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CHAPTER 1

 MALIKA


When: June
2009.

Where: Brooklyn, New
York.


"Who is that?"

Malika stared ahead of herself, jaw
ajar, her amber-colored eyes wide open not wanting to miss a moment
of gawk time. He was tall, looked to be at least 24-years old, had
broad shoulders, tawny brown skin, and a clean baldy that gleamed
under the overhead chandelier. Her client, Reina, a 40-something
woman who sat across from her, moved a strand of her hair away from
her view and turned in her seat to get a look at what stole
Malika’s attention.

"Mmm," Reina moaned.
"He is fine."

"Mm-hmm." Malika licked her lips slow
like she was gazing at her next meal.

Reina said, "A little too old for me,
but..."

Malika laughed.

He stood at the center of Pretty City
Nail Bar, his eyes roaming around the space before they finally
locked with Malika's.

She smiled, and he smiled
back.

Malika straightened her posture the
moment she saw the nose of his Timberland construction boots point
her way.

"Ooh, he's coming over," she mumbled
to herself. Her eyes were back on Reina’s hand as she quickly added
the final coat of Essie's "Playdate" hue to Reina’s manicured pinky
nail.

"Hi, excuse me... are you the
owner?"

His voice was deep and rumbled in her
chest with each syllable he spoke. She took a deep breath of the
acetone scented air to calm the pounding her heart did in her chest
and to relieve the pulsing action happening behind the seat of her
panties.

Her eyes focused on the name stitched
into his polo work shirt.

Fredricko.

Malika giggled. "I wish I was the
owner."

"Yes, you're here, thank
God."

Malika glanced over her shoulder to
see the shop's owner, Angela, power walking over to the gentleman.
"You're from Tech Castle, right?"

"Yes, ma'am," he replied, adjusting
the strap of his computer bag that hung over his shoulder. "Are you
the one who called in about a downed computer?"

"Yes, please, follow me." Angela
turned and took large steps toward her office door with the
gentleman following close behind. "I have tried everything to start
this thing up but it won't turn on."

He glanced over his shoulder as he
walked away from Malika's manicure station and Malika kept her eyes
on him until he forced himself to look away.

"Little girl, you are smitten, huh?"
Reina teased, a smirk pulling at her lips.

"Hell yeah." Malika giggled. "Did you
see how fine he was? I got a weakness for men with bald
heads."

Her client laughed. "Well finish up
with me so that you're free to make your move, girl. As slow as
you're working. Time is of the essence. You ain't gon' be
19-years-old forever."

"I know that's right."

To Malika, the repairing of that
downed computer took eons to resolve. Fredricko remained in
Angela's office for close to two hours, tinkering with her PC.
Malika knew this because she kept glancing at her watch, keeping
track of time. When she wasn’t doing that she kept busy by finding
any excuse to walk past the open door of Angela's office. To grab
bottles of spring water, to restock her station with cotton balls.
By the second hour, her station was full of loose cotton balls and
her bladder ballooning with excess water.

When he finished working and stepped
out of the office, it was time for her to make her move.

"You dropped something," she said to
him as he walked past her station where she sat.

He glanced down on the bare floor then
looked back up at her confused.

She rose from her seat, smoothing down
her yellow maxi dress and extended her hand with the ripped piece
of paper in his direction.

He took the paper, glanced down at it
and looked up at her smiling.

"My number." She swallowed hard,
taking a long deep breath next. This was so not her thing. Making
the first move. But he was too fine for her to remain in her
comfort zone. She might never see him again.

"Malika," he said, reading off the
paper.

"That's me." Malika extended her hand
in his direction to shake and he accepted. "And you're
Fredricko."

"You can call me Rico."

She moaned to herself at the grip of
his palm around hers.

"Rico," she repeated.
"Nice."

He released her hand and glanced down
at the paper again, flicking it twice with the back of his
finger.

"I'll call you," he told
her.

"I'll be waiting."


***


"I'll take the Asian salad with sesame
ginger dressing on the side," Malika said to the
waitress.

Mikayla, Malika's sister, looked over
at Malika as she handed her menu to the waitress.

Mikayla waited patiently for the
waitress to leave their table.

"Malika, what's his name?" Mikayla
asked as she pressed her lips to the rim of her sake
glass.

"What?" Malika replied.

Malika sat across from her sister
Mikayla at Bok Choy & Roll, a tiny Asian bistro tucked on a
corner down the block from Malika's apartment building.

Having moved into the apartment
building a month earlier, Malika was slowly getting acquainted with
her new neighborhood but this was one of her favorite places to
visit.

Seated next to her was her oldest
sister Maliya who wore the same confused expression on her face as
Malika as they stared across the table at Mikayla.

"What is his name?" Mikayla
repeated.

"Who's name?"

"The guy that's got you ordering a
salad instead of your usual."

Maliya snickered and shook her
head.

Malika rolled her eyes. "I don't know
what you're talking about."

Mikayla clicked her tongue then
grinned. "See, why are you lying? You forget who you’re talking to,
huh? Let me tell you a little something about you."

"Great." Malika sat back
and folded her arms. "She’s gonna tell me something about
me."

"Every time you start seeing someone
new," Mikayla continued, "you order salads. Now if you're only
fucking them—"

"Mikayla," Maliya said, pointing at
her younger sister, "language."

Mikayla fanned her hand in
the air in response. She added, "Fine. If you're just
kicking it with them, you
couldn't care less about calories and order the heaviest thing off
the menu. But if you're serious about them, it's a
salad."

"I ordered a salad because it's one of
my favorite things to get from here Mikayla. Please don't start
with your shenanigans again tonight."

"Hmph," Mikayla huffed.

Malika tapped her finger on the table.
"I mean, regardless of all that… it couldn't hurt for me to lose a
few pounds, anyway."

This was her thing. An unconscious
routine whenever she found interest in a man. But like her sister
Mikayla said, there were levels to Malika's dietary choices when
she'd fallen for someone new. If she kind of liked them, she’d eat
whatever she craved. But if she was really into them, healthy food
choices took center stage.

Malika in this time was what many
would call thick. She looked beautiful at her full-figured weight
but because she found herself caught up with society ideals and not
her own, she often fell for the mirage that others found to be
beautiful. But anyone with eyes could see she was
perfect.

Mikayla glanced over at Maliya and
pursed her lips, signaling Maliya to chime in.

"Malika, you're fine the way you are,
sis," Maliya insisted. "Any man who wants you will need to want all
of you."

"No one has said anything about any
man," Malika said.

Mikayla stared across at Malika
waiting for Malika to make eye contact with her again. "What. Is.
His. Name?"

Malika tried to fight back her smile
but lost. Trying to keep this from her big sisters would've never
worked, anyway.

"Fredricko. But he said I can call him
Rico." Malika blushed.

Mikayla hollered a laugh and clapped
her hands. "See! SEE! I knew it. Now she can cut down on her visits
to porn websites and give her vibrator a rest."

Maliya shut her eyes tight and took a
deep breath.

"Shh!" Malika replied through her
giggles. "I should’ve never told you that."

"He must be something special with a
big dick to have you out here ordering hamster food for
dinner."

"Oh my goodness," Maliya mumbled
before pinching the bridge of her nose.

"I wouldn't know... we haven't done
that yet. We met two days ago."

"Okay..." Mikayla licked her lips.
"But you must see the potential."

Malika nodded, biting her bottom
lip.

"So..." Mikayla rubbed her hands
together. "Tell us about him. What's his ethnicity? Where’s he
from?"

"I'm not sure. He looks Dominican,
maybe Puerto Rican."

"Mmm, yum." Mikayla leaned
in.

Maliya giggled. "You are too much,
Mikayla."

"What? I haven't had none in a week.
My fuck buddy is out-of-town so I need to live vicariously through
someone."

Malika laughed.

"What does he do for a living?" Maliya
asked.

Malika scratched the back of her head.
"He works with computers? I don't really know. All I know is he
works for a tech company. I met him when he walked into the shop to
fix Angela's computer."

"What's his last name?" Mikalya asked
next.

"I don't know."

"What borough does he live in?"
Mikayla quizzed.

Malika shrugged.

Mikayla jerked her head back. "Do you
know anything about the man that's got you in here starving
yourself?"

Malika pointed at Mikayla. "I already
told you I ordered the salad because I like it, okay? Plus, he
hasn't called me yet so—"

"He hasn't called you yet?!" Mikayla
interjected. "Wait, when did y'all exchange phone numbers? Why
haven't you called him? Have I taught you nothing?"

"Which question should I answer
first?" Malika snapped back. "Damn! And we didn't really exchange
numbers. I gave him mine."

Mikayla slapped her forehead and shook
her head.

"Oh stop it Mikayla," Maliya chimed
in. "There's nothing wrong with making the first move. Malika, I've
always loved that about you and how bold you are."

"Yeah, that's cute and all," Mikayla
said, "but are we going to ignore the fact that our baby sister is
falling for a man she doesn't even know? That's that naïve teenage
bullshit I be talking about."

Malika kissed her teeth. "I'll be
20-years-old in five months. Besides that, I'm grown. I live on my
own. My second apartment at that."

Mikayla shrugged. "So? You're still a
teenager and obviously still making teenage
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