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			To Sarah, Liza, John, and Henry. 
I love you. RTF.

			In memory of J. Davis Hamlin: 1932–2025 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			pwn /pōn/

			verb

			INFORMAL

			past tense: pwned; past participle: pwned

			1. (chiefly in video gaming) utterly defeat (an opponent or rival); completely get the better of.

			“I can’t wait to pwn some shorts in this squeeze play.”

		

	
		
			Overture

			Good things happen to bad companies. It happened.

			Surely, it happened. It’s a tale as old as fate and as fresh as a new coat of paint. There are some razor-sharp teeth in the old saw “truth is stranger than fiction.” Listen to the backmasking of the record and you’ll find it’s equally true that truth—the acute and profound kind—lies within the fiction.

			Truth or Fiction?

			You once were a Peter Pan named Haller.

			In sum, a stooge, a scout, and a scholar.

			You applied your candor,

			Like a coarse deck sander,

			“The long game’s the true way to earn a dollar.”

			Your tale’s positively Homeric,

			Simpsonian that is, not the hero’s epic.

			And while it could’ve been Aesop,

			That fabled up PwnShop,

			This moral’s more barbed and barbaric.

			You were hired in twenty and fourteen,

			When downloads endangered the money machine.

			But there was still enough time,

			To turn on a dime,

			And cork the leak in the submarine.

			But when the CEO got brain cancer.

			The deputies raved like rain dancers.

			Their chicaneries myriad,

			Over a two-year period,

			Your dreams met scornful answers.

			The powers charted a sour concentration,

			“Let’s cash cow the core for diversification!”

			They said with a grin,

			And, whacking thy chin,

			Added, “Pack your shit, you’re off the reservation.”

			Whilst you did time at the Wearhouse of Men,

			The CEO’s death brought wholesale succession.

			The board fired the foes,

			With whom you’d come to blows,

			And promoted a hapless creep from within.

			But he walked the plank within mere days.

			So, they tapped a knight pro tem to enter the fray.

			A revolving door,

			To you they implored,

			“Please come back! We’ll increase your pay!”

			You’re hired with their authorization,

			To chase your dreams of reforestation.

			“If we plant green tree sprouts,

			To make the stores hangouts,

			We’ll proclaim olde PwnShop’s salvation.”

			Before your plan comes to fruition,

			The board and boss duel in opposition,

			The knight quits, Mamma mia!

			And without a better idea,

			The board calls for a cost cutting mission.

			With activists lurking and spanking,

			And the stock price tumbling and tanking,

			The directors vow to recruit,

			An experienced suit,

			Knowing they couldn’t keep blanking.

			They hire a tedious technician,

			While the Big Shorter makes a prediction,

			That squeezing the shorts,

			(Those genital warts)

			Would make the stonk ripe for ignition.

			Fearing your own plank into the ocean,

			You’re instead handed a promotion,

			To the rank of EVP,

			A shield of security,

			Lest control changes amidst the commotion.

			Anon the chief hires his Hookian henchman,

			Who removes oxygen with a boa’s constriction,

			Your dreams are eroded,

			And not just by COVID,

			But mostly by Hook’s coefficient of friction.

			Yonder some cat tagged Bawling Bitty,

			Posts on Reddit a catchy stonk ditty,

			The funds that hedge,

			Swim right off the ledge,

			Welcoming the jungle into Paradise City.

			But your insider’s hands are clasped,

			Like Tantalus, peak price eludes thy grasp.

			Enter the pet food purveyor,

			The crocodile naysayer,

			An activist and a venomous asp.

			NFTs, crypto, and a new regime,

			Overtake strategy, stores, and their teams,

			Croc’s teeth like a sword,

			He devours Hook and the board,

			And pilots the ship into an investment meme.

			Nay, you’ve never sailed from Nantocket,

			But the facts beget the “fock-its.”

			A Pan of sole season,

			You resign for “good reason,”

			Shaming thy soul while yet padding thy pockets.

			On February 3, 2021, the stock of the dead to rights, digitally disrupted video game retailer PwnShop peaked at a closing price some 1500 percent higher than a mere two weeks prior. To put that in perspective, Michael Burry’s hedge fund Scion Capital returned a comparatively paltry 489 percent to its investors after shorting the housing market in 2008. If you invested $1000 in the S&P 500 at the end of April 2020, your investment would have appreciated a commendable 27 percent to $1270 by early February 2021. Loser.

			But if those limp limericks happened to you, then and only then would you see your net worth balloon by tens of millions of dollars and over 1000 percent. Easy as pie.

			The story you’re about to read is as true as a fable. The names and identifying details have been changed to protect the idiots—chief among them the author.
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			Track 1: Slow Dancing in a Burning Room

			“I think of myself as an intelligent, sensitive human being with the soul of a clown which always forces me to blow it at the most important moments.”

			—Jim Morrison

			Trophy Club, Texas

			February 21, 2019

			713 days to peak of the short squeeze (POSS)

			Closing Share Price (CSP): $11.96

			 

			Call me Ishtar.

			I deserve it. If ever there were a career that harpooned into the blubber of boomer memes and unfulfilled potential, it’s mine. Destined for greatness? Fat chance. I’m all over the place. Songwriter. Strategist. Architect. Executive. Even recovering introvert, portraitist and professor. Ill-fitting clothes, all of them. I don’t know what to call myself anymore.

			Today, however, I hope to be called Superman. Not the DC Comics character, but Nietzsche’s Übermensch who can rise above the thick deadlock at PwnShop and bring deliverance.

			“Nice tweed,” Lance says with his usual sarcasm. “Why no suit today?”

			I bow my head to survey the sportcoat. A fake distressed button—as fraudulent as I—joins the wool lapels, hiding a sunken sternum and a $175 Grateful Dead needlepoint belt. Why does such a poke bother me? I rouse, gather my defenses, dart my gaze into the brown irises beneath his creaseless eyelids, and parry.

			“Thought I’d mix it up. Be the professor that takes you dipshits to school.”

			“Ha! After yesterday’s dumpster fire, we need it.” Then, with a rare vulnerable kindness, Lance continues. “You’re the guy that can land the punch. Sorry we ran out of time and you weren’t able to present yesterday. Sit here in the holding tank. We have exec session for about forty-five minutes, then I’ll come get you. They’re excited for your bit.”

			Great. A moment to gather my thoughts. As if stewing on it all night weren’t enough.

			I’m in a sterile, low ceilinged anteroom at a round eight top strewn with crumbs from this morning’s breakfast. The distinguished directors of the PwnShop, Inc. board are next door in some tritely named chamber apropos of indifference. We’re in Southlake or Westlake or Eastlake or any safe, corporate tax-advantaged suburb in any Wyndhilliotton Hotel.

			Lance Park is a former Microsoft Xbox executive who joined the board five years ago. After the Harvey Handler mess,1 Lance stepped in as interim CEO. His arrival was a rare glimmer of hope. But between patchy communication with the board surrounding recent holiday sales and the exorbitant pay package he demanded to offset the emotional distress of uprooting his family from Seattle, Lance has fallen out of favor. Now PwnShop is looking for a new CEO and Lance has convinced me to toss my hat in the ring.

			Having never run a public company, I know I won’t get it. Unless you’re a founder, players’ coaches never get the top spot. Resigned to this fact, I still want the intimate audience with the selection committee to describe the ideal candidate and beg them to consider investing in a growth strategy rather than continue their retreat into unimaginative cost cutting. I have the support of our 40,000 associates. This fact emboldens me to pursue the role. They need their voices to be heard.

			[image: ]

			At our annual manager’s conference the previous October, I delivered a speech outlining the path forward to the audience of over five thousand hardcore gamers who moonlighted as managers—clerks reigning supreme over their twelve-hundred-square-foot strip mall domains and spreading the gospel of games to their “guests.” Fed up with years of either being the cash cow to fuel a wholesale diversification strategy or the mule driver that’s supposed to crack the buggy whip to push more used physical video games in a land of frictionless digital distribution, these managers were peckish, restless, and starving for a strategy. More than that, after years of empty promises, they were jaded and distrustful.

			Interestingly, when I attended my first E32 in 2015, the year the conference reopened to the public, a sea of gamers gathered on the terrazzo entrance of the LA Convention Center. Those fans demonstrated something that isn’t immediately recognizable to the non-gaming public who think most gamers are outcasts and:

			•Introverts

			•Predominately male

			•Do-nothing

			•Salad-dodging donut dunkers

			•Garnished with scrimpy chin pelts

			•Dwelling in dank dungeon basements lit only by their forty-nine-inch curved, high-res, higher refresh rate Odyssey G9 gaming monitors

			•Marching to some inane Casio-toned synth beat

			•Getting off on gratuitous first-person shooter violence

			What I saw, however, when the throng of five thousand voucher-holders and two-thousand interlopers surged into E3’s hallowed halls for the first time in eight years, was something altogether different:

			•Extroverts

			•40 percent female

			•Vibrant, full of purpose

			•Meat-dodging Kombucha drinkists

			•Adorned with cosplay creations and artful tattoos

			•Naturally lit by the eternally sunny California sky

			•Marching to the beat of the moment

			•Getting off on the electricity of their fellow illuminati

			This was a community. A communion. Participants in the sacrament of idealized virtual worlds. Their vibrance changed my closed mind, inspiring me to craft the SAT analogy that was my presentation’s attention grabber.

			I continued with my speech under the slide build:

			If E3 : The Vatican :: __________________?? : The Local Church

			“Come on,” I exhorted the store leaders, “If E3’s the Vatican, what’s the local church?”

			It was 11 AM. The synapses don’t fire for most PwnShop managers that early, especially those who just got through night three of the conference. The average manager made about $40,000 a year. They managed, on average, a $1.5 million business. Low income + super busy = “I don’t get out much.” So, when the conference came every year, it was a benediction for the rookie managers and an annual pagan rite for the veterans. Woe be unto you Las Vegas, Anaheim, Nashville or Indianapolis. We are PwnShop and we will sow our wild oats deeply into the soil of your city.

			“I know, the sun’s not yet fully warm and your collective heads hang over. But this is obvious.” After a few beats, a few teetered out, “PwnShop?” More caught on. “PwnShop!” In a spontaneous crescendo, borne by years of frustration with management in divesting away from the importance of local venues, and buoyed by a cumbersome metaphor from a lanky stooped talking suit, a chant erupted. “Pw-own-Shop! Pw-own-Shop! Pw-own-Shop!”

			Two slides in and this thing was taking on a life of its own. As someone who’d worked decades to hone his craft and overcome the paralyzing fear of public speaking, for the first time in my life I wasn’t “making a presentation.” I was orating. It was a state of flow, the “swing” in rowing terms, synchronicity between speaker, slides and audience. My plan—to create local churches where gamers can play any game on any console, gather at tables for card and board games, and have game advisor celebrants break bread and kvetch with the gaming flock—resonated.

			As I stepped off the stage, the cavernous ballroom exploded. All 5000 stood, whooped, clapped and stomped wildly, many on top of their tipsy folding chairs. A joyfully lobbed Pip Boy mask from the game Fallout 763 landed in a jaunty tilt on the step in front of me, its face frozen in the smile of the moment.

			A week later, Julie, our events manager, sent the executive team the ratings and feedback on our various presentations. The 5-point scale usually renders scores hovering around 3.5. My local church presentation, upon which I placed the handle “Starphoraflix,”4 rated by over 3500 of the 5000 managers, garnered a 4.9! One tenth of one point from unanimous perfection. Julie confided in me that in her eighteen years with the company, the highest aggregate score she’d ever seen was a 4.1, and that was for a speech delivered by the beloved Claude Prendas in 2011. “This group is a critical bunch,” she allowed. “I’ve never seen a landslide like this.”

			The anonymous, open-ended comments were even more edifying. “Finally someone gets it.” “Why the fuck isn’t he CEO?” “Where has this been in the last decade?”

			Given the enthusiastic response, Lance wasted no time approving the project that would transform PwnShop into “the cultural hub of gaming in every neighborhood.” We were off to the races.
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			I was excited to present the plan to the board. After four months of work, the fruit of our collective labor, this mere PowerPoint, percolated with transformative power.

			Originally, the agenda had me presenting the plan yesterday, but, in an audible, the board decided they wanted management to run through capital expense requests first and the Fiscal 2019 Budget second, before we lit the torches for the journey forward.

			Casey Fosbury, head of real estate and construction, went first with our request for $30 million to replace the ramshackle shelving and paper signs with modern planogrammed fixtures and digital signage systems. It would pull our tawdry, cluttered stores—just a frog’s hair nicer than any given XXX adult book store on Route 69—out of oblivion and into some semblance of organized retail merchandising. Unfortunately, Casey shit the bed. What should have been a taught presentation turned into a thread pulling exercise lasting almost two hours. Next was a $90 million IT request that didn’t have a chance. Request registered. Request denied post-meeting. Then, Jack Floyd, our CFO of the past ten years, after being told that the board had read the budget plan and was ready to move on, presented the remainder of the capital requests, which lasted all of fifteen minutes with few questions.

			I was set to go on next, but it was now 6:15 PM. Dinner reservations were at 6:30 PM at a soulless steakhouse. We adjourned. “Let’s start fresh tomorrow.”

			Fresh my foot. First, I have to get through another night marinating in the grave gravy of the potential for a failed presentation. A dome of certified insomnomasochism goo, my addled and busy brain, upon being awakened by an aging bladder, can brew a pot of self-sabotage for even the most mundane meeting, much less the sermon on the mount.

			This morning, on no sleep, seated in the anteroom, I’m chatting with Lance about last night’s abysmal start to the two-day meeting, saying, “Yeah. That was a mess. We’ll right the ship this morning.”

			We part, and I grab a coffee and a Nature Valley granola bar. I sit. And wait. And cogitate.

			Forty-five minutes turns into two-and-a-half hours. It’s now 10:30 AM. I was supposed to go on at 8 AM. My presentation is an hour-and-a-half. The board meeting is scheduled to go until 11:30 AM, and then they’re supposed to go into one last executive session before adjourning at noon. Everybody’s roller suitcase is in the room, perched with briefcase or backpack, ready to race to nearby DFW airport. So why the executive session at 8 AM? Was it because I was two minutes late? What the hell are they doing in there?

			I flip through the deck for the tenth time, Steve Earle’s “Feel Alright,” which I had on repeat for my forty-five minute commute to Tarrant County, still stuck in my head.

			And I’ll bring you precious contraband

			And ancient tales of distant lands

			Of conquerors and concubines

			And conjurers from darker times

			Betrayal and conspiracy

			Sacrilege and heresy

			And I feel all right, I feel all right tonight.

			At 10:55 AM or so, board members start spilling out and heading to the bathroom. Lance grabs me and asks me to come with him down the hallway. I turn to my right before I head to the left. There, I see Tom Testa, septuagenarian board chair and CEO of PwnShop in its heyday before the nuisances of digital distribution, disintermediation, and MMOs.5 Tom grabs Jack, who was previously chatting up the universally beloved Jan and Helen, the admins who actually run the whole company. Tom takes Jack by the arm in a manner similar to Lance’s grip on mine, and hauls him to the opposite end of the lengthy passage.

			I speed walk, trying to keep up with Lance. Looking back over my shoulder, the aperture of the hallway has tightened, and it looks like the hotel corridor in The Shining. “Redrum. Redrum!” Jack and Tom are tiny shadows racing to the end of the tunnel. The laws of perspective reduce the window at the other end to a pinhole.

			Are we getting fired?

			Lance sucks in a big breath of sterile hotel air before sighing. “This is bullshit but it is what it is. The board has decided to hire an outside candidate. His name is…” I immediately forget “…and he’s presently the CEO of…” Never heard of and can’t retain its name either “…Wireless, the largest network of authorized retailers for Verizon. This is all very confidential. Since he’s a sitting CEO, it will take some time for him to announce and exit. He probably can’t start with us until April.”

			So the board, in all its wisdom, just hired a phone executive to run a gaming company? Didn’t we just decide to sell Helix Wireless, the rollup of AT&T resellers, for $700 million, when it cost us over $1 billion in aggregate to acquire? Our own daft, unimaginative foray into the world of licensed stores where we don’t own the brand, don’t own the customer, and are subject to whatever commission rate AT&T levies?

			I begin in shake voice, “So I guess this means I didn’t have a chance?”

			“C’mon. You know you didn’t,” he consoles.

			“And this is how I’m told?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do I get any feedback on my candidacy?”

			“I seriously doubt anyone will offer that up.”

			Why the hell did I come back to work at this sinking circus? I had hoped we were going to reinvent it. Here we go again. Another role where you’re always the bridesmaid and never the bride. And now, some new guy will come in, fire the whole team, and what will I have to show for myself? A PowerPoint detailing “The Cultural Hub of Gaming?” You didn’t accomplish shit, you fucking washout.

			“You okay?” Lance asks. “You need to make sure you have it together before you go in there. We need your advice on the way forward, particularly in how to communicate to the team as we head into this interim period.”

			“I’m great. Yes sir. Will be a team player, sir.” Disdain drips from my acid tongue.

			I’ve choked down bitter Kool-Aid in my past—have even swallowed—but for the first time, this batch really is laced with cyanide.

			I walk down The Shining hall toward the meeting room. Some board members are chatting up Helen and Jan. I perceive them peering at me furtively to gauge how I’ve taken the news. I enter the room and take a seat between Lance and Jack. Jack apparently received his news about thirty seconds before me. We give each other knowing smirks as the board members reenter. Some of the rest of the management team that usually attends these meetings also enters—among them, the EVP of international, our in-house counsel, the chief accounting officer, and Lance’s buddy from business school that he’s brought in to consult on strategy and operations. An unidentified hand pats me on my right shoulder as three bodies shuffle behind me en route to their seats.

			Tom, the chair, launches in. “Okay, everyone settled? Good. For those of you that have just entered the room, I would like you to know that the board has made a decision.” The board actually made a decision? Well that’s a first. “We’ve decided to hire an outside candidate, Gerald Meade…” I write his name down so I don’t forget. “…as our new CEO. Gerald is presently CEO of Victory Wireless. We’re guessing it will be mid-March before we can announce and early to mid-April before he’ll be able to start. We ask that you each keep this in the strictest confidence until our public announcement has taken place.”

			Tom eyeballs us for a reaction, looking for any kind of a tell. Stoic, deer in headlight silence. As if remembering he’s forgotten to mention all the talking points the board has armed him with, he continues.

			“I think you will really enjoy getting to know Gerald. He’s a great guy. And he has great experience for what we need to do. A strong operator, he worked with Claude when he was at Home Stop and ran their services business. You know, carpet and tile installations, rentals, and so on. Then, he went on to run the Nerd Squad for Better Buy. And, as I stated earlier, he’s an existing CEO, something that was very important to the board.” No public thanks to me and Jack for having gone through the emotional gauntlet and time commitment to interview for the role. Instead, he adds, “As we move into this next phase for PwnShop, and because we have a few months before Gerald gets here, the board has decided not to approve the fiscal budget and the capex requests so that Gerald, uh, rightly, has a chance, uhm, to allocate capital according to his vision. Is there anything else the board needs to consider as we start to think about a communication plan?”

			Again, resigned quiet. Really? Nobody’s going to say anything? They’re going to let Mikey Ishtar do it? He’ll do anything. Here we go. Get your popcorn ready.

			“Uh, Tom?” I begin. “There is something. You are aware, I think, that every district and regional leader in our company is arriving on Sunday for our annual district leaders conference in Fort Worth. Today is Friday. Presentations, uhm, start first thing Monday. What, uh, do you want us to, y’know, say to that team?”

			Eye darts of blame shoot about the room, each board member shifting in their seats. It’s clear nobody was aware. I guess Lance forgot to mention this in their three-hour executive session. Probably wasn’t enough time to squeeze that tidbit in.

			The lead independent director, Gary Varga, weighs in with a half-statement, half-question. “Why don’t you just tell them the search is completed? We have a candidate, and until he/she works through his/her internal announcement and the appropriate public disclosures, we can’t disclose who it is. Doesn’t that make sense?”

			“Makes total sense,” I stroke, knowing damn well their heaven-sent decision—hiring a CEO—means they can kick the can down the road on all of the tough decisions until the new guy is onboarded. In for a penny in for a pound, I continue, “I have one other question. Jack was planning on presenting the decisions from this meeting as it relates to the fiscal 2019 budget. The sales budget, after all, is how we waterfall the sales targets and bonus criteria for every region, district and store. I was hoping, perhaps foolishly, that we’ll have clarity on the store improvements and whether or not we’ll be able to make a dent in the technical debt. The stores would love to hear about those potential improvements. Additionally, I was planning on presenting the innovation plan—overhauling all the stores in Oklahoma City—to that audience. Do we have any decisions on those fronts that we can relate?”

			A different director, and in an ironic twist also an ex-phone executive named Bob Blovey, bristles, “Nick, I think it shows complete disrespect of this board for management to assume that they can build presentations to present things that haven’t yet been approved.”

			Lance immediately counters, “C’mon Bob. That’s unfair. What are they supposed to do?”

			At least there’s one human in the room. Well, Bob, you ‘ignorant slut’, I presume you’d have us not build our decks until the Saturday before the conference? If we waited on the board for every decision, we’d never present jack shit to the store leaders. Somebody’s got to do something. I should probably step outside and count to ten before I do something I’m going to regret. Fuck!

			“Build a presentation of materials that doesn’t require board approval!” Bob tongue-lashes.

			My wits and nerves fraying, I dig a deeper hole, knowing the answer before I even ask. “So I presume this means I can’t present Oklahoma City on Monday?”

			Gary, the lead director who apparently has some semblance of a heart, and is clearly a peacemaker, says, “Nick, in fairness to Gerald, we don’t think it’s appropriate to green light that project until his perspective can be incorporated. You understand that, don’t you?”

			Where’s the fairness to this sumbitch and the other sumbitches who envisioned this, and put our blood, sweat and tears and burned all our internal political capital to make it an executable plan?

			“Yes sir. I understand. But what I don’t understand is we haven’t even had a chance to present our plan. It’s only $3 million, one-tenth of the fixture request. Five basis points of our annual sales. One-half of one-tenth of one percent. Even if it fails, there’s little risk.”

			I’d already memorized that salient point for the formal presentation to hammer home the mere rounding error that the expense represented.

			“Nick, just because you didn’t present the deck, doesn’t mean we didn’t read it. We’re all excited about the potential. But, we can’t say it’s approved until Gerald weighs in. He’s a great guy. I’m sure he’ll love it.”

			“Sir, with all due respect,” I say as I pause, weighing whether I should proceed past the point of rescue, “saying you read the presentation without seeing the presentation would be like, uh, let’s see, oh I know, like handing The Lion King screenplay to my eight-year-old—y’know, all words and no pictures—for him to read on his own and, uh, I guess, this board presumes that’s the same experience as going to the theater with our figurative eight-year-old to watch it and discuss what we liked and didn’t like over ice cream on the way home.”

			Oh god. That was a convoluted run-on sentence. Did I really just blurt that out? In the boardroom? What the fuck am I doing? Is it lack of sleep?

			Unable to contain myself, I take a deep breath, rotate my shoulders to the posture God intended but I’ve never been able to maintain, and elocute, in as calm a manner as I can muster, with just a hint of shake in my voice, “I would like the minutes to reflect,” my eyes darting to the general counsel and board secretary, “that management has spent months, engaged numerous internal and external resources and a fair amount of capital to come forth with the way forward for this troubled company. Further, I would like the record to state, uhm, that management believes the board didn’t give us the time…” I turn my head clockwise around the room to meet the eyes of every director “…or the courtesy…” I reverse course and do the same stare down in a counterclockwise fashion, “…to hear management out.”

			Lance puts his forehead to his palm and sighs, then looks at me like an ashamed father out of the corner of his eyes.

			Oh my. Did I really just say all that? What a dumbass I am.

			Like Ishtar, the 1987 film Warren Beatty produced and co-starred in opposite Dustin Hoffman, I had promise. The production had blown budgets. I just blew it. I was a smartass antagonist, tossing unprofessional barbed flies into the professional ointment. Like the movie, an epic symbol of stank, my tarnish can be described as delusions of grandeur scraped with a lack of grit and rubbed with attention deficit disorder. Hypocritical critics, like their widely polarized opinions on licorice, The Grateful Dead, Fallout 76 and Ishtar, can’t decide if my shit was brilliant or brainless.

			I’m a box of Wheaties adorned with the athlete of the moment—sort of handsome and sort of a flake. When you pitch the script, set it up as follows: Make him a ham-fisted songwriter. Place him in the Moroccan desert with a raconteur’s dilettante ideals. Have him stumble into a Cold War Mexican standoff amongst the CIA, left wing guerrillas and the government of the fictional emirate, Ishtar. Better yet, place him and his half-assed songs in the Bored Room of PwnShop amongst ex-military officers, demented directors, and shameless shareholder activists. Has some potential, but instead turns out to be a notorious, cataclysmic, white whale of a comedic failure at the box office. Fuck. You can call me Nick Haller. But you’d be a lot better off calling me Ishtar.

			

			
				
					1 Harvey Handler was elevated to CEO upon the death of Claude Prendas, a talented executive who held the top spot for nine years. Within weeks, Harvey resigned for “personal reasons.”

					2 Electronic Entertainment Expo was an annual gaming conference in Los Angeles at which manufacturers, developers, and publishers introduced new consoles, games, and paraphernalia to retailers and press.

					3 Fallout 76, a role-playing video game, was Bethesda Studios’ first foray into a multiplayer format, a departure from the great success they’d seen with the immersive open worlds they’d created in previous versions of the franchise. Released in November 2018, it was a commercial failure fraught with bugs and controversy. Upon the release of its expansion pack, it began to enjoy some critical accolades posthumous to its release.

					4 A clumsy portmanteau of Starbucks, Sephora, and Netflix, combining the hangout vibe of Starbucks with the intuitive customer service of Sephora wrapped in a slick, mobile-first content subscription revenue model like Netflix.

					5 Massively multiplayer online. Immersive worlds with virtual economies and hordes of simultaneous players. Since gamers are on a server, human against human, every session is a unique experience. Since a player can’t “win” the game, they’re never finished. This is incredibly “sticky” in marketing speak. And, for PwnShop, their infrequent releases mean fewer chances to drive traffic.

				
			

		

	
		
			Track 2: It Ain’t Easy Being Me

			“Meet the new boss. Just the same as the old boss.”

			—Pete Townsend
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			My ego, a leaky boat, hung up in the sand. I’d made my bed with the boardroom blowup. On the way to my car, my adrenaline mostly ebbed, I embrace my ego’s undress and await the turn of the tide.

			I get in the car, and begin the ten-minute drive back to the office. When I connect my phone to CarPlay, Steve Earle’s “Feel Alright” returns, but I don’t feel all right. I feel like spewing vinegar into the ether. What to play? Jerry Jeff’s “Pissin’ In The Wind?” Nah, I’m old now. I’ll just be drippin’ in the wind. I’m petulant. Maybe I’ll play the scornpocalypse that is Iggy and the Stooges’ “Search And Destroy.” Grow the fuck up. “Loser?” I’m a pitiful excuse of a chimpanzee with butane in my veins. But, Beck’s a foppish Fauntleroy. I stop in the middle of the lot and opt instead for Chris Knight’s “It Ain’t Easy Being Me.” Knight’s tale of bridge burning and self-sabotage soothes the pus-filled boil that is my mood.

			There ought to a bridge somewhere they could dedicate to me

			I’d probably come to the ceremony with a can of gasoline

			Walk on over to the other side where I’d light a match

			Sit and stare through the smoke and flames and wonder how I’m gonna get back

			Why do I do the things I do?…

			…It ain’t easy being me
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			Jack’s office is on the way to mine. I see him sitting at the table with key members of the finance team.

			“Well that was a disastrophe,” I interrupt. “Ladies and gents, can you excuse us?”

			His folks gather their notebooks and laptops. One says, “Door closed, I presume?”

			“Completely, literally and figuratively,” I eye roll.

			Once the door clicks, I sit down at the conference table so I can face him.

			“What the fuck are we going to do?”

			“I have no idea,” he says, slumping in his overly expensive desk chair. “There’s no winning with that board. But I will say, in my twelve years here, your antics were as brazen as I’ve seen.”

			I retort, piling on, “Wheels off, more like, and no filter. It’s a fine line between courage and self-destruction. It was nice knowing you.”

			“Yeah, well, me too,” Jack agrees. “New guy will come in and blow us all out anyways.”

			“So, what are we going to do about the meetings on Monday?”

			“I was just posing that very question before you walked in. I guess we need to work over the weekend to pull out everything that was awaiting approval. As far as the budget is concerned, we decided we’d cascade the first quarter numbers from the budget so the store teams can build their region, district and store sales targets and labor plans for Q1, and once the new guy comes in, we rewrite the rest.”

			“That makes sense for you,” I allow. “What am I going to present, the fucking marketing calendar? ‘Look, team, here are all the games we thought were going to release in Q1, and, as you can see in this next slide, they’re all pushed indefinitely. Not to worry. We don’t have a strategic problem. You guys just aren’t selling enough ice to Eskimos, I mean, uh, Inuit tribe members. So, guess what? We’re going to run a buy two, get one used games and collectibles sale. People will come in droves to pick up a three-year old copy of Madden 16 with the fine patina of its previous owner’s scratches. Sound good? Are. You. Ready? We. Will. Win!’” I vent.

			Jack chuckles. “Bitter I see. Pissed you didn’t get the job?”

			“My Peter Pan ass as CEO? Never had a chance. I just couldn’t believe how we were told.”

			“What’d you expect? A dinner at Nobu? Tom told me I was being considered two months ago, and I never heard from a soul. Did you ever get interviewed?”

			“Wow!” My anger subsides somewhat, realizing his relative injustice is worse than mine. “Yeah, I traveled to DC, Atlanta, and the Admiral’s Club at DFW to meet with the search committee.”

			“Really?” His eyes lower, a bit of shame apparent. “I never even got a call, just a side conversation with the committee chair at the end of a call on another matter. When I asked Tom why I didn’t need to do anything formal, he said my body of work spoke for itself.”

			“Aw, c’mon man. You’ve served this company faithfully. They appreciate that.”

			“Doubtful. Ever since Claude’s death and the game of thrones that ensued, I think they were pissed off that I didn’t expose the financial weakness of the diversification plan. Even though they ended up firing those clowns, I think I’m still in the penalty box for not being a whistle-blower. As if whistle-blowing is ever a good career strategy.”

			“No doubt.”

			“So, what did they ask you?”

			“Mainly about my plan for the way forward.”

			“The local church of gaming presentation?”

			“Basically. But we also got deep into investor relations—the principal area of my candidacy that was, frankly, their biggest fear with my unfiltered ass. Seeing that you have much more experience with IR than I, you’ll probably think what I told them was crazy too.”

			“What’d you tell them?”

			“That we should tell the Street we’re going to tank it and spank it.”

			“You’re a piece of work. And what does tank it and spank it mean, Beavis?”

			“Heh. Heh. Spank it. Heh. Heh.” I can’t help but let my Gen-X nostalgia rear its ugly head at least once a conversation. At least I’m mimicking Beavis and not Butt-Head. “We’re like Apollo 13. PwnShop is breathing its death rattle and we have one last chance for reentry. We have to fashion random parts into a repaired craft that can make it through the atmosphere one last time. If I were in charge, I’d go visit with our ‘long’ investors and show them that we have to transform or die. We have to invest and embrace a lot more risk. In the face of Amazon, around 2013, Walmart, Target and Best Buy all announced transformations. Their stock prices plummeted, but they’re all much stronger for having done so. It takes leadership. Tank it and spank it.”

			“What about cost cutting? That’s clearly what the board wants, and we have a bunch of new investors chirping about how bloated our administrative expenses are.”

			“No doubt about it. The only way off the beach is through the guns. We have to cut costs. But blanket, across-the-board cost cutting without a notion of the way forward is idiocy. It’s just hunkering down in the boat and either drowning or eventually being shot when the bullets pierce the hull. We have to attempt to take a new beach.”

			“Did you use that many bad analogies in the meeting?” Jack winks. “And how did they react?”

			“I might have gotten an ‘interesting’ out of one of them. Wait, I take that back. One told me that I had to present my plan to the board.”
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			That’s why the subliminal came to the surface, the real reason I’m so pissed. David Schechter, board member and president of an NHL franchise, told me I had to present my plan to the board, which included getting rid of Jack just because it was time, as well as moving on from the rest of the old guard. When I asked him, “How can I present that part of the plan with half of those guys sitting in the room?” he simply said, “If you want to be CEO, you’ll figure it out.”
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			“That’s right. He told me the board needed to hear me out. Those motherfuckers. I guess that’s why I lost my shit and dug my ‘let the minutes reflect’ hole.”

			“Well, it did make for good theater,” Jack chuckles.

			“So do you think I’ll get fired for that?”

			“Be real. We’re both going to get fired. You’re smart enough to know that. By not promoting someone from within, the board is signaling they want a fresh start. It’s obvious. I guarantee you that’s the charter for the new guy. Clean house.”

			“Yep. You’re right. Incidentally, I was thinking about this in the car, why, when we just sold off the phone business, do you think they hired this guy Gerald Meade?”

			“It is ironic,” Jack nods.

			“I just can’t wait to read the headline in the Journal—‘PwnShop Jettisons Phone Business; Hires Phone Executive.’ Do you think they hired him because of his phone experience?”

			“I doubt it. Even though it is a weird coincidence. You heard Tom say this guy worked with Claude at Home Stop?”

			“I blew that off. My blood might have still been boiling at that point.”

			“Tom is just grasping in the dark for another Claude. That’s my guess.”

			“You’re probably right.” I sit up. “I know what I’m doing on Monday. Fuck ‘em running. I’m going to present exactly as planned to the regional store leaders.”

			“Nick, if what you did in the boardroom was a cry for help, that’s suicide. Talk about self-sabotage.”

			“More like seppuku, but so what. You correctly said we’re both gonna get fired anyway. I’m not going to stand up there with my scuffed up disc in my hand. I’m going to at least let them know I’m attempting to do my job.”

			“You go, Beavis.”

			“Seriously. You should do the same. Present the budget. Present the capital asks. We can truthfully say, ‘The board is hiring a new CEO. In fairness to him, they’ve postponed decision-making on all of our proposals so that he, rightly and fairly, has a chance to weigh in on them. You folks, as the leaders of our store organization, have the right to know what we’re proposing. We don’t know what will get approved, but we’d love your thoughts.’ That’ll work, dammit. What’s the downside? Otherwise, it’s going to be the most boring and meatless conference in history.”

			Jack leans forward. “You know what? You’re right. Let’s do it. Saves my team a shit ton of work this weekend.”

			And that’s what we did. I laid out the plan for the cultural hub of gaming in every neighborhood. I showed the various formats of stores we were envisioning, the math on why Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, as odd as it might sound, was the perfect microcosm for all 3000-plus PwnShops in terms of store sizes, mall vs. strip mall mix, and customer composition. I showed them the technology we’d been working on to distribute video game play on any platform to any gaming station in the store. I showed them the couch with all four platforms in the media center that would be in the front of every store. I showed them the community table at which customers could host birthday parties or participate in pickup games of Dungeons & Dragons, Catan or Magic: The Gathering. And I showed them the touch screen technology we had dubbed “the endless aisle” and the drawer fixtures that would enable us to reduce the number of item facings in the store by 50 percent, making room for the entertainment experience that could become the future of our dilapidated boutiques. “And all of this could be yours,” I told them, “assuming our new CEO approves this plan.”

			Another standing ovation. Another 4.9 rating on a 5-point scale. How can the new guy deny me?
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			“Nick. I’ve arranged fahr you to use de executive cahnference room fair yooehr call with Gerald. It ‘as de best video cahnferencin’ equipment,” lilts Shay, swallowing the “h” on “has.” She’s the matronly executive assistant for the vice president and general manager of PwnShop Northern Europe, and her almost too true to type working class Dublin brogue is just a hair shy of landing her a voice-over gig as a Lucky Charms spokeswoman.

			I’m in Dublin with the international corporate marketing leaders for the annual PwnShop marketing summit to share best practices across the territories. After Gerald’s public announcement, it occurred to me that his first week at the office was the week I was scheduled to be here. I considered canceling so I could meet Gerald in person, but thought better of it as I’m probably getting fired anyway. And if I decide I want to work with this guy, won’t I make a better impression by signaling that my daily job is more important than his heralded arrival?

			“Thank you, Shay. How are you today?”

			“Oh grand.”

			“Grand indeed. You’re the absolute best.”

			“Ah, Nick, it’s a wee trifle. Helen’ll be dialin’ in at tree o’clahck. You set yoehr arse down ‘ere.” (We’re on a first arse basis.) “When you see de green light blenkin, press dis boehtton dat looks like a micrahphone, and den Bob’s yooehr uncle.”

			“Again, the best!”

			She begins to leave, then pauses. “I’m prahbably oohed o’ line, but you never sugar coat it eider. Dahn’t foehck it oehp, Nick, ya eejit!” she smirks. “Ahr, maybe do. You know we all ‘ave bets on who’s goin’ to get fired and who isn’t. ‘Eard abooeht yooehr board room blow oehp. In my mind, you’re at de tap o’ de lest.”

			“That’s already made it across the pond? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Thanks for the vote of confidence. Who the hell told you about that?”

			“I’ll never tell. Anyway, I’m joehst takin’ de piss. I dink you’re de only one who soehrvives. You’re de ahnly Yank wid any bollix. De rest o’ dem dryshites deserve de axe. At least dat’s me ‘oehmble ahpinion.”

			“Why are you taking the piss?”

			“Ahh you Yanks. I dink you wooehld say, ‘I’m keddin.’ We say, ‘I’m takin de piss.’”

			“Learn something new every day. Sorry to be such a, what was it, dryshite? And I’m not kidding. Nor taking the piss for that matter,” I say with eyebrows raised.

			What I didn’t tell her was that I went on a call by call apology tour to the board about my shit(e) fit. Interestingly, with ample opportunity to dress me down, I mostly got the opposite. In fact, Gary Varga, who told me that just because I didn’t make the presentation didn’t mean they hadn’t read it, showed as much contrition toward me as I did toward him. He said it was nice to see someone in the building had a passion for the business, that we’ve all been there, and that he wanted to spend the bulk of the call hearing more about OKC. It took everything in my being not to say, “If you’d just heard me out back in February, I wouldn’t have to tell you about it now.”

			I gather my things into a neat stack while I attempt to gather my thoughts. The green light blinks and I press the boehtton that looks like a micrahphone. Bob is indeed my uncle. There on the massive 85-inch Samsung screen is the beloved Helen. If Shay is matronly, Helen is the matriarch who has seen and heard it all. Twenty years at PwnShop. Not a mean bone in her sixty-two-year-old body. In both my tours of duty, I’ve been lucky enough to share her as my executive assistant. On the screen, her selfless face is five times its natural size, which is good. Normally, a pretty low maintenance DIY executive, today I need five times the TLC I normally require.

			“Nick! How are you? How’s Dublin?”

			“It’s great. Or grand, I should say. Always fun to see the team here.”

			“Please tell Shay I said hello. I’d love to meet her in person someday.”

			“That’d be something. If the walls could talk, it might knock an executive or two down to size. If you and Shay talked, it could bring the company to its knees.”

			“Oh, please,” Helen says humbly. “I’m lucky if I can remember to turn off my computer at the end of the day. Anyway, I’ll get Gerald.”

			“Before you go,” I lean in and whisper a bit. “What’s he like?”

			“Oh, Nick. Don’t ask me that. Particularly over the video conference system. He’s nice enough. Doesn’t talk very much.”

			“Yeah, you’re right. Go get him. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

			She leans into the camera, her face growing another two exponents, and whispers, “Good luck! We’re pulling for you.”

			A pregnant moment gestates. Finally, I hear shuffling. At the left edge of the screen, I can make out the hinged edge of the doorway to the main conference room back in Texas. In strides a man somewhere in his late fifties to early sixties, of average build, spectacled with frameless lenses. His hair, thinning on top, has eroded its former dirty blond into a mostly grey cul de sac, with a few wisps combed neatly to the left. He looks nothing like his LinkedIn picture, and more like Ian McDiarmid, who portrayed Emperor Palpatine in the Star Wars franchise.

			“Nick. Gerald Meade. Nice to meet you,” he intones matter-of-factly. He raises the right corner of his mouth in a faux smile and then looks down to his notebook.

			“Nice to meet you too, sir.”

			“How are things in Ireland? I’m going to have to make it out that way at some point.”

			“I imagine you have plenty of drinking to do from the headquarters firehose for the next few weeks.”

			He chuckles politely. “Indeed I do.”

			“Well, listen,” I continue. “I’m sorry I’m not there to meet you in person on your first week. Bad form on my part, I’m sure. We’re having our annual international marketing meetings, and since it’s my department, I felt like I needed to be here. I hope you understand.”

			“Of course. The business can’t stop just because I’m arriving,” his voice still lacking emotion of any form.

			Is he bullshitting me? Is this some passive-aggressive jab because I didn’t stick around to kiss his ass? Ah, shut up Nick. Don’t overthink it. He’s just probably not wired like you.

			“Regardless, I’m sorry.”

			“You shouldn’t be.” He moves his eyes back up to the camera, a penetrating two-dimensional brief stare, magnified. “Listen, I’ve heard a lot about you. I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Tell me what I need to know.”

			“I’m sure my reputation precedes me. I used to think I needed to work on my filter. After I turned fifty, I quit trying. Y’know, old dog, new tricks. Can’t learn ‘em. Or maybe old body, adolescent brain. Either way.” I look for a sign of life on the screen. His eyes look up for a half second, and then set again to the notebook. “I guess the best thing for me to do is give you a brief history of PwnShop from my perspective, along with my own journey within the company. Does that sound okay?”

			“It’s your hour. Whatever you think is best.”

			Another mindfuck? My hour? It ain’t my hour. What do you want to know? You want me to dig my own grave? Gladly.

			“Uhm, first of all, I guess I should say congratulations are in order. But, I’m sure by now you realize this ain’t gonna be a walk in the park.”

			“Indeed. Agreed,” he says with just a hair more animation.

			“I’m sure you’re aware I was a candidate, albeit a token let’s-just-check-off-the-new-slash-old-flaky-marketing-guy-so-we-as-a-board-have-done-our-obligatory-promote-from-within-diligence candidate.”

			“Yes. Thank you for your participation in the process.”

			Not going to comment on the cynicism, eh?

			“It was interesting to say the least.” I clear my throat and take a sip of water. “So, I guess I’ll just give you my summation and, uh, definition of the problem state we find ourselves in and what my plan is for potentially solving that problem. Sound good?”

			“Again, your hour.”

			Thanks for the warm fuzzies.

			“Before I start, how well-versed are you in the video game industry?”

			“Well, I did a stint running the services business at Best Buy, so tangential experience from being an executive there. But admittedly, most of my work was in home installation of home theater, home automation, computers and appliances. Other than that, in all my preparation for the interviews and in my downtime, I’ve done a huge amount of reading on the topic. That said, assume I know nothing.”

			Wow. That’s what I would say. Maybe he’s actually got a head on his shoulders and knows enough to know what he doesn’t know.

			“Are you a gamer,” I ask.

			“I play Madden occasionally with my son. If I have any free time for games, I prefer to play golf, but come on, none of us in retail ever has time to play Wii golf much less real golf.”

			“True that. I’m not really a gamer either. Whenever I get a rare spare moment, writing and playing music is my thing. From that journey, I think I get the passion of these consumers, but I don’t fully connect with their desire to spend hours upon hours staring at a monitor. Plus, I grew up on an Atari 2600. Give me a joystick and a button.”

			He smiles.

			“Anyway, as far as the industry, I’m still learning it too. But, with this being my second tour of duty, I do think some themes are beginning to ring true. Prior to here, I cut my teeth mostly in the record business at Sony and Arista Records and then four years at Guitar Mart in MI—the largest retailer in the musical instrument industry. When I switched over to PwnShop in 2014, I thought I knew everything, as I thought both categories were comprised predominantly of male introverts. Wait until you go to your first PwnShop store manager’s conference. The only difference between a Guitar Mart and PwnShop conference was a marginal difference in incidence. Both had droves of store managers and associates that were tatted up, pierced, and in need of a smoke or vape break every forty-five minutes. Neither company would have any field employees if you did regular drug testing.”

			He smiles again. I figured he might bite on that one—fucker’s a grizzled Navy vet. He’s gonna respond to jokes about lack of human discipline.

			“Anyway, I had an old colleague at Guitar Mart that used to say about the musical instrument industry, ‘build your hypotheses out of ice, because they frequently melt.’ I’d say the same applies to the video game industry.”

			“I like that.”

			“So, where to start? First off, I guess I need to apologize up front for the use of metaphor. Oops. Melting hypotheses. Just used one didn’t I?” I pause. Stare at the screen thinking my comedic timing is solid. Deadpan big brother face in 2D stares back at me. No response. Humor, apparently, doesn’t travel well over IP. “I was a music major with a minor in history, who only went off to business ‘trade school…’”—I make air quotes with both hands to the screen—“…to cover my backside during the implosion of the record business back in the late ’90s.”

			“Harvard Business School, correct?”

			“Yes sir. The super impressive stigma. We used to make bets on how much time could go by before we dropped the ‘H-bomb’ in introductory conversations. It’s not something I’m super proud of. In fact, I mostly hated my experience there. Always said, ‘HBS: two-thirds BS.’ But, I did in fact go to the hallowed Harvard Business School.”

			“Mmm hmm.”

			“Anyway. Where was I? Oh yes, metaphors. What I was trying to say is I appreciate my liberal arts training more than my business training. Have always felt like it’s helped me to think more spatially. As such, metaphors help explain complicated concepts more simply.”

			“Only if it’s a good metaphor.”

			“Touché. All my metaphors are bad ones. That’s why I’m apologizing up front,” I smile. He doesn’t. “Well, try this one on for size. PwnShop 1.0 is basically a movie theater business. New video game releases drive traffic to our stores in the same way Hollywood blockbusters drive traffic to local movie theaters. Star Wars or Guardians of the Galaxy drives traffic to AMC and Cinemark. Call of Duty, Grand Theft Auto and Madden drive traffic to PwnShop. Agreed?”

			“Got it.”

			I detect a hint of “no shit Sherlock” in those two crisp, monosyllabic words. “The problem is, movie theaters don’t really make money selling tickets. The margins are thin. But, those releases are the lifeblood of traffic that gets people to the theaters to buy ridiculously profitable popcorn. You following?”

			“Following.”

			“So, in the retail video game business, new releases get people to the store so we can sell our more profitable categories like used video games, accessories, and so on. The release is the movie. Used games and accessories are our popcorn. A few years ago, we added pop culture collectibles to the list of these metaphorical concessions. It’s super profitable as well. So now we sell popcorn and soda. Metaphorically, of course.”

			“Understood.” He might as well have added, “Ya feckin’ eejit.”

			“But that’s the problem,” I continue. “Hollywood’s releasing fewer movies, and the ones they do release are going to home exhibition sooner, and the consumer is happy to watch the same movie over and over.”

			“I get the fewer releases and the digital releases concurrent with street date. I don’t get the ‘watch the same movie over and over’ bit.” He perks up and leans in a bit.

			“I guess that’s really not happening in the movie business. Or maybe it is now that you can stream it. But it is happening in the video game business. I can argue that multiplayer gaming is a bigger nail in our coffin than digital distribution.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Look at Fortnite. Or, uh, how about a case study with more data, more time in market—Grand Theft Auto. In both of those games, the programming the developers do is more about creating a virtual world for communal and competitive human interaction than simply beating the game. These environments are incredibly immersive and provide little reason for the gamer to switch games, much less get off the couch. Ever. In both examples, Epic and Rockstar continue to string the gamer along with new content drops of maps—battlefields basically—and weapons, vehicles, costumes, dances, and all sorts of cool engaging tools to create stickier environments. Hell, for young folks, Fortnite has probably built a better Facebook than Facebook. It’s a completely virtual metaverse.”

			“I see what you mean.”

			“Look, you’ve read all the stuff from analysts saying we’re the next Blockbuster. Digital disintermediation leaves retailers hanging in the wind. Simply put, we have one, and only one, problem—a traffic problem. The only reason this business has lasted so much longer than record stores and movie rental outlets is bandwidth.”

			“Really not following.”

			“I’m sorry if I’m all over the place. It’s an illness. I’ll try to be more linear. In the mid to late ’90s, with the advent of e-books, MP3 song files, and then in the late ’90s and early aughts, with the advent of video on demand and streaming services, the retailers in each of those industries were no longer needed. Consumers could download directly items that they used to have to consume physically.”

			“Look, I get that,” again verbally, but not expressively omitting, “you fucking idiot.” “I don’t get your comment about bandwidth. Actually, maybe I do. I now see where you’re going.”

			“I guess I should have said file sizes. The reason the video game retail business is still somewhat viable is file sizes. Think about it. E-books are just words. They don’t take up a lot of memory. In the early days of the web, even on dial-up modems, it didn’t take much bandwidth to download a book.”

			“Ahh, now I see where you’re going.”

			“Music was next—there’s a lot more information in an MP3 file than a book—file sizes move from kilobytes to megabytes. And then a bit later, it took the movie industry a bit longer to figure out the best method of digital distribution—whether to stream or download—as the file sizes were geometrically bigger. An HD movie is a gigabyte or three.”

			“Right.”

			“Well, the file sizes for these modern games are huge. The latest Call of Duty was something like 150 gigabytes. That’s fifty to one hundred times larger than a movie. Even on a fiber U-verse connection like we have at home, it took my son over nine hours to download the damn thing.”

			“Yes. I understand. Interesting.”

			“That’s why we still exist, for now. But as bandwidth increases, the advent of 5G networks, edge computing, and so on, the need for a physical copy is going the way of the buggy whip.”

			“All crystal clear. It’s been widely covered. Digital disintermediation. It would be sad if I took this job without understanding that.” For the first time in our conversation, Gerald utters four sentences in a row. “I tend to believe, however, we’re still a few years out before the consumer no longer finds utility in physical discs.”

			“I agree, but we need to be thinking about that now,” I nod. “The in­teresting thing about all this, and we’ve done tons of consumer research on attitudes toward physical versus digital, is the reason the laggards still buy discs. Do you know why?”

			“I presume residual value. A gamer can trade in an old game to get a discount on a new game.”

			“That is indeed a reason. And that’s the reason we, by far the biggest seller of pre-owned video games in the world, wish were the most important. But, it’s a distant fourth or fifth.”

			“Well then, what’s the number one reason?”

			“It’s what we call the ‘trophy on the shelf’ driver. These core gamers, even after they’ve finished a more traditional campaign game—where you level up and figure out how to beat the artificial intelligence—want to hold on to the memory. It’s a photograph, a trophy on a shelf. Y’know, ‘I beat this damn game.’”

			“Uh huh. And we know this?”

			“Yes sir. Have done loads of qualitative and quantitative research on it. And, then, the second most common reason people still buy physical is bandwidth. If you have bad bandwidth, downloading a game is a horrible experience. Lack of residual value and the fact that a digital file is simply a nontransferable license hardly weigh into the decision. Business people like us, especially with our retail bias, logically think those would be the most important reasons. But the reasons are much more emotional than rational.”

			“Yeah. I can’t believe consumers don’t understand how much more monetary value for them is in the physical disc than in a digital file.”

			“Well, they don’t. You should go talk to them.”

			“Maybe we should do an advertising campaign on why physical discs are more valuable,” he says, his eyebrows rising above his glasses.

			And maybe your tired old boomer mug can be the face of this Luddite movement. “With all due respect, Gerald, the train has left the station.”

			He gives me the look I’ve gotten from every CEO I’ve ever worked for, the look that says, “You fucking marketing know-it-all. You don’t think CEOs can be creative.” I sigh. I’m pretty sure audibly.

			“Sorry. Thinking out loud. I guess what I’m saying is that collecting physical games is more like keeping books. How many times do you reread a book?”

			“Almost never.”

			“Exactly. And how many times do you take your books to Half Price books to sell them?”

			“Almost never. It’s a lot of work and a lot of books for five or six ragged dollars,” he admits.

			“Indeed it is. And, by the way, we’ve earned that reputation as well over the last few years—getting greedy and expanding the margin for used, since there’s really no place else anymore to sell your used games. Our reputation for the price we pay is at an all-time low.” I continue, “And back to the utility question, here’s some interesting data. Books have leveled off at about 60 percent physical. Digital’s encroachment has stopped. Held pretty steadily for the last three years. Turns out, a physical book is easier to read in the sun, its batteries never need charging and you don’t have to be connected to download the words to the page. You just pick up a paperback and you’re good to go. As a result, while not the thriving business it once was, Barnes & Noble is still sorta viable. Even more interestingly, independent bookstores are making a resurgence. Turns out readers like to hang out, and more importantly, discover great reads from other like-minded, well-read literati.”

			“Interesting.”

			“On the other side of the coin, for music, and even worse, for movies, home consumption patterns are trending toward 100 percent digital. Both categories have out of home exhibition possibilities, live concerts and theater screenings, but virtually nobody’s buying DVDs, much less VHS tapes. And nobody’s buying CDs or cassettes. So the question is, where will video games go? This past year, we were still about 60 percent physical. But the Call of Duty that came out in November went 70 percent digital—I’m sure you heard that from the board during your interviews. It was ill-advised, to say the least, that we, mainly Lance and Jack…” I’m not really tossing them under the bus am I? It is the CEO and CFO’s job to relay financial news to the board, isn’t it? “…didn’t relay that vital information to the board until the meeting. It’s the thing that caused us to miss the quarter, and it’s the thing that’s creating a bit of a panic.”

			“So where do you think video games will land.”

			“Wide speculation on that one. It’s a race, in my opinion, between the creativity of the game developer and bandwidth infrastructure to the most socioeconomically challenged. My belief is the most pessimistic. Physical games other than limited edition collectibles—much like LPs today—will also go the way of the buggy whip. Basically 100 percent digital in the next five to ten years. A lot hinges on whether this next generation of consoles comes with disc drives.”

			“Pessimistic indeed. I disagree. I think it will level off around 30 to 40 percent of gamers still wanting physical.”

			“Regardless, if it’s 60 percent physical now, that means our new software business shrinks by at least 50 percent. That means 50 percent fewer footfalls and 50 percent fewer copies of discs in the universe for us to buy and resell at extortive margins. It’s just arithmetic.”

			“You’re not only a pessimist—I see that you’re a cynic. So, Chicken Little, how do we solve the problem?”

			“Do you mind if I share the presentation I had planned to present to the board back in February?”

			“Go right ahead. But before you do, I’d like to get your perspective. I heard there was a bit of commotion in the board meeting over this presentation,” Gerald says, raising his voice inquisitively at the end of his sentence.

			“I figured you’d heard. As I mentioned earlier, no filter. Not much emotional intelligence, I guess. It’s my tragic flaw. But, cynical pessimist that I am, I am passionate about the way forward. I’m still pissed they never sat through the presentation. I’m not sure they fully understand the situation, much less have a notion for a way out of it.”
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