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Advice No One Asked For

I am obsessed with giving people advice. Am I qualified to give people advice? I am not. Am I a therapist? I am not. Am I an advice columnist with a comforting name like “Ann” or “Abby” or “Aunt Agatha”? Also no. I am a comedian who writes for a late night show hosted by a man behind a desk.

Since 2016, I have been a writer for Late Night with Seth Meyers. And from 2020 to 2022 I was the head writer of The Amber Ruffin Show. I have written one million sketches and one billion desk bits and approximately one gajillion monologue jokes. I have appeared on camera dressed as an old-timey railroad worker and a mom from Florida and Marjorie Taylor Greene. I have written jokes for Olympic athletes. I have told jokes with Gloria Steinem. I have eaten a hot dog in the lobby at the Emmys. These experiences have all been incredible. Especially the hot dog. But not one of them has made me qualified to tell other people what to do.

I am a lady who got married… and then, two years later, got divorced. I am a lady who didn’t realize she was gay until she was twenty-six years old. I am a lady who, before I was hired at Late Night with Seth Meyers, had a credit score that once made an apartment broker say, under his breath, “Oh boy.” I am a lady who took Intro to Psychology freshman year in college and got a C+.

But I have not let any of those things stop me from giving people advice, because I love it. And the only thing I love more than giving someone advice is finding out later that they took it. If someone circles back to me a few weeks after a conversation and says, “Oh, hey, I tried that restaurant you recommended,” or, “I bought that backpack you told me to buy,” I get a dopamine hit comparable to what other people get from climbing Mount Everest. I don’t know why I’m like this. Some people are addicted to heroin. Some people’s drug of choice is cocaine. Mine is giving you advice and finding out later that you followed it and enjoyed the result.

This isn’t because I’m some know-it-all snob. I don’t think I’m infallible. Or perfect. Or smarter than you. (Even though I am able to guess, with uncanny accuracy, which patients will die in any given episode of Grey’s Anatomy.) When I give advice, I’m just doing it because I genuinely believe that I have a piece of information that will make your life better. And the idea that I could make someone else’s life better in some tiny, tangible way makes me drunk with happiness.

Why am I like this? I don’t know. But I do know that I have been giving unsolicited advice for as long as I can remember. When I was in kindergarten, my teacher was giving a lesson at the board one day, when she started a sentence with “How come…?” As soon as those two words left her mouth, I shot my hand in the air and said, “Excuse me. You shouldn’t say ‘how come.’ You should say ‘why.’ ” That is a real story about my real personality. I don’t remember what happened next, but I’m guessing she glued my mouth closed with a nontoxic glue stick.

Giving advice is my addiction. And when I’m chasing the dragon, no piece of advice is too big or too small. Advice I have attempted to give people in the past includes but is not limited to: How to find your purpose in life. How to leave your husband. The best pen to write a thank-you note with. (The Zebra G-301 Retractable Gel Ink Pen with a medium point. Trust me.)

And now I am channeling this weird passion-slash-compulsion into the pages of a book. The essays collected here are reflections on all sorts of things, from comedy to relationships to monkeys. And nestled in each essay is at least one piece of advice. Every piece of advice may not apply to you right now. That’s okay! Some advice you can tuck away for the future. Some you can pass on to a friend. But my hope is that some of it will be useful to you right now. That some of it will land on you at just the right time, on just the right day, and change your life in some small way. Like when you’re walking down the street in Manhattan and a little drop of water falls on you from an air-conditioning unit ten stories above. Except better, because you’ll end up with advice instead of E. coli.

So let’s get started! But let’s start small. Let’s start easy. To begin, here are five short pieces of advice to whet your appetite. Like little advice appetizers. Ready? Here we go.


Don’t Turn Your Wedding Toast into a Comedy Routine

The wedding toast is a concept that began centuries ago, as a way for guests to honor two people who are getting married. But at some point in this century, someone thought to themselves, “What if, instead of honoring them, I made it about… me?” Thus began the Funny Wedding Toast™—the worst plague that has ever befallen humanity. And I say that as someone who lived through Covid-19.

A wedding toast should do exactly one thing: toast the people who are having a wedding. It’s an opportunity to celebrate them. To highlight their best qualities. To say nice things to them that you have never said out loud to them before. You’ve probably thought to yourself a million times, “My friend Sam is an amazing guy.” You’ve probably said that about Sam to other people, behind Sam’s back. Well, now is your chance to say that directly to Sam’s face. While holding a glass of champagne you didn’t have to pay for.

That’s it. That’s the whole point of a wedding toast.

But instead, for some reason, it has evolved into something else. The wedding toast has become a moment for bridesmaids and groomsmen across America to prove that they are not just a senior systems analyst at Morgan Stanley or a director of human resources at Kankakee Community College. They are a comedian.

I have been to countless weddings where the guests were forced to sit through “toasts” that were actually just self-indulgent comedy routines. Instead of “Hey, Look at These Two Beautiful Kids Who Found Love,” the theme of those toasts is “HEY, LOOK AT MEEEEE!”

One time, a stranger emailed me out of the blue and said, “I saw online that you’re a professional comedy writer. My brother is getting married next month—can I hire you to make my wedding toast funny? I’ll pay you $100.” I wrote back and said, “Don’t worry about giving a funny toast. Instead, use your toast as an opportunity to tell your brother how you feel about him. We get so few opportunities in life to do that for our loved ones. And use your toast as an opportunity to tell your new sister-in-law how happy you are that she’s joining your family. You’ll be happy you did.” He wrote back and said, “What if I make it $150?”

This “funny” approach to a wedding toast has exactly two possible outcomes:


	It goes terribly, and after the wedding you are all anyone is talking about.

	It goes great, and after the wedding you are all anyone is talking about.



Either way, when you give a Funny Wedding Toast™, the focus is all on you, instead of the two people the focus should be on: the couple getting married. So don’t do that. Don’t tell an embarrassing drinking story from college about that time when the bride threw up on a cash register at 7-Eleven. Don’t list all of the groom’s former girlfriends and/or boyfriends and/or criminal convictions.

Don’t do what one of my students did when I taught Intro to Public Speaking at the City College of New York. One week, I asked my class to write a wedding toast for someone they knew. And then I asked them to read those toasts in front of the room. One student opened her speech with, “Well, Daniela always said she’d never marry a Puerto Rican, but here we are.” Don’t do that.

Instead, give a sincere wedding toast. “But how will I do that?” you ask. “How will I communicate my feelings about my friend who I love, and how will I organize those feelings into a tight, well-flowing structure?”

The answer is simple: by using the Sincere Wedding Toast Template I have created, below.


SINCERE WEDDING TOAST TEMPLATE


Hello, for those of you who don’t know me, I’m [NAME]. And I know [PERSON GETTING MARRIED] from [HOW YOU KNOW THEM]. And I feel so incredibly lucky to know them. Because [PERSON GETTING MARRIED] is [NICE QUALITY #1], [NICE QUALITY #2], and [NICE QUALITY #3].

One time, [SHORT ANECDOTE ABOUT THE PERSON GETTING MARRIED THAT ILLUSTRATES NICE QUALITY #1].

Also, [SHORT ANECDOTE ABOUT THE PERSON GETTING MARRIED THAT ILLUSTRATES NICE QUALITY #2].

But most importantly, [SHORT ANECDOTE ABOUT THE PERSON GETTING MARRIED THAT ILLUSTRATES NICE QUALITY #3—THIS IS THE QUALITY YOU LIKE THE MOST ABOUT THEM. THAT’S WHY YOU SAVED IT FOR LAST].

When a person is as great as [PERSON GETTING MARRIED], you think to yourself, “Who in the world could possibly be a match for them?” Well, the answer is [PERSON THEY ARE MARRYING]. [PERSON THEY ARE MARRYING] is [LIST A FEW NICE QUALITIES ABOUT THEM]. And most importantly, they make [PERSON GETTING MARRIED] really happy. They make [PERSON GETTING MARRIED] a better, brighter version of themselves. That’s what a good partner should do. And that’s why I’m so excited to watch them walk through life together.

So, let’s all raise a glass to [THE TWO PEOPLE GETTING MARRIED]. And remember, [PUT A TINY CALLBACK HERE TO ONE OF THE ANECDOTES YOU TOLD ABOUT THE PERSON GETTING MARRIED].

(RAISE YOUR GLASS.)

To [THE PEOPLE GETTING MARRIED]!

(THUNDEROUS APPLAUSE. EVERYONE DRINKS. EVERYONE THINKS ABOUT HOW GREAT THE TWO PEOPLE GETTING MARRIED ARE. NO ONE THINKS ABOUT YOU.)






Put Paper Plates on Your Baby Registry

When a person gets pregnant, everyone they have ever met—and some who they have not—starts telling them what to put on their baby registry. Beginning at the very moment you conceive, friends and relatives and strangers on the subway and TSA agents who are wanding you down will aggressively list for you all the things you absolutely MUST purchase to ensure the survival of you and your baby. And every one of them will leave out the absolute, number one, most important thing: paper plates.

In the first few weeks after your baby is born you will be so tired. You will be tired in a way that you cannot currently fathom. You will be tired in a way that you have never experienced before, even if you are an insomniac. Or a subject in a long-term sleep-deprivation study. And when you are in the deepest depths of that tiredness, you will not have the energy to wash a dish. The task of washing a single dish will seem about as easy as the task of performing open-heart surgery with nothing but a stapler.

I know what you’re thinking. “But paper plates are bad for the environment.” Trust me: when it’s 2 a.m. and you are standing in the kitchen wearing inside-out pajamas and trying to remember the last time you brushed your teeth, you will not care about the environment. You will care about one thing and one thing only: maximizing the seven free minutes you have while the baby is sleeping. You will care about the environment so little that if someone said to you, “You can have thirty extra seconds of peace and quiet if you stab a panda,” you would say, “Hand me a knife.”

If it makes you feel better, make a quick donation to an environmental organization of your choice. And then put paper plates on your baby registry.

And while you’re at it, throw a stain stick on there, too. Because that baby is about to barf and poop on every shirt you own.



Don’t Throw Away Those Four Ripe Bananas

Right now, as I write this, there is one thing that exists in every kitchen in America: a few bananas that are too ripe to eat, but too good to throw away. For the next few days, people will look at these bananas, decide not to eat them, but feel too guilty to put them into a trash can.

These bananas were purchased in a moment of optimism at the grocery store, when you thought, “This week, I am going to become someone who eats produce instead of processed foods! Someone who eats things that are fresh! Instead of fresh out of the microwave!” But that moment ended when the bananas arrived at home and settled into their place on the counter. And now they are sitting there, a little too squishy to consume but a little too nice to toss in the trash. They’re staring at you, each brown dot on their peel a silent accusation. This will go on for several days, until the bananas finally get gross enough for you to throw them away with a clear conscience.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

Instead of waiting for a cloud of fruit flies to appear in your home, signaling the end of your bananas’ lifespan, use those weird middle-stage bananas for the extremely easy recipe below.


Banana Soft-Serve Ice Cream1


	4 bananas that are about to get gross

	1/4 cup milk

	1/4 cup peanut butter

	2 tbsp powdered hot cocoa mix

	1 tsp vanilla extract




	Cut the bananas into 1/4-inch slices, seal them in a freezer bag, and put the bag in the freezer until you are ready to make this recipe. At the very least, they should freeze overnight.

	The next time you’re in the mood for ice cream, put those frozen banana chunks in a blender and add the other ingredients. Blend that shit up. Boom. You’re done.





The result will have the exact consistency of soft-serve ice cream. It’s great to eat on a hot day, or when you want ice cream but don’t want to leave the house. It’s also perfect for when you’re sick and don’t feel like eating real food. (One time, when I had Covid, I ate nothing but this for three days.)

But most importantly, it saves you from that specific brand of shame that washes over you when you buy produce but never eat it. Because you did eat it. (With chocolate and a spoon.)



Call Your Mom, You Filthy Animal

When my son was two years old, I was putting him to bed when something horrifying happened. I read him a story and tucked him in, and I had almost made it out of his room when he said, “Wait. Here.” I walked back to his bed, and he handed me a booger. And because bedtime had taken forever and I had worked all day and I was exhausted and I just wanted to be done with parenting for the night, I didn’t go get a tissue. I just said, “Thanks.” And I reached out and took it. I walked back to the bedroom door to leave, and as my hand hit the doorknob he said, “Wait. Here’s one more.” And I took that one, too.

When my son was two and a half, we were in a taxi, and he was eating some raisins. Right before we got to our destination, he turned to me and it became clear that he hadn’t been eating the raisins—he had been chewing them up and storing them all inside one of his cheeks. So now there was a giant golf ball of half-chewed raisins in his mouth, and because he was very young, this was very unsafe. “Give me that,” I said, and he dutifully spit the ball of raisins into my hand. I looked in my bag and realized that I had no napkins, or wipes, or even a loose piece of notebook paper. I rolled down the window and was about to throw the raisins out, when I caught the driver glaring at me in the rearview mirror. I looked up and realized we had gotten to where we were going, and I needed both of my hands to get my tiny son out of the cab. So I sighed, and put all the raisins in my mouth and ate them.

When my son was four, he and I were sitting on the couch watching TV, when all of a sudden, he started coughing. I realized right away that it was a different kind of cough. So I calmly cupped my hands under his mouth, and he barfed into my bare hands and I caught it.

When my son was eight, we were in an Uber and he lost a tooth. It had been wiggly for weeks, and he had finally managed to tear it free. He held out the blood-covered tooth to me and said, “Save this for the Tooth Fairy.” And I held it in my hand for the remainder of the ride. I will never get the sight of that bloody tooth out of my head. And now, thanks to the magic of digital photography, neither will you.
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I have no idea what your situation with your mom is. Maybe she’s not great. Maybe she’s not around anymore. Maybe she was never around in the first place. But if she’s around, and if you have a halfway decent relationship with her, here’s my advice to you: Pick up your phone right now, and call her to say thanks. Because chances are, at some point she touched something really gross and it was your fault.




Wear Black When You Fly

I have flown on an airplane approximately one trillion times in my life. Partly because my first job after college involved working for a major airline. Partly because, in my twenties, I spent three years traveling the world with a theater company. And partly because, in my current life, I work in TV but I don’t live in LA—which means a big chunk of my time is spent flying to LA.

There’s one thing I’ve learned from sitting on all those airplanes: At some point, during every single flight, you are going to spill something on yourself. And that’s why you should always wear black when you fly.

Maybe it’ll be a big spill. Maybe it’ll be a tiny spill. But if you’re wearing black, it won’t matter. Because if you wear black, you can spill an entire pot of coffee on yourself and no one will ever know. If you wear black on an airplane, the person in the seat next to you could get murdered mid-flight and bleed to death all over you, and you could walk off that plane and straight into a meeting. And everyone in that meeting would think, “Damn. That person looks clean.”

I feel very strongly about this rule and I always follow it. I have broken it exactly one time. And I paid the price.

A few years ago, my friend Amber and I were flying to LA for work, and in a moment of temporary insanity, I decided to wear blue jeans for the flight. Our job was paying for our trip, so as soon as I settled into my seat, I did what any normal person about to fly across the country on someone else’s dime would do—I asked the flight attendant for a glass of bourbon. She brought it to me right before takeoff, but as she handed it to me she slipped—and she accidentally spilled the entire drink directly onto my crotch.

If I had been wearing black pants, this would have been very uncomfortable, but at least it would have been invisible. But alas, I was wearing blue pants.

As soon as this happened, my friend Amber jumped up to help me. Just kidding! As soon as this happened, my friend Amber took a photo of my lap and texted it to all of our friends with a message that said, “JENNY PEED HER PANTS IN FIRST CLASS!!!” And then I spent five hours on a plane looking like I had wet myself.

Don’t be like me in that story. Don’t walk onto an airplane wearing a light color and an air of hubris, and then, ten minutes later, leave everyone wondering if you’re housebroken. Wear black and enjoy the confidence of knowing you will arrive at your destination looking great. Even if you eat a full plate of spaghetti during turbulence.



Look at that! Five solid pieces of advice, and we’re just getting started! But as I mentioned earlier, it’s not enough for me to give advice. I also need to find out later that you took it. So, at the end of this book, after I’ve bossed you around for a couple hundred pages, I’ll tell you how you can help me do that. Because this isn’t just a book—it’s a journey. And we are on it together. And we have one common goal: to help me feed my addiction.

So let’s begin. I have a lot of advice to give. Advice that—I cannot stress enough—no one asked for.







When You Pitch, You Win


“You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.”

—A bartender trying to sell you shots



For the last twenty years, I have made my living as a comedy writer. And when you’re a comedy writer, there’s one thing that becomes a constant part of your life: having an absolutely sick body. Just kidding! The thing that becomes a constant part of your life is rejection. I have spent the last twenty years writing sketches, jokes, and funny little songs, and the vast majority of them have been rejected by the bosses for whom I have written them. Not because I’m bad at my job, but because that’s how comedy writing works. You write way more material than you need, you keep the very best of it, and you throw the rest of it in the trash. And by “the rest of it” I mean “almost all of it.”

Imagine if you worked at the Gap. And imagine that every day you sold two T-shirts and one pair of socks. And then, at the end of the day, you threw all of the other garments away. Then the next morning you got up early, sewed a bunch of new clothes, opened up the store, and started all over again. That’s comedy writing. (Please populate that analogy with whatever clothing store is most appropriate for your age group. People born between 1981 and 1996 should use Abercrombie & Fitch. Women born before 1950 should use Talbots.)

You would not believe how much rejection I have experienced.

For the past nine years, I have been a writer for Late Night with Seth Meyers—an extremely fun job that I love very much. People often say to me, “What’s it like to write for a late night show? What do you do all day?” The short and very honest answer to that question is that I spend all day having fun. The longer and very honest answer to that question is that while I am having fun, I am constantly watching my work get thrown in the garbage.

For the first six years I worked at Late Night, I was part of the show’s monologue team. I wrote fifty monologue jokes a day, Monday through Thursday. Which means I wrote two hundred jokes a week. In a typical week, four of those jokes would end up on television. Which means that 196 of those jokes ended up in the trash. (You might be thinking, “How can someone possibly think of 196 bad jokes in a week?” But before I came out as gay, I used to go on dates with men. So I’ve heard that many bad jokes in one night.)

Every Monday, our writing staff gathers for a pitch meeting we call “Monday Pitch.” (I am realizing as I write this that we could have put a little more effort into naming this meeting.) We go around the room and each of us pitches one sketch idea to our head writer, based on that weekend’s news. In a typical week, one of those ideas makes it onto the show. Some weeks, none of them do.

A few times a month, we gather around a table to read sketches, in a meeting we call a “table read.” (Okay, maybe as a staff we do not excel at naming meetings.) Each person brings a brand-new sketch they have written. We sit around and read each person’s sketch out loud, assigning roles and doing our best silly character voices and celebrity impressions. We laugh ourselves sick in these meetings. We have the best time. We cannot believe how good these sketches are. Sometimes I laugh so hard I have to use my inhaler.

At the end of each of these meetings, I walk out of the room thinking how lucky I am to work with this group of people who, I am absolutely convinced, are the sharpest comedy minds in America today. (And, in case they are reading this, also the best looking!) And then, a few days after each of those meetings, we get an email telling us that only one or two of those sketches have been selected, and the rest will go in the trash. Sometimes we get an email that says, literally, “No selects” (a phrase that women across America regularly think to themselves as they swipe through Tinder).

Why does all this material go in the trash? Is it all terrible? Are we all very bad writers? When we’re sitting around that table read, laughing, are we all delusional lunatics? No, no, and maybe.

The truth is, there are several reasons even very good material can be thrown in the trash.

A sketch can get thrown in the trash because, even though it is very funny, it would be too expensive to produce. No matter how hilarious your sketch is, NBC is not going to build a swimming pool and fill it with dolphins who are trained to do the Macarena. (And frankly, that’s their mistake.)

Sometimes a sketch gets rejected because it would take too long to produce, and by the time it’s finished, the news story that it’s referencing would feel old and dated. One time, I wrote a sketch about Harvey Weinstein’s trial, and it involved a prop so complicated that by the time the art department was finished making it, he had been convicted. That is an absolutely true story. Sometimes the wheels of justice turn faster than the wheels of the art department.

Sometimes a joke gets thrown out because it’s too similar to a joke another writer turned in that day. Sometimes the joke requires playing a few seconds of the song “Funky Cold Medina,” but we can’t get permission to do that because Tone Loc won’t return the calls from our legal department.

Sometimes multiple jokes are submitted with the same setup and different punchlines. And you can’t use them all, because it would be too repetitive. Like these jokes:


A newspaper in Vermont recently published a recipe for “Lesbian Kale Sauce.” “Lesbian Kale Sauce” is also what the new Prius runs on.

A newspaper in Vermont recently published a recipe for “Lesbian Kale Sauce.” “Lesbian Kale Sauce” is also the technical term for “natural deodorant.”

A newspaper in Vermont recently published a recipe for “Lesbian Kale Sauce.” Incidentally, “Lesbian Kale Sauce” is also the most popular baby name in Brooklyn.



And sometimes a joke is just a little too spicy for TV. Like this joke:


According to Prince Harry’s new book, the royal family often leaks information to the press. And according to the royal family, Meghan Markle did 9/11.



Or this joke:


John Hinckley Jr., the man who shot Ronald Reagan, was released from his mental hospital this week. When asked for comment, Hinckley said, “Jodie Foster is a what??”



Those are all very real reasons that material can get rejected by a late night show. But also, sometimes the material just doesn’t work. No one, no matter how good they are at their job, can bat a thousand. Not even baseball players, which is why we had to invent that saying.

I have known the thrill of writing something funny and seeing it end up on TV. I have known the disappointment of writing something funny and, for one of the reasons outlined above, seeing it end up in the garbage. And I have also known the abject humiliation of pitching an idea or reading a sketch out loud in front of my peers and hearing the deafening sound that is the absence of laughter. Sometimes you are convinced that something is going to be a hit. You are convinced that it is comedy gold. You are positive that after you read it out loud, everyone in the room is going to stand up at their desk and start slow clapping and then the mayor will walk in and hand you a large novelty check and the key to the city. And then you finish reading it and there’s just… silence. And sometimes when that happens, I wish I could throw myself in the garbage.

Basically, what I’m trying to say is, the chances of writing something that is funny, and that works in front of an audience, and that makes it through the elaborate gauntlet of possible reasons for rejection I’ve mentioned above to end up on television is insanely small. So small it’s hard to express in words. So I’ll express it in this pie chart.


Lifetime Writing Results
[image: Pie chart showing a tiny slice labeled Jokes Successfully Written and a large majority labeled Garbage.]

If you think about it, that’s insane. No other profession would tolerate a success rate that low. Imagine if a dentist had a chart that looked like this:


Lifetime Dentistry Results
[image: Pie chart showing a tiny slice labeled Cavities Successfully Filled and a large majority labeled Teeth Fell Out.]

The second week after I got hired as a writer at Late Night with Seth Meyers, I had an idea for a political piece. I wrote it up at home that night, printed it out on my crappy little inkjet printer, and brought it in the next morning. Then I gathered all my courage—the same amount of courage, I’m guessing, that it took to storm the beach at Normandy—and handed it to my new boss, the show’s head writer. He looked it over and said, “Let’s try this at rehearsal.”

In the years before the pandemic, every day at 4:30 p.m. we held a rehearsal where we tried out new material. Interns would lure forty tourists from the NBC gift shop at 30 Rockefeller Plaza to come upstairs to our studio and watch Seth perform possible jokes for that night’s monologue and possible sketches for future shows. And those jokes and sketches would live or die based on what those tourists did or did not laugh at. You haven’t lived until you’ve watched the fate of your work be decided by a bunch of Australians in cargo shorts.

That day, I sat in the studio, nervously watching as Seth sat behind his desk reading through thirty monologue jokes and a couple of other sketches. Then, finally, he started reading the political piece that I had written. He read the first joke and there was… silence. Then he read the second joke in the sketch and there was… more silence. But not just regular silence. You know in a movie about space when someone accidentally gets locked outside of the spaceship and they’re floating in total nothingness? And there’s that noise that’s more than silence? It’s that wooshy sound that’s the total and complete absence of noise? It was that kind of silence. It became clear immediately that the entire sketch was not going to work. But Seth was performing it in front of an audience, so he wasn’t going to just stop in the middle—he was going to do the whole thing. A cold sweat spread over my scalp as I remembered that the sketch was eleven pages long. And I sank in my seat and listened to my boss read eleven pages of jokes I had written that did not work. Afterward, as the audience filed out of the studio, I thought, “This is it. This is where Seth Meyers, America’s sweetheart, is going to fire and/or murder me.” But instead, because he is the nicest boss on earth, he just looked at me and said gently, “So, maybe we keep working on it?” And I slunk back to the writers’ room in a slimy pool of sweat and shame. Somehow, I am still alive and still work there.

But my current job isn’t the only place where I’ve experienced failure and rejection. Before I started working at Late Night with Seth Meyers, I spent seven years applying to be a writer at various late night shows. It was my dream to be a late night writer and I was determined to make it a reality. Every time I heard that a late night show was hiring, I would stay up for several nights in a row, typing up a ten- to fifteen-page writing sample written specifically for that show. I was also working a full-time job, so the amount of coffee required to make this happen was dangerous. Like, enough to make a baby grow a beard.

I would revise each sample over and over again until I was sure it was a perfect blend of smart and funny. An expert balance of silly jokes and smart political references. An ideal fusion of the host’s voice and my personal point of view. And, of course, I spell-checked the shit out of it. I did that thirty-five times between 2009 and 2016. Every single one of them was rejected. In those seven years, I heard “no” more than a guy with a clipboard canvassing for Greenpeace.

Before that, I was an actor in Chicago, where I spent five years auditioning for TV commercials. If you’ve never auditioned for a commercial, it’s an invigorating activity that goes more or less like this: You walk into an empty room, holding a script. Three auditors you’ve never seen before are sitting behind a table. They are not smiling.


	AUDITOR: Name?

	ACTOR: (Says their name.)

	AUDITOR: Go ahead.

	ACTOR: (Reading from a script.) New Crest Tartar Control Cinnamon Blast—

	AUDITOR: LEAVE RIGHT NOW AND NEVER COME BACK.



I know what you’re thinking. “Auditioning for commercials sounds terrible. That’s gotta be the worst type of rejection this woman has experienced.” Sadly for both of us, it is not.

One time, when I was working at a comedy theater in Chicago, I met with the person in charge. I was a member of the theater’s touring company, and there was a spot open on one of their resident stages. It would have been a big promotion, and I wanted it very badly. I gathered all my courage—the same amount of courage, I’m guessing, that it took to raise the flag at Iwo Jima—walked into my boss’s office, and told him I thought I was the right person for the job. He looked me in the eye and said, “Have you considered quitting comedy and going into radio?”

One time, a woman who works for a production company that makes documentaries invited me to meet with her. She said, “I would love for you to pitch me some ideas.” I pitched her an idea for a documentary with me as the host. She said, very casually, “I don’t think you have any appeal on camera.”

At this point, you probably have a few questions. First: “Why is this woman telling me these things? She should be taking these stories to her grave.”

But you are also probably wondering, “How do you keep showing up to work every day, after watching so much of your material get thrown in the garbage? Instead of filling your pockets with rocks and walking into the sea?” And the answer is that, a long time ago, I decided to see the act of trying as a victory in and of itself.

I even invented a saying about it: When you pitch, you win.

I say it around the office all the time, and my coworkers love it! Just kidding. They do not love it. It’s corny as hell, and saying it makes me sound like a camp counselor with sunscreen on her nose and a whistle around her neck. But also? It’s true. When you pitch, you win.

And it’s not just true in comedy. It’s true everywhere.

When you take a risk, you open yourself up to possibility.

Years ago, a coworker told me a story about a guy she met on Match.com (back when that was a normal thing people did). They lived in different cities, but they clicked instantly and she couldn’t shake the feeling that this might be her soulmate. So, after weeks of chatting online, they decided to meet up in New Orleans—a place where neither of them lived—and hang out for a weekend. And as soon as they got there… the guy started getting wasted. They walked up and down Bourbon Street and he kept ordering Hurricane after Hurricane. His words were slurring and his teeth were getting pink and he was leaning on her to stay upright. The whole thing was a disaster. Finally, a random guy came up to her and said quietly, “Hey, are you okay? Do you need help getting away from that dude?” She did. The second guy helped her escape and then… that second guy ended up being incredibly nice and THEY ended up falling in love and getting married! That is a real story! She took a big risk and something cool and unexpected happened! When you pitch, you win!

When I was in graduate school, I applied for an internship in the original programming department at a TV network. I didn’t hear back for a month, and I really, really wanted that internship. So one day, I thought, “I’m gonna call the person I sent my application to and follow up.” (I realize this makes me sound like a stalker. But this was the early 2000s, when spontaneous, unscheduled phone calls were still a thing.) Then I thought, “There’s no way I can do that. Call a grown-up man who works at a TV network? That is way too scary.” But I realized there was pretty much no other way for me to get that internship. If I hadn’t heard from them for a month, I probably wasn’t going to get it. Calling was my last hope. The only snag was… I didn’t have their phone number. And there were no listings for anyone on the staff of this TV network.

I picked up the phone with an extremely sweaty hand, and nervously dialed 411. I asked the operator to connect me to New York City. Then I asked the next operator to connect me to the front desk at that TV network. Then I asked the person who answered to connect me to the original programming department. Then I asked the person who answered to connect me to the person I was looking for. At each step of this process, I expected the person on the other end of the phone to say, “No!” and hang up. But for some reason, each new person kept saying yes and putting me through. And before I knew it, less than a minute after I had first picked up the phone, I was talking to the person I was looking for. I introduced myself and explained that I was following up on my application. “Oh!” he said. “Thank goodness you called! I have a huge stack of résumés on my desk, and I’ve just been too busy to go through them. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?” I did, and suddenly I was in the middle of a full-on job interview. We chatted and joked around and totally clicked. It turned out he wasn’t a scary grown-up man—he was a chill, friendly guy who was around my age. I ended up getting the internship. And three months later, when it was over, he and I were good friends. That internship led directly to my first TV writing job. And that job led directly to my next job. And so on. And all of that was because I was brave enough to pick up
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