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Praise for Sacrament

Gold Medal winner in Fiction for the 95th Annual California Book Awards

Long-listed for the 2026 Mark Twain American Voice in Literature Award

A Chicago Review of Books Best Book of the Year

A Kirkus Reviews Best Book of October

Southwest Book of the Year Top Pick

“In Sacrament, once again, Susan Straight delivers a transcendent and essential novel that shines light on those too often overlooked and illuminates humanity and community in our darkest days. Sacrament is a book about the pandemic and first responders, sure, but it’s a canonical California novel written by a storyteller at the top of her game.”

—Ivy Pochoda, author of Ecstasy

“The rage and fear of the pandemic spared no one, but it also brought about reminders of our commitments to one another in times of great need. Susan Straight is a writer who understands that communities are built strong through care—we are sustained by the most courageous and selfless among us. Sacrament is one of her best books yet, a graceful song full of compassion for those we lost and gratitude for those who tended to them.”

—Manuel Muñoz, author of The Consequences

“It’s this intimate relationship with place, storytelling, and history that defines Straight’s literary world of freeways, first responders, lowriders, and high school sports teams. In her latest and 10th novel, Sacrament, a Covid-impacted San Bernardino takes center stage.”

—José Vadi, ALTA

“Filled with engrossing and insightful detail . . . Sacrament is a gripping read and beautifully constructed with alternating and overlapping points of view and flashbacks in time through characters’ memories.”

—Glen Starkey, New Times

“Straight weaves a tale with an almost epic-reminiscent quality, with complex characters of varying generations, multiple side plots and poetic metaphors so rich and raw it tears the memory of its readers wide open . . . Speaking to the deepest hopes and sufferings of humanity in a time when our world was turned inside out, Straight’s novel is one that begs to have a thousand essays written about it.”

—Kate Johnson, The Cuestonian

“An unforgettable cast of characters whose exhaustion will creep into your bones and whose commitment will inspire your heart.”

—Lisa Gresham, Cascadia Daily News

“This book will connect for many people through experiences, people, and locations, to say the least. Some poignant moments without a doubt, some lighthearted moments which will bring smiles as well.”

—KVCR-FM

“In National Book Award finalist Susan Straight’s new stunner, a group of ICU nurses living in hospital-adjacent RV’s desperately confront early Covid-19 in a California desert town while isolating from loved ones. When one nurse’s troubled 15-year-old daughter goes missing, the community bands together in a desperate search, leading to a monumentally moving reminder that heroism and humanity persist even in the midst of chaos.”

—PEOPLE (Book of the Week)

“Sacrament is a deeply humane novel about the tenderness and heartache of caring for strangers, the misguided ways we try to protect the people we love the most by hiding our hardest truths, and the strength that can be found in community . . . Sacrament is a Covid novel that doesn’t merely reproduce the sights and sounds of the pandemic—it allows us to understand how the first surge forever changed the people who gave up the most to help their communities persevere.”

—Kristen Martin, The Washington Post

“This isn’t just a Covid novel; it’s also a chance to observe the impact of this singular moment on a community that has become synonymous with Straight, who has described Riverside as ‘my destiny. It’s what I’m here to write about.’”

—Colin Dwyer, NPR

“Susan Straight’s Sacrament—her best novel yet—is an ode to California nurses during the Covid surge. The Los Angeles Times dubbed Straight the ‘bard of overlooked California,’ and Sacrament proves the praise . . . Diving deeper than the quotidian insults of her characters’ loneliness, poverty and fear, Straight brings us inside their exhausted minds . . . Sacrament broadens the reader’s  understanding of community beyond flesh-and-blood friends, family and neighbors. The love and care that flow within her community of characters draws the reader into their bright, tight circle, making the characters’ loved ones and troubles feel like the reader’s own. Spoiler alert: The nurses’ sacrifices, strengths and foibles; their families, robbed not only of their moms and wives and daughters but also of any shred of safety; and their patients . . . will likely make the reader see and respect and love not only these characters but also the consistently brilliant author who gave them life on the page of this, her finest book.”

—Meredith Maran, Los Angeles Times

“Straight’s immersive latest is a vibrant drama.”

—Sophia Stewart, The Millions

“Three first-responder nurses during the pandemic live in a hastily planned trailer park near the San Bernardino hospital where all day, every day they confront the comatose and the dying . . . Straight offers their grief and work much as a celebrant holds up a sacrifice, for all to see and contemplate.”

—Bethanne Patrick, Los Angeles Times

“Told in alternating points of view, the narrative captures the heroism and sacrifice of healthcare workers during the pandemic, and is shot through with rich depictions of Southern California’s landscape . . . It’s a vibrant drama.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The question of what constitutes the Covid novel canon will probably be debated forever, but there’s no doubt that Susan Straight’s new book about ICU nurses will be one of them.”

—Julia Haas, Literary Hub

“A Covid-19 novel but also so much more. Opening during the spring of 2020, this book refracts the early days of the pandemic with the acuity of a laser, not unlike Straight’s previous novel, Mecca. But if this is the situation of the narrative, its story is the complexity of love and longing, the edgy insistence of the human heart . . . Don’t be misled, though: This is no mere sequel, but what we might imagine as a parallel text, an adjacent set of stories taking place in a world where linearity, chronology, have become words from a different lexicon. This simultaneity makes the relationship between the novels nuanced and compelling, a broadening rather than a lengthening. It’s an astonishing move, one that feels true both to the moment of the action and the moment in which we are reading, the aftermath of a crisis, or a series of crises, that has not fully gone away. Straight reminds us of where we have been and where we are going without once looking away.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“What a rich, beautiful novel, rooted in the grim landscape of Southern California in the grips of Covid. The hardship, the longing for connection, the bravery of essential workers in the trenches of August 2020. Straight’s characters feel like they were formed from the clay of the earth and given the breath of life.”

—Steph Cha, author of Your House Will Pay

“Sacrament is the most honest and expansive portrait of how Covid has affected Americans to date. Reading Sacrament felt like a relief, a reflection of the reality that so many Americans have experienced since 2020.”

—Morgan Leigh Davies, Current Affairs
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For all we lost

For all who saved us

And for all of our beloved
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In memory of Art Laboe, who brought love and dedication to millions of listeners—a California soul; Dorothy Allison, my sister in spirit and narrative, who is with me every time I write; Lucille Clifton, grace and lyric, who once read a poem aloud for my mother-in-law; Douglas McCulloh, genius and generous photographer, who spent twelve years adventuring with me through our homelands; and all those souls who left us during the past five years.
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Writing is how I pray.

It connects me to the voices above.

HELENA MARÍA VIRAMONTES




PART ONE




ONE[image: ]Take the Wet from Water

LARETTE WOKE UP HEARING THE SONG. HIS FINGERS WERE pressed into her palm, not even the whole hand because Rudy Magana’s hand was too big, so she held his four fingers while she sang to him. The song his wife, Norma, had requested.

She kept her eyes closed. She could feel the weight of his knuckles.

This one was hard. Mary Wells had one of the most beautiful voices ever, the purity of the 1960s, when each dip and quiver and hesitation was clear. No vocoder or electronic help back then. Only the lovely voice. Larette had practiced the song in the trailer for an entire afternoon. Memorized the verses. It would be easier to take the . . . wet from wa-ter . . . or the dry from sa-nd . . . than for anyone to try to . . . se-pa-rate us . . . stop us from holding hands . . .

Last year, when she was still onstage, everyone said Larette’s fingers were long and elegant as she lifted her hands to the air. So graceful! Like Lena Horne! they’d say, if they were older women. You were the best witch ever in The Wiz! We saw you at the Rialto Players, but you should be on Broadway.

Now when she walked through the hospital parking lot, some people would seek her out. They’d say, We’ve been sleeping here in our truck because of my uncle. My sister was over there smoking, and a lady told her about you. She said you sing for people so they know they aren’t—alone. Please, can you sing for him? My dad?

Larette sang for one person at a time now. No stage. No practice except in the bathroom of the ICU for maybe three minutes, while she threw cold water on her face and rubbed at the deep line on her forehead from the protective gear and the multiple caps over her hair. The line perfect as if a tiny fairy had dragged a tiny plow across her skin.

She was half awake now, in the Mallard. The little trailer with the AC roaring overhead. The queen bed wedged at the front. The tiny window like a porthole and the sun lowering into afternoon. She closed her eyes again.

Rudy Magana’s hand big as a baseball glove. She felt it in her palm again. Like it was really there. She cradled it from underneath, holding knuckles huge and swollen from work, fingers bigger from all the fluid in his body. She had practiced in the trailer for a whole day, to sing it as close to Mary Wells as she could.

He would slip away when they let him. His wife and four daughters.

“But sing to him one more night, mija, please. The one he used to play in the park when we were in high school. I was sixteen and he was seventeen, he would do anything for one kiss. Solo un besito, Mami, I’m gonna die.” Norma Magana sank down onto the asphalt on her knees and sobbed, and two of her daughters looked fiercely at Larette.

Larette had said, “I’ll text you five minutes before I go into his room. Probably close to midnight.”

“Please,” Norma had said in the parking lot. “Just one more time to see him.”

NOW LARETTE LOOKED out the trailer window to the big block wall of CamperWorld. She made herself get out of the bed that felt like it was in a cave, took three steps to the small kitchen sink, drank a glass of water. Sunday, August 16, 2020. Her phone said 3:39 p.m. Shift started at 6:00.

She didn’t even sleep in pajamas anymore. Definitely not a sexy cami set for her husband. She wore a tank top and shorts, in case someone banged on the trailer door for an emergency.

She didn’t wake up on her side, with her palm on her husband’s chest, hard as armor under her fingers. She hadn’t told him anything about the hospital and her patients. Holding their hands.

She opened the narrow door and went down the two metal steps onto the street. Hers was the second Mallard RV in the line of four parked in the cul-de-sac, in front of the CamperWorld of San Bernardino. They were only three blocks from the hospital. One ICU nurse in each trailer. Marisol Manalang’s was the first trailer. She was from Sacramento. She had two pots of herbs beside her wheels—lemongrass and mint. A card table set up outside, with a blue tablecloth and a mason jar full of crape myrtle blossoms, where they ate dinner before they went to work.

Larette had nothing, because she kept thinking she’d go home. Only rogue baby palm trees like green butter knives, sprouting from the crack in the asphalt near her feet.

She and her cousin Cherrise, in the third trailer, had been here since July 2. Pam Ott, in the last trailer, had come on July 8 from Morocco, Indiana.

Larette and Cherrise weren’t traveling nurses—they lived right here, in San Bernardino. But they came to the trailers to keep the virus away from their kids. Larette rolled her shoulders back and forth. Scapulae. She felt those bones while her patients were on their stomachs, and she massaged their backs to help them breathe. Stretch them angel wings, her mother used to say, her mother who had worked at Our Lady all those years ago. Who called them shoulder blades? Nobody wants two axes under their skin.

Larette woke up feeling ghost fingers more often now. Cherrise woke up in her trailer on her hands and knees, doing chest compressions on the mattress. Marisol woke up shouting because she heard the beep-beep-beep of a reversing truck and thought an IV line was empty. Pam wasn’t used to the dry heat of San Bernardino—she’d wake up with one cough from the Santa Ana winds, and then she’d panic and they could hear her coughing and coughing, like she was replicating the sounds of the hospital hallways. Marisol had made Pam some strong herbal concoction she learned in the Philippines, and Pam would take sips until she calmed down. She’d play a video on her phone of her son, Jonah, laughing and chasing their dogs in the yard back home until she fell asleep. The tiny barks blended in with the crickets in the grass along the sidewalks near CamperWorld.

Larette went back inside and lay on the bed again. Closed her eyes.

Ghost fingers in her left palm. Her right hand holding the phone on FaceTime for the wives. The husbands. The children who were grown. The sisters. Brothers. Tias. Primos. Los nietos y las sobrinas. All their faces. Stoic. Weeping. Biting their lips so hard it was like seeing people from another planet on the screen when they wavered and moved and disappeared for a moment and she heard screaming. The biker covered with tattoos, his face crumpled. The dogs—Lisa Valenti’s mournful huskies, their twin faces in a kitchen howling into the phone held by Lisa’s sister. Larette could imagine this woman, with her perfectly streaked caramel hair and pink nails, her chest rising and falling with the ventilator, doing dishes and singing along with her dogs.

You just call out my name, and you know wherever I am, I’ll come running to see you again . . .

The song Lisa Valenti’s sister requested was from James Taylor. “She sings it with the dogs, and it was our song when we were little. Can you please do that one for her? She’ll hear it. I know she will.” Then she broke down. “It was my baby shower. That’s how Lisa got it. I thought we were out of the woods.”

I haven’t told my husband anything, Larette thought again, hearing the other trailer doors open and close. He doesn’t know how it feels to hold their hands. I know he holds animals when they’re dying, but it’s fur and claws and . . .

No, she thought. It hurts him, too. He always told her about their eyes. Burro eyes with eyelashes. Dog eyes blue from old age. A beautiful blue, he said, and their owner is homeless in a tent down by the Santa Ana River, crying about how the dog is leaving him. Telling me, My best friend’s heading up to the sky with them blue eyes, bro . . .

“Larette. Larette!”

The voice came a few feet from the hitch. They learned early on not to put your face up to the little windows or you’d scare the shit out of each other.

Larette cranked open the window. Cherrise moved into her vision. “You okay? You were . . . making noises.”

Larette rubbed her eyes. “Well, you weren’t for once. But it’s so hot, girl.”

Cherrise said, “Like our mamas used to say. So hot the devil is frying us up like hush puppies. But you gotta get ready.”

Cherrise was already dressed in her scrubs. Her hair in a bun.

“I’m up. I’m up.”

Cherrise opened the door of the RV. They kept the doors unlocked in case one of them got sick. They didn’t want to find one another passed out on the little beds. But Larette had Covid in July. She’d been in the ICU three days, and Cherrise had tended to her. Cherrise was the only one of the nurses who hadn’t gotten sick yet.

“Come on, cuz. It’s four thirty. Gonna be the vespertine hour before you know it. According to your son. He’s right over there.”

Larette sat up, dizzy. The heat. Her favorite sheets from home damp with sweat. The slanted ceiling of the trailer just above her head. Her hair wrapped in the satin cap.

“He’s here?” she said.

Marisol Manalang poked her face around Cherrise’s shoulder in the doorway. She wore her magenta scrubs, her lipstick matching, her eye makeup perfect, her straight black hair gleaming damp from the shower. “Dogcatcher here, too. I cook for him.”

Marisol called him that as a joke, because Grief hated the word. Larette’s husband, Grief Embers, had worked eighteen years for the San Bernardino County Animal Control Service Division. “The largest county in the U.S.,” he’d tell people. “Bigger than New Jersey, Delaware, Connecticut, and Rhode Island all put together. I track mountain lions. I rescue bobcats and burros and bears, but people still wanna to call me the dogcatcher.”

But he’d never tease Marisol Manalang for the nickname. She was the queen of the four trailers. Queen of the ICU at Our Lady. She was the first traveler the hospital had hired in April, when corona overwhelmed the wards. She was born outside Manila, in the Philippines, but moved to Sacramento when she was fifteen. By now, countless traveling nurses had come and gone, but Marisol was still at Our Lady. She ran the world.

Larette could smell the chicken adobo Marisol had cooked. She said, “Okay, capitana.”

Marisol came inside and slid a small plastic bag onto Larette’s bed. “I get contraband for you. Go outside—Grief have a bag, too.”

Larette got up and stood on the small metal step, looking down the block, where her husband had parked the truck. He was carrying plastic bags from Staples. Her son, clutching his phone, stared up at her, and immediately her phone pinged.

She pivoted and sat again on the bed she hated so much.

U look tired Mom.

Never say that 2 a woman, baby. Even UR mama

She hated the trailer. The bed. The phone. The typing. The sounds of it.

She went to the tiny bathroom and stood for one minute under the shower, cold mist stinging her face and collarbone. The four nurses showered at work, showered the minute they got back from shift. Her hands were raw from gloves and sanitizer and disinfecting. Larette dried herself fast, then smoothed her hair into a wet twist onto the top of her head. She put Olay on her face, dipped her finger into the pot of bronze eyeshadow and sparkled her eyelids, drew black kohl liner above her lashes, and pulled on a new black mask. She took clean scrubs—she was teal—from the pile of three on the little kitchen table.

By the time she stepped outside, pushing the flimsy door closed, her back was already dripping with sweat. Fluids, she thought. Every fucking minute is all about bodily fluids. If it would just be October, and the first cool day, and I didn’t have to go anywhere but sit in my garden at home and feel the wind, I’d cry, too. I’d hold my own hand and cry.

THEY WERE STANDING at the corner, near Grief’s old truck. Her husband was still in his uniform. Lieutenant Grief Embers. His belt heavy with equipment—Taser, pepper spray, flashlight, all of it. County of San Bernardino cap. His boots covered with dust—he must have been wrangling dogs or even a horse in the dirt. His wispy mustache and goatee clean gleaming black. He’d washed his face even though he couldn’t kiss her.

Dante in his Dodgers jersey and jeans. His hair longer than it had ever been during a summer. No Little League. No science camp. Nothing.

It was the clumsy braids that made her want to cry when she came to six feet and stopped. Six feet distance or six feet under. People said that all the time now. Dante had texted her in the beginning, when corona started, 6 ft distance feels like random. The virus could go further. Who made up 6 ft 2 bury people? Was there a scientific reason?

“Mom,” he said. “There’s no school this year. They decided virtual.”

The braids. Five of them, and she could see Grief’s fingers parting and twisting but not able to do it right.

Grief had Covid back in May. May 9 to 25. Dante had found him, in the hallway, at night, while Larette was on shift. While he was waiting for the EMTs, Dante had whispered to her, “Dad was crawling. He had sweat on his whole back, Mom. Like it was raining inside.”

He was terrified. Her baby. He’d called 911, the EMTs arrived in white hazmat suits, and Dante was left alone in the front yard. She called Grief’s best friend, Johnny Frias, to come take care of Dante, while she stayed at the hospital.

Larette got hers on July 5—and two days after she got home, the hospital asked some nurses to move into the RVs, to keep their families safe.

Her husband and son stuck in the house without her. Every day, she saw Dante on FaceTime, at 8:00 p.m. and then once more at 10:00 p.m., when he was supposed to go to bed, but she knew he stayed up half the night researching. Getting ready for high school.

He stood on the sidewalk staring at her, holding the bag.

He hadn’t had the virus.

“I’m a freshman,” he said. “We don’t get to do anything.” He wasn’t going to cry. His eyes the same as hers, topaz and green. His face not sun-dark, because no baseball no swimming with his best friend, Manny III, no hikes no nothing.

“No nothing,” she said, sending the words as softly as she could across the six feet. “That’s what you used to say when you were little. No nothing! When I went to the store and didn’t bring you snacks. Now y’all brought me snacks. Right?”

As jaunty as she could. But it wasn’t working.

“I brought you markers. Dad got me three more whiteboards. I have a whiteboard for each class, and you do, too. English with Mrs. Hua, and she says we have to start with poetry. Bio with Mr. Espinoza, and we’re starting with anatomy. He’s crazy and I like him. He has a cactus tattoo on his arm.”

“Virtual forever, baby,” Grief said across the void shimmering with heat. The sidewalks were shaking. The asphalt on the cul-de-sac a black river rippling just a little with mirage as if thousands of fish were underneath. “The school district just emailed us. While you were sleeping.”

“Okay,” Larette said, keeping her voice steady, the fish swimming underneath her beloveds, the fingers of a stranger imprinted in her palm, the man she loved staring at her, the man she’d met when she was sixteen, just like Norma Magana. Grief had come around the Madrigals’ practice room at San Bernardino High still in his baseball uniform and said, I could hear you all the way from first base and I had to see what you looked like. You’re like—the stars or something.

But Dante, the product of baseball and stars, never sang. She and Grief had sung around him since he was born, but their act was appallingly hilarious and he hated it. He was thirteen. He put the plastic bag on the sidewalk between them and said, “Mom. You have to help me with the poetry. Because you know a million lyrics, and they’re like poetry, right? Mom. I never thought I’d say it, because you and Dad embarrassed me forever, but I miss when you guys sing. Even though everybody laughed in the bleachers.”

He ducked his head and turned around for a minute. Like a dog chasing his tail. He was chasing his composure. But Larette was allowed to cry. She was allowed saltwater.

“Fifteen days, baby,” Grief said. “Too long. And you went to the Launderland—you coulda got robbed, Larette.”

She hadn’t been home for that long. She and Cherrise had worked straight shifts for nine days, and on her day off, she’d washed her scrubs at the laundromat to be safe.

“Nobody wants to get near me when they see my scrubs, baby,” she said. “The plague.”

Grief stepped forward with a tiny bag. “Hooks,” he said. “For the whiteboards. My offering so you don’t mess up the Mallard. But I’m tired of this shit, Larette. I can’t take it much longer. You didn’t even get Sunday.”

“No,” Larette said, the tears cooling already, though they were thicker and more gelid than sweat. All the secretions of the body. Sweat was useful. No other animal with tears. Fish with their big eyes, and cats and dogs with their eyebrows—no tears. Even corgis like Marisol’s on her FaceTime, a dog whose huge eyes looked outlined with kohl and so expressive—no tears. The burros Grief had sent her videos of yesterday when he had to rescue five from the freeway not far from here—big eyes with ridiculous lashes, and they were terrified, but no tears.

When Dante turned back around, she could see he had smeared his own eyes. “Fifteen days, Mom.”

She said it for the first time. “It’s war. Okay? We’re in a war. That’s what Mariah Ball says. Remember her? Our charge nurse? She came to your games a few times. Her kids are all grown. She says we have to look at it like battle and if we were soldiers nobody would say shit. I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry.”

Dante said, “But then you’d be in, like, another country. It’s, like, worse that you’re three-point-four miles away from home. For reals.” He pointed to the four trailers parked at the end of the cul-de-sac. “And somebody could break in there. Dad and I see homeless people all around here in the alleys.”

“We’re safe,” she said, hating the word more deeply each time she said it. “I’m safe, you and Dad are safer away from me, and you’re safe doing virtual school. Just . . .”

She was talking to them like patient families. Strangers.

Crocodile tears. Nobody was crying crocodile tears.

“Be patient,” Dante said, angry again. “Have patience. You got patients. Dad’s gotta be patient to get the burros off the freeway, and then one asshole comes down the shoulder and hits them and drives off! I’m fucking tired of hearing it.”

But Grief was staring at Larette. Not at Dante, to tell him no cussing. Grief said, “You’re right. It’s war. But you gotta think about quitting, Larette. We didn’t sign up for this. CamperWorld dude, he’s seriously watching over you all while you sleep? You trust him?”

“He’s obsessed with us.” Wait. Not the right word.

Grief’s eyes narrowed. She had to think of a song to distract them both. Comfort them. Like everyone else. Larette took two deep breaths. Like she did before she sang to the strangers who weren’t strangers because she’d wiped down their faces and cleaned out their ears and she and Marisol had changed their catheters, being gentle with the manhood of strangers in the depths of their coma-dreaming.

Larette looked straight into Grief’s eyes. She knew because of how he moved that corona lingered in his joints and lungs but that he didn’t want to tell her. And she wouldn’t tell him about her headaches, how she couldn’t breathe going up and down the stairs in the hospital. She wouldn’t tell him about Rudy Magana.

She sang, The moment I wake up . . .

He shook his head. He sighed. But then he sang, off-key and way out of practice, Before I put on my makeup . . .

She sang, I say a little prayer for you . . .

Her mother’s favorite. The first song Larette had ever learned, when she was four, watching her mother put on pale green eyeshadow and her hospital uniform. Her name stitched in black thread over her right breast. Topaz.

Larette said, “I have to go. It’s the vespertine hour, right, Dante? What stars are you watching tonight?”

But he didn’t answer. He dropped the Staples bag on the sidewalk and walked back toward the truck.

Grief called, “Dante, we got dinner coming!” But their son was already in the cab, looking down at his phone.

Marisol walked down the sidewalk with a container of GladWare full of food for Grief and Dante. Marisol made a big pot of adobo chicken every Sunday, and rice in the rice cooker, which didn’t heat up her trailer at all. Larette was the only one with a husband and child who came to see her—so Marisol always packed some for them.

Her son was giving up on her. Her husband knew she wasn’t telling him everything.

Grief looked past her. “Lieutenant Manalang,” he said. “I know—you running a tight night shift here, and I gotta go.”

“Five o’clock,” she said, her accent and consonants precise. “Lieutenant Ember.” She put the bag on the sidewalk like an offering to the gods and backed away two feet.

The smell rose fragrant and powerful, and Grief said, “I would crawl on the cement for your food, madam.”

Larette would have been offended if she wouldn’t have crawled with him.

“I don’t call you Dogcatcher every time,” Marisol said, suddenly serious. “But tonight, you take care. For who you find.”

Because Marisol told them about dogs. Ghost dogs that had once been people, leaping into the windows of her trailer. Big birds, the size of ravens, that had once been humans, flying down to land on her trailer, above her bed.

She said something to him in Tagalog, and then pointed to the truck. “Starcatcher? He not hungry?”

“He’s mad at me,” Larette sighed.

“Tell him eat,” Marisol said, and went back toward the picnic table.

Then Grief said, “You got somebody new coming. To the flock. I can’t believe you’re in a Mallard.”

Larette turned around. The owner of CamperWorld, Rick Schneider, had opened the big wrought iron gate and was towing another trailer with his blue Silverado. He bumped down onto the cul-de-sac and pulled slowly around until he was behind Pam’s trailer. Pam poked her head, wrapped in a towel, out the door.

“Another duck,” Larette said.

“Those green feathers. Green is always the most beautiful, right? Like the fig beetles? The mallard feathers in the sun?” Grief held the food but didn’t move.

“Peacock,” Larette said.

“Yeah. Emerald. Jade.”

She said, “Marisol wears that green jade buddha around her neck. She says it saved her life. Twice. Her mom brought it from the Philippines.”

“You took off your wedding ring when you were sick.” His voice slow. Measured.

“Cherrise took it off. In case.”

In case her hands swelled up like those of so many patients—and the ring had to be cut off to prevent gangrene.

“But you haven’t put it back on yet,” he said.

“Because of the gloves, Grief. With the gloves and the sanitizer, my hands are peeling every night. I don’t want to wreck my ring.”

He held up his own hand. His wedding band. “Maybe you need a better ring. We got that one a long time ago. Maybe everyone needs to see how married you are, baby.”

She closed her eyes. A half-carat diamond engagement ring, a plain gold band. From the wholesale jeweler in downtown L.A. “I love my rings,” she said through the mask. “But the solitaire was cutting up the gloves, Grief.”

“Cherrise still wearing hers,” he said.

Cherrise had been widowed now for eight years. She never took off her wedding band.

“Grief! We peel off gloves fifty times a night. You have no idea.”

“Larette.”

The adobo between them, releasing its magic.

This was the moment she should step forward and take his big scarred hand in hers. Forget the six feet. Cradle his four fingers and run her own fingers into that palm, tickle him, kiss the center of his hand like she used to, when they were sixteen, when she made him shiver and close his eyes. Hug him for just a moment and speak into the side of his throat and whisper that she held people’s hands for hours, that she had only a song to offer them by then.

But she was afraid to be too close to him. She blew him a kiss, like a stranger.
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THE BREEZE TOOK MARISOL’S SUNDAY DINNER UP INTO CamperWorld, they all knew, and the big wrought iron gate would slide open any moment so Rick Schneider could come down in his truck and get a container. The adobo smelled like some version of heaven, Cherrise thought, the garlic, peppercorns, bay leaf—Cherrise held a chicken wing. Marisol was serious about her GladWare. She had everybody’s name printed in black marker on the bottom, little perfect letters. Rick was so thrilled to have his own GladWare that he carried it like a church offering basket when he walked toward them.

This afternoon his Dodger-blue Silverado was towing another Mallard. He pulled in behind Pam’s trailer, got out and disengaged the hitch, then parked the truck across from the two picnic tables in the grass parking strip.

“You all are a sight for sore eyes,” he said. “Four beautiful girls in four beautiful colors. Like . . . Wonder Women.”

Raquel said into Cherrise’s Bluetooth, “Oh my God, he did not just say that. He can’t talk like that.”

Cherrise couldn’t say anything, of course, because she was trying to eat her dinner. She had to put the wing down, wipe her fingers, and text quickly, Yes, he can, he’s just happy 2 C us & he talks like that

Inapropro mom

He’s a 50yrold man living in a big RV & we don’t know his past so don’t judge

No reply.

Of course she heard Raquel switch to voice. Raquel said into her earpiece, “So overly eager, Mom. He’s a stalker.”

Cherrise refused to put down the wing again. The sauce so complex. Like gumbo. Like the chicken stew Pam had made from her grandmother’s recipe. Hungarian. With paprika and sour cream. They all made chicken, once a week, except Cherrise. Cherrise didn’t cook. Her husband, Ronald, had loved tacos—all varieties of tacos. After he died, she and Raquel had lived on tacos, beans, and rice for years. Except when she bought Rosie’s chicken and waffles.

She had ten more minutes to eat and then get ready for the fourth floor. She texted, Have 2 go.

Raquel said, “You always have to go.”

Yeah. Or people die.

A fly sensed that she was distracted from the chicken and rice. Marisol grabbed the container of food she always packed for Rick, who stood on the sidewalk at a respectful distance and said, “You got a new Wonder Woman comin’ tomorrow.”

Raquel said, “They die anyway, Mom. All I read is people dying.”

Cherrise wiped her fingers one more time and took a deep breath. Down the block, Larette was talking to Grief, who held his arms up like goalposts. Damn. Those two never argued. Never.

Her daughter had just turned fifteen. She never calmed down.

“How do you know that guy doesn’t have the virus? You’re supposed to be staying safe there, and he could go to the store and get it,” Raquel hissed.

“He doesn’t go anywhere,” Cherrise hissed back. “He watches over the trailers and the street, and apparently he had a freezer full of frozen dinners in his RV and now he at least gets home-cooked food from everybody but me because I can’t cook, okay? Are you happy? None of us have a life and I have to walk to work now, so please, please, just do your homework and help Auntie Lolo. Hydrate out there in the desert.”

Raquel was silent.

Cherrise could hear Grief’s truck turn the corner, could hear Rick saying, “The whole block smells like a restaurant I could never afford!”

Then Raquel said, “You know what, Mom? You could have said no. You could have said I’m quitting until this virus is gone. You picked strangers over me.”

“Raquel! You don’t get to talk to me like that just because we’re on the damn phone.”

“You send me out here to the end of the world and you’re gonna get it anyway and then I’m gonna be an orphan. Yeah. Stupid word from, like, Dickens. See? I’m doing my homework.”

The pop of disconnection. Silence.

RICK SCHNEIDER SAT in the bed of his truck on a beach chair. He ate the chicken and rice, drank a Coors Light. “Great company,” he called eventually. “Maybe you guys are like cool Power Rangers in your uniforms. Yeah. That seems better.”

People had been buying RVs online—trucks came to tow them to buyers all week. Pandemic. Rick said off-the-grid was an obsession. His business was booming.

But he wasn’t going anywhere. He loved San Bernardino, and this was his contribution to the war effort, he’d told them when he first offered the trailers to nurses at the hospital. He’d read about the travelers, how they needed safe places to rent. The four of them stayed here for free. Rick hitched up each trailer once a week, at night when they were working, and pulled them inside CamperWorld, where he had a dumping station. He emptied the black water, as he called it. Cleaned the tanks. Checked the propane. Washed the outsides with a power hose. Brought them back dripping and clean.

When Cherrise came back on the mornings her trailer had been serviced, there were hundreds of tiny circles in the dust of the asphalt, where the last drops of water had fallen and evaporated in the night. Like a strange protective spell.

“Who’s coming?” Pam said, finishing the last bite of her rice. When she first got here from Indiana, she’d looked dubiously at the adobo, the gumbo. Then she had leftovers the next day, and she said, “This is like church at home in Morocco. Saint Ingrid’s, when all the ladies bring their casseroles. I think I have something that will work.” Eventually, once she learned the tiny stove, Pam made Hungarian paprika chicken stew, red and smoky, and the flavors melted into the steamed Calrose rice Marisol made in her rice cooker.

“Somebody from Texas,” Rick said, standing up in the truck bed, his beer belly high and hard in the Route 66 T-shirt he always wore. “She’s driving all night because she doesn’t want to fly. The germs.”

They didn’t correct him anymore. Viral particles. Germs. Whatever.

Marisol said, “You have enough for lunch?”

He held up the big GladWare and said, “I’m the luckiest man in California. Gotta get my exercise now.” He sat down on the tailgate and launched off awkwardly, then went back to the new trailer and bent down to adjust the blocks.

Larette had been quiet all during dinner. Not on her phone. Just staring up at the mountains. The white rockslides of the San Gorgonio Range turning faint pink in the lowering sun.

“Dogcatcher eat his chicken now,” Marisol said gently.

Larette only nodded. Grief givin’ you grief? was the joke they said sometimes in the hallway, if he sent her pictures of tranquilized bears or bobcats, texting, Everybody lying down on the job.

Not tonight.

Cherrise said, “All the chickens that died so y’all could live. Remember your mom used to say that, Larette? We’d be sitting out there in the courtyard of the apartment in the summer eating fried chicken. All five of us cousins. All girls. You, me, and Merry. Matelasse would come from Rio Seco. Saqqara from L.A.”

Their mothers had all come from Louisiana to California over the decades. Some came in 1955, but Turquoise and Topaz, their mothers, had come in 1986 after three hurricanes in a row. Topaz was twenty-two, and Turquoise was nineteen. I take my chance with a damn earthquake, oui? They ain’t got fool names like them hurricane, Cherrise’s mother always said.

No, Mama, they call the earthquake here a name, too. Look. Northridge. Whittier. They call them for the city.

Well, that’s better than Danny, Elena, and Juan. I hated sayin’ stupid names like that. Kicked our ass and made us leave for California. Tired of gettin’ flooded out. Tired of that cane field. Look here, we on the second floor of Las Palmas Court. Swimmin’ pool. Ain’t even no rain here.

She and Larette had grown up in adjoining two-bedroom apartments, and if they complained about anything, their mothers would say, We slept four to a bed in Houma, we slept on pallets on the floor. You both spoiled.

“We gotta go,” Larette said.

Cherrise shut her trailer door, brushed her teeth, charged her phone. She stared at the damn thing plugged in, lying on her own small bed. All the Mallards facing north, Rick said, to keep the afternoon heat from broiling them. The new trailer lined up the same way, for whoever was coming from Texas.

If there was another traveler coming, the hospital expected summer to keep getting worse. And maybe fall, too.

Cherrise put cold water on the back of her neck one more time. The travelers made $4,200 a month. Staff nurses who’d been at the hospital for years averaged $2,900.

“You guys are angels!” people in the parking lot called to the nurses who walked into the hospital each night. The families had no idea who lived here and who didn’t. Everyone wore scrubs.

It was a traveler who had saved Grief. She was only here for two weeks. Karli LeBlanc, from Lake Charles, Louisiana. She had a daughter who was twelve, and they fought on the phone all the time. Karli left Cherrise a card with a sunflower on it, and she’d written in tiny, beautiful cursive, You got this! Maybe? Almost? For sure? Yeah. You do.

Three doors slammed. Cherrise got up and almost didn’t bring her damn phone. All night it pinged—families of her patients, respiratory therapists and nurses, Raquel if she couldn’t sleep.

She texted Raquel one more time. Hydrate, plz! I promise when I come out there, I’ll bring a whole case of Takis.

Cherrise packed Raquel’s old JanSport backpack with extra scrubs in a plastic bag. She added a bag of Vicks Honey Lemon, for the smell; two PayDay bars, lunch of truck drivers; and her 1:00 a.m. dinner in the blue GladWare. Leftover tamales from a street vendor.

Raquel texted back. U haven’t come all this time. U never took me 2 C dad. U just left that day. July. His BD is Wednesday & U prolly won’t come.

She sat back down fast. She hated fighting via text. Srsly. I’ll try 2 come. I’ll take a short nap & head out there. Promise.

If U don’t come I’m going. I have a ride.

Cherrise texted, What? Lolo doesn’t drive.

No reply. Cherrise tied her sweater around her waist, like in high school, and opened the thin metal door. Who would drive Raquel? Maybe one of her aunts? But they were working. Who would her daughter even meet out there in Oasis?

A boy? Online? Shit. Couldn’t be a kid from STEM—they were all San Bernardino. What if one of those boys had driven out to Oasis to see Raquel?

Raquel didn’t text back. Cherrise slipped the phone into the scrubs pocket and went down the steps, a strange prickle of unease between her shoulders. Different from work. She looked south, to her house, only five miles away.

Rick shouted, “They sally forth into the night! What my dad used to say. When we would all go hang out at the park. Have a good shift, Power Rangers.”

They waved at him and headed down the cul-de-sac toward the avenue. Only three blocks to the hospital. They each had backpacks with thermoses, lunches, snacks. Plastic-wrapped masks, caps, gloves in case there weren’t enough in the supply closet. PPE was getting harder to come by.

Sally forth! Not angels or mercenaries, Cherrise thought. We walk to work like kindergartners holding a rope.

Marisol wore her magenta scrubs and magenta scarf over her thick black hair, cut in a shag that feathered toward her perfectly blushed cheeks. Her lipstick was magenta, too. Her clipped, dismissive voice was hilarious. Whatever happened in the ICU, Marisol would give someone side-eye and say, This? This not bad. Not like the forest. Where I live.

Even now, when the ICU was crowded and out of control, Marisol just took over and said, Give him to me. Move. She’d nudge a slow EMT out of the way.

She had no children—she’d helped raise her three younger sisters, by her stepfather. Every single adult in their extended family of eighteen was a nurse or a respiratory therapist. Marisol was forty-two, and her youngest sister, Jasmine, was twenty-eight, also a traveler, but she was home now in Sacramento, watching all the dogs, including Marisol’s corgi.

“Listen,” Marisol said now, holding up her phone. “He sing for me.” The dog was beautiful, his big eyes outlined with black as if he wore liner, looking directly at them, howling gently. Awooo, awooooo.

Pam was next, her long brown hair with bright red streaks she touched up every week. For Indiana football. Her husband had played football in college and now sold tractors in a dealership. But no one was buying during the pandemic, so she came here. Pam held up her phone so her son, Jonah, who was five, could see everything in California. “Here are the noisy dogs. Listen. What are their names?”

“Chuy and Chulo!” he said.

The two German shepherds were guarding Grandma’s Attic Storage, all the sliding metal doors gleaming in the setting sun. Armando Garcia, the night watchman, waved at the parade, like he did every night.

Pam continued, “Here are the trees with flowers! This one is crape myrtle. See the pink? Like a beautiful jungle here, Jonah. All the flowers.”

Cherrise waved at him when Pam turned the phone to her. So nice back then—when Raquel was five and Cherrise could just list things, their names and their existence, and that was enough.

Larette caught up with Cherrise. “Try that voice with a teenager, right?”

Cherrise laughed. “I hate the phone.” Then she said, “You and Grief. Never seen you with friction. Never, Larette.”

Larette held up her left hand. “My rings.”

“And he just now noticed? You left them at home, like, three weeks ago. He thinks you lost them?”

Larette shrugged. “He thinks I’m not wearing them. For a reason.”

Cherrise was astonished. “You? He must be out of his mind.”

Larette grabbed Cherrise’s hand. “You got yours on. As he pointed out.”

“The wedding band’s smooth, so it doesn’t snag! Ronald and I didn’t have time or money for the engagement ring. Remember?”

They’d decided on a Tuesday to get married. On Friday, the four of them drove an hour to Laguna Beach and went to city hall. They walked on the beach for hours that summer night in their dresses and suits. The joke was that since Ronald and Cherrise both worked at San Manuel Casino, they sure as hell weren’t driving three hours to Vegas to get married in another casino.

“I was twenty-one, girl,” Larette said. “I thought I knew everything. And you were pregnant.”

They followed Marisol and Pam around the corner and turned north, toward the mountains. The hospital rose ahead of them, windows lit and reflecting mellow gold from the west. All summer, there had been fewer cars on the road in Southern California, and everyone remarked on how, with no smog, the sunsets weren’t deep, heated crimson. Just quiet slipping into darkness.

“We went to Indio for two nights for our honeymoon,” Cherrise said, remembering the hotel room with a balcony, and all Ronald wanted to do was head out to Mecca and ride the horses on his parents’ land in the date palm gardens. She’d only ridden twice before, so she sat behind him, arms around his waist, her cheek against his long braid, the Salton Sea shimmering blue at the end of the rows of tree trunks.

“We didn’t get to fight,” Cherrise said. “That’s the thing. When the man you love dies like that, you don’t know if you’da had friction. So I’m not judging, Larette.”

“Yeah, but I’ve known you longer than anybody else in the world. Remember?”

Cherrise nodded. Both their mothers were gone. The cousins had visited Houma only once, when their grandmother died. They stayed for two weeks. They were still children then.

Larette said quietly, “So you better tell me when I’m messing up. I’m messing up right now with Grief and Dante.”

“Well, damn, Raquel’s hating on me.” Cherrise felt the prickle again. Like a fingertip.

“She wants to come home.”

“She wants me to quit. She says I’m putting strangers over her. She’s right, Larette. I haven’t been out to Oasis since I took her. Six weeks. It’s just, we haven’t had a night off, it’s two hours each way, all I want to do is sleep.”

“I know,” Larette said. “I know.”

Cherrise said, “Ronald’s birthday is Wednesday. He’d be thirty-eight. Damn. I’m gonna go out there. Bring her some Takis, take a new Dodger hat and a six-pack to the cemetery.”

They crossed at the first light. Larette said, “Grief wants me to quit, too.”

“You gotta tell him how it feels. When we’re in there. In the land of—”

“I know.”

They stopped across the street from Our Lady, to wait for the next light. Marisol had put away her phone. She was humming like she always did. A song from her grandmother back in the forest, she always said.

Cherrise said softly, “Larette. When I get it, don’t let me—”

Not the intubation. No.

“Girl,” Larette said. “Stop.”
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