

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




 


 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Robinson


Copyright © Alexander Kriss, 2019


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-47214-158-3


Robinson


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


For my parents, who taught me the value of play,
and my son, who I hope to teach.






‘ . . . it is play that is the universal and that belongs to health: playing facilitates growth and therefore health; playing leads into group relationships; playing can be a form of communication in psychotherapy . . . [the] natural thing is playing . . . ’


– D. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality








Preface



This book centres on two things that are hard to talk about, that we often feel we’re not supposed to talk about: videogames and psychotherapy. In the interest of defanging these topics, I want to make clear from the start some of my choices, specifically the use of certain terms and my stance on confidentiality.


Unless otherwise noted, ‘game’ should be regarded as synonymous with ‘videogame’, itself an anachronistic term that has never been properly revised. In discussing individuals, the term ‘gamer’ is used only in particular circumstances, as it carries an emotional and political charge levied in some circles as a derogation and in others as a proud self-designation. I prefer the term ‘player’ to more broadly (and accurately) describe a person interacting with a game.


This book includes several descriptions of psychotherapy. One broad reason for doing so, in my view, is to demystify the process and demonstrate how treatment can serve as a safe, supportive environment to help people work through various issues. At the same time, it is important that educating the reader does not come at the expense of confidentiality, for the sake of the individuals described as well as anyone who might be considering treatment but has concerns about trusting a professional to treat their innermost thoughts and feelings with care and respect.


I have attempted to responsibly walk the line between representing psychotherapy authentically while protecting the identities of those discussed. The cases herein are all based on real people with whom I have worked, but their names and other biographical details have been altered significantly and in some instances the themes from two or more treatments were combined into a ‘composite’ case. In my private practice, I always obtain written consent from patients to include aspects of their treatment in my writing, on the condition that confidentiality is not breached. I take few things more seriously than the privacy of psychotherapy, and want any reader of this book to be assured that my intention is to illuminate and never to exploit.





Chapter 1



Me, You and Silent Hill 2


What do the games we play, and how we play them, say about who we are?




‘What an abyss of uncertainty, whenever the mind feels overtaken by itself; when it, the seeker, is at the same time the dark region through which it must go seeking and where all its equipment will avail it nothing.’


– Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way





‘Basically,’ she said, ‘he’s a gamer kid. You know?’ Everyone nodded: they knew.


I sat in a weekly staff meeting at the outpatient clinic where I worked as a graduate student in clinical psychology. The chief purpose of the meeting was to present the team with new cases coming into the clinic so we could decide what treatment and potentially which therapist would be most appropriate to meet their needs. A few moments earlier, a colleague across from me had begun to discuss a young man she’d recently interviewed for the first time. He was twenty-one years old, living at home with his parents and siblings, enrolled in college but struggling. Then, while describing the specific circumstances of this man’s life, she paused, then winced, like there was an idea in her mind that she couldn’t quite put into words. ‘Gamer kid.’


It was the way she said it. Not with malice or contempt, but indifference. She and I worked together in the field of understanding, yet she presented ‘gamer kid’ as a concept that merited no scrutiny; she was saving us valuable time, we all knew what she meant, let’s just move on already. As though this phrase, or any phrase, could sum up an individual’s character. I felt unsettled particularly because this was not how I expected my colleague to behave. If an insensitive clinician speaks insensitively it would be upsetting but easy to quantify, but I’d known this woman for many months and had come to admire her natural compassion and curiosity, which to my mind represented the ideal characteristics of a psychotherapist. How could she speak of this young man so dismissively?


‘Sorry,’ I interjected, unsure if I wanted to convey offence or remorse. ‘I don’t think I know what you mean.’


She must have detected my prickliness as she dropped the colloquialism and dived into professional jargon, also unusual for her: ‘I mean that he lacks the basic interpersonal skills that would be developmentally appropriate for his age. He doesn’t have relationships or hobbies to speak of and he’s barely getting by in school. All he really does is play videogames.’


‘But . . . what does he play?’


Everyone around the table – an impressive collection of psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers and trainees – looked at me blankly. They knew me as someone unlikely to eat up time in meetings with inane questions, yet no one could see what I was driving at. What difference did it make what he plays? Even I didn’t know exactly what my point was or what it was that I was trying to make the others understand.


But something was unravelling inside me: a knot of emotion, a part of myself far removed from my identity as a grown-up professional. Images flashed before my eyes, old feelings rose up, familiar and alien, all at once – I felt on the verge of crying out. Proust once wrote of a tea-soaked madeleine that, upon touching his tongue, transported him instantly to a childhood long obscured by the haze of the past. ‘Gamer kid’, that callous phrase, was my madeleine, the unexpected trigger rocketing me back in time to dormant memories turned newly vivid.


When I was five years old I had a pig called Hen Wen.


She was an unusual pet, to be sure. Though small – measuring no more than a few pink pixels in length – Hen Wen possessed clairvoyant abilities sought by the diabolical Horned King and, as her caregiver, it was my responsibility to keep her safe. My father shared the burden with me, to some extent, as the two of us played Sierra On-Line’s 1986 game The Black Cauldron together on the IBM AT he kept in his basement home office.


My access to this virtual world was an unusual privilege I didn’t yet appreciate. My father’s employer had furnished the powerful computer we used at a time when most families, if they owned a home computer at all, were forced to settle for the cheaper but vastly inferior Apple IIe. Babbage’s, one of the first retail outlets to sell videogames to consumers in the USA, happened to have opened one of its first locations a few streets from my father’s office in downtown Boston, Massachusetts, and my father happened to be friends with the owner. When he asked this friend to recommend something fun he might do with his son on the computer – the son who had shown markedly less interest in organised physical activity than his older brother – the friend suggested we give The Black Cauldron a try.


‘Fun’ would be a gross understatement; the game mesmerised me. The visuals were sophisticated for the time, though the graphics were blocky and the colour palette limited, but the chief appeal was the suggestion that my decisions had a meaningful impact on the world. The player, inhabiting the role of a humble farmhand called Taran, had to lead Hen Wen to safe haven. In the book or film version – both of which predated the game, though I had heard of neither – Hen Wen’s capture by the Horned King’s minions represented the dramatic incident that catalysed the rest of the story. But in the game this trajectory was not wholly determined by author or director: instead, branching possibilities were designed to accommodate the actions of the player. If my father and I raced fast enough from the starting screen of Taran’s farm to the well-hidden refuge of the Fair Folk several screens away, Hen Wen could be safe for the rest of the game. If not, we would endeavour to rescue her and risk the possibility of her death in the process.


For a young child, the idea that actions have consequences is developmentally novel, filled with excitement and anxiety. My father – whose superior dexterity at the keyboard demanded that he take direct control of Taran while I barked instructions from his lap – must have been maddened to tears when I asked him to play and replay the opening sequence. Sometimes we skirted disaster and delivered Hen Wen to safety. Other times we were too slow or forgot the way or Taran snagged unfairly on a pixelated bush and a winged beast appeared on the screen along with a box of text (‘Oh no, it’s one of the Horned King’s evil gwythaints!’1) to carry Hen Wen off in its clutches.


Those afternoons on my father’s lap represent my earliest memories of feeling as if my choices mattered and provided my first glimpse of the complex emotional landscape that defines human psychology. The risk of losing Hen Wen was both terrifying and thrilling. Her capture filled me not only with worry for her safety but guilt over that preceding thrill and anger at my father’s maladroitness at the keyboard. Likewise, a successful rescue involved not only relief and pride but also a dim awareness that it was really my father, not I, who deserved the credit.


I was seven years old when I nearly had a panic attack while playing The Legend of Kyrandia. The game, a natural descendent of titles like The Black Cauldron, was a story-based adventure in which the player had to solve puzzles and interact with other characters in order to advance the plot. My father still sat beside me – though I took control of the mouse and keyboard a little more often by this point – and I continued to delight in testing out the consequences of my in-game actions. Kyrandia seemed to share my glee in subjecting the player’s character, Brandon, to a trial-and-error approach, as doing so often resulted in his outlandishly graphic demise. As my father and I neared the end of the game, I’d already led Brandon to plummet off a bridge, succumb to snake venom, be devoured by red-eyed creatures in a pitch-black cavern, burn alive, be devoured by a giant frog – and burn alive again. We were now in the castle held by the game’s villain, the demented court jester Malcolm, when Brandon encountered a friend, Herman, possessed by Malcolm’s dark magic. The possession was made clear by Herman’s sickly green pallor and he loomed menacingly with a hacksaw in hand, one that Brandon had lent him earlier in the game.


‘Brandon,’ Herman cried, ‘I have your saw!’ Later versions of the game would feature actors performing the voices, but our copy only displayed the dialogue as text, which my father read aloud in a gravelly voice to indicate Herman’s altered state.


‘That’s OK, Herman,’ Brandon replied. ‘You can keep it.’


‘But I sharpened it just for you!’2


An electric current shot through my body. Something about this tableau – a gentle soul twisted by madness, turned against me – unsettled me in a way that depictions of poison or immolation had not.


Depending on the player’s action, Brandon could restore his friend to a lucid state, but not knowing what to do I charged forward, which prompted Herman to saw Brandon in half and bring up the familiar ‘Game over’ screen. It read, simply: ‘Rest in peace, Brandon.’3


The consequence of this choice felt too great. There were machinations at work within me that I did not fully understand, but it was clear that I’d struck upon a scenario too volatile to be safely contained within the unreality of the game. My father reflexively reloaded our last saved state, returning us to shortly before the dreaded encounter with Herman. I grew anxious and fretful, squirming in my chair and averting my eyes from the screen; I moaned slightly out of a developing sense of nausea. My father looked down, saw my distress and promptly turned off the computer monitor.


A year later, when I was aged eight, my father and I poured hours upon hours into Myst, a game about exploring abandoned islands strewn with esoteric puzzles. Through a first-person perspective, the player began on a dock with no instruction and found that by clicking on the screen he could move through the vividly realised world and interact with objects within it. As secrets were discovered and puzzles solved, passageways to new island worlds opened.


Myst was an apex of bonding for my father and me. The game’s slow pace and minimal guidance meant we would spend nearly as much time discussing possible solutions as actually sitting in front of the computer.


‘Have we tried counting all the switch-boxes on the island?’ my father might ask me across the breakfast table. My mother would eye us like we were speaking in a foreign language.


‘Maybe that’s the number we’re supposed to put in the stairway panel!’ I’d reply. Then we would race to the basement to put our theory to the test. Cheating in the pre-internet age was expensive, requiring either the purchase of hint books or the use of telephone tip lines that charged ninety-five cents per minute (about sixty-five pence in 1993). As a result, progressing through Myst demanded slow, collaborative experimentation, my father and I drawing on our years of puzzle-based game experience in order to unlock the mysteries of this most enigmatic title.


My excitement was magnified by the fact that Myst was a runaway hit – from its release, it would hold the title of bestselling PC game in history for the next nine years4 – which meant that several of my classmates were also playing it. Up to this point I’d rarely had the opportunity to share my passion with friends. I might have occasionally gone to my friend Izzy’s house to watch him play Doom – a pioneering first-person shooter about a demon-battling space marine which required too much hand-eye coordination for me to even make it through the first level – or my pal Greg and I would team up for an hour or so in the two-player mode of Sonic the Hedgehog 2 on his Sega Genesis (known as the Mega Drive outside the USA). But few of my friends were as devoted to playing and discussing games as I was, and none had gravitated towards the long-form, story-based titles that so enthralled me. Games had largely remained an activity between father and son for me until now. Myst promised to shatter this barrier between my home and the outside world: as one of the first games to take advantage of CD-ROM technology and promising previously unimagined audio-visual wonder, it seemed that everyone I knew was clambering for a copy. I couldn’t wait to talk to them about it.


My enthusiasm proved short-lived. The first friend I approached was a girl called Jamie, who also played Myst on a nightly basis with her father. But when I asked her which island she was currently working through, she replied, ‘There’s only one.’


‘No,’ I corrected, ‘once you solve puzzles in the first location you can go to new ones. I’m in the one that’s full of treehouses, it’s cool.’


‘Puzzles? What do you mean?’


‘You know, all the stuff you do in the game, like the room with the boiler, the room with all the stars . . . Haven’t you started adding pages to the books in the library?’


‘Look,’ she said, incredulous, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. There are no puzzles.’ Then, with disdain, ‘Myst is not a videogame.’


Many people, I would learn years later, shared Jamie’s relationship with Myst, seeing it as a digital Zen garden to be wandered through without specific purpose or intention. Like Jamie, some didn’t even realize there was anything to ‘do’; they were not versed in the language of games in the way my father and I were and Myst presented its goals in an unusually opaque manner. These un-game-like qualities no doubt help make Myst the unlikely blockbuster it became, but my exchange with Jamie also taught me that interest in a ‘videogame’ carried unforeseen implications. This passion of mine was apparently viewed by others as radioactive, and my proximity to it therefore put me at risk of being seen as a mutant.


As I grew older, games became an increasingly private interest. Tomb Raider, released in 1996, marked the watershed moment when I began to play alone. I was at the onset of puberty and had the nagging sense that I didn’t want to hang out with the game’s bosomy protagonist, Lara Croft, with my father sitting beside me. Looking back, I can scarcely believe my gall in asking him to pay for a box emblazoned with the image of Croft in tight shirt and cut-off shorts staring out at her intended young, male, heterosexual audience. I hold no less wonder that he agreed to it without remark. The whole procedure carried an unspoken, illicit aura; if shy of criminal, it felt as though I must at least be doing something shameful.


Once out of the box, my relationship with Tomb Raider continued to walk a line between excitement and discomfort. Croft was not the first female protagonist I’d steered through a game world (that distinction went to Zanthia from the second instalment of the Kyrandia series), but she was the most confusing, or perhaps I was just at a point in my life when I felt the most confused. Croft was both hyper-competent heroine and unabashed sexual object; tough warrior and the player’s puppet-on-a-string. The game revelled in these juxtapositions, encouraging the veneration and destruction of Croft’s body in equal measure. The player directed her from behind, admiring her figure while also unavoidably leading her to mortal doom with a regularity that suited the game’s ancient, trap-ridden locales. At the player’s direction, Croft could be subjected to all manner of ends, from falling into a pit of spikes to drowning in a subterranean pool, and her deaths were intimate in their specificity: graphic, often slow, occasionally humiliating, and the camera always lingered just a half-second longer than necessary before the game reloaded.


Unlike my experience of death in The Legend of Kyrandia – which ranged from comic delight to overwhelming horror – violence in Tomb Raider was inextricably tied to its omnipresent sexuality; there was a perverse thrill in watching Lara die. I wasn’t the only person who connected with the game as a simulator for sexually charged aggression: Tomb Raider’s creator, Toby Gard, acknowledged this phenomenon years later in an interview when he stated plainly, in a bewildered tone, ‘People just loved killing her.’5


At the time I was unaware that my muddled teenage instincts might be considered normal in some circles; it seemed clear to me that my relationship with Tomb Raider was taboo and needed to be sequestered from the prying eyes of classmates who jumped at the opportunity to ostracise one of their number. The spectre of judgement from the Jamies of the world loomed larger than any actual dressing-down I endured. I’d gleaned just enough of what it might be like to bear the scarlet mark of a gamer from overheard conversations at school, offhand remarks by my older brother, insults hurled at game-loving ‘nerds’ on popular TV shows – and so in my mind I endeavoured to keep a public foot in the ‘normal’ social world and a surreptitious one in the virtual spaces that I loved but assumed most others would not understand.


My father had certainly stopped understanding them. I didn’t play games in his home office anymore. I’d graduated (or perhaps been demoted) to my own spot on the other side of the basement, dimly lit, with my computer and a tangle of consoles and controllers. Sometimes he’d walk past on his way up or down the stairs.


‘What’s this one?’ he would ask.


‘It’s called Ape Escape,’ I’d reply, voice cracking.


‘Uh-huh. And what’s the point?’


‘I mean . . . I’m this kid. And there are these apes. And they, you know. Escaped.’


He would chuckle, say, ‘Boy, oh, boy,’ and then continue up or down.


I had lost the ability to communicate my fascination to him. Maybe I’d never had it or maybe I was failing to notice that his question – ‘What’s the point?’ – had grown ever more existential with each passing year. He didn’t just want to know what the goal of the game was, but What is the point, child? For god’s sake, who cared if the apes escaped or not?


My best friend from the age of twelve was Bjorn, and he was highly dismissive of videogames. An affable kid with icy blue eyes and an intrepid spirit befitting his Nordic heritage, Bjorn classified games as impediments to more worthwhile adolescent pursuits – particularly the goal-to-end-all-goals which was, of course, intimate contact with girls. When hanging out at his house, which I did at least a few afternoons per week, Bjorn and I made a habit of chiding his younger brother over his obsession with Pokémon Snap, a tranquil Nintendo 64 game about traversing colourful ecosystems while trying to capture the clearest photographs of the elusive, fantastical creatures that hid within them.


‘Why would you want to take pictures of fake monsters,’ Bjorn posed, inviting me to join in, ‘when you could have sex with a real girl?’


We were, in fact, both quite far from the prospects of sex, though by the start of high school Bjorn had ‘dated’ multiple girls in our class while my longest relationship to speak of was a fraught one with Lara Croft. From my point of view, then, Bjorn was the undisputed expert: if he said videogames were anathema to the fairer sex, he must know what he’s talking about. My parents didn’t make themselves particularly available to talk about these issues. After all, they let Tomb Raider into the house without the barest discussion. Sex was a blind spot for them and so I felt entirely dependent on my hormonal friend to lead the way through the morass, even as I often felt frightened and unready to explore sexuality in my life outside of games.


I showed Tomb Raider to Bjorn and its melange of ways to control and abuse Croft, which he found amusing but inconsequential. The appeal of spending time with this virtual character in her virtual world was lost on him; the real world held much greater interest. Bjorn preferred to look up pictures of supermodels on the internet with me, or talk about his latest make-out session with the girl he was seeing. If an experience wasn’t grounded in reality it struck him as tedious but, for me, these topics and images could feel overwhelming without the buffer of unreality, the contained fantasy I’d grown so comfortable with in games. The truth was, our afternoons spent needling Bjorn’s brother typically occurred at my urging. Bjorn was always up for this pastime – a way to vent some teenage angst on a smaller, helpless target – and I probably derived some similar gratification, but secretly I liked to do this because while we teased I could watch his brother search for Pokémon in the brush, which I found soothing to the same degree I found talking about sex anxiety-provoking.


My friendship with Bjorn did not solely orbit around pubescent impulses, but there was a theme of him pushing me – in a genuine, loving way – to be normal. He tried to pique my interest in sports and exercise and liked to compose daydreams of what exotic lands we might travel to as adults, what adventures we might go on, who we might meet, all in the real world. His vision of a vibrant, social existence intoxicated me and my parents encouraged Bjorn’s confident, extroverted influence on the boy they saw as their bright but awkward younger child.


Less than a month after my fourteenth birthday I stared vacantly into a bowl of cereal. Bjorn had committed suicide the day before. A rumour would soon spread that he’d been diagnosed with and treated for bipolar disorder for years, a gentle soul twisted by madness. I’d never heard anything about mental illness from either him or his parents and I had no idea if it was true. Cold comfort regardless. If it were so obvious, shouldn’t I have noticed?


My father looked at me from across the breakfast table. The same table where we once concocted solutions to a weird little game set on a bucolic island. I couldn’t quite bring myself to look him in the eyes. I wonder, in that moment, did he long for the days when he could protect me by turning off a computer monitor?


A couple of years later I sat in front of a psychotherapist for the first time. The reason, from my point of view, was simple: I was fine, then my friend died, then I was not.


I was lucky to be there. Many adolescents descending into anxiety or social withdrawal languish in the care of parents struggling to comprehend what is happening and not knowing how to intervene. If there is no precedent for treatment in a family the prospect of seeking it out can seem labyrinthine and rife with stigma. But the notion of psychological ailments and therapy was more commonplace for me as my mother was in psychoanalysis for much of my childhood and spoke often of how it had helped her. So, when signs of my emotional distress grew undeniable, the idea of seeing someone felt normal and was even encouraged. It was her former psychiatrist who referred me to the clinical psychologist I was sitting across from now. I couldn’t know it then, but I would also find this helpful.


Dr Lovett was a soft-spoken but authoritative clinician. His ageless good looks reminded me of my father, and his ability to pull ideas from one of the thousand volumes that lined the walls of his office seemed an intellectual superpower that I longed to possess. We talked, of course, but what resonated most in this first session was the office itself, at once clichéd (mid-century modern recliner; chaise longue for patients who, unlike me, laid down during sessions) and deeply personal (the spine of each book an insight; a pleasant, earthy smell I couldn’t place). I thought, It’s so still.


I was aware that many people recoiled at stories of psychotherapy having to last for years but, privately, I liked the idea of not being on anyone else’s timeline. Lovett’s approach supported this desire for something open-ended: there was no rush to ‘get well’, no agenda to follow or homework assignments to complete. The ambiguity of an unstructured session was balanced by the firm and reassuring boundaries that Lovett established to distinguish therapy – with its focus on my subjective experience – from the other areas of adolescent life that so often demanded I adhere to the views, expectations and schedules of others.


A few weeks later, for instance, Lovett ushered me into his office on the morning of 11 September 2001. The terrorist attacks in New York – a four-hour drive from my native Boston-area suburb – began shortly before I arrived. I’d heard about them, but Lovett had been seeing patients and remained unaware. I told him what I knew to be going on, that I wouldn’t be returning to school that day and wondered aloud if the natural impulse to keep abreast of the news meant that we ought to reschedule the session. ‘Well, you’re already here,’ he said. ‘I can check the news after we’ve finished.’ He added, most strikingly, ‘Let’s try to put the outside world aside for the moment.’


The weeks continued, became months. I didn’t ask Lovett how his day was going at the start of an appointment and he didn’t expect me to; foregoing such pleasantries felt like being unshackled from chains I hadn’t realised were there. He didn’t know the phantasms I conjured each week – mother, father, brother, unrequited crush, dead friend – other than through the lens of my experience, which seemed to be all that mattered to him. The outside world could wait: this was our world, existing however briefly in time and space.


The same year I started therapy, Silent Hill 2 was released for the PlayStation 2. The original Silent Hill, released two years earlier, was generally seen as gaming’s first work of serious psychological horror, with its sights set on existential dread over the B-movie schlock that informed earlier entries in the pantheon. Rather than centring the franchise on zombies or ghosts, the antagonist of the Silent Hill series was the titular town itself: forever enshrouded in fog, it existed like a shared dream – or nightmare – somewhere outside the bounds of reality, contorting itself to mirror the psyche of each game’s variously tortured protagonist. Silent Hill was a place driven by laws more emotional than Newtonian, producing impossible architecture for the player to navigate and hellish monsters to fight. Silent Hill 2 swapped the convoluted plot of its predecessor (involving a secret cult attempting to birth an ancient god) for the purely allegorical and was all the more compelling for it.


The player controls James Sunderland, a sombre man who arrives in Silent Hill after receiving a letter from his wife Mary – who died years earlier from a terminal illness – in which she asks him to meet her there. James knows it’s ridiculous to expect to find Mary and yet he feels compelled by something – indefatigable love? Disregard for his own life? The need to clear his conscience? – even as it becomes apparent that something is seriously wrong with the town. Shortly after the player takes control of James on Silent Hill’s outskirts, he meets Angela, who is inspecting headstones in the local cemetery. ‘I’m kind of lost,’ James says, meaning it literally but also belying the depth of his lostness.


Angela seems confused by James’s confusion; despite the dense fog, she explains, ‘there’s only the one road’ into Silent Hill. She also advises that James not take it, as the place seems dangerous. ‘I guess I don’t care if it’s dangerous or not,’ James replies flatly. ‘I’m going to town either way.’6 The player shares this attitude, if for different reasons: while James is determined to search for his wife regardless of potentially mortal consequences, the player is eager to discover what fresh thrills this much-anticipated sequel has to offer.


Angela discloses that she, too, has been mysteriously called to Silent Hill in search of someone and throughout the game James’s path intersects with hers. They drift through town as though entranced, enduring its horrors in the vague hope that whoever or whatever they find will repair their broken lives.


The process of actually playing the game is fairly straightforward. The player guides James through Silent Hill’s eerie streets, exploring abandoned apartment buildings and hospitals, solving puzzles to unlock passage to new areas. Throughout, James is beset by gruesome, writhing monsters that he must flee from or dispatch. (He begins with nothing more than a two-by-four with a nail in it, but eventually finds more lethal weaponry.) The monsters glisten with an unnatural sheen and all have smooth, featureless faces. While the combat system is not especially interesting on its own – the player essentially presses the same button repeatedly until the enemy falls, then finishes it off with a kick to the head – the experience is made tense by the disturbing appearance and movements of the monsters and even more so by the game’s suggestions that perhaps the creatures James repeatedly bludgeons to death aren’t really monsters, but simply look that way to him.


The notion that one’s life is dictated not by what is real but what is perceived to be real is central to Silent Hill 2. Whenever James’s path intersects with Angela’s, the player is left feeling confused and unsafe because neither can seem to agree on a shared vision of what is happening around them. Following their initial meeting in the cemetery, James next comes upon Angela in an apartment building, where he finds her lying on the floor, drearily considering a large knife she holds in her hand. The very image feels absurd, a woman draped nonchalantly across the ground as the player sits tense with controller in hand, ready for the next monster to jump out. James talks the knife out of Angela’s hand through a surreal, staccato dialogue in which they seem to be talking at each other rather than actually communicating. James then half-heartedly offers to accompany Angela, suggesting they might fare better if they travel together. ‘I’ll be OK by myself,’ Angela replies. ‘Besides, I’d just slow you down.’7 James doesn’t argue the point – and the player isn’t looking for a sidekick, anyway.


After a long stretch, James reconnects with Angela in their most bizarre scene, set in a maze of hallways beneath the Silent Hill Historical Society. James hears Angela cry out from a nearby room, begging her father not to hurt her. When James bursts in, he finds her cowering before an odd lump of a monster that hardly resembles a human at all. After dispatching it, James approaches Angela and the player anticipates some gratitude for his efforts. ‘Oh, I see,’ Angela says with venom in her voice, ‘you’re trying to be nice to me, right? I know what you’re up to. It’s always the same. You’re only after one thing.’8 She departs without any discussion of the clear disconnect between what she and James perceived to be happening in the room.


The wrenching final meeting between James and Angela occurs near the end of the game, with the two standing on a grand hotel stairway that is inexplicably on fire. It is clear that Angela is beyond saving at this point and also that James has never really understood her plight. James – and, by extension, the player – has been too distracted with his own mission to recognise Angela’s ensnarement in the loop of her abusive past; his commitment to a singular view of the world has foreclosed any meaningful effort to steer Angela toward a healthier path. Or was that even an option? Hadn’t she established from the outset that ‘there’s only the one road’? The mood is sombre; James and player both want to believe that salvation is still possible for them – that they are somehow playing a different game than Angela – but the doubts are creeping in.


‘It’s hot as hell in here,’ James says, not knowing what else to say. Angela glances at the flames licking the banisters on either side.


‘You see it, too?’ she asks with mild surprise. ‘For me, it’s always like this.’9


She confirms the player’s suspicion that each person experiences the horror of Silent Hill differently. Only for this brief moment are James and Angela living in the same reality, truly sharing the same time and space. Then she walks away.


I became obsessed with Silent Hill 2. I played its twelve-hour runtime back-to-back, probably a dozen times. I discussed it exhaustively on message boards behind the veil of online anonymity – never with friends or family. Never even with Lovett, the one person in my life with whom everything, or almost everything, was an open book.


By the game’s conclusion, James has come to remember the deep resentment he felt in taking care of his wife Mary while she was terminally ill, as well as the fact that he killed her before nature could take its course. Much in the way a psychotherapy patient reconnects with a dissociated experience, the unearthing of James’s past highlights how profoundly it has continued to influence his present: the faceless monsters echo the way James took Mary’s life, blotting out her pale face with a pillow; his halfhearted attempts to serve as saviour to Angela reverberate as acts of displaced guilt. But Silent Hill 2 does not offer a single perspective on how James, or the player, might reconcile the miserable parts of himself and his past with the hope for a better future. Instead – and it’s one of the game’s most unusual features – you experience your own ending of the game depending on small, often incidental actions taken while playing. These are extrapolated to draw some judgement of the attitudes and proclivities of the player.


The easiest ending to reach, requiring no unusual behaviour, is known as the ‘Leave’ ending. James is forgiven by Mary and his murderous act is reframed as a mercy killing; he is permitted to leave the town unscathed. While many games demand the player exert the most effort to attain the morally ‘best’ ending, Silent Hill 2 subverts this expectation by offering it freely. The implication is that the player who arrives at ‘Leave’ has taken the path of least resistance, playing the game in its most obvious form without thinking too much about what it all means. As a reward, he is fed a trite, happy ending, as though the game itself is disdainful of his refusal to take a more idiosyncratic approach to play.


The ‘Maria’ ending unlocks when the player pays special attention to a woman James encounters at various points during the game who looks identical to Mary but behaves in a more provocative, sexualised manner. If the player refuses to look at any mementos of Mary and instead takes pains to protect and look after Maria, the player reaches an ending in which James dismisses his wife as unnecessary baggage and chooses to leave town with her doppelgänger. The player who behaves in this way is drawn to the two-dimensional fantasy that Maria represents, demonstrating a clear preference for her over the complexity of James’s relationship with Mary. As James and Maria head to the car in which they’ll drive off to what is presumably their new life together, Maria coughs several times, suggesting that she is in the process of contracting the same illness that afflicted Mary. The player has surrendered to impulse and learned nothing from the nightmare of Silent Hill, so there will be no ‘new’ life; the cycle is doomed to repeat itself.


A third ending, ‘Rebirth’, can only be seen if the player has already completed the game at least once. The player must seek out four items scattered throughout the town (which cannot be found on a first play-through) and complete the game with them in hand. The placement of these items is essentially arbitrary and no indication is given as to their purpose or how many are needed to affect an outcome. This player, the game assumes, is obsessed, returning to a hellish place for a second, third, or fourth time, exploring every dark corner despite the terrors that lurk there. The ending, then, is one of feverish, delusional thinking: James takes the four talismans and Mary’s body out onto Silent Hill’s lake in an attempt to revive her through some mad ritual. Its success or failure is not shown, nor is it necessary, as the point is clear: James is truly lost.


There is another ending to Silent Hill 2. It’s known as ‘In Water’ and requires, among other things, that James spend much of the game running around at low health, vulnerable to the slightest attack. I never saw that ending. No matter how familiar I became with the game’s deformed monsters and unlit hallways, I always found it too nerve-wracking to wander around with my status screen flickering with static and my controller vibrating like a frantic heartbeat: the telltale signs that James was close to death. Instead, I immediately imbibed health potions as soon as I sustained even the slightest injury. The atmosphere of the game was relentlessly disturbing but I was never actually afraid of death because I never let it get close to me. ‘In Water’ became my white whale: every time I began a new game, I told myself that this time I’d go for it, and yet every time I fell back on old patterns and received one of the other endings I had seen several times before. Enacting the variables needed for ‘Maria’, ‘Rebirth’ and even an absurd joke ending called ‘Dog’ felt effortless to me, yet the road to ‘In Water’ was impassable, like one of Silent Hill’s foggy streets that, defying the laws of physics, terminates at a bottomless pit.


Notably, I had no compunction reading about the details of ‘In Water’ online. I knew what that ending consisted of, but I avoided experiencing it for myself. I knew that the ending I could not allow myself to see was the one in which James kills himself.


What kind of player got to see ‘In Water’? One who was cavalier, reckless. Most of all, the player who was comfortable existing close to death was one who recognised the inconsequential nature of playing a videogame. No actual harm could come to him – he was not James and James was not real, so compassion or care for this avatar’s well-being was unnecessary. The game would respond in kind, projecting the player’s indifference to digital life onto James who, over a black screen, could be heard to start up his car and peel at high speed into Silent Hill’s lake. ‘Now I understand the real reason I came to this town,’ he’d say. ‘I wonder, what was I afraid of?’10


I, unlike this manifestation of James, was afraid of death. More than that, it felt as though the very fabric of time and space had been ruptured by the trauma of Bjorn’s suicide. It was the point from which all present problems originated, the marker that distinguished my happy childhood from what I assumed would be the rest of my miserable life. I was unconsciously invested in this idea and sought to reaffirm it in my repeated visits to Silent Hill. By methodically avoiding any risk of in-game death, the suicidal ending of ‘In Water’ took on a kind of mystique; it was unachievable, unknowable. Despite what I told myself at the start of each play-through, a part of me did not want to see ‘In Water’. The superficiality of ‘Leave’, the immaturity of ‘Maria’, the magical thinking of ‘Rebirth’ – none of these threatened my sense of self or the world. Happiness did seem only skin deep to me; objectified sexuality did resonate as a valid if temporary escape. And though I never believed that I or anyone had the power to bring Bjorn back, I did sometimes fantasise that this was all a spectacular practical joke and one day he would return to school with a smile and a wink and the pain of the past two years would be erased.


What I refused to tolerate was the idea that a suicidal ending could be ‘unlocked’, that there was a straightforward, prescribed path to it. I could not see ‘In Water’ because I could not accept that seeing it was so easy. If it were so obvious, shouldn’t I have noticed? So, I made the ending impossible, spooked myself out of it, convinced myself that in-game death was serious enough to avoid. Any other approach would make ‘In Water’ and, by extension, my friend’s death, mundane. Not the unique and magical cause of all my misery. Just a thing that happened.


My relationship with Silent Hill 2 reflected who I was and what I was going through, not only because of what I played but how I played it. Through this lens, Angela’s prophecy of ‘only the one road’ takes on new meaning. The game itself was designed to accommodate multiple paths; it was I, the player, bound by my own psychology, who self-imposed which roads were open and which blocked off. Yet I didn’t make these connections at the time, because I didn’t know how to talk about games. I’d conditioned myself to not talk about them.


It may seem strange that this extended even to my most sacred of spaces, the therapy relationship which had quickly come to represent a sanctuary unlike any other – one matched only, perhaps, by those virtual sanctuaries found throughout my childhood and adolescence in the absolute privacy of game space. But if you were to have asked me why I never mentioned Silent Hill 2 to Lovett, my guess is that I would have looked at you funny. The idea that my relationship with games might say anything important about me, or anyone, had never crossed my mind.


*


Back in the staff meeting, colleagues and supervisors stared at me, puzzled, hoping to move on to the many other cases on the day’s docket. As visions of my life in games and in therapy cycled across my mind’s eye like a feverish slide show, I realised that I was reaching back for the one memory that wasn’t there, an alternate history in which I gave words to a part of my life that had existed in shadow for decades. There was no recollection to call upon of the time I explained to my father that, yes, in fact, it mattered that the apes escaped. No lightbulb going off to remind me of the session where I told Lovett all about Silent Hill 2 and my particular way of engaging with it.


I’d only stopped seeing Lovett a year earlier, after a dozen years of productive work. Our therapy helped guide me from a turbulent adolescence to a more stable and optimistic adulthood, and the significance of my chosen career path was not lost on either of us. If this kind of progress was possible without ever talking about games, I thought (as various members of the clinic staff began to look away from me), maybe it wasn’t that important after all.
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