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I am not now at all sure that the tendency to treat the whole thing as a kind of vast game is really good, cert. not for me, who find that kind of thing only too fatally attractive.

—J. R. R. Tolkien, writing to his publisher regarding his readers’ requests for more background information on The Lord of the Rings (March 6, 1955)

[Dungeons & Dragons] is a game in which the continuing epic is the most meaningful portion. It becomes an entity in which at least some of the characters seem to be able to survive for an indefinite time, and the characters who have shorter spans of existence are linked one to the other by blood or purpose. These personae put up with the frustrations, the setbacks, and the tragedies because they aim for and can reasonably expect to achieve adventure, challenge, wealth, glory and more. If player characters are not of the same stamp as Conan, they also appreciate that they are in effect writing their own adventures and creating their own legends, not merely reliving those of someone else’s creation. Yet because the player character is all-important, he or she must always—or nearly always—have a chance, no matter how small, a chance of somehow escaping what otherwise would be inevitable destruction. Many will not be able to do so, but the escapes of those who do are what the fabric of the game is created upon.

—Advanced Dungeons & Dragons Dungeon Masters Guide (1979)





PROLOGUE
The Momster

“Ethan! Eeeeeethan!”

I hear its screeching call. Its cry. Its need, booming off the peeled wallpaper, the woodstove, the sagging floorboards of the kitchen. What does it want this time?

“Eeeethan???”

Then, a door slam. It’s escaped. It slides and scrapes from its lair. Shhhh-thunk. Shhhh-thunk. Shhhh-thunk. Right leg, then the left. Always that thunk of the left. I know it’s coming, and I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready.

It’s the summer of 1979, I’m twelve, and my world is inhabited by monsters. A monster. My brother Adam, my sister Jess, and I, we call it—I mean, her—the Kitchen Dragon.

Whenever we enter the house, we must run the gauntlet. My secret trick is to find a way to get upstairs without her seeing me. Sensing me. I know it has tasks, requests, and questions. It’s going to send me on an impossible quest: to do the dishes (“Don’t break one or I’ll dock your allowance!”) or to the store, to buy more fire and smoke, more cigarettes. It’s going to ask me about school, or Playboy, or blow jobs. Worse: it’s going to wait till a friend gets here, and then it’s going to quiz us, both of us, about all three.

Smoke trickles from her nose, seeking me out. She hobbles around like an extra in a horror movie: old hag, hunchback, trickster. Oblivious. Something there and not there. She lolls her head to the side. Her left arm is bent at the elbow, stuck fast at a right angle. Her hand is twisted, curled onto itself like a hook.

No one wants to face the Kitchen Dragon, this creature we’ve barely gotten accustomed to living with this past year. Mom.

My mother was thirty-eight when the Kitchen Dragon replaced her. Gone was the one who kept us clean, fed, and curious. The one who made us meatloaf, wheat-germ-and-yogurt smoothies, ratatouille. The one who taught me how to cross-country ski, plant pumpkins, develop black-and-white film in the dark, and swing a level baseball bat. Just like in a fairy tale, she is swapped. Spiteful goblins steal an unattended baby and switch it for a changeling of their own. Only this changeling, this doppelganger, is full-grown. My old mom disappeared a year ago. POOF! off to a hospital. Those sprites replaced her with the new mom, a stand-in bearing a nasty scar on the right side of her skull. Now she’s out of the hospital and back home.

We also call her The Momster.

The Momster gets confused between the past, the future. The now is connected to both, or neither. What happened a decade ago—that happy, funny memory … say, the time as an infant when I scaled a snowbank in my diapers and bare feet—is as accessible as yesterday. But the past of an hour ago—the toilet needing to be scrubbed or a cigarette needing to be lit—that’s impossible to know for sure. She can’t tell time. She doesn’t even know the day of the week. Lucky if she knows the right year. Directions are meaningless. The left side—of her body, of the kitchen, of the world—has dropped off her map. Her brain got scrambled bad. Her seizures freak me out. She shouldn’t even be drinking; when she does, booze messes with her meds and her speech slurs, she falls down, and has to be carried screaming out of restaurants. Only occasional glimmers of pre-illness Mom shine through.

[image: Sara Gilsdorf in 1974, as she appeared in her driver’s license photo, four years before her aneurysm.]

Meanwhile, Adam, Jess, and I, we have to cut her food with a knife, help her into the bath, hike up her underpants.

DEFYING ALL RULES

Last night, the Momster threw buttered rolls during dinner. Not at anyone. Just at the television. Julia Child got a blob of butter right on her boob.

“Goddammit!” Mom screamed.

We couldn’t decide whether to be horrified or find the episode hilarious.

“Har, har, har,” she chimed in, her staccato laugh only half real. A forced cackle. We decided it was comic relief, and laughed, filing this little outburst under “Funny,” or “J,” as in “J for joke.”

Mom poked at her food. Turned her head away. Then, with a cigarette wavering from the right corner of her mouth, its two-inch ash miraculously defying all rules of gravity, she rose, grabbed her cane in one claw, swung her left leg out before her like a boom on a ship, and walked away, oblivious, past the fireplace, the woodbox, and into the evening.

Shhhh-thunk. Shhhh-thunk. Shhhh-thunk.

I took a deep breath, someone wiped the butter off the TV, and we got back to dinner.

That night, the Kitchen Dragon stayed up late, as it often did, lying on its side in its lair, eyes Popeye-wide, stoned on television static, till 3:00 or 4:00 A.M., or later—way past The Late Late Show, beyond the badly dubbed movies and PBS mysteries and test patterns.

When she wakes the next morning at noon, her greasy black hair sticks up like a row of cornstalks. It’s a Saturday. I’m home, unfortunately, but already trying to figure out an escape.

“Grmmmph,” Mom says, looking up. “Can you help me?”

“Hey, Alfalfa,” I say. One of our jokes. Har har.

Mom says, “Hey, smart-ass.”

“That’s a joke. ‘J’ for joke.”

“I know,” she ventures. Pause. “Gotcha.” She pulls a cigarette out of her pocket. She’s halfway up the stairs, good hand gripping the railing, and she’s got the handle of her cane tucked in the back pocket of her brown corduroy pants. The hockey equipment attached to her left shin and ankle dangles halfway off. The Velcro straps of her sneakers aren’t on tight. Still, midstep, she manages to light the cigarette without falling over or tumbling down the stairs, and the morning coughing routine commences—a deep, black, guttural hacking that takes about ten minutes to work its way through her system. She looks up at me, mid-cough, and grimaces, then gets back to the business of climbing the stairs to the bathroom. Awful, rickety, wooden stairs in this shit-box, circa-1800s house my parents bought in 1966, the year I was born, that hasn’t had an interior paint job since Dad left. Maybe longer.

Go ahead, fall, I find myself thinking.

“Be careful, Mom!” I say, my tone full of false concern, barely masking my annoyance.

Long pause. Always the long pause with her. The gears churning. The Rolodex flipping: names, words, faces. “OK … Adam.”

“Mom, I’m Ethan.”

“Right, Buster.” And like a child still learning to climb a staircase, with slow, deliberate, drawn-out Shhhh-thunks, up the steps she ascends.

A KIND OF HALF-LIFE

My mother didn’t fall—not then. Not till later. She didn’t die. Not till later. But she didn’t exactly live, either.

It was a kind of half-life that she endured after the brain aneurysm, or the “subarachnoid hemorrhage on the right,” as her hospital record defined it. Right-brain damage caused crippling left-side paralysis, massive changes in behavior and personality, and dangerous bouts of epilepsy. The old Sara Gilsdorf—beautiful, vivacious, and fun—gone. No more athlete, artist, cook, photographer, teacher, doer. The free-spirited divorced mother who invited younger men home, read The Joy of Sex, hosted wild parties, pounded nails, and rallied our neighborhood for endless projects—international dinners, Bicentennial Parade floats, movie screenings on our front lawn—would never return. The center of my world had disappeared.

[image: The Gilsdorf family, after Sara’s aneurysm, in front of their New Hampshire house. Left to right: Sara, Ethan, Jessica, and Adam.]

The new Mom: dead opposite. Shifty, sickly, needy, deformed, antisocial, frustrated, volatile, closed to the world. As if her dead left side—her useless left arm and halfuseless left leg—absorbed all the good. Her aneurysm had become our aneurysm. She became the center of nothing I wanted.

I soon realized, The Momster was no damsel in distress. I couldn’t save her. I couldn’t tame her, either, not this beast. I longed for the goblins to swap this New Mom with the Old, to take back their spell, but the curse endured.

I want my mother back, I’d say to myself.

My wish wasn’t granted. I was stuck with a mother I didn’t know how to love.

Of course, even then, I knew none of this was her fault. Mom’s friends and family all agreed what had befallen her was tragic, devastating, and plain lousy luck. As some doctor wrote in her medical file: “Unfortunate 38 year old [image: image]”. But none of the condolences made it easier to remember or conjure up the old Mom, from that other, happier era. As we said now, “Before she got sick.” Before our childhood went to shit.

SO MUCH I WANTED TO DO

Then, the summer before my eighth-grade year, the same year I was coming to understand the “new Mom,” something wondrous happened. On a roiling June afternoon, I met JP, the new kid who’d moved across the street from me. JP showed me a clever trick—how to step away from my own body and mind, my family, and travel to places I’d never even seen. A way out.

“Ever play D&D?” JP asked, standing in my kitchen, eyes bright and magnified behind his extra-thick glasses. JP was a grade younger than me. He was quite short, frail-looking, but feisty and fast-talking. He wore a sling. He’d just broken his collarbone. Again.

“D&D? What’s that—a board game?”

Rapid-fire, he explained the premise: “Dungeons & Dragons? It’s not a normal board game…. Not like you’ve ever seen…. You play a character…. There’s all these rules.” He rummaged through his backpack and pulled out a pile of books. Then, he poured a sack of small, colorful objects onto the table. They looked like gemstones. “Check out these cool dice! … See, I’m the Dungeon Master. I create a scenario, an adventure, a world. I tell you about it. You tell me what your character wants to do.”

“Character? What do you mean?” I asked. This kid was weird.

JP sighed. “OK, it goes like this.” He thought for a moment. “Pretend you’re in a dark woods. Up ahead on the path, you see a nasty-looking creature: seven feet tall, pointy ears, mouth full of black rotten teeth. It’s wearing a ratty suit of chain mail and a helmet. ‘Friend or foe?’ it grumbles. Its fist tightens on the morning star in his hand, and it begins to heft it. Like this.” JP looked around, and grabbed a frying pan off the stove. He swung it in the air. “What do you do?”

“What do I do?”

“It’s an orc. What do you want to do?”

My crappy house faded around me. The peeling wallpaper, the mounds of dishes, the cigarette smoke, my mother’s limp. All of it disappeared.

“Uh…” I stalled. I can do this, I thought. But I don’t know what this game is. I don’t even know what a morning star is. Or an orc.

“Uh, I’ll attack? With my sword. Do I have a sword?”

JP rolled the dice. Squinting his eyes, he flipped through some books and papers and looked at a chart. “OK, your short sword strikes its shoulder. Black blood spurts out. It screams, ‘Arrghhh!’ ” JP demonstrated, knocking himself backward against the wall. “You whack it for four hit points.”

“Cool.” I wanted to ask what a “hit point” was, but it didn’t matter. I was hooked.

“Now the orc comes charging at you. He’s really mad.” JP bared his teeth and lumbered back and forth for effect. “Now what do you do?” he asked, a big grin spreading across his face.

What do I do?

There was so much I wanted to do.



Dungeons & Dragons is a fantastic, exciting and imaginative game of role playing for adults 12 years and up. Each player creates a character or characters who may be dwarves, elves, halflings or human fighting men, magic-users, pious clerics or wily thieves. The characters are then plunged into an adventure in a series of dungeons, tunnels, secret rooms and caverns run by another player: the referee, often called the Dungeon Master. The dungeons are filled with fearsome monsters, fabulous treasure and frightful perils. As the players engage in game after game their characters grow in power and ability: the magic users learn more magic spells, the thieves increase in cunning and ability, the fighting men, halflings, elves and dwarves, fight with more deadly accuracy and are harder to kill. Soon the adventurers are daring to go deeper and deeper into the dungeons on each game, battling more terrible monsters, and, of course, recovering bigger and more fabulous treasure! The game is limited only by the inventiveness and imagination of the players…

—From “Introduction” to the Dungeons & Dragons Basic Set rule book (1977)
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I Was a Teenage Magic-User

I had other troubles beside my mother. For one, as an adolescent boy in small-town New Hampshire, I was mired in an anxious shadow land—bound on one border by a vague foreboding about an abnormal childhood, and on the other, as I left middle school, by President Reagan’s menacing apocalyptic age of Evil Empires and nuclear Armageddon. Plus, the cruel hierarchies of Oyster River High School had stratified my classmates into layers as immutable as the Indian caste system. We had jocks; brains and nerds (often the sons and daughters of professors and professionals); untouchable grungies (the farm- and working-class kids); and the rest, unremarkable, invisible, and barely getting by. Me, I felt about as powerful as a three-foot hobbit on a basketball team.

But misfit boys need things to do together. I craved the camaraderie and fellowship that team sports denied me, minus the perils of a testosterone-charged locker room. Dungeons & Dragons was that collaborative refuge, outlet, and playing field. At that time, in the late seventies and early eighties, hobbies like reading swords-and-sorcery epics and playing these games were on the fringes of popular culture. Escapism—or, to be more accurate, fantasy escapism—was in its infancy, a scourge to Satan-fearing evangelists, but otherwise a minor fad, misunderstood and marginalized. For geeks only. That was me.

When people ask if I played sports in high school, I tell them I was on the varsity Dungeons & Dragons team, starting quarterback, four years in a row.* I can’t speak for the other guys, but for me, RPGs (role-playing games) like D&D were empowering and exciting, and a clever antidote to the anonymity, monotony, and clique warfare of high school. In lieu of keg parties or soccer practice to vent our angst, we had D&D night. Who needs sports stardom when you can shoot fireballs from your fingertips?

I played every week, sometimes twice a week, from eighth grade to senior year. JP, my other neighborhood friend Mike, and I first played by ourselves, then found a peer group of other gamers: Bill K., Bill S., Bill C., Dean, Eric M., Eric H. and John. Some of us had endured plenty: Eric H.’s mom had died, John’s dad had suffered a brain injury similar to my mom’s, and JP was born with a disease that caused brittle bones, cataracts, and stunted growth. I think on some level we knew we didn’t fit in. Perhaps we were weird. Girls were scarce commodities for us, and our group may have proved that tired cliché that outcasts, dweebs, and computer nerds couldn’t handle reality, let alone get a date for the prom. But nothing stopped us from playing, and the popular kids didn’t really care one way or the other. We were left alone to our own devices: maps, dice, rule books, and soda. It didn’t take long before words like halberd and basilisk became part of my daily vocabulary. Like actors in a play, we role-played characters—human, Elvish, dwarven, halfling—who quickly became extensions of our better or more daring selves. We craved adventure and escape.

[image: Part of the D&D gang, circa 1984. Left to right, top row: Ethan, John, Eric H., Bill S.; bottom row: Bill K., Eric M.]

One of us would be the Dungeon Master (DM) for a few weeks or months. Games lasted that long. The DM was the theater director, the ref, the world-builder, the God. His preprepared maps and dungeons, stocked with monsters, riddles, and rewards, determined our path through dank tunnels and forbidding forests. Our real selves sat around a living room or basement table, scarfing down provisions like bowls of cheese doodles and generic-brand pizza. We outfitted our characters with broadswords, battle-axes, grappling hooks, and gold pieces. “In game,” these characters memorized spells and collected treasure and magic items such as +2 long swords and Cloaks of Invisibility and Rods of Resurrection. Then, the adventure would begin. The DM would set the scene: often, we’d be a ragtag band of adventurers who’d met at the tavern and heard rumors of dungeons to explore and treasure to be had. Or some beast or sorcerer terrorizing the land needed to be slayed. Before too long, we’d enter some underground world. Our D&D sessions went something like this:

JP, as Dungeon Master (DM): The big stone door slams behind you. KA-BOOM! You’re walking along a passageway, about a hundred feet long and ten feet wide. There is also a passageway going off to your left. Your torchlight is dim. It’s quiet. You smell something foul. But about thirty feet ahead, straight ahead, there’s a wider part, a cave. And you can see a small moving thing. A creature.

Ethan, as Elloron the human fighter: I go closer so I can see it. [He makes a map on a sheet of graph paper as the DM describes the space.]

John, as Malicus the half-elf magic-user: I do, too.

Bill K., as Virn the elf thief: I say, “Hello!”

DM: It’s a little scaly creature with dark green skin. It picks up some rocks and starts throwing them. [DM rolls some dice.] A couple rocks bounce off your helmet, Malicus.

Malicus: “Ouch!” I yell, “Fuckhead. Who are you?”

Elloron: I ask, “Why are you throwing rocks at us?”

DM: It yells back, in the goblin tongue, “Foul enemy!” [The DM snarls for effect, doing his best impression of a goblin.]

Virn: Goblins!

DM: It starts to yell to something or someone behind it that you can’t see, “Intruders! Quick! Get the bows!”

Virn: How fast could I get to the bastard? Is there a ledge? I’m a thief so I can climb. What do you think, Malicus? Elloron?

Malicus: Go for it, my good little thief! [John gets up from the table, and bows graciously.]

DM: There’s no ledge. The wall is sheer. Besides, he sees you. You won’t have surprise.

Elloron: Why don’t you sneak down the side passage? Maybe it connects up. We can outflank it.

Virn: I’ll sneak down the passage and be quiet about it.

DM: What’s your dexterity?

Virn: Seventeen.

DM: OK. [He rolls some dice, hidden behind a screen.] OK, off you go. It doesn’t look like he saw you. Do you have a torch?

Virn: Duh. I’m an elf. I have infravision.

DM: OK, OK. Meanwhile, more goblins appear in the cave and they’re stringing their bows.

Malicus: How many are there?

DM: More than ten.

Virn: Virn readies his sling as he walks down the side passage. Where does it go? [Sometimes players speak in character, in first person, sometimes in third person.]

DM: The passage connects behind the goblins.

Virn: Cool. I’ll sneak closer, then fire my sling.

Elloron: I fire my bow.

DM: Roll for initiative. [Everyone rolls dice; the DM asks what the players rolled.] OK, you strike first. Roll a d20 [pronounced “dee twenty”]. Both of you.

Elloron: Awesome! Eighteen!

Virn: I roll a four. Crap.

DM: Virn, you miss. Elloron, you hit. Roll d6 for damage.

Elloron: I get a six! [He jumps from his chair.] “Ha! Take that! [now in a French accent] You don’t frighten us, you goblin pigdogs! I fart in your general direction!”

DM: Elloron, the one you hit screams and falls back, injured. Another goblin aims his bow and fires at Malicus. [DM rolls some dice.] He hits you in the arm.

Malicus: How bad?

DM: Four hit points. [Malicus scribbles with a pencil, subtracting four hit points from his character sheet.] How many hit points do you have left?

Malicus: Two. Crap.

DM: Malicus, you stumble to your knees. Then you all hear a rumble, and a blast of fire comes behind you. [DM rolls dice.]

Elloron: Wait—I thought the door was closed behind us!? What…

DM: Not anymore. It’s open, and smoke and fire billow toward you. The fire just misses you, singeing your hair. Then a voice booms from behind you, “Who dares kill my henchmen?” [DM smiles.]

Malicus: Shit … We’re surrounded. Uh, guys, what do we do?

Carry on this banter for six hours—the play-by-play melees, the stilted Monty Pythonesque dialogue, the DM’s clunky narration—and you have some idea how I spent every Friday night from 5:00 P.M. until midnight, during my six-year diversion from, or into, a very curious adolescence. We solved puzzles, searched for secret doors, and found hidden passages. We parleyed with foes—goblins, trolls, harlots—and attacked only when necessary. Or, wantonly, just to taste the imagined pleasure of a rough blade running through evil flesh. We racked up experience points. We test-drove a fiery life of pseudo-heroism, physical combat, and meaningful death. Whatever place the DM described, as far as we were concerned, it existed. Suspended jointly in our minds, it was all real. We were bards, jesters, and storytellers. We told each other riddles in the dark.

And each dungeon level would lead to the next one even deeper beneath the surface, full of more dangerous monsters, and even harder to leave.

AT LEAST THERE WAS A RULE BOOK

The joy in the game was not simply the anything-can-happen fantasy setting and the killing and pseudo-heroism, but also the rules. Hundreds of rules existed for every situation. Geeks and nerds love rules. D&D (and its sequel, AD&D, or Advanced Dungeons & Dragons) let us traffic in specialized knowledge found only in hardbound books with names like Monster Manual and Dungeon Masters Guide. As we played, we consulted charts, indices, tables, descriptions of attributes, lists of spells, causes and effects—like a school unto itself, filled with answers to questions about the rarity of magic items, crossing terrain, and how to survive poison. We loved to fight over the minutiae.* We could tell a mace from a morning star, a cudgel from a club, and we knew how to draw them. We knew a creature called a “wight” inflicted one to four hit points of damage when it attacked. Could we recharge wands? No. If I died, I could be resurrected, because, according to page 50 of the Players Handbook, a ninth-level cleric could raise a person who had been dead for no longer than nine days. “Note that the body of the person must be whole, or otherwise missing parts will still be missing when the person is brought back to life.” All good stuff to know. The trolls and fireballs may be fanciful, but they have to behave according to a logical system.

Like in life, fantasy rules were affected by chance—the roll of the dice. And, as if they were jewels, we collected bags of them: plastic, polyhedral game dice, four-, six-, eight-, ten-, twelve-, and twenty-sided baubles that, like I Ching sticks or coins, foretold our fortunes when cast. A spinning die, such as the icosahedral “d20,” could land on “20” (“A hit! You slice the lizard man’s head off and green blood spurts everywhere!”) as often as “1” (“Miss! Your sword swings wide and you stab yourself. Loser!”).

The world my mother’s illness left in its wake was unpredictable and emotionally unsafe. My parents had divorced six years before the aneurysm, and my father and stepmother, six hours away in Canada, couldn’t offer much by way of daily guidance or supervision. My mother couldn’t cook dinner or drive a car, so how could she possibly raise three teenagers? A good friend of my mother’s named Alice agreed to move in with my family when my mom returned from the hospital. Over the years, a steady stream of my mother’s other friends and Alice’s relatives, coming and going, would pitch in to help. The role of “parent” was played by a cast of characters. But above all, Alice carried the weight. She ended up staying and caring for us, and my mother, until my siblings and I left for college. To cope with our home life, my sister chose class presidency, popularity, and sports. My brother found after-school work to keep him out of the house. I disappeared into my mind.

The lesson? Real life thus far had taught me that in the adult world, fate was chaotic and uncertain. Guidelines for success were arbitrary. But in the world of D&D, at least there was a rule book. We knew what we needed to roll to succeed or survive. The finer points of its rules and the possibility of predicting outcomes offered comfort. Make-believe as they were, the skirmishes and puzzle-solving endemic to D&D had immediate and palpable consequences. By role-playing, we were in control, and our characters—be they thieves, magic-users, paladins, or druids—wandered through places of danger, their destinies, ostensibly, within our grasp.

At the same time, we understood that our characters’ failures and triumphs were decided by unknown forces, malevolent or kindly. Such was the double-edged quality of our fantasy life, where random cruelty or unexpected fortune ruled the day. The game was a risk-free milieu for doing adult things. It was also a relief to live life in another skin, and act out behind the safety of pumped-up attributes. D&D characters had statistics in six key areas: strength, intelligence, wisdom, dexterity, constitution, and charisma. These ranged from three to eighteen. Ethan the real boy’s stats would have been all under 10; his fighter character Elloron’s were all sixteens, seventeens, and eighteens.

Each DM had his world (and the DM was mostly a “he”; we had interest from a couple of itinerant girl players, but they never lasted long). As long as we agreed to keep playing in that DM’s world and “campaign,” his version of the law ruled. If I was the game master, I had ultimate power, even over chance. I loved DMing the most. I could overrule a bad die-roll, settle arguments, and dictate the fates of my friends. I got to make maps, draw dungeons, and design worlds. The universe seemed limitless.

When we mastered basic rules, we graduated to more advanced sets. When we disagreed with the rule books, we made up fresh ones: tweaks, amendments, entire combat systems, even inventing new games. When we got bored with standard monsters like the orc, goblin, and dragon, we invented more: the leem, the quizer, explosive larvae. Tired of role-playing characters in medieval-and-magic scenarios, we moved to outer space, then to the Wild West, or James Bondesque espionage land, or a post-nuclear-holocaust landscape haunted by mutant rabbits and shards of past civilizations. In some ways, the worlds I created felt more genuine than the classroom, the mall, the Paris museums I learned about in French class.

[image: One of the author’s D&D dungeons, drawn in pencil on the game’s ubiquitous graph paper]

It’s no accident that the year I found D&D, or it found me, coincided with my mother’s return from the hospital. It took courage for a teenage boy to deal with the Momster—more courage than I could usually muster. I couldn’t face down the creature that plagued my own village and house. It was far easier to turn away—to think about imaginary battles than the real one waged within my family’s four walls. To go underground.

Before I got into Dungeons & Dragons, I made Super 8mm animated shorts involving clay monsters that swallowed towns. I was a charter member of the Star Wars Fan Club. I shouted Bugs Bunny routines (“I will do it with my spear and magic helmet!”). I wanted to be a cartoonist for the Boston Globe and an animator for Disney. I wrote novels on an old typewriter. Already a storyteller, D&D was a logical imaginative leap.

I also jumped to reading J. R. R. Tolkien. D&D’s swords-and-sorcery realm seemed as rich as Tolkien’s Middle-earth, his elaborately mapped and populated setting for The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, and his various poems, legends, and lost tales. I didn’t believe in God, or in heaven and hell. But Middle-earth’s lands, or a D&D labyrinth, or a science fiction universe like Star Wars—those were places I could believe in, and visit as often as I liked. D&D’s subterranean domain welcomed me; high school dances and locker rooms did not. Already the consummate dreamer, I was the perfect candidate for escape.

I LEFT THOSE DREAMY MEDIEVAL WORLDS BEHIND

Dungeons & Dragons began to die for me when, during my senior year in high school, 1983, I had my first kiss. My then-girlfriend’s highly realistic look and feel banished those fantasy leather-clad, busty she-warriors for good. That first love was serious. With something else to do on Friday nights, and a female creature to do it with, I played D&D less and less often. High school led to other kingdoms, such as college, sex, beer, cars, jobs, travel, and heartbreak. The D&D gang dispersed from New Hampshire to Pennsylvania, New York, Chicago, and Alaska. I left those dreamy medieval worlds behind and mostly forgot about my role-playing years. They dissipated, and the netherworld released its grip, like a wizard dispelling a curse. I let my D&D obsession fade—not because my longing to role-play had ceased, but because, perhaps, I sensed I was through with childish things. I had gone on one adventure too many. If D&D was a rite of passage, then I had passed through the dungeon to become a young man.

Although I finally stopped playing D&D and other RPGs (role-playing games) just before college, over the years, I would check to see how my precious fantasy pastime had evolved. Secretly, without telling anyone, especially my girlfriends, I’d stalk gaming stores and peruse shelves of new rule books and games to see what had been published since I had last played. I’d handle packages of metal figurines. I’d loiter in video arcades. I’d study newfangled card games like Magic: The Gathering. As I entered my twenties and thirties, I noticed a fantasy entertainment industry that had gradually grown more massive and more socially acceptable than when I was part of it. Occasionally, I lamented over what I might be missing as the subculture moved on without me. I missed it. I shoved away something that had been important to me. Despite being tempted, I decided I would never seriously play D&D, or immerse myself in any fantasy environment, ever again.

As for my mother, I never got her back. She survived for nineteen years after her aneurysm, heroically, one might say, if somewhat oblivious to her condition. She lived in a nursing home for a decade, bored to death and suffering. I would visit her, sometimes regularly, sometimes not. On good days with her, when I’d let my guard down, I’d glimpse more of the old Mom. I’d try to shake the Momster role I’d put her in, and try to play not bitter caregiver, but normal son. After a long, slow decline, she passed away in 1997. She had lived though my high school years, and college, and early adulthood, until I was thirty-one. As the years passed after her death, my mother remained a presence—an unresolved foe, a spectral companion, a lost fortune. I often felt she had left me in the forest, alone on the cusp of an impossible quest. Like all wannabe heroes, I expected pat answers and satisfying victories. But none came. Dealing with Mom had been its own rite of passage, too, and I had rolled the dice and proceeded, somewhat stunned, through each level of adulthood.

Then, a “Huh?” moment. When Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings movies came out in three successive years (The Fellowship of the Ring in 2001, The Two Towers in 2002, and The Return of the King in 2003), I got sucked in. I loved the films. I tracked gossip on popular fandom sites like TheOneRing.net and watched the online movie trailers repeatedly. Rings fever had spread everywhere, even to Paris, where I was living at the time. I visited French collectible shops whose windows were crammed with Le Seigneur des Anneaux (what the French call The Lord of the Rings) action figures. I had recurring dreams of visiting the filming locations in New Zealand, where I had never been, meeting Peter Jackson, and wearing an orc mask as an extra during the shooting of a battle scene.

This made no sense. Perhaps my fantasy obsession was more unresolved than I’d let myself admit. I found myself battling an uncontrollable urge to collect the entire set of Anneaux figurines, which came inside Kinder Surprise chocolate eggs. I purchased more than a dozen—a whole freaking fellowship of them—and cracked them open, hoping, as the TV ad says, to “collect them all!” Oddly, I had no qualms about being part of this worldwide popculture phenomenon. It was impulses like mine that merchandisers were preying upon, to the tune of millions of dollars. Of course, candy eggs are one thing; a $299.99 “Glamdring Foe-hammer” reproduction of the prop sword used by Gandalf in the movies was another. I would only let my collectibles phase go so far.

[image: One of the many maps of worlds that the author created in the early 1980s.]

On my cluttered desk I had erected a shrine for my two-inch-high Fellowship. There was Sam Gamgee, Merry and Pippin, the ethereal Galadriel, and Frodo, who, despite my warnings—”No, Frodon (his French name), put it away!”—insisted on constantly brandishing his Ring of Power. Given to me by a friend, the most recent addition was the elf, Legolas. He stood with his quiver of arrows, guarding the telephone against the Nazgûl. My minor show of fealty gave me a sense of belonging. But also longing: I so wished for Gandalf, Gimli, and Aragorn to join the rest of this miniature, plastic band of heroes. And a tiny me had wanted to join them, too.

But I was a grown-up, right? I was over D&D and everything it represented. Picturing that imaginary self again, wandering through dungeons and hacking at goblins, didn’t seem attractive. The image was pathetic. There was no way I was going to let anyone psychically scrawl GEEK on my forehead ever again. I was no longer a gawky, teenaged, introverted, antisocial, afraid-of-girls-and-drinking-games, role-playing, fantasy-realm-dwelling fanboy.

Right.

THE BLUE COOLER BEGINS TO SPEAK

Back in the day, Dungeons & Dragons was a pencil-and-paper game. Serious players amassed towers of books, papers, maps, and accessories. When I stopped playing, the various boxes and piles sat in my childhood bedroom closet in New Hampshire. After high school, even though I said I was done playing the game, the D&D gear came with me, eventually ending up in my first post-college apartment in western Massachusetts, which I shared with JP. I moved a lot in my early twenties and thirties. At some point, the D&D gear had disappeared.

One Christmas, after I’d moved back from France, I visited my father and stepmother in Ontario. I was looking in their basement for some of my things and BAM! there it was: my D&D gear, inside (of all places) a big blue Coleman camping cooler. I didn’t remember storing it there. Perhaps someone else did it, some evil servant bent on reminding me of my hard-core days as a role-playing aficionado (or addict), or, as my sister still likes to say, affectionately, “freak.” My trove of D&D paraphernalia had returned, unbidden.*

Crouching in the basement, I cracked the lid. I haphazardly pawed through its contents: a stack of sunken, mold-ridden game boxes, notebooks, and books. I sneezed—several times—then closed the lid. Without thinking what plot I might be setting into motion, I hefted the cooler—about twenty-five pounds—lugged it up the basement steps, loaded it into my rental car, and brought it back to Boston.

The cooler sat in my closet, a hard-plastic, thirty-six-quart Pandora’s Box that by all rights should have been filled with cold beer, not the darkness of dungeons past. I found myself drawn to steal a glance at my gaming gear once more. I knew it was, in Gollum’s words, preccciousss to me.

But I resisted the blue cooler. For a while.



Footnotes

* I was also president of the A/V club. And I memorized Monty Python sketches. And learned BASIC computer programming.

* Sample argument: Player: “What do you mean a gelatinous cube gets a plus on surprise?” DM: “It’s invisible.” Player: “But it’s a ten foot cube of Jello! Let me see that …” Player grabs Monster Manual from DM. Twenty minute argument ensues.

* Just like the scene in The Lord of the Rings where Gandalf the wizard explains to Frodo how the One Ring resurfaced: “The Ring is trying to get back to its master,” he says. “It wants to be found.” Much in real life has its Rings counterpart.



The call to adventure signifies that destiny has summoned the hero and transferred his spiritual center of gravity from within the pale of this society to a zone unknown. This fateful region of both treasure and danger may be variously represented: as a distant land, a forest, a kingdom underground, beneath the waves or above the sky, a secret island, lofty mountaintop, or profound dream state; but it is always a place of strangely fluid and polymorphous beings, unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and impossible delights.

—Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949)
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The Quest Begins

A year or so after rediscovering the blue cooler, I took stock of my so-called adulthood. The time had come.

One, I had a new love that was veering into the serious. But we both had doubts. Mine: Was I ready for commitment, cohabitation, and fatherhood? Hers: Who was this guy who seemed, at times, only half present? Half man, half boy. Were his mental wanderings—not to mention his hesitations about owning a car, getting a nine-to-five job, making good money, and siring children—all larger symptoms of some refusal to grow up?

I recall a watershed moment. My girlfriend and I, we’re together. And I’m wearing chain mail. My +2 long sword is clanging at my side. I’m dashing through the underbrush, cape flapping behind me, horns and kettle drums punctuating my steps. DUM … DUH-DUH-DUM … DUH-DA-DA!

“Honey?” She raises an eyebrow. “Any luck?”

No time for questions! I draw my sword. “One does not simply walk into Mordor,” I announce. “Its Black Gates are guarded by more than just orcs. There is evil there that does not sleep, and the Great Eye is ever watchful.”

She rolls her eyes. “Ethan, please … Just find the car, OK?”

I march onward. I’m hunting orc. I’m hunting … Wait—I’m in the parking lot. I’m hunting … for her car. All in my mind. My reverie evaporates into asphalt, waves of heat, and rows of metallic beasts.

Then, about six months into our romance, I turned forty. I drank five too many tequila shots and spent the first night of middle age clutching my stomach and moaning in my girlfriend’s parents’ bathroom. The Middle Ages. Ha.

Forty was suddenly not sitting easy. The seeds of doubt had been planted in our relationship. She: Did Ethan live on Planet Adulthood? Me: Would I continue to escape? I realized I was now older than my mother was when the aneurysm cut her down. And then the blue cooler—I swear it was calling to me, until I couldn’t ignore it any longer. It had appeared just as a midlife crisis started to hit. I had the sense that the D&D gear would somehow solve the riddle of who I was, where I had come from, and why I still needed imaginary realms. And maybe help me understand what I still had left to accomplish.

The contents of the blue cooler had saved me once. Could they save me again?

AT A DISTANCE FOR A REASON

I dragged the cooler from the closet. There it sat on the floor beside my desk. I took a breath, and popped open the lid.

Inside, a dragon’s treasure. I rummaged through the piles. Hundreds of handwritten pages describing places, plots, and characters I’d created, named, and once knew quite well. Notebooks plastered with cartoons of dragons and warriors. Games whose flimsy cardboard boxes had half collapsed under weight and time. Official D&D tables, charts, and other accessories. Rule books dutifully covered and protected, like all precious tomes, with brown-paper shopping bags. Pocket folders and three-ring binders, some filled with character sheets, some with typed drafts of my own Lord of the Rings rip-offs.* A gray felt bag of dice. And enough hand-drawn maps of faraway lands and dungeons to fill an atlas.

[image: The authors D&D gear: dice, rule books and other papers, with the blue cooler in the background.]

Before me, after all these long years, the backdrop for my heroic stories and imaginary derring-do: the Craggy Hills, the Untreaded Lands, the Lorsearch Plains. I looked closely at mountains called Ramen-Nashew that I’d painstakingly scribed, and Elfwood, the forest I had planted with my pencil tip. Here, an evil wizard’s lair. There, an underground labyrinth guarded by traps and monsters, with rooms numbered from 1 to 37, which I had drawn on graph paper. And Elloron, my old friend, my old self, now just a sheet of gold paper. These game scenarios and imaginary lands were coming back to me. This D&D gear had once represented more than a teenaged pastime. It had been my world.

At first I only felt a wave of nostalgia for my old gaming days. I was pumped to revisit that time, even if I sensed a familiar clunk in my gut. A cocktail of feelings. The gear felt like a box of evidence at my own trial. I had found not simply a road map to my adolescent wanderings, circa 1978 through 1984; this was a personal archive of escape. The scribbled sheets revealed an insecure adolescent trying to prognosticate something better. A desperate kid. The more I reflected, the more I worried about the residual damage. How healthy was it to have devoted so much mental energy to a world that didn’t exist? Had we checked out of real life? What were the long-term effects? Did fantasy escapism explain why the person I’d become at forty now felt unsatisfying, and unsatisfied?

When I tell the story of my life, I often say (in what feels like a rehearsed speech) that D&D taught me vocabulary and verbal skills, math, statistics, and how to read maps; it developed my interest in history, flexed my imagination, and schooled me in team-building, personal expression, and interaction with others. I would always say, “Yes, I was a geek, but on balance, D&D was a good thing.” And, I told myself, I wouldn’t be ashamed to teach my own kids (if I ever had any) how to play. But did I really believe that? The game and other Tolkienesque fantasy worlds had bewitched me in moments of weakness. They had consumed my teenage years. My friends and I were obsessed by the drama and sucked in by the power. Poring over the contents of the blue cooler raised further fears. If the adult me was so “over it,” why did I still want to reread The Hobbit and The Chronicles of Narnia? Why had I recently enrolled in a “world-building” workshop, given by a local science fiction writer? Why, when a video game called Lord of the Rings: Conquest promised to let me “play out all [my] darkest fantasies” in Middle-earth—allowing me to assume the form of a fearsome Balrog wielding a fire sword, sack The Shire, and destroy Rivendell—was I so eager to play? I was assailed with self-doubt. The interest still lingered. What was wrong with me?

I knew that since my teenage years, I had kept role-playing games and similar activities at a distance for a reason. I just didn’t quite know what that reason was.

Those Kinder Surprise miniatures were the first warning shot. They had tempted me to throw myself wholeheartedly back into fantasy. But I kept that desire at bay by worries: that I’d enjoy the loss of self and responsibility too much; that the unreal would become more engaging than the real; and that my dormant freakishness—expressed as giddy, unselfconscious geekspeak about light sabers or hit dice—could bubble to the surface and erupt at any time—at a job interview, at a party, or on a date. Perhaps I couldn’t admit to myself that I still needed the escapist crutch of a fantasy life to hobble through the real world. Or possibly, that I would allow RPGs to consume my life again, intentionally or subconsciously in an unspoken act of self-sabotage, so that no time or energy or mental space would remain to solve my real-life problems. Or was it simply some nameless dread about being stuck in Geekland forever?

Whatever the explanation, flipping through my old Dungeon Masters Guide—its charts and tables for “Thief Abilities,” “Turning Undead,” and “Morale Failure”—suddenly felt not only dangerous, but filled with a sense of foreboding. Here I was, more than two decades after quitting D&D and becoming a man, but susceptible to the fantasy bug. Not immune.

Too many questions remained, so I began looking for answers. A quest was a-brewin’.

21ST CENTURY GEEKDOM

I knew that the perception of fantasy hobbies had changed since I was a card-carrying member of the D&D tribe. Today, geek is no longer a four-letter word. Fantasy subcultures have shifted from the fringe to pockets of cool, and their associated terminology and cultural references—Gandalf, leveling up, griefing—have been absorbed into the mainstream. Playing fantasy games, reading fantasy books, and watching fantasy movies are infinitely more permissible now than when I was exploring dungeons in rural New Hampshire. Eleven and a half million (and counting) subscribers to World of Warcraft (WoW), and their spouses, attest to that, as does the international literary phenomenon called Harry Potter. Adult men and women own Xbox and PlayStation consoles, and arrange Yoda and R2-D2 Pez dispensers on their computer monitors. Online worlds like Second Life have made role-playing second nature and a widely acceptable behavior. Even Muggles understand it.

Sigh of relief. At least I’m in good company. Millions now turn away from the “real” world to inhabit others. But just because it seemed like everyone was headed to a Renaissance fair or was hooked on Nintendo Wii or Warhammer didn’t mean all these neo-medieval or magical-themed options were necessarily good for you. Fantasy as a cultural phenomenon felt vaguely unsettling to me. I wondered if pervasive escapism had infantilized an entire generation. Was fantasy in all its forms fundamentally good or evil? Were some subcultures more doomed than others? Deep thoughts.

Perhaps nobody else spent time pondering these matters. Or maybe I just wanted to reassure myself that I wasn’t any more of a freak than they were.

Whatever the reason, as a recovering D&Der playing the role of a so-called “grown-up” arts and travel writer for national newspapers and magazines, I started to take on any assignment I could find that would let me write professionally about Tolkien, gaming, or fantasy. I embarked on a nonlinear, noncontiguous odyssey of self-reflection, cultural analysis, and free mead. I needed to put myself




SPEAK, FRIEND, AND ENTER
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