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W

est Garfield Park was a battlefield, a place where hope died young, and the streets claimed more souls than the church ever could. 

Located on Chicago’s West Side, it held the grim distinction of having crime rates over 200% higher than the rest of the city. Here, you had a one in twenty chance of getting killed, and more often than not, that violence was fueled by getting caught up in gang wars that had been raging for decades.  

It hadn’t always been this way. In 1881, after the assassination of President James A. Garfield, the community, once known as Central Park, was renamed West Garfield Park. Back then, it was a place of promise. But the promise had long since been buried beneath the bloodstained pavement, replaced with the unrelenting cycle of drugs, poverty, and vengeance.  

For Marcus “Ghost” Alvarez, West Garfield Park was home. And home had made him a killer.  

Marcus wasn’t always a gangbanger. Once upon a time, he was just a kid sitting in the wooden pews of Greater New Zion Baptist Church, with his mother’s warm hand wrapped around his own. Every Sunday morning, no matter how tired he was, no matter how much he grumbled, his mother Lena Alvarez made sure he and his twin brother, Michael, were dressed in their best and sitting in that sanctuary.  

“The Lord is your refuge,” she’d whisper to them as the choir sang. “No matter what happens, no matter what you see in these streets, never forget that.”  

For a while, Marcus believed her. So did Michael. They were just kids, after all—twin boys who laughed at the same jokes, finished each other’s sentences, and always had each other’s backs. But faith was hard to hold onto in West Garfield Park.  

The breaking point came when on a cold February night, their father, Marco Alvarez, was gunned down for his paycheck while walking out of a check cashing store. Lena never got over it. She tried her best to keep her boys in church, to keep them safe. But grief had a way of rotting faith from the inside out, and Michael was the first to crack.  

At fifteen, Michael stopped going to church. By sixteen, he was running with the Shadow Walkers, one of the most ruthless gangs in the neighborhood. Lena fought him, prayed over him, and pleaded with him.

She even got down on her knees begging him not to go down that road—but Michael was lost, swallowed by the streets. Marcus still had one foot in the door of the church, still sat beside his mother on Sunday mornings, still tried to believe in something better.  Then Michael died.  

They shot him right in front of the Alvarez home—five bullets to the chest, two to the head. The Chicago Cutthroats, a rival gang, left him bleeding out on the sidewalk like trash.  Lena collapsed on the pavement, wailing, holding her boy’s lifeless body in her arms. She called on God that night, begged Him to bring Michael back.  But God stayed silent.  

That was the day Marcus stopped believing. That was the day he stopped caring. That was the day when he turned his back on his faith and God. Three weeks later, he was jumped into the Shadow Walkers, taking up his brother’s colors, his brother’s cause, his brother’s rage. The first time he pulled the trigger, it didn’t feel real. It did for the senior citizen who refused to turn over his social security check. The second time, it felt natural.  

Then came the night when he and his gang finally caught up to the leader of the Chicago Cutthroats. Marcus should’ve been scared. He should’ve been nervous.  Instead, he was cool as ice while standing over the man who had ordered his brother’s death. 

With the muzzle of his gun pressed to the Cutthroat’s forehead, the man didn’t cry, plead, or beg for his life. He stared up looking at Marcus with dead eyes and just laughed, causing the others to exchange puzzled glances and shoulder shrugs.  

“Man, you really are his twin,” he said, blood dripping from his busted lip. “But you ain’t Michael, not anymore. He had a soul. You? You’re just a ghost.”  

“How the fuck would you know what my brother had, bitch?”

“Because right before I walked over and shot him in the face, so he wouldn’t have an open casket, he called on Jesus to save him. I looked around and didn’t see Jesus. People like us don’t go to heaven, bruh.”

“Say hello to my brother when you get to hell, mother fucker.”

Marcus pulled the trigger.  

That night, the Shadow Walkers renamed him. From that moment on, he was  “Ghost”—because he was already dead inside.  

His mother saw the change. She tried to reach him, tried to hold on. But there was no consoling him, no controlling him. Marcus had made his choice.  And soon, he would pay for it.

*_*_*_*

Lena Alvarez wasn’t the only one watching Marcus slip away. Angie Walker had been there too, holding on for as long as she could—until there was nothing left to hold.  

She had loved Marcus since high school prom, when he had shyly asked her to dance, his confidence cracking just enough for her to see the boy behind the bravado. They’d been inseparable ever since, despite the warnings from her family.  

“That boy’s brother is bad news, Angela, and you know it,” her mother had said one evening, standing at the kitchen counter with a skeptical look.  

“Marcus ain’t Michael, Ma,” she had insisted.

A few nights following that conversation, Marcus saved her mother’s life, taking a knife wound in the process. He had fought off a desperate crackhead trying to rob her mother outside the corner store on Madison Street. After that, even her family couldn’t deny his heart. He didn’t hesitate, didn’t think about the danger—just stepped in, protected, and bled for someone who he knew didn’t like him.  

That was the Marcus she fell in love with. The one who showed up to church with her every Sunday, who prayed over their food, who walked her home and kissed her at the doorstep instead of pressing for more.  

Everyone thought they’d be engaged any minute. Then Michael died, and everything changed. At first, Angie tried to  be his rock. She held him the night of the funeral, the way she had when his father was killed. But this time, instead of clutching her like a lifeline, Marcus pulled away.  She reached for him again, but his eyes were distant, hollow. He left without a word.  

After that, things unraveled fast. The late-night calls that used to last for hours—filled with laughter, love, and shared dreams—became cold and distant. Instead of, “Hey, baby, I was just thinking about you,” she got quick, impersonal check-ins. He would offer, “What’s up?” or worse—just a flat, “Hey.”  

She had to pull conversations out of him, and when she tried to talk about Michael, his grief, or God, he shut down completely. Then came the moment she dreaded: he joined the gang. After that, he barely called at all. Most of the time, she got his voicemail. If he did call back, it was days later, half-hearted, and rushed.  

Then, their intimacy changed. Before, Marcus had been gentle, loving, and careful. He viewed her as a fragile egg that needed to be protected. She still remembered their first time—a Holiday Inn suite, where he had saved up a whole month’s pay to make her feel special. That night had been filled with laughter, tenderness, whispered “I love you’s” between soft kisses.  

That Marcus was gone. Now, it was cheap motels with roaches in the corners and prostitutes lingering outside. Or worse—the backseat of his car, parked in some dark alley, where his boys stood outside, smoking, talking,  and waiting for him to finish. She hated it. Hated him for what he was becoming.  

It wasn’t just the places—it was him. Gone was the man who kissed her like she mattered. Now, he took what he wanted, rough and brutal, treating her like just another conquest. The Marcus who once called her his queen, now threw out curses, called her things that made her skin crawl.  

The final straw came one rainy night, in the back of his car, the windows blacked out. She had endured the coldness, the detachment, the way he used her instead of loving her. But when it was over, Marcus just zipped up his jeans, and without a second glance, got out of the car, and left her there.  Like she was nothing.  

That’s when she snapped.  She stormed out of the car, slamming the door so hard the windows rattled.  

“I’m done, Marcus,” she hissed. “I hope your new god takes care of you, cause I sure as hell won’t.” And with that, she walked two miles home in the rain, vowing never to see him again.

*_*_*_*

Marcus didn’t remember much about the moment he got shot.  One minute, he and his boys were posted up at Garfield Park, waiting for the Strikers to roll through—guns ready, hearts numb. The next, the night exploded in gunfire, shouts, chaos. He felt the heat of the bullets whizzing past his ears, the ground shaking beneath his feet as tires screeched away.  

Then came the familiar burning pain of being shot, having experienced it twice before, but in the lower extremities, from poor shooters and ricocheting bullets.  However, this time the projectile of death hit him in the side, tearing through him like a blade made of fire. The world blurred and then faded.  

He remembered his boys panicking, dragging him into the car, shoving weapons under the seats, tossing their bloody hoodies out the window before speeding off toward the hospital. Then—darkness.  And in that darkness, time shattered.  

They always said your life flashes before your eyes in the moment before death. Marcus never believed that. But now, as his breath shallowed, as his body went cold, as his heartbeat thundered in his ears, the prophecy unfolded. But first came the rage—raw, burning, untamed.  

That Striker—the one who pulled the trigger. He saw his face, twisted in a snarl, the muzzle flash lighting up the darkness. He wanted revenge. He swore it. He promised himself he’d get back up, heal up, and spill blood in return. Then, just as quickly, the rage melted away—replaced by something else. Something ugly and hollow.  Pride.  

Death? What was death? He wasn’t afraid. He was Ghost. He’d seen homies go out bloody before. He’d carried Michael’s lifeless body into the house. He’d watched men bleed out in alleys, staring at the sky as if they saw something no one else could. This was the cost of the life, and he was ready to pay.  

He’d die like a soldier.  

He’d die hard.  

But then there was a shift in Marcus’ paradigm.  A crack in vaudeville act of intrepidity. It was a terrible, soul-ripping realization. His boys weren’t here anymore. He was alone. Now, he could be honest.  

The truth came in a flood, crashing into him with the force of a tidal wave. The bravado collapsed. His lungs shook with the urge to scream, but the sound never came. He wanted to cry, to weep like a child, but the tears wouldn’t fall.  Momma.  He wanted his momma.  He wanted her hands on his face, her voice whispering “It’s gonna be okay, baby.”

He wanted to bury himself in her arms like he had when he was five and scraped his knee. He wanted her to hold him like she did the night his father was killed, when he lay on her lap, silent, as her tears soaked his face. But most of all, Marcus wanted to tell Lena he was sorry.

Sorry for the first time he played hooky, skipping school with Michael to hang out at the park, where they smoked cigarettes and laughed at the idea of getting caught. 

Sorry for the way she cried when the school called, disappointment heavy in her voice as she asked, “Marcus, is this who you’re gonna be?”  

Sorry for the first time he smoked weed, how he let his brother’s friends pressure him, passing the blunt around like a badge of honor. How he stumbled home later that night, red-eyed and paranoid, only to have his mother take one look at him and whisper, “You really think I don’t know?”  

Sorry for the time he stole money from her pocketbook—a few crumpled bills meant for rent—so he could buy more weed. How she had to shamelessly beg the landlord for an extension that month. He remembered how she blamed herself for being short, thinking she miscounted. How he stood there, silent, letting her believe the lie.  

Sorry for the time he helped Michael rob that grocery store, standing outside as the lookout, heart hammering in his chest. How he told himself it wasn’t really his crime that was being committed. Rationalizing that because he never stepped inside, never touched a gun, never forced that terrified cashier to empty the register, he couldn’t be culpable for anything Michael did. 

This was the same street level lawyer rationalization that had so many of his friends rotting away in prison after being arrested. The judge would look at them with incredulity as they openly confessed that they were “only the look out, your Honor.” That’s when the reality of the meaning behind “Having the book thrown at them” made them lose bladder control.

It’s amazing to watch hard thugs go weak in the knees when the list of charges:

Accessory or Aiding and Abetting: This charge applies if the lookout helped plan or execute the robbery.

Conspiracy: If the lookout agreed with others to commit the robbery, they could be charged with conspiracy.

Robbery: Even as a lookout, they might still be charged with robbery if they were part of the overall crime.

Obstruction of Justice: If the lookout tried to hinder the investigation or prosecution of the robbery.

Possession of Stolen Property: If they knowingly possessed items taken during the robbery.

But Marcus knew what Michael was doing. And when his mother asked where the extra money came from, he lied. He told her he found it in the street. He even went so far as to describe the brown paper bag it was in and how he managed to spot it on the side of a garbage can in the dark. He sounded so earnest in his description she began to lose her doubts.

But when she hesitated, skeptical, he shoved half of it into her hands and said, _”For the rent.”_  

She had smiled at him then, proud that her son had done something good. And that smile? It haunted him. Now, as the blackness crept deeper, as his heartbeat slowed, as his soul stood at the precipice of eternity, all he wanted was to tell her the truth. However, it was too late.

Out of all the emotions he was experiencing in that microsecond, none was as profound as the next feeling. It was a deeper one. Fear. Not fear of dying. It was the fear of what came next. 
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The name slammed into him like a hammer. The name he spent years running from. The name he mocked, dismissed, tossed aside like an old relic.  But now—he was about to meet Him.  

Every sermon, every Bible verse, every warning from his mother came rushing back in a tangled mess of words and voices.  

“God sees everything, baby.”  

“The wages of sin is death.”  

“There is a way that seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death.”_  

Oh, God. He wasn’t ready. His chest tightened.  His mind spun. He needed more time.  He needed one more chance.  

“Please,” he begged in silence, his lips unable to move. “I swear I’ll change. I swear it. Just give me another shot. Please, God. Please.”  

But the blackness only grew thicker. Colder.  His mother’s voice was the last thing he heard, her words echoing in his fading mind.  

“Please, baby. Don’t waste this second chance.”_  

And then—nothing. The steady beep-beep-beep of the heart monitor pulled Marcus back from the void. His eyelids felt like they weighed a hundred pounds, but when he finally forced them open, the first thing he saw was Lena.  

She was praying, her hands clutched together so tightly her knuckles turned white. Tears stained her cheeks, and her lips moved silently, pleading with a God Marcus wasn’t sure had ever really listened.  Standing next to her was the last person he expected to see...Rico.  

Marcus frowned. The last time he’d seen Rico, the man had been just another soldier in the trenches, running the streets with the 8th Avenue Boys. But now—he was different. Instead of tattooed arms gripping a pistol, Rico’s hands held a Bible. Instead of the cold stare of a killer, his eyes held something Marcus didn’t recognize. Peace.  

Marcus scoffed, shifting in the hospital bed despite the ache in his side. 

“Man, what are you doing here?”  

“Came to talk, bro.”  

Marcus rolled his eyes. 

“Ain’t nothing to talk about.”  

Lena’s voice was tight with emotion. 

“Baby, please. Just listen.”  

Rico pulled up a chair beside Marcus’s hospital bed, his movements slow, deliberate. He folded his arms and leaned forward; his eyes fixed on Marcus like he could see straight through him. The silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken words, but Marcus wasn’t in the mood. He shifted against the pillows and let out a low grunt.  

“Like I said, ain’t nothing to talk about,” Marcus muttered, turning his head toward the window. 

The sun was too damn bright, and he hated how weak he felt, lying there, trapped. Rico didn’t flinch.

He just exhaled through his nose, nodded to himself, and then said, “You got any idea what today is?” 

Marcus scoffed, rolling his eyes. “I know I’m fucked up, but I ain’t that fucked up. It’s Monday.”  

Rico tilted his head and said, “Nah, man. It’s Friday.”  

Marcus frowned, his gaze snapping back to Rico. 

“Friday?”  

“Yeah, you been out for five days.”

Rico let that sink in for a second. 

“You know how many people in your condition don’t wake up after that long?”  

Marcus didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. The number didn’t matter. He was still here. That’s what counted, right?  

Rico leaned in asking, “You ever think about that second bullet?” 

Marcus tensed up and asked, “What are you about? I was only shot once in my side.” 

“That’s the one that registered on your brain before it went into shock. The second bullet lodged a millimeter from your spinal cord.”

Rico tapped his own back, right at the spot. 

“A millimeter, man. You should be in a wheelchair at best. Dead at worst.”  

Marcus swallowed hard, but he kept his face blank. 

“Guess I got lucky.”  

Rico shook his head and said, “That ain’t luck. That’s a warning.”  

Marcus looked away again, jaw tightening.  

“Who you think was responsible?” Rico’s voice was calm, steady. “Who you think kept you here when you should’ve been gone?”  

Marcus had no answer. He didn’t know. Or maybe, deep down, he did.

Rico took a deep breath. 

“Look, Marcus...I been where you at. Same bed, different hospital. I know what it’s like to wake up wondering if you even gonna make it to next week.”  

Marcus turned his head toward the window, watching the streetlights flicker outside. 

“You don’t know nothing about me, man.” 

“I know more than you think.” Rico leaned forward. “I was you, bro. A soldier in the 8th  Avenue Boys. Thought I was untouchable. But you know what? God had other plans.” 

Marcus laughed bitterly. 

“God? Man, if He cared so much, He wouldn’t’ve let my brother get gunned down in front of me.”  

Lena flinched, pain flashing across her face.  

Rico exhaled.

“I used to think like that, too. Thought the streets was all I had. But then I met someone who told me differently. He showed me that God don’t let bad things happen—we do. We make the choices, Marcus. And now God’s giving you one.” 

Marcus shook his head, frustration bubbling in his chest. 

“Man, there ain’t no way out for people like me.”  

Rico’s eyes darkened with conviction. 

“That’s a lie,” he barked, pointing to himself. “Look at me, Marcus. I was knee-deep in the same life, and now? I’m free. You ever heard of Nicky Cruz? OG gangbanger from New York. Changed his whole life when he met God. Or what about John Turnipseed? Ran the streets in Minnesota, and now he’s saving lives. If they can change, why can’t you?”  

Marcus didn’t answer. Rico stood up, his gaze never leaving Marcus’s. 

“You wanna know how I know God’s calling you?”

“How, man?”

“Because outta all the places I could be right now, I’m standing right here, by your bedside.”  

Marcus shivered. He remembered the dream—the way his grandmother’s voice had echoed, warning him, pleading with him to change before it was too late.  

Lena reached for her son’s hand. 

“Please, baby. Don’t waste this second chance.”  

Marcus clenched his jaw, his pride warring with something deeper inside him.  

And then—a knock on the door resounded throughout the room like a reprieve.  

The energy in the room shifted when everyone turned and saw four of his gang members standing in the doorway.  They were grinning, wearing that same old confidence—the kind that said nothing could touch them.  

“Yo, Ghost,” one of them smirked. “You back, bro. We thought we lost you.”  

Marcus looked at his mother. At Rico.  Then he looked at his gang.  He didn’t realize that he was standing at a spiritual crossroads.  His old life in the doorway. His new life in the chair beside him. He swallowed hard, then turned to Lena and Rico. 

“Y’all should go. I need a minute with my boys.”  

Lena’s face fell. 

“Marcus, no—”  

“Ma. Please.”  

Rico’s eyes held something sad, something knowing. He nodded slowly. 

“I’ma keep praying for you, Marcus.”  

Marcus looked away, ashamed for a reason he couldn’t explain.  As they walked out, he heard his mother’s quiet sobs, and for a moment, just a moment, he almost called her back.  

But then his gang brothers laughed, clapped him on the shoulder, and the feeling passed.

*_*_*_*

Something Rico said that day in the hospital stuck with Marcus. Or maybe it was the constant lifting up of prayers from his mother. The whispered pleas to God as she sat beside his bed, rubbing circles into his hand to pull him away from the edge. Either way, when Marcus was finally released from the hospital a few days later, something had clicked in his spirit.  

At first, he wasn’t sure what it was. He just knew he didn’t want to be outside. Didn’t want to see his boys. Didn’t want to hear the hum of the streets, the same streets that had nearly swallowed him whole.  

He spent the next month holed up in the apartment, moving slowly as he recovered. He told his gang that his wounds weren’t healing right, that he wasn’t strong enough to be back outside. They bought the excuse—for a while.  

Lena saw the change. She didn’t push, didn’t overwhelm him with more scripture or desperate pleading. She just let it happen, watching with quiet hope as Marcus chose, day after day, to stay home. But she knew time was running out. The gang wouldn’t wait forever.  

One evening, she sat beside him at the kitchen table, a plate of untouched food in front of him, her voice gentle but firm. 

“Marcus, you can’t stay here. You know that.”  

He nodded but said nothing.  

“They’ll keep coming for you. And one day, you won’t be able to say no.”  

He looked up then, his jaw tight. 

“I don’t got nowhere to go, Ma.”  

A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips

“Yes, you do.” 

She told him about the town of Sumter, South Carolina, where she grew up. She told him about his Aunt Carolyn and his cousins who chose to stay in the south. Finally she told him about the huge auto dealership his uncles owned, and how there was a job waiting for him. She showed him a fresh start, the open arms, most importantly, a way out of the murder capital of the world.  

He wanted to say no. He wanted to ignore the pull in his chest, the small voice in his head whispering that maybe—just maybe—this was the chance he had prayed for. But for once, Marcus didn’t fight it.  

Two days later, with a bus ticket in hand, he stood in the living room, staring at the suitcase at his feet.  Lena stood beside him, eyes glassy with unshed tears. 

“This is your chance, baby,” she said softly. “Take it.”  

And for the first time in a long time, Marcus believed she was right.

One hour later, Marcus was waiting at the Greyhound station, a bus ticket to South Carolina clutched in his hand. He had done what Lena and Rico asked. He has packed his bags. He was ready to leave the city and start over.

Then a car pulls up. His boys jump out, breathless with excitement. 

“We found them, bro! The last Strikers—they’re hiding out, easy pickings. It’s payback time.”

Marcus hesitated. He looked down at the bus ticket. His fingers tightened around it. This was his way out. This was his second chance. Then the old instincts kicked in. His heart beat faster. His hands itched for the cold steel of a gun. The streets called him one last time. He dropped his suitcase in the trunk and picked up his gun.

However, the Strikers had an ambush plan of their own. It was formed when they heard that the infamous Ghost was about to leave town for good. The ambush  happened as he’s reaching for the door handle. A van screeched around the corner; gun barrels flashed from the windows.

Bullets ripped through the night. Marcus barely had time to react before the world exploded in gunfire. The last thing he saw was his boys falling around him, their bodies crumpling like rag dolls. A woman let’s out a horrific, soul piercing scream and then—darkness.

When Marcus opened his eyes, he was not on the streets. He was lying face down on the ground, unable to move. Slowly, he raised his head, blinking in the blinding glow before him. He saw feet—sandaled, strong, and standing on ground the color of
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