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MARLA JACKSON – I HOPE they have books in Heaven. RIH

Sonya Brown (Sissy) – God knew to only give me one sister because if I had another, I'd probably push her down the stairs so I could then say, "I only have ONE sister!" Love you immeasurably.

Ebony Evans & EyeCU Reading and Chatting – A whopping THREE of the stories inside were conceived within this “little” Facebook group during the Freestyle Friday challenges. I am so thankful for Ebony, the group and the freestyles that have helped me fine tune my craft over the years. 
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THE INSPIRATION FOR “Sick xoxo” (aka sick love) came from a conversation I had with my mom a very long time ago. She said to me, what is scarier than being so much in love with (a man) that you allow them access to ALL of you? Your money, your safety, your thoughts, your body; you let down all your guards and they can destroy you and leave you in a pile of ashes that blow away with the wind. What’s scarier than that?

This collection of stories is about love; but then it’s also about sex and death and some pretty ugly, dark and twisted fantasies about human connections. I had fun writing each one of these, and I hope you have fun reading them.

Let’s get sick.

Love, Kenya
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JUST BREATHE, GIRL.

In. Out. In. Out.

Autumn shook her wrists to calm her nerves as she approached the heavy metal doors of the factory. Her first day on this job and she was already feeling so overwhelmed by the commute that she almost went back home. Now she stood at the entrance and listened to the sights and sounds - the grind of machinery, the hiss of steam, the shouts of men (and women) moving equipment. She clutched the handle of her lunch bag tightly with her left hand, wishing it was all a dream. But when her right hand closed on the cold steel door handle, she knew it was real.

She was about to work on a factory floor, and it was going to be different than anything she’d ever experienced.

As a single mother, Autumn couldn’t afford to wait for better opportunities. She needed a job and this was the only one that called her for an interview. Not only an interview but they hired her on the spot. That hadn’t happened to her since high school so she was determined to at least try to get a few checks, pay some bills up to date, and then move on to a job more fitting for her particular skill set. And less hazardous to her health.

She passed through two sets of security doors before reaching the reception area where she was greeted by a cheerful young girl at the desk. Introducing herself as Robette, she welcomed Autumn to Mayweather Plastics and motioned for her to follow her into the factory. Autumn was at first struck by Robette’s delicate beauty, but when she fell in step behind her, she noticed that the girl’s right foot was encased in a cast.

Fully aware that her hobbling lead would draw questions, Robette looked over her shoulder and quipped, “It’s okay, it only hurts when I walk.”

Autumn giggled to hide her nervousness as she followed Robette - slowly - through the maze of assembly lines, past enormous metal presses and fabricating machines. Her face was full of wide-eyed enthusiasm, smiling at the workers along the way, noting how focused they were as they operated their stations with such precision.

Finally, Robette stopped at a desk in the middle of the factory floor and introduced Autumn to the foreman. The noise of the machinery caused them to yell their introductions even as they leaned close. Luckily, the foreman wore a badge which identified him as Tony Millsap; he promptly reached into the desk drawer and presented Autumn with her own name tag. He tapped his chest, indicating he wanted her to affix her tag to her clothing in a similar fashion.

Tony had a friendly smile shaped by a mouth of dingy, overcrowded teeth. They pointed in every direction except straight, but together they gave him a comforting smile that helped put Autumn at ease. He nodded toward the lunch bag tucked under her arm and raised his hands to mimic a small door opening and closing - she was able to decipher that he was asking her about a locker.

“Oh, no, not yet,” she replied over the din.

Tony nodded again and beckoned for her to follow as he led her toward the locker room located back near the front of the factory. Once she had her locker assigned and deposited her personal items, Tony brought her to a station where half-finished car parts were dropped onto a conveyor belt. A large LED sign handing directly behind her station read, DAYS WITHOUT INCIDENT; the bold red digital portion of the sign displayed the number 3.

“Don’t worry about that,” Tony said when he noticed her reading the sign. “It’s to encourage accountability around here. I’m not putting you on the dangerous machines though - unless you want to?” He laughed, then turned and waved his hand toward the moving station.

“You’ll be inspecting these pieces for defects and removing any bad ones,” he shouted over the clamber. Autumn nodded, rolling up her sleeves as Tony lead her through a short training session before offering a fist bump and leaving her to the task.

Moving slowly at first, Autumn began to feel self-conscious as the other inspectors on the same conveyor belt seemed to be rolling their eyes at her - or perhaps it was just her imagination. It wasn’t long before she caught on and then quickly fell into the tedious rhythm of inspection and sorting. Despite the noise and grease, she started to relax. She was good at this detailed kind of work; it was fairly easy and the time passed quickly.

Maybe this job wouldn’t be too bad after all, she thought to herself as the lunch time bell rang. If the make-up of the floor was any indicator, the factory was overwhelmingly staffed by women. Which wasn’t too odd, she guessed. Mayweather Plastics produced small automotive parts like housings, covers and trim pieces. While the production was high volume, this location focused on sorting, inspecting, cleaning and packaging, so the work was less strenuous than other plants where they were operating the dangerous equipment.

Still, Autumn observed that a number of women seemed to have suffered an injury or three at some point in their lives. Seated directly on the other side of the conveyor table was another gorgeous black woman, perhaps early 30s, with a closed shaved head and a tiny diamond stud in one nostril. She wore bright red lipstick that made her lips pop. Behind her safety goggles she had long dark eyelashes on one eye, and a black eyepatch on the other.

Don’t stare. Don’t stare. Don’t-

The conveyor belt suddenly stopped and Autumn was relieved to pull off her protective glasses. Self-consciously, she turned her back to the one-eyed woman so she could rub her eyes. When she opened them again, she was startled to see that Tony was walking towards her chatting eagerly with a very handsome and tall black man.

“How’s it going over here?”

With the noise lowered substantially, she was able to hear everything much more clearly. She looked past Tony, into the gentleman with the sparkling dark brown eyes and a smile that stirred something inside her.

“Going just fine, sir,” Autumn answered and immediately hoped she didn’t have grease smudges on her face.

“Glad to hear it. I just wanted to introduce you to Victor Mayweather. He’s one of the owners of the company. Victor - this is Autumn Lawrence” Tony stepped to the side as Victor moved forward with his hand extended to Autumn. Autumn felt her legs go weak as she allowed him to envelop her hand into his warm, firm grip.

This is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, she thought to herself.

Victor was tall and broad shouldered, ex-football player, she guessed as she took in his wide neck and long arms. He had a chiseled jawline beneath a neatly trimmed beard, and thick dark eyebrows that danced above intense brown eyes and long eyelashes. She almost giggled at the contrast of the corporate-y black framed glasses on his face and the sexual energy emanating from the rest of his magnificent body. A wave of warmth rushed through her legs as she met his eyes and held on to his hand just a little too long.

“Nice to meet you, Autumn. Welcome aboard!” His voice was deep, inviting, and Autumn immediately felt an unexpected flutter in her chest as she returned his smile.

Victor released her hand and stepped back, ending their brief but intense moment.

“I look forward to working for you, Victor - is it okay if I call you Victor?” She asked.”Yes, of course, Victor is fine,” he replied, holding her gaze for a moment. “And likewise. “Let me know if you need anything. I hope you’ll be happy here.”

Could have just been a glint of light bouncing off of the machinery, but her heart fluttered a little bit at the idea of him low key flirting back. Could it have been a wink from behind those sturdy glasses?

He and Tony pivoted to the next station to repeat the introduction, and she watched Victor’s butt as he walked away, imagining herself gripping those beautiful mounds of flesh while he lay between her legs. He looked back at her and her knees almost buckled. It wasn’t her imagination that time, he was definitely flirting!

Just as her stomach growled, the loud bell signaled the beginning of their lunch break so Autumn broke her concentration on Victor’s body and rushed to the ladies restroom.

To her surprise, she found a group of women huddled together inside of the restroom by the row of sinks. They were standing in a circle with their heads leaned in close, listening to a tale by one that was particularly animated as she waved her arms excitedly and jerked her neck from side to side. A silence fell over the room as Autumn entered; she smiled and nodded, then began to walk past each stall, pushing the doors open to select the cleanest one. She could feel the women watching her, so she settled on the last stall, furthest away from their little group.

Loud whispers and giggles rose in the air. Autumn bristled as she hurried to complete her business and exit the stall. She could feel their eyes on her as she washed her hands in the sink, so she looked directly at them because, well, she was no one’s punk. They looked away when she stared them down as she rinsed.

“You looked a damn fool drooling over that man,” came a voice from behind.

Autumn looked in the mirror and saw one of the women standing directly behind her. Slightly smaller in stature, she wore the same orange striped safety vest as herself.

“What?” She asked, watching her warily as the woman moved to the sink on her side.

“I said, calm your tits. He’s mine anyway,” She tossed her hair over her shoulder to cascade down her back. Folding her arms defiantly, she leaned a hip against the sink and fixed a stare on Autumn.

“The way you’re looking at him like he’s a piece of meat, it ain’t becoming of an old broad.”

Autumn was taken aback. She wasn’t sure how to respond as she sized up the situation to determine whether the girl was joking or was she legitimately about to get into a squabble on her first day at work? She raised her eyebrow, not wanting to seem weak but also careful not to escalate things.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she replied, trying to stay calm and keep her voice even. “I’m new, I was just meeting the managers and trying to be nice.”

The girl was clearly young, possibly late 20s, if Autumn had to guess. Slim and attractive, her curves were visible even behind the standard factory vest and black cargo pants. She had a cute perky nose and pouty lips that frowned as she sized up Autumn, wondering how much effort she needed to put into the conversation. The tag affixed to her vest read, “Sugar”.

After a few minutes of a stare down, Sugar let out a laugh that sounded more like a snort. “Please, honey, I know that look. You’re sizing him up like a piece of prime rib. He looks good, I know. But he’s not interested in your washed-up ass.”

“Okay, what exactly is going on right now?” Autumn demanded, feeling her cheeks flush with anger. “I don’t even know who you are, but I’m not interested in your man, as you say!”

Autumn knew a threat when she smelled it, so she instinctively braced to fight, in case Sugar made a leap in her direction. Instead, Sugar turned on the water and began washing her hands.

“You might not be interested but I know that look in his eye. And I don’t appreciate outsiders coming in trying to steal what’s mine,” she said, staring at Autumn in the mirror.

This girl had to be pulling her leg, Autumn thought, there was no way that a man like Victor would be involved with the likes of her. He was classy, he was professional and she looked like one of those social media models that also sold waist trainers online.

“I didn’t realize he was off-limits,” she said sarcastically. “Maybe you should put a ring on it next time.”

Sugar laughed loudly then turned and pumped the handle of the paper towel dispenser. She continued staring at Autumn as she dried her hands then leaned over to deposit the soiled napkin in the trash can against the wall between them.

As Autumn stepped back to allow her access, she noticed that Sugar was missing both baby fingers. Her hands were awkwardly shaped and the missing digits made Sugar’s hands resemble tiny rodent paws. Uncomfortable now, Autumn focused on drying her own hands to avoid looking at Sugar’s obvious disability.

Moments after all of the women followed Sugar out of the bathroom, the door to one of the stalls opened and a busty brunette stopped at the sink next to Autumn.

“Don’t worry, she’s harmless. Her name might be Sugar but she ain’t too sweet!” The woman said loudly, catching Autumn’s eye in the mirror.

“Thanks,” replied Autumn. “I know I’m the new girl so I’m gonna get a little shit.”

The woman pumped soap into her hand and leaned over to rinse beneath the faucet. She flipped her long hair behind her shoulder and tilted her head to the side, revealing a crisscross patch of gauze and tape where her right ear should be. Maybe the ear was still there, buried beneath the bandages, but Autumn felt uneasy looking at it, and she damn sure wasn’t going to talk to it.

She smiled politely and hurried out of the bathroom.

Autumn’s hands were slightly shaking as she made her way to the cafeteria. Sugar had certainly rattled her but she was determined to not let that ruin her impression of the job. Perhaps Sugar was nursing a little crush on the boss man the same as herself, but Sugar seemed so confident in her position that either she was delusional...or she was telling the truth. If she were telling the truth then that meant Autumn actually had a shot with Victor! She giggled to herself when she realized that either way, this was actually good news.

As she crossed the factory floor, she saw Victor still moving about chatting with the workers. Autumn watched as he moved down the line, and she couldn’t help but notice the way he carried himself, so confident and charming. She couldn’t deny that she was drawn to him in a way that she hadn’t felt since she met her Geraldo, her ex-husband. That kind of intense attraction burned fast and hot, but left her in emotional turmoil when it fizzled out. She swallowed hard and shook her head to stop the flood of ugly memories from that time in her life when she loved a bit too hard.

She sat at a table in a corner of the bustling cafeteria area, while Victor and Tony sat a few tables away, laughing with other managers and supervisors, according to the business shirts and pencil holders in their chest pockets. Victor caught her eye once and smiled. Autumn’s heart did a little flip.

She scolded herself - he was her boss, nothing more. But as the week went by, she found herself daydreaming about his smile, his eyes, his voice. Sometimes she imagined them together outside of work, sitting in her living room watching Netflix; walking through the mall hand in hand as they window shopped, or sitting together at the Japanese steakhouse, giggling as they watched the chef work his magic on the hot grill. It was ridiculous, she knew, just a silly crush. Still, she lived for those moments when he would stop to ask how she was doing, resting his hand lightly on her arm as they spoke.

By Friday, Autumn’s crush had bloomed into full-blown infatuation. She laughed giddily as she got ready for work, eager to see Victor again. This job was turning out to be so much more than just a paycheck. She only hoped he felt the same spark she did.

Monday was so far away.

*****
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THE PHONE RANG TOO many times.

It always made her nervous when he took too long to answer. She worried that one day he would not answer at all. But he always did.

Sleep in his voice, he answered in his usual gruff tone but the sound of his voice was soothing.

“What is it?”

Autumn chuckled. “Well, good evening to you too.”

“I was sleeping. It’s nighttime.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I just got off. Thinking about Brian, wanted to call.”

Deep sigh.

“You just got off? New job?”

“Yeah, started today. At Mayweather Plastics. Remember it?”

“That’s...different for you, ain’t it?”

“It’s okay, I won’t be there too long, I’m sure. Just waiting for something better to come along. The wolf was at the door, as you used to say.”

“Congrats. I gotta get up early myself so I’m going back to sleep now.” He yawned for emphasis.

“Wait - how is he doing? Does he miss me?” Autumn pressed the phone closer to her mouth.

“I’m not doing this with you tonight. I gotta go.”

“Okay, wait, I’m sorry. Just...just tell him I love him, okay? Can you do that for me please?”

Click.

Autumn sighed and laid the phone face down on the other pillow. At least this time, he didn’t yell. In fact, he seemed pretty sweet and concerned about her well-being. Perhaps he was finally coming around to see things her way.

*****
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ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER dollar, Autumn sighed as she clocked in for her shift.

Her first month had gone by smoothly and Tony made it known that he was very proud of her inspection skills. None of her parts were rejected after clearing her station, and the workers at the assembly line fondly referred to her as Eagle Eye.

She grabbed another engine block casting off the conveyor belt, scrutinizing it carefully for any defects. Running her gloved fingers along the rough metal edges, she felt for any irregular bumps or scratches in the heavy steel chunk. This last station before quality testing was crucial. She had heard the horror stories of defective parts making it past the other inspectors and causing near-catastrophic failures after being installed. She took her job very seriously. The work may be a bit monotonous and tiring, but it allowed her to regain her independence and financial freedom, and it gave her a sense of pride to be responsible for something again.

As she turned the heavy casting over in her hands, a sharp sting bit into her pointer finger. Yelping in pain, she immediately dropped the part onto the table and the loud clanging it made as it struck the metal surface caused the other workers to swivel their heads in her direction. A thick thread of blood began pooling up from the deep cut. Damn these cheap gloves, she thought. The edges on that casting must have been extraordinarily sharp to slice through.

She used her teeth to pull off her other glove and hurried off toward the small first-aid alcove, blood dripping from her finger onto the concrete floor. The wound didn’t seem too severe, but cuts anywhere were risky business around heavy machinery. A supervisor would need to record the incident before she could resume work.

Autumn located the well-stocked first aid kit on the wall and fumbled through bandages and ointments with one hand. The bleeding was slowing but the pain continued throbbing. She considered how easily a severed finger or lost limb could happen here, sending a chill down her back as she recalled the mystery of Sugar’s missing finger.

“Autumn, what happened, are you okay?”

Victor stepped out of the glass office and stopped directly in front of her, cupping his hands beneath hers to gently grab her elbows.

Autumn stammered; his display of concern caught her off guard.

“How did this happen?” He looked into her eyes and behind his thick frames, she thought he looked worried.

“I don’t know, just the edge of one of the parts, I didn’t even see it!”

“This might scar, if we aren’t careful. Here, let me help you,” Victor said as he gently guided her over to the wash station. “I want to make sure it gets cleaned and bandaged properly.”

He took the first aid kit from her hands and removed gauze pads and antiseptic wash. “This may sting a little bit,” he warned as he began tenderly cleaning the cut to remove any dirt or debris. Victor was careful around the wound, moving with the skill and precision of an experienced medical technician. Or, someone who had done this before. Autumn reflected on the Days Without Incident sign and imagined someone had already reset it to zero, thanks to her.

Once it was cleaned, Victor noted that the bleeding had mostly stopped on its own. “I think you’ll be okay now, you shouldn’t need stitches,” he assured her. He opened a small packet containing a finger bandage and carefully placed it over her cut, wrapping it snugly with the attached securing tape, giving the back of her hand an extra caress.

“There, is that feeling better?” he asked. “I know it still probably hurts, but keeping it covered will prevent infection and help it heal cleanly. Let me know if the bandage needs any adjusting or replacements. I’m right here if you need me.”

“Wow, I don’t know what to say - thank you, sir!” Autumn gazed into his eyes. What an extraordinary man. The care he had taken for her small wound melted her heart.

Victor closed up the first
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