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	BROOKLYN

	

	7 AM, Saturday. An indecent hour -- no, an obscene hour. Nothing but a flight or a medical emergency should rouse a freelancer in New York at 7 AM on a Saturday. This time it's the former. I think. 

	

	The sky outside is bruise-dark and the window's laced with ice crystals. The first thing I really know is that an iPhone alarm is going off. I don't own an iPhone. Dimly remember borrowing Rachel's, plugging it in the kitchen, setting myself a ridiculous and indisputable wake-up time. I mean. I have to go to GDC. No matter what else, I have to go to GDC. I cannot miss that plane.

	

	There's some kind of surrealistic death-vice wrapped around my head. 

	

	Oh-oh-fuck-ouch-okay-okay. Last night we went to the old neighborhood, took the L train to our old stomping grounds in Bushwick, to say hello to the old friends, to retread our old habits, as a way of sending me off again. The pain of this grotesque and offensive morning hour is familiar. I know I've been here before, the bender before the business trip, but you always forget how much it hurts, how much it sucks, to stumble among your luggage split-lipped and parched and boxed in the face by whiskey and radiator heat, grabbing coats and cords and the last little wisps of your portable life on your way out the door. 

	

	Um. What. Oh, yeah, right, I've got to go, I've got to get going. Airport, a hazily-realized destination in this absurd and immoral misty numb skullfucking hour. Rachel's in the kitchen, unsure whether the alarm is her fault. I don't really remember what we slur and mumble to one another, half-dressed, still smudged in the crushed and spangled bits of whatever. I make a few laps of the apartment. We hug.

	

	Anytime I leave anywhere, I do an inventory: Netbook, charger, passport, bank card. That's really all I truly and deeply need in the universe. There might be keys or clothes or pen-scribbled directions on a shred of notebook paper, but the whispered mantra -- netbook, charger, passport, bank card -- reminds me that the things I need to stay alive, to meet my obligations, to create my ongoing existence and immediate future, are relatively (relievingly) few. 

	

	I carry my house on my back, I think to myself, inordinately satisfied that I'm stumbling through white-hot hangover pain quietly into the apartment hallway and then deliberately down the stairs into the frigid cotton-blue morning, toward an amenable taxi hail. I am a professional game journalist.

	

	Ha, ha. Ha. Back in the day, in, like, 2007 or something, some fan on the Destructoid forums demurely and appreciatively decided to make a Wikipedia page for me (short-lived, incorrect citations). I'll never forget the text: "Leigh Alexander is a professional, female game journalist." 

	

	Bleh, ugh, fuck, ow, what did we do last night: Manic conversations in the dark. Wild hugs from people who suddenly seem a lot more dear because of the liquor and the disorientation and how long it's been since I was home-home-home turn the music up I'm home. Conversations that seem, in peculiar Bushwick clapboard and candlelight, immediately important and joyful and engrossing -- removed from context, in more light and with less booze, they would have been abridged, boring, unwanted, never would have happened. 

	

	Where I am from, we get drunk together all night, most nights, and then sometimes by day on the sidewalk we just pretend, behind our sunglasses, that we don't see each other, because we don't feel like talking. We just get tired. It's not personal. There's a tacit agreement you make with the people you drink with and yell and sing and jump up and down with all night all weekend, with the people to whom you tell your life story and your deep secrets across toilet seats and in damp, weird alleys: When we see each other in the aching, wincing morning, let’s not feel like we have to say hi. 

	

	Like, last night I remember being asked a lot about the difference between life in London and home. Everyone asks me, because it's an easy way to make conversation with someone who you don't know very well, except for that you used to see them every weekend at the local most nights for a handful of years, and now you heard they went away.

	

	"Yeah, like, London's been really good for me," is what I usually say, this time to my friend's old roommate's boyfriend who is in a cool band, or someone like that. My voice at the local has a coldness, a sibilance, that I don't tend to hear in myself when I'm in London. "It's like, quieter? There's like, no nightlife. The bands suck and the food sucks. People, like, don't dance in bars. Nobody's outgoing. But, like, people in London are much more likely to invite you to their house. Shit closes at, like, 11PM in London. So you have people around for dinner. It's more intimate." 

	

	My work, the things I really believe in -- being a video games journalist -- was just basically more stuff I could gesticulate sincerely about to near-strangers I'd known for years in bars and bathrooms, and never genuinely talk about to anyone. Rachel is flatly disinterested in video games. At best, she tolerates them. She liked L.A. Noire, because she's into serial killers. No one has seen more episodes of Law and Order: Special Victims Unit in their after-work unwind time than my Rachel. My best friend will read my articles if I beg her to, but for the most part it's just not her thing. 

	

	While I was in Brooklyn this chasm slowly opened, bits of lost nights and skull-drum early mornings falling in, between my professional life and my personal one. But the people who knew me well testified that no matter what I did until two and three and four A.M., I was always up with the sun, bag-eyed and frizzy, bandanna-wreathed, doing a news shift, back when that was my fulltime calling. 

	

	There are a few people back home that understand what I do. Only a few. Most of the time, though, I'm in walkup kitchens taking shots and painting my toenails while someone smokes a bowl and plays Nickelback videos and we laugh. At home it's easier for me to share my facile ideas about the differences between this city and that city than it is to talk about video games. Most people don’t care about video games.

	

	"I gotta get going," is a thing we say to one another a lot in Brooklyn. "I have to work tomorrow. Yeah, I just... gotta do some shit. Yeah, I got an early flight, or whatever."

	

	I tell the cab driver I'm going to JFK airport, and just like that, my best friend and her roommates and her dog and our friends and the years of our lives I've just cruised through in a zoetrope of drinks and pop beats and loud hollow conversations are flickering away in the rearview. I put my temple against the chilly window, close my aching eyes against the burnished dawn. My headache feels like I've taken a spray of powdered glass to the frontal lobe.

	

	 


AUTHENTICITY

	

	When I left London to return to New York just a few weeks earlier, at passport control they asked me what I was doing in the country for three months. Doing journalism, I'll say, for American games magazines, which isn't untrue. I participated in the jury process for the British Academy of Film and Television's games category, I'll say. I went to Paris with a British friend. You don't tell them 'boyfriend' because they'll think you're some kind of swooping bog witch, hunting for a marriage visa. 

	

	I sound pretty legit, I think, when I talk to border guards about my work, but then it always seems to come apart a little bit. "You work in video games?" Asks the agent at Newark Airport. "Do you actually have to play them?" 

	

	I'm a game journalist for a living. I write about video games. Sometimes I try to make this an easier or more elegant thing to talk about by saying I write about "interactive entertainment and social media." In a pinch, just "tech."

	

	Talking to the border guard, I hear my own voice coming back to me, its childlike attempt to convey enthusiasm without sounding completely batshit. It does not sound like I'm talking about a real job, I admit. They always ask me what my favorite game is -- they're watching for authenticity in my response, reading me to see if I really do what I say I do. 

	

	In that respect, the border control officer baffled by games is not actually all that different from that of a lot of people in the industry, or of "gamers" who read my work. To some extent the “authenticity test” is, for some reason, part of the participation ritual for anyone in this space, but women get it worse. 

	

	In 2008 or 2009 I was an employee of Kotaku. I think the most trafficked article I did as a staff writer there was an interview with a Playboy Playmate, who was pitched to me as "Cyber Girl of the Year," a sort of True Gamer Girl Fantasy who was also a nude model. I'm pretty sure that I endeavored, if immaturely, to treat her with some dignity and without the alternating slavering and skepticism one would expect her to court. 

	

	But in the interview, when she told me she was obsessed with Final Fantasy XII, I asked her, as cool-detective as I could muster, if she knew how to get the Zodiac Spear. She did, and described it to me, this infuriatingly intricate sequence of chests you could just mess up without ever realizing you'd messed it up. And I thought, "hmm, approved." Ugh.

	

	The stamp came down and I was allowed to re-enter the United States. I stayed in New York for a few weeks and then I went to California. For work. For GDC.

	

	Every time I make my flight to something like this, I feel like I've successfully tricked someone: maybe the Authenticity Police. More likely, the squad that goes around checking to see if people masquerading as adults are really adults. Yesss, fooled you, I think, buckled into my economy seat in my tights and bright sneakers. I try on thoughts like I'm on a business trip. I suspect this shit will never go away. 

	

	I change my shoes in the baggage claim area. The drug dog makes several disinterested rounds of my sprawl. I've just gotten off a plane where I asked the flight attendant plaintively for a can of Diet Coke as if talking to a babysitter. During the flight I thought about how at my age, it would be totally possible for me to have a ten year-old child of my own, if I'd gotten pregnant after college like fictional characters of the past seemed to do. 

	

	Shit, when my mother was my age she was putting me on a school bus for first grade.

	

	 




	

	

	FANTASY 

	

	I brought my PlayStation Vita with me on the plane to San Francisco, so that I could continue a uniquely arduous replay of Phantasy Star II. I'll tell anyone who'll listen that Phantasy Star II, a grandiloquent showpiece for the Sega Genesis' ability to deliver uniquely immersive RPGs, was plush with all-important "firsts": it is among the first RPGs I know of whose conclusion is that "humankind is the real enemy"; its raw, naturalistic sci-fi setting married raw, out-of-control nature with the logic of computers, of spaceports and control towers and key tubes. Most importantly, it had the very first RPG permadeath, before anyone had ever heard of any Final Fantasy VII Aeris memes. 

	

	I first played it when I was eight years old. It seemed dazzling, mythical, and for me at the time, literally unconquerable. I'd page ahead in the strategy guide to seed my imagination with the wondrous stuff of the future: Portraits of characters I would never meet, names of enemies I'd never encounter, crammed into the character limit (IMAGIOMG, MXDRAGON, TRCRBASE, CAPEONE). I'd dream about reaching the dungeons in the later pages of the tiny booklet -- it had come with the cartridge for the US release, on the assumption that the Japanese game would be too hardcore for American audiences.

	

	I'm at the end game now, and even though it's been a couple decades since then, and even though this isn't the first time I've revisited it, the sense of finally having scratched an old itch, of having resolved an old, old grudge is evident and deeply felt. You feel so fragile in the beginning of the game; it takes a unique and specific intuition to know your limits in the early days of a stat grind, when you always desperately need the next weapon, when you're constantly afraid of death. 

	

	And aeons later you end up in an opposite condition, where the only way to get equipment stronger than the things you've bought has to be to find it in some futuristic lace-doily dungeon. Toward the end, you rack up money from every powerful battle and none of it matters because there is nothing left on the planet for you to buy. 

	

	Life can let you get soft like that. You hate hunger, but there's a nobility in it. The more your statistics increase and the more you attain, the easier it is to forget how hard it used to be. Only games can capture, simultaneously, the paradox between what you've achieved and what you still want. The bar just keeps getting higher. I have a dopamine tattoo on my inner forearm, because of this. 

	

	A couple days before I left London, our housemates had friends over for a Sunday lunch. They had a child with them, Finlay or Finnegan or something like that. A couple with a child, coming to our flat for a properly-cooked Sunday lunch. I was sleeping in, worn out after a weekend of necking wine and yelling at the Seine with my boyfriend in Paris, when I heard the sound of a family. 

	

	I have hunger. At the first taste of comfort I just want more. I do the work of a fledgling hero who has just enough equipment and very little gold -- the addition of a child (LV 1 Thief) to my party would be unbearable right now. I am traveling the world -- I want to make it easier to access other towns, I am on a plane with twenty American dollars in my pocket and a deep anxiety about how there is never enough gold for a new suite of equipment.

	

	I'm a modern game journalist deeply immersed in a game that is twenty years old. What the hell kind of mother would I be?

	

	I think about my bank balance. I think about the work ahead, the writing ahead, the towns and the cities and the equipment. I think about how I told my boyfriend, "I hope we get married someday." I think about how he told me just a night or two before I left, "I've been thinking about what you were saying."

	

	I don't remember what he said after that. I was exhausted. 

	

	 




	

	

	

	ARMOR

	

	By the time I land in San Francisco, the hangover is gone, and it's implausibly warm and bright enough to make it genuinely hard to remember the last time I really felt the sun on me. At baggage claim I go out onto the curb and just kind of throw my parka on the ground and light a cigarette.

	

	Two minutes later a police lady walks over and tells me there's no smoking, but points me to a special designated zone. She's very kindly about it. "Here, it's generally very strict," she warns.

	

	I don't go to the zone. I just grind the rest of the cigarette out in the street. 

	

	If I'm being honest, even though I go GDC every year and I love it, it makes me a little scared. Suddenly the internet is real, and it's all around me. My double life -- where I do a thing on the internet all day that very few people in my real-life physical space know about or care about -- suddenly resolves. The world is full of game developers. The people I've never met who read my drunk tweets are here. 

	

	It's strange the way you can instantly recognize crowds of game developers. You just know who your people are by looking. You hear a lot about the uniform: Black studio tee, collared shirt or checked shirt, but it's not even really even about that. Something about the pairing of wiry beard and small curly ponytail. Or of the speckle of razor rash with metal gauge earrings. Terrifyingly tall, gangly vikings in weird hats, or reedy folk with 90s haircuts -- the blonde bowl, buzzed underneath. There are women and they have furry animal backpacks, dyed hair, aggressive shoes. 

	

	It's strange to be frightened of these people: This is a mecca of the meek who've inherited. We are all such obviously misfits, escapists, weirdos. We're nerds, even when you can't tell by looking at us. Every year I have conversations after talks with people for whom approaching a stranger is such a genuine challenge that they tremble while speaking. They look around anxiously as they talk, they struggle for words. By the end of the week I do things like that, too, overwhelmed and on edge. There are just too many people here. 

	

	I never know why anyone is looking at me or coming up to me: Because they recognize me from the internet? If so, are they the kind of person who likes my work, or are they one of those people on NeoGAF? Are they going to confront me about my perceived disrespect for the game industry or about some flippant Tweet I've made (this has happened, two or three times, and it is rattling)?

	

	I also have dyed hair and aggressive shoes, I must admit. Fashion is armor for women here. It used to be that wearing lipstick or a dress or heels in this world was dangerous. You would be presumed to be a girlfriend. Or a PR girl. These guys, the ones who class up their high-octane logo tees with a blazer, would see you as a potential conquest. You were asking for it. In the expensive parties, late at night after lots of alcohol, someone would say something creepy under their breath. 

	

	These days the big hair and aggressive shoes are my way of saying "I fucking dare you." 

	

	That darkness underlies my time in the industry less and less, though. I think. It just feels brighter and gentler here, somehow. It will take a little while for me to feel really safe, but I... think it might be okay. I hear my name called from an escalator and it doesn't sound like an epithet. I turn and someone is waving. 

	

	"Leigh Alexander," someone calls as I ride an escalator up, up, up. I don't have my glasses on so I can't even see who it is, but I wave back. I wave both hands. I don’t really care if I know them or not, if they like me or not, who it is or is not. I wave both hands.

	

	 




	

	

	SAN FRANCISCO

	

	San Francisco is a gorgeous city. If you ride the BART downtown from San Francisco airport, make sure to get a car in the very front of the AirTrain that will take you there -- basking in heat through glass, surrounded by silver spires, modern track opening up right in front of you, you’ll feel like you’re on some kind of Disney ride, a glittering Tomorrowland. 

	

	Yes, you think, watching the heady cliffs and industrial plains alternating with glittering office blocks, this is it, the science-fiction vision of the future. Squinch your eyes and imagine it a little better -- it doesn’t take much, to envisage it draped in moss, choruses of machine-insects flitting all over the place, the place that is about to become every cyberpunk writer’s fantasy. In the card game Android: Netrunner, there features a card called SanSan City Grid. Its power is to make you able to attain your dreams and plans more quickly, for not-insignificant cost.

	

	SanSan. Here we are. The AirTrain makes a languid tour of the superheated skyline. The very first time I came to SanSan-Francisco for my first GDC, it was… 2007? 2008? I had a friend here, an artist, whom  I’d been Gchatting for months, who picked me up at the airport and showed me around. I saw forest peaks, I saw sea cliffs, I saw the Golden Gate bridge. The wind in San Francisco is distinct, especially bright and clean, and I remember it ruffling my hair playfully every time I got in or out of his car. One thing I didn’t see at the time, having just exited years of long, tunnel-like crunch on the wrong relationship, blinking like I’d just got out of a bomb shelter: I was probably sending him some mixed signals. We aren’t friends anymore. I still feel bad about it. 

	

	But yes. This is a paradise of a city. I haven’t been warm in so long. 

	

	Your first little premonition about San Francisco comes when you get on the BART. Any public transit system that has fabric seats will never get rid of its sweat and bloodstains. A man across the aisle from me keeps yelling “CIVIC CENTER” the whole ride and drumming his empty water bottle between his sun-browned knees. I feel anxious about it, especially on behalf of the mortified-looking woman sitting next to him, until I realize she is his girlfriend and not some strange public victim of his behavior. He will explain something obliquely related to True Detective to her a few stops later. 

	

	I heave my suitcase up the stairs with two hands. No one offers to help, but I got it. I wore my spring pleather and my sunglasses and my heel booties for a reason: because I feel strong. The hotel is right there and I check in, and my card actually manages to clear the minimum for incidentals during my stay, which has never-never happened before in all the time I’ve been getting bought hotels at GDC. 

	

	My favorite kinds of indulgences: My hair flight-parched and tousled, I feel I need washing, but I peel down to my leggings and panties and, even though I know a nap is imminent, I dial up room service and I ask for: A Caesar salad, a “boat of prawns,” two whiskey-and-diet Cokes. They are going to charge it to my own card. We -- my publication, Gamasutra -- can afford most of my flight and I get a comped room, but the expenses, the food, the drink, all of this, I have to handle. Our freelance budget is small. And I’ve just before coming here lost my Edge column. And it’s going to get harder to sell articles. It keeps getting harder. And like anyone else in this line of work I don’t really know what’s going to happen in my life from here, but right now? For now? I will worry about it later.

	

	Oh god, I think, all but jumping up and down on the gigantic and enormous free hotel bed. I will worry about it later. 

	

	There it is again: The feeling that I’ve successfully tricked someone, an impostor little girl squatting at a desk in front of a room service menu like fucking Eloise in the Park Plaza. I don’t always think about how I’m an employee, and that it’s not, really, a massive privilege to get to work my heels brittle and my calves cramped and my voice hoarse and to chip my fingernails to the quick with typing and to be afraid and visible and exhausted and probably yelled at and probably to panic and cry like I somehow end up doing at every GDC -- you know, to be doing a job that I earned through years of continuous work. 

	

	The game industry is funny like that. Everything about it is trying to tell you at every turn about how lucky you are to be there. If you can get paid to work in games you’re lucky. No matter what the industry does to you, take it on the chin because you’re lucky. It’s a privilege. And no matter what compensation you receive, you should feel guilty about it, because for every meal someone buys you and for every room at an event you’re going to work at that is provided for you by the people you’re working for, there are people who don’t have that, who bankrupted themselves just to show up, and so you should feel bad and guilty extra-super lucky and grateful. That you got paid. To work.

	

	 




	

	

	CHASM

	

	There is something deeply wrong with San Francisco. 

	

	If you squint at it, you can almost imagine some kind of William Gibson-type tech utopia overlaid on it, like a projection of the future. Think about Google Bus, Google Glass and Oculus VR, and how they’re actually real things that exist. Remember, you are being treated extra well by hotel staff as an envoy of a conference that brings $46 million dollars to the city. You’re the future. 

	

	I’m the future, you’ll think, as you see the city flagged and bedecked to welcome you to the epicenter of an entire digitally-enabled medium. Your inbox is full of emails from people who want to tell you about their future. You’re going to get up behind more than one podium this week and squint into bright lights and talk about what you think and people will line up to listen. 

	

	Taste the words “Silicon Valley” and imagine the Matrix-world sprawling out to the south of you like a further level in the platformer of your life. Can you hear the music? You are a pixel silhouette weaving among spires. This week you will talk to people who have more money than you will ever be able to imagine in your life. 

	

	And everywhere the streets are cradling the deeply ill, uneasily. There are homeless people in every city, of course, but it’s never so upsetting as here. Some crucial component of the infrastructure is just absent, and no one seems to care. You exit your hotel room. There are paths to the E and W. To your EAST, a man is lying on a piece of cardboard. You think he might be dead. 

	

	>LOOK MAN

	

	He’s breathing, but barely. You walk DOWNTOWN. The sidewalks are so clean they literally sparkle. At night when you walk around here, they glitter wetly, like they have to be hosed down every single night. You see a woman in a thin gown, dancing on the corner. You can see parts of her body that somehow you don’t think she intends to show. 

	

	>TALK WOMAN

	

	She answers, but you can’t understand her. She waves to someone who doesn’t seem to be there. 

	

	You continue NORTH. You are going to BRUNCH to which your employer is treating you and your team to thank you for your hard WORK. A man with bare feet mutters something threatening to you. 

	

	The doorway of an OFFICE BUILDING is full of his belongings: a blanket, some empty cups, a sign you can’t read.

	

	>TAKE ALL

	

	He has nothing more to TAKE. You don’t want to touch any of what’s left.

	

	>GIVE DOLLAR

	

	That wouldn’t help him. He needs a lot more than that.

	

	You stand on the edge of a vast CHASM between a world where ideas and promises and faith are worth literally millions of dollars, and everywhere you look is someone who has no place to go, who has been deeply failed by her fellow humans, who probably has no way back. The bridge has been destroyed a long time ago. 

	

	You have the distinct and uncomfortable feeling that you have ended up on the opposite side of the CHASM. 

	

	To the WEST is a vast sea of abandonment and human need. To the EAST is the restaurant where you are having brunch and mimosas with your coworkers at your internet publication. 

	

	>WEST

	

	You can’t go that way. 

	

	>WEST

	

	There’s nothing you can do. 

	

	>WEST

	

	Go drink your free mimosas and get ready for your conference. 

	

	>EAST

	

	There you go.

	

	 




	 

	

	CRITICISM

	

	On Sunday I’m able to catch the latter half of the Critical Proximity conference, a summit that Zoya Street convened to talk about game criticism. There, I saw a talk by Rachel Weil, founder of the Femicom Museum -- she makes tactile, nostalgic NES games from an imagined alternate history, one where Girly Stuff was also part of the narrative. It’s a conscious and driven interruption of the these grown-ass white guys are so unique storytelling we see everywhere. A rebellion against the gendered 1980s, the arbitrary values of collector culture.

	

	We have to literally rewrite history to see ourselves in it. Jesus. 

	

	Some of us have found our voice through writing and criticism. I came up from a community of blogs starting back in 2008; I used to have a blog called Sexy Videogameland. I share roots with the Brainy Gamer community started by Michael Abbott (I was lucky enough to be one of his most regular podcast guests), with the community and culture of Idle Thumbs and of Insert Credit. There’s even a dash of Kieron Gillen’s New Game Journalism in my heritage -- yes, definitely laugh about New Games Journalism as a phrase that needed to exist in capital letters, but keep in mind that the idea of games as things you could simply talk about as part of your life, and not simply as “consumer product information”, was relatively revolutionary in its time.

	

	I talk a lot about my childhood and about my dad, an early “home technology” journalist who went from reviewing hi-fi stuff into writing about games and VCRs computers and, later, in the mid-90s, information security. I talk and write so much about him, and always have, that the Fullbright Company’s Steve Gaynor’s said that some of my writings on my dad may have unconsciously informed the father character in Gone Home.

	

	I will end up crying to Steve’s about this (again) later in the week, but for now, it’s only Sunday. GDC hasn’t even started yet.

	

	A couple hundred people, all told, visit Critical Proximity on the Sunday before GDC. Some people there do or want to do criticism (a flexible word in this conversation, it can mean anything from personal essays to academic articles to full-length books, like Brendan Keogh’s “Killing is Harmless”). Other attendees, like Raph Koster, Ian Bogost or Chris Bell, just care about it and want to be part of the conversation. Raph gave a talk about formalism in game criticism -- “formalism,” a bad word, generally associated with those guys who want to say that Twine games, or Anna Anthropy’s Dys4ia, or other system-disassembling games by women and queer women and trans women are “not games”, blind to just how political that statement is. 

	

	But Raph is a poet, a metaverse evangelist, a gentle dreamer who plays guitar, who has built online play-spaces and still wants to build more, and who, despite being tarred as an undesirable old-schooler again and again by the angry youth, keeps showing up again and again to be part of the conversation. Because part of him will always be an angry youth, and because he cares that much about us.

	

	Do I get to say “us” anymore? I don’t think most people attending Critical Proximity know who Kieron Gillen is, or if they did, I don’t suppose they’d think he had anything interesting to tell them. I think they see me that way, too: I have aged out of relevance a bit. I have a certain degree of success and privilege that seems to degrade my relevance to the fight. Like it’s not even my fight anymore, and some people would be offended to hear me say it was still my fight, even.

	

	I mean. No one has said that to me, exactly, but I kind of thought I used to be one among early women game critics in the internet age, and that maybe people would learn something from my trials by fire, my lonesome early grasping unaided by community. I hoped I’d have made space for others. And people have told me I have made space for them, and people have said I influenced them, and maybe just because I don’t have anything to add today, or because I’ve been heard enough in discussions about academic criticism and outsider art, doesn’t mean I am done being readable, done having things to offer.

	

	“They think you’re an untouchable, too,” a colleague told me. 

	

	Of course, I’m probably paranoid. Lots of us are. Who can really know, even in this age of online community and endless passive-aggressive subtweets about our fellow community-members, what people really think of you. But there’s a funny thing about being an outsider whose goals are to be successful, visible and heard: as soon as you start attaining those goals, you are no longer an outsider. You, by necessity, become part of the status quo. You can be assigned to that side of the chasm based only on a cursory evaluation by a person who does not know you and who does not really read what you write. 

	

	This is interesting, as we’re all wondering why we cannot make a humane living writing about games. I think people think that just because I have a bunch of Twitter followers, because I give talks and because I have some career mobility I am wealthy. Ah, friends: If you think one equates to the other, then you haven’t been here long enough. 

	

	I think a lot of the time it’s cultural wealth people are sweating and bleeding in the trenches of this fucked-up business to attain. I think people want to be popular, listened-to, to feel a sense of belonging, to feel community, and they are going to tear each other’s throats out in private about it.

	

	Well, you’re saying say, cry more, Leigh, at least I bought your travelogue. 

	

	I bet you never realized games writing was so dramatic.

	

	 




	 

	

	HUSTLE

	

	Monday is the day GDC begins officially, gently. Foreign alarm sound shrieks urgently into the hotel room in the morning, a starting pistol. I ate salmon and asparagus for breakfast. I wrote in my room, listening to CNN float 24-hour theories about the missing Malaysian Airlines plane, and then I came to the convention center at a leisurely pace. 

	

	The weather is beautiful. The sun is a bright gold coin. I am wearing aviators and the pleather jacket I got at H&M just for the occasion of machinegunning in, high-heeled boot percussion accompanying, to the Moscone Convention Center, returning yet again after a year away, and I feel good. 

	

	A staticky little eight-track hisses in one ear, a background process: this is just video games, and you are just a videogames writer. But this is my whole life, and I’m not hurting anyone if I spin a little soundtrack, if I dress up, if I let my gaze pan, panorama, through the sea of people, in luminous slow motion. Every one of us, every person in my whole frame of vision, wants to build worlds. I’m sorry, but that’s amazing. 

	

	I line  up at the SPEAKER counter to retrieve my badge -- I never know whether to get a SPEAKER badge, since I am always speaking, or a MEDIA badge, since I could be registered as part of Gamasutra, or a STAFF badge, since Gamasutra and GDC share the same parent company. 

	

	We are the editorial rapscallions banging around our mom and dad’s house, basically, and hoping our mom and dad -- GDC Bosslady Meggan Scavio and Bossman Simon Carless -- don’t get tired of our antics (there was the time an old coworker was doing his most earnest Satoru Iwata impression while Meggan was on the other side of a partition, trying to meet with Japanese delegates. She was not happy with us). 

	

	Simon gave me my first writing job ever, really (unless you count the six months I spent at a practically-prenatal Destructoid -- truth!). Simon ran the blog GameSetWatch back in the day, and many of its contributors back then are still great critics today. 

	

	I ran a column about hentai games, which was amateurish and awkward and sticky on every fingertip with the pigment of a girl who hadn’t found her voice yet, who was trying really hard to talk about intimacy in front of a mostly-male audience. I was writing to try to identify with others, which is actually a pretty decent motivation to write about games, if you ask me, even if you’re as awful at it as I was then. But no one else was really doing that yet, and my first commenters were people like Anna Anthropy and Kieron Gillen, which made me feel pretty popular.

	

	“You know why you became successful,” Ian Bogost said to me recently, and of course I asked why do you think, because success and what creates and quantifies success in our space have been the subject of all kinds of public discussion lately. 

	

	“You never acted like anything was beneath your notice,” he said. “And you hustled.” 

	

	The former is true, but you hustled is probably polite code for you were an aggressive brat. After I’d done the GameSetWatch conference for a while, Simon Carless kept asking me to do other things. Cover a “serious games” conference for Gamasutra. Write up some of the tools and product news releases that Gamasutra’s director at the time, one Brandon Boyer, didn’t have time to do. 

	

	One day in 2008 or thereabouts, Simon told me he was looking for someone to run a subsite within our network, just devoted to the rapidly-bubbling “virtual worlds” space. Second Life was about to make the cover of TIME magazine, everyone was interested in “universal avatars” you would inhabit across the web, and the “virtual goods” you’d make and trade and sell. You know, stuff for Snow Crash fans. Or for people who wanted to make MMOs for children where you could implement microtransactions because it was “educational”. 

	

	“I don’t really know anything about that,” I told Carless. I really just wanted to write about video games.

	

	“That’s okay,” said Carless, who is often inscrutable, often blythe, definitely British, bald, absolutely the Professor Xavier of games. “No one does.”

	

	I totally said I’d do it. I’d already become obsessed with impressing him. This Silicon Valley sector bubbled up so sharply that within my first year of running our subsite, which was called Worlds in Motion, I was asked to chair a summit alongside GDC Austin -- my first GDC. We had metaverse-heads, digital philosophers, Linden Lab, Habbo, Nickelodeon. At the time I ran the summit, moderated the panels, and also covered the sessions. And I bragged about it, too. Oops. 

	

	Well. Eventually I was news director of Gamasutra -- not that I didn’t end up crying on the phone to Simon a few times along the way -- and now I’m freelance and I still get to work for Gamasutra, which is the best possible story I could have.

	

	I say it so you feel, a little more, why entering a convention center and checking in and going to the place where the people you’ve worked with for years are is like a homecoming. Yes, sometimes I feel I’ve been teleported in to this horrible, bifurcated, deceptively lovely and sick San Francisco to do battle with the forces of digital oppression. Other times I the people who quite literally made me who I am are upstairs in a tiny mezzanine office waiting to see me again for one more year of our best work. 

	

	I get my lanyard and badge and practically run to the first session I’m assigned to cover. I can only remember half of what happened on the way: I know I saw and hugged three people I knew in line to get my badge: One was Zuraida “Zo-ii” Buter, a worldwide director of the Global Game Jam and a “defender of the playful”; one was Bennett Foddy, design athlete. I can’t remember the third. 

	

	Slowly, system overload will start to corrode me in the week ahead and it starts now. That third person will be my first dead pixel. There will be many more. 

	

	I’ll remember, I thought. Yet really, to write this I’ll have to comb my calendar, mine my Tweets and my inbox, try to dig up everything that’s gotten lost. GDC is more transactions than one hustler can process or record, even if they type really fast, even if nothing is beneath their notice. 

	

	 




	

	

	HEROES

	

	Every year I go to GDC, I sing karaoke with my friends. I’ve done it ever since 2008; it’s a long story, and it involves the game of cricket and the character who, just this year, has become my business partner. Quietly (and loudly), it’s become one of my favorite rituals, an annual reaffirmation of life. 

	

	One time -- it was a few years ago -- Richard Lemarchand joined us to sing. Lemarchand was Naughty Dog’s lead game designer at the time, and he often spoke about the inspirations for Uncharted: Grand timeless adventures, from Robinson Crusoe to TinTin and Treasure Island, travel painters from the fine art world, pulp stories.

	

	There are so few people like Lemarchand who’ve somehow maintained their state of being genuine, even after years of armed combat with the AAA machine. If you were to ask him something like if Drake is such a heroic guy, why does he kill hundreds of people while making wisecracks, you won’t get that flinch -- you know, when you ask a guy who’s been in the AAA bomb shelter about his baby, and his shoulders ratchet up and his eyes evade you, and suddenly he seems a lot less friendly. Richard doesn’t do that.

	

	He doesn’t do the other thing, either, where suddenly the language gets vague like he’s patting around in some dark bag of tricks for some signal flare a PR gave him in case of emergency. He can look you in the eyes, and he can gently, kindly -- because he cares about the experience you had, and he really cares -- say yes, I hear you.

	

	Richard is always smiling, it seems, unless he’s listening, and then he’s doing that with his whole face. 

	

	You might understand, then, if that night a few years ago at karaoke when Richard chose to sing David Bowie’s “Heroes”, that I definitely teared up, watching him sing and smile, watching him let us all sing along. It’s one of my favorite memories. 

	

	We can be heroes, sang this smiling man, who really really honestly believes in games and the people who play them and why we do all of it, all of this, why it is heartbreakingly noble work, just for one night.

	

	In 2012, Richard left Naughty Dog to become a teacher at the University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts, in its Interactive Media and Games division. At the time he told Kris Ligman at Gamasutra for one of their articles that he’d always had the soul of an indie kid -- that the “cultural products of regular folks” always meant more to him than the stuff big studios did. 

	

	The art of games is incredibly lucky to have him as a teacher. He left AAA to teach at the University of Southern California I think more than a year ago now, and the first session Gamasutra has assigned me to cover at GDC 2014 features Lemarchand along with other famous designers who have also become teachers, Warren Spector and both Romeros, Brenda and John. 

	

	I greet Richard as I enter the room early, we hug, and catch up briefly, and then -- “I’d like you to meet my students,” he effuses, and introduces me to a pair of his students who’ve come to see the lecture. He is always, always thinking of someone else. There are good, good people in games. Always remember this: There are heroes.      

	

	When we shit all over the brutal AAA machine -- here, wait, let me own up to it -- I shit on it all the time, and it’s sometimes easy to forget there are just a lot of good people inside of corporations trying to execute beautiful visions against all odds. They are all looking for ways to be free.

	

	Teaching has offered some of our design veterans some of that freedom to do good. “It either kills you or keeps you young, making games,” says Warren Spector, who made games like freaking System Shock and Thief for 30 years and says that while he always figured on teaching, even before his games career really took off, he never expected to become a teacher so soon.

	

	“I envied my friends,” Brenda Romero says on the panel, “the books that had been written that I had no time to read, or discussions about games at a level that we just couldn’t do when we were trying to hit milestone after milestone.”

	

	Now, she says, “I’m shipping students.” 

	

	In the educational environment these developers have time to talk, to learn, and to guide student teams that have the refreshing and unique opportunity to fail, something they haven’t had much of themselves in their traditional work. 

	

	And they can teach about failure, about crunch, about all the things that have harmed them, and give young designers an early start on learning about scope, planning. About energy and enthusiasm, and how to manage and maintain those things. I feel glad for them, and for their students, and for the little breath of fresh air these veterans are able to come back and inject into the system. 

	

	“Being in education is like being at GDC every day,” says Lemarchand. 

	

	I file the story about the panel. In the evening I meet up with my coworkers and friends in Kris Graft’s hotel, where One Life Left will begin recording its GDC podcast. There’s a crowd: Adriel Wallick talks to me about Train Jam, the cross-country train trip she helped organize for game developers heading to GDC, making games along the way. I learn Andy Schatz has conceded his annual IGF awards-hosting duties to Capy’s Nathan Vella this year, after a year of stress and illness following his constant work on Monaco. Everyone is doing better now. It’s kind of pandemonium. I could do GDC every day, I’m thinking. 

	

	Of course, it’s only Monday. We have a long road ahead. 
 

	 




	

	

	KEY

	

	I have come to San Francisco wearing a tiny key around my neck. So far, only one person has asked me about what it is -- it was Elizabeth Sampat, who worked at Storm8 and also makes pen and paper and tabletop games. She understands that the things you touch can be full of meaning. 

	

	She made a physical game called Deadbolt, whose rules include “you are always expected to be as honest as the rules,” and “we will not abandon you.” It can’t be played just anywhere by anyone. It’s mysterious; you give a small object to every player that touches you on a genuine emotional level, I think. I’ve never gotten to play it, but I feel sure inside that someday I will. Elizabeth is someone I want to know for a long time.

	

	I first met her last year, when we appeared together on the inaugural #1ReasonToBe panel at GDC. She had wanted to meet me, and wrote me a greeting card that touched me probably more than any other card I’ve ever gotten (save for the birthday ones I’d annually get from my difficult parents that would surprise me with statements like “daughter, you are loved”). 

	

	She also gave me a game called The Stork, a book and a delivery log pertaining to passing along a special item to people you meet -- you get it. No thing has to be just a thing to Elizabeth. “What’s your key,” she asked me, smiling, when I saw her just before GDC for the first time in a year. 

	

	Tuesday morning I’m on my way to a special appointment when I see Anna Anthropy in the lobby. I have known Anna for years now, and covered her work for years, and I need to tell you I am still a little frightened of Anna, and I probably always will be. I’m frightened of displeasing and disappointing Anna. Her disapproval has always had the ability to displace me at my center. 

	

	Like my mother’s, I guess. Except in a good way. Every time Anna has told me I can do better, that I should do better, that I must do better, she has been right. I have hunched over heated email conversations with Anna for hours, my hands shaking. I have been corrected in public by Anna, my cheeks and ears red. I have seen Anna raise her voice and silence a room. I came to see that those times were gifts on her part, and -- I can’t understate this -- if she had not given them, I might not have ever started to become someone I feel I could end up being proud of. 

	

	We aren’t close friends, but maybe this is better than friends. I’ve always loved her work, which is probably not-coincidentally often about being a dominatrix, a disciplinarian. Most of her game designs, particularly her early ones, demand you please a grueling system. Her games top you. Her work and her writing are confronting, forcibly reclaiming the vocabulary of alienating old arcades to challenge players not just to win, but to give a shit. 

	

	This is not a rhetorical challenge on her part, but a real one. She (consensually, of course) flogs girls for pleasure. She is not easy to make friends with and, I think, not easy for people to like. She wears a backpack decorated with spikes, like one of those 8-bit enemies who when you try to jump on them, pulls a lethal shell over their body, is immovable.

	

	When I last saw Anna she sat in my living room in New York City, reading to us out loud from a fan-fictional retelling of Phantasy Star II that I wrote when I was eight years old. Even still, I when I see her I still feel something small rattle around in my chest: I hope I am good enough, now. 

	

	And, irrationally maybe, I hope I haven’t disappointed you lately. 

	

	It’s the second day of GDC: I see Anna and she hugs me. 

	

	Here is my favorite story of all about her: Another time she came to New York about two years ago, we took her out drinking, like I’d drink with anyone I know in the city: Dark bar, Buck Hunter machine (did she gamely point a plastic gun? I can’t remember), a long, late noisy night. And at some point or other, maybe on my way to the bar or the bathroom, Anna gave me a playful swat on my rear end. 

	

	I don’t think I even noticed until the next day when I got an email from Anna, all lower case except for my name which was all upper case, exclamatory, LEIGH: “i was drunk and i totally touched your butt without asking,” she wrote “i was in the moment and i want to apologize if i crossed a line, cuz you’re super cool and i respect you.” 

	

	The dot matrix dominatrix apologized for touching my butt. That story is Anna, for me. 

	

	A lot has changed for her since then; she is a gentler woman, more honest about her shyness, maybe. These days she tweets about self-care and how touched she is by the sight of her partner wearing her sweater. She wouldn’t still feel proud to have me describe her like this, combative (I asked her, and she said “but this is about your experience of me and not my own, so I wouldn’t ask you to change a word”).

	

	I don’t really have time to chat or hang out, I tell her at GDC after we hug. I have to go cover a talk.

	

	“That’s cool,” she says. 

	

	And, “what’s your key?” 

	

	 




	

	

	MONETIZATION

	

	A thing about GDC that a lot of people don’t like is that a lot of other people go there with the primary goal of trying to find out how to make more money. 

	

	“Monetization” is kind of a bad word, a dirty word: It means design tactics designed to squeeze you slowly, over time, until you have a compulsion for pleasure and liberty you just can’t soothe through play anymore. A few years ago, I spent some $60 total across some months on social games on Facebook. A little bit here, a little bit there (Playfish’s Pet Society, before EA bought it, and Zynga’s Empires and Allies and Castleville). 

	

	You can laugh, but by doing that I figured out how it works -- tactile, visual tantalizing plentitude hooks you into the joy-loops of getting, having, building, clicking. And then slowly, the friction. It comes on slowly, like something you don’t immediately realize is hot enough to burn you. Until you’re noosed, and $10 would make such a difference in bringing back that sense of plentitude, of bright, jingly bouncing doobers, of advancement and attainment, that you used to love. 

	

	And you’re like, well, $10 is not that much, I’ve spent hours upon hours on this game for free already, and that’s worth $10. I really, you say to yourself, feel I am getting the value for my engagement. And that’s how it starts. It’s like drugs, really. 

	

	The traditional free-to-play model is that itch that crawls along the edge of your shoulder while you’re in a warm conversation, which you ignore -- the other person is talking, you stop listening, you’re uncomfortable, and suddenly you don’t care, you are wrenching a bent claw-arm  awkwardly through some illicit opening in your dress, hating the dress, hating everything, heedless of your own shame. 

	

	The war on monetization is mostly a philosophical one, because who wants to do that to people. Who wants to be the self-serving spectre that flickers through the party holding a long feather sharp as a knife, tracing it along the napes of necks, the backs of elbows, unreachable places along the spine. Designers of free-to-play games are, we think, pretty much those people. 

	

	It’s not that all of free-to-play should get ditched, squalling on the ground in the proverbial bathwater. A business model is still a business model and not necessarily a philosophy, and I think we can be pragmatic about that. Things are getting better, I think? There are probably ways to do it ‘right’ that can be arrived at through dialogue and iteration and exploration, and that is an interesting design challenge. Great designers are attracted to interesting challenges, so you can’t really fault all these people you “used to respect” who are taking a swing at it. 

	

	And there are a lot of people who don’t have the luxury of purely-philosophical opposition. Philosophical people -- the ones with a lot of moral hard-lines about games -- usually don’t really understand this, that there are armies upon armies of excellent people who are being forced to accept certain limitations and are trying their damnedest to do as little evil as possible within the infrastructures they have to accept or go hungry.

	

	So I get it, honestly, the bitterness and cynicism about monetization tracks, and the disdain for free-to-play, especially when there are sessions with names like “Monetizing Teens in a Safe and Legal Manner (Sponsored by Oink)”, regardless of whether they turn out to be actually banal and unsensational (my friend Ben Abraham livetweeted the surprisingly inoffensive talk and Storified it, if you want to Google it). 

	

	But to me it’s not the most interesting way to levy criticism, the whole “I’m too ethical to care about the money part of this conference”, thing. Amid all this tension and righteousness, the first talk I covered on Tuesday, where Spry Fox’s Dan Cook discussed his Realm of the Mad God, was an alleviating experience.

	

	I don’t really know Dan Cook; I always like the talks of his I’ve seen, which are distinctly logical, and even though he seems to really hate all games journalists, he sometimes comments positively on or retweets things I write, so maybe I am biased in his favor by the suspicion that I might be some kind of special exception to his dark policies. 

	

	But I liked this talk of his -- he spoke about how the presence of an infrastructure to build a society in games creates meaning for players, and what that looks like from a design standpoint, and ways to build it. Retention becomes some kind of happy side effect of that, not some sinister objective: “User retention and monetization”. 

	

	Still. You can start feeling really dark about games if you spend a long time at an event like GDC. You can go to Critical Proximity and see people passionately espousing game criticism as an art form, as its own medium, even, or to the rebellion of Lost Levels where anxiety about monetizing independent work collides uneasily with a protest of capitalism. You can go to one of those mythic-evil business talks about how to make money by encouraging people into compulsion loops -- and in the end, it all feels kind of the same. 

	

	What I mean is it’s a neurosis, a madness. There is some dark, weird part of humanity that games touch, and we all want to make our living poking that raw part, rooting around in that moist socket and rubbing at the bare nerves. It feels like important work to every last one of us. 

	

	I think there is something wrong with us. Games people. Systems people. Fantasists. We all come to something like this because at some point, probably in childhood, we fell through the world’s unstable geometry and are convinced that we stumbled on a designed interaction. 

	

	We will, we insist, live here, in this hollow, compelling, possibly accidental, possibly broken space. 

	

	As I write this an eyelash has just come loose, crawled under my lid. I can feel it there but I can’t get it out, the juxtaposition of an itch that needs scratching with a delicate, essential part of my soft anatomy. It turns red and swells and a hot tear builds at the corner of my eye. Eyelashes are supposed to be wishes. Tears mean you’re feeling something, and feelings can become an industry. 

	

	 




	

	

	CASTLE

	

	GDC, day two. Tuesday, mid-morning. I publish a hasty but, I think, thorough write-up of Dan Cook’s talk. I have one freak skill, and it’s to write articles about talks before the Q&A has finished. To have them published and on Twitter while people are still filing out. Really, this is the only thing I’m good at. It’s to where even if I wanted to take my time now I wouldn’t, I couldn’t, because people expect it. Someone I don’t know that well sits down next to me and says something like “well now I get to witness it in person” and, like, what can I do then? 

	

	I have inherited a lot of performance anxiety. Let’s go ahead and say “from my family.” Related: The 1999 classic Castlevania: Symphony of the Night is one of my favorite video games of all time. Related, I promise. Bear with me. I’m going to talk about a convoluted vampire video game and my adult life in the same paragraph, no matter how the dissonance flays me.

	

	The premise of Konami’s Castlevania franchise is that once per century the lord Dracula gets resurrected somehow, and his perverse, organic castle comes along with him, and it’s the duty of the era’s ordained vampire hunter -- the current descendent of the Belmont family -- to enter the castle, whip in hand, and confront Dracula. He is the final enemy; the organic castle itself is always the rival for the majority of the game. 

	

	Symphony of the Night was deviant. The ordained Belmont goes missing somehow, and Dracula’s half-vampire son, Alucard (spell it backwards) awakes to investigate. We surmise he loathed his dark heritage and thus his sleep was self-imposed, a noble choice made to isolate himself from the possibility of ever harming humans, of ever claiming the temptation of his father’s dread crown. 

	

	It’s a game about taking ownership of your father’s house, of addressing the mantle of your parents’ expectations -- both Dracula and your human mother, burned as a witch. The sprawling, intestinal maze of Dracula’s castle, with its alchemical labs, libraries, gilded halls, chapels, prisons, is your heritage. You smash a torchiere and tiny coins scatter. You smash an inscrutable beaker, and life oozes out, delicately.

	

	It’s as intricate as it is sprawling. It’s full of secrets. You break through a wall and find a man called Gravekeeper, guarding a tray of dumplings. You glide into a confession booth and a corpselike ghoul comes to hear you, sometimes. At other times a maw of edged weapons opens out at you for even the sin of sitting in faith. You can sit in chairs, for no other reason than because they’re there. Imagine: Sitting amid all the weight of your heritage, corpses hung on the wall overhead. 

	

	“Metroidvania” is a genre word that means that, as in Castlevania or Super Metroid, you retrace your steps to access new areas using new abilities. Most people prefer Metroid; I can’t latch onto its coldness, its tightness and cleanness. I love the artful mess that is Symphony of the Night. I love its interrogation of identity and purpose. I love the idea of finding your humanity in your own father’s mad kingdom. 

	

	Tuesday: I’m wondering about how to talk about all of this with Koji “IGA” Igarashi, the game’s creator. I’ve been offered the opportunity to speak with him in a hotel, the occasion being he’s just announced his independence. He’s going to make games on his own. 

	

	I don’t blame him. The recent history of the Castlevania games has not been illustrious. I spoke with him once before, years ago, 2010, maybe. Back in those days IGA still lived in this love for his work, wearing an Indiana Jones-style vampire hunting hat and a long ponytail, and carrying a whip around the E3 show floor. 

	

	But the franchise installment that occasioned that first meeting with him -- some ill-suited multiplayer monstrosity-- was not good. The interview went exactly as you would expect, with someone who was clearly disappointed in the product but had to talk about it to the American games press. 

	

	It is hard to interview “names” in general. They are usually flanked by public relations people, and speak as if tiptoeing down a narrow corridor. Short sentences. Take Two chairman Strauss Zelnick, for example, does not ramble or pontificate. He will provide a graceful statement in response to every question, whether it answers the question or not. “We serve no wine before its time,” he says often, even with the fatigue of repetition, to anyone on investor calls who asks when the next Grand Theft Auto or BioShock or any product of the publisher’s lavishly slow studios is coming out. 

	

	Wealthy executives have a really effective way of becoming taut, of exhibiting disengagement, of rattling you with their displeasure, if you push. It used to really shake me up. 

	

	Once with Strauss I got half an answer to a question, and ended up publishing it in a misleading way. The PR called to tell me how disappointed Strauss was in my (admittedly) sloppy reporting, after I had been allowed such rare access to a media-shy company’s head man, and I cried when I got off the phone, flushed red and feeling like a failed child, remembering how Strauss had complimented all my bangle bracelets.

	

	When an American man has that much money or fame, I have no hope of making a connection; the social cues just don’t translate. Double that for a Japanese “name” interviewee, who will usually speak to you through an interpreter on top of everything else (the exception is Sony’s Shuhei Yoshida, who reads as uncommonly candid and accessible). 

	

	You will ask the interviewee a question, like, is it hard to, like or has it been emotional to and you probably won’t be succinct about it because you’re aiming to go deep, and the interpreter will translate all the nuance you imagine in what you’re asking, you hope. And the interviewee will respond, thoughtfully it seems. He will speak at length, and when he concludes the interpreter will turn to you, smile, and say, “he says ‘yes, it’s difficult.’” 

	

	This is how they go. So in 2010 when I had to go and meet Koji Igarashi, who made one of my favorite games ever, for the first time, I grabbed for a companion.

	

	Tim Rogers was with me at the time. Tim is Tim: A virtuoso of a writer, a spinner of half-plausible tales about lost love in Japan and business meetings with million-dollar social media tycoons. He is a charmed being: Once, Tim went to see The Dark Knight in Tokyo with two men. Years later I would go on to date both of those men in succession, even though the two never met again. 

	

	Tim would probably accept serenely a world where pizza was served for every meal. That year at E3, he wore a tracksuit for the duration, took pictures of the models who were hawking NoS energy drinks, and confounded nearly everyone. He had at the time a habit of signalling hello by pointing with two fingers. I remember telling him worriedly not to point at people. They were staring at us.

	

	I was walking down a hall with Tim and Ubisoft celebrity executive Jade Raymond, whom I hadn’t yet met, was walking toward us from the opposite direction, and I remember thinking, please don’t let Tim point at Jade Raymond. But he didn’t notice her; he was engaged in telling me something or other, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Jade kind of gawk at him, like who is this guy with the hair and the tracksuit at E3. I remember. It was funny. 

	

	I remember spontaneously asking Tim, who still lived in Japan at the time and spoke Japanese fluently, whether he wanted to come to this IGA interview with me and help translate, and he did. It would have otherwise been too surreal: being sat at a tiny table in a closet-sized slot on an overcrowded E3 show floor, bathed in lurid red light from Konami’s booth, speaking to the Japanese man who’d made one of my favorite games ever-ever, trying to hear him over the booming din of some wrestling presentation just nearby. Having Tim, simultaneously familiar and off-planet, helped me. 

	

	So this time at GDC, I asked him again. Actually, I found out I’d get an interview with a newly-independent IGA and immediately went to Tim’s Facebook wall and posted, “I need you.” 

	

	We agree to meet at the Marriott Marquis lobby; the interview is set to take place in one of its suites there. Hotel suite meetings, away from the convention center site, are pretty common at GDC. I spot Tim immediately, standing by a pillar, carrying a backpack that would be stolen from him two hours after our appointment, with his favorite sunglasses inside. Also his wallet, house and car keys, but he’d be most distraught about the sunglasses.

	

	“I brought my own interpreter,” I abashedly tell the eloquently-fluent business development guy who has been speaking for IGA. I will realize in a while that this is sort of a faux pas, and Tim has been away from Japan for a couple of years now (“my Japanese is ...weird,” he’ll apologize midway through the interview), but I have this idea that because Tim understands me better than a stranger, IGA will understand me better than a stranger.

	

	IGA is no longer wearing the trademark vampire-hunter hat. But he wears all black, and his long hair is pulled into a low ponytail. His fingernails are impeccably neat, but maybe a little long. Subtle goth. Even the introductions take place sort of by proxy. It is my clumsy impulse to try to shake hands, which IGA seems to consent to briefly, grudgingly.

	

	I am on a sofa at a glass table with my netbook on my lap, Tim to my left and IGA to my right. There are a lot of things I want to talk about:

	

	-- The spirituality of Symphony of the Night, the act of engraving your name on your father’s house, of subverting your destiny

	-- How there is no faster way to get someone home from a bar on Friday night with you than to say “so I have Castlevania, do you want to play Castlevania”, and the weight of that, to have a game that is someone’s real-life pickup line

	-- The essay that my boyfriend wrote to charm me early in our relationship, about wanting to master all the subweapons that I hated, as a way of making his own mark on my history, of making himself permanent to me 

	

	I sort of try, Tim’s self-professed “weird” Japanese struggling to bridge the two-foot space between IGA and I. This is a man who has had more people than he can count come up to him and tell them what a big fan they are. I realize I don’t sound much different. He just nods, as if in acknowledgment of a social grace I’m obligated to provide and he is obligated to accept.

	

	“This interview is going in a weird direction,” says IGA’s Western colleague a little dryly when I try, just briefly, to talk about the bars, the all-nighters of madness punctuated by pinging Rebound Stones and shattering candelabras. 

	

	We both look at Tim when we talk and rarely at each other. IGA says that while becoming an indie is an incredibly rare course of action in Japan, he’s looking forward to going back to making the kind of 2D games his fans have wanted all along. He says Castlevania just didn’t translate into 3D. I write it all down. I get the story, but I can’t close the distance. 

	

	By now, I think, I should have learned that “closing the distance” is no good motivation to do this work, anyway.

	

	 




	

	

	BRAND

	

	Tim and I walk back toward the convention center from the Marriott. He is living in Oakland again now, and he has a video game company, Action Button Entertainment, that makes games like Ziggurat and Videoball, and he can afford to pay people. It’s kind of funny to see someone I’ve known for so long just kind of quietly become a successful game developer. 

	

	“Making games,” he tells me, “is like building IKEA furniture. If you can build IKEA furniture, you can make a game.” 

	

	My success rate with IKEA furniture is not high, actually. I say so. 

	

	“Oh,” Tim replies, good-naturedly searching for something encouraging to say. 

	

	It’s not that I want to make games. I write because I want to make games better, and because I think perspective helps. I think developing my ability to articulate experiences can be a touchstone for players and a tool for developers. It sounds sort of trite and naive, I know, but writing is a funny thing like that -- there has to be a reason you’re doing it, there has to be something you want to have happen as a result of your writing, but to do your best work you have to be comfortable with the fact it might never. I wonder if that’s why people make games, too. 

	

	People commonly say that game journalists and reviewers see writing about games as a stepping stone to becoming developers. That’s probably true sometimes, but the standard trajectory you tend to see where someone goes from reviewer to community manager or associate producer -- or more rarely, to writing games -- is more to do with the fact people get tired of instability and low wages. They probably want to support a family and stop being hungry. 

	

	When I first became a popular writer toward the end of the last decade, people used to ask me that all the time, expectantly. So, good, you’ve done this, and what’s next? 

	

	I always found that kind of an offensive question, as if journalism and criticism weren’t inherently valid, valuable things for me to be doing. Or that my work was interchangeable with any other type of work, and moreover, that I must want to change it. 

	

	A long time ago I was running that summit on virtual worlds, and I met with an investor in the space. I had invited her to speak, I think, and I went to her beautiful office in New York City. She leaned toward me, eager and shrewd, and asked me about my long-term plan. She was appraising me, I felt, in the purest sense. 

	

	“I really care about my writing, and I want to see where it takes me. I want to try to build my own platform, and create opportunities for myself to do more of the work I really want to do,” I told her. Probably not quite that articulately, because I was young and probably wearing a $15 polyester stretch blazer from Strawberry and still trying very hard, as I did in those days, to be an impeccable go-getter. 

	

	She asked, “what is your personal brand?” 

	

	I think I fumbled around telling her something like I’d maybe like to continue doing events like the conference I was inviting her to. I didn’t really want to continue doing events, but I was worried about disappointing her, about coming up weightless in the mirrorlike scales of her eyes. 

	

	“Events can be very lucrative,” she said, and she sat back in her chair again, as if she had decided on my worth and that it wasn’t especially compelling, the fact that I kind of just wanted to see where writing would take me. 

	

	It wouldn’t be the last time someone would ask me about my “personal brand”. I definitely had to decide who to be in public; I experimented with that obligation. But I have always had the admittedly-naive belief that my work could become important, could create something, could lead to something. We all have to tell ourselves something that will get us out of bed in the morning. We all create our own reality by saying that thing again and again. 

	

	This year, even though I’ve said forever that I would never enter development, I did, after a fashion. For the same reason I write, really: I felt I had the power to close a distance. I’ve started doing consulting with a business partner. We started a company called Agency, and we’ve developed an analysis and reporting process that helps developers gain perspective on their work, solve problems, and ensure the game they imagine is the one that actually gets made. 

	

	I mean, these have been heartbreaking years, where over and over again I’d sit down with a developer, and I’d see how much they really believe in what they’re doing, how excited they are to be on their team, how well the bit they built works. 

	

	And then six months later, the muted knell that surrounds the game’s launch. Six months later I see the interviewee at another event and it’s awkward. He averts his eyes. It just didn’t come out well, and everyone got lost in it along the way. There were the team disagreements that never got resolved, the resources that never got prioritized, the private doubts that nobody would air or ratify until it had become much too late. 

	

	Supposing someone had been there to do communication, to do criticism, while there was still time? I mean, anyone can do a mock review, but supposing we did an assessment, in a way that was within scope and that was desirable and achievable for the creator, as part of a longer-term relationship with a team? 

	

	That’s the idea. For me it’s just another way to address dissonance through writing and analysis. I’m working with Ste Curran, who became my friend maybe four years ago after he had a dream about hitting me in the head with a cricket ball. Now we work together (and watch cricket, and do karaoke). 

	

	A couple of years ago I had a dream about him, too. We were riding an overground train at sunset. That was the whole dream. Last year I came to England, and we went to the Develop conference in Brighton together, and we were talking about What We Should Do Next, and it seemed we both had this idea for a consultancy. I looked around and realized we were on an overground train at sunset, and I figured we had to do it. 

	

	I don’t really know much about personal branding, actually, but I’m big into my dreams. 

	

	On Tuesday night at GDC, we have our launch party for Agency, which is what we call the consultancy we’ve been building for the past year. We have clients already, but we decided a Networking Event would be a good opportunity for us to meet with interested people, to explain to our friends and colleagues what we’ve started doing. 

	

	I have long served as one of Gamasutra’s GDC soldiers (one year we all dressed in army green, entirely on accident, and sang a lot of Rage Against the Machine while drinking booze out of plastic cups on a boat). We run ourselves raw criss-crossing the convention center, talk ourselves hoarse, write til we chip off all our fingernails. By the end of the week covering GDC for the world’s greatest game industry resource -- this is my book, I can say that -- I am ragged and rangy, a washed up seaweed tangle. 

	

	My friends in development always tell me they’re having a busy week, too. And I’m like, “oh, what have you been up to,” and they say, “meetings,” and I scoff inwardly. Like it’s so hard to hang out and talk and have lunches and cocktail hours. Who are these people who “have meetings” all week and call it work?

	

	This year I became someone who has meetings all week, and my perspective is reformed. It’s exhausting and terrifying, and our launch event crashes over me like a tidal wave. Afterward I go back to my hotel room to hide. I missed a party that I would have quite liked to go to, because I just couldn’t talk to people any more. 

	

	I cried a little bit in my room, because it was all getting to be a little much. 

	

	 




	

	

	SUITS

	

	One entity in the games business that not a lot of people outside of it know about is The Investors. You don’t know it, but everything, from how much money is available to what gets said about what and when, is down to what The Investors expect. It’s what they believe will happen. Interpreting this for us is The Analysts. And if you ask The Investors and The Analysts if they know anything about video games they’ll say, “sure, Dude, I play Call of Duty with my son all the time” or they’ll tell you sternly, little tanline crinkles around their eyes and mouth, something like “oh, I’m so hyped for Titanfall.” 

	

	These are the people who run your industry. They go to Napa a lot. I’ve sat on hundreds of their financial calls. They are nothing like us, but you owe them your life and you need their approval and what they say the game industry is, it is. 

	

	Your instinct is to hate and dismiss them, but most of the time you must not, you can not. 

	

	I have to confess to an enduring fascination with the games industry's money men. Surely I'm not alone -- that's why for years financial analysts like Michael Pachter were regular fixtures in the headlines of sites like Kotaku, that's why there were so many often half-baked stories from consumer outlets about financial results that stumbled uneasily through GAAP and non-GAAP revenues, quarterly numbers and investor calls, an awkward sort of scorekeeping for a “game” nobody quite knew the rules to. 

	

	I don't know if we wrote those stories because our audience cared, or because we thought we were supposed to care. The financial health of publishers and console-makers matters, of course, and predictions about these corporations' business strategy eventually trickles down into news of which games are coming out when and for what. We were doing professional journalism about video games, god damn it, and that meant Wall Street. We must have all felt very grown-up, mastering the gibberish, reporting on the prospective acquisitions. Look, games are a business, and I am a real reporter. 

	

	For a period of time, it was execs like Strauss Zelnick and John Riccitiello, not famous-name veteran games developers, that I was excited to meet and interview. During a window of 2008 when Electronic Arts was persistently trying to buy Take Two, I covered every little hiccup in the stock price, every speculation from experts. I had all the analysts on speed dial -- Colin Sebastian, Arvind Bhatia, Jesse Divnich, Doug Creutz. It was like reading a horoscope in five different magazines, arbitrarily deciding which one was the most correct. This week it'd be one, next week, another. 

	

	I got to taking calls from Pachter just to chat shop. I called him Master P, secretly thrilled that the warm, effusive, famous financial analyst seemed to think I was worth talking to. At some neon-lit, obscenely drunk E3 party or another Pachter deftly froze out of our conversation a man (someone I once worked for, even, albeit indirectly) who was getting a little creepy at me. "She reminds me of my daughter," he interrupted, rescuing me. "I hope my daughter turns out like her." 

	

	The validation of people who are rich can be unexpectedly thrilling, even when you know what's happening, and that you're supposed to know better. One analyst told me that some EA board members had mentioned me, me, as one of the "only real reporters" handling the acquisition attempt. It was probably just flattery from the analyst, but I secretly prized the idea that John "JR" Riccitiello might think I was smart. Once, he and EA Sports boss Peter Moore sat next to me, definitely accidentally, in an E3 amphitheatre just as Sony's presser was about to start. I can hang, I thought, having a chat with them. JR asked if he could spring one of my curls, and I was totally cool with it. Or maybe he didn't ask -- I can't remember -- but it was okay with me. 

	

	(The two of them very quickly changed seats thereafter, presumably deciding that right beside a journalist, even a dollar-saluting, excitedly-obedient one, wasn't the best place for them to discuss and react to Sony's presser). 

	

	The financial plentitude of the mid-2000s' triple A boom was exciting at the time. I'd be a liar if I didn't admit it. It's sort of over now, isn't it, at least in that place, in that way. Just as most of us have realized that the desire to be Wall Street Journal-level business writers doesn't serve our work on games, we've also realized how bad the primacy of capitalism has been for our medium. 

	

	These charming suits were killing the games industry. They were breaking their employees.

	

	At another obscenely drunk E3 party -- there is a pattern to my E3 attendance -- I introduced myself to Jason West, who had just co-founded Respawn at the time after a closely-watched legal war with Activision. We all tried to Professional Business Coverage that one, too. 

	

	 "I heard that you had a printed article about Bungie's independence from Microsoft in a frame on your wall at Infinity Ward," I said to him. I can be a real idiot to people when I’m drinking.  "Was that true?" 

	

	"No," he said. "No." 

	

	At GDC the investor is imagined to be a different kind of villain: The kind that says make it free-to-play no matter what, the kind that is forcing everyone to make only Clash of Clans clones, the kind that sees games only as "market opportunities," who says "product" or "title" when they mean "game". It’s interesting to notice that so many of us will sit up and cheer at E3 when the money men say to do it, and yet at GDC, a much quieter summit of creators and designers and developers laboring in quieter toil, we dismiss and resent them. The money men.  

	

	It's easy to think that rich men don't really know anything about video games. But they've got to know something.  When I go to see Benchmark Capital’s Mitch Lasky talk on Wednesday, I remember the scary thing we all have to accept: often, actually, they know more about them than you after all. Or maybe I just felt that way because I agreed with him. 

	

	He talked about everything traditional video game publishers don’t yet understand about how the world works today. I like to hear that: That The Industry, the console market, the business of selling triple-A software to 18-25 year-old males, isn’t up on things. The world’s biggest video game company isn’t Sony, Microsoft or Nintendo. It’s Tencent. I wonder how many people reading this know who Tencent is. 

	

	We have a lot of opinions about the investors, about the dark word “monetization”, about what money does to games. We have a lot of feelings that go with those opinions. And only sometimes can I sense how large and out of reach the answers really are, how small each of us is beside them.

	

	 




	

	

	AWARDS

	

	Wednesday night, is the 2014 Independent Games Festival awards, followed by the Game Developer Choice Awards. I’d like to tell you what those are like, but I need to get some things out of the way first. 

	

	So, full disclosure: My primary employer, Gamasutra, from whence I've earned my rent money for the greater part of eight years, is owned by the company that runs GDC. Our company is responsible for the IGF.  I have no involvement with IGF whatsoever. I've even avoided being asked to join the gigantic, diverse jury, because it seems like a complicated responsibility I wouldn't feel confident about having. I don’t really like being on big juries in general -- I used to enjoy it, until I realized it was people asking me to spend real person-hours doing my day job, except anonymously and for free. 

	

	Being the biggest body of its kind and doing what I honestly think is very important work, the IGF is subject to all kinds of criticism. I agree with a lot of them even while I empathize with the internal challenges on IGF’s end, and I hung around in this part of the book for a long time wondering what, if anything, I could say to people about the IGF until I’d tied myself quite in knots

	

	Some of my friends like the IGF. Some of them don’t. I like it. Instead let me just tell you what it’s like to attend the awards: 

	

	Every year on my third day of GDC, liquor-hoarse, on unwashed hair, I run back to my hotel -- run, honestly, with some twenty minutes between my last appointment and the beginning of the awards -- divest myself of my laptop. 

	

	Change from the “work purse”, battered and cavernous enough for a machine, into the “small purse,” shuttling everything across: Cash, ID, bone-colored room key, phone (never the twain shall meet, lest the phone de-magnetize your key card). Always I leave behind a confetti across my bed of all the business cards I’ve been handed already, of all the people I do not have the available cells to recall. My conference lanyard has gathered up stray hairpins, stray hairs. It’s a snapshot, a mess of my GDC experience, shipwrecked.

	

	There’s no time to sort through the detritus. A short distance away my suitcase lies split and gutted, unfolded and half inside-out clothes bubbling out. Every morning when I leave it like that, I wonder what the housekeeper thinks of the messy person occupying the room. There is no time, though, no time to care. 

	

	By this time in the week everything is beginning to hurt. My head, always, a low-grade chronic hangover coupled with a delicate stress-vice pinching the nerve behind my eye. My throat -- already my voice has become a dusty vinyl gouged with overuse. My legs, as if I’d been climbing, or walking miles. My feet, blistered and puffed. The ache in my soles will take weeks to go away. My back. Anything can be heavy if you carry it for long enough, even a “work purse”. 

	

	I have fifteen minutes to get ready for the awards. Always I am disappointed with the results. You think Awards Show, you think evening gown, or jewelry, or something. I want to be Red Carpet Ready, but almost everything I brought to wear is already crushed, wrung out. I put on the cocktail dress I always bring and notice something off: my hair is a riot, second-day unwashed, and my skin looks pale and prickly under the hotel lights. I smell strange, like hotel or convention center or stale complimentary soap. I think of how put-together Robin Hunicke always looks, for example, and I realize this won’t fly, this lazy shadow of stubble under my arms. 

	

	Arriving at the IGF, I’m violently hungry, angry-hungry, and exhausted. Perpetually ready to cry, even, a little gauge in me somewhere blinking red even though nothing is wrong, not really. I get a bright wristband -- is it royal blue or warning orange, I honestly can’t remember -- I walk past rows of auditorium-style seats to the round tables at the front, beneath the stage, under blue-violet lights. I am assigned to a table with my coworkers, and on the table is red wine and white wine, and staff is passing out tiny hors d’oeuvres. 

	

	There is a strange, abrupt collision: Last year I remember sitting with a dear friend, the voice actress Sarah Elmaleh, at a table that had been reserved for AMD employees. Only one of the employees came, and he let us continue sitting there and drinking the wine. There are tables full of people I know and recognize, and tables full of people I don’t, who come from worlds way beyond. We’re all bathing in the light of three enormous monitors. 

	

	I hug Steve Gaynor and his wife. Steve usually calls me “Alexander” or “kid” sometimes and I realize we have known each other since 2008, when he still worked at 2K and we had Thoughtful Gaming Blogs in the same online circles (mine was called “sexyvideogameland” -- eugh -- and his was “Fullbright”, which is the name of his company now). “Blog bros,” we say. 

	

	Tim Schafer has a suit on and I wave to him and he waves back. He is absolute royalty here. Some people are and some people aren’t, and I am hung weirdly in the middle, like a paper star at prom. I mean, I belong up front here, right? People have been telling me they like my work all week. I begin to entertain the thought that I am someone, kind of. 

	

	Come to think of it, it’s exactly like prom: The most engaged students in your high school have tirelessly planned this event to celebrate your maturation. They did it without really asking you. For some people it’s the biggest night of their lives. Most people just go because they were told not to miss it. And some people are defined by their refusal. Years after high school, when you ask them if they went to their prom, the scoff they will give you is still virulent, as if it’d been freshly dipped in the heartbreak and anger of not belonging. 

	

	(I didn’t go to my prom). 

	

	The scene is the same: Some of us are wearing the uniform, and some of us are beaming. We know where to walk and who to walk to. It’s for us, the electronica and the tinkling of glasses. Others of us will line up against the wall and watch til its over -- the friendly, handsome Prom King male presenter (this year it’s Nathan Vella; previous years belong to the blue-eyed Andy Schatz). 

	

	When it comes to the Choice Awards, our host is Respawn CM Abbie Heppe, who confronts everyone with a diagram of a vagina. It’s a “message” to the majority-male audience. Presumably this defines womanhood to her. I think I’d like a game awards show where nobody talks about genitals at all. Steep ask, maybe. 

	

	Which side of me is winning? The girl who skipped school only to go to Macy’s and caress the floor-length, sparkling prom dresses that would never fit her body type, even if someone had asked her to go? Or the girl who made a collar out of dog chain and duct tape and slunk against the lockers, sulking? You haven’t really made it, she’d sullenly whisper to everyone. 

	

	This presentation: The tall stage, the monitors, the teleprompter, the bow ties -- this is film industry stuff, really. This is our way of trying to show everyone here that we think what they’re doing is important. That they -- we -- matter. Some of us want to do things this way, and others of us don’t fit. Or think this doesn’t fit. 

	

	I slam as many of the free hors d’oeuvres as I can catch, on their flitting trays. I am old enough now that I must lay down a responsible carpet of mini-bruschetta, shrimp paste, whatever, before I start into the wine, and oh, how I start in on it. This is the only meal I’ve had for six hours. No matter how important I might feel, wristbanded and sat up front -- look, Papers Please wins, my Game of The Year, which I wrote about in the New Statesman, and I was right, I am right, I’m a good critic -- I am still starving, I am still prickly under the armpits, and I am still one foot in high school. 

	

	 




	

	

	TOOLS

	

	By Thursday the world of GDC sort of furls round me like a corridor. It gets hard to remember that I have a life outside of the capsule -- after all, the whole internet is here, my whole world is here. Was I really in New York just a few days ago, so far away from anything to do with video games? Am I in love with someone in London? 

	

	As I’m writing this, I remember already I’ve forgotten things. I talked on a panel on Tuesday called Indie Soapbox. I don’t think any GDC has passed without me talking about something, but all I can remember about this one is that I said “we are all fracking the new content economy”. What day was the dinner, the “Brainy Gamer Dinner”, where all the writers I’ve known for the longest gather, and we didn’t think its founder Michael Abbott was going to be able to come this year, but then he came and we all stood up and clapped and cried? 

	

	All these years of GDC sort of melt softly together in my memory. Even now I have to look back on the calendar -- pastel tiles slotted in one on top of the other, appointments and talks and meetings for me and each of my colleagues, a terrifying block of work -- to remember what happened, and what I did. 

	

	On Thursday I cross the show floor. GDC has a show floor, but not like E3’s -- no Disneylands built into plush-carpeted booths, no laser lights, no gigantic video ads showing 3D models dramatically karate-fighting other 3D models. It’s a trade show floor, and there are Sales Guys on it. They work for tools companies, people who make stuff that developers use to make games. Checkered shirts, lanyards. Tables have candy dishes or Play-Doh in the hopes of drawing eyes and hands, so that they can start talking to you. There is the very, very careful use of promotional models, although there are no “booth babes” at GDC per se, or there aren’t supposed to be. Women in logo t-shirts with white smiles and hospitality training. Subtle. You know. 

	

	When I was young and learning writing and game development, I used to write a lot about tools. I found an article I wrote in 2009 headlined “Emergent  Adds Autodesk, Direct3D 11 Support to Gamebryo Lightspeed”. I wrote articles called “Xaitment Announces Version 3.0 of XaitControl For GDC 2010” and “Audiokinetic Integrates Wwise With Unreal Engine 3”. It was dues-paying in the early days of my career as an industry writer, but I thought it was interesting, too. 

	

	I am an anti-math, on a level that might genuinely indicate a learning disability. I cannot code, although I tried when I was young, so hard -- self-teaching BASIC with a heavy paperback book, or making shapes dance in school computer class. Telling a chunky old Terrapin Turtle what to do. But nothing I ever made would compile properly, and trying to find what I’d mistyped was like turning a pearl over and over in my hands, looking for a flaw. Picking at it made the whole thing fall apart. I just wasn’t built for it.

	

	But there was something that felt good to me about understanding game development from a technical perspective. It was like mastering a beautiful foreign language -- ambient occlusion. Granular visibility culling. Procedural shader splatting. It sounds terribly arcane, and in a way, it is. No matter how readily I complain about the dullness, the sameness of mainstream blockbusters, they are amazing works of technical wizardry. 

	

	Nothing takes the vinegar out of my sentiments toward a game than seeing how they made it, seeing the whole world conceived as a mesh, then shaded and lit, or going to a sparsely-attended, quiet technical talk where some guy you’ve never heard of explains how he fixed the AI team’s waypoint graphs. For as long as I could understand game engines, it was like I could understand games inside. I once saw Robert Yang give a fascinating talk about what you could learn about Half-Life 2, as a game critic, from looking in its code, at its guts, at how it solves problems and what it knows and doesn’t know.  

	

	GDC is good for reminding me of that -- that so much of the spectacle I find distasteful about E3 is actually hand-made by people, sometimes. This tech, the science to create completely other worlds, is stunning. 

	

	This time I am on my way to Epic’s booth to talk about the new cost model for Unreal Engine, and larger spiritual changes for the tech giant, forced to turn around like a tank in the face of how disruptive Unity’s been for the marketplace. There is something a little bit quaint about the show floor, something just a little bit Dunder Mifflin Paper Company. No one stops me or tries to talk to me about their products, because, I feel, they are assuming that a woman who is wearing leggings as pants can’t possibly be interested in animation middleware. 

	

	I always especially loved my visits to see Unreal Engine demos, always chaired by a bombastic Mark Rein, a company Vice President. Rein loves Unreal, like, passionately. I find him endearing in spite of myself. At any industry event, you can hear his enthusiasm from halfway across a room -- “hey Mark,” I’d say, “let’s talk about procedural generation and spline deformation!” “I love it,” he’d roar. You’d have someplace to be, you’d be just stopping by, and he’d grandly wave you over to a sofa and a big high-definition monitor and declare, “Just look! Just look at this, isn’t it awesome?” You would have to wear the 3D glasses. He would insist. 

	

	Usually the PR people wouldn’t even be present, as if they just trusted his energy. Or had given up trying to put a lid on him. I started calling him the “Reinmaker,” an unserious nickname that I like to think I made up. My engine demos with Mark were always an entertaining, even intimidating spectacle. It was sort of like going to see a face-melting, apple-red muscle car, where the owner just loves to open the hood and turn the engine on and talk to you about every little part. 

	

	Sometime around 2011, though, my annual visits to the booth stopped. The company became a little bit harder to approach, more private. The last time I visited, I think I spoke to Cliff Bleszinski who talked about how AAA would never die. 

	

	Cliff no longer works at Epic these days; he enthuses to me about playing Rust with his wife, looking at source code online together. The market’s undeniably changed, as the high-tech arms race has taken an unexpected left turn into fragmented but flourishing markets: App development, Steam, open source stuff. Unity.

	

	The Epic Games that I go to visit in 2014 is a humbled giant, forced to address a pricing model that isn’t working anymore, and the vast democratization of tools that have upended its business. This year I don’t see The Reinmaker at Epic’s booth (though I will see him a few months later at a conference in Sweden, when he pauses a conversation he’s having with an Oculus exec to shout ‘hey’ to me, to introduce me to him, ever ebullient).  At GDC, I speak instead with Paul Meegan, its relatively-new VP of Product development, who immediately strikes me as a different type of guy. 

	

	There’s a diplomatic grace about Meegan, and a genuine warmth. He’s in a tough position, having to talk about the humbling of the game industry’s longtime apple-red muscle car. He knows that’s what I want to talk about for my article from the GDC show floor, and he meets my gaze with both openness and dignity. 

	

	He talks about how Epic used to be an “indie” too. A lot of big companies use that line these days, we’re indies at heart, but when he explains founder Tim Sweeney’s wall of history at the company headquarters -- mounted work of Sweeney’s through the years, dating all the way back to the time that he would program his own games, write the manuals, and send them out as shareware, I’m touched. The company wants to remember that era, when Sweeney mailed out floppy disks, one at a time. 

	

	Does this sound like boring business journalism to you, boring tools and tech stuff? Stories for the money men?  

	

	The tools are everything, really -- if anyone can get access to game-making tools, then anyone can make games, and they can bypass the economic infrastructure that have always made prescriptions about what those games can be about and who they can be for. It used to be that if you wanted to make a video game, you had to get hired by a studio that has “seats” -- licenses -- for expensive engine technology, or that “rolled their own”. 

	

	Now, because people can get their hands on tools, important games get made: Consensual Torture Simulator, Merritt Kopas’ exploration of consent and embodiment in violent games. Papers, Please. Phone Story, the Molleindustria game that, for a moment, successfully used Apple’s own publishing channel to critique its hardware manufacturing methods, to reveal all the people who die making iPhones for the West. Real and incredible subversion. The Grand Theft Auto series is supposedly “subversive”, but it never did anything as smart, as confronting, as Phone Story. 

	

	I’ve been explaining this to mainstream magazines for months. I talked to a reporter from National Public Radio about it. It comes as a revelation to people, why tools and who can use them matters so much. But it does, oh, it does. 

	

	 




	

	

	PIGEON

	

	Friday afternoon is my last interview. I’ve never met Ryan Payton before, even though we are probably the biggest Metal Gear Solid fans there are. We seem to be a lot alike: Like me, he fell head-first and lovingly into florid, wrought Japanese games as a kid in his family basement. He was struck by Metal Gear Solid, and that love led him all the way to Japan, where he became a producer for Hideo Kojima. 

	

	I have such a Thing for Metal Gear. Always have. Yet I’ve struggled to put it into words except for apocryphally, in sprawling half-thought essays that live in my blog archives, in drunk conversations with friends. People close to me are still waiting for The Metal Gear Book that they wish I will write. I can’t say for sure if I ever will. It gets away from me. When people ask me why I like Metal Gear so much I sort of ignore them, vaguely frustrated. It’s not like any of us want me to talk for hours, and I definitely do not want a ‘debate’. Something about Kojima’s work attracts people who’re spoiling for a fight. 

	

	I’ve never met Hideo Kojima. Well, I mean, I met him when I had my special edition copy of MGS4 signed. I was at some mecca in New York City to cover the launch event, and the marketers that had invited me snuck me almost to the very front of the signing line. Normally I decline those kinds of favors, as is probably ethical and correct, but I couldn’t resist that time. The other time was when I broke down and asked Erik Wolpaw to sign my Portal. That’s it. 

	

	I also wrote a profile of Kojima for Variety Magazine around the same time, except I did that remotely, by mail. And I have seen him in some of the private parties that I go to at GDC. Once when I saw him, entirely independent of what felt like my calm rational mind, my knees seemed to buckle of their own accord. 

	

	By now I have met or chatted with nearly all of the Japanese game superstars who inspired me, whose games virtually comprised the spine of my youth. I interviewed Suda51, Igarashi, Kamiya (I can’t remember if I have interviewed Mikami before). Brandon Sheffield introduced me to Hirokazu Yasuhara during my very first GDC. I have sat beside Shigeru Miyamoto himself during one of Nintendo’s roundtable interviews, and I managed to be only faintly dizzy.

	

	Yet I don’t know what I’d say to Kojima. I guess it’s fair to say I’m too afraid to say anything. His games, his authorship, have so many obsessive analysts. I would just be another one. That gulf that existed between IGA and I, I can live with. I don’t think I could handle speaking to the creator of my number-one-favorite game and negotiating that gulf. Scratch any of us, hard, and there is a fan in there somewhere, just a gushing creepy geek, and I am not going to go there. 

	

	I mean. I have a Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater  tattoo. Yeah, that is probably my “favorite video game”, inasmuch as I can choose one. A music critic has no one “favorite album”, I promise you. On the back of my wrist is inked a little scribbled icon, the rank of PIGEON in Snake Eater. The game ranks you as an animal based on how you played, how stealthy you were, how aggressive, how much damage you took, things like that. 

	

	PIGEON is awarded for no kills, which includes bosses. You have to do the entire game only with the MK22 “hush puppy” tranquilizer pistol. It’s an incredibly pleasant exercise, an act of grace. Something about the way you need to place your fingertips all over the controls to play Snake Eater very well feels like knitting, or making a web, as tidily as you can. 

	

	Snake Eater is a game about the Cold War, a conflict of threat, anxiety, attrition. A conflict about lying in wait, watching your enemy secretly, holding your breath. At its best the game plays like that, too -- if you are good, and playing Snake Eater well means, above all, no kills. There is no other war game like that, where mastery is about how few people you can kill, not how many. 

	

	I play games because I like mastery. I hold a controller because I like to be in control. In Snake Eater there is only me, belly-down among softly-waving blades of grass, orienting my sight line delicately, going for that perfect, silent headshot. The muffled whistle and twang of my silencer; the soft, defeated moan of an enemy soldier just dropping asleep in the wilderness of Russia. 

	

	Occasionally I miss, or someone else spots me, and things start to unspool, I start to lose control of the environment. I wish I could play GDC, play my whole career, like Snake Eater: Committed to no-kills, committed to mastery, in perfect control. Never making too much noise. That’s another thing -- I always said being a woman in the games space was like playing Snake Eater. Good unless you make too much noise, draw too much attention. Then it quickly comes apart, becomes a clumsy, shitty shooter, and you ragequit. 

	

	I got the pigeon tattoo because I like the idea that true skill can be pacifistic; true mastery can be silent. I want to live my life like a no-kill game. 

	

	As I’m on my way to meet up with Ryan Payton -- we’re going to talk about Republique, his studio’s voluminous, elaborate iPad stealth game --  I am privately wondering whether to talk to him about all this. About Metal Gear at all. I tell myself do not show him your tattoo, you geek and do not, under any circumstances, run past him your ‘theory’ about the ‘subtext’ of MGS4. 

	

	I end up doing both of those things, of course, but first: 

	

	We leave the convention center and take a walk in Yerba Buena gardens. Doing an interview outside seems like a revolutionary idea -- why did it never occur to me til now to leave the parched, artificial light and noise of the convention center? We go up some stairs to this sun-drenched, elevated promenade drenched in flowers, with a tea house at its summit, and there are veteran developers everywhere, studio heads, many of whom I recognize but don’t know, sitting on the benches in the sun. Ryan waves to many of them. Oh, I think, this is where “everyone” hangs out. 

	

	I brought my little netbook, so I decide on a bench and we are setting up to talk about Camouflaj, the new studio he started just a couple years ago after leaving the Halo 4 team, where he’d been creative director. 

	

	Just then, I notice that just a few yards away is a huge, round table, swathed in a white cloth, and at the head of it is Ken Levine, surrounded by what look like either veterans or executives to me. 

	

	I say something like “ah, maybe we should --” sit elsewhere, I want to say. I am close enough that they would recognize me. I think maybe Ken even looks at me, and I am trying to maintain a calm expression, trying to keep writing down everything Ryan is saying.

	

	Just a few weeks before I’d written an article about the fall of Irrational -- and about the time Levine welcomed me into his studio to talk to me about his visions, which I loved. Part of the implied narrative was that a certain major Creative Guy who liked to fully-develop ideas first and then edit later might be responsible for Irrational’s budget problems, high turnover, frustrated employees, general doom. 

	

	Afterward I got a message from someone who used to work for him that said, “you really let Ken have it, huh?”

	

	Er. I suppose I did. Is he looking at me?

	

	Just a few months before, I had also written a mammoth savaging of BioShock Infinite, Irrational’s last game. My review contains words like “sterile” “disgusting” “racist” “forgettable.” I, uh. I think I even implied that Levine keeps making games about mad ideologues oppressing rotting universes because it’s an unconscious expression of his studio culture. 

	

	The chances of him having read it are fairly high. 

	

	I am having trouble, for a few minutes, wholly listening to Ryan, my fingers transcribing his every word automatically, because I am talking to myself inside: people like Ken Levine do not care what games critics write, and remember all the people who said you were actually too flattering of him, and like, he’s a reasonable guy and you made a nuanced argument and maybe he wasn’t offended. 

	

	Oh god, he’s definitely looking at me. 

	

	Oh god. I have had such a great week, and no confrontations, and it was all just leading up to this, wasn’t it: My mind spirals off into a horror scenario where Ken Levine rises to his feet -- there is a red exclamation point above his head, the music shifts into the ALERT PHASE -- and he strides over to me. He’d say, gravely, “excuse me”. Or maybe worse. 

	

	People have yelled at me at GDC before because they didn’t like something I said. Once another woman screamed at me for tweeting something flippant about her studio after a guy who worked there alternately hit on and insulted me at a party  (“ship a game first”, I said). She said I was burning my bridges in the industry. 

	

	 Another time I got off the stage at One Life Left’s video game karaoke -- I performed a song about the game Journey set to Don’t Stop Believing by Journey -- and someone confronted me angrily for making “disrespectful” tweets about Twisted Metal (later he apologized and I apologized, and now we’re friends). In another party I heard a veteran developer (shooters again) mutter “it’s that bitch” as I walked past. 

	

	What if Ken Levine comes over here and confronts me. Would Ryan Payton intervene? Could Ryan Payton “take” Ken Levine? Oh my god, what am I going to do, I am trying to get this interview done and now it’s too late for me to get up and move, it would seem awkward, it would be awkward for Ryan if I arbitrarily asked for us to move while he is in the middle of talking.

	

	I remain calm. It’s just such a beautiful day, and this is one of the conversations I’ve always wanted to have: Ryan Payton explaining that he loves ambitious, over-wrought albums like Smashing Pumpkins’ Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness, and that he loves games like that, that Republique wants to be a game like that, even as it’s an experiment in emerging markets.

	

	“My favorite video game of all time is Metal Gear Solid 3,” Payton begins, as a conveyance to another point, and here’s where I kind of lose it -- 

	

	“Me too, me too,” I say, pulling up the sleeve of my jacket to show my pigeon. He says it’s awesome. 

	

	“It’s my commitment to a no-kill game,” I explain. 

	

	Ken Levine and his colleagues all get up together from their lunch table, and without looking at us or anyone, really, they just walk away. The adrenaline ebbs slowly away, leaving only the slow heat of the California sun and the smell of lilacs in the air. 

	

	“I bet that was the table you really wanted to be sitting at,” Payton smiles, nodding in their direction. 

	

	“Ha, no, not at all,” I tell him, and I explain everything. 

	

	“You shouldn’t be afraid of people,” he suggests kindly. Because I’m just doing my job, and because I have a right to feel confident in my work, he’s saying. But also, I think his subtext might be that the industry definitely doesn’t care what people like me write. 

	

	I know that. Usually it dispirits me, but today I find it wonderfully liberating. Just a cold war. No kills.  

	

	Walking back, I do the thing I really promised myself I wouldn’t do, which is share my ‘theory’ of Metal Gear Solid 4: It’s about an old man in a desert world of automated war, trying to get his last mission done, right? And I always thought it was Kojima himself who felt like a relic in a world of Western shooters, called upon to “save” the PlayStation 3. I always thought MGS4 was about video games. 

	

	Payton looks thoughtful for a moment. I’m not sure if he agrees with my interpretation or not, but he says something nice: “I don’t think that’s inaccurate.” 

	

	 




	

	

	STATIC

	

	As the sun sets over the convention center, turns the glass and chrome to muted gold, the air has changed. When I go one last time to the show office to look for my colleagues, the convention center is rapidly emptying, and employees are breaking down the show floor booths, unbolting things with the whizzing of power tools. The GDC staff and showrunners are having champagne in the office. The other writers and I sit staring blankly at our screens. We are finished, but the muscles of work have not unlocked yet. It is hard to believe there is not much more that needs doing, today. 

	

	My mind is white static. I wonder, at that time, why I publicly announced I would write a book like this one. There is too much to keep in my head.

	

	Like how I had a drunk and anxious chat with someone whom I upset a long time ago and finally got to tell her how sorry I was. Or how my friend and I drunkenly sang the Sailor Moon theme song with a lady Nintendo exec. Cliff Bleszinski and I did rap verses on a roof. Don’t remember which ones.

	

	Cliff was the third person to ask about my key. “Did you put a lock on that bridge the Seine?” He asked. He and his wife Lauren are always together. Yeah. I did. I will take it off when I’m in London again. The fear that somehow I might never make it back there feels irrationally vivid in my exhaustion, and it frightens me. 

	

	I am increasingly frightened. People took pictures of me and Anita Sarkeesian together, and I asked her, with more care than I’d ask anyone else, if it was okay if I shared one on my Instagram feed, and she said of course it was alright. Then someone joked about the picture of us, “you should put ‘hashtag-killallmen.’’ “No,” she said. “Please don’t.” The people that send Anita threats might be here, at this event, somewhere. Fear.

	

	I had a conversation with Clint Hocking that went something like him saying how come you don’t say hi to me anymore and I answered like well I don’t know I am a ‘polarizing figure’ and I just thought I might have annoyed you and you unfriended me on Facebook and he said like no no you’re great but then he still has not re-accepted my friend request on Facebook. Probably because I post too much. 

	

	During GDC week, sometimes my eyes shoot open at 4 AM in the rude reddish dark of a strange hotel room and I lie there unable to fall asleep, seized with nerves about things like oh god I post on Facebook too much, don’t I.

	

	I actually begin to unspool. It’s overwhelm. It’s such a barrage on my body and soul. Partially because I’m a sensitive and fearful person, deep inside -- oh god, I can’t believe I’m telling you that -- I cannot keep it straight, the constant roulette of faces, names, projects, years, and I get so terrified of misremembering somebody, or misgendering somebody, or calling somebody by the wrong name, or forgetting what they worked on or how I know them or if we’ve met before that I sometimes find myself paralyzed, avoiding people that I perfectly well know and recognize, just in case I can’t trust myself. 

	

	By Friday I see a friend who’s having her first GDC and she has a stricken look, a shellshocked look. The conversation we have is not able to be more sophisticated than “GDC is intense” and “there are too many people.” “Yeah. Too many people.” 

	

	On my way out of the convention center I finally see my friend Erin Robinson sitting down against the wall and working, and I really want to go and say hello to her, I really do, we haven’t greeted one another all week, but I find I can’t. Can’t. I am actually too physically tired, too mentally worn, to say hello, to talk. I feel myself walking by her mechanically, wordlessly like a nanobot, in spite of myself. She doesn’t see me. 

	

	There are no more parties to be had. Or there are, there always are, but we are all too depleted. On Friday night we go to my boss Kris Graft’s hotel suite -- just the Gamasutra staff, really, a few of our friends, Simon Carless, who gave me my first job ever. It’s quiet, and nostalgic, too. I’ve been working with this team for such a long time. 

	

	Now that I’m freelance, there’s an incredible sense of impermanence. Gamasutra might not have a freelance budget forever. No publication, especially a games one these days, is likely to have a freelance budget forever. It’s so strange, this certainty that I won’t always have a job here, won’t always have a place here. Any day now this can all fall out from under me. Any day now they might not be my coworkers anymore. I’m frightened. I don’t know what I’ll do then. Games are an industry of the future, yet none of us are assured a future. 

	

	“You have a place with us for as long as we can,” Kris tells me. 

	

	Then we connect Kris’ laptop up to the TV screen. For hours straight we drink and use YouTube Doubler to mash up early PlayStation 2 trailers and in-game movies with corny 90s songs. It’s unexpectedly hilarious, or we’re that exhausted. We learned something important: The intro video for Tekken Tag Tournament fits any song perfectly, even if you loop the video. Try it with Smash Mouth’s All Star. Thank us later. 

	

	I’m tweeting about the videos so much that the visual novel designer Christine Love and writer Aevee Bee decide to come over. I’m not really supposed to invite more people, but after drinking too much of someone’s cinnamon whiskey I invite them anyway. I warn them it’s not going to be, like, a real party. Afterward Aevee says it’s the best time she had during GDC. 

	

	“I’m going to write about us hanging out,” I promise Love and Bee. And now I can’t remember enough, I can’t think of what to say. These times defy capture, defy mastery, defy my control. 

	

	I thought writing this would be a good way to remember, to remember as much as I could, to get it down in text so I could think about What It Meant. I thought it would work. I didn’t expect this, the sprawl of loose ends and forgotten names and things I shouldn’t write about after all. It just defies encapsulation, this annual ritual, and all of its clattering touchstones to whatever it is my life is supposed to be about. 

	

	I always say that if E3 makes me wonder what I’m doing in this business -- really, pouring my heart out over video games -- GDC reminds me, renews me. It seems funny to say that at the end of a week, when I am exhausted, dehydrated, permanently intoxicated, overwhelmed, humming like an overstuffed wall socket, sore from head to foot. And there are other events, there are events that indies and women and marginalized people would fairly say are “better”, like the Lost Levels Unconference, IndieCade, PRACTICE at New York University, Different Games, smaller summits like that. But for me the event has always formed this centerpoint, this pool of everything I think about and everyone I love. 

	

	I am strangely wired on the way to the airport on Saturday, after spending the day quietly with Kirk Hamilton, Laura Hudson, Sarah Elmaleh and Ben Abraham, some of them my oldest friends in this space, brunching, drinking. Kirk and Laura call me a car, and as soon as I say goodbye, I realize my devices are all dying or dead: Netbook, phone. 

	

	How will I write, how will I text, email. What will I do. 

	

	Hurtling down a dark San Francisco highway towards SFO I feel persistently, stubbornly disoriented, like someone has yanked a disk out of my machine while I’m still running. I’m all dead pixels, now. It gets worse after I check in and whittle away the last of my phone battery refreshing Twitter, all the good-byes I missed, all the people I never got to see. 

	

	Even on the gate bridge to the plane I am numbly trying to eke out a connection, the last of my battery life, as if my brain refuses to process that it’s fruitless. Bundled back into a plane seat again, on my way back to New York, about to close this strange little loop in time I’ve just lived through, I feel disjointed, almost angry that there is no more to do, no way to connect.

	

	It’s a red-eye flight. They turn off the cabin lights, and I accept reality: My machines are gone. I don’t have any more words. How in the world am I going to pass six hours in the dark? 

	

	The plane gathers speed on the runway, tiny lights winking serenely across the airfield. As it lifts into the night, I can feel an odd sensation -- consciousness being tugged gently away from me as if by the same procedure. There is a deep, deep sleep coming on, escalating with the engine noise. 

	

	The world falls away. I fall away. It will be the blackest sleep I can remember having. 

	

	I don’t know if I can do this forever. I hope I can do this forever. 

	

	 




	AFTERWORD: INTO (AND OUT OF) THE BELLY OF THE BEAST

	By Liz Ryerson 

	

	you know, i'm a strong woman. i'm realizing this more and more every day. i don't care what anyone else might have to say to me about it.

	

	i'm a woman. whatever objective definition may or may not exist of that word doesn't matter at this point, because that's how i'm seen now. that's the role i embody. and i actually feel a lot more comfortable with it, as arbitrary as it might seem at times. and now i'm standing in the middle of a swanky apartment in SF holding a rum and coke in a room full of women (and a few non-binary people) who work in the game industry, wondering what the hell this is all about. i only got into this party because i was in the right place at the right time the night before. the guy at the front didn't even see my name on the list, but he let me in anyway, saying "i'm just out here as a formality, honey" warmly and laughing. no acting, no bullshit. no fear, no big production or making claims about who i know just to get through. up until a couple years or so ago, i'd never felt like i'd been at the right place at the right time for anything. i showed up, and i tried to say the right things. but now i'm realizing it doesn't even matter if you show up, if you let your work show up for you. people always ultimately gravitate towards anything that seems to radiate strength or wisdom. 

	

	the whole week of GDC 2014 i'm occupied with thoughts of my impending homelessness at the end of the week. it seemed like a bit of a cruel joke, with more potential offers for money and work coming my way than ever before. i feel defeated by myself. i feel like i had a shot to be big, but i couldn't keep it together long enough to do things how i was supposed to. everything was falling apart, but something new was also coming together. i feel so much of a hopeless mess in so many ways, yet i have an absurd confidence in others. and now, suddenly i seem to be a part of some sort of community. suddenly everyone seems really nice to me and tells me they respect my work. suddenly i feel much less guarded towards them, and, for the first time, believe they're being sincere. and i still don't know where i'm going to sleep at the end of the week.

	

	i'm spending the week incessantly handing out my obnoxious business cards to everyone i meet, partly as a social game and partly to advertise my obnoxious game - the game no one's supposed to like. a game i'm worried is just a flurry of anger and negativity, or one i should have moved on from already. i was secretly hoping that i'd push some of them away or offend those people. a part of me wants to be the one to plant the bomb under the building. but nearly everyone is saying "wow, this is so cool!" maybe they were just saying that to me to be nice, who knows. awhile back a friend told me "your games make me feel really bad" in (presumably) the most flattering way she could muster. it's a hard thing to hear from anyone, but it's what i've gotten used to hearing.

	

	being a woman - defining and reevaluating myself as a woman, leaves me in uncertain territory. there are less examples for me to look to. buildings previously built up by all the things i've looked to in the past crumble, and now i see how flimsy they were in the first place. all those fairytales always end badly, anyway. i struggle to feel i'm really occupying the same space as these women at all, yet here i am standing in the same space as them, and i'm definitely feeling a positive vibe i didn't expect to feel from them. maybe it's that women in games are so intensely targeted and marginalized, they couldn't help but emotionally support each other and try and birth something new and interesting. not that those women aren't often equally lethal towards each other - a reality i'd became increasingly acquainted with all too well in the past year. or maybe this is just how things really work in creative communities - that just because i'd never really heard many stories of women in male-dominated worlds didn't mean they hadn't existed all over the place.

	

	presumably i'm some sort of Game Designer or Game Thinker or whatever, but i don't pretend like there isn't a lot i don't know about games. so i go to heavily praised talks like The Experimental Gameplay Workshop at GDC and i see boys with toys. i talk to highly educated, articulate academics who've spent their careers studying videogames and i see boys with toys. i see boys with toys everywhere. i see them skimming along the surface, endlessly posturing. and i just can't get myself to care. but a lot of people seem to love to throw money at them. so i guess i should care. a few of the younger men - ones i've met before who seemed nice enough, if naive, are being hit with walls of paranoia and depression from all the unexpected attention directed at them from their massive commercial successes. they don't seem particularly wise or powerful, they just seem like insecure young people. they don't have psychological mechanisms for dealing with the increased scrutiny placed on them as newly successful 'indie game' celebrities. they seem guarded, and not in good emotional places despite their new-found wealth. meanwhile others who i might respect, who are used to relative marginalization or obscurity next to these celebrities shrug their shoulders and continue doing what they do. no amount of demographic breakdowns and marketing analysis can mask the fact that it's all so deeply arbitrary, and more people seem to be realizing it.

	

	i don't have any respect for the videogame industry as an entity. i have no respect for its labor practices, nor its artistic aims, nor the imagery it worships, nor its treatment of women or other minorities, nor the parasitic relationship it has with its consumers. i think it's disgusting and abhorrent. so i can't say that i respect GDC, as a business conference that stands to represent the values of the videogame industry. nor do i support the IGF, in its endless hype and favoritism, nor in its aim to award 'indie' games with (for the most part) already the highest levels of cultural exposure. but individuals often start to change, even when the worlds they occupy remain as stubborn and stagnant as ever. i appreciate when Brandon Boyer says onstage in the IGF awards that he supports people involved in games fragmenting off and pushing in whatever directions they want to push in, even if he doesn't understand it. i appreciate it when i can have an honest conversation with a deeply professional woman who's spent much of her life in the game industry, even if she might not ever really understand what i'm trying to do with a thing like Problem Attic.

	

	a small one-day conference called Critical Proximity, the day before GDC, mostly made up of young people, seems to be much more interesting and relevant than nearly anything at GDC - despite a "videogame criticism" conference potentially sounding like a comically narrow focus to outsiders. there was a lot of talk about how to maintain supportive communities, yet in the final talk Ian Bogost (or "Old Man Bogost" as i've come to call him) still seemed intent on breaking up any kind of delusions of community love that might have been held over the course of the conference, or anything that distracts videogame critics from doing the thing videogame critics are presumably supposed to be doing. and fair enough - maybe there is no community. maybe we don't want community. others, like Samantha Allen, made this point too. maybe things will continue to shift and fall apart unpredictably. but even if there is no community, there is a lot of genuine sincerity, and genuine desire to support other people - and that's a thing that doesn't just materialize out of thin air. we made something, and it's still here.

	

	then - walking into Moscone Center for the third year in a row, i knew enough to know what i was going to get this time around. i knew the way places like the Bay Area or LA or NYC like to mythologize themselves. i knew that the interesting stuff is most often happening outside of these events, and outside those cities. that is, unless maybe you're David Kanaga or Pippin Barr and you're doing genuinely exciting, genuinely cutting-edge experiments at the intersection of performance art and games. and then, a lot of people are probably either very confused by or very indifferent to you. or if your name is Tale of Tales, and your sustained visibility over the years hasn't done much of anything to move you out of a strange, liminal, heavily marginalized space between the overly stagnant, overly stuffy art world and the overly commercial, overly conservative game world.

	

	i don't know what will happen with videogames in the next ten years. i don't know to be excited about what will happen in them or not. i almost don't care. so much ground is gained, so much ground is lost. so many things have been changing surprisingly quickly, so many stay the same and show no signs of ever being different. i still don't understand why people who make videogames need to separate themselves out from other creative communities creating other forms of digital media, and justify why videogames are more exceptional than them. nor do i understand why those other worlds continually seem to fail to seriously engage with videogames. either way, a lot of people who make videogames are certainly here, and certainly don't seem to be going anywhere any time soon. and neither am i - nor am i homeless anymore, by the way. thank you, patreon!

	

	i'm a woman and a human being who wants to make art. i never saw this as being particularly controversial. nor do i see my need to not limit myself to one medium as being particularly unusual, in an age of easy access to a plethora of different digital tools. and so i'm always shocked to see how much confusion seems to come from that. either i'm overextending myself, or i'm ruining my chance at a establishing a real career by going too far up my own ass. but here i am, still strong as ever. now able to pay rent. and i'm not changing, nor am i going anywhere. and whether or not my constant need to feel human makes me an alien to others, i'm happy to receive all the support and love i have from this community - strange as it may be, nonexistent as it may or may not be.

	

	and so i say this sincerely, from the bottom of my heart: we might not always understand each other or be on the same page (or even in the same book!) as each other. i might find game culture endlessly infuriating and puzzling. but i know your support is genuine. and i'm really, really flattered. thank you so much. =)

	

	

	Liz Ryerson is a designer, musician, glitch artist and a writer and critic on games. Her games criticism, talks and personal writing can be found at http://ellaguro.blogspot.co.uk/

	

	Her recent game, Problem Attic, can be played at http://ellaguro.com/gams/problematticfinal.swf

	

	Her music can be found and purchased at http://ellaguro.bandcamp.com/

	

	Her substantial portfolio of digital art can be found at http://ellaguro.tumblr.com/; the art used in this book’s cover is Liz’s piece, titled Mountain. 

	

	Please consider supporting the ongoing creation of Liz’s varied works via Patreon at http://www.patreon.com/ellaguro

	

	

	

	

	

	Matt Lees designed the cover using Liz’s artwork; he does basically the funniest videos on games that there are, which you can visit at http://youtube.com/user/MattLees, or learn more about/support his independent video content at http://patreon.com/MattLees 
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