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						May perpetual light shine upon

						The faces of all who rest here.

						May the lives they lived

						Unfold further in spirit.

						May all their past travails

						Find ease in the kindness of clay.

					

					—John O’Donohue, “On Passing a Graveyard”

				

			

		

	
		
		
			AUTHORS’ NOTE

			..

			This is a work of narrative nonfiction. Dialogue and events were witnessed firsthand or reconstructed based on interviews, archives, and published accounts.

			The unclaimed are all too soon forgotten. Out of respect for their lives, we use the names they went by; to mask their identities would mean complicity in a double erasure. The names of their relatives, friends, neighbors, as well as the workers charged with tending their bodies and the volunteers who show up to mourn, are also unchanged, unless indicated in the notes to protect their privacy.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Sometimes I feel like I don’t have a partner

					Sometimes I feel like my only friend

					Is the city I live in, the City of Angels

					Lonely as I am, together we cry

					—Red Hot Chili Peppers, “Under the Bridge”

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				..

				ASHES

				Clouds of thick smoke rose from the city’s ridges into a dusky blue sky. It was early December 2017 and the hills north of Los Angeles were burning. Nine months of apocalyptic dryness fueled by strong Santa Ana winds had primed the region for destruction. More than 230,000 residents fled as fires threatened thousands of acres of parched paradise and the homes, schools, and businesses nestled in them. Miles downwind, a blanket of thin white ash had settled on the windshields inching along Interstate 5—“the Five” as locals call it. Even with the windows shut tight, drivers breathed in the unexpectedly sweet smell of smoldering sage, chaparral, and pine.

				In Boyle Heights, a largely Mexican American working-class neighborhood east of downtown, life carried on. Mothers pushed strollers down broken sidewalks lined with brightly colored iron-barred bungalows, taquerias, and auto body shops. Cars drove past sun-bleached murals, their colors muted by shadows cast from the tangles of power lines overhead. Street vendors sold fruit amid the occasional rooster crow. And, in the heart of the neighborhood, at the corner of Lorena and First Streets, behind the brick wall and iron gate of a county complex few Angelenos knew existed, two Black men, dressed in full-length white hazmat suits and surgical masks, moved through a chalky plume of dark gray ash. But the particles that billowed around them weren’t from the wildfires. They came from cremated bodies.

				The taller of the two men, Craig Garnette, grabbed a brown plastic box the size of a small cigar humidor from the bed of a white pickup truck. Many of the boxes had been warped from pressure and time, and their lids had started to pop. Craig leaned over an eight-foot-deep open grave and emptied the box, tapping the sides of the container to be sure every bit of cremains fell out and then tossing it onto the ground beside him. Puffs of ash had settled on his eyebrows and nose bridge, making him appear older than he was.

				The other man, Albert Gaskin, nearly a foot shorter and decades more senior, picked up the empty boxes and carried them to a nearby cargo van, where he threw them into the hold. Then he returned to the pit and helped Craig dump ashes. Six sets of ashes had no names, and others—the cremains of infants—had been stored in small envelopes tied carefully with string. Albert and Craig moved quickly. They were under strict orders to finish by the end of the business day. Over five hours, the men poured 1,461 boxes and envelopes into the grave—a year’s worth of ashes.

				Every box, every envelope, every cloud of gray ash, was once a person with a story. Someone who’d lived and died in Los Angeles County. Someone who’d had no family to claim their body. The ashes of these nearly 1,500 people cremated by the county would join the remains of 100,000 other people already buried in the scrawny patch of land that made up the potter’s field of Los Angeles. Fewer than four acres, the public cemetery serves as the forever resting place of these abandoned souls. Their remains, reduced to their organic essence, commingled and disappeared into the soil.

				Albert took a break from transferring the emptied boxes. He looked past the pit in the ground to the mountains surrounding the Los Angeles basin, their sharp contours blurred by distant smoke. After nearly fifty years working at the cemetery, the reality of a mass grave, hidden among the everyday rhythms of neighborhood life, still troubled him.

				He did what he could as the appointed caretaker for the county cemetery. He and Craig emptied ashes into a grave once a year; the rest of the time, they spent their long days cremating abandoned bodies and placing the cremains in the brown plastic boxes for storage. The county’s policy was to store ashes for three years, just in case a loved one showed up to retrieve them. Albert had been known to hold ashes longer; he understood what it took to scrape together the roughly $400 claim fee. But retrievals were rare. Where Albert grew up, in Louisiana bayou country, if you had to sell a cow to bury your mama you would. Here in L.A., he felt people were fine to leave their mamas to be cremated and dumped in a common grave by strangers. In fact, Albert felt, people seemed to care less and less.

				Albert thought lives should be remembered and death should be witnessed. It was the least a community could do. But county bureaucrats wanted to dispose of the abandoned dead as cheaply and quickly as possible, and Albert’s boss preferred to keep the burial out of the public eye. Behind the scenes of the county’s Office of Decedent Affairs, a fight was brewing. It might come down to who retired first. Albert wasn’t going to be able to work forever. His plan had always been to return home to Louisiana.

				He took a deep breath. Smoke hung in the air, a reminder of the precarious balance between life and death. But there was no time to ponder the fires, or the fate of the dead. He stretched his back and shoulders and stood up. The ashes were calling.

				

				..

				Death has never been a simply biological event. Early anthropologists observed that, even as our bodies undergo a physiological process when we die—the decay of flesh and bones—our death also sparks a social process, in which we ease out of this world and settle safely into the memories of the living. Across cultures and time, this re-situating—of body and person—has occurred through funeral rites, burial, memorialization, and personal grief. It is essential to who we are: As the Italian historian Giambattista Vico reminds us, “humanitas in Latin comes first and properly from humando, burying.” In this way, burying the dead, the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer wrote, “is perhaps the fundamental phenomenon of becoming human.”

				Yet not all of us receive a decent burial. The poor have always been more likely than the wealthy to end up in unmarked graves and in so-called potter’s fields—the useless, pockmarked tracts of land dug up for clay since biblical times by pot makers. Because the extractions left large holes in the red clay, those barren fields became the place of choice for burying the indigent dead. Today’s potter’s fields continue to be located in undesirable city plots or on the far reaches of existing cemeteries, outside the view of visitors. They are where we inter “the most worthless”—as determined by those who consider themselves worth more.

				Until the late nineteenth century, Los Angeles had no need for a potter’s field. The region was a landscape of sweeping vistas, small ranches, adobe dwellings, and citrus trees, with the dead buried in plots next to churches. But when the Mexican war ended and the gold rush began in 1848, and California joined the Union in 1850, the population exploded. Settlers and migrants from across the country and around the world arrived in search of gold and sun. A once quiet pueblo town turned into a lawless western outpost. Los Angeles, in the words of journalist D. J. Waldie, “drank, whored, brawled, lynched, and murdered” itself into infamy. The completion of the Southern Pacific’s transcontinental railroad brought still more growth and a new desire for respectability. A town of fewer than 6,000 in 1870 burst into a city with more than 100,000 inhabitants by 1900. Suddenly, leaving last night’s vigilante murder victim in an unmarked grave seemed uncivilized, and the city faced new questions about how to handle its indigent dead.

				In 1877, Los Angeles established a potter’s field in the neighborhood of Boyle Heights, then called Paredón Blanco, part of a land deal with a private cemetery developer. The city received nine acres to use as a public graveyard; the developer secured a zoning permit to turn the other sixty-nine acres into the first private cemetery in Los Angeles, Evergreen Cemetery.

				The potter’s field ledgers began to fill in 1896, around the time Los Angeles became more industrialized and scores of people were left behind in a widening gap between the haves and have-nots. The first person recorded for public burial was Gour Fong, whose skin color was listed as “yellow.” Fong was thirty-five years old when he died from a knife wound on December 28, 1895. An undertaker interred him five days later and charged the city $15 (about $541.72 in today’s dollars). That was more than twice what the same undertaker charged the city to handle the body of a twenty-one-year-old white woman two weeks later. In the nineteenth century, Chinese Americans were prevented from marrying, banned from most shops, and subjected to racial violence. When they died, they were consigned to a corner in the potter’s field. “They were treated like animals,” said Irvin Lai, a member of the Chinese Historical Society of Southern California.

				Across the country, many poor Americans deprived themselves of life’s small necessities to pay into burial insurance funds and avoid the stigma of an unadorned pauper’s grave. Freshly landed immigrants joined burial societies, pooling funds in the hope of sending their body to their homelands or, if interment in the “right soil” was out of reach, to at least be buried in a real cemetery with a proper funeral. The late-nineteenth-century Italian Club Cemetery in Tampa was modeled after a lavish Italian burying ground. And by 1938, New York City alone had more than three thousand Jewish burial societies.

				In the shadow of Evergreen’s ornate granite and sandstone mausoleums, L.A.’s anonymous, barren potter’s field served as a moral warning to the intemperate and the fallen. Many poor Americans perceived a “correlation between the quality of one’s grave and one’s soul.” They were punished in death, guilty by virtue of their destitution. In Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, a mother loses her senses when she realizes that her child’s corpse might be turned over to the city to be buried in a pauper’s grave. “If it had come to this,” the narrator says, “they might as well give up at once, and be buried all of them together!”

				The expectation that relatives should bury their dead was codified in American law in 1856 after New York City widened Beekman Street in downtown Manhattan. The expansion disturbed the graves of close to one hundred people in a churchyard, and the city offered $28,000 as compensation. But who should receive the money: the church or the relatives? The Surrogate’s Court recognized that families have a common law “natural and fundamental” right to possess human remains and protect those remains after interment. This right of sepulcher gave the next of kin the power to control human remains before disposition, select the place of burial, and change it at will. Many states followed, and over time, the right of sepulcher turned into a legal responsibility and only the most destitute ended up in paupers’ graves.

				Public graveyards sprang up across the United States in the mid- to late nineteenth century, their lots filling with the rising ranks of have-nots. The most famous was Hart Island, east of Manhattan, where burials began shortly after the Civil War and more than one million of New York City’s indigent dead have been buried since, their plain box coffins stacked in trenches. Others would include Blue Plains in Washington, D.C., where the unwanted dead include executed Nazi saboteurs; Cook County cemetery in Chicago; Holt Cemetery in New Orleans; and Snake Hill Cemetery in Secaucus, New Jersey. Every city and town has had to find a place to put the abandoned dead to rest, and all have struggled to keep costs down.

				In 1922, with 11,809 densely packed bodies buried in the Boyle Heights potter’s field, Los Angeles County installed its own crematorium—long before cremation became accepted as an alternative to burial in the United States. Turning bodies into ash was cheaper and took up less real estate. In 1962, the potter’s field shrank to make room for more wealthy bodies next door: Evergreen had become the most desirable final resting place for the real estate tycoons, oil barons, and circus performers of Hollywood’s Golden Age. The county sold 5.1 acres back to Evergreen, keeping a small strip of 3.9 acres for the burial of cremated remains.

				While the residents of Evergreen Cemetery tended to have their names chiseled in granite and marble for posterity, most of the tens of thousands of individuals deposited in the neighboring Boyle Heights potter’s field would have been lost to history, if the county had not recorded their cremations. Even then, only a few details—their name, date of birth, sex, supposed race, and date of death—survived. They remained the secret dead, invisible in life and forgotten in death.

				That’s what makes the story of Aurora Mardiganian striking: She represented a shift in who ends up at the potter’s field.

				Craig and Albert cremated Aurora’s body on March 5, 1994. Aurora had been a member of Armenia’s minority Christian community when, at seventeen, she witnessed the brutal murder of her parents and all but one of her siblings during the 1915 Armenian genocide. Aurora fled hundreds of miles—from Armenia to Russia to Norway—before arriving at Ellis Island in New York. A reporter and novelist heard about Aurora’s story and turned it into a book titled Ravished Armenia. The book sold widely and was serialized in two Hearst newspapers with a combined print circulation of two million. The novelist tricked Aurora, who was illiterate, into signing a contract to star in a silent movie of her life. While on tour to promote it, she suffered a breakdown.

				By 1920, Aurora had retreated from public life. She married, changed her name to Hovanian, and gave birth to a son, Martin. Around her seventy-seventh birthday, she moved from New York to the Los Angeles suburb of Van Nuys to be closer to him. But Martin’s wife was jealous of Aurora and refused to let him see his mother. Aurora spent her final years living alone, tormented by nightmares about Turkish killers, and eventually died in a nursing home at age ninety-three. She was one of the last known survivors of the Armenian genocide. Even though she lived among the largest Armenian diaspora in the United States and her story had helped to raise $117 million (equivalent to about $2 billion in 2023) for the Armenian community, no one, not even her son who lived a couple of miles away and had money, claimed her body.

				Aurora’s story heralded a new kind of resident of the nation’s potter’s fields. Indigent souls still end up in common graves across the United States, but now more and more Americans—people of means, people with jobs and homes and families—are ending up like Aurora. The term of choice for those sent to the potter’s field is no longer indigent but unclaimed, reflective of relatives’ inability or unwillingness to take care of their dead. Whether they intend to or not, these relatives are rewriting the rules on what family members owe one another.

				

				—

				The story of the unclaimed is, urgently, a story for today. In the first decades of the twenty-first century, an estimated 2 to 4 percent of the 2.8 million people who died every year in the United States went unclaimed—up to 114,000 Americans. This is roughly how many Americans die annually from diabetes. And that number is increasing. In Los Angeles County, the most populous county in the United States, the unclaimed used to make up 1.2 percent of adult deaths. That number inched up to 3 percent by the turn of the century—and it has continued to rise. The increase means that hundreds more residents every year end up in the Boyle Heights mass grave. In Maryland, one of the few states to keep track of unclaimed deaths over time, the percentage of people going unclaimed, adults and infants, has more than doubled in twenty years, from 2.1 percent of total deaths in 2000 to 4.5 percent in 2021.

				COVID-19 made things worse. Medical examiners and coroners estimate that the number of people going unclaimed rose nationwide during the pandemic, resulting in as many as 148,000 unclaimed deaths each year. An investigation in Arizona’s Maricopa County, the fourth-largest county in the United States, revealed a 30 percent spike. Reports streamed in from across the country, underscoring the problem. The Chicago medical examiner’s office cremated twice as many unclaimed bodies in a three-month period in 2020 as in the entire previous year. Montcalm County in Michigan saw a 620 percent increase in unclaimed bodies in 2020. In Fulton County, Georgia, officials oversaw burials for 456 unclaimed bodies in 2021, 150 more than in previous years. In Hinds County, Mississippi, the coroner commandeered a refrigerator truck to store unclaimed bodies after the number ballooned.

				There is no federal agency to track or oversee the unclaimed, just a patchwork of ad hoc local practices. In smaller cities and towns, burials for the unclaimed happen, if they happen at all, randomly. Ashes can languish for years in the desk drawer or office closet of a local county sheriff or wind up abandoned in private funeral homes.

				The unclaimed mostly go uncounted and unseen. Megan Smolenyak is a genealogist and founder of Unclaimed Persons, a web-based group of more than four hundred genealogists who volunteer their sleuthing skills to resource-strapped forensic communities across the country. They locate kin when government employees cannot. Smolenyak describes the rising numbers of unclaimed as its own “quiet epidemic.”

				

				—

				This book grew out of our efforts to unravel the mystery of the unclaimed: Who are they? And why do they end up where they do? We follow four individuals who died between 2012 and 2019—some destitute and some with means, some with close relatives, some without—as they wend their way through L.A. County’s death bureaucracy. To piece together the story, we observed the work of county employees who care for the unclaimed: those who field phone calls from concerned neighbors, those who go into homes and hospitals to retrieve bodies, those who call families to try to compel them to claim, and those who divvy up the dead’s assets.

				As we immersed ourselves in this world, the book morphed into a quest to better understand what we owe one another in death and in life. The unclaimed raise pressing existential questions: If you die and no one mourns you, did your life have meaning? If a common grave can now be the final destination for anyone, rich or poor, what does that say about us? What does it say about America? The answers we found were daunting and, at times, disheartening. The unclaimed bring today’s fractured families into sharp focus.

				And yet, we found hope. Los Angeles, a city mocked around the world for being fickle and vain, points the way. Far from the glitter of Hollywood and ostentation of Rodeo Drive, nestled in quiet pockets of the county, some Angelenos have devoted their lives to making sure that the unclaimed are not forgotten. These citizens who have taken it upon themselves to care for the dead receive no money and few accolades. But they feel a moral responsibility to step in where traditional families have failed—creating new kinds of kinship, rebuilding local communities, and caring for the most overlooked, even in death.

				

				..

				After depositing the ashes in the common grave, Craig and Albert returned to the crematorium and stripped off their white disposable protective coveralls. Albert absentmindedly pulled at his gray beard while he scanned the paperwork that would dictate the rhythm of the following day. The Office of Decedent Affairs had a permanent backlog, and the morgue was filled with bodies awaiting cremation. Their ashes would be placed in the brown plastic boxes he and Craig had just emptied. He read through the list of names. How had their lives unraveled to the point where they ended up being abandoned? Why had no one shown up to claim their remains? What was their story?

			

		

	
		
		
			
				PART ONE

				..

				ALIVE

				
					One lives in the hope of becoming a memory.

					—Antonio Porchia, Voces

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				1.

				NEW DIRECTIONS

			
			..

			Bobby Ray Hanna paced backstage. He was fifty-one years old but looked younger, his brown skin smooth and unlined. His hair and mustache were freshly trimmed, accentuating the roundness in his cheeks. As he tried to walk off his nerves, Bobby made sure not to wrinkle his collarless black button-down and matching slacks. His ex-wife, Clara Hanna, teased that he was worse than a girl when it came to his obsession with clothes. And shoes: If Bobby had money in his pocket, he couldn’t resist buying a pair. He had taken care to have his dress shoes mirror-shined for that night’s special performance. It was June 2010, and the once homeless air force veteran was about to sing live on national television, for the NBC show America’s Got Talent. He was there with the New Directions Veterans Choir, comprised of veterans who had either gone through the full-service treatment center or, like Bobby, were currently there.

			Bobby had been dreaming of catching a musical break since he was a little boy sitting next to Michael Jackson in elementary school back in Gary, Indiana. The two boys, born only seven months apart, competed for solos in school recitals. Michael won every time. Bobby knew he was nowhere near the level of talent of the future King of Pop, but he was convinced he could have made a successful career in music if his life had taken a few different turns. Now he would sing in front of millions of viewers, hoping for a shot at $1 million with his group.

			It was Bobby’s tenacity that had gotten him into the choir. He hadn’t been in the New Directions treatment program long when he heard that the group would compete on television. He had little time to master the song the choir would sing on the show, “Ol’ Man River,” from the 1927 musical Show Boat. Bobby would be a tenor if he made the cut, but the choir’s founder, George Hill, didn’t think Bobby could learn the complicated song in time. Bobby wasn’t a trained singer, and his self-taught guitar skills were useless in an a cappella group.

			He would not let go. This was the closest he had been to becoming a professional musician since his days in the air force in the 1980s, when he worked a side gig deejaying on river cruises in London.

			George understood Bobby’s need to sing. There were days in his twelve years living on the streets that George didn’t care if he lived or died, but then he would start singing. He would belt out tunes for hours in the tunnels of MacArthur Park near downtown Los Angeles, until he felt better. George told Bobby that if he aced the song, he could join the reality competition. Sure enough, Bobby learned the lyrics and harmonies, earning his spot as a member of the ten-person, nearly all-Black group.

			

			—

			Bobby snuck off from the group backstage to make a call to Clara. The British-Indian expat was sitting in her West Los Angeles apartment, the same one that the former couple had shared in the last years of their marriage. They had met when Bobby was stationed in England, near a McDonald’s where then-eighteen-year-old Clara worked. Bobby came in nearly every day for lunch, dressed in his uniform, trying to impress her. She knew her Catholic parents would not approve of her dating an airman, who they thought would break her heart. Two years passed before she said yes to a date. Soon after, the young Englishwoman found herself cruising the Thames, partying alongside her American boyfriend.

			The adventure ended when Bobby was discharged and returned home to Gary, Indiana. They kept in touch by phone and, in 1990, Bobby convinced Clara to meet him in Redlands, California, east of Los Angeles, for a fresh start. Clara didn’t love Redlands—it was more for families with young children than a thrill-seeking couple—but she was happy to be with Bobby. They married, and at first things were stable. But as the years passed Clara realized that Bobby’s carefree and confident London attitude had been dampened by the years in Gary. He started staying out late, spending entire nights away from Clara. The couple split and reunited several times. Then came Bobby’s involvement with drugs and run-ins with law enforcement. He was arrested for fighting and spent fifteen days in jail. A felony charge for possession of a controlled substance with intent to sell soon followed. Bobby was sentenced to two years in a state prison. For years, Clara had told herself, “It’s going to get better.” But seeing Bobby on the inside, she knew she was done. She had divorce papers served to Bobby. He called her from a prison pay phone, angry and desperate. He wasn’t Catholic, but he knew how important Clara’s faith was to her. Bobby taunted her, “Catholics aren’t supposed to divorce.”

			“No,” Clara replied, “but on the other hand, nowhere in the Bible does God say I have to be unhappy.”

			Following his release, Bobby flitted from party to party, until one by one his friends kicked him out. In 2009, seven years after the divorce, he was down to a single duffel bag and nothing else. He camped out on Sepulveda Boulevard, near the I-10 and 405, at one of the busiest interchanges in the country. After two restless nights, he called Clara and asked if she would pick him up.

			Clara struggled to enforce boundaries with Bobby. He was her first love. She drove to the freeway underpass, and Bobby climbed in. She handed him a Tupperware box with leftover rice and beef. As he wolfed down the food, Clara said she would take him to a motel two miles south, where she paid for one night and left Bobby to think about what he should do next. The walls were thin enough to hear when someone turned on an air conditioner in the next room. But the louder noise was the voice of self-doubt inside Bobby’s head. He knew about a rehab facility for veterans, and he also knew the program required therapy. Bobby did not like to talk about himself. It was one of the reasons his marriage had failed.

			When Clara returned the next day and pressed for a plan, Bobby hesitated. He mentioned New Directions, explaining it was run by a nonprofit and located on the grounds of the VA. Clara wanted Bobby to check in right away. They went back and forth, until Clara announced, “We’re going. I’m dropping you off because you need help.” This was Clara’s moment of tough love. She drove Bobby to the facility, in West L.A., and wished him luck. Then she drove back to her apartment.

			When he called from backstage at America’s Got Talent the following year, Bobby tried to persuade her to come down to the live taping. Clara thought about how long the line to get into the theater would be and how hot it was outside. She said, “I know you’re disappointed, but I can’t.” She promised to watch the performance on TV.

			“Oh, it’s all right.”

			Bobby had given her the line he always did when he felt hurt. He had a habit of downplaying his pain to save face. It was part of the reason he’d started to use drugs, to escape. He did everything he could to distance himself from failure.

			

			—

			For the month of June 2010, the America’s Got Talent reality show set up in the Orpheum Theatre, a historic playhouse in downtown Los Angeles with an iconic Beaux Arts façade that opened in 1926. After vaudeville had faded away, the theater became host to top musical acts, featuring Black American performers like Ella Fitzgerald, Duke Ellington, and Aretha Franklin. Now, like many venues in Los Angeles, the playhouse had to tap into the city’s growing reality show industry to stay relevant. On the night Bobby performed, the theater’s nearly two thousand seats were full. Fast-moving cameras panned between the screaming fans and stage. The New Directions Veterans Choir was one of twenty-seven acts competing that evening to go to the next round in Las Vegas.

			Comedian and television presenter Nick Cannon met the group backstage and, with an infectious smile, pumped up the ten members before they went onstage for a live audience. “This is the moment,” he said.

			“This is the moment,” George Hill returned with a radiant smile, his voice calm.

			“You guys ready?”

			The eight men and two women answered in unison, “We ready.” Bobby bounced in anticipation, his face stoic but his body jittery.

			Before every performance, one of the members would pray them in, and tonight it had been Bobby’s turn. He asked God to bless the performance and to let their voices be as one.

			The choir would need to answer the questions of the celebrity judges before their act. Piers Morgan, a grumpy Brit, took the lead. “Who’re you guys?”

			In the polished style that George had practiced at performances and fundraisers, the former marine said firmly, “We are New Directions Choir. We are comprised of formerly homeless sailors, soldiers, airmen, and marines.”

			“And you said you were all homeless?” Morgan asked.

			“We were all homeless.” George was usually a jokester onstage, but tonight he was all business. “In my particular case I was homeless for twelve years, living in MacArthur Park and Skid Row.”

			Morgan continued, “Tell me, what do you hope to achieve by appearing on America’s Got Talent?”

			“We want to let people know, all of the other veterans and especially the active-duty armed forces know, that it’s okay for a warrior to seek help.”

			“Okay, well, best of luck.” Unlike the crowd, Morgan didn’t seem moved.

			The auditorium quieted, a long six seconds of silence amplifying Bobby’s nerves. George Hill blew into a pitch pipe, and the group began the first lyric, Let me go away. It was then that the members of the choir heard themselves sing through a professional sound system for the first time. They also heard the audience react. As the choir sang about how the unsparing Mississippi River kept on flowing while workers on its riverbanks had no rest, Bobby, George, and their fellow choir members felt they were on a magical journey, taking the crowd with them. The three celebrity judges, including Morgan, stood to join the audience in ovation. Bobby bounced with excitement: They had nailed it. This was his rags-to-riches moment.

			The applause in the Orpheum died down and the choir waited for the judges to speak. Bobby held his mic at his side. Though for a moment he looked ready to answer questions, he had a tendency to shrink as soon as he was done singing. Today was no different. He took a step back, fading behind the other choir members.

			The judges took turns praising the performance, with Piers Morgan last. He asked what the performance meant to the choir. George Hill said it was proof that people can change. “There was a period of time that you might not would’ve wanted to see us coming, but the fact is now this shows what change can do.”

			“Well, look,” Morgan said, “I think I speak for everybody here when I just say that was one of the most powerful, emotional, and inspiring things we have ever seen on America’s Got Talent. So, thank you.” The judges voted unanimously to send the New Directions Veterans Choir to the next round. Many in the audience took to their feet again.

			Bobby’s smile widened. God had done just what Bobby had asked Him to do. He hoped that Clara had been watching.

		

	
		
		
			
				2.

				AGING IN PLACE

			
			..

			Inside her duplex on Freeman Avenue, eighty-nine-year-old Lena Brown reached for a can of baked beans, bending just enough to lift the can out of a cardboard box on the floor. Someone—Lena thought a neighbor—had been leaving food outside her front door. Whoever it was knew Lena well enough to leave only soft foods, like soups, beans, and oatmeal.

			Lena struggled to get a tight enough grip to work the can opener, using her arthritic fingers to pry open the can just a bit and then dumping the sweetened brown beans in an old electric coffeepot. She flipped the machine’s burner on and waited for her dinner to heat up. Her stove was unusable. The gas had long been switched off because of unpaid bills. It wasn’t for lack of money. She had savings and monthly income from Social Security, and the house was paid off. The problem was her eyesight. She strained to read bills and notices from the city. She was also forgetting things, hardly unusual for a woman born in 1913, but it made it hard to stay on top of her finances. Her checks expired before she remembered to take them to the bank. She had kept an envelope with cash in her refrigerator but then accidentally threw it out. Soon the fridge stopped working. She still stored milk in it out of habit and it spoiled quickly. She had no plumbing in the bathroom, and there had been no heat in the place for years. She kept warm by piling coats on top of her petite body. Her hot water heater didn’t work, either, and the plumbers she hired had taken her money without fixing the problem. Only the electricity continued to stay on. Not that it mattered much. Most of her light fixtures were broken or missing. Lena spent entire days alone in the dark.

			She stirred the battered coffeepot. Her clothes, which once hugged her slim frame, hung loosely now. She wore threadbare robes and muumuus, even during the sweltering Southern California summer, and tied them together with a piece of string. Her white hair was unkempt, wiry wisps that flew in different directions. She paid someone thirty dollars to cut her hair every now and then but didn’t bother keeping it up between visits. She rarely bathed, afraid of climbing in and out of the bathtub. A fall could be the end of her if she had no way to alert others. Besides, even if she was found in time, she would likely lose her independence. That was her biggest fear.

			Lena pushed aside a stack of public nuisance notices from the city of Hawthorne, an annexed suburban city nestled in southern Los Angeles where her detached duplex was located. Like many homes built in a booming Southern California in the 1940s, the stucco duplex was thrown up hastily and needed steady repairs to fight off aging. It was more than Lena could handle. Over the years, she left broken windows unfixed, grass untended, and piles of trash out front. By 2002, anyone passing by could see the duplex had lost the battle against the erosion of sun and time.

			Lena grabbed a fork from the sink and had taken only a couple of bites when she heard meowing outside. She reached for an old mop to steady herself—some of the boards of her living room had warped and buckled from water spilling over from the kitchen. She carefully shuffled over to the back door of the rear unit. She opened the door and walked around the side yard toward the front unit, holding on to her makeshift cane. She threw some food scraps to a clowder of feral cats that lived in her yard. She liked them; they kept the rodents at bay. Two neighbor boys passed through the alley along the southern edge of her property. One whispered “La bruja,” Spanish for witch.

			From where she stood, Lena heard a knock on the door of the empty front unit. She ignored it, staying to the side of the duplex and out of view of the street. She couldn’t remember when she’d last had visitors. She waited and hoped the person would go away. Then, a second set of quick knocks. She had nieces and nephews living in the area, but it had been ages since they’d visited. She knew one neighbor who lived a couple of blocks over. Maybe she wanted to talk?

			A third set of knocks. Lena peeked around the side of the house. A young woman in business attire was at the door. She noticed Lena standing in the overgrown grass. If the stranger was taken aback by Lena’s bedraggled appearance, she quickly recovered, launching into a short version of her spiel: She was a realtor and real estate investor. She asked whether Lena was the homeowner. Lena didn’t respond. Undeterred, the woman said that she had good news. She would be willing to fix up the home and then buy it from her for $20,000. Lena could stay in one unit or move into a nursing home. The realtor handed Lena a card with her contact info. Lena’s phone didn’t work, but she didn’t tell the woman.

			Lena stood motionless and mute. Unsure what to make of the old woman before her, the realtor told Lena to think it over. She was happy to come back next week.

			The realtor was about to turn away when Lena shrieked, “Go to hell!” Then, for emphasis, yelled, “Get out!”

			Lena returned to the back unit, her heart pounding in her chest. Her appetite was gone. She’d leave the beans in the coffeepot and reheat them tomorrow.

			

			—

			Lena had moved into the Hawthorne property after she married Benjamin Franklin “Frank” Brown, Jr., an upholsterer in the aircraft industry, in 1944. Frank’s father, Judge Benjamin Brown, had built the double units on a plot of undeveloped land, allowing his son and Lena to live in the front while Brown Sr. and Frank’s mother, Flavia, lived in the back. What would later become endless city blocks were barley fields hedged by large eucalyptus trees when the couple first moved in. Judge Brown died in 1949, and Lena cared for her mother-in-law until she, too, passed. When Lena’s husband died in 1966, at the age of only fifty-seven, the house’s title was transferred to her. For a while she lived in one unit and rented out the other. It was her insurance against outliving everyone else—a prospect that had seemed likely even long ago, given her husband’s penchant for alcohol.

			Lena managed well enough for the first decades, befriending the Piersons, a family that lived nearby and held Jehovah’s Witnesses gatherings in their home. Lena, who never had children of her own, took to spoiling the family’s nine-year-old daughter, Donna, with packaged sweets like Hostess Twinkies and Cupcakes. The Piersons invited Lena to join them on outings to public gardens and dinners at a local Spires chain diner. Donna remembered that Lena always carried a purse when they went out, closely clutching it to her side. Even when she posed with the Piersons for photographs, Lena kept the purse under her arm, never letting it go.

			As the decades wore on, the Piersons saw Lena less. She became more reclusive, spending her days alone and inside. By the time she reached her seventies, she struggled to understand what was happening. Tenants took advantage of her. They preyed on her frailty, skipping rent and letting the apartment fall into disrepair. In the rough years of gang violence in 1990s South Los Angeles, a young woman had squatted in her front unit and trashed the place.

			Each year since her husband’s death, Lena retreated further inward. By 2002, she lived a life devoid of human interaction, which made her anxious. Little by little, her circle had shrunk. As Lena saw it, the realtor confirmed her fear that people were out to get her and wanted to take her house. Alone, no lock on her front door, the old woman had taken to sleeping with a hammer next to her pillow.

			

			—

			Several months later, Lena stepped out of the back unit and shuffled two blocks. She wore slippers with gaping holes. At a well-kept white bungalow, she opened the black metal gate, walked through a well-tended colorful garden with abstract concrete statues, and rang Lynda Pierson’s doorbell.

			Lynda was taken aback when she saw how small, dirty, and disheveled Lena looked. If it wasn’t for her distinctive shrill, squeaky voice, Lynda would not have recognized her old friend. Lena said that she had run out of food and couldn’t make it to the grocery store, assuming it was Lynda who had left her the food she had been eating these last months. But it turned out not to be Lynda.

			Lynda asked Lena about her family. Lena insisted that they were not interested in her. One of her nieces, Marlene Avila, lived less than a mile away and occasionally walked by, but they didn’t get along and had stopped talking. Lynda promised to stop by Lena’s house later.

			Lynda went to the store and bought drinking water and some of Lena’s favorite foods. She put them in an ice chest in her car and drove to the Freeman Avenue duplex. Lynda gasped when she entered the back unit. It was the first time in decades that she had been inside Lena’s house, which she had remembered as neat, if not clean. Even in the darkened rooms Lynda could see and smell the filth. She placed the ice chest down and promised Lena she would bring more food tomorrow.

			Lynda had a soft spot for all abandoned beings: She nurtured stray dogs and cats, revived houseplants, and even tried to keep hurt bugs alive. For years, the family looked after a disabled bird that Lynda had found; they took it camping, with Lynda setting up a hanging fruit basket as a makeshift bed. She wanted to help with Lena’s house, but her rescue projects to that point had been limited to small things. This would be a massive endeavor. She asked Lena if it would be okay to bring a friend over who knew about real estate and elderly issues.

			With Lena’s permission, Lynda called another neighbor, Teena Colebrook, who owned a triplex in Hawthorne, living in one unit and renting out the other two. Teena had come a long way since her childhood, when she lived in a shack in England with no running water or indoor toilet. Her mum had to boil water to put in a tin tub to bathe Teena and her siblings. Teena moved to the United States and earned a degree at Cal Poly, where she became a thirteen-time NCAA Division II All-American in track and field, and now had a growing real estate portfolio. She felt fortunate and was determined to give back. She had chosen to focus on helping elderly neighbors. Most of the older folks Teena helped just needed assistance with their gardening or stringing up their outdoor Christmas lights. Lena’s case would be far more complicated.

			When Teena visited Lena, the older woman reminisced about her past, saying how she missed getting dressed up to go to church with the Piersons. Though it was hard to tell from looking at her now, Lena had always loved clothes. Working as a laundress when she was in her twenties had exposed her to the finest garments, and she missed running her fingers along the seams of a well-tailored dress.

			The women got along well, but Lena was still suspicious. “Why do you want to deal with an old lady like me?” she asked.

			“Because you’re a human being,” said Teena. She thought back to the shack she grew up in and couldn’t believe that forty years later, here in the United States of America, someone suffered in similarly deplorable conditions. “That’s not the way people should live.”

			Over the coming months, Teena accompanied Lena to the bank and helped her withdraw money to buy new shoes. She set up a surgery appointment to remove two orange-size lumps in Lena’s abdomen. Lena reluctantly consented to the procedure on the condition that she wouldn’t be subjected to blood transfusions, which as a Jehovah’s Witness she believed was against God’s will. The hospital cleaned Lena up, and she started to look less disheveled. Even her sense of humor returned. When a home health aide that Teena had hired asked whether Lena was interested in purchasing adult diapers, Lena gave a firm no. “I don’t want Depends because then I’d have to depend on the Depends.”

			Once Lena’s physical health was under control, Teena broached the more difficult topic. She admired how the old lady had fought to stay in her home on her own terms, but something had to be done or she would lose it. Leafing through the pile of city nuisance notices citing disrepair and deterioration and letters in red bold font threatening a lien on the house for unpaid property taxes, Teena presented her new friend with two choices. “The city is either going to come in,” Teena said, “or I can try to find someone who I know will fix the place up and let you live there for the rest of your life rent free.”

			Lena knew it was possible that the city would condemn her house, leaving her homeless. She wanted the familiarity of home and the feeling of independence, even if there were risks to living alone, especially if her mobility or mental state declined. The alternative—moving into a long-term care facility—was also a risk. Far from the people who knew her, she could become isolated, shaving years off her life.

			Lena was adamant. “I want to die in my home.”

			“Are you sure?” Teena asked.

			“Yes, I am.”

			Teena turned to a friend named Philip Kirkland, who was in real estate and construction. Kirkland offered to purchase both of Lena’s units, renovate them, and let Lena live in the front for a life lease. She wouldn’t have to pay rent. In exchange for the deed transfer, Kirkland would pay Lena $80,000 in cash. He also agreed to pay all utilities and her back taxes, repair the boiler and furnace, and reconnect the phone service.

			Lena was grateful for Kirkland’s offer. Being able to stay in her own house was all she really cared about.

			Kirkland fixed up the front unit even before the sale went through. One month later, in February 2003, Kirkland videotaped Lena signing the real estate forms while she said that she agreed to this transaction. He knew how it might look to outsiders that he was buying an old woman’s house. Lena told Teena how delighted she was with the chance to stay in her house.

			Soon after the sale, Kirkland started finding handwritten notes at his door from a Rudy Estrella and his wife, Lynda. The notes demanded details about the sale of the home and what repairs were being made. Rudy, Lena’s nephew, was acting also on behalf of his sister, Marjorie Ramos, and his cousin, Marlene Avila. When Kirkland brought the note to Lena’s attention, she stiffened. She recognized the names of Marjorie and Marlene—she’d seen them occasionally over the years—but she struggled to remember what Rudy looked like.

			Her family’s sudden reappearance put her on edge. What did they want?

			Unbeknownst to Lena, Marlene, the niece who lived less than a mile away, hadn’t been as absent from Lena’s life as she thought. It was Marlene, not Lynda, who had been leaving food on Lena’s doorstep. Marlene, a Jehovah’s Witness pioneer, tried to do what she could to help her mother’s younger sister, albeit discreetly. She had always had a tense relationship with her aunt, and their similarly strong-willed personalities frequently led to conflict. Marlene thought it wiser to stay in the shadows. But when she caught wind of the deal with Kirkland, she knew she couldn’t keep quiet. Marlene figured that Lena must have been confused and now was the victim of a profiteer. Eighty thousand dollars was rich people’s money for someone who grew up in the 1920s, but the average house price in 2002 in Hawthorne was $240,000 and had gone up 14 percent since the previous year. Surely a duplex would be worth even more.

			Marlene alerted her cousins that Lena had sold the property for below market value. They hesitated to get involved. Marjorie was close to Marlene, but not her aunt. Marjorie recalled how she used to chauffeur her mother, Anna, from East Los Angeles to Lena’s property in Hawthorne. The sisters would catch up and then Marjorie would drive her mother back home. But that was in the early seventies, and in the three decades since, Marjorie had seen very little of her aunt. She doubted that her brother, Rudy, had laid eyes on Lena since they were small children. Marlene was persuasive, though. “Go see her,” she urged her cousins. “I think she needs to talk to somebody.”

			When Rudy and Marjorie visited Lena after the sale, Lena was visibly upset. She turned to her niece and said, “Oh, Marjorie, I thought you were a nice person.” Lena reported back to Teena Colebrook that her family was interested only in the property and didn’t care for her.

			Rudy was undeterred by Lena’s reaction. Backed by his cousins, he hired a lawyer and filed a complaint against Teena for elder abuse, claiming she fleeced his aunt. He resented that she had encouraged Lena to stay in a hospital to recuperate from the abdominal surgery, thinking the expense unnecessary. To Teena, the issue was simple. Lena had the money and the insurance.

			Rudy also sued Philip Kirkland. In the suit, Rudy alleged the house was worth $433,000 and that Kirkland had swindled Lena by paying less than 20 percent of the property’s value and “erroneously” taking possession of the house. Rudy argued that Lena was deaf and blind, and that Kirkland had taken advantage of her. He demanded that the court rescind the title transfer.

			The allegations of abuse set the county system’s elder protection gears into motion. On September 3, 2003, Leona Shapiro was appointed by the Los Angeles Superior Court to act as Lena’s attorney. Shapiro was on the county’s probate volunteer panel, a group of attorneys who register with the court to assist in probate cases for reduced fees. Shapiro’s job was to advocate on behalf of the vulnerable as a neutral party. Her involvement in the legal panel originated from her own negative experience with her mother’s caregiver. One evening, Shapiro had stopped by her elderly mother’s house unannounced and discovered that the aide her mother had hired was nowhere to be found. Shapiro sat with her sleeping mother until the aide returned, after midnight, and promptly fired her. Later, Shapiro discovered that the aide had given her mother a sleeping pill before going out. She vowed then to stand up for older adults who could no longer advocate for themselves.

			Shapiro drove from her home office in Beverly Hills to the duplex on Freeman Avenue on October 23, 2003, and spent approximately three hours observing Lena. Even in that short time it was clear to Shapiro that the older woman needed help. Lena said she had Social Security and some income from oil leases. She also knew she had an account at Bank of America and a “special CD or something” with money somewhere. But the details were fuzzy, and she couldn’t locate account numbers.

			Lena suffered no confusion in one area. She absolutely did not want Rudy, or any other relative, to become her conservator. She told Shapiro that she liked how Teena had taken care of her and wanted the woman to stay in her life—a prospect that was becoming increasingly improbable. The case of elder abuse was quickly dismissed when Teena produced receipts for everything she had bought for Lena, but even with her legal vindication, Teena had little say in what would happen to Lena. Rudy held more power as a family member. He insisted to Shapiro that he should take care of his aunt. When Shapiro, trying to honor Lena’s wishes, proposed a nurse with real estate experience as a third-party conservator, Rudy protested.

			The family’s next step was to present their case to probate court. They arrived at Stanley Mosk Courthouse in downtown Los Angeles for the hearing. Lena sat in the front of the courtroom, Rudy and Marjorie at her side. The setup was symbolic: Aunt Lena was their responsibility. Teena Colebrook and Lynda Pierson, the two women that Lena had come to trust most, sat in the back among the wood auditorium seats for witnesses and observers.

			The family presented a united front of devotion to the elderly Lena and accused Lena’s friends of maltreatment. Teena heard the family tell the judge that Rudy was her favorite nephew. She scoffed at the absurdity of the claim. She felt her muscles tense and her blood pressure rise. She wanted to speak, but she was intimidated by the unfamiliar court proceedings. The judge listened to the county and family present their arguments.

			A few days after the hearing, Lena confronted Teena. “Why weren’t you there?”

			“I was there,” Teena assured her. “I was right behind you.”

			But Lena seemed unconvinced. “I was waiting for you.” The disappointment in her voice would stay with Teena for years.

			

			—

			Courts are hesitant to bring in third parties as conservators when relatives are willing to provide care. Lena’s case would be no different. On April 7, 2004, despite Lena’s wishes, Rudy was appointed conservator.

			One win under his belt, Rudy continued with his lawsuit against Philip Kirkland. He charged that Kirkland, as Lena’s “friend and business advisor,” had “made false representations” when he presented the sale as “fair and reasonable and in her best interests,” actions that caused “damage in the amount of $353,000.” The probate court seemed less persuadable on this matter. It was difficult to argue that Kirkland had misrepresented the sale or forced Lena in any way when he had a videorecording of her signing the contract and another of her discussing her relatives with Teena. She had appropriately participated in the discussion and was mentally alert. Under legal advice, Rudy agreed to go to mediation, where he settled the case with Kirkland for a onetime payment of $8,500, to be put into Lena’s account. Kirkland had already agreed to let Lena live rent-free in the front unit until she died or left at her own will. As promised, he would also pay her phone bill, real estate taxes, and utilities. In return, the property would remain in his name.

			Over the next several years, Rudy and his wife brought Lena weekly groceries and other essentials. Her Social Security took care of most of these charges, leaving her savings for larger expenses. When the house proceeds were added to her existing savings, Lena’s accounts were flush. Knowing that his aunt had close to $150,000 in the bank, Rudy had no qualms about buying a new TV from Best Buy for $807 or ordering DirecTV at $40 per month, providing Lena with something to do during the days.

			On a routine follow-up visit, Lena admitted to Shapiro that Rudy was doing a decent job as conservator, but she remained skeptical about her family’s involvement. And she pushed back if one of her nieces or nephews tried to exert too much control: When Marjorie bought a new pair of shoes from Sears to improve Lena’s heel support, Lena cut holes in them the following week. She said it was to ease the pressure on her bunions, although Marjorie wondered if Lena wasn’t just trying to goad her. Another time, Rudy purchased a small couch, but Lena didn’t like the cushion covers. She took them off, which baffled Rudy. To her family, Lena was stubborn, plain and simple.

			Rudy told Shapiro that, although he did not initially know Lena well, taking care of her was a way of honoring his mother, Anna. He felt that he was doing the right thing by stepping in. His sister, Marjorie, agreed. She said later, “If you can’t depend on your family, who can you depend on?”
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