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			This book is dedicated to my son, James. 
You are the reason I keep moving forward and the reason I work as hard as I do. Everything I’ve built, and everything I will continue to build, is for you.

			 

			I also want to honor the memory of my parents, 
Denise M. Painter and Hector L. Gomez. 
Life with you was complicated, but you are both part of me, and your stories live on through mine.

			 

			To my family, friends, and everyone who has supported me on this path—thank you for helping me live a story worth telling.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			by Robert Kelly

			If you’re reading this, it means you’ve either heard of Luis J. Gomez or you’re about to find out why he’s impossible to ignore. Either way, you’re in for a hell of a story. This book isn’t about comedy or podcasting or making it in a brutal business. It’s about survival, family, friendship, and beating the odds. It’s about building a life from nothing and defending it with everything you’ve got.

			Luis didn’t get handed any easy breaks in life. His father was murdered when he was a kid, and his mother passed away from drugs later in his life. Most people wouldn’t have made it through that kind of loss and chaos, let alone built anything out of it. But Luis didn’t just survive—he refused to give up on himself, on his family, or on his friends. Through every setback, every betrayal, every fight that left him bloody but not broken, he kept swinging. That’s something you can’t teach; that’s something you’re born with.

			The first time I met Luis, he was walking down my street in New York City shirtless, on his way to beat up his roommate. Fists clenched, eyes wild—he looked like a man on a mission. But I didn’t see some psycho looking to smash someone’s face in. I saw a man trying to figure out how to live by a code, even when the world didn’t give him one to start with. I saw myself.

			And that instinct to protect, to fix what’s broken, is something Luis has carried with him every step of the way. That’s what people miss about him. He’s never been a bad person doing bad things. He’s a good person doing whatever it takes to keep the wolves at bay, even if it means becoming a wolf himself every now and then.

			When I first met Luis, I saw a lot of myself in him—the attitude, the fire, the walls built high enough to keep out the world. But it was more than that. There was something in his eyes that I recognized instantly; a kid who grew up without a father, figuring out how to be a man on his own terms. It’s a look you can’t fake, and one you don’t ever forget.

			Luis doesn’t quit on his friends, even when they might deserve it. He’s the kind of guy who, if you’re in a jam at two in the morning, you don’t even have to ask. That loyalty comes from years of doing it alone, of knowing what it’s like to have no one pick up the phone. When you’ve built your life from the ground up, brick by brick, you value the people who stuck by you—and Luis has never forgotten who was there. He’s built a family out of friends, and that loyalty runs deep. 

			Over the years, I’ve seen Luis level up in every way possible. In the middle of running a bunch of businesses, organizing one of the biggest and best comedy festivals in the country, and hosting some of the most insane and successful podcasts out there, he’s turned into one of the funniest motherfuckers working today. 

			His stand-up isn’t just stronger—it’s lethal. He’s honed his voice, sharpened his instincts, and put in the kind of work that most people only talk about. It’s been something else, watching him go from a raw kid with a chip on his shoulder to a killer on stage who commands the room.

			And then there’s being a father. Witnessing Luis evolve into the dad he is today has been one of the most impressive transformations I’ve ever seen. He took everything he didn’t get growing up and made sure his son never had to question if he was loved, if he was protected, if he mattered. That’s not an easy thing to do when you’ve spent your whole life fighting to prove that you matter too. 

			But Luis didn’t just rise to the occasion—he blew past it. He’s the kind of dad who shows up, who listens, and who teaches his son to stand up for himself and to be himself without fears. For a kid who never had a father to show him the way, that’s nothing short of incredible. He’s the father we should all strive to be.

			I’ve watched Luis turn every obstacle into fuel and every loss into a lesson. Through it all, he’s become one of the best men I know, one of the best brothers I could ask for, and one of the strongest human beings I’ve ever met. I’m proud to call him family.

			This book isn’t a victory lap. Luis isn’t done. This is about what it takes to survive in a world that doesn’t cut you any breaks. It’s about pushing through, even when you’re not sure where you’re going to end up, and becoming the kind of father you never had, the kind of friend you always needed. It’s proof that no matter how messed up the past was, it doesn’t get to define how you chose to live your future. 

			So, turn the page and get ready for a story that’s messy and brutal and hilarious all at once. Because if there’s one thing Luis J. Gomez has proven, it’s that you can’t count out the kid with nothing to lose and everything to fight for.

			—Robert Kelly

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Dear Doggies,

			Thank you for picking up Knives & Spoons. That means the world to me.

			Right now, I’m sitting in my living room, killing time before taking my family on a trip to Rome and Venice. A few days ago, I filmed my third comedy special in Tampa. I’m sipping on a cup of testosterone-boosting coffee that I conceptualized and brought to market. And, in about an hour, I have a call about expanding Skankfest, the biggest comedy festival in the world, to an international location.

			I say all that not to brag, but because none of this was supposed to happen. Not for me.

			When I was a kid, I never thought I’d leave Rockland County. If you’d told me back then what I’d grow up to become, the places I’d see, the people I’d meet, the things I’d build, I would’ve laughed in your face. Because I never had a plan. I never had a blueprint. I wasn’t supposed to succeed.

			The truth is, I was dealt a rough hand. You’ll see that in these pages. You’ll read about the trauma, the poverty, the violence, the loss, and the hustle it took just to survive. But this isn’t a sob story. I’m not complaining. I have no regrets. I wouldn’t change a single moment because every awful thing that happened was part of the path that brought me here.

			This book is a collection of core memories, the building blocks of who I am today. Some are painful. Some are ridiculous. Some are funny in ways that might make you feel guilty for laughing. But all of them are real.

			I’m proud of the man I’ve become. That’s not something I could’ve said for most of my life. Today, I’ve got an amazing career, a brilliant son, loyal friends and family, and the best fan base in the world. You guys.

			So, if there’s a message in all of this, it’s this: We don’t control the hand we’re dealt, but we do control how we play it. I didn’t get 2-7 off-suit, but it sure as hell wasn’t pocket aces either. More like pocket fours. No one really knows what to do with pocket fours.

			Raise. Check. Bluff. Cheat. Do what you’ve got to do. Just 
keep playing.

			This book isn’t the whole story. It’s the first half. When they first approached me about writing a book, the plan was to focus on everything I’ve built. All the wins. But I pulled back. That’s not the book I needed to write yet. Because the most important part of any journey is the start, and I’m just getting started. 

			Thanks for being a part of the ride.

			—Luis J. Gomez

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Dookie
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			If you’ve been following me for years, you already know I had what most would call a fucked-up childhood. I dealt with a lot of bullshit from my mother, family members, teachers, bullies, and plenty of people I was supposed to trust. Every story in this book is just another notch in the timeline that led me to this exact moment, writing these words.

			And I wouldn’t change a thing.

			The good, the bad, it all had to happen. Everything had to happen just the way it did, to end up right here.

			Hopefully, in these pages, you’ll learn a few things you didn’t know about me, and maybe gain some new insight into the things you did.

			And if you’re new here…buckle up.

			I was born on April 1, 1982. Yes, April Fools’ Day. While the masses were playing pranks, I was making my grand entrance into the world. I have an older sister, Jeniece E. Gomez, born just a little over two years earlier on March 26, 1980, and I came into this world thanks to my mother, Denise M. Painter, and my dad, Hector L. Gomez. Oh, and I was born at St. Joe’s Hospital in Paterson, New Jersey. So, if you’re ever in the area, feel free to stop by and pay homage to the cultural landmark where this April Fool was unleashed.

			Honestly, when I think back to my earliest childhood memories, there aren’t a whole lot to go on. Just a few flashes here and there that don’t really form a coherent picture. But there’s one memory that stands out as my first actual memory. I must have been two or three years old. I remember sitting for what felt like hours on one of those rocking horses with springs attached to a metal base. 

			It was one of those classic toys from almost anyone’s childhood. But here’s the thing: I wasn’t sitting there because I loved the gentle rocking motion or because it was some magical, childhood moment. I was sitting there because I was trapped.

			Our house was essentially a minefield, and those mines were dog shit. Literal dog shit.

			We had a black lab or some other big black dog. It was huge compared to my sister and I. His name was Dookie. 

			The reason his name was Dookie? This dog would take massive shits all over the house. He could have just as easily been named Shithouse. Dookie just sounded better.

			Instead of actually cleaning up the mess, my parents basically just decided: You know what? This is our reality now. The dog shit was going to become part of the décor. They gave up. No effort to fix it, no shame about it…it was just the new normal. And I’ve carried that memory with me ever since: sitting there on that horse, scared of the dog, completely surrounded by little piles of shit.

			That’s my first real memory. That moment—confused, uncomfortable, and powerless—set the tone for a lot of what was to come. 

			I also remember some flashes of my parents arguing. One particularly violent memory takes place in a hotel room, where there was broken glass everywhere. I don’t remember much else. Just a lot of broken glass. There I was, once again, trapped on the bed. Unable to get down because there was nowhere to go without cutting my feet.

			I only have one real memory of my father and, oddly enough, it was a positive one. I must’ve been about four years old, and we were watching The Goonies together on the television in what I think was that same hotel room. I don’t remember much, but I do recall him wrestling with me on the bed, tossing me around like I was some kind of ragdoll. I remember jumping on him and laughing. This is the only memory of my father.

			My father passed away when I was just four years old. He was murdered selling drugs outside a strip club in Paterson, New Jersey. From the best of my knowledge, I’d say he was a mix of a drug dealer and a pimp. A big tough guy who was always in the thick of things. He was Afro-Latino. He was Puerto Rican, but he had very dark skin, coarse hair, and a wide nose. He looked Black. He had a reputation, along with his brothers, Julio and Gilbert, who weren’t exactly known for being pushovers either.

			Together, they were notorious in Paterson. All three of them never shied away from a fight. Though, according to my cousins, my dad was the toughest of them all. With him, it wasn’t an act. He was the real deal. A legitimate badass who wasn’t afraid to stir up trouble when it came his way. 

			On the night that he was murdered, he was selling drugs or hoes or both outside of a strip club in Paterson. He had girls that were working inside, and some kids, a fifteen- and seventeen-year-old, along with a girl, walked by and started talking shit, which eventually erupted into a fight. Supposedly my father beat the shit out of the one of the kids, but a couple hours later, the kids came back. 

			One of the kids brought a kitchen knife, and stabbed my father on his side, puncturing his lower intestine. He died. I distinctly remember my mother telling me this story. I was sitting on my great grandma’s bed, the blue comforter spread out, as she explained what happened. She made the story sound gentle, saying he was coming home from work, was robbed, then tragically stabbed and killed. 

			She even told me that she was there, and that his last words were that he loved us. But as I got older, I realized none of that was true. I think she just crafted a nicer version of the story for us kids. The reality was far different. The reality was he was selling drugs outside a strip club in Paterson, New Jersey. 

			I didn’t cry when she told me that he passed. I remember thinking that I probably should be crying, but I just didn’t. It was a weird thing. As I think back about it, I assume it was because my father probably wasn’t around that much, and I didn’t get much warmth or love from him. But who knows? 

			It doesn’t seem like he was the greatest guy, just in general. Even being four years old, I had a strange level of awareness about my surroundings. I don’t really remember a time when I thought differently than I do now. My internal monologue hasn’t changed much over the years.

			It wasn’t until a few years ago that I found newspaper articles about my dad’s murder:

			HEADLINE: TWO TEENS INDICTED FOR MURDER IN STABBING DEATH

			“A Passaic County grand jury yesterday indicted two teenagers on murder charges in the stabbing death of a Paterson man last year. Superior Court Judge Howard H. Kestin ruled in November that the defendants, Andre Hernandez, 17, and Cristino Feliciano, 15, both of Paterson, must be tried as adults because there was insufficient evidence that they could be rehabilitated before they are 19. They are charged in the death of Hector Gomez, 28, on September 13. Gomez was stabbed to death after an argument in front of Johnny’s Lounge at Market and Prospect streets. At the time, Hernandez was on a weekend leave from the Skillman Training School for Boys in Montgomery Township, where he was serving a two—year sentence for drug possession. Paterson police have said that the boys and a 14-year-old girl were walking down Prospect Street at about 1 a.m. that morning when they encountered Gomez. Detective Robert Smith said at a probable cause hearing last fall that Hernandez claimed Gomez was standing with several prostitutes and when the three approached, told them to ‘get off my block.’ In his testimony at the time, Smith gave the following account: Gomez and Hernandez got into an argument and Gomez hit Hernandez, knocking him down. The youths went to Feliciano’s home to get a kitchen knife. Feliciano gave Hernandez a butcher knife with a nine—inch blade. About 2 a.m., they returned to Prospect and Market streets. Gomez was standing in front of the bar, as were other people. Hernandez challenged Gomez to a fight. ‘Go home,’ Gomez reportedly told him. ‘You’re too young to be out here, youngblood.’ Angered by Gomez’s taunt, the youth stabbed him in the side with the knife. He then threw the knife under a car and fled. Feliciano picked up the knife, wiped it off, and brought it back to his house. Gomez died at St. Jospeh’s Hospital and Medical Center in Paterson at 2:12 a.m.

			Hernandez was arrested at 9:40 that morning at his home. Feliciano was picked up early the next morning at his home. They remain in the county’s juvenile detention center. In addition to murder, they are charged with possession of a weapon for an unlawful purpose.”

			 

			HEADLINE: GIRLFRIEND OF VICTIM QUESTIONS RELEASE OF STABBING SUSPECT

			“Paterson—Denise Painter, fighting back tears, said authorities should have kept the suspect accused of stabbing her boyfriend to death in jail Friday night instead of releasing him for the weekend on good behavior. The 17-year-old suspect had been serving a two-year sentence in a juvenile detention center in southern New Jersey but was allowed to leave for the weekend after being deemed non-violent by authorities. Less than a day after his release, however, he was arrested and accused of fatally stabbing Hector Gomez, Painter’s boyfriend.

			James Stabile, a spokesperson for the state Department of Corrections, said the suspect, whose name was not released, was serving time for possession of illegal drugs with intent to distribute and was a model inmate at the Skillman Training School. In contrast, Paterson Detective William Van Der Veen said the juvenile suspect had told him after being arrested on Saturday that he was in the detention center on assault and drug charges.

			‘They let him (the suspect) out, but they should have kept him in jail.’ said Painter, interviewed Monday on Market Street near the site of her boyfriend’s death. Two other juveniles, a 14-year-old girl and a 15-year-old boy, were arrested on Sunday in connection with the stabbing death. Their names also withheld. The 17-year-old is charged with homicide, the 15-year-old with aiding and abetting the crime, and the 14-year-old is said to be a material witness.

			All three were reportedly being held in the Passaic County Juvenile Detention Center in Wayne on Monday. They were scheduled for a probable cause hearing before a Superior Court Judge today. A detective familiar with the case said it is possible the homicide suspect will be tried as an adult. Stabile said the juvenile suspect was given the pass because he was not deemed ‘assaultive,’ meaning he had no history of violence. He said the juvenile was released under a program designed to keep inmates in touch with families and support groups to prepare for their permanent release. Stabile said the suspect had served nine months of a two-year term and had been on such good behavior that, in May, he was given a 45-day reduction in his sentence. Further, Stabile said the suspect could have been released on parole before Christmas this year after serving only half his sentence. Another detective said the suspect is charged with stabbing Gomez at a Prospect Street parking lot after the two had fought earlier in the night.

			Gomez, 28, was in the area just ‘hanging out,’ according to his girlfriend. She said Gomez and the suspect fought briefly before the suspect left the area and allegedly returned with a knife and stabbed Gomez once in the side. Painter said that after being stabbed, Gomez staggered up the street to the intersection of Market Street where he collapsed on the curb.”

			 

			HEADLINE: TWO TEENAGERS PLEAD GUILTY

			“PATERSON—A teenager, who was on weekend leave from a correctional institution, and his accomplice pleaded guilty Wednesday to the September 13, 1986, stabbing death of a 28-year-old man.

			Andre Hernandez, 17, pleaded guilty to aggravated manslaughter and will face a maximum term of twenty years. Crestiano Feliciano, 16, pleaded guilty to a charge of aiding in an aggravated manslaughter and faces a maximum sentence of seven years. Both will be sentenced January 15th.

			Hernandez told the court that he was serving a drug and assault sentence as a juvenile at Skillman Training School and was released on a weekend pass. Hernandez said he and Feliciano were walking in the area of Prospect and Market streets with a 14-year-old girl when Hector Gomez of North Fourth Street made a derogatory remark about the girl.

			After a fist fight with Gomez, Hernandez said he went to Feliciano’s home and grabbed a kitchen knife. Hernandez said he found Gomez and stabbed him once in the side. Gomez collapsed in front of a crowd outside Johnny’s Lounge shortly before 2 a.m.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Benson Street
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			Another harsh truth I had to come to terms with was that my mom was a prostitute and a drug addict. It’s something that has been openly acknowledged by older members of the family in the years since, but that’s not how I found out. The first time I realized my mother was a prostitute I must have been three or four years old. We were down the shore in Jersey, and there was this older guy, Tom, who was hanging around. 

			He had always been involved in my mother’s life since she was a little girl. Tom was also my sister’s godfather. One day, I walked in on my mom having sex with Tom. And I remember that even though I was just a little kid, I had this situational awareness like I knew it was for money. I thought, “Oh, that’s not love, that’s not pleasure.” I remember thinking it was a transaction. 

			I learned what prostitution was through a logical thought process while seeing it play out in real time with my own eyes. Nobody told me what a prostitute was. Nobody told me that was even a thing. But I saw it happen, and I went, “Oh, he’s paying her to do that.” 

			(And as a side note: My mom didn’t work for my father. He wasn’t her pimp. They were two independent contractors. I guess the chances of them meeting each other was low-class serendipity.) 

			From what I understand, my mom was around fifteen or sixteen when she met my father, who was about nineteen at the time. My mother was Italian-Irish. She had light skin. She also had dark hair and light eyes which is always a sign of trouble in my experience. Women with dark hair and light eyes are always the craziest. A lot of people would say she looked like Demi Moore when I was a kid. 

			When she met my father, he was already married. According to my mother, his parents forced him to marry a woman named Carmen after he got her pregnant when he was still a teenager. But that didn’t stop him from going back and forth between Carmen and my mother for years. He ended up having kids with both of them. Our families overlap in age. 

			He was twenty-eight when he died, and my mom was still really young. I believe she was already using drugs, specifically heroin, and she eventually got him hooked, too. She was a bad influence on him. By eighteen, she was pregnant with my sister, and by twenty, she had me. 

			I don’t really speak with my half-brothers and half-sisters, my father’s other kids. Some of them have reached out over the years, but we don’t have much of a relationship. It’s a bit complicated. My mother hated his wife, Carmen, and maybe subconsciously she instilled an “us versus them” mentality that I still hold onto to this day.

			That’s the world my father created. Bouncing back and forth between two lives. Building two families. As you’ll read later on, this ends up being an inherited trait.

			My mother once told me a story about her throwing Carmen through a window, but who knows if that’s true. My mother was a habitual liar. I learned the phrase “habitual liar” from my mother. It’s something she would regularly call me throughout my childhood. I think she was projecting. She also told us that she was friends with Madonna and spent a night partying with Lawrence Taylor. Maybe the Lawrence Taylor story is true. That guy partied hard. 

			When my mother got pregnant with us, she’d stop using drugs, but as soon as she gave birth, she’d go right back to it. She never breastfed us because she couldn’t stay off heroin long enough. She’d bounce between being strung out on the streets and getting temporarily clean. She was trying, but the drugs had a grip on her. Kicking the habit while raising two kids was more than she could handle. 

			When my sister started kindergarten in Paterson, NJ, she was the only White kid in a class made up of entirely black kids. And my mother, for all of the bad stuff about her, had the sense to know that she didn’t want her kids going to school in Paterson. So, she ended up having my sister go live with my Aunt Anna Marie and my Great-Grandma Rose, in Rockland County, NY. 

			When I was three years old, my mom was arrested for drug possession—we assume. We’re not really sure. Either way, she was forced to go to inpatient rehab, and DYFS (the Division of Youth and Family Services) ended up taking me. 

			They called my Aunt Anna Marie and my Grandma Rose, who agreed to take me in. I ended up living apart from my mother for about two years while she still struggled in Paterson to get clean. It was during this time that my father was murdered.

			I thank God for my Aunt Anna Marie, who is actually my mother’s aunt. She’s a true saint. She helped raise both my son and my niece, and she helped raise my mother, her brothers, myself, and my sister. She’s dedicated her life to caring for multiple generations of kids, even though she never had children of her own. She truly devoted herself to raising us. 
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