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“Never sit at a table when you can stand at the bar.”





MIDNIGHT IN THE SKY


—from an unpublished song by Kinky Friedman


Italian heroes, American whores
Take up the aisles and emergency doors
The captain comes in and he straightens his tie
It’s a quarter ever after Midnight in the Sky


If ever you lose someone that you love
You’ll never get over, you’ll just get above
Where dreams never end and love never dies
On a wing and a prayer, it’s Midnight in the Sky
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“IF there’s one thing I hate,” I said to the beautiful woman on the airplane, “it’s meeting a beautiful woman on an airplane.”


“How terrible for you,” she said, briefly looking up from her FAA-mandated copy of John Grisham’s latest novel. The sleeves of her blouse were thin green stems. Her hands, holding the book, were fragile, off-white flowers bathed in the memory of moonlight. I glanced out the window of the plane but there was no moon. There was nothing out there at all. Not even an extremely tall Burma Shave sign. She was reading the book again.


“It was over twenty years ago,” I said, “but every time I meet a gorgeous broad on a plane it reminds me of Veronica.”


“Is this where I’m supposed to ask ‘Who’s Veronica?’” she said rather irritably, without looking up from the book. I was working religiously on my Bloody Mary, the third since we’d left Dallas. When I got to New York I planned to hit the ground running.


“Veronica Casillas,” I said, staring straight ahead at the painful past through the stained glass window of a broken heart. “She was a stewardess for Braniff Airlines.”


“A what for what?” she said.


“A stewardess for Braniff Airlines,” I said, as she closed her book and then closed her eyes. The FAA-mandated baby in the row directly behind us began crying. I could see Veronica, lithe, lovely, impossibly young, walking through an airport in a dream.


“Should’ve married her,” I said. “But I let cocaine and ambition and geography get in the way. Because I knew I was going to be a star I guess I never really took the time to make a wish on one. By the time my country music career started to head south I wasn’t equipped to do much but drink Bloody Marys and meet beautiful women on airplanes. Are you Hispanic?”


“My father’s side is Colombian.”


“Can I have his phone number?”


“Try 1-800-HELL,” she said. “He’s dead.”


I’d been down at the family ranch just outside of Kerrville, Texas, for a few weeks, ostensibly on sabbatical from a hectic spate of amateur crime-solving in New York. The most recent case in which I’d become embroiled, dubbed Spanking Watson by one rather disgruntled Steve Rambam, had been particularly unpleasant. It had started with my efforts to seek revenge against Winnie Katz, the lesbian dance instructor in the loft above my own at 199B Vandam Street. Toward this admittedly less than Christian goal, I’d managed to convince my friends, the Village Irregulars, that a dangerous investigation was taking place and that it was their duty to infiltrate Winnie’s fiercely private Isle of Lesbos. The result of this unfortunate exercise was the unleashing of a campaign of real-life crime and terror aimed at the lesbians, the Irregulars, and, to a somewhat lesser degree, myself. The outcome was that a number of individuals from a number of sexual persuasions were currently no longer speaking to the Kinkster.


The young woman sitting next to me appeared also no longer to be speaking to the Kinkster. I didn’t know her name, anything about the maternal side of her family, or why she was going to New York. Possibly we already had exhausted everything we had in common. Possibly she was tired of hearing about the lost love and loneliness of a country singer-turned-private investigator. Possibly she hated meeting fascinating middle-aged men on airplanes.


“You never know when you might need a private dick,” I said, trying a different approach. “Here’s my card.”


“That can’t really be your name,” she protested, holding the card at a guarded distance as if it were a mucus sample.


“It’s not my full name,” I said in friendly, semiconspiratorial tones. “My full name is Richard Kinky “Big Dick” Friedman.”


“I’ll just call you Dick,” she said dismissively, her eyes straying back to the John Grisham novel.


“What’s your name?” I asked, after a short period of uneasy silence.


“Khadija.”


“Beautiful, melodic name. Khadija. Does it mean anything?”


“It means ‘Woman Who Understands Why You Have Trouble Meeting Chicks On Airplanes.’”


“You’ve got to admit it is amazing. Every time I meet a beautiful girl on an airplane it always turns into some kind of hideous, star-crossed relationship. Invariably, there’s a tragic, unhappy ending.”


“Don’t get your hopes up,” she said.
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THERE’S something especially poignant about two passengers on a plane positioned pathetically close to each other yet failing to connect in any spiritually significant way, as so often happens as well within the flying hours of life itself. You could almost reach across the empty seat between you and take her hand in your own, but, of course, you don’t. It’d be too soon, too late, too much, too little, too perfect. Yet, in the immortal words of former passenger John Lennon: “I want to hold your hand.”


As every plane must eventually begin its descent, to every high-flying dream there must accrue as well a certain measure of what we rather euphemistically refer to as reality. The reality is that stewardesses are an extinct species; now they’re all flight attendants. The reality is that Braniff Airlines has gone the way of the dodo bird, the Edsel, and the quaint early American notion of stopping to help a stranded traveler instead of cutting his throat. And Veronica Casillas? That bird has definitely flown. Whoever and wherever she is today, she will always live in a lost city in that archaeological dig I sometimes like to think of as my soul. The only thing she ever did wrong was to fall for a country singer on the road. It’d taken her memory twenty years, I thought, but it’d finally broken my heart.


“Will you keep an eye on this bag?” said Khadija. “I’ll be right back.”


“Okay,” I said, holding out a few tobacco-flecked peppermints I’d found in my pocket. “You want one of these?”


“I never take candy from strangers,” she said.


Then she stood gracefully, stretched sensuously like a cat, and headed down the aisle toward the back of the plane. Watching her walk away was an experience. She had that little French newsboy haircut that brings out the latent homosexual in every red-blooded American. She had a charming face, a charming ass, and she walked like a little bundle of tightly wound dynamite, which, I imagined, could explode if you could just find the right button. When she finally disappeared from sight, I stopped keeping a close eye on her and started keeping a close eye on her bag. There’s a little fetishist in all of us, I suppose.


By the time I felt the wheels grope the tarmac I wasn’t watching the girl or the bag. I was awakening from a mildly erotic, oddly satisfying dream in which I’d gone out to California and shot O.J. Simpson and raped Steven Spielberg. I was somewhat surprised to find that Khadija still had not returned to her seat. By the time the aircraft had pulled up to the gate she still hadn’t come back from the dumper and I was starting to become just a tad concerned. I couldn’t very well carry the damn bag around for the rest of my life like a hot pink imitation-leather albatross. Where the hell was the girl?


If you’ve ever tried to swim upstream against a large group of New Yorkers deplaning at La Guardia you know that it’s only a little bit easier than duck hunting with a rake. So I sat my ground and watched the crowd flow by, slow, ruthless, relentless as sentient lava. Maybe I nodded out again, maybe I didn’t. All I knew for sure was that the airplane had by now regurgitated almost the entire flotsam and jetsam of humanity and the damn woman had still not returned to her seat or picked up her bag. It seemed a shame, too. A little more time and she might’ve warmed up to me.


By this time the only passengers left on the plane were an old lady waiting for her wheelchair and an extended Pakistani family still futzing with their extended luggage. I got up, got my cowboy hat—which by now looked like a tortilla—out of the overhead bin, and walked to the back of the plane. There I encountered a rather harried female flight attendant who appeared to be impatiently waiting for the final passengers to disembark. Over her shoulder I carefully perused the little signs on the two lavatories and quickly observed that they were vacant. They didn’t call me a private investigator for nothing.


“Can I help you, sir?” asked the flight attendant.


“I don’t know,” I said, looking into the little kitchen compartment. “Do you think you could run this large black tortilla through the microwave for me?”


I showed her my flattened skypiece but she wasn’t having any. She positioned her rolling luggage carrier behind her and prepared to move through the aisle, which, unfortunately for her, I was still occupying. The possible threat of incurring little wheel marks all the way from your scrotum to your forehead can be an unnerving notion. Nonetheless, I stood my ground.


“Did you happen to notice a young woman with short dark hair going into or out of one of the bathrooms just as the plane was beginning its descent?”


“No, sir,” she said dismissively. “No passenger’s been back here since the plane began its descent. The exit is toward the front of the aircraft.” For further emphasis, she pointed clearly in the direction she wished me to go.


“Anyone ever tell you you’re pretty good at that?” I said.


Obviously, no one ever had because the woman continued to stand intransigently, pointing in humorless and constipated fashion toward the front of the plane. Obviously, she was no longer a stewardess; she was now a flight attendant. Obviously, I was no longer a passenger; I was now an asshole. Maybe I was mellowing, but it seemed like there was nothing more to be gleaned from what was already a fairly unpleasant situation, so I headed in the direction she was pointing before we both went down in flames.


I grabbed Khadija’s little pink suitcase as I ankled it down the aisle, and briefly perused the luggage tag as I entered the ant farm that is La Guardia. Khadija’s last name was Kejela. There was a midtown address on the tag as well as a phone number. I’d also given her my business card, so I felt fairly comfortable about leaving with the bag. I wouldn’t want to take something that didn’t belong to me. Even in New York it’s important to be a good citizen.


As I waited to pick up my own busted valise at the baggage carousel, I looked around in vain for my comely, erstwhile fellow passenger. No sign of Khadija. Her sudden departure was peculiar, all right, but a lot of things in life are peculiar and that’s why they call it life. What comes around goes around, I thought, watching the baggage carousel and trying to get my cowboy hat back in the shape God intended. It was not an easy proposition. And cowboy hat wearers, despite their generally cavalier attitude toward most matters sartorial, are keenly image-conscious about their particular skypieces. You don’t want to board a plane in Dallas looking like Tom Mix and deplane in New York looking like Hayley Mills.


At last I found myself walking the chilly sidewalk toward the hack stand, smoking a big cigar, carrying my luggage and Khadija’s little pink suitcase, and wearing a black cowboy hat that appeared to have been hit by a meteorite. After a short wait in line, I cut the burning end off the cigar, put what was left in my coat pocket, got in the hack, set my ears back, and headed for Manhattan.


“That’s a nice cowboy hat you got,” said the driver.


“It speaks highly of you,” I said.


“That’s also a cute little pink suitcase.”


“Thank you for noticing,” I said.


Further conversation became untenable as we hurtled at about 190 miles per hour toward the destination that invariably made any thinking human being wonder once again about the wisdom of our deal with the Indians.
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MOST people come to New York for the same reason Humphrey Bogart went to Casablanca—they start out looking for a good corned beef sandwich and then they get sidetracked trying to find happiness. They wind up happy just to find a parking place. Of course, if you don’t drive a car the situation can get even more problematic. All that being as it may, by the time most of us realize we’re never going to grow up, we also begin to realize that happiness is a highly transitory state. It’s kind of like hearing from someone you love who only seems to call you from airports.


The hack hurried from Hudson to a darkened Vandam Street, threaded the needle between two double-parked garbage trucks, and spit me out in front of 199B. As was my custom, I overtipped the driver, hoping he would like me. He said, “Thanks, chief,” and drove off.


The luggage and I rode upward in the little freight elevator with the bare light bulb and we all got off at four. I unlocked the door, brought the bags inside the loft, hit the lights, and took a quick glance around the place. It looked like Kafka and Sylvia Plath had decided to set up housekeeping. The only signs of humanity anywhere midst the gloom were the large porcelain head of Sherlock Holmes on the desk and the little black wooden puppet head on the mantel above the fireplace. The puppet head, a born optimist, smiled because he’d been down so many times yet always got back up again. You had to admit he was a good egg. He wasn’t, however, much bigger than an egg. In contrast, Sherlock never smiled. He’d given up any hope of finding a parking place a long time ago.


I lifted up his deerstalker cap and took a cigar out of his cranium. I lopped the butt off the cigar and lit it with a kitchen match, meticulously keeping the tip of the cigar above the level of the flame. I blew a purple plume of smoke heavenward in the direction of the now silent lesbian dance class. When it was quiet up there you knew something was going on. Nevertheless, I found it personally necessary to call Winnie, even though it was slightly past Cinderella time. I had to pick up the cat.


Even though Winnie sounded strangely out of breath, and acknowledged that she had company, she gamely acquiesced to my stopping by to retrieve my little feline friend, whom she’d been looking after while I’d been in Texas. Indeed, it appeared, my not always pleasant relationship with Winnie was riding a mild upturn. This was possible, in large part, to my aforementioned caper in which I’d successfully nabbed a mysterious intruder who’d been bringing terror to Winnie’s life, one Michael Linguini. Though the caper had caused a rather tedious strain on my relationship with virtually all of the Village Irregulars, oddly, it had brought Winnie and me closer together. You can’t please all the people all the time.


“Come in,” said Winnie, moments later when I knocked on her door. “Felicity, the cat, and I were just getting ready to have a little slumber party. Felicity, meet Kinky. Kinky’s a private—uh—dick, I think they call it.”


Felicity was sitting at the kitchen table wearing a completely open house-robe and absolutely nothing else. Like most heterosexual men, the sight of two lesbians together in the same room was enough to make me want to start masturbating like a monkey, not to mention that Felicity was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen in my life. Unfortunately, she had the bad habit of looking you right in the eye.


“What’re you staring at?” Felicity said to me.


“Felicity!” said Winnie.


“I’m looking for the cat,” I said, not wanting to referee a same-sex domestic tension convention.


“You have a sweet little pussy,” said Felicity.


It was not at all clear to whom she was speaking, but I had to assume she was referring to the cat.


“People are always telling me that,” I said. “Where is she?”


“She got run over by a garbage truck,” said Felicity.


“Felicity!” said Winnie. “The cat’s hiding in the bedroom, Kinky.”


“You never let me have any fun,” pouted Felicity, her robe falling even wider open.


“Well,” I said, heading for the bedroom, “I’ll just pick up the cat and be on my way. Thanks for watching her.”


“Don’t mention it,” said Felicity.


If you’ve ever gone away on a trip and left a cat for a longer period of time than the cat finds appropriate, you know how hideously peeved and petulant said cat can behave upon your return. As it was, the cat ignored me implicitly when I entered the bedroom, and as I picked her up and carried her downstairs she favored me with a weary, resigned expression that I interpreted as the beginnings of a brief, feline campaign of Gandhi-like passive resistance. Nevertheless, I persevered and soon we were both back in the loft, the cat sitting upright on the desk facing directly away from me, myself standing upright at the kitchen counter pouring a rather generous medicinal shot of Jameson Irish Whiskey into the old bull’s horn.


“Now that you’re back in a somewhat more wholesome environment,” I said as I killed the shot, “tell me about your adventures while I was away.”


The cat, of course, said nothing. There is an undeniable kinship between cats and lesbians that may have something to do with mutual, almost total independence from man. This proud, independent spirit never fails to irritate man and, after a time, causes him, quite irrationally of course, to become jealous, envious, angry, bitter, melancholy, restless, lethargic, and drunk.


But all in all, despite the mild strain of separation, the two of us were not unhappy that night as we went to sleep in the loft. We were both well aware that happiness is a highly transitory state. Like when someone you love calls you from an airport.
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THE next morning as I was traversing the shortest line from my bed to the espresso machine, I damn near broke my neck when I tripped over a little pink suitcase. At first I couldn’t even remember what it was doing in the loft. At that hour of the morning I often had a slight problem remembering what I was doing in the loft. Eventually, I continued on my previously filed flight plan to the espresso machine.


“Remind me,” I said to the cat, “I’ve got to get that suitcase back to that woman.”


The cat, of course, said nothing. She did, however, evince a rather inordinate amount of interest in the suitcase. Possibly she thought it was a new piece of designer furniture for the loft. She began trying to scratch the suitcase. This behavior didn’t really bother me. For one thing, it wasn’t my suitcase. For another, I knew that when a cat scratches an object it usually means that the cat likes that object. When a cat scratches a person, however, it does not, of itself, necessarily indicate a fondness for that particular person.


“Don’t get too attached,” I said. “Once I get this espresso machine jump-started, I’m going to give the woman a call.”


The former portion of this stated intention proved to be a far easier proposition than the latter. It wasn’t long at all before the large, shiny, commercial-size dingus which took up nearly a third of the little kitchen began hissing and cooing and billing in a language that only large shiny commercial-size espresso machines understand. Only Old World Italians who are older than the instrument itself can come close to conversing with espresso machines and most of them are in prison for tax fraud.


While the machine moved with liquid grace through various Latin declensions, I resurrected an old Cuban cigar from my Texas-shaped, Texas-size ashtray and together we walked hand in hand to the window which overlooked Vandam. The cat, as was her narrow habit, followed me and leapt up on the windowsill. We watched the bleak countenance of the street below. We studied the garbage trucks, moving sluggishly like punch-drunk fighters. We perused the pigeons, flapping frenetically around the rusty fire escape. We watched a cop, a garbageman, a wino, a passing lesbian. You didn’t see many families walking along on Vandam Street. You didn’t see many children playing on Vandam Street. That was the way the cat and I liked it. The way we figured it, a cop, a garbageman, a wino, and a passing lesbian pretty well said it all.


As I lit my first cigar of the day I reflected fleetingly upon Stephanie DuPont. She hated cigars. She didn’t think all that highly of me either. The last time I’d seen her was after the successful conclusion of the Spanking Watson situation and just before she’d departed on one of her numerous and rather lavish vacations. I’d told her that however our relationship eventually evolved, at least we both knew that we’d always be friends. Her exact response to my comment had been: “You’re hangin’ by spit, Friedman.”


“What do you think she meant by that?” I rather rhetorically asked of the cat. The cat, of course, had not heard the commentary preceding the sentiments expressed prior to the audible question, so she said nothing. If she’d heard what I’d been thinking she probably still wouldn’t have seen fit to comment. The cat hated Stephanie DuPont, despised her two small dogs, Pyramus and Thisbe, and particularly disliked her new Maltese puppy, Baby Savannah Samet. Stephanie, it should be noted, was quite vocal in her opinions and rarely had a kind word for the cat either. The mild irony that appeared to be lost upon both of them was that they each consistently interacted with the Kinkster in almost precisely the same manner. That’s why I loved them, I guess.


The espresso machine now began humming a fairly florid, Italian version of Merle Haggard’s great song, “Silver Wings.” This reminded me not only that the espresso was ready but that as a responsible American it was my God-given duty to see that the baggage I had taken was returned to its proper owner. The owner, I reflected, did have my card. If she’d wanted the baggage so badly she could’ve picked up the blower and given me a call. But life, it seemed, was never quite that simple. Like smoking cigars or drinking espresso, if you wanted to be a responsible American, you had to work at it.


With a hot cup of espresso in one hand, and a cigar in the other, I marched over to the desk, placed said contents of hands upon the desk, and retrieved the little pink suitcase from the dusty floor. I plucked the blower on the left from its somnolent cradle and punched in the number on the baggage tag. The number I’d dialed had been disconnected. The new number was given to me by the automated voice of a woman who sounded about as warm and friendly as Felicity the lesbian.


I dialed the new number. It, too, had been disconnected.


“Life is never quite that simple,” I said to the cat.


The cat, of course, said nothing.
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THREE cigars, five espressos, and one trip to Chinatown later, I was sitting at my desk rather languidly clipping my fingernails. I did this once every six months whether I needed to or not. Great men, I’d come to believe, did not pay great attention to their nails or cuticles. Howard Hughes did not cut his fingernails or toenails at all during the last years of his life but he did manage to watch the movie Ice Station Zebra two hundred and fifty-six times. Leonard Cohen places great mystical value in fingernail clippings. Bob Dylan belongs more closely to the Howard Hughes, Charles Manson school. I myself feel that it mildly empowers you to let your fingernails grow and pretend you’re a lumberjack or a blue-ball trucker or something, especially if you don’t have a real job.


My friend Louie Kemp is an Orthodox Jew who lives in Los Angeles, which is about as strange as a Buddhist living in Las Vegas or a street poet living in Dallas, but it probably happens more than we think and those people need those places. I was moving along at a fairly pleasant, comfortable clip just thinking about the time some years ago when I’d been a housepest in Louie Kemp’s mansion overlooking an oceanside cliff in Pacific Palisades. The mansion on the hill has probably gone over the side by now, but I know Louie’s still alive because I talked to him two weeks ago. Louie is such a strongly devoted believer in the God of the Old Testament that if all of Los Angeles went over the side, which might not be a bad idea, he’d probably be one of the chosen few who’d be saved, along with, of course, O.J. Simpson and Steven Spielberg.


There’s worse things you can clip than fingernails, I thought, as I diligently clipped away that lazy afternoon in New York. There’s wings, for instance. I remembered fondly one lazy afternoon in L.A. as I was busily clipping my nails in Louie’s big house. Louie had managed to disengage himself from prayer long enough to observe my behavior and become highly agitato.


“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t clip your nails in the house, Kinkster,” said Louie, ever the polite, well-mannered host.


“Why not?” I asked, ever the polite, well-intentioned housepest. “I’ll keep track of every one of these little boogers and I’ll throw ’em away myself. What’s the big deal? I dump in the house. I fart in the house—”


“It’s against Jewish religious law, Kinky.”


“It’s against Jewish religious law to clip your fingernails in California?”


“It’s against Jewish law to clip your fingernails inside a house.”


“Lot of rules for such a small company,” I said. “Where the hell does it say that?”


“In the Talmud,” said Louie.


“You’ve got to be shittin’ me. That’s in the Talmud?”


“Do you want me to show you the passage?”


“That won’t be necessary. What I want to know is why those ancient rabbis or whoever the hell wrote the Talmud would care if a guy trims his fingernails in a house in California? I mean didn’t they have bigger fish to fry like floods and locusts and Philistines and everybody running around coveting their neighbor’s ass? What’s the reason for this rule?”


“You’ve got to remember that a lot of things in the Talmud were written a long time ago. They may or may not apply to today’s world, but it’s not our place to determine which should apply and which shouldn’t. As a good Jew you should follow the letter of the law.”


“So what’s the reason for the damn rule?”


Louie winced slightly. Five thousand years of California sunshine flooded majestically through the big windows of the big house. Louie continued patiently.


“The Talmud says that if a fingernail or toenail clipping is on the floor and a pregnant woman walks by and steps on it, she may have a miscarriage.”


I stared at Louie like somebody’d just hit me on the head with a hammer. He stared at me with a quiet intensity in his eyes. He wasn’t kidding. Like the gracious housepest that I was, I quickly recovered from my state of incredulity.


“That makes perfect sense,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner?”


At this juncture, the two red telephones on my desk mercifully rang, thereby snapping the neck of my little spiritual reverie and shotgunning me back to the secular present. I picked up the blower on the left.


“Start talkin’,” I said.


“Mr. Friedman? Mr. Kinky Friedman?”


“Who wants to know?”


“This is Angus Tailwind from American Airlines Corporate Security. I wonder if you could help us out, sir?”


“Which way’d you come in?”


“That’s a good one, sir. It really is. But we’re trying to locate a passenger who flew with you from Dallas to New York yesterday evening. Her name is Khadija Kejela. You were seated in 11A. She was seated in 11C. Did you notice her?”


“She’d be a hard one to miss.”


“Do you know how we could get in touch with her, sir?”


“I’m afraid not. I’m thinking she might be getting in touch with me soon.”


“Excellent! When she does, could you just give us a call or have Ms. Kejela call us? It’s really quite important that we get in touch with her. Our number is 1-800-FLY-UP-MY-ASS.”


“If I hear from her I’ll see that she gets the message. By the way, would you mind telling me what this is in regard to?”


“Certainly. We have her bag.”


After the guy had hung up, I thought things over a bit. I was under the impression that I had her bag. I’d waited at the baggage carousel until all the bags were gone. Khadija hadn’t shown and there was no bag left for the airline to be holding unless they’d removed it before it got to the carousel. Probably it was a typical mix-up or mistake. The whole thing could be resolved quite easily, I suspected, if Khadija would simply pick up the blower and give me a call.


As if on cue, the two red telephones on either side of the desk began to ring simultaneously. This was not really surprising since they were both attached to the same line. I’d done this originally as a way to sort of enhance the importance of any incoming wounded I might receive. These days, about the only thing they enhanced was the irritation of the cat when she was sleeping on the desk between them, as she was now.


I picked up the blower on the left. It still wasn’t Khadija.


“Mr. Friedman,” said an important-sounding man in a hurry. “You were a passenger last night on American flight Number 207 from Dallas, Texas, to La Guardia. You were seated on the plane next to a Ms. Khadija Kejela. Have you been in contact with her, Mr. Friedman?”
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