Ghost building

by Aura Estrada

Señora Gama, administrator of the Insurgentes Condominium and the responsible party for the closing of two businesses on the ground floor of the battered building – the well-known dives El Bullpen and El Jacalito – walks with assured strides along the cracked and dark hallway of the tenth floor, wearing an electric-blue jacket and miniskirt. With a forced smile she makes way for her possible future tenants – two young women looking for a space to open a sewing business – to descend the staircase to the eighth floor. This is the last story at which the only one of the four elevators to survive the 1985 earthquake arrives. It is adorned with colorful and unintelligible graffiti, and takes them down to the fourth floor.  

When they get out, Señora Gama, ignoring the circulars on the walls that accuse her of poor administration, exhorts the four women charged with cleaning the fifteen stories to stop chatting and to grab their mops – as if soap and water could restore the visible disrepair of twenty years of absolute neglect. The women return to their chores and disappear in the darkness of the hallway.

Scattered among the eleven stories in sanctioned use are the offices of criminal lawyers, homeopaths, vendors of candles, incense and encyclopedias, chemical laboratories, general consultants and legal advisors, among others of unknown endeavor.

The two girls, perplexed and worried by the deplorable condition of the building (located on Insurgentes Avenue between Zacatecas and Querétaro Streets), ask Señora Gama about its safety. The administrator proudly assures them that apart from a small assault that occurred a couple of years back, nothing of importance has occurred to compromise the security she offers.  The “small assault” might be a euphemism for the murder of a well-known lawyer on the top floor, now private property and cordoned off by the Attorney General’s office.  She neglects to mention other inconveniences that the cleaning women are itching to mention: the countless snoopers, lawbreakers and couples in search of privacy who freely enter the building after a night of drinking in El Burbu or Niji-G’s.

The three women go down a hallway without light. The two girls try to control their accelerated breathing and only calm down when Señora Gama opens the door of a spacious room illuminated by a picture window with a terrace overlooking Insurgentes. The apartment is equipped with a stove, a refrigerator, a closet and a bathroom with a shower – odd, since Señora Gama says that residential use is strictly prohibited. As she shows them the terrace she says it’s a shame that the two girls aren’t looking to buy, because she has a couple of units that would make an excellent investment opportunity. Nonetheless, they like the apartment (or office) and the price seems reasonable (3000 pesos a month for anyone interested in working in a place that could virtually qualify as a ghost building).

After an effusive goodbye, Señora Gama returns to her desk, surrounded by trophies of doubtful origins. Before letting the girls go she reminds them that the building only has running water on Mondays and Wednesdays. It’s the only inconvenience here, she says with a laugh. The girls promise to contact her soon.

Curious to find out what’s beyond the tenth floor, the girls climb the frightful stairs. The view of the city is spectacular. When they get to the top, they find a sign that reads, Private property. Entry prohibited for all personnel. The window before them is covered with red and white carnations. They peer down the deserted hallway. The first thing they see is a wide pillar, burnt and covered with graffiti. Where there were once windows, there are now only charred frames, bordering the cloudless sky. There seems to be a radio playing somewhere. They follow the music and at the end of the hallway, beyond a door left ajar, they see a red carpet inside an apartment, where two men are reading on a sofa. 

They hear footsteps approaching. Frightened, they look at each other and without a word run to the staircase and begin their descent. They take the elevator to the lobby, and as the doors open they push their way through the hall toward the building’s nearest exit.
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