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Dear Reader:


Thanks for picking up a copy of Push Comes to Shove, a novel that I am confident that you will enjoy. Oasis has once again done a phenomenal job of creating relatable characters and an unforgettable storyline. Life can be hard, especially in today’s recession, and many people become desperate to make ends meet. Push Comes to Shove examines the parallel lives of two men struggling to survive: GP and Miles.


GP and Kitchie have two children and a field of dreams. GP is a talented artist peddling his “soon-to-be-famous” cartoon character on T-shirts until his big break comes along. Unfortunately, that doesn’t quite cut it when it comes to paying bills so he walks a thin line between legal and illegal activities. Then a single incident sets off a butterfly effect that ends up leaving him and his wife homeless, childless, and hopeless.


Miles has an entirely different money problem that leaves him owing a lot of cash to the wrong person. Idle threats of physical harm are followed up with real tragedy once Miles fails to come up with the cash. Miles decides that he has nothing else to live for…except revenge.


Two men from the same world, yet perfect strangers, end up crossing paths in the ultimate train wreck in life. You will not believe what happens when both of them are shoved a little too far.


As always, thanks for supporting Oasis and the other authors that I publish under Strebor Books International. We try our best to bring you the future in publishing today with cutting-edge, risk-taking titles that spark thought, conversation, and controversy.


If you would like to join my email list, please send a blank email to eroticanoir-subscribe@topica.com. You can also find me on Facebook, on Twitter at “PlanetZane” or join my online social network at www.PlanetZane.org. My personal email is Endeavors@aol.com and my personal web site is www.eroticanoir.com.
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PROLOGUE


Greg Patterson hung in the nude from a vaulted ceiling by his young wrists. His 110-pound body was no match against the leather restraints. He wriggled and rocked himself past the brink of exhaustion. There was nothing else he could do now but wait.


He’d lost track of time, hanging there in the cold dark. He wanted to relieve himself, but pissing on Mr. Reynolds’s floor wasn’t an option. It would only make matters worse.


Footsteps fell in the hall right outside of the door. Greg hated this part with passion, but at least…at least it was almost over.


The tarnished doorknob spun left.


He braced himself.


The group home’s disciplinarian, Mr. Reynolds, stood in the entrance with a bucket of sudsy water in one hand. His widespread body covered the majority of the doorjamb. “You refuse to learn your lesson.”


“I won’t steal again. This time I…I promise.” He gestured no with worry.


“Foolhardy boy, you’ve made that meaningless promise since you learned how to talk.” He dowsed the frail boy with the sudsy water. “A little incentive will keep you focused. You should really keep your hands off things that don’t belong to you.” He wrapped the ends of a heavy-duty extension cord around his bone-colored hand. “You’ll learn one way or the other.”


“Mr. Reynolds, please don’t beat me this time.” Greg clamped his burning eyes shut, hoping the soap would stay out. “I needed the art supplies for school. Untie me and…and I’ll take them back right now.”


“After I give you an ass cutting for being a habitual rule violator.” He hiked his gravy-stained sleeves past his pudgy elbows and stood behind the boy.


Greg tensed, anticipating the first blow.


Mr. Reynolds raised his arm and swung the cord with a batter’s determination. “If I could beat the color off of you, I would.”


The cord sounded like thunder when it cracked against Greg’s brown skin.


“Aargh…no more! I’m sorry, Mr. Reynolds.” Greg stiffened all over. “Please, no more. I won’t do it again. I’m sorry.”


“You are sorry, aren’t you?”


The cord slapped him once more, this time breaking the skin on his back.


“You’re a piece of stinky shit, and that’s all you’ll ever be is shit.”


Thunder struck again.


Greg yelled out so loud, he threatened to short out his vocal box.


“You’re a bum, Greg.” He switched hands and swung from a different approach. “That’s all you’ll ever be. Why do you think you’ve been here all these years? Nobody wants a bum; not even your mother.”


Mr. Reynolds had lashed Greg until his arm was tired. He went into the hall and looked at his aged yes-man. “Untie him. Lock the thieving bastard up until his wounds heal. And get rid of those drawings he’s always wasting time on.”


“Right away, Mr. Reynolds.”





CHAPTER 1


GP decided that tonight his family would eat good for a change. He eased the Renault Alliance to the order box; it stuttered and backfired every inch of the way.


“Welcome to Wendy’s. May I take your order?”


He shut the car off so that he could hear. “Excuse me…uh, could you run that by me again?” He could hear the cashier suck her teeth through the speaker, as if she was annoyed.


“Good evening, how may I help you?”


“Gimme six number sevens with large fries…and extra cheese. Make the sodas orange, no ice.” He thought about how Kitchie loved Dave’s chicken. “Uh, let me get two spicy chicken sandwiches and four baked potatoes with cheese. I guess that’ll be cool.”


“Would you like to try our apple turnovers this evening?”


Fuck it. “Yeah, why not? Gimme six and six large chocolate Frosties.” He waited a few seconds for her response.


“That’ll be forty-eight twenty-three at the pickup window. Thank you for choosing Wendy’s.”


GP tried to start the Renault. “Come on, baby, crank up for Daddy.” The engine strained but wouldn’t catch. He pumped the gas and rubbed the dashboard. “Come on, girl. I need you now more than ever.”


He turned the key again. The engine backfired, then came to life. With three vehicles in front of GP, his order would be ready in a matter of minutes.


His car sounded like a Harley Davidson outside of the pickup window. An attractive cashier rolled her cat-like eyes and shook her head. Derelict. She turned her lip up with attitude as she passed him three large bags and two drink-holder trays.


“That’s forty-eight twenty-three.” She smirked and stared at GP.


GP secured the drinks on the front passenger seat, then stomped the gas pedal. The Renault backfired.


The cashier all but jumped out of her skin.


With the power-steering pump broken, it was a difficult task for GP to make the sharp left turn. He jerked and tugged the rebellious steering wheel until he yanked the car onto Euclid Avenue.


He stuck a fry in his mouth and smiled. GP knew that, on this April Fool’s Day, he would be the cause of three beautiful smiles.


Four city blocks away from his home, the Renault had had enough. The engine light came on right before the car stalled.


“Come on, baby, I thought you loved me.” He coasted to the curb. He tried to restart the engine but it refused; it only made a clicking sound.


If he started his journey on foot now, he would make it home long before the food was cold. With a bag between his teeth and two in his hand, he reached for the door handle but hesitated when he saw a Cleveland police car pull up behind him.


“Fuck me!” he mumbled, then lowered the window with a pair of vise grips. Damn cashier could’ve let me slide. Ignorant chickenhead didn’t have to call the cops.
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Miles dropped his skateboard on the sidewalk, then stepped on it with an Air Force 1 sneaker.


A fragile image appeared in a screen door behind him. “Miles…Miles, baby, you hear me?”


He removed the headphones from his ears as his broken arm remained at rest in a sling.


“Miles, baby?”


“Huh?” He turned toward the house as his mother walked out onto the porch.


“See if you can find your brother. It’s dark. I’m starting to worry; this isn’t like him.” She adjusted the belt of her housecoat and folded her arms.


“Jap is probably somewhere standing next to a tree, testing his camouflage gear. Better yet, he might be with one of his weird friends on some type of mock-military scavenger hunt.”


“I’m serious. Don’t tell me what you think; do like you were told. We have to get a fitting on him in the morning for his graduation gown and cap, and I want him home.”


“Okay, Ma. I’ll check a few places on my way to work.” He started off on the skateboard.


“Miles, baby…”


He stopped and faced her again. “If you don’t let me go, I won’t have enough time to check on Jap and make it to work on time.”


She removed a prescription slip from her housecoat. “Drop this off at the drugstore, and I’ll pick it up in the morning. I’m getting low on my heart pills.”


He hurried up the steps, took the slip, and kissed her cheek. “See you later, Ma.”


She grabbed a hold of his cast. “Why don’t you get yourself a car? You can’t afford to get too many broken arms on that thing.”


He followed her gaze. “I love my board, Ma. I’m gonna ride until I’m an old man.”


“You’re still a baby to me; you ain’t considered young no more.”
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The officer surveyed the car and shined his flashlight toward the back seat. “What seems to be the problem tonight, sir?”


GP had replaced the large order on the front passenger seat. “Damn thing conked out on me. Four cylinders are supposed to run forever.”


The officer looked at the beat-up car from front to rear. “What year is this?”


“It’s an eighty-five.” GP was starting to feel comfortable.


“Twenty years old is forever for a car.” He pointed at the Wendy’s bags. “Looks like you’re going to be late for dinner.”


“Yeah, I’m pushing it.”


“Well, you can’t leave it here overnight.” He shined his beam on a No Parking sign. “It’ll be towed by morning…which is probably the best thing for it.”


“This is all I got.”


“Come on; let me help you push your headache to that lot.” He pointed.


The officer wiped his dusty hands on a hanky after they had rolled the car onto the lot. “Wendy’s doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”


“Not at all. Thank you, officer.” GP pointed his feet in the direction of home.
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Kitchie Marie Patterson glared at GP through a set of powerful brown eyes. “Let’s talk…in the bedroom.” She led the way.


GP shut the door behind himself. “Before you start, Mami, I only wanted to do something nice for you and the kids.”


“There’s at least fifty dollars’ worth of food in there, GP. You stole it, didn’t you?” She shook her head with disappointment.


“You and the kids deserve the world.” He stroked her almond cheek; she turned her face away. “I can’t give it to you right now, but one day I will. Until then it frustrates me to want y’all to have things that are beyond my reach.”


“Then get a job—a real job. You don’t have to quit your hustle but get a job, GP. How far do you think we can get on your hopes and dreams alone? This is the real world we’re living in; not some animated world like them cartoon characters you’re banking our future on.” She thought for a few seconds. “Now you’re to the point of stealing again. Yeah, you made the kids happy tonight and saved me the humiliation of throwing some bullshit together, but what’s gonna happen to their happiness—” She pointed toward the living room. “—when you get yourself in some trouble?”


“You act like I steal for the sport of it, Kitchie. I steal for one reason: because we really need something, and I have no other alternative of getting it. I felt like we needed to sit down tonight and share a decent meal with each other, like a regular family.”


“A real nine-to-five will make that possible every night, Papi Chulo.”


He heard something else in Spanish that he didn’t quite understand, but understood she was trying to take this conversation to a place he wasn’t willing to go.


“Listen…my work is honest; it’s what I love to do. I don’t want to go back and forth with you. This isn’t what I intended. All I want to do is see your beautiful smile as much as I can.” He lifted her chin with a finger. “Let’s eat. The food is getting cold. I got your favorite.”


She bit her bottom lip. “Chicken?”


“Dave’s spicy chicken sandwich. Now let me suck on them Puerto Rican lips of yours.”


She stood on her tiptoes to reach his six-foot height, then kissed him on the mouth. “I wish you would shave and get your hair braided; it looks like you gave up.” She pulled back. “GP, you can’t keep stealing whenever it’s convenient for you. One day stealing is gonna get you in some trouble you’re gonna catch hell getting out of.”


“Or get me out of some trouble I’m already catching hell with.”
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Greg Jr. took a bite from the double classic. His seven-year-old teeth barely plugged the cheeseburger. “Daddy, I need my own bike. Secret’s bike is hot pink with that stupid, flowered basket on the handlebars. Everybody makes fun of me when I ride it.”


Secret was trying her damnedest to suck the Frosty through a straw. She gave her jaws a break. “Stay off my bike, then, since it’s stupid and pink, punk. I don’t like sharing it with you anyway, you little—”


“Hey, kill the name-calling.” Kitchie stopped chewing and frowned at Secret.


“Little man.” GP squeezed Greg Jr.’s shoulder. “Bear with me; I’m gonna get you the best bike in the neighbor—”


“Don’t be doing that, GP. It ain’t right.” Kitchie swallowed her food. “Okay, fine, tell him you’re gonna get him a bike. But don’t be making these fantastic promises that you can’t deliver. You’re doing terrible in the delivery department. Don’t do him like that.”


“How many times do I gotta ask you not to challenge me in front of the kids?” He wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “When you feel like I said something that should be corrected, talk to me behind closed doors.”


“We can still hear y’all in the bedroom arguing.” Secret kicked Greg Jr’s. shin.


“Ouch.” He tried to kick back but his legs were too short to reach her under the table. “Ma, tell her—”


“Stop, Secret, and quit being so damn grown.” Kitchie focused on GP again. “I apologize, Papi…I’m a little frustrated; that’s all. I still don’t want you to get Junior’s hopes up only to let him down. That’ll hurt him more than getting made fun of.”


GP finished the last of his burger. “There’s nothing wrong with hoping, having faith in something; especially when I know that I can make it happen.” He looked at his family one by one. “Let’s get this out in the open so we all know. Secret, what do you want? What does my baby’s heart desire?”


“Hmmm…I can say anything I want?”


“As long as it’s appropriate coming from a nine-year-old.” Kitchie sipped her soda between bites.


Secret’s expression was thoughtful. “Daddy, I want my own room.” She rolled her eyes at Junior. “Lots of new clothes like my friends would be nice, too. Oh yeah! I want a puppy, and I hope you give me my piggy bank money back that you borrowed last month.”


GP stroked the top of Junior’s head. “And what about you?”


“All I want is a bike, but I’d take a PlayStation if what we’re saying is real.”


“What about you, Mami Chula?” GP blew Kitchie a kiss. “Tell me what you dream of when you close your eyes.”


“This is pointless. I’m not getting involved with this…stuff.” She started on her apple turnover.


“Aw, Ma.” Secret sucked her teeth. “Tell us; we wanna know.”


“Yeah, it’s only a game.” Junior dropped a French fry in his lap. “We’re playing pretend.”


Five seconds passed and GP leaned forward. “We’re all waiting.” He was unsettled by his son’s comment.


“This is foolish, GP, and you know it. If it must be known, what I want more than anything in this world is for my marriage to defy time.” She began to blush, then the reality of their current situation hit her. “I want us to have a bigger house—bought and paid for. I’m not big on having a lot of money, but I wish we could at least be comfortable and able to send you guys to college when it’s time.”


“Your turn, Daddy.” Junior balanced his chair on two legs.


“The first thing I want is to be in a position to give y’all everything you want. And I want to always be able to protect y’all from danger. Comfortable might be cool for your mother, but I need our bank account to be sitting on at least a million. Of course, I want the Street Prophet to get recognition on a national level, a Saturday morning cartoon or something.”


“Take the French fry out your nose, boy, before it gets stuck.” The look Kitchie cast across the table put Junior right in line.


Someone knocked at the door.


“I’ll get it.” Secret pushed away from the table.


Kitchie grabbed her by the pants. “Make sure you know who—”


“It is before I open the door.” Secret finished Kitchie’s sentence. Secret stood in front of the door. “Who is it?”


“Publishers Clearing House Sweepstakes,” came from the other side of the oak.


Secret pulled the door open as far as the chain lock would allow. She studied both white men in their jeans and button-down shirts.


One had a clipboard with a large envelope fastened to it.


“Where’s the microphones and TV cameras?”


The bigger of the two men laughed. “That’s only for our grand prize winners. Third place doesn’t get that type of publicity. Is Kitchie Patterson in?”


“Yes, would you hold on a minute?” She freed the chain lock and ran into the kitchen. “Mom, Dad, you’re never gonna believe who’s at the door. The Publishers Clearing House people. Ma, you won.”


Kitchie looked at the ceiling. “Gracias Dios.”


The Patterson family rushed into their living room.


The smaller, balding man was unplugging their TV from the wall outlet.


The other man thrust the envelope toward Kitchie. “Your Rent-A-Center bill is overdue. You’ve been ducking us for over a month now. We’re here to collect or repossess.” He turned to his coworker. “Set that down and go around the corner and get the van.”


“Don’t you people have an ounce of feelings?” GP stepped between Kitchie and the envelope.


“Sometimes it’s an ugly job, but it pays my bills. If you would tighten up on your payments, I wouldn’t even be here.” He slid the envelope under GP’s armpit. “Straighten out this five-hundred twenty-three dollar bill and I’m out of here.”


GP sighed. “I don’t have it right now.” He heard Mr. Reynolds’s antagonizing voice in his head loud and clear. You’re a bum, Greg. That’s all you’ll ever be.


“Then I’ll start with the kitchen set and work my way through here.” He pointed to the furnishings.
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The Patterson family watched through a window as the two men loaded the last of their furniture into the van. Kitchie fought to hold back the tears.


The bigger man came back inside with sweat beads on his temples. “Mrs., I’m sorry. Would you please sign here?” He passed her the clipboard and put his finger on the spot where he wanted her signature. “Would it be possible for me to trouble you for a glass of water?”


GP stared at the man as if he had asked for blood.


“Junior, get the man something to drink.” She scribbled her name on the form.


Moments later, Junior returned with a tall glass of water.


The man drained the glass. “Ahh, now that was good and cold.” He turned and left.


Kitchie surveyed their bare living room. Secret was sitting on the radiator, finishing her meal. So much for having a decent meal like a normal family. She went and stood beside GP at the window. “Publishers fucking Clearing House. They cleared us out all right.” She and GP watched the Rent-A-Center van drive away. “Papi, this ain’t an April Fool’s joke. You need to do something. This is only a prelude to what’s next.”


GP dropped his head and heard Mr. Reynolds shouting at him for what had to be the millionth time. You’re a worthless piece of shit. Your mother should have swallowed you.


Kitchie walked away. “Maybe a glass of cold water will calm my nerves.” She turned on the faucet to fill her glass. The water was lukewarm. She checked the refrigerator. No water jug. No ice. “Junior!” She put her hands on her round hips. “Where did you get the cold water from?”


He looked at Secret and they laughed. “Promise you won’t get mad, Ma.”


She returned to the empty living room, hands still on her hips. “Boy, what did you do?”


“Everybody knows the coldest water in the house is in the toilet.”





CHAPTER 2


The morning sun cast its strong rays through the living room. Secret sat in the middle of the floor with her lip poked out and arms crossed. “Why can’t I stay home and go to work with you and Ma?”


GP tied his worn-down boots. “Because school is important. You don’t take days off just because.” He yelled upstairs. “Kitchie, you and Junior get it together. If we’re not out this door in the next five minutes, the kids will miss the school bus, and we’ll miss our bus, too.” He went and sat down beside Secret on the floor. “The only time you don’t want to go to school is when you have to ride the bus. Is someone bullying you?”


“Yeah, right! You should be asking if I’m bullying somebody. How soon before you get the car fixed this time?”


“I’m not sure if it can stand another fixing.” He straightened her collar. “Secret, when did you start keeping secrets from me? If you don’t talk to me, I can’t help you.”


She sighed. “It’s these two girls—sisters—Tameka and Kesha Stevens. Everything is about money with them. They be bragging and showing off because they was in Bow Wow’s video. I only see them at the bus stop and that’s when they shine on me. They think they’re so special because their father is a bank president. National City this, National City Bank that. They be having the hottest stuff, and I gotta go to school in this.” She ran a hand over her skirt. “I got this last year, and I got this shirt on my seventh birthday. They don’t forget nothing; they make sure everybody else remembers, too.” She sucked her teeth and lowered her head. “When you drop us off at school, I never see them because our grades are different.”


“Secret, some people are blessed more than others.”


“Does that mean they have to be mean and embarrass me because they are?”


“No. Some people are ignorant and don’t know it.” He put his arm around her neck. “What do you be doing while they’re…broadcasting their ignorance?”


“Shoot, I be getting smart right back.”


“But you’re the one with bruised feelings in the end.”


She looked down at the floor. “Seems that way.”


“Being made to feel small or embarrassed isn’t fun. People shine on me, too, when they can. I don’t like it at all, but I learned something.”


She looked at him with wonder.


“I found out that people will keep running their mouths as long as you fuel them with a response. Your mother and I are raising you to be tough, right?”


“What does tough have to do with it? I can beat them both, if they don’t jump me.”


“Tough goes beyond being physical, Secret. If you’re tough enough to ignore them, they’ll leave you alone and find someone else to bother. Someone they can get a response from.”


Kitchie sauntered into the room with calculated grace, holding Junior’s hand. “Let’s go.”


GP helped Secret up. “Would you ignore them for me today?”


“I guess.” She threw her backpack over a shoulder. “Try and get the car fixed fast.”


“I’ll try. Promise that you’ll be tough until I do.”


“I promise.”
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“Daddy, there they go right there.” Secret rolled her hazel eyes. “The two with the Cartier shades and Gucci sneakers.”


GP did a quick examination of the two little girls across the street. He had to admit that the sisters looked like a million bucks. He kissed Secret’s forehead. “Don’t sweat it. Remember what I told you.” He gave Junior a high-five and whispered in his ear. “Hold your sister down.”


The children kissed their mother, then headed across the street.


“Secret, hold your brother’s hand.” Kitchie thought about how much things had changed from the time her children were toddlers.
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The folding hydraulic door hissed open as the Rapid Transit Authority bus halted in front of GP and Kitchie. They gathered their belongings and climbed onto the bus.


“Good morning.” Kitchie flashed a bus pass and gasped. “Did you see that?” She pointed a manicured finger toward something outside the window.


The driver followed the direction of her index finger. With a sleight of hand, she slipped GP the bus pass.


“See what, lady?” The driver turned back.


“That man over there almost got hit by a car.” She went and took a seat.


GP climbed the last step, flashed the pass, then sat beside Kitchie.
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By noon the hustle and bustle of downtown Cleveland was in full swing. Vendors of all varieties had their booths lining the sidewalk between East Fourth and East Eleventh Street off Euclid Avenue.


Kitchie’s part of the hustle was powered by two sources: undue beauty and charm. She was a people magnet. No man could resist the urge to regard her almond hue stretched with precision over a five-foot, four-inch frame accessorized with a tiny waistline, firm breasts, and a thirty-four-inch curve that stuffed the backside of her jeans. Whenever she tossed her nut-brown hair and smiled, Kitchie would reel them in every time.


“Do you have this for a toddler?” Suzette Sanders held up a Street Prophet sweatshirt.


“We don’t stock that particular item in children’s sizes. But my husband can custom-make you one.” Kitchie noticed a man standing near the costume shop’s display window, and his blue eyes were undressing her. “If you give me your child’s size and a way to reach you, I’ll have it ready for you in a week.”


“That’ll be fine.” Suzette dug a business card and pen from her purse. “The choice is yours. I’m a volunteer at the mission two blocks over.”


“I know the place.”


“I’m there every day until around this time.” She finished writing on the back of the card. “You can stop by there or call me, and I’ll come by and pick it up.”


Kitchie took in the information on the card. “Real estate.”


“In my spare time. The majority of my time is spent trying to leave the world better than I found it.”


“I’ll give you a call. I can remember this number by heart, prefix all fives.” Kitchie shoved the card in her back pocket as Suzette strolled away.


Blue Eyes was still watching.


Kitchie rested both hands on her hips. “You can’t get a proper look from over there.” She flashed her admirer a smile. “Come closer so you can really see what I’m working with.”


Blue Eyes stepped away from the costume shop positioned in front of her booth. “If I knew it was that easy, I would’ve come over here twenty minutes ago.”


“Well, now that you realize it wasn’t as difficult as you thought, let me help you make up your mind on what you should buy from me.” She tossed her hair away from her face. “Now you wanna be the first to get this, because when the Street Prophet goes global, you wanna be able to say you were down with the Prophet from day one.” She held a T-shirt up to Blue Eyes and saw GP approaching with a struck-out look etched on his face. “You look like an extra large. T-shirts are ten a pop, but for you… I’ll give you two for fifteen.” She tossed her hair again and tucked a lock behind her ear. “And I’ll throw in some Street Prophet stickers for the kids.” She looked at GP in his Street Prophet shirt and air-brushed jeans. “There goes a loyal supporter of the Prophet.”


Blue Eyes glanced at GP with contempt, then focused on Kitchie again. “I’m not interested in any of your Street Prophet merchandise. What does interest me is your number and a dinner date to discuss my e-zine endeavor.”


“Forgive me, but it’s a rule of mine not to give out my number on the first purchase. So what’ll it be, two for fifteen?”


He laughed. “Sexiness and persistence. I like.” He peeled off a twenty-dollar bill. “Where is that adorable girl I’ve seen around here a few times?”


“My daughter? Why?”


“I thought we could discuss this over dinner. I’m in the process of launching an internet magazine, and I’d love to use your daughter as a model in an issue or two. She’s beautiful; you two look just alike.”


“Thank you. When you’re ready, come back and my husband and I will see what you have and consider it.”


“Keep the change.” Blue Eyes took the shirts and blended into the sidewalk traffic.


Kitchie stuffed the money in her pocket and rose up on her toes to kiss GP. “What did they say?”


He began setting up the airbrushing equipment. “We can’t get another extension. The bank’s attorney said if I come up with the principal, penalty charges, and his fees, he’ll stop the foreclosure proceedings. Other than that, foreclosure is final and we have five days to be out.”


Kitchie pulled the bill from her pocket. “I’ve been standing out here all morning and this is what I made.” She waved the money. “Papi, you tried but this ain’t panning out.” She motioned to the Street Prophet items around the booth. “I know your dream is to give this character a life; I’ve supported you in everything. It’s time to give it up because these twenty dollars can’t pay our bills. We’re past the point of do-or-die.” She scrutinized the money closer. “Vete pal carajo!” She turned in the direction that she’d last seen Blue Eyes.


“What’s the matter, Mami?”


“That bastard burned me.” She passed GP a dollar bill with the corners of twenties glued over the numeral one.


A Korean woman hung the pay phone up next to GP’s booth and it soon began ringing. She went to answer it.


“Excuse me, ma’am; that’s for me.” GP stepped away from the tables, unconsciously glanced at the street sign, then lifted the phone from its cradle. “Ninth Street Artwork, home of the Street Prophet. How may I help you today?”


“May I speak with Greg Patterson?”


“He’s in the art room with a customer. Can I tell him who’s calling?”


“Tracy Morgan. I’m an acquisitions editor for the Plain Dealer.”


“Hold on a minute, I’ll get him.” GP covered the phone and gave Kitchie a thumbs-up.


A local bum strolled up with a cup in hand. “Spare some change, GP?”


He shoved Blue Eye’s pseudo-twenty into the cup, then placed the phone on his ear. “Greg speaking.”


“Good afternoon, Mr. Patterson. I’m Tracy Morgan with the Plain Dealer. You filled out an application with us some time ago. Sorry I’m just getting back with you.”


“It’s cool. What’s up?”


“Your sample work has impressed quite a few people in my department. If you’re still interested, I’d like to interview you. I have a comic column available that I believe you’ll do great in.”


GP wanted to say hell yeah; instead he chose to keep things professional. “I’m interested. When would you like to meet?”
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Kitchie had worked pedestrians moseying the sidewalk; GP had solicited various motorists who had been delayed by a stoplight near the booth’s curb. At the end of the day, they had earned a little over ninety dollars, which barely covered the booth’s weekly rental fee.


Due tomorrow.


“I sure hope they give you that column. It’ll help out a lot; plus it’ll get your foot in the door.” Kitchie cleared a table, stuffing merchandise inside a duffle bag.


“Keep your fingers crossed.” He packed the airbrushing guns.


A 2005 Chrysler 300C with mirror-tinted windows stopped at the red light near the booth. The car wasn’t moving, but the chrome rims appeared to continue spinning.


The window was lowered.


“The starving artist who thinks he’s gonna draw his way to financial freedom.” Squeeze looked past GP and studied Kitchie’s round ass. “Long time no see.”


GP squatted some and leaned on the passenger door of the Chrysler. A gorgeous woman sat there, snuggled with a dozen roses. GP nodded at the woman, then addressed Squeeze. “It’s been a while. What’s up with it, Squeeze?” He admired the man’s diamond-studded pinky ring. “I see you stepped it up a few notches from knocking over candy stores. What is it, you poison people for a living now?”


Kitchie was now standing beside GP, caressing his shoulder.


“I’ll be the first to tell you that crime pays the bills. Candy stores were just a stepping stone, though. I’m the neighborhood loan officer now. Got fucked-up credit but need some cash? Holler at your boy.” He stared at Kitchie’s crotch, pulled her pants down with his eyes, and had his way with her. When he was done, he turned his attention back to GP. “I see you still holding on to all that woman. I never could figure out why she chose you. I must not have been square enough.”


“Don’t act like I’m not sitting here,” the woman holding the roses said.


Squeeze hit her with a backhand across the mouth. “Stay in your place.”


A car horn sounded off. Squeeze ignored it and pulled out a business card. “Don’t be bashful; if you ever need a loan, I’m sure I can work it out for an old friend.” He gave GP the card, then took a long-stem rose from his date’s bundle. “Give this to Kitchie. I’m sure you haven’t bought her any in a while.” He winked at Kitchie.


The window was raised and Squeeze sped away.


“God, I can’t stand him.” Kitchie took the rose from GP and dropped it in the curbside drain.
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“What are you gonna tell Mom and Dad?” Junior squashed a caterpillar that was crawling on the porch steps.


“Shoot, that I had to kick her butt. She put her hands on me first.” Secret watched her brother scrape the bug from the bottom of his shoe. “You think Daddy will ever get us all that stuff we named last night?”


Junior ran the question through his head, then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know…Nah, not all of it.”


“Go in the house and get us something to drink.”


“I ain’t; you go.”


Secret nudged him. “Scaredy-cat, you’re too old to be afraid of the dark.”


“I’m not thirsty. Go get your own drink.”


“Chicken.”


“You must be scared yourself.”


She smirked. “No, I’m not.”


“Go get something to drink, then, with your ugly—”


Kitchie pointed to the light pole while coming up the driveway. “What did I tell y’all hardheaded butts about being outside when them street lights are on?”


“It’s lighter out here than it is in there.” Secret aimed a thumb toward the house.


Junior skipped to Kitchie. “Something’s wrong with the lights. They broke, Ma.”


Kitchie sat the duffle bag down, looked at the dark interior of their home, and began to cry.
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GP climbed a steep hill that led to Cliffview Apartments. He never understood why they were called apartments when they ranked as no more than drug-infested projects.


He went into the building and held his breath to avoid inhaling the thick cocaine smoke as he passed a group of addicts smoking crack on the stairwell. He reached the third floor and pound on his best friend’s door.


“Don’t be banging on my shit unless you’re in a hurry to get fucked up.” The metal door squealed as Jewels yanked it open. “Oh, what’s up, homeboy? I thought you were somebody coming to borrow some shit. A motherfucker asked me to borrow my dustpan yesterday.”


Their fists touched in a greeting manner.


“I did come bumming.”


Jewels turned away from the door. “You don’t count.”


She wore brush waves and dressed better than any man GP had ever known. Beneath today’s expensive urban wear was an average-looking woman. She was built like Serena Williams but much stronger.


She lay back on the weight bench and pumped 225 pounds effortlessly. “I didn’t hear that raggedy-ass car of yours pull in the lot doing the beat box.” She racked the iron after ten reps.


“You got jokes. It broke down yesterday. I went to check on it before I came here, but it was gone.” GP plopped down on the designer couch in front of a McFadden and Whitehead album cover littered with marijuana.


Jewels sat up and stuffed a rolling paper with marijuana while looking at him from the corner of her gray eyes.


He shrugged. “I had to leave it in Chang’s Chinese Food parking lot. Ignorant-ass Chang said it sat there too long, called my bucket an eyesore. Fake chink could’ve left my ride alone, you know?”


Jewels nodded and put a flame to the joint.


GP kicked a foot up on the coffee table. “He had it towed. Damn thing ain’t worth more than it’ll cost to get it out the impound and fixed.”


“That’s fucked up. Anything is better than footing it…unless you enjoy a good walk.” She passed GP the joint. “Chang do got more Black in him than me and you, fronting like he grew up in China.”


“Rent-A-Center stuck me up yesterday. I got five days to pay the bank or the foreclosure is final.” He choked on the smoke, then released it. “And the list goes on. Junior wants a bike—which he deserves. Secret needs, and wants, new clothes to keep up with the Joneses. She’s a good kid, too.”


“You need some money, homeboy. It’s cool to have big dreams and shit.” She tugged at his Street Prophet shirt. “But you got a good wife and kids, too. They don’t deserve to get dragged through a mud puddle while you chase your rainbow.” She averted her gaze to her kickboxing trophies lining the top of the entertainment center. “It’s not about you no more, GP. You need to come up or do something to start contributing to your social security. Do your cartoons on the side. Fool, you ain’t young no more; you got real responsibilities.”
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