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      I met them back-in-the-day in Silk City. I was only eleven. Anytime I tell anybody about it, they think I’m traumatized by my past. I tell people it’s not like that even though I wake up many a night, alone, in a pool of sweat trying to make sense of it all. I know what I saw. I just don’t know if it was real. You tell me. I’ll start from the beginning.

      I heard about her from Carmen and Lucy, who would walk with me to and from school. Those girls pitied me back then. Lucy had warned me to be careful with the ghost lady in the back of the bodega sweeping her broom back and forth near the refrigerator aisle. Carmen said that Manny and his boys were spooked by her, and those boys didn’t get scared by much. Everybody called her Chankla. That’s Spanish slang for flip-flops, because she wore them even in the snow.

      As we approached the bodega to buy candy, I held my books in one hand and checked if I had any spare change left over from that morning. I had none. I stopped and looked at Carmen and Lucy, discouraged.

      Carmen shrugged her shoulders and said, “C’mon, I got you.”

      I smiled and Lucy opened the door for us. 

      If you are not well acquainted with a bodega, you might be surprised by the organized clutter of retro candies, dusty cleaning products, and nearly expired groceries colorfully packaged at inflated prices. When I was growing up, you could find one at every corner of the neighborhood; some might call it an eyesore between the unkept multi-family apartment buildings. Bodegas were a staple for people to purchase their buttered rolls with café con leches, a place open at the crack of dawn before the grown-ups headed out to their dead-end jobs. And then a few hours later, the lines at the counter would be replaced by kids waiting to purchase no-frill chips accompanied by artificially flavored juices, which caused tummy aches just in time for the grammar school bell. The allure of the array of products enticed me. I avoided staying in the bodega too long for fear of being shoved by the badly-behaved kids, like Manny, Tito, and Flaco, who were busy arguing with Bodega Man that day.

      “You gave me a quarter and a nickel. I need another dime, knucklehead!” said Bodega Man.

      “You’re crazy! I gave you two quarters; give me back my change!” said Manny, who wore his jeans far below his waistline for any adult’s liking. “I swear, man, if you don’t give me back my change, I’m gonna get Chankla on your ass!”

      Bodega Man grimaced and leaned in towards the counter, “Chankla?! You quit making up stories ‘bout my bodega, you hoodlum!” said Bodega Man.

      “They ain’t stories! There’s some lady that hangs around by the freezer box over there!” said Manny as he cocked his head to where I stood. Manny sneered at me and elbowed his friend, nodding in my direction. I tried to look away, but it was too late. They noticed my fixed stares of all of them. No one dared to talk to Bodega Man like Manny did.

      Bodega Man was plump and bald. The bags under his eyes gave him a reason to quit pressing Manny for the money we all knew he probably owed.

      Bodega Man threw the bag on the counter and said, “Know what? Take your pork rinds and get out! And don’t be hanging out in front of my store!”

      Manny and his boys took their goods and backed away from the counter.

      “No hard feelings, but we don’t stand in front of your store. We stand at the corner. It’s a free country, right?” Manny said with a smirk.

      Tito interrupted, “Hey, can I get one of those lucky bracelets that Chankla leaves on the counter?”

      “Get outta here!” yelled Bodega Man as he shooed them away and waved us to him.

      Lucy went up to the counter right away so Bodega Man wouldn’t yell at her too. I stayed by Carmen, frozen, as Manny walked towards us.

      “What you looking at?” he snapped and then immediately said, “What’s up?”

      “Nothin’,” we said in unison, unsure which one of us was supposed to answer.

      To my relief, Manny ignored me but he was so close I could smell the reefer on his breath. He leaned in too close to Carmen, which made me uncomfortable for her.

      “Chankla’s feet never turn blue in those sandals; it’s mad crazy!” Tito said.

      Manny rolled his eyes. “Man, why you always talking about ghosts? You know I’m powerful enough to scare her.” I watched as Tito passed Manny a bottle of beer they had stolen. To this day, I couldn’t believe they were only a year older than me. Then he waved goodbye to Carmen.

      “Ain’t you hear what I said?” Bodega Man glared at Manny and his friends. “Get out!”

      Then he turned back to Lucy.

      “Tell your moms that I can’t keep selling you packs of cigarettes, you hear?” he said as he grabbed it from his locked cabinet and dropped it on the counter. He continued, “I don’t like it when the cops question me about this.”

      “Yeah, I told her last time, but she said that you would be good with it,” Lucy said.

      “I’m not good with it! Your moms likes to lie a lot. That will be $2.25.”

      Lucy put two dollars on the counter and reached into her pocket but could not find the extra change she needed.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” said Bodega Man, “I ain’t doing this today with you kids! You either got it or you don’t.”

      Lucy looked back at us with concern. I could hear her heavy breathing.

      “How much you need?” Carmen asked.

      “A quarter,” stuttered Lucy.

      “Give her my quarter,” I said.

      I didn’t want Lucy to get smacked by her mom for not bringing the cigarettes. I knew her mom would blame Lucy for losing the quarter even though we all knew she didn’t give her enough money. Carmen asked if I was sure, and I was. Lucy needed the extra change more than me.

      “C’mere kid,” Bodega Man said.

      “Me?” I said.

      “Yeah, you.”

      And he motioned me to the counter.

      I stepped up and he asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Jose Arce.”

      “Arce?”

      Bodega Man somehow managed to have a slight smile while he gazed at me.

      “You’re Blanco’s kid, right?”

      “That’s what they used to call him,” I said all the while swaying on my feet and glancing back at Carmen and Lucy.

      “You look just like him.”

      Bodega Man paused and tapped his finger on his closed lips. Then he said, “Listen, sorry about your sister. That’s tough.”

      “She’s alright,” I said.

      “I tell you what…”

      He tapped his knuckles on the counter and then said, “You’re a stand-up kid for giving your quarter away.”

      “It was never my quarter. Carmen was gonna hook me up,” I said.

      Lucy and Carmen stood there stunned by Bodega Man continuing to kindly talk to me. This was the same person who was rumored to have single-handedly grabbed a robber by his neck just to throw him on the sidewalk with the trash. He often called the police on anyone he disliked and enjoyed facing them in court just to say, “Good riddance, sucker”. He didn’t seem to care what anyone thought of him, since he protected what was his and would rather die than give up the treasure in his cash register.

      That’s why it surprised me when he said, “It’s more reason why that’s a stand-up thing to do.”

      He searched for something under the counter.

      “Look, I know how much you kids like the Now and Laters and Lemonheads but it’s not for free, but how about if I give you one of these bracelets?”

      The collection of bracelets on the counter shone. The beads were sparkly and bright and covered all the colors of the rainbow.

      “They’re okay, I guess,” I said feeling disappointed about the alternative.

      The candy would’ve given me instant gratification.

      What was I going to do with a bracelet meant for a girl? I thought.

      He stared at me as if he were reading my mind.

      “Maybe for your sister? They bring good luck.”

      His compassion made me uncomfortable.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      Carmen jumped up and yelled to me, “Take the green-and-yellow one! It’s pretty, Jose. Take it!”

      Bodega Man leaned in towards me and acted like he knew me even though this was the first time he had ever spoken to me.

      “Listen to your
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