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I know we’re in trouble when the wooden handicapped ramp leading to the side entrance of the temple disappears — replaced by a swaying gangplank. The sight of Rabbi Kevin Kapstein hardly relieves my fears — he’s wearing a white yachting cap as he waves the board members off the gangplank and into a transformed Blumberg Social Hall.

It only takes two ahoys from Essie Sue Margolis, Kevin’s mentor and my worst nightmare, to convince me I should be home watching Law and Order instead of Kvetching and Chaos, as I’ve come to call our monthly Board of Directors’ meetings at Temple Rita. I gulp down two aspirin tablets before even taking off my jacket. This headache insurance hasn’t worked yet, but by now it’s a habit.

“My hearties, have I got a surprise for you!”

Ignoring the group shudder, Essie Sue, resplendent in a crisp navy blue sailor suit and hat, reaches for her third metaphor of the night, and we’ve only been here five minutes.

“Now, voyagers. I’m aware that you probably don’t know what I’m talking about, nautically speaking. But you will.”

“That’s never stopped you before. Get on with the program.”

Bubba Copeland has a short fuse and a long memory regarding Essie Sue and her fund-raising efforts. Essie Sue’s still trying to commission a solid marble, five-thousand-pound Queen Esther statue in memory of her late sister Marla, who dropped dead on the floor of The Hot Bagel a few years ago. We’re all paying for it, in more ways than one. Her latest fiasco, a nationwide sale of reduced-calorie matzo balls, almost killed me last year. Literally.

“All will be revealed, Bubba, before we adjorn to the social hall for navy bean soup in honor of our newest fund-raiser.”

“With Oreos?”

That’s Mr. Chernoff — not that he’ll sway Essie Sue one way or another.

“Stuff it, Herman. I’m talking originality here. The rabbi has given his blessing to this event.You’re going to love it.”

I’m feeling queasy already. “So is this event going into the minutes as a done deal, or were we called here to vote on something? You’re not planning to do an end run on the temple bylaws again, are you?”

“Please, Ruby — you and your constitutional concerns. Don’t you have any imagination?”

“Yeah, I’m imagining that if this project has already been blessed by you and Kevin, we don’t have a chance.”

“All right, then I’ll do it by the book. Are you ready, Parliamentarian?”

About as ready as Rachel Gettleman will ever be, considering that her qualifications for the job were that her brother-in-law registered voters in Travis County from 1965 to 1973.

“Here’s the surprise. I move that our new fund-raising project be a cruise of the Jewish Caribbean, featuring St. Thomas in the U.S.Virgin Islands. Anchors aweigh! Play the tape, Rabbi.”

Before Kevin presses the button on Naval Hymns from Down Under, I press a point of order.

“Wait a minute — there is no Jewish Caribbean.”

Essie Sue’s ready for me.

“Of course there is. Jews sailed to the Caribbean before Poland ever knew a rabbi. I’ve researched this, Ruby. Don’t think just because you’re a rabbi’s wife that you’re the only Jewish historian around here.”

“I’m no longer a rabbi’s wife, and I don’t know any Jewish historians in Eternal. Do you?” My husband, Stu, was rabbi of the temple before he was killed a few years ago. It took all his energy to keep Essie Sue in check, but she’s ruled the roost since Stu’s successor, Kevin Kapstein, took over.

“Are you trying to say that Jews lived in the Caribbean, Essie Sue? That’s a far cry from —”

“I’m not going to let you spoil my nautical evening, Ruby. There’s a motion on the floor.”

I can tell Bubba Copeland’s catching my headache — the vein near his temple is enlarging as he speaks.“There’s motion, all right. I’m getting seasick. What’s the deal here? Clue us in, Essie Sue, before I move to adjourn.”

“I wanted everyone to catch the spirit first, but since you’re all so oppositional tonight, I’ll have to change my tactics.We need to go into executive session.”

Rachel Gettleman doesn’t look amused.

“We’ve never been in executive session before. Speaking as Parliamentarian, just what does executive session mean, exactly?”

“It means we meet without the rabbi.”

“That’s it? Am I supposed to escort him out?”

“I’ll escort him out. Sorry, Rabbi. I was driven to this by extreme lack of cooperation.”

“Point of order.” Kevin’s fighting back. “I want to lodge a formal protest. I rented this outfit.”

“No way I’m dealing with a formal protest.” Rachel’s out of her seat.“Point of parliamentary overload.What do I do now, Essie Sue?”

“Hold it, Rachel. Go check on the anchor carved in ice, Rabbi — this won’t take long. My committee will reimburse you for the yachting suit.”

“Your committee?”

Essie Sue manages to nudge Kevin out the door, squelch the last question from the assemblage, and ease Rachel back into her seat before staring down the room.

“Okay, people. This is serious.”

“You’re going to have a helluva time talking serious to a background of ‘Anchors Aweigh.’”

“I know, Bubba, but that was merely window dressing to make the medicine go down. I’m not just fund-raising here. I’m trying to save the rabbi.”

“Save him? From what?” Brother Copeland, younger brother to Bubba — same substance, different style — pipes in where Bubba can’t go. Essie Sue favors Brother over Bubba, so Brother can get more out of her.

“Gather around, everybody, and don’t breathe a word of this. This is board business, okay?”

“Yeah, yeah. Just tell us.”

“No, Bubba. I want sworn oaths from all of you. Raise your hands.”

Curiosity overcomes common sense, and we all dutifully raise our hands to swear confidentiality. Right.

“Do you all swear not to tell, not ever to tell what I’m going to tell you, so help you God?”

This is too much. “I’m not swearing to God on this, Essie Sue.”

“Okay, Ruby, so we’ll swear on my copy of the Jewish Forward — it has a national circulation. Good enough for you?”

I refrain from raising my hand altogether, but she ignores me and pulls out a huge file folder from her briefcase at the end of the table.

“People, these are the top-secret results of a questionnaire I submitted to a temple focus group at my own expense. I made copies for everyone. Read it and weep.”

“Focus group? Who do you think you are, Dick Morris?” Bubba’s reaching for his copy as he speaks, of course.

“This is the way things are done in the modern world, Bubba.We’re nothing if not with it here at Temple Rita. I regret to inform you that my survey shows our beloved rabbi’s job-approval rating has fallen to an all-time low.”

“What did you expect?” Brother yells.“He squeaked by the Rabbinic Selection Committee by a majority of one.”

“He did not. He was voted in unanimously.”

“Oh, sure, after you made the secretary erase the vote and put in Unanimous on pain of death.”

“That was a courtesy. All organizations do it. This poll was scientifically calculated to compute the rabbi’s charisma quotient. On the first question,‘Is our rabbi as dynamic as you thought he would be?’ Rabbi Kapstein unfortunately scored one percent.”

“This is too painful, Essie Sue. Just let us read it to ourselves.”

“No pain, no gain, Ruby, but if you insist, I’ll give on that point.”

I don’t think it can get worse, but then I read the sample questions:

Leadership Ability — If Rabbi Kapstein were to the temple as Moshe Dayan was to the Israelis, would you follow him into battle?Yes: 2 percent.

Intellectual Prowess — Do the rabbi’s sermons pique your curiosity? Not really: 97 percent.

Does the rabbi stimulate our mission as a light unto the nations? Dim: 98 percent.

“Pardon my asking, but just who in the congregation did you focus on for these answers, Essie Sue?”

“They shall remain nameless, Ruby. End of story.”

“So what are we supposed to do with this?”

“That’s why we’re here. The rabbi is obviously not putting his best foot forward.”

“I’d say he was putting his foot in it.”

“Be that as it may, Brother, the man needs help, and I, for one, feel he’s misunderstood. That’s why this cruise is going to be his salvation. He’ll be our trip guide, showcasing his leadership abilities, and he’ll educate us in the history and culture of the Jews of the Caribbean — that takes care of the intellect thing.”

Essie Sue flicks a red-manicured little finger at the Parliamentarian, who reacts in Pavlovian fashion:

“There’s a motion on the floor. All in favor, say aye.”

No hands go up.

“Does anyone here want to go through the rabbinical selection process twice in three years?”

All hands are up, including, I have to say, mine.

Essie Sue, beaming, goes to the door.

“Ahoy, Rabbi — bring on the navy bean soup.”
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E-mail from: Ruby


To: Nan


Subject: Cruisin’ for a Bruisin’

Congrats on your legal internship — even though you probably don’t need it after working for a lawyer all those years. But you’ll get to draft your own material, yes? And become indispensable to the firm for the future — ha. I hope they give you the independence you want.

Don’t bite my head off, but now that you’re in the groove, schoolwise, what about your personal life? I haven’t heard the word date in your vocabulary since you gave me your recipe for granola mix. Look around in class — you never can tell who might be lying in wait.

Update on Essie Sue’s cruise plans: things are more relaxed since she accepted my terms for assistance — that I help make the arrangements as a nontraveling participant. I can keep my cool as long as I know I don’t have to be one of her little tourists. I’ve done some Internet research on the cruises, but so far, she hasn’t taken any of my suggestions. She must have some angle. I’m waiting for the shoe to drop.










E-mail from: Nan


To: Ruby


Subject: Et Tu?


Pardon me, but shouldn’t you be making room for a personal life? Unless you count Kevin as a date and not just a nut — and as I assume you’d rather be dead than do that, your own granola pile looks a little sparse to me, babe. Answer. (And we’re not counting your three-legged golden retriever here — Oy Vey’s cute, but this is not the companion I see in your future.)

As for my not needing this legal internship, surely you’re not equating my former employer, Stanford P. Jerk, Esquire, with my experience, are you? As a role model for malpractice, maybe. I’m trying to forget everything Berke taught me.

Anything new from oceanside?













E-mail from: Ruby


To: Nan


Subject: Funny You Should Ask


This just came in the mail, on a blue


paper flyer:

MASS MAILING TO MY CRUISE


COMMITTEE FROM YOUR CHAIRWOMAN


Yo Sea-mates!

I’ve just learned through the kosher grapevine that my long-lost cousin Harry Goldberg, now known as Captain Horatio Goldberg, is one of the few (Who knows? Maybe the only Jew.) to be captain of a bona fide cruise ship. Captain Goldberg is following in the footsteps of Christopher Columbus, who, as you know, was probably also Jewish.

Captain Goldberg is currently sailing the Caribbean for Bargain Cruise Lines — We Pass Waters Where Others Fear to Tread.

The best news is that after tough negotiations behind the scenes, the cruise line is willing to go wholesalefor fund-raising purposes, and we have sealed a discount deal.

This is confidential. More later.

Essie Sue Margolis

So, Nan, what do you think the odds are that she had this deal with the cousin up her sleeve all along?

Ho Ho Ho!









3

The Hot Bagel is the closest thing to a community center we have in our little town of Eternal,Texas (fast becoming a suburb of Austin since the freeway was expanded). I hang out here a lot since I became part-owner of the place with my friend Milt Aboud. In the nonbagel half of my life, I’m a computer consultant, which used to be a unique job in Eternal until half of Silicon Valley moved here to join Dell Computer.As long as I pay attention to both my occupations, I can get by — unless your definition of getting by includes a personal life.

Essie Sue’s attempts to make me relive my entire adulthood as a clergy wife by becoming the Bride of Frankenstein (excuse me, make that bride of Kapstein) continue to fail abysmally, but that doesn’t stop her from trying, despite the fact that I’m not the least bit interested in Kevin. If he’d quit catering to Essie Sue, he’d know he feels the same way about me. From time to time, he deigns to look down favorably upon me from the heights of his ego, but then realizes I have a mind inside my head, not a mirror. Kevin’s idea of compatibility with a woman is not the usual I likka you, you likka me — with him, it’s more I love me, you love me, so we’ll both get along famously.

Tonight we’re being not-so-subtly matched again at Pastrami Piracy, the latest fund-raising extravaganza, where for twenty-five dollars a raffle ticket, anyone with two feet and cash can sign up to win ten whole pastramis as second prizes, or the first prize of a Caribbean cruise straight from Bargain Cruise Lines. I told Essie Sue her attempt to combine the word Piracy with one of her notoriously rigged raffles would be a tad too realistic, but here we are.

My business partner Milt didn’t speak to me for three days when I said yes to this event, but I figured it would be good for business. So far, we’ve sold a lot of bagels to the hundred people who’ve shown up, but Milt doesn’t care.

“I’d rather starve than work with that woman.”

“Just think — she’ll be away on the cruise and you won’t have to see her.” Pretty pathetic, but it’s all I can think of as a comeback.

He ignores me. “She even went to San Antonio to order those pastramis, instead of getting them through me — can you believe it?”

“You should be glad, Milt. If anything went wrong with them, she’d blame you.”

“You’ve got a point. She told me she thought of raffling pastramis because they went with bagels, but when I pressed her, she admitted she got a deal on ten for the price of five from some connection through Mexico, so she worked them into the concept.”

“Oh, great. She should have put ‘win at your own risk’ on the raffle tickets.”

“I just want this evening over, Ruby.Whoa — I’m outa here. She’s coming this way.”

Milt disappears into the kitchen and I’m stuck, as usual.

“It’s a fabulous evening, Ruby — even having it here at the bakery is okay.” Essie Sue’s glowing.

“Gee, thanks, I think.”

“We’ve sold a bunch of raffle tickets, not including the ones we unloaded in advance.We’d have done even better if I’d had time to decorate the bakery like a cruise ship.”

“You already did your decorating at the board meeting. Besides, I had a hard enough time getting Milt to have the party here — there was no way he’d agree to let you come in and tear the place apart.”

“He’s a boor. Thank goodness my niece Glenda didn’t marry him.” Milt and Essie Sue go way back, but that’s another story.

“Can you get a stool for me, Ruby? I’m going to stand on one of the tables.”

“Excuse me?”

“I want everyone to see me when I draw the winning tickets.”

“Sit on the table, Essie Sue — they can still see you.”

“Nightclub-singer style? Okay. It might look good with this slit skirt, if I position my legs right. At least I’ve still got my figure.”

That’s a dig at me, even though there aren’t as many pounds between us as there are years. It’s just that those pounds are all around my waistline in one bunch. In return, I get to eat like a normal person and she gets to call a lettuce leaf lunch. I decided a long time ago it was a fair trade-off.

She swivels herself up onto a table in the center of the room and crosses her legs. The shock value of her nightclub routine seems to have bypassed the crowd, but she forges ahead.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Pastrami Piracy. We’re giving away ten whole pastramis and one free chance for piracy on the high seas, where Blackbeard robbed and plundered. These hot pastramis will feed seventy-five people if you slice them thin — and you should, if you don’t want a coronary.”

I don’t know about anyone else here, but I’m thinking that this is not such a great come-on for prospective passengers. She’s supposedly planning to make money from commissions on the discount cruise tickets she sells — and raffling the free trip should whet people’s appetites — if the pastramis don’t.

“And now for the main event.” Essie Sue has even uncrossed her legs for the big announcement. “The owners of Bargain Cruise Lines have graciously donated a lovely stateroom as first prize in our raffle.And to those of you who don’t win first prize, I can only say that for a few measly dollars — money you’d undoubtedly squander on dull necessities — you can accompany our lucky winner and sail in the footsteps of the pirates.”

Wow, she always did have a way with words — that last should really reel ’em in.

“To conduct the ticket drawing, I’d like to introduce a distinguished surprise guest.” She jumps down from her perch on the table and plunges into the crowd, emerging with a balding, bespectacled little man who’s having difficulty holding on to her hand. In fact, he’s being dragged at a rapid pace. Essie Sue doesn’t fool around.

“People, this is history professorWillie Bob Gonzales, of Buda Community College in Buda, Texas, our official lecturer for the cruise. Professor Gonzales’s specialty is ‘The Jews of the Inquisition and What Happened to Them.’”

The professor looks a little uncomfortable at having his life’s work summarized so brilliantly, but he’s apparently already discovered, like the rest of us, that it’s safer to acquiesce. He’s not invited to say anything, but Essie Sue still has his hand so he can’t leave.

“As you know, people, the Caribbean is full of Spanish Jews, and this trip is all going to be very intellectual. The ship also has two casinos.” I guess this fact was thrown in for the benefit of the rest of us — Essie Sue is not dumb when it comes to soliciting funds — but the information does not appear to have surprised Professor Gonzales. He tries to shake loose, but she’s stronger than he is.

“My cousins, the Bitman twins of Buda, have known Willie Bob Gonzales since he came to the college several years ago, and they recommend him highly.And they’ll be sailing with us — right, Professor?”

The Bitman twins undoubtedly carry the same genes as their cousin — at least enough to make Willie Bob go pale at the mention of their names. He nods and tries for a smile at the crowd.

“So we already have myself and my husband, Hal, Professor Gonzales, my twin cousins, our spiritual leader — Rabbi Kapstein — and the winner of our raffle, who will be on our way to the high seas. I’m sure the rest of you will join our ranks soon. I certainly expect all the pastrami winners to fork up fares for the voyage — it’s only fair.”

With that sort of encouragement, you’d think this crowd would be heading for the exits, but they’re all gathered around, tickets in hand, for the big drawing.

Professor Gonzales sticks his hand ten times into the empty five-gallon ice cream carton Essie Sue has decorated as a rum barrel. Ten lucky winners come up to receive certificates for their pastramis. I know it’s only coincidence that all of them are either related to Essie Sue or are members of the fund-raising committee. Not that she rewards her own — before the lucky winners receive their certificates, they’re required to sign up for the Temple Rita cruise. The actual pastramis will come whenever the shipment can get through Customs, I presume. If the recipients are lucky, maybe the pastramis’ll be delivered while they’re away in the Caribbean — then they won’t have to eat them.

“And now for the pièce de résistance. I shall ask Professor Gonzales to step down and call forward our own Rabbi Kevin Kapstein to draw the grand prize winner.”

Kevin, in a black pinstriped suit, vest, and power-red tie, formally shakes Essie Sue’s hand, waves to the crowd, and, with an obviously well-rehearsed gesture, plunges his hand into the ice cream carton and hands the winning ticket unread to Essie Sue.

I should have seen it coming from the big smirk on Kevin’s face before Essie Sue even looked at the paper.

Essie Sue holds the ticket aloft. “The winner is — our late lamented rabbi’s wife, Ruby Rothman. Ruby, come on down!”
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Late lamented is right. Or demented not to have shouted the crowd down then and there. There were so many cheers and whoops from Essie Sue’s minions, followed by the fastest adjournment on record, that by the time I had a chance to say something, there was no one to say it to except Milt and the cleanup crew. Essie Sue pulled a deliberate disappearing act, and I know she did it to avoid hearing any protests from my end — her usual MO at parties she gives is to meet and greet until the last guest gasps.

“Now I’ve got to go to all the trouble to get out of this.”

“Gracefully?” Milt’s pouring me some extra-hot coffee the way I like it, black.We’re curled up in two of the easy chairs I moved into The Hot Bagel when I became part-owner and decided to make the place less cavernous and more homey.

“Who says gracefully? I just want out.When Essie Sue first asked me to help, I told her I’d work behind the scenes as long as I didn’t have to go on the cruise.”

“So why do you think she wants you there?” He’s pushing a warm pumpernickel bagel my way.

“Probably because she doesn’t want to depend on Kevin to keep things together.”

“Or maybe this is her way of driving the two of you together.”

“She can do that at home.” I’m just biting into the chewy bagel when something nags at my brain: “Hey, what’s missing here, Miltie? Where’s all the hostility this woman usually brings out in you? And why are you being so sanguine?”

“I’m that transparent?”

“Ha — if you’re so shocked, ask your wife. Grace says around the house she can see through you like a sieve.”

“I really need my wife and my business partner ganging up on me.”

“We haven’t, so far. Besides, I’m just interested in the here and now, and you’re way too tame.”

“Well, I was just thinking that you’ve had a tight year financially, and this is a free trip, no matter what the motivation. Maybe once you’re in the islands, you could get away from the Temple Rita gang during the day trips and just chill out by that emerald-green water. Could be you need it.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but you know how hard it is to shake these people. I’d come back more stressed than ever.”

“You could tell her you’ll only accept the prize if she considers you a guest — a total tourist, and not part of the leadership. That way, you’d be free to come and go.You could discover the beaches where the locals hang out.”

“Sounds great, if I were down there by myself.” I’m on my second cup of coffee — caffeine doesn’t bother me, night or day.

“Don’t be so stubborn, Ruby — you can’t afford to go down there by yourself. And pardon me for being blunt, but don’t you realize how damn edgy you’ve been lately?”

“Aha — now you’re sending me a message.”

“Since you don’t listen to me nice, then listen to me nasty, okay? You need the rest after juggling two jobs all year. Finesse these people and find a way to have a good time on your own. What’s so bad about a Caribbean cruise, anyway?”

For not anticipating the answer to that little question, Milt is going to owe me big.
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I should have known our lives were expendable at two this afternoon when I first saw the embarkation building of Bargain Cruise Lines — a gigantic prefabricated warehouse perched on the waters of Galveston Bay. Its purpose is obviously to facilitate moving cargo — namely, us — from shore to ship as fast as humanly possible. Or inhumanly, as is proving to be the case two hours later.

There are thousands of people here — not hundreds, as I had always imagined. I’m thinking QE2 — suave, white-jacketed stewards chattily escorting us to our cabins. What I’m getting is Y3K — it’s going to take at least a century to be cattle-prodded through this maze, and there’s not a steward in sight.

The only saving grace is that our star lecturer, Professor Willie Bob Gonzales, must have had time by now to sober up. The professor celebrated early upon our arrival at the George Bush International Airport en route to the Port of Galveston — he chugalugged half a bottle of Essie Sue’s champagne surprise and used the other half to christen the American Airlines counter. Fortunately, the bottle didn’t break and Essie Sue convinced the airline personnel it was all a huge mistake. How she intimidated them, I have no idea — although I did hear the words governor and senator thrown around.

“I think the poor man is nervous about the trip,” is all Essie Sue could summon up in explanation. That’s obvious — Willie Bob was skittish at the raffle drawing, too — but who wouldn’t be after she dragged him up to the microphone and wouldn’t let go? Apparently, he often lectures on shipboard, but even an idiot would realize that a cruise with Essie Sue is not your usual cup o’ brine, and this man is no idiot. He’s now jostling for position with the other twenty-five of us lucky members of the Temple Rita contingent as we form an unruly line and prepare to board ship. The ship is nowhere in sight, by the way — this embarkation palace is hooked up to the bowels of the Bargain II in such a Byzantine manner that we could just as well be surging headlong into the amazon.com warehouse in Seattle. But hey, at least I’m not paying for this.

So far, all I’ve seen of water is the lukewarm fountain where I waited fifteen minutes to sip — which is quite a feat while balancing three carry-on bags. There are lines for everything — driver’s license, birth certificate, for those with passports, and a line for people who think they’re in the wrong line — culminating in a series of folding tables staffed, if one can use that word, by people drinking Cokes and yawning. I wish I had one of the Cokes.

As if this relaxing start to our cruise needed any improvement, Kevin, in a sweat, is breathing down my neck and whining.

“This stuff is too heavy, Ruby. Can you help me?”

“No.”

“Essie Sue made me carry Professor Gonzales’s backpack when he started weaving around. I think you should take a turn.”

“No.”

“She told me to meet them at this line to have our picture taken, and I’ve already been here twenty minutes.”

“Is that what we’re in line for, Kevin? I can’t even see the end of it. I’m skipping this — I have my own camera.”

“No, it’s an official photo.You have to have it taken — they won’t let you on the boat unless you do.”

“I think it’s ship, not boat. And I’m pretty sure it’s optional.This is one of those commercial deals where they pose you in front of a backdrop that says Welcome or something.” I step out of line and look. He’s right — you have to go through the photo setup to get to the wide corridor leading to the ship.There’s no backdrop here, though — the cruise line has cut a few corners, assigning a guy to stand with a limp Bargain II flag in back of the posed passengers. A harbinger of things to come, I suspect.

Kevin knocks into me. “Where’s Essie Sue? I’m supposed to be saving her a place in line.”

“Forget saving her anything, unless you want to be mobbed by frustrated travelers.”

Right on cue, Essie Sue pushes her way in from the side, ignoring all protesters.With one arm firmly around Willie Bob Gonzales and the other holding a huge ice chest, she hits from the rear and tries to foist the ice chest on me.

“Hold it, Essie Sue.Where’s your better half? Can’t he help you?”

“No, I told Hal to bring up the rear. I don’t want our group getting separated.”

“It’s too late now — I don’t see any of them. Relax and get your picture taken.”

I realize I’ve said the wrong thing — to this woman, a photo without primping is off the radar.

“I look horrible. Hold Professor Gonzales, Ruby, while I find my lipstick.”

Before I can run, she drapes Willie Bob’s arm around my neck and lets go. His glasses are half off, and the sailor hat she’s bought him is cocked on the side of his head. As if I’m not in enough trouble, the passengers she’s cut in front of are milling around us — not a pretty sight.

“Keep him,” she yells. “I want to have my picture taken with the rabbi.You can have the professor.”

“You’re next.” The photographer almost dares me not to have my picture taken — the stress of photographing two thousand people might have gotten to him. Before I know it, I’m posing with Willie Bob Gonzales draped around me. He has yet to say a word.

The flash goes off and Willie Bob goes down.

“Passed out,” Essie Sue wails. “I’ve had it with him.”

Stepping over the professor, she drags Kevin in front of the photographer, straightens Kevin’s jacket collar, and glares at him.

“Rabbi, say cheese.”

Not only does Kevin say cheese, he joins Essie Sue in a wide grin — never say that these two lack compassion. Having completed the photo op, they stare at me as I attempt to raise the dead.

Willie Bob has gone under in a big way. He’s on his back, lying over my shoes so that I can’t stoop down without fear of landing on him. Talk about feeling off balance — I was already disoriented in the midst of this cast of thousands, and now I’m looking down at the face of a passed-out drunk. To make things worse, people are literally stepping over us to have their pictures taken and board the ship.

I do a choke hold on Essie Sue, using the sleeves of the nautical sweater she’s casually thrown over her shoulders.

“Listen, Essie Sue — we’re in trouble here. Get me help fast before the crowd tramples on the professor.And don’t tell me we can drag him onto the ship.”

I guess I got through to her — she orders Kevin to go find someone official. He comes back with the Bitman twins from Buda, Essie Sue’s cousins, who’ve shown up in line. At least they are two live bodies who know this man well.

“Should I get a doctor,” one twin says, “or is this just from too much champagne? He was having a pretty good time at the airport.”

I look at the other twin, who actually seems sentient.

“He needs help,” she says.

After minutes that seem like hours, the ship’s doctor finally appears, thanks to the second twin. He lifts Willie Bob off my feet, which are as numb as I am, kneels to do a quick exam, and then looks up.

“Is he just dead drunk?” Essie Sue asks the doctor.

“He’s just dead.”
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At eight o’clock, only two hours after the scheduled sailing time, a few of us are huddled around a table on the ship’s top deck as it pulls out from port. We can’t see much — the wind is up and a fog has rolled in. I have yet to view that azure-blue Caribbean I’ve been waiting for — maybe tomorrow.A waiter is hawking a tray full of frozen daiquiris — looking more like strawberry sundaes than anything alcoholic — at distinctly nonbargain prices, but none of us is in the mood to imbibe.The police have questioned us as part of a fairly routine inquiry, and Professor Gonzales’s body, accompanied by the Bitman twins, will soon be headed back to his family in Buda.

The doctor was right. Despite his attempts to revive Willie Bob — first by mouth and then by equipment brought from the ship’s hospital — the professor was dead. There were no apparent signs of trauma, unless you counted my trauma — I was in shock. I told the doctor that he had swayed and his breath had smelled of alcohol, but he didn’t hit himself on the head when he fell. The general consensus, concurred with by all the subsequent medical personnel, was thatWillie Bob had died of a heart attack aggravated by the excitement and the champagne.

“This isn’t fair.” Kevin’s wailing again.

“Sudden death certainly isn’t fair, Kevin,” I say. I’m feeling that as clergy he should be comforting us, not the other way around, but then, I’m used to him.

“It’s not fair that I now have to be the teacher on the trip. Essie Sue says I have to take Professor Gonzales’s place. I was just supposed to be the leader, not the teacher.”

“Take advantage of the opportunity to educate us, Rabbi,” Essie Sue says. “You’ve got all his notes — it should be easy. Remember what I told you — this is your chance to shine. Let’s toast to the professor and dedicate our search for knowledge to him. He would have wanted us to continue our cruise.”

She summons the waiter to serve the alcoholic confections, and calls for drinks all around. I can’t take this — not after the day we’ve gone through.And the professor’s not cold in his grave yet. I’m getting up to go back to my cabin, when I hear a piercing alarm from the public address system, and a voice that I’d know anywhere was related to Essie Sue.

“Passengers, this is your captain speaking.”

“Listen to that Continental accent. Isn’t it thrilling?”

“Hush, Essie Sue — I want to hear what he’s saying.”

What he’s saying is that we’re having an emergency drill.We all have to go down six floors to our cabins to put on orange life preservers, and then come up six floors to stand by our lifeboats. Our group, the super-bargain party, is quartered on the lowest deck, of course — the one that the ship’s stabilizer doesn’t quite stabilize.
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