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    The essays and poems in Feral City originally appeared in the following publications: “Three Wives” in More magazine (originally published as “Widow’s Summit”); “Baggage” in the Sun (originally published as “Baggage: A Love Story”); “Our Animal Selves” in More magazine (originally published as “A Perfect Match”); “It’s Already Broken” in More magazine (originally published as “The Cat Who Taught My Husband To Love”); “Feral City” in the Sun; “Sustain” in Hanging Loose; “Love Shack” in the Sun; “After the Fight” in Syracuse Cultural Workers Women Artists datebook; “Domestic Violence” in the Montreal International Poetry Prize anthology; “Cold Snap” in Comstock Review.

  


  



  
    

    


    For Dad and Samayadevi Luterman


    two later-in-life lovebirds



    


    I love you without knowing how, or when, or from where. I love you straightforwardly, without complexities or pride; So I love you because I know no other way than this: where I does not exist, nor you, so close that your hand on my chest is my hand, so close that your eyes close as I fall asleep.




    — Pablo Neruda, 100 Love Sonnets
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Introduction




    


    This book is for anyone over 40 who has feared she is too old, too damaged, too cynical, too independent, too needy, not pretty enough, not thin enough, or fill-in-the-blank-other-reason to find love. All of those things and more were true about me. This knowledge drove me to despair.


    This book is also for anyone wrestling with the wonder and the aggravation of living intimately with another; perhaps someone who appears to be of the same species as yourself, who may even speak the same language, but who is decidedly. Not. You. Because you have your own adorable, correct, and unimpeachable way of doing things, and this—whoever-he-or-she-is who has taken up residence in your bed and your life—is Different.


    If I could jump through my computer screen to yours and hold your hand, I would. If I could grab you by the shoulders and press my forehead against your own, if I could whisper in your ear, I would say: love is possible. Yes, even for you. Especially for you. And it’s worth it. Worth all of the misunderstandings and the work of translation, worth the occasional hurt feelings and adapting and adjusting our creaky selves to the needs of another; worth the ride.


    I got married for the second time at the tender age of 50, when I was set in my ways, scarred from years of awkward dating, and scared of getting hurt again. I had been essentially single for 15 years, ever since my first marriage ended, and I was more than a little feral.


    Luckily my husband Lee is good with wild things. He gently, quietly, hung tight through the emotional storms that came when I realized I had actually committed myself. That I was in it for good, for better or for worse, with all the terror that brought up. We’d uncover some big difference in our tastes or desires and I’d freak out, and he’d be steadfast. Then I’d get over myself and it would be his turn to have a meltdown.


    It’s scary to love someone at our age. We know how things end. Marriages splinter under the weight of cultural differences, crash and burn like speeding race cars, or wither in the fields like lettuce during a drought. The year we married was the year the economy tanked, inaugurating the steepest recession in 80 years and sending both our careers into unexpected free fall. Then came menopause. Oh yeah. Good times.


    Lee and I have had epic battles over tiny things and not-so-tiny things, most of which boiled down to fear. Fear of loss. Fear of change. Fear of giving up our personal power and getting hurt once again. God bless everyone who helped us see the forest for the trees. I’m talking here about the longer-married, about my girlfriend who listened patiently as I exclaimed, “I do so hate him!” until I noticed her biting the inside of her own cheeks to keep from laughing. The fellow writer at a conference who regaled me with tales of his battles with his wife (“We went to the beach together and fought about sand.”). And the friend who, when I sighed and said, “It’s not fun right now,” looked at me sharply and said, “It’s not supposed to always be fun.”


    God bless you all (including a couple of skilled professionals), and please forgive me for being so annoyingly naive. It’s not easy to figure out love in this age of Internet everything, when a million intriguing strangers lie waiting to be called up on the computer, just an itchy fingertip away. And it never has been and never will be easy to reveal one’s wounds and brokenness to someone else, all that messy human glory. Cats, both feral and tame, kept showing up our new life, and maybe they were metaphors for our own shy, wild hearts as we domesticated each other. Maybe they were also our teachers as they un-self-consciously licked their private parts, killed mice, jumped up on laps when they felt like it, and slunk off when they wanted to be alone. It’s good to live with creatures who have no masks. When they died—and we now have two beloved pets buried in our backyard—they continued to teach us even more, this time about grief and the persistence of love.


    I wrote this book in hopes that the scenes from my second marriage might be encouraging or hopeful, or amusing, or make you shake your head and go, “Oh, yeah.” Because I would not be alive today if it weren’t for other women sharing their stories with me, letting me know I am not crazy, or at least, if I am, then I’m crazy in good company. We’re all in this together, after all, for better or for worse, for richer or poorer, and as long as there is love, there will be stories and laughter and venting and celebrating. Thank goodness.

  


  


  
    

    


    
Three Wives




    


    I am sitting in the living room with my ex-husband’s widow, sipping tea. Sharon, a slender dark-haired woman who does tai chi, is next to me on the couch. Their eight-year-old daughter Naomi is playing Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? She runs in and out of the room asking questions as Sharon and I attempt to talk. It’s not just because the computer game’s too hard for her, though. Like most children, she’s intuitive; she senses something’s up, though she can’t know what it is exactly. My ex-husband Alan, who married Sharon after we divorced, has been dead three years.


    Ever since Alan’s memorial service two winters ago, when I was invited to share reminiscences along with Barah, his first wife, and Sharon, his third wife, I’ve wanted to reach out to Sharon. She’d been radiant with grief that day, clear in the face of complex family dynamics. She and Alan had had a marriage with a purpose—to help others—and they had accomplished that purpose, even in the face of his illness and death.


    I could see that as I stood at the podium and saw familiar faces—Barah, my ex-in-laws, old family friends—and then sat back in the audience and listened to testimony from people I had never met, people whom Alan had befriended in the last decade of his life. Alan had given this impoverished woman his old car. He had driven another one to all her medical appointments. He had been the guiding light to a community of homeschooled children and their parents, teaching university-quality math and science lessons to youngsters.
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