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Three years ago, Leigh and I were watching the season finale of How I Met Your Mother. To be more specific, Leigh watched it while I played Sudoku on the DS. I stopped really watching HIMYM around season 4.

“Hey,” Leigh said, poking me. “Is that Legend of Zelda on the screen?” I looked up in time to see a drunken Jason Segel hallucinate scenes from the original NES game whilst jabbing at buttons on an ATM.

“So it is.” I put down the DS to watch, only for the episode to not revisit video games again. This is why I don’t like HIMYM, I thought. Nothing but bait-and-switch. The episode ended shortly thereafter and Leigh glanced at the N64 console I’d hooked up to a few weeks earlier in anticipation of a Goldeneye tournament that never materialized.

“You want to play video games?” Leigh asked. I raised an eyebrow. Leigh never wanted me to play video games. Not when she was around, anyway. She didn’t care what I did when she wasn’t there.

“That’s a tremendous thought. Any ideas?”

She pursed her lips and hummed. “How about Zelda?”

I grinned and gave a thumbs-up. I poked around the little entertainment system, opening drawers and cabinets until I located the stack of N64 cartridges: Ogre Battle 64, Star Fox 64, Goldeneye, Mario. Finally, I found Ocarina of Time way in the back, stuck it in the console and turned it on. Grabbing the controller, I sat next to her. When it booted, I handed it to her and settled back to watch.

A minute ticked by. “Oh.” She was staring at me, the oversize controller limp in her hand. “I wanted you to play. I’ll just watch.”

I scratched my head. “I hate playing Ocarina. I didn’t like it when it came out, I can’t imagine I’ll like it now. But I liked watching my brother play.”

She frowned. “I hate playing Ocarina. When I was younger, I used to watch my brother play.”

“This is like two tops going home together,” I muttered, standing and shutting the N64 off again.

“Excuse me?”

“We’re both fucked.”



I don’t miss being younger. I don’t miss the boredom, the insecurity, being broke, the endless tedium of minimum wage jobs, the lack of dates. I don’t miss the constant switching-over of life and starting anew in high school, college, crappy part-time jobs and making new friends over and over. I don’t miss being blackout drunk or envying my friends when they succeed and I remained stagnant. I miss none of that.

I miss two things. I miss consequence-free diets (a single carrot is not a satisfying snack and I resent the implication that it is) and I miss friends coming over and playing hours of video games. Tekken 3tournaments. Goldeneye rampages. Taking turns at Duck Tales and Sonic the Hedgehog. Smoking blunts and listening to Jay-Z while playing DOA 3 in my friends’ living room.  Talking trash at Ken Griffey Jr. baseball every time pitchers hit homers. Purposefully scrolling in Contra so my brother died on those cliffs.

Not long ago, my friend Greg called me. His wife and newborn son were staying at his mother-in-law’s for the weekend and he had some free time. “Why don’t we play some video games?” he asked. My wife was already asleep when he arrived an hour later. After drinking a beer and sneaking a couple cigarettes, we adjourned to my semi-finished basement.

Wood-paneled walls from the 70s, a linoleum floor, popcorn ceiling. A treadmill in one corner and in the other, a futon for guests and a 40-inch tube television. Hooked up to it is a hacked Xbox with every SNES and NES game—best $15 Craigslist purchase I ever made, even if I play only rarely. We turned it on and scrolled through the hundreds of games, looking for just the right one. We skip Contra, play some Street Fighter 2, then some racing games. He asked, “Have you played Dr. Mario?”

I had not. We turn it on and within moments, despite a significant handicap in settings, I’m dead. “Nevermind,” he said. Instead, I pulled out my old PS2 and we played Tekken 3 until the wee hours. Our thumbs had forgotten nothing. My skills with Hwoarang, Nina and Yoshimitsu were solid as ever. Within minutes, he 10-hit combo-ed me with Heihachi. I called him a “dirty motherfucking cheapass sonofabitch.” He cursed me out a round later when I killed him without being touched, courtesy of Nina. It was a flashback to my youth and when he left at 3 in the morning, I was a little sad to see him go.

I kept my PS2 out for a couple days, hoping against hope to play some more Tekken. But life is a bit different now that I’m in my 30s. I still see friends regularly, but there’s often an agenda or a timeline. A coffee in-between errands or meeting up for a happy hour drink, a group date to a new restaurant. Often there are children involved and little time to waste.

One night, when both Leigh and I were home early, I booted it up and asked, “Want to play?”

She scrunched her nose and said, “Ugh. Is that a fighting game?  No.” She flopped down on our couch while our new kitten, Monster, jumped on her lap and started to purr, then bite, then purr. “I’ll watch you play, though.”

I smiled and shook my head. “No, that’s ok. I’ll make us some dinner.” Stuffed green peppers take time. Then dishes. Then housework. Then bed. There wasn’t really time for games, anyway. In my early twenties, I would have just neglected responsibilities. That doesn’t happen anymore.



Three months ago, after I finished my Fallout kick, in the middle of my thesis semester of grad school, I’m sick and take a day off from work and from school and from everything. Leigh goes to work in the morning and I sleep in until noon. Then, feeling better, I putz around the house and waste all the time I want. After lunch, I adjourn to the basement to play all of the video games.

I play a few minutes of Chrono Trigger. But, I need something new, something I missed. I try Wizard of Oz(awful), and Gargoyle’s Quest (quality, but not now), Bubble Bobble (um), and half-a-dozen others. Then, I see Tetris. “Yes,” I say. “That’ll do” Tetris isn’t exactly new, but I haven’t played it in twenty years, so, close enough. I start to click on it when I see that there are no less than three different versions listed. I pause and chew my lip. I scroll down and click on the one that also has Dr. Mario as a package. I remember playing with Greg for a few minutes. It had seemed kind of fun.

Dr. Mario is a Tetris clone for the Nintendo where, instead of geometric shapes falling down into an empty box, little colored pills do the same task. And instead of trying to fill lines, the goal is to instead line up the pills with little colored “viruses” that look like the aliens from Space Invaders. Kind of. It’s more intuitive than that.

It’s an NES game, so the artwork is sketchy, not that graphics are a prerequisite for puzzle games. And, of course, Mario is there, tossing the pills from off to the side. Back in ‘90s, Mario was attached to everything, no matter how inappropriate. He judged boxing games and apparently was a licensed medical practitioner. Who knew!

Dr. Mario sounds like a boring game. If the idea is to play Tetris, then just play Tetris. Why bother with imitations? When it came out, I was a kid and had “better” things to do with my time than play a cheap copy. As an adult, I probably had better things to do than play Dr. Mario, but by this point, my sick day more than half done and what did I have to lose?

I press play.

Hours later, I hear Leigh opening the door. “Honey? Where are you?”

I yell over the Dr. Mario theme. “I’m downstairs. I ordered pizza. C’mere.”

She clomps down the stairs and peeks over the banister, Monster (now a cat) and her sister Saucepan prowling around her ankles. “Did you feed the girls? They’re acting starved.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. I forgot.” I pause and hand her the half-eaten pizza. “I’ve been busy.”

She laughs and says, “You enjoying your day off?” She squints. “Why is Mario throwing pills at floating monsters?” Her fingers begin tapping along with the music. It’s infectious. (Have you heard the theme song?)

“It’s Dr. Mario. You ever play it?” I shuffle over and she sits next to me, a slice of pizza already in her hands.

“Never heard of it.” She watches while I un-pause and play for a few minutes. “That looks fun.”

I glance at her sidelong. “No one gets shot, there are no creepy sewer-ghouls, no one punches each other. You want to play?”

She picks up a controller and sighs. “I know you want me to try. But I promise nothing.”

“That’s all I ask,” I say. “Standard twenty minute rule?”

 (We established our twenty minute rule years back, whenever we want each other to try something outside comfort zones. After twenty minutes, there’s a pause in the action to gauge our partner’s enjoyment. If there is some, it continues, otherwise, kaput. This is how I watched “The Notebook” and she watched “My Neighbor Totoro.” This is also how I didn’t finish “Grey’s Anatomy” and she didn’t finish “Louie.”)

Tetris, to the best of my knowledge, is a solo game. What really sets Dr. Mario apart is that there’s a co-op mode. I played the computer during my 2-hour spree. I saw the potential. But it’s not satisfying playing against a static enemy. Not for this.

For our first round, I play on level 5 and she plays on 1. I take it easy on her but still win the first round. She clears one of the viruses. “Yay! Die monster,” she says.

“It’s a virus.”

“Looks like a monster,” she says.

The second round is close as she gets the hang of the controls. Press A to rotate the pills and get the colors to line up.  Use the directional pad to move the pills around. Get four colors to match one virus and it’s cured! There are a few different color combinations: red/blue, red/yellow, yellow/blue, blue/blue, red/red, yellow/yellow. That’s it. It’s a simple game.

She wins the first game. “Want to play again?” There’s one last twist. When a player clears more than one virus at a time, there’s a penalty on the other player. Random blocks appear at the top of their screen and slowly drop to the bottom. If they drop on a virus, well, that’s the point, and the virus is blocked. I do this for the first time in the rematch.

Leigh stops and looks at me. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“Take that sucker.” I wink and make little guns with my fingers.

She reddens and her eyes narrow. “It’s on.”

The pizza slowly disappears. I get up once to feed the cats and go to the bathroom. She stamps her feet while I’m gone and we resume in silence. After an hour I say, “Your twenty minutes is up.”

“Shut up and play.” She’s on level 3 by now, rapidly improving. We split often. By the end of the night, she’s playing at level 5 and I play at 7. The music won’t get out of our heads. Our cats are asleep on our futon. Her fingers are chafed raw, she tells me.

“Honey,” I say. “Maybe it’s bed time?”

“You just don’t want me to beat you. Again.”

“Fine. One last.”



Since that night, I haven’t been able to get together with friends to play games. They’ve seen each other, but only by accident. I missed an impromptu Tekken tournament at Greg’s house because I was at Home Depot, buying shelves. This is what happens. But all is not lost. I have played Dr. Mario a dozen times. Normally, Leigh says, “Do you want to play Monster Game?”

 “Yes, let’s play Monster Game.” I corrected her once and she gave me the I know what the hell it’s called, let me be cute, Mr. Pedantic face. It’s not like how it used to be, when I’d play marathon sessions with friends until the wee hours of the morning. Sometimes, Leigh and I play for a scant ten minutes. Besides that first time, we’ve never played for longer than an hour and a half. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m playing with someone else. I have enough of playing games solo. Most of my video game experiences are introspective, role-playing experiences, to be someone else and somewhere else.

But sometimes, I want to look over at someone else and say, “Holy shit, you are such an asshole,” and I want them to look back at me and say, “Suck a bag of dicks.” And it makes me feel like I’m not old and that I can still touch the good parts of the past. The icing is that my wife is the one telling me to suck it.

Rather Be a Conscript

 March 1, 2016

I’m one of those people who lay awake at night, thinking about death. More specifically, my death. All the many ways I could die, how life will continue to go on without me until, in the not-so-distant future, I’m utterly forgotten. And not only will I be forgotten, it will be as if I had never been. Even if I somehow achieve fame in this lifetime (not a goal), it’ll only be a few generations before that evaporates as well. This causes many sleepless nights and depressed, gray days.

I am not an optimist.



Few in Valkyrie Profile would consider themselves optimist either, as steeped in death as the game is. The player’s party consists of the titular Valkyrie, the harvester of the dead, and the einherjar, dead souls chosen to fight in the afterlife. Threaded throughout are the mourning family and friends of the dead, and the threat of the upcoming Ragnarok, when the world will end. The game starts with death, is obsessed with death, and ends with death.

Lenneth is the protagonist of Valkyrie Profile, awoken by the god Odin to venture to Midgard (Earth) and find among its warriors those souls worthy enough to fight in the coming apocalypse. The game is split between cutscenes of tragedy and platform RPG. The intro is approximately an hour-long dialogue-dump in which an arrogant princess and a proud warrior attempt to stir the pot of a kingdom and wind up dead and buried. Lenneth then swoops in to claim their souls. It sets an appropriate tone of grim humor and uncompromised gloom. After the warrior Arngrimm fails to avenge the princess’s death, they are both drafted into service.

Is it appealing to know that even after you die, you might be conscripted? If the only alternative is nothing, then yes, it is appealing as hell.

Valkyrie Profile is heavily stylized, richly baroque, and as clean as the graphics of the time allowed. It’s filled with dark purples, deep blacks, midnight blues, greys and browns, gunmetal. The few scenes of light, notably a field of wildflowers, blue sky and a gray gravestone, serve their purpose. It’s like that single girl in red in Schindler’s List, meant as relief from unrelenting gloom. And, because it’s an accent, it enhances the sadness bookends. Who is in the grave in Valkyrie Profile? Much of the real plot, the reason Lenneth is harvesting souls (vis-a-vis, you) is dependent on this one unremarkable area of the map, totally optional and easily overlooked.



Over the years, I’d heard plenty about Valkyrie Profile. It came out toward the end of the Playstation’s run, when the PS2 was about to drop. That, despite its critical and (relative) commercial success, limited the number of copies sold. I never obtained a copy because I was unwilling to spend $90 on a game. A friend of mine happened to own it and lent it to me. That such a brilliant game dealing with death is difficult to obtain because of its own extinction amuses me.

Because of visceral remorse, I tend to keep my game-playing to the fantastic or the generally non-violent. I play a lot of RPGs where the format (turn-based, indirect combat) diminishes empathy and compassion or, because the killing is of orcs and goblins, it’s another layer removed. I love a good fighting game where the violence doesn’t lead to death; I dig racing/space simulators. I like puzzle games and strategy games. What I don’t like are games that make me think too hard or long on the nature of death, fleeting humanity or the callousness of creation.

Because of that discomfort, I avoid playing games that scream too much of verisimilitude. Call of Duty is simply not for me. Too-realistic murder of, by all appearances, “real” men and women, even when I intellectually know it’s a video game, causes literal pangs of guilt and sadness. I feel physically ill from too much wanton destruction. When I play games such as Fallout, I keep murder to a minimum and will sometimes reload saves in which I’ve blundered into slaughter despite the heavily stylized, post-apocalyptic landscape that reduces the uncanny valley to a minimum.



Unlike most RPGs, Valkyrie Profile is a weird mish-mash of random elements. It’s story-heavy, with dozens of hours of cut scenes, NPC dialogue, and semi-hidden backstory. There’s limited time to explore the world, so there’s (probably) no way to hear and see everything the first time through. There’s no reason to visit many of the towns and dungeons if they’re not directly tied to a mission. Someone like me, who’s very much reward-oriented and not at all motivated by completionism, will likely miss a lot.

Besides the story, the game play is unusually constructed. Lenneth floats in the sky until the player activates the soul search, in which they are directed to a particular level or town. Then it becomes a side-scroller with NPCs to interact with (if in a town) and enemies and puzzles to solve via jumping, sliding and an ice ray (in dungeons). The enemies, if contacted, shunt the player to an RPG-style battle with the Valkyrie, and three minions of the player’s choice. Then, the party attacks all at once, each character correlating to a button on the controller so that an early, rude form of rhythm gaming can be implemented in order to fully utilize each character’s power. It’s confusing but oddly intuitive. Massive carnage happens on that screen and every character is different. But the end result is, of course, the same.



For decades, I was lucky enough to suffer virtually no death in my life. The 80s were a bad set of years with the death of three of my grandparents (the other died in the 60s), but I was too young; I have only dim memories of any of them. The last bad year was 1990, when my aunt and dog both died. I remember little of those feelings.
Between 1990 and last year, I’d mostly dodged death. My good friends Zach and Justin died in the early aughts; a bartender I worked with died while I was out of state; Leigh’s grandfathers both died while we were dating; my mother’s aunt died two years ago. I visited her in hospice and we watched golf and talked about John Daly. There were a few others here and there, but I was lucky for 24 years. I’d only worn funereal black a handful of times.



The midpoint of Valkyrie Profile is where most causal players will miss the hints needed in order to get the best ending. I accidentally managed to trigger everything the first time around, enabling a scene of lovely beauty in which Lenneth reconnects with an old love. That the old flame is dead and an einherjar, enjoying a single day of sunshine before being sent on to the afterlife is part of the beauty. Life is fleeting, joy is transient.


It was while I was deep into my run that my year began to go south. First, I received a voicemail early in the morning from a close friend—one of those friends who never calls but always means to. The message was garbled, indistinct. I replayed it five to ten times to puzzle out the meaning. There were only a few words I could understand, “…wanted to let you know…brain…treatment…tell everybody…” A flurry of phone calls later and I understood that brain cancer doesn’t so much care about “only being 29” and that prognosis is generally about 18 months from diagnosis.



There’s another cut scene after a climactic boss battle, which seems entirely disconnected from the main plot. After the villain who seems to be the ultimate man-behind-the-curtain, Lezard is vanquished, the story immediately switches to a heretofore unseen character, Mystina. She’s a little selfish, a little angry, a little overly sexualized for such a non-sexual game. She encounters Lezard, discovers a (confusing) plot involving homunculus (i.e. clones or golems) and debates thwarting him. She is then straight-up murdered. The abrupt, unexpected execution startled me. Valkyrie Profile does a good job in a short amount of room to make me care, not just for her, but for all the einherjar.



Not long after word reached me about my friend, my uncle died, also of cancer. At 75, he was not a young man, but what does that matter? He loved life and his family and I miss him. He was not a warrior in any sense. In the week before he died, I managed to visit him once. I don’t know why I didn’t stop in more. He only lived three blocks from me. The fact that I saw him hundreds of times in the past few years means little. We were watching The Bridge Over the River Kwai when I saw him last. Since then, I’ve meant to watch the whole thing, but I haven’t been able to. His birthday came and went not long ago. He was the nicest man who really dug coffee and sweets and he was a wonderful uncle.



In the background of Valkyrie Profile is an entire world. Throughout the cut scenes and non-linear exploration that one can do should one choose to do so, are kingdoms and churches that are plotting… something. There are upheavals and betrayals and what is, to all appearances, an arms race. It is never clearly stated and all inference must be done through piecemeal reconstruction, but Midgard is about to engage in a multi-nation world war. How many would die? The counts and kings and bishops don’t seem to worry about it.

Shortly after Uncle Jonny died, Leigh was petting our cat and found a lump. We took her, Saucepan, to the vet a few days later where they pronounced the lump malignant. A month later, we buried her ashes in our front yard. She was 6. I hadn’t lost a pet since my childhood. I didn’t know just how much I cared about her until she was gone. Why we adopt these furry creatures that live only a fraction of our lives is beyond me. I still miss her.
I imagine the Norsemen who began the myth of the Valkyries were seeking comfort in the knowledge of their own impending death. They wanted to believe that if they fought hard enough and lived well enough that they’d find an afterlife filled with beer halls and more fighting. It’s no different than the idea of Heaven or of reincarnation. We can’t accept that there might be nothing, that the spark that is you returns to the void from whence it came, that what makes us us is nothing but electrochemical transactions in the brain. We’d prefer that a woman-God will descend from the heavens and tap us on the shoulder and say, “You’re worthy to be one God’s elite chosen. Come with me.” It’s a much happier conceit.

I bought my house 6 years ago, my mortgage being underwritten through a nice enough man named Brad who worked at a bank. Every year since, his office has sent me birthday and Christmas cards and updated me on his career. I knew it was simply smart marketing, but it worked. In October, I decided to refinance my house, like an adult and, because of the connection, I contacted Brad. When Leigh and I went to see him, I noticed he was much thinner than he used to be. He said, soon enough, “You might notice I look thinner and I have this,” and he pointed at the scar on his nearly-bald head. “I’m battling brain cancer again. But I’m doing quite well.” And then he went back to the paperwork and I thought, How the fuck can he be so calm about this.
Brad’s not a friend, but I can’t help but thing that all my luck between 1990 and today is catching up to me.



It’s not easy to admit that we’re going to die. I like what Mark Twain said, even if I can’t make myself believe it, “I do not fear death. I had been dead for billions and billions of years before I was born, and had not suffered the slightest inconvenience from it.”

Lenneth dies toward the end of Valkyrie Profile and those she surrounds herself with unite to resurrect her. The murdering Lezard, a borderline psychotic Arngrimm, the selfish Mystina and a fourth character, the vampirical Brahms (who keeps women locked in suspended animation), temporarily form the core party. What lesson am I to take from this? That the good will die due to sacrifice? That I need to hope that I’ll befriend powerful maniacs who will save me? That I need saving or death is inevitable?

My uncle Jonny had a son, Mark. Mark was older than me and struggled with mental illness, but he was in wonderful shape and never touched a drop of alcohol or smoked a cigarette. He was hit by a car a few months after his father died and cracked some ribs. He came over to my parents’ house the next day for my mother’s birthday and I joked that I was going to hug him harder than normal. It wasn’t a good joke, but that doesn’t really matter with family. He ate a second helping of whatever I’d cooked and complimented me. He died the next day when a blood clot in his leg detached. He was 53 and I doubt any Valkyrie took him off to the mead hall Valhalla.

The world in Valkyrie Profile ends in Ragnarok, brought forth by selfishness. It is, of course, recreated in the coda, because that’s how video games work. But, similar to sleep, how can we know if it created everyone exactly the same? When we close our eyes, is it still the same us as the next morning? Consciousness is not contiguous and we only have the impression that our life is linear. It’s entirely possible that we die every night and are replaced by new selves. Our cells constantly regenerate, but it’s not the same cells, they’re different. Why then are we the same? Are we?

It’s not that playing a video game made me think about death more than I already do. I remember being 7, lying on my bed and doing my best to ponder the immensity of the universe and how small I was and if there was a God and what happened after death and the callousness of everything until it was all nothing but pressure and I shut my eyes and just decided that of course there was a God because it was otherwise too much to think about. It’s always there, in the back of my head. But normally, I play video games to relax or be transported elsewhere. And despite the beauty of Valkyrie Profile and the delightfully complex gameplay, it focuses entirely on a dark subject, one I happened to be dealing with quite a bit at the time. Instead of being able to fully immerse, one part of my brain was always hammering away, whispering death.

It might have been the least therapeutic escapism ever. Or the most. It’s hard to say. I know that I can’t ever play it again because of how linked the Valkyrie is with actual death and sadness in my life. Even looking at it makes me shudder. I was happy to give it back to my friend and whistled when I did. “Did you enjoy it?” she asked, and I didn’t really know the answer. I don’t enjoy breathing, but I miss it when it’s gone.
This Is (not) Your Beautiful House

 September 27, 2016

On the first day, Dr. John Pilgrim arrives at his office. His colleague says, blow off work, come party. All seems well in the world—he’s just cured cancer after all—so he decides that ditching out and embracing irresponsibility, for once, is justified.

You’ve just gotten home from New Hampshire, your second year of AmeriCorps. You have no money and are working a series of nothing jobs. Your mother calls you one day and says, “My secretary just quit. Do you want to come and temp for me for a couple weeks?” You aren’t doing anything you care about, so of course you say yes.

There’s a saying: “this is the first day of the rest of your life.” The past is over, and every day when we wake, we’re reborn. The future is unwritten, and, with the right choices, we can create the perfect world. The rest of our life stretches before us, endless, and we can tread in any direction, do anything, make the world turn with the right lever.

Monday: I wrote some words in my novel and went to FedEx so I could construct a zine. I walked through Johns Hopkins’s campus. Brian and I discussed video games over Google-chat There were flowers and pretty co-eds. I laughed with a worker at FedEx. At one point during the day, I sent emails to my father-in-law. At the end of the night, I watched Aladdin with Leigh instead of Rear Window.

On the second day, Dr. John Pilgrim discovers that the cure he’s made is actually going to destroy the world; it attacks everything, not just cancer. When he arrives at work, he heads up to the roof, ostensibly for fresh air. Outside, in the bright light of day, his despondent colleague commits suicide while John watches, horrified.

You are at a meeting with your mother/boss and two women you’ve never met. The new women seem nice and when you shake hands, you make an offhand joke that you can’t remember minutes later. The women laugh. Later, when you have to take a call, you excuse yourself politely, professionally, firmly, and leave the room. When you return, the woman with the short hair says, “So, you’re just a temp? We have an opening. Would you like it?” and you say, sure, sounds great.

The flipside of the “rest of your life” argument is, of course, that every day is the first day of the end of your life. This is just as true of a proposition. At some point in the future, we will die. Everyone we know will die. Our children and their children and their children’s children will die. And the sun that burns in the sky will also, one day, die.

Tuesday: I had my reading series. I invited people from work, but not many, because I’ve made the mistake of getting too close to colleagues. The reading was successful, but I had to shake many hands and tell stories to strangers. There were too many micro-decisions to make, too many ramifications to process from those decisions. At the end of the reading, I went to the bar for a little while instead of going home. One of my friends mildly hurts my feelings, feelings that wouldn’t have been hurt if I’d just gone home.

On the third day, Dr. John Pilgrim’s wife asks him to stay home. He feels responsibility, however, a guilt that cannot be assuaged. Despite his wife’s requests, he heads to work. The newspaper’s report is not optimistic.

Your mother calls you at a poker game. She asks if you’ve heard about the Obama rebate for those in the market to buy a house. “Of course,” you say, wondering if you should bet the triple threes you have or represent the flush-draw. Your mother asks if you’re going to buy a house, now that you have a full-time job and are making money. “I haven’t thought about it,” you say, as you decide to slow-play the trips. Your mother tells you that it’s a good time to invest in land. “I’ll think about it,” you say as you lose to the river rat who caught the flush.

Of course, all this “first day” noise is just abstract talk. What if today was literally the start of the end? What if there were only a handful of days left? Wouldn’t every choice have added meaning? That’s the point that the flash game One Chance is making. It’s not about winning and losing, it’s about making difficult decisions and living—and dying—with the results of those choices.

Wednesday: Leigh and I went to a financial planner and he asked us difficult questions to which we didn’t have answers. He also showed us art and I chose to take a picture of one of them because I thought it was lovely. Later in the day, Leigh and I went to my parents to discuss money. No decisions were made. When we got home, we watched Rear Window, finally, so we can return the DVD to Netflix. I was proud of myself for finally watching such a classic (I’ve been on a classics kick). Leigh then went to sleep and I played Rimworld until 4 a.m. It was a bad decision. 

On the fourth day, Dr. John Pilgrim’s wife is sick and he can’t find his daughter Molly. He drives through the semi-deserted streets, knowing that 50 percent of the world is supposed to die tomorrow. When he arrives, his boss tells him to go home and spend time with his family. If this is the end, that’s where I want to be.
You haven’t decided what to do about your job. You know you don’t want to be there forever—you want to be a writer—but you also know that you need a day job. You’ve finally gotten promoted after God knows how long and you have decisions to make. You suspect that you’ll be leaving soon, either the state or the city or whatever, so you decide that the pension plan isn’t for you. Instead you opt into the optional retirement plan, which is just free money. What are the odds that you’d make it twenty years to qualify for the pension?

One Chance is just like real life, except the stakes are pretend higher. We face decisions that have ramifications, yes, but the consequences are simply not terribly severe. We don’t live in a world where every decision is literal life and death. If we don’t fill up gas on the way home from work, we might be late the next morning. It’s a problem, but not in the macro sense. In One Chance, the fate of the world is in the player’s hands.

Thursday: I went to work. I told a colleague I hadn’t have time to read her writing, which was true, but I could have waited until Friday, when I planned on reading and sending notes. When I left work, I walked home. There were two events I was invited to, but I was exhausted so I decided to skip them, with apologies. I went to Whole Foods to get dinner and while I was there, decided to buy Leigh some food presents.  I watched Bojack Horseman until she came home. Bojack is about a washed-up sitcom actor who makes poor decisions and wonders how he arrives at poor circumstances.

On the fifth day, Dr. John Pilgrim’s wife is dead. His joints are swollen and his muscles, weak. He drives to work, through empty streets. His office is deserted, blood-splattered from the self-inflicted gunshot wounds of his colleagues. He works.

Your girlfriend has finally moved into the house and you bring up that you want to move away, like she initially wanted to do: Boston, Portland, Tucson. “Well,” she says, “I know I said that, but now I think I want to hang around here. Didn’t you just get that promotion, anyway?” When you say nothing, she continues, “Weren’t you thinking about grad school, anyway?”

There are only major decisions in One Chance. In a way, it’s a blessing. There’s no deliberation and hand-wringing over what to order off the Denny’s menu. Instead, there are seven days between the beginning of the game and the end of the world. Within each day, there are multiple choices: skip work, spend time with family, hook up with an officemate, work. Make one decision and the next day is different. Each step causes ripples. Eventually, day seven arrives.

Friday: I went to work and sent my colleague notes on her writing. I confirmed plans for the weekend. Leigh and I spent time planning upcoming trips. Then we watched Captain America: Civil War until Leigh fell asleep. I finished watching it.

On the sixth day, Dr. John Pilgrim is sick. He knows he has failed. He had one chance.

You get accepted into grad school and because you work for the university, you get a free ride. You discover that it’s a three-year program, not the two-year you assumed. “How did you miss that?” your girlfriend asks. You have no answer, none at all, and you feel a sting in your chest when you realize it’s an additional year before your life can change. Not that you want it to change, because you’re happy, but you wouldn’t mind options.

There are no do-overs in One Chance. The game is designed to be played one time and one time only. Finish One Chance and refresh the page, boot it again: the game is disabled. Instead of the start screen, it’s the end graphic. Of course, there’s workarounds. But that’s not the spirit of the game. One Chance is designed to be played just one time. It’s not about winning. It’s about experiencing.

Saturday: I talked with my editor and made some decisions about my future. Then I helped Steve move a file cabinet and asked him to help me redo my kitchen. Then I hung out with Dewey and Thomas and we watched A Nightmare on Elm Street, at Brian’s suggestion, because I’d never seen it. It was pretty marvelous, another in a series of classic movies eminently worth watching. Thomas and I had time to kill, so we got a beer. Then I had a meeting that lasted until 11:30. Leigh was asleep by the time I got home, so I decided to finish Bojack.

On the seventh day, the world ends. Dr. John Pilgrim moves very slowly. Despite the futility of it all, he heads to work, anyway. He has to try, even if there’s no chance. What else is there? In the end, he closes his eyes, just to rest for a moment.

You get promoted again at work. You finish grad school and are working half-a-dozen part time jobs. You’re married. You own a home. How did you get here? There are walkthroughs and forums where those who play One Chance can hit upon the correct combination to get the “best” ending. Their motivation might be understandable, but they’re missing the entire point. Make choices, get results, learn from errors, and celebrate victories. Isn’t that enough?

On Sunday, Leigh and I celebrated our anniversary. We were going to go to the Aquarium and then eat at Shake Shack, but we reversed the decision and ate too much to go to the Aquarium, so we went home instead and watched football.

There is no eighth day for Dr. John Pilgrim. The world is finished. It has already faded to black. There will be no rebirth.

You realize that your life has taken on a shape and a life all of its own. Your decisions are small and compound each other. Point A does not lead to Point B, but to Point A-1 and then to A-2 and from there to point, like, A-2Ω and somewhere along the line, undetected by you, there is a B, but it doesn’t seem like the B it should be, instead some mutated, unsuspected Ninja-B. C is far in the distance, hidden by clouds. You have no idea how you’re going to get there, but you aren’t unhappy or particularly, just puzzled and dumbfounded by the simplicity and complexity of life.

One Chance was reviewed because the author’s friend Brian, through many, small decisions, found it. He came across it through Kongregate, through StumbleUpon, through the internet, through a series of chances and coincidences and opening of email and websites and sent it along to his friend. It’s an indie game during a time where indie games have never been so played. It’s a buried gem that feels criminally underplayed. It’s simple and quiet in a time when video games are complicated and loud. It’s contemplative. It’s an experience.

Monday: I decide to try to write about One Chance. It’s a minimalist game with retro graphics, no real gameplay to speak of. It’s a game about cause and effect, about affect, about how making decisions wreaks havoc on everyone. How do I possibly explain how the decision feels to those who haven’t played it? It takes me all day to come up with any kind of solution, even if it’s a non-linear, meta-essay with too much personal narrative and disjointed structure. It might not work, but it’s the only way I can think of to accurately express how the simple act of playing a game has touched me.
