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Area 54 Lasertag Center in South Philly is gone. When I close my eyes I can still see the steel grid in the entranceway. I turn left and go into the open door, and turn to my right and look up at the flight of steps. I can smell the sulfurous mix of dried urine, soda, bleach, and discarded cigar insides.

As I walk up the steps, there is a Velcro like tearing sound every time I pick up my feet. I reach the top and walk onto the carpet and then through the only open door of the double glass doors. I look down into the game room, flashing lights catch my eye from the left and the right. Straight ahead is the center of my life as I knew it: the P.O.S., the “bridge” as we called it, home as it was to me. I can still see the lines leading up to the large man behind the rounded raised counters. The paint is grey and spotted with dirt, spilled foods and drinks, and in more than one spot, blood.

Walking past the lines to the right of the sales posts, I wave to Francis, the large man selling tickets to the newbies - the average Johnny-come-lately people who think that this place is nothing but a game. More people in black shirts come up. We converse, chit-chat mainly; shake hands and talk shop.

“So, number 15 is shooting straight today? Mind setting that aside for me?” I say. They ask if I’ll be in the next game. Adam, most likely, is the one asking. He is one of the few people who actually do know more than me about the system. I hear a squeak, and look towards the game room. I see the vesting room door open, and a dozen sweaty, smiling people emerge from the darkness.

They are people from all walks of life. They are young, old, black and white. They are tall, short, fat, and skinny, with pleasant and not-so pleasant faces. They are Philadelphians, most of them, and out having fun on a Friday or Saturday night.

They come up to the front and see the scores. One group of them cheers, while the rest start shouting a million and one excuses, every one of which I have heard a million and one times before. I look back at the large man. Francis hasn’t slept well, that much is clear, as it always and often is. “You in?” I hear him say. In response, I reach for my wallet and hand him my decrepit, two year old card. It’s time to show these people how it’s done. Seconds later, he hands me my card back along with a small slip of white printed paper. I nod and say thanks, nod to Adam and whoever else is behind the counter then walk back into the arcade, or game room as it is known legally.

Slinking up to the sniper game, I spot a large figure cloaked in an equally large trench coat and an unmistakable top hat that is reminiscent of something Crocodile Dundee would have worn. I peak around the side of the beast, careful not to disturb him, and see how far along in the game he is tonight. When the time is right, I give him some advice on his shooting, to which he stops his paid game, turns around and shakes my hand by the elbow; a warriors greeting.

“You playin’ tonight Joe?” I ask. “Look at me, I got my nice silk shirt on, does it look like I’m playin’ tonight?” he replies, letting off a hearty chortle and tugging at the expensive, well made fabric. I eyeball him quizzically and respond with equal humor, “You’re here ain’t ya?” and give him a smirk. We have had this conversation at least a hundred times. Quickly noticing that he is running out of time, the gentle giant goes back to his game and finishes the level as I leave him to get his moneys worth, and perhaps put another high score on the top ten list, and knock one of his other top ten scores off.

After ambling around the small room, saying hellos here and there, I settle down in the green driving game, sit back and listen to the bad techno music being blasted from a nearby speaker, crackling and hissing with the tremendous bass thumps. After what seems like an eternity and a half, I hear the sharp sound of a computerized ding, and the soft female voice booms out the name of my game. Slowly, I turn, and sit up in the seat of the green driving game, and look towards the briefing room door to see who is running the game.

After a minute or so, I saunter up and walk past the person while giving a quick smirk. Behind my back I slip them the receipt then stop dead center in the briefing room to size up the competition. In the dark, ominous room, I can make out the shapes of my allies and my enemies. Large, small, thin and wide, they assume various positions of trying to appear comfortable in the uncomfortable room. It is stuffy, and hot, and more than that it is dark with an odd piercing of brightness streaking down the center from the back towards the front, where the spotlight shines on a large map of the arena. After turning back to the person at the door, I wait. Soon, they too turn around and we make eye contact. I nod towards the vesting room, and they nod back. Walking past the rows of people standing behind the waist high bars that make up the briefing room, I enter the door in the front corner, and find myself alone surrounded by a hundred thousand dollars worth of utter junk and an eternity of muffled silence.

I wander up and down the isles of vests hanging from the ten year old steel racks, picking up a gun here or there until I see what I’m looking for, a single vest with a light blinking on the gun that is set aside and apart from the rest. I pick up the gun and identify it as the one I asked to be held. I slide the vest off the rack and put my arms in and around it, the gun still hanging from the chord in the back.

Clipping the front clasps with a sharp “click!” I reach back and yank the gun from the holder craftily, and grab it in midair while simultaneously walking to the other side of the room. Plugging the vest to turn it off, I drop the plug back in the box and walk back into the briefing room. Most of the people are already in, and waiting to get in game. Some have been here before and give me a slight nod. They know me and know that if I’m here, they will either be scoring very well, or barely at all.

One or two last minute gamers rush in as the door is closed. The statement is made and the question is asked. “Welcome to Area 54. Who here has not played at Area 54 with the vests that you see here before you?” Some raise their hands, some shake their heads, some shout out “Yes” or “No” or “Yo, Joey, raise your hand idiot!” at which point, the person in the front next to me looks at me and laughs.

Thus the marshal goes through the whole routine, and I stand there, showing off the appropriate part of the vest for what he is talking about. When he is done, we go from the darkness of the spotlight lit briefing room into the vesting room, an even darker area spotted with intermittent blacklights from the ceiling which cast a deep purple glow onto black painted walls, creating the illusion of depth and expense, neither of which exist.

 Looking around, I can see where the neon orange and green paint has chipped off of the steel grid racks from years of use. The vests hang in rows of ten and five, and the guns hang loosely from the back into a pouch that is easily twice as large as it has to be. They are leftover from the last lasertag center that was here, an old European system that used guns the size of an AK-47.

Most times, we would get right into the arena. It was a large, dark and cramped place that wasn’t very forgiving if you didn’t know the layout, and still wasn’t very forgiving even when you did. Full of twists and turns, and often so smothered with artificial fog that you couldn’t see but a few feet ahead of you, this black-light drenched zone was my territory, it was controlled solely by me and me alone. Sure, I was just a customer, but when you have four years of experience, and a true love and respect for a place, it becomes your own. From the Red base, with its open and easy to defend layout, the double column where a small child could easily camp and get some easy kills, to the green base and its impossible to defend (unless you were me, that is) S shaped entranceway. This was my home.

