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My mom tells Uncle Tomás he’s been through so much shit it’s like he’s a cat. Nine lives and all. He just doesn’t die.

“God loves me!” he always tells her, bushy eyebrows jumping like platanos in the frying pan. Uncle Tomás’ voice is a deep voice, gravelly, with that familiar—almost childlike—confidence. “I ain’t never gonna die!”
Mom will shake her head. “You’re going to run out eventually, Tomás. You smoke too much.”

“I ain’t never gonna run out,” he’ll reply, laughing. “I’m gonna f—ing live forever. God loves me!”

You know, my Uncle Tomás—he’ll scare the hell out of you.

He’s the type of guy suburban elites sheltered in their expensive mansions fear, the type of thing they mean when they say they’re afraid to drive one hour from Connecticut to New York City. He lives in Washington Heights, that second República Dominicana—the place suburban elites tread with fear, around which their minds etch strings of long, yellow CAUTION tape.

Uncle Tomás is six-foot-three, loud-mouthed, foul-mouthed, grimy, unshaven, and accompanied always by the ineradicable stench of cigarette smoke and smelly feet. When I’m walking with him down the street and a pretty girl passes, he points and says, “You gotta look, man! You gotta f—ing look!” Mom makes him shower before entering the house and wash his hands before plunging them into popcorn at the movies. She doesn’t even want him to show his face when her friends knock on the door because she complains he’s feo and nosy. 

Me? I say he’s not a cat. He’s a lion. A perverted, f—ed up lion, but a lion nevertheless. He’s a real tough son of a bitch. Life sucks, especially for him, but he’s taken it well—as well as anyone can. He’s a real survivor, Mom says. It’s a part of him.

It’s what makes him Tomás Paoli.

So here’s how things go. Nine lives, like I said—

***

Nine: The End?

So you think I know the future? Hell no. Go home, compadre. Go home.

Eight: Live Harder

One life left after this one—maybe more, maybe less, give or take. Hard to say. What’s time but a human perception, and so what’s fate or free will but a thing of our own invention?

How about we just merengue?

Eepaaa!
Seven: Love at Last Sight

Now life starts, near the end, with the beating of this uncle of mine’s undying heart….

Uncle Tomás meets his homeless girlfriends at the bus stop on one-eighty-first street near his Washington Heights apartment. The last girl was this Italian chick from Long Island who ended up in rehab after they caught her shoplifting. 
My uncle’s unemployed, but he does odd jobs here and there for his five brothers and sisters—“We’re the ones,” Mom says, “who keep him alive.” So, Uncle Tomás had sent some of that odd job cash to this Italian girl in rehab and it was real romantic. As romantic as it can be for a man already in his late sixties in love with a thirty-year-old druggie.

After a while, this girlfriend of his got out on a Monday, but she didn’t see Uncle Tomás until that Wednesday. Mom says she was probably partying like hell. As my uncle’s girlfriend sat in his apartment that fated Wednesday, she asked him to get her a cup of soup. She wasn’t feeling too good.
Uncle Tomás strode out, got her a hardy cup of sancocho from the place across the street, and walked himself back up the stairs—the elevator still wasn’t working. He creaked open the apartment door.

The girl was slumped, lifeless, across the couch.

Uncle Tomás cried his eyes out. He kept saying it was a heart attack. Not drugs. Not drugs.

“A heart attack. A heart attack. A f—ing heart attack.” I’ve never seen him cry, and this is the only time I’ve even heard that he’s cried. He said he’d really fallen in love, the two of them. He bawled when the girl’s family wouldn’t let him attend her funeral. 
“But he was up and about a few weeks later,” Mom says.

He remains unmarried.

Six: Knock Knock…Who’s There? John Doe.
Uncle Tomás used to be a superintendent for a whole apartment building once. I can’t imagine how he of all people could run something like that. They even gave him a free apartment in the basement next to the boiler. Except one day he binged on a couple bottles of Jack Daniel’s and was wasted for two days straight with his apartment locked. Neighbors knocked on his door, looking for the super.
Knock knock.
Who’s there?

No one.

“No one” who?

No one, compadre. Nadie en la casa….

On the third day, the police had to bust the door down and take Uncle Tomás unconscious to the emergency room. He had no ID on him, so he was “John Doe.”A nobody. A filler. It took his five siblings another two days to find him in a hospital somewhere in the Bronx. The doctor said if he took another sip of alcohol he’d need a liver transplant, and they didn’t give liver transplants to crazy borrachos like him. You know, that healthcare kind of bullshit.

He’s kept sober since then, although he still runs through packs of cigarettes like no tomorrow.

Five: “I’m Not Dead!”

Once my uncle lived in Miami for three months, where a helicopter rescued him from one hell of a car accident.

He’d been on his way to his job—he was working the night shift as a security guard somewhere—and he sped to make it past a yellow light. He was late to work. On the other street, some moron, who had no license and no insurance, drove before his light went pretty-green and crashed into my uncle’s hundred dollar rusty clunker. Uncle Tomás tried to dodge, failed, and collided with a pole.

“A big motherf—r!” he likes to say. “You know, one of those big ones.”

The car bent over itself like a Dominican coconut tree in a storm, eternally warped so its trunk stoops parallel to the ground, and my uncle got a nasty scar just below the left eye. You can still see it: a faded gash, maybe five, six centimeters. Feo as hell—empty and ragged as a desiccated Martian canal.

He had his light-blue security guard uniform on and so the blood showed good. Oh, and he tends to bleed como una tormenta. Like the Dominican sky in hurricane season.

“It was just a liiiittle cut,” he’s told me, gesturing with yellow fingernails at the scar on his face. “But everyone—they saw the blood and…”

“He’s dead!” onlookers screamed. “He’s dead! He’s dead!”

He tried to weasel his way out, but the blood loss had turned his strength to shit, and the car had him wedged in good anyway—like the invisible hold of an undertow beneath the hurtling Dominican surf.

“I’m not f—ing dead!” he cried back. “I’m fine! I’m fine!”

But they could not hear.

“He’s dead! He’s dead!”

“I’m not f—ing dead! Get me the hell out!”

Louder and louder.

An ambulance showed and cop cars and some left and some stayed, “but they didn’t do nothin’,” he says. “They just sat there thinking I was dead!” As he tells his story his eyebrows leap way up to his hairline, like streaks of oil splashing up the wall behind a stove. I’m telling you, I’ve never seen eyebrows jump that high. I’m telling you.

The next thing he remembers, there was the thwack thwack thwack of a helicopter and the wind picked up like crazy, and then he was in that very rescue ‘copter, lying on a gurney. 

Thwack! The helicopter bumped up.

Thwack! Dropping.

Thwack! Up.

The shaking was killing him like el diablo. He yelled against the din.

“It hurts! It hurts, dammit!”

“Almost there, almost there,” someone said.

When they arrived, the ER people and the doctors were waiting on the roof. “Everyone was there for me! Me!” Uncle Tomás likes to say. They carried him to a hospital bed, and once the nurses cleaned away the blood and changed him into a hospital gown and the doctors checked him out, they all grumbled to themselves and swore in his direction. It was just…blood. Lots of blood, that was it.
“You come here on a helicopter for this!” The doctor shook his head. “All you need is sleep.”

They stitched up his cheek. The only other problem was his back.

“My back never felt the same after that,” he’s told me, rubbing it and wagging his head to and fro.

In the morning, the nurses laughed with him about the fiasco, and he would’ve left for home if his goddamn clothes hadn’t disappeared. It turned out the nurses trashed them because they were so blood-stained they remained irrecoverable. Uncle Tomás was going to take the train, in his hospital gown, but his friend insisted on picking him up.

To think out of all the crazy things he does, my uncle still manages to keep a shitload of friends.

And you won’t believe half the crap he gets himself into.
Four: El Río
 When he was eighteen, Uncle Tomás swam drunk across the Hudson River from Manhattan to New Jersey. His friends dared and dared him, drinking like mad, and finally he plunged into the dark water.

The Hudson is a volatile river, strong, and it’s drowned many men before, but he just swam and swam. I can just see him splashing away, hurtling drunk against the waves like an old yet determined speedboat. The current carried him from the base of the George Washington Bridge all the way to Edgwater, New Jersey.
The police were waiting on the other side. 
Three: Break Your Own Bones

In twelfth grade, Uncle Tomás thought his teacher had a pretty hot butt. So he slapped her right there, in front of the whole damn class.
Bad idea.

Whenever Uncle Tomás got in trouble, Abuelito, my grandfather, would invite him into the kitchen.

“Quitate los pantalones,” Abuelo whispered. Remove your pants.

Uncle Tomás knew there was no escape. As he took off his pants, Abuelo slid his own belt from his trousers. The kitchen was as quiet as it was during siesta. His brothers and sisters had already scampered away in fear. 
“Inclínate.” Bend over.

For a moment, silence. His toes wiggled against the cold, dirt-specked gray of the kitchen tiles.

And then Abuelo’s belt hushed through the air and struck my uncle’s hairy butt cheeks with a resounding snap.
“I couldn’t resist!” Uncle Tomás pleaded in Spanish.
Snap!
“I had to!”
Snap! Snap!
But Abuelo wasn’t always so tough. He’d feed pigeons by the apartment window. My mom would look forward to her father’s arrival from work each day, when she’d run up and hug him, and he’d hand his youngest daughter a few pennies to buy candy from the store down the street. When any of his five children were hurt he’d pass out completely, leaving my grandmother, my Abuelita, to deal with both the kids and an unconscious husband. Abuelo couldn’t stand the sight of blood.
Still, nothing could have prepared my grandparents when my three uncles were drafted to Vietnam in the sixties. Carlos went, and my grandparents cried each day until he returned. Miguel almost went—until they discovered he had a mostly deaf left ear. And Uncle Tomás? He got into Boot Camp, but it took the US Army only a day to figure out how prone he was to breaking his own bones.

They sent him home.

Two: Don’t Look Back

In la República Dominicana, Uncle Tomás and his two brothers would swim and swim. They’d race each other and their buddies for hours in the blaring calor. When they reached the other side of the river, their amigos would be only a third of the way across.

It was like that sci-fi movie, Gattaca, where the genetically perfect brother always gets out-swum by his genetically imperfect sibling.

Why? How do you always beat me out?

Because I don’t look back.

Meanwhile, the United States and the government of la República Dominicana were tense politically, and the Dominican dictator, Trujio—he was a real son of a bitch. He’d round up pretty girls for his liking and f— them like Rob Pattinson and a million Kristen Stewarts. Some vampire shit like that.

So my eldest aunt, Gloria, in her teens by now, wasn’t one bit feliz. In fact, the whole familia was on the edge of loco not just about her safety but everyone’s. They went off to America, Gloria first, and into Washington Heights, that other República Dominicana.

No more swimming, no more calor, no more playas debajo del sol. 

One: Niño Bonito

Somewhere in la República Dominicana, Tomás Paoli was born. He would become the scariest, toughest, most dysfunctional motherf—er you’ll ever meet, but for now he was merely the son of two Dominicans and the most beautiful little boy on the whole island.

As a child, he loved to climb trees and eat anything bright and juicy that hung from a branch. He had a shining face and golden hair like his father’s.

But he also got something that would not go away—that, even afterward, would spread like cigarette smoke into the unceasing alleyways of his nine-sided future. As just a toddler, Tomás developed meningitis. It slowed him. He didn’t say a single word until the age of seven.

His blonde hair made him stand out, because Dominican children may be beautiful—I’m one of them, so you better believe it—but I they sure aren’t blonde like the sun. They teased him and taunted him and the older boys taught the inarticulate, essentially mute seven-year-old foul words. Tomás got into his fair share of street fights and brawls. He didn’t know. He hadn’t talked, hadn’t ever talked, in years.
My Abuelos were too busy keeping the family alive in a Dominican Republic governed by the ruthless Trujio to handle a pretty little chiquito with challenges.
He was the most beautiful boy in the whole wide world. El niño bonito.
***

These days, the landlord’s trying to kick Uncle Tomás and my aunt out of their apartment on Fort Washington Avenue. Gentrification. You know. Now the Heights is becoming un-Dominican-like, almost. The family’s had the place since 1967 but the landlord’s trying to prove it isn’t theirs. So there’s this whole stupid court case—people like to put Latinos through lots of shit—and my uncle, he plays it good. He sits before the judge and answers the questions nice and proper with his cleanest clothes and ruggedly clean demeanor. When he tidies himself up good, he’s very handsome. Very German, which probably derives from his great-grandmother. That’s why he’s so damn tall. In fact, there were Germans in la República Dominicana—us Dominicans are all mixed up like that.

Uncle Tomás’ got a sort of gruff wisdom, I think. A survival instinct. He’s always telling me I better speak up and deal with shit in school, “or else”—he points to his dirt-caked fist—“you see this? This is dy-na-mite.” And if it’s not me he threatens for playing the wimp, he says to tell the other kids that “your Uncle Tomás is gonna come over and kick they ass.” Imagine that. Uncle Tomás beating the crap out of some shit-outta-luck, privileged white bully. That’s what I’m talking about. They’ll scram before he touches one of them virtuous souls.

But, like Abuelo, he’s not pure rock.

Truth be told, Uncle Tomás loves little kids like hell. I mean, I don’t know if it’s just me, but I’ve seen his face light up and his crooked brownish-white teeth—what’s left of them—show good when one of my little cousins runs by. Obviously, his penchant for dirty words makes it unadvisable for them to hang around him for too long, but you gotta see those eyebrows go and that smile light and those filthy hands beckon when the kids are around. Each time he came to our house when I was little I’d force him to play basketball with me for hours. The cigarettes made it hard on him as the years passed.

From his apartment, Uncle Tomás likes to paint and piece together puzzles while he sits back, takes a smoke, watches his bootlegged DVDs, and looks over Fort Washington Avenue. He likes to do giant puzzles, the thousand-piece ones. And he likes to get canvases with those color-numbers written all over and then he’ll color them in according to the, uh, color, right? And he makes them real pretty. It’s kind of nice seeing a guy like that make art.

I can imagine it, can’t you?

The smoke-filled room. Just a scroungy old room with a tall, unshaven guy who’s got a cigarette pouring gray out its end and a tiny paintbrush in his free hand, coloring in here or there. His gaze falls over Fort Washington Ave and the Columbia Presbyterian Hospital just down the way and the people—use to be Dominicanos, mostly—driving and walking and jogging like ants through the rain. A bootlegged DVD of Iron Man is playing on his rickety TV set, and there are people’s heads bobbing across the screen as they get up to take a piss while Tony Stark blows the terrorists to hell. Uncle Tomás breathes and coughs and coughs so loud his eyebrows jump to kingdom come.

Nine lives, they say. Nine whole, beautiful, violent lives that course his fate like las estrellas—slow but massive, and calor like la República Dominicana in summer, when he’d swim and swim and swim and never look back.
“God loves me,” he whispers to himself, eyebrows jumping like empanadas in the frying pan. “I ain’t never gonna die….”

