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Divorce is not a game . 
Divorce is a difficult and painful process. 

Earthquake in Zipland Is a game – the world's first interactive computer quest game designed to help children deal with feelings resulting from the divorce process and gives them cognitive and emotional tools for more effective coping.

As a family therapist dealing with divorce, I often encounter the pain of parents who themselves are confused, in a state of crisis, and have problems getting through to their children. I find myself facing the pain of children, expressed in ways that range from withdrawal and inability to communicate to outbursts of anger and acting out.  Parents crave accessible tools that will speak in language understandable to the child and that will help the children deal with the issues without resistance.

It was the necessity for such a tool that brought together the group that conceived this game and brought it into existence.

Parents who wish to help their children nowadays can turn for guidance to books or various internet sites, can attend individual or family therapy
 or can send their children to a support group for divorced children
. Excellent measures indeed - but ones which necessitate numerous additional factors such as, openness to treatment, commitment and enough luck to "fall into the hands of" a sufficiently qualified therapist specializing in divorce. Alternatively they can approach a school counselor, who may or may not  be skilled enough to deal with this subject; they can also read books on the topic
 or complete work sheets.
. All these measures assume the will and readiness to deal with the issue directly. However, particularly in the first stages, there is usually a tendency to repress feelings and avoid facing the issues squarely.

Earthquake in Zipland not only offers the possibility of dealing with the issues in a more roundabout way through play but also opens the way to dialogue and becomes a valuable tool for therapists and parents.

Our guidelines for creating the game were based on our examination of the research on the effect of divorce on children.

Today many studies exist on the subject, the most well known being the research of Wallerstein 
and Hetherington
. Although there are crucial differences in the results of these two researchers about the long-term effects of divorce, there is no debate about the short-term effects as it relates to the children’s feelings and behavior. In this game we address the short-term effects as they reflect the children’s experiences and the psychological tasks facing them.  For example:

· Awareness and understanding that the parents have separated. 
 

· Separation from parental triangulation (Bowen, 1978) in order to deal with the emotional tasks appropriate to their age, studies, friendships, sports....

· Dealing with loss; loss of the family unit; loss of family ritual and tradition, loss of one of the parents on a regular basis, loss of completeness and sometimes loss of the feeling of being loved.

· Dealing with anger, fears and feelings of guilt.
· Coming to terms with and accepting the finality of separation.
· Struggling with long-term tasks related to the forming of new partnerships, development of intimacy skills and coping with separation anxiety. 

It is interesting that despite the large number of divorces, divorce is considered the second most powerful cause of stress.



The question then arises: How can such "heavy" issues be handled through games?

According to Winnicot,
 "games are therapy, a creative experience in the space-time continuum always on the theoretical line between the subjective and that which is objectively perceived" and it therefore constitutes fertile ground for sprouting the seeds of better coping skills in the face of those emotional issues the game takes on.  This game provides a transitional space in which the child can struggle with his experience through his grappling vicariously through the experience of the game hero.

Wealder claims that the value of the game lies in its being a medium for the fulfillment of desires and in its enabling a struggle with traumatic events through desensitization and identification.

Games accompanied by a therapist and used as a therapeutic tool can add further dimensions to the use of the game.

According to Gardner
, this is an opportunity to decrease guilt, to suggest therapeutic alternatives, and to encourage desensitization through multiple repetitions.

As stated, Earthquake in Zipland is an adventure Quest-style computer game.

The reason for our choice of this particular genre is that Quest games demand a high level of creative thinking (more so than with common shooting or driving games) and a high tolerance for lack of clarity and for uncertainty. 

Lack of clarity and uncertainty, together with anxiety and despair, are also typical of the divorce experience.

One of the best techniques for coping with uncertainty is to develop one's sense of creativity. 

Winnicot formulated this well – “it is creative apperception more than anything else that makes the individual feel that life is worth living.  Contrasted with this is a relationship to external reality which is one of compliance." 

A further principle of an adventure game - quest style - is the use of humor – sharp, witty, sometimes cynical, sarcastic and paradoxical but sometimes funny and amusing, in order to maintain the players’ alertness and create the motivation to continue playing. This element also served our purposes because laughter has the ability to release tensions and change perspectives 
 and can be used an excellent therapeutic tool.
Another reason for choosing a Quest game is the ability to integrate interactive dialogues between the characters – while allowing the child playing to decide where he would like to lead the conversation.   

The game can also be used in bibliotherapy.
 The story itself has a therapeutic component inasmuch as it also evokes identification, empathy, resistance, opposition and disclosure of many confusing emotions. In reading a story, one uses the sense of sight to recognize and identify the “right word” or phrase. The remaining senses are activated to the extent that the reader is able to use and develop his own imagination.  

In watching a movie, two senses are used concurrently; sight and hearing. Both enable the viewer to enter a world of imagination and metaphor, into a story adventure with its unconscious impact
A computer game offers an added dimension.  It is multi-sensory, involving a three-dimensional visual experience; hearing and listening to music, and a kinesthetic “hands-on” interaction. In addition, it offers active involvement in the plot process versus passive viewing.  Thus, it is multi-functional, affecting more areas of the brain, including the unconscious
 and therefore has a more powerful impact.

The game-creating process was fascinating and challenging and required the creation of a new genre within the medium of computer games.  The challenge was to successfully produce a game that would be interesting and fun while fulfilling the other rules of the Quest, in order to cause children to want to play it and, at the same time, would fill the needs for coping with divorce as psychological teachware. 

How can we find a common story-related denominator when in fact no two divorces are alike?  People are different, relations between the parents are different, relationships between children and parents are different, as are the structure of the family, its members, etc.

The game interface, containing the Quest Journal, the crystals – representatives of the parents, and the dialogues attempt to offer an answer, to both the shared and the different.

The story tells of a prince whose island home experiences an earthquake that cut it into two pieces.  The hero finds himself split, frustrated, feeling guilty and determined to join together the two sections of the island.  He sets out on a journey in which he has to solve puzzles and dilemmas in order to achieve his goal.

On the way he acquires tools for coping with life, with feelings and with appropriate emotional responses as opposed to acting out. He gets perspective, looks inwards, finds humor even where there is pain and copes with the loss of his fantasy of successfully putting his island back together.

We chose to make no specific mention of the issue of divorce in the frame of the game.  Rather we use a metaphor similar to those related by children who have experienced divorce and describe the experience of separation and change that is created in life years after the event. 
 
 And this because:

· The use of metaphors is an especially potent therapeutic tool
 
 that works simultaneously on different areas of the brain.

· Repression, regression, externalized anger and denial usually accompany the emotional struggle
, so that our assumption is that a direct game would likely arouse more antagonism and less willingness to play.

The game is suitable for boys and girls aged 7 to 13.

Studies show
 that boys demonstrate more behavioral symptoms than girls but that the emotional distress is similar.

Girls tend to relate more by withdrawal or behavior meant to please.

Age also plays a part in the form of reactions.  Children in the latency stage will express tension in aggression or withdrawal into themselves while adolescents are more likely to act out their anger; to be judgmental and critical of one parent, to be sexually promiscuous or to take drugs.     

In other words, the behavioral symptoms are different, but pain... is pain... is pain.

The writings in the journal that appears in the game interface make it possible to identify the individual changes from one case to another.

In short, Earthquake in Zipland enables the child: 

· To deal with the separation and the fantasy of bringing the parents back together again.

· To experience and express painful repressed symptoms, frustration, anger, sadness and hope, that accompany the experience of grappling with the divorce and thus to enable desensitization of the pain.

· To ask questions and look for solutions in situations that seems hopeless.

· To receive feedback from figures that are metaphors for parents, psychologist, and philosopher, in order to deal better with the experience of loss and open the way to the mourning process.

· To identify with situations in the game that parallel the emotional situations he is struggling with in his daily life, while distancing him from the experience so that he can touch on things he usually tends to ignore.

· To offer an opportunity and encourage the inclusion of people from the child’s world in the game, thus providing opportunities for conversation with parents or therapist, depending on whom he is playing with.

The Interface

 The main problem facing us was how to combine a computer game with a game that would respond to psychological needs in general and those of children of divorce in particular.  How would one overcome the difference between each game’s personal story and still provide an answer for both the shared and the different. One solution is the interface.

At the four sides of the screen there are icons. The two upper ones are crystal balls, one representing the mother and one the father. At the bottom right hand side of the screen there is an egg representing his room and inside the room there is a Quest Journal and a personal journal in which he can write.  At the left side of the screen there is a Chinese Take-Out Container where the player keeps all the possessions he finds along the way. In the bottom part of the screen there are options for different dialogues depending on the player’s choice.
The game interface is unique and does not exist in any other computer game.

As mentioned, the crystal balls are present on all the screens all the time.  They represent the presence of both parents at different experiential levels in the life of the player and hero.
They provide specific game hints as well as general parental statements of support:
"I’m so sorry you had to get involved in this." 

"Try doing it in a different way." 

"Don’t give up hope."
"I know you can do it."
"I have faith in you, Son. Now just have faith in yourself." 

The parents (crystal balls) sometimes state sentences like:
"Although you can’t reach me right now, I will be available sooner than you think." 

"Can we talk later?"
"Maybe your father is available."
"You go on, and I'll join you when I can." 

This in order to provide the experience of those days, months or years when the child does not see the non-custodial parent.

At this moment the child has the option to identify and/or get angry and choose to move to the journal, express his anger and unload his feelings.

After many divorces, the custodial parent is also less at home than before the separation and there are days when the parent (generally) is not with the child, so that the fact that the crystal balls are sometimes unavailable represents this reality.

If the player has a parent who has no contact with him, the statement creates a hope that this situation is temporary, and in no way a static situation.  Sometime they will meet, as reality proves that at some point in life chances are good that one of them will initiate contact.

We also took the single parent household into consideration because the absent parent exists in the child’s inner representation, if only at the level of lack, deprival, yearning, like a "black hole", the existence of a representation of the parent on the screen constitutes a constant reminder. Therefore if he chooses he can deal with it in the journal.

The Egg in the Interface
Clicking on the egg puts the hero in a comfortable room that is his.  There is no specific mention of which home the room is located in, the mother’s or the father’s, although 90% of the children are in the mother’s custody
.  The egg is meant to symbolize a safe and pleasant place where one can be alone, relax and write in a personal journal. Also in this room the child can find his pet dog lying down and recuperating from the injuries he suffered in the earthquake.  He represents a sort of injured and pained part of the hero, who takes care of the dog all through the game.

Other than his personal journal, the egg also contains the player’s Quest Journal.  This is one of the game’s therapeutic devices
.  On one hand it expresses the alter ego of the hero which is parallel to the deepest thoughts/feelings of the player, and on the other hand the player can choose to write in the journal in the hero’s name and thus distance himself and project his emotions.  Both cases offer an opportunity for emotional ventilation.  

Writing in the journal expands the range of emotional expression, serves as the modeling of statements of emotion and expands emotional awareness. 

The journal also provides a place for each person’s individual story, even though there is only one plot.  

The common denominator shared by all who have been through divorce is their range of feelings.  The intensity of the feelings change depending on many intermediary variables.
, such as cooperation between the parents, the presence or absence of a parent, the economic situation, etc.

Therefore the journal, which focuses on writing one’s feelings, is general enough and suited to all.

While writing in the journal the player can choose whether to do so with or without musical accompaniment.  If he chooses to use the calming music, it is possible to create conditioning between difficult and painful feelings and relaxing elements, certainly a most valuable therapeutic act.

The top of the journal contains beginning of statements of emotion, and the player can chose to complete them. Using the beginning of these statements can enrich the child's emotional vocabulary and will make it easier to express himself in words and less necessary for him to express himself in actions.

 The subjects raised are anger and guilt, fear and lack of confidence, guilt and responsibility, forgiveness and understanding, longing and love.  

The question that concerned us was why would a child at play want to write in a journal and how would we lead him to enter that place? After he has written in the journal, our solution - aside from the appealing graphics and music - is to present the player with random hints about how to continue the game, so that some of the players will enter the space in order to get these hints.  But first they will have to confront the emotional statements and fill them out.  Sometimes it will not be hints about the game that appear but a message of psychological import, such as emotional support, advice to share feelings with people from his real world, and so forth.

These messages will be given in a deep, dramatic and mysterious voice, like the “Oracle from Zipland”.

For example:

"I understand what you're going through…And so do MANY other people. It's always harder in the beginning… You just have to have hope that it will pass."
Characters and Objects
Moose, hero of the game – on the one hand a “model child”; on the other, his nickname has a bully-like quality.

The hero’s pets – a pair of fish that remained in the mother’s palace and a floating Buddhist camel that remained in the father’s palace.
The Oyster is a supportive figure.
It too has been through the earthquake and is in pain but an oyster knows how to produce a pearl from a grain of sand – to create beauty out of pain.

The oyster gives him a grain of sand as a transitory object
 so he can call on it when he feels distressed.

And, in fact, at different points throughout the plot the hero consults with the oyster and shares his feelings with it directly and openly, as, for instance, when he feels guilty about the earthquake or feels shame and inability to communicate with his friends.

Bonbon – Moose’s best friend and soulmate, with whom he can share his thoughts.

The Queen Mother –   Moose's mother personality: Has different and contradictive traits to enable projection. 
The King Father – somewhat cut off and looking for himself in spiritual and new age activities in order to enable projection.
Ellis - The Worm – an aggressive figure, a loner, longing for warmth and love.  It has just experienced separation.

Bothersome Flies – symbolizing the disturbing thoughts about the divorce.

Elephant, Giraffe and Kangaroo – symbolizing Moose's peer group, also a group of penguins and more...
Positive Thinking Feather: Its very existence in the game is to stress the importance of positive thinking throughout life.

Orb of Self Confidence: is used as a symbolic object for self confidence.
The core around which the game was built was the emotional themes typical of children in families of divorce, as I learned from studies and from my own rich clinical experience.  For each theme, a structure was constructed that grapples mainly with a specific issue.
For example – the elevator episode confronts mainly the child’s powerlessness in the face of his parents’ decision to separate.

Two episodes take place during his visits, one in the father’s home and one in the mother’s.

An additional episode takes place in a play area and deals with the shame brought about by the separation, etc.

Following are some examples of the issues we dealt with – the episodes themselves, and the psycho-educational solutions provided
The Fantasy of Connecting the Parents
For years children continue to hope that their parents will again become a couple and that the family’s "wholeness" will be restored.  Sometimes they act out problems in school or do other things - anything to make the parents get back together.

The frame story of the game – the split of the islands and setting out on the journey to successfully construct a zipper big enough to be able to join the islands together, is a metaphor for this yearning.

Throughout the game, both hero and player strive for this goal.  It is a fantasy of omnipotence, and of course most of the children do not have the power and it is not their task   to bring their parents back together again.

The game deals with the unrealistic nature of this yearning through exaggerated paradoxical humor
.  One example is the episode in which the hero tells the oyster he is going to save the world.  The oyster’s reply is: “Pretty big plans for someone stuck on such a tiny island.”

Or in the episode with the piranhas, when the hero tells the fish, his pets, that he wants to join the islands together again, they burst out laughing, and say:

You’re right; it’s a great idea…  Will you be doing that before or AFTER you solve the energy crisis and put a stop to global warming?

Studies show that for families with a history of serious fighting prior to the separation, having the family "fall apart" helps them to adapt more easily to the loss.  Those players for whom this is their reality might, in our opinion, not identify with the earthquake at the actual time of divorce, but rather with the period of crisis in their lives that might have occurred years before the divorce itself.  Each person and his own earthquake, each person and his own paradise to which he wants to return.

The earthquake creates a new situation characterized by an emotional break, a situation fraught with pain.

Feelings of Guilt and Blaming

In many cases, even if the child is given explanations of the reason for the divorce, he doesn’t really grasp that reason. (Wallerstein)
. Younger children tend to blame themselves for the divorce, thinking it was something, no matter how insignificant, that they did or did not do, and they feel they were not good enough to take care of their parents.  Adolescents tend more to blame one or both parents. 

Mccurley offers parents a tip
:

“Reassure your children that they're loved and that the divorce isn't their fault. Many children assume that they're to blame for their parents' hostility”.

The child’s sense of guilt and the parents’ reaction are inserted into the dialogue in the form of direct and sincere communication.

Generally, children tend to be less direct about such painful emotions and the purpose of this episode is to bring to the surface an existing, less talked about, feeling, and to provide modeling for direct communication.

	Moose:
	(sad) "Maybe it was MY fault..."

	King & queen:
	"No! No! Of course not!"

	King:
	"How many times have we told you that YOU have nothing to DO with it?"


In another episode we struggle with the subject in a more paradoxical and humorous way.  The hero speaks with the oyster after the earthquake. She feels that they are in the same boat and that they share their pain and tragedy, and she tells him – 

	Oyster:
	"A fellow earthquake victim, I take it?"

	Moose:
	(sad) “Victim…instigator…whatever title you choose…”

	Oyster:
	(cynically) "Instigator? Oh, nice party trick, do you also do TORNADOES?"

	Moose:
	“Well, when you put it THAT way, maybe it wasn’t ENTIRELY my fault.”  


In the case of adolescents, who tend more to blame their parents some do so openly and in a hostile way, others internalize because of their fear of rejection and abandonment.  In the plot, the anger is expressed cynically, gently, and vaguely.

For example, when the father relates to life events through Zen Buddhist eyes and says:

See how everything just flows into place? 

The hero responds cynically with hidden anger and blame that he takes no responsibility for his part and ascribes events to the cosmic flow –

Yeah sure, but then a natural disaster comes and blows everything back apart

In a more direct way, the hero can take out his anger and frustration in the journal when he reaches the episode in the home of his father-king or of his mother-queen.

Helplessness – The Elevator Episode
Divorce is a situation forced upon children.  Parents, either one or both, can choose to separate.  For the children, there is almost always a feeling of helplessness,
, of a situation not of their choosing, a situation forced on them, and they have no real impact on their parents’ decision to divorce.  And now they have to live with it (in many families parents do not divorce, for the children’s sake.  Those that do decide to divorce, do so in spite of the children.)

Even children from physically and emotionally violent families, who encourage the divorce actively or passively, experience helplessness in the face of their inability to make things better.  Their desire for the parents’ divorce is their solution for getting out of their feeling of helplessness.

In step families, the sense of hopelessness is sometimes tied in with the actual marriage of their parents.  Statistically, the percentage of divorces in step families is higher than in “chapter 1” families and most are precisely because of the children but, once again, the decision is made by the parents and the child is the passive recipient of the decision and bears the consequences.

The elevator episode provides an opportunity to experience the helplessness once again, for both the hero and the player.

The helplessness is expressed at the levels of dialogue, graphics, and the frustration that the game creates.  Even the music contributes to this feeling.

The purpose of this frustration is to produce desensitization of the feelings of helplessness and to look for creative solutions within the boundaries presented by the situation.

The hero is in the elevator and wants to get to the third floor, where the zipper store that is supposed to solve his problem is situated.  In the elevator there are three figures, two of them sort of parent figures and one in charge of the elevator that can represent the figure of the judge.  The figures declaredly take into consideration the good of the hero and his needs, asking him to which floor he has to go, but in the end they ignore his requests.

He experiences helplessness, lack of control and anger, and is totally at the mercy of the caprices of the other passengers.  
He tries humor, he tries outsmarting them, he asks politely and then lunges angrily at the operating board. 
Within the confines of the reality of the elevator, over which he has no control, he seeks a solution that will bring him to the third floor.  The player has to be very creative in order to extricate himself from this situation.  The experience of success and mastery at the game level obviously increases his creativity and trust of self in his real life.

Triangulation and Conflict of Loyalties
It is not rare for the child to find himself in a powerful conflict of loyalty between his mother and father: who does he want to live with; who should he live with; who is right; where, in fact, is his home – with mother or with father; who needs him more; who will stay with him and take care of him?

Whether there is shared custody or whether the child is in the hands of one parent, for example, the mother, and even if the parents are very clear about which is the main home, there is a lot of confusion about where exactly the child’s home is.  Loyalty to the parents tears the child apart and creates a split in his sense of belonging.

The confusion and pain this causes the child is expressed in a dialogue that demonstrates the conflict through a word game between the various meanings of “left” and “right”.

In the forest episode, the hero finds himself going along a path.  When he reaches a crossroad he has to decide whether to go right or left, while each parent tries to pull him to his side.

For example:

	Moose:
	(relieved) "Mom! Dad! You don’t know how great it is to hear your voices! Ever since what happened, I feel completely lost.”

	Queen & King:
	"hat’s ridiculous, son... Just come HOME."

	Moose:
	“But how do I DO that?  Which way do I GO?”

	King:
	"Don’t be silly, son, your home is RIGHT where you left it…"

	Moose:
	“Right?”

	Queen:
	"Don’t be silly, son, your home is right where you LEFT it…"

	Moose:
	“Oh, left…”

	King:
	"Right!"

	Moose:
	“I'm confused.”

	Queen & King:
	"We all are, honey." 




In this episode both parents exert equal pressure, each trying to pull the hero to his side. There are many situations where each side tries to discredit and blame the other. 

For instance, at the beginning of the crystals episode, the mother mutters under her breath:

	Queen:
	"You know who we can thank for him getting into this whole mess…"


The father replies:

	King:
	"If you’re implying that this is somehow MY fault Uh,"


The child’s response is:

	Moose:
	"Mom? Dad? Remember ME? I’m fine, no need to argue "


Sometimes the parents argue between themselves without meaning to besmirch each other in the child’s presence but we find
 that children listen closely to the quarrels of the parents when they are together and to phone calls between the parents after the separation.

They see the telephone as a weapon for continuing the battle between the parents, a battle that often does not cease after the divorce.

In the game there are a number of couples whose partners quarrel with one another about trivialities such as, for instance, the storyteller and his wife who argue about who will wash the dishes, who tells the best story plot.  The storyteller’s wife complains she has to do everything, etc.

The quarrels are presented in an amusing way, thus enabling ventilation and desensitization to the actual subject of the quarrel.

Sometimes the child finds himself in the midst of the “cold” or “hot” war between the parents and is manipulated directly or indirectly to take operative steps in, for instance, money matters or investigations about what goes on when he is in the other parent’s home, etc.

In the fair episode the hero is still manipulated by the mother in a passive gentle manner, by asking for helium for the balloons she has to fill.  She gives him a deflated balloon and tells him it’s not her fault because the father has all the hot air. Indirectly, she is complaining that the father is keeping all the helium for himself, even though the hero answers her: “tell him yourself”.  He finds himself facing a dilemma: should he ask for helium for the mother as well or only for himself.  He is embarrassed and hesitant and does not ask directly, to avoid spoiling relations with his father.  For example:

	Moose:
	"Think about all this HELIUM…  (hesitant) I mean, if you bang into it… What I mean is, if it falls… Uh, ahem, anyway, you have so MUCH of it…"


	King:
	(suspicious) "Son, why do I get the feeling you're evading something?"

	Moose:
	"Me? Evading? No, It's just that I don't know if I should ask… I mean, uh, I don't know what you're talking about, Pops… I'm like an arrow, straight to the point.."


Or, after the father has filled his balloon for him, he says:

	Moose:
	"Thanks, Dad… Hey listen, I was just wondering… you have plenty of that gas, don't you?"

	King:
	"Sure, why?"

	Moose:
	(embarrassed) "No… it's just that… Um, it's probably good business."


Despite all the hesitation, the father’s response is:

	King:
	"Just don't get greedy on me like your…"


Inside himself the hero is angry about the situation and says:

	Moose:
	(to player, angry) "Maybe because I'm sick and tired of being caught in the middle all the time"


Clearly, in reality smaller children will respond more hesitantly and adolescents can be angry and direct.
. They can be drawn into the confrontation, pass messages between the parents, and be in a dual loyalty situation.  Adolescents can take a stand that will express itself in a covenant, especially with the custodial parent.  They are judgmental and suffer from their involvement in the conflict.

Regardless of the game, the player’s reality could fit one of a number of realities: being torn between his loyalties but remaining loyal to both parents; establishing a coalition with one party and resenting the other party; cutting off from both parents; attempting to remain in the middle, totally neutral – as if he is from the U.N; having no contact with his father or having been abandoned by the father; or perhaps having been refused contact.

Therefore the player’s reactions to the episodes that express the conflicts between the parents could switch from identification to resistance, could arouse empathy or anger, and allows him to choose to use the journal according to those reactions.

Following are a number of tips for parents
, which I think are very important:

· Never disparage your former spouse in front of your children. Children know they are "part mom" and "part dad," and the criticism can batter the child's self-esteem.

· Don't use your children as messengers. The less the children feel a part of their parents' battle, the better.

· Your children may be tempted to act as your caretaker. Resist the temptation to let them. Let your peers, adult family members, and mental health professionals be your counselors.

· Let your children be children

We also inserted some psycho-educational sections in the game, whether for the parent or for the child, on the assumption that both will find ways to use this information effectively.

For example: In the episode in the home of his mother, the queen, when he is talking with his mother and his pets are there in the background –

	Queen:
	"Actually, there's sort of a message I'd like for you to… "

	Floopsy:
	"Ahem… Sorry to interrupt, but that could be a bit of a problem. See, it's not advisable to…"

	Moopsy:
	"It's not that we doubt your parental choices…"


Or -

	Queen:
	"Sorry, it's just that I RELY on you, you're my SOUL… " 

	Moopsy:
	(coughing to get attention)" Ahem… Objection!"

	Floopsy:
	(whispers) "Don't put that heavy burden on his shoulders."

	Moopsy:
	"Yeah, they're not THAT strong!" 

	Queen:
	(thinking for a moment) "maybe they have a point there."


The parents need to take responsibility for the children, not the opposite
.  The child should be empathic and take responsibility as befits his age.  Of course, the lower the level of conflict between the parents after the divorce, the greater the chance that the child will suffer less damage and that there will be less of a tear between the two parents-the two homes.

.

Because children don’t always express their suffering openly, a parent who plays the game with his child might experience his child's suffering as a result of the child's triangulation. The parent may thus be able to discuss this with him, and perhaps even do more than that.

Self-image and Peer Group

Despite the high number of divorces and the normalization of this phenomenon, many children still speak of their loneliness, lowered self-image and shame about the situation when facing friends and teachers
.  These feelings are especially acute in the first period after the divorce.

In the game, the hero finds himself confronting a peer group.  They invite him to play basketball but he is overwhelmed by shyness.  He blushes, coughs anxiously when approached, his lips move but no sound comes out, as if he is paralyzed by shame.

He turns to the oyster for help to combat the shame that is taking over him.

Her answer:

	Oyster:
	"Listen kid, after what you've been through with the earthquake and all…who can BLAME you? Besides…I know the feeling… I, too, tend to CLAM up in times of crisis… (laughing) Get it? Clam up!''


If he decides to write about his feelings during this episode in the journal, he will receive the following answers from the “Oracle of Zipland”:

· There's no need to feel ashamed, everyone has his own earthquakes.

· You’re not so different; everyone has his special traits: a Giraffe has a   long neck; a kangaroo has his pouch, and you have a special story.
If he is able to understand the hints he arrives at a tower – and there he can receive the orb of self confidence and symbolically increase his self-confidence.


In my opinion, if the player is creative enough and overcomes all the obstacles presented by the game up to this episode and even succeeds in making all the clever moves required for him to enter the tower, his image of himself as a competent person will improve greatly.

However, we did not stop here.  The telescope episode that follows is designed to provide perspective on past present and future possibilities in life.

Getting Perspective – The Telescope Episode

At the height of a crisis we usually cannot see its end. We lack the time perspective and fear that things will always be tough.  There isn’t always hope. Everything seems to be one big impediment. The future scenarios that constantly run through our brain are very limited in scope, frightening and negative.  This negative thinking only increases the difficulty.  Our horizon is limited and dull.  The function of any therapeutic intervention is to open up alternatives, new angles, and hope.

In our game, the telescope episode deals with this subject.

 In this episode there are three telescopes, directed to Past, Present and Future.  The hero looks at them and in the background we hear a magician speaking to him.  The idea is to focus on getting perspective and realizing that a change can come at any time.  Life is full of surprises.  Change might be difficult and painful but it can also be surprising and positive.  The only certain thing is that there will be change.

For example:

	
	(3rd  telescope – the future. First everything looks dark)

	Moose:


	“Hello, there’s something wrong with the pictu…”(picture starts to clarify) 

	Sorcerer:  
	"We never know what the future holds…"

	Moose:


	Interrupts: “But you said before that you DID know…”

	Sorcerer:  
	"…We can only be certain that changes will occur…"

	Moose:
	”Oh come on, this is such a rip off…”

	Sorcerer:  
	"…We fear change because we fear the unknown, that which we cannot foresee or prevent… But change forever brings with it both pain and joy."

	Moose:


	“That’s not true, getting out of this scene would be a change that brings sheer joy”


At the end of the process he receives a glowing ball symbolizing self- confidence, a sort of transitional object for decreasing the fear of change and increasing hope.

Loneliness and Belonging 

Statistically, children of divorce find themselves much more alone than children in intact families  , because the parents
 have less time and energy. Parents need to work longer hours to make a living. They invest more in professional development and also revert to the courting period.

In the game, we have created an experience of loneliness and “hitting rock bottom”.

After the boat race episode, the hero’s boat is swept away and he finds himself in the snow.

 The hero walks on ice …. falls into a dark pit….   falls deeper and deeper until his fall is stopped by a cave that appears on a completely dark screen.  The cave is inhabited by a bitter, lonely, and aggressive worm, who is at the same time very direct and open.  He speaks freely of his heartbreak, about his abandonment and his need for love, warmth, family and security.

The worm demonstrates that bullying and aggressiveness are just 'reaction formations' to the lack of these needs that are so basic.  He longs for contact and makes no bones about it, serving as a sort of mouthpiece for the experiences that both the player and the hero avoid mentioning.  Some of the dialogues transmit the feeling directly with the seriousness called for in this painful situation. Some use an "eyewink" and humor in order to somewhat dissipate the pain.  For example:

	Moose:
	"That’s tough man, I guess you’re very lonesome tonight then.  I know I would be if I were stuck in this cave."

	Ellis:
	"But you ARE stuck in this cave."



	Moose:
	(hysterically) "Oh my god! I am?" (small pause while info sinking in)"…I’m so lonely…"(starting to sing the ‘police’ song) "So lonely… So lonely… "


In part, the loneliness could be handled by achieving a sense of belonging and of social support.

A recent study
 found that neighbors and friends can provide very significant emotional support for adolescents going through parental divorce.  It appears that adolescents from divorced homes tend to be more aggressive, use alcohol and drugs more frequently, and externalize more delinquent behavior.  They also tend more to depression, suicidal thoughts and images of low self-esteem than youngsters from intact families.

In the game, the hero has to go through a process of searching for alternatives that will improve the worm’s "home".
The hero emerges from the ice cave onto the snow fields, where he meets a group of penguins, meant to symbolize an affiliation group, such as family, social group, sport group, a group of siblings, neighbors, relatives, youth movement members, etc.   The hero goes through a process of being accepted by the group and it is the player who has to choose between the different alternatives.  In order to be accepted he goes through a process of belonging and yet maintains his individuality, something that is so crucial for adolescents.

The episode takes place in a milieu of rap-style singing.  The penguins say a line and he has to choose one right one out of the alternatives.

A similar process is undergone by the penguin rap-singer that has separated himself from the group and the hero convinces him to belong – 

	Moose:
	"Listen, we could REALLY use a hand here… How about it?"

	Punk:
	"No."

	Moose:
	"Oh, come on."

	Punk:
	"Well, when you put it THAT way…No."

	Moose:
	"Please?"

	Punk:
	(cynical) "That’s even more persuasive."

	Moose:
	"Ok, you want persuasive? How about you help them because they're your friends and friends HELP each other." 

	Punk:
	"The first one was better." (end)


Part of the fear of belonging is anxiety around abandonment
, which is created by the separation. There is also a high level of caution, carefulness and guarding needed lest one should be hurt again.  In the continuation the dialogue hints at this.

The penguin rap-singer Punk belittles the penguins’ genuine desire to help the hero and the following dialogue takes place:


	Moose:
	"They're not THROWING me, they're helping me get out of here."

	Punk:
	"Well, isn't THAT ironic, talking me into joining just so you can LEAVE."

	Moose:
	"Actually, I'm just trying to get you where you BELONG, so that I can get to where I belong."

	Punk:
	(faking snoring sounds)

	Moose:
	(annoyed) "You know, now that I've MET you, the fact that the group wants you back just makes me appreciate them even more… (under his breath) AND question their SANITY a little. Nevertheless, they WANT your friendship and I'm SURE that deep down inside you feel the same."

	 Punk:
	"You're RIGHT… I ALSO think they're insane." (end)


The power and creativeness to cause Punk to join are in the player’s hands.

 Mother’s Home and Father’s Home
Mother’s home and father’s home - Although it’s not always this way in reality, in the game the hero has one private room of his own though it’s not clear where it is.  And he has two palaces - the mother’s palace and the father’s palace.  In each palace he still has a pet that he has to feed in the course of the game, and which he misses.

The move from living in one home to living in two is not simple.  Just recently a child of 9 who had been through divorce said, “What am I? A suitcase, that has to move twice a week from house to house?

Thus certainly is not simple. There are many mediating variables that in the end determine the level of the difficulty, such as the relationship with the parent, the parent’s personality, the presence of a new partner(s}, etc.

Ping Pong Games: Sometimes a situation is created in which the timing of visiting between homes is very uncomfortable, for both child and parent.  For instance, the child might have a group activity or some event or may simply be in the middle of a game.  Studies show
  that many fathers are frustrated by the fact that their children make plans for the weekend that they are supposed to spend with the father.  These arrangements can be due to the child’s personal plans, the influence of one of the parents, the child’s need to assert his independence or refusal to be in contact with the parent.

The messenger episode represents a range of such situations on a metaphoric level.

Just at the critical and important moment, when the hero is in the middle of the elevator episode, a messenger arrives who reports to him that he has to go and feed the fish in the queen’s palace.  This is the last thing he wants to be dealing with at this moment in the episode, because it completely diverts his attention from what he is doing.

The hero can agree and move on to the suggested episode.  He can also refuse to do so.

He can move to the palace, either because he wants to be there, or because he is obedient but frightened, angry and opposed, since he likes to please others and is compassionate and considerate, or it could emanate from a sense of responsibility and maturity. 

It could also simply be because he thinks these are the rules of the game and he has not yet grasped the metaphoric level.

He can also choose not to go to the palace, at least for the course of a few episodes, and he can object at the dialogue level, for example:

	Moose:
	[whining] “But this isn’t FAIR!!! .  Besides, why do I have to go over there anyway?" 


He can object at the game level, i.e. he can simply avoid moving to the palace episode.

The game cannot be completed without spending time in all the episodes.

In any event, this is an opportunity to deal metaphorically with the conflict of mother, father, two homes, and their place in the life of hero and player.

Adolescence is characterized by a style of coping that fluctuates between independence and breaking free, and dependence and childishness; between perceiving the parents as ideal figures and relating to them as weak and disappointing.  The behavior towards the parents fluctuates between crassness and sensitivity.  The adolescent senses the pain of the parents intensely but avoids externalizing this.  The attitude to the custodian parent ranges from anger and distancing to excessive identification and taking on unnecessary responsibility.

The dialogues in the two home episodes reflect the accepted range of reactions and the type of relationship the child has with the mother and with the father.  For instance, in the father’s palace, one of the dialogues the player can choose is one that speaks of yearning and warmth, on the part of both father and hero.

	Moose: 
	(laughing) "I sure missed that sense of humor!"  

	King:
	(proud) "There's more where THAT came from, you know…"

	Moose:
	"Oh I'm COUNTING on it… It's just too bad I've been so busy lately.  But don't worry, I'll be home soon. Peace out, Dad!"


Or

	Moose: 
	"Listen, as much as I’m enjoying chatting with you, I really should get going. "

	King:
	"Wait a minute! Where are you always running off to? "

	Moose:
	"Sorry Dad, we really DO have a lot to catch up on, and I PROMISE I'll tell you all about it… But right now Duty Calls!"


Or conversations that express anger at the separation:


	King:
	"Hey. See how everything just flows into place?"

	Moose:
	(cynical) "Yeah sure, but then a natural disaster comes and blows everything back apart."

	King:
	(smiling) "And then it all flows into a new place once again."

	Moose:
	"Tomato, tomAto, potato potATo…."

	Moose:
	(angry) “Yeah, or better yet, instead of waiting for the cosmic flow you can just FORCE it back together.”


Or, in the queen’s palace

he sometimes is empathic to his mother and sometimes a bit cynical.

They talk about the fact that the situation has changed.  Life is not like it used to be.  It was better then.  Or they talk about the fact that some things would be better forgotten.

In both homes there are dialogues that could lead the child to a situation of triangulation.  Various responses are possible.  For instance, in the king’s palace:

	King:
	"Such a flare for the dramatic, you got that from your mother’s side no doubt."

	Moose:
	(hinting) "Interesting remark… Is there anything ELSE I should be getting from her side?" 

	King:
	"Wait a minute… Did your mother send you?  "

	Moose:
	"Mom? Uh, no… Um… Why do you ask? Wow, it’s getting late… You know what they say- So much to do, so little time… Uh… hmm, well, ok… See ya, Dad!"


 In reality the following possibilities exist: that the player comes from a single parent family, that he does not know his father, that his father abandoned the family, that the parents live far away from each other and he sees one of them only during vacations and holidays, or that he refuses contact.  In these cases, the player will undergo different inner processes resulting from the very existence of two homes in the game.  The game process forces him to choose to be in both homes even if he doesn’t want to.

The Beavers’ Episode - Support, Acceptance and Communication
Although the parents, grandparents, school support systems and psychotherapists played a part in providing help, 
  

the greatest emotional assistance reported by children years after the event is the help they received from siblings and friends. Which brings us to the hero's best friend, the beaver.

The beavers’ family is a sort of a stereotyped family. A sense of warmth emanates from the food.  They serve warm milk and hot chocolate, ask if the child has prepared his lessons, etc.  This family also goes through a crisis but they overcome it and build their home anew.

The level of openness and emotional sharing varies from family to family and from child to child.  From the age of nine, children generally have more verbal ability and in principle they ought to be able to use language to cope with the loss.  However, usually the pain is too huge to touch and the children make use of defenses such as denial, repression and avoidance, sometimes until they reach adolescence.

In the short term this may be an effective mechanism but in the long term the price is heavy.

In the game, the beaver becomes terribly frustrated when it thinks its parents have separated, and shares its feelings with the moose, effectively reducing its communication by employing humor.  The purpose here is to provide an expression for the player’s repressed thoughts and denials. 

	Moose:
	"You know what Humphord always says: The answers lie within yourself…"

	Beaver:
	"The only thing within MYSELF right now, is pure sadness, utter frustration, complete and total disappointment, and the blueberry pancakes Pa made for breakfast this morning. " 


	Moose:
	"You know, you really shouldn’t be keeping all this stuff inside of you… It’s not healthy!"

	Beaver:
	"What am I supposed to do then?"

	Moose:
	"Well, just let it all out! You’ll feel much better… I PROMISE!"

	Beaver:
	"Well, ok… Here goes…. BLAAAH!"

	Moose:
	(disgusted) "That’s NOT… what I MEANT…"

	Beaver:
	"I guess that’s why I don’t feel any BETTER…"


At this stage of the game the moose is in better shape and is able to encourage the beaver.

	Beaver:
	"Just when I thought I couldn't feel any more CONFUSED…"

	Moose:
	"I know…"

	Beaver:
	"There's only one thing I know: Don't count on NOTHIN' or better yet, on NO ONE but YOURSELF!"

	Moose:
	"That's a good way to end up bitter and alone…"

	Beaver:
	"Oh, who CARES!"


The moose even suggests he get additional help.

	Moose:
	"Well, I can get you in touch with this wise-guy OYSTER…"


And the dialogue continues with an openness that is adolescent age-appropriate, sincerity mixed with humor.

	Beaver:
	"Sorry, pal.  I don't mean to be taking all this out on YOU…"

	Moose:
	"It's ok.. Believe me, I can TAKE it."

	Beaver:
	"Oh RIGHT…I forgot! You've already been there AND done that…"

	Moose:
	"Well, yeah, I DID go through some very…"

	Beaver:
	(gasps) "And you're STILL around to TELL about it?"


And the beaver actually does find himself encouraged by the sharing. 

	Beaver:
	(start walking away together, backs to player) "I Mean, if YOU can get past this, knowing how stubborn, and sensitive and over cynical you are… Well, I guess ANYONE can!"


The episode concludes with the following dialogue:

	Moose:
	"I didn't know perfect families FIGHT."

	Beaver:
	"I didn't know there are such things as  perfect FAMILIES…"


Power versus strength 

As already mentioned, most youngsters fantasize for years about the possibility of their parents getting together again and reuniting the family.  This yearning is accompanied by a sense of helplessness and inability to change the life situation.  Sometimes the imagination produces impotent scenarios in which everything is possible.  “If only I were Supermoose...”

(hesitant) Oh…well…if you could just do that THING where you… you know…sort of, ahem…fly backwards around the earth and um…turn back TIME…?

In the game, Supermoose represents omnipotence, but he can also feel disappointed, depressed, in a crisis, and he can even be in denial.  The hero of the story, however, is strong enough at this point to be aware, to try to encourage, and to recognize the denials. To a certain extent, at the emotional level, he is almost more powerful than Supermoose.

Supermoose tries to help him put the islands together but even he is incapable of doing so.  And as a result there is a struggle with the attempt to make peace with the situation.

	 Moose:
	"What’s up? Anything wrong?"

	Supermoose:
	(denying) "Wrong? Of course not. What would…I mean why…Why do you ask?"

	Moose:
	"Oh, no special reason really, aside from…you know…those gallons of water gushing out of your eyes like there’s no tomorrow.  "

	Supermoose:
	"I don’t know what you’re talking about, you must be imagining things." 

	Moose:
	(playing along) "Ohhhh…I get it… (leans in and whispers) Don’t worry, your water’s safe with me."

	Supermoose:
	(with clenched teeth) "Water? What water?"

	Moose:
	(takes out dictionary, to camera in an official tone) "Ahem…Denial: (pause) It’s not just a river in Egypt. "


Other Topics We Dealt With

Lack of Concentration

Children in a state of stress find it difficult to concentrate on their studies.  Their heads are full of thoughts on the traumatic divorce experience.

A thought-filled head is presented in the “flies episode” while he is in the middle of playing basketball, the flies being a metaphor for the disturbing thoughts.

The positive thinking feather helps to free himself of these thoughts.

Attitude to Money

Money symbolizes power, control and security but also, a means of survival.  All the elements represented by money are the reason that money is one of the most important reasons for quarrels between parents after divorce.

Divorce leaves many families below the poverty line and at best the economic means are cut in two. The game provides a number of figures that worship money in an exaggerated and caricature-like way. However, the main problem is that the king and queen have lost their money and are forced to work as salespeople at stands in the fair, even selling some of their own personal belongings.

The Upset Balance

 In every family there is some sort of balance, a sense of something whole.

In divorce 
 there is a sense of disruption, of something whole breaking, of balance upset.

In this situation a vacuum is created and one of the children will tend to take on the role of one of the parents and become a Parental child.

 In the boat race episode, it turns out that there are less people on the boat than planned causing the moose to cry out: But now there're only THREE of us left!

.

Epilogue

Part of dealing with the divorce situation is accepting the permanency of the divorce and waiving the desire to rebuild the original family and the parents’ marriage.

Acceptance is connected with the ability to understand the needs, experiences and motivations of the parent as independent from those of the child.

This stage includes a solution to the question of relations with the parents and the children’s trust in their ability to develop future relationships with others and to be loved and loving persons. .

When things are tough and there is no way in which to change a situation, all that is needed in order to handle the pain is to change the attitude, to forgive and to accept.

It’s much easier said than done.

Our hope is that the above message, transmitted in the epilogue to the game, will provide another level in the quest of life to achieve this possibility.

I am certain that every professional, parent and child will find topics and episodes that they can connect to, and there will be topics and points of reference that they wish had been included: the very topics we decided to leave out of the game.

Just as there are no perfect families, people, or divorces; there is no game that can cope with all the issues and provide all the answers.

We hope this game offers enough food for thought, fun and stimulation, and that it will raise questions and surprises that will reinforce an optimistic attitude in the future.

Divorce, then - is not a game.

Divorce is a hard and painful process.

Earthquake in Zipland is a game.
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