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			FOREWORD

			I was in New York City when the first chatter of Corona began. 

			“Nothing to worry about,” the President assured us. I was unconvinced. I’ve had a lifelong tussle with hypochondria, battling the dread and odd delight of imagining every pain is life-threatening. Combined with my love of apocalyptic tales, the idea of a world-wide pandemic overwhelmed me. I returned home to California, where I selfishly hoarded Costco-branded toilet paper, a flat of Kirkland tuna, pasta, a fifty-pound bag of rice, Lysol wipes, AAA batteries, and took refuge with my wife Michelle and our dog to tend garden at our solar-powered rural retreat.

			We installed theater seating and a massive Samsung television in our tiny den and subscribed to every available streaming service, quickly binge-watching the entire run of Game of Thrones, The Wire, and a French police drama I still can’t pronounce. We adapted the British tradition of “sundowners,” our official five p.m. cocktail hour, mixing martinis and gin and tonics like 1960’s suburban alcoholics. Anticipating a potential food shortage, we stretched normal meals across several days, with incredible leftover innovation. But despite the threat of food scarcity, we treated ourselves to elaborate desserts, with the justification that you can’t enjoy brownies and homemade ice cream after you’re dead. We gained weight. A lot of weight.

			The most essential people in our lives now piloted trucks, delivering everything imaginable to shield us from the danger of human contact. We worshipped at the Amazon alter and were constantly amazed at what could be shipped right to the house: homemade pasta sauce from someone’s garage in Brooklyn, salmon caught a day earlier in Alaska, pomegranate flavored gin from Italy. 

			Two months into the plague, fearing our own mental deterioration from isolation, we constructed a “bubble of friends” whom we communed with on a weekly basis. Qualifications for the bubble included:

			1. Reasonable paranoia.

			2. A serious embrace of mask culture.

			3. The propensity to wash your hands with a surgeon’s zeal on an hourly basis.

			4. A well-stocked bar and willingness to share.

			Preference was given to childless couples, or at least those whose kids were grown and not at home, to avoid contact-by-extension with an entire coughing third-grade class. Gatherings were held in our backyard, surrounded by twenty treed acres, with couples assigned to their own tables, all spaced twelve feet apart. Donning masks, we greeted each other with quick elbow bumps before retreating into safe spaces. 

			As tests became available, we asked guests to shove Q-tips up their noses before entering the premises. Nobody was allowed inside the house, except for one remote bathroom, equipped with a MERV 7 Hepa filtration system, the space meticulously sanitized at the end of the evening. We preferred to meet on breezy days, theorizing that diseased droplets would blow high into the canyon. The group learned the art of communicating via yelling, like deaf old men shouting salutations across the driveway. In one particularly shameful episode, I screamed, “Are you trying to kill me?” at a friend when she admitted violating the bubble to go swimming outdoors with non-bubble friends.   

			We regarded every surface with suspicion, wondering how long the killer virus would live on marble, cardboard, or the plastic wrapper that encased the hand sanitizer we whipped out every time we entered a room. Can you catch it from a doorknob or car hood? Was it transmissible via broccoli spears? 

			We debated mask efficacy, attempting to translate Chinese and Korean N95 designations. Initially, cloth masks covered with funny sayings and designer logos provided a touch of fashion to our otherwise bland “running suit” wardrobes, until we discovered they didn’t work and might actually be harboring disease. Just as the bright red MAGA hat was a symbol of a Trumper, the mask became a political and social statement for those who considered themselves medically enlightened and responsible, and the mask/no mask controversy quickly erupted into a new social battle that sometimes ended with bloodshed.

			When the vaccine first became available, we drew a little closer to share harrowed adventures locating the difficult-to-find elixir; shots as hard to procure as Taylor Swift tickets. I received an urgent text from a friend informing me that Pfizer had just become available at a senior center in Lompoc, California. Another friend drove almost three hundred miles from Northern California to a CVS Drugstore in Ventura to get jabbed. My wife ventured into the bowels of a suburban Walmart forty miles away to be poked with Moderna by a woman with questionable medical credentials. We proudly displayed our vaccination cards, which we incorrectly assumed made us bulletproof against the plague.

			Now it all seems like a dream; times so weird it occurred to me we might actually be living in a video game. Cue the reality-show President, white supremacists marching on American streets, the threat of Jewish space lasers and baby-eating celebrities, while tech billionaires flew around the universe like Bond villains. 

			The silliness of many of our actions is not lost on me. But we’ve quickly forgotten the uncertainty at the onset of Corona. Would it morph into something so deadly we would all exist in a Charlton Heston movie? Should we douse our Amazon deliveries in Lysol? What are the medical implications of Clorox enemas or snorting Tide?

			Corona is a shapeshifter. Now, an affliction (at least for the time being) more akin to a bad flu than a pandemic, but also a failed social experiment. It turns out humans don’t do well in isolation, especially when fed a steady stream of digital pablum, misinformation, and media incentivized to make us angry. The damage extends far beyond health implications, as it divided families and inflicted a tremendous social, political, and economic toll that makes it easy to forget Corona has so far killed almost seven million people.  

			I’d been working on a novel but could no longer concentrate on that particular fiction with the drama unfolding around me so much more compelling. I abandoned the book, and, for the next two years, concentrated on the following stories, each loosely inspired by real-life events. They are snapshots. Some sad, some humorous and uplifting, and a few ridiculous. Many echo the loneliness that Corona exacerbated. They emanate from the fictional town of Santa Pulmo, where the characters occasionally intersect. And like Covid, these tales never really end, but I hope they serve as some kind of entertaining record of the first two years of the disease. 

			Terry Hughes, Moshe Schulman, and the Portland Writer’s Group gave great advice on many of these stories, and there is nobody I would have rather quarantined with than my wonderful wife Michelle. 

			I hope you enjoy!
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			Verse I

			FOUR POUNDS OF ASHES

			Nelson was in the kitchen when he heard the chirp. Not a bird: something mechanical and urgent. “I hope it’s not that damn smoke alarm again,” he muttered to his dog Sparky and tried to calculate the last time he had changed the battery. It was a dangerous endeavor, perching sky-high on a ladder, arms windmilling for balance, while sliding a square nine-volt into a flimsy plastic house. It couldn’t have been more than three months ago, he figured, but time moved differently during Corona. One endless day. Imagine surviving the plague only to break your neck repairing something designed to save you. They might not find his body for months. If he was lucky, Al, the UPS driver—the only breathing soul he encountered these days—might peer through the window when the boxes began to stack-up on the porch.

			No, not the smoke alarm, he realized when he reached the den. The racket was emanating from his iPad. Nelson had an aversion to technology, but he had ordered the thing from Amazon to read. The little screen, he discovered during the pandemic, was not only a literary device, but also a window to happier times. Every afternoon at four p.m., fist wrapped around a tumbler of Glenfiddich, he would fall back into the La-Z-Boy, prop the iPad on a pillow on his lap, and enjoy a couple of hours of video comfort food. He would often doze off, rising at six or seven to refill his glass and pop one of the prepared meals he’d ordered online into the microwave.

			As he turned on the device, he didn’t know what to make of the message flashing: JESSIE B. WOULD LIKE TO FACETIME. He turned to Sparky. “What in the hell is FaceTime, and who is Jessie B? Some Nigerian calling to ask for my Social Security number?” Sparky watched him for a moment, and then moved to a rug to lie down. “Maybe I’ll give him the number from your dog tag.” 

			As he fumbled with the device, the screen filled with a woman’s image. “Nelson, is that you?” she asked. 

			The face was familiar, but Nelson couldn’t place her. “Who is this?”

			“Nelson, its Jessie Burdett. I hope you remember me. I owned Wordstock, the bookstore.”

			Ah, Jessie Burdett. A bubbly woman, suspiciously kind, usually clad in mom jeans and T-shirts with feminist slogans: WOMEN WHO READ LEAD. He’d spent hours in Wordstock, often soliciting Jessie’s literary suggestions, though they sometimes led to good-natured debates. She adored science fiction, which he deemed useless. A retired history professor, Nelson had limited use for all fiction. Real life provided all the drama he needed, especially now. She also had some musical talent. He’d seen her sing at the local dinner theater. 

			Nelson clearly recalled her.

			He looked for a button on the iPad, wondering how to respond. Does it work like a walkie-talkie? “Jessie. Hello. Can you hear me?”

			“Yes, Nelson. I hear you, but the picture is shaky. I’m looking at your ceiling. Hold it up so I can see you.”

			See me? 

			Nelson hadn’t been seen in a long time, especially by a woman. Patting down his hair and attempting a smile, he raised the iPad at arm’s length, grimacing when he saw his image at the corner of the screen.

			“There you are. Hello. Did I catch you at an okay time?” She was sitting at a kitchen table, somewhere sunny, light flooding the yellow wall behind her.

			Nelson smiled. “I have a busy schedule here. Walk the dog. Eventually, I need to pop one of those TV dinners into the microwave, which takes a couple minutes. I guess I could spare, I don’t know, two or three hours.”

			Jessie laughed. “Would you like to get more comfortable? It looks like you’re standing and holding up your pad, which can’t be easy. Take a seat.”

			He sat down at the desk, and fumbled to prop the iPad against a book, adjusting the screen until they could both see each other.

			“Sorry, first time,” he apologized. “If we get disconnected, you’ll need to call me back, since I have no idea how to do it. Reminds me of Star Trek. Though, as you know, I’m not a science fiction fan.” 

			“Isn’t it wonderful?” Jessie said. “I’m surprised you haven’t used this to talk to your family.”

			Nelson clenched his jaw. “No family to speak of anymore.”

			“No?” Jessie looked confused.

			“It was just my wife and daughter. You met them. Cassie would come in the store with me sometimes, and my daughter Liz loved your shop. She was a bookaholic, just like her dad. But…well, I lost them both to the virus.”

			“Oh my God,” Jessie said. “They were lovely. I’m so sorry.”

			“Thanks.” Nelson’s voice dropped. Why talk about it to someone he barely knew? “Happened early. Cassie had gone to San Francisco to visit Liz right before it started. Liz had just graduated from medical school and was doing her internship at Saint Francis Memorial when it hit. Don’t believe them when they say it only kills old people,” he snorted. “Liz got an extra big dose, working in the hospital. Both were quarantined but never made it out. I wasn’t even allowed to visit. Never saw them again.”

			“Oh, Nelson, that’s terrible.”

			“You know what they do?” he continued, welling up. “They ship the ashes back to you, UPS. Imagine that. Al shows up one morning and hands me three boxes. One filled with printer ribbons, another dog treats, and the third held my wife and daughter in fancy tin cans. Eight pounds of ashes.”

			

			“Oh no, Nelson.”

			“Learn something every day. Sometimes things you don’t want to know. The average woman’s ashes weigh about four pounds. Did you know that?”

			“No, I didn’t.” 

			“Why would you?” He shook his head. “But I was glad to have them back. Wouldn’t want them spending eternity on a shelf in San Francisco. They both loved it here. There’s a big field behind the house where we liked to ride. Melton Creek runs across the south side of my property. I spread their ashes there. I think they would like that.”

			“I’m sure they would.” 

			“Even had a funeral for them, or at least the best I could put together under the circumstances. I called our neighbors, and all the friends I could get ahold of, and they met us there for a Covid-safe ceremony. Al the UPS man even came. The girls liked Al. Said he reminded them of Santa. Big, fat, happy, and always bringing presents.” Nelson chuckled. “Everyone stayed back at the edge of the field, and we all said goodbye. A few folks from the church even came and sang a bit.”

			“That sounds lovely, Nelson. Melton Creek is beautiful. I have many wonderful memories of that area. In fact, when I die, that’s exactly where I’d like to spend eternity.” 

			“Oh Christ, I apologize.” He waved a hand. “Hell of a thing to bring up when we haven’t talked for so long. It’s just…I haven’t spoken to anyone in a while, unless you count the dog.” He moved the screen so Sparky appeared in the background. “We have long conversations. Argue politics. Sparky is a socialist. He thinks we should share all the food evenly. Especially when I serve steak.” 

			Jessie laughed. “No apologies needed. The last time I remember seeing you was a month or two before the virus hit. That seems like a lifetime ago.”

			

			“Sure does,” Nelson said. “Amazing, isn’t it? Everything is going along fine, and then someone somewhere decides that a monkey or bat would make for a tasty dinner, and the world comes to a standstill.” He discreetly wiped an eye and sat up in his chair. “Enough sad talk. Tell me about yourself, Jessie.”

			“Doing okay,” she said, “all things considered. A month after I closed Wordstock, I moved to Santa Barbara to live with my daughter Julie. She lost her husband. He was a dentist but volunteered to help during the worst of it. He went from saving people to being one of the patients, just like your daughter.”

			“Oh, Jessie,” Nelson shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. My condolences.”

			“We’re getting along fine,” she said. “She has two little ones and works from home, so she needed the help. I tutor the kids and keep them occupied.”

			Nelson contemplated what it would be like to have a child in the house; the joy he had taken for granted. He avoided going into Liz’s old room. Sometimes, on his morning horseback ride, he would see the Owens kids running through their field. He’d stop to watch—careful not to get too close.

			“May I ask? How did you reach me on the FaceTime thing?”

			“I had your cell number in my contacts. Remember, I used to call to tell you when a book you ordered came in? All you need to FaceTime is a cell number.”

			“You’re calling to tell me that the Robert Caro biography I ordered finally arrived?” Nelson asked.

			“I forgot, you did order that,” Jessie laughed. “You should be thanking me. How much can one person read about LBJ? So, what are you reading these days?”

			“That’s why you contacted me? To learn what I was reading?”

			“Sort of.” Jessie hesitated for a moment. “I miss the store. I miss talking to my customers. I decided to go through my address book and get ahold of a few people. This seems like a good time for people to talk, even if it isn’t in person. I started alphabetically. Quite a few of the A’s through C’s have disappeared. It frightens me, wondering whether they just gave up their number, or perhaps the virus got them. However, you came up quickly, Mr. Nelson Daniels. I really used to enjoy our discussions, even though I think we should broaden your literary horizons. The way the world is right now, I just crave smart people.”

			For the next hour they talked books, politics, music, movies—intent on occupying a more normal place for a change. At one point, Jessie suggested they take a bathroom break and grab a cocktail. 

			“During the quarantine, it’s always five o’clock,” she joked, which led to a discussion of Corona alcoholism and the pending baby boom, as she sipped from a glass of wine, and Nelson enjoyed a scotch. An hour later, she moved closer to her screen and frowned. “Oops, time to recharge the battery, and I better get to work on dinner.”

			Nelson felt a surge of panic. “Really?” he said, noticing his battery was low, too. “Jessie, I really enjoyed this. Do you suppose we could do it again?”

			“I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “How about dinner tomorrow night?”

			“Dinner?”

			“Tomorrow at six p.m. I will call you. We will both be sitting at our dining room tables with our meals and some wine. Find a good spot to set your screen, like the seat across from you where I would sit, but make sure I can see you, and we’ll dine together.”

			That night, Nelson opted not to drink himself to sleep. A belly full of scotch tended to give him night sweats and uncomfortable encounters with ghosts, which translated to feed bags under his eyes the next morning. He wanted to look good for his date. 

			Was it a date? He wondered.

			The next day after he finished his chores, he showered, shaved, and made a misguided attempt at trimming his hair. Instead of his normal sweatpants and a tattered Santa Pulmo State University sweatshirt, he donned chinos, a white button-down, and his blue blazer. He seldom drank wine but found a bottle of cabernet in the cabinet. Someone had written “Happy Anniversary” in gold pen on the bottle, and flashing to their anniversary party two years earlier, he shoved it back on the shelf as if it were contagious. He had a clear memory of this very room filled with friends, many bearing gifts of wine, and now he felt guilty. It didn’t seem right to drink their anniversary vino with another woman, even though Jessie wouldn’t really be drinking it. He stood and paced. Maybe he should call this whole thing off. It felt like cheating.

			Sparky eyed him from his bed. “So, what do you think about me dating? Is it nuts?” he asked, as if the dog might answer. “Christ, I guess I can’t spend the rest of my life just talking to you,” he said, leaning down to rub Sparky’s ears. He returned to the cabinet and found a bottle of pinot noir that he knew wasn’t a gift.

			For the first time since his wife had left, he set the table, spreading the blue tablecloth formerly reserved for holidays and a matching cloth napkin. Instead of eating his microwave meal out of the plastic container, he positioned the food across a China plate.

			At 5:55 p.m., he was sitting across the table from his iPad, staring at the dark screen, wincing whenever he saw his image reflected. He jumped up when it flashed JESSIE B. WOULD LIKE TO FACETIME.   

			“Good evening,” he shouted as he pushed the button, not knowing the range of the microphone. Jessie was wearing a green blouse, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, looking fresh. She had moved into a dining room, with a real meal sitting in front of her: roast pork, rice, salad, and wine chilling in a bucket to her right. 

			“Hey, you cleanup nice,” she said, smiling. “Very handsome.”

			Nelson wondered if she could see him blush onscreen. “Don’t know about that, but you look beautiful. Thanks for joining me.”

			“What’s on your menu?” she asked, insisting he tilt the screen toward his plate.

			

			“I don’t cook,” Nelson said defensively, “but I unpack well.” He laughed. “These premade meals show up in a big box once a week. They aren’t bad.”

			“Oh, Nelson. I bet they’re full of chemicals. One of the joys of Corona is having time to cook. I’m going to give you cooking lessons. I’ll turn you into a real chef.”

			Nelson had no desire to be in the kitchen, but the idea of more time with Jessie thrilled him. They spent the next two hours engaged in a surprisingly normal dinner that extended to dessert. Jessie returned to the camera with a freshly baked cookie and an espresso. The best Nelson could do was an ancient Baby Ruth bar purchased for a long-past Halloween placed on a chipped coffee saucer and served with a cup of Keurig decaf. Jessie laughed at the candy and pledged to send him a box of baked treats.	 

			They decided his cooking lessons would commence on the following Thursday. Nelson put in a grocery order to Whole Foods, waving at the gloved and masked deliveryman through the window, clad in a T-shirt that said, PLEASE STAY BACK SIX FEET, like a sign you would see on a fire truck.

			Nelson mounted the screen on a shelf that afforded a complete view of the kitchen, and Jessie talked him through chicken piccata, wild rice, and a salad with homemade dressing. After the preparation, they dined together, ending the meal with brownies Jessie had shipped a day earlier.

			Soon, the cooking classes became a regular Tuesday and Thursday event. They started an online two-person book club: Jessie guiding Nelson through Philip K. Dick, Robert Heinlein, and William Gibson, while he insisted she read Doris Kerns Goodwin, Jon Meacham, and Walter Isaacson. Next came yoga lessons, with Jessie demonstrating downward dog. “The key to aging well is to stay flexible,” she counseled. Nelson just tried to hide his admiration for the sight of her in stretch pants.

			

			Six weeks later, after a cooking lesson that produced penne with homemade seafood sauce, served with a bottle of Barolo Nelson ordered online (he’d shipped a duplicate order to Jessie), Nelson decided it might be the right time to ask.

			“Jessie, you ever think about coming back?” 

			“To Santa Pulmo?” she said. “I’d love to, someday. I grew up there and consider it my home, but I don’t think there will be a demand for a bookstore anytime soon. Right now, living with my daughter works financially. Between the two of us, we can afford one household.” 

			Nelson nodded, deciding this was the appropriate time to bring up what he had been considering for the last week. “Well, I have a four-bedroom house on three acres of land. Seems a shame to occupy all this space by myself.” 

			Jessie’s mouth opened in surprise. “Nelson, are you serious? You’re asking me to move in?”

			He didn’t know how to answer. Was he taking things too quickly? What were the relationship rules during Corona?

			“Well, yes. I mean, I have all this room. And I think my cooking and yoga skills would advance a lot faster if my teacher was onsite,” he joked. 

			“But my daughter and grandkids—”

			“Bring them,” he interrupted. “The more the merrier. Plenty of space. The kids can play with Sparky and ride horses. I have a big den we can make into a fine office for Julie. Fast internet, too. I can help tutor the kids. I guarantee they will get A’s in history, and they’ll also be experts on Lyndon Baines Johnson, which probably won’t add to their popularity, but will help get them into a better college. When things get back to normal, you’ll be in good shape to reopen Wordstock. I bet people will love going back into bookstores.”

			Jessie smiled but looked shocked. “Nelson, I have to say your invitation is sweet, but a total surprise. Are you sure you could handle a house full of women?

			

			Nelson had been thinking of nothing else the last few days. “I would love to have a full house, if you’re part of it. The last few weeks…well, it’s the first time I’ve felt alive since this all began.” 

			“I’ve loved it too,” she said. “But it’s a huge decision. For all of us. I need to really think about it and talk to the family. I want you to give it a lot more thought, too. It would be a big change for you. It’s one thing to talk online, but you’d be surrounded twenty-four hours a day.”

			“I’d love that,” Nelson said. “But no pressure at all. It’s just an option to consider.”

			“I appreciate the invitation, and Julie and I will discuss it,” Jessie assured him. 

			When they hung up ten minutes later, Nelson turned to Sparky. “What do you think, old dog? Did I screw that up, or is she interested?”

			That night, Nelson slept poorly, watching the clock while wondering how early he could FaceTime. He rose at five a.m., fed the horses, drank too much coffee, paced the house, and finally decided ten a.m. was reasonable. Jessie answered right away. “Good morning,” she said, smiling. She was putting on a coat and appeared to be leaving the house.

			“Good morning. How are you?” he asked.

			“Slept in this morning,” she said. “I was a little tired. Maybe too much wine, and now I’m running late. Can we talk later tonight?” 

			“Sure,” he said, not relishing a whole day of not knowing. After dinner, he tried to FaceTime, but she didn’t pick up. “Just seeing how you’re doing,” he texted. He kept the phone and iPad by his bed, waking up several times during the night to see if she had responded. 

			The next morning, feeling panicked, he tried again and left a voice mail and a text. Jessie, if I came on too strong the other night, I apologize. I don’t want to scare you off, and we can take all this as fast or slow as you’d like.

			Another day passed with no word from her. Was she ghosting him? He’d read about the phenomenon in The New Yorker. He couldn’t imagine that she would just decide to cut off contact. It seemed too cruel for Jessie, but then she probably wasn’t used to some old man she barely knew coming on so strong, and these days that might be how it’s done. 

			He waited three more days, now wondering if he should be worried or offended. He called directory assistance to see if Julie had a landline, but there wasn’t a listing. He considered his options. He was tempted to grab Sparky, jump in his truck, and drive to Santa Barbara. It would be tricky. They might have quarantine restrictions entering the city, but he figured he could find a way through. That evening when he tried calling again, he received a message that the phone was no longer in service. Terrible news, and it left him with no idea what to do. 

			He had scared her off, and he couldn’t blame her. He’d acted like a lovesick teenager, pressuring her to move in with him when they hadn’t even been in the same room together for over a year, much less shared a kiss. “I must have been out of my damn mind,” he said to Sparky, as he crawled back into the La-Z-Boy with a full glass, quickly reverting to bad habits. “Guess we’ll just be two old bachelors,” he said to the dog, the familiar sadness rolling over him.

			Three weeks later, he was sitting on his porch when the UPS truck pulled up. Al crawled out the back and set a box at the base of the stairs. He waved at Nelson. “Morning,” he said brightly. “Have a great day.”

			Nelson grabbed the Lysol he kept on the porch to spray down packages but stopped when he saw the Santa Barbara postmark. Ripping it open, he recognized the tin container. There was a card with an obituary notice stuffed inside and a note from Julie.

			Nelson, so sorry we never had the opportunity to meet, but Mom spoke so highly of you. She thought she had beaten the virus, but it overtook her, and we lost her very quickly. She had a weak heart, and Covid was the final straw. You should know that you brought a lot of joy to her last few weeks. While she was sick, she spoke of how much she wanted to get better so she could return to you and Santa Pulmo. I know this is probably a surprising request, but she asked that I forward her ashes to you. She said you had discussed it, and it would be the greatest gift in the world if you and Al could spread them along Melton Creek. Someday, when the world has healed, the girls and I would love to visit her there. Hopefully, this isn’t too much of an imposition. Thank you so much and stay well. I pray someday we can meet and celebrate her life together with a picnic on the banks of the creek. Julie 

			Nelson carried the tin into the house and set it in the center of the coffee table. That evening he slumped in his chair and stared at the four-pound box while he consumed most of a bottle of scotch. Sometimes he wondered if the last year was even real. He felt like he was living some other version of his life, an alternative reality from one of Jessie’s damn science fiction books.

			Two days later, he and Sparky were sitting on the porch when the big brown truck rumbled down the driveway. That morning he’d cleaned up, once again donning his blue blazer. Al yelled a greeting, and then stopped when he saw the tin box sitting on the step next to a wrapped bouquet of flowers.

			“Morning, Al,” Nelson whispered. “I was hoping you could spare a little time today. We’ve been invited to a funeral.”    
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