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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.
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