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Introduction

My dear friend and fellow reader,

You hold in your hot little hands the paperback edition of my book How Y’all Doing? Misadventures and Mischief from a Life Well Lived. It gives me immense pleasure that you are about to read my book and I hope you enjoy it. I am doubly pleased that you have chosen the paperback edition.

I have a long and varied history with paperback books. Call me crazy, but I love paperbacks twice as much as the hardback editions. I suppose I found that paperbacks have always taken a back seat to hardback editions. That’s unfair! I remember for years and years, I only displayed my hardback editions. They sat there on the shelf, proudly gleaming with their own self-worth. I’m sure that made my paperbacks felt ashamed. I didn’t mean any harm. It just seemed like the way it should be. Hardback editions cost more and are always trotted out months and sometimes years before the paperbacks are allowed to even see the light of day.

But most people, if they are like me, could not afford the hardback edition. Unless you could find the book at the local library, you had to wait for the paperback to come out. Because of that, I only have a small number of hardbacks compared to the thousands of paperbacks I own. I have kept every paperback I ever bought. That cannot be said of those hardback editions. In my younger years, I moved all over the place. I went from one end of this country to another. Hardbacks I lost or left behind along the way, but paperbacks taped in boxes always seem to end up wherever I was. They would be under the bed or stacked in a garage. But now I proudly display my paperbacks next to my hardbacks because I love them both equally!

So, my dear friend and fellow reader, have at it! Carry this paperback in your back pocket, in your purse, or your knapsack; wherever it is that you put your stuff as you move around on your daily routine. Pull it out at the bus stop, on the airplane, under a tree at lunchtime, while you’re snuggled in your bed before sleep, anywhere you want. The more dog-eared it becomes, the better, I say.

Just please read and enjoy.

And when you are through; when you’ve reached the last page, display it proudly amongst your hardbacks.

I know this little dog-eared paperback of How Y’all Doing? will feel right at home.

Love Light Leslie




How Y’all Doing?

“Well, shit. How y’all doing?”

That’s how all this started.

When I was growing up, I was not allowed to cuss. It was just not the way I was raised. So, I don’t cuss. At least, I don’t cuss too much. My mother was none too happy I garnered such success using the word “shit,” but that’s how it all happened—how, in ten easy steps, I became an Instagram maven.

I had to look up the word “maven” to make sure I am using it right. I am not. When I was looking it up, I also learned that Maven is a girl’s name in Hebrew, but it can also be used as a boy’s name. It translates as “one who understands.”

Well, I certainly do NOT understand Instagram. I’m a complete neophyte. But somehow, as so often happens in this crazy world, I amassed a gobsmacking number of followers. Five and a half million at last count. I think I need to say that again, because sometimes I cannot comprehend the magnitude.

I have five and a half million friends on Instagram!

I may not be the only person on Instagram to achieve that many followers in such a short time, to go from zero to well over five million in about six months, but here’s the deal: I would imagine most people on Instagram with millions of followers were already a known commodity when they started their Instagram account.

Yes, I was on TV and in movies, but it seems that most of my followers say they “discovered” me on Instagram.

That seems to be what this newfound success is all about. Whether they thought they knew me from my parts on television, my parts in the movies or my stage parts, through the magic of Instagram, they got to know the real Leslie Allen Jordan.

Here’s how my road to Instagram fame began.

I was working on a short-lived but wonderful series on Fox TV called The Cool Kids. The show had originally been presented to me as a pilot from “the boys” in a very popular TV show called It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, a funny sitcom about friends in a fictional bar in Philadelphia who are always willing to turn on each other for profit or personal gain.

I thought it was so irreverent and unlike anything else on TV. Plus the three male stars, Glenn Howerton, Rob McElhenney and Charlie Day, were really cute.

Anything these boys came up with, count me in!

On The Cool Kids, my character’s name was Sid and had originally been written as a seventy-year-old straight Jewish man from Brooklyn. I drove to the audition (and, yes, I had to audition) befuddled. I could not understand why they would even be interested in my playing the part. I can play a lot of things, but I did not think I could pull off a seventy-year-old straight Jewish man from Brooklyn.

Oy vey.

So, I winged it. I threw caution to the wind, walked in the door and announced to all those present in the audition room that I was going to “put a different spin on things.”

I launched into my usual schtick. I made the character younger, Southern and gay. I did everything but tap-dance with sparklers and turn cartwheels. I was my usual shameless self.

I got the job.

I found out later that the road to being hired on this new series had actually begun on the set of Will & Grace. I had won an Emmy Award back in 2006 for my portrayal of Beverley Leslie. When the show was rebooted for three brand-new seasons, I was so excited to be playing Beverley again. On one episode, I worked with the actor Max Greenfield, of New Girl fame. We really hit it off and giggled the whole time like two little schoolgirls.

Max is the gayest straight man I know. I mean this as the highest compliment possible. He embodies the best of both worlds and is a spectacular human being.

And I adore him.

He is married to Tess Sanchez, who used to be the head of casting for Fox TV. When Tess told Max about this new series she was casting, he brought my name up. They both told their friend Charlie Day that he should at least audition me for the seventy-year-old straight Jewish man from Brooklyn. Just in case they might want to go another way with the character.

Years ago, I had been told by Barbara Miller, the legendary casting director, that when I died, on my tombstone, it should read, HERE LIES THE OTHER WAY TO GO.

She liked to bring me in to audition for producers even though I might not have been right for a particular part. She would introduce me as perhaps “the other way to go” with the character.

Sometimes it would blow up right in front of us, as the producers would just sit there and stare stonily as I auditioned, the looks on their faces saying it all.

“What is he doing here, Barbara? He’s not what we are looking for at all.”

But then, sometimes, it was magical. The producers would lean forward as I auditioned. And once again, the looks on their faces would say it all.

“Wow. We did not think of the character in this manner, but this is interesting.”

And I would book the job.

* * *

But the story of how I became an internet success has an even more winding road.

When I was young, there were three female comedians whom I adored: Lily Tomlin, Phyllis Diller and Carol Burnett.

I could impersonate all three perfectly. I knew all their routines! I would jump up and do them at the drop of a hat. That must have been quite a sight. A twelve-year-old boy impersonating female comedians.

But I was born to perform.

Over the years, I honed all those impersonation skills into a lifetime of performing my one-man show all over the globe.

Sometimes I was performing in up to forty-four venues a year.

One night, at a performance of my show in Los Angeles, I looked out and Phyllis Diller was in the front row. Phyllis Diller was there to see me! I was so overjoyed; I called my mother from backstage to tell her Miss Diller was in the audience.

“Mom, remember when I was little and I could act out Phyllis Diller’s routines? She’s here! In my audience in the front row!”

After the performance, I walked out into the theater’s audience and there sat Miss Diller, all alone, waiting for me. I could tell she had been crying, as one of her famous false eyelashes had come unglued. It flapped precariously above her eye and gave her a slightly crazed look.

But there were other things on her mind, things she wanted to tell me.

“Young man,” she gushed, “that was a wonderful show. Your speech at the end really got to me, as I have tried to express the same sentiment to my children their whole life.”

At that time, I used to end my show by saying, “Happiness is a choice. Happiness is a habit. And happiness is something you have to work hard at. It does not just happen.”

What a sweet, dear lady Phyllis Diller was. And tiny. Teeny tiny, like me. She was so deserving of my heroine worship.

I then got to meet Lily Tomlin in 2007, on a series we did called 12 Miles of Bad Road. When we first met, I glommed on and would not let go. When we were shooting our first scene together and having such a good time, Linda Bloodworth-Thomason, who wrote the series, remarked, “Good Lord, the two of you are like a couple of vaudeville comedians!”

When it comes to getting the laugh, Lily Tomlin is as shameless as me.

She and I have remained fast friends for years now. Forget that she is a brilliant comedienne. Even more important, she is a sterling human being. She, along with her longtime partner and now wife, Jane Wagner, jumped in and helped take my one-man show to New York. Imagine, having Lily Tomlin and Jane Wagner as producers on the marquee at your Off-Broadway debut.

It was the thrill of a lifetime.

Lily even pulled some strings and got us both on The View to promote the show. I got so nervous, I walked out, took one look at Whoopi and Joy Behar and started running my mouth. All of a sudden, one of them said we had to wrap it up and I realized I had not let Lily say a word. I was on a major talk show with a legendary comedienne and I had just silenced a legend.

Not one single word.

When we walked off the set with the cameras following us, Lily chased me down the hall, pretending to berate me for being so selfish as to not let her get a word in edgewise.

Good thing I can run faster than Lily Tomlin.

Of my youthful heroine triumvirate, the only comedienne I am sad to say I have not yet met is Miss Carol Burnett. But on The Cool Kids, I was lucky enough to work with her partner in comedy Vicki Lawrence.

I have always loved the story of how Carol Burnett discovered Vicki. When Vicki was seventeen years old, she competed in a “firefighter’s beauty contest.”

Whatever the hell that is!

The winner was to be crowned “Miss Fireball.” This was all happening in Miss Lawrence’s hometown of Inglewood, California, in 1967. The local paper wrote a story about how much Vicki Lawrence looked like Carol Burnett. Vicki, being the plucky woman she is, cut the article out, sealed it in a letter, and sent it to Miss Burnett. Within a few months, Vicki Lawrence was playing Carol Burnett’s sister on The Carol Burnett Show!

As a kid, I would lie on my stomach in front of the tube, shrieking hysterically at their shenanigans, week after week.

When I found out that Vicki had signed on to do The Cool Kids, I was beside myself. I was one degree closer to my last great comedy heroine. Vicki Lawrence is exactly like you think she would be. What you see is what you get, and what you get is a wonderfully loving, exceptionally talented lady.

* * *

Also cast in The Cool Kids was David Alan Grier. I had been a fan of his since the days of In Living Color in the early 1990s. When he came out on-screen in the “Men on Film” sketch and “double snapped” his fingers as Antoine Merriweather, I fell out! I thought it was the funniest thing I had ever seen on TV. The sketch was about two gay cultural critics commenting on all kinds of things, from movies to art to television. With Damon Wayans playing Blaine Edwards, his equally sissy cohort, they took the country by storm.

There were a lot of gay people who thought this extremely effeminate performance was offensive and portrayed gay men in a bad light. Especially since all this nonsense was coming from two straight men.

Not me!

I hollered.

Honey, we gotta be able to laugh at ourselves. What a lot of people do not know is that David was in the cast of Dreamgirls on Broadway in 1981. The character he created for the sketch was based on all the gay men he’d worked with in the theater world. This was the way they talked! This was their world. He was privy to it all backstage during the musical’s long run.

His performance came from a very loving place, and for me, that was all that mattered!

Rounding out the cast of The Cool Kids was dear Martin Mull. What a champion and a delight he was to work with. He once paid me the biggest compliment I have ever received as a performer.

He, too, came to see me in my one-man show. Afterward, he pulled me aside. “Leslie, watching you tonight was like watching a master class in comedy performance. You were brilliant.”

My gosh. My gosh. My gosh.

And this from a comedian of his stature.

At one of the early rehearsals for The Cool Kids, Martin remarked, “If the four of us were in any other line of work and had given the years we’ve all given to the industry, we would get a gold watch. Maybe this series will be our gold watch. Maybe it will take care of us into our old age.”

Well, maybe not, Martin, dear.

The series was canceled after just one season.

But it was on the set of this ill-fated series that my internet success really began. As The Cool Kids was a new series, there were always folks from the network’s publicity department on the set. They were on the lookout for ways to push this new series into the public’s view. Every time I would say something funny, one of the publicists would jump on it. “Post that!” I did not want to appear ignorant, but I had no earthly idea what they meant. I thought maybe it had something to do with those yellow Post-it notes.

Then, one summer evening, we were all gathered over in Beverly Hills at a lawn bowling event the publicity department had cooked up. The press people from all the news outlets were interviewing and photographing the cast as we learned how to lawn bowl.

There was a dinner of sorts and then an outdoor screening of our pilot episode. At one point, I was strolling through the crowd with Tess Sanchez, the person who put me up for the role in the first place, when I said something really funny. She said, “You should post that on your Instagram.”

All of a sudden, it hit me.

Oh! So, that is what “post it” means! I told Tess that I did not have an Instagram account. She stopped dead still. “Oh, darling, you really have to get Instagram. It’s so important for an actor. Especially right now.”

I began to wail, “But why? I don’t know how! I barely know how to do Facebook. Technology scares the shit out of me. I am an old man, Tess.”

“Don’t be silly,” she told me. “I’ll have one of my girls walk you all the way through the process and hold your hand.”

And right there, right that instant, at a lawn bowling event in Beverly Hills, I became a member in good standing of INSTAGRAM.

I would make my posts in my dressing room and ramble on about what was going on with The Cool Kids.

Within a few days, I had twenty thousand followers. I could not believe it. When I told the kids in the publicity department, one girl said, “Oh, that’s nothing. You’ll get more.”

I was a tiny bit incensed. I thought twenty thousand was quite a lot. Twenty thousand people checking my Instagram daily to see what I had to post. It was impressive to me.

Then my friend and cohort on Will & Grace, Megan Mullally, reposted something funny I had said. I woke up the next day to over eighty thousand followers!

Even though the kids in the publicity department were still not impressed, I thought it was quite an accomplishment.

I stayed at eighty thousand followers for a rather long time. And then the COVID-19 pandemic hit.

During March and April of 2020, I was in Tennessee with my family, as I thought that was a better place to hunker down while the shelter-in-place order was in effect. I rented a lovely but tiny apartment near my family for the duration. I ended up staying almost two months.

Stuck in a tiny apartment by myself for most of the day, every day, it did not take long for boredom to set in. At one point, I thought I was going to go crazy. At least I was able to get out of that small apartment once daily to go over and check on my family.

To pass the time, I started thinking of fun things to post on my Instagram page. Silly stories about my family, baton twirling with a back scratcher, doing yoga stretches up on the kitchen counter, cutting my own hair to old hippie rock music. I was doing just about anything I could come up with.

Right in the midst of all this, my phone rang. It was a friend who was out in California. He told me, “Leslie, you’ve gone viral.”

I quickly answered, “Oh no, honey. I’m fine. I’m staying at my mother’s house in Tennessee.”

He quickly answered, “No, Leslie. You have gone viral.”

“I am fine, really.”

Was I being silly? Did I know what “going viral” meant in terms of the internet? I suppose I did. But in the context of the question, and with what was going on with the coronavirus pandemic, I answered to the best of my ability.

But I had gone viral.

Internet viral.

Millions and millions of followers. The irony of a sixty-five-year-old gay man acquiring this huge number has not been lost on me. I just love that folks want to hear what I have to say!

* * *

On my Instagram page, I usually follow the old rule of not discussing politics and religion in company. I don’t know what I don’t know, and who would want to hear about what I don’t know? All I know is comedy and my sweet self.

When our country was erupting in protests and marches, asking for the end of injustice against African American men and women, I was somewhat chastised by many of my followers for not speaking out against systemic racism.

That was the first time it really occurred to me that I had a voice on this new platform.

I had a strong voice. A voice that people wanted to hear.

I thought long and hard about what to say. Nothing I could come up with felt right. There might have been an easy way out. For me to say that my struggle was about my sexuality, about gay rights.

There is an old Southern expression: “I don’t got a dog in that fight.” But I immediately realized that was never going to be the case when it comes to standing up to racial injustice. We all “got a dog in that fight.”

But this time, I just felt instinctively this was a time for me to listen.

Not talk, just listen.

Through a friend, I heard of a speaker, community leader and organizer named Deesha Dyer. She had been the White House social secretary for President Barack Obama from 2015 to 2017.

I watched a few of her presentations on the web and I was impressed. I reached out to her and wondered if she would be willing to take over my Instagram for a night. To talk about what was going on and what needed to be done.

Well, she was.

I announced on my Instagram account the next day that I really felt it was a time for me to listen. I asked each of my followers to come back that evening to hear an incredibly special speaker.

That evening, I turned my account over to Deesha Dyer. I gave her the liberty to say what she wanted with no restrictions.

I gave her the stage and the voice I had been given.

* * *

As you might be able to imagine, as I gained more followers, I also began to receive offers to push products. I made the decision I was not going to monetize this unexpected success during a pandemic. It did not seem right. I did not want my newfound friends to get the wrong impression about what my true intentions really were.

And that was to entertain.

That’s what I do. That’s my role. We all have different roles in life. People come to my page for some FUN, not to see what TOOTHBRUSH I use.

Since my internet success began, things have changed a bit in my life. I have always garnered attention, but the attention over five million followers brings is much crazier!

I have a really cute BMW convertible I love to drive around in the California sunshine. Well, there’s no more of that. People holler out my name and try to take my picture as I tool down the road.

I am afraid it might cause an accident! I drive with my top up now.

Here’s another thing that has changed since I made over five million new friends. My favorite thing in the whole world is
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