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        While this is Book 2 in the Bodega Botanica Tales series, Carmen’s story stands alone. Each book follows a different character’s encounter with the mysterious Bodega Botanica, a magical store in Silk City, where wishes are granted and karma follows.
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      I met them back when everyone called me Carmen. It was in a place called Silk City, where every pothole, cracked sidewalk and patch of dirty snow was embedded in my soul. The only light I found in that wasteland came in the form of my childhood friends, Jose and Lucy. They’re part of a memory I’m about to unpack. I’ll begin at the very start of what I remember from that day.

      In Silk City, finding warmth for our hands was a chore. We tucked them into our pockets and shrugged our shoulders up to our ears. None of us owned a hat or gloves. Lucy occasionally used to, but would lose them the moment she got them. That made Lucy’s mom furious. But Lucy always got the things she needed on layaway, which required money up front. Jose sometimes got stuff on layaway too, but that was because he had a father to help out. At least that’s what my mother told me. For my family, money was hard to come by. I wasn’t as lucky. But what all of our families had in common was that we depended on Bodega Man from time-to-time, and that meant paying unconscionable prices for nearly expired goods. In those days, the walk from school to the bodega was part of our routine, along with sharing stories and playing games.

      “Guess which one?” said Jose, who hid the bottle cap in one hand. I scanned both of his hands, fists-closed.

      “That one,” I said pointing. Jose arched his brow, which was a hint to pick the opposite one. Lucy leaned over to see what Jose and I were doing.

      “I meant that one,” I said before Lucy had a chance to intervene like she often did.

      “You won!” said Jose. I hugged him and awkwardly pulled away.

      Lucy shouted, “Yuck!”

      She stomped away from where we were standing. Her footsteps could be heard despite the din of a nearby bus releasing its passengers.

      “Come back,” I quickly exclaimed.

      Mostly everyone I knew found Lucy to be annoying, yet they admired her light eyes. The color was like a sunset peeking out from buildings on a winter’s day.

      Better than my dark eyes, I thought.

      Although, I did feel bad when Lucy’s mom was annoyed by her. She’d say Lucy’s hair couldn’t curl like mine and that her rapid growth was costing too much money.

      When I finally caught up to her, I put my hand on her shoulder.

      “Jose always let’s you win.” Lucy said. She pursed her lips.

      “Not always,” I winked.

      She pulled away from me and put an invisible barrier between us. Lucy’s arms crossed loosely and she distanced herself further than usual as we walked side-by-side in silence for another block. Jose lagged a bit behind us.

      Desperate to prevent Lucy from getting further upset, I blurted out, “Want me to go up to Bodega Man’s counter?”

      I regretted the offer the moment I said it. Bodega Man wasn’t like other grown-ups in our neighborhood. He was an enigma, since no one ever witnessed him closing or opening the store despite the security gate being locked and chained each night. He didn’t join the community block parties and didn’t care about being invited to the weekend backyard cookouts or basement gatherings. Even the way he dressed was different. He wore the same immaculate white guayabera shirt with a green handkerchief hanging from its pocket. His dark pants had been ironed to create a sharp crease line. His eyes were sunken and his vocal responses were slow and guttural. He was pleasant enough to grown-ups, but only to vent his frustrations about all that was wrong in our neighborhood. There was plenty of negativity during our brief encounters with him. Bodega Man made it clear that he hated kids, usually by being downright mean.

      “Nah, I’ll do it,” Lucy said with a polite smile.

      I admit I was relieved, because after all, it was Lucy, who needed to get stuff for her mom. She was the one who lived in a house with a fenced backyard while Jose and I lived in dilapidated, unsecured buildings for the locals to vandalize. And for Lucy, getting cigarettes, lottery tickets or even feminine products for her mom meant eventual spare change for us. Spare change would buy us chips, candy, or anything Bodega Man tried to sell us. But besides getting stuff, our bodega stops were our routine after school and our time to claim, small adventures away from grown-ups. And then there was the other reason we went to the bodega, which was known only between us and some of the misbehaved kids, like Manny, Tito and Flaco. These boys all knew what we knew. The bodega was haunted. And on that particular day, we spoke mostly of her.

      “What does she look like?” said Jose.

      “She’s a vieja,” said Lucy.

      “What does vieja mean?” I said.

      Vieja is a Spanish word. And since I never learned to speak Spanish like Jose and Lucy, I was always asking them to translate.

      “It means old,” said Jose.

      “Real old,” said Lucy.

      “Like my mom?” I said.

      “No way!” said Jose.

      “Probably more like my mom,” said Lucy who suddenly bowed her head.

      All of our moms were technically old or older, but Lucy’s mom was a true vieja. When Lucy’s mom became angry, she transformed into a monster. That’s when we knew Lucy was going to get a beat-down. Only a monster would hurt a child.

      “How come we’ve never seen her?” I said.

      “Who we talking about?” said Jose, who was busy licking snow from his bare hands. His distractions often held us up from walking any further.

      “The vieja,” I said.

      “Manny and his boys saw her one time,” said Jose.

      “You’re not friends with them so how would you know?” I said.

      “I’ve heard them talk about her,” Jose said.

      “They lie a lot,” I said.

      “I’ve heard them too and they ain’t lying about this,” Lucy said, “the vieja is real!”

      “I don’t trust what those boys say,” I continued, “They remind me of my mom’s boyfriend, Pico and his posse… but they are more, you know… viejo.”

      My comment about Pico made us all laugh. It seemed light-hearted at first, but then something shifted for me. Their laughter remained, but mine started to fade, as if the child’s play had somehow ended sooner for me.

      “The vieja hangs out in the back of the bodega,” said Jose, “at least that’s what Manny and his boys say.”

      Lucy interrupted by reaching over to me since Jose was in between us, “That’s where you can get your stuff.”

      “What stuff?” said Jose.

      “Nothin’”, Lucy and I said in unison.

      Jose sneered at us and waved his hand. I reluctantly explained.

      “Girl stuff.”

      “Ah! that,” he said. Jose quickly looked away, I suspect, for fear of us bringing up the “stuff” again. He left us and walked slightly ahead. Lucy leaned over to me.

      “How come your mom won’t get you period pads?”

      “It’s expensive, but I’m saving up,” I said and shrugged my shoulders.

      “How’re you saving up?”

      “I get quarters sometimes,” I said.

      “From who?” Lucy said.

      Lucy kept talking despite the sudden wind’s surge. Nothing was going to stop her incessant chatter. I’ve heard her mom say she’s the biggest pest amongst the three of us.

      “Why won’t you tell me who gives you quarters?” she yelled even though I walked right beside her. Her voice eventually got swallowed by the relentless wind.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said.

      I needed to find the right time to tell Lucy about my secret friendship. She asked too many questions. Besides, I didn’t know the answers and even though she was my friend, I was worried she’d tell her mom. Then the whole neighborhood would know.

      Lucy glanced at me and said, “My mom said I’m supposed to get mine soon.”

      “Get what?” I said.

      “My period, silly! My mom wants me to get it as late as possible.”

      “Why?” I said.

      “Because I’ll make her period poor,” said Lucy.

      “A what?”

      The wind calmed down enough so I could hear her this time.

      “Period poor!”

      I squinted at Lucy and looked for Jose, who was already a block ahead.

      Lucy continued, “My mom’s worried we’d both have our periods at the same time and that would mean double the cost of period pads.”

      “How would you get them at the same time?”

      “We girls can smell each other!”

      Lucy leaned in close, widened her eyes and crinkled up her nose at me.

      “How we do that?” I said.

      Lucy slowly pulled away and became pensive.

      “You should know! Can’t you smell your mom?”

      “Yuck! No!” I said. Lucy often made up stories and I figured this was just another one. But I had more important questions to ask her.

      “Any chance you’re buying pads for your mom today?” I hoped she’d spare me a few.

      “No. Don’t you remember what happened last time?”

      I shook my head “no” and pretended that I didn’t remember how embarrassed Lucy was after Manny and his boys called her “Bloody Lucy.” I let Lucy explain her version of what had happened.

      “Bodega Man rushed outside to get me since I didn’t pay the full amount. He snatched the box of sanitary pads right out of my hands, opened it up and only gave me a few. Bodega Man told me he’d give me the rest when I got him his money. My mom was real mad and… ”

      Lucy’s voice faded into the background as my mind weighed the more important problems in my own life. Her animated chatter went silent as I contemplated my dilemma about how to get period pads now that Lucy wasn’t an option. I re-focused myself with another question.

      “How expensive are they?” I said.

      “What?” Lucy said.

      “The pads? How much they cost?” I said.

      Lucy became agitated.

      “I just told you. Aren’t you listening? Bodega Man said he’s tired of doing layaway for my mom’s personal stuff, so I really don’t know how much they cost. All I know is my mom’s never gonna get pads from him again.”

      I managed to stop Lucy incessant small talk by quickly extending my hand out to her. Everything she said annoyed me.

      I asked, “What else your mom say about being period …poor?”

      “She says lots of things, like how girls in this neighborhood use toilet paper and rags for pads.”

      My hands got sweaty and I took them out of my pockets to air them out despite the fierce wind which whipped my face with a relentless force that made my eyes tear. I became silent, but Lucy continued.

      “My moms says it’s disgusting how girls can smell other girls’ used rags. You hear what I said?”

      I heard Lucy loud and clear, especially since my homemade rag was tucked in my backpack, which was slung over my shoulder.

      “Yup,” I said, “Where’s Jose?”

      I wanted this conversation to end as soon as possible. Lucy made it worse by then putting her arm around me to say, “I got you Carmen. As soon as I get my period, I’ll give you some of mine.”

      I couldn’t stand the thought of her pity, especially since my mom said that Lucy’s mom used to gossip about my mom being unwed. I thanked her since it was the polite thing to do. I pulled away and straightened my posture as we continued our walk.

      “You know what else my mom says?”

      At this point, I didn’t quite care about what Lucy or her mom had to say. Desperate to change the conversation, I cut her off mid-sentence.

      “Pico’s going to give me an allowance,” I said.

      I often lied to Lucy about Pico even though I didn’t like him very much myself. Lucy’s mom said he was a sinvergüenza that’s ruining our neighborhood.  I later understood that a sinvergüenza was an individual without a moral compass, like shame should’ve held him back from the things he was doing, but it didn’t.

      “What’s an allowance?” said Lucy.

      “It’s when you behave and a grown-up gives you money,” I said.

      “I guess I’ll never get an allowance,” said Lucy, “My mom says I never behave.”

      Even though I knew that Lucy’s mom was exaggerating, I was happy to best her for once.

      “No need to worry about me,” I said, “I’ll have plenty of quarters to buy my own pads.”

      Lucy ignored what I said, which infuriated me. I wanted her to acknowledge that I didn’t need any of her help.

      “Is Pico still your mom’s boyfriend?”

      Lucy was always so nosy. It was none of her business who my mom dated. Her questions always made me feel bad about my mom. Lucy continued not waiting for a response.

      “My mom said Pico may have to move his business someplace else, so not sure how many quarters you going to get from him. You might not see him much.”

      “I see him plenty,” I said. I wondered why I responded the way I did because the truth was, deep down, I wanted to see Pico less. But Lucy had gotten under my skin so much that day that I felt a stubborn urge to “one-up” her despite my true feelings.

      “My dad’s not around much either but that’s because he’s a decent man who works hard for me. It don’t matter none anyway since Pico’s not your real dad.”

      I went silent for a bit as we walked. The tears came without warning. I could’ve blamed the fierce wind or my hair flying all over my face, but it was Lucy’s words that had caught me off guard. It simply made me cry and Lucy, of course, didn’t notice.

      “Your mom know about the type of business that Pico do? My moms heard he’s in the crime business.”

      “What? No!” I said.

      I searched for Jose to hopefully avoid more pain. Then I saw him, stomping his feet and waving his arms at us. I quickened my pace to reach him and escape Lucy. I was done with her annoying questions, but managed to get some final words in.

      “Pico’s no criminal!” I was relieved to finally march away from her.

      I knew that I couldn’t be angry at

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Bodega Botanica Tales: Carmen
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Table of Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Letter to the Reader
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Maria Rodriguez Bross
      


      		
        Thank you
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Bodega Botanica Tales: Carmen


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Table of Contents


      		About the Author


      		Also by Maria Rodriguez Bross


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/bbt--carmen-e-book-white-letter-cover.jpg
Bodega ; 4T
‘Botanica i a:
Tales:
Maria Rodriguez Bross
Lo .

2wl







OEBPS/images/original-logo-symbol.jpg
&





