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Before You Press Start
Your router came with instructions in nine languages and one
diagram that actually helped.

Your kettle came with a warning not to fill it with anything other
than water, which means at some point somebody tried.

You came with nothing.

No manual. No settings guide. No card in the box explaining what
the buttons do.

You arrived, and everyone around you was already halfway through
their own game, and nobody stopped to explain the controls. So you
did what anyone would do. You watched what got a smile. You
watched what got a sigh. You learned the rules from the reactions,
the way you'd learn any game you'd been dropped into without the
manual.

You got quite good at it. Most people do.

Which is roughly where the trouble starts, though sometimes it
takes about thirty years to notice.

This isn't the missing manual. I'd love to sell you that, and it
wouldn't be true.

It's a look at how any of us ended up here, told through a slightly
unusual story. There's a waiting room. There's a controller. There's
a character you've been building since you arrived.

We're going to imagine life as a game. Not because life is trivial, but
because sometimes an unexpected angle helps us notice something
familiar. The roles we play. The rules we learned without realising.
The voice that keeps checking whether we're doing it right.

The story begins before birth, in a rather optimistic character-setup
menu. If you're already thinking, ‘Hang on. I didn't choose my life,’
there's room for that here. I'm not asking you to believe that you
did.

When I talk about souls, previous rounds or unfinished lessons, I'm
playing with a story, not giving you an account of what happens
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before we're born. You can enjoy the waiting room without
believing in reincarnation.

And I want to be gentle and clear about something: this story
doesn't mean that you chose, deserved or needed the painful things
that happened to you. Some things were outside your control. You
don't have to turn them into a lesson to be welcome in these pages.

You can read the whole book as a way of exploring the life you're
already in. An avatar is the human character in our story. The
masks are the versions of that character we learn to show other
people. A controller gives us a way to wonder who's making the
choices. The language is playful; what you recognise in it may be
quite personal.

You don't need to know anything about games, either. There won't
be a test. There will be an Inner Manager who would probably like
to set one, but we'll meet him later.

My hope is that somewhere along the way, you find a little
company. A moment of ‘Oh. I do that too.’ Perhaps a laugh where
you've been hard on yourself, or a little more room to be the person
underneath all that effort.

So bring your curiosity, and your doubts if they're coming with you.
Take your time. You're welcome here as you are.

Whenever you're ready, let's have a look at that waiting room.
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PART ONE

The Download



Chapter 1: Press Start
The Soul Enters the Game (With a Slightly
Questionable Plan)

You're hovering in a timeless space.

Not heaven. Not a therapist's waiting room. Just… space.

Silent. Sacred. Suspiciously peaceful.

The kind of quiet that exists before something happens. The way a
room feels in the half-second before someone walks in. The way a
stage feels just before the curtain rises.

You don't know it yet, but this is the last bit of stillness you'll have
for a very long time.

And in front of you, something begins to flicker.

It's a screen. It feels alive. It hums like an ancient machine that
somehow speaks fluent sarcasm.

One glowing option:

[ PRESS START ]

You hesitate. Just for dramatic effect.

Then, because you're clearly in one of those let's do this moods, you
press it.

You don't think too hard about it. Souls rarely do at this stage.
There's a kind of optimism that exists before incarnation that
doesn't survive contact with actual reality. The pre-existence
version of you is, frankly, full of confidence. They think they've got
this.

Your future self would like a word.

But your future self isn't here yet.

Character setup begins.
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Welcome to Character Setup

You've arrived in the Pre-Existence Lobby.

A non-physical realm known to souls and overthinkers as:

The Load Screen.

You're not in a body yet. You're a swirl of high-resolution
awareness with a taste for adventure and possibly too much faith in
your own decision-making.

And it's time to design your human avatar.

You scroll through the menu:

• World: Earth

• Game Era: Early 21st Century (social media + late-stage
capitalism combo)

• Mode: Human (includes all bugs and emotional DLCs -
downloadable content, or the extra bits of a game that arrive
after you've started)

• Mission Theme: Grow through love, loss, and accidental
enlightenment

You hover over traits.

Curious? Sensitive? Full of energy? You move a few sliders around
with the confidence of someone who has never had to get this
character ready for school.

It's all very intuitive.

The menu tells you very little about how these qualities will meet
the world. Curiosity might be encouraged in one room and told to
sit down in another. Sensitivity will have its own experience of
both.

You don't read the small print.

Nobody reads the small print.

The system suggests a few themes based on your karmic carryovers
from the last round. Trust, perhaps. Or belonging. A theme isn't a
script, though. You haven't yet met the people who will complicate
it.
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You nod along like you're choosing toppings on a pizza.

Spoiler:

It's not toppings.

Avatar Configuration

Now it's time for the juicy stuff:

• Name? Randomised.

• Family? Medium spicy.

• Childhood? A mix of sunshine, school, and subtle identity
confusion.

• Emotional toolkit? Crying. Additional features arrive without
instructions.

You nod again.

Perfect. Just enough chaos to evolve, not enough to require a full
Netflix documentary.

You're choosing a starting point. You haven't built a whole
personality yet. That happens once you're in the game, through the
people you meet, what happens between you, and the things you
learn to do in response. The menu can't show you all of that. It
would need considerably more pages.

What you don't fully grasp from the lobby, and what nobody on the
other side of birth tends to remember, is this:

The family setting is the biggest setting in the entire menu.

Not the world. Not the era. Not even the traits.

The family.

Because the family is the laboratory in which every other setting
gets tested. The curiosity you chose will land differently in a family
that welcomes questions versus one that values obedience. The
sensitivity you chose will land differently in a household that names
emotions versus one that pretends they don't exist. A character with
the same starting qualities can develop very different ways of
meeting the world.
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You picked "medium spicy" the way you'd pick a salsa.

I must have picked spicy. The family I was born into was nothing
less than a rollercoaster ride.

Three sisters came before me. Fourteen years, eleven years, three
years older. My parents had wanted a boy, and had tried three
times, and then I arrived.

I was, in the language of the house, important.

I don't remember it that way, and that's the part I've had to sit with.
There was affection, a great deal of it. I don't remember being
played with. I remember being loved, and I remember being
watched, and I've never quite worked out whether those were the
same thing.

My sisters half-raised me. My mother, without meaning to, made
me her favourite, and my father did too, and there was pride in it,
and none of it was ever said aloud. That was the texture I grew up
in. Love that was real for everyone and almost never spoken,
running alongside a strictness that could turn the room in a second.

It was a lower-middle-class house. No holidays, but long summers
with cousins. Laughter, and shouting, and days that could go either
way.

I've wondered for years whether they thought me important
enough to nurture, or only important enough to have. I don't think
that's a fair question to put to them. My mother was the eldest of
five, a girl, married at sixteen. My father was an orphan at four.
Between them they had almost no model of how this was meant to
be done, and they did what they knew.

And here's where I've landed, slowly, which I'd ask you to hold
gently as you read the rest of this book.

That gap, being wanted without quite being seen, isn't the wound in
my story.

It's the reason for everything that came after.

Those were my settings. Nobody read them out to me, and I
couldn't have understood them if they had.

7



You're about to find out that spicy, when run for thirty years
through a developing nervous system, can mean almost anything.

But that's a problem for the version of you that has a body.

Right now, you're still pure awareness, picking toppings.

Then comes the final screen.

Memory Settings: Wipe at Birth?

You pause.

The default is ON.

You smirk.

Obviously. Otherwise it's just a cheat code.

That smirk is worth pausing on. In the lobby, you think you
understand what's about to happen. You're about to forget all of
this. The menu. The choices. The casual way you scrolled through
traits like a takeaway order.

You'll be born believing life happened to you. That you arrived
against your will into a family you didn't choose, an era you didn't
pick, a body you can't quite figure out.

You'll spend decades convinced that someone else is running this.

And the part of you smirking right now, in the lobby, knows that's
the whole point. If you remembered, there would be no game. There
would be no real exploration, no real challenge, no real depth. There
would just be a soul going through the motions, knowing the
answer to every test before sitting it.

So you confirm.

You agree to forget you agreed.

And suddenly -

Everything goes white.

The Game Begins

You are born.
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Loudly. Messily. Into a room of people shouting instructions as if
you weren't literally arriving from the astral plane.

There's a bright light. A nurse with very intense energy. A slap.

(Rude.)

You take your first breath.

The cold air hits like unpaid rent.

You scream, not because you're dramatic, but because… this is a lot.

Think about what's just happened.

A few moments ago, you were pure awareness. No body. No
temperature. No light. No sound. No need to do anything.

Now you have all of those things, all at once, with no warning and
no preparation.

The first sensation of being human is overwhelm.

That's not a bug.

That's how it starts.

There's a lot to take in. Over time, some experiences will become
familiar and reassuring. Others may leave you feeling tense before
you know why.

In our game, this is where experience begins adding to the build.
Later, you may find yourself wondering how certain reactions
became so familiar, and whether they still fit the life you're in.

Congratulations.

You've officially entered Level 1: Earth Life.

No tutorial. No pause button. No option to read the manual.

Just 4D immersion and a growing suspicion that no one else in the
room remembers signing up for this either.

Identity Begins to Download

You don't speak yet. You don't walk. There's still plenty to discover
about your own hands.
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And yet, the setup has already begun.

People are naming you. Holding you. Defining you.

People say your name with conviction, as though you already know
exactly who they mean. Over time, you begin to recognise it. Sarah,
or James, or Grace, or Kash. A name other people use to call you
into the world.

You start to be the one they're talking about.

And being the one they're talking about turns out to be a heavy
thing to carry. Names come with expectations. Names come with
histories. Names come with the assumption that there is one
continuous you in here, even though, from the inside, things still
feel pretty much like vibes.

You start learning strange things, like:

• Smiles = rewards

• Crying too long = strange looks

• Sleeping = everyone's favourite version of you

It's confusing.

You're a cosmic being trying to figure out how hands work.

Meanwhile, the rest of the room is operating on assumptions you
haven't been told. They assume you understand things. They
assume you can wait. They assume your discomfort is temporary
and that you'll grow out of whatever you're going through.

You can't tell them otherwise.

You don't have the words.

You just have the sensation of being a brand-new consciousness,
dropped into a fully-running game, with no instructions and no off
switch.

But already, you're noticing…

There are rules.

There are reactions.

And everyone's acting like this place is completely normal.
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Learning What to Expect

You don't have language yet.

If we gave this early learning a question in our game, it might sound
like this:

What do I need to do to be okay here?

Those are my words, of course. I'm not suggesting a baby is secretly
holding a meeting about how to fit in.

But learning begins before language. A baby cries or reaches out;
someone responds. Those repeated exchanges help shape
development.

Over time, familiar voices, faces and ways of being held can become
sources of comfort.

In the language of our game, the character is learning what to
expect. The code is a metaphor for that learning, not a recording of
every moment.

Early relationships matter. They can influence how we learn to seek
comfort and relate to other people.

They don't write the whole script. Our own characteristics, later
relationships and experiences keep contributing to the person we
become.

So the build begins early. It doesn't end there.

Chapter 1 Checkpoint

You are not behind. You're just loading.

No need to understand the game yet. You've only just arrived.

What you've already learned, though, without realising it, is that
life on Earth doesn't come with instructions. It comes with
experiences. And the experiences become the instructions,
eventually, if you live long enough and pay close enough attention.

Let the identity download. Let the weirdness unfold.

The quest hasn't started.

You're still in your onesie.
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But the code is already being written.

Line by line.

In every smile. Every silence. Every face that appears above the cot.

You won't remember most of it.

Some of it may still shape the way you meet the world years later.

And one day, much later, you'll find yourself in the middle of an
ordinary moment, at a kitchen counter, in traffic, on a long walk,
and you'll begin to recognise how an old experience can still shape a
familiar reaction.

That's the moment the game changes.

That's the moment the player wakes up.

But not yet.

Right now, you're brand new. The lights are bright. The air is cold.
And someone is holding you.

Welcome.

Stay a while.

The download has just begun.
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