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Dedicated to K & P




Zero: noun; a digit or number lacking either positive or negative value.


Significant Zero: noun; a zero located between significant digits; that which on its own has no value, yet alters the value of whatever it touches.





AUTHOR’S NOTE



In telling this story, I have made some adjustments. Some names and characteristics have been changed, and some composite characters have been created. Certain events have been combined and/or reordered. For the sake of anonymity, one situation has been retold from my perspective, with the permission of those involved.
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TUTORIAL





My first video-game console was a cardboard box.


They called it the Nintendo Cereal System, and it was gifted to our world in 1988 by Ralston, a purveyor of fine license-based cereals. Unlike their other brands, such as Donkey Kong, Gremlins, and Ghostbusters, the NCS wasn’t inspired by an intellectual property but rather a piece of hardware—the Nintendo Entertainment System, an actual honest-to-God video-game console and the one thing I wanted more than anything else in the world.


I’ll admit, the Nintendo Cereal System was a poor substitute. As food, it lacked the impossible flavor profiles of modern, cutting-edge breakfast treats like Waffle Stix, Go-Gurt, and Ice Cream Shoppe Frosted Rainbow Cookie Sandwich Pop-Tarts. Its selection of playable games was limited to exactly zero. And yet, without a doubt, the Nintendo Cereal System was the best console I have ever owned.


To gaze upon the NCS was to see true innovation: one box containing two different cereals, each representing a different game—Super Mario Bros. and The Legend of Zelda. It promised “two different natural & artificial flavors.” Mario was fruity. Zelda was berry. Both tasted like sweetened sawdust. Their shaped pieces bore no resemblance to the source material. There was nothing good about the cereal, and that was fine, because I didn’t buy the Nintendo Cereal System for the cereal. I bought it for the box. And oh, what a box it was.


Across the top, in beautiful red letters, was the Nintendo logo. Beneath it sat a large square, its corners rounded to mimic those of a TV screen. On the left side was a poorly drawn interpretation of Super Mario Bros., and on the right, The Legend of Zelda. I cut a rectangle out of cardboard, just big enough to hold in both hands. With crayons, I added buttons—Up, Down, Left, Right, B, A, Select, and Start. A shoelace stolen from my sister’s shoe connected it to the cardboard console.


I would play that box for hours. My fingers mashed imaginary buttons as my imagination projected action onto that unmoving cardboard screen. I was Mario, flinging turtle shells like cannonballs, and Link, kicking lizard-men into dust. None of it was real, but it was perfect in every way. Reality never stood a chance.


That Christmas, I received a real Nintendo Entertainment System. It was the Action Set—the one that came with the two-in-one Super Mario Bros. and Duck Hunt cartridge and the NES Zapper, a light gun used to shoot down digital ducks. While my father plugged it into the TV, I read the manual from cover to cover. This is what it told me:


One day the kingdom of the peaceful Mushroom People was invaded by the Koopa, a tribe of turtles famous for their black magic. The quiet, peace-loving Mushroom People were turning into mere stones, bricks, and even field horsehair plants, and the Mushroom Kingdom fell into ruin.


The only one who can undo the magic spell on the Mushroom People and return them to their normal selves is the Princess Toadstool, the daughter of the Mushroom King. Unfortunately, she is presently in the hands of the great Koopa turtle king.


Mario, the hero of the story (maybe) hears about the Mushroom People’s plight and sets out on a quest to free the Mushroom Princess from the evil Koopa and restore the fallen kingdom of the Mushroom People.


You are Mario! It’s up to you to save the Mushroom People from the black magic of the Koopa!


It was nonsense, but my eight-year-old brain latched onto it like a Bloober, a squid the game warned me was “a guy to look out for.” I was Mario; the manual said so. It was up to me to save the Mushroom People. This was my story.


Except it wasn’t. This real, playable version of Super Mario Bros. was nothing like the game I’d been playing in my head for months. Instead of punching turtles and flying through the air, I mostly fell down holes and got mauled by Goombas, sentient shiitake mushrooms that have sprouted feet and fangs. My excitement turned to frustration as each death brought me closer to tears. This wasn’t a game. Games were meant to be fun.


That was the angriest Christmas of my life. The longer I played, the sloppier I got. My deaths piled up, my blood boiled. All that pressure needed a release, and jumping on evil turtles wasn’t doing the trick. I screamed and cried and swore off video games forever, which never lasts long when you’re eight years old. Little by little, I progressed through the game, until late that evening I stood on a bridge across from my enemy—Bowser, king of the Koopa—a fire-breathing, spike-backed dragon turtle.


My fingers jerked wildly across the controller. On the screen, Mario leapt over fireballs, then sprinted beneath Bowser’s legs to grab an axe someone had carelessly left on the far side of the bridge. With one smooth motion—so smooth you didn’t even see it—Mario brought the axe down, severing the bridge’s cables. It fell into fire, and Bowser followed. The king was dead. Long live me.


“Mom! Dad!” I shouted. “Come here! Bring the camera!”


I had accomplished the impossible and needed proof. No one in the history of video games could have beaten Super Mario Bros. in a single day. Was I the greatest video-game player alive? Yes. Yes, I was.


On-screen, Mario ran ahead to the next room, where Princess Toadstool was waiting to be rescued. When I saw her, my heart stopped. This was not the princess I’d been expecting. She was short; shorter than Mario. On her head sat an oversize helmet covered in red-and-white polka dots. Strangest of all, she appeared to be wearing a diaper. Ten words appeared above her head.


THANK YOU MARIO!


BUT OUR PRINCESS IS IN ANOTHER CASTLE!


The game wasn’t over; there were twenty-eight more levels to go. Our princess had not been saved. Mario, that mustachioed shit-weasel, had lied to me. This wasn’t my story at all.





TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER, I was in Santa Monica, directing voice recordings for Spec Ops: The Line, the tenth installment in the long-running military game franchise. It was May. Or maybe it was April. I could be wrong. For all I know, it was August. The year was definitely 2011, that much I’m sure of; but the rest is hazy.


This is not uncommon. The days and months blur when you’re locked in a crunch cycle. Faced with a steady rhythm of day-in, day-out shit-work, the human brain has a number of safety mechanisms designed to keep you from going insane. Losing your sense of time is just one. Emotional dampening is another. They’re good for a week or two, but the longer you crunch, the less effective they become. To hold off your inevitable implosion, you bolster your willpower with caffeine, alcohol, or substances more illicit; whatever sees you through to the other side, where you’ll come out wondering who you are and where you’ve been and why the world seems to have moved on without you. It feels as if you’ve traveled through time, the only evidence to the contrary being your pale, bloated body, which has somehow aged faster than should be possible, and so you stumble blinkingly into the sun, hoping to find the person you were before this started, and maybe—just maybe—feel whole again.


Which is all to say, I don’t remember what month it was.


Here’s what I do know: the world was gone. Everything except for the one mile between my hotel and the recording studio had been erased. From 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., I directed audio sessions for Spec Ops. From 7:00 p.m. to midnight, I wrote scripts for a second game being recorded down the hall. The only thing keeping me upright was a diet of Adderall, Red Bull, and cheap red wine, which was necessary to numb the pain of a bulging disc at the base of my neck. Sitting, standing, typing—they all brought pain. Since I spent most of my time doing two of those at once, it usually felt like fire was coursing through my veins. Thank God I was living my dream, or else I’d have really felt like shit.


Pain had no place in the studio. Inside, there was no suffering—only work. This was our final recording session with Nolan North, Christopher Reid, and Omid Abtahi, our three main actors. We’d been working together for nearly four years, and this would be the last time we were all in the same room. I had four hours to get everything I needed. There wasn’t even time to feel sad.


Halfway through the session, my BlackBerry blinked red. I had mail. My heart rate jumped well above its normal 121. A sudden layer of sweat burst across my skin, soaking my clothes and drawing them tight. Everyone knew I was recording. If they were emailing me, something was wrong.


SUBJECT: Hey


They’re starting the game with the helicopter chase.


The surface temperature of my body dropped two degrees.


“They” were Yager, the Berlin game studio making Spec Ops. The helicopter chase was a scene in the game that took place around the fifth or sixth hour. In it, the main characters steal an enemy helicopter, only to be struck down by a sandstorm. It was a big moment, the climax of our second act, and it had no place at the start of the story.


Flash-forwards are a cheap trick: instead of hooking your audience with a smart, enticing opener, you jump ahead to something exciting and action packed. It’s shameless, and I wanted no part of it. In fact, I’d already killed the idea a year before. We’d put months of work into the opening hour of Spec Ops. It was slow by design. Undercutting that with a flash-forward would reek of self-doubt. It would say to the player, “We don’t think you’re mature enough to handle a video game that isn’t all action, all the time. Have some explosions, you mouth-breathing yokel. Please don’t sell us back to GameStop.”


A change of this magnitude required an executive decision. Only three people had that kind of power. The first two were the creative directors, Cory Davis and François Coulon, neither of whom would make the decision without consulting the other. Since Cory was sitting beside me in the recording studio, I knew they weren’t to blame. That left only my boss, the Fox. Only he would have the gall to try this while I was stuck in recording, unable to push back. This was outright betrayal. Even worse, it was sloppy. The Fox should have known better.


I scribbled a quick scene on the back of my script.


We’re back at the HELICOPTER CHASE from the PROLOGUE. Walker can sense something is wrong.


WALKER


Wait! This isn’t right!


LUGO


Well, it’s too late now!


WALKER


No—I mean we’ve done this already!


ADAMS


What?!


WALKER


Fuck it! Never mind! Just shake these assholes!


Not my best work, but it did the trick.


I explained the situation to my actors. “We need to revisit the helicopter chase at the end of chapter 12 so we can grab some alternate lines. The scene will play out exactly the same as before, except for five new lines at the beginning. Nolan, after the chopper takes off, you’re overcome with a crazy sense of déjà vu. You try explaining it to Chris and Omid, but nothing you’re saying makes sense to them, so you shake it off, grab the Gatling gun, and start shooting down enemy choppers.”


That was all Nolan, Chris, and Omid needed. I fed them the lines, one by one, and three takes later we were done. Afterward, Nolan gave me a look. Like his character, he could tell something was wrong. He was right to feel suspicious.


There was no way I could reverse the Fox’s decision. Spec Ops: The Line would open with a helicopter chase, whether I liked it or not. But it wouldn’t be a flash-forward. The lines we had just recorded would only play during the chase at the end of act 2. By changing those lines, we were changing the story.


I grabbed my BlackBerry and responded to the email that had started this whole ordeal. “Everyone dies in the helicopter crash at the start of the game. Everything after that is a hallucination as we lie dying in the wreckage.”


This was my story, and I’d burn it all down before I let anyone take it away.
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GOD, LIES, AND VIDEO GAMES





I never wanted to make video games.


Growing up in Louisiana, I didn’t know it was an option. Games were made by Nintendo, Nintendo was in Japan, and Japan was a long ways away from Bossier City. Even if I’d known, it wouldn’t have made a difference. Growing up, the only thing I wanted to be was Rainbow Brite. R. B. was a 1980s cartoon character who controlled all the color in the world and rode around on a talking stallion named Starlite. As badass as she was, this was not a practical career choice. Ignoring that she’s a fictional character, Rainbow Brite just didn’t have the staying power of her contemporaries. If I’d been smart, I would have picked a character from the Transformers, Ghostbusters, or even My Little Pony. But the heart wants what it wants.


I wish I could tell you there was a straight line from rainbow-powered pony princess to moderately successful video-game writer. The truth is, as much as we like to romanticize the idea of fate, there is never one thing that determines who we will become. Most of us don’t have a Batman moment, where watching our parents get gunned down in Crime Alley sets us on a path to our one true destiny. And thank God for that, because in reality, those moments are more crippling than empowering. For the most part, we get by moment to moment, our experiences nudging us toward a future we can’t see.


My first nudge was Sara, the student helper in Mrs. Green’s kindergarten class. She was an older woman, a fifth grader at least, with cherry-brown hair and crystal-green eyes. It was my first taste of puppy love. I was dumbstruck whenever she walked into the room. Literally. When Mrs. Green taught us the alphabet, Sara and the kids who could read would go to the hallway for story time. So when our teacher asked those who could read to raise their hands, mine shot straight up. I’d never read a word in my life, but if it meant following Sara into the hall, I would have claimed mastery of any skill they asked. It never occurred to me that I’d have to back it up.


In the hallway, we sat in a circle and took turns reading a page from the book Fun with Dick and Jane. I knew that when it came my turn to read, my lie would be exposed. The other kids would laugh, but that was fine; they’d laughed at me before. What scared me was the idea of Sara casting me out of the circle forever. I thought about running, pretending to be sick, anything to escape that circle, but there was no time. The book landed in my lap. I looked down, expecting to see gibberish. Instead, I saw salvation—eight words forever seared into my memory.


See Spot. See Spot run.


Run, Spot.


Run.


Hot damn. I could read.


This was a teachable moment. Had anyone else been aware of what had transpired, they could have set me straight. Instead, the drama played out inside my head, leaving me to find my own moral to the story. Being a kindergartener, I latched onto the most obvious one.


Lying was magic.


Remember that one kid in elementary school who claimed to have an uncle who worked for Nintendo? I was that kid. In my version of the story, I swapped the uncle for my older brother. All it took was convincing a few kids, who in turn told others, and suddenly I was transformed from Walt, the nerdy kid, to Walt, the nerdy kid other kids pretended to like so they could come over and play top secret Nintendo games sent from my brother in Japan. It was amazing. I could be anyone, have anything, so long as I was brave enough to lie about it.


I hit all the classics: “At my last school, I was totally the cool kid. Don’t believe me? You can ask my girlfriend when she comes to visit, from Canada. We met at summer camp. After she discovered my secret identity, she made me promise to be her boyfriend or else she’d tell everyone who I really am. She’s pretty fine, though, so it’s okay. Secret identity? Oh, it’s nothing. Just, you know, I’M SPIDER-MAN!!!” (That last one might be unique to me.)


It’s easy to convince people you have top secret Nintendo games at your house, so long as they never come over to play. But all it takes is falling off the jungle gym for everyone to realize you weren’t bitten by a radioactive arachnid. Just like that, I was back at the bottom of the grade school social ladder. At least I still had video games to keep me company.


Super Mario Bros. may have disappointed me, but my faith in Nintendo was strong. I begged my mom to let me rent something new. At the video store, one game stood out among all the rest—Marble Madness. Marbles were great. I loved their whorls of color suspended in three dimensions and hoarded them in leather pouches hidden around my house. Without a doubt, this was the game for me.


To this day, I have never beaten the second level.


From there, it was nothing but more heartache. Bubble Bobble, Blaster Master, Castlevania II: Simon’s Quest, Ghosts ’n Goblins, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Who Framed Roger Rabbit: when it came to picking brutal, unforgiving games, my record was 100 percent. These games weren’t just hard; they practically cheated the player. In Castlevania II, characters would tell you where to go and what to do—and they’d be lying. To beat Bubble Bobble, you had to defeat the final boss in two-player mode and pick up a magic crystal which only appears for a few seconds; none of which the game ever tells you. If you managed to defeat the final boss of Ghosts ’n Goblins, you had to play through the entire game again, on a much harder difficulty level, because—surprise!—that wasn’t actually the final boss. The only game I showed any skill at was Duck Hunt. Place an NES Zapper light gun in my hand, and suddenly I was Wild Bill Hickok, so long as I held the barrel of the gun directly against the TV screen.


If it weren’t for my friend Jono, I might have given up on games and spent the rest of my childhood looking into those “sports” I’d heard so much about. Instead, on his recommendation, I rented a game called Final Fantasy.


Developed and published by Square in 1987, Final Fantasy wasn’t released in North America until 1990. It was an RPG, or role-playing game, a term mostly associated with Dungeons & Dragons at the time. What made Final Fantasy different from other video games was the structure. Instead of playing as a single, predefined character, I got to play as four characters of my own creation. Each character was defined by a class, or skill set. They could be warriors and thieves, black belts and mages. Choosing a character’s skill was exciting, but getting to name them was the real attraction. The game only gave you four letters, but that’s all I needed. Walt was the perfect fit.


For the first time in my life, I didn’t have to play as Mario or Samus or Link. I could be me, only better. Final Fantasy’s Walt was a thief, stealthy and swift. The other three characters were idealized versions of my friends. Jono was a black mage, master of dark magic. My friend Phillip was a black belt, mainly because he was the strongest kid I knew, but also because Phil fit the game’s four-letter limit. The final party member was a white mage healer named Sara, Alli, Katy, or whoever else I had a crush on at the time. My history of unrequited love is written across old video-game save files. These girls didn’t know I existed in the real world, but on my TV screen, they fought by my side against the forces of evil.


After Final Fantasy, the only games I played were those that let me change my character’s name. Next was The Legend of Zelda, which closed the loop on my Nintendo Cereal System fantasies. After that was Dragon Warrior, which I quickly wrote off as a cheap Final Fantasy clone, even though it had been released a year earlier. Then came the wonderfully silly StarTropics, which brought the experience into the real world by including a paper map I had to dampen to reveal a secret code necessary to complete the game. When I played these games, I didn’t have to be Walt with the big ears and Coke-bottle glasses. I could be strong, capable, and most of all, important. That was the real fantasy, I think—not power or heroism but relevancy. In those games, I mattered.





WHEN I WAS A kid, my gaming was limited strictly to consoles, like the Nintendo Entertainment System. Our house wasn’t what you’d call technologically advanced. My parents weren’t the type to throw out something that still worked. When everyone else in our neighborhood was going crazy over cordless phones, we were still rocking rotary classic.


I knew people played games on their computers, I just didn’t know how. My computer couldn’t run anything more complex than solitaire. I’d visit my local game store, Babbage’s, and stare longingly at PC games like The 7th Guest, Alone in the Dark, Phantasmagoria, and The Beast Within. Their box art was dark and disturbing, like something you’d find in the horror aisle of a video store. It screamed, “This is for adults.” I was intrigued. What kid wouldn’t be? But I’d never find out what those boxes contained, because PC games are evil.


Here’s what happens when you buy a PC game:


You convince your mom to drive you to the mall. Not your dad, because he already thinks you spend too much time playing Super Nintendo. If he finds out the computer can also play games, he’s likely to throw it out. At the mall, you run ahead of your mom, making sure you’re outside her shouting range when she passes through the young men’s section of JCPenney, otherwise you’ll be trying on slacks for the next hour. Also, no one wants their mom looming over them at the game store. The cool kids would laugh at you. Everyone knows cool kids don’t have moms. At the store, you agonize over which game to buy. Nothing you see is familiar. There are no mustachioed plumbers or blue-finned hedgehogs; those are kid’s games. At thirteen, you’re practically a grown-up. Using your adult intellect, you select the game most likely to show you some boobs, then make your purchase, being careful not to look the cashier in the eye. Afterward, you meet your mom in the food court, where you eat a corn dog because corn dogs are delicious. You lie to her about the game you bought, keeping it carefully wrapped in its bag so she can’t see it. If she sees it, she’ll know about the boobs. On your way out of the mall, you stick by your mother’s side. You’re almost in the clear; you just have to play it cool. Too late, you realize your mistake—JCPenney is having a sale on slacks, and you’re just growing so gosh-darn fast. An hour later, you finally head home. Alone in your room, you unbox your latest treasure and load its disc into the CD-ROM drive, at which point the computer looks you square in the face and says, “Eat a bowl of dicks.” Oh, did you want to play the game you just bought? Well, you can’t, because the application wasn’t able to start correctly, or the cabinet file had an invalid digital signature, or the VC++ runtime redistributable package wasn’t installed successfully. What do these things mean? The computer isn’t going to tell you. Ha ha. The end.


After the third time, I decided PC gaming wasn’t for me.


Once more, Jono stepped in to save me from my foolish ways. At his house, he introduced me to a PC game called Quest for Glory: So You Want to Be a Hero. Like Final Fantasy, it was a role-playing game that allowed me to create my own character. Again, I played as a thief. When I was a kid, I got picked on a lot. Thieves had an uncanny ability to avoid detection. That appealed to me.


The best part of being a thief was the Thieves Guild. Hidden under the floorboards of the Aces and Eights Tavern, the guild was a place where thieves could be thieves. You could fence stolen goods, play a game of Dag-Nab-It with the Chief, or just hang out with Crusher, the Guild’s Orc bodyguard. It was like being in a club. It was so much fun, I began to wonder why it couldn’t carry over to the real world. Stealing wasn’t magic; it was a real thing people did all the time. If my friends and I could establish our own Thieves Guild, we’d be rich. I even knew exactly what we could steal—adult magazines. We’d all seen them sitting on the top magazine rack of the bookstore in our local mall: Playboy, Penthouse, Hustler, taunting us from behind their black wrappers. For a group of adolescent boys in a pre-Internet world, these magazines were more valuable than gold.


We met in the mall’s food court after school. It was far enough away from the bookstore that none of the employees would see us together. It was also near the corn dog stand.


The Fixer entered the store first. He found a book of which there was only one copy, hid it somewhere in the store, and then returned to the food court. Next came the Lookout. That was me. My job was to browse books and keep an eye out for trouble. If things went south, I’d leave the store, signaling everyone else to abort the operation.


Once I was in position, the Decoy, Flipper, and Bagman entered in quick succession. The Decoy went straight to the counter and asked for help locating the book our Fixer had hidden. One of the two clerks followed the Decoy to the back of the store, at which point the Bagman approached the counter, ready to purchase some comics. While this took place, our Flipper subtly grabbed an adult magazine off the top rack and placed it on a lower shelf, inside a copy of Sports Illustrated.


The Bagman, now holding a bag of newly acquired comics, headed for the exit. On his way out, he spotted something on a table and stopped to look. At the same time, the Flipper took a magazine to the counter and paid for it. While the clerk was distracted, the Bagman picked up the Sports Illustrated, casually dropped the adult magazine into his bag of comics, then exited the store. The plan went off without a hitch. I wish I could say the same for Phase Two.


My idea was to rip out the pages of the magazine and sell them at school. That’s how it worked in Quest for Glory: you stole something so you could sell it. Before the dawn of dial-up, porn was in high demand and low supply, so we could charge whatever we wanted. The price was set at twenty dollars a page. We were going to be rich—at least, we would have been, if there were such a thing as honor among thieves.


In the end, our Flipper was overcome with guilt. He ratted us out to our parents. We were grounded and banned from the mall; all fair punishments. But it didn’t stop there. Faced with the knowledge that their children had become perverted criminals, they did what any parent in the South would do. They sent us to church.





IN THE BIBLE BELT, religion is a way of life—less of a doctrine, more of a social obligation. You can opt out, but you can’t escape it.


South Louisiana is historically Catholic, due to its large French and Creole communities. North Louisiana, where I’m from, leans more to the Evangelical side of things. We like our preachers loud, our sex postmarital, and our choruses praiseworthy. It’s an intoxicating mixture of theatrical drama and real-world peril. Impressionable teenager that I was, I couldn’t resist.


First off, the Evangelical narrative was fantastic. With its emphasis on the book of Revelation, it interpreted nearly anything as a sign of the End Times. The world around me was a battlefield where angels and demons fought for the greatest prize of all—my very soul. It was like living in an action movie only I was aware of, and it was all building to the show-stopping climax, when I’d be whisked away to Heaven to watch the apocalyptic extravaganza from the safety of my cloud-cushioned box seats, bought and paid for by the blood of Jesus Christ, hallelujah A-men.


Another great thing was the sinning. As Evangelicals, we wanted to dance and drink and fornicate—we just weren’t allowed. I was taught to fight temptation, and I did. But that never stopped it from building up in my chest like a balloon until I couldn’t take it anymore and would finally just give in. Afterward, it took only a prayer for forgiveness to wash away my shame and start the cycle all over again. Honestly, there was nothing better. Candy is always sweeter when you know you shouldn’t eat it.


The best part was that everything happened for a reason. This wasn’t a trite, half-assed sentiment. Everything literally happened for a reason, good or bad, and the reason was always me. If my mom died in a tragic car accident, it was because God wanted to make me stronger. If mom left me a million dollars in her will, God was rewarding my faith. If I blew Mom’s millions on cocaine and hookers, it was because God wanted me to fall so He could lift me back up. The Evangelical universe revolved around me, and I thought that was grand.


High-stakes adventure with no real risk, a reward loop driven by delayed gratification, and the emotional security of socially acceptable narcissism: no wonder I was drawn to organized religion. It was structured just like a video game.





IT WAS MY LOVE of the Lord that led me to Baylor University in Waco, Texas, the largest Baptist university in the world. I come from a military family, so it was understood that I’d attend college on an air force scholarship. In exchange for tuition, I agreed to four years of active service, to be completed upon graduation.


My plan was to study religion and become a military chaplain. But college has a way of shifting your priorities. There’s something about the unsupervised freedom found within an idealized coed environment that makes you question everything you once believed. That something is called casual sex. Let’s be honest: God is great, but He’s not much of a cuddler. He and I didn’t even make it to the end of freshman orientation before deciding to see other people.


Our breakup was made official when I switched majors to telecommunications, the closet thing available to a film degree. The way I saw it, when I graduated college, the air force would slot me into whatever role they wished, regardless of my major. I might as well study something I enjoyed. It was in Baylor’s communications school, the Castellaw Communications Center, that I learned of the NoZe Brothers, a secret society of gadflies and thieves. The NoZe had plagued Baylor for almost eighty years. The administration desperately wanted to expel them from campus, but no one knew who they were. Aside from their very rare public appearances, the only proof the NoZe existed was a newspaper called The Rope. Every so often, a new issue would appear on campus, tackling topical issues through the use of satire, story, and fat jokes.


Everything I had wanted as a kid was right there in front of me. I had to join.


According to The Rope, the application process was simple. All I had to do was write a humorous article. I chose to analyze a nonexistent book, Itty Bitty Bang Bang: The Soft & Seedy World of Midget Pornography, including quotes and works cited. The instructions said to print it out, wait until nightfall on a given date, locate a certain church, go around back, find the bearded man carrying a flaming torch, and throw my article in a nearby garbage can. If my submission was deemed worthy, the NoZe would contact me. I did as I was told. Around 3:00 a.m., I received a call. What happened after that I can’t really say. I remember being rolled down an assembly line in an abandoned industrial building while watching a fat, shirtless man pretend to smoke cigarettes through his belly button. Aside from that, the memories are hazy.





BEING A MEMBER OF a secret society isn’t something you broadcast to the world, especially if it includes a regular schedule of vandalism, breaking and entering, and theft. But since the statutes of limitations have surely expired on any alleged crimes, I don’t mind saying that yes, I was a NoZe Brother.


Unsurprisingly, the military didn’t look kindly on my membership in an antiauthoritarian group dedicated to the humiliation of Baylor’s leadership and principles. A semester before graduation, my scholarship was pulled and my commission was canceled. It was entirely my fault. If I’d kept my mouth shut, the air force never would have known about me and the NoZe. I just didn’t see a point in joining a secret society if I couldn’t brag about it.


I’d been banking on that guaranteed four-year job. Now that it was gone, I had nothing but a degree in telecommunications, a 45 percent attendance rate, and a 2.4 GPA. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.


You see, working on The Rope had kindled something inside of me. I’d spent many late nights composing articles and stories, and through them discovered a true passion for writing. It was a compulsion. If I wasn’t writing The Rope, I was writing screenplays, short stories, anything that put words on paper.


It hit me fast. One moment, I was looking at words, simple tools of communication and expression. The next, I blinked, so fast my brain didn’t register the action, but when my eyes opened, everything had changed. Those words, once simple letters, had allowed me to see them for what they truly were—ancient runes, almost alchemical in power and potential. I knew then exactly what I wanted to do with my life. There was no more confusion. I didn’t want to be a cartoon, a preacher, an officer, or even a thief. The rest of my life would be lived in service to those goddamned unassuming words.


That’s exactly what I told my parents when I called to tell them I’d been kicked out of the air force. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Everything will be fine.


“I’m going to be a writer.”





3






BREAKING IN





There is an upside to desperation.


Creating art is hard, even painful. Writing in particular can require days, if not months, of solitude, doubt, and struggle against your better judgment. To be good, you have to put in the time and the effort. You have to consume the work of others, both good and bad. You have to write, then revise and revise and revise and revise until you can accept it is time to let go. Most importantly, you have to sit down every day and punch yourself in the face repeatedly, hoping in the end you will come out the winner in a fight against no one but yourself. You can teach yourself to live this way, but it does not come naturally.


Contentment, comfort, financial security—these are the natural enemies of the aspiring writer. Humans instinctually flee from suffering; it is hardwired into our DNA. When that suffering is emotional, writing can serve as an act of retreat. This is why it’s important for writers to suffer, in one form or another. The good must be driven out until only the negative remains: jealousy, pettiness, desperation. And the greatest of these is desperation.


A year after graduation, I was living in New York, subleasing a ten-by-twelve room in Alphabet City. All I had was a laptop, a suitcase full of clothes, a broken futon I’d found on the curb, and a metal end table with wire baskets and a wooden top, which served as both my desk and dresser. It was June; my rent was paid to the end of August. I had around two thousand dollars I’d managed to save up by slinging CDs at a mall in Austin, Texas. It was just enough money to see me through the summer. That gave me three months to figure shit out, find a job, sign a lease, and start a life in New York City, a place where I knew next to no one.


Just because I was unemployed doesn’t mean I was without work. While living in Austin, I had connected with a pair of aspiring producers working with a director who lived in Hell’s Kitchen. For the life of me, I can’t remember the guy’s name, so Guy is what we’ll call him. Guy directed rap videos but was looking to move into feature films. He had a script: a 1980s true-crime story about Jamaican drug dealers in Brooklyn. It was in rough shape. The man who penned it had lived through the events, so he knew them firsthand, but he wasn’t a screenwriter. The producers suggested I could take a few passes at the script. I suggested they pay me.


“Get it to a filmable state,” they said. “Something we can sell. Then we’ll talk money.”


It sounded shady, but no one else was banging on my door. By July, the script was finished and sent to everyone involved. The next day, I awoke to two text messages. The first was from one of the producers: “This is great. I think we’re officially in the movie business”—which was surprising, as I thought he already was in the movie business.


I texted back, “Glad you like it. Let’s draw up a contract.”


Response: “I like that you’re serious about your career, but this kind of talk can scare away good opportunities.”


I knew it was bullshit, but part of me held out hope. I wanted to believe this could be my big break. Unfortunately, the summer was halfway over, and money was getting tight. I didn’t have the luxury of waiting around for them. I needed to find a way to turn words into cash. If screenwriting was the highest rung on the professional-writing ladder, I would go a few steps lower and try again.


Comic books seemed like a viable path. I’d been a fan my whole life, ever since my older brother left me a box of Swamp Thing and Marvel Age issues, but what really got me hooked was reading my first Spider-Man comics while home sick with the flu. Peter Parker, the man behind Spider-Man’s mask, was a lot like me: smart, socially awkward, and picked on by others. In other words, we were nerds. I’d always been drawn to characters like Peter. Donatello from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Egon Spengler from Ghostbusters were great fictional role models. Their bookishness didn’t exclude them from groups; rather, it made their inclusion vital. Spider-Man, however, was not a team player. He and his secret identity, Peter Parker, were both outcasts, shunned no matter what they did. Not a great example for a budding young mind, but certainly more relatable. Reading Spider-Man comics didn’t make me any less nerdy, but the inspiration I found in them made me confident enough not to care. When I ended up an aspiring writer in Manhattan, it seemed only natural for me to get a job at Marvel, work my way up the ladder, and repay the favor by writing The Amazing Spider-Man.


This was 2004, four years before Marvel would release the first Iron Man movie, beginning their transformation into a multibillion-dollar cinematic juggernaut. They had the X-Men and Spider-Man franchises at Sony Pictures but were still mostly known for their comics. Even so, I knew they had to receive hundreds of CVs every day. If I was going to stand out, I’d needed to do something drastic, like walk straight into their office and ask for a job.


You’d be surprised how easy it was to do that.


With a freshly printed résumé in hand, I hailed a cab to Midtown. On my dad’s advice, I wore a suit—slightly wrinkled, but nothing too horrendous. All my life, he’d told me to always wear a suit when meeting a potential employer. He should know, having worked a few summers at his brother’s suit store. In the fifties. I’d have bet good money no one at Marvel wore a suit to work. It seemed wrong to show up in one, but no more wrong than showing up at their door unannounced, without an appointment.


After what felt like the longest elevator ride of my life, I found myself standing outside the Marvel office. I tested the door: locked. I rang the bell. A moment later, the door opened just enough for a very tall, very muscular man to peer out. He was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. I silently cursed my father.


“Can I help you?” the man asked. His tone made it clear this was just a figure of speech.


I launched into the speech I’d practiced on the ride up. “Hi! I’m Walt Williams. I was wondering about any job openings you might have. I recently graduated from college and have always wanted to work at Marvel, so I thought I’d stop by and introduce myself. I’m a hard worker and a fast learner, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to learn the ropes, even if it means starting in the mail room.” That’s right; my entire plan amounted to working my way up from the mail room. Why? Because that’s what I’d seen people do on the tee-vee.


The man stood up straighter. “I’m the mail room.”


I got the hint; I just didn’t take it. I had paid for the cab ride there, so I was damn sure going to see it through. “Well, like I said, I’m willing to do any job. Whatever it takes to be part of the Marvel family. Is there anyone here I can talk to?”


“Everyone’s at lunch.”


“That’s okay.” I pushed my résumé through the cracked door. “If you could just pass on my résumé, I’d really appreciate it.”


“Yeah, uh-huh.” Okay, he was done. He shut the door in my face.


I still haven’t heard back from them.


Over the next couple of weeks, I crept further down the writing ladder. I was too long-winded for short stories, but didn’t have enough to say for a book. Essays and articles were too dry for my taste and left me wanting to shove a pencil in my eye. I submitted reviews for restaurants, plays, books, and films. Not a single one earned a response, and with good reason—I was a terrible critic. If I hated a play or a restaurant, it was easy to rip it apart with words, but I lacked the thoughtfulness to analyze and celebrate the things I loved. It’s a good thing there was no market for clickbait and hot takes back then, or else I never would have learned there is a big difference between being a writer and being an asshole.


My writing options were exhausted, my bank account nearly depleted. I needed to make something happen soon, or the whole adventure would have been for nothing. I was now desperate enough to do what I should have done from the beginning.





IT IS A TRUTH universally acknowledged that wherever hangs a Lone Star flag, Texans will gather beneath it. I consider myself a Louisianan, but the truth is I’m one-quarter shit-kicker on my father’s side, which was enough to draw me to the Lone Star Bar in Midtown one July night.


Having exhausted all avenues, I had chosen to deploy my nuclear option. There were two fellow NoZe Brothers living in Manhattan—Saltzman and Groverfield—both of whom had graduated from Baylor a decade before I arrived. We had never met, but I knew them by reputation. Saltzman was a screenwriter; Groverfield was an editor at a publishing house. If anyone could help me, it would be them. I knew a job offer, or even a recommendation, wasn’t guaranteed. Our shared brotherhood bought me a few rounds at the bar and the chance to state my case, nothing more.


If this were a story, now would be the point where the hero is granted a vision of his or her possible future, as personified in an older, more successful acquaintance. Our hero would then express bright-eyed eagerness, along with moral flexibility, signaling his or her willingness to do whatever it takes to succeed. This would be enough for the elder statesmen to take a shine to our hero, having recognized they are the same on some primal level.


None of that happened, because this isn’t a story; it’s my life. I am not a hero so much as I am a collection of insecurities and paranoid delusions molded into the shape of a pudgy doughboy. Saltzman and Groverfield were polite, generous with their bar tabs, and willing to answer any and all questions. I was utterly intimidated by their niceness. Unable to engage with me on any meaningful level, they broke off into their own conversation, leaving me to get acquainted with their friend Wayne.


“What do you do?” he asked.


“At the moment? Jack shit.” I hated that question—not because it was small talk but because answering it felt like a lie. “Though theoretically I’m a writer.”


“That’s cool. Working on anything?”


“Nothing worth talking about.”


“Well, if you’re looking for a job, I might be able to help. Ever heard of Take-Two?”


Not even once. Wayne wasn’t surprised. Take-Two Interactive was the third largest video-game publisher in the world. The name didn’t ring a bell, but they owned Rockstar Games, makers of the wildly popular Grand Theft Auto series. Things weren’t going great for Take-Two. They were embroiled in a scandal dubbed “Hot Coffee.” Someone had dug into the code for Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas and discovered assets for an unfinished sexual minigame in which players could have clothed sex with their in-game girlfriend after she invited them in for coffee. This content wasn’t accessible to players; Rockstar had cut it from the game. But the code and assets still existed on the disc, and sophisticated programmers combing through the code had found it. They created an unsanctioned modification, or mod, that activated the unfinished code and replaced clothed characters with naked models. That’s what mods do: alter a game’s content so it functions differently than the developers intended. Mods can swap out art, introduce new gameplay systems, or, in the case of Hot Coffee, unlock an unfinished minigame that was never meant to be seen by the public. When the Hot Coffee mod was released, nongamers who had never heard of mods misunderstood what had happened, and the company got unfairly raked over the coals.
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