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“If you bring forth what is within you,

what you bring forth will save you.

If you do not bring forth what is within you,

what you bring forth will destroy you.”

JESUS, The Gospel of Thomas
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LIFE IS FULL OF people who are dead. Empty people who don’t know what’s wrong with them or, in the most severe cases, that there is even something wrong.

When I’d met Miles, right after Mount Holyoke, I was one of those people. I had been living in Manhattan for five years, hanging out with a bunch of women who, in addition to sharing an alma mater, shared a 1950-ish goal of “marrying well.” It was actually a phrase that we used to describe what we all wanted: a Black Ward Cleaver, who made a million dollars a year and dressed in Armani. What these prized stallions would want in return from their wives-to-be seemed doable at the time: constant stroking, a happy disposition, and great hair—which meant long but requiring little artificial maintenance.

I had met Miles Browning at a party. He smelled my hollowness and zoned in on me like a coyote on a campfire. The party was a typical Manhattan one, where the price of admission is a blue-chip résumé. The lights were low and the dhurrie was rolled up and stashed in a corner. Sade crooned under a din of Buppies getting down, but not too hard, while playing Negro Geography—who-do-you-know and where-did-you-go-to-school.

“So, are you as bored as you look?” Miles said after we’d been introduced by the host.

I watched him pour himself a plastic cup of Freixenet, his merino wool turtleneck and gray flannel slacks sculpting every part of his perfectly muscular frame, and smiled. “No, actually, I’m rarely bored at these things.”

I amused myself by listening in on other people’s conversations. It continually amazed me that everybody knew everybody else and if they didn’t directly, then they always knew someone in common. One needs only two pieces of information in order to place someone—where they grew up and where they went to school. Sometimes only the school is needed.

I was dressed in a below-the-calf Lycra knit black dress, black tights, and thick high-heeled black pumps. Large baroque pearls punctured my earlobes, and a thin gold bangle dangled around my hand. My shoulder-length hair was relaxed, hard.

“I like what you’re wearing,” Miles drawled.

“Thanks.” I was too overwhelmed by him to say more.

“So you here wit somebody?”

“No. I came by myself.”

Miles raised an eyebrow, an obvious gesture to indicate he thought me daring. He was intrigued, but misled. I was not daring, I merely felt comfortable going to the party alone because I was a casual friend of the host, a Steve Urkel look-alike who had had a crush on me. I was attracted to Miles in the most base fashion, and even though he was handsome in a Joe Morton way, his looks weren’t the appeal. There was something else about his deportment that said he was a little bit dangerous, not in a gun-in-the-silk-sock kind of way, but like a ghetto Gordon Gekko, an unscrupulous manner. The fact that he was also an investment banker held equal appeal. He was going to be my Ward.

Miles grew up poor in Memphis and used his Tennessee accent the way a cat used cunning. The thicker he turned it on, the more he wanted something—though in his work there was barely a trace of Tennessee. “I got enough strikes against me,” he’d joke whenever I teased him about the Main Line lockjaw he adopted at the office. He piloted a red Porsche Carrera convertible, wearing cognac-colored driving gloves around Manhattan as if he were the baron born, and I fell for him and all the trimmings.

After two dates he invited me to go with him to Paris for a week. “I know you the one, baby,” he told me on our second date over a bottle of Lafite-Rothschild 1962 at the Four Seasons. “We just need to get outta New York and spend some real time together.” I was convinced that I was in love with Miles, and I made a deal with myself at that moment to do whatever I had to do, which turned out to be pretending to be someone else, to close the deal. I’d anointed him the perfect man: Ward doing the levels—eatin’ ribs with the brothers who work for transit and drinking Veuve Clicquot with CEOs.

In our first year together, I literally put my best face forward, rising before he did, which meant predawn, to wash my face and brush on custom-matched Prescriptives face powder. I would search The Wall Street Journal for mergers and acquisitions I could discuss with him, and I routinely sent him tokens—sterling cuff links from Tiffany, Armani sunglasses—when he closed a big deal or had to work through a weekend. Even though these trinkets cost almost my weekly salary and I was barely covering my rent, car insurance, and student loans, I was on a mission to get him. My best friend from high school, Cheryl, thought I was on my way to a mental hospital. That was pathetic enough, but to Cheryl the clincher was that I got up before Miles to put on mascara. “Anybody you had to do all that for—before even having coffee—wasn’t worth having,” was her opinion.

She was right, but she was also part of the living and part of my past, the one I didn’t value. The one that I had once wanted to hide.

My name is Alice Andrews. I was named after my father’s mother, Alice Eliza Andrews. A fancy name for a sharecropper’s wife, isn’t it. She was. He wasn’t. My father’s parents grew up in the South, South Carolina. I didn’t know them, they were dead when I was born, and even if they hadn’t been, I have a feeling I probably wouldn’t have known them very well. My mother’s side was the dominant force in my life.

I was born to a woman who was born of a woman of prodigious will. My grandmother Viola packed up two daughters in South Carolina, leaving behind a job in some White family’s kitchen and a dead husband. She would go to Elizabeth, New Jersey, without a job, an education, or a place of her own to stay.

In the 1930s Black people were leaving the South like ducks at a skeet shoot, clutching hearsay about factory jobs and northern streets that were literally paved with gold. They moved north, in Jim Crow train cars or hitching a ride in someone’s old car, in the dead of night for fear of landowning Whites persuading them, at rifle point, to stay. Grandma Viola was big boned, stood about five feet eight, and had broad shoulders. Her caffè latte complexion and what the old folks used to call “good hair” gave fodder to her air of superiority. Her hair alone was something most Black folks were proud of in those days because it was proof that your heritage was mixed with Indian and/or White and you were therefore better than those coil-knotted Black people who were unblended, unadulterated. However, Grandma Viola’s family, especially her daddy, was ashamed of the whiteness in the blood because it was evidence of the White man’s violation of Black women and of the Black man’s impotence to protect them.

Her hair and her stature gave her the appearance of confidence that made many rural Blacks and Whites uncomfortable. People used to say, “Viola don’t take no tea for the fever,” which means she didn’t take any stuff from people. At the slightest provocation, she would tell someone to go to hell or to kiss her ass. People would say that she was full of herself. Actually, though, she was full of shame. Shame about the way she looked and the way her own people valued those looks, which were the result of a violation of spirit as well as body. Her daughters, my mother and Aunt Thelma, inherited her spirit and probably her shame. Some have said that they passed it on to me. I know I got the good and the bad.

The North turned out to be a harsh life, and Grandma Viola became bitter. Not only were the streets not coated with gold, some of them weren’t paved at all. The only factory jobs given to Blacks were the worst of tasks, like sweeping furnaces and floors, and even those weren’t easy to get. Grandma Viola took in laundry and made sure her kids hustled for odd jobs. By the time my mother got to high school, she had a full-time job doing daywork for a barely middle-class White family in Union. Her humiliation at having to wear her pink maid’s uniform underneath her school clothes and her own mother’s indifference to her shame was something she’d spend a lifetime trying to overcome. Grandma Viola was concerned about survival, and my mother’s paycheck was part of the palliative. My mother had been a bright, athletic student, earning mostly A’s in high school and a spot on the girls’ track team.

“Roberta, that runnin’ ain’t gon’ put a thing on this table,” Grandma Viola would say.

Track was forgotten, but my mother kept her grades up, lugging her books with her to the White folks’ house in Union, studying Hawthorne while her young charges practiced their scales, reciting Blake and Tennyson as she peeled potatoes for dinner.

She was convinced that her good grades were to be rewarded with a better life and a chance at going to college when she overheard a conversation between Grandma Viola and her sister, Aunt Estelle, during one of Estelle’s visits north. Estelle had stayed in South Carolina, gone to Atlanta University, and become a teacher. She and her husband could not have children, and Aunt Estelle told Grandma Viola that she would pay for my mother to go to college if she maintained her grades. Before my mother could burst into the kitchen to thank Aunt Estelle, she heard her mother’s voice.

“Roberta’s gotta work, Estelle, ain’t no use in you fillin’ her head wit a bunch of yo’ highfalutin talk. What she look like goin’ to college, anyway? She ain’t nothin’, and all the college in the world ain’t gon’ change that.” Standing outside the family apartment, in the hallway, my mother felt the walls closing in on her. She convulsed into tears so heavy that they soaked the front of her pink maid’s uniform. For her, she would later tell me, in that moment she was forced to let go of her dreams for herself. It was as if all her ambition were frozen, put into a capsule, to be defrosted for me.

“I vowed that my daughter would want for nothing, the least of which would be a college education.”

Once my mother learned to swallow her fate and realized that what awaited her was what most girls her age had to look forward to—a career as a domestic—her grades dropped, and by the eleventh grade she’d gotten pregnant and had to drop out of school. A shotgun wedding was held in the living room of my grandmother’s apartment, and seven months later she had a stillborn child. Ten years later, my brother, Lucas, was born. Just about two years later, I came.

My mother was a scrupulous housekeeper. Everything in our house was immaculate: the folds in the lampshades, the cracks behind the radiators, me. My mother always made sure that I looked my best, that our house was the cleanest in the neighborhood. She turned a spare room in our three-story, two-family house into an ironing room, where she pressed our sheets, her bras, my father’s boxer shorts. Looking back, I believe it was her therapy. She’d present a perfect picture to hide the mess that was inside. My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Silver, once asked me who did my shirts. She assumed we had a maid. I didn’t understand what she assumed, so I asked my mother who did our shirts. My mother rolled her eyes and didn’t answer. Mrs. Silver told the other teachers that we had a maid, and they all watched what I wore to school, checking the label of my beige cashmere to see if it actually came from Lord & Taylor, and commented that we were an unusual Negro family to know about quality of this kind. My reversible corduroy jumpers were fussed over by the teachers—primarily striving first-generation college-educated Jews from the same South Ward neighborhood. They were kind to me, pinched my cheeks, and commented about how pretty I was. Yet I was totally confused by their accolades, because I hated my clothes. I wanted to dress like the kids from the projects who wore the trendiest clothes, like wet-look jackets and gauchos from Lerner’s.

We were the only family on the block that didn’t have plastic covering the furniture. We had slipcovers. We had rugs, when everyone else had nothing, or else the latest wall-to-wall. We had heavy drapes that made our house feel like a cocoon in the fall and winter; others had shades or multicolored polyester curtains. My bedroom, however, was my mother’s decorating tour de force. It was a replica of Gidget’s, TV’s reigning American princess in the 1960s. I had the white colonial bedroom furniture set—desk, dresser, chest of drawers, bookcase, and canopy bed with the floral bedspread and canopy cover. I was about eight when the Bamberger’s delivery truck pulled up in front of our house, and I remember thinking that adults were very strange to get this excited about something as uninteresting as furniture. My mother was glowing. But, I guess, for a woman who never had her own bed, much less her own room, this was a very big day for her. She spent weeks hand sketching and painting little daisies on the walls and choosing just the right fussy sheer white curtains. She got on her hands and knees, applied chunks of wax, and then machine-buffed the hardwood floors till they gleamed.

“You are everything I ever wanted to be,” my mother would say to me almost daily. So the piano and dance lessons that she had shuttled her former charges to and from were now provided for me. The expensive, conservative clothes worn by the wealthier White kids whom her sister, Aunt Thelma, took care of were the clothes she bought for me. The French schoolgirl’s hat and matching coat, the beige cashmere with the velvet collar, the reversible green plaid jumpers, the whole Hahne’s, Lord & Taylor, stock were hanging in my closet.

I wasn’t born when my family moved into our gray frame house at the mouth of the Weequahic section in 1950. Then Newark’s South Ward was where you moved up to, especially if you were Black—it was the Upper East Side, and the Weequahic section was its Park Avenue. Parts of Weequahic were just starting to open up to Black people, and my family was the first one in the neighborhood. Realtors wouldn’t sell houses to Blacks beyond Lyons Avenue, which was the entrance to the Weequahic Park area, where English Tudors and large Dutch colonials were set back from the maple-lined streets called Vassar and Goldsmith. Each decade a fresh immigrant success moved in and the old families moved out. First there were the WASPs, who began moving out in the 1930s and 1940s as the Irish moved in; the Irish began moving out in the 1950s as the Jews moved in. The Italians had established a separate haven, in the North Ward, where they still live. When my parents bought their house, east of Lyons, it was on a pretty block of mostly two-family homes, with brick-front porticoes and wrought-iron railings. Large maples lined the block and the houses were painted yellow, pink, and green, and ours was gray, with a white picket fence around the small front yard, where my mother planted red and yellow tulips. My father built matching fencing around our backyard, which was big enough for a patio, a large walnut tree where our basketball hoop hung, and two fairly long plots of grass and two sets of hedges. My brother, Lucas, and I played with the Germans, Cubans, and Jews in the neighborhood. My dad, a navy veteran who fought in the Pacific during World War II, worked at the post office on some kind of assorting assembly line, and my mom was home all day. We were sort of like the family in Father Knows Best, except a tan version, and it was my mother who usually had the answers. We were living the American dream, I thought.

When Sidney’s family moved in, the second Black family, he was five, I was four, and he became my best friend. Sidney’s father walked with a limp because of an old college football injury. He was a high school football coach and a jock of all trades. Sidney had no interest in sports. He and I played house. I wanted him to be the daddy, but he refused and claimed one of the baby dolls from the pile resting on my pillow at the head of my bed as his baby. “I’m a mommy, too,” he announced to me, and put my brother Lucas’s plastic typewriter cover over his head as a wig. We drank Tang from my toy china cups with our pinkies extended.

More families like ours moved in: the Hallmons, the McKnights, the Browns. The Schnitzers and later the Kauffmans moved out. Our neighborhood had an Our Gang quality. All these families had kids. The McKnights had nine and were newly arrived from Georgia. The Hallmons lived in our second-floor apartment, and my mother and Mrs. Hallmon would talk for hours on the back stairway. The fathers bonded under open car hoods. In the warm months, the neighborhood girls, me, and Sidney, who was always with me, moved from porch to porch, playing jacks and Barbies and jumping French and double Dutch. The boys, Duke, Cool Breeze, and Icky Harold, teased Sidney, called him a fag or a sissy fag for always hanging around with girls. He’d give them the finger while jumping flawless French. I loved Sidney. We’d sit on my porch until we’d see his mother, whom he called by her first name in front of her, coming up the block, rushing in, to cook dinner before his father got home. It was Sidney’s cue to go home.

In summer yellow pylons were put at each corner and our parents would have block parties. Sidney would win the one-legged races and eat too many hot dogs. In winter the grown-ups had cocktail parties at each other’s homes and would bring their kids already dressed in pajamas. I loved wearing my light blue footies. The parents would let us stay up and watch the action, which was loud talking over riffs of Nancy Wilson and Otis Redding or dancing to Johnny Taylor and Wilson Pickett. They drank Johnnie Walker Red. The kids would fall asleep and stay till the next morning. It was the kind of neighborhood where people didn’t lock their doors. The husbands had factory or government jobs, and most of the wives worked as secretaries, teacher’s aides, or nurse’s aides, or in one of the many city factories like RCA or Singer, or as sales clerks at places like Bamberger’s. We didn’t need phones because people would just drop by. I thought we’d live in this safe, warm place forever or at least until we grew up and went away to college, which in my house wasn’t ever an option, but a mandatory exercise, like getting christened.

•  •  •

By the time I got to the sixth grade the 1967 riots happened. The riots devastated the Central Ward, and that changed my world forever. Suddenly my preppy clothes, the furniture in our house, my piano lessons, became a topic, something that separated me from the new, less fortunate kids who were moving into my neighborhood from the Central Ward. Nothing about me or my clothes had been an issue with kids on my block, I guess because everybody was pretty much the same. At first the change was imperceptible. White people had moved out overnight, selling their beautiful Tudors and colonials for peanuts, but most of them were in the Weequahic Park section anyway. They’d left my block years earlier. What began happening was that some of our family friends, some of the ones who didn’t own their houses, began moving away to places like East Orange, Orange, and Irvington. The new families who moved into the surrounding blocks were different because there was just a mother and two, three, or four kids. If there was a father, he was usually a father of one of the kids, the youngest one, not the whole family. The new families had several different last names taped to their mailboxes. They ate things I’d never heard of, like mayonnaise sandwiches, with no bologna or salami. It was just mayonnaise spread on two slices of Sunshine white bread, but Sidney and I didn’t let those things stop us from making friends with our new neighbors. We introduced them to some established traditions, like playing jacks on the porch, jumping French and double Dutch. At school, however, I was surrounded by new and hostile faces. Sidney—who was a year ahead of me—was busy trying to pretend to be butch and to like softball in order to keep from getting beat up by the new tough boys. The new girls decided that I “thought I was cute” and didn’t like me. I never could figure out how they could tell what I thought since I always thought my thoughts, everyone’s thoughts, were private. Actually, what I was really thinking was that I wanted to be like them. To be able to chew gum and make it crack. To be double-jointed, so that instead of my legs looking straight up and down, they curved backward. At first it was just one or two girls who had moved from the Central Ward, who would pick on me and threaten to “beat me up after school.” Then the gang of girls wanting to fight grew, and by seventh grade, I was dealing with a new threat every day, learning to live with a permanent fear of being attacked. I tried making friends with the new girls at school, inviting them to my house at lunchtime and after school for snacks. Pam, a heavy new girl with a good disposition and leadership skill, was the only one who came. We played with my Barbies and watched the Monkees on my thirteen-inch Motorola in my room, then she went back and told the other girls what my room looked like. The new girls started calling me “White girl” and saying that I thought I was better than they. In 1968 calling a Black person White was equivalent to callin’ their mama a ho. I didn’t get why they called me White girl. My dad had organized postal workers to go to the 1965 March on Washington; before that I didn’t know differences existed among Blacks. We were all in the same ship together, he told me. I believed that being Black, a name I called myself even though some people still used “Negro,” was something we shared, like having the same last name. To say I wasn’t Black made no sense to me.

•  •  •

My mother never could understand why I would come home in tears every day after school. Her response was ignore them, “they’re just jealous.” It meant nothing to me. In my eyes I was the odd man out and I only wanted to be in, to be like everybody else in school, to trade my Stride Rite oxblood oxfords for white go-go boots from Baker’s. I realized, at twelve, that I was on my own. My mother’s idea of an antidote was to put me with girls who, in her eyes, were like me. I tried to be a good sport for my mother, but most of her ideas made me restless. In Brownies, making pot holders and earning patches was about as interesting to me as watching grass grow. The idea of moving up to Girl Scouts caused night sweats. I didn’t want to hurt my mother by telling her how I felt; instead, one day at a Brownie meeting I mixed a wad of gum with glue and put it on my Brownie leader’s chair. The class went wild when she sat down and got up with the chair stuck to her butt. She knew I had done it because everybody was laughing and looking at me. The trouble I got into when I got home was worth it, though, because I was freed from moving up to Girl Scouts. My mother had moved on to the idea that I needed to know about art—“culture” was the word she used. She enrolled me in Saturday art appreciation classes at the Newark Museum. She got me up early, dressed me, and took me downtown to sit on the marble floor and listen to some bored Livingston housewife ramble on about long-dead artists and their strokes, techniques, and muses. The teacher was patronizing to Evelyn Hawkins, Eddie Hauser, and me, the only brown ones in the bunch. Eddie’s mother was Black and his father was Jewish. Whenever one of us asked a question she would usually tell us that there were things she didn’t expect us to understand. I began to despise the woman’s pale, pinched face encased in a mass of blond straw. I took my frustration out on Evelyn, the class brown-noser. One day, when we were painting abstracts, I dumped my water bucket onto Evelyn’s head. My mother stopped making me go. I was left with dance and piano.

I learned to straddle. At home with my neighborhood friends, they accepted me as a member of the tribe, no questions asked. At school, I had to watch everything I said so I wouldn’t have to fight. But the line of girls wanting to fight me continued to grow. My mother was nonplussed when I would come home crying every day. “Just knock one of’em out and the rest of them will leave you alone,” she’d say. Looking at my peach-sized fist, I couldn’t imagine it had the power to render one unconscious, but I vowed to fight back the next time I was picked on. JoAnn Durwell and her two older sisters had moved to my neighborhood from the Central Ward projects. They were tough and had the deep cut marks on their faces to prove it. JoAnn and I were in Mr. Walker’s seventh-grade class and she’d begun sending me threatening notes that read simply “Outside” or “You and me, after school” early in the school year. I lived with a dry mouth and a rapid heartbeat. One day in spring when the class was cutting and putting up construction-paper flowers, raindrops, and water cans, JoAnn came up from behind me where I was sitting in the center of the room and punched me in my back. I dropped the scissors that I’d been using and walked to the back of the class, where she had run. She was laughing at me. I walked right up to her and punched her, with all my strength, on the side of her nose. She paused for a moment and then came at me, arms swinging like a windmill. I went toward her, my arms blocking and punching. I was a mad dog and proceeded to wipe the floor with her. Mr. Walker, who had left us alone for a moment to get glue from the art room, rushed to the back of the class, where everyone was cheering from atop desks and chairs. He pulled us apart, with each of us accusing the other of starting it. He walked us to the principal’s office, where we had to sit, facing each other, as we waited for our mothers to come. She looked at me. I looked at the floor. I felt relieved that it was all over, believing, as my mother had told me, that if I beat one of them up, the rest would leave me alone. I wanted to feel that the dread that I had lived with over the last year was over. My mother came and got me. On the way home, I talked so fast, trying to tell her, blow by blow, what had happened, that I kept running out of breath. She was glad that I’d fought back and once again assured me that the rest of the toughs would now leave me alone. The next day when I got to school, I sat down at my desk and found a note written on a piece of loose-leaf paper on my desk. It was from another girl, from a different class. It read: “Today, me and you, after school.”

By the time I got to high school, I’d decided that it was easier to just be who people thought I was. I joined a sorority of obnoxious girls who hung in a pack, wore the latest fads, and specialized in making kids with less material things feel bad. I became part of the group who intimidated by seeming superior. It was the beginning of my death.
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I CHECKED MY reflection in the mother-of-pearl compact Miles had given me several years earlier when we were a couple. A pretty woman looked back at me, and I acknowledged her, even with the clumping mascara and the pores that were drinking my foundation. I snapped the compact shut and dropped it into my suede shoulder sack.

“You look good,” Cheryl said as she shifted her Scirocco into second, then first gear, swooping into the curb in front of the Delta entrance.

“I need some powder.”

“Your skin looks fine.”

“I need something.”

“Yeah, a lobotomy.”

“Thanks.”

We laughed and leaned over to hug.

“Call me when you get home.”

“First thing. I had a great time.”

“Me too. I’m so glad you came down.”

We hugged again and pressed our tear-streaked cheeks together. It was always hard to say good-bye, and this visit had been especially emotional.

Cheryl held the seat so I could grab my overstuffed Coach duffel. I looked at my Movado and tried to calculate how long it would take me to find an ATM. I knew I was pushing it, but I had to get twenty dollars to pay for the cab ride home. I didn’t want to rely on finding a full ATM on a Sunday night at La Guardia. Cheryl and I had spent all of our cash eating out, shopping, and going to movies during my five-day visit. We needed to treat ourselves ’cause she had just been dumped by her boyfriend, the one she’d moved to Atlanta for, the one she’d put through law school. Coming back from a self-induced coma was hard work. I also hadn’t dated anyone since Miles and was a little lonely.

I noticed a brother in a velvety-looking chocolate leather jacket, emptying his pockets to go through the security gate again. Great, I thought as I walked to the gate behind him, prepared to be pissed because I was close to missing my flight and still had to find a cash machine. I bumped his onion-shaped behind, which was nicely settled in a pair of Levi’s 501 jeans, with my duffel. He wore a Red Sox cap and had large dark curls peeking from underneath.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, clearly making a bigger deal out of tapping him than it was.

He turned around, and I wanted to gasp. His golden skin seemed candlelit. His dark lush lashes were enough for me to pack up and move to wherever he lived.

“No problem,” he said, smiling at me and revealing a set of teeth that had to have been helped by braces.

Of course, I reasoned, his cap could be concealing a bald head, but he was so fine, it wouldn’t have mattered. He walked through, grabbed his caramel-colored Dunhill from the conveyor belt, and walked toward his gate.

After I found a cash machine and secured twenty of the fifty dollars left in my account, I headed toward my flight, calculating how I was going to live until I got paid, four days from now. With five minutes to get to my gate, I began running.

“Catch your breath, girl,” a pleasant-looking Black male reservationist said to me as I panted and waved my ticket before him.

“I had to find—-a—cash—”

“I know. It’s just ridiculous there’s not one here.”

“Did I miss it?” I asked, looking at an ajar jetway door.

“No. It’s still here. The flight’s basically empty. I can even bump you up to first class,” he said, pausing to purse his Vaseline-coated lips. “That is, if you like?”
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