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The Day of the Dead has spe-
cial significance this year as a
deadly pandemic continues to
disproportionately affect Latino
communities.

Although traditional celebra-
tions and local events have been
canceled due to public health
risks, a local Latino nonprofit
plans to bring the celebration to
the homes of those most im-
pacted by the virus in Orange
County to honor the deceased.

Latino Health Access, a Santa
Ana-based nonprofit that advo-
cates for the health of the local
Latino community, will bring a
mobile Day of the Dead altar
through select areas in Anaheim
on Oct. 31 and Santa Ana on
Nov. 1.

The cities account for about
36% of the county’s COVID-19
cases.

“Many of the events have been
canceled, but we still want to

honor those people who have
passed away this year because of
COVID,” said Karen Sarabia, pro-
gram associate for the Latino
Health Access COVID-19 response
team.

The nonprofit is organizing it as
part of the Latino Health Equity
Initiative. The county launched
the program in June in partner-
ship with Latino Health Access af-
ter data revealed that the Latino
community, particularly in Ana-
heim and Santa Ana, has taken
the brunt of the pandemic in Or-
ange County.

Anaheim is 56% Latino and
Santa Ana is 77%.

Through the initiative, Latino
Health Access is offering testing,
outreach, education and referral
services.

The Los Angeles Times re-
ported in late September that
while Latinos make up 39% of the
state’s population, they account
for 61% of the state’s cases and
49% of COVID-19 deaths.

Sarabia said the nonprofit and
a few local artists are converting a
28-foot flatbed truck into the al-
tar. She likened it to a float in the
Rose Parade.

Residents will be able to take
photos with the altar. They can
also provide offerings or write
down the names of their loved
ones and place them on the altar
to honor the deceased.

Latino Health Access runs a few
COVID-19 testing clinics in the
city. Sarabia said they will also
bring the altar to those locations.

There will be an opening and
closing ceremony, both featuring
Aztec dancers. The location of the
opening ceremony on Oct. 31 has
not been determined. The closing
ceremony on Nov. 1 will be held at
the Latino Health Access parking
lot at 450 West 4th St., Santa Ana.

About five local artists are cur-
rently working hard on building
the altar. The work has been in- Courtesy of Karen Sarabia

ONE OF the skulls that will go on a Day of the Dead mobile altar.

NONPROFIT TO BRING MOBILE ALTAR
TO NEIGHBORHOODS MOST AFFECTED
BY PANDEMIC FOR DAY OF THE DEAD
BY BEN BRAZIL

See Altar, page R4

Araceli Guerrero finishes a full day’s
work in her Santa Ana law office. After
spending some time with her three chil-
dren and putting them to bed, she sets up
a home office in her dining room area. The
work continues.

She’s an immigration lawyer specializing
in lawful permanent residency and natu-
ralization — an almost Sisyphean task
during the Trump administration. She’s
also the inspiration for the short film doc-
umentary “Status Pending,” directed by
her youngest sister Priscilla González
Sainz.

After Sainz graduated from Stanford
University, she worked for Guerrero in the
solo practice law office.

“I saw how difficult the whole situation
was for her in terms of keeping up with all
the constant changes,” Sainz said.“ I could
connect what I was seeing in the news
with how it was coming to fruition in the
work that she does with her clients, how

she was constantly stressed and brought
work home with her.”

The film follows the lives of five immi-
gration lawyers who met working at a
high-intensity law firm in Los Angeles.
Each opened their own solo practices
across Southern California and created an
informal support group. Guerrero, Alma
Puente, Elizabeth Uribe, Gladdys Uribe
and Jose Osorio are in constant communi-
cation with each other, whether it’s grab-
bing a coffee or a group text chain. The
support group, composed of first-genera-
tion Mexican Americans, help each other
figure out how the latest immigration poli-
cies (or tweets from the president) will af-
fect their clients and provide emotional
support for the cases that keep them up at
night. “I will never get used to seeing fam-
ilies torn apart,” Puente texts the group at
one point in the film. She had sent the text
at the end of a hard work day where she
met with Claudia, a wife and mother of
two whose husband was taken into cus-
tody. Puente started the process of con-

necting Claudia with non-government
funded housing resources and then
clocked out of the office to take her own
kids to their baseball game.

The documentary goes back and forth
between law offices where families are le-
gally fighting to stay together and the law-
yers’ own families. Feeling burnt out, the
hanging existential question for the lawyers
becomes: How long can they continue in
this line of work?

The film made the rounds through this
years’ festivals — AFI Fest, Double Expo-
sure Film Festival, Marina del Rey Film Fes-
tival and OC Film Fiesta. On Oct. 22
through Nov. 3, the documentary is avail-
able for online viewing through NBC’s Meet
the Press. Starting on Sunday, it will also be
available online and broadcast globally
through the rest of the month on Al Jazeera
English.

In this condensed and edited conversa-
tion, Sainz talks about what it’s like working

Photos courtesy of Priscilla Gonzalez Sainz

ARACELI GUERRERO, an immigration lawyer based in Santa Ana, works out of her dining room area.

ALMA PUENTE
talks to Claudia,

a wife and mother
of two whose

husband was taken
into custody.

Puente is one of five
immigration lawyers
featured in the film

documentary,
“Status Pending,”
which is available
for online viewing

this week on Al
Jazeera English.

‘StatusPending’documents
first-generation immigration
lawyers’ inner lives, challenges
BY VERA CASTANEDA

See Lawyers, page R5

Assistant Public Defender Scott Sand-
ers claims in a court motion filed this
week that the Orange County district at-
torney’s office has for years systemat-
ically withheld information from a spe-
cial handling log that could be crucial to
defendants’ cases.

The log was used by deputies during
former D.A. Tony Rackauckas’ tenure to

record their interac-
tions with jailhouse in-
formants. It became
crucial to the illegal
jailhouse informant
scandal, when Sanders
discovered that the dis-
trict attorney’s office
and sheriff’s depart-
ment were illegally us-
ing jailhouse inform-
ants to obtain confes-

sions in 2016.
Sanders claims that D.A. Todd Spitzer,

who took office in 2019, has continued
to withhold the log’s information from
defendants.

D.A. spokeswoman Kimberly Edds
said in a phone interview that the dis-
trict attorney’s office has been reviewing
the special handling log and making no-
tifications to defense attorneys when is-
sues have been identified.

“When the current district attorney
administration learned that the prior
district attorney abandoned its action
plan to review the Sheriff’s Special Han-
dling Log (SH Log), District Attorney
Spitzer immediately directed a top to
bottom review of the SH Log by a team
of veteran prosecutors,” Edds said in an
emailed statement. “That review, which
involves a complete review of every in-
mate listed in the log to determine if
Brady and discovery obligations have
been met, has been ongoing for the last
year, and is nearing completion.”

Edds said the special handling log re-
view is expected to be finished possibly
at the end of this year or beginning of
next year.

“What’s taking so long, you’re going
very, very slowly,” Sanders said in an in-
terview. “None of us buy it.”

Deputies initially denied the existence
of the log during the 2014 and 2015
hearings for the case of Seal Beach mass
murderer Scott Dekraai, though it even-
tually came to light.

After Sanders exposed the district at-
torney’s office and sheriff’s department
for using illegal jailhouse informants, a
judge removed the death penalty from
the table and kicked the district attor-
ney’s office off of one of the biggest
cases in Orange County history.

“The concealment of the [special
handling log] was almost unquestion-
ably the single most important factor in

D.A. is
accused
of keeping
facts from
defense
An assistant public defender
claims that the O.C. district
attorney’s office isn’t turning
over information that can be
crucial to defendants’ cases.
BY BEN BRAZIL

See D.A., page R4

Todd
Spitzer
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The Vietnamese Ameri-
can Arts & Letters Assn.
(VAALA) wanted to put an
emphasis on the letters
portion of the organiza-
tion’s name, and they’re
taking it to the beginning
with a spotlight on chil-
dren’s literature.

Viet Book Fest kicked off
on Oct. 3 and continues ev-
ery Saturday from 3 to
4 p.m. this month. The tick-
eted virtual book festival,
moderated by third-grade
teacher and children’s book
storyteller, Maya Lê Espiri-
tu, features authors and il-
lustrators in a Zoom-style
setting encouraging kids in
the audience to participate.

By choosing to focus on
children’s literature, VAALA
wanted to emphasize a
generational transfer of sto-
rytelling in the Vietnamese
American community.

“Our community is rela-
tively new in terms of being
Vietnamese American. It’s
only just over 45 years old,”
Thuy Vo Dang, VAALA
board member and curator

for UC Irvine’s Southeast
Asian Archive, said. “Be-
cause there is this shift
away from that first genera-
tion with the elders who are
passing away, we were look-
ing towards what the future
of the Vietnamese Ameri-
can community could look
like.

“Even a decade ago, we
did not have enough chil-
dren’s books with Viet-
namese stories to warrant a
whole festival. For us, the
timing seemed really ap-
propriate because there’s
enough material to work
with.”

The event was planned
as an in-person, one-day
festival at the Garden Grove
public library. Due to
COVID-19 restrictions,
VAALA pivoted to virtual
programming with the help
of Anat Schwartz-Meron, a
doctoral student at UC
Irvine. They also partnered
with LibroMobile, the Bow-
ers Museum and UCI Hu-
manities Center.

Past guests this month
included author Tran Thi
Minh Phuoc, illustrators

Nguyen Dong and Nguyen
Thi Hop, who focused on
their book “Vietnamese
Children’s Favorite Stories,”
and Minh Lê, who wrote
“The Green Lantern: Lega-
cy.”

Dang said the festival was
strategically curated to
highlight diverse stories
along with recognizable
names in the community.

On Oct. 17, poet and spo-
ken word artist Bao Phi did
a live reading of “My Foot-
prints” and a Q&A. The
award-winning book fol-
lows Thuy, a Vietnamese
American girl who has two

Courtesy of VAALA

A FEW PAGES from Bao Phi’s “My Footprint” featuring Thuy, a Vietnamese American girl.

Viet Book Fest spotlights
Vietnamese American
children’s literature
BY VERA CASTANEDA

See Book, page R4

IF YOU GO
What: Viet Book Fest
Where: Virtual
When: Saturday, 3 to 4 p.m.
Cost: $5 donation for
individual festival sessions;
VAALA asks attendees to
donate as they see fit.
Information: vaala.org

As wildfires spread and
COVID-19 raged in parts of
the country around mid-
August, 16 actors signed
onto Zoom to record a ra-
dio play adaptation of Sin-
clair Lewis’ “It Can’t Hap-
pen Here.”

“The world was crashing
in on us,” Tony Taccone,
the play adapter, said dur-
ing a YouTube live Q&A at
the virtual premiere.

Lisa Peterson, the direc-
tor, said Carolina Sanchez,
who plays the character
Sissy Jessup, would tune in
wearing scrubs. Sanchez
made a career change to
nursing and went back to
her home state in Florida to
study. Others also logged
on from remote locations
like Canada. At one point,
the Zoom audio recording
sessions had to be cut off
when those who lived in
Portland, Ore., were, in one
way or another, affected by
wildfires.

With limited time and re-
sources, the play was ready
for distribution through the
Berkeley Repertory Theatre
by Tuesday evening. It’s
available for listening
across the country in four
free episodes on YouTube
until Nov. 8.

The dystopian play deals
with the rise of a dema-
gogue who becomes presi-
dent of the United States by
promising to return the
country to greatness. The
play starts on May 1, 1936,
in Vermont, six months be-
fore a presidential election.
It follows Doremus Jessup,
a local community news-
paper editor, who sees pop-
ulist candidate Berzelius
Windrip as the beginning
of a potential facist dicta-
torship. Jessup writes about
it but soon realizes editori-
als aren’t enough. Once
Windrip is elected, the plot
takes a dark turn.

Lewis wrote the story
(originally, a novel) during
1935 as fascism was rising
in Europe, unemployment
was high as a result of the

Great Depression and
many wealthy people vo-
cally opposed the New
Deal.

Berkeley Rep and Tac-
cone, the theater’s artistic
director at the time, first
put on a play adaption of
“It Can’t Happen Here” in
September 2016 and ended
production about a week
before the presidential
election.

Taccone reached out to
Berkeley Rep’s current artis-
tic director, Johanna
Pfaelzer, to revisit the mate-
rial this year in the form of
a radio play featuring a
number of actors from the
2016 production and a
handful of actors new to
the project.

“He felt like it was a mo-
ment to reexamine this
play ... with an impulse to
say this is a story that really
reminds each one of us of
the power that we have to
affect the government
through our vote,” Pfaelzer
said.

Asked about the differ-
ence in production from
2016 to 2020 during the live
Q&A, Taccone responded
that four years ago most
people assumed Hillary
Clinton would win but now
American sensibilities have
changed.

“What’s changed is that
we believe it,” Taccone said.
“There’s no question — the
strife and the collapse of a
conversation in the U.S.,
the level of tension over
race, class, climate change,
the overt authoritarian gov-
ernment and the assault on
democracy that Mr. Trump
has led the charge for —
has changed the entire
view of the play.”

Peterson pointed out
that they committed to the
play in 2016 regardless of
the election results.

“We were going to do it
because it’s an American
classic and we used to say
to each other all the time
that [the play] is actually
about this troubling tend-
ency in the makeup of
America,” Peterson said.

“It’s more than just about
Winthrop. It’s not just
about Trump. It’s not just
about one person running
for president. Although that
was so eerily aligned, it’s
more about something in
the American character.”

As of this week, 105 thea-
ters, colleges and libraries
partnered with Berkeley
Rep to share the radio play
with their respective audi-
ences, including South
Coast Repertory.

“I’m actually becoming a
very big fan of the radio
play format because it en-
gages the imagination in
your brain to add the visual
component, which is so
sorely missing from our
theatrical experience right
now,” David Ivers, South
Coast Rep’s artistic director,
said.

Ivers added, “It’s also at a
crucial time in our country
where whatever side of the
spectrum you fall on politi-
cally, exercising, promoting
and really empowering
people to vote is essential
to our democracy.”

South Coast Rep pro-
duced the radio play “Ten
Dollar Taco” as the final
part of a series called “El
Teatro de la Comida” and is
in the process of putting to-
gether more digital pro-
gramming. Berkeley Rep is
also working on another
audio project focusing on
10 writers and their rela-
tionship to a specific loca-
tion in Berkeley.

Theaters across U.S. share ‘It
Can’t Happen Here’ radio play
adaption during election year
BYVERA CASTANEDA

vera.castenada@latimes.com
Twitter: vera_fyd

“This is a story
that really
reminds each
one of us of the
power that we
have to affect
the government
through our
vote.”

— Johanna Pfaelzer
Artistic director
of Berkeley Rep
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SPECIALTIES
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For 70 years, Hoag has delivered a level of personalized care that is unsurpassed

in Orange County. Due to the dedication of our employees, medical staff, volunteers, and

our board, Hoag is the highest ranked hospital in Orange County, with the most national

rankings and the only OC hospital in the Top 10 in California. These rankings reflect

Hoag’s collective commitment to providing our patients and the community the highest

quality health care.
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moms.
Phi said the story was

inspired by his daughter.
They went on a trip to-
gether and she started
chanting “my footprints”
while marching in the
snow to amuse herself.
The moment stuck in Phi’s
mind. He started writing
children’s books after he
noticed there weren’t
many books about Asian
Americans to share with
his daughter. He published
“A Different Pond” in 2017
followed by “My Foot-
prints” in 2019.

His third children’s book
“Hello, Mandarin Duck!” is
set to be published in
spring 2021. It’s about a
duck who finds itself in a
new neighborhood.

Friends from different
cultures in the neighbor-
hood rally around the
duck to welcome it and
protect it from authorities
who want to take it away
because it doesn’t belong
there. A fourth children’s
book is in the works as
well. It’s based on a poem
he wrote titled, “You are
Not a Virus,” in response
to anti-Asian discrimi-
nation and racism during
the pandemic.

Phi is also working on a
Vietnamese American
zombie revolutionary nov-
el and a new manuscript

combining essays, poetry
and memoir elements.

During an earlier ses-
sion, Phi read a short ex-
cerpt from “You Bring Out
the Vietnamese in Me”
and set up a fill-in-the-
blank mini poem template
for the audience.

He wrote the poem in
his 20s influenced by San-
dra Cisneros’ “You Bring
Out the Mexican in Me.”

“I didn’t want it to be a
respectability politics po-
em,” Phi said. “I wanted it
to be celebratory but cele-
brate the complexity, con-
tradictions and nuances of
what it means to be a Viet-
namese person.”

The fill-in-the-banks
poem template elicited re-
sponses of items that re-
minded the audience of a
Vietnamese household —
a bamboo tree, a flower
made of fiber optic cables
in a glass case, red envel-
opes, raw rice in a garbage
can, fish sauce in a mayo
jar, Son Mai paintings.

About 30 families have
attended each session,
and Facebook live engage-
ment reached 800 to 1,000
people.

Christine Tran, newly
hired VAALA managing di-
rector, said they planned
the events thinking of the
local Orange County com-
munity, but audience en-
gagement turned out to be
international.

“It was really surprising
to see all these folks sign-

ing into the Zoom from
across the country and
outside of the U.S.,” Tran
said. “There was some-
body from Vietnam, South
Korea, Canada.”

Dang added, “In some
ways, those folks who are
living in areas where they
don’t have a high concen-
tration of Vietnamese
Americans like we do here,
they tend to crave that
interaction and that kind
of cultural resource even
more. Having the ability to
do this on Zoom or broad-
casted on Facebook live
will allow for those folks to
introduce some of these
ideas.”

The event on Oct. 24
featured Pulitzer Prize-
winning author Viet
Thanh Nguyen, who was
to read “Chicken of the
Sea” with his son and co-
author Ellison Nguyen
along with illustrator Thi
Bui and her son Hien Bui-
Stafford.

The last festival session
on Oct. 31 is scheduled as
a Halloween celebration
with authors and illustra-
tors. The event will include
a DJ, scavenger hunt and
other activities. VAALA is
fundraising with items like
autographed books fea-
tured in the festival.

Proceeds will go toward
their future community
arts programming.

Continued from page R2
BOOK

vera.castenada@latimes.com
Twitter: vera_fyd

tensive. The group has
been meeting twice a week
for a month and planned
to ramp up efforts over the
final two weeks.

Giovanni Vazquez, a lo-
cal artist from Anaheim
helping to construct the
altar, spoke to the signifi-
cance of the Day of the
Dead. “I think it’s impor-
tant because … this is how
we remember all the dead
and how we also celebrate
the living,” Vazquez said,
“This is how we remember
that we’re going to go too.
No matter which pan-
demic, no matter what
cause, we are also going to
die too.”

He continued: “We

would like to share the art
and try to make people
think that death is also
colorful and something we
can celebrate … Just being
thankful that we met the
people in our life, even
though they have passed,
we remember them.”

Vazquez said the mobile
altar will have the basic
components of classical
altars in Mexico, where the
tradition of Día de Muertos
originated. There will be
candles, thousands of pa-
per flowers, sugar skulls
and many offerings.

There will be a promi-
nent large skull and sev-
eral smaller skulls with
butterfly wings. Vazquez
said those represent “the
sacred migration of the liv-
ing.” Monarch butterflies,
which migrate to Mexico

in November, are impor-
tant symbols of Day of the
Dead.

He said there’s a legend
in Mexico that if a butterfly
visits a home after the
passing of a loved one, it’s
as if the dead is visiting the
family. People can write
the names of their loved
ones on the butterfly
skulls.

Luis Herrera, a local art-
ist from Santa Ana who is
working on the altar, said
through Vazquez’s trans-
lation that the Day of the
Dead is the only way they
have to express remem-
brance for the deceased.

“So the dead know we
care for them,” Herrera
said.

benjamin.brazil@latimes.com
Twitter: @benbrazilpilot

Continued from page R1
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the decision of former Su-
perior Court Judge Thomas
Goethals (and current Asso-
ciate Justice of the Court of
Appeal) to strike the death
penalty as a sentencing op-
tion in People v. Dekraai,”
Sanders says in the motion.

The details of what un-
folded with the special han-
dling log was outlined in a
July report from special
prosecutor Pat Dixon. That
report described how Rack-
auckas’ office announced in
2016 that it would seek to
rectify the issue by review-
ing the log and disclosing
evidence of wrongdoing
that had been kept secret.

Of the 1,157 pages in the
log, only 243 redacted
pages were turned over.
Rackauckas put an experi-
enced prosecutor in charge
of the review, and prose-
cutors Dan Wagner and
Scott Simmons were as-
signed to assist. Both were
at the center of the illegal
informant scandal as the
lead attorneys on the
Dekraai case.

Sanders described in his
motion that the review was
dropped and the log re-
buried after an appellate
ruling affirmed the recusal
of the district attorney’s of-
fice.

”... It now appears that
on or near the day of the
landmark opinion affirming
the OCDA’s recusal — furi-
ous prosecutors exacted
their revenge on defend-
ants by re-burying the SH
Log and placing it even
deeper in the ground,” the
motion says.

According to the report,
Spitzer learned of the prior
office’s abandonment of the
log review in October 2019
and restarted informing de-
fendants of past violations.

Yet, Sanders claims that
Spitzer has kept the logs
buried. His motion is ask-
ing for a recusal of the dis-
trict attorney’s office from
the drug possession-related
case of defendant Robert
Barr. Sanders said in the
motion that the district at-
torney’s office is not turning
over entries made in the log
by investigator Jonathan
Larson, who is a witness in
Barr’s case.

Sanders said Larson is a

former special handling
deputy who made entries
in the special handling log.

“Why, then, are we here
four years later with the
prosecutor’s office still un-
willing to turn over entries
from the SH Log made by J.
Larson?” the motion says.

Sanders said in an inter-
view with TimesOC that he
doesn’t trust Spitzer to rec-
tify the special handling log
issue, in part, because of his
track record with Wagner.

Sanders said in the mo-
tion that Wagner was “un-
questionably one of the
leaders in the intentional
concealment of Brady evi-
dence from the SH Log...”

Sanders said in an inter-
view that just two months
after Spitzer acknowledged
that the special handling
log concealment was an is-
sue he would seek to cor-
rect, he was recorded in an
online video praising Wag-
ner and Simmons during a
retirement party for the
prosecutors.

“I have nothing but re-
spect and admiration for
them,” Spitzer said of Sim-
mons and Wagner.

Sanders said Spitzer also
promoted Wagner after he
became D.A. in January
2019.

OTHER ALLEGATIONS
In the court motion,

Sanders also accuses
Spitzer and the district at-
torney’s press office of em-
ploying a “combination of
brazenly false accusations,
character assassination and
intimidation” toward him.

An example detailed in
the motion describes how
the district attorney’s office

responded to a protest held
in August that was critical
of Spitzer. The district attor-
ney’s office announced that
Sanders was running for
district attorney and that
the protest was being held
to “further an agenda” to
replace Spitzer.

Sanders denied that alle-
gation.

The motion also says the
district attorney’s office
conveyed in September to
the county Board of Super-
visors that interim Public
Defender Martin Schwarz
should be replaced “with
someone who will termi-
nate Sanders or force him
to stand down on issues re-
lated to OCDA miscon-
duct.”

“The Orange County dis-
trict attorney’s office files
70,000 cases a year,” Edds
said in the statement. “We
litigate legal motions in a
court of law, not in the
press as has been the pat-
tern and practice of the Or-
ange County public de-
fender’s office. It is disap-
pointing that Mr. Schwarz,
as the interim, not perma-
nent public defender, who
reports to the Board of Su-
pervisors, continues to al-
low one of his taxpayer-
funded attorneys to hijack
unrelated cases in order to
further his own personal
agenda.

“It is clear that Mr. Sand-
ers cares more about ad-
vancing his own political
and personal agenda than
representing his client,
which is the work the tax-
payers pay him to do.”

Continued from page R1
D.A.

Mark Boster | Los Angeles Times

ORANGE COUNTY Assistant Public Defender Scott
Sanders, seen in 2014, said mass killer Scott Dekraai has been
the victim of a “conspiracy of silence” among authorities.

benjamin.brazil@latimes.com
Twitter: @benbrazilpilot
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with family, the making of
the documentary and pres-
sures unique to first-gener-
ation kids.

QHow did the idea for
this film come about?

AAt some point, I
learned that Araceli

was part of this lawyer sup-
port group because she was
always texting them. As a
joke, they call the group the
minions or the tribe be-
cause they all started at the
same law firm. I asked her,
“Do you think that they
might be up for making a
film about this group?” She
said that I could ask them,
and they were all onboard
immediately. She was the
last one to agree.

I felt that this was a side
of the story that I hadn’t
really seen portrayed in a
lot of the work that docu-
mentarians are doing on
immigration. Before this
film I had made a short film
called “Room 140” about
the day that detainees are
released from detention
centers. “Status Pending”
was another side of this
bigger, huge conversation
about immigration.

QWhy do you think
your sister, Araceli,

was the last to say yes to
participating in the docu-
mentary?

ABoth of my sisters have
always been really

supportive, but Araceli
knows more about what I
do in the film industry.
When she was at law school
at BYU in Utah and I was in
high school, I would inten-
tionally visit her in January
so she could take me to
Sundance and drop me off
and go to law school and
then pick me up. Part of it
was knowing a lot about
what it takes to make a doc-
umentary, but I think the
other part of it was also be-
ing so busy and stressed,
knowing that it would take
some time. Maybe being
concerned about privacy
and what her clients would
think. It was also a question
of whether she wanted to
be on camera. The other
four have spent more time
on camera, particularly be-
ing on the news. This was
very different for her. I
really appreciate that she
came around to it. And I
know the only reason prob-
ably is because she sup-
ports me and loves me.
Otherwise, I’m not sure she
would have done it.

Q Is there a difference
for you when docu-

menting a family member
versus the other four law-
yers?

ABecause she’s my older
sister, I’ve always seen

her as a bit of an authority.
So when I’m on set trying to
direct, it’s almost like butt-
ing heads when I was
shooting at her office. I say
that jokingly.

What I’ve learned is that
if people agree to be in a
documentary usually it’s
because they have a lot of
faith in that filmmaker. It’s
so much trust and so much
responsibility to take some-
one’s story and put it to-
gether in a film or any sort
of artistic piece because
there’s so much that’s going
to be left out.

It’s a little bit harder to
establish a relationship
where you want them to
see you as a filmmaker.
When it’s a family member,
they know you as you
whether it’s the little sister
or the daughter or the tía.
Breaking through that bar-
rier in some cases can be
extremely fruitful because
you have all that history
and context and it takes a
camera for you to get that
out of that person. Making
personal documentaries is
so much about the film-
maker and about the story

when you’re working with
family. In this case, I tried to
keep myself out of the film.

Q In your director’s
statement, you used

the word activist to de-
scribe the lawyers. What
went into the thinking of
using that specific word?

AWhen I think about ac-
tivists, I think about

people who make choices
in their daily lives for the
better of others. I feel like
they’re activists because
their job is to help people.
The fact that these individ-
uals have devoted their life
to uphold the law that they
believe is the best for peo-
ple, makes them activists. I
also know personally that
they really care about their
community. All of them do
volunteer work and public
service. My sister does a lot
of pro bono work in Santa
Ana. They all do. They really
care about their communi-
ties, not just in their profes-
sional lives but in their per-
sonal lives. Something that
drives my work is featuring
relatable “normal people”
who do little things or big
things that make a differ-
ence.

QHow did you decide
which clients to fol-

low?

A I definitely interviewed
more clients than were

in the film. A big part of
that was I had to keep it to
certain lengths because of
my short film grant. After-
wards I felt like this could
have been a longer film.
Maybe I’ll make a follow-up
piece because there’s so
many people and so many
stories. I tried to include
cases that I felt the lawyers
had a lot of either mixed
feelings about or were just
really personally affected.
Also, it had to do with ac-
cess and which people were
willing to be on camera.

In Alma’s case, I know
that what happened with
Claudia’s husband really af-
fected her for a while. It still
does. That he was taken
into custody in front of her
a little bit before we started
filming and the weight that
she felt of trying to help this
woman who was left alone
with two daughters. A big
part of what a lot of them
feel is guilt when some-
thing goes wrong. That’s
where the support group
comes in because they’ll re-
mind each other that
they’re doing the best they
can at all times.

QRudy (one of Araceli’s
clients) is featured in

the first scene and at the
end of the film. He’s also
on the poster. Tell me
about why that image was
selected for the poster.

A It’s the strongest image
I felt we had in the film

because Rudy represents
the work of all five lawyers.
He represents why they do
what they do. Some of them
said this when they saw the
film. It’s such a difficult
landscape for them, and it
probably will be for some
time. It’s a moment of hope,
and I wanted to end on a
high note.

Also, Rudy is just such a
compelling character. I
wanted to make his own
film. He’s someone who’s
just so aware of the mis-
takes he’s made. He’s some-
one who feels like he
doesn’t deserve [citi-
zenship] and then comes to
accept that he does.

QHave you heard feed-
back about the docu-

mentary from the people
featured in it?

A It’s always concerning
to show the documen-

tary to people, especially
because you spent a lot of
time with them and in the
end there’s only a little bit of
that footage, especially in a
short film. I went to Rudy’s
house and they were very
emotional. They really
loved it. I love when a film
can help someone open up
about something. To me it
sounded like it was a way
for Rudy’s son to tell his
dad, “I know you made mis-
takes, but I’m really proud
of you.” And that was such
an incredible moment.

Some of them haven’t
seen the film. I don’t think
Claudia has seen the film.
It’s just too difficult, and
she’s still having a really
tough time because her
family is still not together.
Alma is still working with
them. I think sometimes
the act of telling your story
is a cathartic process, and
sometimes that’s all that
they want to be involved
with.

QThere was so much
breaking news about

immigration and deten-
tion within the timeframe
of filming, and the text
messages brought that ele-
ment into the documenta-
ry. How did you decide
which text messages to in-
clude?

AThat was such a gru-
eling process. It could

have been an entire film
based on the text messages.
Fortunately, I worked really
closely with my producer
Laura Reich and editor
Sarah Garrahan during that
process of making these
tough decisions because we
knew it couldn’t be a lec-
ture, it couldn’t be a history
lesson. It ended up coming
down to what text messages
related most to what was
happening on screen at
that time. The text mes-
sages were also edited and
then reviewed by the law-
yers. They were shortened

and some legal jargon was
replaced.

QThere was this emo-
tional scene with

Araceli toward the end
where she talks about how
challenging it is to keep up
with the new immigration
policies and how she’ll
keep doing this type of
work as long as it feels
right. Do you remember
the question that was
asked to her at that mo-
ment?

AThat day in itself was a
pretty intense shoot

day, and I haven’t talked
about it to anybody. I had
been filming with most of
the four, and I didn’t actu-
ally have a lot of footage
with Araceli because she
was busy or she couldn’t let
me come in. I had been
talking to her for a while to
try to get her to let me just
come into the office and
watch her work. I could tell
she was in a funk. I knew
there was all this tension
and stress, but how do you
get an introvert, a very pri-
vate person to tell you what
is going on? As a director, I
wasn’t really getting any-

thing out of her.
She told me it was time

to go. I had wrapped up,
and she just started talking
to me about her day. I didn’t
really ask her a question. I
had set the camera down
and luckily it was on, but I
really only got the end of
that. It was a really rough
day, and there’s so many of
those days that internally
it’s a struggle for her about
whether she wants to keep
doing this anymore. If the
system keeps fighting
against everything you be-
lieve in, at what point do
you break? They all still
struggle with it, but they
decide to keep going and
take it a day at a time.

QPart of what was com-
pelling about the film

was the lawyers question-
ing whether they were go-
ing to keep working in
their fields or not. It hap-
pens to many people in
various careers, but there
are specific pressures
about being first genera-
tion that play into that
thought process too.

ADo you think that it’s
about our feeling of re-

sponsibility toward others
or our feeling that we need
to be successful in order to
make our parents’ struggle
worth it?

QBoth.

A I agree. When you feel
like you’re not suc-

ceeding, it’s so much heavi-
er because it’s not just you.
It’s your whole history —
everything your parents
did, the life your grand-
parents had, the hopes and
dreams. And when you feel
like you’re not succeeding,
you don’t feel like you’re do-
ing that justice. That defi-
nitely plays a big part into
what goes on for them, and
a lot of us who are first gen-
eration who carry that extra
bit of weight.

QWhat’s the latest up-
date on all five law-

yers? Are they still practic-
ing?

A It was a question at the
end of the film about

whether they were going to
continue. All five are still
practicing and active in
their own law firms. In
speaking to my sister, I
know that she still struggles
with a lot of this and espe-
cially how complicated
everything got because of
COVID. Araceli has been
slowly going back to work
with during the pandemic.
And that’s the same for
everybody. Elizabeth Uribe
was featured in the L.A.
Times. Alma Puente is run-
ning for City Council for El
Monte.

Photos courtesy of Priscilla González Sainz

"STATUSPENDING" follows immigration lawyers,AraceliGuerrero,AlmaPuente,GladdysUribe,ElizabethUribeandJoseOsorio.

"STATUS PENDING"
poster featuring Rudy, one
of Araceli Guerrero's clients.

Continued from page R1
LAWYERS

vera.castenada@latimes.com
Twitter: @vera_fyd



R6 SUNDAY, OCTOBER 25, 2020 TIMESOC WWW.TIMESOC.COM
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*Treatment results may vary. The before and after picture are images used to depict a leg with neuropathy before and after treatment. The information in this article is not designed to diagnose, treat, mitigate, prevent, or cure any health conditions.
You are encouraged to seek the advice of your primary care physician for any of the mentioned disorders. The U.S. Food & Drug Administration has not evaluated these statements about these health topics, medical equipment, or procedure

HERE’S WHAT GUESTS ARE SAYING
ABOUT OUR EVENT:

“After getting no relief from Gabapentin, Lyrica, and Cymbalta, The tingling and numbness
is gone after applying what I learned at the seminar.”

— Carla Visnic, Anaheim
Registered Nurse

“I had severe spinal stenosis causing excruciating back pain, leg cramps, foot numbness &
weakness. I didn’t want to have spinal surgery so I went to the neuropathy seminar and am
relieved to have found a non drug, non surgical option that my doctor never told me about. Now I
can sit without pain, sleep without cramps, & walk without numbness & more leg strength!”

— Jim Carel, 75 yrs. Palm Desert
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“Get Dr. Yoo’s DC

Neuropathy Relief Book”

Dr. Phillip Yoo, DC presents his
bestselling co-authored book

“Transform” to Dr. Mehmet Oz, MD.,
Dr Yoo DC, was a sponsor at

Dr. Oz’s Healthcorps Gala Event
in New York. Healthcorps is a

which promotes health &
wellness to teenagers.
To help sponsor go to:
www.Healthcorps.org

Do you suffer from any of the
following symptoms?

FINALLY, NEW NON-SURGICAL OPTIONS TO RELIEVE THE
NERVE PAIN & NUMBNESS IN YOUR BACK, LEGS & FEET
FDA-cleared Technology. Safe, Painless & Requires NO Pills, Shots or Surgery.

Throbbing • Burning • Stabbing
Tingling • Bruising • Swelling

If you have painful Peripheral Neuropathy,
Please Call 949-371-8819
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SEATS ARE LIMITED. CALL TODAY!
949-371-8819

(Must mention RSVP Code LAN-1025)

P.S. ALL Attendees to book an appointment will get a free signed copy of
Dr. Phillip Yoo’s DC book: “21st Century Pain Relief”

(limited supply; get yours now)
Presented by Best Selling author Dr. Phillip Yoo, DC,
& Geriatric Specialist Dr. Reynaldo Landero, MD

Call 949-371-8819 Today with RSVP Code LAN-1025
To Guarantee Your Free CBD and Seat! Call start time: Today 8am

Topic: Non-surgical & drug-free approach to get relief from unrelenting
FAILED BACK SURGERY, SPINAL STENOSIS & PERIPHERAL NEUROPATHY

Discussion includes:
• What REALLY may cause peripheral neuropathy
• Three most common symptoms of neuropathy
• New drugless treatment options available for your unrelenting nerve

pain and numbness
• How Spinal Stenosis, Degenerative Disc Disease, & even high blood

sugar & cholesterol may cause neuropathy.
• Discover why cortisone, epidurals, prolotherapy, prp, or injections

may or may not work for you.
• Why ask your doctor about Neurontin, Gabapentin, Lyrica, Cymbalta.
• The truth behind therapy & why it may not work for you.

• Sharp electrical-like pain
• Difficulty sleeping from leg & foot

discomfort
• Prickling or tingling sensation in

hands & feet
• Feels like you’re walking on

marbles

• Numbness/swelling
• Can’t sleep due to pain at night
• Burning pain
• Leg cramping
• Afraid of falling
• Poor balance
• Pain when you walk

TUSTIN
CITRUS CAFÉ
1481 Edinger Ave
Tustin, CA 92780

FRIDAY 10:30 AM
OCT 30TH

FOUNTAIN VALLEY
MIMI’S CAFÉ

18461 Brookhurst St.
Fountain Valley, CA 92708
FRIDAY 10:30 AM

NOV 13TH

LAKE FOREST
MIMI’S CAFÉ

22651 Lake Forest Drive
Lake Forest, CA 92630
FRIDAY 10:30 AM

NOV 20TH

LONG BEACH
MIMI’S CAFÉ

6670 Pacific Coast Hwy.
Long Beach, CA 90803
FRIDAY 11:00 AM

NOV 6TH

FREE LUNCH SEMINARS TO BE HELD AT:

*HAND SANITIZERWILL BE PROVIDED ATTHE ENTRANCE
*ALL GUESTS & STAFF ARE REQUIREDTOWEAR A FACE MASK
*CONTACTLESS LASERTHERMOMETER SCREENING ATTHE DOOR
*LIMITED SEATING AS 6 FEET SOCIAL DISTANCEWILL BE MAINTAINED
*AFTER EVENT MEET & GREETTHE DOCTORWILL BE AT OUTSIDE PATIO
*SEMINARWILL BE ON OUTDOOR PATIO &TAKE OUT LUNCHTO GO ONLY
*DUETO LIMITED SEATINGWE ASK ONLYTHOSE IN SERIOUS PAIN ATTEND

To Guarantee Your Free Seat! Call start time: Today 8am

Dr. Yoo & Jack Nicklaus were both speakers at Bloomberg. Jack Nicklaus had regenerative medicine
in Germany which helped him get back to standing, playing tennis & golfing pain free!

“I can feel my feet for the first time in 10yrs. after laser cell signaling & software therapy.”
“I’ve been suffering from lower back pain & peripheral neuropathy in my feet for 10 years
causing poor balance & excruciating nerve pains in my legs and feet. But after 1 laser procedure
for my back and feet, along with 1 shockwave (software) therapy treatment, that 10 year back
pain is almost gone and I can feel the bottom of my feet for the first tine in 10 years.”

Thanks to Dr. Yoo I don’t have to worry about losing my balance
and falling anymore. — Daniel T., Palm Desert, CA

FREE Lunch & Learn Event
OUTDOOR

KEIB: (1150AM Radio) Saturday 8am - 9am : 12pm - 1pm Sunday 11am - 12pm


