other all the time, though. Inside joke, y'know?"
	"Troy!" Ms. Maive screeches, her crooked nose twitching. "Let the principal speak!"
	Troy laughs. "But Carlos and I are best buds, right man?" He shoots me a warning glare to be clear.
If I don't play this right, things will get worse for me. Even if he can't remember my name, I have to keep Troy's secret. My secret. The biggest, most terrible secret of my life.
	"Y-yeah…" I trail off.
	But Melody looks up at me with sorrow on her face and I freeze. She knows. 
No, no, no! If I say something, Troy will give me a black eye. If I don't, I'll lose the only person who thinks anything of me. My terror feeds indecision. What else can I do but cower?
Troy's eyes are threatening and hard. Melody's eyes are desperate, pleading. 
I don't want to do this anymore.
My fear boils dry in an emotion I haven't felt in a long time. Defiance. I'm sick of being a coward.
"My name is Charles, not Carlos." It takes me a second to realize I've said it.
"Dude, what are you talking about?" Troy's fists clench, an invisible threat hanging in the air. 
I steel myself. "Troy and I have been cheating the whole school year. I've been doing his homework for him and improvising with the time left for my own. That's why I've been failing all my classes. And why he's been acing all of his."
"Dude." Troy struggles to recover his cool. "You can't add two plus two. Why would anyone believe you? I'm Einstein, bruh. You on the other hand?" He scoffs, "You—"
"Enough!" Principal Wilson pinches the bridge of his nose. "Charles, thank you for confessing. I believe you."
"Bro, he's lying!" 
"Actually, I have good reason to believe Charles. Melody?"
Melody lifts her pained eyes. "I went to meet Charles by his locker early this morning so he could practice his report with me. But he wasn't there and his locker was open. I went to close it and found a crumpled paper." 
Troy pales. Ms. Maive waves a scrap of paper violently in his face, "You thought you got away with it, did you? Not with me on the watch! It was a lovely threat of violence if Charles didn't continue to grovel beneath you!"
"I don't grovel," I mutter.
The principal motions for silence. "Here's the way I see it. Troy, you're facing a suspension and a permanent mark on your record. If you cheat or bully any of my students again, I'll expel you. Charles, you should've come forward, but seeing as you'll both have to repeat ninth grade anyway, I'll leave your punishment at that."
I freeze in shock.
"Repeat? As in, do it again?" Troy cries, flying up from his chair.
"I'm sorry. Neither of your grades are accurate." He sighs. "You can go now. I'm sending you both home early today."
I don't budge. "Isn't…isn't there anything I can do? I'll do twice as much work, on breaks, during summer…. Please?"
"I appreciate your determination, but it would be more work than you think."
"I'll do it," I insist.
"If your grades aren't high enough—"
"They will be." 
The principal hesitates. "If you're sure, I won't hold you back. Tell your parents to expect a call."
Troy slams his shoulder against me on the way out, but he can't touch my revitalizing determination. For once, nobody stands in my way.
As I leave, Melody offers a small smile.
And I know I did the right thing.
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