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Oceans Away!
By Chris Dahlen



Before I tell you the story of how I tricked and deceived my son, an 
innocent 7-year-old who trusts me with his life, his happiness and his 

dignity, let me first explain how much I hate Plants vs. Zombies. I cringe 
just typing the name. A clip of the music or a piece of the art is enough to 
make my gut shrink. I don’t blame the game, which is a perfectly great, 
smartphone-friendly tower defense title. I hate it because of my son.

We were stuck on a long plane ride when I introduced him to Plants vs. 
Zombies. I probably just handed him my iPad, in a distracted way, cuing up 
that game out of all the ones in my library because I thought he’d like the 
graphics. He became obsessed – teenager-in-love obsessed, cultist-in-thrall 
obsessed, me-and-Star-Wars obsessed. He would talk about nothing else. He 
liked to play the game, obviously, but that was just a fraction of his obsession: 
he memorized all of the plants and the zombies – their names and their back 
stories. He played all of the mini-games. He drew pictures of giant wars 
between the plants and the zombies and aliens and dinosaurs. Every single 
conversation turned back to Plants vs. Zombies. Walking to school with his 
mother, he would ask, “In Plants vs. Zombies, what’s your favorite plant?” 
Walking with me to get ice cream, he’d say, “Hey dad, did you know that in 
Plants vs. Zombies…”

Not only does he care far more about Plants vs. Zombies than I ever will – he 
only cares about the parts that bore me. I’ve tried to tell him about George 
Fan, the guy who made the game; he has no interest. I lever the game into 
discussions of the tower defense genre and he doesn’t care about that either. 
All he cares about are the plants and the zombies, and which one’s stronger, 
and who would win if x and y, and what would happen if they ganged up on 
some robots.

It consumed his imagination and nothing could knock it loose. So I started 
begging him to stop. I would change the subject; he would change it right 
back. I teased and threatened him, but he wouldn’t give up. So in desperation, 
I tried to trick him.

We were walking through the neighborhood, by the old pond that smells 
like algae. We were talking, like we do, and the kid started: “Hey dad. In 
Plants vs. Zombies…”



I stopped him right there and I explained that he had to quit, quit, quit 
talking about that game. And if he didn’t, I would take a desperate measure. 
See, I explained, the other night I was on the Internet, and I found a secret 
word that would make anyone who heard it forget everything they knew 
about Plants vs. Zombies. All I had to do was say that word and he would forget 
everything he’d ever learned, every good time he’d ever had. I would throw 
out his drawings, too, and then I would delete the game from my iPad and 

that would be that.
Naturally, he didn’t believe me. He dared me to say the 

word; I told him I didn’t want to. He demanded proof 
and I told him it was on the Internet, which, he 

doesn’t even know what the Internet is yet, so he’d 
just have to trust me. He kept insisting though, so 

I had to think on my feet, and that’s when, with a 
nod to Kirsten Dunst’s arc in Eternal Sunshine 

of the Spotless Mind, I got an idea.
“Listen, I still feel bad for the 

time I made you forget about 
Oceans Away. I don’t want 

to take away another 
game.”

Oceans 
Away, of 

course, is totally 
made up. But he doesn’t know 

that. He’s seven. He doesn’t know anything. 
He’s never played a first-person shooter, never 

played Tetris, doesn’t know what Half-Life is and 
has never heard of Blizzard, Infocom, Leisure Suit 

Larry or the Sega Genesis. He knows next to nothing, 
except what I tell him. Could I lie about a made-up 

game to him and get away with it?  Yes. Of course I 
could.

Here’s what I told him about Oceans Away: It was a 
videogame that he played last fall. It was his favorite game of all time 

and he was really good at it. But he never stopped talking about it, so I wiped 
it from his mind. No, I won’t download a new copy and show it to him. No, 
I did not just make up Oceans Away. It was a real game. And I had to take it 
away from him.



Now, he still didn’t believe any of this. But I kept the story going for 
long enough that he was no longer sure that he didn’t believe it. The more 
questions he asked, the more details I had to invent – that the fish were 
fighting the crustaceans, and his favorite character was the crab, and the 
lobster’s name was Lobo – the more he started to play with the idea in his 
mind. And the more he protested – “Dad, if you’re making this up, I’m going 
to be so mad” – the more he was hooked. Proving it was fake would give him 
a chance to one-up his dad, but imagining that it was real would open up 
a new, strange power in the world – where a magic word could make him 
forget a game like a dream.

As silly as my prank was, there’s a weird kind of logic behind it. While he 
enjoys playing Plants vs. Zombies, he enjoys even more the process of thinking 
about it and playing with it in his head. It’s easy to sentimentalize the mind 
of a child. We like to picture them as boundless imagineers who can pick up 
a stick and build a world around it. But kids, like us, need something to work 
from – a character, an archetype, a story, a weapon – and something to play 
with in their hands and in their heads.

Plants vs. Zombies will hold my kid, at least until Pokemon takes over, and 
then Mario, and then whatever else can fill his mind – a mind that must 
look like the bolts and screws aisle of a hardware store, with hundreds and 
thousands of little plastic drawers sitting open and ready to fill. He needs this 
stuff, so he can consume it, digest it, and maybe someday, keep it to himself. U



I Still Believe in 
Happy Endings

By Matt Marrone



I think I need to tell you that three weeks ago, I lost my unborn daughter. 
In the eight hours I spent in the ER afterward, as The Girlfriend of the 

Year kept bleeding and bleeding and bleeding, and I threw a bed pad soaked 
with blood into the garbage behind her bed, or watched her, clammy and 
unnaturally cold in the ambulance on the way there, I have never been so 
scared about another human being in my entire life.

Just days before Amelia got pregnant, I broke up with her. I ran off to 
Boston, so mixed up and afraid of how I felt about her that I thought she 

was little more than a stranger at best, a malevolent force at worst. 
When I got back from my weekend escape, we sat on the second floor of the 

Burger King near Penn Station for hours nibbling at french fries and trying 
not to draw glances before deciding, tentatively, to get back together, though 
neither of us could entirely say why. 

At that moment, I believed in nothing other than I didn’t want to never see 
her again. I gave her hardly anything to believe in at all.

A few weeks later, she returned from a trip with a friend and stopped by 
my office to pick up my keys. She just wanted to spend the night at my place, 
she said, to wake up next to me in the morning.

I was working the late shift, but when I got home around 3 a.m., the lights 
were still on. Something was wrong.

“I’m pregnant,” she told me.
It was Easter weekend. I couldn’t imagine how I would continue. I was so 

scared by Easter morning that when I looked at her asleep in bed next to me, 
I saw not the beautiful woman I was falling in love with but some kind of 
demon and I thought, “She’s finally done what she set out to do. She’s finally 
found a way to ruin my life.”

Realizations can take years. I’m still figuring a whole lot of shit out. The 
moment that thought crossed my mind, that she had lured me in, gotten 

herself pregnant, and was hell-bent on making a family with me, all as part 
of an evil plan to destroy me, one realization hit quick: I was the biggest fool 
who’d ever lived.

I decided that I was going to be the best father I could be, and the best 
boyfriend, even if it killed me.

 

As I said, realizations take time. Over the weeks and months that followed, 
I stopped feeling like I was in a life-and-death struggle. Not only was 

being the world’s best father and boyfriend not going to kill me, it was going 
to give me reason and purpose like I’d never had before.

All of a sudden I was changing the batteries in Amelia’s smoke detectors. 
I was test-driving strollers and picking favorites. I was making doubly sure 
to leave room on the subway for expectant mothers, and bristling when 
straphangers didn’t give parents with young children the right of way.

I started forming opinions about how to raise a daughter without falling 
prey to gender stereotypes, and questioning the misogyny in Kanye West 
lyrics.

I slowly found my center of gravity as the panic subsided, and though there 



were days when a step forward later brought me two steps back, I eventually 
snapped out of feeling like a 15-year-old faced with an impossible task he was 
wholly unequipped to handle, but instead like a 35-year-old whose dreams 
were, at long last, coming true.

Amelia moved in with me and we started planning our future, choosing 
colors for the nursery and holding hands against her stomach at the first 

sign of a kick.
We picked out a tree decal for the wall across from the crib, with yellow 

birds and lush green leaves sprouting everywhere – a bedroom where it 
would always be spring.

With the joy I felt came the understanding that what was happening to us 
was a blessing, that instead of having to fight to live like this, I’d do almost 
anything to have it stay the way it was.

It didn’t stay that way, as you now know. The details are still too raw to 
recount here. I’ve already said as much as I can, if not more. I’m flushed out 

on the pages of this website and I don’t want to talk about the warning signs, 
the fear, the tests, the choices.

I don’t want to discuss the hopes and dreams and the onesies and the tears, 
or my parents packing up our crib and changing table, still in the shipping 
boxes, and taking them upstate with them in their SUV.

All I want to think about is my lost daughter’s legacy, and the bright future 
she left for her as-yet-conceived younger brothers and sisters.

She never saw the world, never went to a Yankees game with her dad, never 
got to be held in her mother’s loving arms. But I am sure that because of her, 
there will be others who will have those inconceivably profound experiences.

Because of her, over the short story that was her life, and because of the 
fear and love and anger and sorrow in the way it ended, and because of how I 
felt seeing Amelia pregnant and glowing and sexy, and then not pregnant and 
being wheeled out to 2nd Ave. on a gurney, and the responsibility of creating 
life, sustaining love and facing death, I believe I am 100 times the man I was 
before.

Someday, I will be 100 times the man I am now – and even better equipped 
to battle my own demons and tackle the random acts of terror and wonder 
the universe has in store for me. Goodness knows I have a long way left to go.

Still, I have never felt so ready to face it all as I do right now. I don’t have 
my daughter anymore, but I do have her to thank. U 





The quotes on the box are marvelous: “I first saw this program in the same 
week that evidence was discovered of life on Mars. This is more exciting.”

That was Douglas Adams.
“Call it a game if you like, but this is the most impressive example of 

artificial life I have seen.” 
That was Richard Dawkins.
It was the summer of 1997; the software was Creatures, for Windows 95, 

Windows 3.1, and Macintosh. I was nearly 15 years old, but not quite.
Creatures wasn’t so much a game as it was an artificial life simulation. To 

begin, you choose one of six eggs, depositing it into an incubator. This is how 
you birth your first creature, a “Norn,” a sort of baby bear-cat-mogwai with 
wide, expressive eyes and a spindly, dwarfed body.

You can only parent the Norn in four ways. You can tickle him, spank him, 
bring objects to him and speak to him. It is most important that you speak to 
him; this is how the Norn learns language and, eventually, how to parse right 
from wrong.

The game has bad guys – of course any game must fabricate conflict by 
having bad guys – called Grendels. They will kill or infect your Norns. You 
must teach your Norns to be afraid of Grendels. In this way, the game can 
learn to play itself.

When your male Norn, for instance, reaches sexual maturity, you might 
think about consulting your limited repository of eggs. Maybe you could 
birth a female Norn so that you can cross-breed creatures until, much 
further down the genetic line, you have a stable of creatures like nothing the 
software’s programmers intended.

Playing God: On Death, 
Motherhood and 

Creatures
By Jenn Frank



When I was 14 years old I had a subscription to Wired magazine. The 
magazine had talked about this game Creatures in a very breathless 

way. In one apocryphal story, a Norn had become ill, had died, and another 
Norn – the two had always been inseparable – refused to abandon the body. 
Eventually both creatures were dead. The devoted Norn had starved to death 
by waiting.

“You can’t program that!” one of the software designers had told the 
magazine excitedly. (This isn’t an exact quote, but it’s close.)

I read this story in Wired, and I was thrilled.

Oh, sure, I had toyed with life simulations before. After all, I’d kept an egg-
shaped knockoff Tamagotchi chained to my backpack; had tortured the 

pet as a sort of experiment; had cried helplessly when it left me.

As a child I was obsessed with the Transcience Corporation – I owned a 
pair of X-Ray Spex and I was not too depressed when I discovered how 

the illusion worked – but I was especially fascinated by the Amazing Live Sea-
Monkeys.

In modern days, instead of four packets, there are only three, which are 
numbered procedurally: #1, “Water Purifier”; #2, “Instant Life Eggs”; #3, 
“Growth Food.”

There is some sort of chemical interaction when Packet #1 meets Packet #2, 
and this is how Sea-Monkeys are born. (“Newly hatched Sea-Monkeys are no 
larger than the ‘period’ at the end of this sentence,” the instructions say.)

In the meantime, the instruction booklet itself is a dramatic work of science 
fiction.



Q: “How long will my ‘Instant Life’ packet last before I use it?”
A: “How long has never been established, although Sea-Monkey eggs have 

hatched after a decade! Sea-Monkeys exist in suspended animation through 
a process called ‘cryptobiosis’.  Once the eggs are poured into treated water, 
they ‘magically’ come to life!!”

“Suspended animation.” I had never heard the term before, but I loved 
the idea. Maybe we are all in love with the idea. What if we could all hang 
suspended in a perfect instant, totally untouched by death?

What if we could wait as long as we like? What if we could simply wait for 
that perfect instant to bring something, or somebody, back to life?

I sent my cash allowance to the Transcience Corporation, ordered other 
packets. If you empty a packet of powder called “Super Food,” your Sea-

Monkeys might evolve to incredible proportions – up to an entire half-inch. 
If you empty a packet called “Cupid’s Arrow,” Sea-Monkeys may get busy 
and multiply which, to the fledgling Mendelian geneticist, makes a certain 
economic sense. If you empty a packet called “Red Magic,” the Sea-Monkeys 
might blush with rosy health.

And then again, if they become pale and sick, maybe a packet of “Sea-
Medic” will fix them. But it wouldn’t always fix them; much more often, the 
entire tank of Sea-Monkeys would die. Sea-Monkeys were always a little 
better at dying than living.

Still, there were always more eggs in the basin, an entire crust of unborn 
creatures, an entire reef of eggs. So you could drain the tank and add more 
water, and there they were! All these little punctuation points, flagellating 
happily again.

You probably already know this, but Sea-Monkeys are just brine shrimp.

Creatures did not resemble any game I’d ever played. Death, it seemed, was 
so permanent. You couldn’t undo death. Once a Norn was ill or hurt, it 

was difficult to stop the process.
And there was something else, too – every Norn had a limited lifespan. 

Worse, every Norn was living life at a speed that was too too much faster than 
my own life. There was no way to do enough to save each of them. 

Every Norn was hurtling toward death. This, to my 14-year-old self, was 
terrible.

I certainly did not embark on Creatures to learn any timeless truths about 
death. I had already been touched by death, repeatedly, even at that green age.

I have often joked about how much I would like to own an African Grey: I 
would like to be outlived. 

Creatures remained popular long after it was out of print. Players modified 
the code so that Norns might reproduce with Grendels. They added entirely 
new objects to the environments. Other players traded their Norns online. 
The game evolved just as the real world evolves.

You could never copy or clone a Norn, but you could transfer a Norn as a 
Save File. Once you’d done this, though, there was no way to continue him. 
You had to start all over again with another egg. And I did this! I did this to 
my Norns! 



Anytime I had a perfect moment – a snapshot of a perfect life – I would 
save the Norn onto a floppy disk. I would transfer the Norn, leave him on a 
floppy disk, and suppose that this was something like suspended animation.

I decided, in this way, my Norns might live forever: I would wait for each 
Norn’s perfect moment, and then I would hang the creature onto a floppy. 
Someday,  I would ‘reactivate’ each of these Norns.

I could have found a workaround – I could have used Windows to duplicate 
all these Save Files – but unfortunately I was not so computer-literate when I 
was 14.

Anyway. Having done all this, I would manifest a new Norn altogether. I 
would hatch a new egg and start over. If I ran out of eggs, I reinstalled the 
game. I did this again and again. 

This is not how the game is meant to be played.
One day, when I was visiting my adoptive mother in Texas, I sat at the old 

computer and shuffled through old floppy disks. I was looking for things I 
had written as a teenager; I had saved all those stories to disks too.

And this was how I found all of these labeled disks, one after another: a 
name and a date. A name, a date. A name, a date.

I realized these were all Norns. I thought about what I had done to these 
creatures. 

I thought about how I had wanted to save them. I was not looking at save 
dates. 

I was looking at epitaphs. I was looking at headstones. This was not 
suspended animation at all. 

I had made coffins.I had been paralyzed by my own fear of mortality, and 
so, one at a time, I’d paralyzed my Norns.

I had not saved them from their own too-short lives. It was exactly the 
opposite: I was so frightened of watching them die, I had murdered them 
instead.



I am terrified of being a mother. When I was six years old, I announced my 
intention to adopt (I myself was not adopted until I was 11). Even at age six I 

was so concerned about my own genetic code, about passing such things on. I 
was worried about some sort of genetic fate.

I recently discussed this with a close childhood friend who herself is a new 
mother:

“Oh, sure,” she said, “it would be incredible if children could come out 
already six years old. You could just help them with their issues instead of 
inventing new ones.”

Then she admitted that, at night, she panics. She panics about all the 
myriad ways she might hurt her new child.

So there was a certain biological humor for me – and I think I have 
mentioned this before, but surely I have not mentioned it here – when I 
discovered I probably cannot have children. 

Probably I cannot. Probably I am made up of the wrong software: I am an 
infertile soil for certain life simulations.

And anyway – and I don’t mean to be grim – a healthy 30-year-old woman 
is only 20% likely to become pregnant, if she is even trying. After that, the 
odds of inventing life plummet.

Oh, there are certain things you can do. There is no such thing as real 
doom, after all. You could take control of your destiny, if you wanted. You 
could try drugs like Metformin and Spironolactone. You could save all your 
money and eventually try something like IVF. I don’t know. I don’t know.

I’ll be honest, though. I don’t want it enough.

I’m lucky. I look at these floppy disks and I realize how biologically lucky I 
am. Probably I would be the worst mother. I would smother, not mother. I 

would invariably prefer that a child be trapped in this single perfect stage, 
saved to a floppy disk, rather than allowing him to move on, to somehow 
worsen. I know just enough about motherhood, and I know this about myself.

But there is a nightmare of a thought here: I am full of latent life, but it is 
all suspended animation, which is really only another word for dead.

There is something endlessly melancholy when a bit of software can do 
what you physically, emotionally, genetically cannot.

In Creatures, there is always this moment where any single Norn finally 
learns to call you by name. The feeling that comes with it…I don’t know 

what it is like to be a mother, but sometimes I can guess. U





The last day at home before traveling to a conference is the worst. I fret 
over my luggage. I regret booking the trip at all. It is too expensive. It is 

too long. It is going to be a disaster. Surely it cannot possibly be as amazing as 
last year. I should cancel it entirely, but I am expected. People are relying on 
me. So I go.

For GDC 2013, Unwinnable rented a mansion and, over the course of week, 
nearly two dozen writers, game developers and academics slept there. It 
was once a beautiful Victorian home overlooking the Panhandle of Golden 
Gate Park. It is still a lovely house, but it is now decidedly a rental, with a bed 
lodged in nearly every sitting room and parlor.

I arrive, bleary eyed, early in the morning. Brian Taylor is waiting for me 
out front. I brought bagels and we eat them. We settle in and more people 
begin to arrive. First Brendan Keogh, fresh off a punishingly long flight from 
Australia, then Jenn Frank. Some Bay Area locals – Mattie Brice and Taylor 
Cocke – pop by to check out our digs. Lunch is now on the agenda. We march 
off to Divisidero to find a suitable eatery (in other words, one that serves 
alcohol along with its food).

With each new arrival, our collective joy increases. This is the one week of 
the year that we are all together. This week, we are all best friends and the 
conversations never stop.

You’ll Figure it Out
By Stu Horvath



On Monday night, we gather 
en masse at a dive bar in the 

Tenderloin called High Tide. This is 
the second year in a row that we’ve 
done this. That makes it a tradition. It 
passes in a blur.

For me, the swirl of GDC begins to 
build on Wednesday when the expo 

floor opens. My first stop is the IGF 
pavilion, where all the indie games 
that have been nominated for the 
Independent Games Festival Awards 
later that night are on display and 
playable. This year there are so many 
amazing games nominated – Space Team, Lovers in a Dangerous Space Time, 
Kentucky Route Zero and more – that it is impossible to know where to start.

While I am trying to decide, I hear someone call my name. It is Rami Ismael 
of Vlambeer. I recognize him immediately and he is happy to see me, but I 
can’t help but be surprised that he recognized me.

We don’t stand on ceremony long. Rami is far too excited about the 
games at the pavilion and offers to show me around, pointing out games 
and introducing me to the developers. He’s particularly keen on the local 
multiplayer titles, which have a strong showing this year and we wind up 
playing a savage match of Samurai Gunn, an engrossing, pixely fighting game. 
He beheads my little warrior many times. After the battle, we shake hands 
and Rami moves on.

Without my guide, I am once again at a loss. I am dimly aware of someone 
talking to me, but I don’t hear the words. This is something that 

happens to me a lot – even when we are together, I am not always with you.
I am constantly thinking. Sometimes I am planning, plotting contingencies, 

organizing. Other times I am looking for connections, trying to make sense of 
a book or a game or a conversation in the context of a larger whole that I can 
barely glimpse. Sometimes, I am doing this to the exclusion of what is going 
on around me. This is particularly troubling for girlfriends, who always seem 
distressed when they realize that although they are looking at me, I am not 
always looking back.

Chuck Moran is there to save me this time. He is talking to a guy in a media 
badge who I do not recognize. The guy, more of a kid, says “I have no idea 
what I am doing.”

Chuck replies, “You’ll figure it out. You’re here, that’s the important thing.”
I apologize to the kid for being in a daze and give him my business card, 

telling him that Chuck is right and to look me up if he needs a hand figuring 
it out. After he leaves, I ask Chuck who he was. A kid, just out of high school. 
No wonder. But Chuck is right. “You’ll figure it out. You’re here, that’s the 
important thing.” That’s pretty much the Unwinnable motto.



Phil Fish is going to ask a question,” says Chuck, pointing. We are at the 
Myst postmortem. Robyn Miller has just given a fascinating talk on the 

inception and development of that classic adventure game and now the 
audience is queuing up to ask questions. That Fish, the developer of Fez and 
a polarizing figure in the indie world, is on line is sure to be interesting. 
This was the man who created a firestorm at GDC 2012 when an unknown 
Japanese developer asked what he thought of Japanese games and he declared 
that they “just suck.”

Instead of being controversial, however, Fish gushes. He explains that he 
spent a year of his life playing Riven and that it inspired him to start making 
games. His first were black and white Myst clones. He then asks Miller if he 
would sign his copy of the first Myst novel.

I remember talking to Richard 
Hofmeier, the creator of Cart Life, 

at the High Tide on Monday night. 
Chris Dahlen had written a wonderful 
analysis of the game for Unwinnable 
and he wanted to thank me for having 
run it. It struck me as an incredibly 
appreciative gesture.

Tonight, Richard wins every IGF 
Award Cart Life was nominated for. 
For the first, the Nuovo Award which 
celebrates new talents, he walks 
shakily up to the podium, accepts 
his award and promptly flees after 
muttering only, “Thank you.” For his 
second trip to the podium, he manages 
to also thank his wife. The third time, 
for the Seamus McNally Grand Prize, he professes to have drunk enough 
to speak a little longer and proceeds to briefly explain how undeserving he 
feels. Not once does he look directly at the audience. It is a touching display 
of humility.

Cart Life is a game about street vendors. On the surface, it is a business 
management simulator, but it is really about the people behind the counter 
and the lives they lead. It’s about struggle. Chris says it best: “It also tells a 
gut-wrenching story about people who are down on their luck and almost 
broke, and who start a small street business as a way to get back on their 
feet.”

Richard’s awards come with cash prizes totaling $38,000. Later, he tells me that 
he is looking into possibly donating that money to street vendor advocacy groups 
in either New York City or Chicago. The day after the awards, he takes Cart Life 
out of the IGF pavilion. It had gotten enough attention, so he crossed out his name 
with black spray paint and loaded up the laptop with Porpentine’s text adventure 
Howling Dogs. I don’t see him on the expo floor after that.



The older I get, the less meaning the holidays seem to have for me. They 
give way to dreary, grey January, which gives way February – a month 

that always weighs heavily on me. My father’s birthday was on Valentine’s 
Day and the anniversary of his death is two short weeks later. I’ve a long 
list of other family member and friends who also died during that bleak 
time of year.

In addition to that annual existential weight, this year seemed intent 
to reinforce my own physical frailty. I was sick, off and on, for more than 
three weeks. I was in a minor traffic accident that did no damage to my car 
but plenty of damage to my neck and back. When I was finally recovering 
from that, I slipped on a patch of ice and banged up my knee. Hobbled 
and ill, it seemed all I could do was sit around the house and brood. It was 
impossible not to be depressed.

With so little to occupy my time, I turned my dark moods on Unwinnable. 
This thing I built seemed so shoddy in construction, so thin in execution. It 
demanded all my attention, all my energy. It devoured my other passions. 
It was jealous and all consuming. I felt like a slave. I wanted to be free of it.

At GDC 2012, everyone seemed to be talking about Unwinnable. It 
blindsided me to learn that people, stranger even, cared about the site as 
much as I did. Instead of feeling adored I felt like a trespasser. Surely it 
would be only a matter of time before people realized how silly they were 
being. Surely this was a fluke.

In February, everything is fleeting.

On Friday night, after GDC 2013 had come to an end, I organized a 
gathering at the mansion we had rented. It was not a party but a 

salon, in the French sense, where people would be educated as well 
as entertained. There would be journalists and academics and game 
developers all under one roof. We would come together for a quiet evening 
to talk and to play games and to learn from each other.

And so we did. On one amazing night at the end of an amazing week, 
February felt years away.

Richard Clark is the first to leave. His flight is late on Friday night so, 
as the salon wrapped up, he walks off into the night. Chuck is gone by 

the time I wake up in the morning. Brian Taylor leave Saturday afternoon. 
One by one, they leave. The house gets quieter and emptier, but not sadder. 
Those who linger, like Cara Ellison, still laugh and tell stories. Cara’s laugh 
is like the sunrise.

I depart Sunday afternoon, leaving only Jenn Frank and Scott Nichols 
behind. They will be gone by the end of the day as well.

But we’ll all be back next year. U



Indie Gaming Console 
Launches to Minimal 

Fanfare
By Gus Mastrapa



BROOKLYN, NEW YORK – A loose-knit collection of programmers, 
anarchists and baristas launched an indie gaming console to little or no 

fanfare Thursday. The collective chose not to give the gaming device a name, 
a standard set of specifications or even a price point. “We’re trying to avoid 
the whole gaming hype train,” said hacker/forestry science major Arturo 
Gutierrez. “I mean, when I think of a brand, I think of cowboys searing the 
flesh of innocent cows. This isn’t about cattle capitalism.”

And though this new gadget isn’t aligned with huge companies, don’t make 
the faux pas of calling it “indie” in mixed company. “I hate that word,” says 
programmer Annabelle Chong, rolling her eyes. “I guess that documentary 
was cool the first time I saw a pre-release rough cut of it,” she said. “But now 
the word is pretty much meaningless.”

Innovative features of this nameless device include the ability to swap 
seamlessly between gameplay and the text editor Scrivener so industrious, 
intellectual gamers can compose their game-centric dissertation while they 
play. Higher-end models come with built-in office shredders. In order to play 
one of the freeware indie games loaded onto the game’s hard drive, players 
must feed an AAA console game into the the gnashing teeth of the device. 
Players gain “Moral High Ground” (something akin to achievement points) 
if they destroy games that are gratuitously violent, sexist or “just kind of 
bro-y.”

The machine is all about rejection of the status quo. “I am so over this 
whole console dog and pony show,” said Ellen Richardson, game journalist. 
“The whole industry is just a sad, bloated dinosaur bleating in its final death 
throes.” When asked if she planned to purchase a console other than the 
indie gaming platform stuffed into her signed and numbered hand-painted 
tote bag she replied, “Probably not…until Metal Gear Solid V comes out.”

This counterculture disruption comes amid the sound and fury of two 
billion-dollar console launches, Microsoft and Sony. Last week Sony released 
its $400 PlayStation 4 console at a star-studded bash in New York. Thursday, 
Microsoft mounted dual Xbox One launch events in New York and Los 
Angeles, attracting high-voltage entertainers such as Macklemore and 
electronic wunderkind Deadmau5.

Those without the creativity or programming acumen entertained 
themselves making in-jokes on Twitter.

To celebrate the launch of their ‘no name’ indie gaming platform, 
perpetual grad students across the country mingled awkwardly at house 
parties in ultra-hip urban meccas such as Austin, Texas and Williamsburg, 
Brooklyn. One such fete was held in a warehouse squat in industrial 
Oakland. There, partiers celebrated the release of launch game DMT V, an 
open world game which involves smoking the drug dimethyltryptamine 
from a glass pipe and just sort of slumping over the game console while 
hallucinating about machine elves.

Elsewhere, launch parties, such as a bash held in the lot behind this really 
cool bike shop in St. Paul, Minnesota, devolved into game jams, where 
gamers of all levels of programming skills riffed their own games using 
Twine or Unity. Those without the creativity or programming acumen 
entertained themselves making in-jokes on Twitter



Despite long lines at the open bar, few in attendance of any of the parties 
were there to purchase a console. “I have had mine for like six months 
already,” sniffed attendee Linda Carolingian. “But I think I left it a little too 
close to my chinchilla’s cage so I totally wouldn’t mind another one.”

One of the defining features of this new console is that no two systems are 
alike. Where one looks like a refurbished MacBook with one-of-a-kind art 
silk-screened on it, another may look like two iPhones duct-taped together. 
Another design quirk is that all of the devices read their software from 
cassette tapes. “I mean tapes are like a minute from being totally played out,” 
said Paul Jean Scott IV. “But I dig the bugs and stuff you get from a bad read. 
Life is like that. Full of errors, you know? You and me are errors,” he trailed 
off, sipping self-consciously from a Natural Light beer can he’d emptied 10 
minutes ago.

Overall, the tenor of the event was one of unity, independence and 
mutual excitement for the promise of independent gaming. The only sour 
note of the evening was struck during a launch party in Atlanta, Georgia. A 
handful of gamers attending an ad-libbed Mystery Science Theater 3000-style 
takedown of Microsoft’s shooter juggernaut Halo: Combat Evolved caused 
a stir when, rather than laughing haughtily at the trite narrative and 
embarrassing male-power fantasy, they began to have fun actually playing 
the game. Heated arguments, Tweets and Tumblr essays erupted as one 
faction huddled around four networked Xbox consoles for an epic and 
uproarious team death match in the map “Blood Gulch.”

Wedbush Securities analyst Michael Pachter predicts substantial, “but not 
gross big” levels of success for the upstart game machine. “By year end I see 
this thing selling dozens, if not hundreds of units,” he said. “For these folks 
that’s ‘finally get to shop at Trader Joe’s on a regular basis’ huge.” U


