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The steel bird, a voracious monster with outstretched wings, descended heavily, its innards teeming with wandering souls. Gerardo pressed his forehead against the fogged window, searching through the cottony mist for some trace of the promised city. However, Paris, like an elusive lover, refused to reveal itself. The 747's landing gear scraped the tarmac with a metallic groan, a sigh from a surrendered beast. The hours of the flight, like water through his fingers, vanished. He had arrived.

The forecast, checked on the cold screen of his phone before leaving, did not lie: overcast skies, persistent rain. A whole week of gray. May in Paris smelled of dampness, of old stones, of accumulated nostalgia. Nothing like the dusty hell he was leaving behind. Torreon, in north-central Mexico, his hometown, burned under a relentless sun; forty-two degrees that dried the saliva in his mouth, that cracked the earth like withered skin. There, the drought was unforgiving: the fields turned into cracked scabs, the cattle into walking skeletons. Even hearts seemed to wither under that implacable sky.  

He had planned to pack light, shorts and t-shirts, clothes for the heat that was etched in his memory. Nevertheless, the forecast forced him to rummage through his closet, unearthing forgotten garments, thick jackets, sweaters he no longer recognized. His suitcase grew, swollen with wool and foresight. Now, upon setting foot on French soil, the cold enveloped him like a reminder: this was not his desert. Here, even the air felt different.

The window, cold and fogged by the altitude, once again reflected its blurred image as the plane moved in a metallic whisper toward Terminal 2 at Charles de Gaulle Airport. Outside, the asphalt gleamed like a shattered mirror, dotted with small puddles that caught, distorted, the last shreds of light. They were the dried tears of a sky that had wept inconsolably, scattered drops that now flickered under the runway lights, ephemeral as forgotten promises.  

Paris. The word echoed in his chest like a distant sound, as a name whispered in a nearly forgotten language. Never, in the deepest recesses of his imagination, had he believed it possible to set foot in that city. It had always been a foreign postcard, a setting for films and novels, a dream belonging to others. Yet, there he was, his heart pressing between his ribs, letting out a sigh that tasted of reality. He had crossed oceans and time zones, left the known world behind, and now he breathed the same air that had so often been nothing but a reverie.  

The airplane's loudspeakers, with that impersonal voice that cuts through the silence like a knife, insisted once again that the passengers remain seated, buckled up, and motionless. However, as soon as the steel behemoth stopped with a hydraulic groan, the humanity contained within its belly erupted in a frenzy of movement. As if an invisible spring had suddenly released them, bodies rose, clumsy and feverish, stretching numb limbs, tearing suitcases from the overhead compartments with an almost pathetic urgency. The aisles instantly filled, a human river flowing toward the exit, while those by the windows writhed in absurd bows, their heads banging impatiently against the ventilation ducts. Ah, but what did the pain matter, what did the ridicule matter, if all they longed for was to escape that flying sarcophagus?  

Gerardo remained motionless, observing the spectacle with a mixture of fascination and bewilderment. Always the same. Always that voracious haste, that anxiety to arrive, to flee, to run toward nowhere. People drowning in minutes, turning every wait into torture, every journey into a race. He, too, felt the weight of the hours accumulated in his bones, the stiffness of immobility, but he not understand that need to push, to get ahead, to gain seconds that, in the end, meant nothing. Perhaps that was the strangest thing of all: how human beings could live always with the clock pressing against their throats, even when there was nothing to gain.  

Finally, the plane door clicked open, like a wound tearing open to release its contents. Then, as if a burst artery were beginning to bleed, the passengers spilled out in single file, drop by drop, propelled by an invisible force. Gerardo waited. He waited until the last body left the belly of the monster, until silence returned like a relief. Only then did he stand, pick up his backpack—small, inconspicuous, with worn seams—and walk toward the exit. At the threshold, a flight attendant with a perfect smile and glassy eyes waved him off with a professional gesture, her beauty was as polished as it was unattainable. He nodded, almost without seeing her, and stepped into the long metallic bowel that would lead him, systematically, into the airport. Into Paris.

The customs process was a breeze amidst the airport's bustle, an almost bureaucratic act in its stark simplicity. He held out his passport, that booklet worn smooth by borders and stamps, and the official, with the indifference of someone who had repeated the gesture thousands of times, stamped it on a random page, without even looking him in the eye. Done. There were no questions, no suspicions, none of that tense scrutiny he was always subjected to in the United States, where every immigration officer interrogated him as if his Mexican passport were a disguise and his American visa, a conditional permit to breathe. Filling out forms, paying the right to exist in their territory, justifying every move... No, the paranoia was there, he thought, and an ironic smile escaped him, a knowing wink to his own skepticism.  

Then, the train. A carriage that smelled of old dampness and anonymous footsteps dragged him south, toward the heart of Paris, that city that still held echoes of centuries in its stones. He got off at Gare du Nord, that iron colossus with its rumbling travelers, and plunged into the subway, following the precise directions of an airport employee whose kindness had been almost maternal. Line four to Réaumur Sébastopol, and then line three to Wagram. The stations paraded by like subterranean postcards, each name an echo of streets he did not know but already imagined brimming with stories. When he finally emerged from the underworld, the cold Parisian air slapped him with a dampness that reminded him he was far, far away from Torreon, where the wind did not caress, but spat fire, like the breath of a dragon.  

The hotel was a modest building, with a worn facade and a sign that blinked wearily. Behind the counter, a man with sallow skin and dark eyes, whose features betrayed an origin beyond the Mediterranean, looked at him with that mixture of curiosity and professionalism that comes from those who have learned to live between borders.  

"Do you speak Spanish?" he asked, more out of habit than hope.  

"Little," replied the other, with that accent that was neither French nor Spanish, but something more ancient, like desert sand stuck to the words.  

The check-in was quick, but the traveler's curiosity hung in the air like a lingering scent.  

"Where are you from?" he inquired, as his pen scratched the paper with crooked letters.  

"From North Africa," replied the manager.

Ah, he thought. North Africa, that land where Spain had left more than colonies: it had left words, blood, and a language that now echoed in this corner of Paris. Morocco, perhaps. On the other hand, Algeria. Places where Spanish still whispered among the markets and mosques.  

Between stamps, trains, and crossed accents, the city began to weave its story around him, as it always does with those who arrive, without asking too many questions, but without ever forgetting.

The man stood before the elevator like someone stepping into the narrow mouth of an ancient beast. A rusty iron cubicle, its walls yellowed by time and the smoke of other people's cigarettes, barely allowing him to breathe. Four people, he estimated, but packed in like sardines, elbows digging into ribs, their breaths shared in a space that smelled of old metal and anxiety. He took a deep breath and stepped inside. The mechanism creaked, protested, and then ascended with a groan that seemed to announce its final journey.  

The second floor greeted him with a carpeted hallway, so narrow his shoulders brushed against the faded wallpaper, the same wallpaper that must have once been opulent in gold and red, now reduced to a mere shadow of its former self. The hotel, like so many others in the city center, was a half-baked old building, a corpse dressed up to deceive tourists on a tight budget. The room that awaited him was true to its nature: a coffin with a bed. A double bed that took up almost the entire space, flanked by two tiny nightstands, so close to the wall they seemed to merge with it. There was no room to walk, only to turn around like a caged animal. The window, with its rotting wooden frame, overlooked a damp inner courtyard, where moss climbed the walls and the air smelled of laundry that had been drying for centuries. The closet was a joke, and the bathroom... the bathroom was an insult to geometry. How could it be called complete when a man could barely stand upright, elbows tucked in like a soldier in formation? The tiny showerhead threatened to suffocate him under a stream of lukewarm water and bad temper.  

He, accustomed to open spaces, to gardens where the sky seemed to stretch endlessly, felt the walls closing in around him like a fist. A rat trap, yes. However, he was in the City of Lights, in the heart of the world, where every alleyway held centuries of stories. His wallet could not stretch any further, and after all, he just needed a place to collapse at night. The rest of the time, the streets would be his true home.  

Although the journey had left him with heavy bones, he refused to succumb to fatigue. It was still early, and the city beckoned to him with its stony lips and coffee-scented breath. He needed to stretch his legs, feel the pavement beneath his shoes, and lose himself in the cobblestone labyrinth. Outside, the weather was perfect for wandering: the sky, a blanket of low clouds promising a gentle rain; the air, fresh as a sigh, laden with that breeze that awakens the skin and stirs the soul. He had no destination, nor did he need one. The simple act of walking, of discovering the unknown, was reason enough.  

However, the capricious clouds decided to weep. Not with the fury of a downpour, but with that persistent drizzle, the kind that seeps through the seams of clothing and clings, cold, to the skin. His sleeves darkened, his shirt collar stuck to the back of his neck, and the pavement shone beneath his feet like a shattered mirror. He sought refuge in a doorway, under the meager eaves of a closed shop, but the stubborn rain was in no hurry to leave. The drops fell one after another, like seconds on a clock without hours.  

Finally, he decided to give up. The city, so bright in the sun, was now shrouded in gray and shadows. The clouds had stolen the light too soon, and with it, his spirit. Better to go back. Have a light supper—perhaps some bread, cheese, a glass of cheap wine—and let sleep drag him away from those suffocating walls. Tomorrow would be another day. Tomorrow, perhaps, the sun would shine again.

––––––––
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AH, SUNSET IN PARIS. It was not a simple awakening, no. It was a sigh from the city, a slow unfolding of lights among the pearly-gray facades, a murmur of cafés beginning to stir, an aroma of freshly baked croissants drifting through the cracks in the windows. He opened his eyes like someone reluctant to leave a dream, with that voluptuous languor of the traveler who knows that time is his, that the world can wait. The clock hands struck eight, but in Paris, the hours did not move forward, they floated.  

The hotel, one of those places with the soul of a 19th-century boarding house, promised a continental breakfast, that minimal but essential ritual that separates the tourist from the vagabond. First, however, came the bathroom: a narrow, almost claustrophobic cubicle, where every movement was a negotiation with the space. If the soap slipped from his hands, it would roll somewhere unreachable, perhaps behind the toilet, perhaps under the tiny shower with its faded curtain. It was a balancing act, almost a dance. The hot water—miraculously plentiful—awakened him better than any coffee.  

Dressed in clean clothes—that feeling of freshness that only comes on the first day of a trip—he went down to the dining room, a small basement with exposed stone walls and low ceilings, like something out of a Hemingway novel if Hemingway had written about Parisian boarding houses. Two ebony-skinned employees were conversing in a language that sounded like music from another planet, their voices mingling with the clinking of cutlery and the murmur of the first diners.  

On a makeshift counter, breakfast awaited with humility: crusty baguettes, jams in small glass jars—strawberry, apricot—, orange juice that tasted more like morning light than fruit, milk in porcelain jugs, and strong, black coffee, just as it should be. He took a seat at a table near the kitchen, where the heat from the griddles arrived in comforting waves.  

Then, as if Paris had decided to bestow a perfect coincidence upon her, she heard Spanish. Not the neutral Spanish of soap operas, no, but the Spanish with a lisp, with that Madrid accent that draws out the s's like someone treading on dry leaves. They were a young married couple, or almost, because in Europe, they explained with a knowing smile, marriage certificates did not matter as much as shared life. He was tall, with nervous hands; she was dark-haired, with a laugh that lit up the basement. They were in Paris together for the first time, although each had explored it before, in other lives, with other loves. Now they had three days left, and they would dedicate that one to Disneyland, why not? Even adults need cotton candy dreams.  

At the next table, a family: the Israeli father, speaking Spanish with his children, little linguists who switched languages ​​effortlessly; the Russian mother, observing with the patience of someone who has learned to love through silence. Further on, two middle-aged women, perhaps sisters, perhaps lovers, sharing a croissant and confidences in the same language of Cervantes.  

Paris, he thought as he spread jam on his bread, was like that: a labyrinth of voices, a place where a Spaniard could find himself in the basement of a seedy hotel while outside the city awoke, indifferent and sublime. What better way to start the day? What better way to remember that, even when alone, the world always found a way to speak to him in his own language.

––––––––
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THE AIR, THICK AND heavy with nostalgia, enveloped the streets with the same melancholy as the night before, though now without the silvery lament of the rain. Gerardo turned up the collar of his trench coat and set off, slow but determined, toward the Arc de Triomphe, that massive stone structure, which, he had been assured with a hint of bureaucratic indifference, was not far away. Each tile he stepped on resonated like an echo of other footsteps, other cities, another time.  

Paris unfolded before his eyes like an architectural dream woven from the same fabric as his distant Mexico City. It was no coincidence. It was a historical coincidence, a wink from fate, a mockery of time. At the beginning of the 20th century, Mexico had succumbed to Paris's spell with the devotion of a feverish lover. The Aztec capital yearned to be the American reflection of the City of Lights, and in its obsession, it had copied every French detail. The buildings, proud and ornate, raised their facades like imperfect but fervent replicas. The Paseo de la Reforma, more modest in size but equally ambitious in its pretensions, was the bastard child of the Champs-Élysées, inaugurated under the satisfied gaze of Porfirio Díaz, that old man with a white mustache and iron fists who dreamed of a Mexico dressed in tailcoats and perfumed with European essence.  

The high-society women, swathed in corsets that stifled sighs and skirts that trailed secrets, paraded like models from a Parisian catalog. The men, with their top hats and canes that tapped the floor with a superior rhythm, imitated the bearing of French dandies, though in their eyes, like a stigma, the weight of the tropics always lingered. Even the table was tainted with Francophilia: the president's nephew, in a fit of vanity, had imported a chef directly from Paris, as if the flavors of Mexico were not enough to satisfy his hunger for distinction.  

Nevertheless, the illusion had been shattered. The Mexican Revolution arrived like a hurricane of blood and earth, sweeping away the vestiges of French influence, tearing off the corsets, staining the tailcoats with dust and sweat. That Mexico that had wanted to be Paris finally remembered, amidst bullets and rebel songs, that its essence was made of corn and rage.  

Gerardo knew it. He had read it in The Laugh of the Hyena, that novel by German Olivares Garcia that had kept him company during the flight, whose pages smelled of gunpowder and betrayal. Paris, now before him, was only a tarnished mirror, a reminder of what Mexico had wanted to be and never was.  

As he walked, he felt that beneath his feet were not only the Parisian cobblestones, but also, like a ghost, the streets of a city that once dreamed of being something else.

The map they had given him yellowed and folded at the edges as a relic of past travels, not only showed the underground arteries of the subway, but also unfolded before his eyes the vast body of Paris, its skin of streets and boulevards, its veins of cobblestones and asphalt. With fingers tracing invisible routes, Gerardo located his destination: a spot nestled in the eighth arrondissement, where the Champs-Élysées that queen of Parisian promenades extended its splendor westward, like a golden arm in the late afternoon sun. It was not far. He could feel it in the air, in the murmur of the city that whispered secrets to him in French.  

Paris, old and wise, unfolded in concentric circles, like ripples on a pond after a stone is thrown in. The center, that geographical and symbolic heart, was the first arrondissement, and from there, the arrondissements spiraled outwards, like a snail of numbers and names, of stories piled in layers of time. The avenue I walked along, majestic and bustling, was one of the twelve that, like rays from an ancient star, converged on the Place Charles de Gaulle. Long before, when Napoleon still dreamed of empires, the place had been christened Place de l'Étoile, because from the sky, from the eyes of God or of birds, the avenues traced a perfect star, a mandala of stone and destiny.  

In the center of that urban maelstrom, standing tall like a stone giant was the Arc de Triomphe. Napoleon, that small man with colossal ambitions, had ordered its construction. A promise made to his soldiers, those men who marched to their deaths hoping to return beneath triumphal arches. Those who returned, that is. Because war is a banquet to which many are invited, but few sit at the table. There it was, the arch, imposing, carved with the names of battles and generals, with victories that no one remembered anymore, except the stone.  

Gerardo stopped at the edge of the sidewalk, amidst the breathing, sweating human tide, impatiently awaiting the traffic light's permission to move. When the green light flashed, he let himself be drawn, like a leaf on the Seine, toward the base of the monument. There, beneath the shadows of the arch, lay the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, that figure without a face, without a name, without a history. Only a flame, eternal as a nation's remorse, burned in his memory. A flame that did not illuminate, but that remembered. That did not warm, but that burned in the conscience of those who passed by.  

He decided to climb. He paid his dues in coins and began the ascent up a spiral staircase that wound through the gloom, narrow and suffocating, like the bowels of a stone leviathan. Although his body was accustomed to exercise, although his lungs knew the rigors of exertion, he reached the top panting, his heart pounding against his ribs like a prisoner's. Then, Paris opened up before him, infinite, beautiful, cruel. The city of light, of lovers, of ghosts. He knew, in that instant, that there was no turning back.
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