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I have to start this dedication 
by thanking God, aka my mother, 
Lori Bishop, for letting me scam her out of 
her body’s resources in the womb. Pregnancy 
is crazy, y’all—did you know you could lose 
teeth? Your nipple could fall off! You could 
birth a child who wants to be an actor!? Only 
one of those things happened to my mom, and 
I’m so grateful that she poured her life, love, 
and savvy ways into me. To my grandmother 
(I just know they got ebooks in heaven by now), 
thank you for scamming me into loving myself. 
And to Isaac, I love you daddy.
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INTRODUCTION



I went missing when I was five. Lol.


The day I went missing started off like they all do, with me running the shower and getting clean for the day. I was always an adult-kid hybrid. Even at five, I would shower on my own, and my mom would just give me a quick sniff to make sure I was clean. She had taught me how to bathe well: Don’t use the same towel you use on your body on your face. Wash behind your ears. Don’t forget your neck and your belly button. (We’re Black so legs and other extremities were a given.) After my shower, while my mom was getting ready for work, I’d hop on the sink and brush my teeth—just two girlies getting ready for their jobs. At the time, my only job was figuring out how to get my mom to fund my dreams of becoming a performer. Well, that and going to kindergarten, but I cared more about performing.


Ever since getting my first laugh at a family reunion that summer, I’d become addicted to the sound of laughter. Then, when my family started going on about how funny I was, how I was a natural-born performer, I knew I’d found the thing I wanted to do with my life. It takes a certain amount of delulu (delusion) to want to enter the entertainment industry, and I’m lucky that I was born mildly crazy. I had no fear as a kid. Spending summers on a sprawling country road where your neighbors are also your family members and everyone loves each other gives you a sense of unflappable stability. I miss those days. The beginning stages of any dream is where the fun is. It’s all potential. Potential is sexy. It’s this thing we love in ourselves and other people.


I had a lot of potential as a kid, and I wanted to utilize that potential. As soon as I realized performing was my calling, I sat my mom down and calmly explained that the natural next step, in my opinion, was to move to Hollywood. Reminder, I was in kindergarten, sooo my mom was like, “Hell no. I’m not going to drive you around to auditions, live out of my car, and make my life all about you.” Um, okay Mom. It was clear that if I wanted something in this world, I’d have to figure out how to get it on my own. I knew my mom was too resolute to be broken down by the traditional little kid whining, so I had to get creative… I gamed the system. In my mom’s house, there was basically only one rule, and that rule was that I had to do well in school. So even at five, I made school my number one priority, and because of this, my mom began to reward me with acting workshops: one of the greatest child-exploitation scams. 


I personally do not think children should be employed, especially in the business I work in. Parents of child actors are fucking weirdos, and you can quote me on that. I work with child actors—a lot of them—and there’s only one family that’s not absolutely bizarre. (You know who you are, or maybe you don’t… That’s the point.) These people are willing to throw away their money and move into weird children acting encampments in LA hoping their kid will become the next Zendaya. It makes the child actor industry ripe for scamming because you have these crazed parents trying to will themselves into fame and fortune through their children. In these workshops, it’s hard to tell whether what you’re doing is actually getting somewhere or whether your kids suck. No one ever gives you a straight answer. 


You want to know if your kid has talent? Ask a Black person. Black people always speak the truth. Sure, I learned things from those classes, and my mom managed to maintain healthy boundaries, but I feel like I am a rare case.


So school wasn’t just school for me; it was an opportunity to unlock all of my acting dreams. Every morning when I’d grab my school folder off the table, filled with teacher notes and post-curricular writing exercises my mom would make me do for some of that extra home learning, I’d shake with the excitement of possibility. If I brought any good news home, I’d get to go to another acting workshop.


On some days, if my mom was going in early to work, her forgettable husband Mr. Tim would drop me off. Seriously, y’all, this guy was just background in my life. I never paid much attention to Mr. Tim because it all went to my mom. Maybe I should’ve, though, because the day I went missing was a Mr. Tim day. As I walked toward the big glass double doors of Akin Elementary, ready for learning with my blue uniform perfectly pressed, I noticed a white sheet of paper taped to the door. It was high above my head and the writing was too small to read—plus, I was five, so my reading was a work in progress anyway. I ignored the sign, hooked my little baby hand through the handle, and leaned back. Nothing. I pulled a little harder, but still… nothing. The door wouldn’t budge. Then I noticed it: the quiet. I turned around only to see that the school grounds were completely empty. Not a single soul around… not even Mr. Tim, who had dropped me off and skrrt-skrrted away the second my feet had hit the pavement. Damn, you couldn’t wait to see if I got inside? Even Uber drivers do that. One star, Stepdaddy Tim.


I turned back around and peeked through the glass windows only to see the hallways were empty too. If I had been tall enough, maybe a whole six years old, I would’ve been able to see that the sign said the school was closed for a three-day weekend. This was in an era when schools didn’t use their websites and parents didn’t necessarily check their emails, so they sent kids home with notes and schedules like little carrier pigeons. But just like carrier pigeons, five-year-olds have small brains and short attention spans. I’m sure my note was still sitting in my folder, exactly where my kindergarten teacher, Ms. April, had left it the Friday before. In my defense, I was a good student, eager to please, so when Ms. April had told me there was an important note for my parents in there, I had eagerly shoved my folder in the face of the first adult I saw: Mr. Tim. I’m sure he thought it was another gold star on a four-word spelling test and didn’t even bother opening the damn thing.


Basically, I was fucked.


Now, some five-year-olds might’ve sat on the steps of the school, waiting for an adult to save them. But not me. Nuh-uh. I wasn’t about to be a sitting duck, just waiting for an abductor to come get me; I had watched enough Dateline with my grandma to know they didn’t look for missing Black girls. I had to stay on the move. A little kid with my charisma and adorable button nose? Yeah, I’d be snatched in a minute. I gripped my backpack straps in my hands and marched off of school premises, headed straight back to my apartment.


The old saying goes “everything is bigger in Texas,” and from a young age, I was always determined to be the biggest I could be. I carried myself as if I owned any place I stepped into, so it’s no wonder people didn’t seem to be alarmed by the sight of a five-year-old businesslady roaming the streets unattended—those were my streets! When I got to my apartment complex a few blocks away, I felt a pang of relief—it wasn’t in my nature to break rules and misbehave. I was what is known as a Good Kid. I went to church, loved school, and was completely uninterested in disobeying my all-seeing mother. My mom didn’t allow me to do anything out of her sight unless it was school related. I couldn’t even sleep over anywhere because she was like, “I’ve seen the movies. I don’t need you getting murdered by some angry dad.” I wasn’t sheltered out of closed-mindedness or anything like that; I was sheltered out of protection. My mom knew my safety was ensured in three places: her house, my grandparents’ house, and school.


Even though I loved spending time with my family, I was hungry to see more of the world. I was really intrigued by how other people lived because all I’d ever really known was my own little life in the guts of suburban Texas. The only time I wasn’t under the strict supervision of a family member was when I was at school. So later on I found a loophole: a way to break the rules while making it look like I was following them. I began signing up for after-school activities, because technically, that was still school. I joined the student council. Then I became student council president and class president. Then I joined track, the volleyball team, cheerleading, and, of course, theater. I did everything in my power to stay out in the world, learning, absorbing, making friends, doing things. Extracurriculars would become my portal to the great unknown beyond my mother’s boundaries. Being in theater became a way to ingratiate myself with the very people I was so curious about.


So yeah—wandering around Texas on my own as a five-year-old was not really my MO. Even though I wasn’t technically breaking any rules or doing anything bad, it felt wrong to be outside of school during the day with no supervision. I didn’t think on it too much, though, because, again, I was five.


I walked past a leasing office, the tennis courts, and the pool to the front door of my place and knocked. Now, okay, yes, if you’re a grown-up reading this, then you’ll already be like, “Laci, you know no one’s gonna be home. It’s the beginning of the workday. Protect those little knuckles, girl.” But it took me a few minutes, many knocks, and then a few more minutes to realize no one was home.


At this point, getting abducted began to sound more appealing to me. So I set off to do just that: get abducted. I was already giving my best JonBenét, looking real milk-carton, national newsworthy in my little blue uniform with the pleated skirt. I know they don’t look for Black girls, but with that fit and my big brown eyes? I was hoping they’d at least pretend. “Laci Mosley”? Come on. Even my name is cute.


There was a park next to my school, so I figured I’d start there. As soon as I arrived, I saw the perfect targets: two little white kids with their Mexican nanny. Yes, bitch! They were going to make incredible abductors/new family members. We could go home together and have a great life as a perfect American family: two little white children, a Mexican lady, and a Black girl. I puffed up my chest, put on my brightest smile, and walked right up to the kids. “Hi, can I play with you?” Confident. Bold. In control. A good opening line. Could’ve used an introduction, but kids don’t have that kind of etiquette yet. The kids instantly knew I was their adopted sister and acquiesced. I was thrilled. A new family!


We ran across the gravel and began climbing up the stairs to the slide. The whole time, I was giving them compliments—you know, it’s the Libra rising in me. I was all, “I love your shirt. I love those sneakers, do they light up? Y’all are so cute! Where did you get that dinosaur shirt? Ooh, is that dress Oshkosh?! Loves!” I was making them feel good about themselves. “I love your haircut. Is it from a bowl?” Even at five, I knew that kindness and compliments could unlock a whole new world for you. Little ol’ manipulative me. Little did anyone know. A bitch was missing! I was low-key misssssinngggg. Sure, I hadn’t made the news yet, but I was missing! Isn’t that what missing means?


After a few minutes (or hours?) of playing—I really had no sense of how time worked at that age, and to be honest, I am not too familiar with that bitch in these post-pandemic days either—the nanny stood up and told the kids to get ready to leave. Oh, yeah, the nanny. I centered my focus on her. This was who I really needed to impress, not these dumb kids. I needed the nanny to be my protector, my new mom. So I walked up her to and said, “¿Puedes llevarme contigo?”


Yeah, that’s right! I speak Spanish. Bet you didn’t see that coming. Most people register subtly racist surprise when they find out that I, a Black person, am bilingual because I had Latina nannies growing up. When you’re Black, people assume you come from the worst socioeconomic background. They’re like, “Wait, how did you get that nanny-money so we can stop that from happening again?” Even today, in expensive spaces, I get a lot of, “What do you do for a living?” aka “How did you get in here?” I always tell people I work in insurance. It sounds boring so there’s never a follow-up question. (I’m sure you insurance people live spicy lives, but that’s on you for keeping it a secret. Also, thank you for that!) So yes, I grew up with nannies and my nannies spoke Spanish. My first word was manzana, apple. I’m a bilingual baddie, moving on.


The lady took one look at me and said, “No.” Clearly uninterested in being responsible for another kid. Shit. Okay. With the threat of losing my only contacts in my new life, I got desperate and switched tactics. “Ayúdame por favor. Llama 911.” When she heard that, the nanny scooped up the kids and took off, leaving me alone again. I don’t blame her for getting the fuck outta there; a lot of the childcare workers in Texas did not have their papers so they were… uh… not friends with las policías. I get it: I’m not either!


With the sun growing hot and the park completely empty, I decided to try to get in touch with my mom. I’d enjoyed a taste of a nomadic life with my fake park family, but I was getting tired and hungry. Luckily, my aunt and uncle lived in the apartment complex across from ours, so I decided to head their way.


On my way to my aunt and uncle’s, I walked by the leasing office, where a small group of people was gathered. One of them, a man, came in hot with a, “Hey, little girl, where are your parents?” It felt harsh and accusatory. I did not like this person’s tone. So I screamed at the top of my lungs, flapped my hands at my sides like a little hummingbird, and sprinted in the other direction. If you think this is a weird-ass way to react to people who could potentially get me out of a bad situation, then you’re completely right. But unfortunately, at the time, the adults in my life were a mixed bag when it came to help and harm. In that moment, I sensed danger, so I screamed, flapped my wings, and flew away.


I kept running and running until I hit the busy road separating my spot from my aunt and uncle’s apartment. At that point, I’d only driven over with my mom, and crossing a six-lane street with a median was definitely above my pay grade as an unemployed freeloader. (That’s what I call children.) This is Texas, mind you; our speed limits are like 85 mph so people do a casual 90. But I knew if I could just get to the island in the middle of the lanes, I’d probably be able to make it to the other side. I looked both ways and booked it, hoping not to end up like that little Frogger guy. I’m happy to report that I made it not only to the island, but safely to my aunt and uncle’s side of the freeway. They, of course, were not home either. I was somehow smart enough to try to con my way into a white family, get out of a sticky situation at the leasing office, and cross the freeway, but as an unemployed freeloader, I didn’t understand the concept of “9 to 5” as anything but a bop by a beautiful big-boobed white lady on the radio.


I got back to the road and prepared for another game of Frogger. This time, I didn’t make it all the way across—because a car stopped and the driver asked me to get inside… so I did. (Oh my God, don’t worry, I’m clearly fine. Can you imagine if I died in the intro of my memoir?) I didn’t make it across the freeway because the driver was Ms. April, my teacher.


I cannot tell you how happy my jobless ass was when that car screeched to the side of the median and I heard Ms. April’s queenly Black-lady voice call out, “LACI?!?!?!” To look up and see an adult I not only knew but revered was so clutch because at that point in my being-lost-ness, I literally would’ve gotten into a car with anyone who asked. I’m actually kind of shocked nobody tried to abduct me for real. I was very abductable!


Ms. April drove me in her beat-up stick shift (see, she was clutch!) to the nearest police-type security station. Or… I think it was a police-type security station. I don’t actually remember where we went or what kind of car Ms. April was driving. I was five. When it comes to stories from my childhood, I may have to embellish with some artistic writerly specifics. But all the important details are crystal clear in my mind. You can even google the locations; I’m not scamming you!


What I remember about the station is: I didn’t get police vibes but rather major Paul Blart: Mall Cop realness from the situation. At the time, I only knew one phone number and that was my mom’s. (In fact, that’s still the only number I know… and she’s since changed it, so that’s a problem for me.) Next thing I knew, my mom rushed through the doors, absolutely sobbing. The whole experience is seared in my mind for many reasons, but my mom’s tears are one of the biggest. She’s not much of a crier, and seeing her shook to her core stayed with me. I laud Lori: she’s the altar I pray to, the human I hope to be, her pain is my pain, her joy is my joy, and she treats me the same. So in that moment, my adult-five-year-old self decided to be brave, spare her the details of the day (I did spill to my granny later, though, lmao), and confidence myself through the fear once again. I could sense how horrible she felt (even though it wasn’t her fault) and how scared she was, and I knew that this was my opportunity to get the one thing I wanted most in life: sugar for dinner. “Mama,” I said into her ear as she held my head against her shoulder, rocking back and forth. “Can I have a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for dinner?” I got the sandwich. And shortly after that, my mom and Mr. Tim divorced.


This very true story (I have receipts) came to the forefront of my consciousness shortly after I finished writing the first draft of this book. It’s been bouncing around in my head for days—with me when I fall asleep and there when I wake up. Because the day I went missing is the day I began relying on my confidence to survive in the world. This is my very first memory of looking at the cards I was dealt and thinking, Nope! We can do better! I didn’t know it then, but I see now that I was building my scammer tool kit. Studying the people around me to learn how to con them into giving me those peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I didn’t always get it right—the nanny didn’t abduct me (or help me) despite my best efforts—but I had these ingrained instincts. Speaking “Nice White Lady” to the nice, white kids and then switching to perfect Spanish for the Spanish-speaking nanny are a pretty good con if you ask me, especially for a five-year-old.


The day I went missing, I found my path. A path of scams, cons, and frauds. Little ones. Ones that didn’t hurt people or get me in trouble. But still ones that would get me to where I needed to be. You see… everyone’s a scammer and everything’s a scam. Some people are better at it than others, but we all do it. Scamming gets a bad rap. Fraud, scam, con—all those words have negative connotations, but that’s some straight-up bullshit. Being born is a scam! No one asked to be alive. You drop into this world, spend your time figuring out how to be a human, and then, just when you’re starting to get the hang of it, you die, which seems really shitty. I certainly didn’t ask to be born, yet here I am trying to figure out whether coffee-cup lids are recyclable and why my AirPods keep disconnecting from my phone.


I’ve always been attracted to scams and cons because the system wasn’t built for people like me, so I had to learn how to operate in a way that’s most advantageous to me, myself, and I. The problem is: I have a conscience and anxiety, paired with an unshakable desire to people-please. I’m working on it, but it’s not an easy toxic trait to dump. And yes, it is toxic. We people-pleasers aren’t heroes. Ours is a self-harming form of control that often sprouts from a childhood of conditional love. “If they need me, they won’t leave me” ain’t cute, and when you say yes to things you don’t want to do, you’re saying no to yourself. But I digress… back to the point: If I’d been a people-pleaser who wasn’t also obsessed with scams, I probably would’ve ended up married to a person I didn’t love, with kids I didn’t want, in a life I didn’t need. Scamming saved me and has taught me how to navigate a messy and unfair world while looking out for myself, too.


This is why I love confidence artists—people who are so secure in themselves that they have no problem wringing exactly what they want and need out of every situation. They are satisfied with just being in the moment, not deep worrying about how the other person is thinking or feeling… like people-pleasers do. Con artists aren’t scared of failing, losing it all, and losing the affection of those around them. If they were, they couldn’t run their scams.


That’s something I struggle with: I’m constantly in my head about everything. (Yeah, yeah, I know. Anxiety.) Even though I love a good party, I often find myself lingering at the entrance, stressing out at the thought of being around people, being out there in the world. Solitude is my safe space. Living that soft life with candles, ice cream, no one to please other than myself is a lot easier than being so extra all the time. When you bring other people into the equation, things get complicated. 


As a super, hyperinvolved student, I learned to live a transactional type of lifestyle—someone always wanted something out of me and I always needed something out of them. Now, as an overly ambitious adult, I feel like if I don’t have something to offer people, they won’t like me. That’s why I always make sure I have something to offer—a laugh, emotional support, trips, flights, money. I have a bad people-pleasing thing, not good for my personal life, but great for acting. My career depends on my ability to please people. The performer-audience relationship is the easiest one for me to figure out: I give you a good time; you give me a good time. And performing really is a good time for me. Hosting a podcast or being in movies or TV is a highly structured time with cues, scripts, editing, and perfect lighting. Living a bold, but highly structured, Hollywood life gives me a chance to be in the world, around people, without the anxiety of being in the world, around people.


As an actor, comedian, and podcaster, I have no problem projecting confidence. That’s why my career is my biggest scam. I love performing confidence. I can’t tell you how many people meet me and are like, “Bitch, take a seat. You need to be more insecure. You have too much confidence.” But it’s all just a ruse, a scam. I can play a con artist, and play her well, but the reality is, behind closed doors, I am just a human who is soft and vulnerable, too.


Scamming is truly an art. That’s why they’re called scam artists. These people have costumes. Sometimes they do accents. They’re out there putting on a show 24/7. They are true performers. They’re mirroring people around them, cosplaying empathy, pretending to be human, when in reality they’re impenetrable aliens with zero feelings or concerns. Believe me: it’s not easy; I’ve tried. But I have to say, my favorite thing about scam artists is that they make up all the rules of their world. I love that for them. I love that for me. I love that for us. Scam artists remind us that we made this all up! We decided, as a society, how things should function and then created a bunch of laws to make sure things keep functioning that way. And when I say “we,” I mean old white dudes.


Everyone knows America was built on scams. We became an economic powerhouse providing two-thirds of the world’s cotton by scamming (enslaving) my ancestors. And the same old white dudes who set that up got together and made up all these laws. Why couldn’t I have been there to put in my two cents? Seems unfair. I was class president! I love planning! Why didn’t all y’all white dudes tag me in?


I wanna make up some of my own laws! Like:




• Everyone should be allowed to be seven minutes late to absolutely everything, even their own funerals.


• If you get towed twelve times in one year, you get a prize for keeping the people at Hollywood Tow Service Inc. in business.


• You’re allowed to lie about an illness to get out of something once a month.


• You can’t ask people to BYOB if your neighborhood has shit parking. (I have to get an Uber and a bottle? You’re wild.)


• If you have a destination wedding, you can’t ask for gifts. My presence is your present!


• People who own fish should be on a watch list. Who wants a pet you can’t cuddle? We know you’re a murderer.


• We should be able to steal a little from self-checkout. If you’re going to make me work at this Kroger, I’m taking my wages.


• No one should have to pick anyone up from the airport. Ever. Unless you’re picking me up, in which case, thank you so much. I will never return the favor!


• If you’re going to post a sexy pic, you can’t caption it with a motivational speech. Why are you quoting Maya Angelou? We’re looking at your ass!


• Everyone should know their zodiac sign. And tell it to me immediately so I can decide if I hate you.





These are rules I can get behind, but the rules we have here in America? The laws that have been enforced on us, both written and unwritten? I just can’t fuck with them. I’m a dark-skinned Black lady, so you know these laws weren’t made for my benefit.


This is precisely why I live, breathe, eat, and drink scams up. Scammers were born into a world with a set of rules that they actively choose to ignore. They were handed lives they didn’t quite fit into, or situations that they hated, and set out to change those lives and situations. That’s what I did, too. I didn’t want to be lost in Texas, where no one knew who I was or where I was. I never wanted to feel like I was missing again. So I dove into scamming. I made sure no one I met ever forgot my face or name, and it’s been a wild ride ever since. If scammers can do it, so can you. And you should—because at the end of the day, everything is a scam and everyone’s a scammer. Actors and directors. Award shows. Politicians. Taxes. C-suite executives. Subscription-based services. Tech bros. Cryptocurrency. Writers. This book. It’s all just a bunch of people trying to use each other to feel protected from the world, and that’s not always a bad thing.


When I first got the opportunity to do a podcast, I knew there was only one topic I could talk about ad nauseam for the rest of my life… You guessed it: SCAMS. I’d never done a podcast before and had no clue what I was doing. But like everything in my life, I approached the opportunity with confidence and enthusiasm. I put on my cute little con-artist hat, batted my eyelashes, and said, “Where do I sign?” Well, guess the fuck what? Scam Goddess is now an industry-respected, highly popular, award-winning podcast under both the Earwolf and Team Coco banners. Scammed my way into getting paid to talk about scamming. What a racket! Now, it’s my time to share my hard-earned good fortune with you, my congregation. So, in these pages, you’ll find three main topics: (1) the wildest true-crime scams I’ve ever come across; (2) my own stories of navigating all the sneaky, systemic scams that infect everythinggg; and (3) lessons my independent studies at ScamU have taught me about life.


Like I said, it’s a scam being born. None of us chose this for ourselves. (My mom didn’t even choose my being born. As she likes to jokingly-not-so-jokingly remind me, she unplanned me!) But I’m gonna make the best of it. My life of being a Scam Goddess has led me on a fully unhinged path, a local carnival ride where it’s fun and dangerous and sometimes operated by stoned teenagers. And you’re going to read about it. All of it. From being caught in the middle of a shootout to getting held hostage on a remote island. Regardless of whether I was sneaking into Beyoncé’s VIP section or doing bookkeeping for a drug front—all stories I’ll get into—I walked away from every situation empowered, entertained, and genuinely excited to be alive on this earth thanks to my scammer brain and my mama. Remember—she chose to let me squat in her body for nine months.


I want the same for you. (Not a parasite you house for eighteen years, unless that’s your jam—I mean my make-your-own-rules freedom.) So let’s link arms and con our way to the top of the pops.


Yes, everything is a scam, and this book is too, but the stories in it are real, they’re funny, and they’re written for anyone who needs a little more con(fidence) in their life. The friendship we’ll forge will be real, too; you see me, and I see you. That’s the beauty of this whole scamming game. If everything’s made up, then we can choose what kind of world we live in. I choose a world of humor, light, and fewer parking tickets. What do you choose?















Religious Scams



Some scams are easy for me to digest. Others go down like a blazing swig of Hennessey. The absolute racket that *is* organized religion is one of those throat-burning ones. Even though I have no problem speaking critically about organized religion, I still feel a deep connection to the powers that be. Church has always played a big role in my life. It shaped me as a kid. These days, though, I consider myself more of a Bedside Baptist. I go to church for the major holidays because they’re lit, but other than that, my participation is limited to the occasional pop-in to take a photo and post it online so my mother sees that I haven’t forgotten the Lord.


I was born in a lil ol’ town called Terrell, Texas. I know you haven’t heard of it because nobody has—unless you’re Jamie Foxx. Then you have heard of it because you were born there too. Yes, Jamie Foxx and my mom went to school together. No, they didn’t date. No, Jamie Foxx is not my dad. Yes, I wish he were. Just kidding, daddy-who-is-not-Jamie-Foxx-but-should’ve-been. (Isaac, you’re cool. I love you. Thanks for contributing to my hot DNA.) 


Terrell is a small town. Growing up, the two big restaurants you could go to were Dairy Queen and Sac-a-Burger. Our biggest claim to fame was that Bonnie and Clyde stayed in the local jail in the 1930s. I’m not even sure that that’s true, but it was our small-town lore. I loved spending my formative years there.


A lot of my relatives lived on the same hill in Kemp, the town over, and we’d hop around from house to house whenever we pleased. My cousins and I were those wild, barefoot, country children, running the streets, picking fruits, stealing slices of pie from my Aunt Bettie Jean. No invitation needed; it was like our own little hippie commune except there weren’t any white people in need of a haircut and a shave. Overall, it was really idyllic. It was. The further from home I get, the more I realize what a unique blessing it was to grow up with a lot of family around, especially when you have a family as incredible as mine.


Kemp is the kind of town where if you drive through it—and let’s face it, you’d only be driving through—you’d practically raise the population by a whole percentage point. It’s the kind of town where everybody knows your name, and I was related to all those everybodies. And like most teeny tiny communities, church was the centerpiece that held us all together, the core of our society. Our church was Won’t He Do It Missionary Baptist Church.


I loved that place. It’s exactly what you’d expect a Missionary Baptist church in a small Texas town of 1,200 people would be. It was right off Highway 175, down the street from the Dairy Queen, on the outskirts of town, and across the street from the cemetery where my family members were buried, are buried, and will be buried. (Except for me. I want a popping cemetery with movie premieres and hot people feeling each other up while picnicking on my grave. I’m looking at you, Hollywood Forever.)


To get to the church, you’d have to take Tolosa Road, turn left, away from the cemetery, and drive up the gravelly track that’d rock the car back and forth and jumble you around like a pack of cigarettes. The gravel dust would fly up around the car and settle on the top. It always smelled like earth and perfume, and it was all very country. If it isn’t clear, I love country.


The church itself was a small brick building, but to me as a kid it seemed enormous. An institution. Even now, the whole place expands in my memory, taking up much more space than it should. The building was shotgun style: a room that led to a room, that led to a room, that led to THE ROOM, where everyone would congregate. That little church is where I saw my first true performance. And when I say performance, I mean per-for-MANCE. And the performer who gave that per-for-MANCE was Reverend Johnson.


Just like the church is larger than life in my head, so is Reverend Johnson. He was a tall man with large hands, and was very old… or maybe not? I was a kid, so he could’ve been in his forties and my kid brain just processed any age over twenty-five as old. Everyone in the country looks older than they are because country people don’t care about Botox and they don’t avoid the sun. They’re too busy surviving life and enjoying nature to care what their skin is looking like. In Kemp, the men would dress like they were still living in the Civil Rights era, and Reverend Johnson was no different. He had all the MLK fits, which made him even more commanding up at the pulpit. Reverend Johnson is, to this day, one of the most prolific preachers that I’ve ever seen. I’ve been to church in Pittsburgh, New York, Los Angeles, Georgia, basically everywhere I’ve ever lived or worked, and I’ve never seen anyone even come close to Reverend Johnson. Dude could’ve been a televangelist and raked it all in if he wanted, but he chose to preach in Kemp. He chose us.


Reverend Johnson’s sermons weren’t just speeches: they were songs, they were dances, they were rhythm and movement that left your heart in your throat and your stomach at your knees. He’d preach so hard, he’d be sweating through his Jim Crow–era suits. Reverend Johnson’s sermons were where I learned the power of putting on a show, of precisely telling stories, of choreographing your movements for an audience. The man would preach like he was a pop singer, luring us in with his voice, building the anticipation, and then dropping the beat. Damn, did Reverend Johnson know how to hit a climax. I was always struck by how powerful it must feel up there. If I weren’t a performer, I’d be a pastor for sure. It’s all setups, breakdowns, and callbacks—the same as my comedy shit, just with biblical stakes. Reverend Johnson’s style of performance really resonated with me. He would sing-yell, his voice bouncing off the wood-paneled walls and into the blood-brown carpet; it was electrifying. There were a lot of “AND THE LORDs” as well as a bunch of “HE WILLs.” 


Reverend Johnson made putting on a show seem like a noble thing to do as an adult. Not… you know, corny as fuck like starting a comedy career.


The thing I loved most about Reverend Johnson was that he was an honest man. He didn’t hide his past; he led his congregation with humility. A lot of preachers rack their image up because they want to be seen as holy figures, perfect leaders, role models for the community. But we all know they are doing just as much sinning as we are. Take, for example, Brooklyn’s Bishop of Bling, Lamor Whitehead.




GOD, GIVING, AND GUCCI


This is one of my favorite scams ever. Have you heard of the Bling Bishop of Brooklyn, the Pastor Gucci himself, Lamor Whitehead? I am obsessed with this ridiculous man. Lamor Whitehead was (is?) the head of a congregation no one’s ever heard of called Leaders of Tomorrow International Ministries. Actually, Lamor founded Leaders of Tomorrow International Ministries shortly after he got out of prison for fraud. The man found God in Sing Sing, and the same week he got out, he decided to preach the Good Lord’s word above a Haitian restaurant in southeast Brooklyn. Okay, Bishop, I’m here for it. We’re all multidimensional! We’re all sinners! You do you, Pastor Gucci!


The Bling Bishop was primarily known for his sick drip and for being close friends with the mayor of New York Eric Adams. This man was always head to toe in all the names—Dolce & Gabbana, Fendi, and Donna Karan—talking about how the meek shall inherit the earth. Anyone who saw that thousand-dollar tracksuit and those million-pound rings on each finger and didn’t know right away that dude was lying in the name of the Lord has never been to a Black church. I’ve said it on my podcast, and I’ll say it again here: if you have Jesus piece money, you should not be pastoring. This man. And the church didn’t even look that good. It was giving, like, Courtyard Marriott, but Courtyard Marriott breakfast buffet after they rolled away the cart. Bagels, but no bagel toaster. Summertime sadness. Obviously, the church was struggling with its Build-It Fund (a real thing that churches have), and I’m betting all the money was going toward the Bling Bishop’s gator boots with the pimped-out Gucci suits.


This man was basically a big, blingy piñata. And one day, that big, blingy piñata got robbed… in the middle of a service, during a livestream. In the video, you can see three masked and armed robbers snatch up all the jewelry off this man’s damn body (reportedly a million dollars’ worth). It’s no wonder! Now, of course, I do not think he deserved to be robbed—but I do think wearing a modest house in the Valley’s worth of jewelry on your person into the center of Canarsie, Brooklyn, might be asking for it a little bit. Dude, I’d rob you in the checkout line at Trader Joe’s if you have that kind of money with that little sense. Rocking Gucci suits and chains as thick as an elephant’s tail is an interesting choice for a pastor. I’m as much of a label whore as the next dude, but a man of God? C’mon now. According to Whitehead, Leaders of Tomorrow International Ministries was a “church of wealth, not a church of poverty.” Dude had his hustle baked into the mission! He was preaching the so-called Prosperity Gospel: “If you love God, God will get you a boat. Amen. Don’t waste your time on your spirituality, focus on concrete things you can hold in your hands like money, diamonds, chains! It’s what God wants. Amen.” Y’all. You all. Yawl.
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