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Pulling Up Weeds 

I don’t have a particular plan for ridding my town of its weeds. I could start in the northwest 

corner, by the big cliff-side, where the garbage dump and post office sit, then work 

southwards, down past my neighbor’s houses and the police station until I reach the 

coastline, pulling up weeds all the way down. That’s a good plan, but I’m not following it. 

Right now, I’m going scattershot, pulling up every weed I see, letting my mind wander and my 

body wander as I pull them up. With every pull, I make the town slightly cleaner than it was 

before. 

My copy of Animal Crossing was a Christmas present to me from my mother in 2002 – I was 

seven years old. We left for my grandparents’ house right after Christmas morning, she let me 

take my Gamecube with me to play at their house. I started my first town up there, named 

after the town my grandparents lived in, Salina. Salina started out as this pristine little 

community, built by the game as a little village, where me and a cast of neighbors - they’re 

all different animals, but they walk around on two feet - coexisted. There was a snarky duck, 

I think his name was Petey, and the friendly penguin whose name has been lost to time, and 

the surly wolf named Wolfgang. 

Animal Crossing has its own way of pulling the player back. If I don’t start the game up for a 

week, roaches start crawling around my little home. I turn on the lights and they scamper 

around. I stamp them out as quickly as possible. It’s always two when I open the door, then 

another comes out when I move a chair, then potentially another if I move it again. I always 

make sure I get them all; I don’t want to be there if I know there’s another roach hiding. 

Animal Crossing, back then, was a tranquil source of expression and peace that I didn't get a 

lot. I used to worry all the time. It seemed like everything was coming to get me, like I 



wouldn’t make it to the next day for some reason. Every other video game seemed to reflect 

this – I was either racing against a clock or trying to progress somewhere without dying. I 

don’t remember if I ever thought about it that way, but I remember watching my character’s 

life-bar deplete in Mortal Kombat III before being brutally murdered by a man with metal 

arms, and dying on the same level in Super Mario Bros - World 4-2 - the one where the guy in 

the cloud started throwing turtle shells at you. Video games were my pastime, but they were 

about winning and losing, and I was mostly losing. 

There were a few games in my formative years that eschewed that. My father passed down 

his copy of Tetris that he played on his Game Boy when he was working as an auditor in the 

early ‘90s. Tetris was cool, every time I lost, the screen would just start reappear, come back 

up empty, and I got to start again. My daycare had an old Nintendo with Duck Hunt, and I 

liked that. All I had to do was aim a toy gun at a screen, if I hit the ducks, they’d fall to the 

ground, and if I didn’t, they just flew away. 

My favorite was Wario Land 3. That was a game not unlike like the ones that would torment 

me – he moved like Mario, but he didn’t die like him. The game’s developers decided to base 

their game around Wario’s immortality, he got hurt all the time in comedic fashion, but he 

never died.  

 

I started really fearing death when I was ten. I was afraid of a lot of things, I kept asking my 

mother to install lightning rods on the house, I wouldn’t ride a bicycle, and I would run to our 

basement whenever I heard Emergency Messaging System notifications. Eventually, I could 

acknowledge those fears and put them in the back of my mind, those fears were only 

possibilities and nothing more – they might not, and probably wouldn’t happen to me. I was in 

the basement one day when it hit me that death was going to come. I couldn't get away from 



it, like any of those other things - hurricanes, murder, tornadoes, those killed other people, 

but I they might not get me. But death, I couldn't say it wouldn't happen to me, because it 

was – it is - going to, it had to happen to me, it had to happen to everybody. 

I ran up from the green couch in the basement to the kitchen and paced around, eventually 

falling on the ground. I don’t think I was crying, but I remember breathing heavily and lying 

on the floor. I didn’t know the words at the time, but I had a panic attack. I had to cut it 

short because my mother’s friend was at the door.  

That was the first. The ones that proceeded varied in scope and in reason, one when I was 

sixteen and driving home in a thunderstorm, one when I was eighteen and about to start 

college, one when I was twenty and felt like I’d never be loved, and several smaller ones that 

have fallen in the cracks since then. I’m fine, it happens every now and then, and I know 

what to do now. It’s still scary, but I know I’m relatively lucky in comparison to others and 

I’m not worried about it anymore. The death thing is scary, too, but I know it’s coming, and I 

can’t control it, and there’s something kind of nice about that. I don’t really have priority 

about the thing I used to fear most, so I don’t worry about dying anymore. 

 

Animal Crossing was all about just living. My priorities in that little community are the same 

now as they were then. I dig holes, and talk to the animals. The Penguin needs me to return 

his rug to the elephant for him, the elephant gives me a shirt in return. It's simple, and 

doable. I get money in exchange for goods and services, and then I use that to pay off my loan 

to the raccoon that leased me the house. I start out with a little house, with creaky wooden 

floors and corrugated metal walls. Every house starts out the same way, with a cardboard 

box, a notepad, and a lamp. It’s quaint, and I like that. 



I used to work at a summer camp. We lived in little cabins, with plywood flooring and walls, 

shingled roofs, and eight windows, two in front, two in the back, and two on each sidewall. 

There were four beds with small mattresses on each. The cabins had electrical outlets, but 

nothing more than that, we were allowed to bring in box fans to deal with the heat, and we'd 

rescue old CRT televisions from our parents' basements to plug in video games during the 

downtimes. Only three of us lived there, so we pulled the mattress off of one bed and put the 

television on top of that. I had brought in an old lawn chair from home. 

I started working there the year prior, I was sixteen, one year into high school, and I was into 

video games, Daft Punk, and one particular Wombats album. I was still nervous most of the 

time, and I didn’t get good sleep – I was the assistant dining hall director, which was a fancy 

word for a janitor, and the instructor the wilderness survival merit badge, wherein I helped 

kids build little outdoor shelters from sticks and tree branches. I didn’t get finished with my 

work cleaning most nights until past 11 PM, and I was up in the mornings to set up the dining 

hall around 6 AM, which didn’t bode well for my resting. 

I had two cabin-mates. Micah was a year older than I was, he was from Raytown, Missouri, a 

town I’ve never visited, and he taught the pioneering merit badge, where he had to teach 

kids to lash wooden poles together to make these big structures. Micah ran cross-country and 

listened to post-hardcore, like Hawthorne Heights and Emery, and he talked about Mizzou 

football.  

Clay was my age, he and I were from the same Boy Scout troop, he came from Overland Park, 

Kansas, the town where I grew up. He did theatre, and he liked MGMT and Talking Heads, he 

had a legitimate hatred of sports. He taught the woodcarving merit badge, where he’d 

routinely get forty or fifty plus kids learning from him per day, one or two of them would 

accidentally cut their finger almost every class. 



Clay brought his GameCube to camp and we put it on the bedframe TV, the old Zenith that 

my parents had received as a wedding present in 1989. He brought all of his old games and I 

brought all of mine – games like Super Smash Bros. Melee, Mario Party 4, Tony Hawk’s 

Underground, Sonic Adventure 2, and Animal Crossing. 

We were all drawn to Animal Crossing, like an old friend we hadn’t seen in years. We started 

our own town, each of us made our own character, with our own house, and our own loan to 

pay off. We named the town Naish, after the camp where we worked.  

At least one of us would interact with Naish each day, in one of the only truly communal 

living experiences that I've ever had. There were only scant hours in the day when we weren’t 

at work – mostly between breakfast and merit badge classes, and after merit badge classes 

but before dinner. Very rarely were all three of us free at the same time. We would leave 

messages for each other on the town bulletin board, nothing we couldn't have said to each 

other ourselves, but there was something fun about leaving a message that might never 

actually be read. 

For the first time, the game was turned from a solitary experience to the communal 

experience that I think the creators wanted. Naish is still living on one of those old GameCube 

memory cards in my closet. 

After that summer, Micah left. I haven't seen him since August of 2011. I don't know that I 

would recognize him if I saw him now. His facebook page updates sporadically, he still lives in 

Missouri and got married last year. 

Clay and I continued to work at camp in the next two summers, but we both decided to stop 

after we entered college. I was burnt out; he was moving away to live in Chicago. I still see 

him, but not more than a few days per year anymore. We still ruminate on our four years at 

camp whenever we see each other.  



I was recording a video for a poetry class project in 2016, and I wanted to use footage from 

Animal Crossing. Naish hadn't been touched since we left that cabin. I loaded up the save file.  

Every day in Animal Crossing starts with the players exiting their own house. From the outset, 

I could tell that the ground was covered in weeds. It was raining, as well, which I think 

matched the scene outside my actual window at my old apartment. I went back into my 

house, and I was met with the familiar cockroaches, and I began my same cockroach routine, 

stomping out the two on the floor before shuffling my furniture around to get down any of 

them that were still hiding around. I hadn’t touched, or seen, or even really thought about 

this virtual space in years. I had worked to put the little furniture that was there in there, a 

bed, a few chairs, a few little paintings, all of the stuff that ended up in there was just for 

aesthetics anyway. I never really put effort into that house. My guy’s pockets were stuffed 

with possessions, fruit that I had picked off of a tree in 2011, still in immaculate condition, 

and a shirt that I had probably taken from the town’s lost and found, which was manned by 

two lazy and gullible dogs who would let me take anything I wanted. I had a rug that was 

given to me five years prior, it was supposed to go to another neighbor but it never made it 

there.  

The other two houses were left untouched. The bulletin board still had messages inscribed 

from five years prior, juvenile jokes written by three teenagers. The town flag was still the 

camp logo, an interlocked T and N for the initials of the camp’s founder. 

I tried to re-open the file the next day, but it had become corrupted, and couldn’t be opened 

again. It was all gone, lost to a technical error and I was the only one who knew about it. I 

don’t know if it would’ve meant anything to them, but to me it was just like anything else 

that we built during our time on camp staff. I no longer really know any of the active staff 

members; the older staffers now were fifteen when I left. Anything we set up is likely torn 



down, any influence we had is either forgotten or not attributed to us, and anything we built 

up has probably wasted away. This is just another thing that went away. 

In 2012, I dug up my old copy of Animal Crossing’s sequel, subtitled “City Folk”, from 2008. 

This game received the honor of being the first game I was ever ridiculed for enjoying, after 

another thirteen year old; his name was Justin, scoffed at me for talking about it shortly after 

I purchased it. This was one of the first times that I understood that I was supposed to grow 

up socially, when even my friends thought I needed to do so. I sort of weaned off of the 

game, I never really let myself enjoy it the way that I should have, and I ended up putting the 

game disc in a cabinet for years. 

I was a senior in high school when I found it again, after years of coming to terms with the 

idea that growing up in the sense of video games really meant so little - growing from 

interacting with animals that walked like people to faux-psychologizing on the ethics of 

modern war while shooting a generic enemy in the face. All of this was over still purchasing 

and spending time with a hobby that most people I knew associated with being an aisle at 

Toys R Us, and assigning as much dignity to it as a Toys R Us aisle would entail. I was 

seventeen, that kid, Justin, had moved back to Toronto, and I was ready to find something in 

Animal Crossing again.  

That fall, each day, I would get up at 5:45 in the morning and go to sleep sometime after 

10:30 PM. That math didn’t add up to enough sleep for me at that time. I was stressed, and 

sleep deprived, and I was aiming high and falling short, and I didn’t know how to deal with it. 

I set apart time for myself every afternoon that fall, at least one hour from 4 PM to 5 PM, 

when I wasn’t allowed to get stressed and upset about school or anything of the sort. For 

several weeks, my routine for getting home from school involved coming home and turning on 

City Folk. I’d sit on my family’s old green couch in the basement, which we threw out a few 



summers later, and I’d walk around my new little town, getting whatever odd jobs done that I 

could to pay off my new little house.  

The song that plays from 4 PM to 5 PM in City Folk is a peaceful little soft accordion and 

marimba groove that loops every two minutes or so, perfect for lulling me – tired, stressed, 

panicky me - into a little nap from about 4:15 to 4:35. On the screen, my guy was standing 

alone in a field, still smiling and as happy as could be, and on the couch, I had fallen asleep. 

When I’d wake up, I would begin to wander again, pulling up weeds as I’d see them. 


