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TO MY WIFE, MARIANA.

In this metropolis where loyalty always has a price and the asphalt devours memory, your love for dogs taught me how to find the only truth that cannot be corrupted or bought. Thank you for showing me that, faced with the dictatorship of the world and the shipwreck of the days, the safest refuge and the only intact dignity we have left is the unconditional gaze of those who wait for us at home.

Written by Arturo Cruz López.
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THE SEISMOGRAPH OF INEQUALITY

The glass of Coca-Cola has ceased to be a refreshing drink to become a seismograph of inequality. The ice cubes do not limit themselves to floating; they execute a percussive ritual, a frenetic clinking against the glass that sounds like crystal shrapnel, increasing the scale of the domestic disaster with each oscillation of the concrete out there. It is the sound of the hundred pesos that the  El Insurgente train ticket costs, resonating in the emptiness of a living room that smells of humidity and accumulated history.

On the floor, the black mixed-breed female dog with brown spots that look like islands of a lost continent—and chubby cheeks that guard the secret of neighborhood resilience—has sought refuge in the only safe geography: the shadow under the cot. Her eyes, loaded with a wisdom that human language has not yet learned to articulate, observe the trembling of the table with the distrust of one who knows the world can break at any moment. 

—“Easy, it’s over now,” Samuel tries, to calm her.

The silence that follows is only the necessary pause for the city to breathe before the next environmental contingency or the next electoral slogan. Crouching under a cot in the slums of Observatorio is not a simple physical movement; it is an exercise in neighborhood archaeology and an act of contrition before the dictatorship of dust.

While the young man stretches his arm, his hand seeks that refuge of shadow where the dog, who seems to have inherited all the sadness and wisdom of the markets, retreats into absolute silence. 

Feeling the touch of his fingers, she does not bark; she simply shrinks, tucking her tail between her legs in an unequivocal sign of anxiety that human language—so given to electoral shouts and the sound of money—usually ignores.

The dog's defensive movement kicks up a cloud of sediment: a mixture of soot from the works of the Tren El Insurgente, dog hair, and that dry earth that in Mexico City has substituted water in promises of cleanliness. It is an invisible fauna that the young man admits to knowing but, in a ritual of procrastination, promises himself to eradicate on the weekend. Because for him, redemption is not in the mop, but in the Sunday escape toward La Mexicana,  concrete and imported grass Eden in Santa Fe where the canine garden promises a harmony that his living room, vibrating from the passing of the train, simply cannot offer.

—Come here, my love, nothing is happening, he repeats, although he knows that in a city that has only had one day of pure air so far this year, the “nothing is happening” is the most merciful lie of all. 

Under the cot, the dog tilts her head, evaluating the coherence between the calm tone of her owner and the metallic chaos that continues to rumble in the sparse pewter tableware. In this clash of cultures, she understands that the danger has passed—not because of the young man's words, but because her own body begins to detect that the adrenaline in the air is beginning to dissipate.

Samuel stands up, abandoning his dog in that bunker of lint that is the only possible sovereignty against the advance of concrete. He approaches the window and contemplates the landscape that the administration insists on selling as the longed-for future. It is a film of ozone so dense it looks like a tax-collecting invention of the Secretariat of the Environment, a toxic scenery custom-designed to subject the motorist to the viacrucis of paying for two emissions tests a year. In this bureaucratic circus, pollution functions as the perfect tax: the government squeezes the time and wallet of the citizen under the guise of ecological salvation, turning the city's suffocation into a profitable business. 

However, the immense vehicular load ensures that out of the seventy days passed in the year, only one has allowed México City's lungs the luxury of genuinely pure air.

For their part, far off in the distance, the towers of Santa Fe emerge like crystal ingots that do not need to ask for forgiveness for existing, shining with the insolence of one who observes the disaster from a luxury box. A roar different from that of the Insurgente train, which is already moving away toward its terminal, cuts through the atmosphere. It is a flight coming from Miami starting its descent, crossing that invisible border between those who breathe soot and those who travel in capsules of nitrogen and nappa leather. In the first-class cabin, silence is the true fetish. The Investor does not perceive the vibration that makes the Coca-Cola glass dance in Observatorio; for her, México City is only an investment destination, a stopover between nearshoring and corporate leisure.

Her attention, loaded with an emotional sensitivity that is only activated by branded merchandise, is placed on her Pomeranian. The dog, a luxury miniature, wears a collar of baroque pearls which, according to this season’s "matching lifestyle" trend, weigh absolutely nothing so as not to discomfort the animal’s anatomy. The investor sheds a tear. But she does not cry for the systematic dispossession that her real estate developments perpetrate in the containment neighborhoods. Her crying responds to a catastrophe of epic proportions in the geography of privilege: the flight attendant has just informed her that the alkaline water with pH 8.5 for the hydration of Bijoux, her Pomeranian, has run out.

In the strict theology of her class synchrony, the lack of logistics is not a simple oversight in service; it is the greatest of treasons. It is an intolerable tragedy that deeply wounds her high sensitivity, that same emotional sensitivity she reserves exclusively for being scandalized by the inefficiency of others or for being moved by the renders of her cantilevered helipads. 

While Bárbara suffers this aerial martyrdom thousands of feet in the air, she olympically ignores that down there, suffocated by a layer of ozone, Minas de Arena street suffers a very different drought. In the world of the marginalized, potable water long ago stopped flowing to become an urban legend, a founding myth that the survivors of the dictatorship of dust only dare to tell in the endless lines for the water trucks. Thus, the city decrees its cruelest irony: for the owners of capital, the definitive drama is the alkalinity in the water bowl of a miniature dog; for the rest, the only drama is surviving the thirst that finances progress.

Getting out at the private hangar, Bárbara de la Torre closes the door of her armored SUV. The air conditioning, filtered with activated carbon, is the only thing protecting her from the fifth environmental contingency of the year. She strokes Bijoux, whose collar tinkles against the leather of the seat. She dials Amador’s private number. —"Amador, I’m landing. Stop looking at the polls and tell me what’s happening with the vacant lot in San Mateo Tlaltenango. I need the land-use change signature today. My partners don’t invest in projects stalled by third-world paperwork."

In his office in the Historic Center, Amador Alarcón does not let go of the brush with which he polishes Ruger's buckle. The Belgian Malinois remains in a perfect "sit," but his right nostril vibrates; he has detected the adrenaline in his owner's sweat—the chemical trace of the anxiety Amador hides with his officialist baritone voice. 

—We have an irregularity, Bárbara. A certain Elvia Luz... one of those documentarians who live in the archives. She has found some old folios of the ejido. She says the land is not a vacant lot, but a site of memory. —According to her maps, there is not only rubble there, but a cemetery from the beginning of the century and a dry water well she insists on preserving. She’s starting to make a lot of trouble.

Bárbara raises her tone, and her Pomeranian’s emotional sensitivity activates like an alarm. Bijoux suffers an attack of reverse sneezing, guttural and desperate sound of small-breed dogs that cannot process environmental stress. 

—Dead people and dry wells? Bárbara bellows. Amador, that land is the future of Santa Fe. Dead people don’t pay property taxes and dry wells are worth nothing. Get that woman out of there or the Wall of Betrayal is going to look like a garden fence compared to what my investors will do to your career.

Amador throws his iPhone onto the desk without any fear of damaging it. He continues polishing Ruger’s collar until the metal shines like a mirror. The dog lets out a deep sigh, a yawn of appeasement signals that Amador interprets as boredom, ignoring that his dog has just diagnosed the ethical collapse of the call.

Meanwhile, in the steep streets of Cuajimalpa that merge with Álvaro Obregón, Elvia Luz walks the perimeter of the lot with Dante, her Xoloitzcuintle. The dog walks moving between the cracks in the concrete with the security of one who has known the terrain for millennia. Elvia does not only carry maps; she carries the constant curiosity of one who knows that under the cement, the city continues breathing through its forgotten wells.

Elvia Luz, driven by her constant curiosity, discovers there is a project that not only steals water but diverts energy from the Observatorio substation. With the skill of a mole, she has been poking through archived documents and accessing electronic information that has been leaked through some portals or that, through the carelessness of the authorities themselves, was left like breadcrumbs from Hansel and Gretel. Elvia, against all financial logic, is fascinated by her condemnation. Poking through archives fills her soul; she is a born researcher who reads and classifies with the sole objective of bringing injustices to light, clinging to the stubborn hope that the past will not repeat itself. But her civic vocation crashes punctually every fifteen days: her salary in the archive is pathetically meager. 

The payroll barely stretches for the miracle of paying the rent for a tiny rooftop room and guaranteeing the bag of high-quality food for Dante. In this metropolis that charges for everything, her only opulence, her absolute luxury, consists of making a pilgrimage on Sundays to the freshly watered grass of Parque La Mexicana. There, surrounded by a luxury that does not belong to her, she sits to watch her dog run free, confirming that the greatest rebellion for those who have nothing is, simply, to see their animal healthy and happy.

It is thus that days later Elvia arrives at the train terminal looking for the person responsible for maintenance. With that kind tone she uses to extract information, between question and question, she reaches Samuel Castañeda, who receives her in his isolation zone: the high-voltage cable pit. The encounter takes place under the roar of the train's technical stop. 

—Are you the one who knows why the tracks vibrate so much? Elvia asks.

She holds her 1968 map, which looks like an insult in front of the terminal screens. This document is not a political proclamation, but a survivor of chance. It was rescued by her father in that same year, when the noise of the tanks in Tlatelolco and the roar of the urban cleanup threatened to disappear not only a generation, but the physical memory of the land. 

In the midst of that vortex, her father managed to save this yellowed sheet of paper from an archive condemned to oblivion, a document that recorded with technical ink what power intended to hide: the veins of several springs and the civil perimeters that urbanization would devour without ceremony. For Elvia, possessing it is an act of family and civic justice. It is the proof that the soil of the metropolis is full of hollows and martyrs that the era of simulations has not been able to dry out.

Samuel does not answer. His calloused hand grips a pewter mug. 

Isolation is his only defense against the city that uses him but does not see him. However, on the humid floor of the substation, he looks at the remaining water that no longer exists in his neighborhood, and the sensation nourishes him with that mixture of fury and thirst with which many of his neighbors live. 

—The train doesn’t vibrate because of the weight, girl. Samuel says, breaking his silence. It vibrates because up there in the government there is a void; they, mixed with the rich owners of the new Santa Fe towers, are sucking the San Mateo aquifer dry for their jacuzzis, for their rooftop pools, and their little water mirrors at the entrances to their condos, and that is why the ground is becoming like an eggshell.

Samuel does not look at Elvia; he looks at Dante, the Xoloitzcuintle that looks like an obsidian statue in the shadows. 

—With all those towers they are building, they don’t just want the water, Samuel says, spreading a grease-stained technical blueprint over a fuse box. They want the whole substation too.

—They have diverted the voltage from Line 1 to feed the data centers they just opened and to supply all the new businesses. There are already too many constructions; both there and here it’s already too much weight for a ground that is hollow underneath, that’s why the train dances when it passes through here. It’s not weight, it’s that thing they call “progress”.

Samuel Castañeda's daily descent is not a workday; it is a bureaucratic burial. He has spent a quarter-century swallowing the city's ozone, descending to his permanent isolation zone: the enormous high-voltage cable pit in the depths of Observatorio. In this concrete cavern, where the city’s electrical arteries converge and the transformers hum incessantly like steel beehives, the worker assumes his role as a ghost. The system uses him with the precision of a cheap gear, but flatly refuses to value him. 

For the true owners of the country, his calloused hands are merely the tool that guarantees the data centers and high-definition screens of Santa Fe never turn off.

Down here, in the purgatory of sparks and humidity, Samuel’s solitude is absolute. Or it was, until the city, in its inexhaustible capacity to produce and discard living beings, had spat out a four-legged miracle.

“Manchas” did not arrive in his life wrapped in a thermal carrier, nor does she flaunt baroque pearl collars designed in Miami. She is an authentic national heritage of the outdoors, a specimen of that unbreakable mix of asphalt breeds that the neighborhood wisely baptizes as "solovino" (he-came-alone). A mixed-breed with dingy fur who perfectly masters the art of being invisible; one of those millions of dogs that the metropolis produces in mass and condemns to oblivion from birth, simply because her street genetics offend the clean aspirations of the first world. She arrived on a Tuesday afternoon, trembling under a switchboard, fleeing the noise of the backhoes and the harassment of a street that does not forgive weakness. In her chubby cheeks and in her evasive gaze, the animal guards the millennial secret of neighborhood resilience.

Samuel does not rescue her; in the metropolis of dispossession, the abandoned simply recognize each other and huddle together so as not to die of cold and hunger.

The first contact requires no words. The man stretches his arm and his hand seeks that refuge of shadow where the dog retreats in absolute silence. Feeling the touch of the calloused fingers, she does not bark, does not attack, does not flee. She simply shrinks, tucking her tail between her legs in an unequivocal sign of anxiety that human language usually ignores. On the humid floor of the substation, surrounded by grease-stained technical blueprints, they seal a pact of loyalty that does not depend on a balance of results or on the fluctuations of land value, but on the purest coherence between the body and affection.

From that day on, Manchas becomes the only possible absolution for Samuel. She waits for him in the apartment of unplastered blocks, evaluating the coherence between the calm tone of her owner and the metallic chaos of the train that makes the sparse survival items rumble. The dog is the only inhabitant of the capital who does not demand productivity from him, who does not charge him rent, and who will never judge him when the fear of unemployment forces him to bow his head. In a city determined to devour and drown those at the bottom, Manchas is the living reminder that, sometimes, the only intact dignity left to a human being is the unconditional love of their pet.
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THE GUILLOTINE OF BUREAUCRACY

While stroking Ruger's tense back and dictating the fate of San Mateo Tlaltenango, Alarcón, in his sumptuous office, reviews land-use files. In his office, he receives Licenciado Martínez, a third-level operator in charge of the single-window office.

—Martínez, don’t talk to me about legal timelines. I need the license for that tower immediately, says Amador, while the Malinois growls softly upon detecting the subordinate's cold sweat. 

—I want Civil Protection audits on the hardware store, the haberdashery, and the mechanic shop surrounding those two vacant lots. Find them an expired hose, a crack, a single dog turd on the sidewalk, whatever. Have them shut down this very day. 

—And send those tacos stands to hell! I asked you for that more than fifteen days ago, he orders with an authoritative voice, deeply offended by the fact that the smoke from the boiling oil dares to stain the aesthetics of his first-world landscape.

Kilometers away, Bárbara de la Torre supervises some blueprints from her smart apartment in Santa Fe.

Her emotional sensitivity overflows upon seeing the render of the helipad: an overhanging landing strip that seems to float over the misery of the corrugated iron roofs. This sanctuary of segregation will be the only duplex apartment embedded on the twenty-second floor of a forty-level mass in all of Latin America, conceived to satisfy a schizophrenic whim. In the catacombs of the building, it will hoard six immense exclusive parking spaces to isolate her Lamborghini from the plebeian air, while in the heights, it will consummate the greatest urban insult by allowing her to park her private helicopter, literally, in front of her living room window.

Bárbara already savors the surgical disdain with which she will dismiss the mere millionaires lining up to acquire that aerial fetish, reserving the right to sell it only to whomever her arrogance designates. Because at those heights, having a bursting bank account is a pathetic obviousness; the true luxury of that piece of sky consists of transacting with something that supposedly has no price: the submission and absolute will of others.

Elvia, in her constant curiosity, arrives at San Mateo Tlaltenango just as the closure seals are being placed on the hardware store that has existed for three generations. Dante stops in front of a Civil Protection inspector; the dog does not bark, but his millennial gaze seems to judge the corruption of the closure act.

—But how can you want to shut me down just for having these few stairs outside? pleads Don Efigenio, the man who has worked in that same hardware store since his father rented the premises fifty-six years ago. His refuge is a sanctuary of old-fashioned neighborhood commerce, the absolute antithesis of those immense and aseptic transnational home improvement franchises.

Here the air stings pleasantly, saturated by the unmistakable smell of thinner and solvents, while the ceiling disappears under a hanging jungle of floor cloths in rolls and ropes.

It is a microcosm crowded with paint buckets stacked in precarious balance, wooden drawers full of bulk nuts and bolts, and sheets of rough sandpaper where time simply refused to move forward. It is the supreme irony of official urbanism: the government pardons and blesses those who build colossal towers over a fractured subsoil, but deploys the full rigor of the Constitution to punish with ruin an old man who committed the capital sin of having a few iron steps peek out onto the street.

The farce is revealed to Elvia with a suffocating crudeness: the artisanal well she tries to rescue from oblivion has become the perfect bureaucratic weapon. 

She understands that the inspector is not there to protect the subsoil, but to use that ancient hollow as the infallible geological pretext that will allow him to decree structural risk and legalize the neighborhood's expulsion.

It is the absolute perversion of official urbanism. Although it seems they both converge in the same crater, her sharp neighborhood instinct warns her that the man in the khaki vest lacks a will of his own; he is a minor errand boy, a simple gear earning a paycheck for clearing the land for the true predators.

—Since when does the Mayor's Office lose sleep over our roof falling in on us? she asks through gritted teeth, chewing the cynicism of the sudden government miracle.

In the organizational chart of urban punishment, suffocation is never distributed in equal parts.

For high-flying firms, a suspension of activities
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