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            Prologue

         
         A long mile southeast of the village of Glenarm, on the Antrim Coast Road, in the province of Ulster, there stands by the
            sea a monument to grief. It is not there in remembrance of the nearly one million people who died on this island during the
            famine in the middle of the nineteenth century, nor of the thousands of lives that were ended, or otherwise shattered, not
            so long ago, during the thirty years of violent conflict called the Troubles. It is a natural formation of stacked limestone
            boulders, something like an archway, with a large aperture near its center. A local landmark, it’s known as the Madman’s Window.
         

         
         This is the story I have heard: Long ago, a woman died at sea, in the waters onto which the window gives view. There was a
            man who loved her, who would not accept that she was dead. From the day she went missing until his own death, he gazed through
            that stony window every day, hoping he would catch sight of her out there on the sea, alive, alive and calling for him. And
            when he saw her, he would jump into those cold waters, and bring her back to shore, back to him.
         

         
         It was against reason, an act of wishful thinking. An act of grief wanting to be something other than grief. There were many deaths at sea in this part of the world. Everyone else knew that the woman he loved was dead, and they believed he had gone mad. If he was a madman, it is because loss had led him to despair. It is because without the one he loved, he could not be whole, could not even imagine it. Because grief, I know, can drive us mad. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         Day of love and lovers, of hearts and roses red! Is Geoffrey Chaucer, the great poet-pilgrim of medieval England, to blame
            for this? Some say so: that it was he who transformed the ordinary enough feast day of an ordinary enough saint (what business
            does a saint have with all this hearts-and-roses stuff, anyway?) into a festival of courtly love. The association of February
            14 with romance may have hatched about halfway into Chaucer’s poem “The Parliament of Fowls,” with these lines: For this was on Seynt Valentines day/Whan every foul cometh ther to chese his make. Saint Valentine’s Day—when every bird comes to choose his mate.
         

         
         On Valentine’s Day, 2010, I lugged all five pounds and four ounces of my old college copy of The Riverside Chaucer to the room in a Brooklyn, New York, hospice where Frank, my mate of thirteen years, husband for seven, lay dying. But he did not lie, really: he revolved with effort to one side, flipped sharply on the other like a fish pitched ashore, and then, with resignation, rotated himself flat onto his back again, back to where he’d started. And again. He squeezed the white plastic button that permitted him to activate the pump that pushed opioids into his bloodstream when he needed them. He was forty-two. 

         
         There was little relief left for his bones and joints, his limbs and ligaments, but his mind was still alight with curiosity,
            still glimmering, more votive than bonfire now. His imagination, and that pulsing knot of muscle that is Saint Valentine’s
            emblem: they were still active, and he was still yearning, even adrift on a plain of poppies. So, he—we—persisted in marking
            the day with our yearly tradition: reading “The Parliament of Fowls” aloud, each taking three stanzas before yielding to the
            other. If Chaucer really was behind all this, we had agreed long ago to surrender the day, or at least some good portion of
            it, to him, with pleasure. We liked to think we weren’t corny (ha!)—especially Frank, who was always much cooler than me,
            a pretty low bar he cleared like a high jumper. He was an indie-rock, punk-rock kind of guy. I was an unreconstructed late-model
            folkie hippie.
         

         
         Frank outstretched an arm to reach for his glasses on the nightstand and put them on: professorial but not prim, smart, with
            muddy-creek brown-green frames and glass trapezoids for lenses. An artist friend who had a day job at an optometrist’s helped
            him pick them out. (I kept them for a very long time. They were one of Frank’s totems, like the cast-iron skillet he cooked
            with almost every day for, what, fifteen years? Twenty? Since before we met. I kept that for a long time, too).
         

         
         I held the Chaucer book open in front of him; he did not have the strength to support it. Neither of us could remember how long we’d been doing this, reading this long poem together on this day. Neither of us felt much but contempt for Valentine’s Day—commercial! sexist! nonsense!—before the tradition began. I’m a Capricorn, he was a Capricorn, and Capricorns don’t do that sort of thing (he’d cringe if he heard me say this—because Capricorns don’t do this sort of thing, either). He was an English professor; I wanted to be a poet; this was the kind of thing that could happen. And if any time was the right time to perform our most insufferably earnest selves, without shame, this was it. 

         
         But even reading—high on his list of loves, up there with our cats, cheese, punk rock, France, baseball, me—had become difficult
            to focus on. Still, he wanted to go on reading because he wanted to go on living. He was not one of those people who say they
            are ready for death. Can those people be serious? There were still too many books Frank wanted to read.
         

         
         “The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne,” I started, then caught my breath. How had I not thought about this first line, Chaucer’s Middle English version of Hippocrates’s
            ars longa, vita brevis (art is long, life is short), after so many readings of the poem?
         

         
         Life is short: there, in that hospice room, it wasn’t like we needed a medieval English poet or an ancient Greek physician
            to remind us so. But after almost two years of the ministrations of oncologists, endocrinologists, gastroenterologists, and
            surgeons; emergency room doctors, intensive care nurses, chemotherapy and radiation and PET scan technicians; a lay Jesuit
            chaplain-philosopher, a hugging saint from India, and a purveyor of medical marijuana—there was room for Chaucer and Hippocrates,
            too, and they took their places, as rightful as anyone else’s, among all of those angels of life and death.
         

         
         We sprinted—life is short—through the poem’s long prefatory warmup, then slowed down to luxuriate in Chaucer’s catalog of birds (The peacock, with his angels feathers bright! The popinjay, full of delicacy!) and the self-conscious enchantments of stanzas 53 and 54. What should I say? the poet asks at the start of 53, and I imagine two fingers pulling at a pointed beard, I infer a silent hmm. Stanza 54 begins with But to the point, and the reader wonders: Wait, there’s a point? And does it matter?
         

         
         “Pull yourself together, man,” I said, to Chaucer, not to Frank, but to make Frank laugh, which he tried to do: a wrinkle tugged at the corners of his lips,
            at the edges of his drowsy blue eyes.
         

         
         Soon came the single moment I love most: when the goddess Nature herself kisses with tenderness the beak of the lady eagle
            she holds on her hand, and who is central to the rest of the poem’s action. Frank got this far maybe only to indulge me—even
            with the pain, the bullying pain that would not be subdued, even with the drugs, he remembered it’s my favorite part. But
            then, he had to sleep, or at least try to sleep. Maybe we would read the rest later. Maybe we wouldn’t: art is long.
         

         
          

         In the afternoon, Frank sighed and rumbled in and out of sleep, while I sat in the chair beside his bed. I thought about him,
            and his suffering, and I considered the poignancy of his optimism, which hadn’t flagged until these final few days. If anything
            good can be said about his cancer, it’s that it hadn’t caused excruciating pain until it spread to his pancreas not long before
            he died. He had taught his last class only yesterday, online, a little loopy with meds, but he wanted to be with his students.
            We were both teachers when we met.
         

         
         I thought about our marriage: when it was good, and when it was not. I thought about my mother, who was also dying, but not so soon: she had been dying for a long time. I thought about bills. And changing the cat litter. And taking out the recycling. And I thought about Ireland—because it was there, long ago, that I met Saint Valentine. 

         
         I made my first trip to Ireland in the summer of 1991, when I was twenty, because of another poet: William Butler Yeats. I
            wanted to study his poetry in Dublin, where he was from. But lectures at Trinity College tumbled swiftly from the top of my
            priority list; within a week, they foundered far below the other pleasures that had revealed themselves to me: long afternoons
            and evenings at my favorite pub, and another blue-eyed man I loved, who had had cancer, too.
         

         
         One afternoon, when I’d strayed only blocks from my usual circuit, the terrain grew unfamiliar. I kept walking: unknown streets
            were interesting streets. I stopped in front of a grim, gray building, as practical and unadorned as a small fort. It was
            Whitefriar Street Church, dedicated to Our Lady of Mount Carmel—the Virgin Mary in her persona as patroness of the Carmelite
            Order.
         

         
         Curiosity drew me into its sanctuary. Much better inside: pale as thick cream, cool, calm, clean, quiet. And, there to one side as I walked in the direction of the altar: a shrine to Saint Valentine. What was he doing here? In a marble alcove in the wall, above a side altar, his likeness in statue stood barefoot, draped in red vestments, clutching in one hand a crocus. Below the altar: a casket, inside which were swaddled the saint’s remains, or some of them, anyway, taken there in the 1830s by an Irish Carmelite named John Spratt. So admired was Spratt for both his homiletic virtuosity and his care for the poor people of Dublin that Pope Gregory XVI himself saw fit to confer upon him Saint Valentine’s relics as a token of his esteem. The inscription: This shrine contains the sacred body of Saint Valentinus the Martyr, together with a small vessel tinged with his blood.

         
         So grave, so serious! But I found it funny, too: another example of the habitual, sometimes charming, sometimes exasperating
            strain of embellishment I’d grown accustomed to from Dubliners I knew. There had to be other sites that claimed to be Saint
            Valentine’s final resting place. But something, some softening, made me lower my shield of skepticism, and let Dublin have
            it: here, in this gray everyday church in this gray everyday city that had come to feel like home to me, among its public
            houses and two-story brick terraces, its low, impassive office blocks and bookmakers’ storefronts, rested the priestly Roman
            prince of love himself.
         

         
          

         Then a disordered reel of memories from that summer: a comic drama starring some stern goats on a beach in Sligo, a rave in
            the Wicklow Mountains, a lonely ride to a place I was told I should not visit, a kiss beneath the Spanish Arch in Galway.
         

         
         Frank had never been to Ireland, but had wanted to visit—he loved Yeats, too, and Joyce, and part of his doctoral dissertation
            was about George Bernard Shaw—which, in that hospice room with no time left, felt unjust. But I might as well admit right
            now that there was a part of me—a shameful part where generosity falters—that had wanted to keep Ireland for myself, as if
            that were possible.
         

         
          

         When Frank woke up, my thoughts of Ireland faded, and my attention snapped back to him. It was not time for Chaucer again: Frank was too tired, too restless, too aching. That Valentine’s Day, we would not get to the end of the poem. Instead, we had the 2010 Winter Olympics, in Vancouver, for our evening’s entertainment. I went out to buy milkshakes from the Baskin-Robbins ice cream shop around the corner from the hospice: strawberry for him, mint chocolate chip for me. Frank, the best home cook I’ve ever known—he of the New Year’s Eve cassoulet that took a week or more to coax and caress into being, the pork and pistachio terrines and duck rillettes and choucroute garnie, all of which had often made me refer to him as my French farm wife (which he knew I meant as praise), whose rare splurges were on special-occasion dinners at restaurants beyond our means—only wanted ice cream. Who wouldn’t? 

         
         We toasted “Happy Valentine’s Day” with our milkshakes and sipped them while we watched the women’s speed skating in quiet
            awe—those lean, powerful bodies crouched nearly parallel to the ice, the blades of their skates like cleavers poised at the
            close, correct angle against a sharpening steel. We coasted into sleep with the television on, and neither of us slept well.
         

         
         It was not until early morning that Frank fell into a deep sleep. After twenty-four hours at his bedside, I left the hospital and went home, just a few subway stops away, to take care of a few errands. I shoved an arbitrary armful of laundry into our landlady’s washing machine; she let me use it that week, knowing that Frank was in hospice and there was no time for a laundromat. I fed and petted and talked to our cats: a silver tabby I’d raised since she was weaned, and an ancient rescued tortoiseshell whom Frank and I re-rescued from my mother when she could no longer care for her. I had paid them too little attention lately, but because they loved him, too, I assured myself that they would understand. I thanked them for their patience and asked for their pardon. I scrolled through a week’s worth of emails. I wrote a message to Frank’s far-flung family. These were not the words I used, but this was what they meant: Get here. Now.

         
         A short shower. A glance at our bed: not a chair in a hospice room, our bed, with our frayed flannel sheets as soft and fuzzy
            as lamb’s ears, and what Frank always thought was an overabundance of pillows, especially because I tossed most of them to
            the floor before going to sleep. It would only be a quick nap, half an hour at most. I sank into it.
         

         
         When I woke up, it was after noon.

         
         What have I done?

         
          

         I had missed him by minutes.

         
         A nun, the hospice chaplain, stood in front of the closed door to his room. She wouldn’t let me in, wouldn’t let me see him.
            I shouldn’t have gone home. I shouldn’t have slept.
         

         
         I collapsed to the linoleum floor. I screamed and sobbed at the same time—is that what wailing is? had I wailed?—and the nun
            shushed me so I would not disturb the other patients, the other families. I had soaked my green woolen cardigan with tears,
            and the dampness drew from its fibers a sour, lanolin smell.
         

         
         She shushed me again. She was small, and old, but strong enough to hoist me to my feet, lead me into her office, deposit me in a stiff chair like a sack of groceries, and pull the door shut behind us. 

         
         “He was afraid,” she told me, as though candor is always for the best. I hated her more than I had ever hated anyone in my
            life.
         

         
         I thought of Frank, alone with only this person at his side. Alone, and afraid, just like she said. I considered the miserable truths she might have felt obligated to tell
            him out of her commitment to honesty, and I pictured him again: alone, afraid, then gone. When he needed me most, I was not
            there, and for that selfishness and carelessness, I could not be forgiven.
         

         
         Were his glasses on? Where was his wedding band?

         
         What did she say to him?

         
         Had I kissed him before I slipped out of the room that morning? What were our last words to one another? Had they had been
            “Happy Valentine’s Day,” said for the fourth or fifth time in as many hours?
         

         
         I hoped they had been “I love you.”

         
          

         Friends met me at the hospice, took me home, bought me dinner. My brother came down from Connecticut. Frank’s parents drove
            straight through the night from West Virginia, fueled, I imagined, by anguish. What next? Them; me; a meeting in a funeral
            parlor.
         

         
         I had never planned a funeral. I knew I wanted Frank to be buried at Green-Wood Cemetery—a beautiful and historic “suburb for the dead,” the final resting place of Jean-Michel Basquiat, Louis Comfort Tiffany, Lola Montez, many fallen Union soldiers—less than ten minutes’ walk from home. A place we had visited together often, a place we both loved. I asked the memorial counselor—I think that’s what he was called—at the cemetery if he could recommend a funeral parlor. He said he wasn’t allowed to do that, and handed me a list of local ones. My eyes fell on what I took to be a Polish name—and my logic, because I knew no other logic for such circumstances, went like this: the neighborhood had a big Polish population in the 1950s and ’60s, so this one had to be at least that old, and therefore experienced. 

         
         Frank’s parents and I got to the funeral home a few minutes early. A friendly, dark-haired woman invited us to sit down on
            the couches in the lobby, which were arranged around a coffee table with a large artificial floral arrangement in a bowl-shaped
            vase at its center. I sat on one couch, my in-laws sat on the other, and from where I sat I thought I saw a can of cat food
            tucked next to the vase, only partly concealed by a cascade of fake blossoms. I looked again—yes, it was a can of cat food—and said nothing. I had picked this place, this funeral home with a can of Friskies Chicken and Salmon
            Dinner in Gravy on the table. What would Frank’s parents think? Could they see it, too?
         

         
         The funeral director emerged from her office and joined us. Doris looked to be nearly six feet tall, but at least four inches
            of that height came from her high heels, and maybe another three from her platinum updo. By then her dark-haired assistant
            had sat beside me. Doris greeted all of us, with the most beautifully gravelly, Brooklyn-y voice I’d heard in the many years
            I’d lived in the borough, and then settled in next to me on the other side of the couch, so that I was flanked by the two
            women I’d only just met.
         

         
         When I made the appointment, I told the assistant the story of Frank’s death. That he was young, too young. That he had borne his cancer ordeal with courage, even optimism. That all of this—burying a husband, planning a funeral, being a widow—was new to me. 

         
         Doris threw one of her arms around my shoulders; it ended with long and darkly polished, manicured nails. I turned my head
            to face her, and with a surprising intensity, our eyes met. Under all the mascara and all the eyeshadow, her eyes shone with
            compassion.
         

         
         “Honey, I understand,” she said in her sandpaper voice. “I understand. I have some idea how you’re feeling. I also lost my guy when he was too young.”
         

         
         We nodded at one another with empathy and fellow feeling, eyes still locked; I did feel like she understood.

         
         “His name was Guy,” she added, with a shrug.

         
         Frank’s parents stayed mostly silent throughout, still suspended in the haze of heartache. Doris and her assistant and I talked
            through the burial and funeral plans. And then, when the clock struck noon, as though arriving at its usual appointed hour,
            a cat appeared on the sidewalk, just outside the glass front door. Doris’s assistant retrieved the can from under the floral
            centerpiece, pulled off its lid, walked to the door, opened it, fed the cat, and returned to our meeting. She said nothing,
            and neither did the rest of us.
         

         
         I couldn’t tell if my in-laws had even noticed. I had—and I wanted to laugh, not only at the surreal weirdness of it, but also because of its matter-of-fact kindness. But something told me I could not laugh at anything, not at this, not now. Because it might upset Frank’s parents—good people, generous people, people I loved, who were suffering beyond suffering. And because, no, it just wasn’t right to laugh after one’s husband had just died, alone, at age forty-two. It wouldn’t be right. 

         
          

         A phone call with my mother, who was sorry she was not well enough to come to the funeral.

         
         “It would be too much,” I told her. “Just promise me you won’t die this year.”
         

         
          

         The Vermont granite we chose for his headstone.

         
         A green sprawl of cemetery.

         
         A memorial in its gothic jewel-box chapel, where I decorated the altar with thin white tulips and the dollhouse daffodils of early spring. The tulips for the happy year Frank had lived in the Netherlands as a child, the daffodils because of Wordsworth. Doris, the funeral director, pulled up outside the chapel in her purple Cadillac convertible, marched down the aisle in her black suit and high heels, and placed an enormous spray of gladioli in front of the altar. They were at odds with the subtlety I had aimed for—but so what? She didn’t have to come to the service; she was there for me, and I was glad to see her. Later, at the reception, I would hear that some people thought she might have been Frank’s mistress—his glamorous, mysterious mistress—and I wished I could tell Frank, who would have laughed, and would have loved it, and would have dropped his jaw the way he did, he really did, when he heard something wonderful and outrageous. 

         
         I read Keats’s nightingale ode (thou wast not born for death!), and had something like an out-of-body experience, the poem overtaking me when I could not find my own language, could
            not marshal my own emotions. Frank’s father delivered a eulogy in a broken voice (he was not born to bury his child).
         

         
         A reception at a restaurant in our neighborhood: pierogi and blini made with care by a chef who loved him, his favorite song
            by his favorite band (Minutemen’s “History Lesson Part II”—punk rock changed our lives) strummed and sung by friends who loved him, too.
         

         
         And when all that was done, an unending procession of paperwork, condolence cards, death certificates, deeds, contracts, bills.
            The weeks I spent in bed, flanked by cats, propped up on a pile of pillows, unable, or unwilling—not bothering—to get up,
            going nowhere.
         

         
          

         Reentry came in stages: unsteady, slow, episodic. I took a trip to New Mexico over Passover, planned in a rare moment of clarity
            and calm, that had supplied a dramatic, welcome change of scenery—a breathing blanket of desert, a night sky like an indigo
            drop-cloth spattered with beads of paint, the rusty peaks of the Sangre de Cristo mountains like embers smoldering in the
            distance—and the soothing companionship, and home cooking, of old friends.
         

         
         When I got back to Brooklyn, I picked up a day shift at a bar, fifteen years after I thought I’d left bartending for good, and it guaranteed that at least once a week, I had to shower, and brush my hair, and talk to people—things that no longer felt like ordinary, daily obligations to one’s self and to others, but like honest achievements, small victories of will. 

         
         That summer, of all things, the World Cup gave me as good a reason as any to start writing again (I hadn’t in months), and
            I blogged in exultation every time Holland won a game, and then another, and another, until they lost an ugly final match
            to Spain. My team had not won, but the tournament had given me a month-long furlough from despair, and what more could I ask
            of a sporting event? When it made me think of Frank—and it often did, since we had watched together in 1998, 2002, 2006 . . .
            was that all? a relationship of thirteen years spanned only three World Cups?—those thoughts were light, happy, unburdened.
         

         
         Slow and unsteady, I was returning to myself—what else could I do?—but it wasn’t the same self it had been before Frank got
            sick; I was a new and different me, whom I sometimes had to strain to recognize. To be a widow at thirty-nine is to be pitiable
            and pitied, and, in a sense, to be sanctified by misfortune: to be made into something else, someone else, different and set
            apart from others, automatically and undeservingly seen as saintly, but also as suspect. It is unnatural.
         

         
         Call me not Naomi, the young widow commands in the Book of Ruth. Call me Mara, for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me. Mara, the new name she gave herself, is a way of saying “bitterness” in Hebrew, but it also carries a suggestion of strength. I was gathering strength, but I was haunted by Frank’s death, by my absence at the end of his life, by the ways in which I had failed him, and failed our marriage. The arrow of my bitterness was trained not on God, not on other people, not even on death: it was aimed at me, and I alone was its bull’s-eye. 

         
          

         In October, obeying only an instinct—life is short—I went to Europe. The trip would take me to England and Germany—and Ireland. My last visit there, in 2008, had been practical:
            a research trip to Dublin for the book I was writing then, a week structured so that I could retrace steps I’d taken in the
            summer of 1991, find out where my memory had worked and where it had misled me, then correct myself, and my pages. This time,
            I had no agenda at all. Almost.
         

         
         The plain gray church in Whitefriar Street had no place in my research two years earlier, no part in the story I needed to
            tell then. So much had changed: I had to see it again. The building looked less grim, less forbidding to me now, and, like
            the city of Dublin itself, much smaller. Inside, the saint’s statue and shrine were as I remembered them: red vestments, crocus,
            casket, inscription. I stood before the shrine, and I waited. A few minutes, then a minute longer.
         

         
         Nothing.
         

         
         I felt only the familiar self-consciousness of being a Jew in a Catholic church, a scenario I’d been in many times before. But this time I wasn’t in a Catholic church for a wedding, or a funeral mass, or to gape at a Caravaggio, or to tell the struggling members of a poor congregation how they could get food stamps and free legal assistance, as I often had when I was a community organizer a decade earlier. I was there because I wanted something for myself. But whatever that was, it was not forthcoming. 

         
         I could bear it no more than another minute when two lines from “The Parliament of Fowls” found their way to the tip of my
            tongue, late lines Frank and I had not reached in our final, halted attempt to read the poem together: Saint Valentine, that art ful heigh on lofte/Thus singen smale fowles for thy sake. Chaucer’s words charmed me, as always. Frank, or some spirit of Frank, was by my side; but when was he not? There was no new
            feeling. No reward for my pilgrimage, if that was what this was. What had I expected? What had I wanted to feel? I didn’t
            know, and it would not be forced.
         

         
         But even if little, next to nothing, had happened at Saint Valentine’s shrine, one thing was clear: Ireland was where I had
            to be. I had stayed in touch with my closest, oldest friends in Dublin; they knew that Frank, whom they’d never met, who was
            my husband and had been sick, was dead. At Philip’s kitchen table, at a café with Nicole, I talked about him for hours, and
            they listened. And asked questions. And, sometimes, even smiled. And joked.
         

         
         It wasn’t that my friends in New York hadn’t cared—they looked after me, and cooked for me, and they, too, had listened when I had to talk—but there was something different about the conversations with my friends in Ireland: a quality of acceptance, a directness, interest—sympathy unburdened by pity. Laughter was part of our conversations, too: a reprieve from the obligatory solemnity of bereavement I felt was required of me back home (whatever else we Americans are or are not, in this way our Puritan roots still show). Here, in Dublin, my widowhood seemed to define me no more nor less than anything else, and did not render me abject. For the many kindnesses given to me by my friends and family in New York, the same had not always been true there. 

         
         Ireland has its own ways with mourning, and with mourners. I felt it in Philip’s clear-eyed openness at his kitchen table,
            and in Nicole’s full, attentive presence at the café. I had some sense of this from the few wakes I’d been to, but I had not
            foreseen that it would be extended to me, and that it might start to clear a path toward a grief I could live with, maybe
            even live in, not postpone or push away.
         

         
         In Dublin, I had been awakened to this possibility. But it wasn’t until a few days later, after a quiet two-and-a-half-hour
            train ride to a place I’d been told to stay away from long ago, that I disembarked in a city whose intimacy with grief was
            painted on its walls and lodged in its cobblestones. In a country striving day after day to surmount sorrows of its own, I
            intuited that this might be the Ireland where I could tend to my sorrows, the Ireland I needed most. By then the path had
            cleared enough that I could see it was not directionless, and that my compass pointed north.
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         Flight is my habitual response to unhappiness—maybe a bad one, and, often, in my case, an irresponsible one. This is why,
            and how, I found myself in Belfast eight months after Frank died, in autumn, 2010. If the choice was between fight and flight,
            I could not fight grief. Grief, I thought then, will always prevail. I would go away for two weeks, and I would try to leave
            it behind, knowing that it would be right where I’d left it, waiting for me, when I returned home.
         

         
         I went to some familiar cities—London and Dublin, where I had friends (and Saint Valentine) to visit—and to some less familiar ones, too. I hadn’t traveled solely for pleasure since I was in my late twenties: the precarious economics of life as a freelancer made it impossible. Instead, before each trip, I would think up a story to pitch, hopeful that I would at least break even in the end. So on that same trip along with London and Dublin, I would also go to Frankfurt, when its huge annual international book fair—the Frankfurter Buchmesse—was on. Every year, one country is chosen as the book fair’s “Guest of Honor,” and that year it was Argentina. There were rumors that Argentina’s greatest soccer players—Diego Maradona and Lionel Messi—would appear, and I thought there might be a story there, a fun story, about the collision of the genteel world of book publishing and the blazing international superstardom of football heroes. 

         
         Maradona and Messi didn’t show up. I had no story to write, but my Frankfurt visit was not without pleasures: there was Feinstaub,
            a superb punk-rock bar close to where I was staying, and there was also the birthplace and boyhood home of Johann Wolfgang
            von Goethe—or, anyway, a reconstruction of it, as the original had been destroyed in the Second World War. Still, I knew that
            he had been born on that spot and had also written The Sorrows of Young Werther there, and that was enough; my emotions have always been susceptible to historic sites connected to writers I love, so Goethe
            and I had a moment in Frankfurt, mehr licht!
         

         
         The first time I’d been to Germany was with Frank, in 1998. His parents were living in Bayreuth for a year, and, thanks to
            neighbors who’d become friendly with them, we were lucky to get tickets to a dress rehearsal of Das Rheingold at the opera house Wagner had designed himself. An austere hall, it has no center aisles—if someone seated in the middle
            must get out, it would be a long tight squeeze past endless pairs of knees. We had heard the story, long in circulation and
            probably untrue, that a man had died there about three hours into a production of Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg—Wagner’s longest opera—and that his body stayed in its seat until the performance had ended. When Frank and I found our seats
            before Das Rheingold, we looked at each other and said, in unison, “don’t die”—a decade before the possibility of Frank’s death would become too
            real for even the lightest gallows humor.
         

         
         In Frankfurt I felt his presence strongly, and for the first time, but not the last, I had the uncanny sensation that some of my decisions were somehow directed, if not by him, by my memories of him. When we met, a dark, loud punk rock bar would have been much more his kind of thing than mine. As much as I loved Goethe’s poems in translation, Frank knew them better, and could read them in German. 

         
         I stayed in Nordend, a neighborhood of elegant buildings and boulevards lined with trees, in the spotless, minimalist apartment
            of a friend’s sister and architect brother-in-law, equipped with an industrial espresso machine so big and shiny and red it
            resembled a small fire engine. I ate my fill of würst, and drank good, cold steins of beer—which Frank also would have loved. I walked the city’s streets without a map, long before
            I had a smartphone, just rambling until something caught my attention and made me stop and look. It was a welcome kind of
            disorientation. For a city about which I’d heard almost nothing good—it was boring, people had told me, a business town, “like
            Hartford, but in German,” in the uncharitable words of one friend—I’d found Frankfurt charming. It was greener than I’d expected,
            walkable, calm (compared to New York, anyway). But I suspect that those flashes of Frank’s presence had also formed my good
            impression of the city.
         

         
          

         Belfast was another city I hadn’t often heard praised, but it, too, was on my itinerary. It was not as new to me as Frankfurt; I’d been there once, briefly, when I was a student in Dublin. Back then, I had gone, really, for only one reason: because I was told not to. The paternalistic powers-that-be who supervised the international summer students at Trinity College told us to stay away from the north. Nothing to see there. It was 1991, years before the peace process started, and I can’t say they were wrong to want to protect us from, for instance,
            getting caught up in a bombing at a pub. Or even to spare us the kinds of questions posed in one of the Belfast writer Ciaran
            Carson’s best-known poems, “Belfast Confetti”: What is/My name? Where am I coming from? Where am I going? A fusillade of question marks.

         
         That brief, long-ago visit to Belfast was not the welcome kind of disorientation I found in Frankfurt; it was tense and disturbing.
            I was wary of the city, I had a less sophisticated understanding of the political and cultural contexts than I thought, and
            Belfast seemed equally wary of me—a twenty-year-old woman with a tatty backpack and too much curiosity. One pub had been recommended
            to me by an acquaintance in Dublin: when I entered, I got the stranger in a Western movie saloon treatment—as soon as I stepped
            over its threshold, conversation halted and all eyes were on me.
         

         
         No one in pub asked me my name, or where I was from, or where I was going, but I felt the tension hanging in the smoky barroom
            air. And I couldn’t get back to Dublin soon enough.
         

         
         The tug of my old friendships in Dublin made me want to return to Ireland as often as I could, but like most American visitors,
            I think it is fair to say, I had no interest in going up north. I had unhappy memories of the place, and could think of no
            good reason to revisit it.
         

         
         That changed in 2010, when a friend who edited and wrote travel books returned from a visit to Belfast brimming with excitement about the city. She raved about the beautiful, new hotel she stayed in, whose cocktail bar had quickly become legend among international drinkers. She praised the pubs. And, most persuasively, she spoke of the spirit of the city and its people—of warmth and humor and openness, and an enthusiasm for visitors which had had little outlet during three decades of deadly conflict. If I hadn’t been to Belfast lately, she said, go.
         

         
         Her unqualified recommendation was one good reason to give Belfast, and Northern Ireland, another chance, but I had another.
            At a conference in Louisville, Kentucky, in the early 2000s, Frank had chaired a panel on contemporary Irish literature, and
            I joined him on the trip. Louisville appealed to me for many reasons: among them, Muhammad Ali, Thomas Merton, Hadley pottery,
            fried chicken, and bourbon. Frank’s Irish literature panel interested me, too. One of the presenters gave a great talk on
            the poetry of Ciaran Carson. Before the conference, Frank and I had known nothing about him. After the talk, we resolved to
            read everything Carson had ever published, a prolific, genre-crossing body of work that includes poetry, translation, fiction,
            and nonfiction.
         

         
         There were many contemporary Irish writers I already loved, but Carson jumped to the top of the list. And nearly a decade
            later, I arranged a trip to Belfast so I could meet him, a writer who seldom read publicly, who didn’t travel to the U.S.
            often, who wasn’t especially interested in the book tour circuit. I pitched a profile of him to a poetry website I’d written
            for before, and the editor said yes. Carson’s email address was easy to find via the website of Queen’s University Belfast,
            where he was the director of the Seamus Heaney Centre. He agreed to the interview, and we set a date.
         

         
         Had it not been for Frank, I wondered, would I even have learned about Carson? Maybe—I read poetry almost every day, and sometimes it feels like the only constant in an otherwise messy life. But maybe not. And as nervously excited as I was to meet him, it felt unfair that Frank hadn’t had the chance. 

         
          

         I arrived in Belfast on a gray October evening, to a still and quiet city, and checked into the hotel where my friend had
            stayed. I’d picked up a bad cold at the book fair—the “Frankfurt flu,” some called it—and my head was heavy and my throat
            sore. When I unzipped my suitcase, I rooted around for the microcassette recorder I’d packed for my interview with Carson.
            It had taken a beating in transit and was so warped that I couldn’t even open it. I asked the concierge if the hotel had a
            recorder available I might borrow. It did not—and the concierge made it clear that Belfast wasn’t the sort of place where
            I’d be able to buy a new one on a Sunday, especially with night closing in. I’d manage: I’d brought plenty of notepads.
         

         
         I took a walk around the neighborhood and looked into the windows of the local pubs, deciding which ones I’d visit. I walked
            down the brightly lighted, cobbled street where the Duke of York—a pub I’d read about, where a teenaged Gerry Adams pulled
            pints and was described by one customer as “a pleasant enough young barman”—was located, and where its patrons sat and smoked
            and drank on bright red benches outside. I was getting a good feeling from Belfast this time around. I returned to my hotel,
            freshened up, and went to the cocktail bar.
         

         
         I ordered a martini, and it was a good one: ice cold and bright, not too dry, festooned with a vibrant curl of lemon peel. The young barman and I chatted—he was friendly, in that gracious, not-too-friendly hotel-bar way. By the time my second drink landed in front of me, three women in their mid-fifties sat down on the
            barstools beside mine. They were old friends on a weekend holiday, up from Dublin to see, like me, what Belfast was all about,
            and they were having a fabulous time.
         

         
         Had I been to Ireland before? one of them asked me. Did I like it? What was it like, being a woman traveling on my own? Was it not more fun to travel with
            a friend, a partner, my husband?
         

         
         I told them I liked traveling alone, which was true: I prefer not to be at the mercy of anyone’s schedule but my own, which is usually loose. Frank and I had very different traveling styles. I’m happy to visit a museum or two, then park myself in a pub or café and strike up conversation with strangers. Frank was always determined to pack as much as possible into every trip. Once, when we were in London together, we spent the morning at the British Museum and the National Portrait Gallery. We
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