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Dear Reader:

How many secrets do you hope and pray will follow you to your grave? How many secrets do you wish would hurry up and come out so that you do not have to run from them any longer? There is always a thin line when it comes to secrets; some would be better off buried and others need to be set free. Mimi has a nineteen-year-old secret that threatens to destroy everyone around her, including herself. After making sacrifice after sacrifice to protect the feelings of others, there comes a point when Mimi has run out of options and everything comes to light.

Betrayed by Suzetta Perkins is a novel about broken promises, dysfunctional families, and strained friendships. It is amazing how fleeing mistakes can alter a lifetime. We all have those rare memories where we wish that we could turn back the clock and do things over again. Perkins does a remarkable job of making one think: What if? As always, Perkins storytelling is captivating, brilliant, and engrossing. She never disappoints when it comes to spinning realistic tales of life’s greatest and most painful moments.

As always, thanks for the support shown to the Strebor Books International family. We appreciate the love. For more information on our titles, please visit www.zanestore.com and you can find me on my personal website: www.eroticanoir.com. You can also join my online social network at www.planetzane.org.
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September 27, 2008

I don’t believe in fairy tales or happily ever after. It’s not possible because I have a deep dark secret concealed in the bowels of my being, threatening to explode and expose what I’ve taken pains to keep hidden for the last nineteen years. There’s no need to try and figure it out since there’s nothing about me…nothing that I’ve said or done over the years that would betray my secret. That’s what I want to believe, but the truth is, there was always a chance I’d be exposed…that the truth would be revealed.

The only reason I’m saying anything at all is…I’m afraid. My days may be numbered…maybe weeks away from discovery. I’m afraid that all I hold dear will suddenly vanish from my grasp. Scorn me. Point an accusing finger at me. Look at me in disgust and write me completely out of the lives of those I love dearly.

In the event something happens to me, I want Raphael and Afrika Nicole to know that all I’ve done was to protect them. My thoughts are premature, but going back to a place where I have no desire to go frightens me. And if I have to, I’ll fight the demons that may threaten to smear my good name.

My name? My friends call me Mimi, although it has nothing to do with my real name, Setrina. Mimi was bestowed upon me by my best friend, Brenda. I like to sing and run up and down the scales like I’m Aretha or somebody. But the truth of the matter is I haven’t sung many songs, despite attempts by big record companies to make me a star because they happened to be in the one place I decided to let my hair down. I turned them down; exposure would certainly put me in the limelight and attention is the last thing I want.

Wow, I haven’t said Brenda’s name in years. Reason being, she’s part of the secret or should I say…one of the reasons I have a secret at all. Actually, I never expect to see her again.

Mimi Bailey
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Mimi sat in the kitchen at the round glass table inset in black marble atop black wrought-iron legs and re-read the entry in her brand new journal. Satisfied, she closed the cover and pulled the book to her chest, reliving in her mind the conversation she’d had a few days ago with her daughter. For nineteen years she had managed to bury and keep a secret hidden and safe, and now the decision to return to Durham, North Carolina, against her better judgment, could possibly make her nightmare a reality.

Unpacked boxes littered the hallway of her new, two-story, two-bedroom condo positioned on a lake. The newness still hung in the air like a home that had been ravaged by fire; only it was the smell of freshly painted walls and new carpet instead of burnt wood.

Mimi sat up straight at the sound of voices at the front door. “Hey, Mommy,” Afrika shouted. “I brought home my new friend that I was telling you about.”

Looking for a place to hide the journal, Mimi jumped up from her seat and pulled out a drawer that she had unconsciously labeled junk, and threw the book in it. She turned around and stared into the face of her daughter and another young lady who looked much like Afrika.

Mimi’s eyes jutted from their sockets and lit up like lights on a Christmas tree as she gazed at what appeared to be a clone of her daughter. She held onto the kitchen counter with her hands for support, her back up against it, afraid to let go for fear that she’d faint.

Mimi closed her eyes for a second and, in her subconscious, saw the man who had torn away her clothes and violated her, leaving her humiliated and broken.

Afrika laughed and snapped her fingers. Mimi opened her eyes. “Mommy, what’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“Mommy, are you sure? Don’t get all weird on me.”

“Yeah, yeah!” Mimi couldn’t take her eyes away from Afrika’s friend.

“Well, this is Asia; the friend I’ve been telling you about.”

“Asia?” Mimi mimicked. “Oh, my God.”

“I know,” Asia began. “People say that Nikki and I could pass for twins.”

“Twins,” Mimi said under her breath. Slapping her hands on her hips, Mimi leaned to one side and looked at Afrika. “So you’re going by Nikki, now?”

Afrika always liked to be called by her first name. Prior to coming to Durham, all of her friends called her that.

“Your name is not Nikki?” Asia asked.

“Nikki is short for Nicole, but it’s my middle name. Now, Mommy, please. I want to be called by my nickname, if you don’t mind. As Asia was saying, we’re known as the freshmen twins.”

Asia continued, “Everyone freaks out when we tell them that we only met a few weeks ago.”

“You and Afri…ah, ah Nikki are twins, they say. I must apologize for staring. Ah, Nikki,” Mimi looked at Afrika to confirm that she had chosen the right name, “told me about this wonderful person she had become friends with and had so much in common with. I just didn’t know how ‘in common.’”

“I’m a little darker than Asia, but our hair is about the same length and we wear it in a ponytail. We’re about the same height, and we both love pizza,” Afrika said all in one breath. “But, Mommy, you won’t believe this. We both had a sixth finger that was taken off.”

Mimi’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and refused to open.

“Mommy, what’s up with you? Did you hear what I just said?”

“Afr…Nikki, I heard you. I’m shocked; that’s all,” Mimi said, not venturing to look at Asia. She wanted to run as fast as her legs would take her. It was a mistake, coming back to Durham. Her husband had begged her to go to Germany with him, but it was Afrika’s desire to go a Historically Black College—North Carolina Central, to be exact. Mimi didn’t want to hear anything else—nothing about what Afrika and Asia had in common and in particular, who Asia’s parents were. She held her heart until she felt Afrika shaking her.

“Mommy, what’s wrong? You’re acting so strange. Should I call Daddy?”

“No,” Mimi said, catching her breath and really taking a good look at Asia this time. “Ladies, forgive me. I’m a little stressed out with all the moving. I’m going to make an appointment soon to make sure I’m all right.”

“I’m going to call Daddy,” Afrika said, full of concern.

“No, no, that won’t be necessary. All your father will do is worry.”

“My dad is in the Army,” Afrika explained to Asia. “It’s his last tour of duty, and he wanted Mommy to go with him. But you know how mothers are. Mine followed me to Durham so that I would have someone close by, if I needed anything.”

“Where did you come from?” Asia asked.

“Fort Riley, Kansas. My dad was stationed there, but I’m glad to be in a big city. We had to drive either to Topeka or Kansas City to experience the life of a big city.”

“My parents, my brother, and I have lived in Durham all of my life,” Asia explained. “But my grandfather was in the military, and he and my grandmother lived in Germany once.”

“So did my grandparents,” Afrika said. “Wow, another coincidence.”

“It’s a small world,” Mimi finally said.

“I stopped by so Asia could meet you, Mommy. I was hoping that you would be up to going out to lunch. I told Asia what a cool mom I had—that you were fun to hang out with, that you loved shopping, and that you were the life of a party and could sing your ass off. Oops…I mean, can sing your butt off.”

Mimi smiled.

“Yeah, you’re going to have to hang with us one Saturday, Mrs. Bailey,” Asia said. “Maybe do some karaoke. And I want you to meet my parents.”

Mimi fixed her face so the fear that seemed to encompass her body wouldn’t show. She didn’t know what it was, but it was more than a premonition. If anything, the cause of her fear was standing in front of her. No facts to prove anything, but it didn’t seem to be a case of mistaken identity.

With a smile on her face, Mimi patted the two girls on their backs. “I’d love to hang out with the two of you one Saturday. Just give Mommy some advance notice, ah, Nikki.”

“Great, Mommy.”

“And don’t forget; I want you to meet my parents,” Asia said again.

“Okay, okay,” Mimi said with less conviction as she wiped her brow with her fingers. “I’ll do that.”

She kissed Afrika and gave Asia a hug goodbye. If your parents are whom I think they are, Mimi thought to herself, I have no plans to ever meet them.

She watched as Afrika drove off. Then a terrible thought lit up her mind like an unexpected lightning bolt that splintered the sky. What if Asia took Afrika to meet her parents? Would the same thoughts cross their minds that had crossed hers when they saw Afrika?

“My God, I have to warn Afrika,” Mimi said out loud. But to warn her would require Mimi to give Afrika an explanation. What would she say?

The devil was definitely busy and conspiring to wreak havoc on her life; although she hadn’t been in Durham a good month. At any cost, she was going to shield her child from the threat that might possibly expose her secret that had the potential to be a tabloid size story, even if it meant giving up the $300,000 condo she had yet to completely furnish. Mimi pulled her journal from its hiding place and began to write again. She ended with “Afrika must never find out.” Signed Mimi Bailey.
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“Your mom was real tense,” Asia said to Afrika, as they drove down Fayetteville Street heading back to their dorm. “Maybe you should call your dad, in case something is really wrong with her.”

“You’re right,” Afrika said. “I can’t figure out why she was acting so strange, and I don’t know what I’d do without Mommy, if something happened to her. She’s devoted her entire life to me—to make sure I had the things I needed. Even when she protested my going to Central, she gave in with some reservations, and instead of going to Germany with Daddy, she came here so that she would be available to support me whenever I needed. My mom was once offered a recording contract by Clive Davis of Arista Records.”

“You mean the guy who made Whitney Houston a household icon?”

“Yep, one and the same.”

“Oh, my God, Nikki! That’s so exciting. Why didn’t your mother sign?”

“I was seven at the time, but according to my grandma, Mommy said she couldn’t subject her daughter to the life of a recording artist and she was obligated to be there for her husband and his military career.”

“No offense, Nikki, but that sounds like a cop out. Maybe your mother was scared. Did she live a sheltered life?”

“No, my grandparents were and are still very outgoing. They lived for my mom. In fact, they encouraged my mother to sign the contract so she could live her dream.”

“What about your dad?”

“I don’t think he was as excited about it, according to my grandma. At the time, my dad was a young Army officer barely starting his career, and he understood what the recording industry was like since one of his close cousins was a rapper. But Grandma said Daddy would’ve let my mom sign, if she really wanted to. So I chalk it up to her being afraid. Maybe it was even out of her comfort zone. But at church, if someone asked Mommy to sing for a big event, girlfriend, she would throw down. I wonder if she regrets not signing that contract.”

“Maybe we can get your mom to sing at a campus function.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“If you don’t mind, Nikki, let’s stop by my house so I can introduce you to my parents. I’d love to see their faces when they see you; although, I’ve told them all about you.”

“I guess seeing is believing.”

“They’re going to do a double take like your mother. You may have already seen my father.”

“How so?”

“He works in the Admissions Office on campus. In fact, he’s the director. You couldn’t miss him. He’s kinda handsome, if I do say so myself. I hear what some of those wild bitches say about him.”

“Well, I haven’t seen any fine, sexy man on campus, let alone at the Admissions Office. Call and see if your parents are at home.”

Asia pulled her cell phone out of her purse and dialed her parents’ number. Just when she was about to hang up, someone answered on the fourth ring. “Trevor, that you?”

“Hey, Asia; what’s up, sis? How’s college? Momma’s going to give me your room.”

“Hold up, Trevor. Stop talking crazy and telling lies on Momma. Ain’t no way you and your stanky gym shoes smelling self is going to find a way into my room. Not even in your dreams, boy.”

“Ask Momma. Get out of here!!” Trevor suddenly screamed.

“What’s up with you, Trevor?”

“Meow.”

“Beyonce pounced on my bed. I would’ve killed that cat a long time ago if Momma wasn’t going to kill me afterwards. Who names a stupid cat Beyonce?”

“Whatever. Put Momma on the phone so she can tell me what a liar you are.”

“Hmph, you’re gonna have to wait because Momma is at the beauty shop getting her hair done and Dad’s on campus.”

“A’ight. Don’t let me come home and find your crusty butt in my room. I don’t want to have to do a Chris Brown on you.”

“That’s wrong, Asia. Chris didn’t mean to hit Rihanna.”

“Whatever. I’m out.” Click. Asia put her cell phone away. The girls laughed.

“I can’t wait to meet your brother,” Afrika said.

“He’s a trip but we’re closer than close. Remind me to pick up a present for him. His birthday is next Friday. He graduates from high school next year, and I’m sure he’s going to come to Central since both my parents are alums.”

“Really? My mother also went to Central, but she left after her first year. I don’t know why. She transferred to Hampton University, which is where she met my dad before he joined the Army as a Lieutenant. Asia, our lives have so many parallels.”

“It’s scary, isn’t it?”

“Since we’re about the same age, maybe our parents’ paths crossed. When is your birthday?”

“December sixteenth,” Afrika said proudly.

“Nikki, you won’t believe this.”

“Don’t tell me your birthday is on the same day as mine. If it is, I’d have to wonder whether or not one of us was adopted. Because that would truly mean we are twins.”

“No,” Asia started. “How about ten days younger than you? I was born the day after Christmas. That means our mothers were pregnant at the same time.”

Afrika remained quiet as she sat at the stoplight. She reflected on her mother’s reaction when she saw Asia earlier. For some unknown reason, seeing Asia was like a trigger…a reminder of something her mother wanted to forget. The way she acted, someone would’ve thought she was on the verge of having a nervous breakdown. Or was it all an act?

“Earth to Nikki.”

“Sorry, girl. I was in another world.”

“Obviously.”

“You were saying that your birthday was…”

“Ten days after yours.”

“Well, that proves that we were meant to be best friends; sisters.”

“I don’t know about you, Nikki, but my freshman year is going to be on. I’ve got a great new best friend, we’re both on the cheerleading squad, and all that’s left is to find the man of my dreams like my mom did her freshman year.”

“I’m going to concentrate on my studies. I’m going to be a stock broker on Wall Street.”

“Sister CEO. Finally, there’s something we don’t have in common,” Asia said. “I say go for yours. My mother didn’t get her degree right away because she was pregnant with me, and at first aspired to do nothing but be a mom and nurture me. But she did go back to school after a year off and studied hard. She’s a psychologist, analyzing everything that doesn’t make sense to her. My mom is also a life coach. It’s big business, and she has a high-profile clientele. It wasn’t until later in her life that she found her real niche.”

“What is that?”

“She’s a genealogy specialist and loves getting families together. You have to attend one of our family reunions. They’re big events; especially since my mom found relatives we didn’t know we had from every corner of the globe. She’s like a bird picking worms out of the ground after a good rain.”

“I definitely want to meet your mom.”

“I’ll check to see when she gets home. Maybe we can run over there later.”

“Just let me know.”
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Mimi unpacked a few boxes that contained her porcelain figurines. She gently unwrapped the packing material from around each piece and carefully sat them on the built-in shelf in her living room. Opening another box, she pulled out a family picture of her, Raphael, and Afrika when she was five years old.

They were an attractive family—Afrika, in her long, curly pigtails and candy apple ribbon that matched her taffeta dress, Raphael, in his Army dress blues, and her, in her favorite Jones New York suit. They were the perfect family and their lives were full and prosperous. Mimi’s husband made full bird, Colonel, two years ago and the other love of her life was now in college.

She remembered the day she met Raphael. It was blazing hot, and she had only been in Hampton a few days. With a baby growing inside her womb, Mimi decided to go to summer school so that she wouldn’t get behind when the baby came.

She strolled onto Hampton’s campus to register, and coming out of the cashier’s office was the most handsome man that she’d ever seen. Mimi could tell he lifted weights; he had muscles that not only popped from underneath his cotton shirt but the rest of his body as well. He was tall, but not too tall that she couldn’t reach up and put her arms around his neck and swap kisses with him in her dreams. He had a thick head of cold, wavy, black hair. She didn’t want him to catch her looking at him, but when she came out of the admissions office, he was standing off to the side like he was waiting for somebody. What she didn’t know was that he was waiting on her—maybe to make her acquaintance or get a sandwich and a cold drink at the student lounge. Mimi looked at the picture again. She smiled. Besides the sandwich and cold drink, she gave herself to Raphael on the first day they met. In her heart of hearts, she knew he was going to be her husband.

On the marble mantle above the fireplace that separated the living area from the ultra modern kitchen with its black and white decor, Mimi sat the picture. Before taking her hand away, she glanced back at the picture, brushing Afrika’s face as if it were flesh, then focused on her eyes, imagining that there were two of them. Someone once said that each person had a twin in the world, but the likeness of Asia to her own daughter was too uncanny.

Mimi dismissed her thoughts and finished unpacking. She stacked the empty cartons out back in the storage area in a corner. She glanced around, measuring with her eyes to see if she’d have enough space to place a few more things she wanted to store. In doing so, she saw a red book that occupied a corner all by itself. Mimi picked up the telephone book and thumbed through the pages, finally deciding to take it inside the house.

With the book in her hand, Mimi plopped down on the suede couch, one of the few things she had bought for the house, and put her feet up under her. She lifted the cover and fingered the first few pages, finally getting up enough courage to flip to the white pages. She looked at it and allowed her eyes to slowly scan the page as her fingers did a slow crawl, serving as a guide. When she neared the “Ch’s,” she abruptly pulled her finger out of the book and slammed it shut.

Mimi threw the phone book down and ran up the stairs to her bedroom and closed the door. No one could calm her nerves like Raphael. She reached for the phone and dialed the country code for Germany but set the phone down after thinking better of it.

Mimi laid across her four-poster white bed in a fetal position. The peach-colored walls with white trim soothed the tension she felt. Moments later, Mimi’s eyelids were limp and sleep overtook her.

Instead of blacking out, she was consumed by a dream that had manifested itself many times before over the last nineteen years. Her eyelids fluttered as she imagined a medium brown, medium height woman emerge from a shadow and knock on a door. She was dressed in a white, loose-fitting cotton blouse with a red camisole underneath and blue leggings. A man opened the door, dressed in only a pair of sweatpants, his chest bare, and pulled the woman inside, closing the door behind him. She tried to leave, but the man blocked the door.

His breath smelled like a refinery; he was obviously drunk. There was small talk and then an argument ensued. There was lots of yelling, shouting, and pointing fingers. And as if the man had superhero strength, he picked up the woman and threw her on the sofa. He tore away her clothes like a savage beast and pulled down his pants and…

Huffing and puffing, Mimi jerked up, swinging her arms wildly with sweat covering her face before finally stopping to stare at nothing in particular. She grabbed her heart, crossed her arms over her chest, finally lifting her legs over the side of the bed in attempt to keep from shaking.

Mimi eased off the bed, stood up, and walked slowly to the bathroom like she was a mummy or high on drugs. She gasped at the sight of herself.

“Okay, Mimi,” she said out loud, rinsing her face and blotting it with a cold cloth. “Pull yourself together, girl. You’re making more out of this than there is. You’re imagining things. Afrika is going…is going…”

Mimi rushed from the bathroom, ran downstairs, and grabbed her BlackBerry. “I’ll send her a text. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.”

A, this is Mommy. I really like Asia; she seems like a very nice girl. I’m not trying to alarm you, but be careful about getting too involved with her and her family. Take some time to meet other kids instead of having one exclusive friend. Love you. Mommy.

Looking over the message one more time, Mimi nodded her head in approval and pressed SEND.

It was almost as if Afrika had been sitting at the other end waiting for Mimi’s text. In under a minute, Mimi received a reply from Afrika.

What’s up with you, Mommy? You’re acting weird. I really like Asia. You have nothing to worry about. Love, A.

Maybe it was the quiet in the room that sent chills down Mimi’s spine, but Afrika’s diss in her text message made her shiver. “Afrika,” Mimi said out loud, “Mommy knows best.” She needed proof, but in the meantime, Mimi had to protect Afrika at all costs. Mimi typed another message, looked at it, and hit the CANCEL button.
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“Hey, Asia. Where are you?” Afrika asked as she let her backpack drop from her shoulders to the floor of her dorm room, while she held onto her cell phone.

“Hey, girl, I’m at the dining hall. I was famished and came straight from class with some of the other girls on the squad. Hurry up; I’ll wait for you.”

“Okay. I’ll be right over after I pee.”

The dorm suite was home to eight girls. There were two persons to a room, and they all shared a kitchenette that housed a refrigerator, a small stove, and a three-seater sofa and one chair. Afrika and Asia lived in separate suites but down the hall. Afrika liked her roommate, but she and Asia had more in common.

Afrika packed her books for her remaining classes. She took one last look in the mirror, smoothed down the edges of her hair, swished her ponytail, sucked her teeth, and winked at herself. Glancing around the room, she seemed satisfied that she had all she needed.

The sun was high overhead. Students strolled across campus, eager to get a bite to eat or head to their next class. Even though school had been in session for a month, Afrika was enjoying her freshman experience so far. She walked proudly as she made her way across campus.

“Asia,” a male voice called. “Asia, Asia,” the voice called out again when Afrika didn’t stop. “Asia.”

Afrika turned around, her ponytail slapping her in the face. A couple of feet away stood a handsome, middle-aged man, with thick black sideburns, closed-cropped brownish-black hair, wearing a red linen jacket, a red and white striped shirt accented by a white collar and cuffs, and black Hugo Boss slacks. Afrika smiled and then looked him up and down. She came to her senses when she realized the man was staring straight at her—through her.

Squinting, the gentleman pulled back his head, unsure that the young lady who stared back at him was who he thought. “Asia?”

“No, my name is Nikki.”

“I’m sorry…I’ve mistaken you for my daughter. She resembles you a little.”

“You mean, Asia?”

“Yes, do you know her?”

Afrika walked over to where the man stood. She had to agree with the talk on the yard that Asia’s father was definitely fine. “Yes, I know Asia. We’re on the cheerleading squad together. Everyone says we could pass for twins.”

“Well, they say that everyone has a twin in the world. Excuse my manners. I’m Mr. Victor Christianson.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Christianson. My mother says the same thing about having a double somewhere out there in the world.”

“Is your mother from around here?” Victor asked, as he watched Afrika with renewed interest.

“We came here from Kansas. My dad is a Colonel in the Army and he just left for Germany. My mom moved to Durham to be close to me.”

“Oh, I see. Well, it was nice meeting you, Nikki. If we can assist you in the Admissions Office, don’t hesitate to stop by.”

“Thank you, Mr. Christianson.” Afrika waved goodbye.

Victor turned and walked in the opposite direction, but stopped, turned, and watched as Nikki walked away.

THE CROWD HAD DWINDLED IN THE CAFETERIA BY THE TIME Afrika reached it. She got a tray and headed for the pizza station. Her mother said she was going to turn into a tub of cheese if she didn’t leave the pizza alone and start eating some vegetables. When it came to pizza, she wasn’t discriminating—Domino’s, Papa John’s, Pizza Hut—you name it.

“Nikki,” Asia called from across the room, waving her hand.

Afrika headed straight to the table and joined the group. “Asia, I met your dad a few minutes ago. I was on my way to the cafe when he called your name, thinking I was you. You should have seen his face when I finally turned around.”

“I bet he had the same look on his face that your mother had when she saw me.”

“Shoot, he looked like he was having an out-of-body experience, the way he kept staring at me.”

“It would be something if you were really sisters,” Erika, the head cheerleader, said.

“I’m not adopted,” Afrika said before Asia had a chance to speak.

“Neither am I,” Asia added, looking at the group that now stared back at her. “It’s a coincidence that we sort of have some of the same features. We’re not twins, not sisters, and we’re not adopted. So cool it.”

Afrika nibbled on her pizza and allowed the others to continue with their conversation. This was the first time that she’d seen Asia become upset over the comparison between the two of them. She knew who she was…she was the daughter of Setrina and Raphael, and that was it.

Lost in her thoughts, Afrika put the pizza down and recalled the text her mother sent her. She pulled out her cell phone and looked at the message again. There was no rhyme or reason to the message. She shut the phone, picked up her pizza, and began to nibble on it again.

“Earth to Nikki,” Asia said, now standing over her with tray in hand. “Girl, you aren’t tripping about all that crazy talk about us being adopted, are you?”

“Hell no,” Afrika said. “I know who I am and who my parents are. After awhile, they’ll be saying that the whole cheerleading squad is sisters since we wear the same makeup and the same hairstyle at all our games.”

“You’re right. After cheer practice, why don’t we go to my house? My brother’s birthday is today and I’m going to drop his gift off. My mom will probably have cake and ice cream. I’d go tomorrow, but since we have a football game and the Ques are giving the party of the year, Trevor won’t see me tomorrow.”

“I can’t believe a week’s gone by already since we went to my mom’s house. I was supposed to remind you to get the present. Sorry, I forgot.”

“Don’t worry about it. My handy-dandy BlackBerry reminded me. So, are you up to going with me?”

“I don’t know. I have a lot of homework to do, Asia.”

“Nikki, this is Friday night. You have all day Sunday to do your homework.”

“Well…

“What’s there to think about? After practice?”

“Okay,” Afrika relented, her mother’s warning sounding an alarm in the pit of her stomach. “Okay.”
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“Hey, hey, hey. Do it Eagles. Do it Eagles. Do it Eagles. Eagles Do it. Hey, hey, hey. Heeeeey! Go Eagles!!”

“Good practice,” the cheerleading coach announced. The squad that was fifteen strong kicked their legs and clapped their hands. “You all are dismissed.”

Afrika and Asia picked up their gym bags and headed toward Asia’s car. “Nikki, why are you dragging your feet?”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to meet your family.”

“Look, Nikki. We are down to earth. We live life to the fullest and love to have fun.”

“It’s awfully late,” Afrika said, offering another excuse.

“You wouldn’t be saying that if we were going to one of those frat parties. Look, I’ll drive extra slow, if that would make you feel better. I know how you feel about my driving. We have to go to Chapel Hill; so let’s go.”

“We’re not going to a frat party, Asia. Meeting the parents is a whole different matter, but I’ll go.”

“I don’t know what the big deal is; I just want to give Trevor his birthday present.”

“Well, let’s go.”

Asia maneuvered her baby blue Toyota Camry down Fayetteville Street and onto Interstate 40. Several exits later, Asia took the Chapel Hill off-ramp and headed toward the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Darkness made it hard to totally assess the neighborhood Asia had driven into, but from the little Afrika could see, she could tell that it was upscale with manicured lawns. Asia drove up into a long, circular driveway that ran parallel to the wrap-around porch with Boston ferns still hanging from their baskets, although it was mid-September. Light from the interior lit the house from the inside and motion sensor lights flooded the outside.

“We’re here,” Asia announced, jumping out of the car. “Come on, Nikki. Let’s go say ‘Happy Birthday’ to Trevor.”

Afrika slid out of the car and exhaled. Flashbacks of Asia’s father staring at her like she’d been reincarnated and her mother’s messages to be careful of getting too close to Asia’s family made her feel ill-at-ease. She looked at the large, massive house and sighed.

“Come on, Nikki. What’s taking you so long?”

“You forgot Trevor’s gift in the back seat. I’ll get it for you.”

Afrika grabbed Trevor’s gift, closed the car door, and walked to the front of the car where Asia stood. Asia put her arm through Afrika’s. “Okay, girl, let’s meet the folks.”

For most of Afrika’s life, she had lived in one military housing area or another. Although their quarters were befitting the officer that her father was, nothing had prepped her for the gorgeous, upscale dwelling that Asia and her family resided in. And according to Asia, her mother, Dr. Brenda Christianson, was doing quite well for herself and was often asked to provide retrospective insight on some subject related to her profession and some current economic crisis on a local news show.

The house was tri-level with wall-to-wall hardwood flooring covered with expensive Chinese rugs. The rooms were painted in light pastels to give it an airy feeling. The living room opened up to a cathedral ceiling with a balcony that connected some of the second-story rooms to the other. A large, spacious kitchen tiled in black and white sat in the center of the house and contained modern stainless steel appliances to include a state of the art industrial oven, a huge pantry, and more cabinet space than one could imagine. A long black and white granite counter that could serve as a table ran the length of the kitchen. The dining room mirrored the colors in the kitchen, with a table that sat ten and a china cabinet finished in highly polished black lacquer. A long hallway led from one side of the kitchen to a cabana that contained a large stainless steel grill and miniature fridge, and swank patio furniture in colors of orange and yellow that connected to a hot tub with stairs that dropped down to the swimming pool. On the lower level of the house was a large game room that housed a professional size pool table, jukebox, and popcorn machine that sat right outside of the theater room that housed thirteen velvet high-back seats and a large retractable screen and a projector.

Afrika’s lip was still on the ground after her tour. The uneasiness she first felt had long since vanished; she felt right at home. And Trevor was just as crazy as Asia said he was; especially after he recovered from seeing his sister in double. Even the cat, Afrika hated cats, didn’t understand what the fuss was all about and retreated to an undisclosed portion of the house.

“Where are Mom and Dad?” Asia asked Trevor. “I’m sure Mom baked a cake for your seventeenth birthday.”

“Asia, please. I’m too old for birthday cake and ice cream. But I’ll gladly accept that package over there that looks like my birthday present.” Trevor walked to the table where Afrika had dropped his present and picked it up. He shook it this way and then that. “Sis, I hope this is my favorite pair of sneaks that I’ve been talking about all summer.”

“You’ll have to open it up and find out.”

Trevor tore the paper from the oblong box. “Yeah, Mom and Dad went to some symposium at Duke that had to do with something Mom was working on.”

“Oh,” Asia said, with disappointment written all over her face.

After a second pause and a quick pull of the lid, a pair of Jordan sneakers fell out of the box. “I love you, Sis!” Trevor hollered, jumping around like he was a Mexican jumping bean. “You sho’ hooked a brother up!”

“I aim to please,” Asia said, while Afrika looked on. “Well, Nikki, why don’t we watch a movie and then head back to campus?”

“Works for me,” Afrika said.

“Dang, I can’t get over how much you two look alike,” Trevor said, his eyes steadily shifting between Asia and Afrika. “You two look more alike than me and Asia.”

“It’s not that big of deal, Trevor,” Asia said. “Everybody has a twin somewhere in this world. And, Nikki does look like you.”

“No way,” Trevor said. They laughed.

“Put a movie on, nut head,” Asia said. The girls laughed again. “And turn off the lights.”

Afrika felt even more at-ease. She settled back in the high-back chair and watched Friday with Ice Cube and Chris Tucker for the umpteenth time. Asia slapped her leg when the credits rolled onto the screen a couple of hours later.

“Let’s go, girl. You can meet my parents another time.”

Before Afrika could respond, the lights flicked on. Almost falling off their seats, three necks twirled around in unison. It was Michael Jackson’s Thriller movie coming to life.

The fear that had gripped Afrika’s body earlier returned. Asia’s parents stood in the doorway and gazed at the trio, although their eyes were dedicated to Afrika. After an awkward silence, Asia’s mother spoke.

“Happy Birthday, Trevor.” His mother moved forward and kissed him.

“Come on, Mom. I’m too old for that.”

“You’ll always be my baby.”

“Yeah, happy birthday, Trevor,” Victor Christianson said.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Brenda Christianson came and stood next to Afrika. “So, you’re the new friend that Asia has been going on and on about.”

Offering a warm smile, Afrika shook Brenda’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Christianson. I’m Nikki. Asia talks about you both so much,” she said, turning to include Victor.

Brenda Christianson smiled. “Her daddy and I are very proud. Well, other than you wearing your hair in a ponytail and being roughly the same height as Asia, I don’t think you would pass for twins like Asia says people are saying. Asia is much lighter than you and she has a birthmark on her tummy. Do you have a birth-mark on your tummy? What do you think, Victor?”

“No, I don’t have a birthmark,” Afrika replied in a hurry. She wasn’t sure she liked the way Asia’s mother was interrogating her like their daughter was better than her. And she certainly didn’t like the way they kept staring at her; especially Asia’s father, like she was some kind of alien. Afrika thought about the sixth finger they both had in common but kept it to herself.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Nikki,” Brenda said and began to walk out of the room until she heard her husband speak.

“Nikki?” Asia’s father inquired.

“Nikki Bailey. Nikki is my nickname, which I prefer to use. My full name is Afrika Nicole Bailey. People used to tease me when I was younger about my first name and by the time I was in the fifth grade, I had everyone calling me Nikki until I went to high school. Then it was Afrika again.”

Brenda and Victor stopped in their tracks. Afrika hadn’t noticed their discomfort because Asia started talking.

“Why didn’t you tell me Afrika was your first name? It’s so like mine. Another coincidence. I don’t believe this. We’re both named after continents.”

“You guys are weird,” Trevor said.

“I think it’s too cool,” Asia added, grabbing Afrika’s arm.

Afrika and Asia headed for the door. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. and Mrs. Christianson,” Afrika said, shaking their hands.

“It was nice meeting you, too, Nikki…Afrika,” Brenda said, cutting an eye at her husband, who seemed to avoid eye contact. “Ah, Afrika, before you and Asia head off to campus, I’d like to ask you a question.”

Afrika frowned at the tone of Brenda’s voice. The longer she stayed in Asia’s house, the more uncomfortable she became. She was sure that it was more than her mother’s casual warning. She thought it odd that Mr. Christianson acted as if he had met her for the first time. “Yes, Mrs. Christianson?”

“Did your mother ever attend Central? I had a friend once; in fact we were best friends. I haven’t seen her in over nineteen years.” Brenda gave Afrika the once over again, and then continued. “Our fathers were both in the Army, and we were stationed in Europe at the same time—Germany, to be exact. Both of our fathers were reassigned to Ft. Bragg, which is where this friend of mine and I ended up. And when it was time to go to college, we went to North Carolina Central University together. But I don’t know what happened to her. She vanished from sight at the end of our freshman year, and I never heard from her again. I was crushed for a long while.”

Afrika glanced at Victor, who looked away. Something was not making any sense, but there wasn’t any time to address it. “Yes, she did. Her name is Mimi.”

Both Brenda and Victor gasped at the same time.

“You’re Mimi’s daughter?” Brenda asked. “Where is she? How can I get in touch with her? I can’t believe that her daughter is standing in front of me in my house.”

Asia and Trevor’s eyes widened. They couldn’t believe their ears.

“People said we were inseparable,” Brenda continued. “We both said that if we had girls, I would name mine Asia and she’d name hers Afrika because we had travelled to so many places with our parents.” Almost as if Brenda was in a trance, she kept going. “I gave her the nickname, Mimi, because she could sing like a bird and would sing up and down the scales like she was giving the performance of her life. Do you remember that, Victor?”

“Yeah, it was a long time ago.”

“Look,” Brenda said, “I’d like to see Mimi; talk to her. I don’t believe it, after all of this time.” Brenda paced the room. “Did you say where she was, Afrika?”

“She lives in Durham in a beautiful condo,” Asia offered. “I’ve met her and she’s really nice. Now I understand why she was acting strange when I said my name. She probably thought the same thing you did, Mom, but didn’t say anything.”

“Or was afraid to ask,” Brenda said.

“Is there something I should know?” Afrika asked timidly, not sure what kind of response she was going to receive.

“Not at all,” Victor said, suddenly wanting to the take charge of the conversation. “Mrs. Christianson and I are merely shocked that, after all these years, a prodigal sister has returned and it took our daughters to bring us together. This is exciting. Trevor, I hope your birthday wasn’t upstaged by this turn of events.”

“No, Dad, I think it’s pretty cool myself. Now you’ll always remember my birthday as the day you rediscovered a lost friend.”

“No, it will always be the day my son was born,” Victor said.

“Listen to Trevor,” Asia said. They bumped knuckles. “Happy birthday again, Trev. Nikki and I, no, Afrika and I are headed back to the dorm. We’ve got a football game tomorrow. Got to get some sleep.”

“It was nice meeting you all,” Afrika said for the third time. “Happy birthday, Trevor.”

“Be sure to let Mimi know I’d love to hear from her,” Brenda reminded Afrika, her voice trailing off.

“I will.” The girls headed to the car.

“They really do look like twins,” Brenda said under her breath as she peeked from behind the drapes in her oversized living room and watched the girls drive away.
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Asia and Afrika rode most of the way to campus in silence. Exiting the freeway and stopping at the red light, Asia turned to face Afrika. “Nikki, tonight was freaky.”

“Yeah, it was,” Afrika said, not bothering to turn in Asia’s direction and keeping her voice low. Suddenly, she turned and looked at Asia. To see her was like looking at herself. “So what do you think all of this means?”

“I don’t think it means anything more than are parents are old friends. The real question is why did your mom leave without telling anyone or saying goodbye?”

Afrika pondered the question for a moment. The light turned green and Asia drove forward.

“I don’t know why my mother chose to leave without telling anyone, but I’m sure she had a good reason. But let’s give this up for tonight. My energy is sapped; I need a good night’s rest.”

“I agree.”

Afrika sat back in her seat and closed her eyes. Her mother’s warning had fallen on deaf ears, and now she was afraid that she may have opened a door her mother might have wanted to stay shut, although she had no idea why. Afrika pulled out her cell phone and began to text. Mommy, we need to talk, A.

THE FANS WERE OUT IN FULL FORCE TO WATCH NORTH CAROLINA Central whip the Fayetteville State University Broncos. Rumor had proven true when Central pulled out of the Central Inter-collegiate Athletic Association (CIAA), but the Eagles still enjoyed a non-conference match with their former rival.

The cheerleaders were in the ready position as the band continued to assemble in the bleachers, playing a jazzy number that had booties bouncing and swaying and heads and arms rocking from side to side. Excitement and camaraderie complemented the near seventy-five degree heat and brilliant sun that lit up the afternoon skies. Hotdogs and carbonated drinks kept everyone happy until kick-off.

Afrika kicked her legs and threw her arms in the air. “Do it Eagles!!” she shouted along with the other cheerleaders. She waited for the next command and stood facing the crowd in the stands, waving her hands. Then she spotted him staring at her like she was some kind of science project that he was going to dissect.

She turned away and then looked back and Victor was still staring at her. What was his sudden interest in her? Why was he so quiet last night, acting as if he’d never met her before? It gave her the chills.

Afrika immersed herself in cheering on her team, although in the end, it was a letdown as the Fayetteville State Broncos trounced the Eagles 36-14.

MIMI LOOKED AGAIN AT THE MESSAGE SHE HAD RECEIVED FROM Afrika. Her stomach was in knots. She didn’t know what to make of the cryptic message. What if she had learned something about her? Mimi shut her mind down and deleted the thoughts she conjured in her head.
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Nineteen years after she was raped, Mimi Bailey makes a desperate
attempt to protect her secret when she returns to the scene of the crime.

Setrina “Mimi” Bailey is carrying a nineteen-year-old secret that shed like to
remain hidden forever. However, a move to Durham, North Carolina, threatens
to expose her secret and forever disrupt the lives of those she’s protected from the
cruth all those years.

Mimi Bailey was raped by Victor Christianson, her best friend Brenda’s fiancé,
while they were in college. Now, Mimi’s daughter, Afrika, who is eighteen years
old and college bound, wants to further her education at the same college where
her mother still bears the scars of the crime. Mimi is unsuccessful in changing
Afrika’s mind. And when Victor gets wind that Mimi is back in the area and has a
daughter who looks very much like his own, he stops at nothing to chase them out
of town and eliminate the reminder of his infidelity.

A complex tale of mystery and suspense, Betrayed explores the fine line between
passion and power...and what we'll do to protect the ones we love.

- is the author of Nothing Stays the Same, Déji
Vu, Ex-Terminator: Life After Marriage, A Love So Deep and
Behind the Veil, and the cofounder and president of the Sistahs
Book Club. Her next novel is Az the End of the Day. Visit her at
SuzettaPerkins.com.
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