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“What, Ashli, damn! Why is your ass calling me at four in the damn morning?” I shouted into the phone.

“Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling you all night!”

“That’s not answering my question,” I said, gritting my teeth.  

“So, you’re not going to tell me where you’ve been?”

“Girl, you got two seconds before I hang up this damn phone,” I warned.

“Okay, Trey, damn!” Her tone was high-pitched, laced with defensiveness. “I was calling you to let you know I went into labor. I’m at the hospital.” 

She paused, waiting for me to speak. I stayed quiet, and she let out a sharp, exasperated hiss through her teeth. “It’s a boy, Trey. He was born at 2:30 this morning.”

“Congrats, Ashli. Now stop calling my line.” I readied myself to push the end button when her voice boomed through the receiver.

“Congrats! That’s all you gon’ say to me?”

My eyebrows furrowed together tighter than they already were. “What am I supposed to say?”

“How about... how are you and the baby doing? Or I’ll come by to see you later. Damn, you could have at least asked what the baby’s name is. You act like you don’t even care.”

“I’m not acting!”

“Damn! What the hell is your problem, Trey?”

“You are my problem! Calling me at four in the damn morning. We are not together, and most importantly, little man isn’t mine! So, stay off my damn line!” I yelled before ending the call. Tossing my phone to the other side of the bed, I rolled over, quickly finding my sleep where I left it.

Not even two hours later, my alarm clock blared to life, waking me from my slumber. Glaring at the clock as it shrieked from my dresser, I mentally kicked myself in the ass for not leaving it on the nightstand. The only way to hit the snooze button was to get up and turn off the alarm, knowing full well that once my feet touch the floor, there’s no going back.

The life of a construction worker is hard on the body. Long hours, high-pressure deadlines, and physically draining, but I love it. Thankfully, the job site was a ten-minute drive from my house, giving me time to freshen up with a hot shower and cook a meal.

After my shower, I threw on my usual work clothes. Blue jeans and a white polo shirt, then headed to the kitchen. Grabbing the remote from the counter, I flipped on the morning news. I needed to know what type of world I was stepping into today. 

My phone vibrated against the counter. Remembering the phone call from earlier, I checked the caller ID before I answered and smiled at the name that flashed. Elijah, a childhood friend I hadn’t spoken to in months.

“Elijah, man! What’s good?” 

“Aye, man, life is good. What’s up with you? How you been?”

“I can’t complain. About to head out to work in a few. You back in town?” I asked, flipping my sausage.

“You know it!”

“I figured. I only hear from you when you’re in town. How long you staying for?”

“A few weeks or so. Ma isn’t feeling too good lately. I figured I got the time, so I might as well come down and help her out, know what I mean?”

“Yeah, man. I hear ya.” My eyebrow raised at the mention of his mom not feeling well. “Ain’t nothin’ serious, I hope.” I poured my eggs into the frying pan and quickly buttered my waffles after they popped up from the toaster.

“Naw, man... She’ll be okay. Nothing serious. That woman got too much fight in her to be down long.” He laughed.

My eyes rolled toward the heavens as I breathed a slow sigh of relief, grateful that she was okay. “I know that’s right. Mama T don’t mess around about anything. I need to stop by there before she hunts me down again and beats my ass for letting too many days pass since my last visit. It’s been about a week or so since I last saw her.”

“Yeah, you better get your ass over there!” Elijah laughed. “She told me you’ve been checking up on her. Thanks for looking out for her, man.”

Opening the fridge, I pulled out the carton of orange juice and poured myself a glass. “You don’t have to thank me, we fam.”

“Well, listen. I’m not trying to hold you up. I know you’re about to head out. You want to meet up later on this evening? Catch up?”

“Yeah, that would be cool. Where at?”

“... What about Bob’s Pit Stop?”

“Dawg, Bob’s Pit Stop?” I haven’t been there in a minute. Hell yeah! I get off at five. How about I meet you there at six thirty? That would give me enough time to get home and freshen up before I step out.

“Sounds like a plan, Bruh.”

“Alright, man. I’ll catch you later.”

“Bet,” Elijah said before disconnecting the call.

As my eyes caught sight of the time, I hastily stuffed a forkful into my mouth. I had fifteen minutes before I had to be at work. I quickly devoured my remaining food, shut off the TV, and grabbed my keys and wallet from the counter. Sitting right next to them was my can of Axe body spray, always parked there for a last-second spritz. I paused to give myself a quick spray before heading out. I believe in smelling good every time I step out of the house. Work was no different.

I stuffed my feet into my tan work boots and opened the front door to find Gregory, Ashli’s brother, standing there. His scowling face let me know we had a problem before we even exchanged words. 

I shook my head, “Greg, man. This is not the time. I’m heading to work, and I don’t have time for whatever shit you’re about to start right now.” 

I turned my back to him as I locked my house door. In case he felt like getting physical, I studied his reflection in the door's window.

Greg inhaled deeply, running his hand across his shiny bald head, then finger-combed his beard with the same swipe. “I ain’t trying to start no trouble with you, man. Ashli asked me to come talk to you. Why you ain’t checkin’ on your son man?”

“Simple.” Turning around, I walked around him towards my black 2023 Toyota Tundra parked in the driveway. “That’s not my son.” I pressed the unlock button on the key fob.

“Whatchu mean that ain’t your son?” He shouted.

“What do you mean, ‘what I mean’? How many other ways can I say it, dawg? That ain’t my seed.” 

Opening the truck door, I hopped into the driver’s seat, closing the door behind me as I started the truck and rolled down the window.

“Come on, man. Y'all broke up when Ashli was pregnant. Y'all were together for two years.” His voice took a higher tone.

“That doesn’t mean it’s mine. Her pregnancy is not the only reason we broke up.” I sighed. “Listen, man. I appreciate what you’re doing for your sister and all, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“Yo, so what are you trying to say? My sister’s a hoe?”

“That’s something you have to talk to her about.” I shrugged. “Now get the fuck off my property.” I nodded before rolling up the window and pulling off. 

I glanced at him from my rearview mirror as I drove away from my house. Gregory pulled out his phone, making a call as he walked towards his car.

I couldn’t really fault the guy for fulfilling his brotherly duties. I would do the same thing for my sister if I had one. Only I know the truth, and Ashli does too. This game she is playing is going to make not only her look bad, but also everyone on her side. I’m curious to see how dirty she is going to play. 
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I stepped out of my sandstone-metallic 2021 Cadillac Escalade, taking a deep breath as I shut the door. The cool evening air filled my lungs as I admired my truck, dusting some dirt from the door. This is my off-duty whip, so I made sure it stayed clean. My muscles were throbbing from a full day’s work at the construction site. That’s one reason I loved that job. It kept me in shape.

As I walked into the restaurant, I couldn’t help but notice the way people turned their heads to catch a glimpse of me. I wasn’t conceited, but I will admit that sometimes I appreciated the attention. 

Growing up as an overweight kid, I struggled with body image, but now I take pride in my transformation. I had my black hair braided into two cornrows, a fade on the sides, and a trimmed, thin beard. My outfit consisted of black jeans and a gray tapered fit shirt that accentuated my muscles.

Sucking in a lung full of air, I inhaled the smoky, mouthwatering smell of barbecue. It instantly brought up memories of Elijah and me coming here after school every day. That was part of the reason weight was an issue for me. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t give up the pit. The food here is addictive. My stomach rumbled at the thought of how good my food was going to be tonight.

I scanned the not-so-crowded restaurant and spotted Elijah sitting at our usual table. I made my way to him. “Whose ass you kicked to get this table?” I teased, holding out my hand to him.

“A couple of old ass men!” He laughed, rising up to give me a pound-hug. “It’s good seeing you again, man. It’s been too long since I laid eyes on you,” he said, lowering himself back into his seat.

“I know, Bruh. It’s been what... a little more than a year, right?” I slid into the booth. “What’s good with you? How’s life in Oregon?”

“Slow as hell. Nothing compared to Cali, man.”

“I bet. How’s Chanel doing? She still putting up with your bullshit?” I laughed.

“Hahaha.” Elijah laughed as the waiter set two glasses of beer on the table.

“Your orders will be out soon,” the waiter said before walking away.

“Aye, man, I hope you don’t mind, I already put in our orders.” He patted his stomach. “A nigga over here starving.”

“What did-”

“You don’t even have to ask. Pork ribs and chicken, with all the trimmings.”

“Naw, man! I can’t eat that shit. I’m a vegetarian now.”

Elijah’s smile evaporated, his face contorting into a mix of disappointment. He then leaned over, hitting my shoulder, laughing. “Get the hell out of here. Ain’t no vegetarian gon’ agree to meet at the Pit.”

“So, what’s up?” I asked, laughing at my weak attempt at a joke.

“Yeah, as I was saying.” Elijah reached for his glass and brought it to his mouth. “I popped the question.” He took a sip, trying to mask his smile.

I gasped, “Get the hell outta here! Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack,” he nodded, “She’s the one, man.”

“Well... I’m happy for you, dawg. Congratulations.”

“Thanks, man, I appreciate it. And I’d appreciate it even more if you’d be my best man.”

I’m not an emotional nigga, but this man right here was my brother. We’ve known each other since third grade, and we’ve been through a lot together. I never thought I’d see the day when he would find a woman to tame the beast that loved living the single life.

“Man,” I smiled as I stood up, arms open wide. Elijah stood up with me as we hugged, giving each other a smack on the back. “Hell yeah! You don’t even have to ask, man. Congratulations!” 

Elijah sat back down. “Thanks, man. So... what’s been up with you? How’s Ashli? Any plans on putting a ring on her finger?”

“Naw. That chapter been closed for what... eight months now.” I said, waving my hand. 

“Damn man. I’m sorry to hear that. That was like the longest relationship you’ve ever been in.”

“Shit, who you tellin’. To be honest, I was thinking about putting a ring on her finger, but she’ll never know that.”

“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It’s cool. She stepped out on me and found herself pregnant.”

Elijah looked as though the wind got knocked out of him. “Damn Bruh!” His head shook from side to side. “I’m sorry to hear that. I would’ve bet money y’all were the next Barack and Michelle.”

I huffed out a breath. “It’s cool, man. That’s life.”

Elijah nodded. “How did your moms take it?”

“Man, Ashli was like a daughter to her. She was angry, but moms know what’s up.” I shrugged. “Better for her to show her true colors now than after we said them vows, you feel me?” 

Elijah’s head bobbed in agreement. 

After an hour of good eating and even better conversation, we settled the bill and promised to catch up in the upcoming week. Elijah boxed up the rest of his meal and headed back to his mom’s place. 

Feeling the beer rushing through me, I made a quick trip to the restroom before heading out. Thank goodness today’s Friday, because I ate enough food to hibernate for a couple of days.

I walked out of Bob’s Pit Stop, sucking in the chilly night air as I stretched out the soreness in my muscles. As I walked around to the back parking lot, my guard was up at the sound of a man yelling. I kept my eyes peeled as I walked to my truck, trying to see where the commotion was coming from. Pulling out my keys, I hit the unlock button on the fob.

“Nooo!”

The sound of a woman’s voice caused me to stop in my tracks. My heart pounded in my chest as I listened.

“You love trying me, don’t you? You got me out here in these streets, looking for you. Get your ass in the car!” The man yelled.

“I’m not going anywhere with you, Erick! Get off of me!” The woman screamed through tears.

I continued to listen as I followed the voices. Walking through the mazes of cars caused me to realize how packed the parking lot was now compared to how it was when I first arrived.

“This what you want? You want to do this shit right here!” ... Smack.

Several cries followed what sounded like a hit.

“Don’t hit my mommy!”

“No!... Let me go! Please,” the woman sobbed.

“Fine! Then stay your ass here. But these my damn kids and they’re coming with me. Get back in the car, Jayce!”

“No! No! Let go of my baby!” The woman cried.

As I rounded a red suburban, I discovered a man bent down with his back turned towards me, attempting to pry a crying baby from a woman’s arm. I didn’t hesitate as I rushed him. I slid my elbow around his neck, choking him as I flipped him onto the concrete. I glanced at the woman as I took a protective stance in front of her, blocking her as she got up from the ground with the baby still in her arms.

“Come here, Jayce! Hurry!” I heard her say as she opened the car door for him. The baby she clung to wailed.

“This doesn’t concern you!” The man said as he stood, rubbing the pain out of his neck.

“The hell it don’t. When I see a woman being attacked, I make it my business.”

“Oh, so you try’na be captain save a hoe!” He shouted, taking a swing at me.

I blocked his punch before it could connect to my face, shoved his arm to the side as I punched him in the face, and gave him a quick jab in the gut. I backed up, creating some distance between us, allowing him the opportunity to regain his footing.

At a slow pace, he stood up, spat out blood, and sneered at me. “Am I supposed to be scared of you just because you landed a few good hits?”

“If you want, we can go another round. Otherwise, it’s time for you to kick rocks.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Clock out, take a hike, beat it, bounce nigga! How many other ways you need me to say it?” I stated, still on guard. I noticed him staring daggers at the woman behind me. “Naw, don’t look at her. Queen is staying right here. As long as I’m right here, you’re not finna touch her or them kids. Kick rocks, punk!” I nodded towards his car.  

“This ain’t over.” He sneered, walking to the driver's side of his black 90s-looking Toyota Camry. 

I circled around as I watched him, blocking the woman and child from him. He slammed the door shut, started the car, and burned rubber out of the parking lot.

I turned around to make sure the woman and children were okay. Each of their eyes red and puffy, the woman bounced the baby up and down in her arms, trying to soothe its cries. 

“Are you guys okay?”

She sniffed, “Yes. For now, at least. Thank you for helping us.” She looked at me for a second before her eyes wandered back to the parking lot, no doubt searching for that Camry. “W-We need to go. Come on, Jayce.” She said as she reached for his hand and walked past me.

My heart went out to her as I took her in. Her hair was in a messy bun. Fly away curls blowing in the wind. A baggy short-sleeved shirt hung from her body, adorned with skinny jeans. Thanks to us standing under a light in the parking lot, I could see her light brown skin painted with different colored bruises showing the hell she’s been through. Her slides dragged against the gravel as she walked away. She cradled the baby in her arms, covering it with a thin blanket. Its little arms flailed around while it cried. 

The child who clung to her hand wore blue pants and a short-sleeved shirt. It was almost 8pm, and none of them had on the appropriate clothing for this time of night.

I ran up a few steps to catch up with her. “Hold up, Miss!” I shouted, not wanting to touch her. I didn’t know what type of trauma she’d experienced. “Let me help you. I can take you where you want to go.”

“No, thank you. We’ll be fine. You’ve done enough. Really.”

“Miss, it’s damn near 8pm. It’s chilly out here, and neither one of you has on a jacket. You have no purse, and you’re carrying a newborn baby with no baby bag on you. Please. Just let me help you.” I pleaded. 

She looked around again, contemplating her choices.

Jayce tugged on her arm. “I’m still hungry, mommy.”

The woman looked at me and sighed. “I don’t have nowhere to go.” She cried. “... and I don’t have any money.” She admitted, turning her gaze to the child clinging to her leg. 

“Come with me. I’ll get you some food and put you up in a hotel for a few nights. Would that be okay?”

She nodded, “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Come on, my truck is this way.”

She grabbed Jayce’s hand and followed me. “My name is Meghan, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Meghan. I’m Trey.”

“My name is Jayce!”

I smiled down at the little boy. “Nice to meet you, lil man. How old are you?”

“Four,” he stated proudly. “... and that’s my little sister Ariel, just like on The Little Mermaid.” He said, pointing up to the baby in his mother’s arms.

“I see! Is that your favorite cartoon?” I asked, intrigued by how comfortable he was with me after what he just witnessed.

“No. It’s my mommy’s. I like Cars.”

Meghan ran her fingers through Jayce’s messy hair. “That’s enough, sweetheart.”  

I pressed the unlock button on my key fob and went to open the back passenger door for Jayce. Meghan helped him in, then slid in after him. I closed the door and went around to the driver’s seat. I peeked at Meghan from the rearview mirror and noticed her still searching the parking lot.

“What would you like to eat?” I asked, hopping into the driver's seat. 

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not picky.” She said, helping Jayce with his seatbelt.

“McDonald’s!” Jayce shouted.

“Shush. Not so loud.” His mother whispered.

“McDonald's it is.”

*****
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After filling their bellies with food. I pulled up to Target and helped Meghan gather up all the trash and crumbs that had accumulated in the back seat. Meghan had begged to eat in the car. As much as I wanted to say no, I knew she still felt unsafe, and right now, her safety was my number one concern.

“What are we doing at Target? I thought you were taking us to a hotel?” She asked, handing me the last bit of trash.

“I am. But I’m about to help you out with some necessities first.” I grabbed the bag full of trash from her and twisted back around in my seat. My eyes found hers in the rearview mirror. She held a look of shock.

“Necessities.” She shook her head. “Please don’t. You have done so much for us already. You don’t have to do this.”

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to. There is a difference. I’m not about to let you go without the proper necessities needed to take care of yourself and your children. What kind of man would I be if I did that?”

She looked out the window and mumbled, “The type of man I’ve been running from.”

I pretended I didn’t hear her. I felt that if she wanted me to hear, she would have said it louder. Opening the car door, I stepped out. “Come on. Either you come with me, or I shop myself. It’ll be much easier if you come with me.” I smirked.

She tried to hide her smile as she unbuckled Jayce. Opening the back door, I helped them out of the truck and gestured for her to lead the way. 

“Thank you,” she smiled, as I followed behind her.

Two hours later, we emerged from the store with two loaded carts. Inside, there was a wide range of items, from travel systems and baby essentials to suitcases, clothes, shoes, snacks, and a few toys for Jayce. I had noticed that Meghan’s behavior had changed. While she remained vigilant, I noticed her constant need to check her surroundings every two to three minutes had subsided.

I was glad that she was feeling safer with me. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about her well-being once I dropped her off. Surprisingly, Jayce warmed up to me quickly. By the time we left, I pretty much knew all his likes and dislikes.

I pulled up to Comfort Inn and Suites and turned off the engine. All three of them were asleep. Leaning back in my chair, I sighed while gazing out the window. I hated that I had to wake them up, but I knew the sooner I could get them in there, the sooner they could get a restful slumber. Glancing at Meghan in the rearview mirror, I wished I could do more for her. No woman deserves to be treated the way she is.

“Meghan...” She stirred a little. “Meghan,” I called out softly.

“Hmm....” She hummed.

“We’re here. You want me to run in and get the room for you, or did you want to go in with me?”

She yawned, then looked at her sleeping babies. “We’ll go in with you.”

“Alright, I
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