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for Broccoli




You know, in some human sports, the winner is the one who scores the fewest possible points.


—GLaDOS, Portal 2





Enter Player Name



I was sixteen the first time I made a girl laugh.


It was an accident.


About twenty minutes before it happened, I had only one thing on my mind: protect the Mona Lisa from a horde of chipmunks.


“Squeeze a man boob for good luck,” one of the Wight Knights said through my headset.


“Squeezed,” I said.


Lightning carved across the computer screen. Thunder rumbled through my earpiece. Music swelled with horns, war coconuts, chanting chipmunks . . . and sneakers marching down the hall outside my door.


My shoulders tensed as the door opened, hall light making a glare across the battleground.


“Thought you were gonna get some exercise this morning.”


In the doorframe my stepmom Casey’s silhouette marched in place.


“I will this afternoon,” I said. Then, into my headset: “Protect that alleyway, fellas.”


“It’s three o’clock,” Casey said.


“Is it?”


I squinted at the soft glow around the edges of my blanket-covered window. My eyes went right back to the screen. I tried to ignore the squeak, squeak, squeak of Casey’s sneakers and focus on the start of the battle.


“I got D,” I said.


My warrior hacked through some scaffolding so that my penguins would have materials to build a barricade.


“I need you to wash the Xterra,” Casey said. “It rained last night and now it’s all speckly.”


“ ‘Need’ is a funny word,” I said. “I need to destroy this army of chipmunks.”


Casey stopped marching and leaned against the doorframe in that pissed pose I assumed she’d had since high school. It was a safe bet, considering she had graduated four years before.


“Guys,” I said into my headset, “if their mecha-manatee makes it down the pass, we’re screwed.”


“Do you ever wonder why you don’t get girls?” Casey asked.


“Actually,” I said, swinging my axe, “a girl just texted me last night.”


“Can I read it?” Casey asked.


“No, you cannot.”


“What did she say?” Casey asked.


“Pop her!”


This was to the Wight Knights about the Mama Sumo bearing down on my barricade.


“You know, Jaxon, you wouldn’t get turned down so much if you just got some exercise,” Casey said.


“Dammit. Chips are breaking through, guys.”


I furiously clicked my mouse, executing whirlwinds to keep the wave of chipmunks at bay. I wasn’t about to take advice from someone who just four years ago would have rejected a guy like me.


“You just gotta get out there,” Casey said.


“Oh yeah? Is that all it takes?”


“That’s all it takes.”


I kept clicking my mouse. “Should I strap on a Fitbit and march around the house like an idiot, painting my nails and complaining about a few speckles on my—Dammit.” My warrior was obliterated in a juicy splatter across the asphalt. “You’re killing me, Casey. Guys, I’m in regen. Hold them back.”


My warrior’s spirit soared over the streets of Arcadia to the nearest graveyard.


Casey’s silence made me spin around in my chair.


She glared at me.


“Oh God,” I said. “Are you gonna cry again?”


She whirled and squeaked down the hallway.


“Don’t worry!” I called after her, rolling across the floor in my desk chair. “I’ll get the door!”


I slammed it and then rolled back to my computer. My warrior was still regenerating in the graveyard, tendrils of muscle wrapping around his bones.


I took out my phone and reread the text from that girl:


ewwwww jaxon just asked me out


Pretty sure she had meant to send it to someone else.


“Taste my axe!” my warrior said.


Raised from the dead, I trucked out of the graveyard back toward Plinky Plaza as heavier steps came down the hallway. Again my shoulders tensed as the door opened. The Xterra’s keys plopped onto my desk.


“Clean the SUV, or I’m canceling your game account,” my dad said.


“You can’t,” I said, eyes on the screen. While guiding my warrior back into the fray, I opened my drawer and pulled out my school transcript. “Four-point-oh. Remember?”


The battle was swallowed in black.


“Wha—” I spun around and found my dad holding my computer cord, unplugged.


“We’re renegotiating,” he said.


“Dad, I’m in the middle of a tournament!”


“And?” he said.


“Rrg!” I threw off my headset, snagged the keys, and flew out the door, hoping to return home before the Wight Knights lost the battle. I hopped in the Xterra, tore out of the driveway, and sped through the streets of Salt Lake City, shading my eyes from the bright July sky. For me, summer did not mean picnics, hikes, or tossing balls of any kind. It meant I could adventure through Arcadia for twelve hours a day without my dad hassling me. . . .


Until now, for some stupid reason.


I got to Sparkle Chrome, parked in the last garage to avoid a jock from my high school who was washing his Mustang, and then spent three whole minutes trying to get the token dispenser to accept my crinkled five.


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


I hit the dispenser. “Come on.”


If the Wight Knights won this game, we would be only four wins away from being in the top 1 percent of the top 1 percent of Arcadia players in the world. And that was halfway to becoming professional.


I unfolded the five’s corner, smoothed it against the dispenser’s edge, and tried again.


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


“I will end your life,” I told the dispenser.


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


“Rrg!”


I was my guild’s tank. Without my warrior’s muscle and cotton candy axe, the Wight Knights’ guts were going to be strewn across the Plaza. If I could just make it back in the next ten minutes . . .


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


I kept hitting the dispenser until some saint in a yellow hat wandered over and traded my shitty five for a crisp one.


reeeeeeen


. . .


plink-plink-plink-plink-plink!


I slammed the tokens into the slot, and big red numbers began the countdown.


10:00 . . . 9:59 . . . 9:58 . . .


I unholstered the spray nozzle, punched the high-pressure button, and started hosing down the Xterra. I whipped out my phone and group-texted the Knights:


AFK! DAD STUFF. HOLD OFF THOSE CHIPMUNKS OR I WILL SMOTHER YOU WITH MY MAN B—


That was when she screamed.


I looked up and found that my aim had wandered from the Xterra onto a girl near the token dispenser. I let off the spray gun’s trigger, but it was too late. She was drenched.


The girl’s mouth hung open. Her arms dripped at her sides. She stared at me in shock.


“I—I—” I had no words.


I stood there like an idiot for a full ten seconds. The girl finally rolled her eyes and shook droplets from her fingers. As she squeezed water from her hair and pinched the wetness from her earlobes, I began to realize how beautiful she was—smooth pale skin, glossy black braids, lips like bouncy castles that I just wanted to leap onto.


I stared at this dripping beauty who needed my help—never mind that I was the one who had soaked her in the first place.


“Uh,” I said, looking around the car wash, “I’d offer you my shirt, but I haven’t been outside for a while, and my skin might give you snow blindness.”


The girl looked at me, and for half a second I thought she was going to chew me out. But then . . . she laughed. She laughed.


“Nah, I’m good,” she said. She wrung out her T-shirt.


Normally I’d try to make myself look cool in front of girls. Chivalrous, at the very least. But right then I felt relaxed, relaxed enough to use humor I’d use with the Wight Knights.


Because no way was a girl I’d just hosed with water going to keep talking to me.


No way.


Right?


The girl nodded toward the Xterra. “That’s a pretty big target to miss, dude.”


“I wasn’t aiming at the Xterra.” I looked at the spray gun. “I thought this is what girls did at car washes. Wore white T-shirts and giggled while they got sprayed with hoses.”


The girl laughed again. Twice she laughed.


“Wet T-shirt contest isn’t till five o’clock,” she said, waving out her shirt, giving me little glimpses of her stomach.


I held out the sprayer. “You want revenge? I don’t look too good in a wet shirt, but . . .”


The girl snorted. “Tempting.”


She didn’t leave.


Instead she closed her eyes, tilted back her head, and pulled her shirt taut toward the sun. Her boobs were very apparent under her wet shirt. Looking at them made me self-conscious about my own boobs, which were big for a guy’s, but not, like, Chun-Li-size or anything. I glanced down and remembered I was wearing a Super Mario mushroom T-shirt that read I don’t wanna grow up. Ugh. Why did I even own that stupid thing?


I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to conceal the Super Mario mushroom and my man boobs as best I could. Having the Wight Knights joke about my chest was a lot different from a girl seeing them in real life.


“So, uh, what’s your name?” I said.


The girl kept her closed eyes toward the sun. “Serena.”


“I’m Jaxon.”


“Pleasure, Jaxon,” she said, because apparently that’s what beautiful, interesting girls say when they meet someone—Pleasure.


There were a few moments of uncomfortable silence while some guy vacuumed out his truck in the background. My lack of experience caught up to me.


“Uh, nice to meet you, Serena,” I said. “Sorry about the . . . yeah.”


I turned away before uncrossing my arms, and then continued to spray the Xterra.


6:34 . . . 6:33 . . . 6:32 . . .


I had completely forgotten about the battle of Plinky Plaza. One hundred percent of my focus was on Serena—beautiful, dripping Serena—in my periphery.


She was back at the token dispenser.


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


reeeeeeen


reeeeooooooon


“Good luck with that thing,” I called over the spraying. “It hates awesome people.”


“How did you get it to work?” she asked.


Oh God. We were still talking. I could keep this conversation going. I glanced at the dude in the yellow hat with unwrinkled bills. If he gave her a new bill, she would get her tokens and leave. I looked around for Serena’s car.


“Um, what are you washing?” I asked.


She pointed. Leaning against the brick wall of the car wash was an old purple Schwinn bicycle, all muddy and scratched up.


“Just bought it for twenty bucks,” she said, walking over to the bike and wiggling the handlebars. “Guy told me the wax here does wonders.”


Did people still ride bikes? I hadn’t since I was nine. Hence, man boobs.


“Bring it in,” I said, nodding to the garage.


“You sure?” she asked.


I nodded at her soaked T-shirt. “I owe you.”


She grabbed the bike’s handles and rolled it in. I aimed the sprayer, but she held out her hand, quirking her lips in this adorable way. “You mind? I don’t want you getting distracted again.”


She hosed mud off the Schwinn while I leaned against the wall, arms folded firmly over my chest. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I ignored it.


“So do you, um, hate me forever?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I like things that knock me out of my usual routine. Like bumping a record player. Might make life land on a better track.”


And that was when I knew I would fall in love with her.


While she sprayed, and my phone vibrated, I did a quick search of my brain for cool things to talk about. All I did was play video games and study for school. That didn’t leave me with many options.


“So, uh, did you know that the guy who wrote The War of the Worlds came up with the idea for the atomic bomb thirty years before it was invented, and that he even named it?”


“Really?” Serena said. “Huh.” She wasn’t looking at me, but she didn’t sound bored.


“Yep. Um. Yeah. There are a lot of sci-fi authors who made really interesting discoveries. Like, Jules Verne came up with the idea for the submarine, and—” My phone would not stop vibrating. “Uh, excuse me.”


I had seven texts from the Wight Knights:


Dude where r u?


Dude.


Dude!


Location?


DUDE WHERE ARE YOU?


We are getting fucked.


You are fucking us.


I’d been away from the battle for more than fifteen minutes. If I left immediately, I could still make it back . . .


I put my phone on silent.


“Where was I?” I said.


“Jules Verne?” Serena said.


I smiled. She’d listened.


Once I’d wrung my brain of every cool, non-video-game fact I could think of and the Schwinn was clean and shiny and looked like it cost more than twenty dollars, Serena rolled the bike into the sun to dry.


“Welp,” she said. “Thanks for the cleaning. For the bike and me.”


She gave the bottom of her shirt a final squeeze. No more drips.


My heart started to stammer. She was going to leave. I didn’t want her to leave; I wanted her to stay. I wanted her to remain in my sight until we went on a date and had our first kiss and she realized what a stellar guy I was and that she should probably be my girlfriend. And while I was sure there was absolutely positively no way I would ever get a date with this girl, what if actually there was a way and the only way that it would happen was if I opened my stupid mouth and did something about it right that second?


“So, um,” I said, “I still feel bad about spraying you before. . . . In fact, I—I don’t feel like we’re even.”


She held out her hand for the water gun, like this was an invitation to spray me. I didn’t hand it to her. We both smiled.


“Did you have something different in mind?” she said.


“Uh, yeah, actually. Would you maybe, like . . .”


Serena raised her eyebrows, like, Get to the point, dude.


“Uh, you know, like, want to—”


RRRRNNNT!


The car wash’s timer buzzed, making me jump.


The big red numbers flashed 0:00.


“Little jumpy, are we?” she said.


“Ha, yeah.” I scratched the back of my neck and looked at the ground. I could feel my man boobs pressing against my shirt.


“You were saying?” Serena said.


I hesitated.


I had somehow, impossibly, briefly, momentarily been charming with this girl when I’d thought there was no chance whatsoever that I would see her again. And this had made me just relaxed enough to make her laugh not once, not twice, but three times.


Well, two laughs and a snort, technically.


“What-about-dinner?” I said, and then didn’t breathe.


She took a moment to consider the question, like the token dispenser thinking about whether to accept my crinkled five.


Had I screwed it up?


I had.


I was sure I had.


Shit.


“When?” she asked.


“Tonight?”


“I can’t tonight.”


“Tomorrow?”


“Busy tomorrow. I’m busy till Thursday.”


“Thursday?” I suggested.


“Um . . .” She clicked the Schwinn’s gears. I could have sworn she glanced at the mushroom on my shirt. “Sounds good,” she said. She mounted her bike, one foot on the pedal, one on the asphalt. “I’d hug you good-bye, but, y’know.” She frowned at her damp shirt.


“Ha. Right,” I said. “Maybe we could hug on Thursday.”


That was the stupidest thing I could have possibly said. Serena still giggled.


Oh God, what if she changed her mind between now and Thursday?


“Can I call you?” I asked.


“Nope,” she said. My heart nose-dived. But then she patted her pocket. “No phone. I’m not on Facebook either.”


A Luddite! Of course! This girl was anti-technology! That was why the bicycle. And the record-player reference. That was why she didn’t recognize my Super Mario shirt. I made a quick mental list of things to never talk about as long as she and I were dating. To be honest, it included most of my life.


Serena pushed off the pavement and pedaled in small circles around the car wash parking lot, moving far away, then close, then far again. “Meet me at Mandrake’s on Broadway,” she said. “Know it?”


“Uh, no.”


“It’s real good. And they never ID. I’ll be there at seven.”


She straightened the handlebars and pedaled down the sidewalk.


“Great!” I waved good-bye with the sprayer. “See you at Mandrake’s on Thursday at seven!”


She disappeared around the corner.


I had a date. A real-life date. Suddenly the future didn’t seem so war torn. The bright July sky looked almost pretty.


My phone vibrated again.


Ur dead to us.


I smiled. For the first time in years, I didn’t give a damn about the Wight Knights. Or Arcadia. I had just performed a miracle.


Then again, maybe I could get in one last game before I started preparing for my date.


The Xterra was still pretty dirty. I had only managed to clean the front half, and I was out of tokens. Screw it. Casey could stand to have the ass-end of her vehicle speckly for a few days.


On the drive home I couldn’t stop smiling. I imagined making Serena laugh over and over again while we dined at Mandrake’s. I’d have to find something nice to wear. That was for sure. Should I get my crack waxed? Did people actually do that? If so, where? And was there something the waxer could sign that declared that if they ever saw me in public, like on a date at Mandrake’s, they’d have to pretend not to recognize me? The back and shoulder wax was a must. Serena was worth it, I just knew. But what if during the date I bent over to pick up her dropped fork or something and my shirt came up and she saw that I was basically an overfed Hobbit? Could I lose about thirty pounds by Thursday? Probably not. But she didn’t seem to care about my weight.


Did she?


Would she have said yes if she did?


Probably not.


Would she?


I took a deep breath and smiled. I thought I had four whole days to think about these things.


Turned out I had about four minutes.





Loading . . .



When I got home, two tanklike Tongan men were standing in the driveway.


My dad stood between them.


He was holding a suitcase. My suitcase.


I parked in the street, and was about to get out when Casey walked out of the garage, pushing my computer chair. She left it at the curb and then headed back inside without making eye contact.


All thoughts of getting my crack waxed vanished when I saw one of the tanks point at me and ask, “That him?”


My dad nodded.


I shut off the engine. My heart started to pound, and not in a pleasant, Serena way. I didn’t get out of the Xterra. I didn’t unlock the doors. I didn’t know what was happening, but whatever it was couldn’t be good. The sun started to bake the air-conditioning away.


My dad walked up and rapped on the passenger window. “Come on out here, Jaxon. So we can talk.”


Before my dad retired, they called him the Mountain. Not because of his stature but because he would plant himself in people’s living rooms and refuse to budge until he’d made a sale.


I glanced at the tanks, who cast ominous shadows on the driveway. I didn’t move. My dad tried the handle.


“Tell me what’s happening through the window,” I said, my voice wavering, “and I’ll decide if I’m going to get out or drive away.”


My dad signaled to the tanks, who stepped in front of and behind the Xterra, blocking me in. I pressed into my seat.


“Okay,” I said. “Tell me through the window, and I’ll decide if I’m going to commit vehicular manslaughter.”


“You’re going to rehab,” my dad said.


“I’m what?”


“You’re going to re—”


“I heard what you said.” I rolled down the passenger window, just a crack so that my dad’s hand couldn’t get through. “What am I supposedly addicted to?”


“Video games.”


I was too stunned to speak for a second.


“Video game rehab? That can’t be a real thing.”


“It’s real,” my dad said in his maddeningly calm voice. “And you’re going.”


I gripped the steering wheel and tried to gather my thoughts.


Did I play a lot of video games? Yes. Did I love them and believe they were the fastest-growing medium that was quickly approaching a golden age that would transform the world for the better forever? Yes.


Was I addicted to them?


No. No, I was not.


“You can’t be addicted to video games,” I said. “It’s a compulsion.”


Casey came out of the garage holding two handfuls of wires. Even in the heat of the sun, my skin ran cold. The wires were from my computer. My window to adventure . . . to my friends. Casey was dismantling it.


She dumped the wires into her Jetta’s open trunk, next to my monitor. Then she finally looked at me. “We’re selling your computer and buying a treadmill,” she called.


“Can you hold off on that for a minute, sweetie?” my dad said.


She made a show of brushing her hands clean and went and leaned against the porch. At least she’d stopped marching in place.


“An addiction is a compulsion,” my dad said.


“No,” I said, trying to keep the tremors from my voice. “It isn’t.” My dad and I had had the video game argument dozens of times. I’d done my research. “You stop doing a compulsion if something good comes into your life.” I thought of Serena’s laugh. “With an addiction, you can’t stop, no matter how much you want to. Like alcohol.” I looked at Casey and yelled, “Or organic cottage cheese!”


She glared. My dad ignored that comment.


“I’ve been timing how long you spend in that room of yours. Every time I hear things start to blow up and die—”


“I don’t just play violent video games,” I interrupted.


“You know what I mean,” my dad said. “Every time your stepmother or I hear anything that sounds like a game, we start a timer. You have clocked—” He took a little piece of graph paper out of his back pocket. “You’ve clocked more than two hundred and fifty hours in the last month alone. That’s more than a full-time job.”


I tried to hide my own shock at that number and attempted another approach.


“Dad.” I looked him dead in the eye. “I can’t go to rehab right now.”


“You absolutely can and will.”


“You don’t understand. I just met a girl.”


My dad narrowed his eyes. “Where?”


“At the car wash,” I said. “That’s why the Xterra’s still dirty. I used the money to clean her bike.”


He glanced at the spotty back end of the Xterra, then back at me. “What’s her name?”


“Serena. She had a Schwinn. Purple.”


The Mountain didn’t budge. “Show me her number on your phone.”


Shit. Why did my new girlfriend have to be a Luddite?


My hands didn’t leave the steering wheel.


“Facebook?” my dad said.


I shook my head, and he gave a smile that seemed a touch more satisfied than disappointed.


A fear took me then. What if Serena had just pretended not to have a phone or Facebook?


No. No. I’d made her laugh.


Still, this conversation was spinning dangerously into unbelievable territory. I hadn’t had a date since I’d started living under my dad’s roof. Or . . . ever. Serena was the first good thing to come into my life in a long while. She was the great hope, the light at the end of the tunnel, the end game, my Call of Duty. . . . Only, I wasn’t going to shoot her.


“You always want to discuss things like adults,” I said. “Let’s discuss this.”


The tank in front of me heard this and rested his foot on the bumper. The Xterra dipped under his weight.


“Don’t let him talk you out of anything!” Casey called from the porch. “Dr. Phil said do not let them negotiate! You just have to get him down there!”


My dad glanced back at her, then at me. He may have been a tough old bastard, but he could be reasonable sometimes.


“All right,” he said to me. “I don’t know how adult you are, hiding in the car, but all right. Let’s discuss this.”


I gripped the steering wheel, quickly trying to formulate my talking points. We may have had this argument dozens of times before, but this time was different. This time he had two guards the size of refrigerators, and I . . . I had a date on Thursday. My suitcase sat in the driveway. Clearly rehab wouldn’t be an overnight stay.


My dad stood tall, feet firmly planted. “You gonna tell me you don’t play too many video games?”


“No,” I said. He had me beat there. He even had a piece of graph paper. “I’m going to ask you what’s wrong with video games.”


“Well,” my dad said, leaning against the Xterra, “you’re not getting any exercise, for one. You never do anything your stepmother or I ask you to. You—”


“Dad. Dad. I asked you what’s wrong with video games.”


He sighed. “Violence,” he said, like it was obvious. “World’s a lot more violent than when I was younger. Now that kids can simulate killing each other, they want to try it in real life.”


“Riiiiiiight,” I said. “’Cause they didn’t have any violence when you were a kid. Except, y’know, Vietnam. Or how about Korea, before that? We can keep going back if you’d like. Hitler never played video games.”


My dad nodded. “You can’t ignore that kid who ran his dad down with the car.”


The incident had made national news. But instead of the media focusing on a number of other factors that could have caused the kid’s violent outburst—bad living environment, bullying, depression—they focused on the fact that his dad had just taken away his copy of Halo.


“I was joking about the vehicular manslaughter,” I said, gesturing to the tank in front of the Xterra.


My dad rubbed the back of his neck. “You might not go out and hurt anyone. But what good are those games doing you?”


“Hand-eye coordination,” I said.


“You seem to have missed the whole back half of the Xterra here.”


“They’re good for learning how to code.”


“I haven’t seen any Java manuals in your room.”


“They’re better for the environment than a lot of hobbies.”


“So is running.”


“I could make millions as an Esports player.”


“Where’s the check?”


“Online games help break down international borders.”


“By fighting?”


“They help people from different countries understand each other.”


“By calling each other ‘bitch’?”


“That’s a term of endearment!”


I collapsed onto the steering wheel. I had never imagined my romantic future would hang on a single video game debate.


I sat upright and snapped. “Games can help kids overcome dyslexia, and they help old people become better drivers.”


My dad smiled. “It’s a good thing I’m not raising an elderly person who can’t read.”


My head fell back onto the steering wheel. My jaw trembled at the thought that I was going to lose the first shot I’d ever had with a real girl. The ironic thing was that I was only having this argument so I could go on a date and have a good excuse to not play so many video games.


“Son,” my dad said, his Mountain voice crumbling a bit. “You’re just not living up to your potential. I’d rather see you go out and fail in the real world than succeed in a world that doesn’t exist. I’m not seeing any skills in you that you didn’t have before your mom bought you that machine.”


It was a Nintendo Wii. She had bought it for me the first Christmas after my parents divorced. In the card, she’d written:


Your dad is going to hate this.


But I hope you love it.


XO,


Mom


“Dad . . . it’s not like I can play so many video games that I throw up on the carpet and lose consciousness for two days.”


He sighed. “This is not a conversation about your mother.”


“I’m not the one who brought her up.”


We stared into each other’s eyes, trying to reach something deeper. I broke contact and clicked the turn signal left, then right, and then left again.


“I’ve tried reasoning with you,” my dad said. “I’ve tried getting you out in the world. So has your stepmother. I don’t have any other options.”


“And if I really did meet a girl, Dad? Wouldn’t you want me to go out with her and start something healthy in my life? Something that could get me away from games?”


My dad hesitated for a second. His eyebrows relaxed. My heart gave a little leap of hope.


Casey shouted from the porch. “What are you letting him tell you? Do not listen. It is time to go!”


I scowled at her. “You know she plays Candy Crush, right?”


My dad refurrowed his eyebrows and took up his Mountain stance again.


Dammit.


“Do you remember that time you promised me you’d stopped playing Warcraft and gave me the copy of your game?”


I rubbed my forehead. “Yeah.”


I’d let him take the disc because he hadn’t known the game was already downloaded to my computer. He caught me playing five minutes later.


“Guess I don’t have much reason to trust you, then.”


“Dad, this is different. This girl is real. And she thinks I’m great for some reason.”


“Think how impressed she’ll be with your new skills when you come home.”


The driver door popped open, and a hand seized my elbow. The tank from behind the Xterra gently but firmly pulled me out of the Xterra and into the sun.


I looked at my dad. “He had the spare key the whole time?”


“I didn’t want you to think I don’t respect your opinion,” he said.


“No,” I said. “You just wanted me to think my opinion mattered to you before you had me dragged away.”


The other tank retrieved my suitcase from the driveway while the first led me to a copper-colored Oldsmobile on the other side of the street. He spread my arms and then gave me a thorough pat-down and emptied my pockets, handing my wallet, iPhone, and fingernail clippers over to my dad.


“Have fun!” Casey called, waving from the porch.


She went inside and slammed the door.


That was it. I was cast out of Arcadia. No more Caligari District. No more goblin carnival. No more pastel spaceships soaring us to other universes to enlist anthropomorphic fighters. No more adventures with the Wight Knights.


That was when I realized . . . when I thought of Serena, I didn’t care about video games.


One of the tanks opened the back door of the Oldsmobile.


My dad held out his hand to me. I didn’t take it.


“What?” I said. “You think I’m going to go off and learn some valuable life lesson and then come back and be the perfect son who treats your child bride better?”


“Actually,” my dad said, still holding out his hand, “I’m hoping you come back and treat yourself better.”


“You’re an asshole, Dad,” I said. “And I don’t mean that as a term of endearment.”


“Okay, Jaxon.” He gave me a flat smile and put his hand in his pocket. “Good luck.”


The tank lowered my head into the Oldsmobile and shut the door.





Tutorial



Two rules,” the tank in the driver’s seat said. “Don’t swear and don’t say nothing about the music.” He tossed a granola bar into my lap. “Tell me if you need to use the bathroom.”


He started the engine and the car filled with gospel music. Elvis gospel music.


“You saw me crying in the chaaaaaaaaapellllllll . . .”


The other tank climbed into the passenger seat and sighed. Apparently he had to follow the rules too.


“They call me Command and him Conquer,” the driver said. As if they weren’t intimidating enough.


From the backseat I noticed that Command kept his poofy hair tied back in a neat bun, while Conquer let his roam free. Conquer also had a much bigger equator. They looked strong enough to tame a rabid ox, let alone my weak ass. I wouldn’t be able to escape them if I tried. Besides, the backseat had no door handles.


“We got one more pickup,” Command said, throwing the gear into drive.


The car rolled forward. My stomach took a moment to catch up.


My dad waved from the porch. I looked away.


While Elvis sang another song—“With arms wide oooooooopeeeeeennnnnn”—Command drove east to the rich side of Salt Lake. We pulled up to a three-story house with dozens of windows. Command climbed out of the Oldsmobile and knocked on the front door. A pretty woman with sad eyes answered, and they went inside.


The car cooled and made ticking noises. I surveyed the neighborhood. If I could leap over the front seat and out the driver’s side door before Conquer clamped on to my ankle, maybe I could get a running head start and hide behind the shrubbery. After he and Command gave up the search, I’d walk downtown and camp at Mandrake’s, sleeping in their alcove, washing up in the bathroom, and working on my charming conversation with the waitresses until my date on Thursday. Hopefully they’d have some after-dinner mints.


I had nothing to lose. I would bolt in three . . . two . . .


“You thinking about escaping?”


Conquer adjusted the rearview mirror to meet my eyes.


“Yes,” I said.


“They all do.” He chuckled and stretched. “This ain’t no video game.”


The tension uncoiled in my legs. “Thanks for clearing that up.”


A minute later Command exited the house, leading a skinny kid with tattoo sleeves.


“The hell?” Conquer said under his breath.


I may have been suffering from gamer’s squint, but this kid looked like he’d just been pulled out of an iron lung. It seemed the only thing preventing him from falling dead in the driveway was Command’s supporting hand.


Command opened the backseat door, and the kid slumped in next to me. His head was shaved, his ears gauged, and his arms writhed with homemade tattoos—frayed wires spitting electricity. The kid looked like an electric warlock . . . with only one hit point left.


“Two rules.”


Command repeated the business about swearing and music and then tossed another granola bar over his shoulder. It hit the kid in the chest, but he didn’t even flinch. His dark eyes, slumped head, and drooping lip made me briefly reconsider my argument that it was impossible to be addicted to video games.


Briefly.


“So,” I said. “What are you in for?”


The kid was already asleep.


Command pulled onto the freeway, and we headed west, across the tracks, and through the industrial side of town. Soon the city gave way to salt flats, and the pit in my stomach deepened. Just as an Arcadia character steps on an ill-rendered piece of ground, slips through the game’s polygons, and hurtles into the black unknown, I was falling through the world. My beautiful fantasy world of trumpets, dancing buildings, and cotton candy skies was being replaced with the pant of air-conditioning, the slimy feeling of vinyl against the back of my neck, and—“Hrr . . . Hrrmph . . .”—the smell of vomit every time we stopped to let the electric tattoo kid throw up.


Three Elvis-Sings-Gospel songs later, we came to a small casino town, cruising under a large sign of a mechanical cowgirl kicking her giant neon leg. We didn’t stop there. We continued on through the desert until even the out-of-service gas stations disappeared, and then pulled off the main road and kept on driving.


Dunes rose up around the car in dull waves.


“You’re not going to make me dig holes, are you?” I asked.


“Nope.” Command chuckled. “We’re just going to make you have fun.”


That sounded so much worse.


The sun dipped in the sky, and the electric warlock slumped into the middle of the seat. I remained wide awake, mentally mapping every turn, road sign, and the size and slope of every dune. I was determined to know exactly where I was imprisoned and how to find my way back.


But as the desert stretched on, I realized it would be impossible to walk back. Not unless I wanted Thursday’s date to be a crow feasting on my belly meat. After that unpleasant realization, I just kept an eye on the electric warlock’s drool, slowly creeping toward my leg.


Finally, as Elvis sang of coming to the garden, we arrived. The rehab facility was a windowless, cream-gray box of a building, nestled among dunes that stretched to the horizon.


It looked as lonely as a LEGO lost in an infinite sandbox.


Command parked in a dusty lot, pulled my suitcase out of the trunk, and opened my door. He escorted me to a white entrance, which opened without a key. Clearly, everyone here knew the walk back to Salt Lake would be impossible. Command gestured inside. I took one last glance toward the east. The desert would have stretched on forever, were the sky not there to stop it.


I went inside.


Like a stage right out of BioShock, two concrete hallways stretched left and right along the building’s outer walls—one long, one short, both flickering fluorescent. The place smelled like rusty pipes and hummed like dead static.


Welcome to Rapture, I thought, and a darkness opened inside me.


Conquer practically carried the electric warlock in after us.


“Kid’s not doing so hot,” Conquer said, lightly slapping the warlock’s cheek.


“Take him to the Fairy Fountain,” Command said. “We’ll get him guilded later.”


Conquer hefted the kid’s body down the short hallway, and Command put his nose three inches from mine. “Do I need to give you a cavity search?”


My butt clenched. “Um, huh?”


“Games are pretty small these days,” he said, walking closer and pressing me against the wall. “Tamagotchi, iPod Touches.”


I swallowed. “I might have a big butt, but I don’t use it for storage.”


He smiled. “Just messin’.”


He knelt down, unlaced my shoelaces, and took them. In case I tried to play cat’s cradle with them, I guess.


He led me down the long hallway. “Time to meet G-man,” he said.


“The bad guy from Half-Life?” I said, laceless shoes flapping off my feet.


Command chuckled. “That’s what the players call the clinical director. Don’t tell him why. Game talk is forbidden here, but the guy’s never played a video game in his life.”


We passed doors stenciled with different symbols: a candle, a music note, a cauldron, a computer chip. At the end of the hall, Command stopped and pointed up a staircase to a metallic door.


“Good luck,” he said.


I swallowed and scaled the stairs.


How the hell did I get here?


How the hell did I get out?


I had to convince them I did not belong.


If this was the meeting where the clinical director decided whether or not someone who’d been committed was truly addicted, whether there had been some kind of mistake and this kid should be immediately released so he could go on his date with the cute girl from the car wash, then I was ready to be the most well-adjusted gamer he had ever met.


This would require me to be a charming person . . . which I was not.


I smoothed my Super Mario Bros. shirt and opened the metal door.


“Juuuust a moment,” a slim man in a gray suit said. He was sitting at a small desk, pressing a row of stamps onto an inkpad, one by one.


The office looked like it had been built for epileptics. No loud colors. No sharp corners. No decoration of any kind. Not even accreditations. There was a desk and two chairs, and that was about it.


“Done!” The director stood from his desk, lightly punching at his hip to get all the way upright. His bright green eyes fixed on me. “Jaxon,” he said, in a voice that was warm but all business. He came around the desk and offered his hand. “Welcome to Video Horizons, the first video game rehabilitation center in the West.”


I shook his hand.


And even though I was exhausted . . .


Even though I felt stripped and humiliated and out of my element . . .


Even though I was terrified about not making it to my date . . .


I smiled.


“Thanks for having me. It’s great to be here.”


“Really?” The director took a step back and gave a pleased frown. “No one’s ever said that before.”


His teeth looked like they’d never been flossed, and I could smell moss when he spoke.


I smiled again and shrugged. “How often do I get a free desert vacation? Ha-ha.”


The director shook his finger at me. “I like your attitude. Have a seat.”


He gestured to the chair opposite his desk while easing his stiff hip into his. I sat. The fluorescent lights fizzed.


Over the years I’d picked up a couple of sales tactics from my dad:


1. Be passionate about the client’s interests.


2. Mimic their actions to make them feel you’re relatable.


3. Use humor as a lubricant.


4. Act like a normal human being for once in your life.


That last one was personal advice for me.


“I’m the clinical director here at Video Horizons,” the man in the suit said. “My name is John Borno, but everyone here calls me G-man because I’m the master of games.”
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