Hands Across (Another) America

Premise:

Space:

Materials:

Mood:

People:

a freeform larp for at least 6 people about joining hands, finding connection, and
saving the world one neighborhood street at a time by edmond y. chang

“Contact is the conversation that starts in the line at the grocery counter with the person
behind you while the clerk is changing the paper roll in the cash register. It is the
pleasantries exchanged with a neighbor who has brought her chair out to take some air on
the stoop. It is the discussion that begins with the person next to you at a bar. It can be the
conversation that starts with any number of semiofficials or service persons—mailman,
policeman, librarian, store clerk or counter person...

Contact tends to be more broadly social and appears random. ..Contact regularly crosses
class lines in those public spaces in which interclass encounters are at their most
frequent...Contact is associated with public space and the architecture and commerce that
depend on and promote it. Thus contact is often an outdoor sport...”

—Samuel R. Delany, Times Square Red, Times Square Blue

“We are the river of hope
That runs through the valley of fear.
And there is a lady whose smile shines upon us
Saying all is welcome here.”
—"“Hands Across America” (Blatte, Carney, & Gottlieb, 1986)

It is the 40" anniversary' of Hands Across America, a national event originally held Memorial Day Weekend on
Sunday, May 25, 1986, which attempted to create a continuous human chain of people holding hands across the
US in order to raise money and awareness to fight hunger and homelessness. While the event did not accomplish
its funding or continental goal, it did spur conversation, connection, and contact (in the Delany-ian sense) across
individuals, groups, and communities. It is this hopeful, nostalgic, and ambivalent experience and desire that
suffuses the game. Players are in a small town, often insistently described as quaint, friendly, colorful,
welcoming, even liberal. It is the morning of the event; the anniversary event is raising funding for too many
causes—hunger, climate change, labor rights, immigration, civil rights, democracy. Players are playing
neighbors on one block in a quaint, friendly, colorful, welcoming neighborhood on the event route.

A neighborhood block where one of the players lives. A short block is good. Players may alert neighbors when,
where, why, and how the larp will run. If play will be too much of a disruption, a big yard or public field will do.
Best played during morning (with coffee and doughnuts) or coinciding with a block party or neighborhood event.

Folding table, a couple of folding chairs, name tags (enough for players and newcomers), markers, costuming as
inspired by character descriptions, the lyrics to “Hands Across America,” a long length of ribbon, rope, belts,
even a box of extension cords, old landline coiled phone cords, even audio, coaxial, or internet cables.

Players should discuss the overall tone of the game: friendly, cozy, collaborative, physical, emotional; while the
game is generally celebratory, encouraging, even silly, there is an undercurrent of uncertainty and contemplation.
Players should determine what topics or feelings, if any, that should be off the table during play.

Each player picks one of the following Characters, who have been briefly sketched with adjectives, ideas, nouns,
moods. Players give their Neighbor a name and decide what cause they want to represent. The players might add
additional Neighbors at their discretion. Whomever is the Block Captain will serve as game facilitator.

Block Captain—late middle-aged, busybody, enthusiastic, leader, house proud, holiday decorations, novelty
socks or sweater, uses acronyms like “TTFN” (Ta-Ta For Now) and “YKW” (You Know Who), sings to
themselves, likes to pray

Neighborhood Parent—30-something, athleisure, tired, reusable water bottle or coffee cup, food or drink stain,
sauvignon blanc or IPA, hasn’t caught up on the popular TV series or movies yet, likes cheese, parent of Surly
Teen

! The larp could be reimagined as a 1980s set piece set during the first Hands Across America. Or, set further in a science
fictional future (e.g. what would this look like set in Octavia Butler’s Parable series’ America).



Play:

Surly Teen—teenager, sarcastic, grotesque band or graphic t-shirt, painted fingernails, using the event as make-
up homework but secretly likes it, asexual, denies belonging to Neighborhood Parent

Unmarried Neighbor—Ilate 20s or early 30s, extroverted, casual Fridays, in-between hairstyles, originally from a
big city, works from home, wants a dog, looking for the next party, Amazon and Door Dash

Old Timer—70-something, traditional, religious, plaid or gingham shirts, lonely, “remembers when,” needs to sit
down a lot, small talker, supports the high school sports team, veteran or retired, never locks front door

New Neighbor—late 20s, renter, homesick, recent college grad or current graduate student, messy, always late,
plays an instrument, bird feeders, long distance relationship, kinda horny, lactose intolerant, never voted

Introduction (5 minutes)

The facilitator and players set up the folding table and chairs. The facilitator collects any ribbon, rope, or cords
the players have brought. To start, the facilitator outlines the premise of the game, sets any ground and safety
rules, and reads the “My dearest neighbors...” note (below). Players pick their Character (PC) and read their
descriptions to the group. Then play begins...

My dearest neighbors...tomorrow’s the day! What we have been preparing for! Our little town, our little
street will be hand-in-hand with the rest of the country...amazing, absolutely fantastic! We can do it
together! Can you believe it’s the fortieth anniversary of when the country came together to create a brighter
future for everyone? I remember...it was lifetime ago...everyone was still around. But tomorrow we will
make history and make our neighborhood proud. Remember, bright and early, coffee and doughnuts, keep
your cars in your garages, and stick around for the block party after the newspaper takes a picture! If you
know someone who hasn’t checked yes, give them a knock-knock...make any excuse, a cup of sugar, return
a screwdriver, and get them to come out! Bring some ribbon, clothesline, a few long belts, or popop’s box o’
cords, just in case! TTFN, YKW

Welcome (10 minutes)

The Block Captain gathers the Characters to the welcome table. They have everyone fill out a name tag. The
Characters engage in small talk for a few minutes as they wait for everyone to show up. Conversation might
engage:

e  Why the Neighbor is participating in the event?
e  Who the Neighbor wants to help most?
e  What the Neighbor hopes the event will accomplish or inspire?

Unfortunately, after a little while, it is clear that not enough neighbors will show up. (Imagine that other blocks
have more people.) But the Block Captain is determined to soldier on. The Block Captain plays the full “Hands
Across America” song,? distributing lyric sheets, and then forms a circle to offer up a nondenominational blessing
stressing the importance of raising money and awareness for all of the causes.

Many Hands Make Light Work (15 minutes)

Block Captain directs Characters to go up and down the block to try to rouse their neighbors to participate.
Ideally, players will then go door-to-door and invite actual neighbors to join the larp as Non-Player Characters
(NPC). Moreover, neighbors would be invited to contribute food or drink to the welcome table. Players be extra
welcoming and generous with the NPCs.

All Hands (15 minutes)

The Block Captain then directs the PCs and NPCs then spread out along the block. According to the rules of the
event, areas with not enough people to make a continuous chain of people holding hands could “bridge the gaps”
with ribbon, rope, even animals. Here the players may use the ribbon, rope, and cords they brought to connect
PCs and NPCs. If there is not enough material, they may ask the NPCs for help. Hopefully, there will be enough
players and extensions to stretch the whole block.

2 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TIUcO6n9plY.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TIUcO6n9pIY

Hands Held (5 minutes)

Neighbors “hold hands” for at least five minutes (imagining their block is linked up with adjacent blocks). The
facilitator plays the “Hands Across America” song again. Neighbors are welcome to sing along and sway. Revel
in those 80s power chords!

Changing Hands (10 minutes)

Once the song is completed, the Block Captain calls for everyone to gather round the welcome table. The Block
Captain thanks everyone and encourages the NPC Neighbors to stay, talk, share in the food and drink. As the
ribbon, rope, and cords are regathered and returned to their owners, as the group sips, nibbles, and chats, the PC
Neighbors reflect on the event and whether their initial expectations changed:

Who did the Neighbor meet?

What did the Neighbor learn?

Did the Neighbor think the event was a success? Weird? Performative? Promising?
What if the Neighbors couldn’t cover the distance?

Debrief:  To close out the experience, separate from the NPCs, each Player should share one or two things they discovered,
felt, experienced during play. Most importantly, each Player should reflect on and share how the experience
revealed their relationship to each other, to the neighborhood, to the street and the surroundings. Finally, each
Player may offer up one thing they are looking forward to in the coming week outside of the game. Then go back
to the impromptu block party and potluck. Enjoy.

Hands Across (Online) America

adapting Hands Across (Another) America for online play

The larp can be played online via video conferencing and a virtual tabletop (like Roll20) or a shared drawing/document. The
facilitator sets up a simple map, perhaps drawn from an online map of their neighborhood. Decide (or randomize) how long
the block is (e.g. 100 feet, see map below). Each Player Character will need a token (see A-F below); each Non-Player
Character will need tokens (see 1-4 below). Then randomly determine what each player has brought to the event by rolling a
six-sided die (1 = nothing, 2 = 6’ of ribbon, 3 = 10’ of rope, 4 = 15’ extension cord, 5 =25’ internet cable, 6 = 50’ garden
hose).

Play through Introduction and Welcome. People can bring their own drinks and snacks. Players can change their on-screen
name to their character name. The Characters engage in small talk for a few minutes as they wait for others to show up. Of
course, no one will.

Then during Many Hands Make Light Work, instead of knocking on doors, Players can call/text/invite anyone in their
networks to join the game, to log into the video conferencing as a Non-Player Character; they only have 10 minutes to see who
they can get. Non-Player Characters are welcomed and assigned an NPC token. Roll to see if the NPC has brought something
to the event. Then for All Hands, PC and NPC tokens are spread along the block. Each token takes up 6’ of space (e.g. 6 PCs
and 4 NPCs covers 60’ of the route); then add up the footage of the items available. Hopefully, there will be enough players
and extensions to stretch the whole block.

Finally, play through Held Hands, Changing Hands, letting the NPCs go (if they want to leave), and the Debrief.
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