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Newport Beach resident
Vanessa Bryant on Thursday ac-
cused her mother of seeking to
“extort a financial windfall” from
her in the wake of her husband
Kobe Bryant’s death by filing a
lawsuit claiming she is owed years
of back pay for working as an un-
paid assistant.

The family feud ratcheted up
after Sofia Urbieta Laine sued her
38-year-old daughter for financial
support alleging she worked for
years as an unpaid “longtime per-
sonal assistant and nanny” to the
couple and that the Lakers legend
had “promised to take care” of his
mother-in-law for the rest of her
days before his death in a heli-
copter crash Jan 26.

“Unfortunately, Kobe Bryant’s
promise did not see the light of
day as he is now deceased and

Vanessa Bryant took each and ev-
ery step she could to void and
cancel all of Kobe’s promises,” the
48-page lawsuit alleges, saying
Vanessa Bryant never intended to
honor her late husband’s wishes.

That was the final straw for Bry-
ant, who also lost her 13-year
daughter Gianna in the Calabasas
helicopter crash that killed nine
people and remains the subject of
a National Transportation Safety
Board investigation.

In a statement, she wrote that
her 68-year-old mother was trying
to “extort a financial windfall from
our family.” Bryant said she and
her husband of nearly 20 years
had supported her mother finan-
cially, allowing her to live in one
of their properties near their
Newport Coast home free of
charge.

Wally Skalij | Los Angeles Times
VANESSA BRYANT speaks at the celebration of life of husband Kobe Bryant and daughter Gianna in February.

VanessaBryant accusesher
motherof extortion inugly
legalwarover familymoney
BY RICHARDWINTON

See Bryant, page A4

As Newport-Mesa Unified
School District middle and high
school teachers used a non-stu-
dent day Friday to decompress
from a chaotic first semester, on
the final work day before winter
break district officials sent out a
quick communique to the school
community.

The message informed district
families all secondary students
would return to distance learning
on the Jan. 4 start of spring se-
mester. A two-month dalliance
with in-person learning — which
saw kids return to campuses
under a hybrid schedule — would
be paused, at least through
Jan. 22.

“[A] significant increase of
COVID-19 cases throughout the
state, Orange County and our lo-
cal community has impacted our
district and workforce, severely
limiting our ability to find appro-
priate substitute employees who
provide critical services,” Supt.
Russell Lee-Sung explained.

“Now, more than ever, we en-
courage everyone to do their part
to slow the spread of COVID-19 by
adhering to the protocols.”

The ongoing pandemic has cre-
ated a widening chasm in New-
port-Mesa Unified between those
who strongly believe kids should
return to classes for the educa-
tional, social and emotional ben-
efits of in-person learning and
those who worry the county’s
record-shattering infection rates
can, and will, defeat the district’s
best defenses.

During a special meeting
Thursday to determine whether
to reclose secondary campuses in
January, board President Karen
Yelsey refuted suspicions the dis-
trict was trying to sneak one past
unsuspecting parents.

“What we’re going to be dis-
cussing today we just heard about
Tuesday night,” she said, adding
Lee-Sung had the power to make
a unilateral decision but that
board members wanted to be in-
cluded. “We wanted to hear the
data and be a part of making that
decision — that’s why we’re here
tonight.”

A reported 278 members of the
public submitted comments at
the meeting, weighing in on
whether secondary students
could, or should, safely attend in-
person classes. Though opinions
were split down the middle, board
members ultimately voted 6-1 to
approve the transition to online
learning.

NMUSD
distance
learning
return
debated
Someremainadamant
about theneed tokeep
kids in class afterdecision
to reclose schools for
secondary students.
BY SARA CARDINE

See NMUSD, page A2

As Orange County coronavirus
cases continue to climb danger-
ously past hospitals’ treatment
thresholds, county health offi-
cials’ warnings about not gather-
ing with others this holiday sea-
son are taking a desperate tone.

Orange County Health Care
Agency Director and Public
Health Officer Dr. Clayton Chau,
speaking Tuesday before the Or-
ange County Board of Supervi-
sors, painted a harrowing picture
of the county’s health outlook
given recent virus trends.

“The number of infections in
our surrounding county has
been rising every day. Every day
we break the record for the num-
ber of people who’ve been in-
fected,” he said. “Our hospitals
are now bombarded. The emer-
gency rooms have no capacity to
triage people as quickly as they

can. I’m pleading with the com-
munity, please, please do not
gather.”

The agency on Friday recorded
2,594 new cases of coronavirus
and three deaths, bringing Or-
ange County’s cumulative case
count to 116,377 and pushing the
fatality rate to 1,734.

Area hospitals reported they
were treating 1,557 individuals
for COVID-19, reflecting a 17.2
rise in the three-day average for
hospitalizations, including 358
being cared for in intensive care
units.

The current rates are more
than double those recorded by
the Orange County Health Care
Agency figures reported at the
start of the month when, on
Dec. 1, hospitals reported 648
COVID-19 hospitalizations with
158 ICU patients.

Chau pleaded with residents to
take the upward trends seriously.

“The reason we have an in-
crease in cases is because people
are gathering and not following
public health guidance — pe-
riod,” he said. “I have never been
so afraid of Christmas and New

Year’s in my life like I am now — I
can’t imagine what it would be
like after the holiday if people are
not listening and people are not

O.C.COVID-19cases continueclimbingashealth
officials’warningsongatherings turn topleas

Don Leach | Staff Photographer

PEOPLEENJOY theoutdoorsalongOceanBoulevard inNewportBeach.

See COVID-19, page A2

BY SARA CARDINE

Boat owners may not have gotten to rock
around the Christmas tree, but they did rock
around Newport Harbor on Thursday night
— the first night of the official unofficial boat
parade.

The “Let Freedom Ring” parade was organ-
ized by boat owners in Newport Beach after
the Newport Beach Chamber of Commerce
canceled theirs in response to the co-
ronavirus pandemic, stating that there was
no way for the organizers to ensure people
attending were wearing masks or face cov-
erings and abiding by social distancing man-

dates while watching the parade.
“We are confident in our decision to cancel

the official Newport Beach Christmas Boat
Parade,” Steven Rosansky, president and chief
executive officer of the Newport Beach
Chamber of Commerce said in an email.

“As anticipated, coronavirus cases, hospi-
talizations and deaths are at record highs and
this is not the time to be encouraging people
to gather in contravention of common sense
and all the guidance provided by the state
and county health department recommenda-
tions,” Rosansky said.

The parade typically generates an esti-
mated $7 million to $10 million in revenue,

according to studies done by the Newport
Beach and Co. Rosansky said a typical year
usually sees 80 to 90 boats registered, though
other unregistered boats often tag along at
the end.

Rosansky said individual days of the pa-
rade have been canceled before due to bad
weather, but that the last time the entire pa-
rade was canceled was likely during World
War II. This year would have been the 112th.

City staff said that the city’s harbor patrol
and boats from the Orange County Sheriff’s
Department will be present for public safety

Don Leach | Staff Photographer

ALARGEVESSELmakesa turnat theBalboaBridgeas residentswatch fromapierduring theofficialunofficial "LetFreedomRing"NewportHarbor
ChristmasParadeonThursday inNewportBeach.Theparadewill continue throughSaturdayandwill followthesamerouteas the traditionalparade.

Newport boat owners throw boat
parade to replace canceled event

See Parade, page A2

BY LILLY NGUYEN, DON LEACH
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(949) 645-8512
www.jimjenningsmasonry.com

www.jimjenningsmasonry.com

LET JIM’S 43 YEARS OF EXPERIENCE
WORK FOR YOU

Specializing in:

Installation of Brick, Stone,
Slate Patios & Entries
Patio & Yard Drainage

Concrete & Masonry Repairs
The secret to good masonry repair

comes from knowing exactly What kind
of material was used and where to get
it now. All used Brick, common brick,
slate and stone are not the same.

Lic# 827800 Since 1969

Jim Jennings
Custom Masonry Inc

45

Make Old Patio Look New
Repair Stucco, Stone or Loose Brick

Pressure and Acid Wash.

51

866.624.3380

Your local AAA Travel Agency

Join us for our
CHRISTMAS EVE

service online

Celebrate with
choir, orchestra,

a children’s
Nativity scene,
and a special
appearance

by Santa Claus!

Thursday, Dec. 24th at 4 p.m.

The Rev. Canon Cindy Evans VoorheesThe Rev. Canon Cindy Evans Voorhees
3209 Via Lido, Newport Beach,3209 Via Lido, Newport Beach, caca 92663-397392663-3973

949.675.0210949.675.0210 ww www.StJamesNewport.orgwww.StJamesNewport.org
Regular services are online at 10 a.m. every Sunday.Regular services are online at 10 a.m. every Sunday.

Visit StJamesNewport.org or our
YouTube channel, youtube.com/

StJamesNewport towatch the service.

Berj Palanjian
October 12, 1954 - December 3, 2020

Berj Palanjian, devoted family man and larger-than-life
figure in the Orange County community, passed away on
Thursday December 3, 2020.
Born to his Armenian parents Leon and Rose Palanjian in

Aleppo, Syria, Berj came to the United States with his parents
and younger sister, Sossi, in 1966. After a brief stint in Boston,
they moved to San Diego to be near family. Berj attended high
school in San Diego before moving to Costa Mesa to live with
his beloved uncle, Jerry Palanjian.
Berj admired his Uncle Jerry and went to work for him

at Grand Prix Performance in Costa Mesa, hardly ever
missing a day in over 40 years. While helping Jerry run the
business, Berj grew into somewhat of a local celebrity with his
personality, trustworthiness and automotive expertise.
Grand Prix customers remember that Berj was always quick

with a joke (maybe not always appropriate) or a compliment
to make them smile. While on the surface Berj was a fun-
loving tough guy, he also had a huge heart and was extremely
helpful to those in need. His charisma combined with his
generosity contributed to his status as a local legend, known
and appreciated by so many in this community that meant the
world to him.
During his marriage to Carolyn, they were blessed with

three sons, Chase, Jake and Dane. Berj was a dedicated
father who cherished his time with his boys. He was
extremely proud of all of their accomplishments and wasn’t
shy to brag about them to anyone who would listen...from his
eldest son Chase’s Military Service to Jake graduating from
Cal State University, Long Beach and Dane graduating from
the University of Southern California.
Berj loved the outdoors and enjoyed camping, fishing and

dirt biking with his boys and dogs. He earned a pilot’s license
and enjoyed flying in his sparse free time. Berj was also an
avid cook and gardener (staghorn ferns were his specialty).
Berj passed away after suffering through a six-year illness

from complications of a stroke. Those who knew Berj know
he did not go without a fight...he was swearing, smiling,
laughing and loving until the very end. He will be missed
by everyone who knew him and will always be remembered
as a wonderful father, son, brother, nephew, uncle, cousin,
colleague and friend.
In lieu of flowers, the family asks that anyone wishing to

commemorate Berj please make a donation to either the
Armenian Ararat Home of Los Angeles (https://ararathome.
org/donations/giving-opportunities) or The Boys and Girls
Club of Central Orange Coast (https://boysandgirlsclub.com/
donate/) and please continue to support small businesses in
our community.
The family would like to thank the Flagship Healthcare

staff as well as the many doctors, healthcare workers, family
members and friends who helped Berj in recent years.
Unfortunately, there will not be a funeral service at this time.

Naturally, Kettle OneVodka and ice are devastated by the loss
of Berj and they’ve requested a celebration of his amazing life
whenever is appropriate.

complying.”
The county’s seven-day

average of new cases stands
at 42.7 per 100,000 resi-
dents, while the average
health equity quartile pos-
itivity rate is at 18.8%.

Some 20,989 tests were
issued countywide Friday,
bringing the cumulative
number of tests issued to
1,810,442 and accounting
for a seven-day average
testing positivity rate of
13.2%.

Here are the latest cumu-
lative coronavirus case
counts and COVID-19
deaths for select cities in
Orange County:

• Santa Ana: 23,119 cases;
349 deaths

• Anaheim: 19,757 cases;
372 deaths

• Huntington Beach:
4,714 cases; 94 deaths

• Costa Mesa: 3,797
cases; 49 deaths

• Irvine: 4,257 cases; 19
deaths

• Newport Beach: 1,822
cases; 28 deaths

• Fountain Valley: 1,450
cases; 24 deaths

• Laguna Beach: 413
cases; fewer than five
deaths

Here are the case counts
by age group, followed by
deaths:

• 0 to 17: 10,572 cases;
one death

• 18 to 24: 16,691 cases;
four deaths

• 25 to 34: 24,423 cases;
24 deaths

• 35 to 44: 18,384 cases;
42 deaths

• 45 to 54: 18,816 cases;
127 deaths

• 55 to 64: 14,134 cases;
238 deaths

• 65 to 74: 7,140 cases;
338 deaths

• 75 to 84: 3,617 cases;
380 deaths

• 85 and older: 2,535
cases; 580 deaths

Updated figures are
posted daily at occovid
19.ochealthinfo.com/corona
virus-in-oc. For information
on getting tested, visit
occovid19.ochealthinfo.com/
covid-19-testing.

Continued from page A1
COVID-19
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throughout the unofficial
parade’s run.

No incidents occurred on
Thursday night.

Crowds were small, large-
ly distanced as they
watched the parade go on.
Newport Beach Mayor Pro
Tem Kevin Muldoon said he
attended the parade and
was out on the water with
boaters.

Muldoon previously tried
to save the Christmas Boat
Parade and submitted a re-
quest to discuss it to City
Manager Grace Leung the
night the parade was can-
celed in November. City
council members voted 5-1
at the Dec. 8 council meet-
ing to discuss the possibility
of city staff aiding unofficial
parade organizers.

“It went smoothly,” Mul-
doon said on Friday. “We
had a lot of experienced
boaters out on the water
and we had our own harbor
department assisting and
directing the parade.”

People walked along Mar-
ine Avenue and some
watched from the Balboa
Bridge. Boats were met with
cheers and shouts of “Merry
Christmas” and oohs and
aahs from passersby.

Some watched from Mar-
ina Park and restaurants.

“It wouldn’t feel like
Christmas and the holiday
season without the boat pa-
rade,” Muldoon said. “Hav-
ing a citizen-led boat pa-
rade was a fitting homage to
the boat parade’s organizers
of 100 years ago.”

The parade, organized by
We the People, will continue
through Saturday, from 6:30
to 9:30 p.m. It will follow the
same route as the tradi-
tional parade and starts at
Lido Isle.

Continued from page A1
PARADE
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Among the commenters
was Kevin Fairfax, whose
daughters attend Ensign
Intermediate School and
Mariners Elementary in
Newport Beach. He spoke
on behalf of keeping kids
in classes but said Friday
he hadn’t known about the
districtwide impact of in-
fections and quarantine-
related absences.

“I didn’t get anything
that would back it up that
would let me go, ‘All right.
Half your schools have no
custodians, then that’s a
no-brainer.’ We didn’t get
that,” Fairfax said. “Or
you’re canceling classes
left and right because you
can’t find substitutes. I’m
willing to listen and get
data and say, ‘OK. You
made your point.’ ”

While middle and high
school students will be re-
turning to laptop learning
at home in the new year,
Newport-Mesa elementary
schools will continue in-
person instruction under a
modified half-day in-per-
son schedule. That means
Fairfax will have one child
doing distance learning,
while the other jets back
and forth to campus daily.

Several members of the
public, including elemen-
tary school employees,
tuned into Thursday’s vir-

tual meeting to urge dis-
trict leaders to return all
schools to distance learn-
ing as a precaution against
a post-holiday coronavirus
surge.

“If you perceive a dan-
ger to secondary school
employees and students
from COVID, and you are
recommending distance
learning in January for
them, I feel that elementa-
ry should be given the
same protection,” said
Julie Smith, a third-grade
teacher College Park Ele-
mentary School. “I hope
you do the right thing to
protect all of your employ-
ees and students.”

Lee-Sung explained in
Friday’s message elemen-
tary students benefited
more from in-person
learning where, on smaller
campuses, student cohorts
could be more easily con-
trolled. Reclosing high
schools, he continued,
would reduce the number
of contacts and allow for

critical staff to be redis-
tributed to still-open ele-
mentary schools.

Although board mem-
bers approved Thursday’s
recommendation, some
emphasized their desire to
bring secondary students
back to brick-and-mortar
schools on Jan. 25.

“I do want to reaffirm
that if we do this … that
we are firmly coming back
on the 25th,” she said. “I
think we need to make
that commitment that our
secondary students will be
back on the 25th.”

Trustee Charlene
Metoyer urged students,
staff and families to be
safe over winter break.

“Please do everything
you can over break to not
break safety rules,” she
said. “If you want [schools]
to be open, everybody in
Newport Beach and Costa
Mesa has to do their part.”

Continued from page A1
NMUSD

Scott Smeltzer
Staff
Photographer

STUDENTS
and parents
protest outside
the Newport-
Mesa Unified
district office
on Oct. 23.

sara.cardine@latimes.com
Twitter: @SaraCardine
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FASHION ISLAND - NEWPORT BEACH
949.612.3368 | tbfurniturenewport.com | Atrium Court entrance between Whole Foods and Starbucks

Home for the Holidays
Gifts with a Personal Touch!

Home Décor that Makes a Statement!

Make the Holidays
BRIGHT

©2020 Solatube Home

562-567-0148

SolatubeHome.com/LAT

Virtual Consultations • 2 Hour Contactless Installation • CDC Safety Procedures

Give the gift of
natural lighting this
holiday season.
• Brighten kitchens, hallways,
bathrooms, etc.

• Enhance your space with
decorative fixtures

• Get natural light inside
your home

• High performance
insolated glass

Lic.# 847890

Replace your old,
cracked skylights
fast.

BEFORE

AFTER

GET $50 GIVE $50

Call for promotion details

Make the Holidays
BRIGHT

GET $50     GIVE $50

714-242-5053

ACROSS
1 Two or three
4 Jackson 5
hairdos
9 Flu deterrent
13 Uber
competition
14 Loose outer
garment
15 __-nots; those in
need
16 Element whose
symbol is Fe
17 Prepared
farmland for
planting
19 __ person; for
each
20 Tricks
21 Unwraps
22 Hairstylist's
item
24 Run up a tab
25 Fly a plane
27 Company
30 Moat
31 June birthstone
33 Simple reply
35 "Rome wasn't
built in __"
36 Boasts
37 Banjo ridge
38 Fellows
39 Entrances
40 Andes animal
41 "Do unto __ as
you would have"
43 Wee
44 Vaudevillian
Olsen
45 Fulton or
Martin
46 Jack who ate
no fat
49 "Blue __"; Irving
Berlin song
51 Under the
weather
54 Investigates
again
56 __ tea
57 "A __ Grows in
Brooklyn"; 1945
film
58 Martini garnish
59 Set __; leave
shore
60 Diving seabirds
61 C-sharp and
B-flat
62 TV series about
an alien

DOWN
1 Cost of a ride
2 Like an

outrageous price
3 Take first prize
4 Blame
5 Straight beater
6 Auditioning
actor's goal
7 Stable dinner
8 Word with lift or
boots
9 Molds

10 Detest
11 Kiln
12 Cruz & Lange
13 Money left on a
caf table
18 "Wheel of
Fortune" player's
purchase
20 Late Ginsburg
23 Risqu

24 "__ is not to
reason why"
25 Sandler or
Brody
26 Part of VCR
27 Chokes
28 Despotic;
heavy-handed
29 __ like; appears
to be
31 Experts
32 In one __ and
out the other
34 Linger
36 Drill a hole
37 Run off quickly
39 Sorority letter
40 Marvin &
Majors
42 Con games
43 Graduate
assignments
45 Holey utensil
46 Mlle. in Mlaga
47 Neighbor of
Colombia
48 Stink to high
heaven
49 Storage
structure
50 Make a
sweater
52 Explorer
Eriksson
53 Bad cholesterol
55 Labor Day, for
one: abbr.
56 "Love __
Many-Splendored
Thing"

THE DAILY
COMMUTER
PUZZLE

By Jacqueline E.
Mathews

SUDOKU
By The Mepham Group

Complete the grid so each row, column and
3-by-3 box (in bold borders) contains every
digit, 1 to 9. For strategies on how to solve
Sudoku, visit sudoku.org.uk.

Tribune Media
Services

For answers to the crossword and
Sudoku puzzles, see page A4.
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1852 McGaw Ave. Irvine, CA 92614

SELL ME
YOUR CAR
Currently in need of BMW, Mercedes-Benz,

Porsche, Lexus, Acura, Cadillac, Honda, Toyota
vehicles under 100k miles.

Before you trade in, call me, Tim the owner,
for a cash offer @ 949-752-2277

or email info to OCAW777@GMAIL.COM
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SAVINGS
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Clipping coupons online
is easier than ever.

Now you can sort by brands,
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money on your favorite items.
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“She was a grandmother

who was supported by me
and her son-in-law at my
request,” Bryant said. “She
now wants to back charge
me $96 per hour for sup-

posedly working 12 hours a
day for 18 years for watch-
ing her grandchildren. In
reality, she only occa-
sionally babysat my older

girls when they were tod-
dlers.”

Bryant said that she was
a stay-at-mom to her
daughters Natalia, 17; Bi-
anka, 4; Capri, 18 months,
and Gianna.

She wrote that the chil-
dren for the most part in
the last decade were at
school or in sports and that
her mother’s claims “are ob-
viously false.”

Vanessa Bryant said her
mother had never been in-
volved in any of their her
and Kobe Bryant’s busi-

nesses or finances.
Bryant said their relation-

ship soured after she tried
to make peace with her
mother.

“Earlier this year, I was
looking for a new home for
her and, a week later, she
went on television and gave
an interview disparaging
our family and making false
accusations while living
rent-free in a gated apart-
ment complex in Newport
Coast,” she said.

In that interview with
Univision, Sofia Laine al-

leged she was forced out of
her home by her daughter
and was made to return a
luxury car. “She told me, “I
need to you to get out of
the house.’ ” Laine said on
“El Gordo y la Flaca.”

Bryant said the interview
was “beyond hurtful.”

“Even after that betrayal, I
was willing to provide my
mother with monthly sup-
port for the rest of her life,
and that wasn’t good
enough. She, instead, con-
tacted me through interme-
diaries — contrary to what
she claims, my phone num-
ber hasn’t changed — and
demanded $5 million, a
house and a Mercedes SUV.”

Vanessa Bryant inherited
control of an estate valued
at as much as $600 million
after Kobe Bryant’s death,
according to financial ex-
perts. She said she won’t
give into the “false and ab-
surd claims” and demands.

“She has no regard for
how this is affecting my
children and me,” Bryant
said.

She added that her
mother wants to live off her
for the rest of her life while
still collecting alimony from
a 2004 divorce.

“My husband and I have
never discouraged or kept
her from providing for her-
self,” Bryant said.

“My husband never
promised my mother any-
thing, and he would be so
disappointed in her behav-
ior and lack of empathy,”
she said in her statement.

Continued from page A1
BRYANT

RICHARD WINTON is a
staff writer with the Los
Angeles Times.
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