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				FORWARD BY APRIL ROLFE

					When I met James 15 years ago (2004), he was a recently graduated film nerd who made niche horror shorts in the nooks and crannies when he wasn’t manning the liquor store till or searching for a “real job” as recent college graduates are expected to do. Angry Video Game Nerd and YouTube were in their infancy. That kind of instant and easy exposure was unheard of at the time, but even then everyone who knew him seemed acutely aware that he was bound for greatness and exuded pride in him and his craft. And soon, I too knew deep in my bones that his passion for filmmaking would yield him great success. It was intense and undeniable. 

					Every milestone of his life and our lives together is directly associated with a Cinemassacre endeavor. “Rocky” spoofs and toilet monsters were the totems of our early years together. His filmography on the TV minutes into our second date. His parents, grandpa and sister seemed to tell every story about James’ childhood as if through the lens of a camera. Every new friend or family member I met knew what I quickly came to understand and what I maintain as truth to this day: James is the real fucking deal. He eats, breathes and diarrhea dumps filmmaking. The art of making movies is synonymous with his soul. He is unapologetically authentic and has worked relentlessly, belief unfaltering in his passion and deserves every ounce of his success.

					I’m sorry to ruin the ending of the book for you, but that is the key to all of it. Be a dragon for your dreams. I’m here to tell you, James has mastered this and has put it all out there for you to absorb, witness and be entertained by. A slightly more personal 

			

		

	
		
			
				extension of the films and videos he’s known for. A glimpse into the real life of a moviemaking nerd. Genuine and transparent as his personality, this book is a manual for guiding a life by passion. The highs, the lows and everything in between. It’s his legacy, his contribution to the world and his life’s purpose. Enjoy. 

					-April Rolfe

			

		

	
		
			
				INTRO

				So you’re interested in my life story? I’m flattered anyone would want to read this. It’s about life in general, but the main topic here is filmmaking and of the struggles and challenges I faced on this neverending quest. I hope you’ll find this entertaining, or even inspiring, and that it may serve as advice or guidance to those pursuing careers similar to mine. I’ve included funny stories from my life intended to get a laugh, as well as those about growing up, learning from mistakes and of all the personal issues I’ve left behind. In general, it’s about important experiences that have affected my life. The good. The bad. Everything.

				Big THANKS to my wife April for all her sacrifices and dedication. For playing a huge part of this story, and helping my career behind-the-scenes. She made it possible to do what I do, and be where I am today. Without her, I would not have made it this far. 

				Thanks to my parents for raising me, through all my difficulties, sending me to college, and supporting my career all the way. Thanks to the rest of my family, including Mom and Dad #2 (April’s parents) and to all my friends through the years. Thanks to everyone who has worked with me on videos and whether your name is mentioned in this book or not, I greatly value your contribution to my life. Thanks to all the fans for making my dreams a reality. And most importantly, thanks to my kids for being awesome and they shall be the new story of the future.

				 

					-James Rolfe

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter I

				CHILDHOOD
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				DRAGONS AND DREAMS

				I was inside my baby carriage, being pushed through the park by my mother. I watched the tree branches passing over me, a canopy of pretty leaves, with patches of sky. All was quiet and serene.

				Next, I found myself in a tiny pool, with water up to my waist. I splashed around playfully. The water was showering down from the mouth of a dragon water spout made of concrete, towering above me. Its long green neck rose maybe 10 feet from the pool, with dorsal fins going up its back to the top of its head in a mohawk fashion. It stared blindly through hollow eyes, its nostrils flaring as water drizzled from its red lips.

				Otherwise, it was a typical scene. There were slides, seesaws, swings and picnic tables. Everything you’d expect to see in a park, but something was missing. There were no other kids. Not a single person in sight. Just the dragon, looming over me. Where was my mom? I was all alone. I turned around, scanning the distance.

				There was nothing but trees, enclosing the scene. All was quiet. I could hear no birds, no dogs barking, nothing. Then one lone sound pierced the silence. Bells from a nearby church. As if time was ticking down. Something was about to happen.

				I looked up. The dragon’s head was much closer than before. Its eyes fixated on me, its neck lurching forward! Its mouth opened, showing off rows of sharp teeth! I screamed! Then everything went pitch black.

			

		

	
		
			
				I woke up, crying into my pillow. My mom came into the room and turned on the light. She told me I was just having a nightmare. I was only a baby and hadn’t yet even grasped the concept of a nightmare. There’s a first time for everything. Whether or not it actually was my first nightmare, the fact remains it’s the oldest event from my life I can remember. It was my earliest known experience with the haunting power of imagination: something that would eventually become my most valuable tool. 

				I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1980 and the first years of my life were spent in agonizing fear of the ghastly terrors that lurk inside the mind, like monsters in the closet. Most people seem to have had at least one recurring nightmare. For me, it was definitely the dragon of the park.

				The truth is, it wasn’t just a nightmare. The park was a real place and the dragon water spout actually existed. It was in the Foxchase area of Philadelphia, a few blocks from my parents’ 
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				apartment, my first home. Nearby was the church where I was baptized (though I was never religious). That would probably explain the toll of the bells in the dream. Not too far from there stood the hospital where I was born. The park seemed to be the central location, where my true personality was actually born. Mom tells me I played next to the dragon daily. I wasn’t afraid of it. I loved it. But I guess things change when the lights go out at night. 

				The odd thing is that my memory of the nightmare is more vivid than the real place. My brain insists the dragon was really alive. Then why did I keep going back to the park? I guess we’re drawn to the things that frighten us.

				Another major recurring nightmare I had was E.T. from the Spielberg film. But in my dreams, it was the dead chalk-colored E.T. from the scene where he’s dying. This evil zombie E.T. stood about 20 feet tall, and his neck could stretch infinitely.
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				My bedroom was on the second floor. He would stand outside and stare through my window, right at me. His neck would stretch into the room, his face coming closer. I would hide underneath my blankets and pray he’d go away. I’d hear him whisper “I’m ... going ... to ... kill ... you” in the same voice as his famous “E.T … phone … home …”

				I had another recurring nightmare about a pair of walking legs in black stockings that kept sneaking into my house with the silent grace of a cat. Its name was “The Slok.” Its sole intent was to destroy the washing machine. 

				…Yeah, seriously. I’d revise the dream to make it sound better, but that would defeat the whole purpose of this book. What happened, is what happened.

				Another recurring dream involved a 50-foot tall chicken that was running around my neighborhood with its head cut off! I was always running from it. 

				I could never understand why my mind had to manifest such horrible things. They came out of nowhere. I never saw a horror movie until I was much older. I always went to bed with the lights on, and often would sleep in my parents’ room. Sometimes, I was too afraid to sleep at all, for fear of what kind of terrors I’d meet inside my whimsical brain.

				Even when I was awake, I would have vivid hallucinations. My dad, trying to save on the electric bill, would shut off my light at some point during the night while I was asleep. I would wake up disoriented and see all kinds of gruesome creatures surrounding me with their eyeballs hanging out of their sockets and their jaws broken off, with cockroaches coming out of their ears. Arms were reaching out to me. Tongues were reaching out to me. Everything was reaching out to me! 

			

		

	
		
			
				I would be too terrified to get out of bed and reach for the light switch. All I could do was hide under the blankets and scream.

				I remember one night, staring into the darkness of my closet, lying awake for hours, seeing ghosts dancing around. They had a slimy texture that emitted a radiant greenish-blue glow. It’s hard to describe. Try to imagine if you covered a sock in glow-in-the-dark paint. 

				Once, I got out of bed to take a closer look. I looked right at the ghost, only inches from my face. It still looked real. I went back to bed and kept an eye on it until morning. When the morning rays of the sun lit the room, the illusion finally faded as the ghost morphed into a T-shirt.

				I learned later that some of these hallucinations were linked to sleep paralysis, which is this weird phase when you’re temporarily stuck between the dream world and real life. Sometimes, you’re aware of your body but can’t move. For anybody who’s experienced it, you know how much it sucks.

				But I took some delight in it, too. I started to accept that my mind was running wild and just enjoyed the show. These ghosts were fun. The closet was their stage. The performance would end at 
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				dawn, when they’d all turn back into action figures, stuffed animals and clothes. 

				I was fascinated by the way my mind could trick me into seeing such things. The big question: How could I make other people see the same things I was seeing?

				IMAGINATION AND ADVENTURE

				My parents moved out of their apartment and left Philadelphia to move into a house in southern New Jersey. It was a random place. Could have been anywhere. It was known as the “Pine Barrens.” There’s nothing but forests. Probably out of such community boredom, several urban legends spawned, most notably the Jersey Devil and the Atco Ghost. But I wasn’t aware of these famous tales yet. I was busy making up my own things.

				We lived on a quiet dead-end street, and because there was 
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				hardly any traffic, all the neighborhood boys and girls would roller skate and play in the middle of the road. It might just have been an ordinary place, but to me, this was a paradise where all my creativity blossomed.

				I can’t take for granted that my parents did the absolute best. They sacrificed everything for me, including my mom quitting a good job and giving up a promotion to stay at home and raise me. They gave me the perfect childhood. They gave me a dog, and many cats, and ultimately a sister who was my best friend, my enemy sometimes, and everything all at once. 

				She eventually turned out to be the opposite of me, an athletic popular girl, proving the amazing range of my parents. I was the nerdy one, not athletic in the slightest.

				I tried playing street hockey with my friends. My reflexes were too slow. I’d chase the puck around, always a step behind. ... Then I stopped and stared at the stick. I held it up, envisioning it as a sword. I looked up to the street lamp, its long pole becoming the neck of a dragon. The lamp was its eye. I guess it was a cyclops-dragon. I told my friends to use their swords! We must defend ourselves! And they all started playing along.
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				Behind my house was a field where no crops grew. I led my friends through it, slashing weeds, which we imagined were goblins. We journeyed all the way across to a small forest that ended at Atco lake, where there lay an actual shipwreck, tiny boat partially submerged, poking up from the surface. This is where our imaginary quest ended as our collaborative heroic efforts defeated an evil wizard, who threw fireballs from the boat. We’d deflect them back at him, sinking him forever in the lake.

				Every day was flourishing with imagination. We played as soldiers and cowboys and used building-block toys to build a life-size submarine, a time machine and a weather device to create tornadoes. I had a fascination with tornadoes and wanted to see one in real life, but was also terrified of them, and they’ve persisted in my nightmares too.

				Something about danger intrigued us. One of my friends told us about Satan and Hell. We wanted to see if it was real, so we began digging a hole in the ground. It would be a huge undertaking to reach the deepest bowels of the Earth, but we were determined. 

				We kept digging until we could stand in it, with our heads below ground level. That’s when we started to get scared. If Satan was real, what would he do to us? So we jumped out and frantically covered the hole.

				When I got an audio cassette recorder for Christmas, we began recording our stories on tape. It was my favorite toy so far. We invented voices for different characters like Foogie Woogie, Funky Monkey and Ducky Poop. This is where we exercised our toilet humor, as my friends shared every obscene word they knew of. 

				One of them told me to say “Kid” backward. … I did. Then they all laughed. I couldn’t figure out why. So I asked my parents. … Oh boy.

			

		

	
		
			
				Next came photography. I borrowed a cheap camera from my parents, and went outside to snap pictures of my friends making funny faces, and capturing motions like jumping, karate kicks and spraying water guns. Freezing action was a fascination of mine. Back then, you had to bring the pictures to the store (after you’d finish the roll of film) to get them developed. Sometimes we’d wait a week to see the results. Often, pictures would come back dark or blurry, or the lens was covered by a finger.

				Photos became another medium to tell stories about heroic warriors who had to battle vicious creatures and evil ogres, all made from ordinary objects. A lawnmower with a blanket thrown over it was a “goblin,” a crinkled pool cover was a “blob monster” and a green sandbox lid was a “slime monster.”
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				My dog Peejay, a half-collie, half-German shepherd, often appeared in the photos, playing with us, but within the realm of the stories, she was the king of the beasts. The ultimate in horror. When she rolled on her back and spread her limbs, she became known as “The Four-Winged Terror.”

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				I compiled all the photos into an album, which I made into a storybook. Since we used bright neon Nerf swords as the heroes’ main weapon, resembling lightsabers or lasers, I called the story “Lazer Fighting,” which had a few sequels. I put the photos in sequence and wrote captions, almost like a comic book. Sometimes I drew new monsters on the photos, or projectiles, or impact graphics like “Bam” and “Kapow!” In a way, I was learning the basics of story editing.
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				To fill in the stories, I sometimes added stock images, and I didn’t care how recognizable they were. The White House became the Four-Winged Terror’s Castle. Later I’d learn the term “stock footage,” meaning to insert previously existing footage in movies as a cost-cutting method, used excessively by Ed Wood for example.

				“Lazer Fighting” fizzled out, as my circle of friends all separated. Some of that was because of natural reasons (life moves on), but also, I was dealing with some personal problems.
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				SPECIAL ED SCHOOL

				I was a temperamental child. I hated going to to school. I’d ignore my fellow classmates when they’d greet me. I’d refuse to participate in class activities. I’d collapse on the floor and scream, throwing temper tantrums constantly. I wouldn’t eat anything, or go to the bathroom, until I’d wet my pants. I was afraid of loud noises such as clapping and laughing, and wouldn’t go near balloons for fear they’d pop. I’d refuse to attend any birthday parties. I was antisocial, demanding anything I wanted, and always made self-deprecating remarks, including a suicidal comment which I don’t think I really meant but obviously caused a lot of concern at the time.

				My mom felt guilty and helpless, but there was nothing she or anyone did wrong. I don’t know why I acted the way I did, nor do I remember much of it. I only know because of how extremely well-documented it is. My mom wrote a daily journal, which she kept all these decades in a box, along with all the tests and reports from teachers and examiners. To read them after all these years was very interesting. It made clear all the effort, love and commitment I received from my parents. I was their top concern. Their entire lives became a neverending mission to help me, as evidenced by all the different doctor visits and therapy.

				Reading the evaluations from the psychologists was very interesting. Some of it was flattering. They said I exhibited high intelligence for my age. I excelled at solving puzzles. But I was obsessed with tiny details in a room, like a ceiling fan which I said was too loud to hear the psychologist talk over, and fussing about 

			

		

	
		
			
				the position of my chair, adjusting it to be the perfect distance from the table. In one of the reports, the examiner wrote that I stared at the floor the whole time and never spoke or made eye contact, except for one sideways glance. I can’t believe that was me!

				I was classified as a neurologically impaired student, and diagnosed with attention deficit disorder as well as generalized anxiety disorder. Pretty common. They gave me Ritalin for a short time. It might have helped somewhat, but my social skills didn’t improve. I was extremely defensive, and got into fights with other kids on the playground. Academically, my progress was so slow, I basically failed 3rd grade. So I got sent to a special ed school, where I remained for seven-and-a-half years.

				It was the right decision, because I felt much more comfortable there. Classrooms were small, with about 10 students each. I’d remain in the same room for the whole day, and got to know everyone closely. There were 2 teachers per room, patient saints, referred to by their first names, who would work with each student individually. We all had our own assignments catering to 
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				our individual stages of development.

				 Each of us was treated as unique. That special attention melted away all those anxieties of keeping up with the crowd. The fact that everybody was so different meant there was no room for anybody to make fun of each other. It was a great equalizer. You could just be who you were.

				We loved making each other laugh, and there was an abundance of class clowns. There was a guy who compulsively honked his nose. He’d put his palm to his nose and make a honking sound. All day long. I laughed and laughed, until the teacher came over and told me to stop encouraging him. I didn’t realize the nose-honking had something to do with the reason he was in that school. Their goal was to get him to stop, and be “normal.” To this day, I still question what normal is. What is the difference between “treatment” and “conforming to society’s standards”?

				Pranks and jokes were a common thing, such as “losing” your pencil by throwing it in the garbage or out the window when the teacher wasn’t looking. One of the longest-running gags was drawing smiley faces around the classroom, under desks, inside books, in any possible place. The more inconspicuous the better. Seeing a teacher open a textbook to be greeted with that smiley face was hilarious to us. I bet that face is still hidden all over that classroom today.

				Each student was graded by a daily point system, from 1-100, which you’d take home for your parents to sign. If you did something bad, you’d lose a point. If you made it through the whole day without losing any points, you’d go home with a 96. To get those 4 remaining points for a perfect 100, you had to do something nice, called “pro-socials.” 

				The classroom enforced a rule system using a tricolor code. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Red, yellow and green. Some rooms used traffic lights, or a pie chart with a paper clip, but the colors were always the same. When the class was on “green rules,” you could move around and talk as you pleased, but this was rare. Usually, it was on “yellow rules,” which meant you had to stay in your seat, unless given permission to get up. If you got up without permission, that was called a “movement” and you’d lose a point. When it was on “red rules,” you had to stay in your seat and be quiet. You could only speak by first raising your hand. If you spoke on red rules, that was called a “vocalization.” You’d lose a point.

				If you touched something you weren’t supposed to, like grabbing someone’s pencil without permission, the teacher would say “property management” then mark off a point on their clipboard. If you wandered out of the approved boundaries during gym class or a field trip, that’s “out of area.” You’d lose a point. If you hit or push someone, that’s “physical contact.” Lose a point. If you curse, that’s “a verbal.” Lose a point. If a teacher is giving a science lesson about the planets, and you make a joke about Uranus … that’s an “irrelevant comment.” Lose a point. If you were really bad, you’d have to sit in the corner and face the wall for 10-15 minutes. That was called a “C.O.” I don’t know what it stood for. If you were causing too much of a disturbance, you were forced to leave the room and sit in a different classroom where you became another teacher’s problem. They called that a “C.E.”

				It’s my belief that these rules only instigated students. It made them want to act out. When you put a rule in place, it gives people a desire to break it, whatever it is. So we had a lot of incidents there. I was generally well-behaved, but many of my peers had severe anger issues, and they took it out on the teachers and each other.

				Sometimes a student would get up and start cursing. The 

			

		

	
		
			
				teacher would mark off points, saying “verbal” … “high intensity.” The middle finger would come up. “Inappropriate gesture.” A chair would fly. “Property management.” More curses just to spite. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.” A student would grab the chalk and write “FUCK” across the chalkboard while everyone in the room covered their mouths to hold back their laughter, to the point where it almost felt like you were laughing internally and your body was about to explode.

				“This is going to look real bad on your point sheet.” 

				“I don’t care. I’ll take that sheet and shove it up your ass!” 

				“You have to serve your C.E.”

				“Serve THIS.” Another middle finger goes up.

				It would usually end with the student having to be forcefully restrained and dragged out of the room by an aide. The main aide I knew never ran. Only walked. Even if the student was running at top speed, he’d come after them with a slow robotic walk, like Michael Myers. Never ran, but he’d always catch them somehow.

				There was a shopping mall nearby that served as the escape zone for these runaway students. It seems like a situation that would be handled by the police. But instead, the teacher would usually drive after the student, in their own personal vehicle! You can’t make this stuff up. I never saw what happened after that. In my mind, I imagined a car chase like an action movie.

				The entertainment I had in that place was off the charts, but it wasn’t all funny. Some of the students were dealing with serious personal problems. The most extreme situation I witnessed was when a classmate went to the window shade and wrapped the string around his neck. At first, we thought he was joking and even laughed at him. But then his face turned purple. That’s when we realized it wasn’t funny. Not at all. Luckily, the teachers managed to stop him. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The police got involved, and after that, I never saw him again. They took him somewhere else, where I hope things got better for him. 

				Despite all this chaos, I felt at home here, and to this day I have a familiarity with and understanding of people who come from backgrounds such as this. Everyone was my friend, and I still keep in touch with some of my old classmates today.

				CHILDHOOD MOVIES

				On my 8th birthday, my parents rented a VHS camera to record my party. This was when video cameras were so big, you had to hold them on your shoulder. After having already used the audio recorder and the still photo camera, I was now able to capture both sound and picture… but also movement! It was incredible! 

				I wasn’t allowed to use the VHS camera myself yet, since it was a rental, and it didn’t belong to my family. But I definitely came alive in front of it, jumping up to the lens and making animal noises, as my mom would keep telling me to back up. I was too close!

				This same day, as a birthday present, I got an NES — “a Nintendo” — with “Super Mario Bros./Duck Hunt” and “Ghosts N’ Goblins.” Side-scrolling video games were a big deal, much more advanced than the single-screen Atari 2600 games I was used to. I was adapting to entirely new motor skills. 

				The first “Nintendo tape” (cartridge) I tried was “Ghosts N’ Goblins.” As soon as the game began, I was immediately ambushed by zombies. I’d jump around aimlessly, tossing javelins, but was 

			

		

	
		
			
				I’m a skeleton. Dead. It was over so quick, I couldn’t even mentally process what just happened. 

				After a few failed attempts, I tried “Super Mario Bros.” instead. I ran into the first Goomba, fell down some pits… then tried again. I died again and again, constantly being mocked by the “game over” music. I gripped the controller tightly, and screamed! This began a tradition of getting frustrated at video games, but always coming back for more punishment.

				As I look back on my 8th birthday, I realize that was a momentous day. I was introduced to the video camera and the NES. Those two things combined would eventually define my career.

				I had already experimented with my grandfather’s Super 8 film camera and staged a fake fight with my cousin. But unlike film, with the video camera, there was audio, more recording time, and best of all, instant results. You didn’t have to send the film out to get processed. You just pop the tape in the VHS player and it’s on your TV!

				The first film in my personal filmography is “Jimmy Rolfe vs. The Punching Bag” (1989). Inspired by the “Rocky” films, I staged a boxing match between myself and a punching bag. The bag would fight back by swinging into my face. I knocked the bag down, and using crude stop-motion effects, it got up from the floor. 

				The video was below amateurish and embarrassing. But for a kid who was too awkward to go to a mainstream school, I had no shame being in front of the camera. I loved being silly.

				When I was 11, my family got our first video camcorder, so we no longer had to rent one. It was a newer compact camera that recorded onto smaller 30 minute VHS-C tapes. 

				It was intended for holidays and special events, but I borrowed it from my parents so often that it gradually became my 

			

		

	
		
			
				own. Most of the things I did I wouldn’t call movies. More like experiments. 

				I’d stage a fight with my sister, jumping around and kicking in the air. Then I’d copy the tape to a second VCR while playing it in slow mode. The copied tape would retain the slow-motion effect, which was choppy and awful, with lots of fuzz on the screen. It’s something that could be done so easily now on any computer or smartphone, but back then, discovering slow motion was amazing!

				I also attempted virtual reality. I routinely took the camera around the house and in the yard, running with it, low to the ground, then raising it, like a plane taking off. The footage was dizzying and total garbage, but I thought it was cool. 

				To enhance the experience of a first-person perspective, I cut a hole in a cardboard refrigerator box and placed the box against the television, with the hole facing the screen. I sat inside the box, with the video playing, and it felt like I was in a little spaceship flying around.

				The movie that changed my life was the fantasy masterpiece “King Kong” (1933). I saw it on TV. My dad was watching it with me and kept telling me how “fake” the stop-motion monster effects 
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				were, but I was amazed. I had no concept that it was made in 1933. To me, it looked as fresh and exciting as anything ever! Kong fighting the Tyrannosaurus Rex was a spectacle that left an everlasting impression on me. Unknowingly, it also inspired directors John Landis, Peter Jackson and of course Ray Harryhausen. In that sense, I was among good company.

				After seeing it, I made “Escape from Monster Island” (1991) using puppets and action figures. The plot was similar to Kong, with people traveling to an island, getting attacked by monsters, and bringing one of them back to civilization. 

				I moved the characters around with invisible fishing string or by holding them with my hands hidden off-camera. For the city scene, I paused a shot of New York City on the TV, and placed the characters in front of it, sort of like a clumsy live green screen.

				Everything was recorded in order, without any editing or second takes. At that time, I had no idea how movies were made. There was no technology in my home that existed to edit video. Whatever got recorded WAS the final movie. I hit record. Do the shot. Then hit stop. And moved on.

				Any music was played on a tape player next to the camera while filming. There was no way to add it in later, so it had to be done on the spot. Sometimes you could actually see the tape player peeking into the frame, and whenever the shot cut, the music did too. 

				The whole movie was finished in a single night. Afterwards, I watched it. Then reused the tape, recording over it with the next movie.

			

		

	
		
			
				As I kept making movies, I kept discovering new tricks. For my credit sequences (which rarely had any other names besides my own), I traditionally wrote names and titles on pieces of paper scattered down hallways and staircases. I’d record them, with the camera gliding over them in one long shot. But I knew it looked trashy.

				In real movies, the text is always superimposed over the footage. “How do they do that?” I wondered. So I covered the TV screen with plastic food wrap, which stuck there because of the TV’s static electricity. Then, using a marker, I wrote the titles on it. I was literally being a “screenwriter.”

				There was an easier way. Many home camcorders had a feature where you could type in the text, which displays and records it onscreen. When I saw other people do it for birthdays, I looked deeper and found that my camcorder could too. Although mine was different. It had a really weird procedure where you actually had to write the words with a black marker on white paper, then point the camera at the paper and press down a “memory” button for about two seconds, until the camera retained the image. Like magic, the words would stay on the screen, allowing you to bring the camera 
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				wherever you liked with the title floating around. You could press the “title” button to turn the words on and off.

				If you could write words, why not draw? This opened up a whole new world of cheap special effects. I started drawing speech bubbles and putting hats on my family’s head, or devil horns. Then I started drawing ghosts and monsters to interact with. It’s similar to the idea of adding computer-generated characters into live-action footage, which is so incredibly easy to do nowadays, but back then, this was a mind-blowing concept. These monsters and ghosts looked pathetic. They didn’t move. They could only be one color at a time. If the camera picked up shadows on the paper, those shadows would be caught hovering around with the ghost.

				I fully flexed this trick in my first narrative live-action disaster piece “Spirit” (1992), in which my friends and I went around zapping ghosts. It was basically a ripoff of “Ghostbusters” (1984). We’d squirt a ghost with a water pistol. Then whoever was holding the camera had to push the title button to make the ghost disappear on cue. It was fun while it lasted. But we all went our separate ways and “Spirit” went on hiatus.
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				NEW STOMPING GROUND

				When I was 12, my family moved in with my grandparents, a new home still in the Pine Barrens. I was the new kid in the neighborhood but made friends immediately. Next door was the D family who were always friendly. John and Mike were the two that were closest in age to me, among their siblings. They were always a lot of fun and I’d make them act in my movies, when available.

				My new friends showed me around the neighborhood and informed me of all the local myths. There was a tree that talked after midnight (though not a single person had ever seen it to confirm it), a pair of glowing eyes that appeared in the woods known as “slobby eyes,” and a clump of foliage in the shape of an elephant, as if animals were being turned into plants.

				They also took me to a “candy shop” which was a short walk from our homes. It was on the other side of the railroad tracks. You’d take a turn onto a shady side street, through somebody’s backyard, and there it was … An elderly man selling candy out of a shed! This was the “candy shop.”

				Obviously, that should raise a lot of concern. At the time, being young children, it seemed normal to us. We thought nothing of it. And luckily, nothing bad happened. We just bought the candy and left. We returned many times and it seemed the rest of the parents were OK with it. At least it seemed. After the man passed away, we even brought cards to his wife. Thinking back, it was an incredibly strange situation. An old man selling candy in his backyard. But I guess those were innocent times. Nowadays, you really gotta watch 

			

		

	
		
			
				out for that stuff.

				Behind my new backyard was a pet cemetery. The neighborhood used to bury all their dead pets back there, or so I was told. Either way, I carried on the tradition. Anytime one of my pets perished, I buried them there. Even dead squirrels or rabbits. Whatever I found. So if the pet cemetery wasn’t real before, I made it real.

				Behind it was a forest, which hid the former Atco raceway from the 1950s. It was the coolest! It was a quarter-mile race track, now abandoned and overgrown by nature. Some of the concession stands still barely existed at that time, reduced to piles of stone and rubble. 

				This place was magical to me. We went back there to play all the time, and it became a heavily featured backdrop in many of my films. 

				You could also hear the sound of the nearby train all the time. Living next to the railroad tracks, I got so used to the noise I’d ignore it whenever I was shooting my movies. It turned into a 
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				tradition. It wasn’t a true James Rolfe movie if you didn’t hear that train.

				One day, I was looking out my back window at the forest. All the trees were green and full of life, except for one oddity. A lone dead tree. Not a single leaf. Brown and crooked, rising like a scarecrow. It stood out from the rest, in an unnatural and disturbing way. I decided I had to see it up close.

				Walking into the woods, the tree fell out of sight. At one point, I got so lost, I figured I’d give up. But then I found it. The dead trunk was unmistakable. It surpassed my expectations. There was a human face on it! The bark was chipped in one place, and there was a hole where a tree branch broke off. Together these resembled a pair of eyes. There was a bump for the nose. And finally a gash, as if somebody hit it with an axe, which formed a mouth gaping open in a ghostly eternal yawn. Total coincidence and imagination.

				Around the tree was a small clearing. No other trees grew too close to it. Standing there, I felt a spiritual presence. I decided this tree must be the master of the forest. It later became the center of the “Creepy Wood Club,” a village of tree forts I built with my friends out of our dads’ scrap wood.

				The tree was a perfect centerpiece for my movie “Spirit,” which I brought out of hiatus with my new neighborhood cast. I explained the tree was like the heart of all the ghostly activity. That’s where they all came from. So I led my team of spirit-busters into the woods to fight them. I had, in one hand, the camera. In the other, a tape playing the Lost Woods theme from “The Legend of Zelda: A Link to the Past” for background music. And just as we reached the tree and drew our weapons, we could hear one of our moms calling from the distance, “Dinner!” And the day was over.

				The following weekend, I tried to get my friends back 

			

		

	
		
			
				together to finish the movie, but the tree fell. Dead by natural causes. Without the tree, we had no movie. So we tacked on a half-ass ending explaining that it fell, and all the ghosts disappeared. I wasn’t even able to shoot the tree lying there, because my dad felt the need to remove it fast. He buried it in a ditch with a bunch of other yard waste. All that remained was a stump. For many years, it was my only reminder of where the tree once stood.

				All the scenes from “Spirit” were scattered over several VHS-C tapes. I copied them all, in chronological order, onto a full-size VHS tape. That was as far as my editing ever went at the time. The final movie ran about 2 hours long. Technically it was my first feature-length film, but I wouldn’t count it. 

				There was no plot structure whatsoever. Just rambling nonsense. It was an abomination. Torture to watch. I wouldn’t wish it on anybody. Even back then, I knew it. So I recorded over the tape with the next movie, sadly erasing the last evidence of the Creepy Wood Tree. Gone forever.

				Darn my younger self! Now I save everything I can. No matter how terrible it is, you never know when you’re going to want to watch your old work again, to see how you’ve improved.

				Getting friends to act wasn’t easy. Everyone was busy. Next time I got some of them over was “Snix” (1993). I quickly thought of a spontaneous story about an ancient warlock, Snix, who died centuries ago but left behind a mask (made of paper and feathers). In the present day, the mask is discovered and possesses my friend with the warlock’s spirit when he puts it on. He stalks me and tries to kill me.

				We made up the plot as we went along, but it was cut short when his mom called him home to dinner. After that, I had to complete his scenes by puppeteering the mask in close-ups only, and 

			

		

	
		
			
				performing Snix’s voice myself. Again, it was complete garbage, but it survived. It’s my oldest existing movie to feature live actors besides myself and has become, sort of, in a strange way, a classic of mine.

				MONSTERS AND HORROR

				By age 13, I was obsessed with monsters. Something I was afraid of before. Now I couldn’t get enough of them. How could a monster be scary, if it could fit in your closet or under your bed? What about the huge monsters, like Godzilla? That’s what I liked best!

				I found a series of books in my school library about movie monsters written by Ian Thorne, published by Crestwood House. Known as the “orange books,” these introduced me to Godzilla and all the rest. I didn’t have access to the movies. There was no internet yet. All I had was some screenshots and plot summaries as the movies played in my imagination. They became real in my mind before ever having seen them.

				Eventually, I scoped out all my local video stores and found a few of them. The first one I rented was “Godzilla vs. Monster Zero” (1965), and I loved it! After that, it became a mission to track down as many as possible. I’d call the video stores to make special orders. I’d scan the TV guide every Sunday, hoping something cool would air. Every now and then, TNT ran “MonsterVision,” an all-night marathon of horror and Sci-Fi films (eventually to be hosted by the hero of movie critics Joe Bob Briggs). The films would vary 

			

		

	
		
			
				quality. They’d show classics like “The Thing” (1951) and stinkers like “The Giant Claw” (1957). Either way, I’d be happy. I’d get some blank tapes ready and stay up late, trying to record as many of them as I could.

				The cream of the crop was the Universal Monster series, which never seemed to play on TV. I had to find those at the video store, or make special orders to purchase them. The first one I saw was “Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman” (1943). From the opening cemetery scene, I was captivated. The full moon and leaves blowing looked so gorgeous in black & white. I was sucked into its world. After that, I had to see them all, using a slow income of allowance money to gradually buy “Dracula” (1931), “Frankenstein” (1931), “The Mummy” (1932) and all their sequels, collecting and proudly displaying them on my shelf, their cover art facing forward.

				Nobody else cared. It seemed most people liked sports. Whenever I’d talk about the history of horror classics, citing actors and dates, people would ask, “Why do you know that?” Most people I met seemed to look down on those movies because “they don’t have color” or “they’re not scary.” I never thought scary was a thing. I just thought of them as works of art.

				The classics didn’t need gore and nudity. I was too young to watch the R-rated stuff, anyway. As I grew up, I graduated to “Night of the Living Dead” (1968), which became my bridge from the old to the new. And after that, I was watching “Texas Chainsaw Massacre” (1974) and beyond. So I got to experience the evolution of horror in chronological order.

				I was also a firm believer in Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster. I was especially fascinated with Nessie, perhaps because the famous image of the neck rising from the water subconsciously reminded me of the dragon in my dreams. Everybody else thought it 

			

		

	
		
			
				was ridiculous. I figured there were enough photos and sonar scans to prove it. I never considered the idea of hoaxes. The concept of lying didn’t register with me.

				While many of my friends preferred Christmas, because you get presents, I liked Halloween best, because of all the fun spooky activities. This was prime time to get creative and celebrate the classic monsters. Each year, I’d build a haunted house in my parents’ basement, which drove them nuts, until I eventually moved it to the garage for its final year. It was a tradition I carried on from 1993-98. 

				The quality improved with each Halloween, as I bought more props, strobe lights and black lights. I decorated a cemetery on top of a ping-pong table with cardboard tombstones and a painted backdrop. 

				Various sound effect tapes were situated in different areas, divided by paper walls. Monsters would sit around. Some of them were stuffed dummies, but others were my friends waiting to get up and scare you.

				It was good practice at being a director because I had to assign my friends different roles: to play a monster, to pull strings to 
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				activate fake spiders, or to cue a sound tape at the right time. It was a busy process, and I’d start building it as early as August, hoping to have it ready to scare as many guests as possible throughout October.

				Sometimes you’d get a young kid who was too scared. You’d want people to have fun, not go home in tears traumatized, so it was hard to find the right balance. Other times, you’d get a real bratty kid who’d make fun of everything, and be a total jerk. Those ones, scare the shit out of ’em!

				vv

				EXPLORING OTHER MEDIUMS

				Up until now, with my shortage of actors, every movie had to be made spontaneously. No script. No planning. And it couldn’t take more than a day, or else nobody would commit.

				But I wanted to give it more effort. So I wrote my first script called “DinoMen from D4” (1994). It was about a scientist who conducts interdimensional experiments, opening a portal to dimension No. 4, the dimension between humans and the surviving 
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				dinosaurs who were sent there ages ago when a meteor struck the Earth. The result: Human/dinosaur hybrids are unleashed and kill everybody. I had these “Jurassic Park” velociraptor masks I wanted to use. But we never made it that far.

				Scripting my friends’ dialogue didn’t work out. They couldn’t remember their lines, so I just let them say whatever they wanted. No matter what, they kept cracking up and laughing. There was no editing yet. Anytime somebody screwed up, I had to rewind the tape and record over it. There’s no way to time that perfectly, so you’d still see a second or two of the old take. 

				They also had to start acting immediately when the camera began recording, so you’d always see them looking at the camera, waiting for the red light to turn on. I’d tell them to stop looking and just wait a few seconds after I say “action.” But they’d either start too soon or too late. “Cut! We gotta do it over again,” I’d tell them. But they didn’t like that. It was boring. They lost their patience and went home.

				Weeks passed, and I begged them to finish the movie. When they came back, none of them had the same clothes on. No regard for continuity. Beggars can’t be choosers. So I ignored it.

				When we continued shooting, they were behaving even sillier than before. They wouldn’t say a single line without making jokes and goofing off. So I gave up.

				The movie was abandoned. I had high expectations and was completely let down. I tore up the script and vowed to quit trying to make movies. It wasn’t for me. Nobody took me seriously. I was a failure, I thought.

				So I explored other mediums. Even when I was 11-12, my parents sent me to an oil painting class where I painted landscapes inspired by Bob Ross. But my main aspiration was drawing comics.

			

		

	
		
			
				 I usually drew them in school, during lunch or whatever downtime. They involved random bizarre characters I’d make up like The Chocolate Moose (literally), The Speck (a tiny dot that scares people or beats them up), The Fonny (a smiley face with an enormous gaping mouth and bulging eyes who screams “That’s fonny!” so loud it creates windstorms causing total devastation), and The Heads (floating disembodied heads that terrorize people). 

				There was also a monthly series “Fonto Force” about a reluctant hero who has to defend the land from evil wizards and beasts … whenever he’s in the mood.

				My classmates enjoyed them. The teacher even let me draw some of the comics on the chalkboard, encouraging my creativity. But when I started collaborating with my close friends Ed and Alex, our comics became loaded with humorous over-the-top blood and gore, inspired by the video game series “Mortal Kombat.”

				 I knew it was make-believe. We found humor in exaggerated 
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				violence. People getting ripped apart, tangled in intestines, heads exploding. It was funny. But it was highly inappropriate for school and got us in trouble.

				I decided I’d pursue a career in animation. It would be like making movies, but without the need for actors. I could perform all the voices myself. Special effects and locations would be no concern. Anything I could imagine, I’d just draw. 

				My mom sent me to a Saturday course at an art university in Philadelphia. The other students were much older than me. I felt awkward, but when doing art I was comfortable. The school had a camera connected to a time-lapse VCR, which was amazing to me. I wish I owned that precious equipment. 

				We were taught traditional hand-drawn animation, one sheet of paper at a time. But with 12 drawings per second (or more), I wasn’t able to tell the whole scope of my ambitious, epic story about knights sword-fighting dragons in a castle. So I decided to do cutouts instead. This way, I’d only draw the characters once, and move them around. Still, it was very time-consuming. It took several hours for only a few minutes of screen time, and within the class time, there was no way I could accomplish everything I wanted.

				I was conflicted. Animation vs. live-action. Which did I prefer? Animation required endless hours alone in a room, creating image after image. Live-action required getting a bunch of people together. Animation seemed better suited to my private lifestyle. But I got too lonely. I also hated my drawings. I thought I lacked skill. But live-action was still out of the question because I had no actors. My neighborhood friends were busy with sports, and my school friends lived too far away. So I gave up. Again.

			

		

	
		
			
				HELLBENT FOR FILM

				Making movies was a pipe dream I thought. A false hope. I had no actors. No connections. No social skills. No money. I lived in New Jersey, all the way across the country from Hollywood. Why did I ever think I could make movies? By age 15, I slipped into a depression. I stayed in my room and watched Universal monster films. That was my only life.

				Then everything changed. My parents took me on a trip to Hollywood. It was my first time ever on the West Coast. 

				Most importantly, we visited Universal Studios, the actual place where the monster classics were made. On the backlot tour, I was hoping to see the sets from Dracula’s castle and Frankenstein’s laboratory but was disappointed to find nothing was there anymore. Gone decades ago.
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				That’s when I learned movie sets are typically torn down after filming is complete to make room for the next picture. All the sets that I did see were only constructed partially. Houses and buildings were just facades. They’d only build the front wall. The tour guide said, “Only build what you need.” That stuck with me. How ingenious. Nothing needs to exist, except what’s inside the frame.

				When I got home, the first thing I did was go back to the abandoned raceway and film the stone walls that were collapsing. By shooting only select areas, I pretended it was the remnants of Dracula’s castle. I spoke to the camera, saying that I had actually traveled to Transylvania as the tone became darker. I tried to be as convincing as possible. This was before “found footage” style horror films became popular.

				The idea of working with the absolute minimum resources fueled my confidence. I didn’t need millions of dollars. Hollywood movies are more business than art. They take no risks. They just follow the prevailing trend and give the public what they want. Their solution to everything is to spend money on it. I vowed I would create something worthy, without any money at all.

				One boring weekend in May 1996, I was doing absolutely nothing except sitting on my bed staring through my window, listening to the distant sound of a lawnmower. I had to do something, so I rummaged through the closet and pulled out some dusty shoeboxes, containing my old VHS tapes. Within these were my childhood home movies.

				I was feeling nostalgic and decided to watch them for the first time in years. I was strangely impressed by how much I was able to accomplish as the sole actor and camera operator. It stimulated my mind, washing away the boredom. I decided to stop brooding and 

			

		

	
		
			
				make a new movie. If I was able to do it all by myself those years before, I could do it again now. But this time, it would be better.

				I decided to make a silent horror film, inspired by the classic “Nosferatu” (1922). I loved the slow, creepy pace and haunting atmosphere. With the sound muted, I didn’t have to worry about the noise coming from my family. I improvised the plot and kept it vague. I wanted the audience to feel like they were peeking in, trying to figure out what was happening and dreading what might lurk around the corner. I wanted the suspense to grow before any physical horror would appear.

				As the camera rolls, I step into my room cautiously, hiding something under my shirt. As soon as I shut my door, I remove what turns out to be an ancient relic, a genie lamp. I sit down at my desk and nervously examine it. Then, I make a phone call. Though there’s no sound, my facial expression tells you the situation is grim.

				Then, something off-screen startles me and I hang up the phone. My door slowly opens by itself and an eyeball rolls into my room. I peek out the door and catch a brief glimpse of a dark shape descend the staircase, then vanish. As the story unfolds, I encounter all kinds of ghouls in my house. 
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				I took much more care composing the shots than I ever had before. I paid attention to every background detail, eliminating any household items that didn’t belong. I placed flashlights and lamps around, to spotlight certain areas.

				Since I had to play all of the ghouls, I could only show one character at a time. I had to cut back and forth, changing costumes, capes and Halloween masks. The camera had no flip screen or external monitor of any kind, so it was a total guessing game if I was framing myself properly. I still didn’t have a tripod, so I was placing the camera on stacks of books, the bed, a chair, whatever was nearby. As an unexpected side effect, the shots were slightly crooked, or far below eye-level, which aided the surreal nightmare atmosphere I was trying to convey.

				It was all shot in order since I still had no tools to edit. Whatever the camera recorded was the final movie. Just as when filming my friends, I had to make sure the shots didn’t start too early or linger too long. I’d put my mask on, hit RECORD then rush into the shot. The camera had a two-second delay, so there was just barely enough time, to run into frame before the recording would start. 

				After the shot was done, hitting STOP was impossible when nobody else was around to operate the camera, so I’d play the tape back and cue it to the right moment, where the next shot was supposed to begin.

				The most complicated shot of all was when a ghoul crawls out from the closet. I had to get inside the closet and shut the doors before the camera would start recording. Two seconds wasn’t enough, and it was even harder because I was wearing a long flowing cape. But I was determined, and tried, again and again.

				A remote control would have made this a lot easier, but these 

			

		

	
		
			
				were the dark ages when I didn’t know such things existed. On some occasions, I asked a family member to hit record, but this was one of those moments when they weren’t available.

				I tried moving the camera closer and acting without wearing the costume, only putting it on while inside the closet. You still saw the door shut for a split-second, and there was a long delay before I appeared, but it was good enough. The live editing in-camera method was a waste of time. I hated it. But it was my only option.

				The plot began to take shape. I was a thief who stole a magic lamp, subconsciously inspired by Indiana Jones from “Raiders of the Lost Ark” (1981) and Samuel Spade from “The Maltese Falcon” (1941), in which a priceless bird statue is the object the shady characters are all fighting over. The person on the phone in my movie is my boss who paid me to steal it for him. But it turns out the lamp is cursed, which is why the ghouls are coming after me, or so I think. After they corner me in my house, I fend them off and escape, running into the woods.

				The next day, I showed the half-finished film to Mike D. and the rest of my neighbors. They noticed that the quality was better than my older movies, and were surprised at how I managed to play all the characters. The suspense ramped up, leading to a cliffhanger. They wanted to know what happens next. I said, “I don’t know.” Then, they said the unthinkable: “Let’s finish it.” Really? They wanted to be in my movie? And with that magic moment, I got my actors back!

				With friends helping, production moved a lot quicker. Shots were no longer static. The camera could now move around as everybody took turns operating it and dressing up as the ghouls. Excitement was in the air, filming a “dark” horror film out in the bright sun. We put up a tent, which played host to the final scene 

			

		

	
		
			
				where Mike and I hide from the ghouls, who surround our tent, clawing their way in. Seeing their silhouettes creeping on the outside of the tent was a cool eerie effect.

				In the twist ending, the ghouls remove their masks. They were just human beings, rival thieves who wanted to scare us and take the lamp. However, in a double twist, the curse of the lamp turns Mike and me into real monsters, and we scare them off!

				The finished movie only worked with the sound off. The only way I knew how to remove it was to point the camera at the TV, playing the movie on mute. I switched the TV to black & white and set the contrast high, making the dark areas darker. Also, I put my cassette player nearby, playing creepy stock horror music. Halfway through, the cassette player’s batteries started to die, as the music began playing more slowly and with increasing distortion. This was another unexpected side effect that made it feel like you were descending gradually into a haunted trance.

				Though hardly any of the movie took place during night-time, I called it “A Night of Total Terror” (1996) and considered it to be my masterpiece (at the time). It was atrocious, as usual. But unlike my older movies, it had a beginning, middle and end. The energy gradually built, shifting from static shots to handheld shots as my friends got involved.

				The production was plagued with ordinary problems, all of which I successfully worked hard to solve. It was a good learning experience and showed a lot of improvement. It lifted my spirits, and for the first time in my life, I decided officially on my career. This was it! I wanted to be a movie director!

			

		

	
		
			
				LEAVING SPECIAL ED

				Up until now, I was happy in my special ed school. But then I started to feel like I was living inside of a bubble. There was a whole other world out there. I missed out on junior high school entirely. I didn’t even know what grade I was in, because I wasn’t in any at all. I kept comparing myself to my sister who was living a “normal” life. What was I being sheltered from? Curiosity consumed me. I wanted to see what a regular high school was like.

				Ordinary things like lockers were a foreign concept to me. The freedom to walk through the halls without being accompanied by a teacher. No red/green color codes. Larger classes. Smaller desks. Not eating lunch in the classroom, but a cafeteria. And what’s a prom?

				The only thing I truly resented about the special ed school was that it had no girls. Or very few of them. At first, that wasn’t a problem, but by the time I was 15, I started to get really upset that I had never even spoken to a girl. I’d see them walking around in public, at the malls, at movie theaters, but that was it. I had no opportunity to get to know any of them. Not without approaching a complete stranger out of the blue. I figured it would really help if I could be in a classroom with girls around. I didn’t want to stay at the boys-majority special ed school any longer.

				I made a request to my parents and teachers, that I wanted out. They told me a regular school would be much harder. My neighborhood friends went so far as to tell me everybody would make fun of me, or even beat me up physically. I knew it would 

			

		

	
		
			
				be a nightmare. But I had to be brave and take the risk. My parents and teachers were supportive of my decision and offered me every possible thing to make the transition easier.

				I had good behavior at the special ed school for seven-and-a-half years. But something very unfortunate happened on my last day. My bus driver and bus assistant both said something cruel to me that came out of nowhere. It started when, the day before, I got another ride home and forgot to inform them. They got real mad and scolded me over it. The only quote I remember is, “Nobody tells us anything. We’re the bottom of the totem pole. The balls on the dick.”

				Having an adult speak to me this way upset me. They took advantage of the fact that I was the shy kid who wouldn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to talk to. I felt helpless, bottling up my anger, the whole ride to school.

				When I got there, I reacted in a very impulsive way. I kicked a window on the classroom door, not expecting it to break, but it did. It cracked into a spider web pattern. Then I screamed and collapsed crying.

				The teacher must have been totally shocked. It was the first real bad thing I ever did. But she handled it very well. She sat me down and listened to my story, showing sympathy. The next thing I knew, I was in the principal’s office repeating the terrible things the two bus staff said to me. They all listened to me. And after that, I trust they took the right actions. I was ashamed and embarrassed that I broke the window. But they assured me it was fine. They had known me for so long and now were putting their faith in me by letting me go to a real high school. After breaking a window, you’d think they’d keep me there forever. 

				I thank all those teachers for their patience with me and the other students, and for helping me to grow. Looking back, I see how 

			

		

	
		
			
				helpful they were. You don’t get the chance to go back in time, but I wish them the greatest of “Thanks!” As for my classmates, I respect everyone’s unique situations and decisions to leave or stay in special ed. I knew I’d miss them all and never forget them, but for me, it was time to go.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter II 

				HIGH SCHOOL
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				DROPPING INTO HIGH SCHOOL

				Age 16. I sacrificed everything. I threw myself to the wolves. Riding the long bus with no seat belts was the first sign that things were going to be incredibly different. Even the idea of walking down the street to a bus stop was strange to me. Previously, my short bus would come to my driveway. But now, standing in the cold weather and rain sucked. Welcome to life.

				I had no friends. Knew nobody. But this was what I wanted. Nobody was taking me by the hand through it. I was treated like an adult. Running through hallway mazes, trying to find eight different rooms before a bell would ring. It was overwhelming.

				Academically, I did fine enough. My teachers and parents were proud, but I wasn’t. I still hadn’t met any girls, even though I was now surrounded by them. It was like a tease. Kids made fun of me because I came from a “retard” school. Every insult drilled into my self-esteem and brought me down to my deepest, darkest emotional hell. 

				Gym class was the worst of all. My reflexes were too slow to keep up and everyone gave me a hard time. Even things that weren’t insults got to me. Someone asked if I was a “freshman.” I had no idea what that meant. I thought they were calling me “fresh.” In truth, I would have been a sophomore, but who really knows. People don’t usually drop into high school midway.

				Oddly, the only thing that NEVER bothered me was my mustache, and that was the one simple thing everybody made fun of that I could have easily fixed. Why didn’t I shave it? I have no idea. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It grew on its own, naturally, so I kept it. Maybe it was my way of rebelling. But if that was the case, why didn’t I grow a beard? Why did I shave everything else, except the mustache? One day, I did, and almost didn’t recognize myself in the mirror. I freaked out! So I let it grow back, and it stayed for many years. 

				Now it’s part of my personal history, in my old photos, and still to this day, everybody and their grandmothers comment on it. It begs explanation. If I could go back in time and talk to my younger self, I’d say the exact same thing everybody else was telling me. “Shave that fucking thing!”

				Outside of high school, I felt perfectly fine with my neighborhood friends. Making movies gave me a sense of positive self-identification. But when I was in school, all that was stripped away. I felt like I was nobody. An outcast. 

				I wonder how different it might have been had social media existed. It might have opened doors for more insults, but it may have given me a way to show the world who I really was. A filmmaker. In everyday school life, there was no way to express that. 

				Looking back, I know I was upset over nothing, but the emotions were real, and I couldn’t control them.

				GRANDMA

				Around this time was the end of another chapter of my life, my time with my Grandma, who we called “DeeDee” since childhood. She was hilarious. 

				One time she farted so loud, the room went pitch black. 

			

		

	
		
			
				How? It was the clap-on/clap-off lamps! She had actually farted OUT the lights. Then she laughed so hard, her false teeth fell out! That was a typical day for DeeDee. 

				She sometimes wore a big fur coat. While holding her little dog, it seemed the dog’s body would disappear into the fur. She was a crazy old woman. But she loved her grandchildren!

				So did our Grandpa. He was Italian, and family meant everything to him. He was perhaps the original gaming guy in our family. He was into horseshoes, darts, shuffleboard, bowling, and introduced me to Atari and computer games back in the day. He was also into photography, developing 3-D photos and making camera tricks like double exposure. 

				I never thought of it till now, but I actually do have a lot of him in me.
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				But Deedee was just hysterical. One time when we were young, she took us to a farm. We saw pigs eating poop off the ground, but DeeDee called the poop “shit.” It was such a great word. It was far better than “poop.” So I started using it.

				I went home and said to Mom, “Hey, you know what pigs eat? They eat SHIT!”

				… Oh boy. That was the end of that.

				Not all my memories with her were funny. When I was around 13, she drove me to the store to buy a video game, but we never made it.

				BANG! A car hit us from the side, and we spun, smashing into a telephone pole. The window shattered onto us. It was all a blur. I looked over at DeeDee. There was blood trickling all over her face. Her eyes were shut. That’s an image I can never forget.

				I tried to get out of the car for help, but my door was so busted it wouldn’t open. Almost instantly, the police arrived. Before DeeDee was hauled off in the ambulance, she reached out to me. She put her hand on my hand, inadvertently smearing some of her blood onto me. She mumbled, “Sorry, Jim. I’m so sorry.”

				The next day, my family and I were visiting her in the hospital. It was difficult for me to look at her, laying there with tubes running inside her nose alongside other various hospital crap I’d never seen before. A bag of fluid attached to her arm and wires with suction cups stuck to her body. She was too weak to say much, but the few words she got out were classic DeeDee. The nurse tried to bring her a bowl of oatmeal but she refused to eat it. “That stuff’s horrible,” she whispered, “Give it to the kids.”

				She never drove a car again and had heart problems for the remaining years of her life, and many surgeries. She did, however, accomplish one goal. Up until now, she was a steady smoker, but she 

			

		

	
		
			
				actually managed to quit! I never before saw anyone else summon the willpower to do that.

				I went to counseling regularly and saw a chiropractor for the strain caused by the accident. To this day, I have lasting damage to my neck and back which arises from time to time when I sit at a computer or lean forward to eat. I enjoyed the counseling, especially bio-feedback, where I could monitor my own muscle tension, skin moisture, temperature and heart rate. Trying to relax and make the wavy lines go down was kind of like a video game.

				Again, my parents were on a full-time mission to make me better. Most of the ‘90s, my life was all about this car accident, which I got sick of hearing about. Sometimes when it was brought up, I’d say “I’m fine. Leave me alone” and retreat to my room. In my last years with DeeDee, I started to take her for granted. Since I was an emotional teenager, I got annoyed with her overprotectiveness, like when she would walk me to the bus stop. I lived with my parents and grandparents alike. It was a few too many parental figures for me to handle. Many times I just wanted to be alone. After school, I’d always stay in my room and only came down to eat.

				One time, there was a movie, or some kind of TV production being filmed at a local bookstore. I stood there, watching quietly, but DeeDee kept trying to find me a better spot to stand. “Over here, Jim!” It was drawing attention. I’d see heads turning. Then she walked up to one of the crew members and started telling them that I made movies. I was really embarrassed.

				Every morning, she’d make me breakfast, even though I kept telling her I could do it myself. She insisted. She wouldn’t even let me put butter on my own bagel. I was so annoyed.

				One day she went to the hospital for heart surgery again. “Jim, I’ll see you later. I’ll be right back.” She acted like nothing 

			

		

	
		
			
				was wrong. Didn’t want me to worry. But I had a bad feeling.

				The next morning, my Mom woke me up, telling me DeeDee passed away. I didn’t believe her. I asked if I was just having a nightmare. But it was real. That experience with death was new to me. A member of the family, a huge presence in the house, suddenly gone.

				I went to the kitchen, which was lonely and quiet. Without DeeDee there, I put my own bagel in the toaster, all by myself. Like an adult. How I always wished... But never did I consider that she wouldn’t be there forever. As I put my own butter on my own bagel, I hunched over the table and cried. 

				CRUDE TECHNOLOGY

				One day, I decided to make a sequel to “Snix” (1993) as a joke. It was a little self-tribute to my oldest existing live-action film. Though only three years had passed, it seemed like much longer. I looked completely different. My voice was different. It would have been better off as a remake. But I liked the challenge of continuing the storyline, even though there was very little to work with. I even used the same mask, which I found in my garage, deteriorating. So that’s how “Snix: The Return” (1996) came about.

				It was shot in four days, which was a new record for my longest production. We had to wear the same clothes all throughout, or else we’d break the continuity. This was kind of a big deal for us because those four days were spread out over a month. We had to keep track of the clothes. We didn’t wash them, because they’d risk 

			

		

	
		
			
				getting lost. By the end, they were sweaty and stinky. There was also a knife wound makeup effect which I had to keep track of. It was my first big lesson in continuity.

				Like all my other movies of the time, it was improvised. Essentially it’s a chase film. Sort of a slasher, with a touch of Road Runner and Coyote humor. Looking back, the funniest thing about it was my friend Brian. He’s the only actor besides myself.

				Depending on the time or day, he wasn’t really in the mood. I practically filmed half of it around him while he was watching TV. I tailored the story to fit him, and his boredom and playful sarcasm is what made the character so funny. Some things are better when you stick close to real life.

				The overall film surpassed the low-level garbage of the original “Snix.” Now it was mid-level garbage. At the time, I was impressed by how something so spontaneous took on a life of its own. Most sequels are worse than the original, but this one was better. So I followed it up with “Snix Again” (1997), which happened to be the first scripted movie I ever completed.

				I gave more thought to the backstory of Snix and kept expanding the fictional world I created. I imagine it must have been similar to when George Lucas created “Star Wars” (1977). He probably didn’t know it would become as big as it did. So when he made “Empire Strikes Back” (1980), he began thinking more about the overall mythology, creating a bigger story and dividing it into chapters. 

				Thus “Snix” became my first movie franchise to be serialized, not counting puppet/action figure films.

				I was still shooting in chronological order with the one-time-recording method. Editing was unthinkable. I had two connected VCRs, but until then, the only purpose that served was to copy tapes. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Or to copy multiple 30-minute VHS-C tapes onto a single, full-sized two-hour VHS tape. But then I started testing the limits.

				My first edited video was “Warriors of the Trampoline” (1996). My neighbors had a huge trampoline they used to stage wrestling matches. I recorded hours of them beating each other up. Then I selected the highlights, copying them to the second VCR. 

				It was impossible to time the cuts just right. When you hit record on the second VCR, there was a slight delay. It took a few seconds before it actually started recording. So you’d have to watch the first tape carefully, and right before the good part came, hit record.

				Also, the second tape had to be cued just right. The last place you stopped the tape is not the exact spot where it would begin recording. It wound the tape back a couple seconds to erase what came last. So you’d have to learn the exact delay. You had to become a master. 

				At best, you were just forcing a coincidence, hoping all the planets would align. Each shot would take several tries, and each 
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				try, you’d risk editing over parts of the previous shot. If you lost too much of it, you’d have to redo it. So you’d be working backward, before making any progress again.

				When you’d finally get something close enough, there was still a completely unavoidable technical glitch. Every cut, the screen would get fuzzy. It would take a second or two for the fuzz to go away. 

				There was also a vertical rainbow-colored line that would jitter across the screen for a moment. On top of all this, anytime you’d copy a VHS tape, the picture would degrade in quality. This was called “generation loss.” I’d call it “cut your loss.” It was the only way.

				Up until now, any audio had to be recorded live. But I finally learned that there existed a remote control that allowed you to replace the audio without making any changes to the video. That was a mind-blowing concept. So I asked my parents to get it for my birthday. They did. Then I began experimenting.

				For the “Warriors of the Trampoline” montage, I used the 
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				song “Eye of the Tiger.” I made sure to edit the montage to the length of the song, but beyond that, I had little control over how the music would match up with the visuals. I wanted that first powerful guitar chord to come in right when somebody got punched. It was a guessing game. But I made it work.

				Next project, I edited clips from monster movies into music videos, with the same sloppy results. But then, I started getting more ambitious with the audio-dubbing remote. “Mighty Joe Rampage” (1996) starred the hilariously spontaneous Joe M as a psychopathic killer, addicted to drinking a potion that would get him all hyped up, running around screaming in a paper mask, jumping off chimneys and tossing around furniture in a playhouse. Joe was hilarious! All I had to do was say “action” and let him handle the rest.

				There was still no script, no editing, and it had to be filmed in a single day. But the audio was a major advancement. Adding music was now a little easier. I was still using the camera’s mic with an audio cassette player next to it, but I no longer had to bring the tape player to the shoot and do it live. I could dub it in, afterward. The music could play seamlessly across all the camera cuts, without stopping or starting, and I could add narration.

				The only problem was that it replaced the original audio completely. Any dialogue or natural sound would be wiped out forever. To solve this problem, I’d gather all the actors to re-record their lines while the music was playing. We knew it was impossible to sync the dialogue with the mouths. It was like dubbing a foreign film, but way off. Not even close. We couldn’t even remember the exact lines.

				So we had fun with it. We’d say anything we wanted, adding jokes. We also added punch sounds and the whole thing became a live Foley mix, with everybody doing their part and playing off 

			

		

	
		
			
				each other. Only one person at a time could see the footage because you had to look through the camera’s viewfinder. I had no external monitor. No flip screen. So whichever actor was most prominently featured in the scene would be the one who got to look, while the others guessed. It was a mess, but a lot of fun!

				Over the course of a year, my mom signed me up for several more Saturday and summer classes at the same art university where I previously studied animation. This is where my knowledge of film experienced a growth spurt. Classes included film history, screenwriting and finally, video editing. Here, I got my hands on real professional editing equipment. It was all analog. This was before digital video and computers caught on. It was basically the same idea as my double VCR setup, except it actually worked.

				Editing was still linear. You couldn’t go back to fix an earlier shot without starting all over. But the cuts were clean, and you could cue the tapes to the exact frame you wanted. There were two monitors, so you could see both tapes at once, along with a big control board with switches, knobs and light-up buttons. It looked high-tech and made me feel like the commander of a spaceship.

				It was a dream come true, but class time was limited, and there were many other students waiting to use the same equipment. I used this valuable time to make a horror movie clip montage called “Feeling of Terror” (1997), set to music from the video game “Killer Instinct.” It contained sound effects like wind blowing, wolves howling, doors creaking and eerie laughter. I wanted them all to match up perfectly with the movie clips. I thought of it as my ultimate tribute to horror films.

				At the end of the summer, all the student films were shown on a big screen for everyone’s families to attend. It was the first video of mine to be screened in front of an audience of strangers. 

			

		

	
		
			
				I should have been excited and happy, but instead ironically, I was shaking, heart-pounding, a nervous wreck. I felt crippling anxiety up until the very moment “Feeling of Terror” played. Then it was over. People applauded. And I was relieved. But that was the first time I felt that sensation, of being nervous about showing a film, a situation that would eventually become more familiar.

				The university’s editing equipment was a tease. After this, it was hard to go back to my double VCR method. But I began shooting differently. More than just one take, and not always in chronological story order. What you call raw footage, with the hope I’d find the right technology for editing later.

				I eventually got a high-quality VCR that cost about $400. It had a “flying erase head” which allowed clean cuts and a knob to cue the tape. It wasn’t accurate, but the delay was less than a second. Only about 13 frames. It took a lot of time to master and wasn’t as perfect as the university’s equipment, but it was the next best thing.

				The VCR could also dub audio, and I discovered that VHS tapes had two audio tracks, a high-fidelity and a mono track. Dubbing new audio only replaced the mono track. This meant I could keep the original dialogue. When set to “mix,” the VCR would play both hi-fi and mono at the same time, so I could hear dialogue and music simultaneously! It was an amazing discovery. But it wouldn’t play both audio tracks on an ordinary VCR, unless I copied to another tape, combining the two tracks.

				I still had to control the music manually and do a live mix while the tape was copying, adjusting the volume as the movie played and providing Foley sound effects through my camera’s microphone. It was a juggling act, and very primitive, but a major advancement for me.

			

		

	
		
			
				I even got a new title maker. It was a crappy little keyboard that let you put text over the video. You still had to fade it in and out in real time while the tape was being copied. With all these little gadgets, I felt my room was turning into a makeshift editing studio. I loved it, unaware of how easy it would be in the future with computers.

				LACK OF ACTORS

				I was fortunate to have my neighborhood friends as actors. I love them all. But anyone who appeared in my movies lived within walking distance. My friends from the special ed school lived too far away. I didn’t know anybody in high school yet who shared my interests. Even in the art university’s Saturday/summer courses, I felt too awkward to socialize. My neighborhood friends were so 
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				outgoing, they were the only ones who could break my shyness boundary. I always felt comfortable around them. They were the polar opposite of me. Athletic. Into sports and popular stuff. But they accepted this quirky movie making hobby I had.

				When I had them in front of the camera, they always made me laugh, capturing precious moments on video to be remembered for the rest of my life. In the calm soothing nature film “The Herbivore” (1997), Brian ate plants! He stuffed leaves and flowers into his mouth. And it was his idea. Not mine. I’m glad he didn’t get sick.

				In “Droppings” (1998), Joe M. got pelted with fake bird shit. Seeing his young boyish face in extreme closeup yelling “holy shit!” was comic gold.

				In “Senseless Slaughter” (1998), Mike D. and John D. beat each other up. A legit brother battle caught on tape. Mike smashed John’s head into a wall, leaving a dent. He retaliated with a furious combo of punches. These guys were indestructible. Luckily, nobody got seriously hurt. 

				With these guys, it was like capturing lightning in a jar. You either record it, or you don’t. Scripting or planning anything was usually out of the question. If a movie took more than one day to shoot, chances are it would never get finished.

				“Crazy Carnage” (1996), a sequel to “Mighty Joe Rampage,” was cut short when a camera battery died. By the time I could charge 
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				it, everybody went home, and it was over.

				“Dead Head” (1997) was another neighborhood production, a psychological horror film about a delusional man being stalked by a severed ventriloquist dummy head. John D. was the main actor. But on the second day, it rained. After that, he got too busy, but at least he was honest. The movie was scrapped.

				“Red Zombie” (1997) starred Mike D. fighting against walking corpses. It was the bloodiest movie of mine yet. For comedic effect, we literally used buckets of fake blood, which was just water mixed with red food dye. Everybody had fun spraying red blood-water under the hot sun. 

				Our friend Ed got so bloody, we called him “Red Ed.” I played the villain, a pale-faced warlock who resurrects the bodies, overacting with a big sinister grin. I loved the role too much.

				My sister played one of the zombies but got tired of it. She was the first to quit. Without her, the continuity would be ruined. So I paid her $20 to stick around long enough, just to kill her character. It was the first time I ever paid an actor money.

				The plan was to kill the zombie by crushing her under a garage door — the legs would get severed. All we had to do was use the same pants and stuff them with newspaper. It seemed simple. But there was a problem. My sister insisted on wearing shorts because it was the middle of summer. I told her we couldn’t stuff shorts. We had no fake legs. It needed to be pants! But she refused.
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				Now there was no way to duplicate her legs. No dummy. Nothing could be done. So I had to use her real body. “You’re going under the garage door!” This is the only brother/sister fight I ever had that went like this. We still laugh about it to this day.

				We took safety measures. Two of my friends stood at the door’s sides to stop it and dump a bucket of blood that would seep out from under the door. We gave it a try. “Action!” The door stopped short, leaving a wide gap. Nowhere close. But my sister still put up her arms in defense. Then a long pause, and finally fake blood came splashing down. Every aspect of the shot went hilariously wrong.
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				Speaking of my sister, I also put her in a detective/ kung-fu fiasco called “Battle at the Blood-Bath” (1999). Her friend was in it too, but got too busy I think. Anyway, my sister sprained her ankle during a fight scene and quit right on the spot. I can’t blame her for that one. The film was never finished.

				Likewise, “Red Zombie” was never finished, even though the energy level was high. Everyone was enjoying it, until it got boring (or whatever). So the film abruptly stops. I tried to get most of the same guys back for “The Spread of Malevolence,” (1997) which was basically a remake of “A Night of Total Terror.” 
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				The limited time I had with actors put my organizational skills to the test. I drew storyboards to make the most out of the time we had. This was a good lesson. Storyboards helped with scheduling. I’d group the shots into piles based on actors: shots with “only Mike,” “only Ed,” “Mike and Ed,” etc. So if Mike had to go home early, I’d focus on shooting his shots first. I spent more time planning this project than any before.

				The shoot started off well, but on the second or third day, Mike lost his hat. He left it at football practice. It was irreplaceable. We couldn’t buy a duplicate — he got it on some vacation. And since the movie was shot out of order, it meant the hat would disappear and reappear. The continuity was ruined. I flipped out.

				People kept telling me nobody would notice. I disagreed. Audiences love nothing more than pointing out a movie’s faults. It’s the same thing as watching a magician perform tricks. You scrutinize their every move, hoping to catch something. To see through the veil.

				On “Malevolence,” everyone was goofing around so much, I couldn’t get them under control. They threw a severed hand prop into the air. It landed on the roof and got stuck in a rain gutter. I had to get a ladder and poke around with a stick. By the time I got the 
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				prop back, somebody announced they had to “take a dump.” More waiting.

				One time, I set up a shot in the basement, with Mike and Joe. But I forgot a battery. So I ran upstairs real quick to get one. Little did I know leaving Mike and Joe alone with my camera was a bad idea. When I came back down, they insisted on watching some of the footage. We hardly shot anything. But I appreciated their enthusiasm.

				So I popped the tape into a nearby VCR. All I saw was a shot of the wall. I didn’t remember shooting it. I figured I must have accidentally left the camera running. 

				Then I see Mike and Joe jump into the frame, with their backs turned, giggling. They pulled down their pants, revealing their bare asses! They totally got me. “You bastards!” I couldn’t help but laugh.

				“Malevolence” was meant to be my next masterpiece, but it was totally scrapped, which left me disappointed. 

				Meanwhile, I was trying to finish “The Rotten Corpse of Snix” (1998) with Brian. I never saw much of him. He was always grounded by his parents, always doing chores. I couldn’t reach him on the phone, but I’d always see him cutting the lawn on a riding mower. I came over, shouting above the noise, asking when he was available to finish the movie. He didn’t know.

				So I ended up writing a scene where Snix chases him on the riding mower. That way he could cut the grass while making the movie. He rode the mower out onto the street, which was a funny sight. He was not only escaping Snix but escaping his chores, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				We had another continuity mishap. Brian came over one day wearing different shorts. They weren’t the same color and looked nothing like the ones we shot earlier. He said he lost them. Of course, the continuity was ruined again. So I gave him my own shorts that didn’t look the same, but were a little closer. He changed in my room and we continued shooting. 

				Afterward, he went home wearing my shorts, leaving his at my place. Later that night, he told me he needed his shorts back for gym class. I told him I’d meet him at the bus stop in the morning.

				Morning came. I’m at the bus stop with the shorts. Waiting for Brian. He shows up late, just as the bus pulls up. We were too embarrassed for the kids on the bus to see us exchanging a pair of gym shorts. So I hid them in my bookbag and aborted the mission.

				Later, during school, we tried to come up with a plan — a stealth operation — to sneak the shorts from my locker into his. I don’t remember what happened. I might still have his shorts somewhere.

				“The Rotten Corpse of Snix” dragged on for 10 months, the longest production yet. After this, is became a mission to complete the remaining sequels “The Possessed Mask of Snix” (1998) and “Banishing the Evil Spirit of Snix” (1998). They started to feel like 
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				a chore, but I managed to finish them both that same year.

				Looking back at the “Six Snix Flicks,” it’s interesting to see how each installment shows improvement and growth. It represents a chapter of my life when I was going through a lot of changes. My character had to defeat Snix, while I had to defeat my own inner demons.

				I was plagued by unfinished films. It felt like I could never get anything done. My backlog of projects felt like a neverending “To Do” list. It got me so stressed, I had to see the school counselor to talk about it. This feeling of being overwhelmed is still very familiar with me to this day, and is something I’ve learned to deal with better. You have to accept that you’ll never make every project you want to.

				Usually when I couldn’t get actors, they’d be honest and say “I have homework.” “I have chores.” “I have football practice.” “I’m grounded.” But there was the ocassional no call, no show.

				Looking back, I had unreasonable high expectations of my friends. They weren’t training “actors”. They just did it for fun, on their spare time. I may have been too serious and hard-driven at the time to appreciate what mattered the most. Their friendship and 
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				fun-loving humor was more important than any of the movies we made. They helped me become who I am.

				FIRST CAR

				After my 17th birthday passed, everyone assumed I drove a car. “You didn’t get your driver’s license on your birthday?” I didn’t understand the big deal. An ID? I didn’t want to get tagged like cattle. Why was everyone so anxious to jump behind 4,000 pounds of machinery and launch themselves onto the road, with all that responsibility. It was like a video game with no continues. I was terrified that I’d get lost, or crash and kill myself, or break some traffic laws and go to jail. Adults drove me everywhere I needed to go, so what was the point?

				Then something changed my mind. I had severe sleep issues, and still do. I have insomnia during the night and narcolepsy during the day. I’m awake when I should be asleep, and visa versa.

				I couldn’t deal with the mornings. School started so inhumanly early. You’d think after years, it would be beaten into me, but I never got used to it. It never felt natural. My eyes were always puffy and bloodshot. I felt sleepy at school all the time, desperately looking for any chance to put my head down. Four days out of the week, I’d sleep through my alarm and run up the street like an asshole, only to miss the bus. So my Grandpa had to drive me to school, a lot. Other students made fun of me. I couldn’t take it anymore.

				One day, while I was waiting for the bus in the cold rain, I thought to myself this has got to stop. If I drove a car, I could leave a 

			

		

	
		
			
				little later. So I decided to get my driver’s license. A decision based on one simple thing. Twenty extra minutes of precious sleep.

				The New Jersey driver’s manual was the most boring book in the history of books. I couldn’t even look at it without falling asleep. It was more about the percentages of alcohol in different drinks than it was about driving. I never even wanted to drink alcohol. Never crossed my mind. Until I read that book. That’ll make anybody want to drink.

				I failed the driving test twice. I decided to try just one more time before giving up. By some miracle, this time I passed. My dad’s parents from Minnesota gave me their old car for my birthday. It was a Mercury Grand Marquis. An “old person’s car.” I didn’t care what it was. It was free. And I only needed it to get to school.

				It took me a lot of practice. I once cut a corner too close and hit a traffic post. I hit another car’s bumper in a parking lot. I made the mistake of turning left on red. I drove in a bus lane once and got stopped by a police officer, who gave me a ticket.

				Even kids at school who saw me on the road made fun of 
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				me. I thought having the status of a driver’s license would help my self-esteem, but instead it sank me to an all-time low.

				Once a girl asked me to drive her home. I figured, why not? So when she said “make a left,” I made a left. It was a highway separated by a grass median. To me, it looked like two separate roads. I didn’t know each one was its own direction of traffic.

				So when I turned, she started screaming “Wrong way! Turn around!” I didn’t understand. I was in the right lane. Then I saw both lanes of cars were coming right at us! I swerved the car into the grass and cut across to the other “road.”

				Now that everything was fine and calm, she burst out laughing. She wrote in my yearbook, “I’ll never forget the day you drove me home.” Neither will I.

				FIRST JOB

				The car wasn’t exactly free. It needed gas to run. Who would’ve known? There was insurance, inspections and all that crap. It was the final straw, with my parents constantly telling me “get a job.” I hated that word. “Job.” That would interfere with my filmmaking time. But all my classmates had jobs. So I gave in. I applied to a few places, and eventually got hired as a cashier at “Shit Mart.” My life was over. Now all I had was school, work, school, work. Welcome to reality. Even my weekends were taken away. Now all I had were “work-ends.” Employment was the enemy. It killed creativity.

				The job itself was worse than school. Dealing with customers 

			

		

	
		
			
				all day was my worst nightmare. I was socially awkward to begin with, but they didn’t make it easy on me. They were always angry and rude.

				The boss was also stern and intimidating. Looking back, he probably wasn’t such a bad guy, at all. But certainly tough, and very strict. He never went out of his way to be friendly. He was always scolding people with his deep booming voice. I was there just to obey and do my best, but he’d always give me a hard time. He made me so nervous, I’d puke sometimes. Then he yelled at me for “drinking last night.” But I still had never even had a drink, let alone wanted one!

				The work was so long and monotonous that when I went to sleep, I dreamt about it. The dreams were so vivid it felt like I was actually working unpaid hours. I didn’t know which was more tedious. Running the cash register, or collecting carts in the parking lot. At least in the parking lot, nobody bothered me as much.

				One time it was cold and the manager on duty didn’t let me get my own coat. Instead, she grabbed the nearest random coat from the return bin. It was furry. I didn’t think much of it until I was outside and realized it was a woman’s coat. I’m supposed to be a filmmaker, I thought. But here I am pushing carts around in a woman’s coat.

				One day, I was in charge of opening shoe boxes and pulling the paper stuffing out of them. I did it for hours, stopping at nothing, but the boss didn’t like my progress. He yelled at me for going too slow, even though there was not a thing I could do to go any faster. He looked down at me like I was a teenage slacker.

				It upset me so much, I tried purposely to cut my hand with a box cutter. I didn’t want to cause any serious harm, just enough to need a Band-Aid so I could blame the boss for making me work too 

			

		

	
		
			
				fast. Nothing came of it. It was a stupid idea.

				I hated that place. But it couldn’t have actually been THAT bad. It’s funny to think Shit Mart was my biggest source of stress at the time, but now is just a minor blip in my history. And like most things, doesn’t matter anymore.

				About 10 years later, I happened to stop by the same store and saw the same people working there. I thought to myself, wow, how I changed and moved on, while others were stuck in the same place. Kinda made me feel lucky and very fortunate, after all.

				FIRST CONCERT

				Music helped ease the stress. Without it, I didn’t know how I’d keep cool. Before, I didn’t care much for music. I didn’t like all the popular radio stuff I was hearing. I felt it was some kind of language that everybody understood except me. I felt left out.

				But then I found I had alternate tastes. Stuff you didn’t hear as much on the radio. When I first heard Metallica, my ears perked up and my mind was blown! It was better than any therapy I ever had. It made me feel invincible! It was as if the metal was surging through my veins. And I somehow related to it. “King Nothing” was my boss. “Fade to Black” echoed my feelings of depression. It all made sense!

				So I got addicted and went through their entire catalog, saving up to buy all their albums slowly over the course of six months. They became my gateway into the world of hard rock and metal, from the early pioneers like Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin 

			

		

	
		
			
				to the early metal bands like Judas Priest and Iron Maiden. I was all over it! AC/DC, Guns N’ Roses, Rob Zombie! This is what real music sounded like. All my life I had been sheltered from it.

				I started wearing Metallica shirts to school as a way to express myself. Classmates were shocked, saying “You listen to Metallica? But you’re so mellow.” I surprised the fuck out of them.

				I went to my first concert, Metallica, shortly after my 18th birthday. It was a new experience being surrounded by a crowd of people like that. None were there to judge me. I felt like I belonged.

				Seeing Metallica hit the stage, blasting riffs at jet engine decibels, gave me a surge of energy, getting me pumping my fist in the air shouting “Master! Master!” I felt truly alive.

				I had a friend with me who wanted to smoke weed and drink alcohol. It was always a quest of his to find some, as if it was an important part of the concert experience. But I didn’t want anything to do with that. The thought of anything illegal made me nervous. The only drug I needed was music. It was like my religion as well. I’ve never been a religious person at all (even though I’m perfectly fine with anyone who is). Music filled that spot for me, congregating with all those fellow Metallica fans.
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				Since then, chasing that first concert experience has been an addiction of mine, having been to over 70 concerts since. If I had to pick one favorite band, it would be Black Sabbath. They are like the musical equivalent of classic horror movies. Their sound makes me drift away into a dark fantasy world. In a time when hippie flower power music was popular, Sabbath took a unique approach that differed drastically from the mainstream. They weren’t catering to anyone. They were just being themselves and speaking of the darker side of life.

				I can’t overestimate what a huge part music had and still has in my life. There are two James Rolfes. One that existed before being exposed to rock/metal. And the one that exists now.

				FIRST DATES

				I never had an official girlfriend during high school. How to meet girls was a total mystery to me. But there were two instances that came from dumb luck. First, I was asked to the Junior Prom by a classmate. Usually guys ask girls to the prom. So naturally, I was surprised. And why she picked me, I have no idea.

				I was terrified. Proms are all about dancing. I didn’t know how to dance. But golden opportunities don’t always come knocking at your door, so I accepted. Of course my mom was overjoyed, renting us a limousine and making the most out of it. Wearing a tuxedo, getting pictures taken, all the attention froze me. “Keep cool,” I kept telling myself. 

				That night, I was worried something would happen. Some 

			

		

	
		
			
				kind of disaster. A Charlie Brown-type fiasco. Would I fall on the dance floor? Who knows. But my date helped make me more secure. She really was an angel, walking me by hand through the whole thing, teaching me dance moves. It all went … perfectly fine.

				The next day, I walked into school feeling less socially awkward. Classmates gave me more respect. They talked to me about the prom. The main question was “what happened after the prom?”

				“I took her home.” 

				“What? That’s all?”

				They were disappointed in me. I didn’t know what they expected. It was my first date ever. They thought I’d go all the way? I didn’t even kiss her. I was just glad I survived the night without doing anything embarrassing.

				My only regret is that I never went out of my way to make her feel appreciated. I even had two chances. We went to the Senior Prom, too! I never complimented her, or told her she looked pretty. In all my efforts to stay cool, I might have kept too cool. If I ever saw her again, I’d thank her for inviting me to go outside my comfort zone and for helping me take those big social steps.

				There was another girl who approached me during my high school years. She was a coworker at Shit Mart, the only good thing that came out of that job. She looked like the nerdy type, except very outgoing and playful. She seemed to pay a lot of attention to me. One night while working the cash register next to mine, she slipped me a note, written on receipt paper, which said: “I like you a lot. Will you go out with me?”

				I was in complete disbelief, but decided again to just go with the flow. All we did was drive around, with rock music blaring on the radio. It was a double date. There was another couple in the 

			

		

	
		
			
				front seat while we rode in the back seat. The driver was a bit older than us, and kind of the badass type. He suggested we drive into the woods and climb this old fire tower. I sensed trouble. After all, I was riding with strangers, with plans of trespassing. I kept thinking, I should get out. But my date had her arms around me, and kept moving in closer, until she was on my lap. I was frozen. I didn’t know how to react.

				“Did you ever kiss a girl?” 

				“No.”

				Then she landed one firmly, right on my mouth.

				Whooah! I was dazed. 

				And from that moment on, she didn’t stop.

				We arrived at the tower, out in the middle of nowhere in the Pine Barrens. The other couple got out of the car to climb the tower. Just as I was about to open the door, she said “I want to stay in here with you,” and pulled me on top of her, clinging to me, legs wrapped around me.

				This was it. She wanted to go all the way. Moments ago, I just finally kissed a girl. Even horizontally. That was enough of a milestone for me. But I was about to get the full experience in one single night. I was panicking. What if I get her pregnant? What’s going to happen?

				Well, it didn’t happen, not all the way. She got as far as unbuttoning my shirt and unzipping my pants when her friends came running back to the car. “Police!” He hit the gas and we sped away. I looked back and saw red and blue lights flashing in the forest, obscured behind trees. But the girl didn’t care, pulling me back down on her.

				So there I was, making out with a girl while being chased by police, and Led Zeppelin playing on the radio. What just happened 

			

		

	
		
			
				to my life?! Being a timid nerdy teenager who never experienced such adventure, all I could think was “this is the best night ever!”

				We got away, and the next day at work, things went back to normal. We never had a second date. Maybe it was my turn to make the next move. I was too shy to figure it out. So nothing else happened.

				Girls approaching me was just a crazy fluke. It was something I shouldn’t have gotten used to because it never happened that way ever again. The sudden boost of confidence didn’t amount to anything in the long run. It was only the first step. I still had no real girlfriend. 

				FINDING AN AUDIENCE AND FRIENDS

				Up until now, nobody ever watched my movies, except my neighborhood friends and maybe my parents. If you played sports, people came to watch. You might even get trophies or mentioned in the local newspaper. 

				But nobody cared about kids who made movies in their backyard. Any chance at showcasing my work was met with humbling failure.

				I tried showing “Rumble in the Jungle” (1997) to my family at Thanksgiving dinner. In the movie, a werewolf brutally kills a bunch of people in the woods. Everybody’s spitting blood all over. What made it even more disturbing was that they’re played by young teens like myself, and in the end, nobody survives.

			

		

	
		
			
				My mom, usually supportive, didn’t like it at all. It was inappropriate to show at Thanksgiving dinner. I mean really, what was I thinking? She made me turn it off, and I walked out crying. I took it as a personal rejection.

				I tried showing the same movie to my friend Brian at his house while he was babysitting his young little brother. I knew the movie was inappropriate, so we waited till he went to bed.

				Just when we thought he was asleep, we started the movie, but he must have heard the growling and screaming and came out of his room. We stopped the movie and tried to get him to go back to bed, but he refused.

				Eventually, we decided to let the movie play again. I figured if he saw how silly the movie was, and that it was just Joe running around shirtless in a stupid wolf mask and oversized monster gloves, he would understand it was fake, and relax.

				Bad idea. As soon as he saw the wolf, he had a full breakdown, crying, screaming, and dropping to the floor and kicking. Never in my life had I seen anyone so frightened of anything.
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				We stopped the movie again but he still wouldn’t calm down. We promised we’d never hit play again. We even turned the TV off and put the remote control away. I went so far as to pretend to throw the VHS tape in the trash. He still wouldn’t stop screaming! For hours!

				It was such a stupid movie. I figured anybody would look at it and just laugh. I never imagined a film of mine would have such an effect on somebody. But you can never underestimate the power of horror. That was another lesson I learned.

				How would I ever find an audience if I couldn’t even get my own friends and family to watch? There was no such thing as YouTube. I first got dialup internet in 1997 but the technology to upload video was unthinkable. All I did was type to people in chat rooms. 

				I managed to make a few internet friends, speaking only through instant messaging. This was a new thing. I’d mention I make movies but there was still no way to prove it. It was advised to tread lightly when talking with strangers over the internet, so 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				none of these friendships went very far. But I still got the faint hint that there were other young filmmakers out there in the world who shared my interests, and I was determined to find some of them.

				At school I was starting to develop a small social circle. I would cross paths with my classmates at concerts or the Shit Mart. It helped to be in public more, instead of spending all my time alone in my room. 

				My world was getting bigger. In conversations it would come up that I make movies. It always caught people by surprise.

				“How do you make movies?”

				“I get a camera and I just film it.”

				Then it would always come down to a dumb joke like, “You make porno movies?” And then they’d ask me why.

				“Why make movies?” 

				I never had an answer. It was just something I did. It never occurred to me that most high school students probably didn’t know what they wanted to do as a career at that young age. It was a rare gift I had, that I took for granted.

				Outside of school, adults didn’t understand either. “Do you make those movies in school?” I used to hate that question. I didn’t want my passionate hobby associated with school in any way. It was totally separate. Why was it assumed that everything I did was assigned to me? I made movies of my own free will.

				The first video of mine that was based on a class assignment was when I had to write a paper about any famous person from the Renaissance period. I chose the Italian astronomer and physicist Galileo. 

				I had the option of making a video as a visual aid. So I put on a hat and fake beard and spoke in a terrible made-up accent, dropping objects from my bedroom window to demonstrate Galileo’s 

			

		

	
		
			
				theory about different objects falling at the same acceleration. I was embarrassed by it, frankly.

				When the teacher showed it in class, I put my head down and waited for it to end. Those two minutes seemed like an eternity. After it was over, something unexpected happened. 

				Everybody applauded! “Where’d you get that beard?” “Where’d you get that music?” “I didn’t know you could act!” The teacher loved it so much, she made a copy of the tape to show her other classes. I hated it. 

				One time, on my way to class, I could hear my bad accent echoing through the hall as if it was haunting me. It’s funny to think it was my first video to ever be shown to my classmates and I was bitter about it. I thought, why couldn’t it be “Red Zombie” or something I actually cared about? So I got noticed finally. Just not the way I hoped.

				I began noticing a classmate who wore a Hawaiian shirt every Thursday. I found that odd. He seemed like a calm, mild-mannered guy, but then he’d do something spontaneous like breakdance in the middle of the classroom. I once heard the teacher scolding him for some unknown thing that happened outside class. I wondered what it was. 

				He seemed like some kind of inverted class clown, bringing out the mischief only at precise times. I once saw him tackle a Christmas tree off the school stage. He had lots of friends, many of them girls. I watched him from afar with a tinge of jealousy. But I knew our paths were destined to cross.

				We shared an art class. The teacher was invited to my haunted house exhibit, which she raved about. Hearing this, the student was intrigued and broke the ice. He asked me about the haunted house, and the conversation quickly turned to making movies.

			

		

	
		
			
				“I make movies, too,” he told me. 

				“No way.”

				“My company name is Wof Jok. What’s yours?”

				“Uh …” I bullshitted. “CINEMATICA!” 

				And from then on, I used the name. 

				The next day, we traded our movies on VHS tapes. I went home and watched them. They were crude, but I could tell he was being resourceful, using some of the same tricks I did, like copying the tape in slow mode to capture slow-motion. It was a strange experience. Like meeting another me.

				He told me we should collaborate sometime. “Let’s join forces. You and I should make a big feature film someday.” 

				With that, we shook hands. His name was Kevin Finn.

				Soon I realized Kevin had shared my VHS tape with his friends. One day I was walking through the hall and somebody shouted, “SNIX!”

				I looked over and saw the grinning face of his close buddy Sean, who I came to know. I had never been so delighted. People were finally watching my movies, and my social circle expanded greatly. Kevin’s actors became my own too, such as Rob who would think nothing of throwing himself down a staircase. His motto was 
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				“pain is comedy.”

				Kevin, Sean and I shared a homeroom that was in charge of the school’s morning news broadcast. One time Kevin and Sean were the news anchors and strayed from the script, putting on wigs out of nowhere, speaking in Southern accents and bringing out a jar of salsa. I’ll never know what the salsa was about, because the teacher stopped them.

				I was operating the video mixer (equipment I wished I had at home). It could cue stock animated graphics over the live broadcast. I started hitting random buttons. Kevin looked up at the monitor to see two animated football players ramming into him from both sides. “Ugh!” He reacted. We kept goofing around and totally sabotaged that morning broadcast. I was never allowed on the mixer again, which only led to my acceptance into Kevin and Sean’s mischief team.

				Outside of class, they invited me to take part in hoaxing the Atco Ghost. I’d heard of the Atco Ghost before, but this was the first time somebody filled me in on the location and its story. It involved a dark lonely road that trailed off into dirt at its end. There was a rumor a boy was killed by a truck on that road when he was trying to chase a ball across the street. Ever since then, his ghost haunts the spot. 

				According to the legend, if you drive to the end of the road, late at night, and blink your headlights three times in a specific spot, you’ll see an image of the boy crossing the road.

				We went out there late one Friday night, hiding in the woods, waiting for cars to come. I had no idea the Atco Ghost was such a big attraction. It seemed every five minutes, somebody would stop their car and blink the lights. Actually, there’s nothing else to do in Atco, so I can see why.

			

		

	
		
			
				One of us would hide in the woods and make scary noises, while another would walk into the road, wearing the mask from “Scream” (1996). The people inside the car would do exactly that, SCREAM real loud! They’d slam on the gas and speed away! I couldn’t believe it worked.

				Then Kevin would drop a loose tree trunk into the road. The car would swerve around it. We were assholes. It was such a stupid thing to do. But it brought us so much joy. The same cars would even return to relive it. It was the most popular attraction of Atco that night.

				But then the police came, and we all hid in the woods. I was afraid, to be honest. I thought we were all going to jail. The police were persistent enough. They had all night to find us. So we gave ourselves up and came out.

				Nothing came of it. They just checked our ID’s, cracked jokes about us, then told us to leave. Kevin was the only one to stay hidden in the woods. I think he walked home.

				To this day, I still hear about the Atco Ghost, and people swear they’ve seen it, but as far as I’m concerned, we were the real ghost!

				MY LAST HIGH SCHOOL FILM

				Kevin’s first time working with me was in a supporting role in a psychological horror film called “The Head Incident” (1999) that I dedicated most of senior year to completing. 

				The idea started as a collaboration with my metalhead friend 

			

		

	
		
			
				Kirk. We used to ride the same bus to the special ed school and talked a lot about movies. We were especially fond of bad movies like “Plan 9 from Outer Space” (1959), and wanted to make our own deliberately bad laugh-out-loud horror films. It was mostly just talk, but some of them eventually got made, like “Death Puppy” (2000). It was a bit easier now that we had cars.

				“The Head Incident” was about a flying ventriloquist dummy head that kills people, controlled by a mysterious man in a black trench coat and fedora whose face is perpetually hidden by shadow. I salvaged some of the footage from my pervious effort, the unfinished “Dead Head” (1997).

				I wrote a new script, committing to actually use it, and drew storyboards, carefully organizing and planning in ways I never had before. I wanted to take this one seriously, to make my masterpiece, to submit it to film festivals. Working around everyone’s schedules was tough. School and jobs got in the way, but we managed to shoot it all in 14 days, spread over several months.

				Kirk and I were the main actors. We played stoner types, wearing wigs and acting goofy. But the moments with the head were 
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				genuinely creepy. I think if we took the comedy out of it, we could have had a serious horror film.
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				Kevin’s role was smaller. He played a doctor psychoanalyzing Kirk as he tells the story of the head. Though Kevin was only there for one day, it was the beginning of our long partnership in filmmaking.

				I was real happy with the finished film. It had a suspenseful pace, surreal visuals, a dreamlike feel and a cerebral story that was open to interpretation. I showed it to Kirk, Kevin and other friends, and everybody agreed it was the most sophisticated movie of mine so far. Truthfully, it wasn’t really that great, but it showed huge improvement. It represented the best product that I was capable of at that time.

				The question was how to get into the film business. Working at Shit Mart was a reminder that I couldn’t live without a job. How could I make that job filmmaking? The way I saw it, “The Head Incident” was my resume. It was the best of my efforts. It was something under my belt. Something to show for myself. I dreamed that a big movie producer would see it and give me a job as a director. But there is no set way for that to happen. The best anyone could tell me was “go to college.” That guaranteed no dream job, but at least it was a path to follow, a start.
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				I got accepted into the same art university where I attended Saturday and summer courses. I even got a “promising artist” scholarship award. College would still be expensive, but at least I had a discount. It was a big deal. I was nervous about moving to Philadelphia, away from my parents, but excited about the future. My student loan would help me survive without a job for the time being, so I did myself a favor and quit Shit Mart. I was ready for college! 

				High school graduation, with my parents.
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				Chapter III

				COLLEGE FRESHMAN
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				COLLEGE CHAOS (PART 1)

				Having just turned 19 and beginning college, I was apprehensive about moving into a dorm. This was my first time living away from home, without parents and family. The dorm and university were located in the heart of the city which I found intimidating: It was busier and noisier than my parents’ home in the Pine Barrens. But as I became comfortable, I realized how appropriate it was to live in Philadelphia. This was the place of my birth. The place of Rocky Balboa. The place of the underdog. It felt like destiny was calling.

				Speaking of destiny, as I was moving in, I noticed Kevin Finn was my next door neighbor! The chance of him attending the same college, living in the same dorm and assigned the room next to mine was incredibly slim. I was ecstatic, and relieved to have somebody I knew there. But as it turned out, we didn’t hang out much that year. He was busy, always out socializing somewhere and I didn’t see much of him. This taught me a lesson, to try and socialize more myself and add more friends to my list.

				My roommates were selected by the school randomly. At first, I was nervous about living with a bunch of strangers, but one day, I worked up the courage to show them a VHS tape of “The Head Incident.” They loved it! I hoped after that we’d talk about making movies and form a filmmaking team. But they moved on. I didn’t make a cinematic splash, or whatever it was I was hoping for, but at least I broke the ice and made new friends. It felt like my first great equalizer since the special ed school.

			

		

	
		
			
				The room, however, became sort of a party zone, with many people coming and going. Some of the partiers would stay over and frequent the room so often you couldn’t distinguish who actually lived there and who didn’t. I’ll refer to them all as the “roomgoers.” 

				They’d blast their stereos unapologetically loud. It was a little annoying at first, but I decided to adapt, and blast my own stereo. Thus, our room became a chaotic fusion of rock, rap, techno and skater punk. 

				At night, when I’d retreat to my bedroom and try to sleep, the roomgoers stayed awake in the main living space. The chatter and the loud music never stopped. It seemed they never slept, regardless of how early class started the next morning. They were here to party. It was common for me to wake up in the morning and step over the unconscious bodies of complete strangers sleeping on the floor.

				The room had two volumes. Loud as hell and completely quiet. When the roomgoers were gone, it got real lonely. I spent more time in the room than anybody else. I’d sit alone, staring out my window at the city, wondering what kind of excitement existed out there. What was the real world like?

				One day, when they were on the way out the door, I asked “Where you guys going?” “The bar.” I was stunned. 

				None of us were close to legal drinking age. They told me they knew a bartender who didn’t ask for ID. “Wanna come?” I declined. I still had never had an alcoholic beverage in my life. The thought made me nervous.

				But after seeing them leave the dorm so many times, enjoying themselves, I finally decided to go with the flow. At the bar, I didn’t know what to order. I just said “Give me what he’s having?” It was a White Russian, which just tasted like bad milk to me. I only had a few sips before my stomach rejected it. I walked out embarrassed. 

			

		

	
		
			
				One of my room buddies ran out and said “You forgot to tip.” … “Huh?”

				I sensed these guys could mean trouble, and that trying to improve my social life meant taking risks. But I had no idea how far things would eventually go. Having an illegal drink was nothing. These guys were about to give me the full college dorm experience, to its most extreme. I would soon know the meaning of “guilty by association.” More on that soon.

				ARTSY FARTSY

				I was a film major, but it was an ART university and I’d be studying for a bachelor’s degree in fine arts. This meant I had to take classes in drawing, painting, clay, plaster sculpture, wood-working and an abundance of textbook classes like art history, etc.

				In fact, there was no film course for freshman year. This was called the “foundation year” which meant being forced to do everything else first. I didn’t understand why. I had already decided I wanted to pursue film. But it was better than high school at least.

				I wasn’t as particularly skilled in these other areas, but I did my best, giving all my projects a creative twist. One of our assignments in my 3-D class was to invent a contraption that dispenses food or drink, so I made a clay monkey that pukes banana juice. It was always fun to get a reaction from my classmates.

				Not all of the assignments were fun. Some of them were rudimentary like painting gray scales and color wheels. All were tedious, messy and basic. Some of the textbook classes required 

			

		

	
		
			
				writing boring essays to explain “why time is like a grain of sand.” In other words, do your best to come up with some bullshit.

				The most strict teacher I had was the drawing professor. He made us draw the most boring objects imaginable, like styrofoam coffee cups. As soon as we started our first in-class assignment, he looked around the room and shouted “No shading!” and made us start over. “Just lines! All I want to see are lines!”

				So we did exactly what he said, drawing only lines, and then he complained they weren’t realistic. “They look like cartoons!” Of course. When you look at an object, you don’t see lines. You see shading.

				“Unlearn everything you’ve learned,” he told us. I didn’t understand. It’s one thing to teach us from the beginning, but if we got accepted into the university, that meant we already had some knowledge to build on. He taught us nothing, only confused us.

				He hated rulers. Hated them! He wanted us to draw lines, without using any guide. Fine. So we did.

				“These lines aren’t straight! Why are they so crooked?!” Because we didn’t use a ruler. That’s what tools are for. Does this 
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				guy hammer a nail with his bare hands?

				Anything I drew was graded C at best. Outside of class, I spoke with the other students and everybody felt the same. Nobody knew what he was looking for. It seemed the goal was not to do a good drawing, but figure out how to meet the teacher’s own personal tastes.

				Sometimes it seemed he was more interested in the condition of the sheet of paper rather than the actual artwork itself. If he saw a slight tear, or a stain, he’d flip out! Once I spent 10 hours working on a single drawing. The sheets of paper were so large, sometimes they would hang slightly over the edge of the desk. I leaned on it with my elbow, making a tiny crease in the corner. When I handed it to him, he didn’t even look at the artwork. He just pointed at the crease. “What’s this?! Do it over!”

				It’s one thing to take part of the grade away, but to not even accept it at all, after all that hard work, was unreasonable. I wasn’t even a drawing major.

				He even complained about the way I wrote my name on the paper. I’ve always signed my name a certain way that feels natural. It’s nothing crazy and is perfectly legible. It just has a couple elongated lines. But when he saw it, he held up my drawing to the whole class and said “Oh, and don’t get all fancy with your name like JAMES did.”

				If you arrived at class five minutes late, he’d take it personally, and yell at you. Depending on his mood that day, he would even tell you to leave and give you extra homework. 

				Getting there on time wasn’t easy. The university had no campus since it was in the heart of the city. Classes were located in several different buildings that were many blocks apart. If you had two classes back to back, you’d be lucky to make it. When your first 

			

		

	
		
			
				class would end, all the students would flock to the elevator.

				You’d wait. Then when you made it to ground level, you’d have to cross the streets, stopping at red lights and for passing cars. Then you’d make it to building No. 2, wait for another elevator or run up as many as 14 flights of stairs if you had the energy. Then finally you’d make it to class, in the nick of time, or slightly late.

				But he didn’t care. I once saw him lock the door on a student, and shake his head at him through the window with folded arms, not even giving him the respect to say, “You’re late.” 

				Personally, I felt like if you missed any of the class, that’s your own loss, because you PAID MONEY for it. The only good thing that came of this class was I got to bond with my fellow students, talking trash about this guy.

				FRESHMAN FILM

				Like I said, there was no film course that year, but I managed to sign up for a film elective. It was the only freshman class where I’d actually get to do what I wanted (or so I thought). The professor was very nice. I liked him very much. But I didn’t like the class. It was lecture mostly. There was no hands-on work until the end of the semester.

				We were given one day only for each student to shoot three minutes of black & white silent 16 mm filmstock. It was exciting to actually shoot on real film, but we weren’t encouraged to do anything creative with it. No plot. Just shoot something simple, like the back of your classmates’ heads. We weren’t even allowed to leave the 

			

		

	
		
			
				room, so all you had to work with were four plain gray walls.

				I thought about these limitations and tried to be creative. What could I do that was interesting? What story could I tell inside this room? So I decided I’d keep the backgrounds dark, only lighting the people.

				The plot would be a shortened retelling of “A Night of Total Terror” with a thief stealing a sacred relic (a cursed skull this time) and being stalked by hordes of creatures. I’d bring in all my Halloween masks. I had enough for all my classmates. It would be the largest group of monsters I’d have filmed yet. I was excited.

				But when I pitched the idea to the professor, he told me it was too ambitious, going with the “start all over” mentality. I told him I already made 70 films at home. He replied “On video. This is FILM.”

				Sure, a film camera is much more complicated to operate, but in my opinion, changing the medium from video tape to film stock shouldn’t change the story and the intent. But he didn’t want any narrative element. He wanted us to do abstract pieces. To just focus on “generating an image.” At the time, I saw this class as a setback, but now I see value in it. I think it encouraged me to speak up for myself. It gave me something to prove.

				I fought the professor tooth and nail, bringing in storyboards and photos to give my idea credibility. My classmates started getting interested. One of them said to me in the hall, “Wow, man. You’re really sticking to your idea like flint.”

				When the day came, I brought all my masks and students packed into the room, psyched. One of them shouted, “I’m ready to be a monster!” Big smiles everywhere. The professor smiled too. He let me have my way, coaching me through the bulky 16mm technicalities but letting me shoot my little narrative as intended.

			

		

	
		
			
				Directing a room full of 20 students gave me a positive rush. The energy and excitement was high, and nobody here was goofing around like some of my younger experiences. Here, they were all 100 percent cooperative. It made me feel like a director.

				Then came the suspense of waiting to see the film. The worst part about film stock was having to send it to the lab to get processed. We’d have to wait a week to see how it came out. When we did, it was a big moment. I was beyond thrilled to see something I shot projected on a screen, “A NEW Night of Total Terror” (1999). The black & white look was perfect. The contrast was high, with a slight grain, like a classic horror film. 

				Even though everybody preferred the look of film stock, the price and the various setbacks were something that would challenge me going forward in the battle between video and film, as video technology would eventually grow beyond. To me, the most important thing was story. Whether its video or film, I made no distinction. I referred to all movies as “films.”
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				FREE-FOR-ALL FILM

				Outside of class, I kept making videos. Even though I was a full-time art student, making movies was still how I spent my hobby time. I knew that once I made it to sophomore year, I’d finally get to make movies in class. But I couldn’t wait that long.

				Finding actors was still tough. Most students I knew were too busy and my room buddies usually liked to watch TV and party. 

				The first film I made in the dorm was “Night of the Roach” (1999). It came from me being so lonely and bored that I actually resorted to trying to film a cockroach. The plot was reality. It was me, seeing a roach, getting creeped out by it, and trying to find it again, because not knowing its whereabouts was more disturbing than actually seeing it. This made it into a horror film where the horror is unseen.

				I eventually made more friends like Gina. It was the closest friendship I ever had with a girl, without anything romantic or forced coming out of it. We were just good friends. We first collaborated on a film called “Zone Out” (1999), which was made spontaneously at 2 a.m. The plot focused on her sleepwalking around the streets of Philly. I felt timid about drawing attention in public, but she helped me break those awkward boundaries. 

				We set the video to trippy music and used her abundance of stock footage of lava lamps, blacklight posters and barbie dolls spinning on record players or dangling on strings. We pretended everything was a metaphor, making fun of our abstract art school assignments.

			

		

	
		
			
				George was the other member of our anti-art film team, having more of a street-smart personality. He knew the city. He made me feel comfortable. Now, we walked around Philly like we owned the place. 

				Whenever I’d pitch a film idea to him, he’d throw in a detail of his own that would take the story in a complete 90 degree turn. It was always something so random and funny, it would put me in tears. He told me his goal was to make a film so weird and disturbing people would walk out of the theater. So we made a pact to create something truly wild. We never actually did follow through. That’s usually the case. 

				Late one night, we decided to explore the city. George knew of a subway tunnel full of graffiti art. He wanted to show us, so we followed. “Are you sure there’s no trains?” “Yeah I’m sure. It’s abandoned. I come here all the time.”

				Then, what do you know? We feel the ground shaking, and a train is coming right at us! This is not like when you’re above ground, near a public stop, when you can hear the horn, when there’s a warning of some kind. No. In a random tunnel, you get no warning.

				There was no possible way to outrun it. All we could do was lean against the wall, bracing ourselves from the strong wind and deafening sound. I thought the fright alone would be enough to kill us. But luckily, we made it out.

				It shook me up so bad, I thought I’d have a heart attack. But after it subsided, my vision and senses were elevated and I appreciated being alive more than ever. Needless to say, that incident is up there as one of the most idiotic things I’ve ever done. I think the three of us would agree it was pretty stupid.

				The only real culmination of our filmmaking pact was, during the second semester, I made a film called “The Mind That Makes the 

			

		

	
		
			
				Matter” (2000), about a troubled, introverted student whose night-time dreams are manifested into reality. 

				I cast George as the main part because I liked his spontaneity. He’d do a somersault in the middle of a scene that didn’t call for it, or walk into the shot with his sweater wrapped around his face. The funny thing was that he pretended it wasn’t there, playing the scene straight. But this art school randomness was what I was going for!

				Unfortunately, he turned out to be a little more unpredictable than I bargained for. He would randomly disappear and give me a no-call no-show (I forgive him, it’s cool), which would have sunk the whole film, so I had to work around him, and come up with alternatives, salvaging the film with cutaways, narration and stock footage.

				The overall movie actually had a plot, but was very loose in style. I’d always tilt the camera and throw in random images; like if the character had no choice but to go forward, I cut to a “one way” street sign. Metaphors, dude. Metaphors.

				It got a great reaction from my room friends, and I even met a guitar player Phil who came by and recorded some custom riffs for me, making it the first film of mine to have an original composer. The movie spoke to me personally as a confused student, adapting 
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				to his new surroundings and expanding his mind.

				“Kill for Thrill” (2000) was like a semi-remake of Alfred Hitchock’s “Rope” (1948), but with elements of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart.” The idea was to make a film in a single 15-minute moving shot about two people who murder someone and hide the body while guests arrive. It was tough to organize, and I had to let them improvise to get through it, but this wasn’t too hard with Kevin in the main part. He was my best improv actor. 

				The final result had some of the most intense acting I had ever recorded. It was a rare one-night event when everyone came together. Again, it always seemed like people were more likely to be available when there was no script.

				During winter break, back in New Jersey, I finally made “Death Puppy” (2000) with my old friend Kirk, an intentionally bad movie about a killer dog (played by two different dogs that look nothing alike). 

				We had this idea for so long, we practically had the dialogue memorized. Who could forget lines like, “Don’t give my dog the finger. She hates the finger.” And then, as the camera operator breaks the fourth wall: “Especially the middle finger.” (Just in case you didn’t know). 

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				We had only a few hours to shoot the entire movie, but thanks to my careful planning and storyboards, it got done. Super fast!

				It’s crazy that I made so many movies freshman year outside of class. All along I’ve had a bit of insanity, in case you haven’t noticed. But using that insanity to create things is what has always made me happy. But the missing part was the audience. I didn’t have many people to show my work too. That’s when I came up with the idea to host my own film festival.

				I got permission from the university and rented the auditorium, which had a video projector and screen. I didn’t want to hog the whole show and I wanted to give fellow students the chance to show their own films. With the help of Gina, I printed out ads calling for submissions and posted them all around the school. Lots of them got ripped down, or got bubblegum or graffiti scribbled on them, but we kept printing more.

				Months went by and I got no submissions. I thought I might have to call the whole show off. But Gina was a grassroots queen, talking to people in the halls, on the street, everywhere. Soon, we had enough short films to fill a three-hour program. Then I started doubting anyone would sit through it all. But an eager crowd showed up.

				I went up to the podium, shaking and stuttering my way through my introductory speech that a room friend helped me write. “These are films made without rules,” I stammered. “We’ve achieved what all filmmakers strive for. Total creative control and an audience. This is truly independent cinema.” I got an unexpected round of applause, full of whistles and shouts. I was amazed.

				The screening flew by and everyone had their chance in the spotlight. My personal highlight was screening “The Head Incident” and pulling off a theatrical stunt, inspired by William Castle. In the 

			

		

	
		
			
				‘50s and ‘60s, he’d put buzzers in the seats, or hang skeletons over the audience’s heads. 

				So during “The Head Incident,” Kevin and I hung a dummy head from the balcony and sailed it across the room. We spent hours setting that thing up, but when the moment came, the string broke. We failed. But the audience still appreciated it and I continued the “Free-For-All Film Festival” annually, until junior year.

				COLLEGE CHAOS (PART 2)

				The roomgoers all smoked cigarettes, which never appealed to me. Obviously, smoking inside the dorms was not allowed, so they’d step outside to the balcony. This would seem like a better decision, but smoking on the balcony wasn’t allowed either. In fact, we weren’t allowed to use the balcony at all. I would guess that was due to the risk of someone falling off.

				The roomgoers may have felt the university didn’t trust us, which only instigated them further, especially a particular colleague who’d rant, “Why the fuck do they give us a room with a balcony, if we’re not allowed to go out on the balcony?!” 

				So they went out there every day to smoke. They weren’t even discreet about it. They’d bring out chairs and laptops and sit out there leisurely. They’d chat and laugh loudly, unafraid to draw attention. There was always a good chance they’d get caught. The balcony was perfectly visible from the outside, though you had to be looking up high. 

				The rooms were routinely checked by RA’s (resident 

			

		

	
		
			
				assistants), who would walk in unannounced. I was paranoid and never stepped near the balcony. But these guys had no fear.

				One time when I was alone doing my homework, the RA knocked on the door and asked to inspect the place. I let her in. She checked everything out, then asked “Isn’t there supposed to be four chairs? One is missing ...”

				I looked over at the glass balcony door and could clearly see the chair sitting out there! I waited for her to go into one of the bedrooms, then quickly ran over, grabbed the chair and brought it in. It was a quick, stealth move and it succeeded.

				But while I was out there, seeing the balcony for the first time, I noticed ashtrays, matches and empty cigarette boxes. These guys didn’t even clean up their evidence! Here I was trying to hide their dirty work, when it almost seemed like they deliberately wanted to get in trouble.

				They’d even leave the balcony door open when they were gone. I’d come home from class and see it open with nobody there, so I’d shut it, time and time again. Why was I cleaning up after them? It was partly because of friendship, and partly to defend myself. After all, I was the one in the room most of the time. What if the RA walked in and blamed me?

				The stakes were raised. They were smoking weed too! When we signed the student contract, it clearly warned that if you’re caught with drugs or alcohol, you’d be EXPELLED. There were no second chances. 

				No more than a month into the first semester, the dean sent a letter to everyone in the whole dorm that said he already had to expel 12 students, and that we all needed to sign the letter stating that we understood. This frightened me even more.

				I told a particular roomgoer that I didn’t want to be held 

			

		

	
		
			
				responsible. What if an RA came in and found a bag of weed or a bong, any paraphernalia? If they weren’t able to prove who it was, we’d ALL get expelled! My entire career was on the line. He looked at me and said, “I’ll take full responsibility. Just don’t rat me out.” 

				That was fair. So I kept out of it and minded my own business. Their philosophy was simple: just don’t get caught. And they never did. So far.

				So one day, I decided to loosen up. It all started when plumbing work was being done and the water supply in the entire dorm was temporarily shut off. It was scheduled ahead of time and we were given notice. I made sure to get all my bathroom business done before then, but the roomgoers were still taken by surprise. One of them took a shit, and because the toilet couldn’t flush temporarily, the room stank with the rancid odor of ass.

				Everybody was out on the balcony as usual, so I decided I’d step out there, just once, for some fresh air. I walked out and enjoyed the beautiful view of the city. No wonder these guys liked the balcony so much.

				“James!” Everybody was happy to see me there. One of them handed me a bong.“You want to try this?”

				I hesitated for a moment, then accepted. Why not? These guys do it all the time.

				As I inhaled, I happened to glance behind me at the door.

				I saw a face looking in, almost like a ghost behind the glass. I recognized the face as the university’s director of residential life, the dean’s right hand man! My jaw dropped, letting out a puff of smoke. I coughed, my eyes went teary, and I passed the bong to the nearest roomgoer. I nudged their shoulders. “Guys … guys …” They looked back to see we were fucked!

				We all walked single file into the room, a cloud of weed 

			

		

	
		
			
				following us. The director lined us up and looked us over. I waited for him to speak. But he just stared. I couldn’t believe he was here in our room. I never even saw him come into the dorm before. The one day, the ONLY day I ever went out on the balcony and smoked pot, and he just happens to appear! What kind of bad luck is that?

				At this point, I was devastated. We were all going to be expelled, I thought. One little mistake and my career would be thrown away. I’d never become a movie director. I’d go back to working at Shit Mart. My parents would be emotionally crushed. My life was over.

				He finally spoke: 

				“I guess you guys don’t like living here much.”

				One of them casually replied “Ehh ... It’s ok.” 

				The rest of us stayed silent. 

				“Well, we’ll see what the dean has to say about this.”

				And with those foreboding words, the director walked to the door. He stopped, noticing a huge pile of garbage bags by the kitchen. 

				“Is this all trash?”

				“Yeah.” …

				Then he shook his head and left the room.

				I started panicking 

				“Are we expelled?!” 

				They kept telling me to relax. 

				“He didn’t see the weed.”

				“But he must have smelled it!”

				“Chill out. He’d need to confiscate it. He has no evidence.”

				So I carried on with my day. I went to class, wondering if there was any point. Was I still a student? I waited, in agonizing suspense, for days, weeks. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Luckily, nothing resulted from the incident. The only thing that happened was that a maintenance man was sent in to bolt the balcony door shut. A roomgoer retaliated by using a screwdriver to remove the screws. 

				Afterward, his screwdriver disappeared, apparently stolen by the university staff. “This is bullshit!” A roomgoer shouted, “We pay to live here, and I’m not allowed to own a screwdriver?! Fuck this school!”

				From this point on, it seemed he wanted to break the rules on purpose. There were signs everywhere saying, “No candles. No smoking. No throwing objects from windows. No roof access. No loud noise. No skateboarding in the halls.” These were all totally sane safety measures, but I can see the roomgoers’ point of view that the rules were always in your face. This only gave them bad ideas.

				One roomgoer was sitting by an open window, reading a book. He flipped to the last page and loudly declared, “I’m done reading this book!” Then tossed it out the window. Another rule broken.

				From that point on, the window became his garbage can. It was an instant way to make something gone. On time, he was making oatmeal and didn’t like the way it turned out, so he poured it out the window, and just for the hell of it, tossed the bowl and spoon too, watching them shrink and disappear below into the dark night abyss. I wondered about the fate of all this litter, existing somewhere many floors below, but once it was outside his window, it was no longer his problem. 

				By the end of the second semester, he escalated this hobby to eggs. Yes, throwing eggs. Admittedly, the oatmeal incident got a chuckle out of me, but the eggs were where I drew the line. It gave me a real bad feeling. Still, I did nothing to stop him, nor did I want 

			

		

	
		
			
				to rat him out. I thought about the danger it could pose to pedestrians below, but fortunately nothing ever happened. 

				Once he was reading a comic book and decided it sucked, but the window wasn’t good enough this time. He brought over a metal trash can and got out his cigarette lighter. “What are you doing?” I asked. “I’m going to burn it!” So he did.

				Seeing a foot-tall flame inside the dorm, where not even candles were allowed, was like witnessing some kind of paradox. Everything about this was a terrible idea. The ink in the comic went up in black smoke which smelled like poison. “Put it out! Put it out!” I kept screaming.

				A roomgoer came over with the fire extinguisher and quickly annihilated it. The danger was gone, but now our bedroom was full of toxic smoke. Even with the windows open, it took hours for it to go away. It made me so sick. I puked.

				I witnessed a room friend lose all motivation in going to class. He skipped it all the time, which made no sense to me, because you’re wasting tons of money. He stopped doing his laundry, never did any homework, and one day, I saw him crying. He mentioned he felt like a failure to his parents. And with that, I saw a vulnerable side to him. A very human emotional side, underneath the facade of recklessness.

				COLLEGE CHAOS (PART 3)

				In the dorms, alcohol and drug use seemed to be the norm. When I returned from Thanksgiving break, I opened the freezer and 

			

		

	
		
			
				saw something bizarre. Someone had filled glasses, mugs and plastic containers full of water, submerging random objects like pens, coins and dental floss, and put them in the freezer, suspending them in ice. “What the hell is this all about?” Then I was informed that the roomgoers were tripping on acid. I was living in a madhouse. A madhouse!!

				Our room had a reputation. Fellow students knew we were the place to party. That winter (second semester), we were responsible for “Snowball Renegade 2000,” a huge pre-scheduled snowball fight that caught on by word of mouth. How it began: Class was cancelled because of the snow, and many students lived originally in warmer climates, and had never experienced such a thing. A room buddy came up with the idea for a snowball fight, and it was a fun idea, so we spread it around, making random phone calls and shouting to students in the halls,

				“‘Snowball Renegade 2000! 7pm. Rittenhouse Square. You coming?” 

				“…Oh shit.”

				The turnout was fantastic and it was the most epic snowball fight I had ever seen. I heard that it caught the attention of the university and they weren’t happy about it.

				Our reputation with the dean was not so good. Our room would get cited for noise violations and failing trash inspections. The trash situation annoyed me the most. The trash can had overflowed, a five-foot pile of garbage stacked on top of it. Scattered around the living area were empty pizza boxes, soda cans, dirty dishes and bowls full of hardened oatmeal.

				We lived in filth. Complete filth, like animals. I was the only person trying to remove trash, but with other guys continuing to make messes, how could you keep up? It shouldn’t have been my 

			

		

	
		
			
				responsibility to clean up after them, so I gave up.

				The dishes were more of a problem. Once they were all dirty, you had nothing to eat with. So we had a wash-per-use routine, where you just dig in the sink to fetch a cup or plate, or whatever it is you need. Just wash it, use it, then throw it back in the pile. But eventually it started attracting bugs. The whole room was swarming with flies. It was disgusting. The smell got so bad, it floated out into the hall.

				The dean called us down to his office and told us we needed to clean up. It was our last warning. We had 24 hours, or else we’d all be expelled. So we got to work, collecting all the trash and washing towers of dishes.

				Eventually a roomgoer, who was busy washing a dish, suddenly stopped and snapped. “I don’t feel like washing this.” I already knew what was going to happen next.

				SMASH!

				Broken plate fragments hit the floor.

				Breaking plates instead of cleaning them became standard, and soon plates were rare. If you wanted a cup or a plate, even a fork or a spoon, you had to fend for yourself. I actually had to claim my own and lock them in a trunk. I’m not kidding.

				There was always shattered glass and porcelain on the floor. It got even worse when a roomgoer smashed a computer monitor with a hammer! I couldn’t even walk barefoot in my own room.

				You might wonder, how could I live in this shit hole? To me, I knew it was only freshman year. The university only had dorms for freshmen. After that, we’d have to rent our own places anyway. So this living situation was only temporary. I just accepted it.

				I wanted to remember this unique experience for the rest of my life. Years later, I thought, I could look back and laugh. So I got 

			

		

	
		
			
				out my camera and recorded a short tour showing the trash piles and foul condition of the room. Next thing, the roomgoers were in the living space staging wrestling matches. One of them was a big hulky guy who could lift two people at the same time and slam them onto the couch. So I recorded it. I always had my camera ready, so why not? I just wanted to document it, to preserve freshman year.

				Most of the things they did began as silly and harmless. One time, they were hanging on the kitchen doorway like monkeys. It was funny, so I began recording, but there was always the element of surprise. Without warning, one of them swung his feet forward and kicked a ceiling light, breaking it! I had no intention of encouraging their behavior, but it’s very possible that the presence of the camera had this kind of side effect.

				There was an electric fan that was missing the protective cage and blade. “What happened here?” I asked, as I pointed the camera at it. I even plugged it in, out of curiosity, watching the tiny rod spin (the thing that moves the blade). But I had no idea what I had started. Two roomgoers decided to reattach the blade which spun for a moment before flying across the room! I was terrified this was going too far, but unable to stop them. I had to give up the camera and run.

				They continued to record it, passing the camera among themselves, using the blade to whack random objects, like crackers on the floor. The things they managed to record with that fan could never be duplicated. The lop-sided blade had somehow caused the fan to rattle and hop across the floor, as if it was alive and trying to attack. A roomgoer grabbed a broom stick and started swinging at it. It was a man vs. fan death match!

				Pieces of blades flew everywhere! Then they stomped on it together, until one last remaining piece of the blade sputtered against 

			

		

	
		
			
				the floor, then fell off, adding a comedic punctuation to its death. It was like watching a cartoon. It was a completely senseless act, but you couldn’t help but laugh at the sheer impossible slapstick physics of that fan.

				One weekend while I was back home with my parents, they used their own camera to record themselves doing a bunch of “Jackass”-style stuff like breaking a chair and lighting somebody’s socks on fire. They wore a helmet and bashed their heads into walls, charging like bulls, knocking over lamps and cracking a mirror! When I saw the tape, I couldn’t believe it.

				Oddly, the only person I remember getting sent to the hospital was me. We were having a little dance party with one of my old Halloween strobe lights, and a roomgoer accidentally stepped into a metal trash can. He brought his foot up to take it off and I had accidentally ducked into it, getting kicked in the head by the metal edge of the trash can.

				Blood was gushing down my face. He felt real sorry, and everybody stopped the party to take me to the hospital. They seemed legitimately concerned, waiting patiently by my side as the doctors put stitches across my eyebrow.

				After it was over, they treated me like I was some kind of tough guy. For the remainder of the year, they called me “Scarface” because I had a scar running through my eyebrow. Nowadays, it’s no longer noticeable.

				Somehow a shopping cart ended up in our room, which was a total waste of space. One roomgoer sat in it while another pushed him around in the halls. Next thing they smashed into my door, knocking it loose from its hinges. I got out the camera and asked him what happened. His response, “I was playing death cart.”

				One day, I took the camera around documenting all the 

			

		

	
		
			
				marks and nicks that had accumulated on the walls. I noticed, up on the ceiling, a dent which resembled the shape of human knuckles. This can’t be. Who in the world punches the ceiling?

				So I stood on a chair, getting the camera close. “See that. That’s a knuckle.” All of a sudden, a fist flew into the frame.

				BAM! Wrist deep in the ceiling!

				“Now it’s a much bigger knuckle,” said the roomgoer. I didn’t expect it whatsoever. My eye was in the viewfinder. I had no peripheral vision, and didn’t even know anyone was near me, let alone able to reach the ceiling. Did he do some kind of “Street Fighter” shoryuken move?

				Another time, I witnessed him punch a hole in the wall with no camera running, and with a warning. He just casually announced “Hey I’m going to punch a hole in the wall.” Then I said, “I’m not paying any fines.” He responded, “I’ll take full responsibility,” then punched the hole, and that was that. Who does these things?

				The dean called us down to his office, asking about the holes. 

				“First one. Kitchen. Oblong shaped. What happened there?”

				“Oh, I tripped and fell into it,” said a roomgoer.

				“But it’s bigger than last week. So you fell into it again? 
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				“Uh, yeah.”

				“Okay, so it just became a ritual?” 

				“I guess.”

				“Now, there’s two on the ceiling? How did those get there?” 

				“Uh, ask (Roomgoer X).”

				The person he blamed it on did in fact make the second ceiling hole by caving it in with the palm of his hand while standing on a chair. He got called down to the dean separately and flat out admitted his actions, taking full responsibility. 

				What supposedly happened next is so hilarious, you can’t make it up. From what he told me, the dean said, “I’ll pay you a hundred dollars to punch a hole in my wall right now,” and actually held out a hundred dollars in cash, right in front of him.

				He refused. Then the dean asked,

				“Well then, why did you punch a hole in the room?” 

				“It was an accident.”

				The year progressed dangerously toward fire and destruction. One of the roomgoers had a battery-operated stuffed toy, a cute ghost leftover from Halloween. He decided to get rid of it by drenching it in cologne to set it ablaze in the bathtub, illuminating the whole room in an orange glow. As scared as I was, I didn’t know how to stop him, so I filmed the whole thing, because, hey, he was going to do it anyway. At least the fire was easily extinguished by the shower head.

				Afterward, he threw it out the window. Just think, somebody on the street may have seen a flying ghost, burnt black, dripping wet and giggling “Happy Halloween!” before it hit concrete.

				One of the most irresponsible moments happened after I noticed the desk in the main living area had a drawer full of trash. I got out the camera and recorded it, asking how so much garbage got 

			

		

	
		
			
				in there. The trash can was close by. How lazy could they be?

				The nearby roomgoers who had been sitting on the couch thought it was funny, so they got up and began throwing more things into the drawer, out of spite. It all happened in a flash! They ran around the room grabbing every piece of junk they could find. Bottles, cans, books, rejected art projects, they shoved it all in! The drawer was overflowing, far beyond capacity, so the biggest guy put both feet inside to stomp it flat. His weight nearly caused the desk to tip over. The computer almost slid off!

				Then, without warning, one of them grabbed a lighter and a can of deodorant. Lighting the lighter, he sprayed the deodorant through it, creating a stream of fire, like a homemade blow torch aimed directly at the trash!

				At this point, I wasn’t even looking through the camera. I was just holding it there, in complete shock. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen anybody do. I thought the entire dorm was going to burn down. But luckily, none of the trash caught fire. It only produced a ball of flame which dissipated. Then they all burst out laughing. If I laughed too, it was out of nervous relief.

				COLLEGE CHAOS (PART 4)

				To be clear, I have nothing against the university that helped further my career. I do not condone any of the crazy things the roomgoers did. But I also didn’t know what to do about the situation. I didn’t want to turn them in, since I valued my friendships with many of them. The only thing I knew was how to film things. And 

			

		

	
		
			
				that’s the only thing I was guilty of. I should have distanced myself from it, but I didn’t see how to do that when it happened in my own living space.

				At the time, the university staff knew nothing of the senseless acts that went on inside our room, but they were steadily creeping up on us, citing us for more noise violations and even looking for things that weren’t there. Near the end of the semester, with only a few weeks left of class, a maintenance man was sent in to fix our door, which somebody had apparently broken one night. The roomgoer had locked himself out and kicked the door open.

				As the man was fixing the door, he must have looked over and saw something suspicious on the computer monitor. The computer was near the door and was turned on 24/7 even when nobody was there. On the monitor was a screenplay that a colleague had been writing. The page on-screen was a murder or fight scene with dialogue like, “I am going to kill you!” The maintenance man apparently didn’t understand this was a fictional script. 

				What happened next is just as confusing now as it was the day it happened. The script was printed and taken to the dean as evidence. Next thing, the entire room was ransacked while we were all at class. They confiscated everything they deemed incriminating, including a book called “Bomb the Suburbs” which was about hip-hop culture. It all seemed like a wild goose chase, but something important actually did come up. A roomgoer’s glass bowl used for smoking weed.

				When I came back from class and entered the room, I walked in to complete pandemonium. Everybody was in an uproar.

				“They took our stuff!”

				“We gotta go down to the dean!”

				A roomgoer spit on the floor and marched out. “C’mon.”

			

		

	
		
			
				I was completely blindsided. 

				“What’s going on?!” 

				“(Roomgoer Z) has been expelled. They found weed.”

				So we went down to what I thought would be the final meeting with the dean. He asked us all if we ever smoked weed with that particular roomgoer. We all said “no,” except for one guy who said “I plead the fifth,” a stupid cocky statement basically meaning, “Yes, but I’m not telling you.”

				Another roomgoer calmly explained the screenplay, the “Bomb the Suburbs” book, everything. I was impressed with how cool and articulate this individual was in these situations. I also have to give the dean credit for being fair. All he meant was, “These are the accusations that were brought to my attention. Now let me hear your story.” Once explained, he dismissed the whole thing, even laughed some of it off, and let us go.

				The roomgoers were guilty of many things, but death threats or planned terrorist attacks or whatever extreme assumptions some staff members made of us were definitely not the case. As for roomgoer Z, it seemed he took responsibility for his weed. I give him credit for keeping his promise.

				The accusations against our room continued. It was the last week of class, and the summer weather was already heating up. Water balloons were abundant. Students were throwing them off balconies and running in the halls and spraying each other with super soakers until the floors were inches deep in water.

				Somebody pulled the fire alarm and everybody had to evacuate the building for a short time. Truthfully my room wasn’t involved, but that didn’t stop us from getting blamed.

				The next morning, I was awakened by a frantic room buddy. It was the most desperate I’ve ever seen him. “James, the dean’s 

			

		

	
		
			
				kicking us all out! He says all those wet kids came into our room!”

				I rubbed my eyes, “Huh. What? Tell him it’s not true.”

				“I did! But he won’t believe me. You gotta go down there.”

				So I rolled out of bed and marched to the dean’s office, barefoot. I hadn’t cut my hair in months, had grown long bushy sideburns like Elvis and probably looked a scraggly mess. I sat down in front of his desk and listened in bewilderment.

				He told me the maintenance staff was inspecting the building during the fire alarm to make sure everybody was out and found 30 wet kids in our room. I told him it was impossible. We were only out of the building for 15 minutes. If that would have happened, we would have seen puddles.

				The dean saw I was sincere. What I told him was all he needed to know. “Thanks, James. Have a good summer.” I smiled back, and with that friendly exchange, I left his office, feeling assured that everything was all over.

				The final day in the dorm, I realized how much I’d miss my room friends. Some would ask why I put up with their antics, but the bond I shared with them was too precious to turn them in and be a tattletale. I took the “don’t rat each other out” pledge very seriously.

				I can’t defend their terrible actions, but I believe it was a temporary phase. As one of them said to me in retrospect, “There were drugs, and I was bored.” People do stupid shit in college. But now it was over. All of us were moving out, as the dorms were only for freshmen. We’d all go our separate ways, find our own apartments and start our majors in the Fall.

				I didn’t want to leave without a souvenir. By this point, I had gathered lots of video footage of our dorm experience; the hole punching, the fire incidents and all the crazy shit. It needed something else to go along with it, so on the last week of freshman 

			

		

	
		
			
				year I decided to sit everyone down and conduct personal interviews. We all had fun with them.

				One roomgoer’s interview was the most blunt, saying “Fuck this school,” and flipping the bird to the camera. One was more calm and rational saying, “It’s safer to smoke a cigarette on the balcony than in the room.” Another one poked fun at the situation. “I’m going to miss living here. I’ll have to find somewhere else to trash.” Another’s was peaceful and comedic, stating “This room is like a sanctuary,” and that the crazy things that happened were “an essence of the room.”

				I decided to add my own comments, taking part in the interviews myself. I could have been a third-party narrator, an observer, taking a neutral stance, but I thought it would be more interesting if I took more of an active role. I pretended to be a trouble-maker myself, saying things like, “We don’t get caught. We think it’s funny.” I had no idea that putting myself on that tape, and making myself into somebody I’m not, would be the worst mistake of my entire life.

				THE SUMMER OF NOTHING

				I moved back home with my parents for the summer, anxiously waiting for sophomore year. I was looking forward to getting my own quiet, trouble-free apartment off the university’s campus and beginning my film courses, actually making movies for grades. Back in high school, I loved the summer break, but now it meant nothing to me. I wanted to stay in college. That’s where my 

			

		

	
		
			
				life was. At home, there wasn’t much to do.

				I had to stay creative. The first thing I did was edit all the dorm footage into a private documentary, an in-joke for my former room pals. They had all moved back to their homes in every corner of the country. I felt like giving them a surprise.

				First, I scanned through all the tapes, writing down the most interesting moments and quotes on index cards. Then I rearranged them in the best order to tell the story. Next, I labored away on my two VCR’s for 15 hours a day for a whole week. I added songs like “Fight for Your Right to Party” by The Beastie Boys and made some comedic editing decisions. For example, when a roomgoer says “I can come to this room to be at peace,” I cut to a clip of everybody piling on top of him, wrestling him onto the couch.

				For the epic finale, I used the theme from “2001: A Space Odyssey.” The final cymbal crash happens just as the roomgoer’s fist goes through the wall, in slow motion. It was one of the most perfectly timed synchronizations I had ever done using two VCR’s.

				The finished documentary ran 40 minutes long and was just as entertaining as “Jackass.” It was an odd feeling. I wasn’t proud of the things that happened in the dorm, but I was proud of the editing work I did on the documentary.

				I made only a few VHS copies and mailed them exclusively to the principal players. Nobody else got copies, for obvious reasons. They all loved it! I even had the opportunity to watch it at a former roomgoer’s new apartment. They brought some friends over and we had a good laugh. 

				The other notable movie I made that summer was a martial arts spoof called “Deadly Duels at the Pool” (2000). I picked up Kevin from his new apartment in Philly and took him all the way back to Jersey to shoot the entire movie in one day. Preparation and 

			

		

	
		
			
				quick turbo-style shooting became a natural skill. I always wished we had more time, but it was never an option.

				I had to secure a new apartment in time for sophomore year and find new roommates to split the cost. Living in the city wasn’t cheap. So my parents helped me put out an ad, and soon I received a phone call.

				“Hi. I see you’re looking for a roommate. I play guitar. But I promise I’m quiet.” He was extremely friendly and respectful. I agreed to meet with him in Philly, and together, we found an apartment that would be ready to move in by the start of the school year. It was the beginning of a close friendship. His name, Kyle Justin.

				Until then, all I could do was wait. Never in my life had I ever thought I’d say, “I can’t wait for school to start.” To kill time, I slept 12 hours a day and played video games, such as “Zelda: Ocarina of Time,” which I started freshman year and finally beat that summer.

				Then my parents said “Get a job!” which was like a death sentence. I had no excuse not to. My only possible argument was that I could use my student loan to pay for the apartment, but I’d have to pay it off someday. The extra cash would be helpful. Still, I dreaded the thought of returning to Shit Mart, so I decided to take my chances with ANY other place. I drove up and down the street, filling out applications for every local business. Most of them didn’t want to hire me because I was only available for the summer.

				“Why can’t you stay longer?”

				“Because I’m going back to college.”

				I’d even gloat “I’m a film major,” as if this whole job thing was below me.

				Finally, in late July, without much summer left, I got hired at a movie theater, which was semi-appropriate. I thought it would 

			

		

	
		
			
				be cool to be around movies, but the job was even more boring than Shit Mart. All I did was make popcorn, all day, every day. At least there was no stress, aside from the spontaneous surges of anxious customers who were always late to their movies, complaining about how much or how little butter they wanted on their popcorn. Other than that, it was peaceful. There were no nasty bosses yelling at me.

				I only worked there for a month, but it felt like an eternity. It was another reminder of how most people probably feel on a daily basis, but I didn’t have to worry, because I was about to start film class!

				So I thought.

				THE SHIT HITS THE FAN (HARD)

				I worked my final night on the job, till closing time as usual. Then I hopped in my car and cranked the radio up, smiling proudly all the way home. I had a lot to look forward to. The next day I had plans to go to the beach with my family to relax. Shortly after, I’d be signing a lease and moving into my new apartment with Kyle. Then I’d be starting class, in no more than a week!

				But when I got home, I got a phone call from a former room pal who had some truly shocking news. What he told me made me sick and dizzy, twisting my stomach into knots. He remained cool as always, saying not to worry and that it’s probably some misunderstanding, or that it would get sorted out somehow. 

				What was the news, you ask? Well, it was something so bad, I puked. I went to bed with nervous shakes, hoping that when I woke 

			

		

	
		
			
				up I’d learn it was just some crazy nightmare.

				The next morning, I had one moment of serenity when I almost convinced myself it wasn’t true. But then the phone rang. I picked it up.

				“Hello?”

				“Mr. Rolfe…”

				I instantly recognized the stern voice. 

				It was the dean. 

				“Did you receive my letter?”

				”Um, not yet.”

				“Call me when you do, to confirm.”

				After that, I checked the mailbox. Sure enough, there was an envelope from the university. It had been sent by express mail, overnight. As I opened it, I had a hard time looking. I almost didn’t need to look. I already knew what it said.

				This was what my room pal told me about: He and another buddy walked to school to get their class schedules, but instead they were each handed a copy of the same fateful letter. I wished so badly he was joking, but seeing it in print made it real. Every word of it felt like a machine gun array of bullets to my heart. Everything I worked for, my whole life, destroyed.

				“This letter is to inform you that I have received and reviewed irrefutable evidence that presents compelling and convincing proof that you engaged in behavior during the end of the spring 2000 semester that constituted several violations of the university conduct.”

				Then it cited the specifics, including — 

				“Theft”

				“Vandalism”

				“Defacing university property”

			

		

	
		
			
				“Arson.”

				The list went on and on, before closing with the final judgment.

				“In over 30 years of working with college students, I have never encountered such a total disregard for both human life and property. Clearly, your acts endangered the lives of over 100 of your fellow residents and the lives of several innocent pedestrians. The gravity of your totally irresponsible actions leaves me no recourse but to EXPEL you from the university. By allowing you to stay within our community, I would not only be condoning your despicable behavior but also abdicating my responsibility to the overall safety and welfare of our students, staff and faculty.”

				Only a week till class begins, and this comes in the mail! It was probably out for delivery on the same exact day I left my job! And just before I was going to move into my new apartment. “Was this intentionally timed to fuck us as badly as possible!?”

				The room pal called me with an update. He had talked to the Dean and confirmed what we suspected. The dean’s “evidence” was the dorm video from freshman year. 

				How did he get it? How could anyone have such impossibly bad luck? I had one guess. Back when they confiscated items from our room, they could have taken all my VHS tapes. But that was a huge stretch. My tapes were never missing. They would have had to have made copies of all of them before returning them to my room. It would have taken days. Plus, that would have gotten us expelled much earlier, while class was still in session.

				But the room pal told me that wasn’t the case. The dean claimed to have the edited version from the summer. The full documentary! Not the raw tapes. Neither situation was ideal, but the raw tapes would have taken much longer to sit through, while 

			

		

	
		
			
				the documentary was a shortcut to all the most damaging highlights.

				But how did it fall into the dean’s hands? I edited the documentary after we left the dorm. I could have accepted that maybe the dean heard about the tape by word of mouth, but for him to actually obtain a copy was hard to imagine. I only made a few copies, and gave them to a very select group, the main offenders. Common sense would say if they leaked the tape they would only be incriminating themselves. And I was on good terms with all of them. It didn’t seem anyone would have anything to gain by turning us all in.

				We talked in circles, going over any possibilities, but found ourselves grasping at straws. Did the dean have spies? Did someone steal the tape? No copy was ever known to go missing.

				The tape could not be defended. It was the strongest evidence that could ever exist. It was more than evidence. It was a self-aware rebellion. It was the equivalent of a gigantic middle finger the size of the world directed at the university. Literally, a roomgoer flipped off the camera while saying, “Fuck this place. I’m glad we ruined the room,” followed by a montage of destruction, set to heavy metal music.

				Just think, the dean had to sit down and watch this, hearing them say things like, “We paid money. We should do whatever we want”; “It’s not like we’re living in dorms. It’s like we’re living in prison”; and “They’re stupid and don’t know anything that goes on in this place.” Imagine how shocked and angry he must have been.

				I wondered, was the dean’s decision final? The fact that he had given me the courtesy of a phone call was a glimmer of hope. Maybe his emotions took over. Maybe now he could see I was innocent, aside from recording the incidents.

				Honestly, the severity of the offenses varied with each 

			

		

	
		
			
				roomgoer. One was only guilty of smoking in the dorms, while others were actually doing the destruction. Meanwhile, I did none of that, except film it. It seemed unfair that all of us got the same exact letter.

				So I called the dean back. I told him I didn’t do any of those things like “arson” and “vandalism.” He cut me short, and said — “Read my last sentence.” Then he hung up.

				The last sentence said, “You do have a right to appeal this decision to the Office of the Provost within ten calendar days of the receipt of this letter.”

				I didn’t find that assuring. It just seemed like a formality. The provost was someone I never met before. She didn’t know me at all, so how could she watch me on that awful tape and pass any kinder judgment on me? I thought all hope was lost.

				I became angry with the dean. How long did he hold onto this tape before expelling us? Why did he do it right before classes started? What did it solve anyway? We all moved out of the dorm. None of us were living on school property any longer. Some weren’t even returning to the school at all. The holes in the walls were already paid for. The guilty ones already paid fines. Other than that, there was no lasting damage. The fires, while totally dangerous, never amounted to anything. The fire department never had to come. Something bad COULD have happened. But it DIDN’T. It was all done with, a whole summer ago. Everybody moved on. It felt like ancient history. The thing about punishments is they rarely happen in a timely or “convenient” manner.

				Now I was screwed. My career and everything I worked so hard to achieve was over. The only direction now was backward. Would I go back to the theater and ask for my shitty job back? They thought I was about to start film class. How would I explain 

			

		

	
		
			
				what happened? I could have found a more long-term job if I knew, instead of wasting a whole summer.

				Also, I already wasted a whole day standing in line for registration for fall classes. I even got myself the perfect schedule with Fridays off. All that time I spent in foundation year, wasted. All that work finding a new apartment, wasted. What about my new roommate? What would I tell Kyle? Most of all, what would I tell my parents?!

				My grandpa was on the back porch reading the newspaper, smoking a cigarette. I couldn’t pretend nothing was wrong. So I told him straight out. I showed him the letter, told him about the dorm incidents, everything. He went silent. He couldn’t believe it. How could anyone?

				Next, I called my mom and dad. This sudden unexpected news hit my family like a shockwave, knocking them all down one at a time, like dominoes. It was beyond devastating. There isn’t even a word to describe how emotionally crushing it was to tell each of them, having to reiterate the story again and again. They did so much to support me my whole life and didn’t deserve this bullshit.

				I went back into my room, greeted as always by the university poster on my wall, the symbol of my future, which now meant nothing. I ripped it down and tore it to shreds.

				Next, there was my VHS camera, mounted on the tripod, silhouetted in front of the window shade like a sinister three-legged reaper. The mindless machine that destroyed my life. It gave me the technology to put meaning in my life, only to take it all away. I let out a scream so loud it felt like my throat was bleeding. I kicked the camera over, knocking it against the wall. I had no use for it anymore.

				We left for the beach that day as planned. The other option 

			

		

	
		
			
				was to sit around the house being depressed. It changed nothing. So we went down there. I didn’t pack anything. I didn’t brush my teeth. I didn’t eat. I just turned into a zombie.

				On the beach, my family and I sat in silence the whole time, in a somber trance. The surroundings were so cheery, the sunlight, the salty breeze, but it did nothing to lift the cloud of darkness. Underneath my mom’s sunglasses, I bet she was crying.

				To add insult to injury, a former high school teacher of mine walked by. “Oh, hi James! I have your sister in my class now. She tells me you’re going to be a sophomore. I heard you’re doing real good.” I bullshitted, “Yeah, I’m doing fine.” I felt I should tell her the truth, but decided not to.

				I went over to the ocean, standing alone, staring into the rolling waves. The white noise washed over my brain, as all my negative emotions numbed me to the core.

				Anger toward whoever leaked the tape.

				Sadness over letting my parents down.

				Frustration over the dean not giving me a chance to defend myself.

				Humiliation and embarrassment over telling everybody I was going to be a film student, only to get myself kicked out.

				Fear and uncertainty over the future.

				Shock over the whole surreality of it all.

				Disappointment in seeing my social and professional life suddenly yanked away from me, just as it was about to begin.

				Confusion as to how it happened.

				Guilt for incriminating my friends.

				And worst of all, the one thing that gave my life meaning and made me feel good about myself was now gone. Life had no purpose anymore (so I thought).

			

		

	
		
			
				I decided I should die. 

				I let my body go limp and collapsed in the water. 

				Waiting to drown.

				…

				For a while, I just laid there. Then… 

				SPLASH!

				A big wave hit me hard, rolling my body and dragging my face along the muddy sand. I became disoriented, not knowing which way was up or down. I felt salty water rushing into my lungs, and next thing, I was struggling to find the surface.

				What was this? I thought I wanted to die, but suddenly I was motivated by a natural instinct to stay alive. An instinct that didn’t care how badly the odds were stacked against me. In that moment, I was given a mental “Game Over” screen with two options.

				“Continue,” or “Quit.”

				…

				I chose “Continue.” I was going to fight this thing!

				TO THE BITTER END

				Coughing up the water, I ran back out, calling for my mom who was sitting out on the beach. 

				“Where’s Mrs. M?”

				My teacher was still nearby. I ran up to her and said-

				“I got expelled from college.”

				“What? Tell me you’re kidding.”

				I told her the whole story. My mom came over and we all 

			

		

	
		
			
				discussed the situation. The teacher told me I was always a good kid and didn’t deserve this. She said she’d write a letter to the university defending my character and reminded me I had the right to appeal the decision. “Let’s bombard them with letters,” she said.

				Back at home, my dad asked me for the dean’s phone number. That’s when you knew my dad was pissed. “Give me their number,” he’d always say. But when he called, the dean refused to talk with him.

				Next thing, he set up a meeting with a lawyer. The lawyer said she wasn’t able to help unless she saw the tape. Showing the infamous tape to my parents was my worst nightmare come true. Popping the black cassette of death into the VCR and hitting play was like pushing the final nail into my coffin.

				We sat there for the most painful 40 minutes of my life yet. There was nothing funny about the documentary anymore. My fine editing job and comedic timing was irrelevant. Every bit of destruction, every hardcore vicious act, every rude line like “Fuck this school,” left my mom gasping, hand to her face.

				The tape was worse than I even remembered. While I didn’t do any of the destruction, it was edited in a way that made it seem like I was more involved than I really was. All the context was gone. In my interview segment, I actually say, “This video is a ticket for us to get kicked out, but we don’t give a fuck.” Meanwhile, my name shows up on the bottom of the screen giving me permanent identification. Watching it, you’d wonder what was I thinking? Why did I pretend I was one of the trouble-makers? I guess it was just for the art. But now my art had ironically gotten me kicked out of art school.

				My dad was speechless. My mom just kept asking questions like, “Why didn’t you tell us that stuff was going on?” and “How did 

			

		

	
		
			
				you live that way?” and “To think, all the time I spent scrubbing the floors when we helped you move out.” But it was over now. We had to focus on the goal. Write a letter to appeal to the provost.

				Whenever I tried to write anything, it came off as angry. My mom kept stopping me, saying to just apologize. “Apologize for what?! Apologize for being a filmmaker!?”

				All we did was argue, until we came up with an acceptable letter. It basically stated that I didn’t take part in the actions. I only documented it. I wanted to explain my comments on the tape, but my mom lured me away from “dredging up” those details. I thought the letter was okay, but it was compromised, and could have used further explanation.

				We mailed it. Now it was time to wait for the provost’s response. My fate was in her hands, whoever she was.

				I couldn’t bear the suspense, so my mom took me to a counselor, where I got to vent all my frustrations. The counselor, who had known me since I was a kid, was bewildered, but optimistic.

				The first day of class passed by. At that very moment, I knew the professors were doing the roll call. They were probably calling my name, only to be met with silence. I wanted so badly to hop on the train to Philly and show up like nothing had happened. But I’d find out, in the mailbox, if I was still a student.

				I always used to run to the mailbox as a kid, excited for the latest Nintendo Power magazine or the TV guide to see if any good monster movies were on. But this time was different. Walking to the mailbox, I felt like a soon-to-be dead man walking to the gallows. The mailbox was the guillotine.

				There was an envelope marked with the university logo. I knew what it was and tore it open as fast as possible. The letter was long and thorough. What was the verdict? My eyes began darting all 

			

		

	
		
			
				over, picking up words here and there as I skimmed to the end. Was I expelled? Was I not? Then I saw it … The last paragraph said —

				“I regret that the university must render this decision.”

				I collapsed.

				Guilty by association. 

				My life was over.

				I dragged my feet back into the house. I sat down in the living room and reread it from the beginning. The first jab at me came in the line, “I have carefully reviewed the video ‘documentary.’” The word “documentary” was in quotes, because that’s what I called it in my appeal letter.

				The provost then quoted every one of the incriminating lines I said in the video.

				“This video is a ticket to get ourselves kicked out.”

				“We don’t give a fuck.”

				“We never got caught and we think it’s funny.”

				She said I participated in the actions, citing the electric fan destruction, which I did NOT destroy. But I am in fact on camera, drawing attention to the fan, before the others began destroying it. The biggest sucker punch came when she said, “You are shown breaking an overhead light fixture.” That was not me. I am behind the camera during that entire sequence. It seems she confused me with another roomgoer. Now things were being weighed unfairly against me to the point of making things up.

				My parents came into the room. They knew what it was. They huddled around the letter and we all began reading it together. I was beyond embarrassed for my parents to read those infamous quotes I said again. It was almost like some strange third-person experience. Things I said when I was in acting mode were being used against me. Citing those quotes also confirmed they definitely 

			

		

	
		
			
				had the full video in their possession. The irony really hit that I had in fact produced a ticket to get us expelled. There is no function that video had, at this point, other than total career suicide.

				Then my mom, the best speed reader I know, said, “You’re suspended.”

				“What?”I breezed through it, noticing I had missed where it said —

				“The committee’s view was that you were NOT a primary instigator or initiated these actions. I have decided to give you an opportunity to reposition yourself. In lieu of expulsion, you are to be SUSPENDED from the university for the period of one academic year. You will be eligible to reapply for admission next year provided you seek professional counseling about your behavior.”

				I exploded!

				“So they think I’m a psychopath now?! I’m already seeing a counselor because of the torment they’re putting me through!”

				My parents tried to calm me down. 

				Things were better. Much better. I wasn’t expelled. I was just suspended … or at least “eligible to reapply” in a year. I expected a simple good or bad letter, but I got something in between.

				As for the fate of the other roomgoers: the one who only smoked in the dorms was let off the hook completely. The rest were still expelled, as far as I knew.

				As for the opinions of the friends involved, they thought it was ridiculous. They said I did nothing and didn’t deserve it. As for my new apartment, I felt Kyle didn’t deserve to be affected by this, so I signed the lease, agreeing to pay my half of the rent, even though I had no idea if I’d be living there or not.

				Next, my student loan was returned and I started getting billed for freshman year. Normally, I wasn’t supposed to get billed 

			

		

	
		
			
				until after graduation. But as far as the student loan companies were concerned, I was finished with school. Then my health insurance bills started coming in. Before this, I was covered because I was a student. Now I wasn’t. Even my sister’s car payments were being affected by my suspension. I was serving a punishment to say the least.

				There was also the at-best scenario of being delayed a year. I would be one year behind my friends like Kevin. It would be another delay to getting my career started. I went through the whole foundation year. I did painting, sculpting, everything they wanted. Now I had to wait ANOTHER year to get started on film, IF I got accepted at all. But hey, “eligible to reapply in a year” was better than permanent expulsion.

				MOVING ON

				Without wasting a day, my parents urged me to enroll in classes at another school. The fact is, the fall semester had already started. Classes everywhere were full. But I tried. I was able to get into a local community college in New Jersey but only for a couple classes. The most notable was photography. It was 8 a.m. on a Saturday, which sucked, but beggars can’t be choosers.

				It was a fun class. I got to experiment with real film photography, developing photos in dark rooms and even creating double exposures like ghosts appearing in cemeteries. It felt like I was going back to my roots, making art that was purely visual, without the elements of sound and motion.

			

		

	
		
			
				Still, I was not a full-time student, so all my debts were crashing down on me. I had to pay my past student loans, my health insurance and my apartment in Philly that I wasn’t even living at! Since the new community college was closer to my parents’ house, I continued to stay with them.

				I had to get a job. But I couldn’t bear walking into any of the same places. “What happened to college?” they’d probably ask. I was too ashamed at the thought, so I went down the street to the local convenience store, Wawa. They hired me. As far as basic jobs were concerned, it was alright. I was a cashier, but mostly worked the deli.

				Former classmates would walk in and recognize me. “Hey James. Aren’t you supposed to be in college in Philly?” Even at the community college, lots of my former high school classmates were there. It was the common place to go after high school.

				They’d see me and ask, “Weren’t you going to that art 
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				school?”

				I’d always have to make up some kind of excuse. It was humiliating. Even with my close friends I had to explain the whole situation about my roommates, the destruction, the video and the dean somehow getting his hands on it. One of them even laughed and said, “You really screwed yourself.”

				On occasion, I visited Philly and spent some nights at the apartment I was paying for. It felt strange to walk those same city streets without being a student. I’d see former classmates walking around. It was like returning to an old home where you no longer belonged.

				Kyle was the perfect roommate. Super nice. In fact, he was overly respectful. He always left me space in the fridge and things like that. I kept telling him not to bother because I was hardly there. I had the opportunity to sit down with him and tell him about the experience in the dorms and the suspension. The way he absorbed the story and responded was like a true friend. It was great to have someone to talk to.

				There was a very attractive girl who lived in the same apartment building. One day, she was in the elevator with Kyle and me, and I recall having a conversation with her. Word got around that I was suspended and somehow it came up. By this point, I was numb to it.

				“Yeah, I’m suspended. Whatever.” 

				She seemed really interested in it.

				After she stepped off the elevator, Kyle told me that she was “into me.” He said he had tried talking to her before and never got that same vibe, but whenever she saw me, she lit up.

				Wow. Wow. Wow. He had the whole situation analyzed. She was into me because I was a “bad boy.” I got into trouble, and for 

			

		

	
		
			
				some reason, she liked that. The only problem was I didn’t know what to do about it. I may have missed an opportunity, but it still stands as an interesting side effect from my problems.

				I felt guilty for getting a room friend expelled, the only one of them who was still planning to attend school and continued to live in the city. I felt at fault because I was the one who made the final tape. I wondered how badly he was affected. What was his life like now? I couldn’t take it anymore. Finally, I decided to walk over and knock on his door to apologize about everything.

				The door opened and he lit up enthusiastically. “James! Come in!” He was in good spirits. Inside were his parents. They had been visiting. We had a long warm conversation. His dad had a lot of experience in the entertainment business and shared a lot of his wisdom with me. It reinvigorated some of that cinematic spark that I had lost following our troubles with the university.

				The dorm story got brought up. His parents obviously were still reeling from the disappointing situation. His dad asked me some questions about it and I told him about my involvement and how I was so sorry about it. My friend didn’t want to talk about it anymore, so we changed the topic. Afterward, I said goodbye, shook hands one last time and walked out the door.

				Then he came outside and stopped me. Lighting up a cigarette, he said, “James. I don’t blame you for any of that stuff. I’m the one who did those things. I don’t want to go back to that school anyway. Fuck that place. You did me a favor.” And with those words, a big weight was lifted off my back.

				Meanwhile, on the New Jersey side of things, my job at Wawa was going fine. It was a small store. It was more laid-back than my other jobs. The customers were friendlier and my co-workers a lot of fun. I ended up hanging out with many of them outside of work 

			

		

	
		
			
				and made a new social circle.

				My main co-worker was always joking and full of energy. Customers didn’t even want to leave the store because he was so entertaining. His personality was contagious. He helped lift my mood. But underneath the surface, you could tell he had experienced more than his share of tough times.

				When things were slow we shared some quality conversations. I opened up and told him about the dorm experience and the reason I was working at Wawa. He listened to every word and made me feel better by sharing his own experiences. He made some real bad mistakes in his day. Awful mistakes. Much worse than mine, like drunk driving. Luckily, nobody was physically harmed, but he lost his license.

				“Fucked up shit happens. You live and you learn.”

				His words and friendship helped me through in ways greater than a counselor ever could. There’s nothing like hearing it from some honest guy who’s been through it all. I was worried my career was over, but he told me straight out:

				“James, mark my words. You’ll be famous.” I didn’t believe him. Not at all. But I’ll always remember it now.

				On another trip to Philly I went to a party with a few of my old room friends. We even watched the infamous documentary! This time it was back to being funny. We laughed about it like old times. What else could you do? Sometimes you just gotta laugh.

				Whoever sent that tape to the dean may have fucked up a year of my life but the joy of watching it with friends was one thing nobody could take away. At that party, nobody had any bad feelings or grudges about it. On a single Friday night, lots of my personal pain was alleviated. I cut loose, and even shared in a bit of alcohol consumption, making sure to sleep on the couch.

			

		

	
		
			
				Then at some nauseatingly early, dark hour of the morning I woke up on the couch with a splitting headache, hungover as shit, to catch a train back to New Jersey to attend my Saturday morning 8 a.m. photography class. I barely made it. I had to keep leaving the room to puke my guts out. I paid the price but I was still on an emotional high from the night before. My documentary was a crowd pleaser. I felt my work served a purpose. And that inspired me to be creative once again.

				That winter, I dusted off the camera. Holding it made me feel alive. An idea sprang to mind. “Kung Fu Werewolf from Outer Space.” Horror, science fiction, martial arts. Throw it all into the mix! Yes! I didn’t need to stop and analyze it. I didn’t care how stupid it was. All I needed was to get some friends together. Kevin Finn and Rob Worton. We only had a couple free nights (everybody had jobs), but that was all we needed.

				It was time to think fast, to go on a cinematic rampage, like the old days. But not as “Cinematica”. That name was getting old. Besides, I learned a TV company already had the same name. I wanted something more unique that described the do-it-yourself, fuck-all attitude. Earlier that year, I had already changed the name and designed the new logo in “Mario Paint,” making it resemble a cheap cartoonish camera. Emerging from its lens was a blood-dripping chainsaw! Now it was time to use that new name with pride. From that moment on, it was … “CineMASSACRE.”
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				CINEMASSACRE RISES

				In “Kung Fu Werewolf From Outer Space (2001),” the actors Kevin and Rob put their fight choreography to the ultimate test, going for hours in the snow in the dead cold middle of the night. 

				I had also challenged myself with my double VCR match cutting, which I had truly perfected by now. This was one of the last projects I shot on VHS. Afterwards, I managed to save enough cash to buy my first Digital8 camera that shot on Hi8 tapes. 

				During my visits to Philly, I began making a spoof of the Rocky films called “Stoney (2001).” Kyle was the title star, a lovable idiot character who jump ropes with his shoelaces untied, plays guitar while wearing boxing gloves and uses duct tape for toilet paper. While jogging, he gets so worked up he impulsively punches random people on the streets. Kevin played 
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				the role of his trainer. I let them improvise and they developed a hilarious chemistry.

				I also started shooting “Cinemaphobia (2001-2002),” which I considered my grand opus at the time. I play a film actor who has achieved success, which puts him in constant demand. He gets tired of acting and feels like he’s in a trap. Then he goes insane and sees the movie camera stalking him, walking with its tripod legs. On one hand, it was a campy horror film. On the other hand, it was an avant-garde psychological journey through the tormented mind of a celebrity who’s suffering from the side effects of success.

				One little story that stands out: A friend of mine had a fire engine that he offered to use in the movie. I thought it was great idea. It added a lot of production value and impressed people. But filming it was problematic. He got into some kind of heated argument with his parents about the legality of driving the fire engine, although there was probably more to it. I could never know how deep the argument went, or what it was all about, but the screaming going on inside his house put me in an awkward situation that eventually led to his mom yelling at me for no reason and slamming the door in my face. I was ready to give up the shot, but my friend insisted and we got it. 15 years later, I met him again and he’s been doing well. The 
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				tough times with his family are behind him.

				Editing on two VCR’s was still my only option. I had no computer with the capacity, but slowly, by word of mouth, “computer editing” was catching on. I tried loading some bootlegged software but it crashed my PC. It became a mission. My skills had reached their limits. I needed new technology to progress my craft, so in the meantime, “Cinemaphobia” and “Stoney” would be put on the back-burner, to be edited at a later time.

				By the next semester at the community college (spring 2001), I was now enrolled full time. Some of my courses were boring stuff, just for credits. The more interesting elective ones were graphic design, videography and acting. In graphic design, I got to play around in Photoshop for the first time. I so badly wished my computer at home could handle it.

				In videography, I collaborated with other students to make a movie. It was an interesting experience because for once I wasn’t the director, I was just the camera operator. This experience would also help my future directing. The student who was director was making some mistakes, I thought. He wanted to shoot everything in simple master shots and didn’t want to get other angles and coverage. I tried to interject, but nobody understood what I was trying to say. The 
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				director must have thought I was being rude or something. He said, “I don’t care if you don’t like me.” I didn’t know where that came from. So I let him have his way.

				My peers probably weren’t even pursuing film. They were most likely taking this class as an elective. But, I had made about 90 films by now and felt that it was worth giving them some tips. I almost told them I went to an art university. But I couldn’t say that because then I’d have to explain why I was kicked out. I felt my status was demoted.

				But after the footage was shown to the professor, she commented that we were lacking the proper shot coverage. I spoke up, saying that’s exactly what I was trying to tell them. Hearing it from the professor made them all understand. Afterward, the director stopped me in the hall and apologized.

				The most fun class was acting. The instructor was very serious about it. He was like a drill sergeant. He gave us all a big push, beyond what any of us thought we were capable of. He brought something out of me I didn’t know I had. For the first time in my life, I felt comfortable getting up in front of a group. My performance as Lenny in “Of Mice and Men” had them cheering so much, they stood on their chairs. I never considered myself an actor, but this class taught me a valuable lesson: Do not underestimate yourself. I had so much fun, I forgot about my suspension from the university. These people made me feel at home.

				By keeping so busy that year, I overcame my depression. Life had already moved on. Just because one door had closed, it didn’t mean that others weren’t open. No matter how bad life gets, you must keep going forward. Would the university take me back? I hoped so, but if not, I was content. And the moment I started to feel content is when good things started to happen. 

			

		

	
		
			
				I got a call from the university, from the dean’s secretary, to set up a meeting with him. 

				Holy shit. I was about to meet the dean again. This would be my first time speaking with him since my expulsion/suspension. I had wanted so 

				badly to tell him how I felt about the whole situation, ever since that day.

				My parents came with me. They must have been worried that I was going to mess things up by speaking my mind. My mom kept telling me not to “dredge things up.” To them, this was all about getting reaccepted into school. But to me, this was about much more. I had to get things off my chest.

				We arrived at the waiting room, outside the dean’s office. The secretary welcomed us in. We sat down and waited in nervous anticipation. I thought about every possible detail of how this conversation could go. All the things I wanted to tell him. I wanted him to realize I wasn’t the person he thought I was.
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				The door opened.

				It was the dean.

				Coming face to face flashed me back to the day I came down to his office to defend myself and my roommates against false allegations about the water fight. It was like no time had passed. Here I was, ready to defend myself again. Last time, I had scruffy long sideburns, a rock n’ roll shirt, and looked like a mess. Now, I was clean-cut, wearing glasses and a nice shirt, presenting more of a nerdy appearance. I wouldn’t have recognized myself.

				“Come in,” the dean said.

				He sat behind his desk. We all took a seat. My parents tried to let him do all the talking. Whenever I tried to speak, they’d silence me, even grabbing my arm.

				The dean asked how I’d been doing. I told him I’d been taking classes full time at a community college. He asked me how my grades were, like a father would. Feeling challenged, I proudly told him the truth. I had a 4.0 GPA. “Straight A’s!” was his exact response, nodding in approval.

				I also told him I had been seeking counseling, as requested. But, I was already going in the first place, because of the trauma this situation put me in. I could feel my parents’ nerves rising.

				The dean then told me how unpleasant the situation was for him, too. He said when he saw the tape he got so sick he had to take a week off.

				Wow. I just assumed since he was in a position of power he didn’t feel any of the same stress. Quite the contrary! It affected him deeply, too. And I didn’t think he deserved any of it. He was a kind, elderly man, wise with experience, who had a passion for working with youth. But nothing could have prepared him for this. I realized I didn’t blame him for his decision. If I was the dean and saw that 

			

		

	
		
			
				tape, I’d have to do something about it too.

				He acknowledged and stated to me that the James Rolfe on the tape was different from the James Rolfe he met in real life — similar to how today people are surprised to find I’m not like the characters I portray. Maybe this is another indication that I must have some acting skills I wasn’t aware of.

				Early in the conversation, he asked me how (Roomgoer Z) got a hold of the tape. … Huh? That particular roomgoer was one who did NOT get sent a copy. How he got it is still unknown, but seeing him back in school, after being expelled for drugs, seemed to give him a motive. It made sense. I now felt I could trust the dean entirely. He was putting everything on the table, speaking his mind. So I should, too. 

				I told him it wasn’t fair to expel us a week before class started. My mom kept whispering to me, holding my arm, but there was no stopping me. I told him, “All the things on the tape were already in the distant past. Sure, the things they did were stupid and dangerous, but in the end, nothing happened. The dorm didn’t get burned down. The fire department never had to be called. It was over. Everybody moved on.”

				I said it! It was off my chest.

				There was an awkward pause. Then the dean kinda chuckled. I wasn’t sure how to interpret that, but the next thing he said was perfectly clear. It was exactly what we all wanted to hear, lifting a yearlong anxiety, and I’m so happy that my parents were sitting there to hear those magic words …

				“We’d be glad to have you back.”

				...

				I was redeemed! And I’d go on to graduate! So this concludes a suspenseful chapter of my life. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Looking back, I wish my 19 year old self was smarter not to get involved with the trouble makers. If I couldn’t have stopped them, I could have at least distanced myself somehow. Or just NOT film it. Or at the very very very least…. Not put myself on camera after the fact, playing a “badass” or whatever. I made every wrong move. I was punished. I paid the price. But the dean was awesome enough to readmit me and even become my friend. 

				Now the trauma has long faded, just as the VHS tapes have deteriorated. I never digitized or preserved them, since the tapes have had no purpose to me outside of the college circle. This text is the final preservation, which I first wrote down while the incidents were still fresh in my mind. It was the catalyst that made me want to write a book in the first place. Sure it took decades to finish and publish, but those decades have given me plenty to add. 

				Even though I can’t go back in time and change my action (or inaction) in that dorm, it’s been a valuable life experience. Not to mention, a great story that I’ve now shared with you!

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter IV 

				TWENTIES
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				MOVING DAY

				It was official! I got my reacceptance letter from the university. I was coming back and ready to finally start my sophomore year. But in an odd twist, the university bought the apartment I shared with Kyle to use as additional dorms, so we moved out. Kyle and I went our separate ways and got our own places. It didn’t matter because we could still hang out together. 

				I got a one-room studio apartment and was actually warming up to the idea of having my own place in the city, all to myself. The whole unit wasn’t much bigger than my bedroom at my parents’ house. But that was perfectly fine with me. 

				At the start of the fall semester, in 2001, my apartment was unfurnished and completely empty, so I commuted for a couple weeks until my dad was available to help me move. We loaded his van with all my necessities, a mattress, a TV, a computer, a bookshelf, and set the date. I marked it on the calendar. It was a day I looked forward to with happiness and excitement. But now that date can only be looked at with shock, horror and sadness. The date was September 11, 2001.

				It’s easy for most people to remember what they were doing on that day. No exception here. I remember driving toward Philly with my dad that morning, all my stuff piled in the back of the van. We heard the news live on the radio as it developed. 

				A plane had crashed into one of the towers of the World Trade Center. I’ll never forget the sickening gut feeling when the reporter was interrupted mid-sentence, as the second tower was also 

			

		

	
		
			
				hit! Then the Pentagon! This was no accident, but a coordinated terrorist attack. “Holy fucking shit!”

				By now, we were stuck in traffic on the Ben Franklin Bridge, just about to cross into Philly. The cars were bumper to bumper, at a dead stop. Meanwhile, on the radio, they were talking about another hijacked plane, unaccounted for. All I could think was, NYC was hit, D.C. was hit. Philly’s in between. Could we be next?

				Sitting on that bridge, there was nothing we could do. It was the most terrified I’d ever been in my life. The plane (Flight 93) eventually crashed in Somerset County, Pennsylvania. It was a truly sad day to think the most ideal news was a plane crashing, killing everybody on board, rather than hitting another target and killing even thousands more.

				When we made it into the city, my dad parked the van and marched toward the nearest bar. He was on a mission so I just followed his lead like always. The bar was closed, because it was too early, but there was a janitor inside. Dad banged on the door until the janitor opened it, dumbfounded, with mop in hand. 

				Dad yelled, “Turn on the TV!”

				I’ll never forget the janitor’s words:

				“What’s on the TV?”

				“Just turn it on!” dad demanded.

				So he did, and the three of us stared in silence as we watched live the last tower of the World Trade Center collapsing into a cloud of smoke. Hearing it on the radio wasn’t enough. It felt so surreal as if it was Orson Welles’ infamous “War of the Worlds.” But seeing it on the TV, there was no doubt. This was real. And that image will be burned in all our minds for the rest of our lives.

				Dad and I dropped my stuff off at my apartment. Class was canceled that day, as it was a national emergency. I had been 

			

		

	
		
			
				planning to spend my first night at the apartment that night, but I didn’t want to now.

				So we took a little road trip instead, driving out into the country, stopping at local bars, watching the news coverage and talking with locals. Everybody shared the same feeling. It was the one day, where socializing with complete strangers had no boundaries. I remember a random guy turning to me saying, “Pretty fucked up day, isn’t it?” Perhaps the only good side effect was bringing people closer, not taking life for granted.

				A few months later, after the initial urgency and commotion settled, dad and I drove into NYC to ground zero. We had to see it for ourselves and pay our respects. Seeing the destruction in-person affected me deeply. Before this day, I never paid attention to politics. I was totally oblivious that this kind of shit still went on. I thought the bad part of history was behind us. But this was a true wake-up call. How could somebody possibly think these people deserved to die? And what does it say about our country that people are pissed off at us, THAT much? It begged all kinds of questions, and since that day, life has not been the same.

				SOCIAL VS. STABLE

				When I settled into my new apartment, I knew the year would be much more tame. Without any destructive roommates, things were under control. I even got a part-time job as the dean’s assistant. He had offered it to me. It was a very easy job. All I did was pick up his phone, acting as a human answering machine. Or I’d 

			

		

	
		
			
				go down the street to get us coffee.

				I got a lot of one-on-one time with the dean, talking casually. Things were relaxed. A surreal thought. There was a time when I feared him because he held my fate in his hands. Now all that was washed away, in the past. It was as if nothing ever happened. I was so glad he saw my innocence and took the time to get to know me. I thought he was the coolest dean ever! All these years later, I wish I could go back and thank him. But I’m tremendously sad to report the dean passed away in 2015.

				I was happy to finally attend film classes, and my professional life was stable and peaceful. However, sitting in my apartment by myself got boring and lonely. My only social interaction came from telemarketers who would call periodically. I got tired of staring at the same four walls.

				So I’d get out and take a walk, exploring the urban landscape. I always enjoyed walking miles in the city, but things were different after 9/11. The mood in the city changed and security was heightened. Tourist spots like the Liberty Bell were closed and guarded. Pedestrians were more respectful than before. When you tried to cross a busy street and a traffic officer put their hand up, you’d be more likely to stop. I obviously had no intention of 
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				exploring abandoned railways and hopping fences anymore. That was behind me.

				I needed to have a social life, but that always had its risks. I’d sometimes visit a friend’s apartment. He and his roommate were a little rowdy, similar to my former roomgoers. This was the new party zone where alcohol flowed and the madness continued. I could come for a little entertainment, but whenever it got too crazy, I could always leave.

				Once a wooden coffee table got smashed into splinters and pieces were thrown out the window. Next thing, police officers came in and stopped the party.

				The friends once showed me a tape where one of them ran through a hallway with a chair and smashed an overhead exit sign! It exploded in a shower of sparks! My friend was aware it was terrible. Probably the worst thing he ever did, drunk and out of his mind. Thankfully, I wasn’t there. 

				His roommate was a wild party animal but friendly as can be. Whenever I saw him, he was full of contagious affectionate energy. Loved him. One night, I followed him around, party-hopping. I saw him drink beer from a funnel. But first, he washed the funnel with hot water “to kill the germs.” I laughed, “Does it matter?” 

				By the end of the night, I was walking with him on the streets as he stumbled around greeting complete strangers “Hello sir. How are you? I’m drunk.” He almost made it back to his apartment without incident but stopped in the lobby, and all of a sudden, for no reason whatsoever, charged full speed like a bull. 

				He leapt in the air, his entire body off the ground, and sailed headfirst into a giant pillar! SMASH!

				Time went into slow-motion as I saw the pillar crack into two pieces and collapse. It had the appearance of stone but fortunately, it 

			

		

	
		
			
				was actually hollow and made of drywall, so he didn’t get hurt too badly. As the dust and debris settled, all I could see were his legs sticking out of the rubble. 

				He got right back up as if nothing happened. The man was a human wrecking ball! I thought the neighbors would come out, or the police would be called. 

				My instinct was to run, so I said “goodbye” and left. Based on my past experiences, I now avoided trouble whenever I could and kept my distance from these types of situations. 

				THE VODKA NIGHT

				Now that I was 21, and off university premises, I realized I was legally allowed to drink if I wanted to. I started to enjoy wine in particular and would drink it socially, in bars or at parties. Sometimes friends would offer shots of hard alcohol, which didn’t appeal to me, but occasionally I’d accept as if being challenged. Then I’d regret it.

				Weed was extremely common. When offered, I’d usually refuse. First of all, it was illegal no matter how old you were. Second, it didn’t make me feel good in any way. I watched people smoke it all the time and they seemed to function fine. So curiosity got the best of me. I had to see what this was all about, then kept coming back for more punishment. The effects marijuana had on me were completely unpredictable. It could be one of five outcomes.

				1) Nothing happens. No change. At all.

				2) I get real sick. My eyes get puffy and red and I puke.

				3) I hallucinate. I get strobe vision, almost like the fast-

			

		

	
		
			
				forward function on a DVD player. The walls sway and I once watched an overhead light fixture change shape. Not my idea of fun. Could it have been laced? Maybe.

				4) I get so hungry, I can’t satisfy it. Once I had nothing and had to resort to a can of cold green beans.

				5) I laugh hard and uncontrollably non-stop, causing pain in my lungs and embarrassment.

				Obviously, this means I smoked on more than five occasions before realizing it’s not for me. I hate weed and have never smoked it since college. With alcohol, I at least know how it’s going to affect me. Except when I got stupid and exceeded my limits.

				My worst drinking experience happened the same night I met Ozzy Osbourne. He was appearing at a CD store in North Philadelphia to promote his new album, “Down to Earth.” The first hundred or so people to buy the album got a photo taken with Ozzy. He was one of my idols, so I had to do it.

				I asked my biggest rock n’ roll friend to come with, but he was busy. So I went alone. I lined up with a bunch of energetic metal heads in the back alley of this CD store. Then Ozzy showed up, in a van, surrounded by a V-shape of motorcycles with police cars trailing behind. It was awesome! Before being ushered into the store by security, he stopped and yelled something indecipherable to the crowd and everyone went nuts!

				Soon they let us in. Security was tight. I had to throw away a VHS tape of a homemade Black Sabbath music video I edited. I wanted to give it to Ozzy, but they wouldn’t let me. Oh well.

				So I walk up to Ozzy. He’s sitting on a throne with a giant “Ozzy” banner hanging overhead. It was epic and overkill. I look my hero in the face. He looks back at me, through tinted glasses. It was like he stared into my soul. I couldn’t believe it. Then he 

			

		

	
		
			
				leaned in and put his hand on my back. The picture was snapped (a polaroid), forever capturing the most starstruck moment of my life.

				I immediately had to show the photo to my friend. I knew he would appreciate it. So I searched for him. He was at a party, of course, at an apartment that belonged to his good friend. This guy, I saw often. He was low-key, like me. Gentle, and kind, but he still knew how to party. One time we ordered a pizza. He called in and left his name. Then I went to pick it up. When I got there, I had to say the name. But it wasn’t a typical name. I gotta admit, I felt a little strange walking in there and saying, “I’m picking up … for Bootsy.”

				Anyway, I went to Bootsy’s apartment. It had a decent crowd. The energy level was high. My Ozzy photo was a hit and I was offered some drinks, so I accepted.

				Bootsy introduced me to his roommate, who asked, “Aren’t you the guy who made 90 films?” “… 93,” I said. He let out a 

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				laugh that I would come to know very well. “I bet Spielberg didn’t make 93 films! Fuck him!” he said, jokingly. “He ain’t got shit!”

				I didn’t plan to stick around long, but then a girl I knew showed up. She seemed excited to see me and offered me a shot of vodka. I didn’t know what vodka was, but it looked like water, so how bad could it be? I downed it and it burned my throat in a hellish fire. But afterward, I started to feel good. Too good.

				So I took another shot and another. It washed away my social anxiety. It made it easier to talk to the girl, and she seemed to return my enthusiasm. At one point, she grabbed my arms and danced with me in a circle. I was in heaven. So I kept drinking more vodka. Maybe I thought that would impress her. What a stupid fucking idea.

				The next morning, I woke up, sick as can be, dry vomiting and dizzy, with a splitting headache. I thought I was dying. I still had my shoes on, with no memory of anything that happened since my idiotic vodka chugging. I was told later I had finished the entire bottle! I consumed an entire bottle of 80 proof alcohol! I should have been dead. Why did I do that? What did I think would happen? Fucking idiot. I hated myself for it. But hey, it happens.

				I learned that after I lost consciousness, Bootsy and a friend had carried me to my apartment. What a sight that must have been. Luckily, they didn’t have to take me far. Bootsy lived in the same building, only two floors below. I couldn’t stop wondering about all the embarrassing things my alter ego might have done that night. All from drinking the terrible devil’s water. I had to go back down there and apologize. Besides, I forgot the Ozzy photo. It was still in Bootsy’s apartment.

				After spending most of the day in bed, I rose like a zombie and teetered to the door, slowly making my way down the stairs. I got to Bootsy’s door and knocked. It turned out he wasn’t home, 

			

		

	
		
			
				but his roommate answered. I remembered him as the guy who was impressed with my 93 films. I told him, “So sorry, I must have been a mess.”

				“That’s totally fine. You were a real funny motherfucker,” he told me. “I never saw anybody drink a whole bottle of vodka. At first, I thought you had amazing tolerance. Like this guy’s a pro! But then …”

				“Did I puke?”

				“Yeah.” He pointed to various spots on the carpet where there had previously existed foamy puddles of yellow/green nastiness.

				“Oh no.”

				“But it’s fine. We cleaned it up.” 

				“Did I leave that Ozzy photo here?”

				“Oh yeah, it’s in a safe spot. This way.” 

				He led me to his room and grabbed the photo. 

				“Here ya go.”

				As I retrieved my precious snapshot, I noticed a bookshelf full of video games. Nintendo, Sega, all the classic stuff. Especially Atari. Wow, this guy liked Atari a lot. Vintage game consoles were everywhere, even ones I’ve never seen before, except in magazines and commercials.

				“You have 3DO? Atari Jaguar???”

				“Yeah. You want to play something? NES?” 

				“No… I want to play some Jag!”

				I forgot his name, so I asked him again. 

				“Mike.” (Matei).

			

		

	
		
			
				SOPHOMORE FILM

				Filmmaking can be a little embarrassing. If you’re filming in public, it could draw attention. Maybe you’re in a shopping mall, hanging upside down from an escalator wearing a monster mask. Somebody looks at you funny. What do you say? 

				“Student film!” Those were the magic words. 

				I loved saying it. 

				“Student film!” It was the perfect excuse for anything.

				People would ask, “You go to film school?”

				“Yeah, I’m getting a bachelor’s degree in fine arts.” 

				“Oh yeah? Sounds very prestigious.”

				“Yep.”

				“Bet it’s expensive too.” 

				“Yep. I’ll be in debt forever.”

				“Wow. So what kind of film are you making?”

				“It’s about a shit monster that comes out of a toilet and shits on people.”

				…

				“It Came from Beyond the Toilet (2001),” cost about $200 for the 16 mm filmstock, plus a few grocery supplies — peanut butter and chocolate syrup, the recipe for fake feces. I needed an actor who was willing to get covered in it. 

				“So you want me to get eaten by a shit monster?” they’d ask. 

				“Well, technically, it doesn’t really eat you. It just hovers over you, drenching you with more shit.” 

				Everybody was hesitant.

			

		

	
		
			
				So I went to Mike Matei, only a month after I vomited on his floor, and asked, “Would you be willing to get covered in fake shit?” … “That’s fine. I don’t fucking care.” He was a brave soul. Thus began a rich tradition of me covering Mike in fake shit.
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				My film professors all had their own personal tastes. Dave was the one I connected with the most. I first had him as a professor back in ’97 when I was taking summer classes. He was a horror fanatic, always wearing black, and introduced me to the “Coffin Joe” films and the stop-motion work of Jan Švankmajer. When he saw “It Came from the Toilet,” he laughed his ass off, especially when he saw the credits were being pulled on a roll of toilet paper. “I give you an F,” he told me, “… for FUN.”

				Professor Pete was into more abstract, experimental stuff, but I connected with him, too. He gave us an assignment to write about a film that deals with the concept of time. I chose “Memento (2000),” a film that tells its story backward. Therefore, I decided to write the paper backward, at the risk of not making sense. Pete laughed in appreciation. He gave me a good grade too.

				Another time, the assignment was to shoot a scene in one take. No editing. I filmed one of my classmates walking around the streets at night in a dark trench coat. I chose to break the rules by cutting the camera, but I’d disguise the cuts by quickly panning. For that brief “swish,” when everything was a blur, I’d cut. Next thing, 

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				you’re looking at a different alley, but the trench coat man was still there. It was seamless. I showed the finished product, “The Night Prowler (2002),” to Pete. “You cheated,” he told me, grinning. “But I like it.” Then he gave me an A+.

				We spent a lot of time in class watching films. Really boring experimental films, with no plot whatsoever. The one I remember best is “Wavelength (1967),” which is nothing but a 45-minute shot of a wall. Do you want to stare at a wall for 45 minutes? Then watch “Wavelength.” Even the soundtrack is unbearable. It’s just an indescribable layer of noises that grates on your ears. The films they subjected us to were torture, though on occasion you’d see something neat. 

				There was some benefit to being forced to watch certain things that you would never see on your own time. Still, they were pretty hard to sit through and fueled my rebellious attitude against highly pretentious art films. No wonder I preferred shit monsters.

				The major thing I disliked about the university’s film program at the time was that they didn’t teach us any computer editing. They made us splice film with our bare hands. Even back then nobody did that anymore. They wanted to teach us the old-fashioned techniques.

				Editing on computers was a concept to die for. The ability to add cross dissolves, drop in music and sound effects, and edit out of order was a dream come true, though confusing at first. Connecting a digital camera, transferring the footage, figuring out where the files go, how 
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				they link to the project, figuring out what “render” files are … I had to learn it all completely from scratch, on my own time. Fellow students helped me learn. We all shared information outside of class, as it seemed we were part of a digital underground movement. 

				We couldn’t afford our own computers, but we discovered that some of the machines in the photography department had nonlinear editing software like Final Cut Pro and Adobe Premiere installed! It was always a secret mission to sneak into one of those rooms. One time a fellow student was caught by a professor who said, “Hey, these are for the photography majors.” To which he replied, “Shouldn’t they be in a dark room?”

				There was also a main computer lab where almost everybody went to work. Writing papers, designing graphics, anything. When the opportunity arose, I had to get in there and hop on a computer to do some editing! The lab was only open certain hours, which were never predictable. A “lab monitor” (a person responsible for watching over the room) had to be there. This job fell on regular students, who would show up late or not at all. 

				One time I came in on a Saturday morning, hoping for a full day of editing. The morning shift lab monitor didn’t show up. I sat in the hallway waiting for somebody else to come. Nobody ever did, until the next shift. For 8 hours, I sat there in the hall, thinking to myself, “I should win some kind of award for this commitment.” It was all to finish my first digital films “Cinemaphobia” and “Stoney,” two extracurricular projects that weren’t even for a grade.

			

		

	
		
			
				ROLLING ROCK AND RYGAR

				By junior year, I counted 100 movies in my filmography. To fulfill a class assignment to make a “personal” piece, I chose to make a documentary about myself entitled, “Cinemassacre 101” (it was later updated when I hit 200), featuring highlight clips from my past films. My friends all gave interviews and said a lot of genuinely nice things about me. But in the end, I felt a bit like I was reaching awkwardly to pat myself on the back. I was proud of my 100 films, but it was only a distraction from the things that were depressing me.

				I still had no girlfriend. Those few dates in high school were now ancient history. Since then, my self-esteem had improved, and I thought it would be easier to meet girls in college, but that wasn’t the case. My classes were mostly guys. Most of the girls were in the photography, dance and even animation departments. Sometimes I felt I chose the wrong major. The few girls I knew I got along with fine, but I couldn’t figure out if they were available or interested. How could I bring it up? I went to parties, bars and even clubs with Kyle. He was like my personal counselor through all this, always trying to help me out. “Just be confident,” he kept telling me. “Yeah, so what next?” It’s something that can’t be taught, I suppose. It was like a social language that I was incapable of learning.

				Once a girl asked me to come over to her place and help with an art project. She even mentioned that her roommate wasn’t home. I wondered if it was some kind of hint. The final outcome? I went over and helped her with her art project. That was all. We got along 

			

		

	
		
			
				great. We talked, we laughed. But did I miss a chance? Was there something I could have done to take it to the next level? I never knew. Still don’t.

				I moved into a new apartment with Kevin. It was a complete shithole. It was full of rats, the toilet wouldn’t flush, the shower wouldn’t drain, the fridge didn’t work. But it was great seeing Kevin more often, though he was always busy working on his senior film. This was another sad reminder that I was a year behind him, thanks to my suspension.

				Most of my social time was spent playing video games and drinking at Mike and Bootsy’s apartment. Sometimes our friend Lucas was there. We played all kinds of video games, new and old. We had the best times playing the older ones, like NES games, while reminiscing on our childhoods. We noticed a lot of flaws in games that we forgave as kids. 

				Take the “Castlevania” series, for example. Why did staircases ascend to nothing? What purpose did that serve? Who would eat old turkey they found in a wall? We’d get on a roll, tearing these games apart and laughing our asses off. Next thing, I’d be shouting random things like “Shit soup!” and “Shittin’ God!” My friends cracked up over it, so I had to keep topping myself. “Shitload of fuck!” Soon, they were rolling on the floor, howling!

				Back then, Mike and I used to drink a lot. One night, both of us were a complete mess, walking down the street from a bar. I was looking forward. I turned to Mike, who should have been right next to me. But he was gone. I was talking to thin air. Where did he go? I looked down and saw him lying in the street. He had walked into a parking meter and apparently bashed his face so hard, it knocked him down.

				I helped him get up and walked him to his apartment. As 

			

		

	
		
			
				soon as we got there, the alcohol caught up with me and I collapsed on the stairs. So then Mike, able to stand again, started walking ME back to my place, a total reversal. I wondered how many times we were going to go back and forth. It was like a comedy shitshow.

				One night, I tried out a beer called Rolling Rock and finished several cans of it at Mike’s place while playing “Rygar (NES).” I momentarily blacked out, falling asleep on his couch. I woke up to Bootsy playing the “Miracle Piano” and singing an incredibly high-pitched note, holding it for an impressively long time. I was so disoriented, I decided it was time to go home.

				I staggered to the door. “James, wait,” Mike called. He gave me a brown paper bag. Inside was the “Rygar” cartridge. “This is yours. Take it.” Then he noticed I had one can of Rolling Rock left, so he gave me that too. “This is also yours.” 

				There I was, stumbling out into the streets of Philly in the middle of the night, in the pouring rain, holding a sopping wet brown bag of Rolling Rock and “Rygar.” Possibly the lowest point in my life. ...Or the greatest.

				JUNIOR FILM

				The last semester of junior year, the film assignment was to make a “triptych,” meaning three separate artistic works meant to be viewed as one. I chose to make a horror film, told in three different horror styles: “The Chiller” (atmospheric, black & white), “The Shocker” (jump scares) and “The Splatter” (blood and gore). The plot was sort of another remake of “A Night of Total Terror (1996),” 

			

		

	
		
			
				with a thief stealing a precious cat statue only to find it cursed. The actors were real good sports, willing to get all messy and covered in fake blood. We had a blast!
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				The most complicated shot was a grave-robbing scene in which the actor must dig a hole in the ground deep enough for him to stand in. We needed to see the ground before and after (with and without the hole). For him to actually dig would have taken all day and slowed down the production. 

				So before shooting took place, I dug the hole in advance, on my own time, and laid wooden planks over the top, covering it with a tarp and fake dirt. After the character began digging, we pulled away the tarp and wood to reveal the hole. 

				Sounds easy, but there was a freak snowstorm while I was 
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				first digging the hole. Imagine digging a hole that deep in a blizzard.

				After all that work, 400 feet of 16 mm film came back from the lab 100 percent black. Hundreds of dollars wasted. None of my film professors could explain what went wrong. A camera defect? The shutter closed? All ruled out. Luckily, I shot video as a backup.

				One funny story came out of this. After I dug the hole, I put police tape around it so nobody would step in it. There were also some wooden, cross-shaped gravestones nearby, staked into the ground from a previous film. This was at my parents’ house, in the same spot near the woods where many of my childhood films were made. My grandpa had one of his friends at the house. He took him over to the woods to show him the abandoned raceway. When his friend saw the police tape and gravestones, he shouted “Oh my God!” and took off running. He must have thought my grandpa was part of an evil cult, bringing him back there to be sacrificed. 

				At the end of the semester, all the junior films were screened in a big auditorium. All the students, professors and family members would be there. It was a big room and would be the largest audience for any Cinemassacre production at the time. Knowing this motivated me to work harder to make the best film possible. I didn’t sleep or eat much, especially when I was in the editing phase. I managed to sacrifice a portion of my student loan to buy my first major computer, a PowerMac G4 to edit. I stayed up, night after night, perfecting every cut and adjusting sound effects.

				It seemed the harder I worked, the more I worried. What if no one likes it? On the day of the show I got a wave of nausea. When I walked to the show, my stomach decided it was a good time to hurl itself out of my throat. Bleeeuuurrrgghh! Vomited on the street. I knelt on the sidewalk, dry heaving.

				When I managed to compose myself, I walked into the 

			

		

	
		
			
				theater to the sight of a full crowd. I sat there, shaking uncontrollably, film after film, waiting for the moment when everybody would see “Curse of the Cat Lover’s Grave (2003).”

				My classmate Mark spotted me and managed to claim the seat beside me. “James, this is gonna be great!” He was enthusiastically supportive. 

				Then the film started. I could feel my heart thumping.

				In the movie, there’s a scene inspired by “An American Werewolf in London (1981).” The character is dreaming he’s in the woods and sees a bed. Sleeping in it is a double of himself. He approaches the bed, and suddenly, “HISSS!” The face of the double becomes an evil cat’s face.

				People gasped. Even screamed! Audience heads jolted up! Then came a nervous laughter that swept through the crowd, followed by applause. Mark slapped my shoulder. “You scared them!!”

				In the next part, the character reaches for the cat statue but a hand comes out and grabs it first! Shrieks, laughter and roaring applause! “You did it again!” Mark was laughing to the point of tears. The film was working!

				When the gory segment came, everyone went nuts! Seeing a fake head explode and a guy get stabbed a thousand times was unlike any of the other films that played during the three-hour program. This one stuck out.

				The audience was shouting and cheering before the end credits even had a chance to roll. People were standing up. Mark was pumping his fist in the air, yelling. After the credits ended, they were still cheering! You couldn’t even hear the beginning of the next film, which I felt bad about. But the praise had me over the moon!

				After the whole junior program ended and people scattered, 

			

		

	
		
			
				I heard someone say, “I can’t believe I jumped at a college film.” 

				All that time I spent being nervous, and I got the best audience reaction I ever had.

				As I left the theater and my nerves settled down, I realized I hadn’t eaten anything all day. So I decided I’d walk to the nearest place to get food. I only made it a few steps when a student approached me with a pizza box.

				“Hey man, have a pizza.”

				“Okay, thanks.” That was extremely convenient. 

				I took a slice. 

				“Have another one.”

				“Umm, Okay. What’s this for, anyway?”

				“Because I liked your film.”

				Wow.

				SENIOR FILM

				For senior year, we were given two full semesters to dedicate to making our ultimate project. At the time, I was fascinated with urban legends. My friend Gina from freshman year got me started. She called me up, saying she was visiting a place she read about in Weird NJ magazines called The Blue Hole. 

				It was a pond somewhere in the woods with crystal clear blue water, instead of the usual murky cedar brown color. Some say the hole was created by a meteor impact and that it’s “bottomless,” so deep that it leads directly to hell. They say people have drowned in it for unexplained reasons, as if the devil reached up and pulled 

			

		

	
		
			
				them down. As it was located in the Pine Barrens, it drew natural connections with the Jersey Devil.

				I wasn’t able to come out, but I wished her luck. I didn’t hear from her for a while after that. Had she drowned in the infamous devil’s pool? Turned out, her phone battery died. She was fine. But that incident, and the fear I felt, gave me the inspiration for my senior film, “The Jersey Odysseys: Legend of the Blue Hole (2004).”

				The first step was to visit the spot. These were different times. I didn’t have Google Maps or GPS. I had to find it on my own. The only information on its whereabouts was in an old book called “More Forgotten Towns in Southern NJ,” which describes a river passable only by a wooden bridge. Unfortunately, in all those decades since, a storm had destroyed the bridge, leaving the Blue Hole inaccessible.

				There was another option, to hike from the opposite direction, but then you’d have to pass by a gun range. That made me feel uneasy, so I opted to cross the river somehow. Near the riverbank, I found the remains of the broken bridge. I knew this had to be the spot. So I walked through the river, waist-deep. It was a 
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				creepy experience, and I knew there were rumors of quicksand and rabid dogs, so I proceeded with caution. Strangely the batteries in my camera died, much like Gina’s phone.

				When I found the Blue Hole, it was anticlimactic. It just looked like a regular pond, although its blueish color was kind of strange. I still wouldn’t risk swimming in it. Even if the devil won’t drag you down, there could still be cold, underwater springs causing people to cramp and sink. It’s freaky to imagine all the skeletons that might be lodged at its muddy edges.

				Rationality and imagination were the two dueling notions that became the basis for my film. It was about a character who wants to believe the supernatural exists, even if his peers do not. He has some social awkwardness like myself, but sees magic in the world that others don’t. This film was a lot more subtle than “Curse of the Cat Lover’s Grave.” This time I wasn’t going for anything crazy and over the top. I just wanted to tell an engaging story.

				My big investment that year was a new digital camera, a Panasonic DVX100. It was the first of its kind to shoot 24 instead of 30 frames per second, which gave it a more film-like look. The rest of the university, professors and classmates, were very dedicated to the idea of shooting actual film stock. It had to be FILM! I was one of the few to break the mold. 
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				We all agreed film looked better, but I didn’t think it was worth it. It was insanely expensive. The cameras were too bulky. You couldn’t see how the shot was exposed. You had to guess by using light meters and mathematical equations. You had to find a dark place to load/unload the film. If any light got in, it was ruined. You had to wait for it to get developed.

				These expenses and inconveniences meant compromising the rest of my movie. I saw video as a technology that would keep improving, and I was right. Everyone was impressed with my footage and wanted to borrow my DVX. I lent it out pretty often, even making a few bucks. Maybe I started a trend.

				BREAKUP

				So I was in my last year of college and still never had a girlfriend. I figured: Filmmaking doesn’t attract girls. They’re into guys who play music! So that was it! I had to start a band. 

				I taught myself to play drums and guitar. Just basics, but man, I was really liking it. I met a guitar player Jim who liked to play punk rock, so together we formed a short-lived band called Draxoniz (pronounced “Draconis”). I was on drums. I sucked. Jim was actually a pretty good guitar player, but together we never had enough time to practice. We couldn’t play at night because of the noise, and we couldn’t get enough band members to stick around, though we had a lot of fun and wrote a bunch of shitty songs like “I.O.A. (Inside Out Asshole).” 

				At that point, playing instruments (mainly guitar) was sort 

			

		

	
		
			
				of a secret hobby of mine, and always enhanced my enjoyment and appreciation of music. 

				The band didn’t actually help me meet girls, but regardless, a friend set me up on a series of dates with a girl he knew. I had trouble carrying on conversations with her. I didn’t know what to do. My friend had to coach me through it. “You’re supposed to ask her out.” “You’re supposed to kiss her.” All that. I was failing miserably. I was so awkward and nervous, I had to get anti-anxiety medication prescribed.

				So on one of our first dates, I showed her my own film, “Curse of the Cat Lover’s Grave.” Odd choice, but I had to break the ice somehow. We sat there on the couch, watching it in silence. “What’s she thinking?” I kept wondering.

				Then came the shocker scene with the cat face! “HIISSSS!” Whoaahh! She jumped into my lap and wrapped her arms around me! No way! We began making out, as if both of us had been holding back the same impulse. It seemed like an impossible fantasy come true. The movie worked! That’s the funny part. It was my own movie! Just when I thought I’d have to be a musician to get girls. Trust your craft. Just be yourself.

				We continued dating, and I considered her my first girlfriend. It was about time! But the awkwardness never fully went away. We probably weren’t really compatible and my inexperience didn’t help. I probably didn’t spend enough time with her, or give her enough attention, as I was distracted by my college workload. I was finishing up senior year while simultaneously figuring out how to handle a first relationship. It was probably not the best timing. It only lasted a few months. Before I graduated, she gave me the call. “I just want to be friends.”

				Truthfully, it was for the best. She knew what was right. At 

			

		

	
		
			
				first, I handled it okay. But as soon as I learned she had immediately found a new boyfriend, I flipped out! I don’t know if she left me for him. That’s how it seemed in the moment, but it doesn’t matter anymore. At the time, I was emotionally destroyed. My mental state was at its lowest point since my troubles with the dean, now ancient history.

				I was in such bad shape, I didn’t even care about graduating college anymore. I was on autopilot. “Legend of the Blue Hole” somehow managed to get finished. It screened to an ecstatic crowd at the senior class film show of 2004. It was praised by my professors and classmates alike. It even had an encore screening. Everyone loved it. But that didn’t matter to me. As if rubbing it in my face, another student’s film had an “I love you” message in the end credits (something I was planning), which just so happened to have the same exact name as my ex-girlfriend. 

				During the graduation ceremony, I walked on stage to accept my diploma. I should have felt proud and triumphant, but instead I was lost inside my negative mind. As my name was called, I went up to the stage and gave a fake smile, accepted my diploma and shook hands with the university president. 
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				The dean, who had been sitting off to the side the whole time, got up from his seat and enthusiastically hugged me. My mom told me later that he only did that for me, no one else. The man I was once afraid of, who expelled me, was now a friend and happy to see me make it through!

				 I also came face to face with the provost for my first time ever, the one who had written my decisive suspension letter. Now, here she was, congratulating me. It was a fleeting but powerful moment, giving full closure to my past troubles with the school. Celebration was due. My parents were proud. But I was sad about other things.

				As the summer began, I started acting worse. I had nothing to distract myself with. No schoolwork. No film to finish. All I did was sit alone in my bedroom, at my parents’ house, feeling bad for myself. I was moody and vented my emotions to my friends. Kevin advised me to get a job. Keep busy.

				So I got the first job down the street. A liquor store. Kevin’s advice was good, and the job gave me a bit of distraction from my sorrows, but being surrounded by alcohol made me want to drink.

				I’d buy beer and wine to drink alone in my room. I didn’t care. I just let myself go. One night I decided I’d drink a lot of hard liquor and lay down on the railroad tracks. What was I thinking? 
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				Was I actually planning to let a train run me over?! In all likelihood, I would have probably just gotten up. But a neighbor friend came over and dragged me away. I was probably just making a scene because I had no other way to express my torment. It was pathetic. And it was terrible I put anyone in that situation.

				A PRELUDE TO THE NERD

				In times of depression, I often resorted to making movies. This was no exception. Here I was alone in my room, chugging Rolling Rocks which reminded me of college. I needed something creative to do. But not a huge project like “Blue Hole.” I didn’t want to agonize over every little detail. Get the lighting right, trim a few frames here, adjust the color, fix the audio levels, fade … fuck that. This time I just wanted to fart in the wind and do something dumb. So I turned to something familiar. Something from the past.

				I rummaged through the closet and found an old shoebox. Inside were some of my old NES games. I picked up “Castlevania 2” and decided I should use it as the target for all my frustrations. I recorded some gameplay using a VCR and wrote commentary to explain all the problems with this so-called classic. How could anyone know to kneel by a cliff while holding a red crystal to summon a tornado? Bullshit.

				To make it funny, I had to take it seriously. I had to be convincing. Like this game was really upsetting me even though it came out decades ago. I was portraying a character, yet it was close to reality. I really was depressed.

			

		

	
		
			
				Afterward, I made a follow-up video covering another game, “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (NES).” I played it only once as a kid, but it was so horribly unplayable I never forgot it. The first video was all voice-over. This time, I took the character a step further by actually appearing on camera. I found a white-collared button-up shirt in my closet. I tried it on and put some pens in the pocket to make myself appear more “nerdy”.

				I decided the Nerd would be drunk. I happened to have a six-pack of Rolling Rock, so I drank it all, in less than an hour. I had a rough script, but I let the alcohol do most of the talking. I slurred and had long pauses. I was a sloppy mess. But this was the character. Some method acting.

				I copied both videos onto a VHS tape and labeled it “The Worst NES.” On later tapes, I began calling them “Bad NES Games.” I gave copies to Mike and to Bootsy.

				They laughed their asses off and passed them to other friends, who circulated the tapes a bit. And that was all. Mission accomplished. A fun little in-joke for my college friends.

				I didn’t expect anything else to come of it. It was an incredibly niche topic, but that was the point. The few people who might remember those games would think it was hilarious. I had no 
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				idea that one day this would be a much bigger thing.

				Meanwhile, I made peace with my ex-girlfriend. I had a final phone conversation which started with me crying and venting. To my surprise, she showed sympathy and encouraged me to move forward and find another girl. It was the best therapy I could have had, right from the source. I truly thank her for that. All those hard feelings are ancient history. And if I saw her today, I’d give her a hug and tell her everything worked out just fine.

				MEETING MRS

				Keeping busy with projects and distracting myself from depression wasn’t enough. I needed to find a new girlfriend, so I took a break from pursuing my career to pursue happiness instead. I was still as clueless as ever, so Kyle encouraged me to use the internet. Dating sites. I didn’t feel comfortable with it, but it was my only option, and nowadays it’s much more common.

				As soon as I’d connect with some anonymous girl over instant message, I felt better, just knowing that I was doing something, instead of just sitting around feeling sorry for myself. Most of these conversations fizzled out, but they were all productive because they helped me learn how to stay calm. I got comfortable with the talking stage and letting things happen naturally. I may have spoken to a dozen girls, mostly by text only. With a few girls, I made it to the phone-talking stage, and even fewer I met in person, but that was perfectly fine. It was a filtering process.

				Then I began messaging April, an art student in Philly, and 

			

		

	
		
			
				the conversation flowed perfectly. We never ran out of things to say. There were no awkward pauses. I had to type fast to keep up. Then we advanced to talking on the phone. We talked about art, music, wine, and shared random funny stories. She used lots of uncommon sophisticated words, giggled a lot, and was a master at sarcasm and humor. She was so cool and had that artsy, hippie vibe I liked so much.

				We met for the first time in Rittenhouse Square. From the moment I first looked at her, I was dazzled. My head was knocked into the clouds. I was all hers! She had the most beautiful blue eyes I ever saw. Her glasses made her look intellectual. Her eyebrow ring added a touch of rebelliousness. But she was so casual, so real and down to Earth.

				We walked up the Ben Franklin Parkway, heading to the Art Museum. Guess that seemed as good a place as any, since we were both artists. As we stood there side by side, waiting for traffic to pass, I thought to myself, “I’d marry her!” It was a thought that crossed my mind only minutes after meeting her, then I told myself to relax again.

				After looking through the museum, we wandered out back and sat at the gazebo overlooking the river. Night was falling and the crescent moon was out. It reminded me of the cat’s smile in “Alice in Wonderland.” At the exact same moment, we both yelled out “Cheshire Cat!” … We were stunned and ecstatic that our brains were in the same place!

				We got along perfectly. Better than perfect. For the first time in my life, there was no awkwardness. Every cheesy thing you hear about falling in love that I thought was imaginary became real that night. That magical summer of 2004.

				To this day, we have attended many concerts and taken many 

			

		

	
		
			
				trips together. Too many to count. I spent my first overseas visit to London with her, plus Edinburgh. We also went to Munich, the Bahamas and on many domestic trips, all of which were coordinated by her. She’s the planner in the relationship. If it wasn’t for her, I probably wouldn’t have traveled as much. Of course, I must mention we also went to Cancun for our honeymoon. But now I’m getting ahead of myself. As far as chronology goes, I’ll get to our wedding soon enough.

				JOB HUNT

				As the summer of 2004 wound down, I started seeking new employment opportunities.

				Kyle, who had helped me find my future wife, also helped me find my first serious job, indirectly. When they say you have to meet people and “network,” this is a true example of that.

				The story goes back a little further. Kyle knew someone who was a videography/broadcast major. Earlier that summer, she was going to volunteer on a low-budget feature film as a camera operator. But she got sick, so I ended up filling in for her. I got along well with the crew and we had fun. 

				The assistant director became a great friend, and we played some jokes on the main director who he had the habit of repeating lots of film terms that were new to him, like calling the tripod “sticks.” So we decided to make up fake terms to see if he’d use them. Like “stiffin.” It meant absolutely nothing. He asked the director, “You want James to go stiffin over there?” And I’d choke 

			

		

	
		
			
				back my laughter. I almost ruined the whole gag.

				There were some instances where the director did things that were unprofessional, like use prop guns on the street with no permit. The cops showed up, with REAL guns out, and it was pretty frightening. If you have guns in a movie, never film them in public without first getting permission and going through all the proper ordinances. Definitely look into it.

				After that production ended, the assistant director hooked me up with my next job, through a contact of his. Thus the string of “networking” was complete. 

				It was a job editing corporate videos and was my first time getting paid to make videos of any kind. I’m of course grateful for the employment experience, but the boss, as we soon found out, was extremely difficult to work with. More on that soon.

				My parents were proud of my first job, and probably felt both glad and sad to see me move out of the old family home for good. It was a considerable distance away. They encouraged me to buy a new car so I would no longer be borrowing theirs. They came with me to the car dealership and helped me buy the car. We shed some tears and then I was on my way, starting my new life.

				As I was driving to the new job I thought to myself how crazy it was, how life changes so fast. At the beginning of that summer, I had hardly any motivation to live. Now, I had a new girlfriend (April), a new apartment, a new job and my first car. Everything was going fine. Then, all of a sudden …

				In the oncoming lane of traffic, a boxed trailer detached from a truck, fell on its side and skidded into my lane, coming straight at me! I hit the brakes, but there was no stopping the trailer. A head-on collision was unavoidable. Time went into slow-motion. I watched helplessly as the trailer got closer and closer, until it completely 

			

		

	
		
			
				filled the view from my windshield. All I could think was “I’m about to die!”

				WHAM!

				The front of the car crumpled like an accordion. Then I saw a flash of white. And I thought “I’m dead.” 

				All I could see was clouds. But wait … It was the airbag. I pushed away from it. I saw faces looking in at me, crowding the car. 

				“Are you alright?”

				I got out and looked at the mess. There was wreckage strewn everywhere. The trailer was annihilated, its contents were scattered all over. Filing cabinets, ladders, buckets, insulation, cinder blocks. The highway had been transformed into a junkyard. The front of my new car was flattened like a tin can. I had owned the car for only nine days. Now it was undriveable. Totaled.

				I started screaming and flipping out, anger and adrenaline flowing, which was the first sign that I was fine. I was lucky to be alive. The car, like any piece of machinery, was replaceable. Human lives, not so much.
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				CORPORATE COMMANDO

				The new job seemed ideal. On top of a weekly salary and health benefits, the boss also paid my rent. It was a nice new apartment, located two minutes away from the job site. It was a great deal! The job itself was editing safety videos for forklifts, cranes, trucks, roof work and handling hazardous materials. I knew nothing of those topics but was happy to apply my video editing skills. I came in very motivated to do my best work.

				The boss was an older guy who had previously worked in law enforcement. He was capable of having an intimidating presence. That part didn’t bother me. I thought it was real cool that he had all that experience. I figured, he’s a nice guy. Tough, but fair. I gave him the benefit of the doubt. But I was wrong. 

				He proved to be the harshest, angriest person I’ve ever met. He had a striking resemblance to Donald Trump, and the same bad temper and narcissistic personality. This was long before I ever imagined such a horrible man could become the president… anyway.

				My old boss at Shit Mart, during my high school days, was pleasant and gentle compared to this guy. There is no possible way I could exaggerate or adequately describe his intense personality. It’s one of those things you just had to live through yourself.

				“High-strung” is a good way to put it. He was a frantic businessman who did everything at a rapid pace. He was always smoking a cigarette and drinking coffee. I’d rarely see him without those two items. Once, at a dinner meeting, I witnessed a waitress ask him to put his cigarette away and he refused.

			

		

	
		
			
				He was constantly yelling at people, his face burning red. When there was nobody to yell at, he’d pick up his cell phone, call someone, and start screaming. His mood was never predictable. One day, he’d have an explosive temper. The next day, he’d be laughing, making sexist and racist jokes while giving you elbow jabs. Extremely awkward. 

				His personality switches were extreme, like Jekyll and Hyde. Except neither was ideal. I was just glad when he wasn’t yelling. And he didn’t usually yell at me directly. He actually really liked me a lot. I obviously didn’t want to complain about my boss, for fear of losing my job, health benefits and paid-for apartment.

				He gave us all police badges and jumpsuits. We were video editors! Why did we need this? I was afraid he was going to give us guns. He ran the place like some kind of military operation, so we started calling him “Corporate Commando.”

				The fact is, he owned several businesses. The room we edited videos in was only one small portion of the office. All around, he had multiple businesses operating simultaneously. I never understood the whole picture, but every day, strangers would come and go. They’d sit in the conference room talking about unknown stuff, like some kind of mafia scene. So much went on in that place, I can’t even cover it all.

				The boss loved to spend money. Money was power. His solution to any problem was to throw dollars at it. If the work wasn’t getting done quick enough, he’d hire more people. And then fire them! He fired people all the time, including some of my good friends. More reason to stay on his good side.

				The boss’s computer was barely capable of editing. It was an old piece of garbage that he held onto because he spent a lot of money on it, back in its prime. In fact, the whole backroom was 

			

		

	
		
			
				cluttered with outdated equipment, like a giant copying machine with ink capsules the size of nuclear missiles. Nobody used it or any of the nostalgic junk he was hoarding. Ironically, nostalgic hoarding would become part of my next job.

				So I volunteered to bring my own PowerMac to the office. I’d work with it during the day, then bring it back home at night. The boss was impressed with the Mac. Late one night he came in when nobody was there, as he always tended to do — even though he kept us on strict hours, he came and went as he pleased depending on his mood. Anyway, he wanted to do some work on my computer, but it was at home with me because it was late at night. So the next day, he yelled at me! I told him it was MY personal computer. I wasn’t planning on donating it. Luckily, no argument escalated. I remained on his good side, and better yet, he decided to buy all new iMacs for the workplace.

				When I came on the job, there were some videos already in progress. It was just some raw footage of people operating machinery. I was given no instructions on how to edit them. I just did the best I could. But the videos needed a voice-over. I knew nothing about operating a forklift and the official safety regulations. The boss should have hired an expert to help. I’d say, “I know nothing about industrial safety.” He shot back, “I know nothing about editing, but I can edit!”

				Eventually, after pestering him enough, the boss would finally give us a script, hand-scribbled on a piece of paper. I never saw him type anything. Not once. The scripts rambled. Things like, “Make sure to ensure the specific hydraulics are operating properly within the proper operational specifications.” What the fuck? Try reading that out loud. I’d revise the scripts so they sounded more natural. Still, nobody was willing to record the voice-overs, so I 

			

		

	
		
			
				started doing them myself.

				Now I had something to edit around. I arranged the footage to match what the voice said. I presented it to the boss, thinking my voice was temporary, but he liked it. He thought I was well-spoken and professional, so I became the official narrator from that point on.

				I wanted to do a good job. Safety videos were such boring material to begin with, so I did whatever I could to make them entertaining. I made lots of graphics in Photoshop. On the screen, you’d often see lists, arrows and highlights. This kind of informational video approach would translate into my later internet videos, and helped me craft the style I would eventually be known for.

				To simulate what might happen if you put a crane too close to power lines, I animated electricity running down the crane and zapping the operator. I made his eyes pop out and his face explode, revealing a bloody skull. It looked cheesy and two-dimensional, but it was great. The boss laughed, said I was sick, then encouraged me to keep it up.

				Even so, the videos were nearly impossible to complete without the scripts. The boss understood nothing about video production. He wanted the footage edited first, with voice-over 
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				added later. But without having the voice first, we had no timing or rhythm to edit to, and without any script, we didn’t know what we were supposed to show, in what order. We’d just be assembling random clips.

				We gave it a try, his way. But when we got the script, it changed the order of the footage completely, and the whole video needed to be re-edited, taking a big step backward. An instruction manual (for the forklift or whatever) would have been a great place to begin. 

				After the whole video was finished, the boss would always want to change the script. We’d have to undo all the work we did and go back to the voice recording stage. Lots of these were important safety details that needed to be 100 percent correct. But he’d wait until we finished the video before verifying any of the rules. We’d make the videos backward, forward, then backward again. It was a mess. And after all that, he’d yell at us for not getting the videos done quicker. He took no blame. He pointed fingers at everyone except himself.

				Also, he kept writing things in the script that there was no footage of. If he said, “the truck backs up,” but we only had footage of the truck driving forward, we’d have to reverse the footage. Everything required a trick. And other times, when footage didn’t exist, I’d have to animate it.

				Once, we finished a video. It made sense and was as close to perfect as possible. But it was only 10 minutes, so the boss yelled, “What the fuck!? The client is paying for a 30-minute video!” But there was nothing else to add. No more footage. No more information. Nothing. So we duplicated the video three times to make it 30 minutes!! Then the boss said, “This is great!”

				I kept telling the boss how helpful it would be to have scripts 

			

		

	
		
			
				prior to filming, but he wouldn’t listen. Often he’d take us to the work site so we could film it ourselves. We thought this might help. We’d make sure to get all the shots we thought we needed, but there was still no script, no shot list and no guidelines. All we could do was guess. We ran around and shot everything we could, but the boss stopped us, playing director every step of the way.

				He insisted that a vehicle or machine would be shot by five cameras simultaneously. To him, this meant maximum coverage, which would have been a sensible idea. But in order to keep all the cameras out of sight from one another we had to move them all back. Next thing you know, we’re 100 feet away from the vehicle. Then we’d zoom in, which created a very flat shot. Sometimes we needed to show something really close, like somebody checking a gas tank. It’s pretty dumb to zoom in on a person’s hands from 100 feet away. It would have been better to bring the camera closer, and get one good angle instead of five bad ones.

				Another time, we needed a close-up of a person’s boots because the postscript said, “Make sure to wear boots.” So we had to scan the footage, looking for any shot where we got a decent look at boots. The best we had was a shot from a rooftop looking down. There just happened to be a worker on the ground, and we could barely see his boots. In editing, we digitally zoomed in. The boots were a pixelated blur, but it had to do. The Corporate Commando was the master of the super-distant shot. All these videos were filmed in “Sniper-Scope.”

				At the work site, he liked getting up on roofs and faking falls, and smashing cars on camera. Some of this may have been noble, to teach people the dangers, but most of it came off like something Tim Taylor would do on “Home Improvement.” I can’t count how many times we’d say, “I don’t think so, Boss.”

			

		

	
		
			
				One time, he wanted us to film a truck smashing into the back of a car. I didn’t mind, since we were positioned far away like usual. So I shot it. The boss got in the truck and rammed into the car. SMASH! Seemed fine. Then I decided to get up close to show the damage.

				The boss jumped in the car and said nothing more than “James, don’t move! Film this!” Then he backed up the car into the truck. SMASH!

				It triggered a flashback, offering a vivid replay of my experience with the trailer plowing through the front of my car, inching up to my windshield. The flash of white came back, temporarily blinding me with the horrific memory. In the moment, the boss showed some sympathy and realized what he did was probably not that safe. Had I stepped too close, I could have been sandwiched between the truck and the car.

				As time went on, the boss became increasingly frustrated with writing scripts. He didn’t want to do it. He had no interest or attention span to read anything. He just wanted the finished video fed to him so he could sit back, watch and tell us what to change. So we had to invent some kind of temporary script up front. And we were not the people who should have been responsible for safety information! We prowled through the office, looking for forklift or crane manuals, handbooks, anything! We opened a cabinet and out spilled a pile of porn DVDs!

				By some miracle, the videos would eventually get done. We’d show them to the boss, who’d get upset with how much information was wrong. We’d say, “Give us a script first.” In return, he would rant … “I don’t care about that happy horseshit!”

				If he was in a good mood, he’d just wave his hand and say, “It’s perfect.” Once he gave me permission to print the final video, 

			

		

	
		
			
				I’d record it to MiniDV and bring it to a wall of VCRs to make 20 simultaneous copies. What an awesome feeling that was, to point a remote control at a wall of VCRs, hit record and hear all those machines spin to life. When the VHS tapes reached the end, they’d all rewind automatically. It was a loud but cool sound! 

				Then I’d make some cheesy cover art in Photoshop, print out the labels and VHS boxes, put them all together and then put them in a closet where they sat in a pile where they’d wait indefinitely for somebody to pick them up, for delivery. Nobody ever did. They sat in the closet untouched. I bet nobody ever watched them. Ever.

				The next day, the boss would show up in a bad mood, watch the video again, and demand all kinds of changes. Everything had to be done all over again. He carried on, blaming everyone. If you spoke up, he would cut you off to have the last word. He was incapable of listening. So most of the time, we remained silent and let the trainwreck take its course.

				He called random meetings all the time. “Everybody in the conference room!” They usually happened on a Friday afternoon as we were about to leave for the weekend. He would keep us there late. The meetings were pointless. It was just so he could blow off steam. Even if he wanted to yell at one person, he needed a room full to witness it. Then he’d complain that work wasn’t getting done. It was because he kept us in that damn conference room so much!

				Listening to him rant was commonplace. Even when he was on the phone screaming, he would deliberately step out of his office into the main area so everyone could hear. I saw him throw things and threaten to punch people!

				The fact is, the guy paid my rent! Plus health benefits, so I couldn’t complain. I didn’t know how I’d ever be able to leave that job.

			

		

	
		
			
				ZOMBIE FUN

				My job was driving me insane, so I had to think of something creative to do. Originally, I was going to make follow-ups to “The Jersey Odysseys,” but now, with my mind in a different place, I wanted to make my ultimate tribute to horror films. Fueled by my feeling of being trapped at my job, I wrote characters who were stuck at a dead-end job (literally). They worked the graveyard shift, taking care of a cemetery where the dead rise. I was thinking “Clerks (1994)” meets “Night of the Living Dead (1968).”

				I spent the entire year of 2005 working on it during weekends. April helped me carve gravestones out of styrofoam. I wanted the cemetery to have an artificial supernatural feel. I made a very economic decision for the entire film to take place in one indoor set. My parents’ garage. It was the last time I took it over completely. And it was the last Cinemassacre production to be made there while my parents were still together.

				First, I shot a test version of the film to make a deadline for a film competition and got some friends over to act. But they kept doing the classic no-call, no-show, wasting several weekends. It never stopped, so I moved ahead with the real film and hired new actors. When I say “hired,” I mean put an ad out on Cinemassacre.com and some acting sites, asking for volunteers. It was my first time taking a risk on a cast of complete strangers.

				I had my doubts and thought the movie would never happen. But much to my surprise, on the morning of the first day, my parents’ driveway filled with cars. I watched in awe as they came in. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Everybody showed up! All unpaid volunteers. And ready to rock! My parents were a bit hesitant about me bringing all these strangers to the house. But they were relieved to know they were really nice people, and my mom enjoyed cooking for them.

				Working with professional actors helped me discover my true directing style. My style is to let them improvise. Even if everything is scripted, I trust an actor’s judgment to change a line. They may often come up with something more natural, on the spot, that’s better than whatever I wrote. As long as they don’t change the intent. I just “direct” them toward the goal, and they take whatever course necessary to get there. I direct. I don’t dictate.

				Also, I treat all actors nicely. To me, that’s important. If they’re total strangers, I treat them like close personal friends. I like to keep things relaxed and positive. I think that achieves better results, when everyone cares. If there’s no fun involved, why do it? I brought in my good friend Dave as the assistant director to keep things running smoothly. Even Mike Matei showed up to be a zombie. I had assembled a great team. Everything went perfectly. It was Cinemassacre filmmaking at its most efficient. It is the template for how I prefer to make movies.

				The final film was a hybrid between classic horror films and modern splatter flicks. It preserved the B&W look, but isolated one color, red, which was reserved for blood. It reminded me of the gory comics I drew as a kid, where the blood stood out thanks to an abundance of red crayons. That same year (2005), I was stunned to see the movie “Sin City” did the same thing! Although “The Deader the Better” is the only film I’ve seen where a zombie gets its head shoved up its ass.

				In the early winter of 2006, the final product was screened in the Rolfe house basement for the cast and crew. My parents went out 

			

		

	
		
			
				of their way to make decorations, a red carpet and good food. It was the last humble celebration of that kind. I also have to thank April for all her behind-the-scenes help during the production, painting the poster, and the many weekends I sacrificed.

				Later that year, my parents divorced. After 25 years of marriage. For me, it came out of nowhere! I thought they’d be together forever, but I was wrong. This stable domestic life I thought existed was really not great for them. Despite it all, they held it together until I moved out. I now had my own place and my own job. So in that sense, it had no effect on my living condition. But emotions are everything, and they really do affect every part of you. They take over. I was devastated. I couldn’t believe they no longer 
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				lived together in that same house where I grew up. That period of my life was over now. I could never go back.

				THE NERD RISES

				After spending an entire year on “The Deader The Better,” I started blasting out a bunch of sillier films, like the animated spoof, “Wizard of Oz 3: Dorothy Goes to Hell (2006).” It had no rhyme or reason. I just let loose. While working under that crazy boss, I had to do these side projects to keep myself sane.

				One day, Mike showed me this new thing called YouTube. Prior to this, I used to submit my films to film festivals. They all had the same generic criteria, “looking for filmmakers with unique visions.” I’d mail them a VHS tape and never get a response. Not even feedback. You paid a non-refundable entry fee whether or not you got accepted. Such a waste. A blind gamble.

				The first time I ever heard about showing films on the internet was a site called StudentFilms.com. You’d mail them a VHS tape, pay $1 per minute and they’d host your film online for a year. But now with YouTube, you could upload it yourself, for free, and tons more people were watching.

				In a way, I’m glad YouTube didn’t exist when I was a child because I would have posted every piece of garbage I ever made. Having all that time to practice was good. As an artist, you don’t always want to post ALL your work. It’s sometimes better to filter it down and show only the best.

				I decided to bring the Nerd character back one last time, with a review of “Karate Kid (NES).” This would close out the “Angry 

			

		

	
		
			
				Nintendo Nerd” trilogy. This one was more cinematic. I used various camera angles, such as a close-up of my mouth screaming as the word “FUCK” literally comes out. I pretended to smash my head through a kitchen cabinet and tossed a controller which explodes for no reason.

				I showed it to Matei. He loved it. Next thing I know, there was a new YouTube channel and a Myspace page, all of which Matei created for the Nerd. “I’m going to make you famous, James.” He brought over a bunch of NES games, all of which he said were bad. “You gotta do more!” I told him I had no plans to do so, but then I looked at the YouTube views and comments. It seemed like that “Karate Kid” video was getting more attention than anything I ever did before. Clearly, there was a nostalgic fanbase for these old games that I had underestimated. So I decided to do “Roger Rabbit” next. It over-performed and it seemed the Nerd was gaining traction.

				Soon, I was contacted by a site called ScrewAttack. They also produced retro gaming content, and wanted me to join their site. At first, there was no pay involved, but I didn’t have anything to lose either. So I joined them. I still had my own site and YouTube channel. I would just debut videos on their site first. The first episode I premiered there was “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (NES),” a classic game that many people remembered. It ranked No. 1 in Nintendo Power for several months. But I thought it kinda sucked, so I spoke my mind. Some people came out in defense of the game and got upset about it, as if they took it personally. I realized I had hit on something polarizing.

				Lots of people didn’t understand that the Nerd was a character. They took it at face value. I thought it needed an explanation, but then realized it was the best possible thing I could have done as it was. I created a convincing character. I fooled them. Others understood it 

			

		

	
		
			
				and were overjoyed that someone else agreed with them about those games. As if I were the voice of a generation.

				I just simply thought the idea of getting mad at a video game is funny. Because it’s happened to all of us at some point. And no matter how pissed off you get, the game doesn’t care. Bootsy once made a great speech at a convention for the Nerd’s 10th anniversary. He said when he saw the first episode, he was laughing so hard that tears were running down his face. “Who the fuck would sit down and create a comprehensive review of a video game that came out that long ago?” Then he thanked me for shining a light on “consumer exploitation”. I’ll always remember Bootsy’s speech. So touching.

				Matei began drawing the title cards for the episodes, and even acting in them as costumed guest characters, plus helping out with countless things over the years. Kyle and I together wrote a theme song, which Kyle performed. 

				I worked on the videos all throughout the year to keep the fanbase growing. By year’s end, the Nerd was being mentioned in articles and appeared in a clip on “MTV News”, during a showcase of viral video clips of the year. They used a scene from my “Back to the Future (NES)” review, in which I stated that if I shat in a bag 
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				and wrote “Back to the Future” on it, that would be the equivalent of this game. I would never have imagined that one day I’d be on MTV talking about shitting in a bag.

				The show connected with people who were reliving their childhoods through these games. A bond was formed between my audience and me as we shared these memories together. All my life, I wanted to entertain people. I wanted to have fans, to make me complete. It was slowly dawning on me that I was succeeding. 

				QUITTING THE JOB

				Keeping the Nerd videos coming out on a regular basis was a full-time commitment. Not to mention, they were free. Non-paid. I’d come home from work at about 5 p.m. and start working on the Nerd videos until late at night or whenever I’d pass out. On the weekends, I’d spend time with April. That was our only time to meet since she was still finishing up college and we lived far apart.

				The videos were starting to take their toll. They were extremely time-consuming to make (and still are). Playing the game, writing the script, shooting and editing was a long process. My eyes were always bloodshot and I had migraine headaches. I was staring at a computer for up to 20 hours a day, counting my real job. To entertain my newfound fanbase was worth it, but there were consequences. I was becoming very ill. 

				The last Nerd episode I produced in that apartment (by now called “Angry Video Game Nerd”) was “Bible Games (2006).” In order to finish it, I had to call out of work, sick. That day I was prioritizing my passion over a paying job, for the first time.

			

		

	
		
			
				All along, April encouraged me to quit the job for various reasons. If that didn’t happen, “AVGN” would never have continued past “Bible Games.” With April, there was an emotional factor. Not only was our time together limited, but she was making a sacrifice to travel to see me. We wanted to find our own place and start a new life together. 

				But it was an extremely difficult decision to give up my free apartment. I’d need to find a new job immediately and there was no time to look because I was stuck at work all day. I would have to quit first, then go job hunting. I didn’t have spare cash to last more than a month. I had been discussing it with April over the past year and it just seemed like a dead end.

				But then I hit a breaking point. The first factor was that the whole workplace was filled with cigarette smoke, which was probably illegal for an office building. It drifted into the room where I edited and there were no windows that I could open. When I’d come home, April could smell the smoke on me. I sat there for eight hours a day, breathing the same stagnant air. My health was at risk.

				Then I saw many co-worker friends either quit or get fired. The boss “Corporate Commando” always pissed them off. One time, the boss threatened and screamed at my friend and he got so mad, he crashed his car into the boss’s fence at home! I can’t make these things up. 

				Another co-worker of mine and great friend almost got into a fist fight with the boss over something that was a story in and of itself. The boss wanted us to do something that sounded incredibly sketchy and illegal. When we refused, the boss and co-worker started shouting on top of each other, standing up, face to face! 

				Fortunately, no fists were thrown. The co-worker stormed out, fired or quit, or whatever. Soon, I was out the door too. This 

			

		

	
		
			
				type of behavior was equivalent to high school. 

				I went home screaming and crying and smashed a ceiling light, which I’m so sorry April was there to witness. I had fully broken down mentally, and had to concede that I must finally quit the job. And that made April happy. It was bittersweet.

				Even though I walked out, I hadn’t yet officially quit. I was scared, but I walked back in the next morning and told the boss, “I need to quit.” This is when I saw his timid side. He almost began to cry and begged me to stay. 

				“I love you James. I love the work you do.” 

				To be honest, I got real emotional. Despite all his flaws, I gave him the benefit of the doubt, again. So I stayed for another two weeks. 

				Although I left, all these years, I’ve never forgotten my valuable experience. He taught me everything NOT to do as an employer. 

				SELF-EMPLOYED NERD (PART 1)

				I sacrificed my job, my free apartment and health insurance. All gone. I was now starting from ground level. It was right after New Year’s 2007. New apartment. New start. Now what? I had to figure out how to pay my first month’s rent. There were few videographer jobs hiring in the Philadelphia area, so I applied to anything that caught my eye. I had a few interviews only to be told they didn’t have any openings.

				Finally, I got a legitimate offer through a college friend. He knew a guy who was hiring editors for wedding videos. I applied 

			

		

	
		
			
				and got the job! Weddings weren’t that fun to edit. I won’t lie. But it was much more appealing than industrial safety videos. I’d rather see people dancing under disco lights and confetti then some guy’s dry hands checking the lug nuts of a tire. And in the end, you knew somebody would actually watch it. It was something personal that would make them happy.

				Speaking of weddings, I was getting an up close and personal education on the subject because April and I were married later that same year, 2007! 
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				The wedding of course was a very special day! But I felt we were already married since we had been living together. A wedding to me is a formal proclamation to make it official. Still, I can’t undermine what a big day it was. The relationship and experience behind it was so much more important than what was presented on the surface. Words could never describe it, and it was very emotional 
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				seeing the largest gathering of my family and friends in my life. We took pictures on top of the Art Museum “Rocky” steps and in the gazebo out back, the same spot where we sat down during our first date. Where the magic first happened. It was also the last I’d see of my mom and dad standing in the same room. Just after their marriage ended, mine was beginning. 

				This is the same year April and I got our first cat together. His name was Boo. Or Boomie. Or Boom Boom. He was just a little kitten at the time. He wasn’t that social with strangers, but with April and I, he was always super friendly and cuddly. Loved to headbutt us as he purrs and sings. “Meeeooow.” April developed a special bond with him, giving him all the love in the world. He lived a great life for 13 years.

				Anyway, back to the wedding job. It took a while before the money started coming in. The weddings had to be shot and edited, then the client would pay the boss and finally I’d get my cut. It wasn’t as quick and steady as my old job. I wasn’t paid weekly. I was paid per project. Plain and simple. I was making almost the same as my old job, but with the added expenses of paying rent and finding my own independent health insurance, because I was now technically self-employed.
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				I had to survive. Making web videos like AVGN (“Angry Video Game Nerd”) was not a priority at this point. I never would have imagined such a thing could earn any money. Back then, YouTube was not monetized. I still remember when you had to PAY to upload videos (StudentFilms.com). I didn’t have the slightest clue that this was something that could become a job. That wasn’t the reason I started making the AVGN videos anyway. It was just for fun. I had already made close to 20 episodes, all for free. But it got to the point where I no longer had time to do it. My priority was the wedding job and paying my rent.

				As I mentioned before, I was debuting the AVGN videos on ScrewAttack. At the time they were a small site, like mine, and it was interesting to watch them grow over the years. I evolved with them, and as I got to know them, they became very good friends. My first time meeting Craig and others from ScrewAttack was in Los Angeles that year. ScrewAttack had made connections with an MTV-owned website called GameTrailers. They wanted to fly me and Kyle out for a video interview. I couldn’t believe they wanted to fly me all the way across the country just to appear in a quick video. It was exciting! 

				We shot the video inside an MTV building with a whole camera crew and even makeup artists to make us look nice. Star treatment! I appeared as the Nerd, the first time I ever attempted to play the character outside of the regular videos. It didn’t work. I think they expected me to be hyped up and full of energy, the comedy dial turned on. I tried, but it felt awkward. That’s when I realized the Nerd needs to be scripted, or playing a video game, to have something to be mad at. I can’t just become the character on cue. I can’t be angry for no reason. At least Kyle was there to play his guitar, to add humor.

			

		

	
		
			
				The best thing that came out of that trip was my first in-person meetings with fans. I was getting food at a burger place when a guy dressed in a punk rock leather jacket walked up to me and said, “You’re the Angry Video Game Nerd! I love your videos, man!” He thanked me for helping him relive his childhood and walked off.

				I stood there in silence. Frozen. I couldn’t believe it. Just couldn’t. Some random guy just recognized me in public, all the way across the country. I was happier than ever. And Craig saw it. I remember that big grin on his face.

				Later, on the final night of the trip, Craig made a last minute call to the fans on ScrewAttack, inviting them to the first ever AVGN/ScrewAttack fan gathering. It was at a bowling alley. I didn’t expect anyone to show up. But they did! About 10 of them, which at the time was extraordinary.

				They asked for autographs and photos! Wow! The looks on their faces were so genuine. They were so excited. Also, lots of my old friends from college showed up, like Kevin and Mark. I could see in their faces, they were happy for me, seeing that this is what I always wanted.

				Nowadays, there’s so many new content creators. It’s always a pleasure whenever I get to meet other YouTube/internet personalities and share stories of the creative process. They’ve all become good friends of mine, and frankly, there’s too many to name. To all those I haven’t named, you’re all in my heart.

			

		

	
		
			
				SELF-EMPLOYED NERD (PART 2)

				Later on, I started appearing at conventions and seeing the whole thing grow. The bigger conventions can be overwhelming, with hundreds of fans coming through a line. Sign something, take a photo, answer a question, shake hands, goodbye … next. It’s the same kind of experience I had while working as a cashier. You gotta keep the line moving. Fast. Fast. Fast. The big difference is that the people in my line are happy. Everybody’s smiling, which is the complete opposite of all the bitter angry complaining customers from Shit Mart. It’s nice when you know that you’re making somebody’s day. And not just one person. Lots of them! 

				I rely on the positive energy from fans to keep me motivated, to keep the faith that what I do is worth a damn. It means so much more to see fans face to face than just reading comments on the internet. Though I appreciate it the same, either way.

				There is a slight feeling of sadness that I’ll never get to talk to most of these people for more than a minute or two each. It’s a 
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				very fast-paced, fleeting thing, because I have a whole line of fans that need to come through. So I’ll never have the chance to really get to know any of them, or become close friends. But I understand them. Especially when they’re nervous. I can relate to it. I’ve been in the same position.

				Each convention, there tends to be one person who causes a tiny bit of trouble, but that’s not something I like to remember when 99.9 percent of fans are so nice and cause no problems. Even the ones who do cause problems usually seem like they don’t know any better. These are the kind that tap the window of my car while I’m trying to park. Or stop me while I’m having dinner, or try to follow me to the bathroom. It happens.

				There’s been a few bad instances. Once, an autograph signing at a game store on the West Coast ran overschedule. The line was supposed to be cut off at a certain number, but fans kept entering the line, even though they were told not to. We eventually had to lock the doors, but everyone stayed, banging on the windows like a zombie apocalypse. It was frightening. The staff had to usher me out through the crowd as they held up their phones and cameras. It was like something you’d see happen to The Beatles. The staff got me into a van to escape, but then a few fans jumped into their own vehicle, and I could hear them loudly yell, “Let’s follow him!”

				A similar experience happened in NYC, where fans crowded around the building, waiting for us to come out. Mike Matei even cut his finger while trying to carry a box of posters through a door. He didn’t have a free hand and was bleeding, yet fans were still swarming around us, chasing us in the middle of a busy city street. They were willing to run in front of moving traffic to get an autograph! Awful.

				I’ve had somebody find my phone number and call me 10 

			

		

	
		
			
				times a day. There have been other invasive incidents, but thankfully nothing major. These are things people don’t often think about when they’re trying to become successful. Once you’re famous, you can’t be un-famous.

				But these incidents are rare. Unlike a big mainstream celebrity, I’m able to go out in public without getting overwhelmed. I still get noticed walking down the street, and I’ll stop to get a photo with a fan, and chat briefly. It’s flattering and is a reminder that I’m making people happy. I love that.

				I can see with bigger celebrities how it prevents them from living a normal life. I’m glad my fame hasn’t gone that far. I’m glad to be the right level of famous. And as I’ve gotten older, I can see more clearly that fame was never the goal. I have a low-key personality that doesn’t really crave attention. The goal was simply to get my work seen, and there used to be a time when I thought I never would. Just knowing somebody out there enjoys it is all that matters. Meeting those 10 fans at that bowling alley in Santa Monica, back at the beginning, was perfect, and I appreciate those interactions, big or small. I hear bands talk about how they prefer playing smaller venues because it’s more intimate. So I never measure success by numbers.

				Speaking of numbers, let me get back to the subject of money. Because fame and money are not always the same thing. Just because you’re famous doesn’t mean you’re rich. Not at all. I’ve never been rich. And at the very moment I was meeting fans in L.A. in 2007, I was broke. I had nothing. There was even a brief period while I was looking for a job that I had to file for unemployment to get by.

				I’ve always been a creative person. Not a business person. When it comes to money, I’m not very smart. So how did AVGN 

			

		

	
		
			
				start becoming a paying job? It was a very slow process. It took years.

				As I was saying earlier, ScrewAttack met with GameTrailers and signed a deal to produce exclusive content for them, with AVGN included. My first video under this contract was AVGN Episode 20: “Atari 5200.” This kickstarted a new “season” of AVGN in 2007.

				The deal was a bit of a mystery to me, and I never heard the end of it from certain friends. Everybody I knew wanted to act like my protector and see me get what was fair. As far as I’m concerned, there was no shady business and I got my pay. But when you’re in a situation like that, you’ll hear opinions from everyone you know. Way too many opinions, whether you want to hear them or not. It made my head spin and caused me a lot of undue stress.

				All I know is, with Episode 20, I got paid for making AVGN for the first time ever. It wasn’t much at first. I still had to keep my regular wedding job. The good thing, I was making money for my own art. Something I created. That was a big career milestone. I’d been making movies as a hobby since I was a kid, and after almost 20 years, someone finally gave me a check for it. It wasn’t movies. It was game reviews. But not a bad thing at all.

				I continued the series while simultaneously working on the wedding videos. Around 2008, thanks to new contracts with higher pay, I didn’t have to do wedding videos anymore. I also got another job with GameTrailer’s partner site Spike TV to do movie reviews and was able to employ Matei to help with editing. We started selling DVDs and hired a new web guy, Ryan, to help with selling advertising on the Cinemassacre website. It wasn’t until 2013 when we were finally able to monetize YouTube. Ryan was always the business mastermind, and I thank him for helping make this all possible.

			

		

	
		
			
				To sum it up, it was a long gradual climb before AVGN ever became a full paying job. It’s a very difficult thing to make a living doing your art. But if you work hard for free, and are persistent long enough, it’ll eventually fall into place. It might not be exactly what you’d expect. I’m not a Hollywood movie director, but I think this is better in many ways.

				SELF-EMPLOYED NERD (PART 3)

				Being self-employed is a whole different beast. Any money you make, you have to pay taxes on. With a normal job, your taxes are taken out already before you even get the paycheck. Being self-employed means you have to pay that money afterward. It’s always a stinker when you get a decent paycheck, then remember you need to save a bunch of it for the state and government. The good side is that with my particular job, I’m able to deduct video games as 
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				business expenses. Pretty wild.

				On another note, it’s very difficult for me to explain my job in public. I always just say, “I work on the internet” which leads to all kinds of other questions. 

				Self-employment means you are your own boss, which may sound cool, but that means if you wake up and don’t feel like going to work, nobody’s going to force you. And if you don’t produce content, you can’t pay your rent. You can’t quit. You have no choice. When you’re getting paid to make your own videos, you have to keep them coming. Constantly. Weekly. As fast as you can. Or else you’re not going to get your next check. It doesn’t matter whether a video takes me 40 hours or 90 hours. I don’t get paid until that video is done.

				During these early days, I was making 2 AVGN episodes per month (not counting my wedding videos and other web content), and I never fell short. Never missed a deadline. Never. I must have learned that kind of discipline in college. It was all about deadlines, and working around the clock. My bachelor’s degree in fine arts didn’t seem necessary in my current profession, but it was still vital training. That college breakneck, workhorse mentality was drilled into my brain.

				Most people probably assume self-employment is great because you can “make your own hours.” That’s true, except that when the hours you make are ALL your hours, what does it matter? Time management is the toughest thing of all. The problem with my line of work is that you can’t always predict how long a video will take to finish, and it’s always longer than you expected. Most people probably underestimate it. They might assume I just hit record and that’s it. It may seem surprising that an average AVGN episode can take about 40 hours, including the gameplay, the writing, shooting 

			

		

	
		
			
				and editing.

				When the whole world is potentially watching, it adds a lot of pressure. I want to make them good. I only want to show my best work. I don’t like rushing episodes. My favorite episodes tend to be the ones that take over 80 hours, sometimes even more. The effort shows. “R.O.B.” took over 120 hours, and “Mega Man” took over 130. It’s insane to think that, and some people may never understand where all that time goes. But it’s all true.

				There’s also lots of invisible work that nobody will ever see. Just dealing with random business bullshit, solving technical stuff or personal ordinary life distractions. It’s hard to get a solid day free to just focus on video production. It’s always just about stealing a few hours here and there. So over the years, I always felt spread in many places at once.

				All the time, I get messages asking me to appear at a convention or do a podcast, a cameo, an interview, a guest appearance on a show, a collaboration of some kind... I felt so honored, I used to try to do it all. But now I realize it’s impossible. Even if I didn’t sleep whatsoever, and filled every minute, there still wouldn’t be time to do everything.

				I also have to give myself personal time to relax, for my own sanity. Even if I’m standing in line at the grocery store, and suddenly find myself with a couple of free minutes, I don’t need to take my phone out of my pocket and check my email or something. I prefer that free moment to just take a breath and daydream.

				Trying to keep a consistent schedule is the hardest thing. Before YouTube, I didn’t make movies on a weekly or monthly schedule. It was nothing like that. I’d spend half the year on one project and wouldn’t show it to anyone until it was as good as possible. “The Deader the Better” was a 17-minute film, but it took 

			

		

	
		
			
				me an entire year to finish. Quality over quantity. But the internet turns that idea on its head. Now you just gotta keep moving at an unhealthy speed.

				I went through a period where I was chronically sick. I made some decent cash and bought a house for my wife and myself. I had more room to fit my growing video game collection, giving me the space I needed to shoot my videos. For the first time, I had four walls dedicated to AVGN, instead of just a corner. I could now turn the camera around 360 degrees. But wealth doesn’t equal health. Like I said, I was very sick. My immune system was down. I was weak and frail, but the show must go on.

				When I recorded the “Mario 3” episode, I had a total loss of voice during the editing phase. As it was returning, I sounded like the demon in “The Exorcist (1973).” Appropriately, the video featured a scene of a demonic NES cartridge, so I recorded my demon voice while sick. 

				Being famous also didn’t mean my social life got any better. It actually meant the opposite. I was always stuck inside the house working on videos, so I didn’t keep in touch with my close friends as much. A lot of the feelings of loneliness I had from high school returned. I was always alone in my room, and it made me sad again. The very thing that had brought me joy, making videos, was now bringing me isolation. There’s side effects to success.

				My wife was definitely affected by this, though she was tirelessly supportive and helped with tons of tasks behind the scenes, so many I could never fully recount. And it’s hard to call it “work” when it involves playing video games. Most people probably have no idea that even if you get paid to do something you love, once you do the same thing all hours of the day and night, you desperately need a break from it. I love cookies, but I wouldn’t want to shove 

			

		

	
		
			
				cookies down my throat 24/7. At some point, you need to stop.

				I do have to say, it helps when you have a cat purring in your lap while you’re editing. We got a second cat in 2008. 

				I named her Yeti because she was white and fluffy like the abominable snowman, or a Wampa, the snow creature from “Empire Strikes Back (1980).” She’s insanely cute. She’s friendly and likes her belly rubbed. She usually got along okay with Boo. Sometimes they played. Sometimes they fought. When they wrestled, their black and white colors combine and make yin and yang. Like Boo, Yeti became like family. At the time of final proof-reading this text, she’s still going, as of 2020.

				SELF-EMPLOYED NERD (PART 4)

				The internet and smartphones (just then coming out) seem to have brought the world a lot closer, but farther apart at the same time. More people began communicating with text messages instead of voice calls and communicating through social media. At the time, 
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				it was MySpace, but I watched as Facebook took over.

				It seems like the internet is good and bad. I like to think the good outweighs the bad. It’s nice that people can keep in touch through social media. But I never actually used it much, except to post my videos. It’s strange to think that someone who has a faithful following on the internet doesn’t like to use the internet. You can spend hours, days, on social media. It never ends. I’d rather put all that time into making videos. Otherwise, I’d be distracting myself.

				I do have myself to blame for not keeping in touch with lots of my old friends because I just don’t make any time for social media. I tried it a little when Myspace was new. There was a time when I tried to answer every fan message there was. But at a certain point, I could no longer keep up. There were too many. I felt bad. I tried my best to give everybody equal attention, but the world is so much bigger than I am. It’s too overwhelming. So I just disappear into my own little bubble and make videos.

				Most of the things I’ve seen people write me are super nice! But of course, on the internet some people write nasty shit. The good outweighs it, but obviously it’s the internet, and if you’re putting yourself out there, you’re going to attract people who act negatively. Some of them just want to hate you for no reason. Complete strangers you never met, let alone harmed. It boggles my brain to wonder why some people, with so much free time on their hands, would rather start shit on the internet than use that time to do something creative like I did. I’ve been told jealousy plays a strong part. Jealousy is an emotion I’ve underestimated. When you get successful, you become a target for that. But my wish is for them not to feel jealous, but to feel inspired!

				I feel happiest and healthiest when my mind is not plugged into the internet. I grew up without it. It only makes sense that I feel 

			

		

	
		
			
				most natural without it. It’s a good tool to use, and helped me find my wife and career. The internet has its place. I just don’t let it take over.

				Again, most people are really nice and send me very kind messages that really warm my heart, from all countries of the world. They tell me how much my videos changed their lives, or helped them through bad times, including cancer patients and people in the military on duty. That kind of thing is priceless.

				I’m definitely happy to have created the Nerd, and have made something that people can identify with me. I look up to real big celebrities who have played a character synonymous with them in the public eye. William Shatner as Captain Kirk. Adam West as Batman. These guys had periods of their lives where they were bitter about it. They didn’t like being typecast. But from what I’ve seen, they’ve also come to realize what they have is a special gift. Most people never get to have anything like that. 

				So I knew all along what I have. The Nerd is a special thing. That being said, it doesn’t change the fact that I spent most my life till then making movies. I wanted to tell original stories. Not just 
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				review video games. The Nerd may have caused me to abandon several potential film projects, but it also brought more attention to my past work. Without the Nerd, I wouldn’t have that many people going back to watch “The Deader the Better,” and my future films, too! Overall, it’s been good.

				To satisfy my creative needs, I put a lot of extra work into certain Nerd episodes to make them like mini-movies, for example, many of the Halloween episodes. But fans were divided on these special episodes. Some appreciated the extra effort, while others just wanted them to be basic game reviews without the “skits.” This frustrated me. If I didn’t keep it fresh and creative, it would just become a job.

				One of my favorite web series I made was “Board James (2009-2015),” which was about playing board games. It prominently featured Mike and Bootsy as supporting characters. Being reunited with both of them for that series was pure joy. We had lots of fun. Here, I was able to find a happy balance between reviewing a game and making a movie. These were a bit more story-driven than AVGN, with a narrative arc that concluded with a big finale. I loved Board James and it’s probably my favorite, most sacred web series I ever made.

				No matter what kind of video I do, it always has critics. “He’s not angry enough!” or “he’s TOO angry.” So which is it? Do I dial down? Or bring it up? “The Nerd doesn’t sound genuine lately. Now the anger is forced.” What does that mean? What’s so different? Going back to 2006, the word FUCK was literally coming out of my mouth in the “Karate Kid” episode. How was that less forced?

				Even if people mean well and are trying to be constructive, often it’s not very specific. I was used to criticism with my college professors, but this is a different field, where people can’t always 

			

		

	
		
			
				explain what they’re saying. There’s too many conflicting opinions. It would be impossible to appease all of them. I’d only confuse myself and make my head spin.

				You have to go with your own gut instincts. Do what you feel is right. It’s your creation. You’re the one who has to like it first, before anyone else can.

				RETURN TO THE DRAGON

				I missed making movies and wanted to go back to my roots. I would soon become 30 years old. With that in mind, I started looking for my fountain of youth. That literal fountain in the shape of a dragon in that suburban park outside of Philadelphia. The one I saw as a child that gave me the nightmares I harnessed into the creative energy to pursue the arts and make movies. This playground was the spiritual birthplace of Cinemassacre. All these years went by and I never thought much of it. But for some reason, in 2010, the memories started coming back.

				By that time, I had made over 300 videos, roughly counting each Cinemassacre project from the beginning. I figured it would be appropriate to revisit the dragon and make a video retrospective. Then again, numbers don’t matter much. Like turning 30. It’s just a number. But you can’t help but feel certain emotions.

				I was on a quest to find the dragon once more, if it was still there. First, I had to find the park. I asked my Mom, who remembered the location vaguely. Then I looked it up on a satellite image on Google, scanning for any trace of the dragon. I saw a green blurry 

			

		

	
		
			
				blob. Could that be it? It seemed to be in the right place, but the only way to know for sure was to go there in person. I drove over, and what do you know?

				The dragon was still there! In exactly the same place, as perfectly as my memories recalled. I walked up to it and saw the paint was peeling. In all those years, it seemed nobody maintained it. Just as I had aged, so had the dragon. It seemed sad, like it missed me all that time. But now happy to have me back.

				After having this reunion, one-on-one, I called a friend to operate the camera and document it for me. We scheduled a shoot date in the coming weeks, but when we showed up, something happened which drastically changed the narrative of the video.

				The park was being renovated that same day. After nearly 30 years, the dragon was being removed. What an amazing stroke of fate! These things you can’t plan. This was real life writing itself. For a moment, I thought we missed our chance. The park was barricaded. There was a worker jackhammering the concrete around the dragon. But I had to do something!
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				I hopped the barricade and shouted over the noise of his jackhammer. He stopped to listen to me. I begged him to let me record the dragon first. I poured my emotions and life story on him. “I used to come here as a kid. Can I just record it for a video, real quick?” I thought he was going to tell me to go away. But fortunately, he just said “Yeah sure.” 

				Simple as that.

				I stepped in. We recorded all the shots we needed as I fought back tears. This made for a very organic, natural video. It was amazing that the finale of this particular chapter of my life was caught so perfectly on camera.

				And then, as I left the park, I also left my childhood behind. It was time to move on from the past. It was time to go forward and create the movies of my dreams. I had to combine all my powers, using the NERD and MOVIES, to create my ultimate project.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter V

				THE BIG FILM
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				AVGN MOVIE: THE CONCEPT

				The personal journey of making “Angry Video Game Nerd: The Movie” (the biggest film project of my life), began with my high school friends Kevin Finn and Sean Keegan. I talked about them earlier, but this is where the story comes full circle. Kevin and I, specifically, both had dreams of making a big feature film. We vowed, one day, to make it happen.

				After college, Kevin and Sean moved out to Los Angeles, to pursue their careers in the entertainment capital of the world. I chose to stay close to Philadelphia. But even though we were on separate coasts, we kept in touch. After the Nerd episodes became a hit and paved the way, we got together again and discussed the idea of making a feature film based on the Nerd. It made perfect sense to combine something that I established on the web with our aspirations of making a film.

				At the time, my most requested game to review was “E.T.” on Atari 2600. Kevin encouraged me that it would be perfect as the main subject of our movie. It was called the “worst game of all time,” which was as debatable as “Plan 9 from Outer Space (1959)” being the “worst movie of all time.” They’re similar. Both dealt with aliens coming to Earth. Both had a great sense of ambition but few resources to match, resulting in a “bad” work, low in quality but high in entertainment value. These types of things become cult phenomena. The AVGN movie was meant to be a tribute to this type of cult entertainment. It would include aliens, flying saucers, robots, monsters, lasers, all the good campy stuff!

			

		

	
		
			
				Kevin and I began collaborating on the script, taking passes at it and sending it back and forth, spending long hours discussing it on the phone each night and occasionally making trips to visit each other. Once or twice a year, we’d block out a week to take a “writing vacation.”

				My top priority was keeping up with the web videos. The movie script was usually on the backburner. It dragged on for years. We started writing in 2007 and it wasn’t completely finished until 2010. Even then, we were still making revisions up till shooting.

				The concept: There was a real life story that the E.T. game was rushed through production to meet the deadline for the Christmas shopping season of 1982. They made too many copies because of high sales expectations. After it flopped, it was said that an overstock of 2 million (or more) unsold game cartridges was disposed of.
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				According to “myth,” they were buried in a landfill in Alamogordo, New Mexico. It was proven, even back then, that Atari did in fact dump a bunch of E.T. games in the Alamogordo landfill, including PacMan, Centipede and others they were liquidating from one of their local facilities. But the story of the Atari landfill became synonymous with the 2 million E.T. cartridges (that many were never found). It could have been two separate locations, and the facts blurred together into one story.

				Whatever the case, the “Atari landfill” (Alamogordo) was the fabled spot everybody talked about. For some reason, it had urban legend status. It was like a treasure hunt. A game so bad it was buried in the desert just a couple hours away from Roswell, where a UFO was said to have crashed in 1947, only to have the government try to cover it up. Thus began the flying saucer craze that was prominent in the ‘50s, leading to all the great classic alien invasion films like “The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951),” “The Thing from Another World (1951),” and “War of the Worlds (1953).”

				Aliens in popular culture attracted kids. Kids like George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, who grew up to make sci-fi classics of their own — “Star Wars (1977)” and “E.T. (1982)” — bringing it full circle. Roswell is like a sacred spot of pop culture, and since it was not too far from the Atari Landfill, the “resting place” of the E.T. game, I had to invent a way to combine these two alien stories into one!

				Our idea: the E.T. game would hold subliminal clues to the Roswell crash, much like the then-popular novel “The Da Vinci Code” (2003) and the movie “National Treasure (2004).” There was already some truth to the idea as game designer Howard Scott Warshaw was known for hiding secrets in his games. So we just added our own layer of fiction to it. It was a complicated idea to 

			

		

	
		
			
				write. We had to invent a backstory for the UFO crash and several government conspiracies, then tie it all together with the history of the E.T. game.

				The Nerd would obviously be the protagonist, going on the adventure. That meant I had no choice but to star in my own film, which is much more difficult when you’re directing too. But Kevin and I became a writing/directing team, two creative equals, which helped out. What we came up with made perfect sense: the Nerd would have to face his worst fear, the E.T. game, which was his phobia, his kryptonite.

				The fans take an active role in the movie. They’re the ones requesting the Nerd to review the game. I think that’s a great thing. The fans helped create the idea for this movie. But my character, the Nerd, doesn’t want to review the game. He feels pressured. It’s his worst nightmare and he’s worried that if he reviews the game, it will make it more popular. Which actually happens in real life. Many times I’ve had retro game store owners tell me when I review a certain game, they’ll end up selling more of them. I tell people something is bad, and they go buy it! That’s some backward advertising. I found that funny.

				We also threw in a giant monster. Death Mwauthzyx! It was a character that Matei and I came up with in college, born from the same creative family tree as Shit Pickle, Monkey Cheez and Super Mecha Death Christ. We had a whole mythology about the character, how he is the source of all life in the universe, and that he just happens to be a total goofball. He could turn all existence into a bologna sandwich. There was something hilarious about it, that all meaning in life, everything above and beyond, just comes down to nothing but bologna, silliness.

				The idea of the monster destroying Las Vegas was something 

			

		

	
		
			
				that I thought was missing from the world of monster movies. You always had monsters destroying famous landmarks. But Las Vegas is the city that has all the landmarks in one place, such as the Statue of Liberty and the Eiffel Tower. This confused some people reading our script, thinking that the monster was traveling all around the world, but no, it was all Las Vegas. And it’s the city of sin, so it was like the monster was coming to punish them.

				Certain themes worked their way into the script, such as alienation, miscommunication and xenophobia (the fear or prejudice against foreigners). There was something profound about a video game that was misunderstood. From the Atari executives to the programmer to the gamers, there was a lack of communication, resulting in a game that confused people. Consumers rejected it because it was strange and foreign, just like our alien captive in the movie and real-life immigrants who, sadly, many people blame for all the country’s problems. I don’t know if it ever came across, but the message of the film, in its simplest way, as Kevin put it, is “love your neighbor.” It was probably too subliminal to notice. I mostly wanted to back off the politics and just make an entertaining movie.

				The most exciting moment was presenting the finished script to Howard Scott Warshaw. We had a large role planned for him, and I was extremely nervous that he’d turn it down. But fortunately, he agreed to be in it, though he was more comfortable with a smaller, more feasible role. It worked out even better than we originally conceived. His endorsement of the project was very important to us. I was so thrilled that he still enjoyed talking about the E.T. game and liked going along with the idea that it’s the “worst game,” even though it definitely isn’t.

			

		

	
		
			
				MOVIE FINANCING

				I was very anxious to get the movie started. It seemed like the years were going by so fast. Another year. Gone. Again and again. In 2011, I finally began prioritizing the movie. Kevin and I finished the storyboards and animatic, with images made in Photoshop and animated in Final Cut, to help communicate our vision to the potential cast and crew.

				It was impossible to keep making web videos while trying to work on the movie at the same time. I eventually made the decision to cut down the number of AVGN episodes while keeping tight-lipped about the movie. At a certain point, I had to let the cat out of the bag and announce that I was planning an AVGN movie, while making it perfectly clear that it would be a sci-fi/adventure film, with an actual plot and characters, and not a two-hour game review.

				The majority of fans were supportive and excited about the idea. But some people had no faith in it. From the very beginning, all they wanted was the same thing (the Nerd sitting on the couch, commenting on gameplay). But after 100 episodes, I gave them plenty of that. I wanted to get back to my roots and do what I’ve been practicing my whole life. Some said I would never complete the movie. It was a pipe dream. That negativity only fueled my ambitions even more. I wanted to show them I could do it.

				Truthfully, it was going to be hard to do. Very hard. I knew that, but still didn’t grasp the whole scope. This was going to take the effort of over 10,000 AVGN episodes combined! Our script was insane. Completely batshit crazy. It was theoretically impossible. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Usually, when you’re making an independent film, it’s advised that you make a drama. Or something without tons of locations and special effects. You stick to something down to earth and real. A simple story. But we didn’t want that. 

				We wanted to do the summer blockbuster equivalent of independent film. You’re supposed to leave that to Hollywood. Let them make the big epic movies. But we wanted to prove that you can TELL A STORY just as epic, without high-level special effects and a 200 million dollar budget! We wouldn’t even need a single million. Not even half a million. Although we knew it would cost SOMETHING. We needed a budget. A small budget. But still, a budget.

				Sean Keegan became our producer. He was there to take our creative dreams and turn them into reality. That was his job. To figure out how to make it happen. None of us had any idea how much something like this would cost, but he was there to figure it out. His responsibilities were huge. As the producer, he was managing the entire financial aspect of the movie. 

				The first plan was to find a business person, a studio executive, whatever, to give us funding. We went to some production companies and had some meetings. We mentioned we had a pre-established fanbase, a built-in audience who were already waiting eagerly to see the finished product. But unfortunately, those meetings never amounted to anything. Nobody was able to offer us any money. We could have probably kept trying for years, but I wanted to get the movie started, rather than delay it indefinitely.

				Sean suggested we fund the movie on the site IndieGoGo. In return for voluntary donations from fans, we would give them an exclusive Nerd video, autographed photos, a copy of the script, their names in the credits, etc. This way, we would still have our own 

			

		

	
		
			
				creative control of the movie, rather than have a major studio dictate what they want. I had no idea how much money we would raise. We all assumed that we could only raise a portion of the movie’s budget, and that the rest would still have to come from a major studio. But our expectations were exceeded.

				We watched it go up and up, until it landed at about $325,000 dollars. I almost had a heart attack. Of course it was good news, and tear-jerking to know so many people cared about seeing me fulfill my childhood dream of making a feature film. I knew the fans were dedicated, but this was unreal.

				I had no doubt in my mind that we could make the whole movie for that price, but I now felt a lot of pressure. People donated. NOW there was no turning back. I had a responsibility to live up to. We had to spend the money wisely and make the best film possible.

				From the very beginning, the money was being sucked away like a vacuum. I’ll break it all down. First, the money went to IndieGoGo, which took out a percentage (a very reasonable percentage). Then it got transferred to Paypal, which also took a percentage.

				Then it went into a bank account (specifically set up for the movie), where it was reported as income.

				Over 30 percent of that money went to taxes. We made the mistake of starting the fundraiser near the end of the year, which is when the majority of the money was raised. We didn’t begin production on the movie and start spending the money until after the new year. If all the money was raised and spent the same year, we could have claimed deductibles. But since we were being taxed on the previous year, a large portion of our donations went to federal and state tax. Many people are shocked to learn that. “What? You had to pay taxes?”

			

		

	
		
			
				The first thing we actually spent cash on was the autographed pictures to send to the donators. The cost of getting the headshots printed, then shipped to me (so I could sign them), then shipped to all the donators… I can hardly believe it myself, but those autographed headshots cost over $8,000. Plus all the taxes and fees mentioned above. This was all before we got to spend a single cent on the actual movie.

				By the time we began working on our actual budget, we had much less than we expected. Everybody assumed we had $325,000. We’d often approach people in Los Angeles to hire and hear they wanted more money. Because they thought we had more. Many people didn’t understand that $325,000 was the gross income. Not the net income. All they saw was that number on the IndieGoGo page. It was an impressive number, and it’s what the fans truly donated, but we didn’t get it all. Our budget shrunk.

				There was also a trust factor. Some people on the internet assume the worst of you. It’s the way it goes. They thought I’d pocket the money. I never actually even touched any of the money. It never passed through my personal finances. It went into a completely separate bank account for AVGN Movie LLC. And from there, the budget was handled by my producer. I made it perfectly clear to the public that I was fulfilling a creative desire to make a movie. What else would I spend it on? Cocaine? Hookers? I can’t imagine what 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				some people think.

				My personal finances were affected. My main source of personal income was making AVGN episodes. But while I was shooting the movie, I didn’t make a single episode for seven months. It was like putting my main job on halt. I also had to pay rent on an apartment in Los Angeles, while simultaneously paying a mortgage on my house back on the East Coast.

				Also, my personal taxes were raised. Because I was the owner of AVGN Movie LLC, it put me in a higher tax bracket personally, when it should have been treated as separate. So I had to pay extra tax, a higher percentage on my personal account! It depleted my personal savings! And even after that, after the movie budget was drained, I had to start investing my own money to get it finished.

				Eventually when the movie was finally finished, years later, it started earning income. It got divided up between everybody and I was finally able to recover my personal expenses. Until then, it was just a huge gamble, like holding my breath. If you count all the hours spent making the film, I probably made minimum wage. Imagine working a minimum wage job where you don’t get paid for years. In the meantime, you just have to survive.

				The purpose was NEVER to make a profit. That’s not what I cared about. I just wanted to make a movie. But I didn’t want to go broke either. And when you’re trying to make an independent film, that’s what usually happens. You risk everything.

			

		

	
		
			
				LEAVING HOME BASE

					Pre-production began in early 2012. It was nothing but question marks. Cast? Locations? Special effects? How do we turn this script into a reality? I mentioned before that it was shot in Los Angeles. That decision was a bit anti-Cinemassacre. I would have felt more comfortable doing it on my own turf. However, the previous year, it snowed on Halloween! And in general, it always rains. The weather on the East Coast sucks. It’s no wonder why everybody films in L.A.

				Also, a lot of the film takes place in the desert, which doesn’t exist on the East Coast. It would be too expensive to fly the cast and crew between two coasts and put them in hotels, so we decided the whole movie would be shot in L.A. Kevin and Sean were already living there, so it made sense.

				Meanwhile, Matei ran Cinemassacre.com while I was away. He had always helped behind the scenes, but this was the first time he was more directly involved in front of the camera, producing his own videos and maintaining any income for us all while I was away making the movie.

				I was nervous about going to L.A. I’d be out of my element for several months, far away from my home base at Cinemassacre. It meant taking my wife and cats away from our familiar comfort zone. Naturally, I had to take the family. My wife was supportive (it can’t be overstated how much she sacrificed to make this film happen) and as a master planner, found us an apartment (with a monthly lease) to stay at.

			

		

	
		
			
				We didn’t take a plane. We had to drive. For two reasons. 1) We couldn’t afford to rent a car for months. It made more sense to bring our own. 2) We didn’t want to leave our cats. Even if under someone else’s care, it would have been heartbreaking, especially for my wife, to not see them for that long. We didn’t want to take them on a plane. So the whole thing turned into a big family road trip, driving 3,000 miles across the country with two cats in the back of the car. Crazy.

				She made a nice luxury cage for the cats, big and spacious, with blankets, food at all times, and a little box to crawl in. They eventually got used to it and seemed to enjoy watching the scenery go by, but when the trip first started, they whined nonstop. It gave me a sinking feeling that this trip was a bad idea.

				After a week of being on the road and getting the cats in and out of hotel rooms, I was starting to realize the amount of trouble I would be putting myself and my family through to make a movie, learning the real meaning of personal sacrifice. It felt like I was on a roller coaster going up, up … up … up … and we were about to go down! The true craziness was about to begin.

				ARRIVING IN L.A.

				January 2012. The very moment I arrived at my L.A. apartment, Kevin and Sean helped me carry stuff up three flights of stairs and we started talking business immediately before I even had a chance to put my stuff down. There was no time to waste. Our target date to begin shooting was April 1 (no fooling). We had only 

			

		

	
		
			
				three months to hire our cast and crew, build our special effects and costumes, find locations, etc. I had no idea how we were going to pull it all off. 

				We sat down in the living space, which the cats were just getting accustomed to. We discussed our budget as the curious felines explored and leapt onto high countertops around us. We talked about location costs, permits, union costs, insurance, lawyers, special effects, generators for electricity, food/catering, portable bathrooms, camera gear, lighting/equipment rentals, prop rentals, transportation costs, vehicle rentals … We talked about this. We talked about that. A bunch of question marks, and we just prayed it would all come together.

				After I unpacked my computer, I realized how quickly those Macs can heat up a room. There was no central air in the building. We had only one A/C window unit that rattled louder than a chainsaw and didn’t cool at all. The apartment baked like an oven, and the internet barely worked. Imagine trying to organize a feature film when you can rarely check your email! Cell phone reception was spotty. If I needed to make a call, I had to run down to the first floor and step outside. And if Kevin would try to call me, sometimes I’d never know.

				Our car had an assigned parking spot, wedged between a fence and a pole. I shit you not, you had to practically drive the car sideways to get in there. We were downtown, right near the most touristy street in L.A. Not far from Grauman’s Chinese Theater. The street was always crowded with people. There was always some red carpet event and traffic was blocked. These minor inconveniences, I knew, were only warmups for the real stress of making the film. I knew things were going to get crazy.

				So I did myself a favor. I took a drive toward the Hollywood 

			

		

	
		
			
				Hills. I parked the car on the side of a dusty road and walked uphill. I followed the path as far as it would take me. I decided I’d get as close to the Hollywood sign as I legally could. It was a long, sunny, sweaty walk, but it made me feel good. The path led behind the sign, an angle I might have only seen in movies. (My wife joined me on my second and third visit).

				The view was amazing. As I stood behind the giant letter “H”, I could see the city of Los Angeles below. I felt powerful, as if physically climbing to the highest point meant I was ready to take on the city. To conquer it.

				I recalled my visit in 1995 as a teenager, when I first saw the Hollywood sign (only from a distance), riding in the backseat. I gazed out the window then, dreaming about making movies. The sign was distant physically and symbolically. Now, here I was, standing next to it, having come here with the sole purpose of turning those dreams into reality. To take on Hollywood.
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				LOCATION SCOUTING

				One of our first steps was finding the locations. Our script was difficult because almost every scene was in a different place. Usually with independent films, you want to re-use the same places as much as possible. But ours was literally “all over the place”. 

				Kevin and I would set up appointments with property owners and go visit. Every day, for weeks, we would drive around a 30-mile radius of L.A., stopping at various places, most of which either didn’t look right, had some logistical problem or were too expensive.

				Being a low-budget film, I thought we could get lower rates. But when you hear someone say “Tarantino was here last week,” or “J.J. Abrams uses that room,” it becomes clear this is the big boy’s playground. I learned that you can’t expect people to be sympathetic toward your little passion project. Business is business. This is the price of shooting in L.A.

				When I say “finding locations,” I also mean that literally. Many of these places didn’t have real addresses. We’d follow our GPS which would take us off-road onto a dirt trail. 
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				Or into a back alley, where we’d have to climb a fence. One time, a guy had to draw us a map in the sand, using sticks and stones. Wow. I thought that only happened in movies.

				One of the first places we found was an abandoned air traffic control tower to serve as the exterior of “Area 51.” It just so happened a wild dog lived in there and chased Kevin out. He was the only one to see it, claiming it was a chupacabra! I remember him yelling, “A beast, James! It was a beast!”

				For the interior of Area 51 and all the surveillance rooms, we needed a place with pipework, dials, switches, control boards … an ordinary boiler room could have worked. The first lead was a nightclub. They had a boiler room they said we could use. We stopped by and checked it out. It looked great. We asked how much. They said $8,000 a day. Oh well. See ya. That was pretty typical.

				We made contact with a health club that also claimed to have a boiler room. For $500 a day. Given our situation, that was a very reasonable price. It sounded too good to be true. When we arrived at the front desk and asked to see the boiler room, the staff had no idea where it was, or that it even existed. They had us wait around for somebody to help.

				Funny story. While we waited, we noticed a small recreation room. Just a TV, with a couch and some tables. The odd thing is that there were MANY “No food or drink” signs taped onto the TV, the couch, everywhere! You’d think one sign would have been enough, but they felt the need to put it on each individual piece of furniture. On top of that, there was a huge picture of Jesus Christ on the wall. It felt like he was watching you to make sure you did nothing bad. There was an awkward stillness in the air, with a sense of paranoia.

				Then the janitor came over. Perfect. He’d show us the boiler room, right? … “I don’t know about no boiler room,” he said as 

			

		

	
		
			
				he walked away, keys jangling. The guy with the keys! Even he couldn’t help us. 

				We were about to leave when a door opened, and out barged a large man, a mountain of muscle and ink, covered in tattoos. I mean every inch of his skin! From the top of his bald head to the end of each fingertip, all tattooed! Tattoos are fine with me, but damn! And this is where it gets crazy: He was spitting blood! He had his hand in his mouth, like he just got done piercing his tongue, or pulling a molar, or who knows what?! My first instinct was to run. I thought this guy wanted to kick our asses or something. But then he reached out to shake our hands with the same hand he just had in his bloody mouth, and said, “Hi fellows, can I help you?”

				“We just want to see the boiler room.” 

				“Absolutely. My pleasure. I’ll take you there.”

				He turned out to be the nicest guy in the whole place. He took us to the boiler room, unlocked it with his personal key and left us alone to check it out. It was the size of a closet! Full of steam, hot as an oven, pipes corroding and dripping liquid. Fuck! Impossible to shoot a movie there. In L.A., that’s what you get for $500 a day. Another failed mission.

				The next place we looked at was an abandoned asylum, said to be haunted. The property manager let us walk in all alone. So we wandered about, just Kevin and myself, exploring the dark hallways which just kept going on and on. Certain rooms were so dark, we had to use the light of our cell phones.

				There was something that looked like a dentist chair, incubators, and those morgue compartments where they put bodies. We entered rooms with padded walls, rotting away. There were toilets filled with rust or fossilized shit. We just kept going deeper into the basement, never to find an end. Eventually, we turned back. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It was a great location, but probably better suited for a horror film.

				We eventually settled on a bunch of different locations for the Area 51 interiors, but the main place was the Hyperion water treatment facility. It was perfect for science fiction. In fact, I’ve heard it was used in “Earth vs. the Flying Saucers (1956),” the very type of classic invader movie we were paying tribute to. It was a neverending maze of pipes and machinery, like something out of “Metroid (NES)” or “Aliens (1986).”

				It was a high security zone. I once got yelled at for using a bathroom. There were many awesome areas that we wanted to film but didn’t get a chance, either because of time constraints or because they were off-limits. One of the rooms we wanted required a $12,000 deposit because there was a red button. We were told, if pushed, it would shut off the entire water supply in L.A.! You’d think it would have a plastic box over it, or be protected somehow, but no, it was just there casually sticking out among a bunch of other buttons.

				There was a looming smell. A horrid stank that permeated the air all throughout the facility. It was none other than feces. Yes, we were in a shit factory. There was a pipe which read “waste activated 
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				Most of it was abandoned and unmaintained. Birds got trapped in one room, so it seemed, as the whole floor there was covered in bird skeletons and layers of white ash?… No. Bird shit. Inches thick. Like walking on the surface of the moon. 

				Since then, I’ve had occasional nightmares about being lost in the wet dripping electrical mazes of Hyperion.

				We needed a place for our green screen shots and set constructions like the interior of the spaceship. But in L.A., finding something affordable was very difficult. We didn’t need a fully functional professional movie studio. We just needed a warehouse. Anything. First we found a place that was used by a church. Seemed cool, but then they asked, “Is there any cursing in the movie?” 

				So that was out.

				Next, we went to a studio downtown, but it was hidden in some back alley. We asked pedestrians if they knew where it was. Upon hearing the name, they’d immediately turn away. Something was sketchy about this place. Really existed off the radar. We managed to find it and take a tour inside, and that’s when we realized it was a porn studio.

				Eventually, we found a useable studio. It didn’t have a green 
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				screen, but they were building a makeshift one with fabric. The bathrooms didn’t all work. One of the toilets had spiders crawling out of it. Another had an inch of water on the floor at all times. The ceiling leaked, putting our equipment in jeopardy. There were railroad tracks nearby, so recording sound was a gamble. Every time the train would come by, we had to stop and wait. It reminded me of my old neighborhood, filming my childhood movies. That familiar train noise came back to me, reminding me this is Cinemassacre.

				You wouldn’t believe one of the hardest places to find was a simple patch of sand for our fictional location of the Atari landfill. You could go mostly anywhere to find a desert, but the problem was that it had to be within the “L.A. Zone,” a 30-mile radius from the center of the city. If you shoot outside this zone, you need to give all cast and crew members hotel rooms to spend the night. Otherwise, it’s a safety risk. They’d have to drive home sleepy after shooting long hours and late nights. That would be very bad. So it’s a perfectly reasonable law. But within the L.A. zone, every piece of land is owned by somebody charging top dollar. I honestly don’t know which option would have been less expensive. Hotels or shooting within the zone.

				The place we ended up using was an abandoned mining property in Santa Clarita. It was on top of a hill, not far from the Soledad tunnel where many movies were shot, including my No. 1 favorite film “It’s a Mad Mad Mad Mad World (1963),” Spielberg’s first feature “Duel (1971),” and “Death Race 2000 (1975).” 

				On our first tour of the location, the property manager drove us up the hill in her jeep. It was so steep, I was worried we’d tip over. What happened next is one of those crazy moments where the fictional world of our movie somehow merged with reality. There happened to be some guys stealing scrap metal from some rusted, 

			

		

	
		
			
				abandoned machinery. Nothing important, you’d think. But she pulled up to them and started shouting, “You’re trespassing! Get the hell out of here!” They apologized. “Sorry, we thought it was abandoned.” They got into their vehicle and drove away. But she still wasn’t satisfied. 

				She told us, “Hold on tight,” and sped after them! There was no road. We were going over rocks, bumping all around. I don’t know what she intended. Did she plan to ram their vehicle over, drag them out and beat the shit out of them?! We’ll never know, because they got away. After that, she went back to casually talking business with us. But I couldn’t forget, we were just in a real car chase. Just like the scene in our own movie!

				HIRING, HIRING, HIRING

				Every actor in L.A. is part of the union, so we did it all by the book, working through SAG (the Screen Actors Guild) and playing by all the rules. We approached a casting agent to connect us with actors, but the guy thought our script was too ambitious and told us flat out it was impossible to pull off with our budget.

				So we found another agent named Lindsay who was fantastic! We had a great experience working with her. She got us access to headshots and resumes. She set us up with a bunch of auditions so I got to test out certain scenes, acting alongside other actors. This was the most fun time of the whole trip. It started to feel like the movie was coming to life.

				It was a long, tough decision choosing actors, but I am 

			

		

	
		
			
				infinitely happy with the ones we settled on. Sarah Glendening, Jeremy Suarez, Helena Barrett, Stephen Mendel, Time Winters, Bobby Reed, and so many others. Even actors who appeared in only one scene. I loved them all. They delivered amazing performances that exceeded our script. Whenever things were stressful, they lifted my spirits. These are the people that made coming to L.A. worth it. If I ever have the chance, I would cast them again anytime.

				I must also mention, before pre-production even started, we had some preliminary casting calls done by friends all around the country. I’ll never forget that. Casting the minor roles had a ton of help from April, Mary Scholz and Matt Manahan. I appreciated everyone who helped.

				We met with friend Bear McCreary to discuss composing our music. Even though it was early in the process, we already knew he was the right person for the job. We hired our costume designer Layne McGovern, our cinematographer Jason Brewer and our assistant director Brandon Amelotte. I loved all of them. We were assembling a great team.

				One of the big jobs was special effects. We wanted to do all practical effects. Most effects today are done in the computer, but it’s much more exciting when they actually exist in front of the 
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				We met a talented effects team, Josh Russell, his wife Sierra, Frank Balzer and David Woodruff. They were responsible for creating the Death Mwauthzyx costume, as well as the Alien, which required a puppet version, a stretchy version and an animatronic version. This team did an awesome job!

				Sets like the moon surface and UFO interior were created by Robin Brockway, our production designer. She, along with her team, also created the Las Vegas building miniatures that the monster destroyed (which were eventually filmed on the East Coast). She did an amazing job, especially considering the time constaints.

				Still, it was unavoidable that some effects had to be digital, 
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				so we hired Grover Richardson III as our Visual Effects supervisor and he spent every day on set with us. Whenever there was a shot that needed computer aid, he was there to share his advice on how to shoot it. He gave us a lot of confidence, but at the time, none of us had any idea how much post-production work there would be.

				RACING TO THE START LINE

				As shooting approached, the feeling of urgency got tense. Meanwhile, the legal clearances with Atari were reaching a dead end. For the past year, a dominant topic of conversation that wasted countless hours was how to get the rights to use the E.T. game. I would have thought it would be fair use, the same as any old Atari game that I’d review on the AVGN show. But the AVGN movie was different. Everything was proper and legal. Our lawyers said we should get permission, because we were making a feature film intended more for entertainment than education or critique. It’s not often that there’s a game review within a movie. Nobody’s ever done it that way, so it was a foggy, uncharted area. 

				Sean tried to reach out to Atari, and it became a big headache for several months. Atari changed ownership twice during our production! So Sean had to go through the whole process again. In the end, Atari was able to give us permission for everything we needed, the logo, the game cartridges, the console, controllers, etc. But the one thing they couldn’t grant permission for was the E.T. game, because they didn’t own it. Their own game? Apparently, back then, whenever they made a game based on a movie, the rights 

			

		

	
		
			
				would go back to the movie studio.

				So we reached out to the studio, and they gave us back a one sentence reply: “We don’t think Mr. Spielberg would be interested.” For a crappy old Atari game, we have to get in touch with Spielberg?! We weren’t even talking about the movie. Just the game. So we hit a dead end.

				It was days before shooting when we got the word. “We can’t use E.T.” I was devastated. I had already funded the film with the promise that the Nerd would finally be reviewing E.T. My most requested game. People have been asking me to review it for years! I didn’t want them to feel cheated, but there was no option left. So we changed the look of the game and called it “EeeTee.”

				Bad news was piling on. As tax season closed, I was told I needed to pay a higher than expected amount of taxes out of my personal savings because of the higher tax bracket caused by my totally separate account for the movie funds. I collapsed onto the sidewalk in front of Kevin’s house. “This movie is ruining my life!”

				Phone calls, emails, meetings. Questions. Questions. How many trucks to move our stuff? Where are we plugging in for electricity? Where’s our giant foil ball? Where’s the Nerd’s UFO? Will these things exist on the days we shoot? “Tech scouts.” “Page turns.” “Shot-trimming sessions.” Lists, lists, lists! It was like a thousand turds flying through a row of spinning fans. 

				We were just grinding our tires endlessly into the dirt. My wife was going crazy running errands: printing a hundred scripts, finding background actors, making sure everybody knew what to wear, calling the credit card company because the card was declined thanks to two people trying to charge it at the same time. All these things happened with zero notice. 

				So when making a film, no matter how enthusiastic you are 

			

		

	
		
			
				when you start it, there comes a time, when it becomes so stressful, it starts to affect you physically. Shaking, loss of appetite. I felt it all.

				Our last day before production started was a location scout at an amusement park. I hadn’t been to an amusement park in a long time. I had forgotten what it was like to be a kid. But that place reminded me. It gave me a moment of calm before the storm. As I watched the kids on the rides, I thought to myself, “Wow, that used to be fun.” But there was no going back to the past. Instead, I would be passing it on to a new child someday.

				My wife’s dream was always to have children, but she had to postpone her dreams because of mine. I was very sad about that. I originally found the idea of children terrifying. It seemed like a ton of stress and responsibility. But nothing could be more stressful than making the movie, right? (I thought at the time)

				So, for the first time, standing right there, gazing at the ferris wheel, with colored lights going blurry through my tears, I thought to myself, “I can be a father.” I actually WANTED kids. And then I could take them to amusement parks like this. But first, I’d get this feature film done. And that was my motivation. 

				Let’s do this!
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				FILMING BEGINS

				Principal photography (everything that was shot in L.A. with the main cast and crew) took place over 28 days, spread over April and the first half of May in 2012. It was a surreal experience from the very start.

				On Day 1, at the very first moment, Sean drove onto set in the Nerd van. This was my first time seeing it! I saw the giant sticker of my face on the side and couldn’t help but laugh. Sean was blasting the AVGN theme song from the van’s speakers. Everybody rushed over to celebrate! We were about to start filming!

				I was surrounded by nearly 50 people. Our first shot was pulling a game cartridge out a window by a string. Sean commented how funny it was that I could have done that same shot all by myself at home. But I was impressed by the size of the crew. There were people everywhere carrying equipment, holding light-reflecting boards, and laying down dolly tracks for the camera to glide on. It felt like I was finally making a REAL movie.
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				It didn’t take long for things to get stressful. The main issue was time. Most locations we could only afford for one day. That meant if we didn’t get all our shots, the day was lost because tomorrow we’d have another location reserved.

				We couldn’t shoot more than 12 hours a day. This was mostly due to union laws and overtime pay. Also, the Screen Actors Guild does not allow the cast to return to set until another 12 hours have passed. So if we finished at 10 p.m., nobody could come back till 10 a.m. the next day. One screwup would ruin the rest of our schedule.

				At first, 12 hours per day seemed like plenty of time, but it’s amazing how fast time goes. In the morning, you load the equipment, actors get dressed, you set up the lights, there’s makeup, you shoot a few shots, then it’s lunchtime (a mandatory hour), then you shoot a few more shots, and next thing, it’s getting dark. 

				Then you gotta take down all the equipment, get everything packed away, and get off the location before you’re slapped with an overtime bill. With so much equipment, and so many people on set, it moved much slower than any of my previous films. For me, it confirmed my belief that smaller is better. In no way is that meant to 
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				discredit my crew. The crew was excellent.

				No matter how fast we tried to work, problems kept coming up, robbing us of precious hours each day. Typical issues were equipment failures, special effects failures, communication failures, location disputes and natural forces.

				Equipment failures: All our electricity was plugged into a generator, which would often shut down unexpectedly. Also the van hardly worked. You couldn’t tell if you were in drive or reverse. It broke down a lot. Driving up those steep rocky hills, I thought it would never make it. The portable bathrooms routinely would get delivered late or we couldn’t get them unlocked, so at every new location, you were trying to find a new place to piss and shit.

				Special effects failures: Any simple idea took much longer than expected. We had two scenes involving sliding doors, made of foam sheets. There were crew members moving the sheets back and forth, but they always wiggled or closed at the wrong speed. The animatronic alien was great, but the batteries always died. It would be talking to me when all of a sudden its eyes would roll back and its jaw drop. “Time to charge the battery again!”

				The tank chair that the General rides in was hilarious. The 
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				idea was that he blew his legs off, so he moves around with tank treads. But there was no feasible way to move the thing. Stephen had to push with his legs, like Fred Flintstone, but it wasn’t enough. We also had two ropes attached. One to help pull, and the other to make the treads move. 

				We knew we’d have to remove the ropes digitally, as well as the poles on Death Mwauthzyx and the alien, so each day had a growing digital effects shot list. Whenever we’d run out of time to get something done right, we’d yell, “Fix it in post!”

				Communication failures: With a large crew, it can sometimes be hard to get the same message across for everyone to hear all at once. A large part of directing is RE-directing. Spreading the word. During the vehicle chase scene, we set up a pile of boxes. The Nerd’s van would drive through them. A crew member wasn’t aware of this, and put rocks in the boxes, to keep them from blowing in the wind. While it was a nice thought, it would have caused unecessary damage to the vehicles when hit. So you gotta make sure everybody hears the same message. 
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				Location issues: The locations we paid for were all secured, but if we took one step in the wrong direction, we sometimes faced angry neighbors. Step over the line, they call the cops. That was the threat.

				Even the locations we paid for, there were a few instances, where somebody, like a higher boss, would hover, or appear at the last minute to kick us out or demand more money. It made me feel paranoid. My nerves were racing every day, wondering who was going to come to shut down our production.

				One time, we had a police helicopter come out of nowhere and shine a spotlight down on us! Nothing happened, and they might have just been playing around, but it scared the hell out of me.

				Natural forces: The inevitable. I came to California to avoid the rain. And what happened? It rained, during the worst possible dates. We had a week scheduled in the desert to shoot our biggest scenes, involving a crowd of fans, an army tank and Howard Scott Warshaw. All that had to be rescheduled. And the location was flooded, so we had to wait additional weeks. After that, the hot weather was ramping up. From the beginning, I was hellbent on shooting the desert scenes early to avoid the heat. But it ended up getting pushed toward the end of our schedule, and we suffered the wrath of the sun.
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				NON-DELIVERY

				One of my biggest purposes of writing this book is meant to air all the pitfalls I experienced in filmmaking, in the hopes that it may be useful to others. Like a cautionary tale. Mickey, the trainer in “Rocky” (1976) said it best. “I wanna make sure all this shit that happened to me doesn’t happen to you.”

				That’s why I can’t ignore this one horror story we had that boiled down to one temperamental individual. He was in charge of delivering a list of items such as certain props and decorations. But he failed to deliver, sank a large portion of our budget, didn’t follow directions, rejected criticism, and reacted with hostility and violence towards members of the crew.

				To be clear, I do not hold a grudge against him. It’s not in my character to even identify him. In the past decade, I imagine he’s moved on from it all and learned a lot. I wish the best for him. 

				When we first met him, I really liked him. I thought he was going to be great. Nobody could have ever predicted anything would go wrong, especially when all the other props and visuals created by the rest of our team were excellent. He was highly confident, gave us a great pitch, and we trusted him with a lot of money. 

				Our contract with him listed all the items he was to deliver, for X amount of $$$. He was responsible to use the budget we paid him for all materials, workers and expenses. Most of these items were never delivered or were unusable, yet we suffered the costs, plus additional costs. His jobs had to be completed by others who were more qualified. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Early on, it became apparent that he wanted to do things his own way. One example, he was in charge (initially) of supplying the alien head that crashes through the Nerd’s window during the dream scene. It was a very specific idea, based on nightmares I had as a child of E.T. We gave him creative directions, saying it needed to look kind of like E.T. But he just wanted to buy a cheap generic alien mask and stick it on a pole. Anytime you tried to tell him what you wanted, he would change the subject and dismiss it. Luckily, the alien head eventually got created by someone else who did a great job.

				Even ordinary store items failed to arrive on set. During the vehicle chase, he was responsible for bringing fruit that the vehicles would smash through. But he insisted on ping pong balls, and somebody else had to get the fruit last minute. 

				He also failed to buy boxes that the van would hit. So he used old ones that came from me. Earlier, I had used those boxes to carry to him some video game peripherals and various materials to potentially use for the film. I was stunned to see those same boxes arrive on set. They were various sizes, not ideal for stacking. They were sloppily covered in old shipping labels, with my home address on them. For the amount we paid him, it’s astounding that he couldn’t buy fresh new boxes, not even supply enough for a second take. 
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				Another crew member had to run to the store and get some.

				He was responsible for printing the “EeeTee 2” cardboard cutout (which someone else had designed). It arrived on set much smaller than intended, was faded, and had a crease running through it. It looked embarrassing. But we had no choice but to film it and fix it digitally, in the years that followed.

				He was also supposed to print fake game posters, to put on the walls of the Nerd’s bedroom. In hindsight, the Nerd’s bedroom should have been filmed at home, rather than L.A. But here we were, about to film, and the walls were completely bare. So again, we had to add the posters digitally!

				These were just a few examples. I could go on and on. There was a game store sign which had to be digitally replaced, name 
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				badges that were printed wrong, a computer monitor that didn’t show up, various signs, headphones, a record player, a parachute, shovels, radar equipment, a roulette wheel, a sheet of glass, cardboard robots that were lost and had to be reconstructed, the list goes on and on.

				But one item that sticks out was the fake UFO that the Nerd uses to sail down the mountain slope. Originally, it was one of his contracted deliverables, already paid for by us. It was his responsibility to use that budget and hire an artist to build the UFO. In hindsight, we should have communicated with this artist directly, rather than having the middle man. Well he never paid this artist, so the artist never began construction and left. The real stinger is that he blamed us for the lack of money. We have the email proof, in which he told the artist “The producers could not come up with the money.” So on top of burning our budget, he was also burning bridges and spreading lies about us.

				We always had to dump additional money to correct his failures. He didn’t secure a truck for loading. That cost us $300. He refused to remove trash from one of the properties, leading to a $100 fee. Not securing decking and platforms for one of our sets cost us $1,035. Printing costs he failed to reimburse to volunteers cost us $255. He was originally going to decorate our control room scene, but we ended up having to rent a whole new location for $2,000 for one day. In L.A. alone, it was estimated he cost us an additional $15,000 on top of the huge sum he was already paid. And if you count the next couple years of pickup shots and post-production, it kept adding up, and the costs were immeasurable. 

				The crazy thing is that he thought we owed him, and presented us with an invoice for things he wanted reimbursed, which in fact were all contracted items he was responsible for. From the beginning, it always seemed he wanted more money out of us. He 

			

		

	
		
			
				to realize this was not a huge Hollywood level production. 

				The worst part was his attitude on set. He was always yelling at members of the crew, and venting his frustrations daily. I have no doubt he was stressed out, but did he ever give any thought to the stress Kevin, Sean and I were under? I’m the person who had to take the most responsibility for the final outcome of the movie. The fans donated money! He was paid. And he was blowing it away.

				Typically, I didn’t have to interact with him that much. Whenever I did, I would treat him nicely with respect. But even if you had to voice a concern and were as gentle and delicate as possible, he would get sensitive and snap back. He was single-handedly our biggest source of stress on the production, and through him, I saw my creative vision crumbling.

				It was salvaged by the rest of the crew and especially the volunteers who helped out. They were the true warriors behind-the-scenes. Many of them unfortunately had bad experiences with this individual. They’ve told us privately that he treated them very poorly. Everyone on the set unanimously agreed that he was a problem and had to be let go.

				Halfway into production, we knew we needed to fire him, but it wasn’t that simple. He had our money. He had our props, whatever little of those existed. In the long run, it didn’t matter as much, as most of these props failed to meet specifications anyway. But at the time, we thought we needed those props and were afraid he would hold them for ransom. So we were panicking and embarked on a mission to find somebody as a replacement to create new props, or to finish his list.

				This begins one of those crazy, funny stories that you just can’t make up. So we had a rare day off which could have been used for resting or preparation for the next day’s shooting. But instead, 

			

		

	
		
			
				we were looking for his replacement, a guy we heard about, who was “in the business” for a long time. Hopefully he would help with the props for a fair price. We were told he was experienced and qualified.

				So we drove down some lonely dirt trail to his ranch. Just like when the Nerd meets Zandor. Again, it felt like we were living our own film.

				We sat down and told him of our troubled situation, that most of our budget was gone and we didn’t have much to offer him. He told us to do another fundraiser, to “grease the wheels” on my fans, or something of that nature. It made me very uncomfortable. It felt like he wanted to take advantage of my fanbase, a notion I was getting sick of.

				But he also had a solution to get our props back. You wouldn’t believe what he said. In a stern voice … “I’m going to make friends with him. I’ll get him to trust me. I’ll ask him to show me the props. Then, I’ll grab him and lock him in the back of my van. Then you guys run in and take your stuff.” 

				What the fuck.

				All of us went silent. 

				I felt my nerves kick in. Heart pounding, dizzy. 

				“Are you sure?”

				“Trust me. This is how we do these things.” 

				“But he’ll call the police.”

				“No he won’t. While he’s in the van, my boy Tiny will talk to him. And trust me. He’s NOT tiny.” 

				The guy was talking like a fucking gangster! And meanwhile, his wife was casually washing dishes in the kitchen, like it was just a normal day!

				I felt like we almost joined some kind of mafia organization. 

			

		

	
		
			
				All I wanted to do was MAKE A MOVIE. How did things get so bad that we were talking about kidnapping someone? 

				Needless to say, we didn’t take his offer, nor hire him in any way. We just said goodbye, and never called back. Man, Hollywood has some crazy people.

				Back on set, our problems with the individual reached a breaking point. We were filming a fake Mount Fuji which called for a missile to hit the mountain. Then Death Mwauthzyx would rise out of the smoke. 

				He built the mountain from mulch and topsoil. At first it seemed okay, but he also added a layer of hazardous powder, for snow. An air pump was used to create the explosion effect when the missile hits. The powder flew everywhere and made a cloud. I don’t know exactly what this powder was, but it must have been some kind of cement. If you inhaled it, the moisture inside your lungs would cause it to harden. We were potentially being exposed to a material that could have killed us!

				At the same time, there was a small pond in front of the mountain that he made which started to leak. The water was running across the floor toward our power supply! It was an electrical hub, with wires connected to all our equipment in the whole studio. If the water hit that, best case, it would shut down all our power. Worst case, someone could’ve been electrocuted!

				Meanwhile, we were told the fire marshal was on the way for 
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				a routine check. Of all days! Had he seen that mess, he would have stopped the entire production. A crew member asked the individual to stop the leak. Being flustered as always, he refused. When asked again, he stepped right up to the crew member, face to face, and raised his fist!

				I saw the whole thing. There he was, in front of several witnesses, screaming and threatening to punch our crew member! Soon Kevin and Sean came over to break things up. This individual would say he was “bullied” and “provoked”, though it was just a request for common sense safety on our set. There was no excuse for violence. He was the first and only one to raise a fist. 

				The individual was fired on the spot (and later sent an official termination letter). Gone. As he left the building, everyone applauded. What a relief. After that, we could focus on the regular stress of making a movie, without that great weight on top of us. The rest of the crew felt like family.

				A positive note. A faithful volunteer later wrote to me with the kindest most eloquent words. This says it best. “Although he left the production with an explosion of awful, I saw a change in him, as he realized the project was a labor of love, supported by fans. At first, he did not understand that some people in the world might make films because they are truly artists, and not because they are seeking money or whatever. I saw a shift in his attitude, from not caring about anything, to actually being happy about being part of something very magical, heartfelt and special. I think you taught him a great deal about life, and hopefully he will remember the goodness you shared with him, and bring it with him in his projects in the future.”

				I sincerely hope he has.

			

		

	
		
			
				TIME RUNS OUT

				Moving forward, the vibe was much more friendly and positive. Everyone was working together to get our shots. The stress level was still high due to the constrained schedule, especially when we reached the part I dreaded the most, the “desert scenes” in Santa Clarita on top of the Soledad Canyon. As expected, the heat was so intense it felt like razor blades on your skin. There were heavy gusts of wind that blew sand in your face and ripped tent poles out of the ground. I think my camera still has some sand in it.

				When Howard Scott Warshaw arrived. Wonderful guy! The experience was magical. Especially when he gave the Nerd a motivational speech. It came at a time when I felt I needed it myself. And the fans in the crowd got to witness it. The Nerd and Warshaw, together!

				Since the fans played “extras”, they weren’t given the script and had no expectations. They were hearing it all fresh for the first time. So when I exchanged dialogue with Jeremy like, “Do you know where Area 51 is?” — “Between Area 50 and 52?” — they 
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				all burst out laughing! It gave me validation that the movie was funny and allowed me to experience the rare satisfaction of instant feedback that usually only actors in live theater know.

				It’s amazing to me that all this magic happened on top of a deserted mountain cliff, barely reachable by vehicles. Fans parked at the bottom and we brought them up in busloads. To them, this must have been an epic journey to see the Nerd. None of them complained about the heat. None were paid. They all came because they wanted to, and I’m so glad they shared some of that experience with me. They all chanted, “Nerd! Nerd! Nerd! Nerd!” without us even asking them to.

				Directors don’t usually communicate with background extras. We had a production assistant who kept them in a separate place, so I wasn’t encouraged to interact with them, but I didn’t like that. I had to break this boundary and thank them. 

				I walked over and shook their hands, one by one. They each got a word in, saying, “Good luck with the film,” and “Thanks for all you do!” It filled me with a happy warmth, unlike the overbearing warmth of the hot sun.

				Then a shadow came across the land. The sun was setting behind a mountain, and you could see the shadow line moving, creeping up on us. That was our physical deadline approaching. We’d move the equipment over and move the whole shot placement. And before you knew it, everything was dark. And the day was gone.

				With only one more day left on the location, we had to race fast! By this point, stress and exhaustion was setting in, for everybody.

				As time ran out, we lost plenty of shots, including the entire E.T. review (which ended up being done later on the East Coast in front of a black screen). We compromised again and again, shooting 

			

		

	
		
			
				late past 3 a.m., adding overtime pay for the whole cast and crew. I remember the look on Sean’s face as he said to us, “Our budget … it’s gone.”

				Days after we left the location, the intense heat and dryness caused a fire! The entire mountain went up in flames! Between the floods and the fires, we just barely got in and out of that place. No matter how many shots were missing, I vowed never to return to Soledad.

				There was one last location with the main cast and crew. It was the Area 51 control room. We had only one day at this electric generating station to get all of our shots, and I spent the whole day, as the Nerd, tied up in a chair, unable to direct. This is why it helped having two directors. Kevin and I had a pretty clear idea of how to shoot the scene. It was mostly dialogue, so we just needed a master angle, some closeups and some over-the-shoulder shots. We were optimistic, wanting to wrap L.A. on a high note, but it somehow fell apart.

				Half the day was unexpectedly sacrificed thanks to two effects shots that we tried to knock out first, thinking it would help 
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				if they were out of the way. First, we shot the Nerd being rescued by the alien, who pulls me out of the chair. A professional stunt team came to rig me in a harness, pulled by wires. They had to build a big metal arch above me. The whole thing took hours, and thousands of dollars just for one shot.

				Next, we shot the General’s arm getting chopped off in a door. First, we couldn’t get the tank chair to go through the doorway without bumping into the set and getting stuck. Then, we couldn’t get the doors to close right. 

				Then, we had to shoot the fake arm and blood. So many hours went down the drain. Before we knew it, the day was over and we had to get out. So we raced through ALL our dialogue. Several pages in only a quick flash.

				And then … we jumped our 180 degree line. That’s a simple rule in film, where you maintain the same left/right relation between characters and objects. This way, in closeups, you can tell who or what the characters are looking at. 

				But with the tank chair moving all around the place, we got confused and nobody knew which direction the Nerd was supposed to be looking. Every person on the set had a different opinion. Everybody was shouting things until the room was so loud, you couldn’t even hear a single voice. I could see Kevin’s face. Sad. Disappointed. He looked to me and said, “Sorry, man.” We shared the same feeling. 

				During all this, I was tied to the chair, helpless. I was so emotionally defeated, I couldn’t even say my lines. We had no time for anything more than one take, but I couldn’t even get a word out.

				Then Stephen (the General) stepped over to me, with a look of sympathy, and said, “You know I was Splinter on ‘Ninja Turtles: The Next Mutation’?” I knew that, but hearing him spontaneously 

			

		

	
		
			
				say it awakened that fanboy “nerd” in me. As Stephen coached me, I imagined Splinter saying, “You must be strong, my son.”

				And with that, I found the strength to get through my dialogue. If I stumbled a bit, if I looked tired, if my eyes were red and teary, it all worked perfectly, because that’s EXACTLY how the Nerd should have felt in that moment. It was my best performance of the whole film because it was 100 percent real.

				“That’s a wrap.” Everybody cheered! But I knew it was far from a wrap. We missed so many shots. Everything from minor 
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				cutaway shots to special effects sequences that got dropped or postponed. I knew these would eventually have to be completed back home on the East Coast. It was a bittersweet finale. 

				We had a wrap party, with many hugs and tears. The cast and crew signed a Mr. Bucket toy for me with nice messages written all over it. It was like a yearbook on the last day of school. I realized how much I was going to miss these people.

				Even though there was still a lot of work ahead, I would at least have a little break to stop and think about the amazing things we accomplished. We filmed car chases and fight scenes with real stunt coordinators, shot an animatronic alien and Hollywood locations, and I overcame some of my personal phobias like driving across the whole country, being trapped in a claustrophobic house of mirrors and subjecting myself and my whole crew to the extreme desert heat. It was a true adventure and I was proud to make it through. What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger!
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				Chapter VI

				FATHERHOOD, 

				FINISHING THE FILM, 

				AND FUTURE
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				HOME AGAIN

				April and I missed our home so badly. The five-day drive back across the country was emotional. Along the way, I filmed the scenery going by, mainly the New Mexico desert which we used in the film.

				When we got home it was a happy day! We let the cats in and they roamed freely, recognizing the familiar smells. I was glad to have my normal life back, and no longer wanted my moviemaking to consume it. I was a changed man.

				Days later, the moving pod arrived with our belongings, plus all the props and costumes we inherited. Seeing the aftermath, all the evidence of L.A., was like waking up with a hangover after a hazy night of partying. What happened? What did we do? It took a week just to organize everything. I had to find places to store the props, filling my attic, my shed, every nook in my basement and a public storage unit. All this clutter would be my reminder for the next couple years that I had a movie to finish.

				I had other obligations, though. There hadn’t been an AVGN episode in seven months, so it was about time. I returned with “Schwarzenegger Games (2012),” declaring “I’m back.” I was glad to resume my normal groove, but the more I worked on web videos, the more the burden of the movie grew. It was like a boiling pot unattended. I knew it would take a while, so I set a goal to make a trailer first, just to confirm the movie was happening.

				Meanwhile, a much larger responsibility was on the horizon. For years, April and I had discussed having a child. A hypothetical 

			

		

	
		
			
				human life we already thought of with love and devotion. 

				I was afraid something could go wrong. Some possible medical issue. But April calculated every possible detail about this kid, from preparing her bedroom to her pregnancy schedule and ideal birth date. Seeing her plan this out so carefully was like watching myself go through pre-production on the film. This was HER dream, constantly being postponed because of mine. Though I was terrified, and aware it would double or triple the stress of trying to finish the movie, the fact was, she had waited long enough. She’d been patient. She’d given me several ultimatums. So it was time. And it was obviously, in the long term, the best thing she ever talked me into.

				And so, in the summer of 2012, this child was no longer hypothetical. The child was real, growing inside of her. At first, it seemed unbelievable. But as things progressed, it was confirmed again and again. Soon, the ultrasound showed a fully recognizable baby kicking its legs around. It’s alive!

				I premiered the three-minute movie trailer to a live audience at the Colonial Theater in Phoenixville, P.A., where “The Blob (1958)” was filmed. April helped set up and organize the event. I was real happy with how the trailer came out, and I think it accurately represented the film. The crowd was enthusiastic and during the Q&A session, I stood on the stage and announced to everybody the big news. “I’m going to be a dad.” Everybody went nuts!! Having their support for both my professional and personal endeavors gave me the strength to move forward.

				With the clock ticking to the birth of my child, I had to make as much progress on the movie as possible. I knew after the birth, it would be very difficult. We found editors and gave them all the footage that existed thus far. The goal was for them to make a basic 

			

		

	
		
			
				rough edit. All the audio was recorded separately so they had to sync it first.

				Then we started watching the rough scenes to see how many shots were missing. We’d make a huge list of “pickup shots.” Usually it would be a simple cutaway, like a close-up of a beer bottle being taken out of a fridge. Shots that didn’t require the main actors. These pickup shots continued throughout the rest of 2012 and 2013. The list included the Nerd’s basement scenes, driving shots, countless green screen shots of the Nerd or other extras, the prairie dog puppet, the Atari warehouse flashbacks, the Christmas flashback with the Young Nerd and Lloyd Kaufman’s cameo. 

				Any single one of these shots could have taken an entire day counting travel. And some of them you only see in the film for a few seconds.

				I went to my mom’s house to film the E.T. games being dumped into a dirt hole (the landfill) and being lifted out on strings. My mom had to pull the strings. Like the old days. I also shot a cameo of my childhood friends John D., Mike D. and Joe M. playing the E.T. game. 

				It was my final time filming at my childhood home. My mom sold the house. The very last thing I shot there was a quick cutaway 
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				of the street lamp turning on. It was fitting that the biggest project of my life would provide closure to my old stomping grounds.

				THE MONSTER SHOOT

				Early 2013. The baby was due soon. Time was running out. We still needed to shoot our most daunting scenes, the monster (Death Mwauthzyx) attacking Las Vegas. Something that seemed like such a fun idea in the beginning was becoming a burden.

				We needed someone to build all those Las Vegas landmarks to our specifications.

				They all needed to match the real stock backgrounds, and they needed to break and crumble when the monster attacks. It was a tall order, and we had even less money to spend now. Luckily there was a small bit of cash leftover from the L.A. production, thanks to a deposit that was returned, but moving forward, I was putting my own money into it.

				We flew Robin Brockway to the East Coast, once again on short notice, this time for a few weeks in freezing late winter. She would have to resource all the materials here. Scotty, Chris H., Jon and Cassie were also available and worked together around the clock. Kevin and our cinematographer Jason flew over, too. We were all here to complete our vow, to finish what we started.

				Having a place to shoot was the final piece of the puzzle. A guy who I never met before named David offered his workshop space for free, and he became a good friend. I could feel positive energy around. Everybody was trying to help.

			

		

	
		
			
				It was now the one-year anniversary of the start of our shoot in L.A. It was hard to believe. My emotions caught up with me. On the night before the big monster shoot began, I stood in the warehouse all by myself to mentally prepare. It was like the scene in “Rocky (1976),” where he goes to the Spectrum the night before the big fight, alone in his thoughts. I was staring at the green screen, thinking of the blank canvas where anything could happen. Would we fail? Would we succeed? All I knew was we’d give it our best shot.

				The shoot began! In addition to the monster scenes, we also got pickup shots of the Nerd parachuting from the plane and the final E.T. review. It was a strange feeling to be completing a scene that we began a year ago, 3,000 miles away. From the fierce heat of the Santa Clarita desert to a frigid cold warehouse in Pennsylvania. When I saw myself on the monitor, I realized how closely we recreated the scene. It matched identically. I was mentally transported back to that horrible desert night when everything was going wrong. But now, we were fixing it. It was therapeutic.

				Onto the monster stuff! One by one, we set up the buildings, 
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				touched up at the last possible minute. They looked amazing! Especially the Paris Casino (Eiffel Tower) which was an almost perfect replica. We were so relieved to see someone take our idea and give it the care and attention it deserved.

				Robin had truly saved our film. The buildings looked so good, we felt bad we had to destroy them. We were nervous, because we could only get one take. Once they were broken, that would be it. Each shot filled us with suspense. But as soon as one was destroyed, it was a release of tension! We’d all shout and cheer!

				Each time, we’d play back the footage on the monitor, and everybody gathered around in amazement. The way the buildings shattered and crumbled was more spectacular than I imagined. Everything felt right. It was Cinemassacre style!

				The whole team felt like a family. It was … fun? I somehow forgot that was the whole reason I started making movies in the first place. I didn’t even realize I was fulfilling a childhood dream until it hit me in the moment. It came at a perfect time, reminding me once again what it was like being a kid, just before I was about to raise one of my own. This monster shoot was the last crazy thing I ever did, before becoming a Dad.
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				FIRST DAUGHTER’S BIRTH

				Spring of 2013. During the last weeks of her pregnancy, April was helping me with the film shoot by making food for the crew and even driving a U-Haul to transport items. It seemed she was doing fine, carrying on as normal, but still not overworking herself or doing anything risky. She did everything by the book. She kept a very strict diet. Didn’t have a single drop of coffee or alcohol for the entire nine months. She did everything in her power to make it perfect for our upcoming child, our little girl.

				On the night she went into labor, we got to the delivery room and April pushed for hours. I’d consider my wife pretty tough, tolerating the pain of tattoos, piercings, stitches and a broken nose before. But the pain of childbirth must be a whole other story, even after an epidural. Nobody says it’s easy, but things took a scary turn.

				Into the morning hours, the nurses just kept telling her to push, but no progress was happening. Instead, the unborn baby’s heart rate levels elevated. Soon after, they said the baby passed meconium, meaning she took her first shit inside the womb. That’s bad. If she got it in her lungs, it could’ve killed her.

				The doctor came in saying, “We have to get this baby out.” It was panic! All hands on deck! He used a vacuum to try and suck the baby out, which seemed more like something used for an abortion! Not a birth. But we had to trust that the doctor knew what he was doing. Well, it didn’t work.

				Next, he called for the forceps, the dreaded metal tongues. So I jumped in and said, “No.” Early in the pregnancy, April was 

			

		

	
		
			
				already concerned about the possible use of forceps, since she knew someone who had permanent brain damage because of them. She even brought it up to the doctors way in advance. She was assured that forceps are rarely used. What were the chances? But of course! It happened.

				The only other option was a last minute C-section which the doctor said would be just as traumatic. With these few precious seconds to spare and the life of our child at stake, we let him use the forceps. “Promise she’ll be okay,” April wept. “I promise,” he said. So he went in, yanked and pulled. April was crying and so helpless. I looked to her and said, “I’m so sorry.”

				Next thing, he got out a sharp tool, and without any warning, sliced April open. You know where. Blood sprayed everywhere. I do not exaggerate. It sprayed, like a fountain. And it was as red as red can be. Tom Savini “Dawn of the Dead (1978)” color, contrasting sharply against the white room. Everything went bright. I got dizzy and fell into a chair. Here I was at such an important moment, passing out and barely able to witness it. “Stay with it,” I kept telling myself. “Stay with it. Stay with it.”

				Then I saw our baby violently dragged out. All those months of love and care, yet this is how she enters the world, with sheer force. She came out limp and motionless.

				Then I heard April ask, “Why isn’t she crying?” For a moment, I was pretty sure they killed her. Images of her bedroom flashed in my mind. I could see her empty crib, so delicately prepared by April. I could hear the lullaby music. What would we do now?

				The room filled up with countless doctors, nurses, specialists and students. They rushed the baby to a table, and all of a sudden she screamed out and vomited an Exorcist-style projectile of meconium! Never in my life was I so happy to see someone puke shit.

			

		

	
		
			
				I gave April a reassuring look. “She’s okay!” They weighed her at almost 11 pounds, even though she was estimated at only 9 shortly before the birth. Their failure at predicting it must have been what caused her to get stuck on the way out.

				As the doctor began stitching my wife up, the nurses let me cut the baby’s umbilical cord and hold her. She was impressive. A beautiful baby, but with a red swollen suction mark on her head. I looked upon her sleepy face with a rush of complex emotions, knowing my life would be changed forever, and hoping this terrible birth experience would never affect her.

				Then one of the nurses said, “We’re going to have to pay attention to that arm.” Her right arm was not moving. And that’s when we realized this experience was just the beginning. April must have fantasized about the birth more than I can imagine. It was her dream. Now that dream was taking on aspects of a nightmare. And I thought the movie was stressful. That was nothing.

				Nobody could tell us why her arm wasn’t moving. They knew nothing. All we could do was wait, worry and guess at the worst possible outcomes. What did we do wrong? Why did we deserve this? A mixture of emotions including fear and anger flooded our senses, bringing us down to total defeat.

				From the beginning, I was terrified to have a child, worried over any possible disasters. April kept telling me I saw too many movies, but what do you know? My paranoia was validated, and now she was just as terrified.

				April lost a great deal of blood and was incredibly weak. After she had been lying in the hospital bed for about 24 hours, they attempted to let her walk to the bathroom to wash herself (still on the catheter), but she almost passed out. They used smelling salts and wheeled her back to the bed.

			

		

	
		
			
				On the second day, the doctor came in to remove the catheter along with five feet of blood-soaked gauze. Now without the catheter, she was forced to walk to the bathroom all by herself. After many failed attempts at breastfeeding our daughter, her eyes rolled back and her skin went chalk white. Her hemoglobin level was down to six, which meant she needed a blood transfusion. They gave her two units of blood through an IV, and later that night, she was discharged.

				It was supposed to be a happy moment, coming home as a family. But after sleeping for only a couple hours, she woke up. Her entire left side was numb from the muscular trauma of pushing.

				So she went back to the emergency room. We had to postpone the baby’s first pediatrician appointment because April was back in the hospital getting EKGs and CAT scans. They had to take a scan of her chest, which required her to be injected with radiation. Now she was radioactive and couldn’t breastfeed, or even go near the baby, for 48 hours! On top of that, she had a bacterial infection that required three different antibiotics.

				She had to stay overnight at the hospital for observation while the baby was at home being watched by our grandmothers. I was running back and forth, visiting my wife and new child in two separate locations. Seeing April cry, “I want my baby!” was the most heartbreaking thing I had ever witnessed. She slept alone and maintains that it was the most miserable, loneliest night of her life. I believe her.

				I took the baby to one of her first doctor’s appointments by myself. It was my first major “dad” duty of my new adult life. Not having slept for the past 72 hours, my eyes were puffy red, and I stumbled into the doctor’s office like a zombie, carrying my child.

				The doctor said, “Put her on the table. Get her undressed.” I 

			

		

	
		
			
				felt so awkward. So incapable. I tugged at her sleeves, being careful around the injured arm. Then her beautiful eyes opened, and she seemed to look right at me, with a subtle smirk, as if saying, “It’s okay daddy.” And that filled me with love.

				For her first 10 days, she was diagnosed with a “possible” clavicle fracture, later confirmed with an X-ray. Her collarbone was broken. On top of that, she had torticollis, a muscle injury in the neck. It caused her to favor looking in one direction, especially while lying down for long periods of time, causing one side of her skull to not grow properly and flatten (positional plagiocephaly).

				She also had severe acid reflux. In other words, constant puking. But none of this explained her limp arm. At three weeks old, she was sent to a physical therapist who suspected she had a brachial plexus injury (BPI). Basically, when she was yanked out, the nerves were stretched. Nerves have the ability to regenerate on their own but that depends on the severity of the injury.

				Luckily, there was an excellent brachial plexus specialist named Dr. Kozin who worked at Shriners Hospitals for Children in Philadelphia. He was our hero! We had periodic visits with him, in addition to two visits a week with the physical therapist.

				At about three months, she started to move her arm a little. At four months, Dr. Kozin examined her shoulder using an X-ray and noticed the ball and socket were disjointed. But he knew what to do.

				At five months, we brought her back in for a surgical procedure involving a botox injection to loosen the muscles, putting her in a cast with her arm outstretched in a teacup position. If that sounds awkward to manage, it totally is!

				At six months, the cast was removed, and we’d eventually see more movement in her arm. Meanwhile, we were also visiting 

			

		

	
		
			
				the orthopedist to correct the shape of her skull. She had to wear a helmet when sleeping until her first birthday.

				Visits to the physical therapist continued until she was 18 months old. But finally, we saw full movement in her arm! She is now totally fine and it’s all in the past. 

				She has grown into a really smart, funny young girl. I’m unable to put into words how amazing she is! Everything with her is beyond perfect. It must be said, this experience is common. Many children have birth-related injuries. Some don’t ever get full use of their limbs again. We came out lucky. But I wouldn’t want to downplay the seriousness and risk involved in bringing life into this world. It’s something that’s a roll of the dice.

				And while all this was going on, people kept asking, “Where’s the movie?”
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				WHERE’S THE MOVIE?

				Most people were positive. By asking “Where’s the movie?”, it only meant they were eagerly looking forward to it. But others were downright rude and disrespectful. It was all on the internet, out in the world, far away from my immediate problems. Still, it lingered in my mind. The movie was unfinished business. The only answer I’d have is, “I’m working on it.” 

				Meanwhile, I was back to making AVGN episodes and various web videos on a regular basis, on top of caring for my wife and new child’s medical issues.

				It was the summer of 2013. The movie was far from complete. There existed a two-and-a-half hour edit, roughly put together, with missing shots everywhere and of course, no music or sound effects. If you watched it, every time there was supposed to be a special effects shot, you’d see a blank slate that read, “Plane crashes,” “UFO shoots laser beam” or “Tank falls into pit.”

				Mark Borchardt said it best in “American Movie (2000)”: “There’s no excuses. Nobody has ever paid admission to face a blank screen that says, ‘Well, if we had these set of circumstances, we would’ve shot this scene, so please forgive us and use your imagination.’ I’ve been to the movies hundreds of times. That’s never occurred.”

					I received kind words from our faithful volunteer (mentioned earlier), comparing me to the Little Red Hen from the fairy tale. The way she put it: The complainers have no idea how long it takes to make a movie, nor the amount of work that goes 

			

		

	
		
			
				into it, not bothering to think long enough to put themselves in my shoes. But the ones who appreciated it, by donating or simply being supportive, those are the ones who helped me plant the seeds, harvest the wheat and cook the bread. Yet the complainers still felt entitled to demand the bread. The Little Red Hen did not let the negative animals affect her. Where I differ, she said, is that I cared about ALL my fans, even the ones who were negative, which she said was noble of me. That helped me feel a little better.

				Sure. It may have been nobility, or the need to entertain others and inspire them. But also, I must admit, motivation comes from wanting to stand up against the odds. There were people out there who said the movie would never get finished. I wanted to prove them wrong.

				The last missing shots all fell on me. And the only way to finish them was to tackle them one at a time. Each shot required its own creative problem-solving. I would begin with a question. For example, “How do I show the Nerd escaping through a ceiling vent?” 

				My first idea was to build a fake ceiling with a vent large enough for me to fit through. The ceiling would be positioned horizontally like a wall, and I would jump through it, with the camera tilted sideways, so it would look like I’m jumping UP. But I couldn’t perform this jump because my hands were supposed to be duct-taped to an Atari joystick still plugged into an Atari console, with the Alien puppet on my shoulders. Complicated!

				Without these vital details, continuity would be lost and the next scene wouldn’t make sense. This is how the Nerd and Alien end up in the next room and still have the E.T. cartridge with them. Basically, this whole Alien/Nerd/Atari sausage link had to make it through the vent in one swift motion.

			

		

	
		
			
				I had to use a dummy for the Nerd, and relied on gravity to drop it, rather than throw it. So it was shot vertically after all, but flipped upside-down. The biggest problem was the warehouse ceiling wasn’t high enough for the drop. The vent could only be raised so far to provide clearance for dropping the Alien/Nerd/Atari to fall completely through the vent. So it had to be broken up with a closer shot of my legs slipping through, using a bunch of digital aid to fix it.

				While I was standing there all alone, holding a rope with the Alien/Nerd/Atari dangling from the ceiling, I had a moment where I realized how ridiculous it was. I felt like some kind of lunatic. I just spent 15 hours on one shot that would last for only a few seconds in the final film. But this was the only way it was possible. It didn’t have to look amazing. It just had to exist. In fact, if it looked silly, it only made it funnier and more entertaining. But either way, it had 
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				to be done.

				I became painfully aware of the amount of time this movie was stealing from my life. One might ask, “Why do it then?” Why? Because it all seemed like a great idea when I started. There was no way to predict how much trouble it was going to cost me.

				It was a crazy revelation for me, to suddenly feel like my lifelong dream was my own personal trap within an eternal vacuum of time. Something I originally did to pass time, out of boredom. Now, having a baby was enough to keep me busy. I wanted to spend more time with her. Anyone would agree. For the first time in my life, I wondered … Why am I doing this?

				I thought back to all my coworkers at the liquor store, who seemed to have no ambition other than to hang out and drink beer. I think I finally saw their point. To live a simple life. That would be easier. Maybe that’s the reason why most people don’t make movies.

				THE FINAL SHOTS

				Late into 2013, I kept chipping away, going back and forth between web videos and shots for the movie, such as the alien in front of a blue screen. That required me learning how to operate the animatronics, without the effects artists present on the East Coast.

				Other shots included game cartridges and missiles floating in front of a green screen, a cyborg fire-breathing skull for a background movie on the TV, a requested cameo for Mike and Kyle, and a security camera rising in a sandbox (the desert).

				Then began a whole series of effects props, built by Jon 

			

		

	
		
			
				Giancola, Cassie Bressler and Kevin Boylan. These included a model plane, a UFO, and miniature replicas of the van and tank, which had to match the real versions. 

				The van and tank also needed to drive on miniature versions of the desert terrain, such as mountains and a crater (the emptied Atari landfill). Chris Hillman helped with these, building them out of foam. They were later painted, covered in sand and decorated with tiny trees. I was really impressed with the attention to detail everybody gave them. Even though it wasn’t meant to look that real, it all came out way better than I imagined.

				Shooting them was a huge challenge. Matei would come 
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				over periodically, helping me to shoot the van rolling downhill, as well as the blowing up of the plane and tank, which we stuffed with firecrackers in my backyard, keeping a garden hose and buckets of water nearby for safety. Matei shared my sentiment. We all wanted the movie done.

				Certain evenings, I was alone, working late into the night, having exhausted myself of favors. I hung the plane by fishing line and put sparklers in the engines. But the sparklers kept melting the string and the plane would fall. I was operating the fog machine and the fan, while lighting the sparklers and running around like a maniac.

				Of all the model shots, the most tricky one was the missile that launches from Area 51, which I shot in my own basement. Not only does it rise from the floor, but it also has to poke through a hole in the ceiling. The only way I could figure out how to get the missile to rise smoothly was to attach it to a tripod with a crank, so I cranked it up.

				This meant, because of the height of the tripod, the fake ceiling had to be raised even higher, resting like a bridge between two stacks of crates and boxes, with the lights even higher than that. 
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				The lights were almost touching the real ceiling of my basement. Barely enough room.

				It was 3 a.m., the baby was asleep, and all was going smoothly. It was one of the last shots of the whole production. I was so close! Things were going well. Too well …

				RIIIIIIIIIINGGG!!!!! The fire alarm came on, waking up the family! I realized what happened. One of the hot lights got too close to the smoke/heat detector on the ceiling, and activated it. I rushed upstairs to the keypad to shut it off. Meanwhile, I could hear my phone ringing, still in the basement.

				I ran back downstairs, a moment too late, and got a voicemail saying the fire department was dispatched. I called them back to tell them it was a false alarm, but it was too late. I heard a blaring horn. Out the window, I saw flashing lights, and I knew this was it. The fire engine! I had woken up the whole neighborhood.

				Soon, I was talking to the fire marshal, apologizing for the false alarm. Still, he insisted on checking it out. That was his job, to make 100 percent sure everything was alright. So I let him in. Truthfully, ever since I hooked up 20 video game consoles to one electrical outlet, I had always feared a fire marshal would see it. 
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				It was a nightmare come true. So he came downstairs and looked around. When he saw the game room, he stopped and said,

				“Oh my God ...”

				I froze. Oh no. 

				He walked over and took a closer look. …

				“I remember these games. Wow! Atari 2600?”

				 I was so relieved.

				Next thing, April came downstairs to see me and a fire marshal talking about video games, wondering what the hell was going on! And that’s how shooting the movie came to a chaotic finale. Should I have expected anything less?

				POST-PRODUCTION

				Shooting was officially “wrapped” in time for Christmas 2013. A great present! It was therapeutic taking all the remaining props to the storage unit, all the mementos of the past year-and-a-half’s adventures, and putting them out of sight. Out of mind.

				2014 was a fresh new year for beginning post-production. The quiet month of January set in, the deep cold of winter. I hibernated inside, sitting at my computer, determined to finish the movie. Having a baby in the house makes it difficult, however it’s more manageable when you’re working on your computer, rather than out filming.

				There already existed a rough edit but it needed tons of work. The biggest concern now was all the digital effects shots. The original plan was that our VFX supervisor would handle all of 

			

		

	
		
			
				this by outsourcing it to volunteers. They were supposed to make progress while I was busy shooting the rest. But we hardly saw any results unless I spoke to the volunteers directly. The original plan of having separate departments all working simultaneously fell completely flat. That was how it worked on real films. But not mine. I had to be there myself. 

				Now with the shooting done, I was able to focus on the digital effects. Kevin got it started, putting a long list of volunteers together, finding out who was reliable and who wasn’t. It was very common for an artist to drop off the face of the Earth, losing all communication. People had jobs. People were busy.

				Certain shots took six months to finish. Some never got finished, and we’d have to assign them to somebody else. But in the end, we narrowed it down to an excellent hardworking team. Overall, about 80 artists were working, from all around the world, and they were all volunteers. We had a 40-page document listing every “VFX” shot, counting over 900 shots that required digital aid. This included animating fake video games, tons of green screen, monitors that needed graphics added, gunfire, lasers, explosions, a hallway with lava and floating platforms, string removals, rope removals, pole removals, puppeteer removals … it was ridiculous. None of us ever expected this much.

				Most of it was fixing things that we didn’t have time to shoot properly on set. There was a fence that wasn’t long enough, so we had to digitally add the rest of the fence. Sometimes we didn’t have time to get the real actor to drive the van, so we digitally replaced the driver’s face. It could have taken years.	

				At least now the work was virtual, not requiring physical props and locations. It was all done sitting at the computer, but it was all day, every day. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The first third of each day of mine was spent assigning shots to the artists, which were all tediously marked with a numbering system, by scene and by shot. I’d export the shot (just the part we needed done), along with each element or background layer. I’d email the artists detailed instructions, which were sometimes very difficult to explain without going through extra effort to make a rough version for visual reference.

				The next third of each day was spent answering questions and giving feedback. If the shots weren’t acceptable or didn’t create continuity with other shots, for whatever reason, I’d steer the artists back on the right track. I’d receive shots in various different formats, depending on what software they were using, so I’d have to convert 
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				everything to one format to fit my system. One by one, I’d add the finished shots into the main edit, and once approved, I’d give the artist more shots to work on. I was always keeping everybody busy, so nobody was ever waiting for more work to do. This meant checking my email constantly to stay on top of everything. I was jumping back and forth between artists like a game of “Tapper.” Keeping track of all of them was like a teacher keeping track of each student’s progress. A good skill to learn.

				The last third of each day was devoted to working alone, doing color-correcting, minor effects, trimming the final edit, anything that was easiest for me to do hands-on. In total, post-production took an average of 12-16 hours a day, for six months straight.

				On one snowy day, as I worked, I glanced out my window and saw April pulling our daughter around in a sled. It was her first time ever playing in the snow, and there I was stuck inside, working on the movie. It was so heartbreaking. I didn’t want this trap I put myself in. I wanted to savor every moment with her. And yes I was around, but April was powering through most of the parenting tasks during that rough time, which I am thankful for. But I can’t lie, the movie made me feel stuck in a lose-lose situation. 

				Perhaps I could have worked on the movie at a more leisurely pace, but then it would have taken additional years, and that was not acceptable to me. I would never have peace of mind until it was over. And I wanted it done, before my daughter would reach an age where she would remember it or be affected. Her first birthday was approaching. She was the future. This movie was the past. It represented who I was before I became a father. The movie was an old dream that overstayed its welcome.

				Certain things like this just take longer than expected. If you embark on a project, it’s impossible to imagine beforehand all the 

			

		

	
		
			
				challenges you’ll face. The biggest question to ask yourself is, Will you still be as interested in the same thing years from now? Your passion will always be tested.

				Oddly, on the same day as my daughter’s first birthday party, the Atari landfill was excavated for a Microsoft-funded documentary, unearthing a bunch of various Atari games like “Pac-Man,” “Centipede,” and of course, “E.T.” This only confirmed what we already knew. Atari used the Alamogordo landfill as a dumping ground for one of their local facilities.

				They didn’t find the “2 million” “E.T.” games, but the vibe on the internet had jumped to the conclusion that “the myth has been proven” and furthermore thinking it was devastating toward my film. Some said it was as if the Ark of the Covenant had been discovered during the making of “Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981).”

				But nobody had seen my film yet. They didn’t know that the Nerd finds a UFO in there, or consider that it exists in a completely different fictional world. I didn’t believe it affected the film, but some people presumed otherwise. With only a couple months left before our movie was completed, the timing just makes you ask. Why now? The games had been there for 30 years. It was just another thing reminding me that the movie needed to be done earlier, and moving as fast as humanly possible still wasn’t fast enough. I was sick of it all.

				It’s true I felt these moments of bitterness toward my film, but the more results I saw, the more I’d get excited for it. The digital artists were pure wizards. The shots came alive like magic! A reminder, they did it as volunteers. They truly cared about the project. And when people all care about one thing, it can be contagious. I always made sure to compliment their work and thank them. Treat people nice, and they’ll return the favor.

			

		

	
		
			
				My best morale booster was when I held a secret pre-screening of the rough cut in an abandoned mall to a small group of friends. There was no sound effects or music yet, the dialogue was spotty, less than half of the visual effects were done, and it ran over 2 hours. Despite all that, it worked! I was actually getting interested in the story. I felt like an audience member for my own movie. It was genuinely entertaining me! And the group laughed and applauded at all the right parts! This gave me the motivation to reach the finish line.

				We set a release date for July at the famous Egyptian Theatre in Hollywood, which is insanely awesome, to say the least. Though it adds stress, it helps get things done when you have a clear deadline to tell everyone. That same summer also marked the 10-year anniversary of AVGN. More importantly, the 10-year anniversary of meeting my wife.

				One by one, I ripped down VFX shots from my bulletin board. After six months, they were all done! I burned them in a fire pit, and as for the final shot of “EeeTee” animation, I took that last scrap of paper, placed it in the toilet, pissed on it and flushed it. It was almost like I was becoming the Nerd character.
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				Meanwhile, Kevin was managing the audio side of things. It was a complicated process because sound couldn’t begin until the picture was “locked,” meaning the timing would no longer change. I’d send over finished sequences, one at a time.

				Kevin worked closely with our sound designer Demetri and our composer Bear. With these guys, it was such a smooth experience. All I had to do was listen to their work and approve it. The music/sounds put new life and energy into it. Also hearing it in surround sound was such a huge bonus. It sounded like a real blockbuster movie!

				The challenges we threw at them were sometimes hilarious. For example, there was a sequence in which we needed the musical styles of Tupac, Elvis and Michael Jackson, all seamlessly transitioning into one another. Bear called it “musical tight rope walking” and said, “You bastards!” Not because it was a hassle to do, but because he couldn’t turn down a challenge! He had to prove it was possible. And that’s the kind of attitude that got the movie done!

				In its final form, the movie was cut down to 1 hour and 55 minutes (including seven minutes of end credits). For an independent film, people say that’s too long. But to me, it felt tight and fast-paced, especially considering it had such an ambitious storyline. It never slows down. Even choreographed fight sequences were shown only in brief flashes. So much is crammed into a short time. Mainstream films in this same genre usually run longer than two hours. I was happy ours was less than that.

			

		

	
		
			
				THE PREMIERE

				It was important to me to show the movie in front of a live audience. For screenings, we already had the Egyptian Theatre, Comic Con and the Fantasia Film Festival lined up. In addition to that, Kyle was working to book a theater chain that showed it all over the country. And the tickets sold out everywhere! The income covered the theater rentals and our sound/music budget.

				Walking to the front of the Egyptian with the final film in my hand was surreal, and it was emotional seeing so many friends and family who flew over, including my mom, sister, and April, who planned the whole trip. It was our brief return to L.A., to put final closure on our adventure. Sean rented us a red carpet and did everything to make it feel like a big moment to celebrate. There were fans lined up around the block to see “Angry Video Game Nerd: The Movie (2014).”
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				Meanwhile, on the same night, less than two blocks away, “Guardians of the Galaxy” was premiering at the El Capitan Theatre. I was wondering if some of the people at our premiere were lined up for the wrong movie. But then I saw all the AVGN shirts!

				I reached over the ropes to shake hands and sign autographs. They treated me like a Hollywood celebrity! I thought back to when I was filming movies in my backyard and handing out VHS tapes to friends. Now I had an eager audience lined up to watch my movie, unconditionally, to support me. I had come a long way.

				Technical compromises in the theater happened. The audio wasn’t working properly. We weren’t getting the full benefit of the surround sound (the rear speakers were muted), so we’d run up and down from the projection booth testing it over and over. This took additional time as fans waited outside. We were stressing out down 
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				to the last minute. I couldn’t bear the tension any longer. Finally, all the speakers kicked in, and it sounded amazing!

				We let everybody in. Once they all settled, Sean looked over to me and Kevin. “Ready?” And then we all paused. Now, after all these years, nobody could think of what to say. Then Sean hugged us all, crying. The only time I ever saw him tear up. He said, “This was some of the coolest shit I’ve ever done.”

				We all went up and made speeches, thanking everybody we knew. At last, I said, “Let’s watch this thing.” Then, after a roaring applause and the dimming of the lights, the Cinemassacre logo appeared on screen.

				But the sound … It was wrong, again! So after all that work, it didn’t sound as great as it did before. The audience didn’t know what they were missing. Only the creators knew the difference. The picture however, looked beautiful, far more gorgeous than I ever imagined. Crystal clarity. Vibrant colors. I didn’t even know the cameras had captured such detail. It felt like a spectacle that represented years of our lives, passing by in under two hours.

				The audience laughed and applauded at all the right moments. Lines like “Even my dreams are low-budget” killed!

				Afterward, we experienced more technical issues. The screening outside Comic Con had an audio sync problem. It was the same Blu-ray disc and it was a different issue each venue! We tried to fix it for hours, but couldn’t. So we had to watch it painfully out of sync, though it still generated highly positive reactions and people told me later the problems didn’t take away from the story. The rest of the theaters worked fine, but I never got to hear it with surround sound in a public setting. Things like this will always disappoint you as a creator. It’s like a law, that nothing can be perfect. 

				The audience reactions, however, were beyond perfect. From 

			

		

	
		
			
				clapping along to the beat of the opening theme song to rooting for the Nerd to land the plane, only to laugh hysterically as he ejected himself out instead. The silly moments, the feel-good moments like applauding after Warshaw’s motivational speech, it all worked! 

				I know for me personally, I thought I’d get sick of looking at the movie. But it surprisingly never got old. When I watch it, I see so many shots fly by so fast, I’m unable to remember all the stressful experiences. Now, all I see is the final result and I can’t believe we accomplished something on such an epic scale. I’m truly entertained by my own movie. And of course! I made it that way on purpose. I made a movie I wanted to see. It was all worth it!

				The film was a crowd pleaser, as we clearly witnessed in all the theaters. But on the internet, it attracted some negativity. You gotta expect that, as a filmmaker. No matter how hard you work on something, no matter how hard you try to make it excellent, no movie is above criticism. It’s a part of the movie-going experience. We all crtitique movies. But some people go too far. Though most people who have contacted me, especially the ones who donated were all happy!
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				I love the movie! Still do! It came out exactly as we hoped. It’s a fun-loving tribute to sci-fi B-movies, not an Oscar-winning drama. Sure, it was stressful to make, and had lots of troubles. It’s a matter of fact. Filmmaking is stressful. But in the end, all the stress is gone, and I’m left with a product that I’m overjoyed with.

				The film was like an experiment. What would a giant 200 million dollar Hollywood action film look like with less than 0.0025 percent of its budget? That’s AVGN: The Movie in a nutshell. 

				My goal for the movie was help pave the way for young independent filmmakers. To revolutionize how movies are made. They don’t have to be big-budget, or made inside the Hollywood system. Anyone with imagination can use their resources and bring their vision to reality. I hope my film encourages people. 
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				LIFE AFTER THE MOVIE

				The AVGN movie took two-and-a-half years to complete, counting exhibition and DVD extras. Not counting the script writing. In hindsight, that’s not bad. I’m actually amazed now that we finished it as fast as we did. Especially for a story so big and complicated. 

				In late 2014, it was all over. Around that same time, my daughter’s birth injury was finally resolved. It was a triumph! Life was finally becoming more calm.

				Just then, my grandpa died. He was the last of my grandparents to go. He may have been the original Nerd, having introduced me to video games. He told me the quote, “Pick fly shit out of pepper while wearing boxing gloves,” which was used in the AVGN movie. It might have actually been the last movie he ever saw.

				My last duty related to the film was clearing out my storage unit and auctioning off all the props and costumes, raising $20,200 for Shriners Hospitals for Children in 2016.
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				Given my experience with them, and how successfully they helped my daughter, I knew they were the right place for treating children.

				Web videos continued as normal. I even devoted time to an epic Board James finale and higher quality AVGN episodes, plus I made a couple fake movie trailers and short projects just for fun. I had plenty more film ideas, but for the time being, producing web content has been creatively fulfilling and kept me plenty busy. 

				Ryan still helps with the monetization and business side of things. His company Screenwave has helped me produce videos more efficiently, including more help on the AVGN episodes in recent years. They handle a great multitude of things from fixing my equipment to editing the videos, under my direction. Though the process of making episodes has never changed. I still always have full creative control. And all the people I met with at Screenwave have been great friends.

				Until I make that next film, for now, I just wanted to enjoy spending time with my daughter, taking her to amusement parks, zoos, etc. I witnessed her playing with toys and using her imagination. I recorded lots of video with her, editing the highlights into a big birthday video for each year, with music and green screen effects. I’d let her tell spontaneous stories, then we’d turn them into little movies. She was Wonder Woman for Halloween, so I green screened her into the “Wonder Woman (2017)” movie trailer, matching all the poses. It was extremely cute and fun showing to friends and family. 

				Conversations with her became interesting. She asked me to “Count all the numbers, up to infinity.” I told her, “That’s impossible. Nobody’s ever done that.” Then she said, “That’s more reason to do it.”

				April always wanted to have siblings. She didn’t like being 

			

		

	
		
			
				an only child. So she was strongly committed to the idea of having two children. But after the traumatic experience with the first one, she was conflicted. We talked about it for a long time. We were so afraid. But eventually we decided to try.

				On Christmas Day of 2016, April was struck down with a horrible pain that put her in tears. She said she felt like she was dying, and cried that all she wanted was to survive long enough to see our 4-year-old daughter open her Christmas presents.

				April barely made it through, then I took her to the emergency room. The doctor, who oddly looked like Santa Claus, told her she was pregnant. That’s some crazy news to hear on Christmas Day.

				The rest of her pregnancy was a nightmare. The first time, she did okay with that part. But now, if the pregnancy was so bad, how much worse would the birth be? Would it kill her this time?

				Even though we had a scheduled C-section planned this time, we were even more nervous than before. She even had her will written in the event of her death. We were paralyzed with fear. Throughout all of 2017, I watched her suffer physically and mentally.

				Walking into the hospital room on that final day felt like walking April to her death sentence. As the doctors began working on her, with the lower part of her body lying behind a curtain, she held my hand crying. Then I saw blood splatter onto the floor in a puddle. I was affected by a phenomenon that occurs in horror films, where the less you see, the more terrifying it is. 

				I had to look over the curtain. So I did. Just in time to see an amazingly perfect baby, kicking and screaming. “All her limbs are moving!” I shouted. Then I watched them pull the placenta out of the incision. One of the nurses looked over at me and asked, “Are you okay?” I nodded “Yes,” but I was better than okay! I was relieved and ecstatic that everything went perfectly normal for once. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The baby looked great! Another little girl, here to fill us with joy.

				With the added responsibility of raising two children, I’ve managed to scale my work hours down to fit inside of a normal Monday through Friday routine. I keep nights and weekends open all the time. Family is my priority. It is of the highest importance that I keep my work life separated from my personal life.

				I don’t force myself to finish projects anymore with unreasonable deadlines. Even if it means producing less content, it’s the way it must be now. 

				The kids are doing amazing! The little Rolfe sisters love each other! I’d hear the eldest say, “My beloved sister. You’re the best thing in my life.” Words can’t explain how cute they are.

				And April is the best possible mother they could ever have. She has all the instincts and expertise. She truly sacrifices herself to take care of them day by day. There is no doubt our kids are very lucky to have her as a mother.
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				AFTER COVID HIT

				I thought the book was done. But life took a major turn. In 2020, the COVID pandemic hit. It’s affected the whole world, and to be honest, things have been real shitty. I’m lucky that my family has been safe. And I’m lucky to still have a job that I can work from home. And I must give a big thanks to my wife for working extra hard taking care of the kids who have been home more often.

				AVGN has still continued strong, putting out a record-breaking amount of episodes in 2021, the most since 2009 (or 2014 counting the 12 part Christmas marathon). By now, AVGN has surpassed it’s 200th episode!

				My ideas for the next big film project have been put on hiatus, since ordinary life has been stressful enough due to Covid. But I still had to stay creative. I still had to make a movie. Just like the old days, whenever actor’s weren’t available. I’d film the majority myself. I always found a way. So I went ahead and turned to my favorite genre, atmospheric B&W horror films.

				It was a sequel to “The Head Incident” (1999), called “The Head Returns” (2020), over 20 years later! It felt like returning to my old high school days. Back to my roots! I even used the same head prop from the original. Digging it out of a storage bin was like being reunited with an old toy. Even better, I reunited with my old neighborhood friend John D, from the original scrapped version 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Dead Head” (1997). I also brought back Kevin and Kirk, who reprised their roles virtually. 
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				Sometimes smaller projects are best. Filming local, with a smaller crew, less special effects, fewer locations. I feel more in control that way. Smaller productions run smoother in my experience. 

				I still intend to make a feature film one day. But I don’t want it to be like the AVGN Movie where it consumed every aspect of my life for years. As a father, I want to be there for my children. 

				I wrote a horror film which I’m very passionate about. It’s a tale of dark nostalgia set in an abandoned amusement park. I originally planned it as a feature, but I’m thinking now it might work better as a short film. More concise. Either way, I plan to make it in some form, when the time is right. When Covid is under control. When my video schedule is caught up. When the children are both 
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				in steady school. Patience is key. So is preparation. Jumping into a project without carefully planning is a recipe for chaos. The wisdom and first-hand experience I gained from the AVGN Movie was monumental. It goes beyond words how much I’ve learned, and I can’t wait to apply that knowledge when approaching the next film.

				REX VIPER

				Covid reminded me of one of the reasons why I made films in the first place. It’s a mental distraction, when things are bad. Being creative has always made me feel good. But what I didn’t realize before was that it didn’t necessarily have to be film. It could be music too.

				Ever since I got into Metallica, back in high school, I always fantasized about playing in a band! I tried in the early 2000s, but it didn’t last long. I played drums, then moved onto guitar. While I enjoyed it on my spare time, I never thought of making it public. I wasn’t confident enough. But I needed to stop holding back, and let it out.

				During quarantine, in the middle of 2020, I formed Rex Viper! Finding bandmates was easy, because I already had friends who were equally excited. We recorded separately, as we were still in lockdown, and lived on two different coasts, and two different countries! 

				By now I finally found in my soul that my instrument of choice was rhythm guitar! Our theme was party rock from the 80s/90s. Nostalgic cover songs and medleys of movie themes and 

			

		

	
		
			
				video game soundtracks. Uplifting, training montage music that picks you up, when you’re feeling down. I call it “workout music for nerds”.

				Working on the songs/ music videos invigorated me. I forgot that making music videos is one of my favorite things to do. Ever! Especially rhythmic editing to music, dating back to when I used to do it on two VCR’s, is one of my great therapeutic pleasures.

				Rex Viper is one of the most fun projects I ever worked on. And it’s funny to think we posted our first music video close to my 40th birthday! Rob Zombie was around the same age, when he first made House of 1,000 Corpses. Until then, his focus was music. For me, it was the other way around. I made films first, and then started doing music! It’s okay to have multiple ambitions. Sometimes you have to stick with one for a while, but as you grow older, it’s never too late to switch things up. From home movies in my backyard, to video game reviews, to music, I’m happy doing all of it.

				At first, Rex Viper was only a recording act. But someday, we always wanted to try and meet up in-person and play a show to a live crowd, once Covid numbers were lower. Our first gig was the TooManyGames convention, which was postponed many times, due to Covid. Especially with some of the members having to fly over the border, the show seemed unlikely to happen. But then, by some miracle, we finally got a safe enough window. October 2021.

				As the date came closer, and we realized the show was actually going to happen, the nerves kicked in. Now we HAVE to make sure we can actually remember all the notes and pull it off LIVE! So we flew the members in, and met for the first time ever 4 days before the show! We practiced 3 nights in a row, for a few hours each. We went through the setlist, and to my surprise, we actually sounded pretty good! A few little fuckups here and there, 

			

		

	
		
			
				but nothing major. 

				On the night of the show, I felt that nervous stomach feeling. But you know what? I smiled and thought “Oh there it is.” That little friend in my gut. It was just like my college days, when I was nervous before my film screening. But anytime I was nervous, it always meant things were going to turn out awesome!

				There we were, the full band, Adam, Brad, Dino, Justin, the two other James’s, waiting in the darkened backstage area. Guitars strapped on. We could hear the crowd chanting “Viper! Viper! Viper!” Wow. Amazing. We couldn’t stop smiling to each other, fist bumping, group huddles, and then… it was showtime!
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				We hit the stage and the crowd went nuts! The entire room was packed! It was one of the most amazing experiences of my life! I was used to sitting in a crowd watching one of my movies, but this was even more exciting. People’s heads weren’t turned toward a screen, they were looking right at us! I could actually see faces! And all of them looked so happy! The enthusiasm and applause never 
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				died down. By the end of the set, it was still going as strong as ever! Adding to the excitement was that, for many of us, this was one of our first times out of the house since Covid! Also, it felt like a culmination of all my interests. We were celebrating music, movies, games all at once. It was one of the most fun nights of my life.

				The reception was beyond positive. All night, throughout our autograph signing and during the after-party, fans kept coming up to us saying “That was awesome!” “You killed it!”. And I’m pretty proud how we pulled it off. On stage, I know I missed a few notes here and there, but for our first show ever, it was pretty damn good! It was surreal seeing fans come through the autograph line asking us to sign their Rex Viper poster or shirt. I was used to seeing AVGN merch, but this was a great feeling to know that I created something new.

				REFLECTIONS

				As life goes on, there will be more stories to tell. But I think it’s time to finally release this book, if I can help myself from adding to it anymore.

				I’ll close by saying goodbye to the past. I’ve taken you back. But now it’s time to move forward. I’m still the same Movie Making Nerd, but in many ways, I’m now a different person with new responsibilities and priorities. 

				I’ve made tons of friends in my life. Many who have also changed. Some I haven’t seen in years, who have moved, gotten 

			

		

	
		
			
				people in my life, teachers, professors and mentors have passed away.

				The changes are also evident in my surroundings and the locations from my childhood.

				Back at the playground, the dragon of my dreams has been replaced with a new dragon. It looks very different, with serpentine loops and a modern shape. To me, this represents the new generation. I consider it the dragon of my daughters. It’s theirs! They are the future.

				Meanwhile, the original head of my very own dragon still exists! At the time of writing this, it’s sitting by the park entrance. I’m glad they saved it, so far. Perhaps others were just as sentimental. The old dreams still exist. They just stepped aside to make way for the young generations. That’s all.

				When my mom sold her house and I helped her move, during that final visit, I took one last look into my childhood room. I’ll never forget all the imagination and ambition that was nurtured within those four walls. But the child has grown now.

				I walked to the backyard and said goodbye to the resting places of my old cats. I looked to the spot where the “Creepy Wood Tree” fell decades ago. Over the course of 20 years, I watched the tiny stump turn green with moss, and then slowly vanish, without a trace.

				I walked to my old bus stop, looking unfamiliar, the street sign now covered in vines. The abandoned raceway is now thickly covered in tall grass. The old concession stands are now hidden behind so many trees, it’s hard to remember they were ever there. The sunken boat at the lake is now hidden below the water, or completely gone. The old movie theater where I worked is now demolished, leaving behind nothing but pavement, blocked by fences. The Wawa 

			

		

	
		
			
				I worked at has been relocated. 

				But the one that affected me the most was seeing the Shit Mart, my first job, now vacated. Staring at the empty building, I thought of all the stress and worry that place used to cause me. All the social anxiety I had. Now all gone. None of that meant a thing to me anymore. Not only was the job temporary, but the business didn’t last, and probably soon the building would be gone too. Everything is gone eventually, including the negative things.

				It seems as you get older, you begin to understand the measurement of time better. In the past 40 years, seeing all these people, places and events come and go, it puts things in perspective. Life is short, so seize the moment. 

				You’re born under a set of circumstances. Some things you can control. Some you can’t. You take what you got, and within that boundary, the choice is yours to do what you want.

				As a kid, I always said, “I want to be a movie director.” But if I could talk to my younger self, I would say, “You already are.” Perhaps it always needed to feel like a hobby. If it’s anything else, it becomes a “job.” So if you’re already doing it, you’re already living the dream! 

				You might have to work against difficult odds. You might even have people try to discourage you. This is all just a challenge to prove yourself. For me, filmmaking has always felt like a struggle. But as long as I’m struggling, it feels like Cinemassacre.

				I set forth my example. Take it for what it is. I hope you found it useful and that whatever it is you wish to pursue, you find happiness with it. Best of luck with your own life adventures.
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