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To my amazing wife and soul mate, Lauren.






GLOSSARY


	
AAA (triple A)—

	Shorthand for games that cost entirely too much money and time to create and market. By the time you read this, there will probably be six franchises in this space dominating the industry.

	
Baddie—

	A silly way of saying “bad guy.”

	
Boss fight—

	After battling hordes of minions in any video game space, one is often faced with the challenge of dueling with one of these. Often a protracted fight that, when designed properly, is a proving ground for mastery of said title.

	
Bullet hell—

	A shooting game, often played from a side view or top-down, in which the player, often piloting a spaceship, must endure a bazillion shots from a never-ending menagerie of aliens.

	
Butt stomp—

	A tried-and-tested move in video games, often in character action jumping games. The player leaps into the air, usually over a foe, and careens down, squashing the poor enemy like a pancake.

	
Co-op mode (or cooperative play)—

	The ability to enjoy a video game with a friend, sometimes on the same screen at the same time, other times over an online connection. Everything’s better with a buddy!

	
Cover system—

	The ability to hide behind a wall in a game in order to avoid getting shot. Makes sense, right?

	
Cut scene—

	Noninteractive movies contained within a game that are used to progress the story. Many gamers skip them in order to get back to the action.

	
Deathmatch—

	Tag, with guns, in a game, played online.

	
Demo—

	Short for “demonstration,” a downloadable sample of a game. Players download them and try before they buy.

	
Demo package—

	The compressed final product one uploads to the internet for the trial version of a game.

	
Demo scene—

	A community of insanely brilliant programmers, usually centralized in the Nordic regions, in which the goal is to make the most visually stunning graphical display with as little code as possible. Many rock-star coders have come out of this scene.

	
Editor—

	A tool that allows a developer (or an aspiring one) to modify the game’s rules and environment.

	
Emergent gameplay—

	Little happy accidents that come out of numerous systems interacting in a game. For example, in the classic shooter DOOM the player could lure the monsters into shooting one another.

	
Engine—

	Just like in a vehicle, the core of what makes everything work.

	
First-person shooter—

	Popularized by classic games Wolfenstein 3D and DOOM, the genre in which you see down the barrel of your weapons. Yes, usually guns. There aren’t any first-person hugging games. Yet.

	
Frame rate—

	Simply put, how smooth one’s gameplay experience is. The faster the frame rate, the slicker the game and the better the feedback time for interactivity.

	
Game jam—

	Kind of like a drum circle for development. A team splits off into smaller sets of people and has a set time limit to craft whatever prototype they think is interesting and/or compelling.

	
Gibbing—

	Overkilling a baddie in a way that sends flesh and body parts and buckets of blood flying across the screen. It’s not just enough to vanquish your foe, you must turn them into mulch!

	
IP—

	Intellectual property. Characters, world, story, all of them add up to make an IP. Lawyers made me write this.

	
Mech suit—

	A suit that turns a human into a giant walking tank. Think Tony Stark’s enormous Hulkbuster suit in Iron Man.

	
Modders—

	People who modify an existing video game. Could be as simple as tuning in-game values, editing environments, or creating altogether new ways to play.

	
Moore’s Law—

	Moore’s Law states that the number of transistors on a microchip double about every two years, though the cost of computers is halved. Although not an actual law, it has largely held true for the history of computers.

	
Multiplayer—

	A feature that allows you to play a game with other people.

	
One-off—

	One and done regarding a title. Of course, the last sequel is the one that fails to make money, so usually a bomb.

	
Pickups—

	Items in a game that you, well, pick up. Could be health, or ammunition, or goodies that expand the fiction of the world.

	
Platform—

	The venue on which a game comes out. The Xbox is a platform, as is the PlayStation, PC, and even the cell phone.

	
Point-and-click—

	A type of game that is driven by mouse input, usually 2D adventure games.

	
Polygon—

	The primary shape and building block of 3D graphics. Connect a few dots, or “vertices,” to make a flat shape. Put a lot of them together to make, well, anything.

	
Power-ups—

	Goodies players acquire in games to run faster, jump higher, become more lethal, etc….

	
QA—

	Short for Quality Assurance. The people that play a broken game and report what they find until it is no longer broken. However, few games ever ship without any bugs.

	
Resolution texture—

	The level of detail of a surface in a video game. Walk up that brick wall and examine every nook and cranny already!

	
Rocket jumping—

	Using the blast of an exploding rocket to reach extreme heights on a jump. Yes, you shoot a rocket at your feet and jump.

	
RPG—

	Role-Playing Game. Rules often derived from D&D-style games. The player usually goes on a legendary quest that features all sorts of progression, usually in the form of magic and/or combat systems.

	
Shareware—

	Popular in the early ’90’s, it was a guerilla way of marketing games. Release episode one for free, and then users could buy the other two episodes for a fee by mailing a check to the creators!

	
Shell—

	Shorthand for the prototype of an environment that has yet to have lovely art slathered all over it.

	
Ship—

	The term for when a game is done and headed out the door to store shelves. “Ship it!” is a common refrain in development circles.

	
Side-scroller—

	A 2D game in which the player usually goes from left to right in order to proceed.

	
Spherical harmonics—

	A fancy way of making a character or object look far more detailed than they are, using advanced lighting techniques.

	
Stealth game—

	A title in which the best way to succeed is to sneak rather than go in guns blazing.

	
Terrain-based game—

	Outdoorsy games in which the land sprawls as far as the eye can see.

	
UI—

	The user interface for a game or device. The DIRECTV channel browser, your phone’s home screen, your car’s dashboard—those are all UIs.

	
Vaporware—

	Slang for a game that is perceived to never, ever ship and release.

	
Versus mode—

	A fun way of competing against your friends, usually online.








GAME ON

They didn’t kill me.

Bill Gates’s security detail, if less disciplined, could’ve deleted me from the face of the earth. I am sure they knew how and I am equally sure they possessed the means, whether a Sig Sauer P229, a taser delivering twelve hundred volts of paralyzing electricity, a Krav Maga–inspired knee strike, a Mark 2 Lancer Assault Rifle (minus the chainsaw bayonet, obviously), or an old-fashioned kick in the balls.

It was May 2005, and it was the most important week of my life, a lifetime crystalized into one single event. I had flown to Los Angeles from Raleigh, North Carolina, for E3, the annual three-day video game conference where the industry’s biggest producers, designers, retailers, wholesalers, journalists, and gaming fanatics gathered to see the latest in upcoming new games, platforms, and related technology. That afternoon, I was scheduled to walk onstage in front of nearly one thousand people and provide a live demonstration of Epic Games’s much-anticipated third-person shooter Gears of War.

No one was more ready to step into the spotlight as a rock-star game designer. I had diamond studs in both ears and a gold chain dangling around my neck. I had let my hair grow and dyed it blond. I was outfitted in brand-new Affliction gear—it was the nanosecond that brand was cool—and had perfected a confident, reporter-friendly rap that made me sound like of course I should be the one leading a team of top-level designers toward the creation of a billion-dollar franchise. A publicist kept me on schedule, and an MTV camera crew trailed me for a documentary on Gears. I even had my own nickname: CliffyB.

But my ambitious public persona hid a personal life in tatters. I was not that far removed from being the kid on Accutane in high school who wasn’t cool enough for the cool kids and not nerdy enough for the nerds. I was recently departed from a starter marriage, and most of the money I had made up to that point was lost down the black hole of divorce. I lived in a cheap, one-bedroom apartment across the street from the Epic offices with only my faithful dog for companionship. I was drinking way too much. I popped Claritin-D and guzzled Red Bull to defy fatigue and the need for sleep. I worked every day, all day, and through the night if necessary.

I had no plan B. Everything hinged on Gears, which had been officially three years in development but really was a lot longer if you counted the scribbles in my notebook, the ideas that were used in Epic’s hit franchise Unreal, and the childhood traumas that led me to seek solace in designing video games in the first place, back in my early teens. It didn’t take me long to realize this obsessive, maniacal work was either going to destroy me or make me rich. With the unveiling of Gears, I would finally find out which.

It wasn’t just my fate that hinged on the game’s success. It was the fate of everyone at Epic, especially co-founders Tim Sweeney, the genius programmer who had started the company in his parents’ garage, and Mark Rein, the hard-driving businessman and master dealmaker. The pair had invested years of work and millions of the studio’s dollars on Gears, essentially pushing all their chips onto this one number, hoping to establish the company as a major player in the triple-A video game space as opposed to making largely PC multiplayer shooters.

Perhaps more important than the game itself was the system on which it was built, the third iteration of the Unreal Engine, or the Unreal Engine 3. It was the most advanced 3D creation platform in existence—and it was simple to use, enabling almost anyone with a bit of tech savvy to create a photoreal, immersive experience. This was Tim’s baby, his version of Google, Facebook, or Windows, take your pick. The plan was to license the engine to anyone and everyone wanting to make a game, a movie, a TV show, a music video—anything involving real-time, AI, visual rendering of the highest quality. It would provide Epic with unlimited new revenue streams. If Gears succeeded, so too would the Unreal Engine. Ka-ching!

In addition to Epic, Microsoft was also betting big on Gears. The Xbox 360, their next generation of Xbox, was set to be released in the fall, in time for the Christmas season, when it would go head-to-head with Sony’s PlayStation 3 and Nintendo’s Wii. There was just one glitch: they had planned on a new version of the game Halo to sell it, but Bungie studios, the game’s developer, had missed their deadlines, and Microsoft needed another game, a big game with which they could have an exclusive. They turned to Gears. And that’s when all heads turned toward me. The new Xbox 360 was going to be revealed at E3 simultaneously during my demo of Gears.

That afternoon, I decided to walk from my hotel to the legendary Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, where the event was being held. I wanted to get there in plenty of time and not have to fight nightmarish LA traffic. It was a warm, invigorating spring day. I was taking in the buffet of humanity on Hollywood Boulevard. The sidewalk and the street were jammed. The air vibrated with the thump-thump-thump of hip-hop pulsing from car stereos, boom boxes, and souvenir stores hawking Tinseltown T-shirts and tchotchkes. Tourists took pictures of pink stars on the sidewalk with gold-stenciled names of movie stars and celebrities. I stepped over Clint Eastwood, Jennifer Aniston, and Pat Sajak. Then I looked up and found myself on a collision course with the man whose fame, wealth, and influence transcended all of them combined.

It was Bill Gates. Not a celebrity lookalike. Not one of Madame Tussaud’s wax figures gone AWOL. It was the genuine article, the co-founder of Microsoft, the inventor of Windows, the maker of the Xbox, college dropout, visionary, world’s richest man, Warren Buffett’s bridge partner, philanthropist, businessman, genius, and nerd icon. Dressed in a suit and tie, he was surrounded by a phalanx of Microsoft executives and security, but I wasn’t intimidated. After all, we had produced Gears in partnership with Microsoft, which I thought, in some corner of this universe, made the two of us co-workers.

“Bill, it’s me, Clifford!” I said with an outstretched hand.

That decision brought an immediate response from the largest and quickest dude in his security unit. He put his arm up, ready to end me, until one of the Microsoft executives whispered something along the lines of, “He’s not a murderous douche nozzle,” and everyone protecting Bill relaxed.

“Hi, I’m Cliff Bleszinski, and I’m designing the game for your console,” I said.

“Nice to meet you, Cliff,” he said in his high-pitched, scratchy voice.

We shook hands. For the record, he had the softest hands I have ever felt. God bless software development. I assured him that we were going to nail our release.

“Good.” He smiled.

Then, like a busy head of state, he was moving again.

I stood there for a moment processing this remarkable intersection of my past, present, and future. When I was a little kid making a pretend computer with markers and a cardboard box, one of my older brothers dropped a book in my lap. I looked down and saw a picture of a skinny guy with glasses. “That’s Bill Gates,” my brother said. “You should know about him.” Now our fates were inextricably linked.

I checked my watch. Just a few more hours until I would go onstage and play Gears of War, in front of Bill Gates and the packed E3 audience, with gamers from Hollywood to Hong Kong to Harajuku following along online. And as if that weren’t enough pressure, I would actually be playing the game.

Most of the demos at E3 are canned, meaning they are pre-recorded, and in some cases are made specifically for the expo and thrown away afterward, a bit of digital smoke and mirrors that hides the work still being done. We’d decided to go another route, the high-wire route. We wanted to show the game’s first level, which opened with our hero, Marcus Fenix, escaping from prison, his chainsaw gun flying amid Michael Bay–style blood and explosions. And I was going to play it live.

Which is just not done. Not when your microphone can shut down. Or your controller can fail. Or the monitor you’re playing on can go on the blink. There are just a thousand different technical things that can go wrong.

I took a deep breath and headed into the theater to begin rehearsing. This was big. This was make or break. This was a boss fight that was either going to leave me decimated or power me up to a whole new level.

I hoped to fuck it worked.






[image: Level 1]






[image: ]


ORIGIN STORY

Every game needs a hero, a larger-than-life figure adept at slaying every challenge thrown their way. Think Solid Snake from the Metal Gear series. Ex–Green Beret, special-ops good guy who demolishes nuke-carrying baddies.

You also have Master Chief from the Halo games, who shows up just in time to save the universe. And Mario, who rescues the princess.

Every childhood needs a similar kind of real-life hero who makes the world safe from monsters and their mayhem.

Mine was no exception. With four older brothers and sports legends like Yaz, Esposito, and Havlicek, who cast their shadows across Boston and its neighboring suburbs, including North Andover where I grew up, I had plenty of choices. But none measured up to the man who assumed that role for me—my father.

Take this one example: I was almost a teenager, hormones stirring shit up inside me, and I wanted to be a ninja warrior. No mutant jokes, please. This was serious stuff. I didn’t want to be a ninja warrior. I became one. So did my friends Rick, Chris, and Mike. We found a catalog that offered authentic ninja outfits—black tunics, baggy pants, a cowl with cutouts for our eyes, and the split-toed shoes that ninjas would wear—pooled our paper route money, and bought the requisite outfits.

We also got a few shuriken, or ninja stars. Rick already had nunchucks. We were going to be truly badass.

Two weeks later, the stuff arrived. Since it was summer, we didn’t have school, so the days belonged to us, and we blazed a trail on our Sting-Ray bikes to our secret fort out in the woods. There we excitedly transformed ourselves into the baddest clan of mercenary fighters ever to declare themselves ready to raise hell in suburban North Andover, Massachusetts. We were the way I imagined the band KISS was the first time they saw each other in full makeup and rock regalia—freaking ecstatic. Look at us. Holy shit.

We high-fived each other, posed, snarled, snorted, karate chopped, kicked, and were, as was popular to declare at the time, ready to rummmmmble. Oh, fuck yeah.

We acted as authentic, cool, and fierce as we looked—sort of. I was sneaking out of the house one night around three in the morning to rage with my friends when my brother Jeff came home from a night of heavy partying. I could see he was drunk, and I didn’t want to get into anything with him. Quietly, stealthily, I crouched in the far corner of the dark front porch, hoping he wouldn’t see me. He didn’t seem to. He reached for the door handle and, without turning around, he said, “Hey, Cliff, what are you doing?”

“Uh, I’m doing my paper route early,” I said.

“It’s too early,” he said. “Go back to bed.”

“Okay,” I said, before heading out to join my fellow shinobi.

A group of rival ninjas existed about a mile from us, over on a street like ours called Bridle Path. Like us, they also had a fort in the woods. We taunted each other, arguing about whatever was going on: Ray Leonard versus Tommy Hearns, Reagan versus Mondale. One day the tension reached a breaking point and war broke out. Our dojo versus theirs. The fighting took place over several days. We ambushed each other without warning. We threw rocks and screamed threats and lodged complaints. Dude, not in the eyes. You almost hit my eye.

It was a miracle no one got hurt. Then late one night, being the true ninjas we were, my friends and I snuck out and trashed our rival ninjas’ fort.

That ended the war.

My friends and I regrouped in our fort. While guzzling large bottles of Gatorade, we recounted the battles and compared welts and bruises from where rocks had hit us, or we had slid taking cover. Once our exploits had been thoroughly rehashed, our version of Hesiod’s classic telling of the Titan wars, we moved on to the real raison d’être for our fort in the woods—this was where we kept and maintained our stash of porn magazines, Penthouse, Oui, Playboy, even the stray issue of Swank. Every religion has its holy book. These were the sacred scroll of puberty. And we were studying them with great intensity when all of a sudden my father paid an unannounced visit to our fort.

“Boys!”

The lot of us looked at one another, frozen with a mix of shock, fear, confusion, and panic. Our magazines were everywhere.

“Dad?”

I poked my head out, and he motioned for us to step outside.

“Safety check,” he explained. “I want to take a look around.”

After we had filed out and my father had gone inside, my friend Rick leaned close to me and whispered, “Dude, what the fuck?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know.

“This really sucks,” he said.

My father probably wasn’t inside the fort for more than a minute, maybe two at the most, but the wait was interminable. When he stepped back outside, his expression was unreadable. He stared at each one of us. We were shaking in our sneakers. I’d spent my entire life decoding his looks and I had no idea what he was thinking about the glossy display of breasts and vaginas he had found in the fort. Finally, just before one of us developed a nervous tic, my father winked and said, “It’s all good, boys. Everything looks fine. Carry on.”

I watched him walk away. A total hero.

I loved my father. He wasn’t cool. He was a dad. Serious, responsible, funny, stern, and occasionally crude, Walt Bleszinski was an engineer at Polaroid who married my stay-at-home mom, Karyn, and created a picture-perfect middle-class life in a quiet neighborhood that was pretty much straight out of Stranger Things, minus the parallel dimension and monsters. My parents were Catholic. They hoped to have a girl at some point, but every time my mom farted out a kid at Mass General, the doctor saw another baby boy weenie. Greg and Jeff were the first two, followed by Chris, and then Tyler and me.

Forgetting about the fact that after they saw me, they either said “Ugh, that’s enough” or “Finally, perfection,” the fraternal dynamic was important and inescapable. Greg was the original prodigal son, the home run, who attended West Point. He was buddies with Jeff. Growing up, I had zero in common with either of them. They were eleven and eight years older than me, respectively; in fact, Greg and I have the same birthday, which meant I ruined his party by popping out, and took away some of the spotlight every year thereafter. Chris, the middle child, was the black sheep of the family. Do the math. The two eldest sons paired up, as did Tyler and me, the two youngest, leaving Chris on his own and adrift.

He got sent home from eighth grade for showing up to class drunk and setting off a fire extinguisher. He fought constantly with my father, which caused serious discord in the house. In high school, he came home one night so hammered that my parents called an ambulance for him. Another time I woke up on a moonlit evening and saw a shape shambling out in the backyard, moving between the bedsheets on the outside clothesline that my mother had put up, and it scared the shit out of twelve-year-old me. I woke my parents and told them there was a ghost in the yard. It was Chris, unable to even find the door. Another time he crashed in Tyler’s and my bedroom, and I awoke to the sound of him pissing on a director’s chair we had in the corner, thinking it was a toilet. Then there was the time he totaled Jeff’s brand-new Nissan on his way to get a fresh can of dip. The cops asked my father if he wanted to “let this one slide.” My father shook his head no, his face a picture of frustration, his voice the hollow sound of resignation, and told them to take his middle son to jail for the night. Happily, Chris eventually got his shit together.

As the youngest, I had a unique vantage. Early on, I saw that raising five boys was rough, even on an engineer’s salary. When our septic system at the house needed a repair, my father decided to fix it himself. To help him dig up the leaching field, he enlisted us, his sons, who were collectively referred to as “the boys.” “The boys are helping me,” he told my mother. We watched in disbelief as he put on a hazmat suit and climbed down into the tank, where he scooped up buckets of raw sewage and handed them up to us. We dumped them down the hill, into our neighbor’s yard.

With one exception. Tyler accidentally sloshed one of the buckets over as it was being pulled up—they were heavy, and we were kids—and an ample amount of shit poured straight onto my father’s face and into his somewhat open, astonished mouth. No words can capture the look of curdled disgust on his face as he was forced to taste the waste of the entire family of seven that had been sitting in that tank.



Growing up in the eighties, I enjoyed a freedom that today’s kids may only know through movies and old farts like me. On Saturdays, I left the house after breakfast and hooked up with friends on Sting-Rays the same as mine. We went to the playground. Not some protected, prefab plastic; the slide was metal, and on hot days we burned our ass going down it. We spun the merry-go-round so fast it flung us off. If we found a hornet’s nest, we threw rocks at it. Leftover fireworks in the woods were golden. I hunted for frogs and snakes in the woods.

It was fucking awesome. We rode our bikes all day, recovered the random porn magazine sticking out of someone’s trash, played street hockey, lit fires with magnifying glasses, and only returned home when my mother summoned me with a voice that seemed to echo throughout the neighborhood.

“Clifford! Dinner!”

At age ten, I got a paper route. As a first gig, it was pretty good. My route consisted of about twenty homes, and it wasn’t a morning edition, so I didn’t have to wake up any earlier than I normally did to get my ass to school. Winter was the only time the paper route was rough. New England is famous for its brutal winters, four to six months of snow, wind, and ice—and those are the pleasant days in the dead of winter. Riding a bike through that garbage was a war to survive. Papers were dropped off at the end of my driveway. They came with the regularity of clockwork. Even in the worst blizzard, the stack of papers waited for me.

If I wasn’t quick enough, the snowplows came and buried them and then, after futilely poking around in the snow like a member of the ski patrol looking for bodies buried in an avalanche, I said the bad word I had learned from my older brothers that is perhaps the most versatile word in the English language—fuck!

I trudged back inside the house and called the Lawrence Eagle-Tribune. “Yeah, this is Clifford Bleszinski and I need another stack of papers so I can do my route.”

Eventually spring came, the enormous snowbanks blackened with soot, mud, and grime melted, and all across the front yard there would be stacks of newspapers, slowly emerging from the deep cold, a benign facsimile of those stereotypical scenes in horror movies where the jogger finds a body after stumbling over a foot sticking up out of the leaves. Ironically, and in another of what I would term heroic episodes in his role as head of our household, my father went through a phase where he wasn’t making ends meet. Five boys were expensive. So he got himself his own paper route.

Unlike my two-dollar after-school job, he signed up to put the venerable Boston Globe on several hundred people’s doorsteps before sunrise. At four a.m. every day, he woke one of us boys, guided us half-asleep into the shotgun seat of his Ford Fiesta, and drove to some pickup spot in Andover, where we loaded the papers and then barreled through the surrounding neighborhoods, quietly delivering the morning news. Sundays were a killer. Those papers, weighing at least five pounds each, were the big boys.

Like most kids, I loathed every minute of that exercise, which left me physically drained before the day had even begun, though in later years I admired the way my father had worked himself to the bone in order to provide for us and was enormously grateful for the work ethic he instilled in me. He did it all with humor and few complaints. He came home from work interested to know how the day had unfolded for each of us. He sat at the dinner table still in his shirt and tie. Only afterward did he loosen his tie and settle on the couch to watch TV while cradling a bowl of popcorn drenched in a full stick of melted butter and half a shaker of salt. The bowl never left his lap.

The amount of butter he consumed night after night bothered us. Heart disease ran in the family. His father had keeled over at age fifty-three, and he’d had his own bypass surgery following a mild heart attack of his own as a young man of forty. After that, he quit smoking cigarettes—though we were pretty sure he snuck one or two or three a day—and ran five miles three or four times a week, always “to the blinking-light intersection and back,” as he proudly reported back to us.

If we mentioned the butter or the scent of tobacco on him, he got pissed off, so we left him to his vices. As the youngest and perhaps the most concerned of our brood, I sat close to him on the couch until he said it was time for me to go to bed, which was usually after Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show monologue and opening guest.

Before I went upstairs to the bedroom I shared with Tyler, who was already asleep, I kissed my father good night.

“Sleep well, Clifford,” he said. “I love you.”



He did, too. He listened patiently when I, at a mere six years old, came home from my friend Mike Melvin’s house gushing about the new high-tech gadget he had in his basement, an Atari 2600. “We played Space Invaders,” I said. “On the TV!” I fired at alien soldiers, I explained. I nailed the pink UFO. I defended the Earth.

My father smiled at the way I was unable to contain my enthusiasm. For him, it was an atta boy moment straight out of Happy Days or Family Ties.

But for me, it was a pivotal event, the instance when the switch flipped in my brain. I went from a kid who had sat passively in front of the TV, watching shows like H.R. Pufnstuf, ThunderCats, The Muppets, and Charlie Brown specials, to being able to move the images on the TV screen. I could move the images on the TV! Suddenly, I was in control. And I liked it. I was a budding little control freak.

I wanted more. I wanted to make everything do what I wanted it to do. It was mastery of the idiot box. It was phase one of that glorious addiction of controlling the screen that would eventually lead me to making video games.

A few years later, my friend P. T. Luther, who had all the cool toys before anyone else, like the seven-foot G.I. Joe aircraft carrier, got a Nintendo Entertainment System with Super Mario Bros. I was incredibly envious. Nintendo’s TV commercials had successfully, irrevocably permeated my brain. “Now you’re playing with power.” Those ads were genius. Nintendo positioned itself as an entertainment system, not a video game, and it worked.

They reignited my interest in video games after I had lost interest in them, as had the rest of the world, due to Atari flooding the market with too many crappy games. My dog, Jazz, had chewed up my Atari power cord, so I couldn’t even use it anymore. Not that I wanted to. Then Nintendo entered the fray and suddenly the entire world fell back in love with video games. But it was more than love.

It really was the power. I experienced a head rush the first time I made Mario jump onscreen. After finding a hidden block with an extra-life mushroom in it and hearing the subsequent 1-up sound, I was beside myself with excitement. “What kind of sorcery is this?” I exclaimed.

With my mind blown, I raced home for dinner and announced at the table, “It’s in their living room!”

I told my family all about this pudgy little Italian plumber, running left to right, under crystal-blue skies, battling walking mushrooms, turtles, spiky desert-looking crawly things, heck, even a pair of upright turtles that, for some odd reason, could toss an infinite number of hammers at you. My parents smiled, amused but clueless as to what I was talking about when I told them about the extra-life mushroom I had discovered. “I mean, do they want us to find these secrets? Are they accidents? Or am I good?”

I continued to ramble about the game.

“The graphics are incredible,” I said.

“Shut up, Cliff,” one of my brothers snapped.

“It’s as good as an arcade,” I continued.

“Shut up, Cliff.”

“You don’t get it,” I said.

“No, I do. You’re annoying. Shut up.”

Sorry, but they really didn’t get it. I was obsessed. I went to bed with the game’s music—that reggae island chiptunes song—still playing in my head. I can still hear it.

For Christmas, I saw a box under the tree and knew it was an NES without needing to unwrap it. It was for me and Tyler but mostly for me, because he was more into sports and chasing the neighborhood girls than video games. I wanted to hook it up to the color TV in the living room, the best set in the house, but with a family whose lives were deeply aligned with the ups and downs of the Patriots, Red Sox, Celtics, Bruins, and anything else related to New England sports, I knew better than to suggest something that would prevent them from watching the game. Even talking during the sports report on the local news was met with an onslaught of “Be quiet” and “Shut the fuck up.”

My mom found a tiny black-and-white TV for the NES and let me take it up to the bedroom I shared with Tyler. We had bunk beds, and I drove him crazy by playing it with the sound up just enough so that he’d barely get his REM sleep. It was an early version of brotherly torture. I kept track of the games I vanquished. I taped a poster board on the back of the bedroom door where I wrote GAMES THAT I’VE BEAT (Deadly Towers, Ghosts ’n Goblins, Contra, Solomon’s Key, Mighty Bomb Jack) and I put hash marks on my NES the way a World War II fighter pilot kept track of his kills.

For the record, I didn’t cheat in any of the games. I saw it as validation. While my friends fantasized about becoming the best baseball or basketball or ice hockey player in the world, I wanted to be the best video game player in the world. I wasn’t going to get there by using the cheat code.

I took it seriously. As Nintendo’s reign continued, the graphics got better, the games grew more complex, and my ability became sharper and more sophisticated. I went from simple Mario Bros. jumping on a block to Contra, a side-scroller that had these two buff dudes with crazy sci-fi guns fighting aliens, to 3-D Battles of WorldRunner, where you just run and jump over chasms and goofy enemies in what was Nintendo’s take on Sega’s arcade hit Space Harrier. Then Nintendo hits its stride with Zelda.

I topped it off with weekly visits to the public library and never left without a stack of books, including every title I could find about computers. I wanted to know everything about PCs. I was obsessed with RAM and ROM and cathode-ray tubes and how it all worked. One day I used a black Magic Marker to draw knobs and lights on my brother’s aging 8-track tape machine to make it seem more computer-like. I pretended to code.

Then came the day I no longer had to pretend. My father brought home an Apple IIc and placed it in the living room. As an engineer, he saw the way PCs were becoming essential to the way people worked and younger people learned. He also heard me yammer about all the time I spent on the Apple at the public library and on my friend Rick’s Commodore 64, on which we played The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, that is until his parents upgraded him to an Amiga and we burned through Chuck Yeager’s Air Combat, Shadow of the Beast, and everything we found from Psygnosis, the rock-star development team in the U.K.

But the Apple IIc was like parking a Maserati in the living room. I am pretty sure my father intended this fancy home computer for Tyler, since he wanted my brother to be thinking about college already and perhaps this new machine would help him get into a good school. But Tyler was too busy making out with girls in the woods, so I claimed it as my own and took to it the way the two Steves, Jobs and Wozniak, intended: no instructions, no problem.

I saw myself as a natural. One Friday night, my parents stopped for dinner at a local pub before dropping me at the mall. As my father enjoyed plates of potato skins and fried mozzarella sticks, I buried my face in the latest edition of GamePro magazine, which had the Gradius side-scroller on the cover. My mother, bored of watching my father stuff his arteries with unhealthy apps, pointed at the magazine cover. “Clifford, how come the games don’t look like that?” she asked. Not sure what to tell her, I shrugged and said, “Wait thirty years.”

Lucky guess? Maybe not. Each month, I devoured the latest issue of Scholastic’s Family Computing magazine, a publication containing computer-related articles, software reviews, and my favorite, pages of code for simple games and screensavers. I retyped each page of code, thinking I could train myself to be a coder, and over time I learned how to parse text to a small degree. Though I wasn’t smart enough for that fancy poke and h=plot (_) graphics stuff, I was able to produce simple ASCII art on my own.

My masterpiece was a crude dagger. During the summer, I spent one entire day writing the code. Getting all the backward slashes, parentheses, underlines, and semicolons in the exact right place made me dizzy, almost nauseous. But I stuck with it until the fancy handle and the blade with all its variations in shading was perfect. It was my first real solo project. I printed it out on our loud dot matrix printer and eagerly held it out for my dad to inspect after he got home from work, looking up expectantly for his reaction.

Like any kid, I wasn’t just looking up because my father was so much taller than me. I was looking up from the vantage of being the youngest of five boys. I was looking up over the heads of my four older brothers. I was looking up for a glimpse into my future. He wanted me to go to Northeastern and get an engineering degree like him, and I wanted to hear him say I was on the right track. Ultimately, I was looking up for his approval. He was the smartest man I knew and the person I respected more than anyone else, and a nod from him or a pat on the back meant everything to me.

He had taken off his suit jacket but was still wearing a shirt and tie and dark slacks. Come on, Dad, I thought. Finally, after examining the image from all angles, which took at least a minute but felt like ten, he handed me back the printout, smiled, and ruffled my hair with his hand.

“That’s great, Clifford,” he said. “You’re getting into graphics.”

Yes! I held on to that moment for as long as possible. I had made him proud, and for the first time, I sensed this computer stuff might go somewhere.
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THE LEGEND OF THE HIGH SCORE

“Clifford, come on over,” said Rick Adams. “I want to show you something.”

Rick, who was four years old than me, lived across the street. He was one of the accomplices in the ninja escapades. He and his sister were big stoners. For some reason, he felt it was his obligation to introduce me to knowledge and activities close to his heart. He taught me about groupies, showed me my first porn movie (a late-eighties video called Pumping Flesh), and let me play The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy on his Commodore 64.

He knew all this was true what-the-fuckery to me, and so when he told me to come over to his house, I made a beeline to his front door. He told me to follow him upstairs. We took the stairs in giant leaps and darted into his bedroom. He grabbed a booklet and thrust it toward me.

“Look at this,” he said.

It was the instruction manual to The Legend of Zelda.

“My friend has the game,” he said. “He told me that you can burn down a tree or bomb a rock and find a secret underground location.”

“It’s the hidden block in Mario taken to the next level!” I said, leafing through the instructions.

“And the cartridge is gold,” he said. “Real, actual gold.”

In reality, it was painted plastic, but like so many other kids, I bought into the fable. I put the instruction book down on Rick’s desk and slowly raised my eyes until he could see my thoughts. Holy shit. Zelda was special. I had to have that game. That summer, after saving every dime I made from my paper route and a part-time job at a local golf course, I persuaded my mother to drive me to Toys “R” Us and I bought it. Back home, I unpacked the game, slipped in the cartridge, and played for the next twenty-four hours. Until I was able to put a notch on the back of my NES. Then I informed Rick.

“I beat it,” I said.

“Dude, you just got it,” he said.

“I know.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah, and guess what?”

“What?”

“There’s a second quest that opens up.”

“No way.”

“Seriously, you just keep playing it.”

It was a prelude to more and bigger conquests. Starting mid-1987, I subscribed to the Nintendo Fun Club News, the quarterly promotional magazine started by former warehouse manager–turned–NES guru Howard Phillips. This was pre-internet, so news about games came from friends, coming-soon info on game boxes, TV commercials, and now this incredible new magazine, whose every word and picture I devoured.

Each issue in the Nintendo Fun Club News contained a message from Howard, articles about new games, tips and tricks, game reviews, jokes, and, later, a comic strip called Howard & Nester. It portrayed Howard in his signature bow tie as the gaming wise man and Nester as the snotty Nintendo know-it-all who was like all of us reading the magazine. In the second issue, delivered to my house in 1988, I noticed a feature that had escaped my attention previously—the high score section—and something clicked in my brain. I wanted to see my name on that list. Not just on the list. On top of the list.

At thirteen years old, that became my life’s mission: to get the highest score possible in Super Mario Bros.—9,990,950.

The game only went up to that number before resetting to zero. Only a few others had achieved that score. Their names were in the magazine. I wanted to see mine there too. I read the rules: all I had to do was take a Polaroid picture of my high score and mail it to Nintendo. If approved, they would put my name in the magazine and… I would be famous.

Determined and disciplined, I played every day for hours. I developed my own strategy. I ignored the Warp Zones and took my time. Shortcuts were no good if the objective was getting a high score. In Super Mario, you had to milk every single level, take out every enemy, and get every coin. As I got close to the end, I jumped on the lumbering turtles and pushed their shells away, causing them to ricochet off the odd, medieval world’s blocks. If I caught one on a staircase, I could keep a tight cycle of shells ricocheting as my score zoomed up.

As I navigated my way through the challenges in each level, the outside world disappeared, and I literally entered the game. I saw pathways, shortcuts, and opportunities. I thought like the people who had made the game, and I just knew how to win. It was that way with every game. But Mario was special.

Then came the day when I hit the high number: 9,990,950. I stared at the screen, nodded at the score, and thought, Mission accomplished. I grabbed my father’s Polaroid camera and, sixty seconds later, I had the evidence in hand. I showed the photo to my family and several friends before mailing it to Nintendo. Then I waited. I thought I’d receive a handwritten note from Howard Phillips within a couple weeks saying, “Nice job, Clifford.” But I didn’t get a response. Nothing. Crickets.

A month later, the next Fun Club News magazine showed up in our mailbox. Though I still hadn’t heard anything from the publication, I remained hopeful. I ran inside, slid into a chair at the kitchen table, and flipped through the pages until I came to the section. And there it was—my name, Clifford Bleszinski—at the top of the High Score list. “Yes!” I exclaimed, before showing my mother (“Look, Mom, I did it”) and my brother (“Check it out”) and later, my father (“Isn’t it cool? What do you think?”).

My name also appeared in the next two Fun Club News issues and the legendary next iteration of that magazine, Nintendo Power. I guessed the list didn’t change that often. Evidence of just how difficult it was to make it in the first place. But there I was in black and white: Clifford Bleszinski. Clifford Bleszinski. Millions of people were seeing my name, including the Nintendo master himself, Howard Phillips. I was famous.

“Fuck yeah!”



At school, I was nicknamed “Nintendo Boy.” I didn’t especially like it, but the nickname was one of those things where if the shoe fits… I was a fixture in the computer lab, where I played Oregon Trail to death. Literally. I kept dying of dysentery. I spent so much time there, they should have called it the Cliff Bleszinski Computer Lab. One day it seemed they did. I got there and saw, taped to the door, the now famously ironic Far Side comic of parents watching their son playing video games as they imagined a future newspaper’s Help Wanted section with six-figure job openings for a Nintendo expert and Super Mario Bros. player. My name was written in large block letters at the bottom.

I tore it off the door and threw it away. That wouldn’t be my reaction now. Today we know the world has not only embraced but come to be defined and ruled by technology and the nerds who understand it. Video game creators, streamers, YouTubers, and cosplayers are the new celebrities. But back then, and especially in middle school, it wasn’t easy being a gaming nerd. I couldn’t change my skinny physique. I have no idea why I thought my fanny pack was essential (and cool), but I did (it wasn’t). And being a gamer was me, who I was. I couldn’t change that. Why would I even want to?

One reason might have been it made me easy prey to those who needed to prove they were better, stronger, and cooler—perhaps because ultimately, they were even more insecure and uncertain about who they were than me. The proving ground was the bus ride home in the afternoon. The twenty-minute trip was often a Lord of the Flies–like voyage of bullying and survival. I was routinely pushed, shoved, and teased. Once I had gum put in my hair. Another time a kid shook up a Coke behind my back and dumped it on my head while a chorus of his lame friends laughed.

That was the worst. Humiliated, I stormed up to the front of the bus and insisted the driver stop even though we were still a half mile from my house. He tried to ignore me, but I shrieked “Stop!” and he knew he had to pull over and let me out or something terrible was going to happen that he wasn’t equipped to handle. As I bolted off the bus, someone behind me whined, “He’s going home to play Nintendo.”

I ran through the woods, hurrying past the pond where I played hockey and the junk pile where I hunted for snakes, until I was by myself in the middle of nowhere. There I finally stopped, caught my breath, and turned back toward where the bus had let me off. “Fuck you,” I screamed at all of them. “Just fuck you!”

No one was home when I got back to my house on Russet Lane. That was fine with me. I relished the freedom and the lack of having to explain what had happened on the bus, why my eyes were red and I was out of breath. I took off my Coke-drenched clothes, put them in the washing machine, and showered, scrubbing furiously, as if trying to shed a layer of skin from my awful day at school.

Still, I think kids growing up in today’s hyper-connected world have it tougher than I did. At least the bullying didn’t follow me onto Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok. And in some way, those assholes on the bus motivated me. As Frank Sinatra once said, “There’s no better revenge than massive success.”



I had an antique key that I thought was lucky. I got it at a yard sale one weekend when I was tagging along with my parents. In every video game, you’re looking for keys to open doors. This one spoke to me. I’ll unlock doors for you. I’ll unlock secrets. I’ll help you find your way when you seem lost. It was the last thing I stuck in my pocket before I walked out of my bedroom in the morning to face the day.

I was fumbling with it the day I went over to my friend Ralph Barbagallo’s house to make a confession: I’d cheated on my NES.

The guilt was weighing on me. I had to tell someone. And Ralph was the guy.

“I was at Lechmere’s,” I said, referring to the local electronics store. “They had a Sega Master System, and I couldn’t resist. I played Alex Kidd in Miracle World for two hours.”

“Cool,” he said.

“No, not really.” I shook my head, troubled. “I cheated on Nintendo.”

“Dude, it’s okay,” he said. “It’s just a game.”

He didn’t understand. To me, it was much more than a game. My bedroom walls were covered with pictures and posters of Nintendo games and characters. Everything I could find. I even fueled up on the short-lived, fruit-flavored, and aptly named Nintendo Cereal System. This was at the very outset of the console wars, but people still wanted to feel like they were part of a team. I didn’t belong to a team or a group at school. Nintendo was my team; now I would refer to it as my community. Nintendo had helped create and define my identity. It was cool, much more so than Sega, and despite this, I’d strayed.

“I couldn’t resist,” I said.

“On behalf of Nintendo, I forgive you.”

Ugh, if only it were that easy. As with all sins, I had to forgive myself. Sega’s Master System had none of the magic and mystery of Nintendo’s games. Alex Kidd was a case in point. You were a little kid who punched things. It was anemic. But Ralph got me through the crisis. He was my gaming Sherpa, teaching me about basic game theory and, more important, which games were good, and which were a waste of time and money, and why that was.

I would play anything, as my fling with Sega made apparent, but my friend helped me become more discriminating by pointing out the details of gameplay, the quality of the graphics, the same with the sound, and the overall feel. He was the first person I heard use descriptors like “bullet hell” and “side-scrolling beat ’em up.” And when I was blown away by Mystic Defender, he matter-of-factly said, “Dude, it’s the graphics.”

I don’t know how he knew all this, but he did. He understood the pacing of games. He knew they should have a sense of mystery. And he realized the best games had a cool world you wanted to live in. After he got the Shoot-’Em-Up Construction Kit for his Commodore 64, we set about creating our own games. Sleepovers turned into all-nighters, and we produced two games. His was Adventures in Stupidity. Mine was called Thunder Burner.

Despite all the hours Ralph and I spent talking about pixel art and textures, I couldn’t program that well. Still, it was a preview of things to come. My little Thunder Burner game had a helicopter that scrolled upward and took out enemy aircraft carriers and supporting ships. It was crude, but it gave me that same excitement of manipulating things on the screen, except now I was making them.

Those efforts were put on hold when Ralph informed me of the upcoming Nintendo World Championships, a touring competition the gaming manufacturer was sponsoring across the U.S. This was Ralph’s forte—knowing stuff before anyone else. I was immediately interested. He showed me a flyer for a three-day event in Boston happening in about a month. It was one of twenty-nine cities across the U.S. hosting similar events in a lead-up to the first-ever Nintendo World Championships at Universal Studios in Los Angeles. The grand prize was a $10,000 bond, a new Geo Metro convertible, a 40" TV, and a Mario trophy.

“We have to enter,” said Ralph.

“Duh,” I said. “And I have to win.”

We learned the competition was going to consist of three timed rounds, each one a different game, starting with the first level of Super Mario Bros. Next was the really bad Nintendo racing game Rad Racer. And the last round was Tetris, a flat-out one-on-one against your opponent for the high score. Ralph and I trained every day. Since we could play Mario in our sleep and we hated Rad Racer, we just played the hell out of Tetris.

The April date of the competition arrived quickly. My parents drove me, Tyler, and Ralph to the Boston Garden arena in downtown Boston. I saw my first concert there, a double bill of hair metal from Poison and Warrant. Inside, the immense floor where Bret Michaels had belted out “Nothin’ but a Good Time” was filled with people and games, consoles and handhelds, blinking lights, the sound of electronic jumps, coins, and mushrooms. All the games on display could be played for free. “Amazing,” I said repeatedly.

It was my first time at a gaming convention, and the excitement of breathing in the cool scent of freshly unpacked computer gear and being among other video game enthusiasts and obsessives made me feel like I had finally found my people—guys with mullets and acid-washed jeans, girls with crimped hair, everyone trying to hide their acne and insecurity.

I cruised through the first two days of prelims, which put me into the Sunday finals for the Boston city championship. I woke up that morning excited and confident. I put on a fresh white polo shirt and baggy gray cargo pants, buckled on my fanny pack, and shoved my lucky key deep in my pocket. “Ready,” I announced to my family.

My championship round was at the end of the day. The wait fueled my desire to win and gave me time to enjoy the free games on the floor. I played a kid named Jason, who had a mullet like mine, and, as it turned out, a steadier hand. I cruised assuredly through Mario, which I had done a million times before, but then, sadly, I buckled under the pressure of playing a really good kid in front of a crowd of people hooting and screaming and watching the giant screen behind us. I wiped out while playing Rad Racer—I still blame the controls—and I choked on Tetris. One misplaced piece and I was toast.

During the awards ceremony, I was numb from the shock of losing to Jason. I wore a blank expression through the whole thing. Jason’s prize was a new pair of Reebok high-tops. I got a T-shirt and the soon-to-be-released Super Mario Bros. 3. Even though I thought I made out with the better prizes, I walked slowly out of the arena with my head down. I felt like such a loser. My dad put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward him. “Forget about tonight,” he said. “You did good. I’m proud of you.”

I rallied the next weekend for another try when the championships moved to Hartford, Connecticut. The same group of people drove me there.

“You can still win and go to Cali,” Ralph said.

“Yeah, if you get your shit together,” my brother added.

I didn’t manage to. I went down in flames in the first round. I played even worse than before. I was furious with myself. On my way out of the convention hall I flung my so-called lucky antique key into the bushes. Fuck good luck charms, I thought. A lot of good that did me. I slid into the back seat of my dad’s Honda Civic and let the shoulder belt snap into place across my cheek. I wanted to feel that sting. I deserved it. My dad pulled onto the highway and Tyler turned up the radio. I leaned my head back. My eyes were shut. Aerosmith’s classic “Dream On” came on and I felt as if the lead singer of this band with Boston roots was singing directly to me. You’ve got to lose to know how to win…
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