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City of Dreams


The moment I open the door to the small stucco house, the familiar smell of the city assails me.  It is a sweet, pungent odor—a mixture of the brown pollution that fills the air and the sugary aroma from the bakery down the street.  The rising sun greets me over the rooftops.  It is a brand new day in Guadalajara.


My cat cries mournfully from behind the screen as I shut the door behind me and step out into the Saturday morning sunshine.  The red brick driveway underneath my feet is cracked, and the black iron gate at the end of it is somewhat bent.  As I reach the gate, a middle-aged man and a small boy approach me.  Their clothes are dirty and ragged and their faces smeared with dust and grime.  The man walks with a slight limp and drags an old-fashioned lawn mower behind him.  “I will cut your grass, senorita,” he says.  “Only ten pesos.”  Roughly one American dollar, ten pesos is a small fortune to him.  I fish the coins out of my pocket and give them to the little boy, who rewards me with a toothless grin.  His father thanks me and begins to mow my “lawn,” a small patch of grass that is only about six square feet.  An old, useless fountain stands in the middle, leaving even less grass to be cut.  The boy situates himself on the front step of the house and plays with the shiny new coins while his father works.


As I step out onto the sidewalk, I see my elderly landlady sweeping the street in front of her house.  Her fuzzy gray slippers peek out from beneath her faded blue bathrobe, and her smile is a bright as the early morning sunrise.  We greet each other with a kiss on the cheek and talk about the weather, our families, and what we each have planned for the day.  “Jaime and Oscar are visiting friends in Mexico City this week,” she says with a grandmother’s pride, eyes sparkling.  “I think the neighborhood is much quieter without them around, no?”  We converse a while longer before she returns to her sweeping and I continue on my way.


I stop at the corner of the main street and watch as cars and taxis whiz by in their hurry to reach their destinations.  Number 632 soon comes along and I stick out my arm so the bus will stop for me.  I climb aboard and pay the driver before taking my place among my fellow bus-riders.  Even this early in the morning the seats are filled.  I reach up and grasp the metal bar above me, plant my feet firmly on the greasy floor, and brace myself for the ride.  The silence is broken only by the intermittent cries of a small child and the hushed tones of an elderly couple discussing what they will buy at the market.  The combined stench of sweat and urine is nearly overpowering, but my ride isn’t  to be very long, so I try not to breathe from my nose until I am able to disembark from the moving vehicle.


Once I escape into the fresh air, I am able to breathe normally again.  I cross the street carefully, aware of the unpredictability of Mexican traffic.  I glance at my watch as I stroll down the street.  I was to meet my friend Rachel ten minutes ago, but I’m not worried—in Mexican time, I’m early.  On my right, children run through the park.  Their matching blue uniforms make them stand out against the dull green of the grass as they hurry to get to school before they are tardy.  A little girl cries out as a boy grabs her hair ribbon and takes off running.  The chase ends in laughter as the girl tackles the young thief and wrenches the ribbon from his grasp.  The boy pouts as his friends tease him for being beaten by a girl, but his embarrassment is forgotten as soon as the school bell rings.


I turn the corner, and a long row of houses comes into view.  Structurally, they are all the same—tall and thin, one barred window on each level, each sharing a wall with its neighbor—but that is where the similarities end.  Every stucco house is painted a different color from the rest.  Rachel’s house is a neutral tan, inconspicuous among the very conspicuous blues, greens, purples, and reds of the other houses.  Some houses contain small families of four;  others house large assemblies of grandparents, parents, and children; still others display tattered “For Sale” signs in their front windows.  A toddler sits on the step in front of her house and watches her older brother pedal down the sidewalk on his rusty red tricycle.  An ice cream cart rolls down the street, its owner ringing a bell and yelling, “Helado!”  Four grubby children barge out the front door of a fluorescent green house and beg the ice cream man to wait for them.  They pool their money and purchase one cup of pistachio ice cream and four spoons.


As the children sit on the curb and devour the treat, I approach the door to Rachel’s house and knock.  Shave-and-a-hair-cut… I don’t complete the traditional knock, which would be an insult in this culture.  Rachel and her family know that I am the only one who would knock that way at their door.  I do it so they will know that it is I who have come to visit.


Rachel’s younger sister opens the door and lets me in.  The entryway also serves as a living room which barely contains the two small sofas.  The tiny goldfish blow peaceful bubbles as they swim around the tank sitting unobtrusively on the tall bookshelf.  Rachel hurdles down the curved staircase with her usual energy.  “Joy! Do you want something to drink?”  She rattles off a list of everything they have in their refrigerator and I decide on mango juice.  We sit down at the kitchen table and watch in amusement as her two parrots squabble over their food.  Angry squawks and brightly colored feathers fill the air as an all-out bird fight ensues.  Rachel and I know better than to try to break them apart—those sharp beaks love fingers.


When the feathers settle and our glasses are empty, Rachel and I say good-bye to her sister and head out into the mid-morning sunshine.  At the end of the street we hop on a large brown bus that will carry us to the marketplace.  San Juan de Dios, or Saint John of God, is the largest market in the city and the most diverse, offering everything from fruit to blankets to jewelry.  Rachel and I carry large mesh shopping bags that will hold our parcels once we reach the market.


Finally the bus arrives in downtown Guadalajara.  We step onto the cobblestone street and weave through the crowds, making our way towards the heart of the market.  As we meander down the sidewalk that circles San Juan de Dios, vendors call out to us, imploring us to buy their product for “very low price!”  Beggars sit propped up against the walls of the immense building; some are blind, some are missing limbs, and some are simply homeless.  Dirty children who should be in school stand in the street juggling limes and oranges for money.  A man sits on a blanket holding a large snake, accepting donations for the tricks that the animal performs.  Tourists wearing brightly colored shirts and bermuda shorts walk by, chattering loudly and clutching their wallets protectively.


We take a right and head down one of the many long, dark passageways teeming with vendors and customers. The stench of body odor and rotting fruit assaults us and we begin to walk more quickly.  Rachel grabs my hand and leads me through the crowds so we don’t get separated in the hullabaloo.  Within minutes, we step out into the center of the market and are greeted by fresher, sweeter air.  People mill around, soaking in the warmth of the sun that shines cheerfully down upon them.  The spacious cement courtyard is interrupted only by a gargantuan tree whose branches provide shade for those who desire it.  It stands proudly in the middle of the wide steps that span the area and take market patrons to the upper level of San Juan de Dios.


Grubby little hands belonging to small children pull at our sleeves, begging for handouts.  Wishing we could help them, but knowing that if we give to one the rest will swarm around us, Rachel and I shake our heads no and climb the stairs to the upper level.  There we find a smorgasbord of items—blankets, jewelry, leather, shoes, toys, silver, and much, much more.  I wander over to a booth filled with toys and games.  I pick up a beautifully carved marionette and admire the craftsmanship.  The merchant hovers over me, informing me of the puppet’s finer qualities.  He, like every other vendor here, is eager to sell his merchandise.  I decide that I want to buy the marionette, and the bartering begins.  “Cuanto Cuesta?” I ask. “How much?”  His wide grin shows off his missing front teeth and he names an exorbitant price.  I offer a price much lower than his, and when he refuses to lower his first bid, I shake my head and turn to leave. “Espera! Wait!” he cries. “We make a deal.”  He then submits a more reasonable price for the toy and I agree.  We are both satisfied—he has made a profit and I have kept my savings intact.


After shopping a while longer, I meet up with Rachel at another booth and we decide to leave the market and pamper ourselves with a carriage ride.  We journey through the long rows that lead us to the outside world.  Once we get there we cross the street and set off in search of one of the many carriages that are available.  I insist on finding the carriage with the prettiest horse, which is not an easy task.  Most of the carriage horses are malnourished and filthy.  But eventually I find one that I like—a gray horse with friendly eyes and plenty of energy to cart us around the heart of the city.  The old man sitting in the driver’s seat hops down and offers us a hand up into the plush red seats of the carriage, beaming with pleasure because “two lovely ladies” are riding in his carriage.

The driver climbs back into his seat and away we go.  The rhythmic clip-clop of the horse’s hooves against the pavement soothes us as we enjoy the passing surroundings.  We pass the large theater that hosts the popular folkloric ballet, as well as the picturesque park with its massive fountain and hordes of pigeons looking for crumbs.  Soon we come to my favorite part of the drive—the downtown cathedral.  The steepled towers point proudly towards the heavens as the majestic ringing of church bells fills the air.  People saunter by, some entering the church, some admiring it from the sidewalk, some ignoring it altogether.  A blind man sits outside with a rusty tin cup and a blanket that has more fleas than it does fabric.  Very few people pay him any attention, but occasionally there is an addition to his meager supply of coins.

As I look at the old beggar, my mind’s eye sees the interior of the magnificent structure in front of me.  Statues of Virgins and Saints line the walls, and a giant crucifix adorns the front of the sanctuary. Just inside the entrance is a large glass case that contains the “body” of Christ.  This wax statue of the crucified Lord is gruesome to behold—his brow is pierced by his crown of thorns, his hands and feet drip with blood—and I struggle to understand why these people leave Jesus hanging on the cross when he is not there anymore.  They worship their saints and virgins, believing that through this mediation their sins will be forgiven.

Soon the carriage ride is over and Rachel and I catch the bus back home.  We get off at her street and part ways, planning to go ice skating next week with the rest of the gang.  As a different bus returns me to my neighborhood, I remember that Mom asked me to get eggs and milk at the store.  The bus drops me off at my corner and I walk down the street towards Mr. Marcos’ store.  “Hola, gringa,” the middle-aged man greets me in his usual way.  “Como estas? How are you?”  Conversing with Mr. Marcos has gotten easier as my Spanish has improved, but he still speaks very rapidly and makes comprehension longer in coming.  I purchase the items I came for and make my way out the door as Mr. Marcos waves from behind the counter.

A block later, I reach my house.  The sun is setting, casting an orange glow on our little house.  I hear my cat meowing as she senses me approaching.  Dad opens the door for me while holding the cat back with one foot.  He asks me how my day has been.  “Just another day in Guadalajara,” I say with a smile.

