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				Tu fais la route par ce temps-là?…

				J’ai pas choisi le temps…

				T’as choisi la route…

				C’ést ça.

				Agnès Varda, Sans toit ni loi

			

		

	
		
			
				The Meaning of Rain
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			It had been a long time since I had thought of Julia O’Bradeigh.

			In fact, it wouldn’t be a lie to say that I had completely forgotten Julia O’Bradeigh. It was just that I arrived in Belfast one gray spring afternoon and once again sensed her footsteps close to me. She was approaching slowly, uncertainly, undecided whether or not to manifest herself. But, whatever, she was approaching.

			First time in Belfast? I was asked that question more than once and, on each occasion, I answered truthfully: Yes, that’s right, my first time. And yet the familiarity of the space and the unmistakable impression of return were pecking away at my skull. During the initial walk through the university campus, I had to stop to consider that answer. Had I been in this place before and forgotten it? Had I walked along the wet streets in thick-soled shoes until I dropped exhausted onto a sidewalk not so different from this one? Had I dreamed these iridescent clouds merging into the pearly-gray background? I continued on, dodging puddles and, pausing discreetly, turned. Was I being followed? Then I looked ahead: paved paths running between wide swaths of hyacinths and the small, circular islands from which the yellow crowns of narcissi were skittishly emerging. Was someone there, waiting for me? In the end, on the other side of the railing, I thought I could make out the figure of a woman standing motionless in the rain, looking at me from a distance. In fact, it was drizzle, and it stopped drizzling almost at that same instant: the weather outside as uncertain as I felt inside. A slight sense of pressure, something like a stone falling into a pool of still water, made me put a hand to my chest. I imagined it was weariness, which often produces hallucinations, or the natural disorientation following a long journey. The strong scent of the hyacinths brought me sharply back to the place where I had stopped: It’s just that it’s raining, I told myself, and that I’m here, in the rain, like a cold statue.

			In Mexico City, the rain is punctual. Somebody pronounced this during the first dinner. And I added: It used to begin to rain at two in the afternoon and finish at most two hours later, laying stress on the used to. Was it really so long since that had been true? The conversation soon veered to questions of climate change and how nowadays the times when things happened had become much more uncertain, even merciless, one might say, but I continued to smile with a hint of nostalgia and a secret whoop of joy while I made an effort to distinguish—reflected in the window, through the plump raindrops sliding down the panes—that other place and that other time when the rain was disciplined and predictable. That’s why nobody carried umbrellas or wore raincoats, I murmured—by which time the conversation had moved on to the quality of the desserts or the night breeze—as if I had just found the answer to an age-old enigma.

			Julia O’Bradeigh used to wear a beige raincoat—a very loose-fitting, frayed garment, knotted at the waist with a belt, from which always hung a tortoiseshell buckle—over corduroy pants. Dark tennis shoes. And in this attire, she would walk slowly through the streets of Mexico City, self-absorbed, her hands in her pockets and her eyes on the sidewalk, unaware that the afternoon rains had finished. If that hadn’t been enough to make us notice she wasn’t like us, one quick glance at her head of tightly curled red hair and her pale, freckly complexion would have told us she came from far away. And that was what aroused Xian’s curiosity on the afternoon when, in one of the stories in Andamos perras, andamos diablas, she stopped just a step behind her in the line for the bus. She was so close she could see the split ends at the tips of her unruly mop of hair and smell her body odor—a heady combination of sweat and citrus fruit. It was perhaps the latter, or maybe cruelty that led her to come up with a practical joke and immediately put it into action. Two men are following me, she said to the girl after poking her lower back with an index finger. Help me. The alarmed tone. The pleading eyes. And Julia O’Bradeigh, credulous but in total solidarity, innocent but adventurous, ran off beside her, matching her pace, worrying about the imaginary criminals as they sped through Colonia Doctores.

			It’s hard to say with any certainty how or why specific characters emerge. Maybe Julia O’Bradeigh—the sad Irish woman, the atrocious redhead—was born in that very moment of credulity. A primeval trustfulness. Something out of place. Xian had noticed her before, was intrigued by the long, solitary walks that seemed to detach her from the world, but it wasn’t until they were running side by side that she knew for certain she wanted to be with her. Wanted to know her. Later, when she gave her a bird, Julia used to let it fly free in that high-ceilinged apartment where they were together at times, fugitives from the system, professional foreigners, women without men, and strange characters from the bellyaching underworld. Protected by an alias or aliases (for example, she sometimes called herself Terri because she really was terrifying), Julia spent the summer of disciplined, afternoon downpours at Xian’s side: They woke together and, together, exchanged damp coins for pieces of fresh bread or watched pigeons flying over the statues in deserted parks. They laughed together, together they became taciturn, impregnable stones inside themselves. There was a summer, and within that summer a pair of lanky, unemployed young women, living on a shoestring or by stealing small objects with some resale value from the houses of the rich who, from time to time, most probably by mistake, opened their doors to them: a pair of jade cuff links, a leg of serrano ham, the occasional wallet full of pristine bills.

			Was that figure she could just make out over there, on the other side of time, blurred by the intermittent surges of morning rain, Julia? I put my hand to my chest again because something was bolting inside. My pulse. Or anxiety. And I went on walking slowly to the Ulster Museum, as if I were exploring Belfast for the first time.

			

			—

			There were gusts of rainy wind and hallucinatory storms, drizzle like prayers, downpours, floods.

			

			—

			In 1970, the publishing house Plaza y Janés brought out a Spanish translation of The Price of My Soul, the autobiography of Bernadette Devlin, a charismatic human rights campaigner who participated in the struggle for autonomy in Northern Ireland and was the Member of Parliament for Mid Ulster in Westminster from 1969 to 1974, key years in the violent period known as “the Troubles.” The book, which I came across by sheer chance in the early eighties in a pile of discounted merchandise outside a Bodega Aurrera, caught my eye, particularly because it was cheap. I knew nothing about Ireland and that ignorance added a certain charm to the hardback cover protecting the pages. Anyhow, I read it voraciously, as I did so many things in those days, without—or hardly—distinguishing between reality and fiction. The single-party, authoritarian government in Mexico that kept both unions and students at bay was a reality. Just as real were the boring days, each exactly the same as the last: the devaluation of the peso, unemployment, the nonexistent welfare system, all these were reality. But the old union leader in dark glasses who gave interviews on morning television shows, hardly opening his mouth; was he real or fictional? The harassment in the streets. The widespread persecution. The dead bodies after marches. Fiction? The earthquake that shook the city like a dusty rag, then threw it down. Reality? That may be why we spent so much time in the university discussing possible and impossible revolutions, turning over national liberation struggles in distant countries, without even imagining that the ranks of the Zapatista Army were swelling in the south of our own, in Chiapas State. The IRA bombings, of which we received only occasional echoes in the punctual rains of Mexico City, seemed to us charmed expressions of freedom of action, signs of other worlds to come. If only we could do something like that, someone would say longingly as the ash fell from a half-smoked cigarette, mingling with the dust on car hoods. If we could unmask the supposed normality of all this. The words entered ears like supplications suspended in the air, ready to be listened to. Bernadette Devlin. I repeated her name several times, as if I hadn’t forgotten it for years and knew her well.

			

			—

			There were deluges. There were thunderclaps that reached every corner of the sky, waking us as they passed. There was lightning. On some afternoons it was hard to tell if the drops of water were falling from the sky or were suspended, still, on the edge of the atmosphere.

			

			—

			One of the salons of the Ulster Museum is dedicated to the political chronology and the material culture of the Troubles, expounding the nationalistic aspects of a conflict that set Protestants and Catholics at one another’s throats for thirty years, without ever being, in fact, purely religious in itself. Although the analysis of the Partition in 1921 was in a separate room, it was clear that the division of the island into the Republic of Ireland on one side and Northern Ireland, largely under British rule, on the other, was the underlying element of the conflagration. Of the various screens and panels in the exhibition, which in conjunction formed a miniature labyrinth, the first to stand out were images of the Battle of the Bogside, in which, between August 12 and 14, 1969, there was an outbreak of rioting by armed Catholic Republican activists that led to the deployment of the British Army. Other screens showed news broadcasts about Bloody Sunday in 1972, when British troops opened fire on a peaceful Catholic demonstration, killing thirteen and injuring fourteen. Sunday, Bloody Sunday. There were photographs, posters, album sleeves, and bus tickets recording the most everyday dimensions of a conflict that predominately set the members of the IRA (Irish Republican Army) or the INLA (Irish National Liberation Army) against the UVF (Ulster Volunteer Force) and the UDA (Ulster Defence Association), but which erupted in specific, adjoining neighborhoods, within the bosoms of particular, sometimes related families. Finally, near the exit of the labyrinth, were announcements of the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, which put an end to the low-level war that cost the lives of at least 3,500 Irish people over approximately thirty years. As I was passing the box where we were invited to post our comments, I couldn’t help thinking of Julia O’Bradeigh. Had she experienced all that before arriving in Mexico City, without family or friends, supported by anonymous contributors to international liberation causes? Was that why, one afternoon in early summer, she had immediately, trustingly run after Xian in the pages of a short story?

			The Druthaid’s Ball—a temporary exhibition on the fifth floor of the Ulster Museum—was a piece by the Array Collective that was awarded the prestigious Turner Prize in 2021. The installation, which uses 250 different objects, including artworks and furniture, to re-create the atmosphere of an Irish síbín (traditionally, an illicit local pub), was like an invitation to chatting, to getting closer, to laughter and hugs. It required no effort to settle down happily there for a moment and, quite unexpectedly, feel you were somewhere else, years earlier. The screen, while reminding us of the present with images of protesters and musicians, artists and comedians, also touched on the violence of the past, which could be seen as the source of both the reflection and possibility. I had been sitting there for only a few moments when an alarm went off. At first, I thought it was part of the installation, and so continued examining the images on the screen, but a security guard soon appeared and, baton in hand, ordered us to leave the building as quickly as possible. We obeyed at once, joining the groups of elementary schoolchildren descending the flights of stairs in a rapid but orderly fashion. Was the idea for us to share the sense of danger and uncertainty of those years when bombs were exploding here, there, and everywhere? I didn’t stop to find out; instead, like everyone else, I hurried toward the exit without looking back. I kept walking and then walked a little farther. What had really happened? I soon found myself outside the museum, advancing briskly along cracked sidewalks, until I stopped by the closed gates of a cemetery. On the other side of the ironwork fence, gravestones leaned over winding paths covered in very green, unmown grass. There was nobody in there, nobody behind me. I was tempted to pick the lock and open the gates but, at the last moment, thought better of it. Shouldn’t I just leave the dead to rest in peace with one another? By the time I got back to the museum, the doors had been opened to the public once more and when I ascended to the fifth floor to continue viewing the temporary exhibition, I found myself among the same visitors who had been expelled from the space earlier.

			What a strange thing time is!

			I needed to rest. It was most likely the rain, or perhaps the onslaught of ghosts, but my tonsils were starting to feel sore. Back in my hotel room, I discovered that what had seemed a slight irritation in my left eye had become a sizeable swelling. An allergy? I turned to examine the dark, poorly ventilated room, its wallpaper dotted with tiny, pale pink, vaguely art deco flowers. That dizzying reproduction of the same image made me feel a little nauseous. Claustrophobic. I sat on the bed by the window and distracted myself by trying to figure out the source of a slight noise that prevented me from concentrating on anything else. At times it seemed like a kind of scratching, or the muffled whine of an injured dog, or sandpaper going back and forth over the surface of rotting wood. The buzzing of a circular saw. I looked up at the ceiling—also wallpapered. There was something in there, something tiny and unwholesome, something waiting to get out. The hand on my chest told me that the pressure had returned. So I decided to go down to the hotel bar, half-empty at that hour. I sat at the counter and asked for a glass of water. Then, before the bartender could even turn his back, I opted for a dark stout. A man and a woman appeared to be having a very hushed argument at one of the tables in the restaurant and, not far from me, a girl with short hair was checking her phone while taking occasional sips of a brightly colored drink. The high ceilings and the large window looking out onto the street created an impression of spaciousness within: a certain sense of eternity. I took deep breaths. My body was gradually, if with some difficulty, reaccommodating itself inside me, stretching skin that suddenly seemed to have shrunk a few sizes. Little by little, the pressure eased and the rate of my inhalations and exhalations returned to normal. Just at that moment, I asked myself if this was what was meant by aging. Trembling every so often. The inability to breathe. Stumbling over words, being unsure of oneself. Jaws slightly clenched, as if the back teeth were stuck with some kind of ancient glue. Collecting data and enumerating insignificant details at the least provocation. Hypochondria, I told myself, is never a good counselor, and I rapped my palm lightly on the counter. Before leaving, I looked out at the night: Raindrops were running down the windowpanes, forming bright, narrow streams of water. The street lighting stabbed the glass with its yellow, bloodied swords. For an instant I didn’t know if what I saw was Belfast in the early spring of 2023 or if I was in Mexico City, years earlier, trying to understand.
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