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Explore the varied and unexpected human connections that form between dial-a-psychic gig
workers and the people who call them for help. No prior LARP experience necessary.
Players need no preparation for playing the game (and don’t need to be psychic).

Stage 1: Initial character workshop
10 minutes. Develop the psychic hotline
characters.
Players decide and write down:
e The reason(s) that their character is taking this
job.
e A personal difficulty that may (or may not)
connect to the reason they are taking this job.
o Example: After a contentious divorce,
Lou needs money for child support
payments and struggles to maintain a
relationship with her daughter.
e What kind of hotline has their character ever
called? Why did they call?
e What their character thinks of people who call
psychic hotlines.

Players: 3-5 people (* works for 6-10 if
you break into parallel groups for the
calls)

Time: 2-4 hours (length depends on
call pairing method)

Location: In person or online

Game setting: Approximately the US
in the 1990’s. A time when people
made phone calls from landlines and
many people never used the Internet.
Player characters: Each player's main
character has just started a new job
working at a psychic hotline. Players
will also take turns being callers who
phone into the psychic haotline.

GM: Plays a character who trains and
supervises new hotline workers.

Stage 2: Hotline training: In character. 20 minutes + 5 minutes per player.

Training: GM provides training. See “Training Presentation”.

Qualifying call: Each psychic will take one qualifying call for 5 minutes. Each player will also
take on the role of one caller. See “Call Set-Up Instructions”.

Group check-in: 15 minutes. The GM plays the trainer. See “Training Check-In”.

Stage 3: Hotline operates Week 1:

Calls: 5 minutes plus 10 minutes per player. Everyone listens to all the other calls out-of-game,
but in-game each psychic is working alone (with possible call monitoring).
e Each psychic speaks to 2 new callers (so each player will play 2 new callers).

e Set the call timer for 5 minutes per call.

Group check-in: 10 minutes. The GM plays the trainer.
Cover the material in the box. Psychics have not heard ¢
each other’s calls in-game, so should act as if they

know nothing about other psychics’ calls.

Time passes: 1 week in-game. 5 minutes. Players

write off-screen calls on caller logs.

Stage 4: Hotline operates Week 2:

Did you give callers what they
wanted and needed?

e What was surprising?

e Do you need advice or
support about anything?

Calls: 5 minutes plus 10 minutes per player. Each player takes a turn being the psychic who

gets a return caller.

e One of the players who enacted a previous caller for the psychic taking the call should jump
in to make a repeat call. (GM should make sure each psychic gets at least one call, and that

each player is playing at least one caller.)
e Set the call timer for 10 minutes per call.

Group check-in: 10 minutes. Same as Week 1, except a technical difficulty halfway through.
e Due to a technical difficulty, the trainer gets dropped off the call. The hotline workers have a
chance to talk to each other without a supervisor present.



Time passes: 1 month in-game. 10 minutes.

e Players write off-screen calls on caller logs.

e Players also decide and write down something that is happening in their psychic’s life, which
can be the original difficulty getting worse or changing.

Stage 5: Hotline operates Week 6:

Calls: 5 minutes plus 10 minutes per player. Each player takes a turn being the psychic who

gets a return caller.

e Each player can either enact their repeat caller from the previous stage calling back or enact
one of their other first-time callers returning. (GM should make sure each psychic gets at
least one call, and that each player is playing at least one caller.)

e Set the call timer for 10 minutes per call.

Group check-in: 10 minutes. This time, the technical difficulty happens immediately.

Stage 6: Debrief: Optional epilogues and discussion.

e What happens to your psychic?

e What happens to your repeat caller(s)?

e What was interesting or surprising about your experience in the game?

Training Presentation: The GM plays a hotline trainer and gives this new worker orientation.

e Welcome: | don’t care if you’re psychic or not, but for this job, you are a psychic.

e Business model: Clients call this 1-900 number and pay per minute. You also get paid
per minute, after the company takes a cut, and you get a bonus for any extra services you
upsell them on.

e Call routing: New clients are randomly routed to psychics. Returning clients may request
a specific psychic.

e How to be successful:

o Take time with the caller; they’re paying by the minute. Listen to their problems and draw
them out. Make them happy so they’ll call again and ask for you by name.

o People call for a lot of reasons. Some people are just lonely. Some people need a
therapist. Some people really want a psychic. The question someone asks might not be the
real reason they called. Give them what they really want, not just what they say they want.

e Being a convincing psychic

o You need to pick a phone name (“Madam Esmerelda”, “Rowan SpiritFire”, “Leonidas”).
Make it memorable so your clients can remember it. You need a special name because
psychics are special.

o Callers sometimes ask how you got your psychic powers. You need to have an origin story,
like inheriting your talent from your grandmother, or having developed your talent after a
near-fatal accident.

o Some psychics go into a trance or channel as a medium or speak in tongues. Using a
different voice or accent can help convince people that you are in contact with the unseen.

e A few important psychic techniques

o Do not tell them something that can be proven false. Don’t say, if you go on that date, he’s
going to propose. Do say, if you go on that date, something you hope for will happen. Don’t
say, your father left his will in the library. Do say, your father left something for you in a
place he thought you’d look.

o If you say two contradictory things about their situation, people remember what they
believe to be true. Tell them, you are the sort of person who knows what they want, but
also has questions. Tell them, this new job offers tantalizing opportunities, but also has
concerning drawbacks. If there wasn’t a conflict, they wouldn’t be calling for advice.




o People believe good things about themselves and like the people who say these good
things. Tell them, you are someone with great inner strength, despite many challenges, or
you are someone who is always trying to do the right thing, even when it’s hard.

o For repeat callers, you can demonstrate psychic knowledge by remembering things they’'ve
said. You will keep a file for each caller. (Note: This file for callers will be generated out-of-
game so the psychics won’t need to write it themselves. See “Mechanic for Caller Files”.)

When a call is routed to you, the caller’'s name will be announced. Here’s your script.

o “Welcome <their name>. I'm glad you called. My name is Madam Esmerelda. How can |
help you today?”

You'll take your first call during this training. The rest of us will listen in, and afterwards
we’ll all give you some tips and feedback. Then you'll be fully qualified.

We’'ll have a group supervisory session after your first shift, and again after your first and
second weeks, then monthly.

Be aware that any of your calls, even after this training, may be monitored for quality
control and regulatory purposes. For safety, we prohibit you from sharing personal contact
information with callers.

Any questions?

Call Set-up Instructions

If you have more than 5 players, break into two groups, and duplicate doing the same
thing during calls for both groups at the same time.
GM should give players 5 minutes to think about the callers they will play.

o Each player should pick an opening line for the caller(s) they are playing and make up a
name for each caller. See “Sample Callers” for some possible opening lines. Players can
use these and/or make up their own.

In-person play:

o Set up 2 chairs back-to-back. Players should volunteer to be the next psychic by sitting in
one chair, and volunteer to be the caller by sitting in the other chair. The caller player
should give an index card with their caller's name on it to the GM.

o The GM should announce the caller as if routing it to the psychic. “Incoming call for Madam
Esmerelda from Tina. Ring ring ring.” Then give the index card to the spectator(s).

Online play:

o Have all the players on Zoom with voice only, no video. Use out-of-game group chat for a
player to volunteer to be the psychic and another player to volunteer to be the caller. The
caller player should tell the GM their caller's name.

o The caller files will be in a shared access file.

GM should set an out-of-game timer for the amount of time the caller paid for (5 minutes in
the qualifying calls and Week 1 calls or 10 minutes for the Week 2 and Week 6 calls).

o Attime, the GM breaks into the call as a pre-recorded message saying: “Press 1 if you
want to continue this call.” The call role-play ends, but off-stage, the call may continue.

Mechanic for Caller Files

These caller files represent notes that a psychic jotted down on an index card after a call.
The psychic can refer to this resource if/when there is a repeat caller. There is a single file
for each caller. Add to this file if they call back.

A card has the caller’'s name at the top, and an entry for each time they called. This entry
records the psychic’s name and a few notes about things the caller mentioned.

During game play, the psychic player will take NOT be writing these caller files. Instead:




o During the call, players who are spectators will collectively write the caller file.

o After the call role play has ended, the GM gives the card to the caller player. They
may imagine the rest of the call and write a few bullet points about it.

o Between some stages, caller players may add notes about additional calls they
made to the psychic. The GM should allow 5 minutes for players to do this when
time passes between Week 1 and Week 2, and between Week 2 and Week 6.

Sample Callers

Quialifying call and Week 1 calls:

| need to find an overdue library book. Can you tell me where it is?
I have a big problem I've never told anyone else about.

| need to decide whether to take the plunge or not.

| don’t believe in psychics. You're all just fakers.

| really miss my mother.

| want to know if it’s going to be a boy or a girl.

Should | believe what he says?

Should | give her another chance?

Week 2 and Week 6 calls:

| did something based on our last conversation and it went really wrong.

I did something based on our last conversation and it went great, but now | have another
problem.

The thing | talked to you before wasn'’t really the problem that's keeping me up all night.
Since we talked, my problem has gotten more confusing and messed up.

I made a drastic change based on our conversations, and now | have more and different
problems.

I've become dependent on this hotline and am spending too much time/money on it.

I’d decided never to call again, but | still need help and have nowhere else to turn.

Training Check-In: The GM as hotline training conducts this group check-in.

Good news, you are all now qualified to work as psychics!
Any suggestions/feedback for each other?
Any questions you want to ask each other?
Almost all of your callers opted to pay to continue the call. Good job, keep it up.
A few reminders.
o When you start a work shift, look through your call log cards to refresh your memory on
previous callers, in case they call back.
o Remember your script for new callers is: “Welcome <their name>. I’'m glad you called. My
name is Madam Esmerelda. How can | help you today?”.
o If you get a returning caller, you should say: “Welcome back <their name >. I'm glad you
called again. This is Madam Esmerelda. How can | help you today?”




Appendix

Experience notes: Although a player’s central character in this game is the psychic hotline
worker, they will get a more complete experience by playing a variety of callers and also
spectating some calls. However, if your situation requires minimizing total game run time, you
can lower run time to <2 hours for any even number of players using the alternative call pairing
method described below.

Alternative call pairing method to lower run time to <2 hours for an even number of players

1. Set up a paired inner circle and an outer circle of chairs.

o The chairs face away from each other, so a seated pair is back-to-back. Chairs should be
far enough away from each other that pairs are not distracted neighbor conversations.

2. Players in the inner circle are psychics, the outer circle are callers.

3. Conduct a call.

o Ifthis is a repeat call, give the callers a few minutes to first write up any off-stage repeat
calls that have occurred on the caller log index card. Give the psychic time to read these
notes. Then give the card back to the caller.

o Atthe end of a call, callers should write caller log notes about the call.

4. Players in the inner circle rotate one place to their right.

5. Conduct another call (refer to Step 3) with the inner circle playing callers and the outer
circle playing psychics.

e This completes a single call per psychic for Stage 2 (Qualifying call). Players should
remember where they are sitting and go back to that location at the start of Stage 3.

e Stage 3: Players in the inner circle rotate one place to their right. Then do Steps 2-6. The
inner circle rotates right again. Then do Steps 2-6 again. Players should remember where
they are sitting and go back to that location for Stage 4.

e Stage 4: Players in the inner circle rotate one place to their left. Then do Steps 2-6. (This
should result in a repeat caller per psychic.) Players should remember where they are
sitting and go back to that location for Stage 5.

e Stage 5: Players in the inner circle rotate one place to their left. Then do Steps 2-6. (This
should result in the same repeat caller per psychic.)

Safety notes: It is possible during game play for a player to raise topics, describe situations, or
interact in a way that causes another player distress. GMs can reduce this risk by adding a
Stage 0: Safety Workshop where they give players a chance to hame any topics, situations, or
types of interactions they want to avoid (e.g., no suicidal callers, no sexually explicit discussion,
no yelling). These should be posted/shared.

Game background notes: | volunteered at a peer phone hotline for 8 years. Later, | started
offering free oracle card readings at musical festivals/events. (FYI, | am not and do not claim to
be a psychic.) | found that talking to hotline callers and performing card readings are very similar
experiences, and some people are more comfortable asking for support when there is a magical
factor. Anthropologist Manvir Singh makes the point in his book “Shamanism” that neither the
shaman nor the help seeker need to entirely believe in magical powers for genuine help and
healing to happen. | hope this game will give players a chance to experience the human
connection of stepping briefly into a stranger’s world and providing some help, even as they are
acting within a capitalist transactional framework under fraudulently claimed qualifications.

Thank you to Adam Quinn, Will Ober, and Andrea Humez for game design discussions.




