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To our twelve-year-old selves: you did the best you could.




INTRODUCTION

Welcome to your orientation.

My name is Penn, and of the three narrative voices shouting into the void for the length of this essay compilation, mine has been chosen for its celebrity and other superior attributes to introduce our readers to Crushmore (an opaque and otherwise questionable title).

Let’s start at the beginning, like any good genesis story does. I am as famous as I am uneducated. I have spent my adult life starring as the titular character in two large and successful television franchises (Gossip Girl and You), and yet I didn’t finish middle school. My coauthors, on the other hand, are both former middle school teachers who have lived lives of an obscurity so tragic, so unknown, that their written expression here may well read like the entries of a diary from ancient Mesopotamia, only pithier. This is also why I chose them to cohost my podcast in 2022. Together, we launched Podcrushed to explore adolescence with celebrity guests—because the world needs now more than ever to hear from celebrities about their experiences and opinions, and because horror stories from adolescence can cure cancer and unite us all.

I am sincere on half of that last point. During adolescence, your sense of identity is transforming like no other period in life. Exiting childhood, a terribly long way from adulthood (not a girl, not yet a woman), you’re there for what may as well be the rest of time. For the young person living through it, the only evidence it’ll ever end is the world of puttering adults surrounding you who are just so stupid. It’s hard to be young, and Jane Fonda agrees.

I know this because she told Julia Louis-Dreyfus the exact same thing, who then told me IRL while we interviewed her about her own adolescence on Podcrushed. Not thirty minutes later—this is true—I was doing the Elaine dance in front of Julia, who remained civil and kind through the entire fifteen seconds (which are now immortalized on TikTok). I believe she tolerated it mostly because she was on a press cycle, but partly because she really enjoyed our conversation reflecting on her youth. Otherwise, those fifteen seconds could have been fantastically uncomfortable for me, alone with Julia in the New York studios while Sophie and Nava recorded remotely (safely) from Los Angeles. For the first season of Podcrushed, every time I had to ask our guests to film a TikTok, I had a deep-seated (or is it deep-seeded?) fear that it would be poorly received, that our guest would become irked or offended, and that I would humiliate myself. Every time, I felt like I was in the fifth grade again, asking Kayla Petersen to the movies over spring break—which I did—and that she would reject me—which she did. Season 1 Podcrushed TikToks felt like the first time, every time.

Peak middle-school vibes.

So, by now we’ve established that my show—sorry, our show—focuses on adolescence. We’ll get to the why in a little bit. But let’s spend a little more time on the what by evoking the WHO.

The World Health Organization identifies adolescence as the period of ten to nineteen years old, while the Oxford definition offers a concise one-liner that we at Podcrushed find emotionally violent: “The period following the onset of puberty during which a young person develops from a child into an adult.”

Shaking my head at Oxford. Shaking my damn head.

Think of what’s happening! The vast expanses of the intelligent mind and perception that will develop; the emotions (the feels) that will deepen, vivify, and then guide behavior; the procreative and sexual powers of the body that simply do not exist until, suddenly, they do. When we recall this period of life after having traversed it, we may appreciate that it is a time of first after first after first.

First crush. First heartbreak. First period.

First dance. First love.* First fight.

First loss. First cigarette. First dead body.

Sorry, those last two are grafted from Stand by Me, the Rob Reiner–directed American adolescent classic, which many people remember nostalgically as a perfect film. The seductive archetypes of youth! Charming boys who curse and say things about girls they’ve heard grown men say! They smoke, dodge trains, solve murders, and get leeches on their scrotums! Typical for any thirteen-year-old.

In the Wikipedia entry for the film, you’ll find an interesting hyperlink: coming-of-age stories. There, Stand by Me stands alongside a lengthy list of timeless and gargantuan titles of literature, many of which are still bangers but not necessarily obvious choices for coming-of-age tales:

•  The Telemachy in Homer’s Odyssey from the eighth century BC (love it want it need it)

•  Candide by Voltaire from 1759 which, candide-ly, flopped and pissed people off

•  Little Women ever heard of Little Men? Exactly

•  The Virgin Suicides, which should not sound so sexy but

•  Oliver Twist meh but technically full of child prostitutes and criminals

•  The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn not aging well, sorry, Mark

•  The Catcher in the Rye featuring the OG Dan Humphrey (IYKYK)

•  The Jungle Book is a coming-of-age story idk

•  Harry Potter

•  The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants

•  Winter’s Bone joke redacted bc I’m not still twelve

•  Life of Pi (Jungle Book on a boat)

•  Call Me by Your Name starring Timmy Chalamet (love)

•  East of Eden starring James Dean (the Timmy Chalamet of 1955)

•  To Kill a Mockingbird no joke

•  The Graduate

•  It

•  A Clockwork Orange

You can see that the list ranges from archaic to postmodern, from wholesome antics to rape and murder, and in one case, a prepubescent orgy (we didn’t write it!). The spectrum is a wide one, and although we draw the line way before you get to prepubescent orgy, we otherwise revel in a true diversity of perspectives and experience. After nearly hundreds of hours of interviews, we are still excited to explore what it means to “come of age.” Where, how, and when does it begin? Does it ever end? Are you okay?

On Podcrushed, we explore all of this with celebrities, experts, and even with our listeners, who number in the many millions (trust us). People like Conan O’Brien, Ariana Grande, Ayo Edebiri, Matthew McConaughey, Jenna Ortega, Kevin Bacon, Eddie Redmayne, Taylor Swift, and former President Barack Obama all have coming-of-age stories to—

Sorry, those last two are grafted from Nava’s and Sophie’s wish lists. Let them dream.

Not long ago, Nava was a teacher and lectured briefly at Tsinghua University in Beijing. Her stay overlapped with Sophie’s, who lived there when she was a senior in high school. Although Nava was never Sophie’s teacher (she still refuses), she was witness to Sophie’s adolescent mishaps and shenanigans. Nava could roast her mercilessly, but she chooses not to because Sophie could just as easily roast Nava for her adult mishaps and shenanigans. Nava is someone for whom middle school’s uniquely awkward stage has had no end. She has a Homeric scroll of truly hilarious and painfully embarrassing stories that stretch well into adulthood. As such, Nava and Sophie are bound by a contract of secrecy and mutually assured destruction, which may or may not be written in Mandarin.

While Nava and Sophie were in Beijing, I was nearing the end of my run portraying an iconic high schooler on Gossip Girl as a man fully in my midtwenties. It’s hard to imagine that, if you are holding this book in your hands, you wouldn’t have at least some idea about what—or who—Gossip Girl is, but should we try for a synopsis anyhow? Fun! Okay, so assuming I’m not about to have a stroke, it’s about a half dozen kids attending an elite private school in the uberwealthy Upper East Side of Manhattan, New York, just before the advent of social media. There is an anonymous blogger who calls herself Gossip Girl and she is the remorseless, secret-stealing, shame-inducing, headline-blasting snitch who broadcasts all the tea about these kids over text for no reason that is ever, ever clear except that she must be very sad and alone. Who is she? Google it.

I met Nava and Sophie in New York City in the years after Gossip Girl, while I was growing my hair luxuriously long and playing music like every actor must before they stick to acting. I would, on occasion, consider the broader social implications of a show like the one that had made me famous. Nava was working at the United Nations, and one of her focuses was researching the effects of media on youth. (The data is not terribly encouraging!) Around the same time, I attended a conference whose purpose was, of all things, to engage in serious and hopeful discussions around the unique potential middle schoolers possess to become spearheads of social change in their neighborhoods. (This data is far more encouraging!) It was one of the most inspiring events of my adult life, and Sophie, at a ripe twenty years of age, was a facilitator in one of my breakout groups.

Given our collective context, Podcrushed makes sense. But if you had asked me then, “Do you think you’ll start a podcast with these two women?” I would have said, “With whom?”

“Sophie Ansari and Nava Kavelin.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not taking pictures at this time.”

So, here we are. Three best friends about to open the treasure trove of childhood trauma for your enjoyment (maybe) and our growth (hopefully).

Stick around.*




DANCING WITH MYSELF

PENN

Los Angeles, 1999.

What I see at twelve years old is the cement arches of LAX’s 1960s Space Age Theme Building, and although it’s inescapably retro, it’s also pretty cool looking. It’s nighttime, around nine o’clock, much warmer than any early spring I knew in Washington State. There are palm trees everywhere, swaying slowly and splaying their fronds in a way that is nearly obscene.

LA is exotic; I get it.

In my hands is a silver Sony Discman playing Dru Hill’s self-titled debut, which I prefer over their more successful, less self-titled Enter the Dru. (Don’t be confused; both are bangers.) My headphones are on, and I suppose I’m hearing, subconsciously, my heart’s deepest wish in the extreme libidinal desire of Sisqó’s tenor—to be known and loved unconditionally, as every human being deserves. This desire transcends sexual communion, maybe even death, but I won’t know more about those transcendent dimensions of desire for at least a decade. Right now, this music moves me and if I’m thinking about any sort of death, it is only la petite mort. I mean, these palm trees are practically coming on to me.

While Dru Hill are stacking four-part harmonies like bricks and pining after a stone-cold baddie who left Sisqó (the nerve!), I’m standing with my mother waiting for a yellow cab. In my memory, my mother is essentially not there. It’s all me. This is integral to the memory. While the normal loneliness or isolation of being an only child had characterized much of my childhood, what I feel at twelve is different. I am now in the world, and in some way, somehow, alone in my journey through it. Maybe I’m suffering the necessary evolution of self-centeredness as my prepubescent consciousness enters the next great chapter of neurological development: I am the world (or, if it’s only my oyster, then it’s finally ready to be shucked). Whatever is causing this new feeling of aloneness, it’s proven at least by the fact that before the end of the week I will have seen porn for the first time and had my first kiss during Truth or Dare in a hot tub. Before the end of the summer, I will have gotten drunk and high—separately, each for the first time. One cannot engage thusly while holding one’s mother’s hand, so to speak. A change is coming.

While I don’t know any of that is on the horizon, I can sense I’m at a precipice of some kind. I’m excited and apprehensive, in a new world pulsating with a shadowy thrill. Standing on the curb at Los Angeles International Airport, I’m nearing the end of Enter the Dru. This record is such a vibe, and as a chubby kid from the semirural Northwest, when I put headphones on with music like this, I’m gone. I’m in a world of my own imagination and that of my closest confidants and role models, who are pop stars. My pop was R & B, but something about that acronym doesn’t capture how huge this music was for me, nor how huge the music was, period. Nineties R & B was titanically popular. It was flashy. It was commercial. It was dancing and singing in the rain with a wet shirt on, calling out for your baby just like the Backstreet Boys and Britney Spears were; it just wasn’t so prepubescent in its yearning (though it was equally desperate).

Let’s call it what it is: nineties R & B was transparent about how much it wanted to hump, and that’s one of only two reasons we don’t call it pop music outright. The other is its history as a Black genre, which is legitimate—a book in its own right—but are we really going to call nineties R & B rhythm and blues? I wouldn’t. For better or worse, it was pop music, and it was my pop music. The personality of those artists influenced my thinking, my feelings, and, later, my actions the way only pop stars can influence young people. I’m not sure if there’s anyone who influenced me more.

Pop stars are somehow simultaneously accessible and archetypal: they are casually authentic, mythologically powerful, and the coolest friends you’ve got. Pop stars tend to embody the value system and worldview of teenagers but with the bodies of gorgeous young adults, because they usually are gorgeous young adults. Pop stars of the nineties danced a lot, and in intricately choreographed numbers. I, too, loved to dance.

There is a Polaroid of me at four years old wearing a Bartman T-shirt and no pants, holding a karaoke microphone. I have a very sweet little smile that curls up on the left side with the tiniest hint of self-consciousness that my picture is being taken. My mother says I started saying around this time, “I want to be a singer on a dancer stage.” There are dim but deeply rooted memories I have of dancing exuberantly at a wedding at the same age, sliding on my knees across the wooden dance floor. My mother tells it like I impressed everyone at the wedding (where I was a ring bearer for my nanny of two years), and that I refused to dance with anyone—my face was screwed up in a preternatural stinkface and I was dead serious about cutting a rug in my tuxedo with tails.

It was always a cuteish story I could appreciate as I got older because music was, and has always remained, my inspiration, my rock, my happy place. Harder for me to appreciate, though, was how real that little boy’s yearning was. He didn’t only want to listen—he needed to move. He had his eye on a North Star whose guiding light was play and expression. He was connected to his body in a way that was totally alien to me at twelve. (If you haven’t read my other essays yet TL;DR: I spent a lot of time alone.) There was little dancing of any kind from about six years old onward, and by the time I moved to Los Angeles, I had been chubby for years. I hated my body.

When I listened to music, that self-consciousness melted away. When I watched music videos, however, I was met with beauty standards for men and women that were absolutely fucking insane, and which I accepted with a slow, terrified nod of my head.

Yes. I believe that’s exactly what my babygirl and I are going to look like.

I was given more instruction in relationships by Sisqó, Ginuwine, Usher, and their countless peers than either of my parents. In that world—the pop star matrix—the arc of an entire relationship never needs more than three minutes for sufficient exploration, and that’s with a fair amount of repetition. Infidelity is a standard, so no love is ever safe, and yet love conquers all and lasts forever. There is the important addendum that often the best kind of love lasts for just one night, because it feels like forever. Whatever, I know this will make sense when I’m older.

What is clear: when pop stars sing about love, they mean sex. Since I know nothing about sex, nor how to cultivate love in a romantic relationship, my conflation of the two will become increasingly complicated and inextricable over the next several years. By the time I’m in a relationship and having sex, it will be too late. The pursuit of happiness, for me, consummates and ends in a vagina, the very place I came from, and that symmetry is the closest thing I have to a relationship with the Divine or any other raison d’être.

My pop star associates emphatically agree. He is learning well.

I can see them nodding their heads, and some of them even wink, if they aren’t wearing sunglasses inside. Theirs is a wordless and jubilant confirmation building toward an epic climax that releases in a screaming falsetto riff with their hands outstretched in fingerless leather gloves. It isn’t possible to be hyperbolic about the import of a falsetto riff as I am coming of age. For the lovesick protagonist who emits such a sacred and salacious cry—and make no mistake, he is sick—he nears closer to his beloved with every breathy intonation. Closer to being enough. To being loved. There is no peace for him. The only relief he has from his condition is to modulate the key and go higher.

Remember when I said I put headphones on and I’m gone? We’ve only just left the airport, and I don’t know what anyone is complaining about with the traffic here. I would gladly sit in this yellow cab all night listening to the Dru Hill catalog (including singles and remixes), taking in the lights and sights of the city as we roll through it at seven miles per hour.

My mother and I arrive in Hollywood nearing midnight at the Motel 6 on Whitley Avenue and Hollywood Boulevard, a few blocks east of the complex which, in the next two years, will begin hosting the Academy Awards. The LA of 1999 is seedier than the Oscars would have you believe. On the corner is a Western Union where my mother intermittently sends and receives money wires. Across the street is the Frederick’s of Hollywood, suggesting there are more elsewhere. In the display window is an array of voluptuous mannequins, all flaming-hot, headless women. Averting my eyes feels like an empty promise, and made to whom? Nonetheless, I do try. I’m trying a lot of things. I live in LA now.

This is what I’ve told my classmates in Tacoma, at least. To be clear, my mother and I haven’t yet moved full-time to Los Angeles. Our sojourn to a salty street corner in the center of Hollywood is only a weeklong test run to see if we can do this—“this” meaning leaving our home and my father in a quasirural suburb in Washington State for Hollywood, California. Here, I will audition for movies and be in them and never go home. This will become my home.

Decades later, long after having achieved this goal, moving to LA will strike me as pure delusion given the statistical improbability of making it, but for my mother and me at the turn of the millennium, it seems like a fruitful endeavor. It doesn’t seem crazy. We’re not crazy people. Something is driving us out of our home to chase a dream. The truth is, our little family of three is falling apart and anywhere other than home seems better. This fact, coupled with another—that I love performing and that what I care most about is being an artist—seals our fate as a family. Four months transpire between this first beta trip and our final move to Los Angeles. I can only recall a few moments from this intervening period, when I was back in Washington State awaiting my family’s decision regarding the permanent move to Los Angeles.

First, a conversation with an eighth grader who could not believe that I, a seventh grader, made out with two girls in a hot tub. It happened by the end of my first week in LA! My exclamation now is one of disbelief, not pride. As a grown man, it’s hard to recall what the intermediate bases are between first and home when referencing degrees of physical intimacy, and I’d rather not try to remember or clarify them. We did go past first base—and seriously, God bless us, these three children making poor choices together. My memory—I’m cringing, not in a funny way—is that they were half sisters. I hope they were stepsisters, and that my memory is off. Either way, this eighth grader back home in Washington couldn’t believe it, and his heart was in the right place.

My only other memory from this brief time back in the Pacific Northwest is performing the monologue from Hamlet in front of my entire seventh grade in the theater/lunchroom. Nearing the end of the school year, the opportunity to make declarations about your growth and potential were there if you wanted to make them. Apparently, I did. I wouldn’t even finish the school year before leaving, so this was me dropping the mic and dipping in dramatic fashion—quite bold for such a shy boy, and exactly why you should watch out for the quiet ones. Shortly after I nailed this monologue, we headed south for palm trees and sun. The last image I have of my home in Washington is driving away from it in our Ford Taurus hatchback, my father standing in the rearview mirror with my dog sitting at his feet as I held back tears.

One of the first things I start doing in LA is going to drop-in hip hop dance classes on Lankershim Boulevard. Hollywood is a different kind of place. It’s got some toxic environments and people who populate them, but it is very hard to find a boy who won’t at least try to dance. I’m going to the Millennium Dance Complex (which everyone refers to simply as Millennium, a killer name in 1999) where pros and amateurs comfortably mix, and a few teachers are blowing up choreographing for Britney Spears and NSYNC at their peaks. Some of these classes are huge, and they are all very intimidating, but I’m inspired. I belong to a fringe demographic of shy white boys trying to become actors who have been told dancing would be good for them. Within that demo, I’m an outlier in that I already know it’s good for me. It’s great for me. It’s my literal dream, and I didn’t even have to ask for it. Is this what people do here?

I’m thirteen now, I’ve been attending classes for a few months, and the young women and men who turn up to Millennium on a daily basis to devour these dance routines appear to me exactly like they’ve come from the pop star matrix. Some of them have—like, they are the people in the music videos. Each class generally ranges from students who are sixteen to twenty-four years old who are ripped, hot, and very talented. I’m short and chubby, and my terrible fear that I won’t grow up to be like them compels me to believe that I will absolutely grow up to be like them, tilling the soil for seeds of self-loathing that I’m not conscious of yet.

November. The month of my birth and the release of Sisqó’s solo debut Unleash the Dragon. There was much else going on, like Y2K and the outset of my life’s work. In August I’d booked my first acting gig on Will & Grace, a huge show at the time. For anyone who has just moved to Hollywood, this is a dazzling triumph, a glorious first. Many never get this far, and not this quickly, but it’s only a detail, if I’m honest about my priorities at the time.

Far more consequential to me was a brilliantly sunny Sunday afternoon when my favorite hip hop teacher, Jason, showed up with Sisqó’s new CD. I saw it flash as he popped it in the stereo system, and I froze. Time slowed. Which track would he choose? The album wasn’t yet the cultural event it would become, but I’d already had it on nonstop rotation. The only single released from the record so far was “Got to Get It,” with a music video directed by Hype Williams. The next single, as yet unknown, was surely not due for a couple months. There were so many potential hits, and no one could know which song Sisqó would choose as his sophomore single to cement the legacy of his solo debut. No one knew that, in February of the year 2000—when the future would become the present—Sisqó’s next single would eclipse every song of Dru Hill’s that came before it and overshadow anything he would release later.

Jason cues up the track, but no one can see the face of the hi-fi stereo receiver. No sound emits just yet from the giant speakers suspended from the ceiling of Millennium’s converted warehouse space with wooden floors worn smooth by thousands upon thousands of dance routines. Moments before the reveal, it’s still Jason’s secret, a pause I think he must enjoy a little bit every class. I’m waiting, actually holding my breath, when I hear the sampled hiss-pop of a vinyl record and now I know the song. Now I know that here, within the mirrored walls of Millennium’s largest studio, I am part of a vanguard. There is a feeling of prophecy—we are humble disciples who will, in time, spread the gospel, but first we must learn from our teacher. Our sequence of intricate choreography will be to Sisqó’s “Thong Song,” and I know that I will leave everything on the dance floor today.

I glance around me to see who else recognizes the song. Some do. Some don’t. Like time, the track keeps going with or without us, so I find a spot on the floor to call my own for the next hour as the staccato strings begin to pulsate. It’s as though I’m hearing “Thong Song” for the first time. Something is dawning. There is a monumental journey ahead. I imagine this is how astronauts feel during a countdown, or how Harry Potter felt when he discovered he was magic. The mission is great.

“This thing right here . . . ?” Sisqó asks rhetorically over the strings. He’s not singing yet because he needs to us to prepare. No one will be the same, and he knows this. The measured rise of his intonation is that of a master. What is it? What is this thing?

“Heh—”

Sisqó offers us the first syllable of what would be for plebes haha, but withholds the last. His restraint reveals the ordinary haphazardness of mortals, who mumble and bumble or trail off and gaze at their navels. Now a lead violin offers an aching top-line melody, a sighing lamentation.

“Is lettin’ all the ladies know . . .”

He pauses. In his silence, behind the microphone, I can perceive a single Sisqónian eyebrow rising minutely.

“. . . what guys talk about.”

The way his mouth curls around the ow sound in “about” gives the impression that he is withholding a secret, or a tongue ring. He holds some knowledge, some eternal truth that would cause the multitudes to become enraged and engorged. To keep them sane and relatively docile, he knows he’s got to get on with it:

“You know, the finer things in life.”

And upon the utterance of what word but “life” do we hear the first shaker, the first lean on the straight classical rhythm thus far introduced. It’s two quarter notes that start between the one and the two, then four sixteenth notes between the three and the four (I think, don’t quote me). It’s the sound of a peacock’s feathers unfurling before he swoops in on your girl. It’s a knowing wink, an indication of what’s going to happen on this dance floor, and so Sisqó laughs a throaty laugh, ad-libbing just before the one:

“Check it out—”

Like so many who try to recount what it’s like inside a flow state, Sisqó can’t tell us anything more about what he’s doing; he can only do it. The verse begins, and the rest of my time in class will be like catching a behemoth wave that will test the limits of my capacity until I ride it to its resolution on shore. Only then will I be able to look back and realize what I’ve accomplished.

The steps of the routine Jason conceived are long forgotten, but the feeling of doing the damn thing is still there. I also recall what I was wearing—black Airwalks with khaki cargo pants and a red sleeveless Old Navy shirt that was my go-to no matter the weather, no matter that the sleeve holes opened to reveal my chunky body (more than I realized, thanks, blind spots!). I had a middle part in my longish hair, and I felt sexy. I felt vindicated. I felt relief from the bizarre cultural norm to not dance when you hear music; to not laugh joyfully as often as you can; to generally not express yourself; to not say wholeheartedly to someone that you do love them; to not love yourself. Clearly, I was starting to adopt the traits of masculinity that seem like healthy armor to a boy but become something far closer to a prison. Dancing was a way to shed this armor I could barely perceive I’d begun wearing.

But that is all in retrospect with (some) maturity and (almost no) wisdom speaking. In the moment, it was an adrenaline rush of hormones. Puberty was nigh. My sex drive wasn’t fully engaged yet, but thanks to the music I listened to, and the career I was pursuing, I was ready to become a gorgeous sex icon. The engine had begun revving on that plump little body of mine for a while and I was ready to break out the gates. The way I moved on that Sunday afternoon was a love letter to those I could not yet know and the numberless lovers whom I would never know. I entered something of an altered state, though there was no demon or illness in me—only a yearning that couldn’t find its highest expression in coitus. So, in sublimation of such a force, I was subject to tectonic gyrations. These feelings came from on high, or down low, or perhaps from the window to the wall. Whatever the source, I was an instrument.

The feelings were this powerful, and there was some evidence in Jason’s response at the end of class. He would usually select someone to dance alone as a demonstration for the rest, to say, “This is how it’s done.” The people he chose were always incredible. That’s how I remember it, at least. Surely he must have chosen some more for their spirit than their technical prowess, but all I can recall are phenomenal performers. So, as we’re nearing the end of the dance number, I’m really feeling myself and I hear a commotion, but I’m barely aware of what it is. I finish, and realize Jason has been making a scene, getting people to back away and give me space. I can’t make out what he’s saying over the music—if it had been 2024, it would have been “Let. Him. Cook.”—but he is beckoning me to the center of the floor, indicating that I have been chosen. Jason cues the track up one final time.

There isn’t a moment for me to think, or to shy away from the portal yawning open before me. I will perform in front of the class by myself, which also means this will be the last time I’ll ever dance like this to Sisqó’s “Thong Song.” Where else could the opportunity possibly arise? It won’t. This is the beginning, middle, and end of a fantasy becoming a reality, a fleeting moment I will cherish for the rest of my life.

I killed it. I don’t know, maybe I didn’t. I know I haven’t danced quite like that before or since. By the time it was over, the class was clapping and cheering and I immediately knit myself back up. I didn’t let myself smile. It was uncomfortable to accept this praise, or to believe that it was authentic. It should have made me happy, because I wanted not only to be picked, but my God, I wanted to dance. I wanted to do this dance over and over for the rest of my life if it would feel like this. But when it happened, I denied myself the joy of having it the moment it was over. Walking a few short steps to my mother—yes, a little weird but fine, my mom was there sitting and watching the whole thing, like a handful of moms did every class—I acted like she and I had to go. There was nothing for me to gather except a hoodie. I took my time with that hoodie.

It’s the zipper.

My mom said something encouraging like, “Honey, they’re clapping for you.” I ignored her. Her claim still feels like a dubious one, nearly twenty-five years later.

In the following weeks, my tap teacher offhandedly referred to me as “Jason’s little protégé,” which remains the only empirical proof that all of this did happen and that people other than my mother saw it. I’m sure my tap teacher wouldn’t have recalled saying this even a few days later, but it was a morsel of validation in the wilderness of rejection and judgment that characterized most adolescent social spaces and, even greater, Hollywood. Nowhere else was I getting that kind of overwhelmingly positive feedback. Dance had medicine in it for me, and I had something to offer as a dancer.

Taking anything seriously can be difficult for a teenage boy, never mind the things that make you feel free—and vulnerable. I was acting, yes, but dancing as well? Chill. By my fourteenth birthday, only a year later, I’d stopped dancing at Millennium, or dancing at all, except when legitimized by the presence of girls. What dancing looked like from that point on until my midtwenties was mostly grinding. I ground with force and vigor, and when that fell out of style, I just didn’t dance much.

Years later, living in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, I realized that I still had a habit of trying to grind when all these chic nerds preferred something that seemed comparatively wholesome. They danced in large groups to bands like Bon Jovi and Hall & Oates with big, goofy smiles on their faces. They knew all the lyrics to this music, and I swore I was hearing much of it for the first time. Is this how adults dance? I wondered. Sisqó did not prepare me for this—nor Ginuwine, nor Usher. I had to learn how to restrain myself in these situations and, somewhat paradoxically, to open up. In a grind, one tends to have a singular focus and a facial expression marked by determination. Just dancing with friends, on the other hand, I was seeing a lot of raised eyebrows and pointing fingers and laughing (these were their dance moves, to be clear—they weren’t pointing and laughing at me). At first, this sort of dancing bothered me, if not bored me a little bit. While not as viscerally stimulating as the ass-to-crotch mating simulation prevalent in my teens, this had an ease that felt liberating. As a former dancer, I would sometimes question myself: Why didn’t I know how to dance freely anymore?

To be clear, I did not eat, pray, love in a dance circle and regain access to my inner child while “Virtual Insanity” by Jamiroquai played one night in a sweaty club. I’m an adult. Change happens very slowly. There is, almost surely, no song that can change my life anymore, and not because I’m closed off to the possibility. I am simply now older than most writers and performers of pop music, and because I’m still aging, pop songs have less and less to offer me. That is, unless I’m on TikTok.

No, hear me out. Listen. On TikTok, a pop song can adopt new life and meaning because it’s deconstructed and repurposed by the children of the world!

My first foray into TikTok was late summer of 2019. I barely dipped a toe, and the ripple effect was comparatively huge—something I could not have foreseen at all due to my deeply ingrained millennial biases against new social media.

At the time, a close friend of mine who goes by the name Kris Yute had just released a single of his music and I wondered if I could support it somehow.* A simple repost on Instagram or Twitter would do next to nothing (y’all never click through and you know it), so I knew it had to be a video, and I knew it needed to organically reflect our friendship. If it did that, the song might get boosted a little.

At this point, Kris and I were about twenty-three and thirty-three, respectively, two (mostly) grown men peering into the foreign landscape of hyper-media-savvy teenagers. Kris showed me a little dance that one of his grassroots fans had created for his song just after its release. It’s a very simple set of moves that involves your arms, mostly. I don’t know that anybody has or will ever successfully describe a TikTok dance in the pages of a book, so I won’t try here. The short of the long is that we did the dance, and it was terrible. Those first takes were so cringey and unusable that it could ruin my career. We were standing up, and you could see too much of my tiny two-bedroom apartment that no one would believe I lived in then. Absolutely nothing about it worked. It wasn’t what the streets wanted to see.

Despite being a millennial through and through, I knew the key was to stop trying, so we simplified it: we sat down. Nothing says you don’t care like sitting down for a dance. We each put our own spin on the super-simple routine—for me it was a hard pop of the neck, which would later polarize people in the comments—and I posted it on Instagram. It ended up on TikTok (a place I believed I would never go) and there it took on a life of its own. If this is the first you’re hearing about it, I understand how hard it is to appreciate, but this video of ours was a cultural moment. That’s facts. Everybody (surely not everybody) knew Kris Yute’s song and our little dance on TikTok by December of that year. The Gen Zs—let me speak for them—loved it. It became such a popular trend that Dr. Phil chose to do it for his first post when he started his account. The joke was that, if he was going to get on TikTok as a curmudgeonly old man, he knew had to do this dance to win over the kids who run the app.

Did I receive far too much credit and praise, like many celebrities do when they cosplay normal? Absolutely. But like my tap teacher hyping me up over twenty years prior, it was a moment of validation for my desire to play—in particular, to dance.

Then the pandemic happened. TikTok blew up even more. I still had no interest in joining whatsoever, but I saw my stepson—in his first year of middle school on lockdown—become rapt in front of the smartphone my mother-in-law got him for his birthday (without telling us initially, thanks, Ma). He started dancing in his bedroom all the time. I’d never seen him enjoy dancing like that before. Uninterested in the platform as I may have been, I understood then the import and relevance TikTok had for its users. I didn’t dismiss it, but I still felt it was not my medium.

Fast-forward to October of 2022. Podcrushed had premiered that spring, and my cohosts Nava and Sophie were becoming very media savvy. They knew one of the keys to our gaining an audience would be finding them on social media, so we started a TikTok account for Podcrushed and we all got the chance to experiment. The obvious question (for Nava and Sophie) became: When is Penn going to get on TikTok? Over that summer they applied what should be recorded for posterity as a healthy pressure, and then, in October, Taylor Swift released her album Midnights.

Taylor Swift is to adult Nava what Sisqó was to little Penn, and just like little Penn knew before the masses that “Thong Song” would be a massive cultural moment, Nava knew that Taylor Swift’s “Anti-Hero” would be a massive cultural moment. They are not the same, nor equal, but there is at least this one connection. (I am curious if there are any others between “Thong Song” and “Anti-Hero.”)

This was a potentially prime moment for me to enter the chat and start my TikTok account, because this highly meme-able clip from Taylor’s video—answering the door to find the evil version of yourself—worked very well with the Penn Badgley–hates–Joe Goldberg narrative. Briefly, I have been publicly critical of my own characters ever since I started being interviewed (whenever that was) because I don’t see anything wrong with it. I can watch a show and throw popcorn at the screen just like anyone else (people do throw popcorn at the screen still, right?). In my Gossip Girl days circa 2007, my judgments of my own show didn’t exactly win hearts and change minds. Even though it was all very Dan Humphrey, the early aughts weren’t a time for meta-engagement in the press. I was young and perceived as inexperienced, possibly ungrateful, especially when my comments were denuded of their context and intent.

Fine. Twelve years later, when You hit Netflix, the culture had finally caught up to my vision. With explicit social commentary baked into the show’s premise, a critical approach to my character Joe Goldberg worked very well—it may have even been needed.

So, we
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