on CATASTROPHE

When he left, he said, “I love you.” He hugged me from the passenger
ceat and got onto 2 plane that took him to a bus that crossed into
Canada. Across the border, our old friends were waiting to drive him
back to Kingston. I didn't release my seatbelt, but our embrace was not
without warmth. It contained eight years,and I didn’t even get out of
the car. Eight years was long enough.

I cried during the forty-five minute drive home.

1 texted Dorothy, “Chris left.”

1 texted Dorothy again, “1 just took him to the airport.”
And, “This is not a joke, LOL not LOL.

Gtill in awe, I went to Dorothy’s house, and there, we celebrated the
end of a terrible relationship.

Because this is how it all ends: with brutal resentment.

If I hadn’t failed my parents, I would be a medical doctor. 1 imagine

this Other Lily, wonder if she'd be my size or trimmer or fatter, if
she’d have bad skin like me, a head full of white hair like me, if she'd
do something as shameful as smoke cigarettes. I imagine her friends.
Would they look like mine? Does she dress like me? No, | decide, she
doesn’t. She would succeed in all the ways 1 have failed. She would

not be a professor. She would not be divorced. She would be a good
daughter.

My dead sister’s life became a catastrophe and then she died and
passed the baton of destruction to her oldest son Justin. She gave him
her addiction and her confidence game and they both have had their
skin rubbed clean, worn Texas Department of Corrections uniforms,
were assigned an inmate number. They both served their time. Justin
has been in and out of jail and prison and Rehab for Felons since his

mother died. It’s been nearly three years. “It’s like it's become normal or
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something,” he says to me. “Mayyyyn, that shit should
This time, he’s kicked the brown and hjs attitude brighs
Tomorrow, he'’s moving back in with me. .

I had wanted to be a good wife, and for the most

fact that my marriage was a catastrophe doesn't
entirely my ex-husband’s fault, but yes, he was c

fazy and viplepy and
abusive. And then it was over.

Y pack, among the debyic and
after the first time he left New

und used syringes, a bent spoon;

trash Justin abandoned in my room
Mexico because he couldn’t score, I fo
the whole room smelled of burning,

I had given him my room and |

selflessness is a flaw [ inherited fro
my altruism can leave bryjses.

slept in my study—becayse my
m my mother. I suffer very well;

He’s been gone nearly four years now and we are divorced, and now
I pay him alimony.

When he left, he said,
And, “Tf T need it

I said, “Yes.”

I thought, “I’1] Say anything, please, Just go,”

Then came the day that he wanted to make it legal—; ulated
and he doesn't claim his trust fund in the Paperwork and 1 d[:)n’t en.
tion it either. e

He’s an anarchist, radicall ethical, 3 f,
digenous rights. ' T He outIn-

His dissertation~1f he ever finishes it—is on utopias

Here ] thought he wo :
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Weeks later,

t
' vou want
or whatever. Donty

o be a grandmother:

e .
sibility for m
hen even my cat is too much respon ty
Weeks when

We are all damaged.

In his lyrics, I recognize myself, in his guise.



Responsibilj

ty, health, double-ln s

pulling ouble knotting the laces of your boots bef
efore

rure the white tiger who did this.

- he tiger was white?

But how 1+ and he kisses them good-bye, promising
. new tiger skin blanket to keep them warm during
» he whispers to his wife. “I am the best

the village.” He puts a large hand around the base of her
eck and pulls her .0 for a farewell kiss. She looks away afterwards, as

£in embarrassment for the love she feels. “
«And you,” the man says to his infant son, “you are the man of the

know what that means?” But the boy does not. The

gives the boy a quick pet, and leaves.
He never returns, but the white tiger stops killing villagers, and so

except the boy and his widow mother.
becomes a young man. His whole life

r shows

marksman in

everyone forgets,

Many years later, the boy
he has trained for only one task: to kill the white tiger who killed

his father.

Every year on his birthday, the young man asks his mother for per-
mission to hunt the tiger who killed his father and every year his
mother does not allow it. Finally, on the morning of his fifteenth
birthday, the young man pleads, and there is 2 whining cadence to his
voice that his mother remembers from infancy. Would it be different, she

wonders, if he had actually had a father?
“Your father,” she says, “could shoot a tin can filled with water oft my

head from a mile away and not spill a drop.”

The young man fills a tin can with water and places it on his moth-
er’s head. He paces out a mile and turns around. His eyes are clear and
his aim is taut, but he misses the can entirely. Recognizing his error,
he begins to train again.

For three years, the young man works and he works and he struggles.
Then, he says to his mother, “I am ready.” Again, he fills a tin can with
water and places it on her head. Again, he paces out a mile and turns

2round. This time, he takes a breath. He points the gun and shoots.
Over lunch, the mother says, “I am so proud of you, son. Your father

would be too. Your skill has nearly met his.”
The rice she has cooked is perfect: not too sticky, not too dry. She
squeezes a wad of it into tight ball and pops it into her mouth. “Your

father,” she says, “used to be able to shoot the eye out of a needle from



Ithat he would recognize his tolly, his lack fSUCh unreasonable tasks
) dCK O T
cave, but alas, she must admjy Teis tirme " preparedness, and never
e

00000

r been a news PErsonn. Too much catastrophe. Or, I just don't

hing other than myself.

J've neve
<are enough about anyt

But not all stories must end how mine did with Chris. Some stories

really do offer ever after’s brimming with happiness.
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Other Lily smiles and her teeth are white. She lifts a perfect little
Vietnamese cherub. It pushes its small hands playfully against her

face. Their skin 1s pure.

A year ago, I was still paying Chris alimony. He wrote me an email
entailing all the reasons I should take him back. He suggested
long-distance polyamory. ] understood then the function of alimony:

I was paying him not to be in my life.
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Before work, Other Lily listens to Democracy Now. She donates
money to PBS and NPR annually. She has it set up for automatic

pay.

Justin and I were never close. I don't interact well with children, and

by the time I could find a language that might’ve opened up our

communication, he was a brooding, angry teenager. He didnt want
to hang out with his nerd aunt, and I couldn't blame him. I assumed




[ would never have a relationship with my neph
tWand ]y,
a

or less fine with that. Hed grown into
: a thug with Jow
hang;
gl

and gangsta signs. I didn't know him at al]

Sm Ore
ng p ants

Other Lily serves her family di
y dinner. She sits d
band. He feeds their baby soft carrots. Tome

plane loops around the table.

. to h
Little Tommy is makiirghl.ls"
Qir-~

[ am the Little Match Girl '
standing outside and sal;
salivatin
g at al]

that is not mine.

I would take a million
o more black eyes and public bruj '
vitriol of Chris’s manipulative and demonif Worcds Py

am least suspect . .
. sl?ecnng, the insecurity he drove into me stil] r:
y skin 1n oil and I break out often stull rises up to

all the others too—is mighty. I wj
Instead, I just don’t reply.

you resemble greatly, and he
shoot a grain of salt

»This time, he cakes a breath. He points
“Splendid"’ the innkeeper shouts. It is a beautiful day. Sunshine

slates the scene with hope. “But,” she says, «] remember he also used
5 soft it could split a single strand of my hair right

the strand remain in tact.”

The man is tired. For years now, he has worked and he had worked
and he has struggled. Finally, he says to his innkeeper, “I am ready.”

This time, the first ime, he fires and the shot 1s sO soft that i1t
divides a single strand of her hair without removing it from her
head. She sighs and shakes her head. These feats she told the boy she
emembered his father doing, well. she had made them up—for she
did not want to see another young mat fall prey to the white tiger,

The man makes his way through the forest. The brush is dense
and he has a good number of cuts along his arms and legs, but he is

diligent. He will <atch this white tiger, this ghost.

Although there are no roads or paths, an old crone woman CTosses
his way. She 1s very t-ail and hungry. The man shares 2 rice cake with
her. “This is a dangerous place, and there is only one reason you

might be here.” She shakes her head. “Turn around. Go back. You

« of the white tiger, I promise you.~

will die in the jaw
ves her another rice cake and she

Seeing her hunger, the man gi
cruel as lightning and just as fast.

continues, “The white tiger is as



Once, pushing her thumb hard

grandmother had said, “Sometimes a husband dje

«
.her. thumb, “and the widow Just blossoms,”
indicate a bursting forth. |

against the kitchen table, Chyie’
» SS

S,"and she lifted

over milkshakes, my friend Thomas tells me he had an

epcounter’ with Chris. He indicates the scare quotes with his fingers.

[n my head, l am freaking out that maybe he’s come back into town

.nd what if he tries to see me and what if he comes by the house

nd what will he do. It’s not that I'm scared for my safety, but I am.
Chris, it turns out, started following him on Instagram.

«] think it’s to see if there are pictures of you on my Instagram,”

Thomas says. “And there are. A lot.”
I push at my lemon pie milkshake. It’s late summer, but the eve-

nings are cool in the desert. There’s a strong wind and it blows the

The other day

4}

napkins off our table.
“Qq I clicked on his Instagram.” Thomas is silent for a minute, wait-

ing for me react. There’s a childishness to him, an eagerness to please.
Relieving him, I say, “And what'd you find?”
“Mostly just pictures of him and his parents.”

“Hm.”
“Wait, unless he’s just hanging out with people who look like his

parents.”
“Are they fat and white, vaguely miserable looking?”

“Yes.”

“Those are his parents.”
“Oh, and there’s one with him next to a sports car, pretending like

it’s his.”
Thomas, like all my friends, hates Chris. They remember the way
he devastated me, not in his departure but during his presence.

“Chris doesn't have a sports car.”
“Do you want to see them?” Thomas pats at his pockets. “Shit, it’s

charging in the car.”
I don’t want to see the pictures. I don't want to see Chris. Even a

picture is too close.



M)./ friend Dylan says, “What’s the Catastrophe tod
cfatmg orangc tofu, and Dylan shakes his heado ay, LHY ?” W ar
tion m) boytriend Harold. All of my friends, eve CVEry time J me:
and diligent, now urge me to end things, tai(e c:r;h emeSt Patient‘
O myse]f, ﬁl’St

Mostly, they are sick of my obsession with Harold
my sadness. by an Pick of

When we text about it, we call it Tofu Belly.

Later, i
- , 12 the.car, Thomas pulls out his phone and
reen. “Weird,” he says. He says
)

he use? He’
se? He’s not under Chris.”

his index fin
ger up and down, . .
carousel like lace tracers, “] lcne\vzv"?te:1 he lfts his

- starts jabbing at the
hat other screen name would

U on Instagram j

now or how he is. I wrote him an email
e never wrote back. I told him 1 was

ending spousal support. He was supposedly starting

hool again after taking a year tO psycbologically peal from the
rad &€ : :m, and grad school carries with it a stipend
ted by our marriage settle-

: hris 18
0 ldea thl‘e C
IhaVC n ear ago and h

hat SUTPAsses ‘he annual income suppor
ot agreement. Furthermore, he has a trust fund.
me

I hope he finds relief in his anger, 1 honestly do.
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_ ce of five miles to reach the white tiger. It is
beast, and its white 18 unadulterated. He touches it. Its fur is
normity of the thing itself. As his hand passes

king. Then he hears cries for help, muffied and
d. He opens the white tiger’s mouth and

<limbs in. Inside, it :s wet and dark, but there is only one clear path,
and so the man makes his way into the white tiger's belly.

By the time +he man reaches an opening, he is fully soaked in mu-
cous and blood. A beautiful girl runs towards him. She is stunning
in that way that silences a man. “You've saved me! You've saved me!”

She throws herself into his chest.
“What'’s this?” a voice calls from a dark crevice. “Are we saved

The man whose voice had just called stands up. He uses the white
port. He is not old but he is not so

d to be a boy looks at this

The man walks a dista

a large
subdued against the e
its ribs, he feels a knoc

distant and clearly distresse

>”

tiger’s intestinal lining for sup
young anymore either. The man who use
other man and sees in him a resemblance so keen as to be unmis-

takable. Yes, this was his father. The two embrace with the warmth

of a sun flare.
The son returns his father to their home, and when his mother

sees their approach, her screams contain uncontainable delight. Over

dinner, his mother learns that the beautiful girl is the daughter of
the king’s highest counselor, and tomorrow, her son must bring her

to the palace to reunite their family.

The son rarely returns to his house i
married to the beautiful girl. The king, seeing in the man a bravery

n the village now that he is



40

and skill unmatched by any other before him, makes hjp,
er of the army. They are terribly happy, to this very day,

As for the man and his wife, tonight, they slee
white tiger fur blanket in all the lands.

P under the Warme

I am Justin’s only family now.

I was not some victim though. Our relationship was a map of hyrt
and its scale was strictly emotional.

Face the facts: there is no Other Lily,

and I'm pretty satisfied with
my life.



