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If you are immune to boredom,


there is literally nothing you cannot accomplish.


—DAVID FOSTER WALLACE, THE PALE KING









PREFACE


Life Is Not a Game


“LIFE IS A GAME.” I’M SURE YOU’VE HEARD THIS LITTLE adage. As a philosopher who is also a game designer, I hear it a lot. It’s the easiest way for people to make polite conversation when they find out I’m interested in the creation, use, and meaning of a contemporary technological medium like games, as well as big metaphysical questions like “what does it mean for something to exist?”


Like most aphorisms, it mostly feigns insight. “Life is a game,” and so . . . what, exactly? It ends, eventually? It pits you in a challenge against others? Or it puts you in collaboration with them? Or even that you, as a proverbial player, can manipulate people and things as if they were pawns in a game? Maybe it means that life is fun like a game—unless it’s not, of course, in which case maybe life is like a bad game.


Let me assure you that life isn’t really a game, and I don’t want to turn yours into one. Reality is alright as it is. It’s just hard to see what it is. This book offers a perspective on how to live in a world far bigger than our bodies, minds, hopes, and dreams, and how to do it with pleasure and gratitude. I approach that topic through the lenses of game design and philosophy—and psychology, anthropology, science, art, design, entertainment, computing, and literature.


The lesson that games can teach us is simple. Games aren’t appealing because they are fun, but because they are limited. Because they erect boundaries. Because we must accept their structures in order to play them. Soccer sees two teams of eleven players attempting to use their feet, torsos, and heads to put a ball into a goal. Tetris asks you to position falling arrangements of four orthogonally-connected squares in order to produce and remove horizontal lines. And yet the experiences games like soccer and Tetris create are far larger than those boundaries convey on their own. That bounty results from the deliberate, if absurd, pursuit of soccer and Tetris on their own terms, within the limitations they erect. The limitations make games fun.


What if we treated everything the way we treat soccer and Tetris—as valuable and virtuous for being exactly what they are, rather than for what would be convenient, or for what we wish they were instead, or for what we fear they are not? Walks and meadows, aunts and grandfathers, zoning board of appeals meetings and business trips. Everything. Our lives would be better, bigger, more meaningful, and less selfish.


That’s what it means to play. To take something—anything—on its own terms, to treat it as if its existence were reasonable. The power of games lies not in their capacity to deliver rewards or enjoyment, but in the structured constraint of their design, which opens abundant possible spaces for play.


Play isn’t unique to games—it’s just easy to talk about play from the familiar vantage point of games. Play, generalized, is the operation of structures constrained by limitations. Maneuvering a soccer ball into a net without the use of hands and arms. Constructing patterns of lines using only the odd-shaped tetrominoes in Tetris. These constraints animate the games; they make them what they are. Play is not an alternative to work, nor a salve for misery. Play is a way of operating a constrained system in a gratifying way. This general act can apply to anything whatsoever—soccer and Tetris, sure, but also yard work and parenting, errands and marriage.


Over the course of this book, I will upset the deep and intuitive beliefs you hold about seemingly simple concepts like play and its supposed result, fun. It’s not only that we don’t know how to play effectively; it’s also that our ordinary sense of the term is wrong. We think that in play we do what we want, that we release ourselves from external duty and obligation and finally yield to our clearest, innermost desires. We think we know what we want, and we believe that we are in control of our fates. But all of these beliefs are mistaken.


We are obsessed with freedom, but we are also miserable and bored, despite living in an era of enormous surplus. Instead of seeing freedom as an escape from the chains of limitation, we should interpret it as an opportunity to explore the implications of inherited or invented limitations.


We might even need to do this, lest we fall into the madness of refusing the world rather than embracing it. We have many worries, but most of all we are afraid. We’re afraid of ourselves and our fates, sure, but worse: we are afraid of our world and its contents. When confronting something—a job or a love interest, sure, but even a ketchup jug or a Sunday afternoon—we worry that it might harm or disappoint us. We worry that it might fail to meet our expectations. We worry that it won’t even stick around long enough that it’s worth having expectations, and then we worry about having worried about it so much.


We need to slough off all those false fears that keep us from truly living, and to replace them with a new sense of gratitude at the improbable, delightful miracle that such a bounty of possible loves and ketchups affords us. Play is the missing tool we need to accomplish this feat, but it’s not play as you know it. It’s not selfish, thoughtless play, the play of “just playing around,” but the deep, deliberate play of soccer and of Tetris. When we play, we engage fully and intensely with life and its contents. Play bores through boredom in order to reach the deep truth of ordinary things.


The ultimate lesson games give is not about gratification and reward, nor about media and technology, nor about art and design. It is a lesson about modesty, attention, and care. Play cultivates humility, for it requires us to treat things as they are rather than as we wish them to be. If we let it, play can be the secret to contentment. Not because it provides happiness or pleasure—although it certainly can—but because it helps us pursue a greater respect for the things, people, and situations around us.
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ONE


Everywhere, Playgrounds


How to have fun in an age of boredom?


By meeting the world halfway.


More than halfway, even. Almost all the way.


YEARS AGO, I WAS RUNNING AN ERRAND AT AN UPSCALE shopping mall in Atlanta, where I live. I was in a hurry, rushing from one store to another to meet up with my wife. The mall was crowded and bleak and I wanted to leave.


I had my young daughter in tow—she was four years old or so. She clutched my hand as I steered us quickly through the throngs of weekend shoppers. I was moving too fast for her small legs, and she was struggling to keep up.


But even as I felt her skipping between steps to keep up with me, I also felt her tugging me back intentionally, resisting my forward momentum, pulling me in another direction. When I looked down I saw why: she was staring straight at her shoes, timing her footfalls to ensure she stepped within the boundaries of the square, white tiles lining the mall floor. The sensations I interpreted as pulls and tugs had been caused by shifts in her weight as she attempted to avoid transgressing the grout lines, while I pulled her forward and sideways around crowds.


Everyone will recognize my daughter’s improvisation: it’s a variant of “step on a crack, break your mother’s back,” a superstition of the late nineteenth century that developed into a children’s game for sidewalks.1 But my daughter’s version adds intrigue and complexity: rather than resist or gripe about the admittedly unreasonable speed of my cadence, she’d chosen to subject herself to it. Since I was driving, so to speak, she didn’t have to choose where she was going. This new freedom allowed her to focus on her feet rather than on human obstacles. But in so doing, she also surrendered control over her own forward motion.


Ordinarily, “step on a crack” makes no assumptions about its players’ motion; you could trail behind a group, stand still while plotting your next step, or whatever. But for my daughter, my rapid and haphazard motion acted as a propulsion system. It was as if she were being conveyed through a carnival ride instead of by her own locomotion. She had to make quicker and more definitive decisions than she might have done otherwise. The result was pleasurable, vertiginous, challenging, and interesting.


She made up a game; she was “playing,” we say, often dismissively. She made the most of a mundane situation. She turned misery into fun.
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USUALLY, WE RELEGATE this sort of triumph to the ingenuity and resolve of children. Not yet worn down by the nuisances of life and not yet socialized into the stringent, boring norms of supposedly polite adult society, kids find joy until we beat it out of them through routine.


These days, psychologists and educators rejoin this tendency toward solemn efficiency. Can’t adults find such joy too? Might they not even need to do so to thrive? But perhaps the unbridled shamelessness of scuttling akimbo between glazed porcelain tiles isn’t meant to last past childhood. Instead, we can learn from the general practice rather than the specifics. Children aren’t only less inhibited than adults; they are also less powerful, and smaller too. They may or may not be more open-minded and liberated than grown-ups, but they are forced to live in a world that wasn’t designed for them, and one that is not primarily concerned with their desires and their welfare. And so children are constantly compromising, constantly adjusting to an environment that is clearly not theirs, not yet. That’s wisdom, not innocence.


If only we could harness that wisdom and make use of it. Not only by dancing through malls, but also by approaching life with the attention and prowess my daughter exhibited that day—for her, anything could be coaxed into releasing meaning and pleasure and joy. I mean it, too: anything whatsoever, no matter how seemingly boring or stupid or meaningless—shopping and transit and work and chores and residential zoning disputes and tax preparation. After all, adults also don’t live in a world designed for us. Climate, entropy, accident, crowds, happenstance, erosion, heartbreak—we are fools to think that we are in control of the universe. Children are right to allow the humility of their smallness to rule the day.


My daughter showed us the key: misery gives way to fun when you take an object, event, situation, or scenario that wasn’t designed for you, that isn’t invested in you, that isn’t concerned in the slightest for your experience of it, and then treat it as if it were. As we’ll learn in more detail, this is what play means. Play isn’t doing what we want, but doing what we can with the materials we find along the way. And fun isn’t the experience of pleasure, but the outcome of tinkering with a small part of the world in a surprising way.


Think about a musical instrument, like a guitar. When you play it, you don’t do whatever you want—not at all. Rather, you do something very particular. You hold its fretted fingerboard in some patterns while strumming its strings in others. By manipulating the physical configuration of the device, you make it produce a subset of the infinite pattern of sounds we call music. And even if you don’t know how to play the guitar, you can still play with it. Just holding a guitar as if you have mastered it is a kind of play, a make-believe that signals soul and nonchalance. Likewise, the hair-metal guitarist who swings his axe to trash the concert set also plays it in yet another way, wielding the solid-wood body as a demolition tool.


You can play anything, it turns out, like my daughter can play the ceramic floor tiles, like Hendrix can play the Fender Stratocaster. This book is about how to play, and why we need to. Play seems unserious and trivial, until playful encounters with familiar objects like floor tiles and guitars demonstrate that, no, play invites and even requires greater attention, generosity, respect, and investment than its supposedly more serious alternatives do.


Confronted with the arbitrariness of the world and all its contents, we are faced with a challenge: how to make do, how to find meaning, how to thrive and flourish even though the universe is ultimately indifferent. One answer is to resist, to abdicate, to reject our surroundings, possessions, and relationships as potentially insufficient and therefore untrustworthy. But another answer is to embrace the stupidity of mall floors and guitars and everything else—to allow the things we encounter to set the terms for our scrutiny rather than insisting that our own ideas and expectations should rule our experience.


OUT OF OUR HEADS


We still want to dance over the sidewalk cracks. But we’ve convinced ourselves that we can’t, or we shouldn’t. Not only because it’s childish, but also because it’s boring. We’ve done it all before: we’ve run our errands and filled our gas tanks and walked our dogs and mowed our lawns, over and over again. What a nuisance every day is, every day followed by the next. If only we could find relief for the suffocating boredom that we feel almost constantly.


In fact, boredom is a sure sign that we have tousled the hair of wonder and joy. Boredom sends up a flare: meaning exists here, boredom beckons, but stranded meaning. Meaning that requires rescue. Boredom is only insipid and lifeless if repetition must also be unimaginative, bland, and desolate. And yet repetition underpins so much of the joy in life: the delight in seeing the leaves turn again in autumn, along with the tender lamentation that summer is ending; enacting the rituals of winter holidays with children capable of doing something slightly new this time around; shoving off on an annual vacation, full of anticipation and vigor, and then returning full of exhaustion and prawns. The same weeks dissolve into the same weekends when we work on the same hobbies and partake in the same sporting events. Yet we assume that all of this supposedly boring repetition constitutes a full and rewarding life.


What we lack is a method for treating anything as inspiring like Christmas and vacation, autumn and weekend soccer. Boredom’s affliction arises when we fail to know how to treat things with the admiration that leads to respect, and thereby to gratification. And not only to treat them that way in order to gain what we think we want, like the spoils of birthdays or the leisure of vacation. But also because treating something as it actually is—even a boring, insipid, commercial trip to the mall—releases secrets we might otherwise miss.


Heroism permeates ordinary life, in repetitions far smaller and weirder than the flow of the seasons and the years. In morning coffee and daily commutes, in grocery shopping and in yard work. Isn’t it interesting that we’re willing to call fun the hard, even miserable pleasure of playing a game like my daughter’s on our shopping trip, but we refuse to call the hard, even miserable pleasure of the shopping trip itself fun? It’s possible we fail to have fun not because of the world’s ceaseless boredom and misery, but because we don’t even know what fun is.


Boredom is the secret to releasing pleasure. Once something becomes so tedious that its purpose becomes secondary to its nature, then the real work can start. My daughter encountered that principle in the mall. There, smothered by the incapacity of being dragged on a stupid errand, she became so disgusted as to move beyond disgust, to find something—anything—that she could grasp onto as the bottomless pit of dark tedium cascaded over her. Otherwise, how would she even have noticed the grout and the tiles, let alone fashioned something new out of them?


She was having fun, but her fun emerged from misery. Fun isn’t pleasure, it turns out. Fun is the feeling of finding something new in a familiar situation. Fun almost demands boredom: you need the sense that nothing good could possibly arise from an experience in order for the experience of finding something there to smolder with the hot pleasure of surprise.


Likewise, games aren’t the opposite of work, but experiences that set aside the ordinary purposes of things. Things like felt tables and plastic cards, green meadows and round balls, sure. But also industrial ceramic floor tiles. Instead of asking the things what they can do for us, when we play we turn the tables on them. We get outside our own heads and accept the objects, circumstances, and people that surround us. Mindfulness is the practice of accepting our own thoughts and feelings, but what good is it if we accept only ourselves? We need a means to accept other things. A worldfulness to complement—or even to replace—the trend of mindfulness.


Why? Because our imperfect minds have led us astray. And not only because we think we can find gratification by listening to them more closely, but also because we trust that satisfying our minds and bodies should be our primary focus. We become impatient and irate when the world we encounter doesn’t correspond with our own hopes and wishes. We start to regard everything as an obstacle, nuisance, and even a threat. What, after all, could ceramic tiles ever do for our souls, eternal or otherwise? Better, it would seem, to reject or dismiss or ignore them so that we can get on with better things. We become so busy foregoing or discarding things that we wouldn’t know what “better things” are anymore. We fear what we do not have, and so we purchase and acquire more and more. But then we fear what we possess, either because it proves less satisfactory than we expected or because we feel guilty for having acquired it. And so we purge our surroundings in a futile attempt to replace consumerism with asceticism.
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I FEEL BORED and irate and impatient as much as anyone. Like my daughter, like you, like everyone. But I’m not sure I manage my own trials with the adeptness of my daughter in the shopping mall. Play is harder than it seems. It doesn’t happen automatically. If you compare my daughter’s tolerance for nuisance and displeasure to my own, her reaction exceeds the proficiency with which I address, theorize, manage, and resolve ordinary ordeals. I suspect the same would be true for you, too. Instead of taking things in stride, instead of transforming them from insufferable to agreeable, our default approach tends toward frustration, overwhelm, anger, and disgust. Rather than accepting the invitation to play, we reject the call as insufficiently compatible with our predetermined needs and wishes.


The worst part is that we kind of like this selfish response. We even revel in it. Suffering and torment may raise our blood pressure and eventually shorten our lives, but they are also marks of social maturity. They signal sophistication. In a famous Kenyon College commencement speech that was later published as the short book This Is Water, the late American writer David Foster Wallace attempts to impart this lesson on twenty-two-year-olds. “There happen to be whole large parts of adult American life that nobody talks about in commencement speeches,” says Wallace. “One such part involves boredom, routine, and petty frustration. The parents and older folks here will know all too well what I’m talking about.”2 He proposes a scenario to illustrate the matter. You’re tired and stressed after a long day’s work, but on the way home you remember that you need to stop for groceries. You get stuck in traffic. Then the supermarket is crowded, badly lit, and filled with Muzak. By the time you finally check out and awkwardly fit all your bags of groceries into the car, you’re furious and frustrated and defeated. Then you repeat these kinds of frustrating episodes most of the day, every day, for most of your life. Gulp.


Wallace suggests that we have to resist seeing ourselves as the central, oppressed actors in a ghastly drama. The answer, for Wallace anyway, is to decenter yourself, to resist this selfishness as a default mode of thinking. Rather than seething at the slow woman with the coupons waiting for the check approval, you can instead forbear and desist. “I can choose to force myself to consider the likelihood,” Wallace writes, “that everyone else in the supermarket’s checkout line is just as bored and frustrated as I am, and that some of these people probably have much harder, more tedious or painful lives than I do, overall.”3


It sure sounds good, doesn’t it? But, alas, Wallace’s alternative to the madness of default selfishness is an equally soul-destroying, utterly boundless hypothetical empathy. He advises us to retreat further into the self, which makes it more difficult truly to accept the woman at the checkout—or anyone or anything else, for that matter.


Imagine striving to consider all the possible scenarios and contingencies among everyone and everything that surrounds you: the pallid woman in the supermarket line who might have spent the last year battling breast cancer, or the giant, aggressively-driven, gas-guzzling SUV that might transport a decent working-class father who was recently laid off and is struggling to resist a descent into depression after losing his identity as breadwinner. Spinning fictional explanations for every impulse and sensation might help reduce our sense of entitlement and centrality, but only if we can escape from the prison in our heads. No quantity of mindfulness and secular spiritualism will be sufficient if, at the end of the day, we also require that all meaning originate from within our own addled, overtaxed brains. Wallace’s standard—assuming that everyone has “harder, more tedious or painful lives”—goes further still: beyond inventing meaning, our burdened skulls apparently must invoke the most drastic situation in order to subordinate our private feelings to the circumstances we encounter. A rat race for worst-case scenarios.


It’s insane to think that we’d have to make up fake stories when the world is so replete with real stuff waiting for us to notice it—stuff like rectilinear shopping-mall floor tiles, Gibson Les Paul Studio guitars, the knobby stem-necks of tangelos, cans of Pringles machine-formed potato chips, the formal constraints of a tweet or a sonnet, and countless other ordinary things that this book explores. To treat things with respect and intrigue, we don’t need to understand their motivations and inner lives—whatever knowing the inner life of a tangelo or a floor tile would mean.4 We just need to pay enough attention to discover what they do and how they work—to discover what they obviously and truly are—and then to make use of them in gratifyingly novel ways.


And yet missing the obvious is precisely the point of Wallace’s Kenyon address. The title This Is Water comes from an introductory parable in which an older fish exchanges a pleasantry with two young ones, asking, “How’s the water?” The older fish swims on, and one of the younger fish responds to his compatriot, “What the hell is water?” The point of this story, writes Wallace, “is that the most obvious, ubiquitous, important realities are often the ones that are the hardest to see and talk about.”5


COMMITMENT, ATTENTION, AND CARE


It’s ironic that the young fish in Wallace’s parable don’t know what water is despite their lives’ reliance on it. But even worse than not knowing what surrounds us every day is to know and still to mistrust it. To embrace the situational irony of the fish as intentional. “Psh, whatever it is, I certainly don’t need water,” the contemporary fish scoffs. “I’m just using it until something better comes along.”


Irony keeps reality at a distance. It has become our primary method for combatting the external world’s incompatibility with our own desires. Today’s irony uses increasingly desperate efforts to hold everything in between welcome embrace and sneering mockery. Irony is the great affliction of our age, worthy of its own disorder.


I call it ironoia, an idea I’ll explain in full soon enough. Paranoiacs fear that people are out to get them but ironoiacs fear anything whatsoever has it in for them. It’s a condition brought about by the sense that anything could go wrong at any moment, and therefore everything is duplicitous, untrustworthy.


It’s no wonder we feel mistrust: think of all the obvious reasons we have to be fearful. September 11 and the amorphous war on terror that follows it without end; the global economic collapse of 2008 and its subsequent era of precarity, austerity, and inequality; the ever-accelerating drive toward consumerism despite that precarity, and the associated guilty or ascetic backlash; the boundless sea of entertainment on television and Netflix and social media and apps and websites, all scrabbling for a tiny crumb of our attention. The conditions are ripe for fear.


But we have allowed that fear to overtake all other drives. And when pushed to its limits, fear turns into selfishness. Fear assumes that we ourselves—no matter who we are—deserve to be the central actors in the universe’s drama. Irony is the risk management strategy that accompanies selfishness, whether in commercial form as materialism or in spiritual form as mindfulness. By holding everything at a distance, we trap ourselves within our imperfect minds.


Irony doesn’t protect us; it only makes things worse. The world is too big and too weird to hedge against with a psychic insurance policy. For every trinket or foodstuff or invitation or Internet post one successfully resists, a hundred, a thousand, a million others are waiting in line to take its place. If not shopping then traffic. If not traffic then work e-mails. If not e-mails then plumbing repair or parenting or taxes or bagels. To pretend that the world only exists in one’s head is a madness condemned to reproduce itself forever. The error mistakes the big, weird world outside our heads for a world built to be housed inside that head, in our comparatively tiny minds.


[image: ]


THERE ARE ALTERNATIVES. They follow in the footsteps of my daughter’s playful game, but they can be conducted anywhere, upon anything, and by anyone. First, pay close, foolish, even absurd attention to things. Then allow their structure, form, and nature to set the limits for the experiences you derive from them. By refusing to ask what could be different, and instead allowing what is present to guide us, we create a new space. A magic circle, a circumscribed, imaginary playground in which the limitations of the things we encounter—of anything we encounter—can produce meaningful experiences.


Let’s be clear: I am not suggesting that life is a game or that work should be replaced by play. When faced with a strange, scary, and contemporary technological medium like games, people want either to vanquish it as a threat or to bottle its black magic for use elsewhere—in homes or schools or workplaces. But games aren’t magic, and the most special thing about them isn’t unique to them anyway—their artificial, deliberately limited structures teach us how to appreciate everything else that has a specific, limited structure. Which is just to say, anything whatsoever. Play isn’t our goal, but a tool to discover and appreciate the structures of all the malls and fishbowls we encounter.


Once you look for examples of things to play with, you’ll discover that nothing is impervious to manipulation. Sometimes eking out clues about how to use a thing involves a good measure of boredom, however. Counterintuitively, the more familiar and less immediately engrossing something becomes, the more it is subject to play. You’ll soon become startled noticing how frequently you manipulate the material world within its natural limits. Stuck in traffic, your fingers dance across the radio presets. Held hostage on a conference call or webinar, your hand idly doodles variations of the same rhomboid shape upon the backside of the agenda. You load the dishwasher by the special method you have devised to fit all the short glasses under and atop the folding shelf so as to free up more space for larger glasses and bowls. And then you hide your deployment of said strategy from your spouse, who has no patience for overstuffing the appliance and thereby causing it to clean less effectively.


The next step: to take hold of these tiny moments and to expand them into long-term commitments. Take coffee. You forego the one-button pod-style coffee brewer for a manual or semiautomatic machine steeped in tradition and history rather than waste and commerce. You freshly grind your espresso beans. You fluff and tamp them to a measure and density discovered over many other mornings. You time the flow of temperature-regulated hot water through your machine’s group head to produce a twenty-seven-second pull that balances sourness against bitterness in this particular roast, one you settled on after experimenting with several in small batches.


New equipment and techniques add to your sense of investment, mastery, and understanding of the seemingly ordinary practice of brewing coffee. A kitchen scale might allow a more precise measurement of grounds and thereby produce a more reliable extraction time. Perhaps you invest in a bottomless portafilter that allows you to monitor the surface tension on the stream of coffee. This monitoring facilitates revisions in your method for more even extraction. Thanks to the Internet, you discover that such an approach is called the Weiss Distribution Technique (WDT), a comically official-sounding name for a practice that amounts to breaking up clumps of grounds for a more uniform distribution in the filter basket.


Then, over time, as you acclimate to the process and the tools, the fun comes from removing them again. From eyeballing grind measures by feel, from experience. From timing your draws by intuition rather than by science. Later, as the habit of expertise grows too familiar, you try a new coffee blend that requires a new grind, a new tamp, a new temperature, and a new extraction length to produce a newly tunable taste.


This example might seem foolish or even pompous. We’ve trained ourselves to see commitments as affectations, and only to pursue a commitment ironically so that we can cast it aside if fear overtakes us. But foolishness signals that you’re on the right track. Fun comes from the attention and care you bring to something that imposes arbitrary, often boring, even cruel limitations on what you—or anyone—can do with them. Worldly limitations impose a new and welcome humility, for they force us to treat things as they are rather than as we wish them to be.


Given the tyranny of boredom, fear, consumerism, asceticism, irony, and all our other failed strategies for making the world tolerable, we require such a shift. The great tragedy of Wallace’s life—a lifelong sufferer of depression, he committed suicide at age forty-six—isn’t only that he killed himself: it is also that he was unable to invent a tolerable, lasting mode of living during the years he eked out of the universe, a mode of living that truly allowed the selfish mind to live amidst the great outdoors. He was right about the fish: they need to learn to see the water. But then they need to do something with it.


THIS IS WATERING


Speaking of the outdoors: to be honest, I’m having trouble concentrating as I write today. I’m thinking about my lawn. Five weeks ago, I underwent an extensive renovation of the front yard: releveling the terrain; replacing the grass; and relocating the existing, poorly located plants, shrubs, and young trees, and adding several new ones.


The grass was the big project. Fungus that probably spread when I failed to clear a big snow two winters ago killed most of it, and poor runoff from a difficult, suboptimal grade from the street cultured the fungus. So we installed new sod, and I’ve spent the last month working to establish and culture it. If you’ve been through this process yourself, you know that it’s a little like having a newborn baby or puppy: it requires eagle-eyed care and regular attention, mostly to ensure the new lawn doesn’t dry out, and then that it doesn’t drown, and then finally that it can find irrigation on its own from the depths of the soil, absent the hose or the thunderstorm. Like soccer or Tetris, lawns have fixed structures that amateur landscapers like me cannot ignore.


Four weeks in, I exchange text messages with my landscape designer, Mark, for some input. I was soon planning a trip to the nursery to pick up a successor to a Euphorbia mellifera (some folks call it honey spurge, a little pom-pom of an evergreen shrub) that had succumbed to a brutal slug attack.


Mark offers me some unbidden advice about weaning the new lawn back to less frequent waterings. He suggests reapplying preemergent weed control and, in the process, fertilizing to increase the density and verdancy of the zoysia (the variety of grass we’d installed). Mark recommends Scotts Turf Builder with Halts, which is harder to find than seems reasonable, given it’s a fairly ordinary weed-and-feed product. Its rarity probably stems from the fact that the turf builder is more commonly applied in spring rather than summer. However, zoysias are warm-weather grasses that can only be cultured anew in the hottest months. I can’t find the stuff locally so I finally order a bag from Amazon (you can get anything at Amazon; it’s the new Walmart), along with a jar of Bug-Geta Snail and Slug Killer so I don’t lose another euphorbia to the unsettling mollusk incursion. Two days later, you would have seen me fervently fertilizing out front, eager to finish the job before leaving town for a short business trip.


Upon my return, I spy a yellow patch just beyond the shrubs. All the blood sinks into my feet and—it feels this way at least—seeps from under my toenails and into the tufted soil beneath them. Huge swaths of yellow now crisscross the once-virescent fleece of the lawn. Like scars from some sort of torture, I think, before realizing that I am the torturer, and the scars the result of my apparently cruel and inept application of Scotts Turf Builder with Halts.


Chemical fertilizers, you see, contain salts that leech water from the soil. Overapplication effectively strangles the roots, resulting in yellowed, strained shoots—or worse, brown and dead ones. I briefly entertain casting blame onto Mark or the ambiguous Scotts fertilizer instructions before remembering that I had looked for the small fertilizer spreader I’d bought in a previous season, only resorting to hand-casting after I couldn’t find it and, pressed by the imminent out-of-town trip, had decided to get the job done right then. It’s not so much that I only have myself to blame—rather, blaming myself is a stupid way of responding to a situation that now has nothing to do with me or Mark or Scotts, and everything to do with the moisture, mineral, chemical, and especially salt content of my lawn.


And therein lie answers, and contrasts. I could spin stories about the zoysiagrass the way Wallace does for the supermarket-goers, and such an idea might make good metaphysical poetry. But more productive—for me and the grass alike—would be to understand and respond to the material situation it presents, and to attempt to interweave that reality into my own emotional state (one of admitted horror and, relatively speaking, true and unironic despair). To work with the grass on its terms rather than on mine.


In this case, it means flooding the lawn with as much moisture as it will take in an attempt to dilute the chemical and salt content of the soil. Then, trimming down and removing the yellow-browned blades in order to free the soil for new stems to spread rhizomatically—by spreading out their shoots horizontally. Then watering the edges of the affected areas to encourage new growth, but also persisting with the irrigation-weaning plan to strengthen the roots. And then to wait for the bare patches to fill. Zoysia grows slowly but steadily. A lawn’s time horizon is not the same as a man’s, and it does not become impatient like I do as it lugubriously spreads new runners from carpet to soil and evens the green of my lawn.


I must find a way to accept the disaster. Frustration is one way of interpreting the difference between what I wanted and what lawns do. Another way is to acknowledge that the world is outside my head rather than within it.


And, to be frank, in this effort I still don’t manage to match the prowess of a four-year-old skipping on ceramic tiles. I internalize all the guilt and idiocy I just convinced you I’d dodged, swelling up with anger and embarrassment. I storm and grumble about it. My wife and I don’t talk about my foul mood, and we won’t until she reads this very paragraph. I’m still angry at myself and Mark and Scotts and the cruel world that’s clearly pointing all its wrath straight at me, like some intercontinental missile whose warhead is made of spleen rather than plutonium. As I’m out watering the yellow spots, on my knees like a drunk who’s lost his keys, my only remaining hope is that Joe and Eileen from down the block don’t pass on their usual morning walk. Joe had seen me out there just the other day and congratulated me on my great new lawn, before he and Eileen pressed on fast like dignified show horses.


But of course, just then, Joe and Eileen do walk by. Of course. I’m bent over, back to the street, hose unfurled and disgorging. It must look like I’m trying to cover up a murder scene.


“Ian?”


I look up. I’m still hoping he doesn’t notice.


“Are those fungus patches? Because, you know, there’s antifungal—” I cut him off. I know all about fungus; it’s why I had to replace the lawn in the first place.


“It’s . . .” My brain shuts off searching for the word. All my neurons are smothered by shame, by the stupidity of being ashamed of a goddamned lawn. “It’s fertilizer burn,” I manage.


“Oh,” Joe nods, scrunching his lips to signal either earnest empathy or secret schadenfreude, and off the two go, their thick, white manes proud and upright. I squeeze the hose’s trigger and watch the nozzle’s jet penetrate the already-sopping mat of flaxen blades at my feet.


“This is water,” I say aloud.
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WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE between my daughter’s playful encounter with the mall and my sod-and-fertilizer mishap? Or better, what would I need to do in order to experience my temporary lawn tragedy as the wondrous miracle that my daughter found in the mall floor rather than the shameful nuisance that I felt standing in my yard before Joe and God and the universe?


You can find the answer by inverting David Foster Wallace’s hypothetical solution to trials on the road and in the supermarket. Getting the people and circumstances of daily life out of his head (and ours), and returning them to the world.


Wallace’s answer to the day-in, day-out monotony of ordinary life involves ceding the whims of the ego in recognition of the collective. Through sacrifice. “Real freedom,” he writes, comes from “being able truly to care about other people and to sacrifice for them, over and over, in myriad petty little unsexy ways, every day.”6 But remember that, for Wallace, this care and these sacrifices don’t derive from the needs and wants and circumstances of all those other people. Rather, they arise from the newly burdened imagination of the self. Helping the cancer-surviving coupon-clipper in the checkout line is possible if you know she’s a cancer-surviving coupon-clipper rather than an acrimonious sourpuss, or even an ordinary, humdrum nobody. But if you’ve invented that reality in your head, then your fingers will slip right through it. It’s like playing a guitar made of water instead of wood.


The gravest mistake we make about play is thinking that it is unbounded, evanescent. Whether as amusement or as diversion, play becomes a desirable alternative to torment. Not work but play. Not structure but play. Not limitation but play. But play is always structured; you always play with something. The soccer athlete plays with a combination of physical prowess, the physics of the ball, and the tactics of the opponents. The Tetris player plays with the position and orientation of tetrominoes to make them interlock, perhaps while waiting in line at Wallace’s supermarket. The yard caregiver (that’s me) plays with the connections between plants and climate and chemicals and machines.


Acknowledging, understanding, and accepting structures of all kinds—that’s the difference between my daughter’s joy in the mall and my irritation on the lawn.


PLAYGROUNDS, WHERE PLAY TAKES PLACE


Perhaps an old Zen master fish could look with great attention and just see the water. But the rest of us need help. Games are especially good at showing us what they are made of. A ball and two goals, no hands. Four squares stuck together, falling over time. But it’s not only games; everything has borders and contents, edges and materials. Art, literature, software, floors, lawns, freeways, supermarkets. Everything.


Structure. That’s the trick. Learning something about the proverbial water in which we’re swimming and responding to it—both tasks demand a structure we can see and with which we can engage. Yes, true, acknowledging that we’re immersed in things without noticing them is the first step. But that’s the easy part. The hard part is working with things, really digging into and making use of them—or even just letting them be, but recognizing something new in the suffocating, familiar depths to which you and others already have put them to use. We nickname this experience “fun,” and fun turns out to be fun even if it doesn’t involve much (or any) enjoyment. Deliberateness and novelty are enough.


My daughter’s mall game illustrates these principles. She saw and acknowledged the tiles, which are separately laid and grouted for the ease of manufacture, transport, installation, and maintenance. But rather than allowing that material distinction to recede into the background, to become mere substrate for our far more urgent pursuit of retail commerce, she made the tile/grout pairing the focus of her attention. She added to them the speed of her gait as pulled along by me, my hand and body as it attached to and pulled her to and fro erratically, the shape and size of her feet, the traction or slipperiness of her shoes, the vectors along which other mall-goers traveled in relation to her future path, and so forth. She had to increase her attention to detail in order to play, which runs counter to our ordinary conception of play as a release of attention and responsibility.


Then, even though I was merely an accessory to her game rather than a party to it, she forced me to recognize and acknowledge the space she’d created. The tiles, the grout, her shoes, and so on—I became newly aware of these things simply by virtue of attending to her indirectly. We must seek to capture that magic everywhere, in everything. Not the pleasure of realizing our own goals—as if we even know what they are or ought to be—but the gratification of meeting the world more than halfway, almost all the way, and reaping the spoils of our new discoveries made under the sail of generosity rather than selfishness.
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HOW? WE CAN start with an easier question: where does one play? On a playground.


In its customary sense, playground refers to a recreational area, usually outdoors, expressly defined for children’s play. But in a metaphorical sense, playground describes the place where play takes place, no matter the type of play. An Appalachian hiker might call the Blue Ridge Mountains her “playground,” or an haute cuisine chef might call the cramped quarters of a restaurant kitchen his “playground.”


Every playground has two basic properties, which are two sides of the same coin: boundaries and contents. Playgrounds are bounded in order to delineate the space where the playful behavior takes place and where it stops or ends. In the chef’s kitchen or the park’s play area, upon the chessboard or atop the Tetris playfield, those boundaries are clear and literal. The kitchen has walls, of course, and maybe even swinging doors that separate the preparation area from the dining area. The play area might be bounded by the cartography of a city block in which a park is located, or it might further be enclosed by a curb or a border that divides a sandboxed jungle gym from a larger green space.


The Blue Ridge Mountains, by contrast, are an amorphous region of the east-central United States, extending from northern Georgia into Pennsylvania, over a distance of hundreds of miles. Technically, the term refers to the eastern range of the southern Appalachians, but our hypothetical hiker need not draw us a map in order to describe the general scope and range of the area she intends to delineate, with its characteristic low-slung, bluish hue. The loosey-goosey nature of this distinction is intentional; geographers call them physiographic regions, which are defined by their geological structure and historical development.7 Those features often establish the squishier characteristics that we tend to associate with physical places that aren’t defined by rigid political or physical boundaries. A conceptual rather than a physical border.


Once a boundary is drawn, real or conceptual, a playground’s contents are set into relief against all the materials the boundary excludes. The park’s play area contains the sand, swing set, slide, and merry-go-round. The physical boundaries of the kitchen contain the line, pass, staff, stations, equipment, and foodstuffs. And the Blue Ridge Mountains contain the towns, roads, trails, scenery, wildlife, flora, climate, and outdoorsman activities that are at the disposal of our imagined Appalachian hiker, whose status as hiker helps us understand the boundary she means to erect by naming this particular physiographic region.


My daughter’s “step on a crack” game demonstrates how flexible and arbitrary a playground’s boundaries and contents can be. It’s not the mall that is her playground, nor some hypothetical meter-wide circle surrounding her body and mine. A playground can be a hybrid of physical and conceptual worlds. Imagine drawing a magic circle that starts at her center and then radiates out into the material world, lassoing and enclosing some of its contents while excluding others. The tile, the grout, her feet, my hand, our motion, the foreign bodies swirling—all these things became party to her game by virtue of her containing them within a flexible boundary. A playground is a place where play takes place, and play is a practice of manipulating the things you happen to find in a playground.


Such is the difference between play and ordinary life. Freedom or even enjoyment doesn’t distinguish the one from the other. Rather, play comes from the deliberate operation of the things among which we find ourselves. And those things are constantly shifting and reconfiguring themselves, like cars in traffic, like leaves scattered in the autumn winds, or like frenzied shoppers and consumer goods in a grocery store or a shopping mall.


Wallace’s answer is to leave things to their shiftiness, but then to rationalize their behaviors through secret explanations. This is the mania of selfless abdication: I can never fully satisfy the world, but I can think about doing so eternally. Another, more common answer is to try to pin everything down, to wait for your career or your lawn or your afternoon or your marriage or your shopping trip to settle into comfortable stasis before communing with them. This is the mania of selfish irony: the world can never fully satisfy me, so I will hold it at arm’s length forever.


Wouldn’t it be easier and more productive to work with the objects, people, and situations we encounter? To use, understand, and appreciate them for what they are rather than for how they make us feel about ourselves?
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WHICH LEADS US back to my lawn. How might I follow my daughter’s lead and find comfort in a thing ultimately out of my control, but over which I can still exert some limited control? By building playgrounds within it. Playgrounds, plural, because once you look, you’ll see endless ways to circumscribe and address the perverse and fundamentally idiotic burden of owning and managing a meadow you have coerced to flank your property.


We don’t see them all at once. We stumble into some by accident, and then, over time, new ones reveal themselves.


I start by buying, borrowing, and operating the equipment necessary for basic lawn care. The bread-and-butter stuff, like the mower and the edger and the rakes and the lawn bags and the gloves and the sweatband. I learn the ins and outs of these tools and develop an expertise for them, perhaps even at the risk of consumerist accumulation.


But I can’t manage all the playgrounds, so I outsource to someone like Mark, whose skill and experience far exceed my own. It costs me some money, which means that I also must budget for a lawn instead of a band saw or a more capable espresso machine. In exchange I get time and peace of mind, but I pay a price for the privilege. In delegating, I miss out on learning something new about lawns in general and my lawn in particular. I don’t have seasonal equipment, like the rolling spreader or the weed-and-feed or the winterizer, nor the expertise to use them. This lack of tools and skills leads me to experience the frustrating but equally real and—retrospectively, at least—fun experience of having encountered and come to terms with fertilizer burn.


Playgrounds overlap, both containing and excluding the contents of other, neighboring ones. Part of discovering something new about a thing like an industrial floor or a lawn is knowing what choices one has in relation to them.


One of the choices doesn’t involve the lawn much, but only my own wallowing in shame and embarrassment, as my encounter with Joe exemplifies. Forget the grass, I’m the one who’s been injured here. Look how embarrassing these stripes of yellow are in my otherwise perfect American lawn!


For a moment, I externalize all that angst. It’s Mark’s fault, or the Scotts Company’s! Why didn’t Mark tell me exactly what I needed to do in intricate detail? Why were the Scotts Turf Builder with Halts instructions unclear or incomplete? Someone is to blame, and it’s not me. “Where’s Mark’s contract?” or “I’m going to write a letter!” dads everywhere might intone. (Don’t worry, I didn’t write a letter.)


Suddenly, the ascetic arguments against home ownership and the ecological ones against landscaping feel newly relevant. Why do I even have a lawn? What a waste of water and space and money, and at a time when so many have so little, and when climate-change-driven drought and superstorms promise to forever unseat the silly, midcentury dream of home ownership and lawn-care obsession. I could sell the property, rent a more modest one within biking distance of work, and donate the time I would have spent doing lawn care to local cycling-ordinance advocacy.


Eventually, I settle on a different playground, at least for the moment. Its boundary draws when I accept my error and redirect my focus toward the lawn rather than my feelings about it. Its contents: the physical, chemical, and environmental properties of zoysiagrass, salt, water, and soil; the process of determining how to triage and treat the condition; and commitment of the time and effort required to carry out the remedy. It is, I hope, a more humble choice. One that abdicates the need to see myself as victor over a calamity I had created (or avoided). Instead, I commune with the lawn to understand something new and subtle about it, and to carry that experience into my and its future.


But the strange truth is that all of these playgrounds offer promise, meaning, and even fun. Even the supposedly gloomy playgrounds, like pondering some preposterous litigation and wallowing in my own gloom, were worth encountering. After all, accountability, consumer protection, the legal system, economics, humiliation, neighborhood rivalry, and the inner demons of one’s shadow personality are all materials no more or less worthy of understanding and manipulating than are soccer pitches or lawnmowers or bags of Scotts Turf Builder With Halts.


Perhaps the problem comes in thinking that there should be one answer. Mistaking playgrounds as fixed slots for our selfish personas, as if everything that happens in the universe is just some potential input for a Myers-Briggs personality assessment or output from a BuzzFeed quiz.


Playgrounds are not thrones built for our proud gratification, but configurations of materials. They are not in our heads, but in the world. The first step in enjoying them is to stop worrying about our possible roles within them, and instead to allow lawns and malls and soccer pitches to show us their desires.


[image: ]


OUR WORLD IS jam-packed full of splendor and mystery, most of which we never notice as we ply the demands and dissatisfactions of our selfish lives. And even when we find mechanisms for relief—Buddhist mindfulness or libertarian objectivism, sermonic asceticism or unbridled consumerism—they turn our attention inward rather than outward. They tell stories about the bodies and minds we wish we occupied rather than offering us tactics to live amidst the world as it really is. Playgrounds aren’t things we create so much as structures we discover. They are peculiar configurations of materials that otherwise go unnoticed, unseen, unloved, and unappreciated. They’re scattered everywhere, stacked, overlapping, exerting their machinations without us, but available for our address and manipulation, if we draw a magic circle around their parts and render them real.


The good news is that playgrounds’ pervasiveness makes them incredibly easy to find once you start looking. And once you do, you’ll see them everywhere. And once you see them, you can practice using them, ratcheting up the skill with which you identify and manipulate all the other playgrounds you’ll discover subsequently.


Living playfully isn’t about you, it turns out. It’s about everything else, and what you manage to do with it.
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