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			Advance Praise for Full Bloom:

			“Full Bloom is an unforgettable story of family ties, turmoil, and finding the things that truly matter in life. Deeply dramatic and undeniably funny, Judith Arnold’s latest will have you up all night reading.” 

			—Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author

			“Judith Arnold’s delicious novel about a family running the best deli on New York’s Upper West Side has it all: wit and wisdom, intelligence and heart, drama and laugh-out-loud comedy, gonifs and mensches, knishes and wine. In short, this wry look at the conflicts and joys that constitute family life is the everything bagel of novels, and I happily devoured it.” 

			—Judith Claire Mitchell, award-winning author of A Reunion of Ghosts

			“I’m starving! You will be, too, as you read Judith Arnold’s latest, the story of Bloom’s Delicatessen and the three generations of Blooms who fill it with pickles and bagels and ever-engaging conflict. With her trademark combination of warmth and wit, Arnold shows us what happens when the needs of the individual trump the needs of the family. If you’re anything like me, you’ll finish Full Bloom wishing you lived only a block away from the deli and its cast of intriguing characters.” 

			—Diane Chamberlain, New York Times bestselling author of Big Lies in a Small Town

			“I love the Blooms! Full Bloom is warmly written and fiercely funny, the characters real, flawed, and sympathetic.” 

			—Virginia Kantra, New York Times bestselling author

			“You’ll smack your lips and wish you had your own Seder-in-a-box as you read Full Bloom from Judith Arnold. Manhattan’s most lovable dysfunctional family faces trials and triumphs set around Bloom’s, their popular West Side deli. With sass and savvy, Arnold captures not only the physical geography of Bloom’s and its urban neighborhood, but the emotional geography of the Bloom family, too. Eat it up.” 

			—Emilie Richards, award-winning author
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			To Carolyn, who taught me how to read, 

			how to write, 

			and how to be a sister

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Julia Bloom believed pickles were the perfect metaphor for life. They could be sweet but were usually sour—a tasty, gratifying sour that only rarely lapsed into an overload of vinegar that made her tongue double back on itself. Pickles could be cut into ripply round slices or long, aggressive spears. They could be crisp and firm or limp and soggy, a lustrous green or a jaundiced yellow-beige. Their skin could be smooth or mottled with wart-like bumps.

			Life was sometimes smooth and sometimes lumpy with warts, too. Sometimes sweet, sometimes sour, sometimes acidic. Sometimes nourishing. Sometimes nauseating.

			Seated in her office on the third floor of the Bloom Building, she gazed at the plate of pickles on her desk, her phone pressed to her right ear and her left ear absorbing the din outside her open door. She kept the door open because, despite the existence of telephones, cell phones, computers, and legs that could carry people from one place to another, the folks who worked in the executive suite of Bloom’s generally communicated by remaining at their desks and shouting from office to office. 

			Her mother, Sondra, a vice-president of Bloom’s because Julia felt she deserved an exalted title, was currently shouting to Deirdre Morrissey—another vice-president, because she actually knew how to run the business competently—about various tea towel designs. Myron Finkel, the accountant who’d been with Bloom’s practically from the day Grandma Ida and Grandpa Isaac had moved their operations from a sidewalk pushcart into this brick-and-mortar building, was shouting to anyone who would listen that he couldn’t figure out how to do multiplication on his Excel spreadsheet. Uncle Jay was shouting to Julia’s sister Susie about the placement of Bloom’s Seder-in-a-Box promo in the Bloom’s Bulletin—he wanted it on the first page, and Susie was shouting back that since Passover was more than a month away, a page-three mention was adequate. Uncle Jay was yet another vice-president, because his brother Ben, Julia’s father, had been the president until he’d died from eating tainted sturgeon, and after a year of mourning, Julia’s Grandma Ida had bypassed Uncle Jay and named Julia the president of Bloom’s. No way could Uncle Jay have run the place, but anointing him with a fancy title made him feel better.

			Julia understood that it was her job to make everyone feel better.

			Susie wasn’t a vice-president. She often said that if Julia dared to dump that much responsibility on her delicate shoulders, she would bolt from the building and not stop running until she reached the Pacific Ocean—quite a distance, given that Bloom’s was located on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Susie’s shoulders were not the least bit delicate, but Julia believed the running-to-the-West-Coast part of Susie’s threat.

			The vocal cacophony outside Julia’s office swirled around her like background music while she talked on the phone with Bernie Koplowitz, her new pickle supplier. He’d recently bought out her former pickle supplier, Murray Schloss, who had packed up his barrels and retired to Boynton Beach. The quality of Bernie’s dills was a little less dependable than Murray’s had been. “Some of them are mushy, Bernie,” she complained, gazing at the plate of pickles resting on her desk. They ranged from as stiff as a man who’d just popped a megadose of Viagra to as limp as a man in the deep throes of erectile dysfunction. “You bite into them, and it’s all seeds and brine inside.”

			“Pickles have seeds in them,” Bernie’s voice blasted through the phone. Like the Bloom’s executives occupying the third floor, Bernie was given to shouting. Of course, he was not just a few feet down the hall from her but in Bayonne, New Jersey. Julia wondered whether she’d hear him just as clearly if she opened one of her office windows and tilted her head in the direction of the Hudson River. “Cucumbers have seeds in them,” he bellowed. “That’s not my fault. God stuck those seeds there.”

			God probably had more important matters to attend to than sticking seeds inside cucumbers. “It’s the consistency I’m worried about,” she explained. “Not just the consistency of the pickles themselves, but consistency from one pickle to the next. People who buy pickles from Bloom’s should know what they’re getting. It shouldn’t be a craps shoot whether they get a crisp pickle or a mushy pickle.”

			“But that’s the nature of pickles,” Bernie insisted, his booming baritone echoing painfully inside Julia’s skull. “Some are crisp. Some aren’t. You never know. You take your chances and hope for the best. Like cantaloupes.”

			This was one reason Bloom’s didn’t sell cantaloupes. The store sold cheeses from every country that cultivated milk-producing mammals. It sold olive oils so expensive, you might as well dab them behind your ears and call them perfume. It sold bread sticks from Italy and saffron from India, smoked salmon from Nova Scotia, dried porcini mushrooms from wherever dried porcini mushrooms came from, and bagels from Casey’s Gourmet Breads in the East Village, six miles downtown from Julia’s office above the store. And pickles from Bayonne, New Jersey. But no fresh produce. Fresh produce was too iffy, and it didn’t store well.

			Murray Schloss’s pickle enterprise had been located in Brooklyn. Maybe God sent less seedy cucumbers to Flatbush than to Bayonne.

			“Look, Bernie. We’re a big client. You get a lot of money from us. We offer pickles individually from the barrel, pre-packaged pickles, and pickles garnishing our custom sandwiches. I don’t think I’m being unreasonable when I ask for crisp pickles. I don’t want soggy ones. They look like…” She deleted the Viagra analogy from her mind and said, “Overcooked spaghetti.”

			“They’re green.”

			“You’ve never seen green spaghetti? We sell green spaghetti.” Spinach linguini, actually. It was a big seller, much more popular than the orange carrot farfalle.

			“I tell you what.” Bernie’s voice took on a wheedling singsong quality. “I’ll give you a deal, ten percent lower price, and I’ll send you only my crispest pickles. You can tell me in a month if you don’t like the quality.”

			“Fair enough.” Julia ended the call, lowered the phone and issued a whispered “Yes!” Unlike her family and Bernie Koplowitz, she wasn’t big on shouting. But her primary goal in contacting him had been to get him to lower his price. No one liked mushy pickles, but most people accepted that sometimes a pickle couldn’t get it up, as it were. You couldn’t tell from looking at a cucumber whether it was going to be overly seedy. You simply had to take pickles on faith. Like life itself.

			Like life itself, however, paying ten percent less for faith ought to be viewed as a major triumph. And Julia had accomplished that. She deserved a moment to bask in her victory.

			Susie swung through Julia’s open door and into the office, interrupting Julia’s basking. She wore an oversized black sweater, black jeans, black ankle-high boots, and black mascara. She looked like a refugee from a grunge funeral, except for her bright smile and her buzzy energy. “I finished this week’s Bloom’s Bulletin,” she announced, “and I don’t care what Uncle Jay says. It’s too early to put the Seder-in-a-Box promotion on the front page.”

			“You’re the editor,” Julia said. In the two years she’d served as president of Bloom’s, she’d gotten better at delegating—including delegating to her flaky younger sister. When it came to important matters, like negotiating lower wholesale prices for pickles, Julia believed there was no one better than Grandma Ida, but Grandma Ida was too old and imperious to be delegated to. She was inching toward her ninetieth birthday and no longer terribly active in the business, except to cast a shadow over the place so large it was like that cloud of volcanic ash that altered the entire planet’s climate back in the 1800’s. Julia aspired to be as shrewd a businesswoman as her grandmother had been, although without the volcanic ash. If she’d wanted to chill everyone, she wouldn’t have given so many of them the title of vice-president.

			She had started her professional life as a lawyer in a large, stultifying law firm. Lawyers were control freaks. They knew that a misplaced comma in a brief could mean the difference between a multi-million-dollar settlement and a dismissal with prejudice, so they tended to pay close attention to commas. Susie was a poet and seemed to have a general disregard for commas, but she did put together a terrific weekly circular, complete with limericks about Bloom’s merchandise. Julia would love to have her sister working full-time for the company, but Susie refused—partly on principle, she claimed, but mostly because she was also working at Casey’s Gourmet Breads. Casey was her boyfriend. 

			“What are you so happy about?” Susie asked, eyeing Julia skeptically. “You’re never this happy.”

			“Thanks a lot.” But Julia was too happy to take offense. “I just got Bernie Koplowitz to lower his pickle price.”

			“Oh, joy. Break out the bubbly.” Susie grinned, too, but shook her head. “The things you choose to get happy about…”

			“What do you think should make me happy?” Julia asked.

			Susie shrugged. Her shoulders definitely weren’t delicate. She was slight in build, but sturdy. That she was relatively flat-chested made her shoulders look bigger by comparison. “I’m happy because I finished writing this week’s Bloom’s Bulletin and I can get the hell out of here. Plus, I came up with a rhyme for kugel.”

			“What rhymes with kugel?”

			“Read the bulletin. It’s in the shared file.” Susie flounced around the office, paying brief homage to the framed print of the World Trade Center Julia had hung on one of the walls—Susie thought it was tacky, but it always made Julia tear up when she looked at it—and the old wooden desk in the corner of the office. Their Grandpa Isaac had used it when he’d been alive and running Bloom’s with Grandma Ida. Nowadays, the desk was never used, except as a perch where Susie usually sat when Julia hosted her weekly executive staff meetings in the office. The desk was battered, but it was as much a fixture in the office as the equally battered leather couch and the window and the computer humming on Julia’s desk, which was newer than Grandpa Isaac’s desk but still pretty old. 

			“I’ve been thinking,” Susie said, turning back to Julia, “of getting back to doing poetry slams.”

			“Do you have time for that?” Julia asked. Between working at Bloom’s and helping out at Casey’s bread bakery downtown, when was Susie going to find time to write poetry?

			“That’s not the point. I stopped doing the slams because they’re usually at night and Casey has to go to bed ridiculously early, so he can get up at four o’clock and start the ovens at the bakery. But I realized I don’t need him to go to the slams with me. I’m a big girl.”

			“You’re a woman,” Julia pointed out.

			“Let’s not get carried away.”

			“Is everything all right with you and Casey?” When a woman wanted to spend her nights in gloomy clubs reciting poetry and drinking bad wine instead of going to bed early with her boyfriend, it could be an indication of trouble.

			“Everything’s fine. I just told him I missed doing slams and he said, ‘So go and do some.’” Susie hesitated, her smile losing a little of its wattage. “Do you think that means things aren’t okay?”

			“You’re the one in the relationship. You’re supposed to know if things aren’t okay.”

			Susie ruminated on this for a moment, then shrugged her robust shoulders once more. “Things are okay. Are you going to eat all those pickles?”

			Julia nudged the plate toward Susie. “Help yourself.”

			Susie took one and bit into it. It wasn’t crisp enough to crunch, but at least it didn’t collapse and dribble seeds all over Julia’s desk. 

			“Mmm. Delicious,” Susie said around a mouthful of pickle. “I like these pickles better than the ones we used to sell.”

			“Really?” Julia smiled. Maybe they were better. Maybe she wasn’t the best judge of pickles. And now she’d be getting better pickles for a discounted price.

			Susie popped the tail end of the pickle into her mouth, and Julia closed her eyes to erase her Viagra-influenced images of stiff pickles entering orifices. “Excellent,” Susie declared. “Notes of dill and garlic, with a nice finish of salt. I gotta go. I have to write some poems that aren’t limericks about Bloom’s food.”

			“No kugel rhymes, huh.” Julia clicked her computer keyboard, searching for the shared file where Susie had saved the latest Bloom’s Bulletin. “Tell Casey he’s charging me too much for his bagels.”

			“Yeah, right,” Susie said before vanishing through the doorway.

			She might be flaky, she might believe Bayonne pickles were tastier than Brooklyn pickles, but she did write a superb advertising circular. Julia opened the file, read Susie’s limerick, and grinned.

			The specials from New York’s best deli

			Will delight both your wallet and belly.

			We’ve got knishes and kugel

			For shoppers quite frugal

			And a discount on fresh vermicelli.

			“Hey.”

			Julia swiveled her chair toward the door to discover her brother Adam perched on the threshold. For a moment, she thought he was her father. He was, in fact, a young, skinny, hirsute version of her father. He had Ben Bloom’s height, his slightly S-shaped posture, his narrow nose and piercing eyes. But Adam’s hair was definitely not anything like the late Ben Bloom’s TV-anchorman coiffure. Julia often urged Adam to make an appointment with a hair stylist for a cut that would give his untamed waves some shape, but he said he had better things to do with his money. Maybe he was angling for a raise. He wasn’t a vice-president—not yet, anyway. And Julia was subletting her old apartment to him at a great price, which was arguably a better financial deal than a mere bump in salary.

			He stepped into the office, blinking like an animal emerging from its den after a long winter of hibernation. Despite her insistence that he dress like a mensch instead of the slovenly college student he’d been less than a year ago, there was still something unformed about Adam. Something sloppy. His shirt might have a collar, but the shirt’s tails were untucked. His trousers might be clean, but they were cargo pants, with strangely bulging items in their pockets. Julia didn’t want to know what those items were.

			Still, he was a genius. He’d been accepted into a doctoral program in mathematics at Purdue when Julia had persuaded him to join the company, instead. She’d put him in charge of inventory management, and he’d done wonders, computerizing everything, reorganizing the basement storage spaces, coordinating delivery schedules, and all in all making things run much more smoothly. If he didn’t want to tuck in his shirt…well, at least the shirt wasn’t a ragged T-shirt with some death-metal band or political slogan silk-screened onto it.

			“Susie rhymed kugel and frugal,” she told him.

			“Susie deserves a Pulitzer,” he shot back. “Listen. I’ve found some retail space available for not-too-obscene a price-per-square-foot on Lexington Avenue.”

			“That’s an oxymoron,” Julia said. “There’s no such thing as retail space on Lexington that doesn’t have an obscene price.”

			“It’s doable.”

			“It’s not doable. We’re not doing it.” When he wasn’t handling inventory, Adam was pestering her about opening a satellite Bloom’s outlet somewhere else in the city. The Financial District, maybe. Or Gramercy Park. Or near the Skyway, or a stone’s throw from Beth Israel Hospital. Last week he’d suggested opening a Bloom’s bodega in Washington Heights. “Ethnic people like ethnic food,” he’d argued. “It doesn’t really matter what ethnic. I love plantains. Latinos love smoked whitefish.”

			He and Uncle Jay shared an obsession about expanding Bloom’s, opening a second retail center, selling franchises, setting up kiosks in subway stations... God knew what they had in mind, but whatever it was, it wasn’t in Julia’s mind. Bloom’s was an Upper West Side institution. It belonged where it was and nowhere else. It was in and of its neighborhood. If tourists could travel all the way from Berlin and Tokyo and Nairobi to the Upper West Side to shop at Bloom’s, surely people who lived in Gramercy Park or Washington Heights could make their way to this location.

			“I don’t know why you won’t consider it,” Adam said. “You’re leaving money on the table.”

			Those were Uncle Jay’s words, not Adam’s. Adam couldn’t care less about money or tables. He was a math geek. He was a twenty-three-year-old guy, high on his freedom, his bargain-sublet Manhattan apartment, his discovery that he had outgrown a fair amount of his nerdiness and was now, for some reason, considered desirable by desirable women, and probably on his frequent recreational use of marijuana. 

			Uncle Jay had been agitating for an Upper East Side Bloom’s outlet for as long as Julia had been the president, and he’d found an ally in Adam. Uncle Jay lived on the Upper East Side; ergo, he believed the Upper East Side was the place to be.

			And he cared about things like money on the table, which Julia considered a pretty Upper East Side attitude.

			“Why is this such a thing with you?” Julia challenged Adam now. The joyful fizz she’d experienced after extracting the ten percent discount from Bernie Koplowitz was going flat like day-old seltzer. 

			She loved Adam. He was her brother, so she had to love him, even if she didn’t want to, and usually she wanted to. But she was tired of hearing him go on and on about opening a new Bloom’s somewhere that wasn’t in this building on upper Broadway. Surely he could find something else to obsess about: computer games, or chess, or all those skinny little ballet students from Juilliard who kept throwing themselves at him because he was straight and did a reasonable job of pretending to like ballet. “Our bottom line is fine. Things are moving along. I’ve been running the place for barely two years. Give me a break.”

			“You don’t want to expand because Grandma Ida doesn’t want to,” Adam said, digging his hands into two of the less bulging pockets of his pants and leaning against the door jamb.

			Well, there was that. Grandma Ida was firmly opposed to expansion, and Julia deferred to her. She might be elderly, but she was still Bloom’s CEO and a formidable force. Julia could cajole Grandma Ida, but she couldn’t confront her. Nobody could, really. Business decisions that went against Grandma Ida’s preferences were generally implemented behind her back. But there was no way opening a second branch of Bloom’s could happen without Grandma Ida’s knowledge.

			Besides, as Julia said, she’d occupied the president’s office for barely two years. During that time, she’d left her job at the law firm, fallen in love with Ron, and married him—and sublet her apartment to Adam, the thankless turd. She’d provided emotional support to her widowed mother and her mercurial sister. She’d gotten to know her father posthumously, for better or worse. And she’d kept the store and the entire multigenerational Bloom family functioning, despite the turmoil following his death.

			Her shoulders were arguably more delicate than Susie’s. She wasn’t ready to add any additional weight to them right now. “Why do you keep noodging me about this, Adam?” she asked, gesturing at the plate on her desk, one pickle short thanks to Susie. “I’m dealing with other challenges at the moment.”

			“You’re in a pickle, huh.” 

			Bad joke but Julia forced a laugh, hoping that would encourage him to go away.

			“I’m noodging you,” he answered her question, “because growth is a healthy thing.”

			“Adam, bubby, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sondra hollered from her office. Evidently, she’d been eavesdropping.

			Adam attempted to dismiss their mother’s comment by rolling his eyes and grinning, but Julia could see he was hurt by it. “Of course you know what you’re talking about,” she said, hoping to stroke away his resentment with a few kind words. “It’s a good idea. Growth is good. But just not right now, okay?”

			“If not now, when?”

			“I’m thinking about it,” she assured him. “I’m not ignoring you. Just don’t be a noodge, okay?”

			“Okay,” he said, although he clearly didn’t think her position was okay. Still, he seemed vaguely mollified. She’d made him feel better. Later, she’d have to talk to her mother, tell her not to interfere and not to listen in on conversations that didn’t involve her…and then say some nice things so her mother would feel better, too.

			After Adam left Julia’s office, she stared at the plate of pickles for a few long seconds, noting the puddle of brine that had formed in the plate’s shallow curve. She was hungry—she hadn’t bothered with lunch—but if she bit into one of the pickles and discovered it soggy and seedy, she’d be sorely disappointed.

			She picked one up. It drooped slightly. Really, Susie thought these pickles tasted better than Murray Schloss’s pickles?

			Sighing, she put the pickle back on the plate, rose from her desk, and closed her office door. This simple act was certain to offend everyone in all the other offices, and she’d eventually have to do something to make them feel better. But she didn’t wish to have her mother—or any other snoop—listen while she called her husband.

			“My brother is driving me crazy,” she said as soon as Ron answered his phone.

			“I’ve got a deadline breathing down my neck,” he warned her. “Talk fast.”

			“I don’t want to talk fast,” she said. “I want to whine about my brother. And gloat about the discount I got from our new pickle supplier,” she remembered to add.

			“You’re a goddess. Anything else? If I have to beat Adam up, I’ll do it later. I’ve got to get this piece about payday lenders done in the next half hour. You wouldn’t believe the shit Kim is giving me.” Ron was the business columnist for Gotham Magazine, and Kim Pinsky was his editor. In addition to the articles he wrote for the weekly print edition of the magazine, he wrote essays for the daily online edition and his blog. Obviously, writing daring, erudite pieces about economic trends and corrupt hedge fund managers and usurious lenders was far more important than listening to his wife bitch about her baby brother and brag about her pickle-negotiating skills.

			“You’re right. I wouldn’t believe it,” she said, feeling as wounded as Adam had looked when their mother had implied that he was ignorant. And there was no one to make her feel better, other than herself. “Get back to work.”

			“I love you,” Ron said. He must have heard the hurt in her tone. “Bring some Heat-’N’-Eat home for dinner tonight, all right? We can pig out on stuffed cabbage and you can tell me all about the pickles.”

			“Fine.” One of the ironies of being a Bloom was that, despite the fact that the most renowned gourmet delicatessen in the city, if not the entire world, had sustained the Bloom family for three generations and bore the family’s name, no Blooms really knew how to cook. In fact, when they were growing up, Julia’s family rarely ate food from Bloom’s, even though her parents were running the business. Julia’s parents viewed Bloom’s food as merchandise. It was a profit center. If they were going to eat, they would eat food from the supermarket a few blocks away, which sold national brands filled with preservatives and high fructose corn syrup and artificial food coloring. Sondra used to cut coupons from the Sunday paper and boast about saving a dollar on a box of Cheerios, instead of letting Julia, Susie, and Adam breakfast on bagels and bialys from the store their family ran.

			But after Ron had met Julia while writing an article about her ascension to the presidency of Bloom’s in the wake of her father’s death, he’d convinced her to eat Bloom’s food, and she’d discovered how utterly delicious it was. Sometimes she believed she’d fallen in love with Ron only because he’d wooed her with her very own store products. 

			Bloom’s food was astoundingly good. Good enough to make her marry him.

			“I’ll bring home some Heat-’N’-Eat,” she promised. “Go meet your deadline.”

			She clicked off her phone and sighed, then lifted another pickle. It looked relatively rigid. She bit into it and her mouth flooded with luscious sourness. It wasn’t the crunchiest pickle in the world, but God hadn’t put too many seeds in it. And one bite reminded her that she was starving.

			She took another bite. This time her sigh was a happy one. Pickles might not be champagne, but they would do. She had scored a victory today. Some days, you got only one victory—and one was enough.

			A tap on her closed door interfered with her evaluation of the pickle—better than Murray Schloss’s pickles? Worse?—and she turned in time to see the door open. Uncle Jay stalked uninvited into the office, scowling.

			Uncle Jay had been the better looking of the Bloom brothers. He’d been far more athletic than Julia’s father, and far more cheerful. On him, a scowl looked like a mildly distorted smile. His hair was a blend of dark brown and elegant silver, and his apparel—tailored trousers, tailored shirt with his initials monogrammed onto the left cuff—was spiffy. His wife Wendy didn’t know much, but she knew fashion, and she oversaw Uncle Jay’s wardrobe. Julia wished she could hire Wendy to oversee Adam’s wardrobe, too.

			“Why is your door closed?” he asked.

			“I had to make a call.”

			He eyed her phone, which was on her desk, not in her hand. She could almost hear his brain ticking as he added up the evidence and decided she was lying. His frown intensified, but he still looked as if he was smiling.

			“Fine. Whatever. I just wanted to tell you I’m quitting.”

			“Quitting what?” He wasn’t a smoker. He wasn’t a heavy drinker, at least as far as she knew. He’d never quit golf, so that couldn’t be what he was talking about.

			“Bloom’s. I’m quitting this place. Good-bye. Adios. Shalom.”

			Before she could ask him what the hell he was talking about, he pivoted on the heel of one expensive Bally loafer and strode out of the office.

			If Julia had had a bottle of champagne, she would have consumed it in a single non-stop chug, or else thrown it at her uncle’s receding form. All she had was the pickle in her hand, and the three other pickles on the plate. If she threw them at Uncle Jay, he wouldn’t even notice. Especially if she threw one of the limp ones.

			He has to be kidding, she consoled herself. He’s just experiencing a mini-meltdown because Susie wouldn’t put the Seder-in-a-Box promo on the first page of the Bloom’s Bulletin. Uncle Jay couldn’t seriously be thinking of leaving Bloom’s. He was a Bloom, for God’s sake. Blooms didn’t leave Bloom’s. It would be like abandoning your own skin. This was all a joke, a snit, a momentary spasm of stupidity. Just Uncle Jay being Uncle Jay.

			She popped what was left of the pickle she was holding into her mouth. She chewed. She savored the notes of garlic, dill, and salt. She swallowed.

			He’s not going to leave, she assured herself.

			But she failed to make herself feel better.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The time had come. Jay had had enough. And now—miraculously—he did have enough. He could do this. He could leave.

			Everything had fallen into place last weekend, when he’d driven out to Emerald View Country Club for a round of golf. March was a bit early for golfing, but it had been a mild winter, and the ground, while spongy, wasn’t covered with snow or mud. The club took superb care of the course. They hired top-of-the-line grounds keepers. If Jay lived in a house surrounded by acreage, he’d want members of the Emerald View Country Club grounds crew mowing his lawn.

			His usual Sunday golf partner wasn’t available. “But listen, Jay,” Marshall had said. “I can set you up with Gil Jenners and Rupert Niles. Great guys, they’re available, and they’ve been dying to meet you.”

			Anyone dying to meet Jay was all right with him.

			Gil Jenners and Rupert Niles sounded awfully Wasp-y, but then, it was a Wasp-y country club. Marshall Wynn sounded Wasp-y, too, but Jay suspected that at some point early in his life, Marshall Wynn had actually been Moishe Weinstein. Jay could relate to him in a way he wasn’t sure he could relate to people named Gil and Rupert.

			But he was working on that. He’d gotten into the club on his first try, having been proposed by Stuart Pinsky, the attorney who handled his divorce from Martha all those years ago. If Emerald View Country Club had allowed Stuart in, they couldn’t balk at allowing Jay Bloom in. He, after all, was the scion of the world’s premiere delicatessen.

			Or what had been the world’s premiere delicatessen up to now. Things were about to change.

			Gil Jenners and Rupert Niles were clearly two very wealthy fellows, if their addresses—Gil in Sands Point, Rupert in Manhasset—were anything to go by. Rupert had a British accent, although Jay wasn’t sure if he was actually a Brit. A guy could grow up in the Bronx, make a killing, and take elocution lessons so his diction matched his bank account. He could change his name from Reuben Novitsky to Rupert Niles. Jay didn’t have the guts to ask him whether he really was from the United Kingdom—and if not, how he’d gotten rich enough to afford that accent. To ask would be crass. 

			Besides, Jay was rich, too. Maybe not in Rupert and Gil’s class, but he was rich enough to own a six-room apartment on the Upper East Side. He was rich enough to have jettisoned Martha and replaced her with Wendy, his beautiful blond second wife. It took a lot of money to keep someone like Wendy satisfied. As far as he could tell, Wendy was satisfied. 

			So he, Gil, and Rupert played a round on Sunday morning. Their shoes got a little damp, but they were ugly golf shoes, cleat-soled versions of saddle shoes, so what the hell. Jay and his new golfing partners talked. They laughed. Gil broke seventy and insisted on buying drinks in the clubhouse after the game.

			The lounge in the Emerald View Country Club was a haven of pale paneling and broad glass overlooking the slate patio and beyond it the beautifully groomed fairway of the first hole. Something about the atmosphere—the plush carpeting, maybe, or the silk drapes, or just the fact that Emerald View’s members were classy—muted sound. People spoke quietly. None of that crazy shouting like Jay was used to on the third floor of Bloom’s.

			“I wish I sold food,” Gil said, once they’d been served a round of Dewar’s in elegant cut-crystal glasses. “Portfolios are so dry. You can’t eat money, am I right?”

			“You can’t eat without money, either,” Jay pointed out.

			Gil and Rupert laughed uproariously. Really, they were great guys.

			“Well, Gil just piddles about at his hedge fund,” Rupert said. “I don’t find money all that dreadfully dry.”

			“Because your money is international,” Gil said. “You get to fly all over the world and hobnob with the big boys. Have you ever flown first class on that Middle East airline—which one is it, Rupert? Kuwait? Emirates? The one where each seat is like its own little cabin?”

			Rupert waved a dismissive hand. “I’ve flown all of them. One way or another, you still have to deal with jet lag.”

			“A lot easier to deal with jet lag if you’re in your own little cabin. Am I right?” Gil asked Jay, seeking confirmation.

			Jay was certain he’d have no trouble flying in his own little cabin.

			“That said,” Rupert continued, “Selling food must be so rewarding. You actually can see and feel and smell what you’re selling.”

			“And taste,” Gil added. “On those rare occasions when I venture over to the Upper West Side, I’ll stop at Bloom’s and pick up some treats. My wife loves that Australian cheddar you sell there. Also the Italian chocolates. She says they’re better than the Belgian chocolates. She’s a chocolate connoisseur.”

			“All women are,” Jay said. All women except his first wife, Martha, who was a health-food nut. She was a tofu connoisseur. A lentil connoisseur. A steel-cut oatmeal connoisseur. Bloom’s sold some costly gourmet oatmeal, but as far as Jay was concerned, oatmeal was oatmeal. Put it in a fancy container, double the price, but it was still just oatmeal. 

			Wendy, on the other hand, would live on chocolate if it wasn’t so fattening. And he would gladly encourage her to live on chocolate, because he’d discovered that chocolates had an aphrodisiac effect on her. Especially expensive chocolates. When it came to screwing his wife, he’d gladly pay double for the fancy gold-foil packaging.

			“I’ll tell you,” Gil said, “I’d love to sink some money into a food venture like Bloom’s. If only I could find something new, a truly superior gourmet emporium, I’d invest in a minute.”

			“Half a minute,” Rupert agreed. “I’d pull out my check book right now.”

			Jay was tempted to ask him if he spelled “check” with a q. He was even more tempted to ask him to pull out his check book, regardless of how he spelled it. “Frankly, I’m looking for investors,” he said impulsively. Holy shit, these two very rich men had money to burn. And Jay was eager to break Bloom’s wide, to expand to the East Side, to open a truly superior gourmet emporium.

			Not just eager to open such an emporium, but to run it himself. He should be the president of Bloom’s, but instead he was answering to his niece—whom he loved, of course, she was his niece, for God’s sake—but she was only, what, thirty years old? An amateur. A fucking lawyer. What did she know about the food business?

			Screw expanding Bloom’s. If these guys truly wanted to front him, he’d open his own superior gourmet emporium. He’d compete. And he’d damned well win the competition.

			“So…seriously, guys, if you’re looking for a place to plant some money, here I am.”

			“You want us to invest in Bloom’s?” Gil’s manicured silver eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me Bloom’s is in financial trouble.”

			“Oh, it’s not,” Jay assured them. “My niece is running the place, with my mother behind the scenes pulling the strings. But I’m there, keeping an eye on things, making sure they don’t make any mistakes. No, I’m thinking of branching out, starting my own store.”

			“What store might that be?” Rupert asked.

			“Something classy,” Jay said. Something on the Upper East Side, where he lived. Where classy people lived. “More refined food. Crumpets instead of bagels.” He wasn’t sure what a crumpet was, but it sounded British. 

			“Are we discussing a branch of Bloom’s?”

			“A separate entity. Something all my own. Something my mother wouldn’t be involved in.” Because his mother had screwed him. She’d stabbed him in the back. When Ben had died, she could easily have named Jay the president of Bloom’s. She should have named Jay the president of Bloom’s. Like the Royal Family in Rupert’s home country, assuming he really was a Brit. Jay was second in line for the throne, and when Ben died, Jay should have ascended. He should have received the crown.

			Except that if he was using the British Royal Family as his model, the crown would have been passed, upon Ben’s death, to Ben’s first-born. That would be Julia. Damn it.

			Okay, forget the British Royal Family. Jay should have been named the president, because Julia knew bupkis about retail. She’d had to learn on the job—and Jay had been the one to teach her. 

			Of course, Sondra believed she’d been the one to teach Julia. But Sondra was a bitch. And she was a Bloom only by marriage, which didn’t count when you were considering royal lineage.

			If it weren’t for him, Bloom’s wouldn’t have any online presence at all. Or its Seder-in-a-Box. He’d been the one to come up with that idea: pack an insulated box with matzo, ground horseradish, charoseth, jars of matzo-ball chicken soup, bitter herbs, parsley greens, yarmulkes, and a symbolic shank, and express-ship it to customers. “Just add wine and serve”—that was the slogan he’d come up with. Bloom’s shipped Seders-in-a-Box all over the world. Passover was almost upon them, and Bloom’s income would see a nice bump in profits, thanks to him. 

			He was a genius. Why his mother couldn’t acknowledge as much…well, that was probably a subject for a therapist’s couch, but Jay saw no reason to pay someone two hundred bucks an hour to listen to him complain. As far as he was concerned, playing golf was the best therapy. He ought to be able to write off his club membership as a medical expense on his taxes.

			“I tell you what,” Gil said. “Let us see what we might be able to do for your store.”

			“We can do a great deal,” Rupert added. “We’ve plenty of money to invest. But let’s be discreet, shall we? Let’s keep this under our bowlers.”

			“Right,” Gil agreed. “We need to remain behind the scenes.”

			“Strictly sub rosa,” Rupert said.

			Jay nodded solemnly. “Of course, sub rosa,” he promised. He’d look up what sub rosa meant later.

			“Because we can get you the funding you need,” Gil said. 

			“We know people,” Rupert assured Jay.

			Jay assumed that by that, Rupert meant they knew people. Big machers, people who traded in Upper East Side real estate. 

			Little did he realize, during that amazing round of Dewar’s at the clubhouse that past weekend, that his own nephew knew people, too—or at least, knew of available retail space in the neighborhood. But Monday, through the open office doors, he’d heard Adam mention this retail space to Julia.

			She’d dismissed him. Said no and sent him on his way.

			It was one thing to disrespect her uncle, but another to disrespect her brother, who was a genius. Hadn’t he gotten accepted into a doctoral program somewhere? Doctoral programs didn’t accept morons.

			From his office, Jay listened through his open door and Julia’s as Adam pitched the idea, and he listened as she rejected the idea. Jay was already pissed off at Susie for not promoting Seder-in-a-Box in this week’s advertising circular. If Adam’s retail space was anywhere decent—no way would Jay open his emporium on Lexington Avenue in East Harlem; it had to be the right neighborhood, near the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Carl Schurz Park and Gracie Mansion—Jay was done. He was gone. Screw Bloom’s, and his nieces and his bitchy sister-in-law. And his mother, who never appreciated him the way she’d appreciated Ben.

			He set down his golf club—he’d been practicing putts in his office—and waylaid Adam steps from Julia’s office. Grabbing the kid’s elbow, he ushered Adam into his office and shut the door. “Where’s this retail space?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

			“I just found out about it,” Adam explained. “This girl I’ve been seeing mentioned it and I checked it out online. It looks okay.”

			“Is it in East Harlem?”

			Adam shook his head. “Somewhere in the sixties. I’ve got the address…” He poked his hands into assorted pockets in his trousers and pulled out a scrap of paper, which he handed to Uncle Jay. “Here. You can Google it. It looks real good.” 

			Jay took the shred of paper and tucked it safely into the chest pocket of his shirt. “You and me, Adam,” he whispered. “Let’s do this.”

			Adam looked bewildered. “Do what?” 

			All right, so the boy was a genius but a little slow. “Open an East Side food outlet.”

			“Julia said—”

			“Julia isn’t God. Just tell me—if I can pull this off, are you in?”

			“In what?”

			A lot slow. “Opening an East Side food outlet.”

			“A Bloom’s branch? Like, a franchise?”

			“We’ll work out the details. Just tell me, are you in? Because I’m going for it.”

			“Well…sure,” Adam said.

			“Okay. Great. Don’t tell anyone until I work out the details.”

			“But Julia said—”

			“Trust me, Adam.” He wanted to kiss Adam on his forehead, one of those kisses uncles gave their nephews when they got bar mitzvahed. But Adam looked a little alarmed, and Jay thought a kiss might spook him. “This will all work out great,” he said, instead. “We’ll be partners.”

			“Really?”

			No, not really. Unequal partners, maybe. Jay would be the president. The head honcho. The macher. But he’d need Adam’s expertise, and his youth. His energy. His strong, sturdy back, and his almost-PhD brain.

			“I’m your uncle,” Jay reminded him. “I’m going to make us both—” He cut himself off before saying “rich.” He didn’t think that would persuade Adam. “Proud,” he said, instead.

			Adam smiled. “Okay.”

			Jay gave him the uncle-of-the-bar-mitzvah-boy kiss then, which startled Adam but didn’t seem to displease him. Then, with a swagger that seemed to originate somewhere in the vicinity of his balls, Jay strode down the hall from his office to Julia’s to tell her he was quitting.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three 

			In Sondra’s mind, the terms “good” and “bad,” when applied to food, had nothing to do with how that particular food tasted. They had to do with how fattening the food was. By that measure, celery sticks were clearly “good,” and butter pecan ice-cream with hot fudge sauce and whipped cream was clearly “bad,” even though it tasted a hell of a lot better than celery sticks. 

			The adjectives used to describe food applied to Sondra as well. Last night she’d been bad. She’d consumed a dinner of mac-and-cheese from a box—after many years of making boxed mac-and-cheese, she remained in awe of the fact that cheese could be reduced to a dusty orange powder and then reconstituted to gooey, cheesy sauce in a pot—accompanied by two very large martinis, and for dessert a bowl of butter pecan ice-cream and plain chocolate syrup, because she didn’t have any hot fudge sauce or whipped cream handy.

			Bad food. Bad Sondra. Very bad.

			So today she was munching on celery sticks like a rabbit and hoping to redeem her soul, and while she was at it, her tush. She wasn’t fat, but her bottom spread out from her pelvis like two round blobs of yeasty dough. Luckily, it was behind her so she didn’t have to look at it very often.

			If she ate enough celery sticks, maybe her tush would flatten into yeast-free matzo.

			A strand of celery wedged between two back molars. She dug around in her purse for the small container of floss which she’d gotten for free from her dentist at her last check-up. Ice cream did not get stuck in her molars, she thought ruefully as she threaded a length of floss between her teeth and loosened the piece of celery. What did people who didn’t have private offices do at such times? Did they floss in front of their co-workers? Or did they just not eat celery while they worked?

			Her molars restored, she discarded the floss and returned her focus to the payroll print-out on her desk. Julia had named her a vice-president when she herself had been named president—the position Sondra ought to have received, given that she’d worked at Bloom’s pretty much her entire married life, without pay, without recognition, without anything but the knowledge that she was helping her husband. She’d done it for the family, and bless Julia for finally acknowledging her contributions to Bloom’s, not only with the title and a generous salary but also with a floss-worthy private office. Back when Ben was running the place, Sondra used to work either on the couch in Ben’s office, her papers spread on the scuffed coffee table in front of her, or upstairs in her apartment on the twenty-fourth floor of the Bloom Building. It was a fabulous apartment—three bedrooms, not counting the maid’s room off the kitchen, which Susie had taken over so she and Julia wouldn’t have to share a bedroom, and also so she could have her own bathroom. Because Sondra was a Bloom by marriage, she got to pay the family rent, which was absurdly low and went into a family trust, so in a sense she was paying rent to her kids, her ghastly mother-in-law, her equally ghastly brother-in-law, and also, indirectly, herself.

			Her apartment was directly below Ida’s, which had always made her uneasy. Not that she expected her ceiling to break abruptly one day, causing  Ida to plummet through the shattered plaster and land in Sondra’s living room. Prewar buildings like the Bloom Building were built to last. Also, Ida was a Bloom, which meant that she, like her sons and Sondra’s children, were blessed with the kind of metabolism that enabled them to eat all the butter-pecan sundaes they could possibly wish for, without having their tushes puff up like unbraided challah. Ida simply didn’t weigh enough to fall through her floor and into Sondra’s apartment. 

			But when Ben had been alive, Sondra had always been afraid of arguing loudly with him. What if Ida could hear them through the ceiling? What if she spent her evenings on all fours, with her ear against a glass pressed to her parquet floor, listening while Ben and Sondra bickered about how much time Ben spent at the store, how he was too busy to attend Susie’s third-grade play—a bowdlerized version of Alice in Wonderland  in which Susie played the Queen of Hearts and got to shriek, “Off with her head!”—and how he seemed more receptive to his mother’s edicts than Sondra’s polite and invariably brilliant suggestions? There was just something icky about living below your mother-in-law.

			Martha, Jay’s first wife, also lived on the twenty-fourth floor, just down the hall from Sondra. Martha wasn’t a Bloom, but it wouldn’t occur to her to eat an ice cream sundae unless the ice cream had been made with unpasteurized milk from cows that had been fed only organic alfalfa. And anyway, Martha wouldn’t give a damn about the size of her rear end. She wore baggy clothes and spent much of her time taking classes on esoteric subjects at the New School and hanging out at her women’s club, where, Sondra assumed, all the other women also wore baggy clothes. But although neither she nor Martha were any longer married to a Bloom brother, they got to keep their apartments in the Bloom Building, which was something.

			Sondra deserved more than something. She deserved the presidency of Bloom’s. At least her daughter had gotten the nod from Ida. It could have been worse. Ida could have named one of Jay’s sons the president. And God help them all if she had. Those boys knew nothing about how to run a store, let alone a landmark emporium like Bloom’s.

			When Julia had made Sondra a vice-president, she’d requested that her mother run the store’s Human Resources Department. As far as Sondra was concerned, “human resources” was just a fancy name for “personnel,” which was where female executives used to go to die, before feminism allowed them to become presidents of companies. 

			On the other hand, Sondra was good with humans, and with resources. And really, other than being a little resentful and envious of her daughter’s effortless svelteness, she was very proud of Julia. Susie, too. The business was flourishing. The showcase windows Susie designed were funky and eye-catching. Julia’s weekly meetings might not be precisely necessary, but they kept everyone in the executive offices on the third floor communicating and aware of what was getting done and who was doing it, and they were always catered with bagels from the store. 

			Another plus about being the vice-president of Human Resources was that Sondra knew how much everyone earned. Jay and Deirdre were not earning more than she was. That was important.

			And her responsibilities notwithstanding, she still had input into other facets of the business. Like the tea towels Bloom’s was selling in the second-floor housewares department. Sondra had nothing against tea towels, but they seemed a little too adorable to her. Dish towels were thicker, textured. A tea towel was just a dish-towel-sized rectangle of starched muslin with a cutesy design on it. Sondra had seen people use tea towels as dish towels. But dish towels worked better. And she’d never seen anyone use a tea towel to wipe up spilled tea.

			Deirdre seemed to believe the store should carry more tea towels. She’d found a supplier who printed tea towels with colorful still-life images. Suitable for framing, Sondra had thought as she’d checked out the supplier’s website, but really, who’d use them for tea time? Who in America even observed tea time? The only “tea time” people around here cared about had to do with golf dates.

			 Tea time—and tee time, too—both seemed goyish to Sondra. Which wasn’t a negative by any means, but goyish wasn’t in the genetic make-up of Bloom’s. True, the store sold plenty of gourmet teas. But she imagined those teas were consumed like coffee, with meals or at a person’s desk while at work. They weren’t brewed for special sit-downs with cucumber sandwiches at four in the afternoon. At that hour of the day, Bloom’s customers were toiling at their jobs or else wandering the store’s aisles, shopping for that night’s supper.

			Let Deirdre deal with the tea towels, Sondra decided. Deirdre probably should have raised the subject at that morning’s meeting—during which Sondra had consumed a pumpernickel bagel with only the thinnest schmear of cream cheese, so it ought to qualify as a good food, even if the bagel was as dark as chocolate. A chocolate doughnut it wasn’t. Bagels weren’t sweet enough to be a bad food.

			But the meeting had been dominated by Adam’s report on the warehouse space Bloom’s rented in Long Island City. “With other retailers considering locating in Queens,” he’d said, “we should probably lock into a long-term lease. Rentals are going to go up.”

			“Or else we could find warehouse space over the bridge in Fort Lee,” Deirdre had suggested.

			“Have you seen the traffic on the bridge? Our merchandise would rot by the time it got here,” Jay had argued. Since he was the only person at the meeting who owned a car, he knew a lot more about traffic jams on the George Washington Bridge than anyone else at the meeting.

			“Maybe Staten Island,” Susie had said.

			“Sure. And we can rent rowboats to get our inventory up to the store. Or maybe gondoliers.” Jay had been particularly negative at the meeting. But then, he was chronically negative. How he and Ben could have been brothers… Well, Ben hadn’t exactly been an angel, either. As the spawn of Ida Bloom, they were both genetically flawed. They hadn’t chosen their mother. It wasn’t their fault. Or so Sondra told herself.

			She plucked another celery stick from the self-sealing bag she’d stashed in the top drawer of her desk. She had just bitten down on it when Julia’s voice interrupted her. “Mom?”

			She spun in her chair to find Julia entering her office. Julia could have yelled from her own office, but clearly she’d come bearing unpleasant news—perhaps news too awful to scream from office to office about. She looked so stricken, so pale and wide-eyed, Sondra almost choked on her celery. Another fiber got trapped between her molars. “What’s wrong?”

			Julia entered the office and flopped into the visitor’s chair beside Sondra’s desk. “Uncle Jay is gone.”

			Was that all? Big deal. Not worth getting celery stuck in your teeth. Sondra wondered if she could floss in front of her daughter. “He likes to leave early,” she said, trying to keep the tip of her tongue from toying with the trapped strand of celery. “God forbid he should put in a full day.”

			“No, I mean he’s gone.”

			“Golfing, probably,” Sondra said, swallowing a bubble of bitterness. It irked her that Julia—her own beloved daughter—had given Jay the same title as Sondra, even though Sondra was smarter, more capable, and much more diligent. Sondra took care of humans and resources. What did Jay take care of? The store’s website? Adam could have done Jay’s job as a high school student. He understood computers better than anyone else in the company.

			“No, Mom. Listen to me. He’s gone. He quit.”

			“Quit what?” Sondra asked.

			Julia smiled faintly. “That was my first thought, too, when he told me he was quitting—what did he quit? But he quit us. He quit the store. He said shalom and walked out.”

			Sondra took a moment to process this. Had Jay actually given up his position? Had he actually left Bloom’s for good?

			And said shalom? That seemed pretty passive-aggressive.

			She couldn’t believe what Julia was saying. Jay Bloom would not abandon a job that paid him far too much—she knew exactly how much, thanks to the personnel files she had access to—for working so little. He would not walk away from the company that sustained the entire Bloom family. As exasperating as Ida Bloom could be, he would not betray his mother that way. Ida wouldn’t let him. She was the puppet master, pulling all the strings

			He lived an expensive life. He had his cute little trophy wife, who liked the finer things in life. He had his ex-wife Martha, who still received alimony. Until recently, he was still more or less supporting his son Rick, the auteur filmmaker who for years had lived on handouts despite his fancy degree from NYU’s film school. Thank God the kid had finally landed a job with an ad agency, filming TV commercials. That was one expense Jay could remove from his budget.

			But there were so many more. His hotshot sports car, and God knew what it cost to park the thing in Manhattan, let alone insure it. His fancy-schmancy country club membership out on Long Island. His co-op in the East Sixties. Unlike family members who lived in the Bloom Building, he didn’t get any discounts on his housing costs.

			She added things up and shook her head. “No, Julia. He wouldn’t quit. He can’t afford to.”

			“I don’t know what he can or can’t afford. Maybe he won the lottery or something.”

			“We would have heard. You think there are any secrets in this family?”

			“I’m just saying—he quit. He’s gone.”

			All right. Assume for one crazy moment that he really had quit and he really was gone. Was that such a loss? The guy was a putz. He wasn’t exactly necessary to the running of the business. Adam and Susie could handle the online stuff, Adam the technical side of things and Susie the content. She did such a fine job with the Bloom’s Bulletin. She was so artistic, and Adam was so computer savvy. And Julia was so responsible. Sondra had to admit that her children had turned out magnificently, all things considered. Since she’d done about ninety-nine percent of the child-rearing, she deserved credit for that.

			If Jay was truly gone, Sondra’s standing in the company would be enhanced. She’d be the only representative of the generation between Ida and Isaac, on one side, and her children on the other. Martha wanted nothing to do with the business, and Wendy was a bimbo. The Bimbette, her kids called Jay’s current wife. 

			The hell with Wendy. The hell with Jay, too. Maybe with him out of the way, Julia would elevate Sondra to a co-presidency. Julia wouldn’t have to worry about hurting his feelings, or keeping things fair between her mother and her uncle. Sondra’s star could only rise.

			“It’s going to kill Grandma Ida,” Julia said.

			Another plus, Sondra thought as her tongue liberated the piece of celery from her teeth.
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