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  To my family, and to all of the kids of the internet. Keep going!
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Hey, Reader

Being someone that people recognize from the internet is quite the experience. The first time I was meme’d, strangers all over the world saw me making this face:
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It’s the face of a girl whose jaw hit the floor upon hearing that her date paid for BOTH movie tickets. A girl who could not believe she was just treated to a large popcorn from the concessions stand. A girl who was not used to the finer things in a life. A girl who was a character made up and played by me.

Was this how I expected to first get noticed as an entertainer? No. Was it hilarious? Yes, very much so. Not only was the video funny, but I still laugh at the fact that the role that pushed me into “fame” was a character that became known as the “He Got Money” girl. When I shot that video, I had no idea it’d be my start in the industry; I was just fooling around with a camera phone, hoping I could get some of my Instagram followers to laugh. But even though I didn’t have a solid plan for how to launch my career, I knew I wasn’t just going to be the girl who’s never been on a nice date—I had so much more to prove to the world.

I’ve always liked making people laugh. I think it was because comedy was the thing that connected me to my four much older siblings. That’s right: my parents were active. Together, they produced Kalid, Njia, Kiyana, Kwei, and me, the appropriately named Quinta (which means “fifth” in Spanish).

Being the youngest and the smallest of the Brunson crew, I learned the importance of attention and how to get it quickly early on in life. Perhaps that’s why I fell in love with the internet the first time I laid on eyes on it. Here was a place with endless opportunities to not only grab attention, but grab it on a global level. What’s not to love? Turns out, oh so much, but we’ll get to that and more (including but not limited to my thoughts on Philly, models, boys, protests, Apple, and Black education). Welcome to my head, reader.

The truth is, it’s intimidating to go from the rapid-fire humor of the internet to pouring all of my thoughts onto physical paper. This shit is scary! It feels weightier, more significant, more permanent. I can’t just delete a book like I can with a tweet that doesn’t land. But still, I wanted to write this because I have a lot to say, and a lot that I want to share. I’m hoping that my words bring you some of the happiness that I’m always trying to put into my work—now just in a have-it-on-your-shelf, forever kind of format.

Although I’m relatively new to the game, I came up during a crazy period in media and technology. There’s been a lot of evolution packed into my career as an entertainer. Creating stuff for the internet forced me to become my own writer, producer, director, actor, editor, you name it. All of this helped me make the seemingly impossible leap from messing around on the internet, to getting paid to mess around on the internet, to working in the traditional entertainment media space (and still messing around on the internet).

Watching the stuff I’ve posted over the years evolve as more people share it with their own jokes and comments has been an incredibly joyful experience. People online—strangers, really—helped me multiply, expand, and become coded into the DNA of the internet. All this has taught me how to embrace the unknown, let go of full control, and finally open up to sharing more of myself with the world. After all, I believe recording our lives is recording history.

I owe a lot of my evolution to the people who have followed me since the early days of my internet-ing, back when I was uploading weird videos of me unenthusiastically singing the theme song to Space Jam and whatnot. Through your likes, comments, and shares, I’ve grown more confident in my words, stories, and experiences. I’ve learned that I do have something to say beyond a caption’s length. You’re the ones who shifted my perspective in a major way and motivated me to take up a little more space in the creative world. Thank you for that.

In return, I’d like to utilize my experiences to teach you some of the valuable lessons I’ve learned as a meme, as a woman, as a Black person, as a shorty, as a performer, as a Will Ferrell lover, as a whatever other label I’ve been given over the years. The most important takeaway I hope this book will give you is how to embrace the act of evolution. Memes would not exist without their ability to morph and carry new meanings as they pass from person to person, and neither would I.

Speaking of evolution, I’m a completely different person than when I first sat down to write to you. When I started working on this book, I was just leaving a stable job of four years. I peeled off my security blanket (BuzzFeed) and was naked in the dawn of change. (This is both a metaphorical and literal analogy. I actually do sleep naked. People say, “But Quinta, what if there’s a fire?” And I’m just like, the streets will be blessed to see my gifts.) I had no clue what the future would hold for me, but I was excited to push myself even further and see what resulted. Since then, I’ve moved in with my boyfriend (who then became a fiancé). Got a cat. Transitioned from my twenties and into my thirties. Earned some money and then spent too much of that money. Deleted Twitter from my phone, redownloaded it, and then got rid of it again. Lost friends to demons and gained followers through jokes. Went to Costa Rica. Celebrated my parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary. Got angry, got sad, got excited, and got motivated. Successfully gave myself passion twists. Uploaded, downloaded, cropped, and deleted. I sold a few shows and got a series regular job on HBO’s A Black Lady Sketch Show. It’s been a whirlwind, and I’m excited to share all of these experiences and more with you.

So . . . looks like we’re going to be hanging out together for a bit, and since you’re about to invite me into your life, let me invite you into mine: I’m currently sitting on my Crate and Barrel couch with my computer resting on my lap. There’s a lone Nike sneaker in the middle of my living room floor and my orange tabby cat, Jack, is eyeing me like I owe him rent. The sun is shining through my living room window because here in LA the sun is always doing shit like shining through windows. My jaw hurts for no specific reason, and I can’t wait to play Mario Party—but first—this. Let’s get into it.


1

V Is for Victory

I got a taste for the stage at the ripe age of five, dancing in one of those little-kid recitals nobody wants to go to. As soon as the theater began cheering and clapping for me (and, sure, for the other kids who were dancing up there with me, too), I knew I liked that feeling and would be chasing it forever.

To say I was an energetic kid would be an understatement. My mother, who is a dedicated and brilliant kindergarten teacher, always believed in solving problems with education. Seeing that I needed an outlet for my hyperactive tendencies, she signed me up for acrobatics and ballet as a way to get all of my restless energy out. It was a genius move: if you have a child who is literally spinning circles around you all day, flipping and knocking over the vase you just bought from Kmart, sign her up for dance class so at least those circles can look more like pirouettes.

When I first got to L and L Dance Productions, a modest three-floor rowhome turned dance studio, I immediately fell in love. First of all, the building itself was cool. The two studio spaces on the first floor had floor-to-ceiling mirrors up front, with a ballet barre attached to the back wall. The second floor was one big studio space with a locker room and another room for changing. The third floor served as creepy storage space you ventured to when you got older to be rebellious because no one was allowed up there. The lobby was filled with little girls who were giggling, gossiping, and jumping while waiting for their class to start. There were three women who ran the desk, affectionately known as Aunt Lynne, Aunt Linda, and Aunt Stacy. They somehow always seemed totally fine with all the wild energy.

On my first day, the main thing I noticed was that I was the smallest one in my class. Seeing myself next to all the other girls my age, I was immediately like, “I know I was the shortest one in kindergarten, but dang—ya’ll taller than me too?” Before this, I didn’t realize that I’d have that reaction every time I entered a group setting for the rest of my life.

Consistently being the smallest person in the room does either one of two things: it can help you be noticed, or it can help you be ignored. To be straight with you, when I was a little girl, my height made people fawn over me . . . a lot. I was fucking cute. I looked like a little bobblehead baby doll.

When it came to dance, though, the teachers were smarter than to let themselves be charmed by my adorableness. They had been there and seen cute. The question was: Could I perform? It was the exact challenge I needed.

The teachers were my favorite part of dance—they were all so cool and stern, so you had to work hard to impress them. You had to get good at your craft; you had to pay attention, hit your marks, and be technically proficient. When they said “Positions!” you got in those positions or else you delayed the whole class. When they said “Point your foot!” you pointed your foot, or else your perfect arabesque was worthless. They demanded excellence.

Two teachers stood out to me from my time at L and L. The first was Miss Hollie. Miss Hollie, who could’ve been anywhere from twenty-two to forty-seven (my age radar hadn’t developed yet), was the coolest person to me. She was a dancer for Philadanco, one of the best companies in America. At a quick glance, she looked like my sister Kiyana, pretty and soulful, and I liked that about her immediately. Most importantly, she once threw ballet shoes at the wall when a girl in the class wasn’t paying attention. That was badass, and earned my six-year-old respect.

Miss Hollie had a warm presence until the classroom door shut and it was time to learn some routines. Obviously, our early moves weren’t too complicated, because we were tiny, kid idiots, but like I said, there was still an expectation of excellence. Being held to such a high standard, we were made to feel like we were real dancers—even though we were basically playing a drawn-out game of Simon Says.

Early on in the lessons, Miss Hollie told us that something exciting was upcoming.

“Okay, ladies, we’re going to start practicing a routine for the recital,” she informed us, extending the pronunciation of the word “recital.” That’s how you know something is important—when someone really takes their time to enunciate the word. She said we’d be performing on stage, doing both ballet and acrobatics routines, in front of our parents and friends.

While most of the class was practicing a move I like to call “picking a leotard wedgie out of the butt,” I perked up. Recital. It sounded like something I’d be into, especially after the way Miss Hollie set it up. Doing routines on a stage with the lights on us and our families in the audience sounded so glamorous and special.

“You’re going to need to work extra hard to show your families how much you’ve learned,” Miss Hollie told us.

I solemnly nodded. A chance to show off in front of everyone? I was going to take this seriously.

The next time Miss Hollie yelled, “Get in positions!” I sprinted to my spot like my life depended on it. Having four older siblings in the house, I was rarely granted the opportunity to lead things, so in dance class, I took advantage of every chance that I got to run shit. We arabesqued and pliéd, being sure to point our feet perfectly to the classical music. I pointed as hard as I could in order to seem better than I was—ballet is all about presenting perfection, even when you’re in pain.

That pressure for perfection may have motivated me, but at the same time, it was good to have an outlet in my other L and L class: acrobatics. Acrobatics was really where my chaotic talents would shine. I loved tumbling and flipping and wanted to learn all that I could about how to defy gravity. My acrobatics teacher, Miss Denise, was cool and I immediately liked her. She was short like me and a bit less rigid than Miss Hollie. Rigid in that we were still doing flips and tricks that could literally break our necks, so you had to pay attention, but the mood of the class was fun. In ballet, we were firmly bouncing to Bach to prepare for the recital, while in acrobatics, there was a more laid-back vibe as we cartwheeled in prep for our big routine.

“Okay, girls,” Miss Denise hollered one day as we prepped. “Now we’re gonna put this all to music. You ready?” She popped a CD into the boom box and hit play.

“Everybody get up, it’s time to slam now,” Jelanna LaFleur’s voice rang out. “We’ve got the real jam going down . . . Welcome to the Space Jam . . .”

Yes, that’s right, we were going to be dancing to the Quad City DJ’s breakout hit from the Michael Jordan/Bugs Bunny vehicle Space Jam, aka one of the greatest basketball stories ever told. The movie had just come out and was all the rage in animation, music, and all-around hilarity. First graders like me gave it five stars. My personal favorite line? “Let’s all laugh at the duck!” The delivery from Daffy takes me out. What a comic genius. Anyway, young Quinta was ECSTATIC that we’d be performing to this song, and so was everyone else in the class.

Have you ever seen a group of five- and six-year-old aspiring ballerinas go HAMMER to bass music? It’s magnificent. As soon as the beat dropped, everyone started doing roundoffs and back handsprings, creating absolute chaos in the classroom. The CD would skip and Miss Denise would holler at us to get back to positions, until that chaos became more coordinated. This play-pause-groan process repeated itself for the next month or so as we learned our routines for the recital. Little by little, Miss Hollie and Miss Denise drilled the moves into our developing brains.

As the summer recital approached, Miss Hollie and Miss Denise started to page though the costume catalogs that were released every year from companies like Costume Gallery, Dansco, and Bloch. These magazines would be filled with frilly, fun, and glitzy outfits that could add some necessary dramatic effect to whatever song you were dancing to. Us kids would crowd around, trying to look over their shoulders and see what cute costumes we might be getting. I always tried to give my input, but they left me out of the important decision-making.

The day our costumes arrived, Miss Hollie and Miss Denise skipped warm-ups for the day, combined their classes, and had all the girls try on their ensembles instead. We were giddy and coming down off our sugar highs from lunch. I was so excited, I couldn’t stop hopping up and down.

Miss Hollie helped me into my ballet costume, a bluish leotard with sequins and a sheer skirt that made me feel like a fairy. I twirled and looked into the mirror. But the best was yet to come: my acrobatics costume, a cheerleader ensemble to match the Space Jam theme. The leotard was bright white with a satiny shine to it, with sleeves down to my wrists and gold sequin bands sewn on around the edges. It also had a turtleneck, you know, because nothing says breathable dancewear like long sleeves, gold handcuffs, and a turtleneck. The jazziness was highlighted by red sequin stripes down the skirt and a gold sequin belt. With new matching white acrobatic shoes, the look was complete. I felt like a Christmas ornament and looked like a disco ball. The red sequin V proudly displayed on the front of the leotard was everything. V, if you are wondering,  stood for “victory.” What was it a victory over? I’m gonna say the Monstars!
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See? Cute.



 

Then, from nowhere, Miss Denise pulled out the game changer: pom-poms. They were made of gold, well, at least to six-year-old me, it looked like gold. In reality (and after some googling) I’m pretty sure they were made of gold-colored Mylar. Regardless, they were the most luxurious and fun things I’d ever set eyes on. They were cute, they made noise, and doggone it . . . they meant I could be a real cheerleader if I wanted. If I close my eyes tight enough, I can still see the slinky metallic strands glimmering in my Dunkaroo-icing-covered hands.

At home that night, still in costume, I couldn’t put my pom-poms down. I sprinted around the house shaking them in my siblings’ faces, shrieking the lyrics to “Space Jam.”

“These are pretty, huh?” my exhausted, but entertained, mother said, affirming that they were indeed the epitome of childhood opulence.

Even though I wanted to live in the costume forever, my mother, who saw the pristine white shimmer as a challenge (and had four kids’ worth of experience when it came to keeping things clean), knew better than to let me wear my outfit beyond the initial fitting. Back into the bag it went, along with the gold pom-poms. It was almost painful to wait until the recital to wear my costume again, but somehow, I made it through the experience.

On the day of the recital, my mom took my face into her hands and looked me squarely in the eye and said, “You know what?”

“What?!” I yelled in extreme and unnecessarily loud little-kid volume.

“You’re gonna be so good!” she responded. I was feeling empowered and extremely antsy to show off my costume to my siblings. “Hold on.” My mom pulled out some makeup to add that finishing touch. It was my first time wearing makeup, and I can’t say that I loved it. I squirmed the whole time as my mom applied the foundation and rouge. It felt like I’d put on a second layer of skin, a restrictive skin that kind of itched.* I looked like a small Donna Summer.



I ran downstairs to show off my costume and gaudy makeup job. When I hit the living room, where the rest of my family was waiting to leave for the show, they had me do a little spin and show off some dance moves before they enveloped me in their versions of support.

My dad, who is the direct, no-nonsense type, looked me up and down. “Look at you.” Which is my dad’s language for “You look so pretty and cute! You’re going to be so good, and I’m so happy I had you, even though you were a surprise!” He’s the best. My brothers called me cute, but only to get the show on the road, their eyes fixed on the video game they were playing. My sisters fixed my hair and judged my mom’s makeup job. It was the beginning of a Brunson family recital-day tradition.

My family is close-knit, despite being big. Not TLC-Baptist-family big, but whenever I tell people in Los Angeles that I have four siblings, they go, “Whoa, big family,” so I guess it’s not that common. This is probably because it’s expensive as hell—I’m sure my parents could’ve been millionaires without all of us. They never thought about that, though—our home was filled with love, the kind money can’t buy.

My parents were searchers, both individually and together. They came from sometimes unstable homes and had parents that were present yet imperfect. Both entered adulthood deeply craving to be part of something better than what they had growing up. They wanted something that would prove to them that they’d be okay. Their search for a community eventually led them to each other, after which they were quickly married. They’ve been glued together ever since.

Both of my parents came up in the seventies, right after the decades-long civil rights movement came to an end. Hippies and Black Panthers were exploding onto the cultural scene across the United States. Philly in the seventies was a revolutionary playground filled with all sorts of clubs: poetry, jazz, disco, you name it. Everything was about nonconformity, standing out, and breaking boundaries. At their wedding, my parents vowed not to walk the path of their parents, but to do something different, something radical in their own right: they were going to stay together and create their own community, aka have a lot of kids.

At the time, Black Power movements were encouraging Black Americans to embrace their culture fearlessly. One of the ways my parents did this was by giving their children names with a direct African influence. Because of this, all of my siblings have powerful names that carry a lot of meaning. I’ve always loved the names my parents chose because they’re a sign of their pride and their resistance to the norms society had been pushing on them.

Their first child, Kalid, who is fifteen years older than me, is the oldest, tallest, and the most serious of us all. It’s my theory that he took the entirety of my family’s height genes for himself, leaving the rest of us to carry on the teeny frame of my mother. My parents chose the Arabic name Kalid because it means “eternal.” That’s very much how I see Kalid. He is an ever-present figure in my life who survives no matter what. Although I spent the least amount of time with Kalid because of our age difference, I always appreciated his spirit. Growing up with a brother who is that much older basically gave me free rein to be as fearless as I wanted to be. It wasn’t scary to mouth off or confront my childhood enemies because I knew I had a secret weapon: a very tall, very big, very protective older brother, who also happened to (maybe) have a gun.

Njia, who we call “Jia,” came three years later. Njia means “the way” in Swahili. Jia was very much the one who forged the way for us Brunson girls. She was always ahead of the curve when it came to fashion, looking immaculately put together at every event. Jia was the one who would straighten and style my hair from the time I was very young, so it wasn’t a surprise when she went on to open her own beauty salon. Every school dance or performance was pregamed with Jia hovering around me, making sure I looked perfect.

My other sister, Kiyana, was born two years after Jia. Kiyana is a very spiritual name, meaning “light and deity.” This fits Kiyana, as she’s the earthiest and most Erykah Badu–ish one in my family. She pours love and spiritual guidance into every person she meets and has a very calming, yet chaotic presence. While Jia was the one who would straighten and style my hair, it was Kiyana who spent endless hours braiding it. “Sit still,” she’d say, while positioning my head with one hand and lighting a candle with the other hand. Kiyana went into childcare, like my mom. It made sense, because she was so good with me. She was never mean, even when I took something from her room without permission.

Kwei, the closest sibling in age to me, is two years younger than Kiyana. My parents named him Kwei because of the name’s Ghanian roots. (When I called my mom to ask the exact meaning behind Kwei’s name, she said, “It’s tied to royalty. And I liked the way it sounded. Why are you asking me this at four p.m. on a Friday?”) Kwei is the sibling I spent the most time at home with, so he influenced me a lot. Because of him, I loved Zelda, “Stone Cold” Steve Austin, brontosauruses, and Jim Carrey. Even though I drove him crazy when I was little, he’s one of my loudest and biggest supporters. In fact, he’s a hype man for all of us siblings; if you have an accomplishment, he’ll shout it from the rooftops until his voice grows hoarse and eventually disappears. It’s so sweet.

As for me, Quinta, well, my name means “fifth” in Spanish. As in, “this is our ‘quinta’ child and we are tired.” I am eight years younger than Kwei, so it’s not hard to figure out that my parents were not expecting me. According to Brunson family lore, my mom had assumed she couldn’t get pregnant, so I was kind of a . . . treat. Apparently, my arrival pulled the seams of their marriage—which had become a bit strained over the years—a little tighter. Ever since my mother told me that in the car one day unsolicited on the way to a dance practice, I’ve felt it was my responsibility to keep the family close.

That’s why I was so excited to have them come to my first dance recital. These were the people I loved most in the world, and I wanted to make them proud. To this day, it’s never been about the performance for me, it’s always been about the audience.

That day, we all squeezed into my parents’ green Plymouth minivan and headed down to Swarthmore College’s Lang Performing Arts Center, where every one of my summer recitals was hosted until I turned seventeen. Swarthmore is a beautiful college in suburban Pennsylvania, with a green and lovely campus. The Lang Center was a little better than your average college theater hookup, but at the time, it might as well have been the Disney Concert Hall. It was big and beautiful, seated about three hundred people, and had a balcony. Lang is where I first experienced the joy and magic of a theater, with its big echoes and dim lights. I can still feel the too-cold air-conditioning on my skin and clearly see the seats that were just comfy enough until an intermission. When we got there, I practically ran inside, dragging my mom faster than she liked to move, leaving the rest of my family behind to go find their section.

Backstage at the recital, I stretched along with my classmates. IMHO five-year-olds don’t really need to stretch before athletic activity, because they’re basically Gumby dolls, but still, it felt professional. Miss Hollie, who was running back and forth and making sure everything was ready for the show, was sporting an all-black outfit with the name of the dance school printed on the back, while Miss Denise sat with us, focused on making sure every kid was prepared for our acrobatics performance right after ballet.

First up was the ballet performance. “Keep your spacing!” Miss Hollie whispered as we pattered across the stage to hit our marks. “Smile and have fun,” Miss Denise said. They knew that the night was no longer in their hands.

My class’s ballet performance was beautiful, but boring. Not sure if anyone’s ever told you, but ballet is ba-boring. That being said, I found the joy in it because it was an opportunity to show just how technical of a dancer I could be. The delicate and slow-moving routine required my tiny buzzing body to calm the hell down and croisé effacé for a bit.

As soon as the curtain went up, I realized it was the first time I was on stage in front of people—I was being seen! Well, I knew my parents could see me; I couldn’t see them, but I had to trust that they could see me and know that I was doing my best. I think that was my first experience in having a “relationship from the stage.” I had to trust that the people who loved me could see me. I ballet-ed my ass off. Miss Hollie didn’t throw any shoes. Not because parents were watching, but because she was proud. When we finished our routine, we stood in place as the lights dimmed and the curtain closed. As soon as that last slither of light faded between the red curtains, I rushed backstage to change into my beloved cheerleader costume. I was buzzing with the excitement that came from being on stage, and couldn’t wait to do it again.

Before I knew it, it was time for our closer: the acrobatics performance. The lights came up, the song came on, and it was time to kill it. From the first “Everybody get up,” the crowd lost their minds.

With my hands grasped tightly around the golden pom-poms, I felt unstoppable. The energy from the audience bounced directly off the walls and into me. As the music picked up, I could feel it reverberating inside of my rib cage. I was drowning in the beat, hitting every move and tumble, nailing every landing.

During our dance, Miss Denise crouched in the shadows up front, doing the moves with us for guidance. I didn’t look at her once. Instead I was enveloped by the energy of the moment. Then, just like that, “Space Jam” was over and the lights went out. I stood frozen in my final position, breathing heavily and wishing that the song would start over and we could do it all again as the crowd clapped.

The lights came up to highlight the audience, and from the stage I could see my entire family leap from their chairs in a standing ovation. The feeling of looking out in the crowd and seeing your whole family screaming your name is nearly indescribable. I fully attribute this moment as being the thing that drove me to pursue a life of performance. It flipped some sort of switch in my brain, a switch that could no longer be turned off: I wanted to entertain.

All six of my immediate family members would come to my every recital from then on. Even when Kalid, Jia, and eventually, Kiyana, moved out of the house, they still came to performances. My recitals became kind of an institution, one of the few times throughout the year my nuclear family would all gather together around one nucleus. It gave dance an importance beyond just a way for me to get my extra energy out.

I honestly don’t think I’d be where I am today if I hadn’t started dance so early on in life. Working on perfecting the right moves used to take hours, if not weeks, of repetitive motion. Repetitive motion is an annoying but unavoidable experience in any field. So, learning how to do it and do it well was a huge asset to me once I started branching out in my creative pursuits. Dance not only taught me the art of discipline and persistence, but it also demanded confidence and self-respect, something that I bring with me to any stage I stand upon.

Once I began setting my sights on comedy, my dance career slowly faded into the background; there just wasn’t room for it in my life anymore. Of course, I still miss the days of rigorous physical training, and definitely miss my strong and bendable dance body. But no matter how much time passes, and how far away I get from those days in Miss Hollie’s and Miss Denise’s classes, I always remember to hit the stage with my eyes on the prize so I don’t get hit with a shoe, literally or metaphorically.


2

Meme, Myself, and I

Growing up, the only peeks I got of the world outside of Philly came to me through books and movies. I was always getting lost in stories that transported me to different dimensions. Even though I loved my home base and all the people in it, I was curious about what happened outside of my own bubble. And then, sometime during my childhood, that curiosity was rewarded. The unknown got a dial-up connection, leading the world to feel like it quadrupled in size.

In 1997, as I was quickly developing into the opinionated person that you know and love today, my dad got our very first family computer. He hauled home an enormous box and inside was a hulking block of plastic. At the time, computers weren’t that important to me; I was focused on making improvements to my Barbie dream house. But my brother was obsessed with it, so I guessed it had to be cool. It was sitting at this giant gray CPU a few years later, in 2001, that I saw my first meme.

“Check it out,” Kwei told me, booting up the internet on my dad’s computer, which took approximately ten minutes, and meant that no one in the house could use the phone.*


He typed “peanut butter jelly” and “banana” into the Netscape search bar. Approximately thirty seconds later, a pixelated image of a banana dancing to “Peanut Butter Jelly Time,” by the Buckwheat Boyz, appeared on screen. I had heard the song, and danced to it myself, but by God, I was no smiling and bopping banana! This video was comedy gold.

Kwei clicked refresh and the video played over again, the eight-bit banana dancing away.

I couldn’t get enough of it. I pushed Kwei aside and kept refreshing the page, dancing along with the song. Eight-bit banana was brilliant! Something about the simplicity of the cyclical movement and repetitive song captivated me. I couldn’t get enough.

And I wasn’t the only one. The banana lit up the young internet like a bonfire. Parents were emailing it to their coworkers. It got a story on the local news. Family Guy parodied it. I’m pretty sure that banana was considered for mayor somewhere. Even though everyone was talking about it, no one had an exact name for the phenomenon that banana created, because that banana became a meme before “internet memes” were really even a thing.

In a weird way, stumbling upon the dancing banana changed my life. Most people saw a banana dancing to a Miami-bass track as silly, but I saw an inside joke spreading across the internet, jumping from medium to medium, transforming in front of my very eyes.

I wanted to see more of that banana, more of the internet, more of the codes and processes that made everyone pay attention to the same thing.

That day, I asked my parents if I could have a computer of my own. Seeing my newly formed interest in the internet, they said “Yes, let’s give her direct access to that!” Kidding. They immediately said no, as they should have. While it was premature to ask for my own dial-up monstrosity, it didn’t change the fact that from that day forward, I would become a child of the internet.

In the meantime, I settled for the family-room computer, claiming I was doing my homework, but heading off to the more playful corners of the internet the second my mom left the room. It was there that I discovered “Chocolate Rain,” Keyboard Cat, “What What (In the Butt),” and more. I was watching videos go viral before there was a real word for it, and I loved it.

By the time my mom brought home a Mac laptop a few years later, I was already aware that a technological revolution was on the horizon. During the four years that I was in high school, Facebook, YouTube, the iPhone, and Twitter all came out. Messaging options were growing at lightning speed and so was I. (Not height-wise, clearly.)

I began to use the laptop for more sophisticated reasons beyond what I had done on the old Dell computer, like shooting and editing comedy sketches that only a few people would see. I’d later learn that this is called “making content,” but at the time, I was just doing it to entertain myself. I would record a “talk show” with my friends, or a music video to a new song I liked, and then edit it in iMovie. The videos didn’t go anywhere; they just lived in the Rolodex of the Photo Booth, becoming more and more embarrassing as the years went on.

The more time I spent on the internet, the more I saw people posting videos that looked a lot like the ones I was shooting at home for no one. But unlike me, they had people watching, people they didn’t even know. I began to realize that even though the internet felt like a small, niche place for nerds and weirdos, there were people who were breaking through the noise to become something else. Notoriety on the internet was becoming accessible for the average person. No acting school, rich parents, or plastic surgery needed. If you had a laptop or a camera, you too could gain the attentions of hundreds . . . maybe even thousands. It was clear from the start of chat rooms and Myspace pages: the internet was providing space for marginalized voices, and that space was one I couldn’t get enough of.

 


Like I mentioned earlier, I’ve always been attracted to the unknown. Since I was the youngest of five kids, everything, from clothing to customs, was passed down to me. Things were always familiar. Explored. But the internet felt different. I was the one showing self-made GeoCities pages to my family. I was explaining what Neopets were. I was taking advantage of the newly founded frontier.

In those early years of social media and the internet, I noticed there were two groups of people: those who got it, and those who didn’t. The people who got it, the ones posting to Facebook, Insta, Twitter, while slowly becoming addicted to their algorithms, were largely Millennials and Gen Xers. The people who didn’t get it were largely Baby Boomers.

It quickly became trendy for anyone who was born before 1960 to shit on those born after—a trend that, I think, is dying? At least I hope it is, because 1) it’s tacky, 2) you guys are on the same apps now . . . so maybe you’re the ones spending a little too much time lost in your screens. A lot of the finger-wagging and criticism came from people who were simply rejecting change. We’ve seen it time and time again.

Take the classic example of the printing press. When the printing press hit the scene in the fourteenth century, it revolutionized communication.* For the first time, words were being mass reproduced at a rapid pace. It made books cheaper to print and ideas easier to share. And you know what? That freaked some people the fuck out. They were worried that this sudden flood of knowledge would bring about disastrous consequences. There was even this scientist, Conrad Gessner, who said the average human was not equipped to handle so much information, as if our brains had a finite amount of space and this flood of knowledge would cause them to explode like an overstuffed burrito. Stuff that burrito, Conrad. More rice has never hurt anyone!


Every time technology causes a big societal shift, it comes with an underlying hum of fear. The same distrust occurred when trains, phones, and TVs were invented. I’ll never forget the family story about my grandmother’s own technological superstitions. “That’s the work of the devil, right here,” my grandma used to say, pointing to the microwave. Growing up, my mom heard a constant refrain from my grandmother about how she wouldn’t allow one in her home, and that anyone who had a microwave was “playing with God’s good.” Naturally, when my mom got her own home, one of the first things she bought was a microwave, because feeding five kids required reheating and Kid Cuisine sometimes.

Even though it seems like we’ve evolved past the “not trusting microwaves” point in history, I still see insta-distrust of new technology patterns and means of expression today. Nobody likes feeling like culture is passing them by, but some people stubbornly stay put, sticking their head in the sand when it comes to advancements. A threat to the way they’ve done things for years is too much for them to handle, even if that “threat” will actually make life easier. Different often feels like wrong to this type of person, and so they get stuck in the same patterns of behavior, looking at anything new with a “get off my lawn” type mentality.

Generally speaking, I welcome change. While not all change is good, I approach everything from the point of view that this is all a part of evolution. It’s natural. I never want to resist new frontiers just because I’m afraid of what those frontiers might bring. For example, I don’t think TikTokers are weird; I think they are the next generation of digital innovators as it pertains to humor, editing, and communication. And so I refuse to hate on it. After all, memes are what got me into the career path that I have today.

While they may look simple, memes and gifs are nuanced forms of language. Yet most people do not respect the capabilities of the meme. Why? Because they require us to change how we see language and communication and (say it with me now) people hate change.

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard versions of:

Kids are forgetting the written word and replacing it with bullshit images like idiots!

These new generations won’t learn to write cursive . . . or write at all!

We are so much better, because we liked a little systemic racism in our communication!*



I bet when the ancient Egyptians started using hieroglyphs the even ancienter Egyptians were like, “What are these doodles? Stop wasting your time and go take the Sphynx out for a walk!” But those doodles eventually became letters, which became words, which became the written language, which eventually went back to images, or as we know them: memes.

If you look back through history, you’ll see that the way we interact changes constantly: the text message used to be a phone call, the phone call used to be the letter, which is an updated version of a smoke signal. (I can make these connections all day, people.) Decade by decade, year by year, day by day, communication has evolved. It’s never smart to spit in the face of evolution. Ignoring memes and gifs, or “internet speak,” is ignoring a huge part of what’s happening during our time on earth.

Memes themselves can’t ignore evolution. Memes have grown to gifs, and gifs to moments in viral videos. Thanks to Twitter, it’s grown to being video reactions on top of a retweet. And hey, I’ll throw you a bone: I’m an old person in that I hate calling a video a meme, and I hate when people do. However, if that’s where memes are evolving to, I can’t ignore the flow. I’m not a grandma yet.*


People are having deep conversations through memes, too: they’re organizing, they’re keeping in touch, they’re starting movements. It’s happening every day. If you think about it, memes are a super-smart way to further difficult or complex conversations. Do you need an example? Thought you would. Here’s a meme of my own making, from the popular “Spider-Man on a fan” moment on Twitter.
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