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			Praise for Blooming All Over:

			“Even the most goyische reader will get a kick out of Arnold’s novel… As simple and scrumptious as one of Bloom’s Heat-’N’-Eat entrees. Memorable!” 

			— Publishers Weekly

			“Blooming All Over is a story that will stay with you long after you read it… This book will be loved by everyone, no matter what kind of food you like.” 

			— Romance Reviews Today
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			To my boys,

			Ted, Fred, and Greg

			with love

		

	
		
			The Bloom’s Bulletin

			Written and edited by

			Susie Bloom

			A fellow addicted to knishes

			Found at Bloom’s, all the food was delicious.

			He bought bagels, a blintz,

			And some stuffed cabbage, since

			Bloom’s cuisine fulfills all of his wishes!

			Welcome to the May 14th edition of the Bloom’s Bulletin, which is jam-packed with tasty tidbits, recipes and—of course!—news about sales and specials throughout the store. Bloom’s has become the most famous kosher-style food emporium not just on Manhattan’s Upper West Side but all over the world by fulfilling our customers’ wishes.

			All over the world? Yes, indeed. Jay Bloom is the director of Bloom’s Internet and Mail-Order Services, which distributes Bloom’s Seder-In-A-Box, a package containing matzo, gefilte fish, horseradish, charoseth, chicken soup with matzo balls, salt, and Haggadahs—just add wine and serve. According to Jay, by mid-April, the store had filled Seder-In-A-Box orders from thirty-seven states and fifteen foreign countries, among them Finland, Japan, South Africa, New Zealand, Bolivia and…are you ready?…the research station at the South Pole! Yes, Bloom’s has extended its reach into Antarctica. When an order arrived from the McMurdo Station on Ross Island, Bloom’s was able to get four Seder-In-A-Boxes prepared and ready for delivery by the New York Air National Guard, which serves the U.S. Antarctic Program. The Seders arrived in time for the holiday, along with two complimentary bottles of Passover wine, Bloom’s gift to the intrepid researchers who live and work at the South Pole. Good yontif!

			Feeling bleu?

			French cheeses are specially priced all this week at Bloom’s. Camembert, Port Salut, Brie, Roquefort—come on in, buy some cheese and keep the change!

			Did you know…

			The word “schmaltzy,” which is used to describe music or a story that’s overly sentimental, is derived from the Yiddish word schmaltz, which means congealed fat. In Ida Bloom’s day, chicken schmaltz spread on a slice of dark pumpernickel was considered a gourmet treat. Now, the mere thought of it is enough to give most people heartburn. If you’re in the mood for schmaltz, listening to Rachmaninoff is a whole lot healthier.

			Employee Profile:

			Who’s that tall-blond-and-handsome fellow standing behind the bagel counter? None other than Casey Gordon, co-manager of the bagels department. Casey studied at the Culinary Institute of America before transferring to St. John’s University, where he earned a degree in English. Ask nicely, and he might just recite a little Shakespeare while he counts a dozen sesame seed bagels into a bag for you.

			Since joining the Bloom’s staff three years ago, Casey has put his culinary school experience to work by designing a variety of new flavors of bagels. Thanks to him, Bloom’s sells pesto bagels, cranberry bagels, apple-cinnamon bagels, and sour-yogurt bagels along with the standard plain, egg, garlic and poppy-seed varieties. “Some flavors rotate in and out,” Casey says. “Some are interesting experiments that just don’t click. Others become very popular, so we make them a permanent addition to our inventory.” Among those that didn’t “click” he mentioned curry bagels and banana cream bagels. His most recent surprise hit? Dill pickle bagels, which customers seem to love.

			When he’s not dreaming up sensational new bagel flavors, Casey says he likes to play basketball, analyze movies, and spend time with his girlfriend. What’s her favorite kind of bagel? “Egg,” Casey reports. “But she’s adventurous. She’ll try anything.”

			Wise Words from Bloom’s founder Ida Bloom: “There’s a reason for everything, but some reasons are stupid.”

			On sale this week: pita crisps, all varieties of blintzes, smoked sable and more. Turn the page for details! 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Susie could have been using this time to contemplate the course of her life. Instead, she was driving a truck—which was a lot more fun.

			It wasn’t so much a truck as a van on steroids. The rear seats had been removed, leaving a vast cargo space in the back. The front seat was elevated, the windshield broad, and the steering wheel as big as a bicycle tire. She and her sister had rented the van from a downtown outfit called Truck-A-Buck, which specialized in cheap rates and vehicles that looked as if they kissed bumpers with slutty abandon. Among the van’s special features were an ashtray crammed with chewing gum wrappers, a crack in the passenger’s side mirror, mysterious streaks of dark red paint—or maybe it was blood—staining the driver’s side door, and an aroma of gasoline with notes of Lysol and barbecue sauce permeating the interior.

			Susie loved the idea that she, a member of the Bloom family, a poet, a Bennington College alumna, the Bloom’s newsletter writer/editor—a position which came with the fancy title of “creative director”—and a sometime pizzeria waitress, was driving a truck. It felt right.

			It felt more right than mentally rehashing the conversation she’d had last night with Casey, when he’d asked her to move in with him. 

			Casey was wonderful, she adored him, he was without a doubt the sweetest, hottest, smartest guy she’d ever hooked up with. But merely thinking about living with him caused her soul to break out in hives. So she decided not to think about it. She thought instead about inching her way through the ooze of traffic on the West Side Highway, wishing she were actually driving across the North American continent behind the wheel of an eighteen-wheeler packed with freight of incalculable value—gold ingots or high-tech machines or cartons of Ghirardelli semi-sweet chocolate. 

			It would be a lot easier to imagine if Grandma Ida weren’t riding shotgun beside her.

			“You’re driving too fast,” Grandma Ida said. She sat strapped into her seat, her arthritic hands clenched in her lap, her hair so black it looked like a blob of licorice glued to her skull. Someone ought to talk to her about her stylist’s lack of skill with hair color. Someone had talked to her about it: Susie and her sister Julia had both mentioned to their grandmother that perhaps a new coiffure was in order, one that matched her face. Grandma Ida was eighty-nine years old, and for eighty-nine she looked amazingly good. But even if her face hadn’t been laced with lines, her eyes slightly faded and the skin of her neck pleated like an accordion, the ink-jet hair wouldn’t work. She needed a softer style with variations in the color, some silver mixed in, some gray. Something that looked as if it might have actually sprouted from a human scalp.

			Grandma Ida should have gone in the car with Sondra, Julia, and Joffe. All four of them could have fit comfortably in the Toyota Camry Joffe had borrowed from his brother, and Susie could have driven the van up to Cornell University solo. She could have blasted Ben Harper and Ani DiFranco through the van’s admittedly feeble-looking speakers and sung along at vocal-cord-popping volume. 

			Of all the configurations the family might have sorted themselves into for their journey, assigning Grandma Ida to the van rather than the car had made the least sense. Climbing into the high-riding vehicle had been as big a challenge for her as scaling Everest might be for an aging Sherpa. The seats were stiff and unforgiving, and the smell could upset an elderly woman’s delicate constitution. But Susie’s mother had wanted to ride in the car so she could discuss Julia and Joffe’s wedding plans during the trip, and everyone except for Susie felt Susie should not have to make the four-hour drive to Ithaca alone.

			For a person who shared a tiny one-bedroom walk-up with two other women, four hours alone would be a luxury. Of course, if Susie moved in with Casey, she wouldn’t have to share the tiny one-bedroom walk-up with Anna and Caitlin anymore.

			No. She wasn’t moving in with Casey. He lived in Queens, for God’s sake.

			“You’re driving too fast,” Grandma Ida said again.

			“I’m driving three miles an hour,” Susie retorted. “It’s impossible to drive too fast on the West Side Highway.” 

			“You’re going faster than three miles an hour. You think I can’t tell? You think I don’t know from cars?”

			Yes, Susie almost answered. “This is a van, not a car.”

			“It’s too big. Who needs all this room?”

			“Adam does. He’s graduating from college. He’s got four years’ worth of junk he has to move out of his dorm room.”

			“Junk? You rented this van so he can move junk?”

			“He doesn’t think it’s junk,” Susie explained.

			“What is he, an idiot? All that money for a fancy-schmancy education, and he wants to move junk,” Grandma Ida muttered. “Where is he going to put the junk?”

			“In Mom’s apartment. And then he’ll take it with him when he leaves for graduate school in September.”

			“Graduate school.” Grandma Ida sniffed disdainfully. “Where’s he going again? That place with the chickens?”

			“Purdue,” Susie told her. “And it has nothing to do with chickens. It isn’t even spelled the way the chicken company spells it.”

			“Purdue.” Grandma Ida sniffed again. “I never heard from Purdue. It’s out in the middle of nowhere, right?”

			“Indiana.”

			“That’s what I thought. Who needs graduate school, anyway? I never went to college, and I made a life for myself. My Isaac, he never even finished high school, but he knew how to sell knishes. You don’t need graduate school with Indians to know how to sell knishes.”

			“True—and if Adam wanted to sell knishes, he wouldn’t have applied to graduate school,” Susie pointed out. “He doesn’t want to sell knishes. He wants to get a Ph.D. in mathematics and become a college professor.”

			“He should consider sales. You and Julia work at the store. It wouldn’t kill Adam to work at the store, too.”

			“Julia’s the president of the store. I’m only a part-time consultant.” Julia had given Susie that fancy title—creative director—in an effort to entice her into a full-time job with the family enterprise. But she refused to give up her waitressing at Nico’s. Keeping the waitressing job reminded her of her roots—or, more accurately, helped her to escape her roots.

			“I don’t know why you want to sell food downtown and not in your own family’s store,” Grandma Ida muttered. 

			Susie sighed. If she was going to have to listen to the old lady rant all the way to Cornell, it was going to be a very long drive.

			 “As for Adam,” Grandma Ida continued, clearly warming up, “Isaac and I never got Ph.D.’s. We never even got Ph.A’s or Ph.B’s. And we built the biggest delicatessen in the world.”

			Susie knew she ought to keep her mouth shut, just nod and smile and let Grandma Ida run at the mouth. But she couldn’t help herself. “Bloom’s is not the biggest deli in the world.” 

			“The biggest good deli. We started with my parents’ push cart—they were selling knishes from the cart, in all kinds of weather, you shouldn’t know from standing in the rain on a cold day in November and trying to sell knishes…”

			Susie braced herself for the entire up-by-the-bootstraps saga. She’d heard it enough times to be able to recite it verbatim. Her lips moved, shaping Grandma Ida’s words as the older woman spoke them.

			“Just a cart on Upper Broadway, that was all it was until Isaac and I moved the store indoors. And it grew, and we expanded, first to the storefront on one side of us, then to the storefront on the other side, until we took up the whole block. I did the books, but your grandfather—” she wagged her index finger at Susie for emphasis “—he knew how to sell. Borscht, gefilte fish, bagels, stuffed derma—if it was edible, he could sell it. Chicken soup. I didn’t think we’d do so well with the chicken soup, but people got sick, they came into Bloom’s and Isaac would sell them chicken soup. And before you know it, they’d be feeling better.”

			“Right,” Susie said wearily.

			“Adam wants to be a doctor? Your grandfather Isaac was a doctor without college. People came in sick, he sold them chicken soup and they went home and got well. Without college he did this. Who could afford college? We were too busy working.”

			“I know.”

			“So, your brother is going to the chicken school out there with the Indians to get a doctor degree, and your sister is marrying that reporter. And what are you doing with your life, Susie?”

			“Right now, what I’m doing with my life is driving you to Cornell so we can see Adam graduate.” And I’m listening to you—for which I deserve a medal.

			“You’re a waitress. All that education, and you work as a waitress.”

			“I work for Bloom’s, Grandma. You know that.”

			“Once a week.”

			“More than once a week. I write and edit the Bloom’s Bulletin. That takes a lot of time.”

			“It’s an advertising circular.”

			“It’s a newsletter with ads mixed in. Julia hired me to write it because I’m a good writer. And I redesigned the store windows, too, and spruced up the interior.” And she wasn’t going to do a damned thing more for the store. Enough was enough.

			 From the time she was old enough to daydream about what she wanted to be when she grew up, she’d resisted working at Bloom’s. Her father had been the president of the company until his death two years ago, and the store had been the pulsing heart of his existence. Her mother had worked side by side with him, and now she was working side by side with Julia, whom Grandma Ida had named president of the company last year. Her father’s brother, Uncle Jay, ran the store’s on-line business and its mail-order program. Enough Blooms had been sucked into the place. Susie preferred to live her own life, a life that had nothing to do with borscht, gefilte fish, bagels, stuffed derma or any of the hundreds of other items that filled Bloom’s shelves: breads, gourmet coffees, overpriced olive oil, cookies and kugel, cheese and chopped liver, and a spectacular array of kitchen tchochkes—potato peelers, garlic presses, melon ballers, pepper mills, vegetable steamers and egg timers.

			She just wanted to live downtown, go to poetry slams, stay up late drinking wine, have mind-blowing sex when the opportunity arose—and not make a capital-C Commitment, or do capital-S Something with her life. She just wanted to be herself and enjoy each day. Was that so much to ask for?

			Apparently, if you were a Bloom, it was.

			o

			Adam felt Tash stir against him. “You’re not asleep?” she asked.

			“No.”

			“You always fall asleep after.”

			“No, I don’t.” He knew he sounded gruff, but now wasn’t a good time for her to complain about their sex life. As far as he knew, that sex life was about to end. Sex, pot, music, freedom—every fun activity he’d indulged in over the past four years would become taboo starting tomorrow. College graduation was supposed to be a joyous event, but in his case, graduation doomed him to spend the next three muggy, dreary summer months in his mother’s Upper West Side apartment, where he was sure that bringing a woman to his room and firing up even the skinniest little joint would create a family crisis so huge, World War II would seem like a minor tiff in comparison.

			He loved his family. But he loved them a hell of a lot more when they were two hundred miles away.

			“Thinking about tomorrow?” Tash asked.

			“Thinking about the day after tomorrow.” Tomorrow was commencement. He’d don his cap and gown, pose for photos, grab his diploma, load up the van Susie and Julia had rented and travel back to New York City. The day after tomorrow he’d wake up in his mother’s apartment. 

			Shit.

			“It won’t be so bad,” Tash assured him. She stretched, and he tried not to stare at her body. She wasn’t fat, just solid, with lots of firm curves and dimpled knees. She ate a lot and didn’t care what she weighed.

			That was what he liked best about her: she didn’t care. She didn’t care about impressing people. She didn’t care about high fashion. She didn’t care about being graceful or elegant or loved, or any of the things every other girl he knew cared about. She did care about the decimation of old-growth forests and the exploitation of Third-World laborers. She could get a little sanctimonious when she launched into one of her diatribes about eight-year-olds stitching soccer balls in Bangladesh for ten cents a day—or maybe it was ten-year-olds stitching soccer balls in Bangladesh for eight cents a day. Adam listened to her harangues, but they tended to bleed together in his mind.

			So she was passionate about that stuff. Why shouldn’t she be? Her mother worked for Planned Parenthood and her father published a socialist newspaper, and they’d named her Natasha. She’d told Adam how they used to sing her to sleep with Woody Guthrie and early U-2 songs and explicate her bedtime stories for their political subtexts. “‘Little Red Riding Hood’ is about the exploitation of the proletariat,” her father would instruct her. “The wolf represents capitalism. When he devours her grandmother, it’s like management devouring the laborers.” 

			Adam didn’t agree with her about everything. He didn’t disagree with her about everything, either. Mostly he let her rant and then had sex with her. And he didn’t always fall asleep after. Usually, but not always.

			In a matter of hours, his mother, his grandmother, his sisters and his future brother-in-law were going to drive onto the Cornell campus and bring his sex life to a crashing halt. He’d have one more night with Tash, and then he’d graduate and return to New York City with them.

			Shit.

			“I’m going to miss you,” he confessed, tangling his fingers into the frizzy brown curls that churned around Tash’s face. 

			“It’s just for the summer. In September, you’ll go to Purdue, and I’ll find meaningful work in Indiana, and we’ll be together again.”

			“What kind of meaningful work? They don’t have old-growth forests in Indiana, do they?”

			“I’ll find something,” Tash promised. “I’m sure there are downtrodden people in Indiana. They live in Indiana, after all. By definition they must be downtrodden.”

			He wasn’t sure that made sense, but he let it go.

			“So, is your mother going to be bringing bags of bagels with her?” she asked.

			He’d told Tash about Bloom’s. Growing up in Seattle, she’d visited New York City once, but she’d never heard of Bloom’s until Adam had mentioned it to her. He found this bizarre. Everyone in the world had heard of Bloom’s. Tourists from Belgium, Brunei and Botswana visited the store and posed for photos outside its main entrance, holding kosher salamis. People from Yonkers and Massapequa and Bayonne showed up at the store at seven a.m. Sunday morning to shop for the brunch they’d be eating later that same day. A few years ago, a New York City guidebook had labeled Bloom’s “the eighth wonder of the world, and the wonder with the most cholesterol.”

			But like so much else, Tash didn’t care about cholesterol or wonders of the world. And she sure didn’t care about kosher salami. She was a vegetarian—almost a vegan, but she couldn’t bring herself to give up cheese omelets, a fact that caused her some remorse but not enough to switch to granola for breakfast. Adam had described to her the variety of cheeses and meats sold at the deli, the mile-high corned-beef sandwiches, the smoked fish, the stuffed cabbage. “I don’t think I’ll ever set foot in there,” she’d said.

			Adam gazed at her now. She was lying on her back, her head resting on his shoulder and her voluptuous breasts flattened against her chest like mounds of dough. Her skin was pale, her fingernails short, her nose a pudgy button at the center of her face. She wasn’t what you’d call beautiful, but she looked warm and natural, at home with herself.

			He really liked her. He adored her passion, her confidence, her laugh and those big breasts, as well as her big hips and her thick thighs and her enthusiasm for sex—and her access to free birth control, thanks to her mother’s job at Planned Parenthood. But he couldn’t picture himself spending the rest of his life with a woman who wouldn’t enter Bloom’s. Not that he shopped at Bloom’s himself, not that he made a habit of eating the gourmet kosher-style delicacies the store sold, but Bloom’s was his legacy.

			“My mother won’t bring bagels,” he said. “Even if she did, they’d be frozen bagels from the supermarket down the street. She never eats Bloom’s food.”

			“Why not? Doesn’t she own the place?”

			“My grandmother owns it. I think,” he added. He wasn’t too clear on the Bloom’s corporate hierarchy. “My mother works there. So does my Uncle Jay. My sister Julia is the president. My other sister Susie does freelance work there.”

			“Freelance deli work?”

			“I don’t exactly know what she does,” he admitted. One of the blessings of attending college two hundred miles away from home was that he didn’t have to be on top of such things.

			“And they buy their food at a supermarket down the street? Why?”

			“Because they’re crazy?” He shrugged, jostling Tash’s head. “They do what they do. I don’t know. I don’t live with them.”

			“When are they going to get here?”

			“They said they were leaving New York City around nine.” He craned his neck to peer past Tash at the clock radio on the windowsill. A little past noon. Shit. “I’ve got to shower and get dressed,” he said, shoving himself up to sit.

			His dorm room looked alien to him. The walls were bare, his posters of Josie and the Pussycats, Zippy the Pinhead and Sequoia National Park—that last one a birthday present from Tash—rolled inside cardboard tubes. His stereo speakers were nestled into molded foam inside the carton they had come in, his printer packed into another carton and his laptop stashed in a canvas computer bag. More cartons held his clothing, his books, his Frisbee, his video of his freshman year roommate hurling after an all-night beer-pong tournament, the smiley-face eraser he always tucked into his pocket when he was taking an exam, and other essential mementos of the past four years. He hadn’t dealt with his rug yet, and the bed linens wouldn’t get stripped until tomorrow. In his closet hung his rented cap and gown and the Cornell T-shirt and khakis he planned to wear underneath.

			The room wasn’t his anymore. Tomorrow he would be evicted, exiled to New York City. He should have lined up a summer job in Indiana—or in Seattle, with Tash. Maybe she could have found him employment sitting in a tree for three months, protecting it from the chain saws of lumber companies. But that probably wouldn’t pay well, and besides, his mother would kill him if he didn’t spend the summer at home. His father had died two years ago, and his mother kept reminding him that he was now the man of the family. 

			Actually, Adam suspected that his sister Julia was the man of the family, even if she was a woman. She was the oldest, the big success story, the lawyer who’d taken over Bloom’s and increased its profits. And now she was engaged to a hotshot columnist from Gotham Magazine. Let her be the top dog; Adam would be just as happy sitting in a tree for the summer, especially if someone paid him to do it. 

			Then again, he’d survived last summer in New York. He’d devoted six weeks of the summer to bagging groceries at Bloom’s—Julia had pleaded with him, and he’d had nothing better to do. He and Tash had been sort of together before last summer, but not together together, so he hadn’t missed her that much. 

			This summer… Hell, he didn’t want to have to bag groceries again. He was a goddamn Cornell graduate, ready to begin work on his Ph.D. in mathematics. He wanted to do something interesting, something profound. Something like what he’d been doing the past four years in college—studying hard, sleeping, sleeping with women, listening to alt-rock, and getting stoned every now and then.

			“My parents won’t be getting here until five o’clock,” Tash said, shoving a dense mass of hair back from her face. “Time zones and all. They’re probably going to fall asleep the minute they check into their hotel room.”

			“Lucky you.” His family wouldn’t be drowsy when they arrived. They’d be full of energy. They’d demand a campus tour. They’d argue, hug him mercilessly, force him to pose for photos and argue some more. “You may as well get dressed too,” he suggested. “You can hang around with my family until your parents get here.”

			“I’ve still got some packing to do. But I would like to meet your family. I bet your mother will be carrying a bag of bagels.”

			“I already told you…” Unwilling to repeat himself, he let the thought drop. Tash would probably never understand that Blooms didn’t eat food from Bloom’s. He wasn’t sure he understood it, himself. His mother always used to insist that the store’s food was for selling to others and that if the family ate it, they’d be consuming their profits.

			Maybe things were different with Julia at the helm. Maybe she’d be the one who arrived in Ithaca carrying a bag of bagels. Her fiancé loved Bloom’s food. Maybe he’d make her bring bagels. As if she’d ever do anything just because someone made her do it.

			Tash socked him in the arm, leaving an aching spot just below his shoulder. “Chill, Adam. It’s graduation. You’re supposed to be happy.”

			“Yeah, right.” He faked a smile. “See how happy I am?”

			She socked him in the arm again, in exactly the same place. She packed a wallop; he didn’t have to worry about her ever getting mugged. “I can’t wait to meet your family,” she said, swinging out of the bed. “I bet they’re lots of fun.”

			Yeah, right.

			But they were the only family he had, and in about an hour they would be descending upon him like the plague of frogs upon the Egyptians at Pesach. Unlike the Egyptians, at least, he wouldn’t be subjected to a blood sacrifice.

			Doing without sex and weed for the summer was almost as bad.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Julia’s head felt like an egg with hairline cracks running through the shell, thanks to having spent the past four hours trapped in a car with her mother, who refused to talk about anything other than how utterly wonderful a wedding at the Plaza Hotel would be—“Remember your cousin Travis’s bar mitzvah? That’s the kind of wedding I want for my firstborn. Remember those little portobello quiche hors d’oeuvres? To die for. Ron, have you ever been to an affair at the Plaza? Trust me, I know what I’m talking about…” Just one tiny push, one jarring motion and the shell would shatter, allowing Julia’s runny yolk of a brain to spill out.

			So she was not in the right frame of mind to deal with a hassle at the hotel. Not a minor hassle, either. A hassle tricky enough to scramble her brain and serve it on a platter with a side of hash browns.

			She’d been looking forward to this trip. She was proud of her baby brother. Adam had survived four years at an Ivy League university, undaunted by the trauma of their father’s death during his sophomore year, and she’d just wanted to come to Ithaca and kvell over his achievement. She’d been excited about the prospect of spending a couple of days out of the city with Ron, including him in this outing because she already thought of him as family, even if they weren’t married yet. She hadn’t even objected to the car arrangements, although she’d known her mother would spend the entire drive talking about the wedding.

			No matter what her mother said, no matter how good the portobello quiche hors d’oeuvres were, she and Ron were not getting married at the Plaza. She was the president of Bloom’s, and her wedding was going to be catered by Bloom’s—not just to show loyalty to and confidence in the business she ran but because Bloom’s food was delicious, and even the Plaza’s portobello quiche hors d’oeuvres couldn’t compete with mini-blinis and potato “latkettes” from Bloom’s. In the year since she’d taken the helm of Bloom’s, the catering service had expanded significantly, and she had every intention of contributing to that expansion by hiring the service to feed her wedding guests. Since the Plaza Hotel wouldn’t let her bring in her own caterer, the Plaza Hotel was out.

			The Plaza Hotel was also miles away. The Ithaca Manor Inn was her current problem. Actually, Grandma Ida was her problem. 

			Julia had reserved two rooms. She’d made the reservations nearly a year ago—she’d had to reserve rooms far in advance for commencement weekend—and at the time, she’d figured she and Susie would share one room and their mother and Grandma Ida would share the other. Then Ron had suggested joining them, and of course she knew the weekend would be greatly improved if he was a part of it, especially because he was able to borrow his brother Ira’s car for the trip. Susie had generously offered to sleep on a rollaway in the room with Sondra and Grandma Ida so Julia and Ron could have a room to themselves. Everything had been worked out. The plan had been sealed by Julia’s Visa card. Two rooms awaited them.

			 “But you’re not married to him,” Grandma Ida squawked, her voice echoing in the hotel’s atrium lobby, causing several guests emerging from the dining room to turn and stare. No doubt they were trying to decide who the unmarried hussy among the group was.

			“We have only two rooms, Grandma Ida,” Julia said, lowering her voice and glaring at the too-attentive registration clerk. “We worked this all out last winter. You and Mom and Susie will share one room. Ron and I will share the other.”

			“What?” Grandma Ida chose this moment to become hard of hearing. “What did you say?”

			“I said, we’re divvying up the rooms so you can stay with Mom and Susie.”

			“You’re not married. Make the reporter get a separate room.”

			“We have no more rooms,” the clerk said helpfully. “It’s commencement weekend. We’ve been booked solid since last summer.”

			“Then he’ll use one room and the four of us will share the other room,” Grandma Ida resolved, sweeping her hand in a circle to indicate the four Bloom women. Her gold bangle bracelets clanked against one another. That metallic noise was enough to widen the fissures in Julia’s eggshell skull.

			“We can’t have four people in one room,” Susie objected. “That’s even more crowded than my apartment in New York.”

			Julia looked at her mother, who shrugged. The four-hour drive—and her four-hour oration on the glories of the Plaza Hotel—seemed to have worn her out. Her hair was flat, her lipstick clotted into vertical lines across her lower lip and her sunglasses rode low on her tiny nose. “You’re her favorite,” she muttered, motioning with her head toward Grandma Ida. “You deal with her.”

			Julia knew she was her grandmother’s favorite. It wasn’t fair, but somehow she’d been cursed with that designation. She glanced at Ron—whom her Grandma Ida was generally quite fond of—but he only sent her a half-baked smile and became engrossed in the framed street map of Ithaca that hung above the registration counter.

			“Grandma,” Julia began, praying her head would remain intact, “Ron and I are getting married next year. We’re engaged. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. We can share a room for one night.”

			“What am I, stupid? A man and a woman share a hotel room, they’ve got only one thing on their mind.”

			“Adam’s graduation,” Julia said. Ron glanced toward her, his hazel eyes glittering with amusement and disbelief. He nearly always had only one thing on his mind, and it wasn’t Adam’s graduation. 

			All right, so Ron Joffe was the sexiest man Julia had ever known. If the hotel situation went as planned, she would not be thinking about Adam’s graduation when they retired to their room for the night. Unlike Ron, she occasionally did have other things on her mind even when she was in his presence—not often, but more often than he did. She could sit with him over breakfast and discuss the profit margins on Bloom’s Heat-’N’-Eat entrees and be thinking about nothing but the fact that the spinach loaf sold better than the kasha varnishkes. When she raised her concerns, he always provided cogent observations. He was the business columnist for Gotham Magazine and had an MBA, so he knew more about business than she did, although she knew more about spinach loaf and kasha varnishkes. Yet even when he was making his cogent observations, he was usually running his foot up and down her leg, or nudging her knees apart with his toe. He might think the kasha varnishkes would sell better if the gravy was less salty, but he was also obviously thinking about what he and Julia had been doing in bed a half-hour earlier, and what they could be doing now instead of discussing kasha varnishkes, and what they might wind up doing if his foot progressed any further up her thigh.

			“I wasn’t born yesterday,” Grandma Ida bellowed, her rattly voice bouncing off the tile floor. Anyone looking at her would know this was true. Dressed in a navy blue twill skirt, a dowdy cotton blouse and orthopedic sandals, with her gnarled hands and her creased face and her flagrantly black hair, she did not resemble a newborn. “I watch TV. I know what men and women do in hotel rooms.”

			“How about if I stay in the room with Julia and Joffe?” Susie suggested. “I can chaperone.”

			Julia rolled her eyes. Ron laughed. Grandma Ida failed to share their amusement. “What, two of my granddaughters sharing a room with a man they’re not married to? Oy, vey ist mir.” She dramatically pressed a fisted hand against her chest, as if the shock of Susie’s words was enough to trigger a coronary.

			“Okay, look,” Ron interjected, stepping into the breach just seconds before Julia’s head exploded. “You and Susie can share the room. Your mother and grandmother can share the other room.”

			“What about you?” Julia asked.

			“Does Adam have a sleeping bag? I’ll sleep on the floor in his dorm room.”

			Julia gazed up into Ron’s eyes. He would sleep on his not-yet brother-in-law’s floor to keep her head intact. No wonder she loved him. “You don’t mind doing that?”

			“Of course I mind. But it’s better than having Ida stroke out.”

			A stroke, a coronary—obviously Ron shared Julia’s concern about her grandmother’s health. “It’s really not her business.”

			“In case you hadn’t noticed,” Ron murmured, “everything is her business.”

			“Check us in, Julia,” her mother said. “I want to unpack and freshen up. The sooner we’re settled in, the sooner we can go over to the campus.”

			“Can we get some lunch?” Susie asked. “I’m starving.”

			Julia tried to catch her sister’s eye. Susie seemed punkier than usual, her short hair sticking up in dark tufts and her eyes rimmed with black liner and exhaustion. As usual, she wore black—black shorts, a black tank top and black sandals that exposed the butterfly tattooed onto her ankle. Her cheeks appeared gaunt. Julia wondered whether she’d lost some weight. Hard to believe someone who worked days at Bloom’s and several evenings a week at a pizzeria, and who was involved with Casey Gordon, the bagel maestro of Bloom’s, could lose weight. 

			She’d been so excited when they’d picked up the rented van yesterday afternoon. She’d yammered the whole ride downtown in the subway about how she was going to pretend to be a trucker, about how she’d seen a movie on TV once about a bunch of cross-country truckers talking to each other on CB radios, shouting, “Breaker, breaker!” “I don’t know what that means,” Susie had confessed, “but I want to drive in a truck and shout, ‘Breaker, breaker! Ten-forty!’”

			So now she’d driven two hundred miles in the van—albeit without a CB to shout “Breaker, breaker” into—and she looked piqued. Wan. Distracted. Thin.

			Julia knew her sister well enough to sense when something was bugging her. Maybe it was just as well that Ron—her fiancé, her best friend, her red-hot lover—would be shacking up with Adam at the dorm tonight. Susie was bugged, and as the Bloom in charge of fixing everything, Julia was going to have to debug her.

			“All right,” she relented, turning to the nosy registration clerk and doing her best to cow him with a steely stare. “We’re ready to check into our rooms now.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Susie stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. The fluorescent ceiling fixture shed a milky light, and a warp in the silvered glass created an odd ripple in her face’s reflection. She looked like someone whose nose was literally out of joint.

			“Are you all right?” Julia called in from the bedroom.

			How could she be all right when her hair was such a disaster? She’d had the window of the van open for the second half of the drive—the air conditioner had chosen to conk out somewhere around Middletown—and the wind had restyled her hair into a shape not far removed from a feather duster. The breeze hadn’t budged Grandma Ida’s hair, of course.

			Not that Susie envied the immovable object that was her grandmother’s coiffure, but really, when you spent a fortune for a decent haircut, you ought to look good even after being blasted by a hundred miles of hot highway gusts. Susie had been patronizing an expensive salon for a year now. One good haircut and she’d committed herself to Racine—she had no idea why it was called that, since it had nothing to do with either the French playwright or the Wisconsin city. She’d come to understand that any salon with a single-word name charged twice as much as a salon with a two-word name, like Snip City, where she used to get her hair cut years ago. Julia had always said she could do a better job with a hedge pruner than the Snip City stylists did with their scissors, but the cuts had been cheap. Racine’s haircuts were exorbitantly priced, but Susie was making enough between Bloom’s and Nico’s that she could afford them. 

			She wondered why she’d had so little hesitation about making a commitment to a hairdresser when she couldn’t bring herself to make a commitment to Casey.

			Damn it, she had made a commitment to Casey. She hadn’t slept with anyone else since she’d started seeing him, which was more of a commitment than she’d ever made to any other man. Why couldn’t he be satisfied with that? Why was he pushing her to move in with him?

			Probably because the subway ride from Forest Hills to SoHo was a bitch and a half. She ought to stop worrying about the forever-after implications; Casey had in all likelihood asked her to move in with him because he was sick of the IRT.

			“Susie?” 

			She abandoned the bathroom for the bedroom. “That bathroom is gross. The walls are green. They made my complexion look like barf.”

			As Julia stared intently at her, she fleetingly resembled their father—the dark, probing eyes, the narrow nose, the skeptical curve of her mouth. Ben Bloom had always looked skeptical, as if he didn’t really believe Susie had gotten an A on her math test—he’d been right, she’d lied about the grade—or he doubted that Julia had memorized Shelley’s Ozymandias for her English class—misplaced doubt in that instance, because Julia had always done what she was supposed to do. She’d been the perfect daughter. Susie had been the who-gives a damn daughter. Adam, who took after their mother except that he had the nose he was born with instead of a surgically sculpted one like hers, was the son, in a class by himself.

			“You don’t look like barf,” Julia observed, “but you are a little pale. Are you okay?”

			“Other than starving to death, yeah.” To avoid Julia’s questioning gaze, Susie wandered around the room, tugging on a drawer handle, pulling back the window drape to check the view—a parking lot and beyond it a small strip-mall with a fried chicken place, a pizza place, and a Chinese restaurant called Wok’s Up, Doc? Susie sighed deeply. A veritable banquet awaited her, just across the parking lot. So near and yet so far.

			She felt Julia’s gaze on her for a moment longer. Then her sister turned back to the closet to hang up the dress she’d been holding. Susie had stuffed a few things into her suitcase, and they were probably so wrinkled, hanging them up now wouldn’t make any difference. “We’ve got two beds,” she remarked, waving at the pair of double beds with their bolted-to-the-wall headboards and their cardboard-looking green bedspreads. “I could sleep in one and you and Joffe could share the other. Or he could sleep in one and you and I could share.”

			“Grandma Ida would have a stroke,” Julia said with a sigh.

			“There are worse things in the world,” Susie muttered, then shook her head, fending off a pang of guilt. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

			“You just spent four hours in a van with her,” Julia said, her tone brimming with forgiveness. “You’re allowed to say terrible things.”

			Susie flopped down on one of the beds. The bedspread felt as stiff as it looked. “She spent the entire drive lecturing me on how she and Grandpa Isaac built Bloom’s from a sidewalk push cart into the biggest deli in the world. Her words,” she added before Julia could correct her. “And her other topic was, ‘Susie, what are you doing with your life?’”

			Julia pulled a blouse from her suitcase and hung it next to her dress. How many outfits had she brought? This was a one-night trip, not a cruise on the QE II. “Did you tell her what you’re doing with your life?” she asked Susie, sounding just a bit too interested.

			“I told her was living it, more or less. I didn’t go into details.” Susie watched her sister closely, hoping she wasn’t going to interrogate her the way Grandma Ida had. Not long after Julia had become president of Bloom’s, she’d informed Susie that Grandma Ida had told her she thought Julia was a lot like her. Julia had laughed when she’d shared this tidbit with Susie, as if the idea was preposterous. 

			Susie hadn’t even smiled. She could see in Julia more Grandma Ida than Ben Bloom: the stubbornness, the focus, the determination. The vaguely judgmental curiosity that made her want to hear Susie’s answers to Grandma Ida’s nosy questions. Julia was taller than Grandma Ida, and her hair was black thanks to nature, not the ministrations of Bella, the colorist from hell. But yeah, Susie could picture Julia fifty-odd years from now, dressing in cardigan sweaters and frumpy skirts and comfortable shoes, her wrists circled with gold bangles and her mouth pinched as she scolded a wayward granddaughter for having crayoned a picture of purple bananas and orange grapes. 

			One of Susie’s earliest memories of Grandma Ida was of her criticizing Susie’s drawing of a tree with blue leaves. To this day, she saw nothing wrong with that childhood picture, and everything wrong with her grandmother for having disparaged it.

			“So, what’s really bothering you?” Julia asked abruptly.

			Susie propped herself on her elbows. “Huh?”

			“Something is. I can tell.” Julia zipped her suitcase shut and placed it on the chrome rack next to the TV armoire.

			“My stomach,” Susie said. “I want lunch.”

			“Besides that.” Julia sat on the other bed, crossed her legs yoga-style and rested her chin in her hands. “I know you, Susie. I know when something’s troubling you.”

			“My sister is troubling me,” Susie retorted. “And my grandmother. Let’s get some food. Joffe must be bored waiting for us in the lobby.”

			“Joffe is probably in the motel restaurant, stuffing his face,” Julia said. “And you’re going nowhere until you tell me what’s wrong.”

			“Who died and made you president?”

			“Dad died and Grandma Ida made me president. Come on, Susie. I’m your sister. And I’m so sick of obsessing over my damned wedding. I’d much rather obsess over you for a change.”

			Susie sighed. Julia might have certain Grandma Ida tendencies, but she was the only person in the world Susie wholeheartedly trusted. She wasn’t prepared to discuss her Casey situation with anyone, yet—but if she had to discuss it, Julia was the one to discuss it with. “Casey asked me to move in with him,” she said.

			Julia’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re kidding!”

			“Why should I be kidding?” Susie asked indignantly. “We’ve been seeing each other for a year.”

			“No—I mean, he just strikes me as kind of…” Julia seemed to grope for the right words. “I don’t know. I would have expected him to ask you to marry him, not move in with him.”

			Susie made a face. “You think I’d spend a year with the kind of guy who’d ask me to marry him?”

			“No, I guess not.” Julia toyed with the lace of her canvas sneaker, but her gaze remained on Susie. “What did you tell him?”

			“I said no.”

			“Susie!” It was Julia’s turn to make a face. “You’re living with two roommates in that teeny-tiny disgusting walk-up in the East Village where the stairway always smells of fried onions, and he’s got a great big apartment!”

			“In Queens,” Susie reminded her. “In Forest Hills.” Light-years removed from civilization.

			Julia nodded. “Exactly. He lives in Forest Hills. A nice middle-class neighborhood. That’s why he’s the kind of guy who’d ask you to marry him.”

			“He lives there because you can get more square footage for the dollar. Plus he grew up in Queens and he has friends there, for some reason.”

			“And family,” Julia pointed out.

			“I don’t think that was a deciding factor.”

			“I think it is.”

			“Yeah, like you know Casey better than I do.”

			Julia smiled. “I know he’s got long hair and a stoner smile. He’s still a family man. He refused to have sex with you until he got to know you, remember? He’s a traditional sort of guy, Susie.”

			“More traditional than me,” Susie agreed dolefully. She couldn’t argue with Julia. Casey did have long hair, and his smile did have a vaguely druggy appearance, although in the year they’d been together the strongest drug she’d ever seen him take was Tylenol Plus. And he loved Susie’s tattoo, and he hadn’t been inside a church since his great-uncle Mike keeled over while watching some professional wrestling show on TV last October, and even at the funeral Casey hadn’t taken communion. But other than his hair and his agnosticism and his professed adoration for Susie, he harbored some pretty old-fashioned values. When they’d met, a little more than a year ago, she would have happily jumped his bones within minutes of catching his eye. She’d walked into Bloom’s, made her way to the bagel counter and spotted him standing behind it, all six-foot-two inches of him, with his dirty-blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and his hazel bedroom eyes glittering as he’d handed her an egg bagel, and the saliva filling her mouth had been for him, not the bagel. He’d been the one to insist that they spend some time learning about each other before they got naked. 

			She’d been intrigued. She’d never before met a man who actually cared more about getting to know a woman’s mind than getting her to spread her legs, but she’d admired his attitude. It had challenged and amused her, and their conversations had been great and the sex, once they’d finally gotten around to it, had been even greater and… 

			Damn. She wasn’t ready to settle down yet. Not even with Casey.

			“So…by turning him down, does that mean you’ve broken up with him?” Julia asked.

			“I don’t know,” Susie admitted. “He raised the subject last night. This morning I rented a van and drove to Ithaca. It’s not like we worked everything out.”

			“In other words, you have no idea what you’re going back to.”

			“A pissed off boyfriend, I’m guessing.” Susie sighed. She didn’t want him to be pissed off. She wanted to return to New York City tomorrow evening, unload Adam’s junk from the van, and then spend the night screwing Casey senseless. Somehow, she didn’t think that was the way things would proceed.

			“I’ll be honest with you,” Julia said. “I like Casey. He’s done a fantastic job of running the Bloom’s bagel department with Morty.”

			Susie snorted. “Yeah, that’s always a big item on my list. I sure don’t want to get involved with any guy who can’t do a fantastic job of running the Bloom’s bagel department.”

			“And he’s crazy about you.”

			If he were really crazy about her, he wouldn’t have put her on the spot with this stupid invitation. “I don’t want to break up with him,” she moaned. “But, I mean, cohabitation! It’s so serious! You’re marrying Joffe, and you’re still not living with him.”

			“Technically,” Julia muttered. “And only because my apartment has another eight months on the lease.”

			“And because you don’t want Grandma Ida to have a stroke.”

			“That, too. But you’re right, Suze. Moving in together is a big thing.”

			“I love Casey. I really do. If he breaks up with me, I swear I’ll hate him.” She felt a tear tremble on her eyelashes and wiped it away, hoping Julia wouldn’t notice it.

			No such luck. Julia climbed off her bed and onto Susie’s, butted hips with her, and arched a sisterly arm around her shoulders. “I wish I could make it better,” she murmured. “If he breaks your heart, do you want me to fire him?”

			“If you fire him, your bagel department will go to hell. And Bloom’s earnings support us all,” Susie pointed out.

			“All right. I won’t fire him. I’ll just give him lousy hours or something.”

			Susie managed a limp smile, even though that first tear turned out to be the drum major leading a whole parade of tears. One of the problems with warm weather was that she didn’t have long sleeves to wipe her eyes with. 

			After giving her shoulders a squeeze, Julia climbed off the bed and crossed to the bathroom. She returned carrying a tissue. “You’re right,” she said as she handed the tissue to Susie. “That bathroom is ugly.”

			The phone on the table between the beds rang so shrilly, they both flinched. While Susie mopped her damp eyes, Julia lifted the receiver. She said, “Hello,” listened for a minute, then said, “Okay,” and hung up. “Mom and Grandma Ida are unpacked and they want to head over to the campus,” she reported.

			“Fine.” Susie sniffled and rose from the bed. “Let me just wash my face. We’d better get something to eat, too, or I’ll faint,” she warned as she wandered into the bathroom. She splashed some water onto her cheeks, then patted them with a towel and inspected herself in the mirror. Her hair had settled down somewhat, her eyeliner had survived her little bout of weeping unsmudged, but she still looked like barf. If Casey saw her now, he sure as hell wouldn’t want her moving in with him.

			Or maybe he would, because that was the kind of guy he was. 

			Why did he have to be so damned perfect? Susie wasn’t ready for perfect yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“That’s your best shot,” Mose taunted, “and you ain’t hit it yet.”

			Casey grunted. What could he say? Mose was right.

			They were playing one-on-one on the asphalt outside the Edward Mandel School. At four-thirty, the elementary school kids were long gone and the adults who worked regular hours weren’t done with their jobs and available to play, so they had the basketball court to themselves. 

			Because Casey arrived at Bloom’s around six a.m. most mornings to fire up the bagel and bread ovens, no one minded when he left at three or three-thirty. Unless, of course, there was a sudden frenzy of customers desperate for bagels. This happened quite often, for reasons he couldn’t fathom. The department would be gliding along for hours, never more than one or two people waiting behind those being served, and then abruptly it would be inundated by scores of crazed customers all screaming at once: “Garlic bagels! I must have garlic bagels!” and “I claim that last poppy-seed!” and “I’ll take one pesto and one dill-pickle and one cranberry and two blueberry—no, two cranberry and one blueberry—and three dill-pickle, and skip the pesto, and slice them all, wouldja?” and “Back off, chazzer, I was here first!” When things got crazy, he ignored the clock and stayed behind the bagel counter, counting, slicing and keeping the chazzers from trampling one another.

			Casey had been working at Bloom’s long enough to know that chazzer meant pig. He’d picked up a few Yiddish words from Morty Sugarman, his partner in the bagel department, and a few other words from Susie. She didn’t lapse into Yiddish the way some of her relatives did. She was too many generations removed from steerage, he figured.

			Susie. What the hell was he going to do?

			One thing he wasn’t going to do, apparently, was make his best shot—a three-pointer from the left side of the hoop. Usually the ball swooshed right through, all net, but today he’d bounced it off the rim twice and off the backboard once. Bad enough to keep missing like that. Worse to keep missing in front of a witness.

			Especially when that witness was Mose, who knew Casey’s moves on the court better than Casey himself did. They’d met as undergrads at St. John’s, when both of them had had the ludicrous idea of joining the university’s basketball team as walk-ons. They’d both spent an afternoon strutting their stuff for an assistant coach, who had bluntly directed them to the intramural program. “No try-outs necessary,” he’d barked. “I think you’ll make a team.”

			“He thinks?” Mose had whispered to Casey as they toweled off their sweat and headed for the gym door.

			Eight years later they were still playing, just because they loved the game. Every Tuesday evening during the months of Daylight Savings Time, they played with a group of friends. And Friday afternoons, if Mose could leave work early, they tried to catch a couple of hours on the court, just the two of them, playing one-on-one. Basketball was one of those things, like ice-cold ale, or a warm, chewy “everything” bagel with a thick schmear—another Yiddish word Casey had picked up from working at Bloom’s—or Jackie Chan movies or good sex, that a person could love without being able to pinpoint specifically what made it so lovable. 

			Susie had once suggested that basketball was like ballet, and he’d nearly choked on the ice-cold ale he’d been enjoying. Basketball was like ballet the way a shell sirloin was like soy curd. Casey knew a thing or two about food; if pressed, he could incorporate soy curd into a recipe. And if his life depended on it, he could probably sit through a ballet. A short one.

			“The jumping,” Susie had tried to explain. “The way you move your arms. The grace. It’s very balletic.”

			If that was what she thought, maybe their breaking up wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

			Mose slipped past him for a lay-up, not terribly difficult since Casey’s feet were planted on the asphalt and his mind was lost in Susie-land. Not until Mose threw the ball at him, hard, did he drag his attention back to the court. “Wake up, Woody,” Mose snapped.

			“Shut up, Wesley,” Casey shot back. The nicknames came from the stars of White Men Can’t Jump, since Casey was white like Woody Harrelson and Mose was black like Wesley Snipes. That movie was right up there with ale and the best of Jackie Chan, as far as Casey was concerned. Maybe it was even right up there with sex.

			“Where’s your focus, man? Where’s your concentration?”

			“It’s focusing and concentrating on something other than b-ball,” Casey admitted, dribbling to his favorite spot, on the left curve of the three-point line, and lofting the ball toward the basket. It circled the rim, then rolled off.

			“You suck,” Mose said amiably.

			“No shit.” He crossed to the bench beside the court and dug in his pack for his water bottle.

			Mose joined him. A sheen of perspiration coated his skin and he pulled a bottle of turquoise Gatorade from his bag. Hideous color, Casey thought, but Mose undoubtedly needed the electrolytes and minerals. He’d actually been playing hard enough to work up a sweat.

			They gulped their beverages, lowered their bottles and snapped the lids shut. Then Mose stared at him. “So, what’s up?”

			“I’m thinking of starting my own catering business.”

			Mose threw back his head and laughed. When Casey didn’t join him, he stopped laughing and stared harder at him. “What are you, crazy?”

			“No. I’ve been thinking about it. I need your help.”

			“My help? No way.”

			“You’re a business consultant. You’ve got an MBA. You get paid to give advice to people like me.”

			“You gonna pay me?”

			At that, Casey cracked a smile. “What do you think?”

			Mose took another sip of Gatorade, then shook his head. “Okay, Blondie, I’ll give you some advice and I won’t charge you a nickel for it. Don’t start your own catering business.”

			“Why not? I moonlight for that catering outfit on Queens Boulevard—”

			“The one run by that gorilla guy?”

			“Vinnie Carasculo. He’s not a gorilla.”

			“He’s got hairy arms. I wouldn’t wanna eat his catered food.”

			“Okay, so I should open my own catering business. Then you could eat my catered food.”

			Mose searched Casey’s face, amusement and disbelief warring in his expression. He had to look up slightly; even sitting, Casey had two inches on Mose. When they played basketball, the height differential never bothered Mose because, as he loved to point out, white men couldn’t jump. But when they sat, Casey’s height seemed to vex him. “You’ve got a sweet deal going at Bloom’s,” he reminded Casey. “They love you there. You’re in tight with the boss’s daughter—”

			“The boss’s sister,” Casey corrected him. 

			“Whatever. You got a good deal, man. They pay you well, you can leave at three in the afternoon and you get to invent weird bagels.”

			“What’s weird about them?”

			“Oh, come on. What was that new flavor you were telling me about last week? Scallion bagels?”

			“Chive.”

			“Same thing. What do you wanna leave that place for? They give you a nice, fat salary to make chive bagels.”

			“I’m bored there,” Casey said. He hated lying to his friend, but he wasn’t ready to tell him his other reason—that if things were as bad between him and Susie as he suspected they were, he didn’t think he could continue to work for the Bloom family.

			Maybe things weren’t that bad. Maybe he’d misunderstood Susie when she’d said no. He’d asked her to move in with him, and she’d said no, but maybe she’d actually meant, “No, but I love you Casey,” or “No, but ask me again next week and I’ll say yes,” or “I know what you mean.”

			Sure. There were so many different ways to interpret the word no.

			“Casey, my friend.” Mose leaned forward and adjusted his voice into a smooth baritone—the voice he no doubt used when he was in his office on Park Avenue South, reassuring a client while explaining to him that declaring Chapter-11 bankruptcy was his best course of action. “You do not do boredom. Your brain waves move so slowly that boredom would not register on them. You don’t get bored concocting new bagel flavors. I would find that boring. Most people would. Which isn’t a put-down—I’m just saying, you operate on a different plane, and that’s good. It’s enviable. You are spared the albatross of boredom while dreaming up ways of incorporating prunes and peppermint into bagels.”

			“Albatross?” Casey interrupted.

			Mose reverted to his familiar jive. “Something like that. Sounded good, didn’t it?”

			“It sounded ridiculous. So does the idea of peppermint bagels. Prunes I’ve got to think about. Raisin bagels are so popular, why not prunes? Or apricots.”
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