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To all the people who loved me…


To all the people who hated or hurt me…


To all the people who had my back and looked out…


You know who you are.


Thank you.


I dedicate this book to you. Without you, I wouldn’t be Leslie Fucking Jones.


I love you Willie, Diane, and Keith.
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Foreword


When Leslie Jones walks into a room, she’s always out of breath and mad about something. Whenever you see her, you always feel like you just missed a fistfight. And she won.


But, as successful as she is, I have to say, I don’t like the way Hollywood has treated her. She’s too funny not to be everywhere, in every movie, on every TV show, with ten Netflix specials. She should already have been a Marvel villain, or an animatronic version of herself in a Guardians of the Galaxy movie. She should already have had a franchise action series, with towering billboards, a gun barrel by her cheek, and her side-eye cocked and loaded. Even in drama she would have been a great Harriet Tubman, and she kinda looks like Nina Simone.


I’ve known the lady for twenty years, and let me let you in on a secret: Back then, nobody wanted her. She was just going around the circuit, cracking the earth up, but Hollywood was not interested. Yes, Hollywood is that dumb.


Then one day, Lorne Michaels called me looking for a funny Black woman. And here’s a little insight into the workings of Hollywood. SNL, the American capital of comedy, has no idea where to find funny Black people. Not their fault. Just how it is. SNL knows where to find funny white people because they have things called institutions. You can find funny white people at Harvard, The Groundlings, The Second City…


Funny Black people are usually working at your local DMV.


So, when Lorne called, I said, “You gotta get Leslie Jones! There is nobody like her. She’s hilarious.”


And then, admittedly, I used her height to cover my ass in case she tanked. I said, “Lorne, I guarantee that she will stand out among the cast. She will be head and shoulders above everybody else.”


To be honest, I said, “Lorne, hire her or make her your nanny, what do you care? You’re Lorne Michaels.”


Lorne hired her off my word alone, and now she’s a household name. And you know what that means? She owes me some money.


So I’m gonna count every book she sells, and if this hilariously funny memoir becomes a bestseller, I want a check.


—Chris Rock














Prologue


SNL


The gig was in Indianapolis; I was second billing, but I knew how it would go. As soon as the headliner—a guy I knew—saw my name, he’d make up some excuse to go ahead of me. I was hard to follow. I’d been doing comedy since 1987; now, it was 2013, and I was tired of this shit. Flying in, doing a show, getting $1,000, maybe $1,500, being bumped to headliner without getting paid more… And all because these pieces of shit make up some crap about having to drive home in the snow.


Sure enough, about an hour before the show, there was a knock on my door. I opened it, and there was one of the promoters.


“So, the weather is really bad, and the headliner has to drive back. You have to go last.”


I said nothing.


“The thing is,” he said, “he has to drive…”


“Give me a thousand more,” I said.


“But you’re all getting paid the same, and you’re all doing the same time—”


“No, we’re not,” I said. “The spot you want me to take is headliner. Not the same. So, if you got a thousand dollars more, then I’ll headline, but if not, then y’all got a problem.”


Back then, I didn’t work the road during the week, which meant from Thursday to Monday I was hitting the clubs all over the country. I’d usually do at least four or five shows—some weekends it was seven, and most of the time the money wasn’t good. With a schedule like that, you just hope you can sell merchandise afterwards to make it worth it. People don’t know that’s our life; and that’s why I was going to fight for my money that night and every night.


“A thousand more? I’m not going to do that,” the promoter said.


I just looked at him blankly and started packing up my shit. These promoters are all janky, slick-ass muthafuckas, often drug dealers or the “big guy” in town, always with the greased-back hair or Jheri curl; nice suit sometimes, or maybe a sweat suit. Chain. Bottle of liquor in his hand. Their job is to give as little money to the comedians as possible. Go fuck yourself.


“Well, then I guess I’m going back to the hotel room, cuzz. I don’t play this shit, homey,” I said.


“You’re just going to walk out?” he squealed.


“Listen,” I said, walking up to him to make sure he realized I was at least a foot taller than he was. “You obviously don’t know me. You shouldn’t be making this decision yourself. You should go back and talk to the other promoter. The one that hired me and who does, indeed, know me.”


And I turned back to keep packing up my stuff, and off he went.


In my head, I slowly counted to five. I was really starting to understand my power at this point of my career. Then I heard footsteps running along the hallway. The first promoter, and the guy who knew me, arrived at my door.


“Here’s your money!” the promoter who knows me said. “I’m sorry for the confusion… It won’t happen again.”


When he’d finished making excuses, I put my hand on top of the money and said, “Let me explain something to you. That was some bullshit that dude fed you. And I’m going to tell you right now, he’ll be sitting in the audience, watching my show, after he has told you he needs to drive home.”


The business was filled with so many of these chauvinistic pieces of shit. I knew what they said about me: “If she thinks she’s so funny, see if she can follow me… The crowd think that joke’s funny because she did it, but watch me do it.” Everybody thought I was a fluke. But I knew I wasn’t just lucky; I’d been in the same gutters as these muthafuckas. I’d ripped the same rooms they’d ripped. I knew I was the real deal.


I did the headlining gig for the extra thousand. By the time I went up, the crowd was drunk and unruly, and sure enough, right there in the crowd was the headliner who I’d switched with. The guy looked like an asshole. His face seemed to say, “Go on then, bitch, try and rip these drunk muthafuckas,” until I started to rip, and then his attitude changed. He looked like a kid when something bad has happened and he’s been caught. Imagine two dogs—the first dog is impatient and eats the tiny treat, but the second dog waits and gets the chicken wing.


I was the second dog.


I killed—but then, I always killed. That was never the problem. The fans are always what give me life.


Back at the hotel after the show, I called my manager.


“I can’t keep doing this shit,” I said.


“I hear ya,” he said. Then he told me something he really didn’t need to tell me right then. “And I don’t mean to make you sad or whatever, but I don’t think they going to pick you for the SNL thing either, dude.”


“I get it,” I said. “I get it.”


I felt defeated. Everything felt played out. What’s next? What the fuck is next?
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Chris Rock had gotten me the SNL audition.


Every time I would see Chris at a club, I would wait by the door until he was done, and then as he left, I’d chase him all the way out to his car.


“I don’t know why the fuck you not hooking me up,” I’d say. “Why you not telling people I’m funny? I’m not going to make it unless somebody like you tells them I’m funny.”


And Chris would look at me, smile, and he’d say, “You’re not ready.”


And I’d say to myself, How the fuck do you know if I’m ready or not? How much more ready could I be? I’d been doing this shit for twenty years. How much more ready can a bitch be? Has he not heard how I’ve been ripping these rooms? Shit.


As his car would roar away, I would say to myself, “Fuck you! You don’t know what the fuck ready is.”


But I wasn’t ready, though—I had not gone to the next level with my jokes yet.


I started chasing Chris around 2005. But it wasn’t until after my brother died in November 2009 that I finally started doing the stuff I wrote years earlier but never performed. You have to go through shit to really connect to your material, or have a point of view. I was always writing jokes I thought I would do eventually when I was funny enough to perform them. But mostly I thought I was writing for someone else. I would tell myself, These smart jokes are too smart for you. How fucking stupid—I didn’t understand I was writing material for myself, but saying I couldn’t perform it.


I’d written my very first real joke in 1997. I didn’t use it in my set until 2010. When I wrote it, I thought, Whoopi’s going to do that joke, because she’s going to turn that into something else. Or maybe it’s for Marsha Warfield—Marsha Warfield is going to kill that joke…


Like I said, fucking stupid.


I came up with the idea for that joke after I did something I swore I’d never do again. I had a rule: nothing goes before God, comedy, or family, in that order. But I broke my rule by turning down a gig because I was waiting for a guy. I had already hooked up with him once, and I was planning on hooking up with him again. I was supposed to do a gig at Luna Park, which for a while was one of the popular music venues in Los Angeles. The promoter of the comedy night, Greg “Gee Mack” Dalton, had even promised to come and pick me up and everything, but I was determined to wait on the guy I wanted to hook up with. But that guy never showed up, and I missed the gig. Waiting for him was one of the worst decisions I ever made. And me missing that gig fucked up an opportunity for me to host Luna Park—they offered it to another comedian. I vowed that dick would never fuck up my shit again.


Later that same week, I went on another disastrous date with someone else, and afterwards I was just sitting in the middle of the floor of my apartment, eating cold Chinese food out of a carton. I was just mad. And the joke came to me: If we were back in the slave days, I would be considered a top slave, the number one slave draft pick. I’m six foot tall; I’m healthy; I have all my own teeth, and they’re nice and white; I’m strong; and who knows, I’m probably really fertile, like the Nile.


By this point, I’m rolling laughing. But there’s more:


The plantation owners would be giving me only the best Black men, because they wanted only the best Black offspring. I would never be single. They would consider me a Mandingo, and they would be bringing me Mandingos.


I would be getting all the fine-ass slaves—the Denzels. And then every nine months I would shoot out a champion.


Then I mimed shooting a baby out of me.


“Shaq. Kobe. Kimbo Slice. Prince… Nah, you’re not done yet,” and I’d stuff Prince right back in.


I didn’t perform that joke for ten years. Then my brother died in November 2009, a month before his birthday. Until death touches you directly, it doesn’t fully impact you. I had been prepared for my parents’ deaths, but my brother’s death came out of nowhere. Before that, as a performer I was like a wild bucking horse. I didn’t have a foundation to my jokes; I was silly onstage, clown-like. I was doing stuff I thought I would laugh at—there’s nothing wrong with that, but my set was all over the place. It was a set just to make money. But in the back of my mind, I knew I had these main jokes that I’d worked on, even though I hadn’t been ready to perform them.


But after my brother died, it was like a sheet got pulled back. Nothing was as colorful as before. I had woken up; shit is real. You better live because muthafuckas be dyin’. I wanted to do jokes I had never done before. I needed to find joy again. I need to feel like I’m eating steak, not rabbit food. So I started doing hard shit. Figuring it out.


Whenever I would do the slave joke at the Parlor on Melrose, it would kill. The Parlor was one of my favorite places to perform because Jay Davis, who ran the room, had a great audience. It was a white, industry audience, but they were hipsters, liberal and with it. They going to let me be this real in a white club? Hell yeah—and every time I did that joke, there was one white guy with eighties rock-band hair who was in the industry, and he would always come up to me.


“That is just brilliant,” he’d say. “You could see the pain, but you could also see the comedy. It’s so good.”


Finally, one night in late 2013, I did the joke at the Comedy Store, late spot. When I said “Kimbo Slice,” the audience lost it.


It was midnight. In the back of the room, my close friend Owen Smith was watching me kill with the slave joke and noticed that Chris Rock was standing at the door. Owen said that when I finished, he saw Chris take out his phone and type something.


Owen went over to him and said, “Chris, what you putting in your phone?”


“She just went on my funny people list,” Chris said.


(Later, Owen told me he said, “Chris! Don’t leave! Watch me do my shit and put me on your funny list too!”)


From there, Chris had dinner with Lorne Michaels and mentioned me to him. Chris then called me to tell me somebody from Saturday Night Live would be contacting me.


“Why the fuck would you do that?” I said. “I’m not a sketch comedian. I’m a stand-up. I’m not going to be able to do that shit—”


“Shut the fuck up,” Chris interrupted. “Go out there and do stand-up. Be funny. I don’t want to hear this shit. Bye.” And then he hung up.


So, I guess I had to fly to New York.


To a lot of people back then, I was still just the “lucky Black girl,” “the fluke.” But let me tell you something—I was forty-seven. I’d lived. I wasn’t some kid. And I was already a fucking dope-ass comic. No one could fuck with me; the likes of the shady headliners were always begging not to follow me because they knew they couldn’t. I was ready—everybody knew that Leslie was not to be fucked with onstage.


Everyone says SNL is like going to college to learn how to do comedy with other people at the top of their game. So, when the call came to audition for SNL, I was like, If this is college, I’m already a comedy graduate. I was going to make them hire me. Like, they’d have no choice.


I was going to make myself undeniable.














Chapter One


QUANTUM LEAP


I have this recurring idea. I want to quantum leap back to my younger self and tell that person all the stuff she needs to hear. I was standing in my closet recently, looking at my clothes, and realized that the only person who could truly appreciate all this shit, and what it took to get here, is me. (There’s a reason I called my last Netflix special Time Machine.) I used to go to the mall whenever I got a bit of money, but back then I’d just buy everything in black—I’d have a closet filled with black clothes only, and jeans and T-shirts. These days? Beautiful gowns, jackets, lingerie, swimsuits—it’s like a department store, but a really exclusive, high-end one. There are clothes in there I haven’t even worn yet! Sometimes I’ll look at that closet and say, “Who do you think you are, Diana Ross?”


When I think about how far I’ve come, I want to go back through my life and give my former self the love and respect she so often missed out on. I want to look after my younger me, tell her she’ll be alright—better than alright.


She’ll be Leslie Fucking Jones.


(But I’m also glad that I didn’t ever get those positive notes from myself, because if I had, I might have been cocky, and without them, I still became Leslie Fucking Jones anyway.)


When I was in the sixth grade in Fort Bragg, I was around white kids a lot. I didn’t think of myself as a Black kid; I was just a kid. The white kids didn’t care, either; we were all just military kids. But their parents were the racist ones; some would refer to me as “Smut” or “Darky,” and my friend’s mother gave me the nickname “Blacky.” I had no idea it was offensive.


One day, my mom found out that I’d been called Blacky, and she started crying. She knew I was innocent, didn’t know what the fuck that meant.


My mother sat me down and explained how offensive this was; she felt bad about it, but she had to tell me what racism is, when I had been oblivious to it before that. All the kids were fucked up after that; I didn’t want to play with my friend anymore. I now looked at people differently. Racism is taught to kids—they’re not born that way.


I started thinking that maybe I was ugly because I was dark skinned, darker than other Black kids. And because my mom knew I was having a hard time with these feelings, she stepped in to save me—she got an African woman she knew to come to school to talk to me (my mom and dad both worked, and I barely remember not being at school—I was always there). Actually, she might have been just wearing African clothes… Either way, that’s when I started believing in angels.


We met in the counselor’s office. The African woman’s skin was smooth, like chocolate. It was as if you could take your hand and dip it into her skin. She was elegant and smelled so good; her teeth were perfect. She was stunning.


“Am I going to look like you?” I said to my mom’s friend.


Very calmly and kindly, the African woman looked me in the eyes and said, “You’re actually going to be more beautiful than me.”


I remember thinking, No way.


I can’t tell you what a huge effect that had on me. Actually, I can: It changed my life. After that, I went around saying, “I’m a Black muthafucka, I’m blacker than you, I’m proud.”


Forty years later, I’m Leslie Fucking Jones, but that lesson from that woman stays with me. Every time I go somewhere, there’s always some pretty little Black girl who wants to connect. Recently, I went to a Keith Sweat concert, and sure enough, a Black girl and her mom came over to me. I could immediately see what the girl was feeling; I could immediately tell what she was going through.


“You’re my favorite star,” the girl said, “and you’re so beautiful.”


I’ve always been an empath. (When I’m onstage, I use it for crowd work—I’m careful to not go after someone unless I’m pretty sure they can take it.) I saw myself in that little girl that night. I can tell when someone is wounded; I saw the pain; I imagined other kids making fun of her; I could tell she was embracing who she was a Black girl, but others weren’t embracing it yet. She had clearly taken time to do her hair, and she was so proud of it, but I could imagine people making fun of her for it.


I could see that this girl was looking closely at me and my hair. It reminded me of the first time I saw Whoopi—back then I remember thinking, That’s me, grown up. It had been the same with the African woman I’d spoken to all those years ago in grade school, too: It’s OK to look like me.


I knew that girl needed to be told that she was going to be fine and on the right path. She was going to be greater sooner than I ever was.


I grabbed that little girl’s face.


“You are beautiful,” I said. I kissed her face, and I hugged her. And then I pulled her to one side, and I said, “I know it’s hard right now. If you get through it, I swear to God, you’re going to triumph better than anything. You’re going to be so strong. You just gotta get through it. Hold on. It does not last. It’s going to get better.”


There’s a lot of little girls who feel like that—shit, many grown-ass women feel like that. I’ve come to understand that that’s what I’m here for, now—that’s one of the reasons I’m on this planet: I was built to be strong, and I want to share it, pay it forward. And real talk: I was never a victim, even though really bad shit happened to me. I know it’s my job to help other Black girls and women get strong like me.


Beneath all the stories you’re about to read is this message: We have to take care of ourselves and realize the wonderfulness in all of us. Because once we start doing that, once we start with respecting ourselves—really getting into the business of liking ourselves—we’ll realize that each of us is a unique person with God-given gifts that we have to use to the benefit of everyone around us. You are with yourself every day, all day, all night—might as well like yourself.


I’ve had to carve out a career as a woman—a Black woman—in a business where so many of the gatekeepers are white males. I’ve been told I’m not funny because I’m a woman; I’ve had people hire me and then want me to be someone I’m not; I’ve been subject to racism and sexism. But always, I believed in myself.


The first time I touched a mic onstage, I knew I was home. Eventually I built a successful career in comedy, and I did it by not compromising; by learning to love myself; by proving over and over that I’m tougher, smarter, and fucking funny. And I did it by realizing that the best comedy is built on a foundation of hard truths, of real talk, and real work. (Recently, when I was a guest on his talk show, Seth Meyers said, “Leslie, honesty is your main export.”)


Hey you guys—some of the stories about my childhood are vague because a bitch is fifty-five and I’ve smoked a lot of weed. A lot of it is hazy, but I will give you the best recollection of it that I can. Every day I have to fight so that no one takes me for granted, and no one takes advantage. These are the stories that explain why. (Cue the Law & Order theme.)
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One of the people who taught me to make sure no one took me for granted was my father, Willie Jones Jr. He was an electronics engineer in the army—a genius at it, too. But I didn’t see him much in my early years; I know now that he was off serving his country abroad. Back then, though, I had no idea he was risking his life because to me, Daddy was just Daddy. Recently, me and my uncle William Earl were talking about my dad, and I was amazed at some of the stuff he told me.


“He did Korea,” William Earl said. “I did Korea with him, and Vietnam, too.”


“You went back?” I said, hardly able to believe it.


“Yeah, man,” he said, “everybody went back.”


“But I thought Black men would be treated badly.”


“Sometimes we were!” he said, “but in the army we were also brothers. We were always treated badly on bases in the States, but once we got overseas, things improved. Bullets coming at you change your attitude about color.”


Everybody knew Willie Jones Jr—he hated to be called Willie Jones, because that was his dad’s name, and he hated his dad. Willie Jones Jr was our light, our foundation. He was something. He didn’t throw parties—he was the party. When he wasn’t working, our house was the place to be on Fridays to listen to all his albums and have a fish fry. My mom, Sundra Diane, could fry the fuck out of a fish.


There was one night we started at a different house and picked up a family, then headed to the next house, picked up some more, before we finally arrived at my uncle’s house, where the party was. Along the way, we were blasting the oldies, and at every stoplight we’d all jump out of the car and start dancing. Before the light changed, we all had to dive back in the car so we could keep going. We were a fun family.
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For a while we lived in North Carolina because my dad was stationed at Fort Bragg, and sometimes we’d take a road trip to see family in Memphis. But we always traveled at night. Dad liked to drive through the darkness, and I would stay awake with him. (That’s probably why I’m a night owl now.) Once in a while he’d catch eyes with me in his rearview mirror.


“You up?” he’d say.


“Yeah.”


“You ready?”


“Yeah.”


We both knew what this meant. He’d put on George Benson’s “This Masquerade,” which seemed like it was twenty minutes long. I was about five or six, maybe a bit older. And we would just sit back and listen and look out the window as America went by. I thought that was the most beautiful song. After the George Benson he would play Donny Hathaway and Al Green—man, just the music going through you…


We would always stay in the places that were fun, too. At the time, Ramada Inns had these theme hotels. Once, we were riding through a town, and we saw a castle.


My mind started racing. If we stayed there, would I get a crown? Would there be swords? I had to find out.


“Dad, please, please can we stay there?” I shouted.


“Only if it’s a Ramada Inn,” he said.


He only liked Ramada Inns because back then they were the best of the best, and my dad liked to give us the best of the best. (If we ate steak out, we ate the best steak.) So, we—me, my brother, my mom, my dad, and my grandmother—got a room at that Ramada Inn, and I drove everyone crazy running up and down the halls because it was a fucking castle.








[image: image]











My mom and dad had been sweethearts in high school, in Memphis, Tennessee. My mom’s mom abandoned her and her brother, Butch—literally left them on a street corner somewhere. I’m hazy on family details given that my mother was abandoned, and she never talked about it, but I’m pretty sure that Aunt Winnie was my grandmother’s sister, and it was Aunt Winnie who raised my mom.


When I was a very little kid, before my brother was born, for a short time Aunt Winnie helped raise me, too. She lived on a farm in Jericho, Arkansas, about twenty minutes northwest of Memphis. I always sat in Winnie’s lap to eat at the time. She’d make beautiful art out of egg cartons and those plastic rings from soda cans, too, and she kept snuff everywhere.


Jericho’s just a street, less than half a mile square—not even two hundred people lived there, and almost all of us were Black. Aunt Winnie’s farm was right across the street from the cotton fields and the railroad track that follows Route 77 through town. We used to walk those tracks.


One day I got my white socks dirty playing by the railroad, and I thought Winnie was going to spank me. They were really nice white socks, and she was always telling me to not get them wet.


By the time I got back to the farm, I was crying so hard.


“What’s wrong, what’s wrong?” Winnie asked, terrified that something terrible had occurred.


“I got my socks wet,” I said in a tiny voice.


“Oh, girl,” she said, “I can wash your socks! I thought something bad happened.”


I think about that little girl now—the worst thing that could happen to her, ever, was that her socks got wet.
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My father liked to drink—a lot. If I’d known back then that my dad had gone to Korea, maybe I would’ve understood better why he drank so much.


In those early years, Dad was cool as fuck—not angry, just drunk and happy. His drinking didn’t make him scary, though he was scary nonetheless because he was huge. He had a trumpet voice and he was 6′5″. But I was glad he was that way. He was a sergeant and people respected him, and he was that muthafucka—you didn’t want to really fuck up and get a whooping from him. But if something happened and Daddy had to whoop you, then you knew you had really fucked up. One day, I was terrorizing him—because that’s what kids do—and he’d had enough. I had just done something really stupid and I was running away, and to slow me down he threw a shoe at me and got me right in the back of the head. He could really throw a shoe.


“Daddy!?” I shouted when the shoe hit me.


“That’s what your ass gets for running,” he said. Both of us fell out laughing at that. I always loved it when I made him laugh—it was usually when I did something I shouldn’t be doing, like the time I fell all the way down the stairs—he thought that was hilarious.


Later, my aunt told me that he’d gotten way better after having us—he used to discipline his siblings all the time since he was the oldest.


My dad’s dad beat the shit out of my dad and my grandmother. And then later, when my grandmother married her second husband, Ed, he literally tortured my dad, making it clear that he wasn’t his kid. He would actually make my dad pick bones out of the tiny little fish they’d catch, and my dad would be crying because it was shitty, painful, humiliating, frustrating work, and then that man would give the fish to a white man anyway.


My dad had it hard growing up, because he was a Black man in white America. But he eventually got to a point where he was tall and athletic and strong. Trust and believe that they did not push Willie Jones Jr around anymore. Then, when he was nineteen and my mom was eighteen, I came along, so he joined the army to take care of his family. But despite being in the military, he still did his thing—he just was Willie Jones Jr.


My family faced racism all the time. My dad’s mother, Big Mama as we lovingly call her in the family, got arrested for fighting back when three white boys tried to rape her—she was as tall as I am now and beat their asses. My great-grandfather had to go down to the jail with a gun to get her out, so my dad was born into that shit—all of them were.


My father hated white people, and I couldn’t fault him for that after understanding where he came from—he thought white people were the devil and hoogees (not a word a white person has probably ever heard, nor anyone outside of the South, I bet). “I don’t work with hoogees,” he’d say. But white people… they, like everyone else, loved Willie Jones Jr.


My dad was very much against “the Man,” for sure, but he was also clear about what life had in store for me. He knew I’d have to fight for everything I got.


“Don’t let anyone tell you that you’re Black and you’re a woman and you can’t do it,” he’d say. “You can do whatever the fuck you want. As long as you work hard. But you have to work hard. You can’t get the shit easy. As long as you are better than everybody else, you’ll get what you deserve.”


He was the one who said I had to be undeniable.


“You are Black; you are a woman.” He said it every day. “But if you work harder and you’re better than everybody else, you are undeniable. They can’t deny you. They going to tell you that you are a woman, they’re going to tell you that you’re Black. Don’t fucking listen.”


I couldn’t help but see the things he had to face, that we all had to face, and I would get so angry. (Often, people in my family call me Willie Jones Jr to this day—I have his voice, and his temper. I’m proud of that.)


Back then, for someone like my father there was no such thing as Oprah, or talk therapy, or sharing your feelings. Willie Jones Jr was very proud, and honestly, even if there had been someone who could have helped him with his demons, he probably wouldn’t have taken the help anyway. So many of us try to do our own emotional oil change, but we’re not mechanics. He had no help—he went to war, and he saw people die—and he drank. He drank and drank and drank.


A lot of stuff needs to be fixed between generations. Every generation thinks they have a new set of issues to deal with, when actually it’s just a different scene, different clothes, different mechanisms, but the same damage getting passed down. And when no one talks about it—when people “forget”—nothing gets fixed. I just wish everybody would have a conversation about it. Every race goes through something—Black, white, Spanish, Asian… No one is free of fucked-upedness. We’ve all got baggage. But if we could just have some compassion for each other’s baggage, everything could be solved so much differently. The older I get, the more compassion I have for Willie Jones Jr.
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Sundra Diane Brantley was the one who would keep us in check, the one who would fuck us up in a minute. My mom did not play that shit, which is funny, because she was a full Leo—very sweet. She was one of the most nurturing people I’ve ever known. Leos are so nurturing anyway, but my mom was just nurturing to a fault, even when it meant she could come off as a doormat. Sometimes she’d just do and do and do, help and help and help. She was always giving of herself to people. Muthafuckas would sometimes take advantage of her. But she wasn’t no punk. Leos put up with a lot until they snap. She could be very vocal. You’d have hurt her feelings seven times before she would no longer fuck with you, but if you apologized, she’d fuck with you again.


But that didn’t mean my mom was weak—she did not fucking play. She loved us—seriously, she loved her children—but if we fucked up, she would fuck us up. Those ass whoopings… maaaan, I deserved every one of them.


I had been a difficult birth for a start—my mother had struggled so hard, and it had been so stressful, that the doctor even forgot to write down the exact time of my arrival. (Shit, now I don’t even know what cusp I’m on!) My mom had been so exhausted that when it came to telling the nurse my name for the paperwork, she’d just threw out the names, and the nurse put them in the order she wanted, so I was “Annette Leslie Jones.” Growing up I was always “Leslie” to anyone who really knew me (except in high school, where people called me Annette). When my mother told me the story of my naming, I said I was going to get it changed officially.


“No way you doing that,” she said. “Because that would mean I made a mistake, and I don’t make mistakes.”


Me and my kid brother, Rodney Keith (we called him Keith), were a lot, and when we were little, because my dad was always in the army, everything fell to her—she had to deal with all of our shit. I don’t know how that woman didn’t kill us—Lord have mercy, how did she not smother us with a pillow?


My mom was supposed to die when I was twelve. She had problems with her platelets and ended up in the hospital. The night before she was due to be released, she was found in a pool of blood—she was bleeding out. She was literally dying, and she prayed to God, “Please don’t take me now. Wait till my kids can take care of themselves.” Miraculously she survived, but it didn’t mean she took her medicine regularly or stopped smoking. I didn’t know a lot about it—my parents were not the kind of people to tell us exactly what was going on.


It didn’t help that I was a selfish teenager, a privileged one who thought she was the shit. There was no talking to me. And I hate myself for it. When I look back now I realized how spoiled we were. My mom and dad made it that I never had to share a room with my brother; then there were the hotels that looked like a castle, and the best steaks when we went out… In fact, there was only one time that I saw how hard it was. I found out afterwards that my mom got caught in the store trying to steal some toothpaste for us. I was probably in sixth grade or something. Fortunately, because there were kids in the car, they let her go, but still, I can’t imagine what that felt like for her.


My mom had been through so much shit, too. I remember one time, Keith and I were all dressed up one day to get photos taken at Sears, and the three of us went to 7-Eleven afterwards. My mom paid the guy, putting the money in his hand, but when he returned the change, he just rudely dropped it on the counter.


“Did I fucking put the money on the counter when I gave it to you?” my mother shouted. “Put the change in my hand!”


Afterwards, she just referred to him as a white muthafucka. She was not to be played with. I asked her if she was OK.


She just looked at me and smiled. “You know how white folks is,” she said.


For a while we’d had to live with my dad’s family while he was overseas, too, and that was really hard. But my mom made shit work. And my dad loved her. It was like the TV show Lovecraft Country, how the lead couple had to be together because of the pain that they had been through. I really feel like that’s what their shit was; I do believe they were in love (one of my uncles confirmed that they were, too). But I also think that at some point it was just friendship. I knew they still had sex, but still I just think that she should have divorced him. I think that she would still be alive if she had.
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I wasn’t a bad kid, but I was… energetic. I was a mischief, a problem child—that’s what my mom called me once (hence the name of my first special). I had so much energy… But there was more to it.


There are photos of me from back then, and when I look at them now, it stops my heart. In some of those early pictures, there’s a light in my smile, a pure, sweet light—innocent, unadulterated, open, trusting. You could tell I was a baby; you could tell I was happy. I can’t have been more than one or two…


Then, there are photos taken a few years later—probably when I’m three or maybe four years old—and the first and last thing you notice is that light is gone. Completely extinguished. It’s just a few years later and there’s awareness in those eyes that you can’t miss.


What happened to me is still a vivid memory, but it’s not something that I let ruin my life. I went through the proper stages of getting my feelings right about what happened back then. But that doesn’t mean that it didn’t happen or that it didn’t affect me. Just look at the photos…


Man, I wish I could go back and fight that guy—that little girl couldn’t protect herself. That’s why I talk to each and every child that comes up to me, giving them love. Because you never know what they’re going through.


My parents and I never talked about what had happened in my early childhood—I don’t think they knew. Maybe my mom did—she bathed us and I was only two or three years old when it happened—but again, I don’t know for sure. My dad definitely didn’t know because he would have gotten a murder charge. It was one of my babysitters who messed with me, extinguishing the light in the photographs.


I think if they were alive today, I would certainly tell my parents what happened and how I felt about it.


But honestly, even if there had been a discussion, I’m sure of what my dad would’ve said to me. He would have been furious, but he would have also been trying to comfort me and trying to make sure I understood to not let that moment define who I am. My dad wasn’t the gentlest with his words but we knew he spoke out of love. He definitely would have said, “The world’s not going to stop for that shit. This doesn’t define who you are. Don’t make this the focus of your life. There’s always going to be hurt before you get to the right place.”


Is that the best advice? Probably not. But I would have been encouraged by it. Parents are supposed to know what they’re doing, but now that I’m older, I realize: I would not have known what to do either. Could you imagine finding out that something like that happened to your kid? First of all, having to deal with the devastation of what happened to your child is one thing in and of itself, and then the shame of not stopping it, and then not being able to go to your husband because he’ll kill someone.


My daddy didn’t play about me. I remember one time, before the abuse, we were in a trailer. It is a very vague memory, but I do remember it was my birthday. I can see the room we were in. It must have been one of the first places I lived, because my brother wasn’t born yet. There was a number two candle on the top of a birthday cake. It’s chocolate; there’s a crowd of people singing “Happy Birthday” to me. I was my dad’s kid, and he let me do whatever I wanted with that cake, and that’s how I got so much chocolate all over my hands. One of his friends took my hand and put it in his mouth to eat off all the chocolate. I started crying.


My father sees this.


“Don’t you ever be touch my daughter, man,” he said, plainly.


Then he took that guy outside the trailer, and he beat the shit out of him. I remember the party ended after that. Then my memory stops.
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There’s another story I really don’t want to tell, but I also want to give it to you straight. There was a lot going on with me as a kid—I was being bullied for being dark skinned and loud; I’d been through the abuse; we moved a lot. None of this is an excuse, just an explanation. I was a child.


One day, when I was probably around five years old, I was walking through the trailer park where we lived for a time, and I saw a puppy just lying on the side of the road. I don’t know who it belonged to, but for some reason I just started kicking this little puppy, kicking it along the road there. I tell you this because I know that this is a moment in my life when the road split, and I could have gone one of two ways, and the second way was to be a serial killer or even worse.


A woman came running out of her trailer, yelling at me.


“What are you doing?” she screamed. “You’re not supposed to do that!” I was so scared, and I knew it was so wrong that I ran—I just ran. I honestly don’t know why I’d been doing that to the dog, but I did it.


I think that at the time I thought I’d gotten away with it, but looking back, because of the reaction of that woman from the trailer, I didn’t get away with it, in a good way.


I was only a little kid, but I still hate thinking about it today. I get so scared still, for the dog, and for the child.


The psychology of what I was doing is clear: When your power is taken away, you need to reassert it somehow, and what better way than dominating something less powerful than you? I found something more innocent than me and took my agony out on it, and I was trying to regain control because it had been taken away from me.


I’m not trying to explain away what I did—I’m ashamed of it to this day, and it still makes me cry to talk about it—but there’s a bigger point than my shame: Parents need to pay close attention to their kids.


I say that because my mom saved my life. I presume that lady told her what she’d seen me doing—thank God. From that point on, my mother started putting me in every activity she could think of. She didn’t change toward me at all, but she certainly was watching me much more closely and making sure I just did a ton of stuff. It’s not like she had access to counselors; she was just trying to save her child. And she saved me by directing my energy somewhere else.


So, I started sports—football, baseball, softball—and she put me in the choir, and I was a cheerleader. Fuck, I even ended up teaching cheerleading.


Eventually the anger in me receded a bit, but then the energy went into a whole different place: I started to try to protect people, whoever I thought was being bullied. I was forever getting in fights because I thought I was protecting them.


It turns out I was stupid. My mom stepped in again.


“You can’t be beatin’ up people!” she said.


“But I’m protecting them from bullies!” I’d say.


“You are the bully,” she’d say.


The truth was, I had this chip on my shoulder maybe because of the abuse, or maybe because I was loud and tall and different from everybody else. And, man, if anybody was to touch my brother or my mom…


My brother and I were close, but we also fought a lot. Keith was a cute kid, a mama’s boy; she loved the shit out of him. But he was also a little fuck. He blackmailed me a lot—a typical brother-sister relationship. I could beat him up, but no one else could. I was very protective of him.


When I was a kid there was a girl who had been picking on my brother regularly, and one time I saw her actually push him. The next thing I can remember is hearing my brother’s voice, far away, as if through water, “Leslie, please stop! You going to kill her.”


When I came to, I was choking her. All I remember thinking was I have to eliminate the problem. Another time, my brother went missing, and I was beside myself, hysterical; I was scared that someone was abusing him like I’d been abused… My parents had to calm me down. It turned out he was just at football practice and hadn’t told anyone.


I was like that about protecting my mom, too.


Friday night was fun night at home—we’d always go to Pizza Hut and get two pizzas for $10.99 then watch a movie. One night when we arrived home, my mom found onions on her pizza. She hated onions on a pizza, so we went back to the store.


There, she was trying to explain to the guy behind the counter about the onions, but he kept interrupting her. He was a pimply white teenager; he seemed to be stressed by how busy they were that night, and started yelling at my mother.


“I ordered one pizza with onions and the other without—” my mother started.


“There are no onions on this pizza,” he said.


“Oh no, there’s onions all over—” my mom started to say.


“Where?” he shouted. “Right there? Right there? Right there?” while he poked into the pizza with his pimply little fingers.


I.


Blacked.


Out.


For the next few moments all I could hear, as though through a distant megaphone, far, far away, was someone yelling “Leslie! Leslie, baby! Leslie!”


Apparently, I had jumped over the counter and grabbed that muthafucka by the throat. I was only in the twelfth grade, but I was big. I’m told I was screaming, “Muthafucka, don’t you ever talk to my mama like that. You say you’re sorry, muthafucka,” over and over, while my mom shouted, “Leslie! Leslie, baby! Leslie!” I can still hear the fear for me in her voice.


The manager finally appeared, and I let the guy go. The manager then apologized that his employee had been so rude to my mom (she was a regular), and we got two brand-new pizzas. On the way home in the car my mom just kept saying, “Girl? Girl!?”


“Ma, you can’t talk to my mama like that,” I said. “That’s just some bullshit.”


“You’re as strong as a muthafucka,” she said with awe in her voice.


At home Mom told my dad what I’d done, and he laughed with pride.


“Goddamn right, muthafucka,” my dad said. “I would have fucked him up, too.”
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By the way, I wasn’t always beating people up—there was a flip side to my personality. As early as fifth and sixth grade, I realized there was some funny shit about me, so I naturally became the class clown. That got me in trouble, too.


I had a best friend in fifth and sixth grade we used to call Rerun, because he looked just like Freddy “Rerun” Stubbs from What’s Happening!! But my friend Rerun wasn’t much of a best friend—he was always getting me in shit.


In fifth grade, Good Times was as popular as What’s Happening!!, so it wasn’t much of a stretch to refer to my teacher in the same way that James, Willona, and J.J. referred to the building superintendent, only I added the word head to the end to be creative.


The teacher was onto me about something one day, and that’s when I referred to her as “Buffalo Butthead” to Rerun.


Bad idea. Rerun told on me immediately.


That poor teacher—she cried in front of everybody when she heard that, and I remember thinking, Oh, I done fucked up… She sent me to talk to the principal. When he asked me what I’d done, I told him I’d called somebody a name.


“You can’t be calling people names,” he said.


I looked down at the floor.


“What did you call the teacher?”


“I called her… Buffalo Butthead.”


“Oh no, no, no!” he yelled. Everyone knew who “Buffalo Butt” was back then. “That’s so wrong. You can’t be calling people ‘Buffalo Butthead.’ I was going to let you off with a scolding, but now you gotta go on home.”


So, I did, and when I told my mom why I’d been sent home, boy did my mom beat my ass. When she was done, she said, “Listen to me—you’re going to go to that school tomorrow and you going to fucking apologize to her,” and I was thinking, That’s fine, I’ll just lie and say that I did it. But I swear she could read my mind. My mom would always say, “You can’t hustle a hustler. I know what you’re doing.” She knew I wasn’t going to do what I said I’d do. She wasn’t stupid; she knew her kid was crazy.


“And I know you’re going to apologize because I’m going to call her and I’m going to ask her if you apologized.”


Shit…


Next day at school after class, sure enough I went up to the teacher’s desk. I did not want to do this. But part of me was concerned that I’d hurt her feelings and I knew she’d make a big deal of my apology. I didn’t want to deal with these big emotions at that age. I was always having to apologize for some shit.


“I’m sorry for calling you Buffalo Butthead,” I said.


Then, she did exactly what I was afraid of—that teacher extracted the very worst punishment you can imagine for a nine-year-old: She made me kiss her cheek. No one has ever moved faster than me running out of that classroom that day.


You think I’d have learned my lesson, having to kiss a teacher, but in sixth grade I went one better.


Once again it was Rerun’s fault.


My teacher in sixth grade was Mrs. Buck, a short old white lady who always wore a turtleneck. She was actually a really sweet lady, but you know… kids vs. teachers… One day, she made me move away from Rerun because we were making too much noise or something. I was so mad at her for that, so I wrote “Miss Buck is an asshole” on a little strip of paper and stashed it in my desk.


Rerun must have had some secret hate against me. He found the piece of paper and put it on Mrs. Buck’s desk.


I was dying inside. I watched her read it, and tears started to form in her eyes.


“Who wrote this?” she said in her squeaky old-lady voice. But she was looking right at me—she knew I was probably the only kid in the class who would write some dumb shit like that.


“Did you?” she said, pointing at me.


Then, everybody was looking at me, because they all knew it could only be me, too.


“You know what?” she said, her voice shaking. “I’m a good teacher. And I really try…” And with that, she walked outside into the hallway, and we could all hear her sobbing.


All this happened right before juice and snacks. The whole class turned around and looked at me.


“Yo, bitch, if you’ve fucked up the juice and snacks, we going to whoop your ass,” someone said to a murmur of agreement from everyone else. “So, you take your ass out there and make this right.”


Aw man, fuck, the class is mad at me.


Sure enough, I got up and went outside. I was taller than Mrs. Buck already, but I truly felt smaller right then as she stood there, tears streaming down her face.


“Mrs. Buck, I am so sorry,” I said, “I was just so mad that you moved me, but that’s no reason for me to be writing something so terrible.”


Mrs. Buck’s tears stopped, and she brightened a bit. But I felt she needed one more word of explanation.


“And I just learned how to spell ‘asshole,’” I said, “so I wanted to write it on a piece of paper.”


Basically, I was saying that it was her fault for being a good teacher and teaching me how to spell.


“You. Are. Just. Too. Much,” Mrs. Buck said, laughing.


Then, she hugged me.


“Can I go get the juice and cookies now?” I said, maybe pushing my luck.


“Yes,” she said, “you can go get the juice and cookies.”
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Later that year, we had a parade, and we made a float of Hansel and Gretel. The whole class voted me to be the Witch. I was devastated—I cried and cried and cried. Why does my class think I’m a witch? I cried all the way home and when my mom asked me what was going on I told her.


“So, you’re the witch, huh?” she said. “Well, don’t you know that the witch is the star of the show?” Then she proceeded to tell me the whole story of Hansel and Gretel, how the witch is a bomb role, like one of the main characters, and made me an amazing outfit from material she had lying around—half dark blue, half light blue—and a witch’s hat and handed me her broom.


We’d built a whole house on the float and everything, and on the day of the parade I was flying around, shouting “Wooo! Waaah! Wooo!” I think I got the bug back then, seeing everyone laughing at me and scaring all the little ones. And we won! And it was all because of me, the Witch.


I was starting to realize even then that I liked an audience and knew how to get a reaction out of people. I figured I could translate this into anything I did, so when I heard that we were putting on a play about Christopher Columbus—who back then was still the shit—I headed straight to an audition for the lead singing role of Queen Isabella. I knew she had a solo, and having killed with my Witch performance, I figured I could kill once again as Queen Izzy.


I practiced that muthafuckin’ solo for weeks, singing every night in my room, and sending my mom and dad and little brother nuts.


And then it was the day of the auditions.


The girl ahead of me seemed to think she was a diva or something, wailing away in a flute-y soprano, but when I heard how she was singing, I was not to be outdone. I strode into that audition and let them have it—Bitch, I thought, you’re not the only one who can sing some opera:




When a man has a dream


Who would ever dare to tear them apart?





(And I can still sing that shit, every note, to this day.)


I wish I could paint a portrait of the faces of the people in that room. First they froze, then the frowning started, then people did that one-eye thing when you hit the wrong notes and pain became etched across their entire faces.


I was trying to be an opera singer, but I’d never seen or even heard an opera, so it turned out to simply be a very bad imitation of Mary Poppins—I wasn’t so much singing as calling back the dead. The notes were very high, but with no relation to music ever heard by human beings. Even dogs were like, “Yo! Shut up!”


I got a role, though: one of Queen Isabella’s maidens. It was less of a singing role. Actually, it was a non-singing role. I just stood there during the play doing nothing, in my long white Easter dress—which was my costume—watching the back of the head of this opera girl, thinking, Oh, one day, bitches, one day…


Because now I really had the bug.
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So yeah, I loved an audience from early on. When we lived on the base at Fort Bragg, a bunch of us kids used to have skateboard shows—I had this see-through orange fiberglass skateboard that I would show off and do tricks on. (I was actually really good.)


My father’s postings meant that we moved around a lot—Fort Bragg, North Carolina, then back to Memphis. Then he’d be gone again—Korea, I guess?


We were thriving as a family in North Carolina. We had a house in College Downs, but I tore the bathroom up. I thought I was Nadia Comăneci. I had tried out for the gymnastics team, but I was told I was too tall. So, I was taking a shower one day, and I figured I’d swing on the bar that holds the shower curtain. Back then the rods were often ceramic—muthafucka held me for two swings before it came crashing down.


There I was, on the floor, butt naked, surrounded by crushed ceramics and bits of plaster from the walls. When my mom heard the crash, she rushed to the bathroom. I tried to pretend I was hurt, but she saw right through it, and beat my ass.


“And your daddy is going to beat your ass when he gets home,” she said.


But that night, when my dad heard what had happened, he came into my bedroom, closed the door, and started to howl with laughter.


“The whole bathroom, huh?” he said.


That’s when I think they started to realize I was crazy… and funny.


“We might have to get that girl some help,” he said to my mom later.
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After Fort Bragg we moved to Memphis—we were a family there, as Dad was around a lot more.


Then Dad worked for a radio station, using his experience as electronic engineer for the legendary WDIA in Memphis. WDIA was the first station aimed directly at Black Americans—B.B. King once worked there, and it’s said that Elvis listened to WDIA and was influenced by what he heard. It was the first station to hire a Black DJ, too, and it’s reckoned that at one point the signal reached 10 percent of all Black Americans, from Missouri to Florida.


WDIA is the most famous radio station in Memphis, and Dad drove the WDIA van, so he thought he was a little celebrity. He’d drop me off at school in that van, rolling up with the music blasting. This made him the most popular person—made us all the most popular. We went to a ton of concerts, too, and because he was a DJ, I got heavily into music (I still am). When it comes to music, it’s as if my dad took a piece of his soul and poured it into me. (Later in California, when I went to parties as a teenager, I’d have all the albums, so when I had to go home, that was when the party ended.)


My brother acclimated well to the move to Memphis, but in grade school and middle school I was still fighting everyone on the street because when you’re the tallest, other kids will haze you to see if you were cool enough to take it. Dad’s job at the radio station meant I eventually became popular, though. I’d worked hard to make a bunch of good friends in Memphis. One, Kandace Thomas, was my best friend, and in Georgian Hills Junior High, even though we were kinda the nerds, we also managed to be thought of as the cool kids, somehow, too, and people liked me because I was funny.


We worked for that popularity. We were friends with the finest boys in school: Rodney Boyd, Michael Boyd (no relation), Larry Jackson (all his brothers were fine actually), and Larry Granderson. (If I quantum leapt back now, I’d probably just think they were straight nerds.)


We ran the first ever catfish, too. We wanted to become popular with Rodney and Michael and the two Larrys, so we got a picture of Kandace’s cousin, a beautiful girl with curly hair. Now, looking back, she looked a bit like Ola Ray. The cousin went to a whole different school—that’s how we were able to pull this whole thing off. I called Michael Boyd, pretending to be the cousin, and told him that Leslie and Kandace were “my best friends;” Kandace was calling Larry Jackson and doing the same thing. So when we got to school, the hot boys wanted to be friends with us because they liked the girl, as she was apparently friends with us. The plan was supposed to be that the cousin was going to come to our Friday night dance, but she got in trouble and got put on punishment, and never showed up. Eventually the whole thing fell apart anyway when we finally met the girl at a track meet, and realized that she had a tooth missing. But by then those fine boys became our friends, so it didn’t matter.
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