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To Sugar Ruth Goldstein, for a life devoted to homes and families




Author’s Note

THIS BOOK IS PRIMARILY A work of reconstructive journalism. Most of the events were described to me after they occurred and were verified to the deepest extent possible. I undertook this process with the consent, trust, and courage of those who chose to share their stories.

During the period right after pandemic social restrictions had begun to ease in California—late summer 2021—I began spending much of my time in different transitional housing organizations around Los Angeles that were geared toward serving families. The public school districts were just reopening in full at the onset of the 2021–22 school year, and I was also spending time in a number of high schools that provided resources for students with unstable housing situations. In these contexts, I was meeting some of the vast numbers of unsheltered families with school-aged children in one of the epicenters of America’s ongoing housing crisis.

The disaster of homelessness in Los Angeles and many other cities is often reduced in news reports as well as in common conversation to a binary: housed or unhoused. Some descriptive gradations exist—episodic, chronic, hidden—but even those modest systemic efforts toward nuance tend to fold into the dominant presumption that most people who end up without shelter do so as a result of drug addiction, mental-health challenges, and general shortcomings of competence. The country’s influential privileged class, policymakers, and news outlets together propagate this terribly facile framing of what homelessness is and whom it afflicts.

In contrast, this project began with parents who worked and children who went to school: people of sound mind and without substance issues who carried the typical kinds of aspirations that parents and children have, yet who could not always manage to remain housed in the neighborhoods where they lived. These voices and journeys are rarely put forward in the media—in part because of the media’s bias toward the grimmest narratives, in part due to valid fears of the systems in place to help—and I sought to learn how adults and youth in these situations define themselves, meet the demands of day-to-day American life, sustain dreams, and bear the unique psychic load that each carries across a stark socioeconomic line drawn by others. That is how I encountered the individuals who trusted me to tell their stories in these pages.

The majority of our conversations took place in a small nonprofit organization’s office over a period of more than two years. Sometimes we walked and talked outside or sat in local parks. Frequently, we drove to a certain setting where a segment of the story occurred or to meet with other people, such as educators and social workers, who had insights to share. I recorded most of these conversations with permission.

Nearly all the physical spaces described, including specific street corners and motel rooms, were visited in person.

Memory is subjective and malleable, especially when terror and trauma are involved. Many events in these pages could be cross-checked to a degree with others who were present. Some could not.

The same holds true for dialogue.

The same holds true for descriptions of interior feelings that may have changed over time and reflection.

Primary participants were given access to these pages before publication as a method to further authenticate the writing, to affirm their comfort with the story’s structure and style, and to aid an author who does not share their heritage, race, class, or very many experiential threads at all.

Some surnames have been omitted, and some names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect privacy.




PART I [image: ] Monterey Park



Evelyn and Her Family

August–September 2018

THEY LIVE NEAR THE BOUNDARY where the city gives way to the high desert. The landscape unfolding into the northeasterly distance is brown and dry and unending, while the compact front yards along the curve of their street remain an impossible green, courtesy of the state’s vast system of water conveyance.

Evelyn holds one end of the bed frame and walks in choppy steps forward along the short driveway. Manny holds the other end and walks backward.

“Hold up, wait, I need to put it down for a sec,” she says.

Manny continues backpedaling, yanking her along. “It’s like ten more steps,” he says.

Evelyn abruptly stops and drops her end of the frame. The wood scrapes on the concrete. She begins shaking out her cramping fingers. Manny sets his end down and makes a performance of crouching to inspect underneath for scratches. “Who cares?” she asks preemptively. “We’re giving it away anyway.”

“That’s not a reason to bust it up,” he replies.

After a few deep breaths and finger flexes, they transport the frame the remaining distance to the curb, leaning it lengthwise against the couch, table, and bunk bed that already comprise a heap there. These big furniture items are surrounded by a few large boxes overflowing with kids’ toys—themselves mostly thrift store purchases—as well as a miniature slide and swing set, a tangle of kitchen chairs, and all their belongings that won’t be making the journey from Lancaster to Los Angeles: from their old life to their new life.

The reason Manny is in a sour mood with her has to do with his ongoing claim that they don’t have to toss possessions so ruthlessly—that with some puzzling he would be able to stow and rope down everything they own in towers on his small pickup truck and the roof of her Toyota SUV. Evelyn remains insistent that they leave behind all their cheap stuff, all the castoffs of parents and aunts and cousins. She desires to freshly furnish their new space, once they actually secure a new space.

She is sweating heavily, her hands and forearms are cramped, her back and shoulders hurt badly, her husband is pissed at her and her landlord has been leaving borderline threatening messages about her breaking the lease agreement and her kids are acting like little crazies, but Evelyn feels fantastic today—and never more so than when she tapes to the front of the junk pile the sheet of paper that her five-year-old daughter, Sofia, crafted that reads: FREE STUFF!!! COSAS GRATIS!!! surrounded by multicolored firework explosions.



In this late summer of 2018, Evelyn is twenty-nine years old and is the mother of five children aged twelve, ten, seven, five, and three. She has been married for five years to Manny, the father of the youngest three of these children. She has lived in Lancaster, California—a city of almost two hundred thousand people at the southern end of the Sierra Nevada mountain range—for her entire life. After severing from the gang culture that circumscribed many of her teenage years, she has worked as a waitress and bartender for her entire adulthood. She is a member of the second generation of an El Salvadoran–American family. Her father died of liver cirrhosis years earlier. Her mother is a serious Catholic. Her four older siblings all still live around town and, like their parents and most members of their extended family, tend to be either alcoholic or religious or both. The city of Lancaster seems sometimes to be half-populated by her cousins and nieces and nephews ranging in age from babies to forty-somethings. She can feel as if not a moment of her life has ever passed without being observed and commented upon by a relative.

Evelyn is really tired of the desert and its people. She is tired of serving food and drink to the broke, angry, lustful, and wasted of the Antelope Valley—many of whom she has known since childhood. She is tired of mournful songs on the radio seeming to embody her life. She is tired of the complaining from different people about different subjects—work, school, wind, dirt, other people—that permeates each day. Above all, she is tired of observing her various children in their various day-to-day lives and seeing clearly the direction those lives are taking—a direction parallel to that which hers has taken thus far, a direction that has left her this tired.

She and Manny have almost $4,000 saved. They did not sequester this amount arbitrarily or casually. Each dollar in their joint account is the result of double shifts worked, discount stores scoured, small extravagances deferred, arguments had, a cumulative and unpleasant effort undertaken over years of wanting to leave this place.

Coupled with this money, the email she received from the city of Los Angeles at the end of July 2018 granting them qualification for a Section 8 voucher means, in her yearning imagination, that things can change.



The kernel of the dream, for Evelyn, grew directly from an online resource that educators nationwide beseech parents to ignore: school rankings on the internet. She did not need a website to inform her that her kids’ school district in Lancaster was impoverished in both instruction and resources. Even with her different jobs and complicated relationship history, Evelyn has always been devoted to dropping off and picking up all her children from school. So twice a day for almost a decade as her family grew, she stood outside the fencing and watched children emerge from school structures that looked like repurposed shipping containers and cross the blacktop recess area. The younger kids in her daughters’ elementary classes were generally cheerful; small children only need the company of one another to be happy. But as her oldest son progressed through elementary and into middle school—he is going into seventh grade now, his little brother into fifth—she watched as he and his peers became progressively downcast and unruly. They would pass through the gate and she would catch and hold her own kids while many of the others rushed past her this way and that unsupervised into the neighborhood, pulling on vape pens and throwing rocks at cars. Such young people without purpose saddened her.

Two years ago Evelyn began spending far too much of her time on a popular school rankings website. A few clicks would fill her screen with a map of Lancaster, dense with yellow dots all containing a C or a C−, plus a spackle of red dots containing Ds, in reference to the quality of various district schools. The site unveiled more granular rankings, too: academics, teachers, programs, sports. Her kids’ school graded C− in every category except diversity, in which the school received a B. The overall math proficiency at the time was 27 percent. The reading proficiency was 23 percent.

One day in the spring of 2016, she typed into this site a school district near Los Angeles called Monterey Park. One of her aunts lived there and had worked in the school system. Evelyn marveled at the green circles that proliferated across the website’s map of the few square miles comprising this easterly wedge of Los Angeles: uniform A grades for all the public K–12 schools in Monterey Park, both overall and in most subcategories. The school nearest her aunt’s address was ranked forty-first out of all public elementary schools in California.

After that epiphany, Evelyn spent a few weeks toggling between these two maps, cross-referencing the densities of Lancaster’s yellow Cs and red Ds with Monterey Park’s green As. The contrast gripped her, clawed down, anchored in for good. She showed them to Manny and demanded that he see what she saw, which was that even though their own lives were set in terms of education—both quite thin—the children’s lives were not. The online maps represented two trajectories for the five humans in their care. Evelyn’s grand idea of relocation was born out of the stark comparison, oversimplified as it was via the internet. Beginning then, she saved what she could to actualize the change.

That Americans sweepingly, loudly spoke of education as an equalizer while states like California tied public school funding to local property and income taxes—both overarching indicators of disparity—was a national fallacy as well as an inescapable reality. For a family like Evelyn’s, decent schools meant high housing costs. The average monthly rent within the Monterey Park district had reached over $2,000 for a one-bedroom—and since averages took into account rent-controlled units, the prices of apartments available to them were in an even higher tier. No amount of frugality that Evelyn and Manny were capable of with their earnings could render this area affordable, so the notion of a high-quality education for their kids became contingent on some form of housing assistance. Evelyn placed them on any waiting list that her searches turned up, including many that they didn’t even qualify for due to age or family size. She found that the more specific she was in describing her family, the narrower her family’s options appeared.

Section 8 was the first of these applications that returned positive news.

In the popular national program for low-income renters, voucher recipients can secure legitimate lease agreements from participating landlords. Then the renters pay no more than one-third of their income toward housing costs. The government covers whatever monthly rent remains. As such, the program is popular with tenants, who are unbound from the limitations of designated low-income housing. It is less popular with landlords who have to weigh the unpredictable means of residents on the economic margins of modern American society against the guarantee of government payments. The demand and supply within this effective but finite social safety net are increasingly imbalanced, the waiting lists in cities like Los Angeles tens of thousands of names long.

In her eagerness and because her application was completed over the internet using mostly her cell phone and the guidance of an automated system, Evelyn has not researched thoroughly enough to understand that qualifying for Section 8 and actually receiving a voucher are two separate processes.



“How far is it?” Iris, her third child, seven years old, asks. She is scrunched in the middle row between Sofia and Marisol in their car seats, with multiple bags of clothes and shoes and bedding bulging over their heads from the trunk space.

“Enough!” Evelyn snaps back. She immediately softens because she doesn’t want her kids to remember this important drive by her short temper: “Maybe less than an hour now.”

The trip from Lancaster to Los Angeles is less than two hours without traffic. But they are traveling on a Sunday afternoon and so partaking in a clogged lattice of freeways that converge from the west, north, and east. The whole entanglement swings around the San Gabriel Mountains into the San Fernando Valley, where the satellite desert communities begin to cluster closer together to form exurbs and then suburbs: Sylmar, Pacoima, Burbank, a continuum of denser populations. The maps application on her phone is all dark red veins. She does her best to stay close behind Manny’s truck, not for any practical reason but as a symbolic gesture to making this passage together. But people are driving angry today, and Manny is, too, and she eventually loses track of him amid the constant jockeying for faster-moving lanes.

Their 2008 Toyota Highlander is a large vehicle, over fifteen feet long, that is difficult to maneuver but easy to bully others around with in traffic. Evelyn felt uncomfortable driving it when Manny first brought it home two years before in 2016, proud of the deal he’d gotten and the fact that it had logged less than a hundred thousand miles in eight years. The passenger side wears multiple small dents that are the result of unfortunate right turns. But over the past year she has come to feel almost overconfident behind its wheel. Evelyn is five feet three inches tall and rarely experiences any inkling of height or physical power over others the way she does in the driver’s seat of this vehicle. She also likes knowing that in the event of a minor accident, her kids will be well armored—though she loathes the size of the gas tank, which she has to stop to refill just north of Los Angeles proper at a cost of seventy-five dollars, plus chips and juice for the kids.



Orlando and Gabriel ride with Manny in the pickup ahead of the girls, the three of them tightly shoulder to shoulder across the bench in front. Their stepfather hates this drive and doesn’t seem thrilled about the reasoning behind it. Orlando, at twelve, is growing old enough to consider—if not to fully understand—the currents that run between his mother and stepfather. At the root of their dynamic is the fact that his mom is a fast thinker, talker, and planner. She can push a passing thought into an actionable directive in just moments. A lot of his friends’ homes in Lancaster feel static in comparison: one adult drinking beer and watching TV, kids drinking soda and playing games on a different TV, another adult staring at the phone. His mom is always prodding Manny to do things such as dig a hot tub or paint the fence Miami colors. Manny is a pliant man at home and basically has always done what she wants until he reaches a point in the project that proves her idea to be untenable or unaffordable—like the hot tub—and then he stops and grumbles about time and effort wasted. That is how the two of them coexist. But they’ve never reached this level of dramatic action before: relocating their lives based on an exciting notion that they know where “better” is and its direction is south toward Los Angeles. He has a sense that all of Manny’s cursing in Spanish at the drivers of cars around them has more to do with the family’s upheaval than anybody’s road manners.

They cut a stairway pattern south and east through Glendale, South Pasadena, and Alhambra. These are all outlying northeastern townships to downtown LA. The homes are a mix of Spanish bungalows, larger Craftsman houses, and cheaply built apartment buildings. The terrain is hilly and they can’t even see any markers that signify being in America’s second-most-populous city until a short run on I-10 reveals the striking downtown skyline receding in the truck’s side-view mirrors. Then Manny exits into the township of Monterey Park.

“Everyone’s Chinese,” Gabriel, who is ten, observes with some degree of quiet wonder at the dozens of people of Asian extraction moving on foot up and down both sides of the commercial street.

“Don’t say stuff like that,” Orlando tells him in what must be an irritatingly high-and-mighty tone for a twelve-year-old. “It’s not everyone.”

“It’s a lot.”

“Some can be like Korean, or Japanese.”

“Wherever they’re from, they can’t drive for shit,” Manny mutters. Along the main thoroughfare, Garfield Avenue, he alternately pumps the brake and gas hard, lurching the boys forward and back. Their entry into Monterey Park is violent in this way.



Evelyn’s aunt Talia, her deceased father’s sister, has offered to take them in for a couple days while they firm up a housing situation. The girls are cramped and tired when Evelyn double-parks the Highlander in front of the apartment complex a mile south of the interstate. Manny’s truck is in a spot in the complex’s lot. He and her two boys lean against the hatch with matching expectant expressions.

“She isn’t home!” Manny yells back, as if her aunt not being there is squarely Evelyn’s fault—and it might be, actually, since Evelyn has neglected to specify a time of arrival. She texted her aunt while knowing her aunt does not really communicate via text or check her cell phone hardly at all.

“Let’s get something to eat, then,” Evelyn poses.

“I can’t just leave all this.” Manny gestures toward the tall hump of their possessions strapped in the truck bed.

Iris chooses this moment to declare her need to pee, which in turn sparks the same need in Sofia. Evelyn is sorting this situation out when the driver of another large SUV that can’t fit past hers leans on his horn. The abrupt noise causes Manny to bound into the street and confront that driver. Evelyn gets out to yell at Manny; rarely does he wind himself up this tightly, but when he does he is capable of real trouble. He’s been beaten up badly twice while out with friends at Lancaster bars, and she’s had to pick him up at police stations twice more for nonviolent belligerence.

She apologizes to the driver with her hands closed in front of her face as if in prayer, commands Manny to stay here and wait for Aunt Talia, asks the boys to go look for a taco truck or something else cheap for dinner, and then drives the Highlander around the block to look for a parking space. These streets are very narrow and heavily trafficked. But by luck she crosses Garfield Avenue and runs into a sprawling green space called Barnes Park. Children swarm over the playground structure and ride scooters along the walkways. Elderly people circle the perimeter for exercise. A few homeless people look filthy and grim but comfortable enough in this atmosphere. The park has decent public bathrooms the girls use, and an ice cream vendor. Dusk is falling now and Evelyn buys a Popsicle for herself and Disney-themed frozen concoctions for the girls. They sit on a bench in the coral light and look across the swell of cared-for land. Here, with her little girls, Evelyn feels all right again.



Aunt Talia’s one-bedroom is about five hundred square feet, and all the discord that immediately besets them seems to further shrink the space. Manny expresses continuous stress about the stuff tied in his truck. Evelyn does a poor job of calming him down and her efforts are agitated in and of themselves. Talia likes this set of grandnieces and grandnephews more than most of her relatives in Lancaster—together Evelyn’s kids are loud but they are also polite and interesting—yet having them here filling the majority of the physical space in her apartment after a long car trip, with all their natural energy having no outlet, is quickly regrettable.

Talia actually forgot which day they were supposed to come. Possibly, her niece misstated or never specified the date. She was planning to reheat lasagna and watch Survivor before coming upon Evelyn’s clan and all their possessions on her building steps. Her life here as a widowed, retired schoolteacher is thoroughly quiet. But what she has gleaned from her exchanges with Evelyn over the last few months stirred her enough to offer to help this family.

A mother wants her kids to go to a decent school. This particular neighborhood might be their only access point to one. Talia understands these interlacing core truths to underlie this specific unfolding situation: as plain as a mother’s hope, as knotted and psychotic as America’s racist, classist education system.

Talia is averse to surprises and change but she cannot not try to help these kids and this modest, well-intentioned quest.

But as Evelyn settles in that evening and explains in her typically overexcited staccato speech rhythm what her plan is for the next few days, Talia feels a stabbing unease as to how very thin that plan seems to her.



Evelyn assigns to Manny the job of bringing armloads of bags upstairs and packing them into corners. He is a task-oriented person and she knows the exercise will calm him. In the meantime she sits with Aunt Talia in the kitchenette and reassures her that they will be here a maximum of three nights.

“I’m concerned about the landlord here,” Aunt Talia confides. She is a frail woman with a voice worn thin by age, but she still conveys authority when she speaks. “And the noise.”

“Everyone shhh!” Evelyn calls generally to the room to little effect.

With his possessions secure, Manny sits with them. He bought beers at a corner deli while Evelyn was at the park and now opens his second or third. He is calmer now and generous with compliments on Aunt Talia’s appearance and her home. Evelyn assures her that in the morning she will be first in line at the closest city housing-authority office to sort out whatever paperwork her Section 8 application requires. Her understanding is that the most onerous stage of the process—securing a housing voucher—is already complete and they basically will spend the day touring available Section 8 homes, signing forms, and making deposits. She tells Aunt Talia that they will never forget this incredible gift and that Talia in turn will now have a whole new family nearby to help her.

Later, the TV is off and Evelyn and Manny lie on a makeshift mattress made of layered clothes. The limbs of children are splayed and tangled all around them. Manny is drunk and half asleep. Evelyn snuggles against him. She feels wired and hopeful already just being here in the city.

“Just a few hard days and we’ll be settled in our home,” she whispers.

“Then all we gotta do is find jobs,” he replies sarcastically.

Evelyn does not worry about that. Throughout her whole life, she has always found jobs, even if they are typically lousy ones. She has always earned enough. She believes that gathering the courage to leave the old place was the hardest moment of the journey they have undertaken. She’s had so many girlfriends and boyfriends and coworkers and cousins over the years who swore they were leaving Lancaster for San Diego, Orange County, Los Angeles, San Francisco, or even farther-flung places like Seattle or Vegas. They outlined timetables to save money and people they could rely on. They obsessed over highly specific, reachable American dreams. Then what invariably happened was time passed and money failed to accumulate and those dreams grew increasingly vague and distant. Then a random day unfolded in which the dream was not mentioned at all. Then a week, then a month. And then the dream was no longer. Very few actually left.

Yet here they are: Evelyn and Manny and the kids, together on the floor in a new city.



Evelyn’s version of this dream has not wavered much in the two years since first taking shape as an abstract vision of her kids thriving in school. The way she still sees it, her and Manny’s savings would cover the security deposit and about three months’ rent on a subsidized apartment near Aunt Talia’s and within Monterey Park’s school district. Even with housing assistance, they would no doubt have to pay a lot for a small place with boys and girls sharing rooms. She would work around thirty hours per week at minimum wage, plus $100 or so in tips, and earn roughly $450 per week—significantly more if she could find a spot behind a restaurant bar. Manny might need some time to establish himself as a construction laborer, but he eventually would be working full-time at slightly above minimum wage. And so together they would be making nearly $4,000 per month as their living baseline—which according to Los Angeles guidelines would place them just barely above the Extremely Low Income level of $46,950 for a family of seven. Per Section 8 standards, no more than $1,333 of their monthly earnings would be spent on rent and utilities. Around the same amount would pay for food and other basic household supplies. Evelyn calculates about $400 per month on gas and car maintenance, depending on how close their jobs are, and roughly the same amount on the unfortunate necessities of modern existence such as cell phone service and home Wi-Fi, $200 per month on insurance, and $200 more for fun additions like beer, ice cream, and forays to the beach and the movies. According to her math and without accounting for exigent circumstances, Evelyn envisions the family living well and still saving in the vicinity of $500 a month for future educational expenses. She cheerfully imagines that number to be on the rise as Manny becomes a certified craftsman, she ascends toward managerial work, and the girls’ childcare costs decrease with age. Within five years, in her estimation, they wouldn’t even need to rely on the government’s housing vouchers anymore; with luck, they might even be able to contemplate buying their own home.

She isn’t the kind of person who writes a lot of things down, but for over a year now she has been keeping this financial table in her mind, where its allotments feel motivating and elegant.



The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles has offices throughout the city. All of them are busy, but the main office, in the city’s Koreatown neighborhood, is a nexus point of civic need. Evelyn and the girls arrive nearly an hour before the time of opening and the line already reaches down the block along Wilshire Boulevard. The building is large and imposing with its opaque glass paneling. Across the street, like a mirror image, a separate line of people wait for the county social services office to open. On one side is a massive Catholic cathedral, on the other a Korean day spa.

Evelyn is dressed up nicely but she hasn’t been able to shower in the crowded apartment. As is often the case, she spent time brushing and braiding the girls’ hair to the detriment of her own. Generally, she feels a little gross and stiff. But everyone in line looks gross and stiff, even those who have made an effort to appear businesslike as she has. A great number of children join their parents here. They form small groups and then larger groups to play tag games along the building’s hedge. Iris and Sofia yearn to join, but Evelyn is wary of the hectic street. She mostly holds her toddler, Marisol, to keep her from running off. But her back hurts and by the time the office opens and the line begins moving, Evelyn is worn and snappy.

Inside the door, people follow signs that categorize their problems. Evelyn assumed coming here that since she had completed so many forms online, she would be fast-tracked to an actual human being for a formality of a meeting. But the line for current voucher holders in search of housing seems to be the longest of them all. Nylon straps turn a large space off the building’s main foyer into fifteen rows of anxious people clutching thin reams of documents to their chests as if someone might steal their old pay stubs, birth certificates, and utility bills. Employees occasionally shout for people who have made an appointment to go to a different room; Evelyn did try to make one herself but the available slots are months away. The primary job of the people shepherding the line seems to be yelling at children to stay next to their parents.

For the next three hours, Evelyn and her daughters shuffle along. Some people in the line mutter bitterly or carry on harried cell phone conversations, but most move in an orderly, muted state and seem resigned by past experience. Even now, on this dry, hot morning in August 2018, awaiting her turn in this brutal line with her miserably bored daughters, Evelyn carries an optimistic view about finding a home today. She equates the housing authority with the DMV: inefficient and understaffed but capable of providing people with what they need within the span of a crummy morning.

Then she finally reaches a clerk, and he states bluntly that Evelyn is mistaken in presuming her qualifying confirmation to be an actual Section 8 voucher. All she actually has right now is a provisional placement on the waiting list, which itself is dependent on providing a legitimate address within Los Angeles; Evelyn has brought documentation involving her aunt’s apartment, but—unbeknownst to her until this moment—Monterey Park is part of Los Angeles County but not the city of Los Angeles proper, and this form of housing assistance does not carry over those boundaries. Monterey Park has its own much smaller Section 8 program with a separate wait list that is currently closed until next June, ten months from now.

Evelyn listens, nods, and strives to present calmness. Her mind and spirit loosen and tumble around within. The clerk is trying to coax her along so that he can help keep the line moving. He isn’t mean exactly, just curt and unapologetic. She has about a hundred questions but is unsure how many of them are useful. Most involve schools and district boundaries, because her whole plan revolves around the education system of Monterey Park, which is far superior to that of the adjacent Los Angeles Unified School District, but she has a sense that whatever this man might have to say about that subject will fully crush her.

Instead she asks how long the whole housing-assistance process might take once she has all her information resituated. He tells her that people are waiting six years on average for a voucher in Los Angeles. He adds that the city and most of its surrounding independent townships are on the verge of closing their wait lists entirely and indefinitely because of this backlog. Evelyn thinks that this man must feel either very sad or very stupid having to apply normal words such as process and backlog to describe numbers and time frames so dire as to sound barbaric. She wonders why this office upon receiving her original application did not reply immediately with a message in bold, bright text instructing her not to bring her family here because there were no homes available to poor people.

Evelyn leads the girls out of the building. She has forgotten to validate her parking garage ticket and has to pay the maximum fee of twenty-two dollars. She nearly weeps—not about the parking cost or the clerk’s blunt dismantling of her vision or the terrible morning as a whole, but rather about the experience of being faced directly by her own naivete and foolishness in believing anything might be easy.



The immediate numbers that inform Evelyn’s life decisions are always close at hand: the five children she is raising, the few thousand dollars she has saved, her hourly wages in the service sector, the assortment of costs she must cover each month.

Beyond these basic family economic figures, she hasn’t thought or researched much about the greater landscape she has entered in the nation’s most populous county because on the surface, aside from crushing traffic and the occasional Los Angeles Times piece about housing scarcity, the area appears to be thriving. Large homes peer down from hillsides across busy residential neighborhoods. Dense islands of tall buildings dot the county. The traffic itself indicates the vast circuitry of commerce. Construction is happening everywhere: residential lots, apartment complexes, office parks, retail centers, warehouses, university campuses, hospitals, skyscrapers. Part of her confidence and optimism stems from the fact that the sheer volume of building projects in every direction virtually ensures Manny’s continued employment.

In all her school, job, and apartment research, she hasn’t yet come across the region’s scary numbers—particularly the way that in Southern California in the early 2010s, as home prices stabilized and then rose very fast following the Great Recession, the number of people without homes began a parallel, prolonged upward rise: 39,461 officially counted on a given night in Los Angeles County in 2013 rising to 44,359 in 2015 and to 55,048 in 2017. Of this latter number, 8,279 were recorded in the “family” demographic and 5,070 were under the age of eighteen.

And she definitely knows nothing of the truly horrific numbers—the murkier, unofficial, unsettling ones that frame reality for the less fortunate, less visible segment of this metro region’s twelve million inhabitants. These numbers lie in neighborhoods hidden by freeway barrier walls and tents lining the streets beneath the towers. They lie in the zoning laws that for generations favored single-family dwellings in desirable locations. They lie in East LA, South LA, Pico, and other neighborhoods that are high-density and multigenerational but still deemed unsafe for investment. They lie with the impoverished people who are bound to the city through service to the affluent; in the consistently abysmal ratings of its public school system, which wealthy families don’t patronize; in the hours working-class people spend in their daily commutes; in stagnant wages within the service industry; in the rising rates of anxiety, depression, addiction, domestic abuse, and other forms of violence; in the current strain on welfare and other social safety nets; in the hundreds of thousands of applications the county’s various Section 8 and other housing-assistance programs receive each year, the wait times that are lottery based but can stretch past a decade for qualified families, the prerogative to build more low-income housing clashing with all the influential, monied interests profiting from the monumental peak value of property.

These trends are not limited to this one city and are not driven by capitalism alone; they are a reflection of a national exigency anchored by the inequities of ownership, engineered across centuries of policy, and magnified by a sprawling disparity fixed to this place and moment in urban America—a place and moment Evelyn has entered with a few Google searches, a ninth-grade education, a strong work ethic, and an overbearing hope for the education and future of her five children.



The boys spend the day driving around to the filming locations of different movies and TV shows: The Fast and the Furious, Independence Day, San Andreas, Transformers. Orlando is excited at first before realizing that these are mostly just regular houses and buildings that some actors have been paid loads of money to run in and out of. They circle Paramount Studios, and aside from the grand columned entrance, the famed film lot is surrounded on the three less visible sides by a tall, plain yellow perimeter wall stretching for blocks and blocks, against which dozens of homeless people’s tents are propped. Orlando envisions TV shows starring household names that cost millions of dollars being shot directly on the other side, a cinder block’s width from anonymous dirty people who can’t afford to eat. Reality here bums them all out. Then the afternoon becomes a lot of driving and getting lost. Gabriel is not interested in these things even a little bit; Gabriel likes art and drawing, sitting quietly in out-of-the-way spots. Orlando would have much preferred skateboarding in a parking lot, but a day in the city has shown him that open space is much less available here than in the desert.

Both boys have learned over the years that when they are assigned to their stepfather’s care, time passes more smoothly if they just go along with his plans. Anytime they object or suggest alternatives, Manny has a way of sulking and then growing prickly and then finding beer. And the boys are often assigned to Manny while their mother takes the girls. Such is their family dynamic: either everyone together or the girls and boys apart.



“Did we really give up our lease?” This is Manny’s most pertinent question once Evelyn has the kids set up with screens so that she can relate the day to him. He asks it multiple times in different forms and tones, and he treats her consistent reply of yes as a possible misunderstanding.

Evelyn loves Manny very much. She has been with him for eight years, has borne three children with him, has seen him at his most angry, lazy, exhausted, bitter, and dumbfounded. But she still sometimes falls into the grip of those childlike feelings of love that place him as the lens through which all the world must filter before reaching her perception. Her boys are not biologically his—in fact they are the sons of a gang guy Manny despised and feared growing up—but he pays them more attention and is more interested in teaching them things than virtually any father she has observed in her world. He is a little pudgy, a little unkempt, a little full of himself, a little bit of a drunk—but he is very loyal. Maybe he listens to her too devotedly sometimes, with a habit of saying yes without really thinking through whatever he might be agreeing with. In these instances, he becomes especially disappointed, even contemptuous, when her plans do not turn out as proposed. But prior instances have never approached the stakes they contend with now.

His suggestion is to call the landlord and beg for their lease back, then return to Lancaster tomorrow. “Maybe our shit is still on the street where we left it,” he says.

Evelyn already received a message earlier today relaying that the landlord has had their stuff cleared away. But that doesn’t matter. She is not going back to the desert. She strives to explain in practical terms that they have already given up their home and many of their belongings as well as her job. But in her mind’s unspoken argument, she isn’t going back home because people who leave and then go back do not tend to leave again. She neither wants to grow old there nor wants her children to grow up there.

“We have savings,” she insists to Manny. “So let’s find jobs, and find an apartment, and make it so we don’t even need the city’s help to live.”



To look for employment in a totally new landscape with five kids on summer break, three of them younger than eight, proves from the outset to be laborious and logistically complicated. The boys can watch the girls up to a certain point—maybe as long as two hours. Past that she cannot bring herself to quite trust her sons in the event of some pressing need. The thought of her baby girl, Marisol, wanting something important and Evelyn not being there is still terrifying.

Various bosses, girlfriends, and family members have told her that five kids is too many, that she should have stopped at two or three; this judgment has been incessant in her life even from people with more children than she. With the first two kids—her boys—she was young and uneducated, associated with a Lancaster gang, wrapped up in delirious ideas of a romantic life with her sweetheart in that gang, who turned out to be philandering and abusive. But having two babies as a teenager somewhat organically removed her from that life, and the boys’ father ultimately ran out on them. That he did so before she could gather the courage to leave him would always make Evelyn feel like a coward, but at any rate he landed in prison not long after and she has never had contact with him since. From that segment of her young adulthood grew a determination never to remain for too long in a situation she knew to be repressive or dangerous; from that determination grew her ambitious plan to leave Lancaster.

When she became involved with Manny she’d already known him most of her life. Very quickly he fastened himself to the idea of taking care of her, and with him she had the two girls and they seemed to have a perfectly balanced, well-sized family. Marisol, Evelyn’s fifth baby, was unplanned but arrived in a way that felt destined somehow because they were managing pretty well all around at that time. Her beautiful children and the attention she loved giving them felt redemptive every day, and in that context—and in a wide extended family of Catholics—she was accustomed to treating the judgments of others with defiance. But these judgments further propelled the idea of fleeing Lancaster.

Now she has fled and the onus to validate the decision economically not only is an imperative for her kids’ sake but also will permit her to tell dozens of people who once made a pastime out of questioning her life choices that they had been wrong all along.

Monterey Park lies at the westernmost end of a band of densely populated suburbs that stretches about sixty miles between Los Angeles and San Bernardino. Within these contiguous neighborhoods are hundreds of restaurants: Chili’s, TGI Fridays, Applebee’s, Buffalo Wild Wings, Outback Steakhouse, and other localized versions of mid-tier chains. In short excursions over the course of three days, she submits applications throughout the area and then, despite being nonreligious in her adulthood, prays.

Manny’s job situation was always going to be both harder and potentially more lucrative. He is experienced in most areas of light construction, but he remains unlicensed and lacks artisan skills. In Lancaster, where his father’s and his own relationships spread wide, he could find a real job when he wanted with one or two phone calls. Evelyn has assumed that building anything close to such a network in a new area will take months at least. Manny believes that he has enough loose contacts to begin that process by taking undesirable gigs like digging trenches. From there he will gradually prove himself and form dependable relationships. The plan then will be to earn a license in drywall, start his own business, and branch out into other specialties such as plumbing and electricity. This arc made him act confident and heroic when they were talking about it hypothetically late at night with drinks in their outdoor area in the desert. But after a few mornings of waking up on the floor of Aunt Talia’s one-bedroom entangled with five kids, and with the new pressure of recent developments, he has fallen far out of its enchantment.

Manny drives off in his truck in the mid-morning and she doesn’t hear from him for the rest of the day. At night, they don’t have the time or space to talk about anything that transpired in between.



They are just children. This is Aunt Talia’s assessment both hosting and observing the family’s first frenetic week in the city. In her mind she is not referring to Marisol, Sofia, Iris, Gabriel, or Orlando. She thinks of Evelyn and Manny this way: so maniacally busy with their bodies and their voices and momentary to-dos without ever pausing to think more than a few moments ahead of the service jobs they seek. Talia believes in the worth—the nobility even—of her niece’s foundational desire for her kids to attend schools of opportunity rather than sparsity. And she definitely knows the need to leave Lancaster and the layers of family history there, much of it toxic. She once made the same exit and at roughly the age Evelyn is now. Her late husband was more enterprising than Manny, and Talia herself had a clear, obtainable ambition to earn a teacher’s certificate and work in schools, which she did mostly as a special education assistant. Rents were cheaper then in the late 1980s; life was simpler and its decisions less consequential. Two working-class people could reside in the city then with small comforts. That basic bearing is no longer accessible without some serious preexisting advantages, of which Evelyn and Manny have none. She isn’t sure now that she sees a way through here for this family at this time—a way to pull the fraying edges together and establish a sustainable existence. Talia knows in her heart that in the current iteration of what America is, people of their background, with their skin color, with their means do not have a route of entry to spaces in which their children can have a solid education. Evelyn is trying to force that truth to be untrue and Talia foresees trouble. There is no reinvention here—not anymore.

Talia wants to help shepherd them, but already, after just a few days, she is receiving calls from her landlord’s office regarding too many people in her apartment, lease violations, fire code infractions. Only for another night or two can she claim a brief family visit. The neighbors who saw all the luggage being carried in do not help her argument. She’s been living here for over twenty years and her rent is probably more than $2,000 below market. That deviation makes her a target in her own home.



Evelyn understands that the time frame of her modest goals no longer aligns with the time frame their situation demands. Her aunt needs calmness. Her kids need exercise and stimulation. And Evelyn needs to use her aunt’s address in order to place her kids in school here. She does not desire to press a tense situation toward rupture.

At any rate, on Thursday afternoon—five days after arriving in the city—Evelyn returns home to a serious chaos of bickering children. She wades through them and gently knocks on her aunt’s bedroom door and leans her head inside. The bedroom is very small, maybe six feet by eight. Her aunt sits in a chair crammed between the bed and the window, struggling to shut out the racket. Evelyn understands that they all need to be out of the apartment this afternoon.

She sets her kids to packing what clothes and things they have brought upstairs while Evelyn does her best to tidy the place, to soften the footprint of their stay. The kids are all helpful; they have a way of banding together with Orlando as leader in times when she needs some order.

In the late afternoon, with bags on their laps and in the footwells, Evelyn pulls the Highlander away from her aunt’s building. Some neighbors observe the departure with satisfaction from railings and doorways. Talia waves as Evelyn enters the city’s terrible traffic patterns in search of somewhere to stay that night.

In this moment, she has over $4,000 in a standard Citibank checking account. She is not addicted to any substances or diagnosed with any mental disorders. She’s had a job since she was sixteen years old. She’s paid some form of rent for the majority of that time. She is capable of hard work. She owns a car and has a wide extended family on which to rely in an emergency. She is in a supportive marriage. The very notion of homelessness—as it is for the majority of housed people across the urban landscape of the city of Los Angeles, the state of California, and the nation of America—remains a sad abstraction for her. Her children have always known rooms with their own beds in them, meals prepared in the mornings and evenings, a sanctuary to which they could always return together no matter what kind of day they’d had.

They will not have a stable home again for nearly five years.



The American Inn Motel is a low-slung horseshoe of rooms. The doors open directly onto the parking lot. Located two blocks south of Interstate 10, the main east-west artery serving this sector of Los Angeles County, the American shares a well-trafficked corner with a taqueria and a Mobil gas station. Their room has two double beds, a breakfast table with two chairs, a bathroom, and a mini refrigerator and microwave that together serve as the “kitchen” advertised on the road sign. The room costs seventy-three dollars per night, a low-end figure for the area. The lot seems to attract working people like them and not people needing rooms for drugs or sex or both. This is important to Evelyn. The family is in a predicament, and the kids understand that the situation is far from ideal. But they open the door in the morning and encounter people who are clearly going to work—almost as in a legitimate apartment complex—and so life does not appear entirely out of hand.

The parking lot is not gated and they move all their things inside from the SUV and truck. Bags fully layer the floor and pile up in the four corners. Evelyn has not yet succeeded in potty training Marisol and this is a problem for everyone. Evelyn has always kept an extremely clean home. Her friends label her OCD; she considers herself prideful. The American Inn Motel room gives her nothing to feel proud of.

She hasn’t slept all that well for most of her adult life since giving birth to her first child, Orlando, because there was always some worry or fear to stir her mind even at rest—perhaps especially at rest. Initially these were gang- and relationship-related. After those dual ties were severed, the orbit of her angst shifted to the insecurities of single motherhood, which for some reason lingered even after she moved in with Manny. For a few years working night shifts in bars during her early twenties, she’d relied on drinks during and after work to sleep. But after having her third child, Iris, who was her first with Manny and symbolic of a new beginning in Evelyn’s personal life, she didn’t really have the bandwidth to drink anymore. She’d grown accustomed to fitful sleep and actually took comfort in knowing that she could be awake more or less instantaneously if one of the kids needed her.

But in the motel room, even semi-sleeping is scary. The corner outside is loud with middle-of-the night pedestrian traffic and loiterers. Only a pane of glass and hanging vinyl shades separate her children from whatever muttering madman or shrieking woman happens by on a given night. More unsettling still in her active imagination are the people she can’t hear, the people who might case the lot and figure that a family of small children crammed into a cheap motel with no security features signifies easy prey. At times throughout the nights here she disentangles herself from the little ones in bed with her and sits at the table by the window, peering through the slanted shades into the shadowed lot. She thinks of herself as keeping watch. But in truth she spends those hours wondering how they have reached this state of affairs so quickly.

Nights like these—which is to say every night they remain at the American Inn Motel—find her exhausted
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