

    
        
          Set Adrift

        

        
        
          D.L. Drummond

        

        
          Published by D.L. Drummond, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SET ADRIFT

    

    
      First edition. July 25, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 D.L. Drummond.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1964588049

    

    
    
      Written by D.L. Drummond.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


[image: A bunch of cat tails

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Set Adrift

D.L. Drummond

Copyright © 2025 by D.L. Drummond

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

No AI training permitted.

1st edition 2025

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025902090

ISBN 978-1-964588-04-9 (ebook)

DMB Publishing

www.letmetellyousomestories.com

Acknowledgements

To my baby sister, who will never read this novel but whose strength and courage inspired me to write every word of it. 

I love you, Michelle, and I miss you.

Contents

~Prologue~

~1~

~2~

~3~

~4~

~5~

~6~

~7~

~8~

~9~

~10~

~11~

~12~

~13~

~14~

~15~

~16~

~17~

~18~

~19~

~20~

~21~

~22~

~23~

~24~

~25~

~26~

~27~

~28~

~29~

~30~

~Epilogue~

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: A bunch of cat tails

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]~Prologue~


[image: ]


“Well, that was...underwhelming.”

I make that unflattering pronouncement as soon as he rolls away from me. The beginning of his breathless, self-satisfied smile collapses into a startled frown. I’m not interested in soothing his bruised ego, however. He doesn’t realize I’ve done his ass a favor with my brutal candor. Marcus Pettyfer is a very well-endowed man, but he has no idea what to do with the impressive tools he’s been gifted. His stroke game needs serious work.

Without another word, I scoot from the bed to snag my bra, panties and blouse from the polished hardwood. I can feel his intense stare on my naked back as I wiggle back into my underwear and shrug into my top and finally smooth my clothes back into pristine order. He doesn’t say a word until I’m fully dressed, and I’ve sat down on the edge of the bed to slip on my high heels. When he grunts my name, I spare him a cursory glance, just long enough to note his narrowed eyes which are filled with irritation.

“What’s up with you? I thought you had a good time tonight.”

“I did,” I reply, shifting to my feet, “To a point.”

Surprisingly, he appears mildly intrigued by my tacit implication that he left me unsatisfied. Rather than being insulted, he stacks his hands behind his head and sweeps me from head to toe with a speculative once-over. Truthfully, it was that deliciously wicked look that had compelled me to take his ass to bed in the first place.

“We can try other things if that’s what you’re into. I’m down for whatever.”

I have to admire the sheer confidence he exudes even after that disastrous performance. His swagger is unmatched and an undisputed turn-on. He had caught my undivided attention one afternoon when he approached me after I’d concluded a business lunch with a few of my colleagues and offered to buy me a drink. Most men lacked that sort of boldness in this day of dating app hook-ups.

Then again, Marcus had reason to be bold. He was a cultured, well-educated, incredibly good-looking, financially successful young Black male which, in my experience, sometimes felt like stumbling across a mythical unicorn. His rarity hadn’t caused me to relax my guard though. I had been playing the dating game long enough to suspect that he wasn’t without some fatal flaw. That afternoon though, he had been charming and captivating with his rich baritone and dazzlingly white smile, and I wasn’t averse to having someone pay my drink tab. 

Several dates followed that first drink.

After three days of torrid make-outs and dirty talk, I was ready to find out if Marcus Pettyfer could make good on all his lurid promises to be the “best sex of my life.” Of course, I had good reason to doubt the veracity of his claims. While he was a sinfully skilled kisser and could do marvelous things with his tongue, I also knew that men who touted themselves as God’s gift were usually anything but in bed. But he had successfully piqued and held my interest outside of the bedroom. So, I had high hopes for what was to come.

That was my first mistake.

The evening started off promising enough with his face between my legs putting that beautifully artful tongue to work but, by the time I was pinned between his heaving body and the mattress, my $350 Coach skirt bunched around my waist as he bucked against me wildly like a bull in heat, I knew I’d reached my orgasm quota for the night. I have no idea why men seem to think the jackhammer method is appealing. Probably too much porn. 

Regardless, I could have gotten more satisfaction using my own fingers and a silicone toy. Though I hadn’t been looking for anything long-term, I had thought we’d enjoy one another for a few weeks at least. Clearly, I set my expectations too high. We’re definitely done here.

I check my reflection in the mirror above his bed. Despite all the activity from the evening, my wig has remained perfectly laid. My makeup isn’t even smeared. I look as freshly put together as I did when I left my condo earlier that night. Then again, I wasn’t expecting to look like a wreck anyway. I didn’t even break a sweat tonight. 

After taking a minute to refresh my lipstick and gloss, I drop my makeup back into my tiny Coach bag, snap it closed and then turn to face him. “It’s been a lovely evening, Marcus, but I’m going to pass on your generous offer,” I tell him, “Thank you for dinner. I’ll see myself out now.”

He shifts upright, looking genuinely surprised. “Wait! Are you seriously leaving?”

“You seem shocked,” I note with my own measure of surprise.

“It’s almost one o’clock in the morning, Nicole,” he says, “You can stay. The night doesn’t have to end now.”

I flash him a bright, artificial smile. “No thanks.”

“Am I even going to see you again?”

“Not likely.”

As if on cue, his demeanor shifts from confused and cajoling to hostile and angry. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a real bitch?”

“Multiple times actually. I take pride in it. Have a good night. Keep working on that stroke game, my guy. You need the practice, but not with me.”

He’s still cursing me out when I flounce through his front door and pull it closed behind me, but I don’t even spare him a backwards glance. By the time I pull out of his driveway, I’m not even thinking about him anymore. I’m yearning for the comfort of my favorite satin pajama set and my pillowtop mattress. It’s a thirty-minute drive back to my condo which is two townships over, and because music seems like a perfect way to pass the time, I reach for my cell phone to scroll through my Apple Music selection, splitting my attention between the darkened road ahead and my cell screen.

Normally, I try to stay off my cell phone while driving, but it’s late enough that there are relatively few cars on the road. Given the abandoned residential streets, I’m not particularly worried about bending Michigan’s recent law banning cell phone usage while driving. The police don’t usually haunt the ritzier neighborhoods at this time of night. Besides, it’s so late that the statistical probability of colliding with another vehicle is practically nil. I’m literally the only car out here right now. Oncoming traffic is not a concern, which leads to my second mistake.

In hindsight, I probably should have considered the deer.
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Life comes at you fast.

I’m not sure where I heard that slogan originally, but it’s true. One second, you’re on top of the world with a promising career as a project manager for a booming electronic company and in complete control of your own destiny and the next second, you’re flat on your back with limited mobility and dependent on your loved ones for simple, basic care. Time and unforeseen circumstances and all of that... But, what no one tells you is that “life” can come in the form of a 200-pound buck that leaps in front of your car from out of nowhere when you’re traveling at 50 miles per hour.

Technically, I don’t remember that detail. I’m told that, after the impact, I lost control of the wheel, and my vehicle crashed into a massive tree. Prior to that fortuitous event, the car flipped several times before coming to a stop in a crushed, smoking heap on the banks of one of Michigan’s numerous lakes. The tree was the only thing that kept me from careening into the frigid water.

I have no actual recollection of those horrifying last minutes, no haunting flashbacks filled with twisted metal and shattered glass. That part of the story has been recounted to me secondhand, usually in conjunction with expressing to me how “lucky” I am to be alive. Beyond that split second when I saw the buck’s massive antlers illuminated in my car’s headlights and waking up in the ICU with my hysterical and distraught mother praying over me, the details of the accident and everything in between are a merciful blank.

According to my mother’s account, my injuries were serious but not necessarily life-threatening. I suffered a fractured cheekbone and nose when the airbag deployed, a dislocated shoulder, and compressed fractures to both my legs when the front end of my car crumpled like paper mâché. Emergency personnel had to literally cut me from the mangled remains of my vehicle. I don’t remember any of that either.

But as horrific as those injuries sound, they were minor in comparison to what came next. The excruciating surgeries to fit the fragmented pieces of bone in my legs back together were the “fun” part. I do remember the pain. Snatches of recollection are filled with that indescribable agony. The severity of my injuries is what eventually led to secondary complications.

My body was broken in multiple ways, but it was the severe pneumonia that I developed four days into my hospitalization that nearly killed me. I spent three weeks in the medical ICU being pumped full of an unholy amount of antibiotics with a breathing tube shoved into my lungs. I’m told I was strapped to the bed and kept in a medically induced coma so that I wouldn’t inadvertently yank out the various tubes that had been snaked into my body.

When I finally woke up from that hell, I couldn’t even sit upright without assistance. Standing was an impossible feat, not only due to my injuries but because I physically did not have the strength. Four weeks of being completely bedbound was all it had taken to atrophy my muscles into total uselessness. I was discharged from the hospital in a wheelchair with strict instructions for limited weight bearing activities for an additional four weeks.

An inability to stand meant that I would require caregivers for the length of my recovery. My mother hadn’t even asked me what I wanted. She had simply packed some of my things from my condo and moved them into her home. Once I was discharged, she took me home with her. I’ve been staying in her house for the past two weeks now.

I couldn’t possibly ask for better care, but at the same time...she’s driving me crazy.

Currently, it’s 5 a.m. An ungodly hour in every known culture to mankind, yet I can hear her banging around in the kitchen like it’s a perfectly natural thing to be wide awake before the sun itself. The sweet aroma of frying bacon and freshly brewed coffee is already wafting throughout the house. Her Gospel music is on full blast, and she must be filled with the Holy Ghost because she’s in there belting out the lyrics at the top of her lungs. 

I stare up at the ceiling of my sister’s old bedroom (because my mother has converted my old room into makeshift storage for her obscene collection of fabrics) and pray for sweet relief in the form of a falling meteorite. This entire ordeal has been slow torture. I know I should be grateful. After all, I could have easily died in that accident. I almost did die, but it’s difficult to show appreciation for my second chance at life when everything I know has been upended. I’m trapped in an existence I don’t even recognize.

The mechanically adjustable, medical grade cot where I spend all of my restless nights is no comparison to the spacious, king-sized bed in the master bedroom suite of my condo. There is no flat screen TV, no plush divan with ornate, wood-carved pedestals and decorative fur throw, no spacious walk-in closet lined from floor to ceiling with designer heels, and no on-suite bath with deep, jetted tub and luxury, dual head shower. And there is definitely no privacy. Someone is always parading in and out of this room for one reason or another at all times of the day, but most often that person is my mother.

I love the woman dearly. She is the sweetest, most devout person I’ve ever known. I’m certain that I wouldn’t have survived this ordeal without her. My younger sister Sidney has assisted where she can in between her postgraduate classes and busy career as a graphic designer, but my mother has been my rock. Hers was the first face I saw when I opened my eyes after hospital personnel finally removed that hateful breathing tube. It was her voice that kept pulling me back whenever I was on the verge of slipping away. 

If I had died, I’m sure I would have taken her with me. Losing a second child in a single lifetime would have undoubtedly finished her off. She barely survived after we lost my brother. She credits her emotional recovery to God and her certainty that my brother is now our family’s guardian angel. She firmly believes he’s the reason I’m alive today. 

“He had his finger on you, baby girl,” she’d insisted tearfully after recounting just how close I had come to death that night. The single thing that had stood between me and a watery grave had been an ancient, gnarled willow tree. The neighborhood committee in that area had actually passed a resolution to have it chopped down. That tree had been slated for removal the very next morning. I can’t pretend to have even a tenth of her faith, but even I’m a believer after all that.

My mother is the most consistent presence in my life. I honestly don’t know what I would do without her. But we have very little in common. She doesn’t approve of my lifestyle, and I don’t approve of her disapproval.

A minute later, she pops her head into the bedroom, flooding the small space with harsh light from the hallway. “Nicki?” she whispers so loudly that I don’t know why she bothers whispering in the first place. “Nicki? Are you awake?”

I squint at the halo of light that surrounds her. “How can I not be awake?” I croak irritably, “You’re blasting that music so loud I’m surprised the entire neighborhood isn’t awake too!”

She smiles at me, her eyes crinkling at the corners. Though my mother’s curvaceous figure is plumper and softer than it had once been in her younger years, her dark, brown features are still relatively unlined and perfectly beautiful. She had her hair locked years ago. She prefers a more natural look to wigs and weaves and that suits her. 

I’ve always thought the premature white gray of her hair contrasted with her rich skin was beyond gorgeous. Even with her face bare, she’s a beaming vision. I doubt I could pull that glow off so effortlessly. And when she smiles like that, I can easily see why the boys used to chase her incessantly when she was a teenager. No wonder she ended up pregnant with me before she graduated high school. Now, she only smiles like that for the Lord.

“I can’t help it. When the Spirit moves me, I gotta surrender to it,” she says. I’m shaking my head in response to that and struggling to push myself into an upright position when she rushes over, her brow knit together in a fretful frown. “What is it? Do you need to go to the bathroom? Let me help you.”

Truthfully, all I wanted to do was shift. There’s a sore on my ass that throbs painfully if I lie in one position for too long. Yet another gift immobility brings. But I don’t want to talk about that open, oozing ulcer on my backside any more than I want to discuss my toileting habits.

You’d think after literal weeks of being manipulated, rolled over and wiped clean by various strangers and having to render an account for every piss and shit I took, I’d be used to the casual inquiries about my private bodily functions by now, but I’m not. Hot humiliation rises within me anew every single time. I’m nearly 30 years old. The indignity of needing another person to assist you with self-care and hygiene can’t be quantified. I die a little inside every time my mother has to wipe me down like a newborn.

“I don’t have to go,” I tell her.

“Are you sure?” she presses, “You haven’t gone since last night. Remember what the doctors in the hospital told you. Because you had that catheter for so long, it might make it difficult for you to tell when your bladder is full.”

“Do we have to have this conversation?” 

“You need to pee.”

“Fine!” I snap, motivated purely by the need to shut her up. “Just bring the chair close. I want to do it on my own.”

Predictably, she frowns and shakes her head over my demand. “The last time you tried that, you almost fell,” she reminds me, “Let me help you this time.”

“I don’t need help!” I bite out with more venom than I intended. She shrinks back, and I instantly feel like an ungrateful bitch for snapping at her. “I’ll never get the hang of doing it by myself if I don’t practice,” I sigh in a softer tone, “You can stand here and watch if you want.”

She does. And I hate that she does because the simple action of transferring my mostly flaccid weight from the bed to the wheelchair feels like a rigorous workout. My upper body strength is laughably pathetic. Even with the adjustments made to bring my bed level with my wheelchair, my arms still tremble violently with the effort it takes to lift and transfer my lower body. 

Beads of sweat form along my neatly braided hairline and dampen my back. My breath escapes me in heavy pants of exertion. This feels like cardio on steroids. In the end, Mama has to hold the chair steady just so I don’t topple it when I heave my mostly inert frame into the seat.

“You alright?” she asks when I slump in the chair.

She can see with her own eyes that I’m not. I’m drenched in sweat. My chest is burning with exertion, and I’m so exhausted that relieving myself in the wheelchair is actually a tempting prospect. Still, I huff sarcastically in answer, “Just wonderful.”

“We can take a break if you need it.”

My body is screaming, “Hell, yes!” I’m drained of any “juice” I might have possessed at the start of this ridiculous endeavor and all I’ve done so far is make a transfer. The thought of having to do it all over again just to move to the toilet fills me with dread.

There is an untouched bedside commode located on the opposite side of the bed, but I don’t even look at it. I can’t decide what’s more humiliating. Needing assistance just to urinate at all or still needing assistance and being forced to do so in what amounts to a glorified chamber pot. My pride will be affronted either way. Tears of humiliation burn in my throat. 

It’s impossible to grasp how drastically my life has changed and in such a short period of time. Eight weeks ago, I was a mobile, independent woman with a booming career, an active sex life, and the freedom to live on my own terms. Now, my future with my company is shaky. My interest in sex is nonexistent. And, to add insult to injury, I require my mother’s aid just to get out of bed in the morning! 

Life really does come at you fast.

Though I obstinately refuse to ask, my mother gives me a few seconds to catch my breath before she wheels me across the hall to the guest bathroom. She does so without me having to ask her, probably because she knows from past experience that I will throw a holy fit if she rolls me anywhere near that bedside abomination. But in the less obstinate part of my being, I recognize my insistence on using a traditional bathroom only makes things harder for her. 

There are no handrails to assist in my safe transfer from the wheelchair to the toilet. She’s left with no choice except to hoist me like a sack of potatoes from one seat to the other and back again. There are also no absorbent pads placed neatly on the floor in the event of an accident, which has happened more frequently than I care to admit.

I know all of this, and I hate myself a little for imposing on her further. She’s compassionately volunteered to be my primary caregiver despite having a full-time job and responsibilities of her own. I should make it easier for her. I want to make it easier for her because she deserves that much after everything that I’ve put her through. But I also want to feel normal. I want to do something normal...even if that normal thing is something as mundane as urinating in a flushable toilet.

Her concessions only go so far, however. While she relents in letting me pee where I want, she remains stubbornly posted like a sentry while I do my business. After two insufferable weeks of living with her, I know that no amount of whining, complaining or cursing will prompt her to leave me alone unsupervised. So, I don’t even bother with the rant. 

To her credit, Mama tries to lessen the awkwardness by making conversation in the interim. I wish she wouldn’t bother, (because who wants to have an entire conversation while they’re struggling to pee?). But I keep that golden nugget to myself because I know it will only make me look and sound like the ingrate I am.

“Guess what? I saw Regina Grandberry at that Meijer close to your condo when I picked up your prescription last week,” she mentions a little too casually. She eyes me speculatively as I finish up. “She didn’t know that you’d been in a car accident.”

A flurry of panic rises with the mention of that name for a myriad of reasons, but I cover it with a nonchalant shrug. “Why would she know? I told you Iyah and I don’t talk like that anymore. I hope you didn’t make me sound pathetic!”

“I didn’t tell her anything besides you had an accident and were recovering nicely.”

I slump forward with a relieved sigh. “Good.” The last thing I need is for Iyah Grandberry to know how far I’ve fallen from grace. Or, worse yet, know my struggles and possibly not care at all. I’m not sure which possibility devastates me more.

Mama rambles on, unaware of my internal agony. “...and then she did that fake thing that people do when they want to seem compassionate,” Mama snorts, “She lays her hand on my arm and says, ‘please let us know if Nicki needs anything. I’m available day or night.’ The nerve of that woman! That entire family is a bunch of phonies!”

I shrink inwardly at her open contempt. Her feelings about Regina Grandberry have been festering for years. Born, I suspect, from the fact Regina Grandberry often acted like a second mother to me growing up. When my own mother couldn’t afford to send me on a class trip to the state capital, Regina Grandberry had sponsored me. When I wanted to have my hair professionally done for class pictures, Regina Grandberry had paid for that as well. And when she had taken Iyah formal gown shopping for our senior prom, she had generously purchased my dress too. I think Mama has always been a little threatened by Regina’s ability to give me the things that she couldn’t.

My exceptional grades and sharp intellect had landed me in the expensive private school where Iyah and I had eventually become best friends, not my mother’s money. Though my mother harbors some guilt over that fact, as if my ability to attend that prestigious school due solely to an academic scholarship was a shortcoming, I’ve always taken an inordinate amount of pride in my accomplishments. Nothing worthwhile has ever been handed to me. I’ve had to fight for every bit of success I’ve enjoyed through grit and hard knocks, and my mother was the person who instilled in me that gut determination. There’s nothing Regina Grandberry could have given me that could ever compare to that.

But rather than telling my mother all of that, I say, “Don’t be that way. Mrs. Grandberry isn’t a phony. I’m sure she meant every word. She’s a good woman.”

Mama emits a small grunt full of distaste. “I can hardly tell by that daughter she raised! You know that Iyah always thought too much of herself! Hoity toity from day one! All that Hollywood fame has gone straight to her head,” she mutters, “I still can’t believe she didn’t even invite you to her wedding!”

“Please tell me you didn’t mention that to Mrs. Grandberry!” I burst out a little wildly.

She scoffs again. “Of course not! I’m not going to grovel to those people!”

I feel a little guilty for fueling this unfair disdain she has for the Grandberrys. They are one of the kindest, most generous families I’ve ever known. But when their only daughter and my former best friend got married in a lavish ceremony that hosted some notable celebrities among the guests, and I didn’t receive an invitation to the wedding, my mother automatically assumed the oversight had been an intentional snub sparked by Iyah’s rising fame in Hollywood circles. She had “gotten too big for her britches” as Mama liked to say. And I let her believe that misconception rather than telling her the truth. 

Iyah had invited me to her wedding. More than once. A month before the actual date, she had swallowed her pride and literally begged me to reconsider attending. Even at that late date, she had still been holding out hope that I would consent to being her maid of honor. But I’d remained steadfast in my refusal to attend. I thought perhaps that my adamant stance would finally snap her back into reality, that she would recognize the colossal mistake she was making and finally call off the ceremony. She didn’t. We had a terrible fight about it and haven’t spoken a word to one another since.

At the time, I’d felt justified in sticking to my convictions because I was certain that she was about to set herself up for a painful disaster. I was genuinely worried about her decision, especially because Iyah had a real propensity for making bad ones. Her future husband was an actor too, who was also gaining his own measure of fame in the industry, but that was hardly my biggest issue with the man. It was his history as a perpetual heartbreaker and lying cheater who had practically jilted his former fiancée at the altar that had made me leery of their union. In my opinion, Iyah was consigning herself to a hot mess, and I couldn’t bless that.

It also didn’t help that Julien Caffrey had managed to reduce my beautiful best friend to an insecure disaster on more than one occasion, which was the very antithesis of the Iyah Grandberry I’d known. She needed to get away from him. 

I preached that sermon to her faithfully. The problem was that she didn’t want to get away from him. It was difficult to stand on the sidelines and watch her sprint towards her own misery. The prospect physically sickened me too. And so, I decided I wouldn’t do it. If she was going to engage in willful self-destruction, I sure as hell wasn’t going to throw rice at her head and wish her well while she did it.

But that was almost three years ago and, since then, Iyah and Julien have become a darling media couple. They aren’t exactly A-list actors, but they’ve done enough mainstream projects to garner some national attention. Gossip magazines sometimes likened their relationship to another Hollywood couple with a similar dynamic because both Julien and Iyah tended to be very complimentary and filled with admiration for one another in their different media interviews, but they were also intensely private about their married life. There are pitifully few Paparazzi shots of them. The pictures of them that do circulate on the Internet are often captured by rabid fans who are “lucky” enough to catch a glimpse of them in the wild.

I’ve dissected those candid shots hundreds of times, looking for any telltale signs that my former best friend might be trapped in a toxic marriage. But, if that’s the case, then they do a marvelous job of hiding it. In their unguarded moments, Iyah and Julien are most often arm in arm or walking close together. Sometimes they’re distracted on their respective cell phones, but usually they’re smiling and laughing together in those candid shots. At times, their more intimate moments have been immortalized. Gentle nuzzles. Soft kisses. Intimate caresses. They definitely look like they’re in love. Then again, they are actors, and I get to maintain some degree of skepticism.

About a year and a half after they were married, a video surfaced on the Internet from some random guy who saw Iyah in a movie and realized that he recognized her face from somewhere else. The previous year, he had been dining at a restaurant near downtown Atlanta when a young man decided to propose to his unsuspecting girlfriend during dinner. The guy had caught the entire encounter on his cellphone camera, simply thinking that he was capturing a romantic proposal between an unknown couple, a nice anecdotal encounter to share with his family and closest friends. That couple turned out to be Iyah and Julien.

I’ve watched that video multiple times. Julien had seemed sincere and his “marry me” speech had been undeniably sweet. But I still retained a healthy amount of distrust even after the video surfaced (because dogs will always revert to their true form), most especially because the old adage often proved true. Once a cheater, always a cheater. 

However, I could finally understand how Iyah could be so thoroughly snowed by him. Julien Caffrey was a pro at the whole “I only have eyes for you,” devoted act he was spinning. He was also charming and extremely nice to look at. What girl wouldn’t eat that up? Hell, I almost believed him. Perhaps, if I weren’t so cynical and jaded, I would have.

After that video, I wasn’t as angry with Iyah for being so willfully stupid about him, though it still stung me a little that she chose him over our friendship. I couldn’t blame her for thinking she was in love. I hope eventually that she’ll come to her senses and reach out, but I won’t beg for her attention. For now, that whole thing is a non-starter. 

Iyah believes she’s found her happily ever after so, the narrative is that I’m the heartless bitch who shunned her and turned her back on our friendship. She’s not going to forgive me for missing her wedding, at least not until her husband shows his true face. I’m sure when that happens that I’ll forgive her for being so blind...after I let her twist for a while.

“I don’t want to talk about Iyah,” I sigh as those unhappy thoughts tumble through my mind, “Can you help me up? I’m finished.”

After she pulls my nightgown back into place and assists me into the chair, Mama wheels me over to the sink to wash my hands. It’s a stretch across the counter to reach the faucet but I manage to work up a decent lather in spite of the awkward angle. As I wash my hands, I stare at my bare face in the mirror.

The swelling and bruising from the accident have mostly faded into yellowed discoloration but the faint scars from the cuts and abrasions I sustained from the deploying airbag and the multiple surgeries it had taken to repair the fractured bones in my face remain. The subtle deformities left behind are nearly imperceptible, but I can tell. The face that stares back at me is someone I don’t recognize anymore.

Without makeup, I don’t look anywhere near thirty years old, but I don’t look healthy either. My features are washed out. Plain in my estimation. Ugly. I think about the insult my sister likes to throw at me when she’s irritated. Black don’t crack, but beige will age. 

I don’t appear aged, but I also don’t feel like the bombshell men tripped all over themselves for only months before. I don’t feel like me. I don’t feel like anything at all.

Mama places her hands gently on my shoulders and leans in close to me, as if she’s able to sense my sullen thoughts without me uttering a single word. “You’re beautiful, Nicki,” she whispers, “That comes from inside.”

Tears well up and spill down my cheeks before I can blink them into submission. “It’s never going to go back to how it was before, is it?” I weep softly.

My mother isn’t nearly as alarmed by that prospect as I am. She presses a solicitous kiss to my temple, the kind that makes me yearn for the time when I believed her kisses could fix everything. She smiles at me confidently.

“Maybe that’s not a bad thing.”
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I have six missed calls from my sperm donor. Macaiah Benson is a surprisingly persistent man. I will give him that. After having me constantly ignore and dodge him, I’m surprised he hasn’t cut his losses and given up. If he had been half as devoted about being a father to me when I was a child as he is now that I’m an adult, then I might be inclined to have a conversation with him. Not to sound cliché, but that ship sailed a long time ago. He’s a stranger to me. Yet for reasons that remain inexplicable, two years ago he decided it was time to establish a connection.

In all fairness, I get the source of his motivation. Based on what I’ve gleaned from different accounts from various family members, he was a functioning alcoholic the entire duration of his misbegotten relationship with my mother. Then one day, he walked out on us. I had been a toddler so, I don’t remember the sting of his abandonment, only the aftermath that came years later. I haven’t had contact with him in all that time, until he suddenly resurfaced a couple of years ago with claims of having “found God,” suddenly filled with righteous zeal to “be the father I deserved.”

Even my mother has bought into his redemption act. She swears that he’s a different man. According to her, only the “power of God’s Holy Word” has the ability to change even the hardest hearts when you “surrender to Jesus in all sincerity.” I respect my mother’s enduring faith, but I also think she’s being foolish as hell. The man had been absent from her life and mine for more than two decades. And, when he was around, he had made her life a living hell. 

It’s going to require more than scripture to overturn that type of inherent selfishness. But my mother, Ophelia Ernestine Chapman, is a believer. No one can convince her that faith doesn’t have the power to move mountains.

She’s been open to forgiving my father and the misery he caused her, a history that included serial cheating and slapping her on at least two separate occasions. She’s willing to “cover” those unforgivable acts “with love” because Macaiah Benson is now her “brother in Christ,” and no longer bears any resemblance to the troubled teenaged boy she’d met at fifteen. I can’t mimic her compassionate magnanimity, however, nor do I want to. 

To his credit, he’s been mildly convincing in his turnaround. He was a faithful visitor the entire time I’d been in the hospital. No matter how many times I refused to see him, he kept returning too, hovering in the corridor just outside of my room like the very picture of an overwrought parent. Mama would talk to him. Sidney would talk to him. Hell, even my aunt, who has openly expressed hating his guts, has deigned to give him the time of day. I have no use for him.

Mama says I’m too hardhearted, that I might be surprised if I was willing to open up a little. She’s adamant that my refusal to forgive my DNA contributor is hurting me more than it hurts him. I don’t see it that way. For me, it’s not about forgiveness. I don’t want to try. I don’t owe him anything, and I can’t understand why I should be expected to want a connection with him just because we happen to share a chromosomal link. 

Any animal in heat can reproduce. That is nothing remarkable. Macaiah Benson is no different.

I toss my cell phone back onto the bedside table with a disgusted huff just as my sister comes breezing into the bedroom. Sidney arrives right on cue, just in time to relieve my home health nurse. After receiving a brief report and exchanging pleasantries, the nurse bids me goodbye and leaves for the afternoon. My sister stands near the foot of the bed and regards me thoughtfully, no doubt concerned by my aggravated scowl. 

“What’s with the look?” she asks finally.

“What look?”

“The murderous one on your face right now. Who pissed you off this time?”

I’m reluctant to talk about Macaiah woes with her. It’s not because I doubt that she’ll be able to sympathize with my bitterness, but because she and I are in vastly different emotional places when it comes to this particular subject matter. Sidney and I don’t share the same biological father, but our stories are strikingly similar. 

My father had been an immature, selfish teenager with a drinking problem. Her father had become addicted to drugs only five years into his marriage to Mama. I was three years old when they met so, in truth, Vardell Chapman was the only father I had ever really known. But even at that young, impressionable age, I was not impressed with him. My mother clearly had a weakness for broken men. 

But no matter how bad things became, she’d stuck by Vardell throughout his multiple attempts to get clean. Eventually, he did conquer his demons, but only after he had inflicted years of suffering on my mother and sister and me. And then, after all the drama he had caused, Vardell Chapman had the audacity to die young. Years of drug abuse had ravaged his body, and he passed away from heart failure shortly after his 40th birthday.

In my estimation, he had been an appallingly poor father and husband. As a result of his chronic lying and thievery, which had been fueled by his insatiable drug habit, he had caused his family financial hardship and emotional insecurity. I don’t share Mama and Sid’s selective memory on those years. Vardell Chapman had caused us far more pain than joy. But truthfully, I had always resented him, even long before the drugs. 

I think the first time I truly became cognizant of those feelings was after Sidney was born. I had some vague notion that Vardell, Mama and Sidney all made the perfect family unit, while I was the odd tack-on, the extra puzzle piece that didn’t quite fit in anywhere. Vardell had never said anything to me about it outright, but I wasn’t oblivious to the fact that he was particularly strict with me while he coddled Sidney like a pampered princess. Neither my mother nor he ever claimed Sidney as their favorite child, but I knew. I’ve known it all my life.

Before Vardell Chapman came along, it was only my mama and me. Though I have no clear memories from the time before he entered the picture, I do recall that I always felt protected and loved. I had the sense that I was the center of my mother’s universe, and that she was the center of mine. That all changed after Vardell. I was forced to share her attention with others, and I didn’t like it. My buried antipathy towards him only grew as the years progressed. I resented that he held a place in Mama’s heart at all. I have no idea why she and Sidney never felt compelled to cut their losses and write him off entirely. 

They both grieved terribly after he died. They are still grieving his loss, tormenting themselves with what could have been and what had been lost. I, on the other hand, feel nothing except anger and disgust because he left them with nothing while they had given him everything. I’ve come to learn that is a pattern indicative of all men. They’re selfish to their core, good for the occasional hook-up and little else.

Sidney deposits her bag onto the dresser and then moves to sit next to me on the bed, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows knit together in a concerned frown. “Are you in pain?” she asks.

“When am I not in pain?” I counter tightly.

“Do you need to take something?”

I shake my head in terse refusal. “I’m tired of being so fuzzy all the time.”

“So, you’d rather sit here in pain and snap my head off?”

“It has nothing to do with that!”

“Then what is it?”

I remain stubbornly silent, and so does she. The warning glare that used to make her cower with the fear of retribution when we were kids only makes her shrug now. Once I recognize that I can’t intimidate her into dropping it, I grumble recalcitrantly, “It’s Macaiah.”

Sidney’s impatient sigh follows with almost comforting predictability. “Why don’t you just talk to him?”

“And say what? ‘Hey, I know I barely know you, and you abandoned me when I was just a child, but we can move past it! Let’s be friends now!’”

“He had a substance abuse problem. It wasn’t you. It was the alcohol.”

“And this concerns me because...?”

“Because it was his disease, Nicki, not anything against you personally!”

“Again, why is this my problem?”

“Mama says that he’s really changed. I’ve spoken to him too. He seems like a decent man, and he genuinely wants to know you. He was there every night when you were in the ICU, and he hasn’t given up trying to make amends no matter how many times you reject him. Doesn’t that mean anything? Aren’t you even a little curious about him?”

“Not even slightly.”

She makes a face at me, and it’s filled with skepticism. “Come on. He’s your father! He’s a part of you!”

“Do I look like I’m kidding? I don’t care about the man. If he dropped off the face of the earth tomorrow, I wouldn’t even blink.”

“I don’t get you! I would give my left arm to have just one more minute with my dad,” she mutters, “Yours is right there! You can touch him and see him, and you’re screwing it up on purpose!”

“I’m screwing it up?” I balk in outrage, “Sid, he is a stranger! I’m not the one who walked out on him, remember?”

“This isn’t the time to be pushing people away who want to love you, Nicole,” she advises me softly, “You need all the support you can get.”

My mother has been preaching this same narrative to me for weeks now so, I’m not surprised that Sidney is parroting her sermon. If anyone is the carbon copy of Ophelia Chapman in looks, wisdom and temperament, it is my younger sister. She’s the good daughter, the levelheaded, unproblematic one. I’m the one who turned my mother’s once dark hair to salt and pepper gray. I’m “the problem child,” the sinner to Sidney’s saint. There are times when I wish I could be more like them with a full heart and spirit, and so readily open to love and forgiveness, but I’ve been burned too many times. I stopped believing in the innate goodness of people, particularly men, long ago. 

“Who says I need his support?” I scoff, “I have you and Mama and Aunt Bean, a home health nurse, plenty of friends, and about 20 of Mama’s church acquaintances coming in and out of here every day! I don’t need Macaiah Benson!”

“Why do you talk about him like he’s not your family?”

“Because he’s not. He’s just some dude who knocked up our mother when she was sixteen.”

Sidney blinks at me, no doubt stunned by my callous tone. Her next words confirmed that suspicion. “You’re way too bitter.”

I wave a tsking finger at her. “Ah, ah, ah. Don’t call me bitter. I prefer the term unsweetened.”

She laughs in spite of her obvious disappointment with my response. “At least your sense of humor is coming back.”

Her quiet observation provokes a thoughtful grunt because I can’t remember the last time that I expressed anything close to humor. I haven’t really had many reasons to laugh lately. My life is a pathetic shell of what it once was. There’s nothing amusing about any of that.

Though my boss was initially sympathetic to my circumstances in the immediate aftermath of my accident, I can tell he’s beginning to grow frustrated with my slow recovery. We’ve bandied around the possibility of me working from home since I’m mostly bed bound, but my schedule is filled with various doctors’ appointments and routine sessions of physical therapy. By the end of the day, I’m too fatigued to do anything other than sleep. I can’t imagine conducting overseas business meetings via Microsoft Teams well into the small hours of the night like I used to. I don’t have that kind of stamina anymore. I definitely don’t have the desire either.

Lately, I’ve been seriously considering an official leave of absence from my position as a senior project manager. Since being discharged from the hospital, I’ve suffered two setbacks that have impeded my recovery. In my current condition, I can’t even take two steps without becoming severely winded. I can’t imagine rebounding enough to return to full-time status at work, even remotely. I’m not sure I could even manage part-time at this point. 

But the idea of applying for disability when I’m barely 30 years old is too degrading to contemplate. I’m not ready to see myself as disabled or limited, but that is exactly how I feel...what I’ve become and all because I took my eyes off the road for two measly seconds! God, if only I could live those two seconds over again.

I flop back into the pillows stacked behind my head with a shuddering sigh, my demeanor shifting from light humor to tearful frustration just that quickly. “There’s nothing funny about what’s happening to me right now, Sid,” I mutter thickly.

“This is only temporary. You’re getting stronger every day.”

“It doesn’t feel like it. I need a whole other person to bend and flex me! I can’t even stand up without assistance! I can’t believe this is my life now.”

“What you need is to get out of this room,” she considers, “You’ve been cooped up in here ever since Mama brought you home. You need sunlight.”

When she starts to whip back the covers, I bunch my fists in the blankets and retort sharply, “Don’t! Leave me alone! I don’t want to go outside! I don’t want anyone to see me!”

My vehemence must shock her because she releases my sheets as if they were made of fire. I want to apologize, but the words, which are difficult for me even under less strained circumstances, lodge in my throat. I don’t know how to explain to her how the prospect of being out in public absolutely terrifies me, even more than riding in a car and that’s saying something. I go out because I have to, not because I want to. I can’t deal with the furtive stares from strangers as they try to puzzle out what tragic circumstances have left me so incapacitated. I’m not hideous, but these days that’s how I feel.

I’d never considered myself to be a vain woman before, but this ordeal has taught me otherwise. I’ve always known that I was beautiful, and I suppose I took that truth for granted all of my life. I’m your stereotypical fair-skinned Black woman with the light-colored eyes and “good hair,” a legacy from my biracial father, both revered and reviled within my community for the “whiteness” of my features. From an early age, my awareness of that fact compelled me to “prove my Blackness” to the point of shunning all things non-Black and clinging, almost religiously, to Black men. And they have disappointed me repeatedly.

But the truth remains that I, at least on a subconscious level, have sought validation from them all these years through their sexual desire for me. Being wanted by those men, even as worthless and disappointing as they could be, made me feel valued, seen...powerful. I don’t feel very powerful these days. 

My beauty is concealed behind faded bruises and scars now. My once-toned body has become spongy and flaccid from weeks of immobility. With little else to do except eat and no physical way to expend energy, my weight has increased. I haven’t been on a scale recently, but if I had to ballpark, I would guess I’ve easily gained ten pounds, perhaps more. 

Physical appearance was the thing that I prided myself on the most, the thing that defined me. Men tripped all over themselves with determination to “take care of me,” and I let them do it, even when I didn’t need them to do it. But that’s gone now, and all I want to do is hide myself from the world.

“‘He that separateth himself seeketh his own desire,’” my sister advises sagely.

I scowl at her impatiently. “Are you speaking in tongues again? What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s a Proverb, and it’s good advice.”

“Are you quoting scriptures to me right now? You know I hate that! How is that helpful?” When she answers that rhetorical question with yet another biblical quote, I throw a pillow at her which she smoothly ducks. “Get out of my room! You’re driving me crazy!”

“I’m trying to give you some perspective! You’re so focused on what you can’t do, that you’re not thinking about what you can do.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I can’t do anything, Sidney, except lay in this bed and be useless!”

She throws up her hands in disgust and surges to her feet, her pretty features darkened with a contemptuous scowl. “Do you think you’re the only one suffering, Nicki? Mama doesn’t sleep anymore! She works all day long and then she comes home and takes care of you all night! It’s not easy for her, you know!”

“I didn’t ask her to do any of that!”

“You didn’t have to ask! That’s what you do for someone you love! The least you can do is show some gratitude! But you act like you don’t have anything to live for anymore!”

“I don’t!” I scream before I can stop myself.

It’s a self-centered, destructive thing to say, and I know that even before Sidney’s stricken inhalation, but I don’t regret the words because it’s how I feel. It’s true. This existence I have right now is not living. I have no purpose, no joy, no reason to look forward to opening my eyes in the morning. I’ve lost everything. Dying in that crash would have been kinder, and I can’t pretend that some days I don’t wish that I had.

But thinking that and saying that out loud are two different things, and that is the part I regret. I don’t want to hurt Mama or Sidney with that truth. Looking at my sister right now though, I can detect more than hurt in her inert expression...there is sadness there and condemnation too. She shakes her head at me mournfully.

“I was hoping that the accident would finally wake you up,” she sighs in a rueful tone.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re my sister, and I love you, but you’re one of the most selfish people I’ve ever known!”

“Let’s trade places then and see how grateful you would feel!”

“Get over yourself!” she scoffs angrily, “I know you’ve had a rough few months, but do you think you’re the only person in this world who has to suffer with disappointment and loss? I have news for you! Everyone suffers, Nicki, but each person gets to decide how they let that suffering define them! You can let it shape you for good or for bad! No one owes you a damned thing! You need to start thinking about someone besides yourself for a change!”

“Thank you so much for the sermon, Pastor Chapman!” I reply with an offer of mock applause, “Let the choir say, ‘Amen!’”

“That’s your biggest problem! You don’t have a single ounce of reverence in your body!”

“If I’m so insufferable, you don’t have to be here, Sidney,” I tell her coldly, “There’s the door. Exercise your free will and use it. I’ll be just fine.”

Rather than provoking her anger, my indifferent dismissal seems to deflate Sidney of all her indignation. She slumps forward with a weary sigh, as if she’s just endured a 100-year battle and lost. “I really wish you weren’t like this. You’re not going to be satisfied until you push away every single person who loves you, are you?”

I’m shaking with anger and frustration when I watch her leave but I don’t make any attempt to call her back. I refuse to apologize either. Besides, I know she’s not going to go far. There’s no way she would leave me here alone in the house without a caregiver. Her goody-two-shoes persona could never.

But that superior certainty doesn’t stop me from wondering if her assessment of me is correct.
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