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Abstract

Play/Fighting: A Transfeminine Activist Memoir from the Digital Walden is a hybrid
work of creative non-fiction, poetry, and close reading. Centered around an analysis of
Walden, a game, a videogame adaptation of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden,
Play/Fighting uses the story from the game to tell stories from my life as it intersects with
videogame culture, activism, and the struggle for transgender rights. Taking inspiration
from Ken Baumann’s EarthBound, Play/Fighting structures its telling through the
gameplay and level progression from Walden, a game, with chapters named for the
game’s levels and chapter content informed by the game’s plot. By incorporating
aesthetics from nature writing and New Games Journalism, my thesis tests the “Play
Deliberately” tagline from Walden, a game through the cultivation of solitude and the

sublime.



Dedication

For the victims of the mosque shootings in Christchurch, New Zealand, 15 March 2019.
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Introduction

Play/Fighting: A Transfeminine Activist Memoir from the Digital Walden is a hybrid
memoir based on my SSHRC-funded thesis proposal, “The Intersectional Gamer: A
Political Sojourn into the Digital Walden.” Play/Fighting is a retelling of the first five
years of my gender transition as a non-binary trans woman, filtered by the narrative
events in Walden, a game, the videogame adaptation of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden.
With a particular focus on political activism and community care, Play/Fighting is a work
created in response to two very different cultural phenomena: the March 15, 2019 mass
shooting in Christchurch, New Zealand, and the “Walden, Revisited” episode of CBC
Radio’s Spark. By framing my life’s story through the fictionalized Thoreau’s experiment
at Walden Pond, my thesis accounts for a less sensationalized experience of digital
citizenry — one with positive and healthy relationships, and conscious, considerate

thinking.

The change in title between proposal and finished product reflects a change in
mission and thinking between when I wrote the proposal and when | started working on
the thesis. While initially | had proposed using Walden, a game to examine the Spark
episode and the shootings, it became apparent to me that these ideas were not fully
compatible. Play/Fighting still refutes and opposes core aspects of Brenton Tarrant’s
writing and the ideas presented by the Spark producers, particularly Tarrant’s far-right
radicalization in social gaming spaces, and the Spark presenters’ use of Thoreau’s ideas
to criticize the cultural proliferation of technology in the 2010s. Much of the early work
on this project involved figuring out why | had made that initial connection in the first

place, and if these events could still be reconciled with this project. As such, Tarrant and



“Walden, Revisited” shifted to the underpinnings of this work so that the text of
Play/Fighting could focus more on Walden, a game, and test the limits of its tagline,

“Play Deliberately.”

As such, Play/Fighting enters into dialogue with Walden, a game similar to how
poet Michael Pacey’s collection Wild Apples engages with Thoreau’s journal. Poems in
Wild Apples begin with selections from Thoreau’s journal as a way for Pacey to reflect on
his living practices. For example, Pacey’s poem “Future Sources of Energy” takes
Thoreau’s imaginative journal entries on the future of technological development and
energy generation as a means to speculate about the future in similar terms from Pacey’s
point of view: “The potential energy of falling stars, / meters hooked up / to incoming
meteors; harnessing / the stamina of an avalanche” (Pacey 37). This specific exchange of
nature and technology can be interrogated through the lens of the toxic sublime, which
David Lombard applies to Thoreau’s writing as a means to investigate burgeoning

capitalism as it occurs in Thoreau’s texts (Lombard 27).

In turn, I use segments of Walden, a game to tell relevant stories from my gender
transition through compatible New Games Journalism and nature writing techniques,
touching on the virtual sublime and/as toxic sublime. Reflecting Thoreau’s own multi-
genre approach in Walden, | also include selections of my poetry written during my
transition, much of which has been printed in periodicals, queer literature platforms, or
collected in my forthcoming chapbook Girl Dinner. This genre-fluid approach also helps

to situate both my work and Walden into the context of trans memoir.

This thesis’s language exists at the intersection of several stylistic influences:

nature writing, new games journalism, trans memoir, queer poetry, and literary



monograph. This is all in service of drawing attention to competing first-person
perspectives, as the telling reconciles my personal experiences as filtered through a
playable Thoreau, who himself is not an active participant in his own story. At any given
moment in Walden, a game, the player is prompted to think about the actions they make
in-game, using biographical details about Thoreau paired with excerpts from his work as
a springboard. The player is effectively watching Thoreau watch birds, engaging with
nature writing through immersive game mechanics. This makes the first-person
perspective of the game a constant negotiation; though the player and the player-character
act as one, their perspectives diverge from the same point of origin. Thoreau the player-
character is a fictionalized version of Thoreau based on his writing, a vessel where
Thoreau should be but has been vacated for the player to pilot. While the game as an
aesthetic experience works best when these perspectives synchronize, it requires a
considerable amount of player immersion to maintain that unity. As such, there are
segments where multiple first-persons experience the same moment in different ways. |
use these moments of discord to navigate gender dysphoria and euphoria as memoir
vignettes, and in turn | use my poems to bridge the perspectives back together by

connecting the emotional core of the memoir with the task at hand in the game.

While much of Play/Fighting resembles the structure | originally proposed for
“The Intersectional Gamer,” the ultimate purpose of this piece has changed significantly.
| proposed that using Transcendentalist thought to examine white supremacist crises
could help lead young men away from far-right radicalization. Play/Fighting offers no
such solution. This comes down to a shift in priorities. Under my original proposal | felt a

sense of distance from trans struggles for equality, instead wanting to extend an olive



branch across communities. But after engaging more directly in my community’s
struggles, especially in the wake of New Brunswick Premier Blaine Higgs’ attacks
against trans children in New Brunswick, these struggles supplanted the need to diagnose
the underlying problem. As such, this thesis is not a diagnostic reintroduction of Thoreau
to an audience of white supremacist men who have no interest in reading literature by
trans women. Instead, Play/Fighting is a work of preservation, introducing Walden, a
game into conversations about trans women and videogames normally dominated by
works like Celeste or Fallout: New Vegas. In that sense, my thesis does preserve the
original proposal’s focus on crisis response and community care, using the play space of
Walden, a game to digest the global attacks on trans rights and the ways trans women

care for each other and themselves in times such as these.

As such, this introduction will unpack my thesis’s influences and themes as they
pertain to community care at times of crisis. The stylistic influences across genres, the
popular social contexts of Thoreau and technology, and white supremacy as it propagates
in gaming spaces, all had a hand in the development of Play/Fighting. By tying my
thesis’s influences into direct action and local activism, I promote through this work a
counter-narrative to more digestible stories represented by Tarrant and “Walden,
Revisited.” That is to say, videogames are not just the stomping grounds for white
supremacist recruitment, and techno-cautious attitudes ignore the material reality of the
people who use digital platforms to find connections they cannot make in the real world.
Under the right circumstances, the play space of videogames can help pipeline people

into collective action.

Part I Fascism, Solitude, and the Case for Solo Play



While Tarrant’s violence and “Walden, Revisited” are not connected on the surface, they
can both be looked at through Thoreau’s concerns about how technology governs human
beings. There should be room in a discussion on the abundance of social media’s impact
on physical spaces and contemporary culture, specifically in a Thoreauvian context, to
include concerns over the emergence of the alt-right-come-far right. But “Walden,
Revisited” does not go into online radicalization with any depth, instead using Thoreau’s
writing about solitude and technology to talk about the proliferation of social media and

smart phones as being concerning in its own right.

“Walden, Revisited” has three main segments: an interview with author Michael
Harris, a segment on an artificially constructed silent space, and an interview with
multidisciplinary artist Tiffany Shlain. Spark host Nora Young engages Harris and Shlain
with questions framed by quotes from Thoreau, but not to the same ends as Thoreau’s
words. Harris and Shlain speak about their social media and phone use habits, and the
insistence on being busy or being encumbered by social pressure and commitments.
Harris speaks about how he once went a month without internet access on purpose as a
kind of detox. These interviews gesture at something to be concerned about regarding the
proliferation of smart phones and internet access but never state explicitly what that
concern is. Young, Harris, and Shlain speak about an anxiety over their unconscious

habits but never speak to any of Thoreau’s political concerns about technology.

Per Thoreau’s words, “Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract
our attention from serious things... We are in great haste to construct a magnetic
telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important

to communicate” (Walden 39), Texas of course being the contention during the Mexican-



American War Thoreau actively opposed (“Civil Disobedience” 227). While Thoreau’s
work does speak to the proliferation of technology in his time, his concerns eclipse self-
centered concerns about habits. He is not just talking about boredom or disinterest with
immediate long-distance communication; he is talking about the dissemination of

American war propaganda. Thoreau’s concerns about technology are not separate from

his political activism as an abolitionist.

“Walden, Revisited” de-politicizes Thoreau’s technological concerns, not by
removing all politics from Thoreau’s work, but by emphasizing the aspects of Thoreau’s
work which most agree with, and more importantly least trouble, the white liberal
environmentalist. As such, “Walden, Revisited” answers questions Rebecca Kneale
Gould asks of nature writing in academic contexts. On incorporating more thoughtful and
diverse perspectives on Thoreau, Gould asks “for whom do these classics resonate and
why?” (Gould 173). Gould incorporates challenges from James H. Cone’s essay “Whose
Earth Is It, Anyway?” — specifically Cone’s assertion that white-centered
environmentalism ignores the uniquely racialized impacts of the global climate crisis
(Gould 173-174). This is how “Walden, Revisited” can use Thoreau to talk vaguely about
the cognitive and social impacts of smart phone use, while ignoring the conditions of the
workers exploited in their manufacture, the media spread through those phones, or even
the privilege of internet access at all. It is easier to focus on the image of the train for its
smoke plume, so to speak, rather than the human cost of its construction and maintenance

(Walden 66).

In fact, Spark does touch on smart phones and media consumption, but it does not

touch on the content of that media, merely its volume. The show does not question



whether there is a danger to the message or why it needs to be sent; it merely asserts that
there is too much. All the guests featured in “Walden, Revisited” agree on the need for
media diets and improved curation. It is a failing on the part of the Spark producers to de-
emphasize Thoreau’s abolitionist concerns as they intersect with technology, especially

where internet access has become a frightening locus for white supremacy.

“Walden, Revisited” aired December 6, 2019, just months after the deadliest mass
shooting in New Zealand’s history. On March 15, 2019, Brenton Tarrant went on a
killing spree in Christchurch, New Zealand, targeting the Al Noor Mosque and Linwood
Islamic Centre. This tragedy escaped the New Zealand news media and became a story
reported globally for its sensational details and frightening implications. One of the more
concerning aspects of this terrorist attack was Tarrant’s use of social media to live-Stream
the moments before he opened fire in the Al Noor Mosque. Tarrant signed off his
Facebook broadcast by prompting viewers to subscribe to gaming personality PewDiePie,
one of the most popular online videogame personalities of the last decade, whose content
circulated heavily among white nationalist gaming circles at the time (Roose). Given
PewDiePie’s significant popularity in broader gaming circles, this was one of the more
accessible messages in a broadcast designed for the white supremacists in his immediate
circle and other online hate factions, primarily the 8chan board /pol (Thomas 21).
Because of the general public’s exposure and easy access to niche fascistic expressions,
this event was a watershed moment in online white supremacy capping off a decade
punctuated by white supremacist action in digital and physical spaces, including the

Unite the Right rally in 2017 and Gamergate in 2014.



Tarrant’s shootings required traditional news media outlets like the CBC to
provide context to their audience on the role memes play in online fringe spaces,
including one article with the heading “What is memeability?” (CBC Radio). Tarrant’s
allusions to PewDiePie and popular multiplayer videogame Fortnite spoke to a growing
problem in children’s entertainment, a problem which has only proliferated since
Tarrant’s shootings: social gaming spaces such as Minecraft, Fortnite, and Roblox as
platforms for white supremacist radicalization. For several complicated and interlocking
reasons, spanning from economic privilege to insufficient protection policies, white
supremacists use social games and social spaces devoted to videogames as forums to both
congregate and recruit new members (Wells et al). This takes Thoreau’s concerns about
the messages and intents of communications technologies to much more frightening
implications than merely how too much screen time is unhealthy, as anyone with social
media access could be viewing and sharing content designed to make hate speech more

acceptable and benign.

It is both how these events interact and their details on their own which influence
how I tackle Thoreau and videogames as a culture and how | examine Walden, a game in
Play/Fighting. The choice to tackle race as it is depicted in Walden, a game through a
blend of gameplay summary, memoir, and game critique came specifically in response to
the neglect of online extremism in “Walden, Revisited.” To untangle white supremacy
from cultural considerations of videogames, particularly the beliefs someone can
cultivate in gaming spaces, would be willful ignorance. | use specific chapters in
Play/Fighting to address anti-fascism practices or draw attention to how Walden, a game

is complicit in avoiding certain racial issues while over-representing others.



My poem “Skybox” tackles that ignorance by contextualizing Walden, a game in
depictions of colonialism across different games and genres, specifically The Legend of
Zelda: The Wind Waker, Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune, and the Tomb Raider franchise.
Throughout Walden, a game you can find arrowheads from an unnamed Indigenous
nation which prompt the player-character Thoreau to recite quotes from Thoreau’s
writings. This confronts how the game’s developers choose to treat Indigenous people as
archeological and ancient and not as victims of an ongoing genocide: ‘“>>Take arrowhead
/I 'You exit your first person again. Colonies become nations in a minute and a half or 150

years. A / river, once golden at bank, though yourself an empire bleeding from the ear.”

While the focus on these topics shifted from foreground to background for my
thesis, their influence remains the foundation for the work as a whole. While I do not, as
proposed, re-politicize Thoreau to read Walden, a game, | do take into consideration the
white privileged environmentalism presented in “Walden, Revisited” and the fascism it
ignores. It manifests in how | choose to emphasize political struggles and allyship
between causes, as well as pointing out in the media analysis portions how Walden, a
game fits in this context. This active political bent throughout the text of my thesis also
extends into its genre considerations as a work of trans memoir and scholarship on

queering Thoreau.

Part 11: New Games Journalism as the Voice of the Sublime

Play/Fighting exists at a formal crossroads of nature writing and New Games Journalism.
While nature writing has centuries of history with decades of scholarship, New Games
Journalism is a little-known practice in an already niche field. There is no scholarship on

New Games Journalism despite its roots in both videogame journalism and New



Journalism. Play/Fighting bridges these aesthetics through personal anecdotes that reach

for the sublime.

The lack of scholarship on New Games Journalism makes defining its terms
difficult in an academic creative writing context. As a formal aesthetic it exists mostly in
the pages of defunct gaming magazines, archived internet articles, and personal blogs.
Many articles point to a manifesto written on game journalist Kieron Gillen’s personal
blog specifically referencing Tom Wolfe’s The New Journalism as a means of
reinvigorating the craft of gaming magazine writing (Gillen, “The New Games
Journalism”). Gillen points to the subjective “I” of New Journalism as a way to capture
what it feels like to play a game, emphasizing the gamer as a traveler instead of trying to

write factually about mechanics and graphics.

In this way, New Games Journalism becomes a search for the sublime in virtual

space. Matthew Spokes locates the virtual sublime through an expansion of “the real”:

Whilst examples of virtual, digital, interactive entertainment that simulate
tangible, physical things... might seem different from reality... [t]hey are in fact
productive forces shaping and remaking our engagement with the social, cultural

and political milieu in which we live. (148)

Part of Gillen’s stated goal in defining New Games Journalism is to emphasize this
player-game binding experience: “What a gamer feels and thinks as this alien construct
takes over all their sensory inputs is what’s interesting here... Games have always been
digital hallucinogens... What I’'m suggesting says what it feels like as the chemical kicks
in and reality is remixed around you” (Gillen, “The New Games Journalism”). Where

Gillen is clearly influenced by Wolfe’s contemporaries in his comparisons between

10



gaming and psychedelic drugs, Spokes contends that this remixed reality is what makes
the sublime possible in a videogame: “If we accept that the virtual and the concrete
present are both facets of the real, then... [videogames] are the tool for thinking and

experiencing” (148-149).

This sublime interaction has fascinating consequences in Walden, a game. While
Gillen treats New Games Journalism as a kind of travel writing, Walden, a game better
lends itself to nature writing, especially given nature writing’s roots in Thoreau and
Emerson’s Transcendentalist search for the sublime. Walden, a game in particular plays
on the idea of the toxic sublime. Jennifer Peeples defines the toxic sublime as “the
tensions that arise from recognizing the toxicity of a place, object, or situation, while
simultaneously appreciating its mystery, magnificence, and ability to inspire awe” (375).
Just as Thoreau is both in awe and highly critical of technology such as the train,
enraptured by the human achievement but concerned for its propensity as a tool of
capitalism (Lombard 27), the Walden, a game player might also consider their computer
or game console in this way. Walden, a game is highly reliant on oppressive resource
extraction and energy consumption for game development, device manufacture, and
player experience, despite adapting the work of a foundational ecocritical writer. In this
way Walden, a game both as a text and as software lives on the intersection of Spokes’s
virtual real and concrete real, offering a playable critique of its own existential

conditions.

But New Games Journalism permits player experience to take precedence over
the text of the game by privileging its cultural context. For example, Gillen brings up a

piece called “Bow, [N-word]” by Always Black, also known as Ian Shanahan. Shanahan

11



describes an experience in the dueling culture of the Star Wars Jedi Knight I1: Jedi
Outcast multiplayer mode, an encounter initiated by a racist opponent who calls
Shanahan that slur. Despite the alias Always Black, Shanahan is a white man who uses
his alias as a screen name in online social spaces, as is the case in Jedi Outcast. But that
does not stop Shanahan’s racist opponent, who talks about needing to hurt Shanahan in
this specific way “Because it matter[s]” (Always Black, “Bow, [N-word]”). In response,
Shanahan notes the aesthetics of the Star Wars franchise, particularly its simple moral
framing of good versus evil and the films’ lightsaber fights as they are adapted in the
combat of Jedi Outcast. While these considerations provide the framing for his
experience, his story privileges his unique experience as filtered through Jedi Outcast.
Similarly, Play/Fighting takes cues from the text of Walden, a game, but it does not
attempt to answer the question I am often asked by undergraduate students, “What would
Thoreau think about a videogame based on his work?”” Instead, Play/Fighting treats
Walden, a game as the virtual Thoreau treats the collectable arrowheads, as an object

which inspires reflection, though not necessarily about the object itself.

As such, Play/Fighting takes structural queues from EarthBound by Ken
Baumann, itself a hybrid work that weaves in and out of a New Games Journalism mode.
Baumann borrows the game progression of the videogame EarthBound to structure his
book. Chapters are named after the main explorable areas of EarthBound, charting a story
of the game’s development with vignettes from Baumann’s life related to his play
experience. Retelling the game’s plot through these lenses shows the versatility of New

Games Journalism as it may contextualize subjective player experiences alongside game

12



development, cultural footprint, world events, and personal history, ultimately

incorporating memoir and documentary into one form.

Like Baumann’s EarthBound, | have also based my chapter structure on the level
progression of Walden, a game, with chapters named after the seasons as recorded by the
in-game Thoreau’s journal: “Early Summer,” “Late Summer,” “Early Fall,” “Late Fall,”
“Early Winter,” “Midwinter,” “Late Winter,” “Spring,” and “The Later Years.” I likewise
selected chapter topics based on which of the game’s trackable achievements are
available for players to complete in each season. These achievements, particularly the
ones I refer to in Play/Fighting as quests, inform both which aspects of the game’s

narrative | summarize and which memoir vignettes I pair with them.

The “Early Fall” chapter, for example, responds to the “Poet” quest, where the
player as Thoreau has to solve Sophia Thoreau’s riddles by finding solitude cairns with
gift baskets (Walden, a game). Because the quest involves solitude as a game mechanic
for replenishing a resource, inspiration, I use it as an opportunity to talk about my
struggles balancing solitude with loneliness while dealing with mental illness
complications. But I also use the “Poet” quest to draw attention to multiple perspectives
at play with a first-person game: “Sometimes we are a we, sometimes he and | are he and
I, sometimes | am him. We navigate these moments together no matter the game we play,
no matter the perspective... In play, we travel from ourselves to our characters and back.”
Since the “Poet” quest involves the family dynamics between Henry David Thoreau and
his brother and sister, | also introduce my brothers and memories of them into the
memoir. Specifically, I use the image of John Thoreau, Jr.’s old cap to tell a story about

the hat I got from my brother for Christmas one year and how that led to the first piece of

13



female-assigned clothing I ever bought. Objects in the game become an avenue to explore

subjective play.

I also approach the sublime in nature writing in the “Midwinter” chapter. In the
“Early Fall” chapter, I establish how one year could be divided to reflect the seasons in
Walden, a game, with Midwinter covering January 20-February 18. In this timeframe in
the current year of 2024, | travelled to Montreal for sex reassignment surgery. The
morning | left for Montreal, | walked around my hometown and saw a sunrise like the
one signalling the first day of Midwinter in Walden, a game, a day which marks Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s brief absence from the game during a personal trip. As such I open the
“Midwinter” chapter with a moment of singular emotional and natural beauty, extending
the sentiment throughout the chapter with a retelling of my sudden and unprepared

surgery:

Cresting through the clouds it reawakens the world in rock salt pink, granting
contrast to the shore on the other side of the pond. This is the kind of sunrise you
only notice on the days which change your life. Waldo is dead... I had this feeling
of fatal resignation on the drive to the clinic, like | was lucid dreaming but
everything was going wrong. I told my mom several times “It’s hopeless, they’re

going to kick me out, I know they will.”

By treating the sunrise in Walden, a game as a real sunrise, comparing the similarities
between the events in-game and my life, I manifest the meeting of Spokes’s virtual and
concrete presents through a New Games Journalism-permitted subjectivity. This same
process makes it possible to draw out the most prominent themes in Play/Fighting: queer

love and trans activism.

14



Part 111: Queering Thoreau During the Global Trans Rights Crisis

The final foundation piece of my thesis is Henry Abelove’s hybrid essay “From Thoreau
to Queer Politics.” Abelove engages with the critical history of Walden and Thoreau’s
character, suggesting that Thoreau’s critics were trying to out him as queer in a
derogatory sense, even characterizing Thoreau’s work as an attack on the sanctity of the
family unit (Abelove 17-18). Once he establishes this tone in Thoreau’s criticism,
Abelove notes a passage in Walden where Thoreau meets with a French-Canadian
woodchopper (Abelove 22), Alek Therien (Thoreau 100n5). Abelove frames this scene as
one of seduction since the woodchopper is more vividly described and narratively
privileged than any other human figure in Walden. This seduction unfolds as Thoreau and
Therien discuss a passage between Patroclus and Achilles in Homer’s //iad, two male
characters well-understood to be lovers (Abelove 22).

But more striking is how Abelove connects the acts of living and reading, as
Thoreau seduces both Therien as a reader of Homer and the reader as a reader of
Thoreau, which Abelove notes by way of Thoreau’s persistent call to something he calls
“life” (Abelove 23). Reading is only the pretext Thoreau uses to celebrate living, to
engage with another man in a way which allows them to be together and, if only for a
moment, less sad. The mode by which these men come together is not nearly as important
as the fact that they get together. Abelove uses this exchange between Thoreau and
Therien to consider action in an activist context, commenting on his position and duties
as a member of Queer Nation/Salt Lake City (25-26). This movement from close reading,
to personal anecdote, back to close reading, then personal interrogation, is why so much

of Play/Fighting 1s devoted to my engagement in the struggle for trans rights.
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Abelove uses his close reading of the Therien pages of Walden to answer the
question, “What is an action, in contradistinction to a demonstration or a protest or a
picket?” (Abelove 21). With that in mind I can say for certain that [ have not yet
participated in an action, but I do incorporate an action’s “performance” in my writing
and poetry. My poem “WE ALL KNOW,” as featured in the “Late Summer” chapter of
Play/Fighting, comes at the end of my speech in front of the Legislature in Fredericton,
New Brunswick at a rally against the New Brunswick government’s transphobic changes
to Policy 713. One of the key points in current New Brunswick Premier Blaine Higgs’s
transphobic attack on the rights of children is his insistence on “parental rights” (Moreau,
“Law unclear”). This resonates with what Abelove points out about Thoreau’s early
critics, that they see in Thoreau an attack on the sanctity of family (Abelove 18).

While I present “WE ALL KNOW?” at a demonstration, the recurring call, “We all
know how to start fires,” comes from late New Brunswick writer RM Vaughan’s
introduction to the collection Marsh Blue Violet. “Our queerness is Hatfieldian,” writes
Vaughan, “dashing, smart, and deeply local... built, not bestowed from afar... liminal.
Because it has to be to thrive in such small numbers... [Marsh Blue Violef] is not a
complete project... It’s a start, a baton passed in relay” (8). Vaughan’s references to
former New Brunswick Premier Richard Hatfield, combined with his image of Marsh
Blue Violet as a baton in relay, suggests Abelove’s definition of an action: “a way of
trying to do what is politically salient, while countering, often sensationally, the ennui
produced by the disruption of the discourses of family, love, and marriage, and while also

performing or acting a claim to centrality” (Abelove 26). Thus, the queerness in my poem
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“WE ALL KNOW?” gestures at Abelove’s ennui through a literal call to action using

Vaughan’s language, creating a liminality between action and demonstration:

WE ALL KNOW HOW TO START FIRES TOO
Fires they stoked with our bodies
how blistered our hands trace
sear and scab in soft hours
mourning by degrees surviving third
YOU WERE NOT BORN TO BURN

In writing Play/Fighting, I kept in mind an uncomfortable tendency in
transfeminine life writing: the risk of using the memoir to reinforce cisgender standards
of womanhood (Jacques 359-360). While in the company of cisgender people I refer to
myself as a trans woman, in the privacy of my trans community of friends | use more
precise, less binary language. This is something | am not currently satisfied with in the
present state of Play/Fighting — how | avoid discussing a more true and comprehensive
understanding of my gender and presentation. To a certain extent, I do not want that part
of myself to be easily accessible to any cisgender readers who might read my work,
because | do not trust them to act responsibly or respectfully with that information. But
choosing not to emphasize this more complex reality of my gender identity reduces
myself to binary gendered terms. To help navigate this, I include memaoir vignettes about
complicating cultural spaces usually dominated by cisgender men, including professional
wrestling, trading card games, and of course videogames, alongside other vignettes
focused on embracing and critiquing certain aspects of cisgender womanhood in my

family life.

17



Even choosing whether to write about sex reassignment surgery is a weighty
political choice, one over-represented in trans memoir and as it plays on media spectacle
and has become one of the only gateways to traditional publishing for trans voices
(Jacques 360). I ultimately decided to incorporate passages about my surgery because |
am currently living through its recovery, but also out of consideration for audience. The
structure for Play/Fighting is borrowed from Ken Baumann’s EarthBound because
EarthBound is the first book published by Boss Fight, a publisher that releases small
volumes of hybrid texts centered around a chosen videogame. The genre-blending of
memoir, documentary, and analysis comes from the blueprint set out by Baumann.
Play/Fighting was always intended to be a book for transfeminine people who play
videogames to help bridge their digital and concrete lives, and perhaps encourage them to
go to a protest or otherwise get more involved in political action at a local level. | have
perceived a need, based on transfeminine social media circles and my own search for the
information, for transfeminine people to have more accessible material about gender-

affirming procedures.

But the need for that information is not based on a linear perception of time, that |
was born a boy but found out | was a woman. Each instance of trans healthcare
mentioned in Play/Fighting is prefaced by writing about Walden, a game, a text which
itself folds instances across Thoreau’s life into his two years at Walden Pond. By folding
my transition narrative into my activist narrative, | resist the idea of the progress
narrative. Per Jake Pyne, “The current legislative attack on trans youth vis-a-vis a
staggering number of proposed and pending transphobic... bills demonstrates we have

not tipped into a happier time” (346). I do not depict gender-affirming procedures as the
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climactic point of my life. Rather, they are part of a continuing resistance to civil

government by navigating the gatekeeping paths leading to care access.

While Play/Fighting is not a work of trans critical theory, it refuses to “pass,” so
to speak, for the benefit of a cisgender audience. By including scenes from protests and
the speeches | have written for them as a speaker, | deny any unintended audience a
chance to assimilate its message or its purpose with cisgender values. By foregrounding
this activism in many chapters, Play/Fighting offers more meaningful representation than
simply portraying trans figures — demonstrating conceptual representation through

Walden, a game and, by extension, Walden and Thoreau’s writings.

Conclusion: Solitude by the Desktop Light

In the “Late Summer” chapter of Play/Fighting, | mention a list of 30 videogames across
30 years | started playing for my 30" birthday. Walden, a game is on that list, but so are
Celeste, a game with an explicitly transgender player character, and NieR Replicant, a
game with confirmed queer party characters. | conceive of Play/Fighting and its
examination of Walden, a game as part of a trilogy of books I would like to write about

queer life in videogames, as that life is or as it may be.

NieR Replicant deliberately plays with the margin in marginalization, where the
player character as a cisgender heterosexual boy with queer friends, Kainé and Emil,
reckons with the social barriers around his friends and between them. While Kainé and
Emil are never explicitly highlighted as queer, Kainé is heavily implied to be intersex
while Emil projects himself onto a bride at a wedding, hinting at wanting to be wed to a
husband. Both Kainé and Emil have complicated and monstrous bodies. Celeste

protagonist Madeline is a trans woman, but this is not established about her until a
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chapter added to the game long after its release. Kyle McPhail, in considering Celeste as
both a work of trans art and Madeline’s body as a site of fan fixation, signifies a shift to
the figural away from the conceptual in media representations of trans people. Those
representations are “less about becoming trans but being told what trans should look like”
(McPhail, “Reflecting on Celeste”). As such both Celeste and NieR Replicant navigate

queerness and portrayal in embodied ways, with Madeline as a trans woman central to

her story, and Kainé and Emil notable outsiders in their own stories.

Play/Fighting frames Walden, a game in a trans context through conceptual as
opposed to figural representation. While New Games Journalism, memoir, the sublime,
and anti-fascism practices are useful ways to consider Walden, a game, conceptual
representation is ultimately the bridge most helpful to legitimize Walden, a game in a
trans context. Rather than demand a trans character to be present in Walden, a game,
conceptual representation allows a trans person to orient towards familiar experiences
rather than needing the site of a trans body and all the flattening that body does of trans

into one identifiable marker (McPhail, “Reflecting on Celeste”).

This orientation process is observable in Play/Fighting by treating shared traits
between myself and the in-game Thoreau, particularly as they pertain to friendship,
family, and politics. But there is also a very direct adaptation of this process in the “Late
Summer” and “Early Fall” chapters. I write in “Late Summer” about looking for all the
forageable plants in the game, and then in “Early Fall” I unveil the poem “how to
administer an intramuscular injection,” which uses most of those same plants and situates
them in the bodies and ritual of feminizing hormone replacement therapy injections.

There are also the sections where | talk about the Walden, a game tattoo on my back,
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casting the catchable fish as myself and my brothers while framing my relationship with
them in terms of the affection shared between Henry and John Thoreau, Jr. This shows a
more symbiotic relationship between a figural representation and a conceptual one, one
that also reflects the gamer-over-the-game tenants of New Games Journalism: a decision
to actively embody Walden, a game as a trans narrative, just as Abelove claims Thoreau’s

politics as queer.
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Early Summer

| stand at the foot of a cabin, its frame exposed, prepared for brick and board. | have
come here many times over the last five years to renew myself, to start a year fresh in
July and come out the next spring only six hours later. I’'m at Walden Pond, a zone of

dedicated enrapture, reshaped by the telling of Henry David Thoreau.

But I am Henry David Thoreau, or at least his arms. By implication I’'m also his
voice, eyes, and legs. If taken one way, I’m standing in for his subconscious, his ethics,

his politics, and his praxis.

In theory, we’re here to act out his experiment. In practice, we’re here to
experiment on me. Walden, a game is not a game you play to win, but a diagnostic
assessment about how you live your life. As the tagline suggests, you’re here to “Play

Deliberately.”

I come here from erstwhile dissociation about a walleye swimming in a pond
spanning five seasons and the tree line. Thoreau speaks for me when I find old
arrowheads on the ground, prompting him to discuss “when I wrote the following pages.”
According to the game, this is how the experiment starts, surrounded by oxeye daisy,
purslane, pitch pine, so much greenery as any sanctuary should have. There is something
so splendid about this first moment, inspiration high, where the grind disappears for the

ground and every welcome step.

But first we have to finish building this house. I’ve never built a house. I’ve built

Legos. I’ve built Ikea furniture. Never a house. But it’s good methodical work in-game.
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You get into an easy if tiring pace with the hammer and nails, and suddenly the walls are

done.

| catch my breath as the last board goes up. The bricks and the glass are still
waiting, as is the roof, but so is my lunch and my mail. | take a break to set up my writing

desk and take to ink.

My mentor asks me if I’'m writing when I’m clearly not. I write in dark mode
because it feels more honest. When I write it doesn’t feel like I’'m pressing ink to paper,
either physically or electronically. It feels instead like I’'m carving precisely somewhere
very still and singular, like I need to let only the correct amount of light in. Too much

light is over-stimulating but too little is under-stimulating.

My eyes go dark and glazed as Thoreau’s does when we’re overtired. The hollow
rumble in his ears is not much different than mine. We both hear ourselves breathing in a
way we don’t otherwise, dramatic certainly, but this is a private sound, like we’re running
out of air and a will to keep going all at once. | have only just started playing, only just

started writing, but | want to crawl somewhere warm and rot there instead.
So much for rejuvenation.

Thoreau’s good if you can get him near a fireplace. Better still, go stand by the
railroad tracks and listen to the birds. Go read a book. Take a walk, even. This is
supposed to be something sacred to him, something that ties his profound visual
stimulation in Walden with the core mechanics of a game. You see this in all the splash

texts from zooming in, or the occasional tutorial at the bottom of the screen. But | also
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imagine Thoreau as the Witch of the Wastes from Howl’s Moving Castle, wide-eyed and

fully absent with nothing to add but “What a pretty fire.”

I’m reminded of the game’s mechanics, the need to stockpile four essentials:
“Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel.” Right now, the big task is taking care of Shelter, my
cabin still sticks and boards, the bricks by my workbench for hours now. But as is often
the case, that last push always seems bigger until you start. | get back to work on the

house, and within minutes my home is finished.

With brickwork set. | light a fire on the hearth and accept my exhaustion — very
tired, my eyes in tunnels — and reflect, the fire rising to greet me as | crouch down beside
it.

Dylan Arena talks about something called “affinity space” in his paper “Video
Games as Tillers of Soil.” Affinity space is room for players to reflect on their play
experience and practice critical thinking about what they’ve played. This is not to tease
out puzzle solutions but to be considerate of what they experienced and how they felt
about it. This space lies at the core of Walden, a game, here at the fireside in my cabin, in
the drawing room of my family’s home, by the bookshelves of my mentor’s private
collection, and in so many far-flung Pond-side haunts you find as you explore the reaches

of this game.

When you rest near a fire, you’re prompted by splash text that shows how tired
you feel. You’ll also replenish your strength more quickly, meaning you can continue on
with whatever task you put on pause. Here you’re invited to reflect on your labor and its
impact on your well being. Why do you work yourself so hard you almost pass out? Why

do you work until you collapse? Was the labor worth the effort? These are questions you
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can ask yourself in your game life and your day job, to take your thoughts on play and

turn them into thoughts on life.

But the fireplace is only one form of reflection; the same tasks designed to drive
you to warmth are also vehicles for thought. This is why you as the player are prompted
to drag the mouse or pull the stick to mimic hammering nails, why you see the arm
swinging in animation each time. Other videogames look at time as a resource to be spent
just like money and mortar. Walden, a game strategically decouples time from resource.
It’s true that you only have so much time, as each level is a strict 15 minutes, and there
are only so many days per season per year, but to understand this game you have to
interrogate the idea that anything could be a waste of your time. You have to ask why you
think that way. You don’t waste your time in Walden, a game: every instance is a

reflection for how we live our lives, the day “an epitome of the year.”

| think, personally, to get any work done, you need to have your needs met first. |
open the day meeting all my vital needs and only then set out for the day’s work, 15
minutes the epitome of the day. I’m great at keeping routine in a videogame. I’'m a hot
mess in real life. I don’t wake with the dawn but treat it as dusk and fall asleep soon after.
| often run out my front door to work without eating breakfast, waiting for my first break
to grab something quick from a store. Sometimes that means waiting until 4:20 pm, after
one of my students gets picked up, so I can run to the Sobeys across the parking lot for a
cheap flavorless chicken wrap. | often choose to sleep less than I should just so I can get
two more hours of work done, the work never seeming to get any easier or closer to

finished. And good lord is my house cold, despite what my power bill says.
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My clothes need some patchwork after all the work building my cabin, and my
food stores are also looking low. “I make my supper of blueberries” from a bush outside
my cabin near a stump where rests a whip-poor-will. Making supper is as easy as button
mash, the tap of my thumb on my controller faster than my arm can pick from the bush. I
decide, for the first time in my numerous playthroughs, that I will hoe beans to afford the
luxuries of the Concord general store, and that | will treat my bean plot as part of my

daily household maintenance.

But the bean plot is notably not an accessory to Thoreau’s residence but its
antithesis. The cabin is a place of rest and reflection, maintenance and rejuvenation.
Nowhere is more safe in the game. There will always be food in season around the
perimeter. There will always be wood to split for Fuel. You can repair your clothes and
read your mail and write in your journal all by a roaring fire. You just have to make sure
to repair it regularly. All of this reinvigorates Thoreau for what the day might bring.
These are all the vital functions of the game, but there are two other resource mechanics:
money and inspiration. The bean plot shows you directly how having more of one

necessarily means having less of the other.

Unlike other laborious tasks in this game, hoeing beans has extra steps that
technically more complicated endeavors — like building a house — lack. Building a house
IS as easy as swinging a hammer. Hoeing beans requires that you first clear the plot of all
dead and overgrown vegetation. Next you plant the beans. Then you wait a day, come
back, and clear any weeds you see growing over your crops. Repeat these steps until your

beans are ready to be harvested and harvest them manually, one at a time. All these steps
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require physical exertion; by the time you’re done one row of beans, you will be

exhausted and out of inspiration.

You can see Thoreau’s energy level when you look at a fire, but you can also tell
because the screen will blur with his tunnel vision. But his inspiration will influence how
he sees the world emotionally. When the player’s inspiration is high, the world of the
game is bright and colorful, but through exertion, specifically through labor, the world is
darkened by a dull, monotonous overcast. The game conveys inspiration through contrast
— the greyed-out world tells the player that they could be playing the game a different
way, and perhaps signals despair and loss. As we’ll see, grief is a prominent theme in this

game.

Low inspiration even influences what arrowheads you can find. The arrowheads
trigger cutscenes where Thoreau recites a portion of his writing, usually a scene from the
source text, as it comes to life spontaneously in front of you. Some arrowheads can only
be found if you have high enough inspiration at the right place and right time, meaning
they are fully contingent on resource management and luck, but mostly luck. Or, to

humanize this mechanic, Thoreau has to be in the right mood for the inspiration to strike.

The fruit of your bean field labor is cold hard cash. It takes a few days but once
you harvest those beans, they’re the fastest way to pull in cash and buy upgrades for your
cabin in the early game. And they’re strictly an early game option. Everything in this
game is seasonal. Once it gets too cold to plant the beans, you can’t make any use of
them. If you have beans planted but they haven’t ripened enough to pick them, the crop

will spoil once Late Fall ticks over.
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The game is also keen to remind you that you do not need to spend money to
survive your time at Walden Pond. In fact, you can play the entire game without leaving
the woods. You would lock yourself out of much of the game’s narrative by not visiting
Concord. But then you would have more time to develop your own narrative. All are
valid approaches to playing the game. Walden, a game is always going to come back to

its tagline: no matter how you play, Play Deliberately. Reflect, reflect, reflect.

But all this supposes you have enough time to build your house and plant your
beans on the same day, which you don’t. I found out the hard way. Part way into weeding
the first row in the field, I realized it was getting very dark. I thought I was just exhausted
and uninspired (just exhausted and uninspired, as if I’'m not utterly burned out), but it was
getting near dusk (and I was burned out). I had kept my head down all day, just trying to

get through all this labor I put on myself, and I had not noticed time simply vanish.

| pull out my lantern just to confirm, and as the shadows retreat against the
kerosene light, 1 know | have lived a full day. Knowing | will need to go to bed soon, |
begin running to my mentor’s home to check in with him on the way to my mom’s house

in Concord. But as soon as | run, | feel my legs start to give and my breath pull heavy.

I’'m running to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s house to trigger the beginning of his
Transcendentalist quest. Like everything in this game it’s couched in terms of labor. I
need to find all the books around the pond which Emerson has left scattered. | should say
no, because I’m here to write. I say yes because he is my friend, and I would do anything

for my friends.

I’'m inspired to write about the stars in the sky, the people in town, my sister, my

brother, my trip down the Concord and Merrimack rivers, the school | opened, the mail,
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the news, and so much else. Instead I sleep on my mother’s daybed, my body aching, but
my stomach full of huckleberry pie. This will be the last night I spend in my parents’

place.

Skybox

Shirtsleeve summer, 1845

You hunch by the daybed of your family home. Here lies a record of your being. No
Greek, God save you: letters, laundry, huckleberry, Mother’s contributor’s copy — that
one you wrote of blue to scale “where men go and come.” At the reach of thumb and
finger, your horizons bound.

>>Read essay

You exit your first person, trade shirtsleeves for tunic, home for port, mother for
grandmother — your sassy boat adrift towards an archipelago. Here were summits, now
drowning as you grapple a chest perched just for you. But this uncharted land has always
been here. You go, another comes sharing your face. In looming blue and your effective
immortality, you abandon yourself in infinite first stake.

>>This is not my body.

You return to your family home. A huckleberry pie cools behind you and your laundry is
folded.

>>| eave home
Blue here too, not hidden but displaced by pond and tree. In hollowed nook neath ancient
oak you spot the orchard station’s cache you set for passengers. An arrowhead remains,
not yours but still you’ll carve another wound in this reality with it.

>>Take arrowhead
You exit your first person again. Colonies become nations in a minute and a half or 150
years. A river, once golden at bank, though yourself an empire bleeding from the ear.
Your cover a church with bodies in the foundation. You tear your sweatshirt into fast-
acting tourniquets — no such relief but in medical kits when you were a woman.

>>|s this my body?
You call yourself descendant of Sir Francis Drake. You recognize death in tones.

Gunplay makes gunpoint — an eraser punctured and lead-marked. You’re White, they
aren’t.
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>>This is my body.
These walls, so blue, betray how flat, how near.

>> “Collectible” is another word for “stolen.” There’s no room to challenge
violence, only endure, perpetrate, perpetuate — play without consequence.

You are inspired.

The next day I find the Concord post office. Wishing Bartleby the attendant good
morning, | collect bulletins of work that needs doing around the pond. My mentor wants
someone to tidy up after his son. The tree clearing effort along the Concord Road is

looking for woodchoppers.

I don’t need employment to survive at the pond. I have blueberries and sumac
growing around my home. My cabin, now built, will keep me sheltered. The woods are
an abundance of fuel. And my clothes, well mended, will keep me warm outside. It costs
me nothing but my time to keep up on repair each day. My home is fully sustainable, at

least from a 19" century perspective.

But so many of this game’s stories are locked behind jobs Thoreau can take on.
The game frames Thoreau’s solitude and personal exploration as diametrically opposed
to the work he does for other people, but the exploration and labor actually complement
each other. Taking these jobs can encourage you to explore parts of the pond you haven’t
been to. Some of these jobs take place over the course of days, months, even seasons. |

call these jobs quests because they also come tied to Achievements and Trophies.

Walden, a game was first released exclusively on itch.io, a platform where small-
scale indie developers can easily publish their homemade games. It costs nothing to

publish games on itch, as opposed to Steam and Epic Games Store, which both charge
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$100 to release your game. It makes sense for Walden, a game to have an initial launch
on itch, but itch doesn’t have the integrated features you’d find on Steam or console
gaming platforms. The one feature which separates the itch release from its subsequent

releases is the lack of Steam and Xbox Achievement and PlayStation Trophy support.

Achievements are this game’s least essential feature because they don’t improve
Thoreau’s quality of life. If anything they remove some of the spontaneous emergent
narrative, as they guide you along prescribed criteria of play. You can think of

achievements as a checklist of things to do in a game.

But the actual structure of Walden, a game does not guarantee many of the
achievements. There’s actually a playthrough you could do on a fresh account that
wouldn’t earn any achievements: do absolutely nothing in the game until the Early
Winter section, then walk to your family’s home in Concord and open your Christmas
presents. Next, go to the general store and buy salt for three cents. Now leave Concord
and don’t move for the rest of the game. Don’t choose to spend a second summer.
Congratulations, you just locked yourself out of the “Hermit,” “Scrooge,” “Self-reliant,”
and “Second summer” achievements, plus all of the storyline quest achievements, and all
the stat-tracking achievements for walking and maintenance. | hope you enjoy standing

still and clicking respawn every fifteen minutes.

But it’s the storyline quest achievements I’m most interested in. There are six
achievements tied to recurring quests you can take on in-game: “Surveyor,” “Poet,”
“Naturalist,” “Published author,” “Abolitionist,” and “Transcendentalist.” I group these
together because they all follow similar structures with recurring motifs: apart from

“Transcendentalist,” each quest is advanced by letters you can find in game, some letters
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from friends and colleagues, some found in a central location. The central location is the
other major shared motif between each quest except for “Poet.” Those quests require you
to venture out across Concord and Walden Pond and return to the point where you

received the quest to get your next instructions.

A lot of these are quests you can do concurrently. There’s nothing stopping you
from taking on “Surveyor,” “Published author,” and “Transcendentalist” during your first
day at the pond, and you can add “Poet” and “Abolitionist” when they become available
in later months. It would be most efficient to do all of these at the same time. But then

you would miss each detail for how these things enrich Thoreau’s life.

“Surveyor” is the most straightforward quest in the game. There’s no story
involved, no hint of any deeper relationship between the player character and the task,
just a sign on a bulletin board looking for unskilled labor. The tutorial task for this quest
asks you to “verify the angle of the Concord Road along Brister’s Orchard,” paying only
¢50. That doesn’t sound like much but adjusted for inflation, that’s $16.13 in 2017
money, the year Walden, a game came out. I’d make less than that in a week carrying
papers when I was in middle school, and all I have to do in the game is find a surveyor’s

compass and a flag and figure out the angle of a property line.

The more you return to the Concord post office for these surveying jobs, the more
complicated the tasks become. The jobs take you down the length of the Fitchburg
Railroad, around the perimeter of the woodlot at Heywood’s Peak, the southern boundary
of the game’s explorable world, Fairyland Meadow, Emerson’s Cliff, the unnamed area

northwest of the pond, and finally the coves of Walden Pond. But at their core they are
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still the same task, find the surveyor’s compass and the flags around Walden Pond and

confirm angles and distance. All told you’ll make $11.50, or $370.91 in 2017 money.

These tasks send you across the in-game map, and while they don’t add anything
to the map, they do put you in very useful places for the early game. The survey of the
Fitchburg Railroad track brings you to one of the absolute boundaries of the in-game
world. One of the tutorials explains that Thoreau can regain inspiration by listening to
sounds of Nature at the edge of the woods, part of which the railroad occupies. As such
you won’t notice Thoreau lose inspiration on the track despite doing work which does not
particularly excite him, and you can easily come back to this place to regain inspiration at
any point in the game. You’re also likely to see a red fox in this area, which you’ll need
to collect as a research specimen in a later quest. Later when you’re surveying
Heywood’s Peak, you’re working around the perimeter of a woodlot where you can chop
wood for extra cash once Emerson lends you his axe on the second day of Early Summer.
On your way to survey the southern border, the fastest way to get there from the post
office is to walk back down the Fitchburg Railroad. Once you’ve finished measuring the
property line, if you walk north of the last standing compass, you’ll find a boat that you
can use to paddle across the pond instead of having to walk around it to get everywhere.
The survey at Fairyland Meadow has a solitude cairn in the center of the flags, a
freestanding monument that will replenish your inspiration. Many of these cairns will be
the focus of another quest. You can find another cairn by the survey in the northwest area
around Walden Pond. Surveying at Emerson’s Cliff will put you nearby the last two
books you’ll need to find for the “Transcendentalist” quest, plus one of Emerson’s remote

camps where you can find him reading in Nature. The final survey around the coves of
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Walden Pond shows you all the locations you can launch and dock the boat you found.
While you don’t need to do this quest first, it’s a great way to build familiarity with the

pond’s layout.

You also get a taste of this game’s moral choices. When you find the woodlot
while surveying Heywood’s Peak, the game explains the effects of city expansion and
clearing the woods. You eventually receive a letter from Emerson pointing you to
surveying if you haven’t already started doing it, and that letter makes it clear that
surveying is ethically dubious to him. Walden, a game thus takes Thoreau’s concerns and

turns them into ethical dilemmas for the player to navigate.

This is something | found troubling about Walden, a game. When 1 first wrote my
proposal for this project, | noted the deliberately depoliticized angle that the developers
took in casting Thoreau’s actions. The developers created player choice out of moments
that were essential in the development of Thoreau’s mythology. I thought for a long
while that this made it too easy to ignore all the things players could learn from Thoreau.
But that’s not what Walden, a game is for. As an adaptation, Walden, a game is using
Thoreau to ask us to reflect on why we make the choices we make in our lives. This what

the tagline Play Deliberately means: whatever you’re doing, think about why.

Thoreau is clear in Walden that the woods are his woods, that everyone has their own
woods even if they’re not the actual woods. The woods are a place of deliberate practice,
a zone of pure connection, a place where he can feel at home and part of the world in a

real sense and in a metaphysical sense. My woods are videogames.
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| think for a very long time I never left my woods. | let my woods be a crutch to
cope with tragedy. | let my woods become my identity to the point where all anyone ever
knew me for was my familiarity with my woods. It didn’t matter what else I had going on

because | was stuck in the woods.

One time before I transitioned, a prof I’d just met said “Oh I know you! You’re

the videogame boy!” Eat your heart out, Egoraptor, I’'m the one who wins.

| used to tell people my life made the most sense when | had a controller in my
hand. I don’t really feel home in my body a lot of the time. Part of that is gender
dysphoria but another part is autism. I don’t feel like a whole person, I feel like a
machine being driven, like my brain is a pilot and my body a giant robot. The poor kid

piloting this rig has no business at the stick but she is and she hates it.

| wanted to play sports but I was dogshit clumsy at soccer and way too short for
basketball. But videogames made sense. Game controllers made sense. They make sense
the way a runner’s high makes sense. They make sense the way going to bed at dawn
makes sense. They make sense the way a quieter world makes sense. It is so much easier
to drive only my fingers and hands. Those parts | can drive well and reliably. | can even

type with my eyes closed. The rest of my body is a mystery.

It’s hard to make videogames feel so concrete when they exist in the same space
as poetry does for me — little movements, fragments of something grand. One nudge and
I’m a city block, a country, a planet, a solar system — the fewest possible words for the
greatest possible meaning, the smallest urge all the difference between itself and another.
If you don’t get it, it just looks like someone being burned out on the couch, dead-eyed

and inattentive. What people miss is the focus. Games ask so much precise attention of
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you, to coordinate reflex along input strings in a repetitive, strategic practice. This too is

close reading.

I am not playing games for the sake of having something to do. I’m practicing a

search for the sublime — at every crisis, a game as a metaphor for the work.

But writing this has been so difficult because, like so many facets of transition,
I’ve had to relearn how to make sense of my mind and body. For one example, I used to
love craft beer, but now I can barely stand beer if it isn’t basic shit like Bud Light and
Heineken. So many other ways that you experience your interiority can change on
hormone replacement therapy: what flavors you like, what kind of people you’re attracted

to, even what it feels like to think.

In a way I feel like I'm trying to reconstruct an idea I had in a dream. Originally I
had wanted to look at Walden, a game as a toothless adaptation of Walden. Now I’m
tracing back up that idea to figure out what I meant. I’'m realizing that I incorrectly placed

Thoreau at the center of the game, where | should have been looking at the player.

I remember the first time | used videogames to stay awake all night. | was 17, |
was newly on anti-depressants, | was failing all my classes, my parents had just gotten
divorced and I was living in my mom’s house. We’d just moved out of the house I grew
up in. I had a shitty little job making pizzas at Domino’s. It wasn’t doing me any favors.
Having to balance that job, my homework, and feeling like the ground was falling out
from under me with a massive life adjustment all threw me into a major crisis. I’d get
home from a closing shift at 3am with a 2-litre of Coke, boxes of fuck-up orders we were

going to toss, and I’d start playing Mass Effect.
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I never fell for role-playing games like my brothers did, but I loved Mass Effect. |
would binge that game for hours every weekend on garbage food, going to every planet |
could to scan or land, pushing for a full completion run. The first night I pulled an all-
nighter | was working on the Pinnacle Station DLC, not even playing it for the RPG, just
the horde mode, just to say I could beat it. | was awake until my mom and brothers got
up.

And this became my life for years. It became my way to escape everything | hated
around me. When | dropped out of high school and watched all my friends graduate, |
played videogames to cope. When my depression got so bad | chose self-harm, | would
go right back to playing videogames while | was shaking in the aftermath. When my
grandmother passed away, I couldn’t wait to be home so I could stop masking in front of
my family and go back to a normal life. There are worse ways to cope, but | wish I could

have been aware enough to start asking questions about why games did it for me.

When | dropped out of my undergrad, that was the year my younger brothers
moved away for college, and the year my mom moved across the river. That was the
worst resurgence of my mental health conditions that I’d had until then. I’d started having
recurring nightmares I’d had when I was a teenager, of being homeless and living on the
street, watching people | loved either walk past me and not recognize me, or look at me
with disgust or violent intent. My dad took me to the Emergency Room multiple times for
severe anxiety. | started going to therapy again. In retrospect, | felt how I felt when my
parents got divorced, that my family was breaking apart and there wasn’t anything |

could do, that I’d never see my brothers again or rarely see my mom.
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| beat 67 games that year, Depression Quest my favorite among them. In 2019,
when I broke off from several close friends because of someone’s severe mistreatment, I
played 61 games, Gone Home at the top. | did this because it felt safe, because it was
familiar, and because no matter how rough the world could get, there would always be

videogames.

This is where he met and solved all of life’s problems. This is where he-felt most
alive and connected with the universe. | think I have healthier relationships with real

people than he did.
So, what am | still trying to figure out?

I’ve been trying to figure out what Walden, a game has to say about Henry David
Thoreau. But I don’t really think that’s a valid inquiry anymore. [ don’t think the
developers are making a commentary on Thoreau or Walden. This is just the aesthetic the
developers employ. Thoreau is not the focus of the game, he’s just the body the player

inhabits.

But the player is also changing. I’'m not the same person I was in 2017, not just a
time of crisis for me but also the release year for Walden, a game. Unlike most
videogames I’ve ever played, enjoyed once then shelved, I’ve played Walden, a game so
many times over the last seven years that I’ve lost count. I’ve surveyed this pond so much
I feel like I’ve seen everything there is to it, until inevitably I notice something new. But

I’m still looking for something in this game.

Maybe I’'m looking for some of the guidance Thoreau offers to the kids in his

community. A lot of the quest content in Walden, a game calls to issues we’re still facing
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right now, and as a trans woman | feel them more than ever before. | am struggling to
navigate protest, heartache, legislation, and genocide, but also beauty, community,

poetry, and joy.

Mass Effect and Depression Quest are both games which highlight choice and
agency in different ways. Mass Effect is known for its simple three-pronged moral choice
system of Paragon, Neutral, and Renegade, narrowing the player’s actions and dialogue
to boy-scout idealism, both-sidesing liberalism, and bastard space cop. Depression Quest
seats you in a text-based branching path story about learning to navigate depression, with
choices you can’t make if your character is too overwhelmed by their illness. Walden, a
game doesn’t cast your choices as being simply good or bad, or give you reasons why
you can’t make a choice. It presents Thoreau’s politics as ethical dilemmas for players to
navigate on their own accord, letting players know what choices Thoreau would have

made or what the consequences are for player actions.

| am changing but I can still fit into the body of this man in 1845. | keep coming
here because | want to be more like him. | want to make more conscious and moral

choices because | feel like my community is in danger and | need to help however | can.
I’'m trying to figure out if his games can still be my woods.

This is the story of how I became a trans rights activist, and how Walden, a game

set me on that path.
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Late Summer

In the Summer months, the only real cares | have are food and fuel. | wake up every
morning to the sun streaming into my house, collect the callings from my sister and my
mentor, or grumble at the odd hole left by tax collectors. My house is in perfect order and
my clothes pristine and patch-free, though my mother still has laundry ready regardless. |
split wood for warmth and pick blueberries for breakfast as I did in Early Summer, but |
never have a greater bounty of berries and other flora for nourishment as | do in Late

Summer.

Everything is in season in Late Summer. As found in my mentor’s home at the
edge of town, everything in the book of Concord’s edible plants is ready for harvest in
Late Summer. As the seasons change, so does everything | may pick. On the first day of

this late season | make girl dinner of the woods by the edible plants guide.

First is the trusty highbush blueberry growing by my wood axe. Just a month ago
the leaves were still the same deep shade of green, but now they’re glowing with the late
season sun’s yellow, orange and red. The berries themselves are easier to spot as their

violet hue punctuates the crimson-leaning leaves.

My in-game counterpart remarks that blueberries “do not yield their true flavor to
the purchaser of them, nor to him who raises them for the market.” But do they only taste

S0 good to people outside of exchange?

Behind my house is the smooth sumac bush I’ll pick through when the blueberries
finally wither. Even when I can’t pick blueberries, I can almost always pick sumac.

They’ll carry me through the fall and winter months, and yet they cannot carry their own
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weight. Sumac in bloom weighs so heavily upon its branches that my counterpart notes
the berries bend them broken. Plucking them, | feel reminded of my taller exes, and

wonder if their backs ever hurt from bending over a full foot to kiss me.

I’ve always known about the blueberries and the sumac by my house. But it’s
only now, deliberately searching out these plants, that | notice how many more options |
have. Just offside my front door is a blackberry patch, each little bulb perfectly darkened
by the season. Thoreau reaches for these and grabs the bush by the fistful despite the

bramble poking through. He seems no worse for wear.

Off the eastern side of my cabin, between the sumac and the blackberries, is a
patch of wild strawberries growing beneath white pine. Thoreau says “white pine is the
emblem of my life,” a tree which grows in the shadow of others, shadowing still these
strawberries among their leaves and flowers. Thoreau here notes again that the berries
which interest him most are not the berries cultivated by people but the ones growing

independent of them.

Thoreau says the same of huckleberries, which grow just past our bean field, only
he pays particular attention to their “ambrosial” flavor. Highbush blueberries,
blackberries, wild strawberries, and huckleberries all have excerpts from Thoreau about
their being the most enjoyable when eaten off the vine — that they lose something
essential of their character the further away they are from harvest. The more people are
alienated from labor, either others’ or their own, the less sweet and fruitful life is for all

parties, including the fruit itself.

This is one reason why | return to this game over and over — not just because |

find new things I’ve never paid attention to, but because it asks you to reflect on your
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relationship with other beings and your relationship to the relationship itself — the

mechanics of our engagement with life.

When I turned 29, I started working on a project I’ve been calling “30 Games for 30
Years.” It felt like an accomplishment to see turning 30 within close range. | wanted to do
a memoir of play, so I looked at lists of every video game that had been released from
1993-2022 and picked one from each year that | could use to tell a story about my life. |

started playing these games with the intention of writing little blog posts about them.

I’m still working on getting through all of them, but here’s the list if you’re
curious: Capcom’s Aladdin (1993), Wario Land: Super Mario Land 3 (1994), Timon and
Pumbaa's Jungle Games (1995), Muppet Treasure Island (1996), Nightmare Ned (1997),
The Game of Life (1998), Disney's Villains' Revenge (1999), Star Wars Episode |: Battle
for Naboo (2000), Sonic Adventure 2 (2001), Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 4 (2002), The Lord
of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003), Need for Speed Underground 2 (2004), We
Love Katamari (2005), Wii Sports (2006), Rock Band (2007), Super Smash Bros. Brawl
(2008), Brutal Legend (2009), Heavy Rain (2010), L.A. Noire (2011), Mass Effect 3
(2012), The Wolf Among Us (2013), Shovel Knight (2014), Undertale (2015), Pony Island
(2016), Walden, a game (2017), Celeste (2018), Kind Words: Lo Fi Chill Beats To Write
To (2019), A New Life (2020), Nier Replicant (2021), and Yu-Gi-Oh! Master Duel

(2022). I’ve made it up to 2004 so far.

From age 14-26 I had this feeling like I wasn’t going to make it to 30. It wasn’t a
thought that had any logic to it, just a feeling that if something didn’t kill me, I would

take care of it myself. When | turned 27 in 2020, we had just gone into the first lockdown
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of the COVID-19 era. I wasn’t just pretty sure I was going to die, but actually afraid of it.
It never felt like fear before, just a certainty, like waking up in Thoreau’s cabin knowing

a hare’s about to run down the hill.

I didn’t know what it meant immediately but I was afraid of dying with the name
I’d been born with. I’d been reading Joyce’s Ulysses and felt somehow cracked wide
open when Leopold Bloom says “O, I so want to be a mother.” Somewhere in all of this

the fear shook me that I didn’t want to die a boy.

| asked a friend to stay up with me over Discord the night I turned 27 and said |
wanted to publish a book someday, but I didn’t want to publish under my name. I said I’d
thought about going by James Kitts since those were my middle names, but I didn’t like
James. Then my friend suggested Jamie, and it stuck immediately. Two weeks later |
started telling people I was going to change my legal name before COVID got me. It’s

four years later and somehow I still haven’t gotten it.

Making it to 30 was one of those little flutters in your heart that remind you that
you’re alive and real. I already knew that, per Thoreau, the way I spent my day was how I
spent my life: playing fucking videogames. | wanted to more closely examine why that
was. This work on Walden, a game is part of that, but it fits into the broader “30 Games
for 30 Years” project. There is no other game on that list that I have replayed as much as

Walden, a game from start to finish.

Some of these games are just firsts, like Aladdin and Wario Land being the first
games | ever beat. Some of these games reached into me and showed me things about
myself I didn’t know. A New Life by angela he made me feel less afraid to explore dating

as a lesbian. Celeste was the first game to ever let me play as a trans woman in a genre |
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loved dearly, tough-as-fuck, highly technical 2D platformers. Some of these games
completely shattered my idea of what a videogame could be or say: Undertale, Pony

Island, Kind Words, Nier Replicant, and of course Walden, a game.

But my favorite games on this list are the ones that gave me a sense of
togetherness with the people | was playing with. Rock Band and Wii Sports let me play
games with family members who didn’t play videogames. My mom tried to play Mario
Kart 64 with us once and got really frustrated trying to learn how to play, but she knew
all the lyrics to The Ramones’ “Blitzkrieg Bop.” Lots of aunts, uncles, and cousins
instinctively knew how to swing a Wii Remote like a tennis racket. Nothing ever beat the
day Super Smash Bros. Brawl came out, when my friends and my younger brothers’
friends co-mingled for the only time. When my brother Ben and | were both sick and
taking leaves of absence, we played The Wolf Among Us and the other Telltale Series
games together, switching out who drove the characters and who chose the narrative
branch after each chapter. And then there’s the longest story, playing Sonic Adventure 2
on and off for over a decade on the same save file, my brothers and | inching towards A-
rank scores on every level and mission throughout our lives, finally unlocking the

completion bonus level when we’d all become adults.

There’s a stereotype about loving videogames and being terminally lonely. I
understand it. But | think games are at their best when we play them together, or when we
use them to connect with other people. It’s why I ask my friends about their favorite

games, because | want to play them to understand them better.
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From the huckleberries by my bean field, | start walking northeast to the boundary line
with the Concord Road, looking for any of the last three edible plants. When I’'m alone,
and | need to guide and organize my thoughts, | sometimes speak to myself as if I’'m
speaking to an audience, as if | were streaming on Twitch. On this walk | say out loud,
“What I’m not sure about is the wild apples. I don’t know how I’'m going to find wild
apples,” as I scan the ground for purslane and groundnut. I look up, past the pine tree to
my right, past the stone wall marking the Concord Road, and what do | see in the distance
but a massive tree with little red flecks barely rendered on my monitor. It’s across the
invisible wall preventing me from reaching for it, but just to my left are even more of
these trees. As | turn around | see a smaller tree, its branches reaching over the Concord
Road’s wall. Thoreau remarks about the apple’s “delicious... sight and scent,” while I
wake my neighbors with a much too loud “OH, MY GOD, I CAN’T BELIEVE IT” at

4am.

In the moment I agree with Thoreau, “tempted to turn and linger near some more
than usually handsome one,” to stand beneath this wild apple tree and uncork the

sparkling apple wine under my desk. No doubt his man Emerson would approve.

I couldn’t get a good idea of what groundnut looked like from just the in-game
sprite so I googled it. Maybe it’s just because I just got bottom surgery but the flowers of
groundnut look very labial, and I find that very funny because I’'m actually two 12 year
olds in a trench coat. The passage the game quotes doesn’t help: “The groundnut on its
string... has a sweetish taste, and I found it better boiled than roasted.” The jokes write

themselves.
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And finally, out of all of these | remember learning about purslane when | was 16.
| was staying with my grandmother that summer, just after my parents told me they were
getting divorced. 1 got to work with my Uncle Jimmy, my namesake, helping him with
his landscaping projects around Albert County, New Brunswick. On the first day, he took
me around his house and showed me some dandelions he’d been letting grow by the back
door. He told me you could harvest their leaves and boil them like cauliflower, and that
you could do that with a lot of common plants we might think of as weeds, including

purslane.

| remember this quiet feeling of awe. | felt like for the first time | had been taught
something that was actually useful to know, or at least something from a world that
existed completely outside my own. In retrospect I realize Jimmy was a

Transcendentalist.

He lived in a house he built himself, he got by through his exchange of labor and
goods with those around him, lived life making conscious and deliberate choices, and
read deeply and vastly through linking like-minded ideas from worldly cultures. He lived

a life of syncretism at the very least.

In all this wandering, | have somehow ended up in the area southwest of the pond,
nearby the Fitchburg Railroad, lips tingling with the aftertaste of five different berries and

then some. It’s grown dark out, and I insist on sleeping at home.

One day in Late Summer on my walk to check mail at the post office, | pick up an

arrowhead and suddenly I’m in jail. Tax evasion in protest for the US-Mexico War and
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state-sanctioned slavery. This is a recreation of both the scene described in Walden
chapter “The Village” and the essay best known as “Civil Disobedience.” There’s even a

copy of the essay handy in the cell.

This cell is quite basic: a cot, a window, iron bars. There’s color in this room,
natural sunlight, so unlike the muted tones and oppressive construction of our prison
industrial complex. Thoreau in “Civil Disobedience” writes he’s unbothered by his

capture, not free of body but free of mind, thus free in spirit.

I don’t know what they could have done to Thoreau back in 1846. He talks about
running amok and making himself an enemy of the state in Walden. I love the energy. |
love how he writes, as if he’s unstoppable. He doesn’t speak like he’s afraid of the state.
Maybe they didn’t know how to break you back then like they do now. I think about that

danger every time | step up to a mic.

In 2023 | started doing public advocacy, not just going to protests but speaking at
them, taking the message to other venues and making my politics clear in my poetry.
That motherfucker Blaine Higgs, Premier of New Brunswick, started coming after trans
Kids like all his bigot buddies in Canada’s Conservative Party, of course taking cues from
the Republicans down south and the Tories across the pond. The transphobes in power
made a big push and now we’re all fighting to keep our rights, rights we barely had in the

first place if at all. I hate knowing what Project 2025 is and that Jesus Christ it’s real.

I want to say words that make most people wonder what’s wrong with me. I want
to burn his house down (in Minecraft, CSIS handler). | want to send a squad of armed
queer 12-year-olds enabled by his new gun laws to hunt him down in Quispamsis (in

Fortnite, my man). When I yell “Fuck you, get COVID, and die” on the mic, I promise
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that’s a compromise, because that’s just circumstance. Hell is real, and it’s probably

Florida, but Dorchester Penitentiary is a lot closer.

But you’ve got to fight for the trans kids. Everything is for them. The words, the
marches, the gatherings, the art, the sting in my throat when I scream “START FIRES”
and the wind trying to knock the mic from my hand, it’s all for the trans kids who just

want to be fucking kids, man. Nothing but this has been on my mind since May 2023.

[From May 6, 2023, at the Legislature in Fredericton, NB]

Good afternoon,
My name is Jamie Kitts. I'm a poet, I'm a graduate student, I'm the co-managing editor of
Qwerty Magazine, and I also work with children. I tutor neurodiverse children on
weekdays and help them to learn reading, spelling, and writing strategies. It is an
immense privilege to be a part of these children’s lives, and I truly value the work that |
do with them and the people-in-progress they're developing as. But it means the world to
me that | work for an organization which supports, protects, and affirms its LGBTQ+

community of children and tutors.

While I work primarily as an interventionist, helping kids keep their b's, d's, p's,
and g's in order, my job is not all syllables and vowel sounds. I also perform a certain
amount of emotional labor in each session. Some of this is small talk, "How's your day
going? How was school? Learn anything new or exciting?" But the kids do like to talk,
and as a tutor, I am an adult in their lives who is neither a teacher nor a parental figure,
which means some of them tell me things they struggle to express otherwise. Sometimes
| have to help the children I tutor cope with grief, like when a grandparent dies. On those

days we keep them laughing, play hangman and Yahtzee, make lists of all the things
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they're thankful for. Other times these kids get so overwhelmed by our exercises that |

have to remind them I'm here to help them tackle difficult and confusing subjects.

But then some days the kids will want tell you about their trauma. All of the
children I tutor are a gift to this world, but I have a different connection to my LGBTQ+
kids because not so long ago I, too, was a queer youth. | hear these students tell me things
that resonate so loudly with what I went through when | was growing up in the 90s and
2000s. | have heard stories of gang-style physical assaults. | have heard stories of
students taking justice into their own hands because the school was doing nothing to
prevent targeted and specific harassment. | hear these queer kids tell me that they have
survived what we call hate crimes when they happen on the street instead of at recess.
Now, | take these stories with a grain of salt, not because | don't believe these children,
but because | know the back end, the administrative end, of these incidents looks very
different than how children perceive them. We do, in theory, have policies in place,
Blaine, to help protect our LGBTQ+ youth. And yet, I know from experience what these
children take away from these traumas. They will remember these incidents for years as
moments where the adults and the systems in their lives completely and unambiguously

failed to protect them.

At this time, Premier Higgs, when our rights are being stripped from us across the
United States, Great Britain, Uganda, and elsewhere, when tens-of-thousands of
LGBTQ+ people and allies march to counter-protest hate speech and those who traffic in
it, and when evangelicals and their clans pelt us with slurs and falsely accuse us of
horrible things in this very province and across Canada, you choose to enable and

embolden the slope sliding us back into the closets we dismantled.
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| know that the work | do has value in this city. | know that my visibility as an
out-and-proud transgender woman and lesbian means the LGBTQ+ children | tutor see
someone who understands them. I know this because they tell me. They tell me, when we
first meet, and they see my pride flag hanging behind me in our Zoom calls, prompting
them to go grab theirs. They tell me when they leave our program but ask their parents to
slow the car down to say they miss working with me. They tell me when the light shines
in their eyes because they realize they do not need to defend their existence to another
new adult. What my work and my workplace does for these children is build for them the
one thing you can never build back for these children, Premier Higgs, and that is trust.
We do not need less protection for our LGBTQ+ faculty, staff, and students, we need
more. We need more protection for all of the LGBTQ+ people in this province, for the

children we were, the children we are, and the children we’ll have.

To your comments, Minister Hogan, about broad implementation and its
implications, | knew the facts of my identity when | was six years old. | knew these facts
when | was in kindergarten before a lifetime of being shamed away from them by
transphobic and homophobic people telling me “You can’t play with that, it’s for girls,”
before the years-long onslaught of teenage boys sexually harassing me while friends and
teachers stood by and did nothing to protect me, before a guidance councillor took me
aside to ask what could possess someone to say they were going home to take a bath with
a live wire. | had absolutely no protection in the school system and it turned me into an
angry, depressed, suicidal mess of a person, and | promise you it is a miracle that I am
here to tell you off about it. We are not confused and broken people playing dress-up in

our parents’ clothing for kicks, we are survivors of a system which tried to force us into
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being something we weren’t and never should have been. You are not protecting
cisgender heteronormative students by removing meagre and hard-won safety
mechanisms for LGBTQ+ students from policy, Mr. Hogan and Mr. Higgs, you are
participating in the extermination and oppression of vulnerable children. Know that we
see the trajectory this takes, and that we will not quietly stand by while you progressively
strip us of our rights. We see exactly what you’re doing, what you will do, what your

long-term plan is for us. We all know.

WE ALL KNOW
after RM Vaughan's introduction to Marsh Blue Violet

We all know
howl! as command
to start fires
To start fires by the underpass where he/she/xe/they heard
we all know how to hide bodies
Our bodies
These are our bodies by the tracks
Track line bylines
track our clinical trial by candlereich
a dead-end research you should know they set fire to

WE ALL KNOW HOW TO START FIRES TOO
Fires they stoked with our bodies
how blistered our hands trace
sear and scab in soft hours
mourning by degrees surviving third
YOU WERE NOT BORN TO BURN

We all fear the swish and flick

concrete scrape

headlock blood clock

blue-red-white light knight-by-night strike
As mouthpiece monarchs toke our wings
STEAL OUR PUPAE
EMOLATE OUR RIGHTS
AND DARE BREATHE FREEDOM
WE MAY GO OUT AS NIGHT
BUT LOUD AS DAWN
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We all know how to think young because
we all know we won’t grow old

We the mascs in our deadbeat jackknife bio-dads’ jackets
We the femmes fleeing and fighting Florida, Montana, Missouri, Texas, and This Place
We the elders who recoil at what we’ve reclaimed
We the assigned survivor at birth
We the tired poor
the poverty doctors
the slam champs
and the pregnant them

JUST DON’T MESS WITH US
WE ALL KNOW HOW TO START FIRES

YOU ARE NOT PERVERTS
YOU ARE NOT PEDOPHILES
YOU ARE NOT PREDATORS
YOU ARE

YOU ARE

YOU ARE

OUR PRIDE IN EDUCATION
AND WE ARE NOT GROOMERS

| have never been sure what to think about the arguments for smaller and bigger
governments. In “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau throws his weight behind smaller
governments, that governments should get out of the way of people to let us choose the
governing we want. In theory I don’t disagree with him but I don’t know if I believe there
is nobility in every person either. I can’t even convince supposed trans allies in my

friends and family to stop buying Harry Potter merch.

Fact is I don’t trust what he says even though I know he’s an ally to anti-
oppression. He talks about an appeal to conscience and moral responsibility as the only

real way to govern. Maybe I’m too cynical for Transcendentalism now. There are people
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who believe that freedom means unchecked aggressive nationalism-come-imperialism,
conspiracy theories and white supremacy. There is a loud contingent of people who want
to bar me and my trans siblings from public life, force us to detransition, put us on sex
offender registries. The Pope hates trans people. What hope do we have of appealing to

someone else’s moral choices to secure our own freedom?

Thoreau and I agree on one thing: “the right of revolution.”

[From October 21, 2023, at the Legislature in Fredericton, NB]

When last we spoke it was five months ago. | felt compelled to lend my voice to
speak for my trans students, to talk about the hate, the bullying, the violence, everything
they already faced in our schools before this mess. I’ve been trying to think of what |
want to say today, what example | want to set. Blaine Higgs says he wants to turn the
temperature down on this conversation. | agree. | also would like a return to peace. |
haven’t felt anything approaching joy that wasn’t tinted by grief and fear in months. |
have been mourning these last three years for everything we’ve lost. I am tired and out of
queer joy to share. So | agree, Premier Higgs, we need a rapid de-escalation of our

political climate. This is simply not a tenable state.
However—

Your throne speech called for the people of New Brunswick to reject, and | quote,
“misinformation that stokes fear, distrust, and division,” which is interesting because
you’re the one actively touting that misinformation. In fact, you even fell for the litter
boxes in classrooms hoax you fucking stupid man. At every turn you’re the one who

escalated conflict in this province. The journalists did their fucking jobs for once and
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called you on your shit, and they caught you and your crony Bill Hogan lying. Oh wait
I’m sorry, William Hogan, we can’t call him Bill without his mommy and daddy’s
permission anymore. Sweet William is making a hanging garden of us all like the

province’s abusive father, lying about the phantom hundreds of complaints.

Blaine, you rattled off transphobia to the press and sparked a wave of institutional
transphobia across the whole country. You gambled with the lives of a minority’s
children for a bump in the polls while you hoard a surplus of wealth that could fix
problems you caused. You took photos with dangerous far-right media personalities and
shook hands with people who want to exterminate us, and you have the nerve to demand
calm?! We still haven’t forgotten how you purposefully killed Clinic 554, which caused
thousands of people to lose their primary care physician at the beginning of a doctor
shortage and pandemic. And yet your have the gall to ask for peace from us, while you
tease and bait the people of this province with your COVID-brained schemes of snap

elections and a take on democracy that would make authoritarians blush.

You claim you stand against violence, intimidation, and intolerance. You demand
respect and acceptance, but you have shown no such behavior towards us these last three
years. Every time we fight with you it’s because your cruelty is the point. You throw your
lot in with people who want to kill us. You’ve cast your sights on religious extremists of
many creeds who seek to burn us as their goose-stepping relatives burned our research

almost a century ago. But we’re the problem, of course.

Like I said, I’ve been trying to figure out what example I want to set for my
students. But on further reflection, I don’t think I need to be a compass for them. While

I’'m mindful of their struggle, I’'m also very moved by the love their families show them.
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My trans students all say “I love you” to their families. One of them gets dropped off by
their grandfather every day and he is one of the sweetest men I have ever met. He treats
his grandchild with so much love and respect and he makes it look easy because it
fucking should be. We are living in a place and a time where families are raising trans
kids instead of beating the straight into them, and yet there are still so many trans kids

suffering at home and at school.

With that in mind I know I don’t need to be a scion of joy and love for them. I
don’t need to gently but firmly ask for their rights to be restored because my students
right now are lucky enough to have parents who do that for them. Sorry not sorry Shawn
Rouse, you can keep your hateless space for the allies. I don’t fight hate with joy, I fight
hate with hate. I fight hate with louder hate. I fight hate with a more righteous hate. I'm
not the freshwater they dump on a forest fire, I’m the other fucking inferno they set to
starve it out. But I’'m not alone, Blaine. Like I’ve been saying for months, you don’t mess

with New Brunswick queers because WE ALL KNOW HOW TO START FIRES.

Eventually they let me out of my cell. As far as jail goes, this is basically a slap on the

wrist. | can pay my taxes at the post office if | want to.

| think about Dorchester Penitentiary, a notorious prison here in New Brunswick,
and wonder what would happen if more red state trans bans passed here. Under the guise
of “drag bans,” some bills want to make crossdressing illegal, which would be used
against trans people. Other bills would make that a punishable sex offense. Still more

bills would shortcut sex offenders to ungodly prison sentences or state execution. | would
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probably be at the front of the line for the gallows since | work with children and wear

women’s clothing.

We’ve seen the consequences of “social conservative” policies and unchecked
transphobia: cis kids murdering their trans peers, like Brianna Ghey and Nex Benedict.
Every year since I came out I’ve been to a Trans Day of Remembrance ceremony. For the
last two years I’ve been helping to read the names of every trans person around the world
who we know we’ve lost. The lists keep getting longer. The bills passed against us keep
growing in number and severity. They want to make us illegal and we are in permanent

state of mourning.
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Early Fall

| get a letter every six weeks or so from Sophia, pleading with me to come home for a
visit. It’s not hard to get me to say yes. I go to town almost every day to check my mail,
stopping by my mother’s home to collect my laundry if she has some for me or the
huckleberry pie cooling on the windowsill. I don’t tend to stay long though. I’'m usually
in for only a second, to see what old letters and keepsakes our mother’s pulled out, maybe
dig out an old manuscript for inspiration. As [ am in the woods I’'m often home alone
despite Sophia’s pleas. But I don’t mind the letters from my sister — | welcome them, in

fact. It’s nice to feel needed, or more than tolerated.

On the first day of Late Summer | find her usual message entreating me home,
this time enticing me with promises of a gift and a game. This is the same day I’m sent to
prison for tax evasion. When they finally let me out of jail, | finish the chores I set out to
do, echoing Thoreau’s trip to the cobbler, before stopping home to see what game

Sophia’s set.

This seems as good a time as any to reflect on how I map the seasonal levels in
Walden, a game to the passage of time. Summer and Fall are both broken into two
sections, Early and Late. | take that to mean | might split them both in half, so that Early
Summer is roughly June 21-August 5, Late Summer August 6-September 22, Early Fall
September 23-November 6, and Late Fall November 7-December 20. Winter is split into
three levels, Early Winter, Midwinter, and Late Winter, so that maps out to roughly
December 21-January 19, January 20-February 18, and February 19-March 19,

respectively. Spring gets to be a season in its entirety, so March 20-June 20.
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With that in mind, I might start Sophia’s game sometime in August, but I won’t
finish it until I’'m well into September. Sitting atop a gameboard by the fire, there lies a
basket with a scroll carefully rolled up inside. When 1 look closer at it, | jot this down:

“Only he can be trusted with gifts who can present a face of bronze to expectations.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson used this passage to eulogize Thoreau when he passed
away. It was not a quote marked for death, simply an expression Thoreau logged in his

writing. But its context is unavoidable, and it feeds into this quest’s story.

This quest is called “Poet,” because Sophia Thoreau has several riddles in rhymed
verse to solve, which like so many of the game’s named quests take you far and wide
across the pond. This quest sends you towards many of the cairns scattered around the

pond, on which Sophia leaves the next clue basket.

The first basket is just southwest of my cabin. I think it’s supposed to be the first
cairn I find in the whole game based on how close it is to where the game begins. There’s
an arrowhead on it which prompts Thoreau to recite an oft-quoted passage on solitude: “I
never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude. A man thinking or
working is always alone, let him be where he will. Solitude is not measured by the miles
of space that intervene between a man and his fellows.” But the clue basket has a loaf of
bread in it with another riddle poem scroll from Sophia. The game frames these stone
constructions as points for solitary reflection, but the “Poet” quest explicitly involves a

close social connection. Even when I’m in the woods, I’m not alone.

I can spin that in so many directions, but what speaks most to me is I’'m not alone
at all, and neither is Thoreau. Sometimes we are a we, sometimes he and | are he and I,

sometimes | am him. We navigate these moments together no matter the game we play,
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no matter the perspective. We chase the essential web-swinging experience in every
Spider-Man game, for example, as close as the digital medium offers. In play, we travel

from ourselves to our characters and back. But is this really solitude?

It gets so very loud in my head when I’m alone. My anxiety and depression will
manifest as a constant stream in my head of moments I don’t want to relive. Some of
these are banal: old commercials or songs that left a weird mark on me; TV shows or
games that used to scare me as a kid; the faces of people I’ve done wrong by. These are
all just minor intrusions, annoying but harmless, like getting poked. This is what it’s like

in my head when I’m otherwise engaged.

But in those quiet moments between stimuli it gets so much darker. There is a
running feed in my head of the worst things I’ve ever done, every word I wish I could
take back, every careless action, every time | hurt someone | was close to, every spark of
anger warranted or otherwise. When the feed is out of things I’ve done, it queues another
playlist of times I’ve been hurt. I am on a ceaseless loop of being called and calling

others a faggot, where my voice becomes another’s voice until I can barely tell us apart.

| wish Walden, a game could be the soundtrack to my interiority, every step and
staircase the crunch of fallen pine and sorghastrum nutans. | want every word on my
breath whispered first by the winter hare and just as flighty to catch. | want letters like
lighthouses from my loved ones leeward in these reaches of land and water uncharted. I,
too, need bread and lamp oil from a presiding guardian to bring nourishment and light to

an otherwise pointed space.

This is not some latent Catholic guilt. I don’t know why I’m like this. I would

trade my many gifts and proclivities if it meant I didn’t have to be. I would give a
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promising young burnout every advantage | have if it meant | could just sit quietly
without needing music or videogames or sex or any mean preoccupation to help ignore
this reel-to-reel too real. Only in 2022 did a psychiatrist finally say “You certainly seem
to have symptoms of trauma.” I’ve known for years that my other mental health

conditions are symptoms of a greater illness. C-PTSD is a diagnosis | have fought for.

The next basket is over at Heywood’s Peak, just south of the point at Wyman
Meadow where I’ll find Emerson’s copy of Confucius’ Analects. | ascend this foothill
and find the next riddle with lamp oil for my lantern, which adds to my Fuel stores. It

seems Sophia is looking out for my needs.

If you don’t have your boat yet you would do well to find one, because the next
riddle is over by Emerson’s Cliff, another high vantage point on the other side of the
pond. You can find a rowboat in several places around the pond’s perimeter. If you’ve
done the “Surveyor” quest, you would have found a boat by the launch point of the
southernmost tip of the pond. But if you don’t have that boat yet, walk south from the
solitude cairn at Heywood’s Peak and then east along the pond bank. Not only will you
find a boat and launch point, you’ll also find Ralph Waldo Emerson himself on his own

excursion into the woods.

This is a resting point of sorts, Red Cross Beach Camp. There’s a fire where I can
take a mental inventory, warm up, and regain my strength. Having just found Emerson’s
copy of Confucius, we have a quick talk about “knowing.” Emerson believes I know the
Confucian passage he means, but there’s something very wrong with his book. I tell him I
didn’t get a chance to read it but might later, much to his disappointment. Later we’ll

speak at length about the lecture he’s working on, and I’1l bring up his odd Confucius.
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For now, I mend my clothes a stitch and set the boat off across the pond towards

Emerson’s CIiff.

| leave my boat on the shore of Sandy Beach, heading southwest to the summit of
Emerson’s Cliff. There lies another basket, a simple wool cap inside beside the next
riddle. So there was no need to quickly sew by Emerson on the other side of the pond,;

again Sophia looks out for me.

The first piece of girl clothes | ever bought was a cloth cap. There’s nothing
particularly gendered about it, not that clothes should have a gender in the first place, but

it was in the women’s section of Mark’s Work Warehouse.

My brother Aidan got me into wearing cloth caps. | think he picked it up from
watching JonTron. Similarly, | started growing my beard out from watching Jirard Khalil
the Completionist, a member of JonTron’s old cohort Normal Boots. We were never
really the kind of kids who imitated the stuff we saw on TV, but we saved that phase for
the dorks we watched on the internet. | would have been 18, my younger brothers both

still teenagers.
It's weird to say I’'m a hat girl because we used to watch a problematic YouTuber.

Aidan was never one for baseball caps or snapbacks, even though snapbacks were
weirdly popular at the time. No, he always went for cloth caps, not pageboy caps exactly
but adjacent to that. Always something with a strap. The way some men fixate on having

a watch, he was as selective about his hat.

This spilled over to me one Christmas when two of our family members bought

him a new hat to replace his old one, then falling apart with holes big enough in the brim
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to stuff razor blades in Peaky Blinders style. It also worked out that year that | had gotten
two copies of the same movie, a movie he had also really enjoyed, Dragon Ball Z: Battle

of Gods. So we traded! And suddenly I was into wearing cloth caps.

These are some of the few things | can bond over with Aidan: our mutual love for
stylish cranial adornments, and big beefy men slapping meat and shooting fucking laser

beams out of their hands.

That hat wore out eventually and | wanted another just like it. | was trying to find
good deals on walking shoes of all things, thought I’d try Mark’s, and just happened to
see my current cloth cap in the women’s section. It’s gray on the outside, but the inside is
lined with light blue paisley over beige. Something spoke to me about it. I remember
feeling so weird about buying something from the women’s section, even though it was
just a hat. That was the first domino to fall on the journey of my last five years, exploring

my gender and sexuality.

The hat suits every pin I try on it and has become the permanent home of my

favorite pin, a silver Majora’s Mask.

Back in Sophia’s game, the next basket and cairn are over in Fairyland Meadow,
which | passed while I was surveying the area last summer. This basket again fills my
food stores with tea and honey, bitter and sweet. But of greater interest is the hint in
Sophia’s poem about where to look next, because it mentions our brother — no, not our,

not mine, hers and Henry’s brother, John.

As the game mentions thanks to an arrowhead, John Thoreau dies from lockjaw

complications. While Walden is of course the main point of adaptation in this game,
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Henry David Thoreau published a much less successful work well ahead of Walden, A
Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. The epigraph to the book begins with a

poem, and this is its opening stanza:

Where’er thou sail’st who sailed with me,
Though now thou climbest loftier mounts,
And fairer rivers dost ascent,

Be thou my Muse, my Brother—

A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers is a travel memoir of a trip the
brothers Henry and John Thoreau took together, but the book was completed after John’s
death, making this epigraph a moving tribute. | have a space picked out to get it tattooed

on my body. My brothers mean very much to me.

Out of nowhere our youngest brother Ben decided he wanted to get a tattoo, so he
commissioned our friend Zoé to design something based on one of his favorite
videogames, Nioh. They settled on a wolf spirit, which Ben has on his upper arm. It often

pokes through from his shirt sleeves.

Shortly after that, Aidan decided he wanted one. Zoé was again commissioned to
design a tattoo, this time of a bird from one of Aidan’s favorite game series, Fire
Emblem. I took this as a sign: we had land, we had air, obviously we needed a creature

from the sea to complete the theme.

Nioh and Fire Emblem both mean very much to my brothers, so it was a no-
brainer to choose my tattoo to be Walden, a game. By that point, | had already delivered
my first conference talk based on it and sold an article to the gaming website | grew up

reading based on the conference talk. | was soon to begin my independent study on the
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“Transcendentalist” quest. Playing this game opened doors for me I never would have
expected. Three years later | would bank a total of $38,000 in scholarships so that I could

work on this project. A Walden tattoo made perfect sense.

The next cairn is back over on the north-west side of the map, between the
Fitchburg Railroad and where the first cairn was by my cabin. I climb back on the boat to
row all the way from Sandy Beach to Ice Fort Cove. Unlike all the previous baskets, this
one does not have any resource for my vital heat, but an important memento. When | get
there, I find Sophia has bequeathed me John’s flute, asking me to come home to play it
sometime soon. The next basket after that, all the way back down at the other end of the

Fitchburg Railroad, has a sketch drawn of John’s face inside of it.

I write poems for people. I don’t know how other poets do it. I know some try to
speak for some universal truth — nature and its beauty, nobility in the human breast. I'm
not so interested in that. If I speak to something universal it’s not on purpose, couldn’t
give a shit. Everything | write is for trans people, and everything | write for trans people

is a love poem.

| spent my life until 27 not knowing | was transgender. When | understood myself
enough to come out, everything I always wanted started falling into place. | became a
published writer, not for the short stories I thought | was supposed to write, but for the
poems that were coming from my most vulnerable places. Within three years | had my
first chapbook accepted by a publisher, a queer poets’ workshop to bounce work with,
several publications and public appearances, and a profile as an emerging poet. | never

got anywhere close to that with fiction.
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I was calling all my poems “love songs” for a little while. I was inspired by the
band Spanish Love Songs and their aloum Brave Faces Everyone, an unrelenting record
about the bleak outlook of American life for millennials, its crushing poverty and debt,
drug abuse, and broken relationships this life entails. And yet the band is still Spanish
Love Songs. | was reminded, listening to this alboum, a love song can be so much more

complicated than “Blah blah blah my beloved etc etc etc your embrace.”

It made me want to write love poems for all the people who move me: the
girlfags, the boydykes, the stone butches, the daddy tops, the pillow princesses, the sides,

the aces, the aros, the kallai and the dolls. | wanted love poems for people like me.

how to administer an intramuscular injection

step one: leave bite marks like blueberries
in this wolfgirl’s shoulder

venus mount
her highbush
for her |
your comfort

coo and reassure
the apples from her mane
into lover’s eye

step two: moisten her pelt
with purslane extract
over last night’s
/last week’s marks

huckleberries in her deltoids
blackberries in her glutes
she will guide

your hands once sterile
to the smooth sumac
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of her vastus
lateralus

step three: brace her for bramble
with raspberry care
from earlobe
to crook

let her den
between your breasts
call it manifesting

as you swab from thigh to vial
and prime the needle
with the sap and syrup of her ohhhh

step four: 23-gauge her skin

inhale, remind her,
figs and apricots,
and praise her,
exhale

you did

such a

great job

today,
my love

step five: cover any lingering wild
strawberries with latex

use her name as you scritch
just above where it’s etched
on her collar

we are every fruit
but cherry
any color
you like
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The last three hints take me back and forth across the pond: one basket north-east of the
pond with a whole pie inside (no need to go into town and rob my poor mother of her
labor again); one with bread and wine, south-east from there in Fairyland Meadow,
around another cairn | found while surveying; and the final one with something very

special, a copper-tinted leaf, the final verse inscribed upon one of its petals.

For all the stupid Twitter discourse on “male socialization” and other bullshit
dumbass armchair gender critical nonsense, there aren’t enough people who talk about

what trans love can be. That’s love for us, between us, from us, everything.

| want to read trans love poems the way Sophia writes for Henry, hints to her
brother about the life they share, the things she knows he knows, the people they have in
common and the heartbreaks they’ve shared. I want poems about our special interests and
our weird fixations. | want to read poems that love trans people, specific trans people, for
all our strange proclivities. And I don’t want to see it modelled on cis people’s idea of
love, only what can exist between a man and a woman, only recognized by romantic
impulse and sexual desire. | want love between friends. | mean | also want sex and
romance don’t get me wrong, but I want the whole spectrum of affection. There isn’t
enough to counter the heartbreak of watching vile people cheer for oppression as their
politicians strip us of our meagre rights and protections. So, | write my own, and hope

others feel as inclined.
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Late Fall

Among my letters and callers, some academic, others personal, was a curious letter from
James Cabat, assistant to Dr. Louis Agassiz. Agassiz thinks we have a good working
relationship, at least enough to offer pay if I catch, kill, and courier fauna from the pond
and its perimeter. And that’s everything the game tells you about Agassiz, that he is a

naturalist researching Massachusetts and that he knows Thoreau.

One of the issues I’ve had with reading Walden, a game is that understanding the
context doesn’t help you understand the game more. You can read as much Thoreau as
you want but that’s not going to enrich your experience of the game, because it’s not
supposed to. Walden, a game, when you boil it down, is just a fancy affirmations
calendar. You walk around, you find shiny rocks, Thoreau says something inspirational,
and you go “wow that’s so deep it makes me feel things.” This isn’t to say that you
shouldn’t go read Thoreau’s work. If you’re inspired by anything you read or hear in
game, that’s your queue to go look for more of it. But that doesn’t mean you can bring
what you learn back to the game. Every time I’ve tried to do that, I’ve just been

frustrated.

But since the developers decided to introduce Louis Agassiz into the game this
way, learning more about him becomes a moral imperative. His quest, “Naturalist,” is the
only quest in the game I insist you should not play. It’s buggy, it’s annoying, and you do
it to the benefit of one of history’s greatest monsters. There’s no Louis Agassiz episode
of Behind the Bastards yet but there should be. Among his crimes, Agassiz believed

people of different races were actually different species, also known as polygenism. And

68



that’s just the surface, but in-game, he’s just a guy who wants to pay you to catch some

fish.

This job comes with a hidden time limit. A lot of the animals Agassiz wants me to
find go into hibernation for the winter, or else wither while their spawn wait to hatch in
Spring. If I haven’t found everything by the end of Late Fall, there’s little chance of
finishing the task come Spring. Even when the days become as dreary as November, I’1l

be out in the cold and the rain looking for critters while my vital heat dwindles.

At first Agassiz wants me to send him nine fish: five common shiners, three
yellow perches, and one walleye. This is the easiest part of the quest, and a good test for
the patience needed to finish it. For every task that takes me to Walden Pond’s most
scenic views, Dr. Louis Motherfucking Agassiz has me stalking the same spots in the

wettest season. But the fishing, well that’s just relaxing by comparison.

| exit my cabin and walk to the shore of the pond, moving around its north-eastern
shore until I find the branch at Sandbar Point which I’ve fashioned into a fishing rod. It
still has little nubs with leaves poking out. | could buy a better rod in town but this one
has never let me down. While | can only see the yellow perch from above the surface, I
know the common shiner and walleye are in there too. These are the same fish | have
tattooed on my back, and like all of my tattoos I can tell a story with them, one fish for

every sibling in my family.

Common Shiner — 5
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You’'re five years younger than me, Ben. You’ll always be my baby brother. But
you’re turning 26 this year, and I can’t really call you a baby anymore. And to be honest I

haven’t really thought of you as younger than me since you were 16, for better or worse.

When you were in high school, you were the funniest person in a family of funny
people. I still remember so many of the in-jokes you started. When one of us is trying to
remember the name of a book or a movie: “I think you’re thinking of Patriot Games.” 1
still don’t know why you chose that old Harrison Ford movie. I don’t think you’ve ever

seen it. I’ve never seen it.

But we’ve all seen the old 1993 live-action Super Mario Bros. Mom gave us that.
On those rare occasions we’re all gathered together, Christmas or a birthday, what do we
quote as soon as we see each other? Koopa’s bizarre lawyer schtick: “Boys, boys, sit
down! I’'m Larry Lazard of Lazard, Lazard, Conda, Dactyl & Coen.” That and every

other Dennis Hopper non-sequitur. “Plumber alert.” “Where’s the rock?” “Monkey!”

You took that bad movie craze and turned it into a personality. You started a bad
movie society in your first year of university. You even dressed up as Tommy Wiseau
that year for Halloween. It was a very circular moment. You were watching the same
toxic idiot internet comedians as me and Aidan, but you turned that humor into your own
thing and discovered your own passion for their fixations. In any case you reminded me

these movies have value outside of the people who make fun of them.

There was even a time when you made me want to be a better gamer, much as |
revile that word now. When you were on the daily achievement grind you inspired me to
be a completionist. You taught me to keep trying when things get hard, because that

100% is just around the corner if | keep practicing.
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| love you, Ben. We should finish playing the Telltale Series games soon.
Yellow Perch — 3

Aidan, you make a better oldest son than | ever did. | remember when you were in
middle school, back when there were Gay Straight Alliance clubs, you joined one
because you wanted to support a friend who was being relentlessly bullied. I wasn’t out
back then, in fact | think overall you were way more okay with having gay friends than |
was, but you had a strong sense of moral justice about how the people you cared about
were treated. You have always been very noble and very fair to the people in your life.

You would do anything to support someone you love and | admire that very much.

Where I’ve always been loud and in-your-face, you’ve been so quiet and patient.
It always pissed me off watching people shit on you for being soft. People always told me
| was too sensitive, but they meant | was quick to anger. You were never quick to anger,
you just internalized everything, quick to sadness, anxiety, and depression. You were just
like me in this sense; regardless of how we reacted, we just wanted the world to leave us

alone.

But this was the curse of growing up “on the spectrum,” as so many well-meaning
neurotypicals around us called it. So many therapists and doctors and all that, all these
people who didn’t know what it was like to be us, would try to instill coping strategies to
help us navigate our conditions. But these strategies never took into account malicious
actors. The coping mechanisms would give us language to use or steps to take, but the
script never worked. You try using the language neurotypicals tell you to use, they just
ignore it, or they tell you you’re overreacting, or they laugh in your face for even trying. |

watched as members of our own family, or teachers who liked me but hated you, got
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frustrated with you for insisting on your dignity. This is why I still hold grudges when
everyone else has given them up, because there has never been any justice for you no

matter how much you’ve fought for your loved ones’ rights.

And yet you’ve never turned bitter. You’re an immensely kind man. That friend
you joined the GSA for is still a close friend, and they honestly feel like a fourth sibling. |
know you feel aimless sometimes, but the people around you think very highly of you for

your strength and grace.
Walleye — 1

This tattoo on my back is a symbol of my connection to my brothers. It’s a
rendering of Thoreau from behind, sitting beneath a tree at the bank of the pond, his lure
cast and these three fish around it. The whole piece is in our friend Zoé&’s signature

watercolor style.

When being a good man was something | thought about, | thought most about
Aidan and Ben. They put up with so much bullshit in their lives, including more than
their fair share of mine, and so much grief from other people. And yet they stayed so kind
and funny. This is what I thought about when a game told me to sit still, be patient, and

catch fish — how I could be better to the people in my life.

It's funny to me that it started with a beard. Aidan was able to grow a beard in
high school, and while I’ve since lasered mine off and can’t even stand to see colorless
cactus hairs on my face, one of my first inclinations to self-improvement was to veer into
proper manly facial hair. Aidan had a beard and he was good, thus if I have a beard I'll

also be good, basically. So | started buying brushes, oils, special shampoo, moustache
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wax, everything | needed to meticulously groom a soft amber mane. | took damn good
care of that beard. Never heard a single complaint that it was gross or itchy to anyone on

the other side of it.

That’s one of those funny early warnings trans women can look back on before
their egg cracks, so to speak, a pre-occupation with toxic masculinity. There were times |
leaned into it because | wanted so desperately to pass as a manly man. Then when it
started to click that the people | cared the most about stuck around me despite my
misogyny, my physical strength, and my compulsory assistance, | swung hard the other
way and got way concerned about being a safe man for women to be around. | would
overly correct myself, constantly asking the people around me if | was being toxic.

Meanwhile Aidan and Ben never seemed to have that problem.

“Time is but a stream I go a-fishing in,” Thoreau remarks as I pack up my rod. Of
course, | catch so much more than just the fish | need for Agassiz, my food stores
swimming in meat for a change rather than berries. By dusk I’'m done the easiest part of

the “Naturalist” quest, which means once tomorrow comes, it’s time to start the tedium.

I choose for once to sleep on my mother’s daybed and wake up the next morning
in Concord, all the easier to check my mailbox for the next missive from Cabat. Agassiz
wants me to send him three white-footed mice, two hares, one mink, and one red fox.
This one objective can really ruin the game if you’re trying to play economically and do
as much as you can in one playthrough. Like I mentioned, some of these animals
disappear for the winter, including what you need to find on Agassiz’s letter after this
one, so you need to get this done by the third part of Late Fall. You would think that

would be easy, but there’s a lot of luck involved with “Naturalist.” While I spent the
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better part of a day fishing, that’s nothing in comparison to spending almost six months
of in-game time staking out carriages and buildings for mice, or the banks of the pond for

a mink.

This is not a quest to finish without adopting a shoot-from-the-hip mentality with
the camera zoom. Suddenly I’'m not Henry David Thoreau living out his Walden Pond
experiment, I’'m Todd Snap catching the foot and tail of Mew in a bad sequel to Pokémon

Snap.

It’s not hard to find the hares; there’s often one outside my cabin first thing in the
morning. But I can’t just zoom-in on the hare to catch it. | have to quietly stalk the hare,
making sure to come up behind it slowly so it doesn’t notice me, and then zoom-in on it.
The hare is perfect to practice on, and even the red fox is easy enough to find by the
railway tracks. Even if I hadn’t seen them in earlier months, reading a book in Emerson’s

house tells me where to find them. It’s just the mice and mink that give me trouble.

The mice are tiny, so it’s easy to miss them. But when I found out they stay close
to the buildings in Concord, | could start cheesing them. Not with actual cheese —
although that would make this easier — it’s a slang term for exploiting a game’s systems
for a desirable outcome. In my case, | walk into Concord, slowly crawl around my
family’s home, the general store, and the post office, all the while zooming in and out
where the ground meets the walls, hoping the game will recognize a mouse hidden
beneath the bushes. Every once in a while I might get lucky and see a mouse on the
ground beneath a carriage, but if I can see the mouse that’s usually too late. If I can see

them, they’ve already seen me, so I can’t catch them no matter how close I am.
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It’s an immersion-breaking objective in an otherwise impeccable aesthetic
experience. Normally | can project into this first-person game and think about my
character’s actions as my actions except for this objective. But suddenly I’m not trying to
think carefully about my environment and my impact on it but how I can best exploit its
program for a desired outcome. It stops being a space that permits me thinking room

about my life and becomes tedious trophy-hunting.

Finding the mice is still nothing compared to finding one mink. While the mice
have a reliable cheesing strategy, finding the mink is pure luck. The book in Emerson’s
house says you can find them around bodies of water, so around the shore of Walden
Pond or around some of the much smaller ponds in its periphery. In my experience, it
does not matter how hard you try to find the mink. It will either happen or it won’t. For
the better part of six months of in-game time, | spent days just standing at the smaller
ponds waiting to see if the mink would show up. | would only leave if there was another
time-sensitive objective, such as Bronson Alcott’s deliveries, getting thrown in jail for tax
evasion, or sending manuscripts to my publicist. It was getting so close to winter that |
decided to just wade into Walden Pond up to my waist, look back at the shore, and start
walking around it while zooming in and out like with the mice, hoping that | would find a
mink. So I’m just walking in this enormous circle while it’s pissing rain outside and I’'m
seeing all my vital heat resources dwindle, my food stores, my shelter, my clothes, my
fuel stores, all of it veering into the red because it’s fucking October and I’m freezing,
starving, and soaked. All this just to send a fucking proto-Nazi a bunch of dead rats who

never did me any wrong.
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You can only trap these animals when you’re working for Agassiz. It’s not an option that
ever comes up otherwise. In this way, the “Naturalist” quest reminds me of how I
experienced gender dysphoria — not always as something about my body, but what I
would do for male approval, often anxious extra work for someone I didn’t like to prove

I’m a worthy human being in their eyes.

In other words, | would act against my authentic values so that men would see me
as their equal: bosses, co-workers, kids at school, professors, peers, whoever. | could feel
that I would lose respect around certain men if I didn’t adhere to hidden codes of
masculinity. I’'m not sure what else to call it other than a code, but it was often about
labor, men’s capacity to take on tremendous burdens and finish the job no matter what.
“If you’re fit to lean, you’re fit to clean,” but cleaning becomes taking on multiple
research projects at once, working more than one job, taking on leadership roles,

checking your emotions at the door.

But even when there wasn’t another man around me who I needed to perform
correctly in front of, | felt like I needed to perform masculinity if it was just me and
another non-male friend, or sometimes just me alone with my thoughts. | would speak to
people the way | thought a man was supposed to instead of the way | wanted to. Like
playing a game in first-person, there was my body with camera eyes and someone behind
those eyes driving the body. Instead of playing the game the way | wanted to play, | kept

making choices about what was best for the character | was playing.

beneath the self-serve fountain

flour tortilla
(Like the frame a scene-)
seasoned beef
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(bag fried fist impression thin)
extra beef

(pepper paper mostly salt)
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(shoulder a mean clap)
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(and how are you my lad)
shredded lettuce

(still picking Sweet Williams)
diced tomatoes

(what if what if what if)
fold

(~the tree a rope.)

The “Naturalist” quest is where the game part of Walden, a game shines through the most
for me. People think games are fun. Hah, imagine. Games are tedium — farming, grinding,
cheesing, save scumming, all common player practices across genres. I don’t think this is
what the developers intended with the “Naturalist” quest, but it’s what I reflect on the
most. It’s an overbearing quest which should be asking you to consider yourself in
relation to the other creatures nearest to you. Instead it points me to think about why |

even put up with this bullshit when the reward is meagre at best.

But this quest prompts you to try fishing, which is one of my favorite things about
the game. | will sometimes open a save file on Walden, a game just to find a fishing spot
and cast my line and lure for a few minutes. It gives me the same feeling as driving at 2
in the morning or making lists of things. It feels productive, but it also feels relaxing, a
very easy thing to do to remind myself that | can do things that are just for me. It feels
like I wake up with a full day ahead of me and before | can even sit down to accomplish
anything it’s already gone. It’s good to start a game just to sit in the same spot and fill a

jar with fish for a few minutes, thus hours.
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My partner tells me I have the worst time blindness of anyone she’s ever known.
She has ADHD and struggles with time blindness herself. She’s not the first person to tell
me so. Both my bio-family and my found family have given me grief about how I’'m
always late. It didn’t used to be this way. I don’t know what changed about me. But I
have noticed that it’s very easy to fall inwards lately. I waited two hours to get my
driver’s license updated and I didn’t notice. I bring books to read on the bus, and I don’t
ever touch them because as soon as | sit down | just kind of leave my body for the clouds.
I’1l start making a sandwich and just stand in the middle of my kitchen, knife caked in
peanut butter, while I live something out in my head and forget where | am or what I’'m
doing. Catching digital fish and watching the weather change feels more real to me than

anything else I could do to relax some days.

But there’s one last turn to the “Naturalist” quest. Once I finally have my mink,
Agassiz tasks me to collect nests of mud turtle eggs. | find this funny because when | told
my roommate this quest was for a eugenicist, they straight-up asked me “Why are you

talking to a baby Kkiller in this game?”

This is the real reason you need to finish this quest before Early Winter starts. If
you start colleting the egg nests in Late Fall but you don’t find them all before the season
ends, you won’t be able to pick back up in Spring. This quest is bugged and has never

been fixed.

Finding the nests is no great problem though. I started circling Walden Pond out
of desperation to find the mink, but this is actually how you find the egg nests. They’re

sitting on the shore all around the pond. If you’re looking for them, you won’t miss them.
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My reward for all of this, aside from the money, is an acknowledgement in the
volume of Agassiz’s work pertaining to the wildlife of Massachusetts. I have no need for
thanks in his work, but I think I know what I’'m supposed to feel: gratitude. I was just
collecting eggs. The only thanks I want from eggs are the trans people who need a little
push, or else from my workshop group the Egg Poets. Seeing my name in Emma Rhodes’
Razor Burn and Jenna Lyn Albert’s Mal a [’aise made me feel so happy, not for fake shit

like clout, but just because I'm glad I could help my friends with their work.

For as much as | want to make clear that spending time alone with yourself and a
videogame can be healing, seeing how much you matter to the people around you is just
as healing, if not more so. | give my labor freely to the people I think deserve it and I’'m

blessed enough with their verbal thanks. Seeing it in print feels special though.

Unlike the other chapters, everything I can say | like about this quest is entirely
tangential. I don’t feel like I’ve enriched my play experience. I’ve fattened my wallet, but
to what end? I don’t need to buy anything from the store, but there is an achievement for
earning $100. This quest is anti-Thoreauvian, capitalistic in its structure and reward,
permissive in its racism, and immensely stressful to complete. Activists today are pushing
to remove Agassiz’s name from academic buildings, toppling statues like the rest of

colonized North America’s bronzed villains. Best to skip this quest and take up fishing

anyway.
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Early Winter

Christmas time, and for once I’'m not walking around the woods. I’'m in town caught
between two choices. My sister has invited me for gifts and exchanges at our parents’
house, where | know there will be loving reception. And yet my publicist wants me to
come to Boston and lecture on my experiment. These are not mutually exclusive tasks.

But | feel compelled to make a statement one way or another.

Horace, my publicist, says I need to buy fashionable clothes if I’'m to lecture in
Boston. I never buy anything I don’t need. And I hate suits. I’d lose money on this deal,
spending $21 on the suit and being paid $20 for the lecture, not including ticket prices for

the train and other travel expenses. Such is gig life.

Back in the summer, Horace wrote me to say he couldn’t sell the article I’d last
sent him. He asked me to send him the piece I’d been working on when we last met,
which happened to be my sketch of Thomas Carlyle. This seemed to be the key to
unlocking my stalled literary career. Horace took this piece to Graham’s Magazine, and
when it was secure with their editors, he took my piece on Ktaadn and early drafts from

Walden and published them.

Now he’s got me this speaking gig in Boston. All I had to do was find my old
drafts at my mom’s house, mail those out, and wait for the money to come in. In just five

months, I went from piles of drafts to several new credits. Suddenly, I’m a writer.

In 2018, the gaming website | grew up reading relaunched: Escapist Magazine. The

website was bought by new owners who brought back a lot of the old staff. Content
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creators who grew their platform there were rejoining for new runs of their old works.

And they were also looking for new talent.

| started visiting the Escapist Magazine website in 2007, when | was 14. | was a
big fan of the TV show X-Play, which had started airing segments from something called
Zero Punctuation, with full episodes to be found at Escapist Magazine. Zero Punctuation
was fast-paced, dry in the British tradition of humo(u)r, but with a foul-mouthed South
Park edge. It was the creation of Yahtzee Croshaw, a British expat whose personal
website became a viral sensation by mid-2000s standards for his video reviews, and who

was approached by Escapist Magazine to do a weekly series for them in the same style.

| saw these quirky-if-edgy online reviews of videogames at around the same time
I realized my dad was a writer and an author. His first book, Bob Mersereau’s Top 100
Canadian Albums, was coming out that same year. This book was built on the back of my
dad’s decades covering Canadian arts and culture for the CBC and other publications.
Suddenly my dad was on TV talking about his process. I can’t find the clip but I’'m so
sure | can remember George Stroumboulopoulos trying to tempt then-Prime Minister
Stephen Harper for an interview with a signed copy of Dad’s book. And it started to
make sense why we got packages in the mail every day, which were always full of CDs,

from companies like Universal.

| saw this Yahtzee guy on the internet reviewing new games every week, and |
saw Dad getting free CDs in the mail every day. | think | was excited at the prospect of
getting free videogames in the mail, so | started paying a little more attention when
teachers would say | was a good writer. | started reading game reviews and watching

other people talk about videogames. I read my dad’s book as closely as I could. I wanted
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to be like him. I wanted to write about videogames the way my dad wrote about music. |

wanted to write for Escapist Magazine.

But I keep coming back to this word, “edgy.” I want to unpack it. I’ve never
forgotten the line from Yahtzee’s review of the 2008 reboot, Prince of Persia. On a
quick-time event which progresses the game, Yahtzee says the player has to “finger the
Y-button” until your partner-character Elika “explosively cums grass seeds.” If you play
Prince of Persia then, yes, you can see how he made that inference. But | grew up with
cisgender boys, knowing I wasn’t like them, but ashamed that I wasn’t. So, I turned jokes
like this into a personality as a way to hide. | turned pervy shock humor into the way |
moved through life because suddenly no one was calling me gay anymore. It was

preferable to be a creep than to be gay.

There’s a tweet that lives rent-free in my head that goes something like “Wow
can’t believe all those bullies who called me gay and a girl were right.” If you’re
transfeminine and you don’t know, the boys around you can smell that something’s off.
This is my experience at least. I don’t know what it was about me specifically, but almost
as soon as I heard the word “gay,” some boy was already yelling it at me. Pink Shirt Day
was a nightmare because those same jerks who were calling you gay the day before
suddenly show up in pink douchebag polos and start asking you “What’s wrong with

being gay?”

| knew a few cis gay or bi boys but | only knew a couple queer folks who | felt
similar to who played videogames when | was growing up. It feels weird to say it like
that but I didn’t know how to reach out to them. One of them brought Dance Dance

Revolution to gym class. The teacher said | could play it with her for a while because
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someone I can’t even remember the name or face of now wouldn’t stop calling me gay,
and instead of taking one of us out of that class they just told me to do something else.
She had blue hair and a Kingdom Hearts Sora plushie. She knew the lyrics to “Still
Alive” from Portal. No matter how much I heard a voice in my head yell that people like
her were who | really wanted to know, | stayed with boys who called me stupid and told

me to toughen up.

My brother Aidan had a friend who felt like another sibling. I met them on the
day Super Smash Bros. Brawl came out, when my mom was driving home with them and
my brothers from an anime convention. They could draw, beat me at Smash, and we
clicked instantly. I’'m glad I still know them now. They texted me just after | came out

and said “Hey, me too.”

I could see these people in my life, queer people just enjoying videogames, but

every time | was around them, | felt this intense sense of longing.

[ didn’t like being a boy, but I didn’t know what that meant. I hated being gay but
couldn’t say why those boys were wrong and right. I hated myself so intensely that I
turned to shows like Zero Punctuation and South Park to figure out what | needed to be. |
didn’t get sexual humor, so I pretended to love watching porn. I wasn’t in shape, so |
picked fights to prove | was tough. People called me stupid, so | pretended to have a
highly sophisticated palette (which really meant decrying pop music as “not real music,”
eating sushi and curry, and playing videogames “for the story”). I felt like a walking

episode of Manswers.

But the other thing that watching Zero Punctuation and reading game reviews did

for me was teach me what to look for in a good videogame. A combination of Escapist
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Magazine being my main source of gaming content and discussion, plus the gaming
communities | hung around, helped establish my tastes in art and entertainment. | found
that | was more interested in what a game said instead of how it played. I think this
helped me stay on a better path. | read deep-dives on Earthbound, a game very invested
in the bonds between people. Someone I met working at a Domino’s told me about Metal
Gear Solid, spurring an interest in post-modern aesthetics and stories built out of
prescient political matters. But because the kids | grew up with were also into Escapist
Magazine, we were all still thinking in terms of mainstream gaming, like AAA
blockbusters and talking about the console wars. | gravitated towards games like Mass

Effect and Bioshock which gave you influence over your character’s moral traits.

There’s a common narrative between trans women who grow up playing
videogames. Anecdotally, many of us play role-playing games where we’re allowed to
project our true selves on to a character through dress. We always pick the girl even

though we’re supposedly boys.

That was never me. In Mass Effect, | always picked MaleShep over FemShep. |
could never make the Renegade choices, coded as villainous, such as punching a man in a
breakdown after his home is attacked. | could never kill the Little Sisters in Bioshock to
harvest them for a major experience boost. | always needed to save them. | have never
done a Genocide run in Undertale. I love “Megalovania,” but I will never hear that song
played in its proper context, the final boss fight of a ruthless, deliberately anti-fun hidden
mode in one of the most impactful games of the 2010s. | need my characters to be good

people.
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| needed my characters to be good people because | felt like a terrible person.
Dysphoria never looked to me like a problem with my body, but a problem with my
character. Choosing to act like a man felt antithetical to acting like a good person, so |
tried to make my characters good men. | think I was trying to create the present,
influential paternal figures I felt like | needed in my life. I would hear that voice in the
back of my head too, trying to tell me I wasn’t a man, but I would ignore that for many

years to come.

| looked at what my dad was doing, and | said | wanted to be like him. But he
couldn’t offer the emotional and intellectual connection I needed. If something was too
abstract for him to talk about, he’d tell you to stop thinking about things that don’t matter.
If I was worried about something in the future, he’d tell me to stop fixating on things that
haven’t happened. I didn’t have any uncles who lived nearby, even though the ones I had

were very good to me. All | really had were the boys I grew up with.

Day-to-day, | changed my personality to survive being friends with boys, where
you would hurt each other for fun, say hateful things about people you thought were
weaker than you, and ignore or repress any vulnerable feelings. When | was diagnosed
with depression, I still remember one of them saying “What do you have to be depressed
about?” As if my parents weren’t also getting divorced at the same time. I was being
sexually harassed by homophobic bullies in gym class. Instead of backing me up, | was
told by friends to toughen up. One of them even created a fake boyfriend named Jim

Klass for me.

A girl in our class heard me talking about suicidal ideation and told me I had so

much to live for. She had seen me sing in talent shows and she complimented my singing
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voice. That same day someone | hung out with called her stupid for asking questions in
math class — the same boy who made Jim Klass and asked “What do you have to be

depressed about?” He was our center.

I can’t believe I ever wasted my time watching shit like Monty Python and the

Holy Grail when | should have been watching Mean Girls.

Memory Storage Server?!

Paper cones? haven’t held water since
the boys | grew up with could
drink in public.?
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It was only through play that I could start regaining myself. Every time | made the
deliberate choice to be good in a game, it made it easier to regain my softness and
kindness. It happens in those quiet moments when it’s just you alone with your thoughts.
If you’re used to curating your social responses, you need to do this work alone. This was
the work I set for myself from age 16-26. | was diagnosed with depression and anxiety at
16, at the pinnacle of my self-hatred and disgust with being a man. I started my gender
transition, without naming it as such, when | was 26 and finally had the breakthrough
realization “I don’t want to be a man anymore.” Watching videogame characters make
virtuous choices made it easier to start making more moral decisions about the person |

wanted to be.

Escapist Magazine was also, inadvertently, where | started putting that into

practice. Gamergate is an infamous hate movement which grew out of a burgeoning alt-
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right in the early 2010s. One of the platforms that got caught up in all of the chaos that

hate group caused was Escapist Magazine.

There are a lot of conflicting stories about how Escapist Magazine intersects with
Gamergate. Former editor-in-chief Russ Pitts alleges Defy Media, their former parent
company, pushed an explicitly extremist agenda. But a contributor from the Gamergate
era, Robert B. Marks, insists he worked under no such agenda, and that they had an
editorial mandate based in freedom. Yet still the website Rational Wiki, which tracks and
documents conspiracy theories and hate movements, notes this “neutrality” as a very
skewed or ignorant perspective regarding websites like Escapist Magazine and their
actions during this era. Regardless of what precisely was going on there, what |
remember seeing at the time was almost every creator on the platform I’d grown up
watching either leaving the website or getting let go, and that this had something to do

with Gamergate.

When | looked into what was happening, | saw that Gamergate claimed to be
about “ethics in game journalism.” But they were actually promoting a harassment and
stalking campaign against three misogyny-affected people: zoé quinn, Anita Sarkeesian,
and Brianna Wu. This was also my introduction to the term “dogwhistle,” and I quickly
understood its purpose. Someone outside of this whole affair could hear the term “ethics
in game journalism” and think that there’s a legitimate concern at the core of the
movement. But like a more broadly understood term, “Make America Great Again,”
“ethics in game journalism” is a rallying cry for fascistic action in social spaces.

Gamergate was specifically attuned to anti-feminism, misogyny, and transphobia.
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I don’t really know how to define my politics when Gamergate broke out. I was
becoming more aware of human and civil rights, but I couched them in discussions of
freedoms. In a very mild sense you could call it libertarian, but I knew what that was and
| didn’t like it. I just wanted to do the right thing. Without understanding the whole alt-
right thing, | saw that a lot of good people were out of a job. Regardless of what the mob
said about “ethics in game journalism,” the people who followed this movement were
attacking people they deemed beneath them. Crash Override, zoé quinn’s memoir, goes

into just how fucked up Gamergate got for them.

When | found out Escapist Magazine was becoming a platform for Gamergate, |
just stopped going there. It felt like making a Paragon choice in Mass Effect. This became
how I asked myself about the things | said and the way | treated people, asking myself
“Was that a Paragon or a Renegade option?” After a while it became easier to simplify
that as good and bad, or “Was that the choice I wanted to make?” I built a moral choice
system in my inner world so | could check in with myself about whether | was acting
authentically or out of an old sense of fear and insecurity over my masculinity. Brick by
brick that masculinity fell apart and revealed itself to be all the defensive mechanisms
I’ve described in this chapter, just a response to being bullied. This made it easier to

finally start making queer friends and living more authentically.

As Henry Abelove notes in his hybrid analysis-memoir “From Thoreau to Queer
Politics,” one of the only humans described in any detail in Walden is a woodchopper
who shares Thoreau’s enthusiasm for Homer’s epic poetry. They read scenes of Achilles
and Patroclus in the lliad, and Abelove uses that to queer Walden for its homoerotic

subtext. This isn’t that far off from other portrayals of queer rurality, such as Meredith J.
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Batt and Dusty Green’s biography Len & Cub. Short of an explicitly queer culture to
engage in, queer people in rural areas find ways to cultivate togetherness through the
expected customs of their upbringing. In Len and Cub’s case, they took hunting trips so

they could bunk together in a cabin.

Trans people do something similar. My best friend and | are trans women who
bonded over pro wrestling and playing Yu-Gi-Oh! When | met her | had just come out as
non-binary and she wasn’t aware she was a woman. As we’ve bonded and grown
together, our interests have shifted as we’ve grown more comfortable with presenting
femme. But the foundation of our relationship was based on hobbies typically attributed
to cis men. We had to reframe and recontextualize the things we liked about ourselves to

carry them into a new phase of our lives.

In February 2022 we were all just settled into isolating again. After our brief reunion
around Christmas and New Year’s, 2022 opened in New Brunswick by closing our doors
to company. Level 3 of the province’s COVID Winter Plan meant takeout only, no indoor

gatherings, and the only people allowed in your home were the ones who lived there.

We blamed capitalism. Others blamed the Liberals. No one was happy. It was

back to smoking weed until | could work again.

I don’t know how other people felt during lockdowns but to me it felt like
connection only existed in hypotheticals. | might call someone a friend or family, but as
soon as [ wasn’t able to see anyone other than my roommate, I felt completely isolated. I

don’t think it’s controversial to say a lot of us had trouble with this feeling during this
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time. I’'m sure a lot of people are still coping with that isolation, either never really
leaving it even when governments lifted restrictions, or from disabilities and illnesses

which make going outside or letting people in impossible.

But this lockdown wouldn’t be so bad as the first one. It was made all the better

for me because of three people: Void, Lexi, and Gwen.

Void is Void, one of the most singularly unique people I’ve ever known. They
manage to juggle the most (with love) adorkable bubbliness you’ve ever seen. They have
an immense capacity for care and selflessness, even and often at their own expense. But
they chose the name Void, and as they’ve told me many times, to them it’s only
technically a name — more so a factual label. They are a walking house of leaves, bearing
the interiority of a five-and-half-minute hallway. The kind of person you can see Alex

Garland’s Men with.

Lexi was Void’s ex-girlfriend. We three knew each other from our undergrads,
each a double major at one point: me English and Communications, VVoid English and
Sociology, and Lexi English and History. We would all share English classes
occasionally, especially creative writing classes. Void and I still workshop each other’s
poetry, and we even co-wrote a book with our group, All Things to Keep You Here by

Egg Poets.

Lexi’s also a writer. I want you to read part of her bio from a short story
collection she’s in: “a history student, amateur theater director, and RPG enthusiast... she
likes her coffee like she likes her men—far away from whatever lesbian bar she’s sitting
at.” Those first three statements are true, but she doesn’t drink and she startles easily; the

rest of the bio is pure bluster, and god I love her for it.
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Gwen is Void’s current partner, and I’m so thankful for her in my life. We didn’t
really know each other, but through Void we started to grow very close. She has been my
go-to support during my gender transition, the rare person | can stay awake until 3am
talking about whatever with. Sometimes that support has been having someone to shop
for clothes with, other times it’s been a very sudden realization she helped me access.

Sometimes it’s just watching pro wrestling with her.

But in that lockdown she helped me get back into playing Yu-Gi-Oh!

While it’s becoming more common for millennials to have a nerdy hobby, I didn’t
think I’d pick up Yu-Gi-Oh! again in my late 20s. Other people play D&D, or maybe they
never put down Skyrim, or maybe they like a different flavor of cardboard crack and play
Magic: The Gathering. Whole families were playing Pokémon Go for a minute. None of

this was for me.

But then I met Gwen, who just so happened to run local Yu-Gi-Oh tournament
nights at an LGBTQ+ comic book shop, Comic Hunter. And while in-person locals were
cancelled in January 2022, this lockdown coincided with the release of Yu-Gi-Oh! Master
Duel for PCs and game consoles. It had everything to bring locals back: it was free, the
card selection was enormous and allowed for classic and competitively viable decks, it let
anyone play against anyone regardless of the platform they used, it let the card game
stand on its own without the trappings of the anime, and it made the game more

accessible to people of varying skill levels.

If you’ve never played the card game, and the only frame of reference you have is

the kitschy children’s anime, you might be wondering why this is appealing. I’m not
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entirely sure. It’s a trading card game marketed for little kids, but I cannot comprehend

how children are supposed to learn the rules of this thing.

Trying to learn the complex activation timing and mechanics of Yu-Gi-Oh is like
learning how to read legal code by way of if-then statements. Here is the effect text of a
card called “Ash Blossom & Joyous Spring,” a card many players in the game’s current

format use no matter how they customize their decks:

When a card or effect is activated that includes any of these effects (Quick

Effect): You can discard this card; negate that effect.
e Add a card from the Deck to the hand.

® Special Summon from the Deck.

e Send a card from the Deck to the GY.

You can only use this effect of "Ash Blossom & Joyous Spring" once per

turn.

When you’re playing with real cards, it’s on you to understand when you can use this
card. It can be used in exactly three scenarios, and you need to learn to recognize when
you or your opponent are fulfilling one or any of the three listed conditions. You also
need to recognize that, because the card says “(Quick Effect)” that means it can be
activated as a response to another effect on either player’s turn. This is one of the easier
cards to understand. The game is so complicated that Slavoj Zizek uses it to explain

Lacanian theory in Less Than Nothing.

I really didn’t want to subject myself to that. I was booked solid for the winter

with weed to smoke and walls to stare at. But Gwen asked me just to try it, so that | could
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help get Lexi into it, her having never played it and me being so out of date | barely had
the fundamentals down. | went looking for some card decks on YouTube to copy (a
practice derisively called net-decking), looking for something I thought looked fun to
play and easy to understand. It turns out | would be going back to my first favorite: Blue-

Eyes White Dragon.

“Blue-Eyes White Dragon” has other cards which target it specifically for certain
effects and has counterparts which share parts of its name. Because of this, Blue-Eyes
White Dragon is also referred to as an archetype. Archetypes are families of cards whose
art, card text descriptions, and appearances in other media collectively tell a story across
several mediums. | prefer to use cards from the Blue-Eyes White Dragon archetype

because of the story I can tell with them.

It’s very tempting to read anything with the combination “blue, eyes, white” as...
Aryan. This isn’t helped by the fact that in the first season of Yu-Gi-Oh the very first shot
of the rival character Seto Kaiba, whose signature card is “Blue-Eyes White Dragon,” has
him reading Nietzsche’s Also Sprach Zarathustra in what appears to be the original
German. This detail was edited out of the American dub but not the original Japanese
version. Furthermore “Blue-Eyes White Dragon™ has a newer counterpart called “Blue-
Eyes Alternative White Dragon,” and it has a much edgier appearance. The card game
even adapted one of the Kaiba character’s gaudier accessories into its own card, “Blue-
Eyes Jet Dragon,” which is in fact a fighter jet that looks like a dragon. In so many ways,
this archetype seems to invite a white supremacist reading of its cards, including the alt-

right and their classic transphobic ploy “I identify as an attack helicopter.”
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Not to handwave it, but those attachments are coincidental. The Nietzsche is
intentional but the “Alternative” and “Jet” cards don’t have anything to do with white
supremacy and transphobia. The original card is also canonically a girl who dies
protecting a narcissistic shitbag capitalist’s ancient Egyptian ancestor (I’m so serious it’s
not worth looking into) so there’s an element of “Oh girl you deserve so much better”

with the way | play my deck.

All the different Blue-Eyes cards aren’t separate monsters but an evolutionary
chain. Blue-Eyes doesn’t co-exist, but evolves to overcome, which you can see in the
various Blue-Eyes and White Dragon cards. But | play Blue-Eyes the way you’re
supposed to play its counterpart, the Red-Eyes Black Dragon archetype, which gains
power through its bonds with other monsters like “Summoned Skull.” In this way | rehab
Blue-Eyes into a sisterly figure — she’s not even close to being the boss monster in my
deck. Blue-Eyes no longer suits herself, but uses her power to prop up and support the
other dragons in my deck. In this way, | recontextualize the cards and their meaning to
tell a story about the way | see the world. But it also rehabs a hobby I loved having as a

boy.

Building this deck using Blue-Eyes cards as the base, but adding more kinds of
dragons, felt like building a new chosen family. | found my people in Gwen, Void, Lexi,
then later my poetry workshop friends, queer and trans people who started to show me
how to have healthier relationships with people, how to build a found and chosen family.
When we could finally stop playing on Master Duel and meet up in real life, | felt at

home with people in a way I haven’t felt in years. This all happened for me because some
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girl 1 knew through a colleague asked me if | wanted to re-learn how to play this

children’s card game on a free-to-play app.

When Escapist Magazine rebooted in 2018, with a lot of its old staff back and a new
mandate against “political discussions,” I pitched an op-ed based on a paper | wrote about
Walden, a game for my American Literature class, which was also the basis for my first
conference talk. They accepted it and published an abridged version, “No Guarantee in

the Gray.”

In the article, | describe Walden, a game as a space to work out your ideas. “If
Walden is, as E.B. White said, ‘man’s relation to nature and man’s dilemma in society
and man’s capacity for elevating his spirit’ all beaten together, then Walden, a game
places you at the center of the mixing to balance labor and play.” When I say that
Walden, a game can be a tool of self-reflection, | mean that games, the medium of
videogames, can be a way to think closely about your life. If you play deliberately, no

matter the game, it can be the place you do your shadow work and your light work.

There’s an arrowhead you can find in Walden, a game where Sophia Thoreau
gushes about Henry’s first publication. My family and my newer friends all showed up
for me when I got my first article published. Dad shared it with the comment “Boy writes
good,” which for him is saying a lot. I believed for a long time though that you shouldn’t
expect people to be good to you, that the world was cut-throat, and you couldn’t trust
people who said they had your back. By the time | felt like I could call myself a writer, |

believed in exactly the opposite.
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| step inside my family home, unwrapping oranges, lamp oil, and new clothes from under
the tree. | know the game would reward me for missing Christmas, giving me the
“Scrooge” Achievement, but that would be so cruel to the people who care about me the

most. In my game life as much as my real life, | always choose community.
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Midwinter

“Is not January the hardest month to get through? When I have weathered that, I will get

into the gulfstream of winter, nearer the shores of Spring.”

This quote from Thoreau opens Midwinter. | wake up this day camping outside by
the pond’s shore. It was getting dark, and I still had quite a ways to go before I got home
last night. I’d been out skating on the frozen pond, admiring the trees and their reflection
like an audio waveform. Something told me it would be worth it to watch the sun rise

outside for a change.

My instincts proved true. I haven’t seen such a beautiful sunrise in so long.
Cresting through the clouds it reawakens the world in rock salt pink, granting contrast to
the shore on the other side of the pond. This is the kind of sunsrise you only notice on the

days which change your life.

Waldo is dead. As the Emersons grieve their lost son, my family shares in their
grief, comforting them as they did us when John Jr. died. John Sr. is in debt for his
factory costs. There is no great story happening in the woods right now except for the odd
errand for Bronson Alcott. And | have a message on my phone from GRS Montreal. Even
though Emerson disappears from the game to travel and mourn with his wife for a while,
in real life I’m about to take my own trip. At the precise time of year the game discusses

death, ’'m experiencing a kind of rebirth.

In January 2024, | was supposed to start teaching tutorial lectures to undergraduate

students. This would have been my first time acting as a regular instructor for a class. But
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after the first class, | had two huge back-to-back events, the first of which was a new
poem publication. This poem had been scheduled nine months in advance and | was so
happy for it to finally be out. | wrote it for Taco Bell Quarterly, but they rejected it. Their

loss was Plenitude’s gain.

This is not a poem, it’s a meme

after “Dick from a Girl with Autism”

| love autistic gay trans queens

Us sensual sensory gals

Euphoric smut and top-shelf memes
From squishy a-spec pals

High-stim, low-stim

Not him, zmm zmm

Tattoos, role play

Bound by the High Fae

Head pats for days and no more shame
| hear you call my name

| wanna give you the world, gorl

| wanna give you ZA WARUDO

You over heaven, me in your eyes,

Girl, I’'m so fucking glad we’re not guys
Gender’s fake but we are not

IF SHE BREATHS, SHE’S A THOT

Toss me in your sour cream

Pull me apart like Fries Supreme

Take your titty sprinkles from my sore new Cinnabon ass
Good girls take their hormones with a splash of Blahaj Blast

Like cheesy saucy poetry, girldick is a basic need
Whisper when you bite my ear, Now THAT'’S fucking neuroqueer

| thought this would be the highlight of my winter, except the day after this poem came
out, | got a phone call from Montreal. Since December 2022, | had been pursuing gender

reassignment surgery, specifically bottom surgery. I’d had consultations with a
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psychologist who had to officially diagnose me with gender dysphoria and write a letter
recommending the surgery. The nurse practitioner who oversaw my hormone
replacement therapy also had to write a letter in support of this procedure. | had this
whole application finished by January 2023. | only heard back in October that year. They
told me I’d hear from them again in January 2024 to discuss when my surgery date would
be, but that I could likely expect May 2024 to be when I’d be under the knife. So imagine
my complete shock when, as | was waiting in line to buy groceries, | got a call saying

they could get me in for January 29, just under two weeks away at that point.

I take issue with the medicalization of gender transition as someone who doesn’t
really experience crushing gender dysphoria, or at least not in the stereotypical way. |
never felt like “a woman trapped in a man’s body” or whatever. I never felt gross or
uncomfortable with the parts that I had. I grew up seeing awful shit like “Mrs. Garrison”
from South Park as the only trans character on TV, phallocentric garbage written by
cishets who treat us like we’re all shoving a fetish in everyone’s faces. If you’re young
and you’re trans and you don’t understand that yet, you might see characters like that and
think “That’s not me, I guess I’m not like that.” Meanwhile the mysterious emotional

pain in your core keeps growing.

As such, having to prove to a psychologist that you have gender dysphoria is
exhausting. | do have gender dysphoria, but an even greater indicator of transness is
gender euphoria. When you’re so used to feeling miserable in the background, it’s hard to
pinpoint what’s wrong. It’s a lot easier to focus on what would make you feel better. I’ve
had to do two of these evaluations: one for bottom surgery and one to access hormone

replacement therapy. Both times | trotted out the bullshit song and dance routine of
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“Waaaaah waaaaaah I’'m ashamed of my disgusting male body” because the
psychologists were allies, and they knew what | needed to say. Both of them told me they
didn’t like how the medical system makes trans people go through this and that they were
doing this because they wanted to help trans people get through the gate as easily as
possible. It was less humiliating having to over-emphasize my dysphoria knowing the

people writing the letter were helping me craft the perfect message.

Accessing trans healthcare is a minefield. Best practices state that when you’ve
got your spot in line, you take it. You take it and you hold onto it no matter what. If you
get bumped, there is no guarantee that you will still have a spot. Unless you absolutely
can’t take the chance you have, you do whatever you can to make it work. This goes for
psychological evaluations, endocrinologist appointments (if you’re even lucky enough to
have access to that kind of specialist — I don’t, so I go through a nurse practitioner),

surgery consultations, anything.

| was not ready to have bottom surgery. | had not done any preparation in advance
of it. I had commitments to my Master’s program plus my day job with the kids. I had not
saved any money or told people I might be crowdfunding. I wasn’t even sure how I

would get to Montreal on short notice.
Still fucking said yes though.

What followed was two of the most stressful weeks of my life. | had to tell
everyone supervising me in every capacity that | suddenly needed to travel for surgery. |
also had to tell all the parents of the kids I tutor, sticking just to “surgery” and leaving off
“bottom.” I wanted to keep working as a tutorial lecturer for the semester, but my

university replaced me and gave me a different job reading fiction submissions for a
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literary magazine, something I could do while I was resting and recovering. | feared for
my weight, as | knew this clinic had a reputation for denying the surgery to people with a
BMI over 40, and | was right on the edge fluctuating in the decimals of 39. I had to book
a COVID-19 PCR test no more than three days before my surgery. I didn’t know where |
was going to stay, if someone would be able to come with me, what it would cost, or if |

could afford it.

It felt chaotic at the time. But broken down, it was not actually that big of a deal.
GRS Montreal offers a free two-night stay at a Holiday Inn in Laval, Quebec, for patients
pre-operation. If you have a support person with you, the hotel offers a reduced rate for
them. My university was very accommodating to my sudden change in circumstances.
My day job with the kids also let me have three weeks off — unpaid but at least

unpunished.

As it turns out, you can no longer book a PCR test in New Brunswick. The
provincial government’s website says your primary care provider can order one, but both
my nurse and general practitioner tried to and said I didn’t “meet the criteria.” [ have
many reasons to hate Blaine Higgs. Because of this, we had to travel to Montreal a day
early, and pay out of pocket for an extra night at the hotel, so we could go to a private

clinic that offers same-day results, which also cost us.

The costs of this trip were adding up fast. My parents wanted to come with me
and I’m glad they did. My mom and my stepdad decided driving to Montreal and back
would be best. But we were adding up gas, food, hotel stays, a longer Airbnb stay for
them while | was in the hospital, the PCR test, it was all getting to be too much. At my

mom’s suggestion, | opened a GoFundMe for donations to help us cover these costs, plus
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keep my bills afloat for a month while I was off work. I thought maybe I’d get $100.

Times are tough.
| received around $3,000.

It turns out my mom’s family, and part of my stepdad’s family, had been saving
up for this moment. Everyone knew I wanted this surgery, and they’d been putting away
money to help me cover it. Between money donated to me and money donated to my

mom, we had enough to make sure | would make it through.

| remember the first time | told a Thoreauvian about Walden, a game. | was giving a
speech at the New Brunswick Book Awards in memory of my maternal grandmother.
Every year my family gives the Alice Kitts Memorial Prize for Children’s Literature. We
share memories of her, read nominees’ excerpts, do the thing with the envelope, “And the

winner is...”

Those envelopes, by the way, do not open easily. | took so long to open mine that
an older guy with a different envelope got on stage to say “This is why my father taught
me to keep a pen knife on me at all times.” Yeah well my dad taught me to stay mad
about this world’s injustices and hold grudges like a rope over quicksand, I promise you

my patience for subtweets is grass blade thin my man.

It was my turn to give the Alice Kitts Prize in 2019. | spoke about how Gramma
set me up for everything I’d accomplished. I’d just finished my BA in English, and I had
her and my mom to thank for that. Books are how Kitts women remind each other of our

agency and our power. My cousin Sarah is a teacher. Our cousin Emily works in
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healthcare and community service. Aunt Sissy is an entrepreneur. Aunt Wendy is an
author. Aunt Kimmy also works in healthcare. My mom set the new high score on the
CBC’s senior writer exam. I promise you a man has made each one of us feel stupid, and

we believed them.

But there’s a photo my mom showed me recently of Gramma back in the 70s.
She’s in a chair, the camera focused on her legs, one knee dangled over the other in hose
and a pencil skirt. She’s reading a letter and there’s a Gordon Lightfoot record in the

background. She looks so fucking cool.

Gramma was an orphan, her husband a work orphan. Neither had the Anne of
Green Gables experience, a benevolent farmer come to raise them in a Maritime pasture
of whimsy and color. Their lives were more David Adams Richards than Lucy Maud

Montgomery, bleak and abusive, washed out in poverty and addiction.

And yet, despite everything that happened to my maternal grandparents, and
everything they put their kids through as a result, the Kitts family survived. When | was
growing up, [ didn’t know any of this. I just knew love, that Gramma loved books, that
Mom loved books because Gramma loved books. | only knew Poppa as a good man. |

didn’t know they’d been alcoholics, my grandfather especially so, until after he died.

Part of my gender transition has been learning how I share my insecurities across
generations with the other women in my family. But we also share defense mechanisms
through knowledge transfer. That’s why we’re all readers and authors. Gramma was
wicked smart, but she didn’t have an education. She came from nothing. I think that’s
why she was always reading and why she wanted her daughters to read: get an education,

live a happy life, and don’t let anyone call you stupid.
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When | gave away the Alice Kitts Prize, | talked about adaptation. When | was
younger, | was obsessed with book-to-film adaptation. Gramma gave me Frances
Burnett’s The Secret Garden, and then she showed me the movie, the one with Maggie
Smith in it. Shortly after that it was The Outsiders, then The Da Vinci Code, next The

Shining.

Maggie Smith was in another fairly notable adaptation when | was growing up
but, well, I stabbed a copy of the book because I’ve seen that trick kill fascist ghosts
before and I’m pretty disappointed it hasn’t worked. Some names are best left unspoken.
But as long as I’'m vagueposting, when you’re sharing your friends’ posts about how “at
least the Taliban know what a woman is,” you’re on the wrong side of history. I can only

wonder who’s really confused.

Anyway, | was talking about adaptation in my speech because this was how
Gramma showed me how, when a work of art changes hands, it can change our
perspective on the source. Though I’d just graduated, I was going back to school that fall
to complete my Certificate of Honours Standing, and | was going to take advantage of
this extra year to do an independent study based on Walden, a game. When we hit our
first intermission an older gentleman walked up to me incredulous at the idea of a Walden

game.

He worked in environmental studies —a man who spent a lot of time among New
Brunswick spruce and balsam. Grey of hair and slender, someone I might have called
wiry if he were much younger. He was confused but receptive about the idea, mostly
because the only games he knew were Super Mario Bros. and Pac-Man. His concept of

what a videogame could be had no room for Walden, a game.
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I made some funny comparisons to help him get there. You need to eat to survive
or you’ll be taken out by something nebulous and encroaching, only to wake up far away
from where you were (Pac-Man/Walden). You have to negotiate what obstacles you can
overcome and which ones you either cannot or will not engage with (Super Mario
Bros/Walden). Time is a constant limit (all of the above). You are, for all intents and
purposes, a character with a full body represented in-game with the relevant part (Pac-
Man’s head/Thoreau’s arms). I don’t know if this really expanded his idea of

videogames, but it was what | could offer at the time.

It's been so long since that conversation, but | remember that the man asked me
how something like that would even work. I don’t remember what I told him, but I wish
I’d told him, “It’s the woods,” a little slice of nature for the modern concrete jungle.
Absent of meaningful space to work through our inner thoughts, the virtual woods were a
space for the gamer, not the environmentalist. He had his woods to think in, so this game
was a way to bring the woods to someone who might need the same. In New Brunswick
it’s hard to imagine a space without nature, our cities and towns so close to scenic vistas,

Fredericton in particular the city of stately elms. But Montreal is almost all city.

Something I didn’t realize about Montreal until I visited for my surgery is how
big it is. I don’t mean how much land it takes up, although that too shakes me, I mean the
size of the buildings and the roads. When we finally got off the Trans-Canada Highway,
the amount of cars was overwhelming. All the lights polluting the night sky, how
cramped the sidewalks are, it feels excessive compared to Fredericton. I wasn’t used to

this much urban sprawl.
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This is the ideal space for playing Walden, a game, a highly urban environment
where nature is sparse if non-existent. The virtual woods then serve a purpose they can’t
quite fulfill in New Brunswick. I could just go to Odell Park and hike the trails up and
down the hill. I don’t even know how you’d get a comparable experience in a place like

Montreal.

I’m not someone who expects generosity or handouts. When I saw the money come in, I
cried to my mom, “I don’t know how I’'m going to pay everyone back.” When I made
that GoFundMe, | had every intention of paying everyone back, or paying forward the
money | didn’t need if I got too much. It took a while for me to accept this money had no
strings attached, that it was a gift [ didn’t need to give back. I felt like I didn’t deserve it,
or that someone else deserved it more than me. | have sisters around the world in worse
circumstances than me and it felt selfish to be blessed with a bio-family that cares this

much for me.

I took my mom’s last name when I buried my deadname. I don’t hate my dad or
my brothers, but I never felt like one of the Mersereaus. Dad’s family is spread out all
over Canada. Mom’s family is all in the Maritimes. I always felt more like a Kitts. I can
see now how true that is. I haven’t heard from the Mersereaus in years. Everyone in the

Kitts family wanted updates on how | was doing.

| could even splurge a little and have a short vacation while I was in Montreal.
Mom and my stepdad went to see a Queen movie in Imax while | dined on Persian
desserts with friend and author Trynne Delaney. Mom and | also went to the Argo

bookstore, and | also got to visit the feminist bookstore I'Euguélionne in the gay village.
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This was the first thing approaching a vacation for me in 11 years. The last time | took
time off to travel was back in 2013, again visiting Montreal, to see a friend off who was

moving there.

The GoFundMe also helped cover the cost of all the things | would need during
and after my stay. In advance of your surgery, you have a lengthy shopping list:
thermometer, bed pads, baby wipes, sanitary pads, vitamin-e cream, measuring cup,
teaspoon, dish soap, lube, enemas, scentless body wash, pube removal cream, a hand
mirror, chlorhexidine soap, slippers, nightgowns, a bathrobe, a sitz bath, and a douche kit.

Even though the surgery is covered by Medicare, the care items all still cost.

| used to have this recurring nightmare when | was growing up about being
homeless. | would see the people | love pass by me, either not recognizing me, ignoring
me on purpose, or being angry to see me. It wasn’t until recently that I realized I was
trans in the dream. Aside from being a girl, the dream hasn’t come true. If anything I’'m
finding out that my whole family, even my grandparents, would never let that happen to

me.

We had a Thanksgiving Zoom call over the pandemic. We got our hopes up in
2021 that we might get to have Thanksgiving together, but we had another lockdown
instead. So | got us all together, as many of us as I could. When most of us had said
goodnight, my aunts Wendy and Sissy stayed awake very late catching up. Sissy told me
stories from our family I hadn’t heard before. A lot of us were learning about

generational trauma.

Trans women can have complicated and evolving feelings about their

relationships with the men in their families. | loved my grandfather very much, and even
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though he’s been dead since 2007, I still wonder if he would have accepted me. I told
Wendy and Sissy about a poem I’d written for Gramma, hoping she would, and that I was

trying to write one for Poppa as well.

Aunt Sissy started to tell me about the time her dad flirted with her friend Drew. It
turns out that Sissy and her husband Robbie were both very fond of drag. According to
her, they’ve been queer allies for decades and had known several drag performers and

trans people. This was all news to me.

Sissy and Robbie ran a café for a while in Moncton, New Brunswick. They would
host their drag friends there all the time. One time my grandparents visited while Sissy
and Robbie’s friend Drew was over, in full drag. Poppa was on an oxygen tank for years
of smoking and mechanical repair, radon from old refrigerators blasting into his lungs

day in and out.

You might think, oh this old man’s gonna give this poor queer person a bad time.
Nah. Poppa starts flirting with Drew. It turns out Bob Kitts was an absolute lady’s man.
He didn’t care if you were a lady currently, formerly, full time or part time, cis or trans,

he just loved flirting with women. Iconic. Relatable.

And this whole time my grandmother’s just letting him go. I imagine her
interjecting with a scoff or an eyeroll or an “Oh, Bob.” But Poppa knew the lines and he

knew how to make Drew feel seen without crossing them — too far.

At one point Drew gets up to use the bathroom and Sissy goes to check on Poppa.

He asks her, “Just to be clear, that’s a man, right?”

“Yeah,” she says.
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“Okay, just making sure!” And then Drew comes back over and Poppa gets right

back to it.
Credible sources suggest I’ve inherited his impeccable transfeminine flirt game.

All this to say, I didn’t know how queer-affirming my bio-family was until |
transitioned. | keep discovering that | can rely on everyone to have my back in ways |
never would have asked for. My recovery and my journey wouldn’t be as comfortable as

it is without them.

Are Cookies Still Cookies Without Milk or Eggs?

for Alice Kitts

1 cup margarine

(I told my family that I’m trans,)
1 cup brown sugar

(and we’re all fine, if a bit overwhelmed right now.)
Y cup white sugar

(I had a nightmare where | started transitioning,)
1 thsp egg replacer powder

(and that they would abandon me if I didn’t stop.)
Y4 cup water

(I wondered why Gramma wasn’t in the dream,)
1% tsp vanilla

(and what she would say if she knew.)
2 Y4 cups white flour

(1 found this old recipe in a stack of notes,)
1 tsp baking soda

(and found my answer.)
Y tsp salt

(I think if she could accommodate my life-threatening allergies,)
2 cups semi-sweet dark chocolate chips

(and all my other quirks,)
bake 350° F 8-10 mins

(1 think she’d accept any life-affirming procedures.)

But that journey in Montreal was still so much to cope with. The Holiday Inn seemed

nice, but | barely got any sleep. | was either worrying my PCR test would come back

110



positive or else just not at all. 1 was afraid when they did my measurements that | would
be told I was too heavy. | felt like | was getting ready to go to a funeral the morning of
the surgery. | had to fast and clean my system out. | was also washing myself with a
special soap and Nairing the hair off. I had this feeling of fatal resignation on the drive to
the clinic, like I was lucid dreaming but everything was going wrong. | told my mom

several times “It’s hopeless, they’re going to kick me out, I know they will.”

[ didn’t fully enter my body that day until just minutes before they gave me an

epidural.

When | woke up, | was laughing. | felt like shit, but | was so happy. When they
brought me to the room I’d be staying in for a couple days, somehow I bounced out of the
gurney and into the bed. The nurses and my mom were shocked. That was the most
energy I’ve had in the month and a half since my surgery. Shortly after, all the pain

crashed into me. I couldn’t keep food or water down for a whole day.

| wanted to write more about that place, what it felt like, who | met. | wanted to
record everything. | wanted to make sketches of the hospital unit and the convalescence
home. Now it’s all such a blur. But I saved all the messages from my family and my
friends. As hard as all of this is, I’ve never felt more secure that I’'m loved and looked

after.
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Late Winter

I wake up in March with a letter from Bronson Alcott waiting for me. He’s heard I’ll be
hosting Concord’s Female Anti-Slavery Society at my cabin. This is the kind of activism
| would love to do more often. But Alcott has a mission for me — another mission for me.

For the last year, I’ve been helping him make supply drops for fugitive slaves.

Just after | got out of jail last summer, Alcott sent me his first letter, much less
detailed and much more urgent in tone. No explanation, simply, be ready, freedom is at
stake, and standby for further instructions. He asked me specifically because | know

Walden Woods so well.

It was getting near fall when he sent me a follow-up, this time a letter on top of a
basket. There was a change of clothes, almost a disguise. He told me his “friend” John
was in a bad way, travelling late, in need of help and supplies. Alcott had a cache waiting

somewhere in the woods for me to drop the items, and it needed to happen that night.

| was confused when | saw where he wanted me to drop the stash. The cache was
just offside the property line outside Emerson’s house. I wondered why Alcott didn’t feel
like he could ask Emerson to do it. It wasn’t until I heard back from Alcott after I set the
cache that I understood what the mission was. This wasn’t just a favor to Alcott. The
friend was a runaway slave who had told the Alcott family about the horrible conditions
in the southern states. Alcott said he’d count on me for more help. He was recruiting me

for the Underground Railroad.
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Thoreau says something in “Civil Disobedience” that I’ve been wrestling with for a
while. Learning to get involved in my own fight is one thing. But I've also started

showing up at protests in support of Palestine.

Thoreau talks about not just fighting for your own rights but making sure that
your rights don’t come at the cost of others’: “If I devote myself to other pursuits and
contemplations, | must first see, at least, that | do not pursue them sitting upon another
man’s shoulders. [ must get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too.” In
the coming provincial and federal elections, | think about voting Liberal, because the
Liberal Party at least pretends to give a shit about human rights. I’ve seen the current
New Brunswick Liberal leader Susan Holt at trans rights rallies. Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau has also come out against Conservative policies limiting trans rights. And yet the

Liberal Party also supports Israel with weapons in its brutal genocide in Palestine.

Even if I vote for the New Democrats I don’t trust that they would take a radically
different approach. If John Horgan’s NDP government in British Columbia taught us
anything, even the left-of-center will push genocidal policies, as it was under his
direction that the RCMP brutalized and terrorized the Wet'suwet'en nation for defending

their land rights against the Coastal GasLink pipeline.

In previous elections I’ve voted for either the Green Party or the NDP. I worry
about the tremendous might of the Conservatives at every level of governance. | know
that, at least for now, the Liberal Party has leaders who support trans rights. But | agree
that voting Liberal prioritizes my rights over the rights of Palestinians. | worry that letting
the Conservatives in will make things so much worse for everyone. But I also can’t

ignore that no matter the ruling party, Canada will always be complicit in genocide.
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Thoreau is right when he says that voting for the good is not the same as doing
good. Our provincial election is this year. Our next federal election is next year. So much

can change in such little time if there is the political will to do it.
[On Dominic Cardy’s, Gail Costello’s, and Shawn Rouse’s comments on Palestine]

I didn’t think it was my place to take space as a speaker when this is a cause I'm
only an ally to. But then after our march last weekend | ran into queer historian Meredith
Batt, whom I respect immensely in our community, who asked if 1 would be speaking at
one of these. At first | said no, but then I reflected on what Indigo Poirier said last time,
that Dominic Cardy was back on his nonsense, using my kind as a crutch to sponsor hate.
| cannot let that stand unopposed. He is not the only one with a platform who thinks he
can speak for us. In fact, these are not people who speak for us. Instead, they speak over

us.

It strikes me that I’ve heard a few notable people try to drive a wedge between our
causes, Dominic Cardy only being the most recent. The man is not one of us, just a
politician, an ally only when it’s convenient for him. He’ll show up to dunk on his old
boss Blaine Higgs and pretend we matter as long as it keeps him relevant. If the vision of
his new Canada Future Party is status quo unconditional support for Israel, then he’s no

friend of ours.

Next on the chopping block is Shawn Rouse. You might not have heard of him.
He’s another supposed ally to queer people, but again, he’s not one of us. He tried to
build a network of allyship, to create a space where people can organize for social causes.
Except for the Palestinian cause, apparently, this one is “too controversial” for Shawn,

“too divisive.” And sure enough when members of our community pushed against him
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for that, rather than listen to the people he supposedly serves, he closed the channel and
doubled down. This is someone regularly sought-out to speak on our behalf as trans
people in the news because one of his kids is transgender. So, yet again, another man, not
of our kind, who would use the platform he cultivated with our struggle to stifle support

for yours.

I can think of many other examples outside of our community but I’m also
reminded that there are people within it who take advantage of their positions to make
false blanket statements., to say that not only are our causes mutually exclusive but that
we are enemies. As one put it, that our paradigm is “Queers vs. Muslims.” I'm talking, of
course, about Gail Costello. | know what she says is not true. Not only because, as Indigo
pointed out, there are organizations profiling the queer Palestinians fleeing and fighting
Netanyahu’s devastation, but because of who I’'m marching with today. Among you are
activists from my community, people who organize our protests, who program our
festivals, who chant and speak and yell not over us, not for us, but with the rest of us. The
same people involved at the ground level of our struggle are here at yours because we
believe in social justice, decolonization, equity and equal rights for the oppressed, and

anti-fascism, and we will support your cause to the end.

If Gail and Dominic want to play the Oppression Olympics | got news for them:
the list of White Christians who’ve pulled hate crimes on me is way longer than the list of
Muslims. In fact, last I checked I’ve never gotten any guff from a Muslim in my life.
Some of us had quite a verbal disagreement on human rights in September but you know
who was holding the megaphone? That same Christofascist | was trading volume with

last month at the Legislature. That very same white lady in the mediocre fur suit, that
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loudmouth with the Lord’s prayer in a bunny-eared onesie who only seems to exist in the
orbit of trans people to harass like Fredericton’s worst cryptid. The exact same Caucasian
mother who wields her “O Canada” against the traditional songs of the Indigenous
peoples whose lands we occupy and the anthem of my protest poems in memory of every
trans person we have lost and the rest of us who survive to fight in causes like yours, my
Palestinian siblings. But I don’t see Dominic Cardy calling for retaliatory air strikes on

Quispamsis.

So, for the olive branch extended last weekend, offered from a member of your
community to ours, | hope you will accept if I return one in kind. This queer and these

queers love Palestinians and Muslims. May we always stand united and never be divided.

Alcott sent me his next letter in Early Fall. This time his friend Henry was travelling
north. It wasn’t lost on me that the last friend was John and this one Henry, just like me
and my brother. I don’t know whether these were their real names but I treated them like

| would my own siblings.

Henry’s basket was like John’s: a change of clothes, this time with a loaf of bread
and some apples. | got a sense of the communal effort. Emerson paid for a train ticket.
My Sister Sophia packed essentials. | had to take them to an abandoned shanty by the

railroad tracks. Henry was going to Canada.

This narrative is familiar to me for a lot of reasons. | know in the fiction of the

game and the historical telling that Henry is relatively safer in Canada than he is in the
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south. But from the pit of my soul, I start gasping “Don’t come here, it’s not safe, you’re

not safe, this place is also dangerous.”

Canada might have a global reputation for human rights, but the people living
here know that’s just bullshit spin. In 2020, as the Black Lives Matter marches were
reaching their peak in American, there were high-profile police murders here in New
Brunswick, too: Rodney Levi and Chantel Moore. These killings were under the eyes of
both Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and that same motherfucker we’re fighting now,
Blaine Higgs. We have our own terrible history of colonization and genocide. Our
liberals smile as they twist the knife in your back and say “Aren’t you glad we live here

instead of down there?”

I am equally as suspicious of the claims in Alcott’s next thank-you letter. In it he
mentions his colleague at The Liberator, William Lloyd Garrison, and quotes him about
how American women are the guardians of escaped slaves. I can’t speak to how Black
people would feel about white people in that capacity, but as a trans lesbian I don’t
particularly feel like cishet women are the key to my safety, and as a white woman |
would never say something like “You can trust me I’'m one of the good ones.” That’s just
not how allyship works. I’ve said racist shit to racialized friends and been very thankful
for their forgiveness if granted. You don’t take a position and claim your identity as the
bastion of good in a cruel world. You work your fucking ass off and you show up again
and again because freedom is not some virtue to signal as the fascists do. You do
whatever you can to oppose the empires of this world, step by step, protest by protest,

purchase by purchase, brick by motherfucking brick.
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This is a fictionalized version of a philosopher and an abolitionist, a side character
in a game about another fictionalized version of a philosopher and abolitionist. Thoreau’s
words offer more to this effect in his essay “Slavery in Massachusetts,” which the game’s
Alcott tasks the player to deliver to the post office in Late Fall. Unlike all the back and
forth with Horace Greeley, this manuscript is named and solicited by Garrison for The
Liberator, and you can later read it in Thoreau’s family home. I’m not getting paid for

this one, which I don’t love but I understand.

Alcott goes on break for Christmas but tells me someone else needs help in
Midwinter. I’'m being tasked to help again just as Emerson loses his son, Thoreau and his
family relive their loss of his brother, and I’m about to head into surgery. Alcott notes the
Thoreaus sign a declaration to secede from the southern states. As much as | was just
complaining about the white savior complex, |1 wish my family could be as open about

their beliefs.

Something I hear a lot from my mom is “I can’t take sides on these issues,”
despite her private beliefs. This is because she’s a journalist working for the CBC, which
has bullshit bias policies. Even though I know my mom’s beliefs about human rights are
similar to mine, she can’t come with me to a protest or speak to others about causes we

both care about.

You can also see these policies at work in the way CBC stories toothlessly report
on social issues. You will find the same passive voice infecting corporate journalism
everywhere in the articles passing through my mom’s desk: “shot were fired” instead of
“police killed,” for example. While I was in a convalescence home in Montreal

recovering from surgery, Mom tried to cheer me up by saying the CBC had finally
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amended their policies to use more inclusive language when referring to LGBTQ+
communities. | wanted to scream. This was just after Danielle Smith — sorry, Marlaina
Smith, if she wants the same rule for names as Sweet William she deserves the same
indignity — had passed her sweeping transphobic policies in Alberta. | wanted to ask my
mom, “Can you call Blaine Higgs a transphobe yet, or do you still have to say, ‘His
views, which some call transphobic’? How about his treatment of the Indigenous people

in our province? Can you call him racist yet?”

| still set the cache for the fleeing Crofts at Fairyland Meadow, despite everything
going on in my life, in-game and otherwise. There is such a thing as stretching yourself
too thin. While I was in recovery, I got a message from an organizer asking if I’d speak at
a protest. | was still in Montreal, with a brand-new bleeding hole in my body, a catheter
and a blood bag dangling out of me, incapable of moving faster than a weak shuffle. But |
was also seriously considering the logistics of sneaking out of the convalescence home
and using part of my recovery fund to fly back to Fredericton. I don’t think I would have
done it. But I did text a friend who was also a protest organizer and told them what I’d

been thinking about. They sent me a very sobering reply.

“You have to prioritize healing right now over all else. In order to be your best
self, in order to be able to participate in protests and community in the future, you have to
allow yourself the time and space to recover. I know it’s hard, and so much is going on
while you’re incapacitated, but there will be more protests. Right now you’ve gotta focus
on you, which seems selfish but it’s not. Taking care of yourself is an act of community

care. You’re prioritizing community over your own well being and ultimately that’s
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detrimental to the community as a whole. We need you to be on your A-game and that

means healing and not pushing yourself.”

Thanks Jenna.

You Will Not Be Angry Forever

For Jenna

There will be more poems
half-cracked, anticipating sunny
sideways glances.
Poems

for holy androids, glowing
despite shadowy inclinations,
her/their | yell transient, per Wikipedia,
Causes of the dramatic appearance of a Nova vary.
Poems

for pirates who, unmoored,
redistribute earthly treasures,
coin, chocolate, booty, knowledge,
and persist, as we do, in Revenge.
Poems

for Victorian children, haunting
wide-eyed elastic-inclined
feline-defined vessels
as any eldritch son would.
Poems

for communities, heritage
and homosocial, drag
and divine. Chussy
that walk.
Poems

don’t hope, they know
we’ll choose love,
awe, liberation, pleasure,
fiddleheads, juniper, hemlock, spruce,

...and all things to keep you here.
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The Crofts board a ship for Europe, and the season rolls on. Late Winter comes,
as | said, with one final mission from Alcott. The cache this time is on the southern shore
of the pond, just as the ice has finally broken, but not melted enough to row across. On
this slushy, rainy day, while I am still bound in bed in real life, | walk the better part of a
day to make sure Thomas Simms can escape his Georgia master. Seconds after | make it

to the cache, the screen fades to black, signaling the end of this day.

One of my problems with the Transcendentalist abolitionists is how much they
demand conformity. They don’t understand that there are many kinds of intellectuals,
only recognizing white settler education as enlightenment. Likewise, Walden, a game
offers no alternative to a liberal worldview. The arrowheads on the ground, for example,
are never interrogated as signs of genocidal colonization; as far as the game’s concerned,
they’re just archeological finds. There are no Indigenous people in this game. There are
no Black people in this game. The Asian slaves who built the railroad have long since
disappeared. There is no slavery in Massachusetts, merely the suggestion of it. As with
Louis Agassiz’s legacy, Walden, a game is too willing to let white people tell the story of

emancipation.

The letter | get from Alcott says Thomas was almost caught. Almost. Never take
for granted what community care and action can do for us, and don’t forget that you’re
also part of that community, too. Some day you might need someone to set a cache,
metaphorically or literally, to keep you going in hard times. It behooves you to help the

people around you regardless of your circumstances or theirs.
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Spring
The curtains in my bedroom have stopped blowing against the windowsill. This shack of
a house is so drafty the glass rattles in the night. I turn the heat down, knowing my power
bill will set the record high the fifth month in a row. But I’'m only allowed to use a flannel
sheet to cover myself at night right now. Air drying is imperative when you have to
shower every day, squat in a bathtub twice a day to splash your healing body clean, and
squeeze freezing homemade saline inside yourself four times. To “truly see the Spring
come in,” as Thoreau says, [ am very cold, very wet, scared I'm fucking everything up,

and thankful warmer months are coming.

The sky does not seem broader, nor eyes wider, nor days longer. For me they
bleed into each other in this strange little box of a room. It’s hard enough to get people I
care about to stop fucking reading Harry Potter to their kids, let alone ask them to
consider if they’re voting with a clean conscience, or god forbid learn the difference
between a conflict and a genocide. I don’t see a sky vibrant enough for gazing, let alone
to picnic with the dolls and their creatures’ love bites. In Thoreau’s greatest season of
fresh inspiration, I’'m so empty I feel like I could leave my dilators in and walk around

just to feel a little full.

We’re approaching one year since Blaine Higgs welcomed transphobia into
Canadian classrooms and now the fasc-con feds are all in on his wannabe DeSantis
bullshit. It’s not lost on me that the adopted son of a gay couple and his TERF lesbian
deputy are championing our oppression. When | start my sessions with my trans students,

the first thing | see is their fear.
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| am trying to find something to hold on to in all this turmoil. The best I can do
for these kids is keep them on track for what I’m really there for, to help them learn
dyslexia intervention strategies. In absence of hope, stability will do if it gets us through

the day.

This is why I picked up Waldo’s toys after he died. Emerson had been paying me
pennies to pick up after Waldo, taking toy horses and building blocks off the ground and
putting them out of the way. I didn’t really know what else to do for him. I wanted to cry
with him, but the tears wouldn’t come. I wanted to hug him, but he was gone for most of
the winter. I wanted to comfort him, but I’ve never lost a son. My friend was in pain and
there was nothing I could do about it, so I did just what he’d asked me to do many
months ago: pick up after his son one last time, so that when he got back his house would

be tidy, and maybe he wouldn’t be so quickly reminded.

People think if you have autism you don’t understand other people’s emotions.
I’ve never had a hard time understanding people’s emotions. I wouldn’t call myself an
“empath,” but my first instinct is to help when someone’s hurting. I have been trying for
most of my life to figure out how not to immediately start crying when | hear babies
crying in the grocery store or kids having a temper tantrum. Seeing someone hurting also
makes me hurt, and I have to check myself not to get involved with other people’s shit

just because | see someone in a bad way.

But one of the ways some autistic people show affection is in info dumping and
special interest sharing. That stereotype you’ve probably seen of the awkward guy

blurting out some weird comic book fact at an inappropriate time? Yeah, that person’s
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actually just trying to connect with the people around them. Thoreau and Emerson

express their friendship for each other in similar terms in Walden, a game.

Emerson comes back to Concord for the spring to gather his thoughts and prepare
for his next excursion. He’s going to France to deliver a lecture and look for kindred
spirits in his European contemporaries. But he needs me to bring back all the books he’s
leant me over the last year to research for this lecture: Homer’s lliad, Confucius’s
Analects, Manu’s Law Code, Plato’s Republic, The Bhagavad Gita, The Rig Veda, and
Emerson’s own Nature. I don’t know why he would need me to bring back a copy of his
own book but I assume it’s a personal copy with liner scribbles. This quest was the

foundation of my first major project with Walden, a game.

In 2020 I took on a project I absolutely shouldn’t have: I read all the books Emerson asks
you to find in “Transcendentalist” in one three-month undergraduate independent study.
When | wrote my proposal to do it, | got some mild pushback from the chair of my
English Department. This reading list was a lot for an undergrad student with recorded
mental health troubles and no background on any of the texts listed. | had to explain what
these texts specifically had to do with each other. But the chair also said, “I’m not going
to stop you, your work is great, you deserve it.” He and my supervisor both urged me not

to take on any more extra work.

Well I'm really fucking bad at listening to good advice so I also added Thoreau’s
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and Walden, his essays “The Seasons,”
“A Walk to Wachusett,” “Civil Disobedience,” “Slavery in Massachusetts,” and

“Walking,” his journal entries from 1845-1847, one of his poems on friendship, the first
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two issues of Transcendentalist periodical The Dial, and the most recent edition of The
Old Farmer’s Almanac. These and all of the books Emerson asks you to find are all of
the real-life texts you can find in Walden, a game. I also read James Joyce’s Ulysses and
T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land for my research supervisor’s third-year English class,

“Major Modernist Texts,” which I was taking as the classroom component of the study.

This was a terrible idea. | have never been as tired in my whole life as | was in
those three months. My supervisor has been quoted as saying, “I’ve never seen someone
complete a Master’s thesis’s worth of research in three months, much less an
undergraduate student.” They also told me I was working too hard, frequently. They were

right.

At the time | said | would never have the chance to do something like that again,
to push myself that hard academically. But | was actually doing it because work made it
easier to ignore the frantic panic stream of garbageness running through me. Like I said
earlier, it was a struggle to get someone to acknowledge my C-PTSD, and at the time |

was just learning how to manage it.

If there’s any running theme throughout this project, it’s my relationship with my
friends. This is partly inspired by what you see when you look at Ralph Waldo Emerson
in his house, a quote from Thoreau which reads “I would that | were worthy to be any
man's Friend.” This made me cry the first time I read it because if gender dysphoria has
ever made me feel anything it’s not disgust with my body but disgust with my person. |
prize the relationships | have with people because they are sacred to me. | can think on

them to help me out of a flashback.
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The “Transcendentalist” quest is like something I would do for a friend. Emerson left a
bunch of his favorite books around the pond, oft-loaned works perched atop boulders
perfectly crested for human backs to read on. I just gotta go find them and bring them
back before he leaves for France after Spring. It’s an easy back-and-forth, find the book,
read some of it if you want, then bring it back to Emerson. Reading these books is also a

way to regain inspiration.

But it’s not quite the same as the other tasks. Emerson doesn’t just tell you to grab
the books, he engages in dialogue with you about them. Emerson is the only character
you can talk to. When you find him, you get a unique text box with his dialogue, and then
you get two options for how to talk to him, usually as either yes or no responses. You can
choose to be honest with him on whether your experiment is going well or not, and he
sounds genuinely disappointed if you say you haven’t read any of the books you went to
find. But he also asks you to think about yourself in heroic terms, heaping praise and
comments comparing you and your work to the texts he needs. And he is delighted if you

have read his books.

I’m not going to say Emerson and Thoreau have autism just based on these binary
choices. But their relationship as it’s conveyed here reminds me so much of info dumping
and special interests. They share a practice of deep knowing and mutual interest which is

foundational to their friendship.

I took the name of this quest, “Transcendentalism,” and believed the quest would make a
comment about Transcendentalism, or even be a primer on the subject. But that quest

doesn’t really do anything to that effect. It gestures at syncretism, but it doesn’t teach you

126



why these texts communicate with each other. My evaluation changed after that project,
and | became much more cynical about what Walden, a game could offer as a “serious
game.” The final paper I wrote for that project was going to be the Spring chapter of this

project.

The paper used a completely different tone based on a granular perspective on the
texts the game uses. At the time, | ignored what the game was doing with the characters,
focusing entirely on whether the game properly contextualizes each work. I don’t
necessarily disagree with the things I said, but my feelings about the game have changed.
It feels obvious to say now, but you can’t expect this game to teach you everything there
is to know about Thoreau and his colleagues. It’s a fine starting point if you want to learn
about them, but you can’t bring what you learn outside the game back to it to understand

it better.

Walden, a game can be a primer on Thoreau’s life and politics, but only in so
much as a biopic is a replacement for a documentary. You can pick the things you want
to learn more about, and the game gives you prompts to learn more about Thoreau if you
want to do active research. But you can’t bring that information back into the game in a
way that makes it more interesting. Patrick Chura’s Thoreau the Land Surveyor doesn’t
improve your understanding of the “Surveyor” quest, for example, because the task has
been stripped of its politics. It’s just an open-world game objective that happens to have
some historical resonance. You can read, and you should read, because there are so many
incredible things to learn about Thoreau: his relationship with land surveying, his

political activism, his writing and experience in publishing and lecturing, and of course
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his intellectual underpinnings. But Walden, a game is not something you can re-examine

with that understanding.

But again, this is not a game about Thoreau, this is a game about you. This game
puts you at the helm of Thoreau’s decision-making process. You’re not supposed to come
to the same conclusions Thoreau did; you’re supposed to ask questions of your own life

based on what happens in the game.

Even | admitted back in 2020 that for Walden, a game to have the educational
value | wanted it to, it would need a third-party mod with a dedicated research effort to
annotate all of the quotes. If that was what the game was supposed to be, it would already

have those notes.

Emerson ends this quest by speaking on solitude, instructing us to go back into the woods
and continue our work. He throws in a soft admonishment for taking the kids from
Concord, including his own son, on so many berry picking trips instead of thinking and
writing. Writing is work that can only be done alone, and yet the game ends as soon as
Spring does unless | start Second Summer. This would normally be when we come out of
the woods. Despite my chilly introduction to this chapter, warmer weather is usually best

spent outdoors and outstretched to wring out all the winter cold.
But like I said, I’ve never been good at taking advice.

I refute the idea that you can only do your best thinking when you’re alone. I

know I have to write this on my own, but all the way through I’ve been texting all the
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trans women who give me life. If Thoreau could write in his woods among his neighbors

and community, I don’t see why I can’t do the same.

And besides, | have my own students to think about. I love the kids I work with. |
believe in neurodiverse kids being taught by neurodiverse people, as well as trans kids
having trans adult role models. Despite how frightening the times are now, there have
never been more of us living openly and thriving. | see how scared they are about the
world and what’s happening. I can’t solve this problem for them, but I can keep trying to
help them grow up experiencing joy without the bigotry. This is not to say some hokey
bullshit like trans joy can overcome all challenges. I just think they deserve to remember

what it feels like to be happy.

Emerson’s right that the game is where I go to think, and that’s what he’s
encouraging here: to enter into a dialogue with the works that give you inspiration. The
books you can find are all attached to the rocks you find them on. You can pick them up
to read them, but you don’t see Thoreau’s arms lift the book off the ground; they just pop
up in front of you in his hands. The books are as much a part of the environment as the
trees, and not just because they’re made from trees. They even have arrowheads that can
spawn nearby them with quotes from Thoreau about each book, with some notable
Confucian arrowheads near his Analects. The world of the game is transformed by these

physical objects, altering the lens the world is viewed in.

When you zoom in on one of the books around the pond, it will come with the
quote, “How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book!” Not
a man, but I can easily point to my canon events punctuated by text. Walden, the book

changed my life, entirely out of spite. When | first read it for an undergrad American
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Literature class in 2017, the prof mentioned the game in an off-handed way, something
like, “I’ve heard there’s a videogame version now. I don’t know how you’d do that, but I
bet it wouldn’t be very good.” This same prof was a big fan of the Assassin’s Creed,
Metal Gear, and Borderlands series, very different from Walden, a game. I hadn’t even
played Walden, a game yet, but I knew it existed. So, without saying it to his face,

internally I went, “You wanna bet?” That was seven years ago and now I’m writing this.

I’ve mentioned several works which marked massive changes in my life. It was
2020 when Joyce’s Ulysses pushed me out of the closet with the forcefemming sequence
(ah the TERFs are gonna love that detail, | look forward to your transmisogyny). My
dad’s Top 100 Canadian Albums from 2007 made me want to be a writer. The Secret
Garden helped me get closer to my grandmother and our family’s relationship to reading.
I read RM Vaughan’s 96 tears (in my jeans) for a work project in 2018 — my real
introduction to queer poetry. | wept for the recent passing of mangaka Akira Toriyama,
only the second time I cried for a celebrity’s death. Reading and watching Dragon Ball
gave me guidance and direction at times when I felt aimless. And yeah, I guess if 'm
gathering seven, Emma Rhodes’ chapbook Razor Burn is up there. Helping her edit that
collection made me a better poet when | was still just starting to write poetry seriously.
All these books changed my life for the better and inspired the words here. As much as

this project is based on a lifetime of play, it is also based on a lifetime of reading through
play.
I don’t know what you’d call the achievement for finding all of these and bringing

them back to me. “Transfemdentalist” sounds off. I don’t even want to go see the

transfemdentalist, and that’s saying a lot because all the girlies who give the best head
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have an oral fixation. This paragraph has been brought to you in part by the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council’s Canada Graduate Scholarship for Master’s

students. Thanks for the cash, fellas.
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The Later Years

| wake up in Early Summer once again, my cabin still standing after a year of turmoil and
beauty. The hare runs down the hill outside my front door, chasing the night as the sun
brings up the rear. | set upon my daily chores and realize, despite the good weather, it
takes more work than ever to fix my house. Every morning this season I’ll put in what
feels like as much work as it took to build the damn thing just to keep it up, when last

summer | never had to touch it.

I look back at all the things I’ve accomplished in a year. My mentors and I have
had long conversations about art, heroics, and Nature. Emerson is in Paris right now
giving lectures and meeting incredible poets. I’ve also helped ease his grief in the face of
an absolute tragedy. Matte is, bless them, still in my corner and always will be. I still only
drink beer with them, and when we do, I ask them to tell me the lore of Fredericton’s
generational talents, their Odd Molly stories, and the promising witches in their occult
seminars. I am still uncomfortable that both have high praise for me but I’'m getting better

at accepting it.

Alcott hasn’t given me a shout in a while about helping out with the railroad. He
only urged me to write and speak, do whatever | can to keep pushing for a freer world. |
am slowly getting back on my feet after surgery, and I’'m going to protests and vigils
again. Israel has not ceased fire and continues its genocide against Palestine. | keep
hoping somehow the centrists and center-rights will stop abetting fascists but | have no

real faith in that. I will be marching again when | can.

And | do continue to write and speak. In-game, | find my journal by my bed,

Walden in Emerson’s house, and A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers at my
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mom’s house. Across this work you’ve read my speeches and my poems. I’ve helped
launch Richard Vaughan’s final work and read my poem “WE ALL KNOW?” based on
his work. My first poetry chapbook, Girl Dinner, is coming out this year. I’m just putting
a chapbook | edited up for sale, Might This Be a Greenhouse? by Katie Cameron. We
sold out of the chapbook I co-wrote with my workshop group, All Things to Keep You
Here by Egg Poets, and now a digital version is available. I don’t do game journalism

anymore and | don’t think I ever will.

I’m getting better at prioritizing my peace over making other people happy. I've
let go of the friends I grew up with. I’ve spoken at length about my family and the friends
I keep now. I don’t often get to hear them talk about me the way I talk about them, and |
don’t expect to. But I’'m dating someone right now who often tells me things like “You
really need to realize you’re better than all of us.” I don’t believe that, but it feels so
different and needed to be with someone who reveres you as much as you revere the

people around you.

I can write poems for the people who know me, but I'm still struggling to write
poems for the people who understand me. I’m learning to understand this distinction a bit
more. I don’t want the people closest to me to pass away before I can gift them words

like Sophia does of John to Henry.

A year after Blaine Higgs announced the Conservative attack on transgender
rights in Canada, he is still the Premier of New Brunswick. My community across the
country and around the world has lost a tremendous amount of ground. It feels like we’re
travelling backwards in time as we move forward. Folks are optimistic we’ll kick him out

and put the Liberals back in charge. Susan Holt at least says she cares about trans issues.
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Even if we kick Blaine Higgs out, it looks like the federal Conservatives are ready to lean
hard on attacking trans people. I don’t like saying “especially trans women” because all
of us lose when the fascists are running the show, but the words they use and the laws
they enact are crafted to target us, me, trans women specifically. They’ll enact these laws
with the roaring approval of the people who put them in charge, another generation of
fucking dumbass cishets swayed by cunning white supremacists, not to mention the cis
gay traitors trampling trans rights in hopes they’ll be spared (they won’t). If anything, |
feel even more vindicated after being challenged for conflating conservatives with

fascists. Seems like, scratch one, you’ll find the other.

And I’ve walked so much around this pond. I’ve been inspired to write hundreds
of entries in my journal, all from gazing at the flowers growing over this beautiful land or
daydreaming with an arrowhead in my hand. I’ve taken my boat to the corners and the

coves in the warm months and skated across it in the cold.

I’ve foraged every berry from the bush and still more grow. I feel like I’ve fished
the pond out of fish but still more take the bait. I’ve patched my seams and my boards.

I’ve chopped so much wood I fear for the rest of the pines around me.

With all the money I’ve made from my labours, including beans hoed last year
and the ones I’1l hoe this year, I can afford a slough of luxuries. I worked one year to be
as self-reliant as possible. Why not buy some jars to expand my food stores? Why not
buy a sturdier suit to stay warmer in the winter? Why not buy a fishing rod to catch even
more fish? Why not buy a woodshed to keep my fuel going longer? Why not buy a stove

and gird my rickety home?

Why not cut all pretenses and finally play the game?
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Whether or not you take all these jobs doesn’t change the second year. You don’t
get anymore mail. Work dries up and the world finally leaves you alone. You don’t have
to ignore anyone, they just don’t have anything to bug you for. Even Sophia and Emerson
stop mailing you, people who’ve been a constant in your life. You’re finally left alone to

do whatever you like.

After all this talk on what happens in the game, it’s finally time to talk about what

kind of game Walden, a game is.

Earlier I mentioned what happens when | tell Thoreauvians about Walden, a game, but
there’s an equal-if-opposite reaction when | tell people who game about it. | get a lot of
amused confusion from Thoreauvians, a whole process of having to expand their idea of
games beyond Super Mario Bros. and Call of Duty. When 1 tell gamers about Walden, a

game they just go “Oh it’s a walking sim.”

While | have to do a bit more explaining about who Henry David Thoreau was to
a gamer, Walden, a game is not so hard for them to understand because they already
know the genre. But they may also dismiss it out of hand for that reason. Walking
simulators were once part of a highly contested and reactionary online debate about what
a game even is — not too dissimilar or far removed from Gamergate. Games like Dear
Esther, Gone Home, and The Stanley Parable were coming out in the early 2010s and
being contrasted to Dark Souls, known for kicking off a wave of innovative, highly
difficult action RPGs. The idea was a “real game” takes a certain amount of skill and has
win and loss conditions — strangely essentialist thinking designed to gate walking

simulators behind a third-gender kind of category. They were not games, but they were
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also not not games, something like interactive fiction or a 3D visual novel. This is not a
conversation anyone takes seriously anymore, but the ghost of it comes up when | talk to

gamers about walking sims.

Walking simulators are heavily narrativized games with minimal mechanics. Dear
Esther is largely seen as the genre codifier, a game where you control a first-person
character as they traverse a beautiful and cerebral landscape. All you can do is move,
look at the beautiful scenery, and listen to the narrator tell you an epistolary story. They
aren’t complicated to play, but they often offer complex narratives. Dear Esther has
landscapes and narration which change from playthrough to playthrough, stories that are

similar but have slightly altered scripts which change what the story is about.

| recently told my friend Nova about Walden, a game, and her response was, “I’ve
always had a hard time with walking sims and cerebral games. | need my games to be
kinetic. If they’re clunky I want to feel the clunky. Games that feel floaty just inherently
disconnect me.” I understand this criticism about walking sims feeling “floaty,” but I
want to draw attention to that focus. When the only thing you can do in a game is move,

you focus intensely on that movement.

Among my favorite games — not just games but works of fiction — is What
Remains of Edith Finch, a walking sim with several distinct kinds of movement to suit
the different characters you inhabit. They draw attention to the simple joy of navigating a
3D space, and they make you appreciate how subtle and how tweaked movement can be.

| like my games to feel superb, if not sublime, in their movement options.

If you play the genre codifier, Dear Esther, you can see it reaching for something

exquisite, and it almost makes it, but it moves in such a slow pace. It makes the most out
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of that pace but it doesn't fully justify its runtime. Gone Home also gets close. Its gradual
unfolding, particularly thanks to its roots in the Bioshock 2 expansion “Minerva’s Den,”
makes for a truly stunning narrative. | have never felt such tension in a game that is not a
horror game, but it creates that tension with a reliable and familiar aesthetic: a home in
the 90s with only the TV on, its screen curtained with static, multiple home VHS
recordings of X-Files episodes scattered about, and JFK assassination conspiracies. But

Gone Home also moves very slowly.

Meanwhile, The Stanley Parable, another early walking sim, moves at a brisk
pace through an office of branching paths. It is one of few successful satires in the
gaming medium, and to keep up as a comedy, it feels floaty like an old Windows PC
screensaver. The dry British narrator acts as both a guide and a foil in a game where a
playthrough can take mere minutes. Its cramped office cubicle setting and bottomless
cycles — as reinforced by its loading screen with the text “THE END IS NEVER THE
END IS NEVER THE END IS NEVER” — makes you feel just as trapped as the player
character Stanley. While The Stanley Parable was much quicker to find its broader
audience than other early walking sims, it still bears this quirky feeling of a new kind of

game.

These early walking sims crawled so games like Firewatch, What Remains of
Edith Finch, and The Forgotten City could run, all phenomenally paced works which
broaden the scope of a critically under-examined genre, each of which feels totally
distinct from the other games whose mechanics are merely walk and/or run. | love
walking sims for the same reason | love 2D platformers like Celeste, Shovel Knight, and

Donkey Kong Country Returns: splendid, enlightening movement. It doesn’t matter if the
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movement requires highly technical and complex inputs, or just pushing the left stick

forward.

Walking sims do interesting things with personal narrative. They highlight what
the first-person camera angle should offer in videogames but often don't: the subjective.
First-person shooters frame your character in the events of the game's world, but the
narrative is shockingly impersonal. You're merely a conduit for action; the world is a
funnel full of bodies tumbling towards you at the neck. But walking sims position you as
central. Halo isn't really about Master Chief;, it's about war and aliens and religion. What
Remains of Edith Finch is a story where the people you control are all the stars of their
own vignettes. The Stanley Parable is all about your decisions. In Walden, a game

Thoreau is both central to and alienated from a community.

The world of Walden Pond recreates the pond and its bell jar-esque
transformation under Thoreau’s presence. That’s both Thoreau’s literal presence as a
person in the woods and Thoreau’s presence as a historical figure. These precise woods
have been tailored to dramatize aspects of Thoreau’s life for the player to engage with,
regardless of whether they happened during Thoreau’s two-year experience. You don’t
just live one day at a time; during the Spring level, an entire season disappears in three
days, making each day the approximate experience of one collective month. When you
chop firewood, more than just the one split log shows up in your stores. You are

experiencing the day as a representative for the life.

But there is always some wall between Thoreau and other people. There are very
few human beings in Walden, a game. Most of the people you interact with are so much

mail. The only human characters you can speak to are Emerson, Bartleby at the post-
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office, and the shopkeeper in Concord. They all have something mediating your
discourse: Emerson always has a book out in front of him, and you can only talk to him
about books. Bartleby and the shopkeeper are always behind their workstations. Bartleby
often has an arrowhead nearby which unlocks dialogue from him, usually about
something going on in Thoreau’s personal life. The shopkeeper can only be spoken to
through a purchase menu. Even the nameless people you can see across the street in
Concord can’t be interacted with; they’re always at a distance behind an invisible wall.
Thoreau thus feels uniquely singular in the game, especially in the second year, where no
one talks to you. This means that for the back half of this game, Walden, a game truly
does become a walking simulator. You can only walk around, maintain your vital heat,

and keep filling your journal.

I look at the things I’ve written in journals over the last decade. I’ve been using Facebook
as my actual journal for years. I didn’t want to disappear when I was diagnosed with
depression, so | would blog about what | was going through for treatments and recovery.
That practice | started as a teenager has left me with a helpful record of thoughts on

Walden, a game.

One entry that sticks out is a multi-paragraph affair from March 2020 about how
I’'m done with gaming culture. This was shortly before I started my transition. This old
post talks about games as art and games as violence, conversations about games that |
grew up hearing but never really engaged with. | offered a kneejerk reaction to both. Yes,
games are art. No, they don’t cause violence. I believed those things and I still believe
them. But they are very narrow conversations about what we can get out of a game.

Frankly, there are more important things to think about than this.
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| was fixating at the time on the Christchurch, New Zealand shooting, the man
who yelled “Subscribe to PewDiePie” before he opened fire. I was also paying attention
to the British Columbia government’s attacks on the Wet'suwet'en Nation’s land
defenders. In short time we’d see the governments of the world completely fail their
people in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. That summer we would also see the
tremendous social movement in support of Black Lives Matter after several high-profile
police killings. Just here in my hometown, we would re-elect that motherfucker Blaine
Higgs, despite him killing our only queer healthcare clinic which was also the only means
of accessing abortions outside of a hospital in my province. I looked at all the games I’d
accumulated over my life, all this plastic and glass and metal, thought none of it mattered.

I felt like I had wasted my life staying indoors playing with kids’ toys.

But you can’t get bogged down in that. When you choose to end Walden, a game,
which you can do before you start the second year, Thoreau leaves you with some parting
words from the conclusion to Walden: “I left the woods for as good a reason as | went
there. Perhaps it seemed to me that | had several more lives to live and could not spare
any more time for that one.” He speaks of bucking conformity in the same paragraph of

the source text.

| insisted to the people around me | was never just playing videogames. | focused
on the story and the person you can choose to be. | looked for guidance on living a good
life. Where multiplayer Xbox Live lobbies hardened my heart to slurs and harassment, |
spent deep night hours slowly dressing the wounds and letting the scabs heal in single

player. | was looking for the right person to encourage me to finally get off the couch —
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not because playing games was a waste of time, but because | was ready to start living

my life authentically.

Walden, a game did that for me. This game showed me you don’t need permission
to join a protest. This game inspired me to be curious about my environment. This game
reminded me to read as broadly and deeply as possible and to always look for the good.
This game propelled me into the start of my writing career and helped me secure a track
into higher education. And this game also reminded me to keep nurturing and choosing

love for the people most important to me.
| needed someone to show me the values I had were real and legitimate.

I emailed the game’s developers, the GamelnnovationLab at the University of
Southern California, many years ago telling them | wanted to write this project. The
game’s director, Tracy Fullerton, replied with enthusiasm for this. She asked me for a
quote to put on the Response page of the game’s website. I sent a bit of a paragraph,
including, “This is the game I’ve been waiting my whole life to play.” It’s been five years
since then, and I still believe that’s true. I would not have been able to finally fit all my

pieces together right without it.

I’m at the Global Climate Crisis

after a skeet by Juno Stump

I’m petunias coiling
balcony, pizza box, and toes
of a doll and her creature,
our Kiss bites away

from a harvest hurricane
perennial affair

at the global climate crisis.
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I’m wild grapes on the vine
down the brick four stories
from signaling fairies,

so free, so sour,

landlords like legislators
Saint John Jesus,

bruise, flesh, and sweetness
at the global climate crisis.

I’m so-called weeds climbing
power lines, growing precarious,
something old and dangerous

by semi-permanent standards,
our lady slipper of smoke index
and pavement eggs

at the global climate crisis.

I’'m 230 pounds of contraband
cannabis and gender, fancy
goldfish kipling mexicanum
glass bottle table cola
girlfriend/girlfag

at the global climate crisis.

I’'m clay, sand, and limestone
three parts, three names
Bill and Blaine and Pierre

marked-up Sharpie my square body
the sudden nearest soonest violence

not the first, never
the last to serve cunt
at the global climate crisis.
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