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I remember the day the letter came. It was a week before Thanksgiving.  It was getting colder, but the sun was shining brightly that day.  I had worked the early shift and got off just after lunch.  I worked as a server in a restaurant in Manhattan and attended NYU but that day I had no classes and was looking forward to enjoying a rare free afternoon. The subway ride to Queens was almost pleasurable, with plenty of seats available as opposed to rush hour when life and limb were risked just getting into the car.

Rent was cheaper in Queens, and I was lucky to share a place with my best friend Burger.  We had a third roommate, Annie, but she was hardly ever there.  We joked about being like that old TV show “Three’s Company” except that Burger really was gay and the landlord was anything but lovable!

Anyway, I got the mail on my way upstairs and noticed the one from the lawyer right away.  As soon as I got into the apartment, I tossed my backpack and purse onto the couch and tore the envelope open.  I remember thinking maybe I’d inherited a million dollars from a long-lost relative, knowing how ridiculous that was.  I’d grown up in foster care, there were no relatives.

I was wrong.  The letter informed me that my maternal grandmother had recently died, and I was named in her will.  I stopped reading it and just sat there trying to wrap my head around it.  How could there be a grandmother who knew about me but left me alone in the world to grow up with strangers?  

Just then, Burger burst into the apartment.  If you knew Burger, you’d know exactly what I mean.  Burger was the most joyously exuberant person I’d ever met.  His dream was the theater, and if ever there was a guy who was meant to be on stage, it was Burger!

“Hello, girlfriend!  How’s ...”  He stopped when he saw my face. “What’s wrong Sunny?”  He sat down next to me on the couch and wrapped his arms around me.  I tried to tell him, but somehow, I couldn’t speak, so I just handed him the letter.

“Holy Moly Sunny!  Maybe you’re a millionaire!”

I had to laugh; Burger could always make me laugh.  Sobering quickly, I let him know I wasn’t interested.

“I’m not answering this, Burger.  I grew up in foster care, believing there was no family, and now to find that I had a grandmother who left me there, alone.  I was 9 years old.  So no, I don’t want anything from her, and I don’t want to know anything about her.”

Burger shook his head emphatically.  “Oh no, baby girl, I’m not about to let you kill yourself waiting tables and paying your way through school when you’re a freaking heiress.  The hell with the bitch, she owes you, and she’s dead so you don’t have to do anything but collect what’s rightfully yours and should have been yours all along.”

He was so adamant; I knew better than to argue.  I’d never won an argument with Burger.  Still, I had no intention of following up on it.  Besides, who knows what she left me?  It could be a set of dishes or an ugly chair.  I mean, the letter said I was mentioned in her will; there was no mention of a fortune or anything of value.  Could be she just wanted me to know she abandoned me! 

“Hey, Sunny, this lawyer is upstate not far from my folks.  You can set up an appointment around Christmas, come home with me, and then I can go with you to see him.”  He was grinning at me like he’d just discovered penicillin or something.  “You know Mom wants you to come for the holidays.  She’s really bummed that you won’t come for Thanksgiving, so I fully expect you to make it up to her for Christmas.”

“Burger, you know I don’t like the holidays...”

He cut me off.  “Don’t care, Sweetie, I will not accept a refusal and if I have to hog-tie you and toss you in the trunk of the rental car, I’ll do it.  I am not, repeat not leaving you here alone over Christmas.  It’s killing me to leave you on Thanksgiving, but I’ll only be gone for the day.  I know how bad that day is for you, and I would stay here if I could, but Mom would murder me.  I’ve let you refuse the last few years but not this time. You’re coming home with me for Christmas.”

“I love you, Burg.  I’ll be fine.  I’m working most of Thanksgiving Day anyway and I’ll make bank in tips.  I don’t know about Christmas; you know I’d rather just be home in my pajamas.  Besides, it’s a perfect time to study.”

He held up his hand.  “Shhh.  Not talking about it anymore.”  He leaned over and kissed my cheek, hugging me close.  I truly loved him.  He was the first person I’ve felt that way about since my mom died.  I can’t tell you why I trusted him, I just did.  He’s never let me down.  We’d been friends for four years.  He took me in just a few months after I’d aged out of foster care.  He always treated me like a little sister, watching out for me, and taking care of me.  I hadn’t had that since my mom.  Well, anyway, I knew I’d end up going with him because I couldn’t bear to disappoint him.  

“Look Doll, I gotta get showered and get ready for work.  You alright?  Do I need to call in?”

“I’m fine.  Go to work.  Maybe I’ll come down for a drink this evening.”  He grinned at me and headed to his room.
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Burger worked as a bartender at a piano bar/cabaret on Christopher Street in the village.  It was always fun to hang out there.  Truth be told, I could use a drink today!  Burger’s friends had become my friends too, so there were always people to hang out with.  

I stared at the letter on the coffee table where Burger dropped it.  I wanted to read it through, but not now.  I went to the kitchen and made myself a sandwich.  I popped a K-Cup into the Coffee maker, thinking a little caffeine would get me through the couple of hours of studying I needed to do this afternoon.  I was about finished with my lunch when Burger rushed through, kissed the top of my head, and headed to the door.  “Bye love, see you later!  I’ll buy your first drink!”  Before I could say a word, the door slammed, and he was gone.  See what I mean?  Burger was all about bursting in and out of rooms!  

He’s been waiting for his big break for about six years now, and he’s gotten some acting jobs, like being a talking pimple in a commercial a couple of years ago. He had a couple of small parts in off-Broadway shows, and once he was actually in a Broadway play, but it closed rather quickly. He took classes, attended workshops, and did community theater whenever he could. But the big break hadn’t come yet.  

I sat there remembering the day I met him.  I had a room at the YWCA, compliments of the savings I had accumulated while working as a teenager.  Unlike some kids in foster care, I knew I had to be ready when I aged out, so I got a job as soon as I could and opened a bank account.  Every penny I ever earned went into the bank.  I wore whatever clothes the foster parents gave me; I never went to the movies or ate out.  I knew it would be hard to survive once the system let me go, and I wanted to go to college, so I worked hard in high school, and my goal was always my future. 

Anyway, back to Burger!  He was working as a server, and I came in to apply for a job.  He smiled at me as I passed him.  He had the most beautiful blue eyes and that hair!  It was the color of wheat and just a little on the longer side.  Standing six feet tall and slender, I thought he was the most beautiful guy I’d ever seen.  I sat at the table with the manager for about ten minutes, but I could tell he wasn’t going to hire me no matter how hard I tried because I was inexperienced.  Burger jumped into the conversation telling the manager he’d train me.  “Come on, Joe, give the kid a break!”  Joe shrugged his shoulders, and I got the job.  A month later Burger told me his roommate was moving out and asked if I wanted to move in.  I was thrilled.  I had a bit of a crush on him, and I guess he could tell because when he talked about the possibility of my moving in, he made sure to say, “Of course you know I’m gay.”  Well, no, being a complete moron, I’d missed all the signs.  I realized it didn’t matter and to this day, I still have a crush on him or maybe it’s just hero worship.  There was so much to admire about Burger.  He was strong and when he loved someone, it was unconditional.  He was the best friend anyone could ask for.  

Once I moved in, we discovered we had a lot in common and got along as if we’d known each other our whole lives.  For the first time in ten years, I could relax and feel secure.  Annie moved in a couple of months later, but she spent most of her nights at her boyfriend’s place (she’s had a few of them over the years).  She kept the room at our apartment for when her parents came to visit.  We liked Annie well enough, but we were more than okay that it was just the two of us most of the time.

A year ago, Burger got the bartending job, and I moved to the restaurant where I work now. It’s closer to school and that makes my life easier.  Burger had never tended bar before, but his personality got him the job and he learned all he needed to know while working.  His customers were willing to put up with that because he was so, well Burger.

Burger’s love life is an absolute mess.  He has been head over heels for a guy that plays the piano at the bar and sometimes they get together but really the guy’s a slut and he goes home with someone different almost every night.  Burger knows what kind of man he is, but the heart wants what the heart wants he’d say.  My answer to that is always the same.  “Crap!”  

Burger believes I am the most unromantic person he’s ever met.  I guess I am.  I don’t watch chick flicks, preferring action movies like John Wick and Die Hard. I don’t see myself in a relationship ever.  I’m just not wired that way.  I get flirted with, but I never flirt back.  I’ve had people ask me out, but I always make excuses.  Burger says I’m afraid of love and that I have abandonment issues.  He’s probably right about that too.  After everything I’ve been through who wouldn’t be afraid?

So, I was studying but my eyes kept coming back to the letter on the coffee table.  Finally, I gave in and read it.  There wasn’t much beyond what I’d already read except that the attorney wanted me to call and set up an appointment to meet with him.  I could feel myself giving in to the idea of going to see him, curiosity is a curse sometimes.  Part of me wanted to know about the family my mother came from.  I had to wonder why my mother told me her parents were dead when her mother was very much alive.  There was so much I didn’t know about my mom.  Of course, losing her when I was only nine, there would be a lot she wouldn’t have told me.  Maybe she would have told me everything when I was older, but I’ll never know.  Somewhere deep inside I was still mad at her for dying and leaving me alone.  I recognized that it was irrational but still, anger sometimes rises up and that day was one of those times.  I folded the letter and put it inside the textbook on my lap.  I had to get out of there, I didn’t want to think about it anymore. 

I took a shower and pulled on jeans and a sweater.  Looking at my reflection as I applied my makeup, it suddenly struck me that I looked a lot like my mother.  I didn’t know if I looked anything like my father since I didn’t even know who he was.  Shaking those thoughts out of my head, I ran a brush through my short dark brown hair.  I kept it short because it was easier to take care of. I was trying to look like Audrey Hepburn in Wait Until Dark, but I couldn’t pull it off.  I guess nobody will ever look as good as Audrey Hepburn!  I surveyed my image in the mirror and decided it was as good as it gets.  I was a little too tall, a little too skinny, my eyes were brown and unremarkable.  There, that was the perfect word for me.  Unremarkable.  I flipped off the bathroom light and went to the living room. I picked up my purse and house keys, grabbed my favorite denim jacket, and headed out.  I thought about fast food for supper but opted to stop at Goldstein’s Deli for a corned beef sandwich.

“There’s our girl, Sid.” Mrs. Goldstein called out to her husband as I came through the door.  “Hello Darling, how are you?  It’s been a while since you’ve been in.”

“I’m good Mrs. Goldstein.  How are you guys?”  I realized what I had done, but it was too late.  The next five minutes were a litany of all the aches and pains she’d had since I last saw her.  I loved coming here despite the “kvetching” as she called it.  

Mr. Goldstein came out of the back of the store, wiping his hands on a towel.  “Goldie, she came to eat not listen to you complain.”  

Mrs. Goldstein stopped mid-sentence as he continued.  “Look at this child, she’s wasting away.  Get her some soup.  I’ll make her a sandwich.  What can we make for you bubela?”

They always treated me like I was a beloved grandchild.  I had no idea why, but I loved it.  I always left feeling refreshed, body and soul.  

“Corned Beef...” 

He cut me off.  “Always with the Corned Beef, Sunny, you should try a Rueben for a change, expand your horizons.”  

Mrs. Goldstein came back to the counter carrying a bowl of Matza Ball Soup.  “Leave her be Sid, she likes the Corned Beef.  Make her a corned beef.”  Shaking her head, she smiled at me.  “Go sit, we’ll bring the sandwich in a minute.  What do you want to drink, Sweetheart?”

“A Coke please.” With that, I took the bowl of soup and went to sit at one of the tables by the wall opposite the counter.  

An hour later I bid them good night and headed for the subway.  I was looking forward to a night out, it had been a while since I’d been out socially.

The bar was busy but not packed as I found my way to the stool at the end of the bar.  Burger grinned at me and waved.  

“Hey Sunny!” someone called from the far end of the room.  “Come play darts with me!”

It was Michael Burke.  I shook my head “Maybe later, Mike.”

“You’re a weenie.”  He laughed and went back to tossing the darts on his own.

Burger brought me a scotch on the rocks.  “Did you eat?  You know you can’t drink on an empty stomach; it hits you way too fast.”

I laughed at the memory of the one time I got plastered and ended up acting like a fool.  Burger literally had to carry me home and put me to bed.  Oh, and the hangover!  I learned my lesson.

“Yes, I stopped at Goldstein's.”  

He chuckled.  “Nobody’s ever left Goldstein’s hungry.  Well then drink up, baby.  It’s on me.”

Before long, the piano player began to play, and soon people gathered around, singing. I caught Burger looking wistfully in that direction. He turned to me, shrugged, and then walked over to me. “I know, I know Sunny. I can’t help how I feel, but I can help what I do. I am not going to see him anymore. I know it's toxic.”  He smiled sadly.  

“I just hate how he hurts you.”

“Yeah, me too.  I’m thinking of looking for another job after the holidays.”

As much as I hated the thought of Burger having to be in the same place as that guy every night, he loved this place and his customers. 

I nodded, “I’ll have another drink, please. We can discuss that when we’re at your folks' house over Christmas.”

Burger’s face lit up.  “You’re coming home with me?”

“Yeah, and you can go with me to see that lawyer. Let’s find out if I am a millionaire.”  I laughed, but I was terrified. I was afraid of what I was going to find out. I had no way of knowing how truly life-changing this trip would be.
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Well, I suppose I should fill in the details of my life up to this point.  It was always just me and Mom.  When I was really little, we lived in a tiny two room apartment in Brooklyn.  There was an old woman who lived down the hall who used to keep me while Mom was at work.  I called her Yaya, and she would hold me on her lap and tell me fairy tales and stories of her childhood in Greece.  She had the best laugh.  When I was five and in Kindergarten, Yaya would come to pick me up at school and we would have milk and cookies in her kitchen.  One day, Yaya didn’t come, and the principal called my mother to pick me up.  When we got home, the neighbors told us that Yaya fell on her way home from the grocery store and she was in the hospital.  Yaya’s daughter packed up her stuff and took her to Michigan to live with their family.  I never saw her again.

Mom got a job working in the cafeteria at my school and she had a job at night cleaning offices in the city.  We’d go home after school, and I’d do my homework while Mom got ready for work.  On our way to the city, she’d pick up something for me to eat and I would play or finish my homework in a different office every night.  We’d be home by nine o’clock and I’d be in bed by nine-thirty.  

When I was little, she used to sing “You are my sunshine” to me all the time and that’s how I came to have the nickname, Sunny.  My real name is Bridget Murphy.  When I was seven, we moved to Queens and into a one-bedroom apartment in Jackson Heights.  I loved it there; we were very happy.  We lived about a block away from the library and on Saturday mornings we’d go to the coffee shop for breakfast and then to the library.  I always came home with a stack of books, but I’d be ready for new ones the next week.  My love of reading comes from her.  So much of who I am comes from her, I wish I’d had more time with her.

Everything changed the Thanksgiving when I was nine.  We were in the kitchen working on our Thanksgiving celebration.  The parade was on the TV in the living room, and I’d run in there to look at it every time they announced another float.  I was excited waiting for Santa to arrive, and yes, I still believed in Santa when I was nine, but never again after that day.  I was putting the pumpkin in the pie shell, and Mom was chopping vegetables when she made a funny noise and fell to the floor.  I kept yelling her name, but she didn’t answer me.  I called 911 and the woman told me what to do while I did CPR until the paramedics came.  Once they came in, I was taken into the living room by a policeman, and nobody told me anything.  I saw them take Mom out on the stretcher and tried to follow them, but the policeman stopped me.  He said I couldn’t go in the ambulance, and he’d take me to the hospital.  

When we got there, he took me into a waiting room and wouldn’t let me see her.  A social worker asked me if they could call my dad.  I shook my head and told him I didn’t have one.  They went down the list of relatives until they had exhausted all possibilities.  Finally, he asked if there was anyone he could call for me.  I told him no.  The social worker talked to the police about placing me until they could sort it out.  I didn’t understand what that meant, but at the time, I didn’t care.  I had a very bad feeling, and my stomach hurt.

After a while, a doctor came and crouched in front of me.  He told me she was dead, that something in her brain had been bleeding.  I didn’t understand it.  He used a soft voice and kind words, but it didn’t matter to me.  All I heard was that she was dead, and now I was alone.  I never cried.  That night, I slept in a strange
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