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			I’d like to find whoever came up with the phrase “everything happens for a reason” and give them a piece of my mind. Because the exact last thing anybody needs to hear when their world is completely screwed up is that it’s actually a good thing. Like, even if you had a magical time machine that could go back and fix your mistakes, you totally shouldn’t use it? Yeah, right. Nobody really believes that.

			Of course, there’s really no good thing to say after everything’s turned into a complete and utter mess. Better to keep moving forward, try to fix your mistakes, and hope everything eventually works out. I feel like I should have something wiser to say here, but nope. That’s all I’ve got. Oh, that and the time machine thing. There’s always that.

			Anyway, the mistake I wish I could go back and fix happened days ago. How many days, I couldn’t tell you. Time is sort of…a mess right now. But one Friday, some time ago, my best friend and I were headed to participate in the social event kickoff of the school year, also known as the homecoming game.

			
			I’d convinced Lonnie to go with me, even though neither of us were sports fans. We were gamers, really. Sports—outside of a video game—was not high on our list of priorities. But I figured homecoming was one of those hallmark high school experiences they make a big fuss about in the movies, why not check it out? As a newly minted freshman, I was secretly excited about high school. It was like unlocking a new level in the video game of life—full-sized lockers for larger inventory, bigger bosses like the SATs, you get my drift. Lonnie, on the other hand, was not so convinced about homecoming. So I sweetened the deal, literally. I told him that I’d make my famous brownies and bring a blanket so we could huddle up together with chocolate in our teeth. I’d like to think it was the brownies and the blanket that appealed to him, but I’m not sure. I mean, there aren’t a lot of high school juniors that would want to be seen hanging out with a freshman, but we had been friends since I was six and he was eight. So we kind of went beyond the usual high school friendship parameters. Still, the point of all this is, it was all my fault. Everything that happened is on me.

			Lonnie showed up around five. I bounded out with brownies and the blanket, got in the car, let him drive off, and we started talking about Minecraft. Our usual convo.

			“Did you build all the traps?” he asked.

			I scrunched up my nose. I hadn’t. Mainly because I forgot.

			“Actually, I thought it would be better to build up on the base instead. I decided to make the floor of the greenhouse glass, so you can look down on everything.”

			
			“You mean you didn’t finish what you said you were going to. Again.” Lonnie sounded more like a disappointed dad than my friend, putting me on the defensive.

			“I’ll get back to it after I finish the new greenhouse,” I said. “I don’t know why you have to get on my case about it.”

			“Bianca.”

			“Lonnie.”

			“You need to stick to the plan. This whole world is going off the rails. If we want to have something that works really well, we have to do what we set out to make. Isn’t that the whole point of the test world? Perfect it there, and then move it to the real game?”

			“I thought the point of the test world was to do crazy stuff so we could see what works and what doesn’t. To go as bonkers as we can go, blow stuff up, make a mess, and never have to fix it.”

			Lonnie sighed. He passed his hand over his close-shaven head, and squeezed his eyelids down for a second as if he was in pain. When he opened his eyes again, they were a cloudy gray, like the sky, not the sharp steel gray that meant he was in a good mood.

			“I thought you wanted to do this project,” he said. “You said you wanted to craft a whole world. New landscapes. Entire villages. A whole set of society rules, and then mess around with it.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“But first we have to make it. And to make it, we need to have a plan, Bianca.”

			I didn’t mean for us to fight. I wasn’t sure what to say to get him to stop breathing heavily like he was an angry dragon cooking up a fire to blow in my direction.

			
			“You never follow the plan. First you say you want to do something, and I say, ‘Okay, here’s the plan.’ Then you say, ‘Great plan!’ And then you don’t even pretend to do what I outlined.”

			Oh, so this was going to be a full-on fight.

			“But here I am being your chauffeur,” he added.

			“You just got your license. You need the practice,” I said. “Plus, think of all that horizon-expanding you’ll be doing by finally going to an actual sporting event!”

			“Since when do you like sports?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “Since it’s my first time ever going to a big school thing, and I just want to see what it’s like to be out with the masses.”

			“ ‘Masses’ is just another word for mobs. Trust me, high school’s not all that it’s cracked up to be.” He turned, screeching down West Elm Road. “Where is the stupid field again?”

			“Two streets down and then a right,” I said smugly.

			He pulled up at the light and revved the engine. Even his body movements seemed annoyed. I sucked in my top lip and chewed on it as I pulled at one of my cornrows and wrapped and unwrapped it around my finger.

			“You know, they’re bulldozing the playground,” I said suddenly.

			The light changed and he lurched forward.

			“So?”

			“Do you want to see it before everything’s gone?”

			
			“What for?”

			“Uh, because it was the scene of our greatest adventures?” I asked. “Because it’ll never look like that again? Because it was our place first?”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“Do you remember how to get there?” I teased. He turned his steely gray eyes on me, and I grinned. I knew that look. It meant that our little fight was over.

			Instead of turning right on Grandview, he turned left.

			The playground already looked like a ghost town. The swing seats were gone. All that was left was the A-frame, mottled blue from the faded and peeling paint. The rope bridge was lying half in the black rubber mulch, one end still attached to what used to be the climbing wall when all the foot- and hand-rests were still attached.

			I climbed up the ladder, which wobbled now that it wasn’t attached properly, and I went down the tube slide, coming out at Lonnie’s sneakered feet.

			“Have a go?” I asked.

			He shook his head. “I’m surprised this is the first renovation they’re doing since we were little,” he said. “They probably should have condemned it a long time ago.”

			“But it’s our place!” I said.

			“It was,” Lonnie replied, not unkindly. This playground was where we’d met, and where we’d become friends and imagined our first worlds together. We would pretend to be swashbuckling pirates on the rope bridge, launch ourselves like trapeze artists off the swings, and defend our fortress from invading imaginary zombies. In fact, one of our first projects in Minecraft was to create a better version of the playground. The ground was always lava, naturally.

			
			After all this time, we always stuck together, even as the playground itself fell apart.

			“Remember the time I tried to flip off the monkey bars and you broke my fall?” I asked, looking to stoke some nostalgia.

			“Yeah, I got a broken wrist for my troubles,” Lonnie said, shaking his head. “You never were a great planner even then, always wanting to push the limits but never thinking about the follow-through.”

			“You know, if I wanted a lecture, I could just go to class.” I crossed my arms.

			Lonnie shrugged and kicked the faded yellow plastic cap from something and walked off to what used to be a dome of monkey bars. Most of the bars were in a pile on the ground. I followed him. He stared down at the pile quietly. The sun was just going down, casting an orange glow over the playground. Silence settled around us.

			He was right. This place wasn’t ours, not any longer.

			“Let’s just go,” I said.

			“Homecoming rally, yeah!” he mocked.

			I reached my hand out to him and felt a jolt of electricity when he caught my fingers, swinging them as we walked back to the car. Most people thought it was really weird, the two of us hanging out the way we did. A two-year difference in high school is a chasm. Especially when you’re going to two different high schools. It’s like trying to have a conversation with someone on the other side of the Grand Canyon with nothing but your cupped hands around your mouth. He turned over the engine, and made a U-turn on the tiny street, then peeled off.

			
			I pulled out my phone and loaded the Minecraft app.

			“If you’re going to give me grief all night over not building your dumb traps, you should at least appreciate this sick glass floor I put into the greenhouse.”

			I waved my phone screen in his face.

			“Look!”

			“Bianca, quit it. I’m driving.” Lonnie batted the phone away with an arm.

			He turned sharply to the left, tires screeching. The orange glow from the setting sun blinded us momentarily and we skidded a little, and Lonnie turned the wheel to right us. Then we realized, too late, that something was coming toward us, that we must have run the red light, but we still weren’t able to make out whatever the object was with the sun in our eyes, but we knew it wasn’t a small thing. It all felt like it was in slow motion, a few seconds strung out into years, until a robotic female voice suddenly blasted over the car’s speakers.

			“Proximity alert! Evasive action recommended!”

			The air in the car went from electric excitement to sharp fear in an instant, as an oncoming car came straight for us too fast to do anything about it.

			Once the car was close enough and blocked out the sun, I could see the other driver’s face, though not clearly. He had dark eyes and straight hair that spiked in every direction. His head lurched back as his green car collided with our blue one. I remember how the metal crunched as we crushed into each other, folding blue on green on blue on green, how pieces of things began to fly around. Glass, metal. At one point, even the light seemed to fracture and splinter off, bursting into fractals of beams, searing my eyes and my skin. And then there was the smell of smoke. And the taste of blood. And the scrape of something against my body that felt like it had gutted me open somewhere in the middle. I wondered if I’d been halved. I turned, trying to see if I could figure out what was happening, if I could see Lonnie’s face to know from his eyes just how bad it all was. But I couldn’t see him. It was like he’d disappeared and all that was left was me, and the blue car and the green car that now looked like one wrapped-up thing with glass tinkling as it fell like rain all around me, and the shocking realization that the man from the other car was right up on me, like we had been riding together. He was right there. I could reach out and touch him. And I tried. Only my hands didn’t move. Nothing moved but the cars still rippling toward and away from each other. So, I tried to scream for Lonnie, but nothing came out of my mouth.

			
			And then everything went black.
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			There was a halo of light over me. I panicked for a moment until I realized it was just a streetlamp. I must have been lying on the ground. Only, I couldn’t feel anything. Not the ground, not my body. I couldn’t even move. I tried to say something, but my mouth didn’t work either. A woman with a blond ponytail leaned over me, frowning. She looked up and mouthed something to someone I couldn’t see. No, she was talking. But I couldn’t hear her. I couldn’t hear anything. Only my eyes seemed to be working, and even that…Everything was dim, and restricted, as if I could only look up.

			I tried to move something. Anything. A finger. My tongue. Nothing worked. I wondered if I was dead, and my spirit was just hanging out for a bit before it went to…wherever spirits go. Maybe it was stuck, too, and couldn’t move. Maybe we were both paralyzed.

			The blond lady was wearing a shirt that had a patch that read HOLY ANGELS HOSPITAL EMERGENCY MEDICAL TECHNICIAN. She seemed to be moving her hands over my body, doing I don’t know what because I still couldn’t feel anything, or move my eyes enough to see.

			
			I wondered if we were still at the site of the accident, if Lonnie was nearby, if he was in the same shape as me, if the other driver was there too, if he could feel anything, if my parents or my sister knew where I was, if this was where I’d die.

			My vision wobbled and shifted as if I was being moved. The halo of light from the streetlamp was gone. Above me the sky was dark, much darker than it was when Lonnie and I left the park. I tried to think of how long it takes for the sky to get so dark. A few minutes? Hours? How long had I been there?

			Then my other senses started to come back.

			First, the EMT’s voice rang out over me. “Get her in the rig!”

			Behind that was the sound of sirens, people shuffling about, shouting things I couldn’t make out, and the unmistakable sound of metal warping. I heard the crunch of gravel underfoot, and the click of something snapping into place beneath me. I was being moved, slowly and smoothly. The stars twirled.

			Smell came next. A burst of pungent smoke and acrid rubber. Sweat, and something earthy.

			Then I tasted blood in my mouth. I moved my tongue and tried to feel around. Everything was tender, and I felt jagged pieces against the tip, and bare spaces of swollen gums.

			More sounds. Screaming. Crying. Moaning. The car’s alarm was going off, as the robo-voice calmly intoned that help was on the way.

			
			Lights flashing red against the shiny white paint of the ambulance.

			The inside of the ambulance. Smooth white roof. Metal latches on supply bins overhead. The face of the EMT lady and another guy leaning over me. One smiling, the other frowning, only I kept mixing up which was which because my eyes couldn’t focus on one or the other, and I kept being bumped, and the siren was going, so we must have been on our way to Holy Angels.

			We hit a smooth, straight patch of road and my vision became less jangly.

			It was the man. The man was smiling.

			Next, I was lifted out and the smell of antiseptic immediately washed over me. The hospital lights were a bright white. Someone should tell them it wasn’t soothing. They should get halo lights like the ones out on the street. I closed my eyes and heard squeaky, sneakered feet running beside me as the wheels on the gurney swiveled and bumped over the hospital floor. I saw the light still beaming down through my eyelids, and I could tell every time someone leaned over me because they cast my face in shadow.

			Suddenly, I started to feel again. It began like a wave at my extremities. My feet and hands felt like the skin had been peeled back. I could feel everything and it was all pain. I screamed out and the running picked up speed. The pain moved inward to my stomach and then radiated out to the top of my head. There was nothing that didn’t hurt. My legs, my arms, my torso, my neck, my head, my mouth, my eyes. I felt like I’d been through a grinder. I couldn’t stop screaming even though it hurt my throat even more. I couldn’t stop. I think they were trying to make it stop. I could feel them moving me, jostling me, and I could hear them trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t make anything out over the sound of my own screaming. I could only make out the way I felt, and the way everything hurt, and I thought, Is this dying? I tried to tell them, Make it stop!

			
			Then everything did.

			

			—

			I woke up in a small beige room with vertical vinyl blinds, and equipment beeping around me. There were two upholstered chairs with wooden arms sitting on either side of a beige plastic table with attached wheels. A blue blanket covered my body. I couldn’t see what condition I was in other than my legs appeared to be much larger than usual, so I figured they were both in casts. Awesome. I couldn’t see my arms either. I tried to move them and couldn’t. Either I was armless, or whatever anesthesia they had me on hadn’t dissipated yet. I felt groggy with a side order of dull pain all over. At least I could move my eyes to look around. I was alone. It was just me and the beeping monitors, and a pink plastic jug that was sweating on the wheeled table. But no cups. I stuck my tongue out of my mouth. My lips were dry. I could have used some water, but my voice didn’t seem to be working, so I couldn’t ask even if I wasn’t alone. I tried to move my fingers to see if there was a call button or something nearby to let someone—anyone—know that I was awake and they could start tending to me, or telling me what happened, or anything, but I still couldn’t feel my fingers or tell whether or not I still had any.

			
			I wondered what I looked like.

			I wondered where everyone was.

			I wondered what happened to Lonnie.

			

			—

			When I woke up again, I got an eyeful of hospital ceiling tile. The really generic kind that’s a hybrid of gray and beige—my foggy mind thought, Greige?—laid out in a grid that makes you want to count it, especially if it’s the only thing you can see. The lights were dim and I couldn’t tell if this was the same room I was in before, or if I’d been moved. It was smaller than I remembered, and there seemed to be less humming and beeping than the last time I was conscious. That was progress, I guessed. I tried to move, was unsuccessful again, and this time I couldn’t see my body at all because I was lying flat. Maybe my legs had disappeared. Or my entire body. I wondered if a person could technically survive as just a head.

			I also considered that the drugs were making me loopy. It seemed a wise assessment of my mental faculties.

			The door opened and closed, and I heard my mother whispering, “How much longer, do you think?”

			“It’s going to be a difficult recovery, Mrs. Marshall. Her injuries are extensive. We’re going to have to take it one day at a time.”

			I heard something like a muffled cry and then my father’s voice. “Carrie would like to see her. I’ll bring her by after school.”

			Carrie didn’t have school on Saturday. I wanted to ask what they were talking about. But then it occurred to me that it probably wasn’t Friday anymore, or even the weekend. I tried to say, Hey guys, but what came out was a rather elegant “Unghh.” I’d been reduced to the vocabulary of a Minecraft villager.

			
			My parents ran over to the side of the bed, excited that I seemed able to vocalize at all.

			Hey, I tried again. “Uhh” came out.

			“Bianca!” my mother said softly. Tears rolled down her face, tracing light-brown tracks in her makeup.

			“How are you feeling?” my father asked.

			I tried to nod. It hurt.

			Next, a woman in a white coat came up and my parents moved away. She had large dark brown eyes and a black braid that came down over one shoulder. When she leaned in closer, her hair moved away from her name tag. It read DR. NAY.

			“Hello, Bianca,” she said. “Glad to see you awake.”

			“How long have I been out?” I tried to ask. But there was more moaning. And some drooling, I’m sorry to say. My mother leaned in with a paper towel to catch the dribble, wearing her worried face.

			“It’s been almost a week since your accident,” Dr. Nay said, as if I were perfectly coherent. “You’re finally stabilized enough for us to wake you.”

			“What’s the damage, Doctor?”

			Dr. Nay tapped a few buttons on her tablet and a hologram projected from a camera attached to the tablet’s edge. A miniature version of me displayed before my eyes. It was eerie, like looking at a blueprint version of yourself.

			“You’re very lucky, Bianca. If you’d had this same accident a few years ago, I’m not sure we would have had the right technology to help you through it.”

			
			I certainly didn’t feel very lucky, being in a full-body cast and all, but I took her word for it. Dr. Nay tapped a few more buttons and the hologram of my body glowed red in nearly ten different spots. The news was abysmal: two broken arms, a broken thigh bone, three broken bones in my right foot, two broken ribs, a collapsed lung, and a concussion. I looked like a game of Operation gone horribly wrong.

			“Good thing you’re a fighter,” Dr. Nay said.

			I didn’t recall being aware enough to fight, or know who was around me, or even how I managed to get to this hideous little room that smelled of pine cleaner, medicine, and pee—which I hoped was not my own, but I knew probably was.

			Dr. Nay leaned over me and adjusted the flow rate on a bag that fed into an IV. I suddenly felt something on my right go colder, and I smiled again, able to feel my arm at last. The coldness spread and washed over me, then more dullness descended like a fog. Dr. Nay continued talking over me to my parents. There seemed to be a lot to tell. I tried to follow along, but I was struggling to hear. I was struggling to feel. I was just struggling. Like swimming upstream against a strong tide. And then it was lights out again.

			

			—

			Third time’s the charm, I thought when I woke up again. This time, the light was brighter, my body was propped up, and I could see around the beige room, with the covered chairs, the plastic table with the wheels, and the sweating pink jug again. Déjà vu. Except for my father, who was sitting in one of the chairs, reading InfoTech magazine. For an old guy, he’s always on the cutting edge of all the newest tech stuff. Well, I guess it’s his job.

			
			“Hey,” I said. This time it actually came out as a recognizable word, which surprised me, so I made a little sound that was half hiccup and half moan. Yeah. It was as weird as you imagine. Trust me.

			My father practically jumped out of the chair. “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

			I shrugged, or at least I thought I did. I don’t think any part of me actually moved.

			“What happened?” I asked, knowing full well what happened, but unable to come up with a better question.

			“You got banged up pretty badly,” he said in a low voice, as if saying it any louder might make things worse. He reached over to one beeping machine and touched the screen. It made me nervous, but nothing happened. “You’re going to be here a while.” He sighed. “You had a couple of surgeries, and there are some casts.” He put his warm hand on my forehead. “We had to get you a plastic surgeon, too. So the scarring won’t be so bad.”

			I must have flinched or something, and his face blanched.

			“It’s not so bad. And you’ll be fine. You’re out of the woods, as they say.” He chuckled, rapped his magazine on the plastic bed rail, and took a step back. He clearly didn’t want to say any more.

			
			“Lonnie?” I asked.

			“What?” he asked. His face looked totally pained. Then he blinked a couple of times, and looked ill. “Bianca—”

			The door opened and Dr. Nay strode in. “Good morning, Bianca! How are you feeling?”

			Like I’ve been hit by a car, I wanted to joke, but thought better of it.

			My father stepped aside so she could get closer. She took the stethoscope from around her neck and listened to my chest. “Breathing’s good, finally.”

			Wasn’t I breathing? When wasn’t my breathing good? I wondered.

			She looked over at my father and nodded. “She’s a champ, this one.” Then she turned to a tablet that she had placed on the table, tapped the screen a couple of times. Smurf me, blue and floating above the device, reappeared as Dr. Nay walked me through all the surgeries that had happened while I had been out.

			“All the tests are coming back better,” she said. “Now it’s just a matter of recovery, which means you may be here at the hospital a while.”

			My father looked at me with his sad eyes, and I felt my heart sink. How much was this going to cost us in bills? How much school was I going to miss?

			“We’ve administered the strongest painkillers we can under the circumstances,” the doctor continued, looking at my father, “but the nurses say she’s still waking up every few hours, trying to move. She’s at the most we can safely give her right now, which is probably why she’s awake and comfortable enough. But we have to make sure she stays still.”

			
			I didn’t remember waking up. I didn’t remember pain, but the look of horror my father gave me said that he’d probably seen this waking-up live and in person.

			“What I’m saying is that we’re not going to be able to give her any more for a while, and she’s awake, so it might be…a difficult evening.”

			My father nodded. The muscles around his jaw tightened, and his fists gripped the bed rail hard enough that I thought it might snap.

			“I’ll be with her all night,” he said. “Her mother will be here in the morning. We’ll get through it.”

			With that, Dr. Nay left, and my father adjusted the blankets that were covering me. Slowly, the sensations in my body started coming back, and I began to understand what Dr. Nay was talking about, and why my father had looked so worried. It was like being dipped slowly into molten lava. You maybe think, Oh sure, I can have a toe seared off, or even my foot, no prob! But it just kept on consuming more and more and more of my body. I felt weak with pain. Even looking at my father’s face hurt. Because he couldn’t do anything, and I was mad at him for not being able to do anything, and then mad at myself because I knew he was helpless and this was torture for him, too.

			But also? It was all my own fault.

			It was the middle of the night when I woke up again. My father was asleep on the chair with the magazine draped over his chest. His shoes were off and he was snoring lightly. The door to my room was open, and a shard of light hit my face from what I guessed was the nurses’ station. I still couldn’t find a call button, but I figured that the time had passed for more medicine, because everything felt dull again. The pain was down to a smolder. I would have liked some water, but I didn’t want to wake my dad. I had no idea how long he’d been up. His clothes were a mess. His usually neat hair was a tangled mat. He might have been here for hours, if not days, without a break. Someone had to be home with Carrie. I remember he said something about him and Mom switching out, so maybe he was due for a break soon.

			
			But there was a huge part of me that was glad that my father was asleep and there was no one I could call. Because I knew the moment they thought I was well enough, the moment they figured I could handle a real conversation, there were going to be questions. A lot of them. And then they’d all know what I’d done, that everything was my own fault.

			A shadow crossed my door, and someone with a small voice whispered, “Hey.”

			“Hey,” I managed.

			And then a boy about eleven years old walked in, wearing pajamas that said GAMER 4 LIFE, and a robe with glow-in-the-dark planets all over it.

			“Who…?” I asked. It was all I could manage. My throat hurt to talk.

			“I’m A.J. I’m in the next room,” he said. He came a little closer, but stopped when my dad snorted a really loud snore, and the kid seemed surprised anyone else was in here. A.J. came up to the machine with the IV and tapped the screen. This seemed to be an established way of communing with patients. I made a note of it for if I ever went into another patient’s room. Assuming I was ever able to walk again.

			
			“I’m—”

			“Bianca Marshall. I know. I saw your chart when Dr. Nay came in.”

			“Oh,” I said.

			He grinned.

			“Lonnie,” I said. “Elon Lawrence.” It took a lot out of me to manage that much.

			A.J. looked confused. He shook his head. His tight dark curls wobbled on his head. “No, you’re Bianca,” he said, stressing every syllable in my name.

			“My friend,” I said. “We were in a car. He might be worse.”

			A.J.’s eyebrows shot up. “Worse than you?” he asked. “You’re pretty bad. Anybody worse off than you would probably be dead.”

			I waited for him to laugh, or grin, or say that he was just joking. But this kid was straight-up telling the truth as he saw it, and there was a stabbing pain across the top of my head that told me that he was right, that worse off than me was not survivable. And that if anyone had something good to tell me about Lonnie, they would have already.

			“I could sneak into the nurses’ station and see if I can find his chart, though,” A.J. offered.

			This had the immediate effect of dulling the pounding anxiety that was rising through my chest. Or maybe it was the medication. There was a series of beeps, and then the machines around me whirred a bit. Seconds later, I started feeling a little better. “Thanks, A.J.,” I said. When he turned to leave, I saw something in his hand. “What’s that?”

			
			He turned back. “These?” He held up something that looked like a white plastic headband. “They’re VR goggles,” he said. He moved closer to show them off. “You can watch movies and stuff, but I’ve been playing Minecraft.”

			“I like Minecraft.”

			“Yeah?” A.J.’s eyes really lit up at that.

			“My friend and I have been building a world together,” I said, a little surprised at how much I could talk. I glanced at the nearest machine. Yep. It was definitely painkiller time.

			The kid blinked and nodded, I guess waiting for me to add some details.

			“It has lots of villages with different configurations and rules and stuff.”

			That brightened the kid right up. “Oh yeah? I just like to play survival mode. I use mods, though, and I even made some of them myself!”

			“That’s cool,” I said.

			“You should check these goggles out then,” he said. “They’ll blow your mind.”

			Before I could respond, A.J. had come up to the side of the bed and placed the goggles on my head. The two ends pinched the sides of my temple. Though compared to what the rest of my body was feeling at the moment, it was nothing. I felt a tickling sensation on either side of my face, and it spread across my forehead. Suddenly the pain across my head rose like a tidal wave, but I tried not to moan or wince because I didn’t want to upset a kid who probably figured he was doing me a solid.

			
			I opened my eyes and was surprised to see that the hospital room had completely disappeared. The game was already queued up, paused in the middle of whatever A.J. had been doing before.

			“It’s a little weird at first,” he warned me. “But you get used to it after a while.”

			He wasn’t kidding. Being thrust into a fully realized world that was mid-play was disorienting. It was brighter than my hospital room, that’s for sure. And the unrealistic cartoon shades of green and brown and blue felt a little like a smack in the face. I started looking around at the forest biome I’d been shoved into, and realized that if I looked somewhere for a while, I’d start moving in that direction. The movements were sudden, and made me want to hurl immediately. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe deeply, not wanting to say that I wanted out. I had a small child to impress, after all. Plus, there was a feeling of just being a head with no body. I tried to move again, and felt a lurch in my stomach.

			“Are you gonna throw up?” A.J. asked.

			“No…I…um…”

			“Maybe you should stop,” he said. Without warning, he pulled the goggles off and, to tell you the truth, I don’t think that was any better. Returning to the real, dull world made me feel extra sick, and I turned to the other side of the bed, away from the kid, and threw up.

			
			As I tried to wipe my mouth on the edge of my blanket, A.J. backed away to the door. My father stirred but didn’t wake up. A nurse came running in, looked at the kid, at me, back at him, and then walked slowly over to clean me up. There was hurl in my braids. I wasn’t really thinking about my aim when I spewed.

			“Groooss,” A.J. said.

			“Get back to your room,” said the nurse. “I’ll come check on you later. You know you’re not supposed to be out walking around. And you’re definitely not supposed to be in other people’s rooms.”

			My dad woke up then, straightened, and tried to make sense of what was going on.

			A.J. made a face, but backed all the way up to the door. “Getting in and out is tricky,” he said. “Not everybody can do it. There’s a different way out you can use that I can show you.” He shrugged. “It’s mostly for noobs.”

			“Get out of what?” my father asked.

			“Just the game,” A.J. said, showing him the goggles.

			I took offense at the noob comment and wanted to tell him that I could do it, but obviously I was not at my best in this moment, lying in a hospital bed mashed to a pulp with a nurse wiping vomit off me. I watched him back off into the hall and disappear.

			But I was going to show him that I could. I was no noob.

			What kind of gamer would I be if I couldn’t do it?
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			My mother was talking to someone in the room when I blinked my eyes open. The room was brighter. And for a moment, it felt almost like being inside the game again. Things felt somehow less real, and images appeared blocky and undefined for a couple of seconds until the sleep faded from my eyes. Maybe I was still traumatized by being put in the kid’s Minecraft VR world, and then being kicked out without a chance to get used to it all.

			“Hey,” my mother said. She came over to the side of the bed and twisted a couple of my braids in her fingers, arranging them on top of my head. “I heard you had kind of a rough night.”

			I shrugged. Or at least I tried to. I still wasn’t sure if my shoulders actually moved or not.

			Dr. Nay stepped closer. Today her hair was piled in a bun. “I heard you met A.J.” She took a sharp breath. “He knows he’s not supposed to be in other people’s rooms. He’s a little overenthusiastic and gets underfoot sometimes, especially during shift changes.”

			
			I looked past Dr. Nay to a uniformed police officer who was hovering near the door. Immediately my body stiffened. One of the machines beeped oddly, and Dr. Nay frowned as she looked at it. Then she looked at the officer and shook her head. He nodded once, and left. A few seconds later, the machine stopped beeping.

			“Don’t get mad at A.J.,” I said. “I think he was just trying to be friendly.”

			“I understand, Bianca. But your recovery is the most important thing right now,” Dr. Nay said. She projected another hologram from her tablet into the space between us. This one was a line graph showing various peaks and valleys. “You see, A.J. came in around two a.m., and you had quite a spike in adrenaline and heart rate.”

			Dr. Nay paused for a second as she stepped closer to the hologram. She pointed at a spot on the graph with the highest peak, and then squinted at one of the machines near my head.

			“Do you remember what happened?”

			“I got sick,” I admitted. “From the game.”

			Dr. Nay looked confused. “What game?”

			“Minecraft,” I said. “A.J. showed me his VR goggles and I got too dizzy.”

			“What does that mean?” my mother asked.

			“We have a number of VR machines here in the children’s ward. They’re good for entertaining some of the kids who have to stay here awhile. I wasn’t sure that Bianca was stable enough to be offered one.”

			
			Considering my initial reaction to A.J.’s goggles, I wasn’t sure if I was stable enough either. But I wanted badly to no longer have to stare at the ceiling or another darn hologram image.

			“Could I get a set of my own? Please?”

			Dr. Nay shook her head. The bun on her head wobbled.

			“Not until I’ve run a few more tests to make sure it’s okay. You had a concussion after all, I’m not sure of the effects of VR on that.”

			“Okay, but what about Lonnie. Nobody’s telling me what happened to Lonnie.”

			Dr. Nay looked at my mother, who had gone immediately stiff at the mention of Lonnie’s name. “You need to focus on your own recovery,” the doctor said.

			I looked at my mother’s face. It was not a Your friend is fine face. It was a We don’t want to tell you how bad it is face. She never looked at me. She looked at the floor, and at Dr. Nay, and then at the floor again.

			I felt a weight pressing down on my chest, and cold sweat sprung up on my body. The machines began to beep in sharp tones. That same piercing pain darted through the top of my head, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I could hear bustling footsteps around me, and the feeling of people pressing in close, but everything they said was garbled and muffled somehow, as if my head was somewhere else, but my body was inside the room getting worked over by the nursing staff. I thought I would throw up again, but didn’t. When I was able to open my eyes, Dr. Nay was pressing the plunger of a needle into my IV drip.

			
			“No,” I heard myself saying, but it was too late. I woke up what felt like hours later in the dark. And the kid was back, staring at me.

			“Do you want to try playing again?” he asked. A pair of VR goggles dangled in his hand. I looked around. It felt like a repeat of the night before, including my father sleeping in the chair. It was almost as if the entire day had never happened.

			“What day is it?” I asked.

			“Wednesday,” he said.

			I chuckled, realizing I didn’t know what day it was previously, so I had nothing to compare it to.

			“Were you here last night?” I asked.

			“I’ve been here for three weeks,” he said.

			“No, I mean—” My head was fuzzy, so I stopped. I wasn’t getting anywhere.

			He stepped closer. “The goggles take getting used to. It almost never goes right the first time, but the second time it’s usually better.”

			I nodded.

			“You should close your eyes while the VR adjusts to a new user,” A.J. said. “Sorry, I forgot to tell you that last time. That’s probably why you puked.”

			“Yeah, I’m not interested in a repeat performance.”

			“Me neither.”

			I closed my eyes as A.J. put the goggles on me, gentler than the last time. This time, the strange tickling sensation that started on the sides of my temples expanded to cover my face. A wave of vertigo hit me, like I was falling but without my actual body. I gritted my teeth together. Finally, the motion stilled. When I opened my eyes, I was standing in a strange lobby-like environment, with a giant menu display floating before me like a jumbotron. Whenever I looked at or thought about looking at something, the screen responded—flipping through movies, music, and games.

			
			Creepy, I thought. It was like the goggles could almost read my mind. Using this interface, I navigated to the games tab and chose Minecraft. The display opened to the beginning of the game, which allowed me to choose a world, an avatar, all the settings.

			“By the way, there are a few new rules to this version of Minecraft,” A.J. said. “The goggles aren’t like most video games. It syncs with your brainwaves or something, and reacts to your thinking.”

			I quickly punched the log-in info for the world I had started with Lonnie. It was fast; all I had to do was think about the letters. But it didn’t give me access.

			“Hey, why won’t it let me log in?”

			“You’ll have to use the realm we share with the rest of the kids at the hospital,” A.J. said. “Don’t worry, though, I’ve coded some super-slick mods in that version, since you’re new and all. For example, in survival mode, I’ve included some verbal commands that will respond if you’re stuck or in trouble. All you have to say is—”

			“I’m not going to having trouble,” I said, irritated. “I’m not a total noob.”

			“You threw up in your own hair,” A.J. said. “I saw you.”

			
			I breathed heavily, not willing to concede the point.

			“I mean, if you just pull the goggles off, it messes with you in the head. So you really need to, like, ease out of it. Like I said, I can just come out and be fine, but not everybody is like me.”

			What a little snot.

			“Okay, fine,” I snapped. “I’ll ease out of it. How do I do that?”

			“You’ll need to construct an exit portal. Any kind of portal shape will do, you just have to think about leaving the game for like thirty seconds.”

			“Are you kidding me? You made that up, didn’t you,” I said with a huff.

			“I’m not! It’s so your brain can prepare itself for exiting the game, kind of like when games don’t let you log out in the middle of a fight. There’s a cool-down period. Building a portal helps you concentrate on leaving.” He paused a moment, probably looking at my I don’t believe you face, and added, “I promise. It’s like visualization or something. You don’t want to exit the other way again, unless you want more throw-up in your hair.”

			“I’m not going to have materials to make an exit portal when I just get inside the game,” I said.

			A.J. sighed. “Oh, all the stuff is in the inventory already. It’s all part of the mods I put in.” I heard him move a little closer, and I cringed, thinking he might yank the goggles off again, but he didn’t. Instead he whispered the log-in passwords for the shared realm.

			I looked at the start button, and the screen went black. There were a couple of lines of code in the upper left-hand corner of my sight line that I didn’t get a good look at, but a moment later the world of Minecraft spawned at my feet, spreading out in all directions, a pixilated world of bright colors, sunshine, and the gentle tinkling music of the game. I took a few hesitant steps forward, worried that the nausea would come back. This time, I felt fine.

			
			Progress!

			I had spawned in a forest biome. There were hills ahead of me covered with blocky trees, and flowers and grass in the valley where I was standing. To my left, a river trickled down in squares of blue. Above me, clouds with right angles floated in the sky. And on the other shore, more grass, and a small pre-built village.

			I moved toward the trees, and spotted a couple of pigs. I got close enough to one, and tried to see if I could lean in. The goggles did exactly what I had hoped, bending over the animal so that I could look down on it. It was bigger than I expected. I mean, it was pig-sized; it’s just that when you’re looking at it on a screen it seems pretty tiny, so I wasn’t expecting it to actually approximate the size and shape of a pig. But the entire world did approximate real sizes. It actually felt like I was inside a world that fit me, and that I belonged to. It was a surprise. I thought about reaching out to my new pig pal, and a pair of block hands came into view. Nice! Of course, I didn’t feel anything when my hand hit the pig and it ran away squealing.

			After being stuck in a full-body cast for who knows how long, it felt incredible to be in control of a body again, even if it was blocky. I moved my head this way and that. Did a few jumps. The connection from my brain to the avatar was seamless. I tried to recall what my real body felt like, thinking it might help me reconnect to it outside of the game, but nothing happened. I was a disembodied head inside the game, and my body was someplace else. Spooky.

			
			“This is an unexpected bonus,” I said, expecting A.J. to respond, but he didn’t. I wondered if I really had said it aloud, or if I had only imagined saying it. I heard it. In my head, at least. Did that count? I wondered how much I was still in the real world, so I tried to think about my hands and my legs, in casts on the bed, to see if I could wiggle some fingers or toes. My hands and my feet made jerky movements in the game but I didn’t sense anything else. Maybe I couldn’t be in two places at once. Maybe I was really moving in the real world too, but I didn’t know. I decided not to dwell on it, and started to explore instead.

			I walked up the closest hill, past some grazing sheep, and looked around. The world was still spawning in the distance. Now, across the river, the village looked a little bigger. There were a few villagers walking around, interacting with each other. I’d check that out later. First, I wanted to get to the other side of the hill, and see how much of the world had spawned, and what kind of terrain I had to work with.

			Maybe I could finish the world that Lonnie and I had been working on. It would be a good surprise for him, once we both got out of the hospital. I couldn’t wait for the future when we could look back on this accident and maybe laugh about it like we did the monkey bars fall. And this time around, I would follow his plan. Gotta follow the plan from now on, I told myself. I was thrilled just to be somewhere other than the tiny hospital room, looking at old chairs, beeping machines, and vertical blinds.

			
			I wanted to high-five someone. Or tell someone. I looked around, half expecting to see Lonnie on some other part of the hill, carefully constructing something sensible. Whenever I got inside the game, he was always somewhere nearby. But the landscape was empty of everything but a few programmed animals munching blocky stalks of grass.

			“Wish you were here, Lonnie,” I said under my breath. The animals didn’t change their movements, and nothing else seemed to react to my being there and talking. I looked in the upper right-hand corner and opened my inventory. The first thing I did was scroll through to make sure everything was there that was supposed to be. It’s not that I didn’t trust this kid, but better safe than sorry, you know? Once I was sure everything was in place, I selected spruce wood and constructed a small one-room house nestled against the side of the hill, with some openings for windows that I’d get glass into later. I put a door on the front, and then went out again looking for something to do. But there were no Lonnie creations for me to mess with, no other players for me to talk to. It was too quiet. I needed something to happen.

			The light began to dim, so I went back inside the house, closed the door, and watched night descend on the world around me. In the darkness, there were still sounds. Two zombies made their way up the hill, but didn’t come anywhere near the house. I waited out the night, watching the mobs wander by, and as soon as it was light again, I struck out for the village. I wanted to see what the kid had available, figure out what kind of mods he had in here, or if this really was a brand-new, empty world. I actually hoped it was the latter. Even though I didn’t have Lonnie’s and my test world, or the plans he’d drawn up, I still wanted to try making it. I’d be going purely on memory and guesswork.

			
			I felt a little bit gleeful, to be honest.

			For the first time in a long while, I felt good about where I was headed.

			I could make this world into anything I wanted. And I wanted to make sure it was a world Lonnie would be proud of.
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			I was getting used to moving around in the game. There was one thing that I really wanted to try. Flying. From the top of the hill, I jumped twice, expecting my avatar to soar into the sky. Instead, I tumbled down a few blocks. Must be survival mode and not creative, I thought. I climbed back up and looked around. On the other side of the hill, in the distance, was a field of brown. A desert biome, I guessed. There didn’t seem to be any villagers or buildings, so I turned and went north, following the curve of the river. I ran past mobs of pigs and sheep, clumps of trees, and fields of flowers. Much farther away, things turned green. Swampy. I’d have time to explore all of that later. What I wanted was to check out the village on the other side of the river. So I turned my gaze, and the entire world turned beneath me, pointing me in the direction of the village near my home base.

			Running in the game felt amazing. The world whizzed by me, and the exhilaration of being able to sprint around was intoxicating. I could almost pretend that they were really my legs pumping beneath me, sending me flying through the Technicolor scenery.

			
			“Optical illusion,” I said out loud. I knew I was really lying in bed in a hospital room, and the entire world around me was a projection of light that extended only as far as the goggles did. It wasn’t real. None of it.

			It reminded me of a unit we did on optical illusions with my eighth-grade art teacher, Mrs. Franklin. I loved it. There was the Necker cube—a cube drawn in two dimensions—that you could see two different ways depending on which plane you decided was “front” or “top,” and also the Hering illusion, which showed how a flat illustration could appear to curve or even move with a series of strategically placed straight lines. But my favorite was the snake illusion, a circle of colors that only seemed to move when you weren’t looking directly at it. It seemed like magic, like the colors themselves had a mind that could read me, and know when I wasn’t looking, and prank me for its own pleasure. Even when we’d moved past the optical illusions unit, I was still making snake illusions, pretending that they were actively trying to interact with me, but only on their own terms.

			“Vision is one of the primary ways we process the world around us,” Mrs. Franklin had said. “But always remember, eyes can be tricked, which in turn can trick your brain.”

			I stopped near the edge of the river and batted a nearby flower, but nothing happened, so I went on my way. “Everything really is an illusion here.”

			At the water’s edge, cubes of blue indicated a narrow river, and cubes of brown and green on the other side told me there was land. If I wanted to, I could count up the squares and know exactly how many cubes made up my vision, but why spoil the fun? That would be like going to a magic show and calling out all the ways the magician was making the tricks happen. First of all, it’s rude, and second of all, it ruins everything. Despite it being an optical illusion, I was happy to be where I was, standing by a river, instead of lying down in my own dull reality.

			
			From this side of the river, the village looked enticing. I opened up the crafting table, silently thanking A.J. again for giving me a full inventory at the start, and made planks of wood. Then I constructed what I thought was a pretty solid, sturdy boat. A sheep wandered over as I finished. It looked up. Not at me, just up, as I pushed off across the river.

			“This is pretty cool. I gotta hand it to you, kid,” I said to A.J. out in the real world.

			The sheep lumbered off, and A.J. didn’t say anything.

			I looked at the water as the boat crossed the river. I wished I could dip my hand into the water and feel it, but I knew that wouldn’t happen.

			“Illusion, illusion, illusion,” I said aloud. I laughed for the first time in…I didn’t know how long.

			The boat slowed as it got to the other shore, and I hopped out. Ahead was the little village, which looked much bigger now that I was so close up. Immediately a few of the villagers turned to look at me, and in a few moments I was surrounded by villagers muttering at me in several slightly different tones.

			
			So, a couple of things. First, we were all the same size. I’m used to being short and having to look up at people, so that was weird. And second, all of them were looking at me with these blank, unfeeling eyes that I thought I’d be used to from playing the game, but something about the way their glances seemed to bounce right off me made me feel cold. I muscled my way through the throng of villagers and walked toward the first building—a butcher’s shop. There was a bench outside and a pen around the back. This was all usual stuff, but I didn’t expect that walking up to the building would feel so impressive and realistic. The door even squeaked a little as I went in. The butcher looked up and muttered in my direction, but when I didn’t engage, it went back to working on something behind the counter. I thought about the meat I could get from the butcher, and that alone was effective enough that I thought my stomach actually rumbled. I wondered when the last time was that I’d had a solid meal. I didn’t remember eating anything since before the accident. I wondered what had happened to my brownies. There was the IV drip, which I guessed was keeping me packed with nutrients, but what I was suddenly craving was a ham sandwich.

			I picked up some pork, and the butcher came over. The trade popped up just over the villager’s head, so I made it and walked out. The butcher muttered again at my exit.

			With my VR hunger satisfied, I went back over to the water right outside the village and began to work on phase one of Lonnie’s master plan—making obsidian for the nether portal. Everyone knows that if water hits a lava source block, it becomes obsidian. Most players would just carry some buckets of water into an underground cave, but Lonnie always had a flair for the dramatic. It was his idea to dig down until we hit a lava pool, then divert an entire river into it.

			
			“Just imagine it!” he’d said as he showed me his schematics. “A waterfall into lava and boom, obsidian for days!”

			“Man, now I really wish you were here, Lonnie,” I whispered. He would make the work go by much faster. If I could have rolled up my sleeves in Minecraft, I would have. “Let’s do this,” I said to no one, dusting my palms together. Well, my limbs didn’t really touch. My block hands moved near each other in a way that looked more like I was about to play rock, paper, scissors, with only the obvious draw as the outcome. Not having actual hands was a minor drawback, but there were many advantages in my new pixelated existence, too. Using the pickaxe in my inventory, I started digging out a new flow from the main river.

			After a few minutes of working, I felt the weight of someone looking at me. I knew that I was inside a game. I knew that this was all an illusion. But that look felt real somehow. It was like those intense looks you feel when you can tell someone is staring at you from across the room, even if your back is turned.

			“This is ridiculous,” I said. “It’s just a game.”

			Still, I turned to look. A villager in a dark blue shirt with a large X crisscrossing it stared at me from across the river near where the boat was docked. I blinked a few times, wondering if I was just being weird, or maybe I was getting disoriented again. But the villager simply stared back.

			
			A spark of recognition ignited in my brain. The back of my neck prickled. I knew someone with that exact T-shirt.

			“L-Lonnie?”

			I could almost feel my pores constrict. How was this possible? It wasn’t Lonnie’s avatar, by any means. It lacked his skin mods and cape. But no doubt about it, the villager was somehow Lonnie.

			The strangely dressed villager suddenly disappeared back into the village.

			“Hey, wait! Come back!”

			I took off after it. My mind was racing. Was there a glitch when Lonnie tried to log on, and he somehow got zapped into a villager?

			I was running past the shops and houses, down a cobblestone street that turned away from the river and toward that villager. Every turn, the Lonnie villager eluded me, and ran down another path. I chased until I couldn’t orient myself anymore, and I had to look around for the hills to know which way the river was, and therefore home base. I turned down what seemed to be an abandoned alleyway that was more crudely constructed than the rest of the village, and found myself staring down a villager in the shadow of one of the buildings. I moved forward, and it moved forward too, matching me step for step. I moved to the side. So did it. Now it was in the light and I could see that it was the same villager again. Blue shirt. Big X across the front. I could feel adrenaline start to pump through me. My head hurt for a couple of seconds, but then it stopped.

			
			Until this villager showed up, I’d felt perfectly fine inside the game. But now? I could feel my heart beat in my ears. I gulped down some air and swallowed hard enough to settle the rising gall inside myself.

			“What happened to you, Lonnie? What room did they put you in?”

			The villager moved toward me in slightly jerky steps, like it was hesitating to see what I would do first. He made no sound and turned down a different path away from me. His avatar was really Lonnie-like, with dark skin and gray eyes. I tried to search his movements for some sign of the Lonnie I knew on the outside, something that could help me be sure this was really him. Just as I got closer, he looked up, directly at me, and I jumped back.

			“Hello, Earth to Elon,” I yelled, using Lonnie’s real name. “You’re on mute or something.” I waited and strained my ears for any sound other than the music and sounds of general movement inside the game, but there was nothing. I looked around the interface. The only other villager I’d gotten up close and personal with was the butcher, and when it was close enough, the health bar and the trade bar came up right over it. But not with this one. I wondered if it was some kind of glitch or a new type of character that didn’t interact the way others did. Maybe it was a VR feature and that’s why I didn’t get it.

			“You’re being super weird,” I said. I tried to touch Lonnie’s head but he just backed away. His eyes were dull, just like all the other villagers. It was unsettling, but I pushed that feeling down.

			“Well, as long as you’re here. I need your help by the river.”

			
			I took off in the direction of my ongoing project of diverting the water flow to a new pond. Surprisingly, Lonnie followed, still not speaking. Ahead were the hills where I’d built my one-room cabin, which meant the river was a little to the right. I moved down the street, knocking villagers out of the way as I went. Each of them turned to look in my direction, but not really at me. Like how villagers were supposed to do.

			I got to the riverbank and quickly crafted Lonnie a second boat, saying, “Come on!” before jumping into my own. As we rowed to the other shore, I looked back at the village. It looked the same. Bright, bustling.

			When I got out of the game world, I was going to make the nurses tell me where real-life Lonnie was. But for now I was content to have some help for once. There’d be plenty of time to figure out real life. What I wanted to do was explore and build with my best friend.

			Now, it was time to play.
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			“Be careful where you stab that shovel! We’re probably getting close!” I shouted down to Lonnie. I stood overlooking the ridge of a very large hole we’d dug beside the new pond, waiting to unleash the water. It was Lonnie’s job to hit the first level of lava, and hightail it out of there using the stone steps we’d built leading out of the massive ditch.

			I had instructed Lonnie to start digging down, which he did. However, he didn’t really seem to understand my directions, digging straight down rather than creating more of a downward slope to use as an escape if necessary. Avatar or not, the last thing I wanted to deal with was a roasted Lonnie.

			“Slow down!” I yelled again.

			There was a sudden hiss and pop, and red-hot lava started bubbling up from the hole Lonnie had made in the ground. Lonnie just stood there, blank-eyed, as flames licked at his clothes.

			“What are you doing, you dummy? Get out!”

			
			Lonnie jumped up as if my command, and not the heat, had alerted him to the imminent danger. He began to run up the stone steps with the lava flow right on his heels.

			I shook my head. Something was off about Lonnie’s avatar. He didn’t act like the Lonnie I knew. Maybe it was the lag time, or maybe something was wrong with his goggles.

			“Have you tried logging out and rebooting your goggles?” I asked. No
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