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Nullius in verba.
(Take no one’s word for it.)

— Horace
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Same brown paper? Same creepy message? Yep. I got
it, too.

Harsh, huh?

Given what I was going through at the time I received it,
though, it actually made my day.

I’m Jonah Ziv. I’m flunking middle school.

I’m not sure exactly when things started going downhill
for me. Maybe it was when my big sister finally took off.
Sometime this past winter, I guess. Nothing really changed
after that; it’s just that things started to bug me more than
usual.

I don’t fight with my parents the way she did; I just steer
clear of them. They don’t really bother me. Sometimes I
think they forget I exist. They’ve always been more focused
on Lydia.

But that’s fine because I can take care of myself. I always
have. That’s not what bugs me. It’s other stuff.

Like the kids at school. Like just about everything the
guys talk about. The Redskins. And the Wizards. And the
Orioles. And the Red Sox. Who’s going to win the big
game, and which players are the best, and how lame you
are if you’re rooting for the wrong team—as if there’s any
difference. As if the win of some professional athlete—
someone who doesn’t even know you—means that you’re
a “winner” too.

And the girls? Always posing, as if there are mirrors
only they can see hanging on every wall. And giggling. Not



because something’s funny, but because it’s part of posing.
And who did what last Friday night with whom and how mad
somebody else is going to be when they find out. I swear
they’ll make stuff up if they run out of true stories, which
they usually do. It’s so obvious. They are sooo obvious.

I’ve gotten to where I mostly ignore other kids. But
grown-ups bug me too, and it’s harder to ignore them. Like
teachers—constantly telling us what’s important for our
future. As if they know. As if my future is going to be
anything like what Mrs. Hertzfelt thinks it’ll be. And don’t
even get me started about all the great books they make
us read. What’s so great about them? Great to somebody,
maybe. Not to me.

So I started playing video games a lot more. Video games
are boss, don’t you think? There’s no “blah, blah, blah,” and
you can do what you want. Grown-ups keep telling us that
video games are bad while making more and more of them
every year. Typical hypocrisy.

Anyhow, once I decided to stop listening to grown-ups, I
started gaming a lot more—and forgetting about homework
and skipping school. Which is how I flunked a few subjects.

That was a real wake-up call for me because repeating
seventh grade would be a fate worse than death. Summer
school at South Middle, where I go, would be just as deadly.
So it was lucky that I heard about the New Smithsonian
Foundation’s summer school program. My parents met
with my counselor and my principal. They decided that if
completed the program, I could start eighth grade like normal
in the fall. It’s basically a week-long stay-away camp at the
Smithsonian Castle in Washington, D.C.

The Smithsonian people came to my school several
weeks ago to demonstrate their educational simulation
technology. That’s how I heard about the summer school



camp. That’s also the day I got the message—you know, the
one on brown paper. I found it in a brown envelope on my
doorstep when I got home from school. At first, I dismissed
it as some stupid prank. Then I got to thinking how cool it
would be if it were true.

What if this whole life is some kind of video game? It
kind of makes sense. Maybe the reason we dig video games
so much is because we’re avatars in a video game made by
some higher intelligences who dig video games, and they
made us to be like themselves.

Even if that were true, though, it wouldn’t really solve
any of my problems. Like, I couldn’t reset the game and
pass seventh grade. I’d still have to take a week of intensive
summer school classes at the Smithsonian Castle, staying in
a dorm room without my computer.

But at least the camp promised to give me a break from
the whole Lydia drama. I guess she’s living with some guy
in a cabin in the woods. She’ll be eighteen in a couple of
months. She says she’s old enough to decide what she wants,
and she isn’t coming back.

I probably wouldn’t come back either.





