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    For Vivian,

    who willingly agreed to be complicit in

    [gestures wildly] this whole mess

    

    — Brock Wilbur

    

    

    

    

    To my furry little bastard, Ghostface

    

    — Nathan Rabin

  


  
    I’ve done a lot of foolish things

    that I really didn’t mean

    I could be a broken man but here I am

    with your future, got your future babe

    Here I am baby

    Signed, sealed, delivered

    


    — Stevie Wonder, 1970

  


  

  
    


    


    part i

    


    POSTAL: THE VIDEO GAME

    


    BY BROCK WILBUR

  


  
    Sleepover

    My homeschooled friend let me know that he wasn’t allowed to play Super Mario Bros. because of the violence.

    I’ll say that again, so that it might emulate the one-two punch I felt at twelve years of age: Sweet, colorful, silly Super Mario Bros. was too violent to be allowed in his home. It is the first moment I can remember in my formative years of hearing the opinion of another human being and wholly rejecting it. Not just on a conversational level, but equally on a physical and mayhaps metaphysical level. A darkness twitched within me, and a torrent of word-sounds poured out onto an unsuspecting victim whose only crime was revealing a single detail of his home life. And for that, I would nearly destroy him.

    Matthew was homeschooled because we were growing up in central Kansas and Matthew’s father was a preacher. Matthew was older than me, but he couldn’t be trusted to attend public school, where demonic vice-principals might awkwardly inform him about the existence of sex before marriage or explain how to cover a banana with a condom. Our lives had only intersected because the town’s community theater had a summer musical production for idiot kids who weren’t cool enough to know that no one needed another staging of Godspell in central Kansas. Jesus was already cool enough around the metropolis of Salina.

    An aside for context: The next year, Matthew (and the rest of the homeschooled kids) wouldn’t be allowed to show up for a production of Once Upon a Mattress due to its overly sexual themes—namely, mattresses. I never saw him again. Through mutual friends, I heard that when Matthew came of age to get a driver’s license, he was required to recite a book of the Bible, in its entirety, from memory before his family would let him head to the DMV. He successfully delivered 1 Corinthians in its entirety but failed the driving test. I can’t confirm any of this, but it seems too on-brand to be anything less than true.

    Anyway.

    Matthew wasn’t allowed to play Super Mario Bros. This wasn’t 1985, when the game came out. This was in 1997. Marilyn Manson existed. Event Horizon was in theaters. I had been shooting dudes in the dick in GoldenEye 007 for several weeks. In that cultural landscape, how do you wrap your mind around a kid two years your senior living sheltered from the horror of an 8-bit mustachioed Italian man sliding down tubes and collecting coins? Not only did Matthew share this information with me, he defended his family’s decision to protect him from such vile trash.

    Hilariously, Matthew’s family wasn’t that far away from mine on the conservative spectrum. My father wrote opinion pieces for the local paper, advocating for parents to shield their children from corrosive and dangerous programming such as Ren & Stimpy, Beavis and Butt-Head, and the Gremlins films. Even The Simpsons was off-limits. When I showed up to grade school the morning of these op-eds, I was predictably bullied by the cooler kids, and just like Matthew I took my dad’s side. “Beavis and Butt-Head makes you stupid,” I would declare. I didn’t know what I was missing, so it was easy to take my dad’s side until one night at a friend’s house when I saw two episodes of Ren & Stimpy and the bonkers third act of Gremlins 2. Basking in the manic joy of forbidden media, I realized my dad—and maybe all adults—were just weird killjoys for no reason. It was time to circumnavigate the world of rules. The world of bullshit adult rules.

    I resolved to save Matthew from his fate. He was a Rod & Todd of the highest order, but certainly the saved Christian boy could be saved again by the power of dangerous pop culture. So I invited Matthew to a sleepover. Teenage boy sleepovers are traditionally a source of salvation through experimentation, and boy howdy did I have a plan.

    The local pre-Blockbuster rental store was a mom-and-pop operation that opened a video game section one Friday by simply placing a large number of PC games in boxes along a wall. These floppy discs and CD-ROMs were in no way meant to be legally rented out, and I suspect the kindly folks running this shop had little idea of what the plain brown package with the word “POSTAL” contained—or else their good Christian morals would certainly not have allowed them to place it on a shelf next to a title as wholesome-seeming as SimCity. I didn’t know anything about the game, but I knew it was a bit of the ole Danger-Bad that I needed to experience. Sure, the rating on the cover should’ve warned attentive parents that this game was off-limits, but who knew what a context-free capital M meant unless they leaned in close enough to read the tiny “MATURE” above it?

    That night, Matthew came to the Wilbur house, and immediately I wanted to share with him the gospel of gore and adults-only entertainment. Unfortunately, it took nearly thirty minutes to get the game installed and configured on our Gateway 2000 personal computer.

    As the software installed, we passed the time reading the text on the back of the Postal box:

    Welcome to Paradise… Arizona. They’re out to get you (or are they?) It doesn’t matter, you don’t have time to think, only time to kill. GO POSTAL!! Blast, maim and fire-bomb your way through 17 unsuspecting locales from a small town to a heavily guarded military complex… Conspiracy or Insanity? Don’t get too crazy - this killing spree is anything but senseless. Out here, strategy is key - and the locals are packin’ - so take advantage of the third-person “premeditated” perspective that lets you see exactly who’s cold and who’s still able to pull a trigger. […] So freakin’ real, your victims actually beg for mercy and scream for their lives! Real-time 3D characters rage against beautifully hand-painted killing fields. […] Mass Murder opportunities: spray protesters, mow down marching bands, and char-broil whole towns.

    Wow. So edge, such cool. But for a twelve-year-old Midwestern kid who wasn’t allowed to watch R-rated movies, this was like getting your first boner. I’d deceived a series of grown-ups into making this happen, and this poor preacher’s kid was about to be born again in my unholy image.

    I made Matthew sit next to me as the game loaded up.

    “Oh man, just you wait,” I said. “You’re going to love this.”

    The game opened with a screen that said “Fair Warning: You Must Be 17 Or Older To Play.”

    Matthew, recognizing that this applied to neither of us, began to squirm. In my memory, I grabbed his hand to keep him in the chair, but to be fair that could just be the homoerotic subtext of what was going down.

    Then the game began. A man with a gun appeared on screen in a small town, and he was mine to control. A bunch of cops started shooting at him so I opened fire on them. Once they were dead, I shot a bunch of townsfolk. All my victims screamed, and one of them exploded. Then someone I couldn’t see shot me and I died. Yet another schizophrenic man executed by the police in America, a clear example of the systemic—Oh, Matthew is gone.

    Matthew was on the ground holding his stomach. “I’m very sick and I think I need to go home. Would you call my dad?”

    I called his family, and in the eight minutes before they arrived I attempted to deliver Matthew some last-ditch salvation by explaining to him the plot and murders of the film Se7en, even though I hadn’t seen it and had only pieced together five of the deaths from things I heard from older high schoolers. This did not help his condition, so he locked himself in the bathroom until his dad arrived.

    I didn’t save Matthew. But I did render a kid violently ill with video game mayhem in under thirty seconds. Once you’ve seen power like that firsthand, it’s hard not to spend the rest of your life fixating on the machinations of these dark arts.

    That was the last time I would play Postal until Nathan and I started to work on this book in 2015. But its corrosive power over Matthew stayed with me for years.

    It’s hilarious that this power would come from a dumb game like Postal. It wasn’t the best or most interesting violent video game. It wasn’t even one of the most popular. This situation is comparable to a weird Christian kid who hears his first rock ’n’ roll song, and it scares him so much that he comes to worship that song—even though that song is performed by Limp Bizkit. Which maybe that happened to me too. Fuck off. You didn’t 1997 the way I 1997’d. You gotta have Faith.

  


  
    The Balls to Make a Game So Funny and Mean

    Postal was the 1997 debut game by Running With Scissors (RWS), a small company of game industry vets based in Tucson, Arizona, who’d made some games for kids and wanted to strike out for more “mature” territory. A Wall Street Journal headline memorably called theirs a transition “from Miss Piggy to ‘Kill the Pigs.’”

    It was one of those games that generated plenty of buzz among players before it was even out. The free demo version of Postal was the most-downloaded demo for nearly a month on Happy Puppy—at the time one of the biggest game sites on the internet.

    When Postal came out, the news media was at peak Videogame Fearmongering—but this was back when the conversation had more earnestness to it. While today’s politicians blame video games for the world’s ills merely because the NRA tells them to, in the 90s our culture’s Fear of Games was rooted in the Fear of the New. Maybe games were fine, or maybe they existed to lure Dungeons & Dragons sorcerers into the woods for blood séances. (It did alarm parents to hear their kids casually use words like “stamina” and “scimitar.”) Inside the space of this unsolved mystery, Postal thrived. Just for being more violent and having a less virtuous protagonist than the competition, the game developed a cachet it hadn’t earned.

    1997 was also when the anti-obscenity activist and yet-to-be-disbarred attorney Jack Thompson was turning his attention from rap music to video games. After the Heath High School shooting in December of that year, he represented the families of three victims in suing the makers of violent games that the shooter had played, such as Doom, Mechwarrior, and Resident Evil. While the lawsuit was thrown out, gamers wondered which of their favorite violent and obscene games might be next.

    Postal met resistance elsewhere. Walmart banned the game. (“You can’t buy Postal at Walmart, but you can buy a real gun,” Desi noted.) RWS received plenty of hate mail. Most memorably, the local American Postal Workers Union boycotted the game, and union local president Mo Merow said in a statement that the game “humiliates the entire postal workforce.” They later scaled back when they realized their tactics had unintended effects. “That sparked new interest in the game, sort of defeating the purpose of what the union was trying to do,” said an unnamed United States Postal Service (USPS) representative to the Philadelphia Inquirer’s John J. Fried.

    Merow and his union gave the game way too much credit. It’s not even about a postal worker—it’s just using the phrase in the casual sense to mean “a guy who’s gone crazy.” That didn’t stop the USPS from suing RWS founder Vince Desi for its use of the word “postal,” which they claimed was proprietary. Desi also reported that his company fielded concerned calls from both the FBI and the Treasury Department.

    The game got so much more press than other games of its size and quality. “Something for the whole (Manson) family,” wrote the Washington Post. Even in the moralizing articles condemning the game, it often sounded as if the journalist was having fun.

    The media also made comparisons between Postal and the 1993 movie Falling Down, in which an everyman office drone played by Michael Douglas goes on a killing spree. While at the time of its release Falling Down got a pass as dark satire about the many stressors of modern life, today it reads more as a Trumpian white rage entitlement fantasy.

    Postal, a small-screen product with no star power and an idiotic premise, felt the full brunt of the typical hand-wringers. Senator Joe Lieberman spoke out against the game: “This is sick stuff, and sadly it sells,” he said, calling Postal (and Carmageddon, a racing game that encourages running over pedestrians) “digital poison.”

    Publisher Ripcord leaned into the controversy, promoting Postal to potential customers as “a dark, addictive and totally innovative psychological thriller so blatantly brutal, so sickeningly psychotic, victims actually scream for their lives, and pile up like waste during a big city garbage strike.” After the demo version sparked outcry in Europe and Australia, an alternate version of Postal was created for international audiences in which women no longer scream “I can’t breathe” or “Just kill me now,” the game’s tasteless ending is changed, and the infamous marching band sequence is removed. Even with this new, “toned-down” version, Australia’s Office of Film and Literature Classification prohibited the game’s release.

    The American gaming press was less squeamish about the blood but harder on the faulty mechanics. GameSpot gave it a 6.6/10, AllGame gave it 3/5 stars, and Game Revolution gave it a B-.

    Despite the middling reviews, the game was kept afloat in the cultural consciousness not just by its blatant shock value, but by the extreme reactions it provoked from perennially offended news outlets and opportunistic politicians. Even years later, it remains a topic of note in the history of violent video games.

    “The game succeeded in part because the violence is accompanied by a perverse sort of humor; the story lines hold a dirty mirror up to America and make fun of everyone, regardless of their race, sex or ethnicity,” the Washington Post wrote very generously about the game in 2005.

    For fans, it didn’t matter that Postal kinda sucked to play. It was a symbolic victory, an envelope-pusher. “I think this game is kick ass,” says a commenter on Metacritic. “Why? Because nobody else has the balls to make a game so funny and mean…”

    Postal was the garbage darling of the season.

  


  
    Welcome to Paradise

    The game opens with no fanfare. Nor does it hint at what will come next or offer instructions as to what any of the buttons on your keyboard do.

    Your character, a man in jeans and a trench coat armed with an M16, stands in front of his simple blue cabin at the end of a dirt road. It’s a beautiful snowy day. There’s a doghouse behind the cabin but no sign of a dog. There’s a fence around your yard, where someone, maybe you, has built a snowman. There’s a stockpile of weapons hidden behind your house.

    Out on the road is a moving truck, maybe implying the spree that awaits was not Plan A for how you would escape the town of Paradise. Unfortunately, your house is the farthest western point in the game. You cannot escape into the direction the truck was headed; you can only journey east into the gauntlet of violence that awaits. There are no choices in Postal.

    As you look at the route designed for you, you notice the complete absence of soundtrack. You hear the occasional wail of a police siren, and indeed a police cruiser is parked out front as a guy who is likely a cop stands in wait. Otherwise, all is quiet. Then you emerge from the safety of your yard and the shooting begins.

    There is no sense of spectacle or performance in how you mow down your neighbors and the local law enforcement. The only sounds are the guns and then the tormented wails of your victims as they twitch on the ground, bleeding out. Very quickly, this chorus of death rattles starts to loop and layer to such an extreme that it borders on a dance remix of tragedy.

    I always expected Postal to be more of a lighthearted rampage. This is painful. And bleak. And not particularly fun.

    The population of this first level is displayed in a menu above the game window. You must kill 90% of the “hostiles” in this area to move forward in your bloodstained journey. There is a total population here of 22, with eighteen of them labeled as hostile and only four as regular civilians.

    After you get over the screams of the folks you’ve perforated, you’ll notice that almost everyone in this world is armed to the teeth with high-ordnance weaponry. In the city of Paradise, a higher percentage of people own rocket launchers than have full-time employment. And they all seem to hate you.

    You know what they say: It takes an army of good guys with rocket launchers to stop a bad guy with a rocket launcher. But am I the bad guy here? The good guy? Or are we all violent rivals in an amoral universe? We’ll eventually get an answer but it won’t be a satisfying one.

    The first type of person you run across is a small army of identically dressed men who are most likely police officers. In full brown, they look like UPS drivers topped by winter caps with ear flaps. Very Fargo. They have pistols and shotguns that don’t pose much of a threat to you, unless they mob you with sheer numbers. As the game’s most basic baddie, it’s a surprise when the first one takes nearly ten shots to bring down.

    Every few shots, your rivals seem to take notice of the pain and let out a disturbingly real-sounding scream or exclaim, “I’m hit!” to no one in particular. Meanwhile, your avatar growls out Terminator B-roll quips like “Feel my wrath, dawg” or “Smells like chicken.” You blast through other human beings who cry out in agony and you snicker aloud, “Sissy.” It sounds as if the tracks are coming from two separate games: one pure camp and the other pure trauma.

    Next, you encounter the much stronger bullet-sponge SWAT team members. They fire at you with shotguns and high-powered machine guns while circling you. They share the appearance of the basic police officers, except the SWAT guys are in blue instead of brown. Because of video game logic, this enemy type is harder to kill than the last. The presence of body armor only partially explains why they can take multiple point-blank shotgun blasts and keep dancing around you, unphased.

    There are also a few paramilitary-looking dudes in green tank tops and baseball caps who clearly know as much about homeland defense as they do about fashion. They could be with the police, I guess, but they appear to be normal citizens in undershirts. They’ve come out on this winter day with unlimited molotov cocktails and grenades in their (presumably JNCO) pockets. Their placement is always specific, usually slightly off the beaten path of a level or hiding behind some bit of scenery: Everything is fine until suddenly you’re on fire.
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