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Dedication

For my brother, sister, and father, whose absences are felt but whose spirits remain ever near. And for my mother, brother, and nieces, whose strength, love, and quiet brilliance continue to guide me. This book began as a bridge to someone I missed beyond words. In time, it became a lifeline; an intimate thread connecting memory to hope, grief to grace. May you find as much meaning in these pages as I found solace in bringing them to life.
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Thank God It’s Friday

The flight from Los Angeles to Philadelphia is excruciating. My mind replays the argument with Phil Kaplan, CEO of my biggest account. Phil, in his drunken rage, crossed the line. Not only had he thrown a major league temper tantrum, but he also kicked me out of his office. As the head of a major Hollywood studio, he’s practically untouchable. How will this affect me? No one will bat an eye at his behavior, and he knows it. Despite my fifteen years at EPN (Entertainment Placement Network) and my involvement in major product placement campaigns for blockbuster films, I can’t help but worry about how Jack, my sales manager, will react when he hears what happened. If he finds out about Phil, I might not have a job on Monday. Right now, all I can think is, “Thank God it’s Friday.”

As soon as we land, I’m heading straight home. I’m exhausted, physically and mentally. I have no energy to explain what happened with Phil, especially to Jack. To make matters worse, the guy sitting next to me in 3A won’t stop talking. I regret exchanging business cards.

“Sienna K. Lewis, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.” I nod, slipping my AirPods in. I’m too tired for conversation. The moment the plane doors open, I bolt.

The traffic leaving the airport is horrendous. The man in front of me slams hard on his brakes as a car cuts in front of him to avoid the construction a few hundred feet away. I brake hard, swearing at city officials. Why is there construction on the busiest highway in the city on a Friday evening? I curse myself for not staying over in LA. It would have been nice to visit with Gloria, one of my girlfriends from college.

I crawl along in traffic, dreaming of my silken sheets. But first, I have to pick up Millie, my dog. I groan lovingly. When will I ever get home? Stuck in traffic, my eye catches a huge billboard displaying the 76ers’ new rookie player. Welcome to Philly, Osei Wharton, it’s an Osay Jawn. Clever way to teach the city how to pronounce his name. I hope he can play, but if he can’t, the ladies of Philly won’t complain. He’s gorgeous.

To pass the time in traffic, I check my voicemail. Jack’s left a message. He can wait until Monday. The next one is from Gloria, a top plastic surgeon to Hollywood’s elite, and one of the four women I cherish the most. No matter how much I press, she will not divulge the names of her clients. Too busy with our lives, we seldom get together anymore, but just thinking of Taylor, Rainey, Gloria, and Dee warms my heart. We met over twenty years ago as freshmen. Dee, we met in our sophomore year, and we’ve been loving and supporting each other ever since. I push the message button.

“Sese, I know damn well you didn’t come to LA and not see me. Why’d I have to hear about your trip from Rainey? Call me!”

“Do you want to reply?” the car monitor asks.

I press no. I know she’s upset, but she can wait until tomorrow.

She’ll understand why I left without seeing her when I explain the incident with Phil.

I pick up Millie, my beloved Bouvier and protector, and it feels good to walk into my home. I can finally breathe. And clearly, Millie feels the same; her tail hasn’t stopped wagging.

Monday morning comes far too soon. I check my calendar. Of course, Jack has scheduled a 9:30 am meeting. After eight years of working together, Jack and I still struggle to communicate. I wonder how we made it work all these years. I dread telling him about what happened with Phil, though I suspect he already knows. I brace for the worst, the account taken away, or even being fired. Taking a deep breath, I walk into Jack’s office.

“How did you do it?” Jack’s all smiles.

“Do what?”

“Sweet talk Phil’s hard ass in renewing for three more years. You’re my hero.”

I try to hide my shock, maintaining a calm façade. “What can I say, I have the Midas touch.”

EPN represents several hundred brands from toothpaste to high-end luxury items from modest mid-size vehicles to expensive sports cars. While Jack reviews the contract with his assistant, I replay my uncomfortable meeting with Phil.

The meeting started as usual, with us reviewing his new project. Our top priority was finding ways to enhance the scenes in his latest movie with products viewers used in their everyday lives. If a car is needed, we ask what make and model would best fit the character’s lifestyle and personality. When we met that morning, it was clear Phil had already been drinking. Every suggestion I made seemed to irritate him.

“Why should I have any of the products you’re suggesting? Clearly, you don’t understand the characters; your suggestions are all wrong,” he yelled.

I tried to explain my rationale, but he wasn’t listening. Sensing he was about to explode, to lighten the mood, I made the mistake of asking about his wife. Phil’s wife is much younger than he is. Everyone, but Phil, knows she married him for his money. 

“How dare you ask me about my personal life? I hate doing business with you and your company. A bunch of amateurs,” he lashed out at me, then paused as another thought crossed his mind. “How did you know my wife and I are having issues? What have you heard? What gossip are you spreading about me?” 

The more I tried to calm him down, the angrier he became. He lost control and threw the storyboard we were working on across the room. 

“Phil, have you lost your mind?” I looked up, startled.

He then grabbed the phone from his desk and threw it at the wall, narrowly missing me. I calmly picked up my belongings and headed for the door. As I was leaving, security guards suddenly appeared. Phil asked them to escort me out of the building. The people in the office stared at me as if I had stolen something, mostly avoiding making eye contact. I was angry and embarrassed: I wanted nothing to do with him ever again! 

Jack interrupts my thoughts. “Sienna, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, just jet-lagged.”

After reviewing the products with Jack to satisfy Phil’s contract, I head to my office to digest what had just happened. A large arrangement of roses is sitting on my desk. I pull out the card. Please forgive me, Phil. Next to the bouquet is a FedEx envelope with a five-thousand-dollar Saks gift card. Guilt has its perks, I thought as I picked up the phone to call Phil. I want him to apologize to me personally. I get his voicemail. Refusing to leave a voicemail, I dial his assistant, Valerie.

“Hello Valerie, is Phil available?”

“Hi, Sienna. Are you okay? Did you receive the flowers and the gift card?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Phil will be in within the hour Sienna,” she pleads, “please be patient. He’s going through a brutal divorce, and his wife is taking him to the cleaners. And things are tense. What happened to you happens almost daily now. We’re all walking on eggshells around him. We never know when he’ll explode.”

“Thank you for the flowers and the gift card.”

“Sienna, I didn’t send them. Phil did. He adores you.”

“Thanks, Valerie. Let him know I called.”

The multi-year deal with Phil gives me some breathing room at work. In this business, you’re as good as your last sale, and the incident with Phil was a stark reminder not to get too comfortable with one three-year, multimillion-dollar contract. This could’ve been a disaster. My goal is to close another major deal, which means a trip to New York.
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Counting Stars

The trip to New York is a resounding success. I close another multimillion-dollar deal, and I’m on fire. But all the traveling has taken its toll, and I’m in serious need of a break. I call Jack to share the win and ask for a vacation. He agrees to a three-week break, on one condition: I stay somewhat plugged in. I promise to work remotely if needed.

I’m heading to my happy place. Excited, I text my girls to see if they can take a few days off to join me on Martha’s Vineyard, and to my delight, they all say yes. The next day, I book the ferry, load Millie into the car, and head to my sanctuary. One perk of owning a vacation home is that there’s no need to pack clothes. I have to bring the essentials: Scotch, beer, Soju, and plenty of wine. I’ll spend the first week alone, catching up on my reading and taking long, meditative walks on the beach with Millie. Work interruptions are few, and I’m finally getting the break I need. I can’t wait to see my girls.

On Monday of my second week, I’m busy picking up the girls from the airport and the ferry. Gloria’s the first to arrive, already complaining about her flight and how I went to LA without seeing her. She’ll forgive me. She loves the Vineyard. Many of her clients vacation here, and she is always on the lookout for new referrals. Plus, her father-in-law has a place on the island, so she knows it well.

“Hello, gorgeous, stop complaining. I’ve missed you,” I say, my eyes appreciating her always magnificent style. How are Jackson and the boys doing?”

“They’re fine. Jackson isn’t too happy about watching the twins for a week by himself, but he knows I need to unwind and relax.”

I give her a big hug. Gloria has been married to Jackson, a now successful film executive, ever since he laid eyes on her in college. He’d come to visit her roommate, she opened the door, and they’ve been inseparable since.

“Yes, relaxing is definitely part of the plan,” I say. “The next few days will be all about sunrises and sunsets, Luther, Jill Scott, Gregory Porter, Anita Baker, and when we’re ready to let loose, Michael Jackson, Whitney, and Prince.”

“I can’t wait!” Gloria exclaims.

Dee was next to arrive. We didn’t meet her until sophomore year, but we bonded fast, mostly because she could cook, and we were always starving. From then on she’s been feeding us ever since. Often mistaken for Vanessa Williams on the streets of New York, she’s now a celebrity chef with a top-rated, internationally syndicated show. Her excellent skill means we’ll feast like queens for the next week. As she struggles with her luggage, Gloria gets out to help.

“My God, Dee, did you pack a body in here?” Gloria laughs, kissing her on the cheek.

“It’s spices, and everything I need to feed you all for a week.”

“In that case, I’ll lift with joy.”

“It’s been too long,” Dee says, sliding into the back seat and kissing my cheek.

On the way home, we stop by the Edgartown Seafood Market to buy lobsters and the freshest seafood the island has to offer. Dee is going to make her famous lobster Fra Diavolo for dinner. It’s a delicious mix of sweet and spicy tomato sauce over homemade pasta and fresh lobster. She has a knack for making everything taste so soulful and rich.

“Dee, how is Marie?” Gloria asks.

Dee groans. “Apart from the fact that the girl is dating a white guy from Scotland, and Lord knows you don’t get much whiter than that, she’s fine. She’s thriving at Princeton and never misses a social cause to champion.”

“Well, you raised Marie to have her own mind, and it turns out, she’s got enough opinions for three,” Gloria says with a smile.

The car announces a text. It’s Rainey, the self-proclaimed voice of reason in our group, who has missed her flight, so she’ll arrive tomorrow. There’s a sigh of relief. Rainey isn’t her real name, but the one I gave her because she rains on everyone else’s parade. Quick to give advice but one never to take it, we all know that before we leave the Vineyard, at least one of us will have argued with her. As annoying as Rainey can be, she’s dear to all our hearts.

A few hours later, I’m on my way to pick up Taylor from the Ferry in Oak Bluffs. Of all the girls, she’s my best friend and closest confidant. An investment banker and the cheapest person I know. Taylor didn’t disappoint. To save money on airfare, she flew into Boston, took the Peter Pan Bus to Woods Hole, and the ferry to Martha’s Vineyard. She doesn’t consider that time is money. Taylor is Taylor, and we never miss a chance to tease her about being cheap. Honestly, I wouldn’t be shocked if her bank account rivals the GDP of a small country.

“Hey, Love.” I’m over the moon to see her, and I give her a giant hug, but all she sees is my new car.

“Sese! You bought a Porsche Cayenne! Seriously? I could have invested what you spent on this car and made you a few hundred thousand dollars. Don’t you have better things to do with your money?”

“Just take care of the money you already have of mine. Really, Taylor, I haven’t seen you in forever, and all you want to do is yell at me for buying a Porsche?”

“At least it’s a hybrid,” she replies sarcastically.

“How can you keep a straight face and ask clients to trust you with their money when you’re such a cheap ass?”

“That is precisely why they give me their money. Honestly, Sese, you are such a dumb ass. People love a banker who knows the value of a dollar.”

Taylor and I have a steadfast ritual whenever she hits the island. First stop, Farm Neck Golf Club Café. She claims it’s for the drinks at the bar, but the real reason is to see the golf players starting from the first tee. Her hope is to see Barack Obama. He summers on the Vineyard and plays here often, though all of these years, we’ve yet to see him swing a club. Regardless, we raise a glass to Barack and Michelle. We head to the house, listening to the Love Jones soundtrack and mellowing out before we get there. She’s relieved to hear Rainey won’t be arriving until tomorrow. A little peace and quiet before the storm never hurts.

Dee has prepared dinner, and we dine while watching the most beautiful sunset. We listen to the sound of Senge, short for Sengekontacket, steps away from my screened-in porch. We watch as gulls drop clams and oysters on the rocks, then swoop down to gobble them up. At nightfall, we’re mesmerized by the stars. As we get deeper into our drinks, we start to count them.

“Will we ever finish counting all the stars?” Taylor asks, gazing up at the sky.

Gloria chuckles, “If you think we’ve been close, you’re not just drunk but you’re delusional.”

Dee smiles and says, “Taylor, as long as we’re counting them together, that’s all that matters.”

I raise my glass. “Here’s to counting stars.”

The next morning, I pick Rainey up from the airport. She’s on her phone, blows me an air kiss like she’s royalty, and tosses her luggage into the back seat without missing a word of her donor pitch. Rainey, the CEO of a nonprofit, is always fundraising.

When we arrive at the house, she steps out of the car, points to her luggage, and walks away. I glance sideways at her, then at her bags, and keep walking. Her majesty has arrived. Taylor comes out to greet us. Rainey gives her a little wave, as if she were indeed royalty, points to her luggage, and mouths the word “please.” Taylor blows her an air kiss and takes Rainey’s bags inside.

By noon, Rainey has worked everyone’s last nerve, and we all want to give her a knuckle sandwich. Everyone except me heads to the beach. I, on the other hand, head to the golf course.
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To Tee or Not to Tee

I have a 1:40 p.m. tee time at Farm Neck Golf Club in Oak Bluffs, one of the top-ranked courses in the Northeast. I love playing here. The course fits my eye: not overly difficult, but far from easy. All eighteen holes wind through tree-lined fairways, with scenic views and impressive glimpses of Vineyard Sound and the Pond.

Today I’m paired with two guys, one from New Jersey and another from DC, neither of whom is thrilled to be playing with a woman. Their stony expressions and sidelong glances make it clear enough. No greeting, no small talk, just silence. It’s fine by me; it makes winning even sweeter.

On the third hole, I birdied a difficult par 5. This is when they realize I can play, and they don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of beating me. They finally relax and start discussing hockey, baseball, and basketball, intentionally excluding me from their conversation.

By the eighth hole, their conversation turns to the 76ers and their new draft pick, Osei Wharton. They’re seriously man-crushing, calling him a mix of Allen Iverson and Dr. J rolled into one, a pure, unadulterated talent.

As we’re teeing from the tee box on the ninth hole, who but Barack Obama is finishing up on the eighteenth green! I grab my phone, take a photo, and text it to Taylor.

She responds immediately, “I’m heartbroken,” followed by several crying emojis. I wave at the President as he speeds by in his golf cart, surrounded by Secret Service.

After a satisfying round of golf, I head back to the house to join the girls. We play backgammon and drink, laughter echoing late into the night. The game draws us into deeper conversation and easy contentment.

The next morning, I wake to the smell of coffee, cinnamon, and the melodic drumbeat of rain. When it rains at the Vineyard, time stands still, demanding relaxation. Dee has made the morning even more perfect with French toast bread pudding, herb-baked eggs, and apple turkey sausage. We have breakfast on the screened-in porch enjoying the view of the pond and watching the ships glide across Vineyard Sound. We sip on mimosas and catch up on everything that can’t be shared over the phone, texts, or on social media. It’s comforting to see that we’re not just living well but loving well.

The next day is a beautiful beach day, fresh with the scent of rain as we make our way to the Inkwell. The Inkwell is a beach in Oak Bluffs frequented by African Americans since the nineteenth century. The name was given to the beach because of the skin color of the beachgoers and has become a source of pride among the folks who frequent it. Ridiculously small, it’s very rocky in places, but the water is beautiful, calm, and peaceful. If you want a good spot, however, you have to get there early. We spend the day reminiscing about our first visits to the Vineyard, lost in stories and laughter.

We watch the sunset and linger at the Inkwell well into the evening. Queen Rainey is perched on a bench above the beach, holding court. Being there feels like visiting an old friend, comforting and timeless. Later, Dee prepares a fantastic dinner, and just like that, our cherished ritual picks up where it left off. It’s a rhythm we’ll continue over the next few days.

On our last morning on the Vineyard, preparing our minds to go back to our daily lives, we make plans to return in August. Gloria and Dee are the first to leave. Taylor and Rainey decide to ride back with me. I’ll drop them both in Manhattan. Rainey isn’t thrilled to share the backseat with Millie, and the feeling is mutual. When Rainey is upset, she makes it her mission to spoil the atmosphere for everyone else. To get under our skin, she leans in with that condescending tone we’ve come to dread, and asks, “Why don’t you two have any children?”

Taylor and I exchange a look and say in unison, “Marie,” Dee’s lovely but very opinionated daughter.

“Marie is the baby Rosemary had with the devil,” Taylor says.

I nod, “That child is the best birth control ever.”

Rainey chuckles, nodding in agreement. Taylor and I are single with no children. We both wanted husbands but no children, or was it the other way around? Either way, we succeeded at not having husbands and definitely not having children.

By the time we reach Providence, Rhode Island, everyone, including Millie, is asleep. Too quiet, I put in my AirPods and listened to The Emperor of Ocean Park by Stephen L. Carter, a favorite of mine. The novel, an intriguing story about the affluence and privilege of the people who summer on the Vineyard, is always delightful. I listen to it often, especially when leaving the Vineyard, reaffirming my love for the island.
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The Element of Surprise

I drop Taylor and Rainey off in the city and make my way to Philly. I’m excited I’ve another week of vacation before having to think about anything to do with work. I’m making a mental note of the things I need to get done around the house. The car phone rings. It’s Rainey. I just dropped her off on the Upper West Side of Manhattan forty minutes earlier.

“Damn, Rainey, do you miss me already?”

“I have some juicy gossip. I know you haven’t heard it yet.”

“I’m sure I haven’t, so tell me.”

“I heard Bruce’s wife is asking for a divorce. He’s an emotional wreck because he never saw it coming.”

Rainey is never diplomatic. She knows how long it took me to get over Bruce. Bruce and I met in college and lived together for a few years in New York. When we broke up, he married someone else almost immediately. I have no interest in discussing my ex and his soon-to-be ex-wife with Rainey.

“I’m sorry to hear it,” I say. “I need to focus on the road. Traffic is horrible, and the Lincoln Tunnel needs my full attention.”

“Don’t give me that bull. Your car has hands-free calling.”

“Goodbye, Rainey, I love you.”

Just thinking about that man makes my blood boil, and a wave of heat consumes my body. I grip the steering wheel tightly. Dropping this tidbit on me is Rainey’s revenge for having to ride in the back with Millie.

I don’t want to think about Bruce and his divorce problems. As much as I try to pretend otherwise, my heart feels the jolt at the mention of my first and only love. God looks out for drunks and fools, and Bruce is no exception. To distract myself, I pull up my playlist, determined to relax and groove my way home.

I arrive home planning to do nothing for the next few days. But you know what they say about well-made plans have a way of unraveling. It all starts with the doorbell ringing. I check the security cameras and see a tall young man, well over six feet tall, standing at the front door. His baseball cap is pulled low, and he shifts nervously, staring into the monitor.

“Hello,” I say.

“Hello, I’m looking for Sienna Lewis.”

“Yes, I’m Sienna Lewis. How can I help you?”

He says nothing.

“How can I help you?” I ask again.

“I can come back if this isn’t a convenient time,” he says.

“Excuse me, convenient time for what, exactly? What’s this about?”

He doesn’t say a word, just turns and walks away.

I watch the camera as he pauses, glances back at the door, hesitates, then finally leaves. I consider calling the police. But what would I say? Someone I couldn’t identify rang my doorbell and left. The encounter bothers me for the rest of the day. He knew my name, so this wasn’t a random visit.

The week passes by quickly, and in the blink of an eye, I’m back at work.

Jack needs me to fly to London to sort out a situation that a colleague mishandled. I agree, but only on the condition that I receive sixty percent of the commission. If I’m going to clean up someone else’s mistake, it should come with fair compensation.
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London is Calling.

I love London. I’m here to see Rhett Nelson, my rebound love and the owner of the production company, who swears he moved here because I broke his heart. We’ve remained close friends. He is extremely handsome, tall, lean, yet muscular. Think Tom Cullen with a beard so magnificent it deserves its own social media page.

I head straight to his office from Heathrow.

“My love.” He greets me with a kiss. “You look fantastic.”

“And so do you,” I reply.

“Sese, it seems I only see you when there is a crisis.”

“How bad is it?” I ask.

“The worst,” he groans, leading me to his office. We review the storyboard and immediately agree that the current products are all wrong. We quickly pivot to new products that fit the storyline, resonate directly with the audience and align with the film’s goals. After hours of work, we agree that a solution won’t happen tonight. Knowing I love the London jazz scene, Rhett suggests dinner and live music as the perfect reset.

We go straight to Vortex, one of London’s premier jazz clubs. The hostess can’t take her eyes off Rhett. That’s nothing new. She frowns when he places his arm around my waist. We end the night at Ronnie Scott’s, my all-time favorite jazz spot. It’s just before midnight when we arrive. The quartet on stage is extraordinary, and the energy is electric. We find a table close to the stage and order drinks. My stomach growls loudly, reminding me that I haven’t eaten all day.

“I think it’s time for Ronnie’s famous veggie burger,” Rhett says, signaling a server. “One veggie burger for her and fish and chips for me.”

We stay until closing. When we step outside, dawn is beginning to stretch across the sky. I feel guilty for keeping Rhett out all night.

“Sienna, I have an extra ticket for the 76ers and the Celtics exhibition game at The O2 Arena tonight. Care to join me?”

“I’d love to, but I can’t accept the ticket.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re my client. I entertain you, not the other way around.”

He frowns and sticks out his bottom lip like a sulking child. He knows I can’t say no when he acts like a two-year-old. I look into his beautiful blue eyes and feel myself giving in.

“Fine, I’ll go, but it’s work, not a date.”

“Understood. I’ve been telling Jack I want you back on my account. Maybe if we spend more time together, we can rekindle…”

“Rhett.” I stop him. “You’ll find your person, someone better than me, who isn’t flawed and will accept all your love.”

Instead of taking a taxi, I walk the mile back to the hotel to enjoy the crisp breeze.

After a few hours of sleep, I’m in Rhett’s office early. We work diligently until we finally land on a solution.

“Why don’t we let Jack sweat it out a few more hours?” Rhett suggests.

I agree and head back to the hotel to freshen up and watch a Korean drama on Netflix. One day, I’ll find the kind of love that exists in those beautifully addictive dramas. A few hours later, I meet Rhett at the entrance of The O2 Arena. I’m instantly in awe. This place is amazing. It feels like Madison Square Garden on steroids. The corridors are lined with high-end shops and Michelin-starred restaurants: Japanese, Chinese, Italian, French, and Mexican.

“I want sushi,” I say.

Rhett grins, “You’ll love the food in the suite.”

“Will there be sushi?”

“Probably not.”

I grab his arm playfully. “Whatever is served had better be good.”

The arena is buzzing with excitement, and I’m feeling the energy—the type that only exists at a live sporting event. It vibrates through the air, through my bones. We’re in a suite with ten others, all friends of Rhett. They are Celtics fans, which means Rhett and I become the loudest, most unapologetic 76ers fans in the suite. I settle in with a cold Scottish ale and the best-grilled shrimp tacos I’ve ever tasted. I’m not missing the sushi at all. Tonight is Osei Wharton’s debut, the 76ers’ newest phenom, the same player the men on the Vineyard couldn’t stop raving about. From the tip-off, it’s clear the kid is special and absolutely locked in. His movements are sharp and deliberate. He reads the court like a veteran. He sees the game seconds before everyone else. He glides past defenders as if he owns the floor. I love this feeling, the rush, the anticipation of willing my team to win.

Rhett leans forward, rattling off his stats with childlike excitement. The entire stadium feels it too. The crowd rises with every play, breath held, hearts thumping, waiting for the next flash of brilliance. Osei has captured them, every fan rising to their feet, voices uniting in a single chant.

“Osei! Osei! Osei!”

The kid is six foot seven, a hundred and ninety-five pounds of pure energy. An energy that is shaking the rafters. Then it happens. The breakthrough moment. A breathtaking steal, lightning-fast drive, and a slam dunk. The crowd erupts. The sound is like thunder. And for the moment, everyone is swept away.

I’m feeling pleasantly buzzed from the ale, not to mention a couple of drams of Scotch. After the game, I hurriedly say goodbye to Rhett. If I linger in this state, we end up being a couple, even if only for one night.

After hugging Rhett goodbye, I head to Ronnie Scott’s. I leave tomorrow, but first, I want one last jazz set. About thirty minutes in, the club is packed, standing room only. I notice a group of towering guys at the bar just as the server sets a drink in front of me.

“I didn’t order this.”

“Compliments of one of the basketball players,” he says, nodding toward the bar.

I glance over and offer a polite nod in thanks. I’m old enough to be their mother. Why is one of them buying me a drink?

“Whatever he’s having,” I say. “Put it on my tab.”

The waiter smirks. “I think he is drinking milk.”

I laugh. “Looks like they all should be drinking milk.”

He nods and grins as he walks away.

Back at the hotel, something feels off, though I can’t quite put my finger on what. A faint uneasiness settles over me. I should be exhausted, but sleep refuses to come, even though I need to rest before my early morning flight back to Philadelphia.
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What Can I Say

As I crawl along the Schuylkill Expressway, a billboard of Osei Wharton catches my eye. Philadelphia’s latest obsession is the 76ers’ second coming of Allen Iverson. That’s when I realized why he looked so familiar in London. I’d seen his face plastered across Philly billboards.

On Monday morning, fresh off saving the London account. HR informs me that my assistant has been reassigned to another account manager, and the search was on for someone with senior-level experience. Fortunately, I keep a running list of top-tier talent, and by the end of the week, I hire Chloe Donovan away from a competitor. Chloe, a Hampton University graduate currently pursuing her MBA at Drexel, brings a deep knowledge of accounts I have been targeting and an infectious drive to succeed. She’s sharp, ambitious, and from day one, we clicked. As the only African American assistant in the company, Chloe is determined to carve out her place, and she’s already making waves.

My desk phone buzzes.

“Sienna, Taylor is on line one for you,” Chloe says.

“Hello, Taylor. What’s up?”

“Hey, Sese. I was just reviewing your account, and I think there are some stock moves you should make. Can you come to New York and hang out while we review your portfolio?”

“Taylor, I’m tired of traveling. Can you come to Philly?”

She arrives two days later. We review my portfolio and make the changes she recommends. I convince her to stay for the weekend. Our conversations are easy; we aren’t pressed to discuss politics, relationships, or work. Instead, we cook, play music, and simply exist. At twilight, my favorite time of the day, we sit on the porch, watching the sky turn a soft, glowing red. It feels like a Miles Davis kind of night.

“I could sleep out here,” Taylor says, as the mellow sound of Muted Miles floats from the outdoor speakers.

“I have,” I reply with a smile.

Remembering my gift from crazy Phil, I decide to go shopping on Sunday morning, and I invite Taylor to come along.

“I’m not going shopping with you,” she groans. “Sese, you spend too much money on clothes and shoes. I can’t sit back and watch you spend so frivolously.”

“I honestly don’t know how we’re even friends,” I say. “And yet, you’re my best friend. It was a gift, five grand,” I add, waving the Saks Gift Card in her face. “If you come with me, I’ll give you a thousand to spend.”

“Give me ten minutes,” she says, “I’ll be ready.”

“So, you’re not cheap when it’s someone else’s money.”

“You got that right!”

At Saks, the lower lot is full, a rare sight for a Sunday. Inside, every department buzzes with young women. It is unusually busy for a Sunday morning.

“What is going on?” I ask a sales associate. “Is there a designer trunk show today?”

“No, a few 76ers players are here shopping, and it was posted on social media. Within ten minutes, the store was flooded,” he replies.

You can’t miss seeing the players. They tower over everyone around them. I suddenly lose interest in shopping. I am not in the mood to fight through crowds. I turn to tell Taylor I want to leave, but she’s gone. In the blink of an eye, she vanished. I find her in the shoe department, drooling over a pair of designer kitten heel slingback pumps. Eyeing the condition of the shoes she’s wearing, it’s time for a new pair. I sit on the nearest bench, slip in my AirPods, and let her enjoy her shopping spree.

She nudges me. “Do you know that young man over at the perfume counter? He’s staring at you.”

“I’m sure he’s looking at all these pretty young girls trying to get his attention.

“No. He’s staring at you!”

I glance over and lock eyes with the 76ers’ second coming of Allen Iverson, Osei Wharton.

“That’s Osei Wharton,” I say. “His face is plastered on billboards all over town. He’s supposed to be the next Allen Iverson. Rhett took me to see him play in London.”

Taylor raises an eyebrow. “So, why is he staring at you?”

“What can I say? ’Cause I’m pretty.”

I pay for Taylor’s shoes, and we leave Saks. We swing by our favorite sushi spot and grab takeout. We eat on the deck, enjoying it with sake. Afterward, I drop Taylor at 30th Street Station.

Back home, I crawl into bed, ready to binge on Korean dramas, where conflicts and confusion are resolved with style. I’m in love with half of the leading men and in awe of the talented female leads. But I can’t keep my eyes open. I turn off the TV and lower the blackout curtains.
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I’m Not a Dangerous Person

Millie is frantic at the front door, all teeth and fury. I check the cameras, and everything inside me goes still. The young man from before. Only this time, I recognize the face the city can’t stop talking about.

Osei Wharton.

What is he doing here?

I press the microphone, “Hello, aren’t you Osei Wharton?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How may I help you?”

“I’d like to speak with you. It’s personal.”

“Personal?”

“It’ll only take a few minutes of your time.”

My pulse quickens. I hesitate, then say, “Give me a second. I’ll be right down.”

I open the door, and Millie immediately does her I like you routine. She nudges up against Osei’s leg and drops her favorite stuffed animal at his feet. This gesture is reserved for family and friends. It’s not Osei Wharton towering over me in the foyer that leaves me speechless; it’s her reaction to him that truly surprises me.

“How may I help you?”

He glances around nervously, not saying anything.

“Mr. Wharton. How can I help you?” I ask again, my voice sharper now.

“Call me Osei. You can’t…” he trails off.

“If I can’t help you, then why are you here? You’re making me extremely nervous.”

“Look, I’m not a dangerous person.” He slowly extends his hand.

I reluctantly shake it.

“I just want to meet my mother,” he says quietly.

I blink, “Do I know your mother?”

“You’re my mother,” he says, tears threatening.

I’m dumbfounded.

“Please don’t cry.”

I stare at this incredibly handsome, vulnerable young man, searching for the words to tell him I’m not his mother.

“Me? I…”

Before I can finish, Osei abruptly cuts me off.

“Yes, you are,” he says quietly, but with force.

This is going to be a long conversation. I inhale, steadying myself. “Would you like a glass of water?” I ask, hoping to ease the tension.

“Yes, thank you.”

I hand him a glass of water and make myself a cup of coffee. We sit across from each other in silence. My heart races as I search for questions I don’t know how to ask.

“You have a very lovely home,” he says finally. “I’m a fan of mid-century modern homes.”

Before I can ask him how he knows that, he adds, “I majored in architecture with a minor in engineering at UNC.”

He’s recovered his composure; the vulnerability is gone. Confidence settling in its place.

“That’s nice.” I manage. “Osei, what makes you think I’m your mother?”

“What makes you think you aren’t?” His voice is firm. “Don’t we have the same eyes?”

I look at him closely. And for the first time, really look. His eyes—they’re my eyes! How could this be?

“I’ll tell you one thing for certain,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “I’ve never given birth to anyone. And if I had, I would never give my child up for adoption.”

He reaches into his pocket and unfolds several sheets of paper. Worn, creased, handled a thousand times. He places them gently in front of me.

A birth certificate and adoption papers.

Mother, Sienna K. Lewis

Father, Bruce Le Blanc

The room tilts. I grip the paper, unable to breathe.

“This can’t be real,” I whisper, my voice trembling. “I swear to you, I’m not your mother. And there’s no way Bruce is your father. We’re not your parents.”

I look him dead in the eyes. “How long have you had these documents? And where did you get them?”

“Since I was twelve. From my former guardian who took care of me at the orphanage.”

“How old are you now?”

“I’m twenty-two.”

“If you had proof that I was your mother all this time, why did you wait so many years to contact me?”

He gives me a severe look. “I didn’t know if I wanted to meet you. Clearly, you didn’t want to know or meet me.”

With as much indignation as I can muster, I say, “That’s because I’m not your mother.”

“Once the 76ers drafted me and I had money, I hired a private detective to investigate you.”

“You did what? Are you kidding me?”

“Is it unusual to want to know why your parents abandoned you?”

“But we’re not your parents. We didn’t abandon you! I’d like to see that detective’s report.”

Ignoring my words, he says, “Okay. I was impressed with the information he provided, and so I wanted to meet you. I had many offers, but I wanted to become a 76er and gain fame, so you’d regret abandoning me. So, you are one of the reasons I’m here. After moving to Philly, I could then seriously think about meeting you.”

“Look, Osei. I…”

“Since I’ve been in Philly,”—he cuts me off—“I’ve driven by your home a thousand times. I’ve seen you walking your dog, working in your garden, and relaxing on your deck. Wondering if you ever thought of me.”

“So you’ve been stalking me,” I say, half-teasing, half-accusing. The laugh that slips out surprises me, easing the tension hanging between us. “I wish I had better news for you, but I’m not your mother.”

Suspicion shows in his eyes, “Would you take a DNA test to prove that?”

“Of course,” I reply, steadying my voice. “But I assure you, I’m not your mother.”

“Where do you live?” I ask.

“Bala Cynwyd,” he says, watching my reaction.

“That’s only five minutes from here.”

“Yeah. I know. Most of my teammates live in New Jersey, and they suggested I do the same, but I wanted to be close to you. I live across the street from your office.”

I look him in the eyes. “You are starting to scare me. Osei, I’m not your mother.”

He points to the paper in my hand. “How can you say that? Here’s the proof.”

I look into his eyes, which are moist again.

“Osei, please listen to me. I’m not your mother, but I promise I’ll help you find her.”

He drops his head. “Why can’t you just accept me and be my mom? I’m so tired of being on this planet all alone.” The tears fall this time, and before me is a twelve-year-old kid who desperately wanted to find his mother.

My heart is moved in every direction, and I take his hand. “Until we find your birth parents. I’m adopting you. Please stop crying. I’ll be your mom until we find her.”

Drying tears from his face, he says. “I hope you’re my mom, but either way, I can stop stalking you.”

“You’d better.” I squeezed his hand.

There’s a long, uncomfortable pause between us.

“Osei, when were you born?”

“December 30, 1999.”

I smile as I remember what I was doing on December 30, 1999, and it wasn’t giving birth. Bruce and I had decided at the last minute to leave Manhattan and drive to Philadelphia to celebrate the New Year with Gloria and Jackson, who were in Philly visiting Jackson’s father.

“I can’t believe you don’t know when my birthday is.”

“If I were your mother, I’d celebrate your birthday and celebrate you every day, because God gave you to me.”

I can tell for the first time he might be thinking I was telling the truth. To lighten the mood, I say, “Are you aware you share a birthday with Tiger Woods and LeBron James?”

“Yes, I just hope to reach their level one day.”

“Something tells me you will be.”

We exchange phone numbers.

“Can I call you every day?”

I place my hand on his shoulder. “Call me whenever you need to talk.”

Saying goodbye to Osei feels more awkward than the shock of seeing him on my doorstep forty-five minutes earlier.

Millie settles at my feet, but I can’t settle with her. Someone used my identity, and the question of who and why won’t let me sleep. Something about this is deeply wrong, and I need answers.
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DNA Anyone?

Still reeling from Osei’s revelation and the guilt of disappointing him, I’m grateful the Christmas season is near. I need the distraction. The holidays are always my busiest and most festive time of year. I love entertaining, and Christmas gives me the perfect excuse.

It’s a time to reflect, to be thankful for family, friends, and the blessings life brings. I’ll fill the house and yard with thousands of twinkling white lights. My Christmas tree is never less than twelve feet tall and will shine with delicate and commemorative ornaments collected over the years. For the next few weeks, I’ll throw myself into preparing for my annual Everything Chocolate holiday dinner. I’m determined to help Osei…but that will have to wait until I find my footing.

The days blur in a whirlwind of activities. The Everything Chocolate holiday dinner is my traditional event where I invite friends to indulge in chocolate-inspired dishes. A decadent gathering where every dish celebrates chocolate. I picture Osei alone for the holidays, and for a moment, I consider inviting him.

But no. Not yet. Until I fully understand what I’m dealing with, I need to be careful about how much access I give him in my life. I don’t want to hurt him further, and having him here would not be good for either of us.

A sharp ring slices through the silence, making my heart skip a beat, interrupting my thoughts.

I answer, and it’s Osei.

“Hey, Sese. What’s up?”

Sese? I take the phone from my ear, and I intentionally pause.

“Sienna, are you there?”

I bring the phone slowly back. “Sienna is here,” I say evenly, “But Sese is not. How do you know that name? Sese is a name only people very close to me use.”

“I’m sorry,” he says quickly. “I meant no disrespect. Your nickname was included in the file I received from the private detective. ”

“How are you doing?” I ask him.

“I’m fine. I was wondering when you’ll be available to take the DNA test.”

I again take the phone away from my ear. This time, I curse under my breath. “Osei, is this necessary? I’m truly not your mother.”

“Yes,” he says. “It’s necessary.”

“But I’m not your mother! Once this is confirmed, are you going to be alright?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” His voice softens. “As long as you keep your promise to help me find my birth mother.”

“Okay, but I’m not doing some sketchy online or a Maury-type DNA test.”

“I’d never ask you to. Given who I am, I can’t take that kind of risk. I’ve already asked one of the team doctors to handle it. ”

Two days later, we meet at the stadium. The doctor swabs our cheeks and tells us the results will be ready in three to five days. Osei unexpectedly tears up. All of a sudden, he’s a twelve-year-old again.

My chest tightens. I try to stay guarded, but seeing him fight tears splinters my defenses.

I touch his arm, hesitant.

“Osei…one step at a time. Whatever the truth is, you won’t face it alone.”

When the test is done, Osei gives me a tour of the facility. It’s not The O2 Arena, but it’s impressive, nevertheless. NBA sanctuaries smell like hard work and ambition, sweat and dreams baked into the polished floors.

We grab lunch at the Cadillac Grille and order Caesar salads with grilled shrimp and tall glasses of lemonade. I study him, not as a stranger, but as a question that refuses to fade. The high cheekbones. The jawline. The slightly slanted eyes that seem to hold the weight of the world. If I’m being honest, there’s a resemblance. Our face shape. Our eyes are mirrors of each other.

I watch him as he talks, wondering how he made it all alone. No doubt by his sheer will and determination. I find myself admiring his tenacity and drive.

“Osei, what or who gave you the drive to succeed?”

He looks directly into my eyes, unblinking.

“I longed for the day to make you proud,” he continues, “I was six months old when I was placed at Wharton. I moved in with Albert and Hannah Becker, the director, and his wife when I was five or so. I went to a private school in town, while the other kids attended public school. The Beckers were from Germany, and they introduced me to everyone as their grandson. I didn’t know they weren’t my grandparents until Mr. Albert died.”

He pauses, jaws tightening.

“Mr. Albert died of a heart attack when I was six, and everything changed. Ms. Hannah packed up and moved back to Germany to be with her family. She told me she needed a fresh start. I just didn’t realize that a fresh start didn’t include me.”

My heart cracks a little.

“When Mr. Albert died,” he says, “he left a trust for me.”

“That was very generous of him.”

“Maybe.” His tone sharpens. “But as I got older, I resented that trust.”

“Why?”

“Because I always wondered if that trust was the reason I was never adopted.”

“Who managed your trust?”

“After Dr. Becker died, his replacement was Dr. Samuelson. The trust was earmarked for my college education.”

“And how old were you when you received the trust?”

“Eighteen, but I received a full academic scholarship from UNC and didn’t need the money, so I invested the money in Amazon and Berkshire Hathaway stocks instead. As of now, it’s valued well over a million dollars.” He catches the look on my face. “Yes, I have a financial advisor.”

“Good. If not, I was going to introduce you to the person who manages my portfolio. But that’s not why I looked at you like that. I just assumed you went to college on an athletic scholarship, not an academic one.”

“You aren’t alone. Most people can’t believe I’m a scholar. I love learning, and I was always at the top of my class. I attended UNC on an academic scholarship,” he repeats proudly.

“How did you cope with your new surroundings when Ms. Hannah left?” I ask.

“Not very well,” he says, voice flat. “I don’t remember being happy. I stopped making friends because they always left. Sometimes they even came back.”

“Came back? Why would they come back?”

“If it didn’t work out, they were sent back. They never came back the same.”

“Wow, there’s an adoption return policy. Who knew?”

He shrugs. “I made friends with the kids I attended private school with.” His shoulders sag with sadness. “Can we change the subject?”

I nod, shifting the mood. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like Tyson Beckford, only taller?”

He laughs. “More like Mike Tyson. Who’s Tyson Beckford?”

I Google Tyson Beckford images. “He was a supermodel known for the work he did with Ralph Lauren’s Polo brand in the ’90s.”

He studies the photos, and the radiant grin spreads across his face. “I can see that.”

We finish lunch, and he walks me to my car.

“Sienna, can I give you a hug?”

“Yes, you can have a ten-second hug.”

“Why ten seconds?”

“Anything longer would be uncomfortable, and anything shorter is worthless.”

He laughs, then bends and pulls me into a hug. In that moment, my heart aches for a boy who never got held enough.

“Thank you. I’ll let you know when I have the DNA results.”

As I leave the stadium, my thoughts shift unwillingly to Bruce. His name is on that birth certificate, too. We’ve barely spoken in twenty years, just polite nods at charity events, and I hate the idea of calling him. But I can’t risk Osei reaching him first. I may not be his mother, but Bruce could be his father. And that thought sends a chill down my spine.
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Hello, My Friend

Bruce, who himself had a period of abandonment before his grandparents rescued him, I feel, would have compassion for Osei, but I’ll keep Osei’s identity a secret. Now a college professor at NYU, the last time I saw him was about five years ago at a mutual friend’s get-together. We were both standing at the bar waiting for drinks. When the bartender handed me mine, Bruce said, “I see you’re still drinking scotch.” 

If my memory serves me correctly, I was not friendly and was very sarcastic when he spoke to me. I’d glared at him and then rolled my eyes before saying, “You forfeited the right to know anything about me. Why do you care?” Not waiting for a response, I walked away. 

The rest of the evening, he stayed on one side of the room with his wife, who seemed to have drunk an entire bottle of scotch, and I stayed on the other side of the room alone.

The only number I have for Bruce my mistake his office. My heart races as I dial, praying it goes to voicemail. But then, he answers.

“Hello, my friend,” he says.

“This is Sienna.”

“I know. How are you?”

“I’m well. How did you know it was me, and since when have we been friends?”

“Since always. I have your cell number.”

“I’ve never called you or given you my cell number. How do you have it?”

I don’t want to argue, so I let it go.

“Never mind. I wasn’t expecting you to pick up. I was going to leave a message. I’m in traffic, and it’s not the best time.”

“Okay,” he says, unfazed. “Pretend I didn’t answer and leave the message.”

I can’t help but chuckle. He still has that dry sense of humor. I play along.

“Hello Bruce, this is Sienna. I need to speak with you. It’s urgent. Talk soon.”

“Call me when you get home,” he says.

“I will. Should take about twenty minutes.”

Once again, I’m stuck in traffic, but this time I’m not complaining. I use the time to think about how I’m going to tell Bruce about Osei. Finally, at home, I pour myself a glass of wine, and I call Bruce.

He answers on the first ring.

“Talk to me. Are you okay? I’ve been on pins and needles waiting for you to call.”

“I’m doing well. How about you?” I ask him, and regret it because I know about his pending divorce.

“I’m fine.”

“You are not fine. The only reason you would call me is if the world were ending.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t be the first person on your list to call.”

“You’re right, but this isn’t the time for small talk. A young man showed up at my door, Bruce. He had paperwork and official-looking documents, claiming that I’m his mother…and that you’re his father.

There’s a pause.

“Are you there?”

“What did you just say?”

I start to repeat, but he cuts me off.

“He says that we’re his parents. And what did you tell him?”

“I told him I’m not his mother. Are you his father?” I ask. “Bruce, are you his father?” I ask again.

“He was born in Virginia and left at an orphanage not far from our alma mater.”

“Why did he reach out to you and not to me?”

“He lives in Philadelphia, minutes away from me, and it’s possible the mother may not have told the father she was pregnant. Is there any chance you could be his father?” I press.

Bruce’s tone sharpens; he’s agitated. “No. Why would you even ask that? You were the only one I was with.”

“Shouldn’t you count the one-night stands?” I say, dripping with sarcasm.

“Sese, there was only you, and you know it. How did you leave it with him?”

“I agreed to help him find his birth mother.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Why do you think? Because someone falsely used my identity, and I need to find out who that person is.”

“I have to come to Philly next week for work. Can we discuss this further then?”

“Bruce, at some point, I’d like you to meet him. He’s a good kid.”

“I don’t know why. Nothing will come of it.”

“He’s truly a lovely person.”

“I’m sure you’re right. But I still don’t think I need to meet him. Sese, I’m not his father.”

“I understand. It’s a lot to process. I’ve known for a while, and I’m still struggling. In a week, I doubt I’ll know any more than I do now. Plus, work is insane, and I’m preparing for my annual Everything Chocolate dinner. Let’s meet in the New Year.”

“I’ve heard about that dinner. Can I come?”

Without thinking, I blurt out, “Hell no!”

Bruce laughs, and I can’t help but join him. His voice, his warmth, it transports me back in time. A wave of sadness hits.

We agree to meet in the second week of January. Time and place still TBD.
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Everything Chocolate

The Everything Chocolate dinner is known for being elegant and fun, and Dee’s cooking is the jewel in the crown. She’s putting together the Christmas dinner menu. I check in to see how she’s doing. Before we even get to the menu, Dee launches into the latest Marie drama, though this time, it’s all excitement. Marie’s heading to Oxford, and Dee has already hired a realtor to find her a flat. Dee adores London. Her cooking show is a hit there, and she’s besties with some of England’s top chefs. If the chance came, she’d move there in a heartbeat. Now, she gets to live vicariously through Marie.

The funny thing is, the Everything Chocolate theme was Marie’s idea. She came up with it when she was just ten years old. A chocolate lover as a child, she worshipped Jacques Torres, aka Mr. Chocolate, and she was the only child in his master’s class. Marie had been spending the weekend with me in Philly, having her favorite macaroni and cheese and drinking hot chocolate, when the genius idea struck.

I was talking to her mom, discussing the menu for my first Christmas dinner party, when she said, “Auntie Sese, why don’t you make all the dishes using chocolate?”

From the mind of a ten-year-old, the elegant Everything Chocolate holiday party was born. This year, the menu will consist of lobster risotto drizzled with a white chocolate cream sauce, cocoa-rubbed diver scallops, chocolate-chipotle sirloin steak, and cocoa-rubbed baby back ribs.

“I need to give more thought to the vegetables and desserts,” Dee says, “I’ll email you my thoughts on those later.”

To continue the chocolate theme, I suggest white knight martinis, vodka, and white chocolate, as well as tall, dark, and handsome made with chocolate and vodka.

“Oh, by the way, when was the last time you spoke with Rainey?” Dee asks.

“We talked last week,” I reply.

“Did she mention Bruce’s divorce?”

“Of course, she did, and I’m wondering why she hasn’t called with an update.”

“She’s in Brentwood. She talked Gloria and Jackson into letting her use their backyard for a casino night fundraiser, raising over two million. Pretty impressive. I need to send her flowers and a check,” Dee says.

“I’m sorry, did you say Gloria gave Rainey two million dollars?”

“Sienna Lewis, are you listening? You’re not hearing a word I’m saying.”

“I have a couple of issues I’m wrestling with, but nothing for you to worry about.”

“Is Jack giving you a hard time?” she asks, reminding me of my manager.

“Yes, but nothing I can’t manage.”

We say our goodbyes. I’m dying to tell her and the girls about Osei, but I can’t.

When life throws me something this heavy, Taylor and Dee are my first calls. But not this time. The thought that one of them might be Osei’s birth mother is unbearable. This is a path that Osei and I have to walk alone, at least for now. It breaks my heart just thinking that one of them could betray me.

With two weeks until the dinner, I focus on the things I can control and that need my immediate attention. Dee and I have a handle on the menu. I’ll hire the wait staff and the bartender, and Dee will bring a couple of people to assist her with the food preparations. The festive evening will mark the beginning of our holiday season.

But I can’t get my mind off Osei. Where would I start with this search, and could I do this all by myself? I have to pull myself together and not let doubt creep in, but it’s proving difficult.

The phone jolts to life, vibrating so hard it nearly falls off the table. It’s Osei.

“Hey, Sienna. Are you busy?”

“I’m making last-minute arrangements for my Christmas party.”

“Am I invited?”

“I’ll think about it, but explaining you at my Christmas party won’t be easy.”

“I’m not holding my breath. Anyway, I’ve had the DNA results for a while.

“And?”

“Inconclusive.”

“How can that be, and why are you just now telling me?”

“The team doctor said the sample was compromised. Some kind of cross-contamination. I was trying to process it.”

A chill runs through me. Inconclusive feels worse than yes or no.

“Osei, I don’t understand. I think I should speak to the doctor directly. Let me know when we can schedule to take the test again.”

“There’s no need. I know you’re not my mother.”

“Really?”

“Yes. If you were my mother and had abandoned me, you wouldn’t want to take the test again.”

In his mind, I’d been his mother since he was twelve. I can only imagine his disappointment.

“Osei, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m okay.”

“It’s still early. Do you want to come over for a cup of hot chocolate?”

“Sure.”

My heart is bursting with sadness. Who could have abandoned this amazing and beautiful child? At that moment, I doubled down on my promise to help him find his parents.

Osei arrives, and Millie greets him with her favorite stuffed animal. They play while I make the hot chocolate.

“Did I tell you I have a dog?”

“No, what kind of dog do you have?”

“Rottweiler.”

“Male or female?”

“Female,” he says.

“What’s her name?”

“Millie.”

“Wait, are you serious?” I ask, stunned.

“Yes, she’s staying with my friend Mason in North Carolina. He’s bringing her here next weekend. Can I bring her over sometime?”

“Of course. Why did you name your dog Millie?”

“At the orphanage, there was a stray dog I named Millie. At night, I would sneak her into my bed. I’d get in trouble because I smelled like a dog when I woke
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