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				A Note from the Editor

				

				Readers!

				One of the tenets of Boss Fight Books: There’s no right or wrong way to write about video games.

				You can tell the story of how a game was made. You can tell the story of how a game was marketed and sold. You can show a game’s influence on other games. You can show how players used a game in surprising ways the creators never intended. You can read a game critically as you would a book or film. You can narrate a playthrough. You can analyze mechanics. You can write for an imagined audience of game designers. Or superfans. Or lemurs. You can write a glorious takedown. You can write a feverish defense. You can discuss how a game’s reception has changed over time. You can describe how a game lifted you up or tore you down. You can mine an obsession. You can use a game to typify a trend you’re seeing in gaming. Or in culture. You can use the vocabulary of games as lenses through which to look at the world. You can conceive of your video game writing as pure criticism. Or as pure reportage. Or as art itself. Or as a big embarrassing love letter. 

				These are just examples. I list them not to define limits but to point to limitlessness. Games writing is a medium, an opportunity. As Darius Kazemi writes in “Fuck Video Games,” “You can always drill down, and there will always be more to discover about a medium.” As Ian Bogost writes in How to Do Things with Video Games, “We can understand the relevance of a medium by looking at the variety of things it does.”

				Well, here in this anthology are some ways to write about video games. While our main series emphasizes the patience of focusing on a single subject, this book leaps between subjects and styles as manically and gleefully as a Battletoads speedrun. And in another departure from our other books, this anthology includes some fiction, which opens up the experiment to even more possibilities. What these essays and stories have in common is only that I think they’re great and wanted to share them with you. Beyond that, they’re much different from one another in style, approach, and content. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

				

				Yours,

				

				Gabe Durham

				Boss Fight Books

				December, 2014

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Ken Sent Me: 
Lost in the Land of the Lounge Lizards1
  Matt Bell

				I am not Leisure Suit Larry,2 except for when I am. For instance, when I was eleven, I was Leisure Suit Larry for several weeks while he taught me about sex and I helped him get laid for the first time in his life. Now I am 27 and although I am joining him once again, I can’t help cringing at his many mistakes, his misguided attempts at pick-up lines and lovemaking. There is no way to change his destiny, and so the best I can do is get him there efficiently, with a maximum number of points and a minimum loss of life.

				You see nothing special.

				On at least one level, video games are about fantasy and wish fulfillment. Game after game, the player steps into the role of the lone space marine stranded on Mars or the amnesiac farm boy with a hidden talent for swordplay. During play, this archetypal protagonist must stand against impossible odds to save the day from invading hordes of goblins, aliens, or Nazis, all of whom must be defeated in a generally similar fashion. Even most non-violent adventure games still offer up juicy roles like private detective or cop. Rejecting this trend is part of what made Larry Laffer such a special protagonist. Instead of being some sort of superhero, he is a 40-year-old leisure suit-wearing virgin and little else. He isn’t good-looking nor is he financially well off, and he doesn’t have any qualities that could even be considered mildly heroic.3 As an eleven-year-old, I’m not sure I knew what a virgin was, and certainly the game’s humor was often completely lost on me. At 27, I can’t necessarily identify with Larry any better, although he does bring back a fear from my teenage years: that I would die a virgin, that no one would ever want to have sex with me. Putting myself back into Larry’s shoes means revisiting those years all over again. Like my younger self, Larry is awkward and embarrassing and mostly clueless as to the needs and wants of the opposite sex. 

				You’re fairly certain this is a hammer.

				An important part of playing adventure games is understanding that inventory items often have multiple uses, and not always the most obvious ones. Much of the gameplay is based on using the right items in the proper combination at the correct time to move the game forward. Like the gameplay it describes, this essay can be more than one thing at a time, depending on the situation. This is essay as guide, as walkthrough, as reflection on personal experience.

				Sniffing the air, you’re suddenly hungry for tuna.

				It is only the illusion of free will that I have when I’m with Larry. I’m controlling his actions, but there are only so many actions possible. The full range of human possibility does not exist in his world. Navigation happens only in the four cardinal directions and is controlled by the arrow keys. Every action Larry takes must be distilled down to a short phrase and entered into a command line text parser which has a limited vocabulary and even worse grammar. HAIL TAXI. GET IN. STORE. PAY. GET OUT. BUY PROPHYLACTIC. GET IN. HAIL TAXI. BAR. PAY. EXIT. OPEN DOOR. SIT. ORDER WHISKEY. GET UP. GIVE WHISKEY. KNOCK ON DOOR. KEN SENT ME. USE REMOTE. CHANGE CHANNEL. UNDRESS. WEAR CONDOM. FUCK HOOKER.4 

				…contains some elements of plot which may not be considered appropriate for children.

				My original copy of Leisure Suit Larry in the Land of the Lounge Lizards was delivered at a family party by my cousin Chip on pirated 5.25" floppy disks. Receiving the game, along with copies of three other Sierra adventures5 and their accompanying hint books, was easily a highlight of the summer—and an event that would send me on a streak of playing nearly everything Sierra put out that would last throughout the entire 90s. Suddenly, my dad’s IBM XT computer became my primary gaming platform, despite its intended nature as a business machine and its severe hardware limitations: a ten-megabyte hard drive, sixteen-color monitor, and a variety of loud, industrial fan noises.6 

				Before these games, the only other graphical text adventure I’d played was also published by Sierra and, coincidentally enough, worked on by Leisure Suit Larry writer Al Lowe before he started his adult series. It was called Mickey’s Space Adventure, and was exactly what it sounds like. I played the game on my Commodore 64, which at the time had better graphics than the IBM and a greatly superior sound card. The game itself had hand-drawn visuals which easily outshone the pixelated Leisure Suit Larry, although it was prone to crashing and required an insane amount of disk changes—another technological procedure as extinct as having to flip a record or rewind a videotape. 

				The point isn’t that technology has changed, but that my tastes did. In one year, I went from guiding Mickey Mouse through the solar system to guiding Larry Laffer through the fictional city of Lost Wages. In less technological ages, puberty was expressed in other ways, but what was an uncommon experience when I was younger has become the normal way kids grow up. In 1990, I was hiding in the computer room learning about sex from Larry and now it’s a common social event for fifth graders to sit around their living room and play Grand Theft Auto, complete with the ability to beat prostitutes to death just to get some money back.7 Despite the differences in game genre, I imagine the learning curve is just as steep, the translation from video game to real life incomplete and often unintelligible. These are women expressed as sexual objects, certainly, but also as mere gameplay devices, as goals to be conquered8 or power-ups to be collected. 

				For the record, sleeping with the hooker in Leisure Suit Larry is worth eleven points.

				You played ok, I guess!

				There is scoring and then there is the Score, and although both are related they are not the same thing. Larry can score no more than three times (if you include a blowup doll) but you can beat the game even if he scores only once, in the hot tub of the hotel casino. There are two other women in the game crucial to the plot, but neither actually sleeps with Larry, despite his best efforts. As for the Score, it starts at zero and can climb as high as 222 points.9 I have never finished the game without scoring all three times, and I have never earned a Score of 222. By the time I remember that I don’t have to screw the hooker or the blowup doll it is always too late to do anything about it. The sex scenes are major goals, the adventure game equivalent of boss fights and so I always save after them, not before. 

				You flip through the pages until you discover… Mmmm, nice centerfold!

				Long before I ever saw any real pornography, I saw a pixelated Larry Laffer’s sexual exploits on my computer monitor (including, among other things, my very first, very tame bondage scene). Always covered by a censor bar, there was still little doubt about what was happening. Fifth grade didn’t have sex education, but it did have Our Changing Bodies and there were also some things I’d inferred from the PG-13 movies I’d just been allowed to start watching. I grew up in a very conservative household, and so my father didn’t give me the birds and the bees until I was a freshman in high school. Even then it was abbreviated and awkward. I am perhaps a member of the first modern generation to learn about sex from a video game instead of from a movie or a book. Ditto for my first pornography. The first image I ever saw was an EGA scan I found on an uncle’s computer, and the first movie I saw was an eight-second clip I downloaded off a bulletin board service in the sixth grade. My teacher that year had encouraged my interest in computers and taught me how to use our 2400 baud modem to dial BBS systems. This included using their rudimentary file shares which were, of course, full of porn. This was 1992 or so, and I was probably the first kid in my school to use the word “download” in conversation. I wasn’t allowed to watch R-rated movies yet, but the computer and its modem gave me access to a world full of nerdy adult males who unintentionally made sure that I didn’t miss anything I would have learned in front of the television if I’d been someone else’s kid.

				A sign near the bed reads: “Substantial Penalty for Early Withdrawals.”

				Adventure games are full of useful lessons about observation. Without LOOKing at every room, substantial details can be missed. There is an important hammer that I always fail to find because I forget to LOOK while I’m inside a certain dumpster, and many other objects that need to be picked up are only a few pixels wide, hard to find without textual clues. Also, much of the humor in the game is text-based, rather than visual, thanks to the low-quality graphics. LOOKing lets Lowe’s writing come to the forefront, such as in this description of a diamond ring: “When you gaze into the diamond, you seem to hear the sound of wedding bells, and maybe diesel trucks.” As a writer, Lowe has a sharp, dry wit and a good eye for the most embarrassing parts of sex and the stereotypical male fear of commitment. 

				As Lowe has written him, Larry doesn’t want to die alone, but he doesn’t want to fall in love just once, either. There is risk involved in always wanting more, but Larry is a guy with needs. Also, he’s a bit of a sleazeball. Believing he’s capable of real commitment is probably just being naïve. Thinking back to my own attempts at commitment that outpaced the actual relationships I was in, I know exactly how that feels.

				Larry, the whole idea was to stop doing that!

				At the beginning of the game, all Larry can think about is losing his virginity. Once he has, he finds out that he’s not quite as shallow as even he thinks he is, and vows to find true fulfillment by falling in love. Larry has been a sexual creature for five minutes and already he has regrets. He tried to warn me, but I didn’t listen, and now I have regrets too.

				Shame on you for trying to deceive a friendly game like this!

				Every time the game begins, there is a quiz designed to keep anyone under the age of eighteen from playing the game and accessing its adult content. The quiz is multiple choice, and you are allowed to miss two questions before the game kicks you out and quits back to the command line. It can be harder than it sounds. I wasn’t the right age when the quiz was written, and now that I’m older I’m still not, because the quiz was written for an adult in 1987, not 2008. For example, some of the questions reference Archie Bunker, Spiro Agnew, and Oral Roberts. There is a fill-in-the-blank question that begins “O.J. Simpson is…” where “under indictment” is the wrong answer. Other questions ask what an Edsel is and refer to Jaws as a book, not a movie. Even with the generational gap, it’s not impossible for someone my age to get through the age quiz, which is really no harder than a good game of Trivial Pursuit. As a kid, it was a whole different story. I had to use trial and error to learn and then memorize the answers to those goddamn questions, and that’s probably why I still know some of them today.10

				“Digressing,” you answer.

				All the narration is written in the second person. To the game’s engine, Larry and I are the same person. His actions are my actions. His thoughts are my thoughts. His wants are my wants, and like in all games this is perhaps the truest of the symmetries. The game tells Larry he wants something, and because progress is tied to fulfilling Larry’s wants I find that I want it too. I want to give the bum a jug of whiskey so that he’ll give me his knife. I want to escape from the bed I’ve been tied to by my new bride. I want to order a whiskey to give to a drunk to get a remote control to distract a pimp. These are just some of my wants.

				More than anything, Larry wants sex and then love.11 Soon enough, I found that I wanted those same things, and unfortunately I wanted them in the same order Larry did.

				This weird-o just bought a spearmint-flavored, plaid, rough-cut, colored, smooth lubber!!!

				Terms I learned from Leisure Suit Larry: Condom, rubber, lubber, and the classier but harder to spell prophylactic. Hooker. Pimp. Penthouse (the hotel room, not the magazine12). Bondage. Flasher. Spanish Fly. Both STD and the now out of fashion phrase venereal disease. Also, a wide variety of euphemisms for human genitalia and their corresponding sexual actions. 

				Say, Larry! You really ARE glad to see ME!!

				The Land of the Lounge Lizards is a dangerous place, full of possible ways to die or prematurely end Larry’s quest. LEAVE TAXI without paying and the cabbie beats you to death. Step out into the street and a car runs you over. TAKE PILLS and get so horny that you violate a stray dog and end up in jail for bestiality. Forget to PAY the store clerk for dirty magazines and jugs of wine and blam, you’re dead. BUY DRINKS FOR EVERYONE at Lefty’s and run out of money and although you will not die you will not be able to complete the game either. Even in EGA, it takes money to get laid.

				Also, do not HAVE SEX with the hooker without first WEARING CONDOM. This is how I learned about sexually transmitted diseases.13 Even now, this is a good reminder.14 

				He has nothing to say, but says it continuously.

				There is another way to play the game, subverting its goals and finding your own fun. The game was designed long before sandbox worlds and emergent gaming, but some elements of those game design theories still exist in Leisure Suit Larry. For example, you can try testing the text parser to see what it’s programmed to handle and what it simply can’t compute. Type MASTURBATE. Type FUCK YOU. Type KICK DOG. Type LICK DICK.15 Sometimes Lowe has written witty rejoinders to counter excessively crass or obscene commands. Other times, the boilerplate NO responses are unintentionally funny. Either way, there is a lot of fun to be had outside the bounds of Larry’s adventure. This is where game narrative differs from book or movie narrative. In those mediums, there is generally only one way forward, a linear progression of plot and suspense. In games, there are often more options available to even the most narrow-minded player, and a player willing to step off the rails can find hours of entertainment the game’s creators never even knew existed. It’s another good lesson: You don’t always have to do what you’re told. Some of the best times happen when you’re disobeying the rules of the game.

				Your breath is enough to take your breath away. Pssft. Pssft. 

				Another, less important connection between Larry and myself: As an adult, I’m paranoid about having bad breath and resort to a constant barrage of mints and Listerine strips to combat this anxiety. Larry has the same problem, and failure to frequently USE SPRAY will result in other characters making jokes about his breath, including during the game’s finale.16 All that hard work only to have it ruined by a little halitosis.

				Dump this one down the tubes, and get him another body!

				Most players never notice it, but there is a time limit for Larry’s adventure. The game starts at 10:00 p.m. outside of Lefty’s Bar. If Larry hasn’t lost his virginity by midnight, there is a short cutscene where he kills himself, after which the only possible commands are RESTART or RESTORE. The two hours roll by in real time, and by then almost every player has slept with at least the hooker (and possibly finished the game, as it’s not that long if you know what you’re doing). Still, for the truly clueless, continued virginity leads to a sad, lonely death, a possibly terrifying moment in gaming for those computer nerds whose own clocks tick away just as steadily.

				This Red Delicious is not suitable for your Granny Smith, but someone else might find it appropriate.

				The final object of affection in the game is Eve, the seductive inhabitant of the casino’s penthouse suite. Found naked in her hot tub, there is nothing Larry can say or do to make her fall in love with him and take him to her zebra-striped bed. Nothing, that is, except to give her the apple he’s been carrying for most of the game. This is one of the easiest puzzles in the game, but also one of the most satisfying.

				You had no idea fruit could be so exciting!

				Lowe’s humor is deeply rooted in both bachelorhood and chauvinist stereotypes, but the end goal of the game is as traditional as Jane Austen. In the end, two unlikely people will fall in love, and as the end credits roll, start a life together. The next time I saw Larry, in Looking for Love (in Several Wrong Places), Eve was gone and Larry was back to bumbling his way from one bedroom to the next, and throughout the series the closest he comes to true love is the character Passionate Patty, who he shares several of the later games with. As for myself, I would eventually lose my own virginity, but not for ten years after Larry first lost his. By then, the Leisure Suit Larry series would be over, the 1996 adventure Love for Sail! marking the end of Larry Laffer’s exploits as written by Al Lowe. My own misadventures would continue for a while still, but in the end I found myself with the same goal as Larry: I would attempt to find true love, and, as the narrator says, “please my heart and not just my other organs.” What I learned was that it’s not always about scoring whenever you can, that the Score is mostly for bragging rights and doesn’t have much to do with beating the game. Better to ignore it altogether.

				

				

				
					
						1	 The title is two separate references to the same computer game, Leisure Suit Larry in the Land of the Lounge Lizards, a classic graphical adventure published by Sierra in 1987. “Ken Sent Me” is the password to get into the even seedier backroom of the already seedy Lefty’s Bar. 

					

					
						2	 AKA Larry Laffer, video game character and star of all of the Leisure Suit Larry Games except for Leisure Suit Larry: Magna Cum Laude (which is not considered a proper game in the series by most fans, as it wasn’t written by Al Lowe nor was it very good).

					

					
						3	This is a trademark of Sierra’s early adventure games. Other Sierra series also featured bumbling protagonists, such as Space Quest’s Roger Wilco, a janitor in outer space.

					

					
						4	 This sequence of commands is the fastest way to successfully get from the beginning of the game to the first sex scene and therefore the first chance for losing Larry’s virginity. The CHANGE CHANNEL command must be given seven times before it will succeed in its goal of distracting the pimp and allowing Larry to head upstairs to the bedroom. Larry doesn’t want to die a virgin, but he doesn’t pay for sex either. Also, sleeping with the hooker is entirely optional. Skipping the scene allows for a more virtuous ending to the game but also prevents the player from scoring the maximum amount of points. Outside of this moral dilemma, the only reason for being there is to get several objects that are only reachable using the fire escape outside her bedroom window.

					

					
						5	 All with similar names—Space Quest, Police Quest, King’s Quest. Of those early games, the Leisure Suit Larry games have by far the best titles, most likely for no other reason that it would have been harder to sell a game called Sex Quest.

					

					
						6	 The computer room would become my bedroom around this time, after my parents decided that I was getting too old to share a room with my younger brother. I spent a lot of time there anyway, and there is no doubt that I wasn’t just craving privacy by moving there but also a closer proximity to the computer itself.

					

					
						7	Sleeping with a hooker in Grand Theft Auto requires a car with a backseat, a secluded area, and about a dollar a second. It also adds 25 points of health, making it one of the only ways to increase your character’s health above the normal maximum. Killing the hooker allows you to get a refund, but it’s worth pointing out that money is rarely a concern in GTA. No one playing the game ever really needs the money.

					

					
						8	See the aliens in Space Invaders. See the ape in Donkey Kong. For a different female archetype as game goal, see Super Mario Bros. or The Legend of Zelda.

					

					
						9	 Points are awarded for both critical actions (like MARRY FAWN) and also optional ones (like TALK TO FLASHER).

					

					
						10	 Pressing Alt-X will also allow you to skip the age quiz and proceed directly to the game. I had no idea this cheat existed until I started writing this essay.

					

					
						11	 Note however that the want for love is never expressed until Larry has sex for the first time. Only the empty feeling of losing his virginity prompts him to want a higher level of feeling. I do not think that this is an uncommon male experience.

					

					
						12	 There is a porno mag in the game, but it’s called Jugs.

					

					
						13	 The unnamed disease Larry catches causes his genitals to explode. It is worth pointing out that there is no line forming to see this particular hooker.

					

					
						14	 While playing the game again for research purposes, I found a new way to die. Do not LICK HOOKER either.

					

					
						15	 Two of these commands have custom responses, one gets the standard reaction to any particularly vulgar command, and one gets a response implying that the parser doesn’t understand the command but which in this case sounds exactly right.

					

					
						16	 The breath spray is only good for four or five uses. It is important to space them appropriately.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Barbarians at the Gate 
  Tevis Thompson

				One of the most basic pleasures of video games is pandemonium. Players of Grand Theft Auto can attest to the joys of an unscripted five-star police chase through oncoming traffic. First-person shooter fans know that delicious moment of anticipation right before you are seen by the enemy and the whole clockwork world throws a fit. The very sight of you disrupts the established order of guard patrols and lame banter. Even the cuter encounters of Angry Birds and Super Mario are given to mayhem, leaving the dreams of pigs and turtles in pieces by level’s end. It’s as if nothing untoward ever really happens in the world of the game until you and your chaos come along.

				Of course, there are plenty of games that go the other way. As agents of order we plan, we rearrange, we make our mental to-do lists. Puzzles in games satisfy our urge to put everything in its right place. Whatever is out of whack, we’ll gladly put back in whack. Many turn-based RPGs keep their randomness calculable so our own diligence and strategy will hold sway. We still kill, but we’re more civilized about it. And if you’ve ever seen any elaborate Minecraft projects, then you know what a domesticated landscape looks like once a randomly generated world has lost its randomness. It’s amazing how you can be traveling in the blocky wilds and then see on the horizon, before you even know exactly what you’re looking at, the unmistakable signs of intention, craft, control. Your eyes, they just know: A human has been there.

				Tower defense games take up the tension between order and chaos directly. They are essentially a series of last stands against an ungovernable horde. This horde has numbers, doggedness, good shoes, optimism. You have technology, currency, a land claim, your master plan. Your decisions are remarkably few: where to place your defenses, when to upgrade them, where and when to intervene on the ground. If you are efficient, responsive, and know how to best distribute your resources, your little kingdom will not perish from the earth.

				Tower defense games are most satisfying when things are almost, but not quite, out of control. Plan poorly and you’ll be quickly overrun; plan too well and the game basically plays itself. But when you can just match the rush with fortification, meet the swelling crowds with a steady hand, the sensation is something like watching waves crash against a rocky shore. You can see the tide and imagine what it would feel like if it washed over you and pulled you out to sea. But you can also feel the land beneath you, holding fast, not breaking, not this time.

				•

				When I heard about the first Plants vs. Zombies, I had no idea why these two species were pitted against each other. Weren’t both fundamentally disinterested in anything besides sun, water, and brains? I hadn’t yet played a tower defense game, but the rooted vs. shambling distinction made sense once I did. These were old-school zombies, slow but relentless, versus genetically modified plants, bred to defend the suburban lawn. The main adventure did a fine job of introducing its roster of plant towers and zombie mobs along with believable circumstances (nighttime, pools, angled roofs), all while steadily tightening the screws. It looked like farming, it felt like war, and the whole package was both icky-cute and surprisingly cohesive.

				The sequel is more of the same, which turns out to not be nearly enough. The subtitle says “It’s About Time.” It’s not. It’s about some new plants, some new zombies, a few historically themed gameplay changeups, and a boatload of freemium tweaking. Some critics have applauded its relatively unobtrusive implementation of free-to-play elements. By unobtrusive, they mean you can still play through the game without paying. They must also mean unobtrusive like air, since the freemium price tag is now everywhere and you can’t help but breathe it in. Because Plants vs. Zombies 2 isn’t as luck-based as Candy Crush, that same sense of distrust and paranoia doesn’t quite creep in. Instead, it introduces a constant economic calculation into your game experience, which always leads me back to one question: Is this really worth my time? (Okay, maybe the game is about time.)

				My answer is ultimately no. In practice, this approach to free-to-play means grinding through old levels with added restrictions to earn stars and keys that unlock new worlds, plants, and powers. But this sequel just isn’t interesting enough to sustain that, especially if you’ve played the first game. The core experience—the sun-gathering, the grid, the plants you come to rely on—is simply too repetitive. PopCap certainly tries to mix it up (there are nearly as many mini-games as plain old tower defense levels), and some of the new gameplay elements are compelling enough (the Old West’s mine cart tracks that give your plants mobility, and the lane-changing player-piano zombies are particularly cool). But the attractively isometric, almost Crystal Castles-style map offers too many bite-size choices and not enough motivation to complete any particular one. The first game offered a cohesive experience in crisis management and suburban warfare that didn’t allow you to progress until you had actually improved. Plants vs. Zombies 2 says this: If at first you don’t succeed, try, try a different level. Or please, enjoy this generous game-breaking power-up. We don’t want you to experience a moment’s frustration. To which I can only say, why bother defending the lawn at all?
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