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CHICAGO—Barely half an
hourhadpassedsince the flight
landed atO’Hare International
Airport, and the Army combat
veteran’s palms were already
sweating.

Spencer Sullivan, 38, situat-
ed himself at the front of a
crowd of people waiting near
the exit for international ar-
rivals. He knew it could be
hours before his friend got
throughcustoms.

Still, he said, “I’ve beenwait-
ing so long for this moment. I
don’twant tomiss it.”

It hadbeen just over13 years
since Sullivan, who now works
in corporate development, first
began helping his former inter-
preter in Afghanistan petition
for a visa to live in theU.S.

The process had been full of
big hopes and bigger letdowns.
Then, after they finally secured
the visa in September, an
Afghan immigrantwasaccused
of shooting twoNationalGuard
members inWashington.

In the politicized aftermath,
Sullivan wondered: Would his

SPENCER Sullivan, left, hugs Abdulhaq Sodais after his former interpreter’s arrival in Chicago on Dec. 17.
Jim Vondruska For The Times

HIS LONGCAMPAIGNFOR
ABATTLEFIELD PARTNER

American veteran
worked for years to
help his Afghan
interpreter enter
the U.S. At last, the
friends did reunite.

ByAndrea Castillo
[See Sodais,A12]

WASHINGTON—When
CharlieKirkwas killed by an
assassin this fall, Republi-
can leaders credited the or-
ganization he founded for
enabling President Trump’s
return topower.

Now that organization is
mobilizingbehindVicePres-
ident JDVance.

Uninterested in a com-
petitiveRepublicanprimary
in 2028, Turning Point USA
plans to deploy representa-
tives across Iowa’s 99 coun-
ties in the comingmonths to
build the campaign infra-
structure it believes could
deliver Vance, a Midwest-
erner from nearby Ohio, a
decisive victory, potentially
short-circuiting a fractious
GOPrace, insiders said.

It is the latest move in a
quiet effort by some in
Trump’s orbit to clear the

field of viable competitors.
Earlier this month, Marco
Rubio, the secretaryofState
previously floatedbyTrump
as a possible contender, ap-
peared to take himself out of
the running.

“If Vance runs for presi-
dent, he’s going to be our no-
minee, and I’ll be one of the
first people to support him,”
Rubio toldVanityFair.

AfterKirk’swidow,Erika,
endorsed Vance on stage at
Turning Point USA’s annual
conference in Arizona last
week, a straw poll of attend-
ees found that 84% would
supportVance inthecoming
primaries. Yet, wider public
polling offers a different pic-
ture.

A CNN poll conducted in
early December found that
Vance held a plurality of Re-
publicansupport for 2028, at
22%, with all other potential
candidates, such as Rubio
and Florida Gov. Ron De-
Santis, registering in single
digits.

The remaining 64% told
pollsters they had “no one
specific in mind,” reflecting
an open field with plenty of

Path widening
for a Vance run
in 2028 race
Turning Point USA
backs vice president,
but many Republican
voters are undecided.

By Michael Wilner

[SeeVance,A8]

An hour after midnight
Jan. 1, as a small brush fire
blazed across Topanga
State Park, a California
StateParksemployeetexted
the Los Angeles Fire De-
partment’s heavy equip-
ment supervisor to find out
if they were sending in bull-
dozers.

“Heck no that area is full
of endangeredplants,”Capt.
Richard Diede replied at
9:52 a.m, five hours after
LAFD declared the fire con-
tained.

“I would be a real idiot to
ever put a dozer in that
area,” he wrote. “I’m so
trained.”

The exchange between
the state andLAFDemploy-
ees is part of a batch of
newly-released text mes-
sages and depositions from

California State Parks
staffers that offers new de-
tails of the state’s actions
and interactions with fire-
fighters in the critical days
after the Lachman fire ig-
nited and rekindled Jan. 7
into the deadly Palisades
blaze.

The LosAngeles FireDe-
partment has faced criti-
cism fornot fully extinguish-
ing the Lachman fire. In Oc-
tober, The Times reported
that a battalion chief or-
dered firefighters to roll up
their hoses and leave the
burn area Jan. 2, even
though crews warned that
the ground was still smol-
dering. The LAFD also de-
cided not to use thermal im-
aging technology to detect
heatunderground.

But Palisades residents
have also sued the state,
which owns Topanga State
Park, alleging it failed in the
week between the two fires
to inspecttheburnscarafter
firefighters left and make
sure a “dangerous condi-
tion” did not exist on its
property.

LAFDwas the agency re-

What officials did
as park smoldered
Texts and depositions
detail state’s actions
between the Lachman
and Palisades fires.

By Jenny Jarvie and
Alene Tchekmedyian
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T
he first twomiles
werepleasant
enough.The
gradewasmild,
the forest serene.

Itwaswhat lay ahead that
worriedme:

A2,500-foot descent to
JordanHotSprings, a spot
inCalifornia’sHighSierra
backcountry thathas long
hadaholdonmy imagina-
tion—an idyllicmeadow
with rock-dammedbath-
tub-hotpools.

Givenmyageand lackof
recenthigh-altitude exer-
tion, I could easily needa
helicopter to get out.

But thatwasa secondary
concern. Iwasmost anxious
aboutwhat Imight see
along theway.Would it be
anaffirmationof nature’s
power of renewal or anomen
of irreversible decline?

Iwas retracingmysteps

of 20 years earlier to a scene
ofmassdeath Ihadnever
beenable to erase frommy
mind.At a small plateau
alongsideNinemileCreek in
theGoldenTroutWilder-
nessArea, I had stood ina
forest of black sticks stand-
ingonboth sides of a steep
canyon likewhiskers ona
beast too large to compre-
hend.

I hadhiked to Jordan
HotSprings and theburn
scar of the 2002McNally fire
toprobebigquestions of fire
ecology:AreSierra forests
overgrown? Is firemanage-
ment theunintendedcause
of destructive crown fires?
Do forests reduced toblack-
enedearthandcharcoal
trees recover?

At that time, theques-
tionsproved toobig. I never
wrote a story.

The beauty I couldn’t see in a burn scar
20 years on, a return to the Sierra
reframes loss, finds resilient life

A STANDING dead tree, an ecologist explained, is
vastly more important to wildlife than a live tree.

Daniel Flesher LA Times Studios

By Doug Smith | reporting from
golden trout wilderness, calif.

[SeeBeauty,A9]

COLUMN ONE

JohnCampbell is a senior
vice president at Walt Dis-
ney Co. who oversees
streaming ad sales solu-
tions. He also coaches his
second-grade daughter’s
basketball team, and re-
cently asked her teammates
to name their favorite TV
show.

“Elevenoutof13girls said
‘HannahMontana,’ ” Camp-
bell said in a recent inter-
view, citing the popular Dis-
ney series starring Miley
Cyrus that produced its last
episode in 2011, before his
playerswereborn.

Campbell was pleased
they selected a show from
the Disney library, but
wasn’t all that surprised

based on the advertising de-
mand he’s seeing for the
company’s vintage shows.

A recent study from Na-
tional Research Group
found that 60%of all TVcon-
sumed is library content.
AmongGen Z, 40% say they
watch older shows because
they find them comforting
and nostalgic. Disney’s own
research finds that 25% of
the programs kids call their
favorites were made before
2010.

Whilenewercutting-edge
series typically win critical
kudos and accolades, Gen Z
and Gen Alpha viewers are
binge-watching programs
that became hits on the
broadcast and cable net-
works in the pre-streaming
era. They are also devouring
holidaymovies and specials,
evenon traditionalTV.

“We do see, especially
around the holiday time,
that people are looking for
that comfort, that sense of
ease,”Campbell said.

Gens Z, Alpha feast
on TV comfort food
Young people are
looking for nostalgia
as they dig deep into
streaming libraries.

By Stephen Battaglio
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L.A.: The
Year in Photos
A look at 2025 as cap-
tured by Times pho-
tographers, from the
fires to the immigra-
tion raids to a Dodgers
repeat title. A10

Tornado lands
in Boyle Heights
A twister with winds
up to 80 mph swept
through the neighbor-
hood on Christmas.
CALIFORNIA, B1

Chargers fall
to Houston
L.A.’s hopes of an AFC
West title vanish with
a frustrating 20-16 loss
to Texans. SPORTS, D1

Weather
Sunshine.
L.A. Basin: 65/52.B6

Opinion Voices .......A16
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go to latimes.com.

The unidentified white
van slowly and stealthily
pulled up outside the mil-
lion-dollar-plus homes
under the cover of darkness,
grainy surveillance footage
showed.

The thief or thieves
parked on the street at such
an angle that they were hid-
den from neighbors’ door-
bell surveillance cameras.
Then theywent towork.

It was only in the morn-
ing light that victims real-
izedwhatwas stolen.

For the second time over
a three-year period, some-
one had chopped off and
cartedawaythewaxy,2- to4-
foot-long serrated leaves
from picturesque agave
plants lining homes in east
Torrance.

Homeowners and resi-
dents are baffled by the at-
tacks upon their beautiful—
but otherwise seemingly
useless—plants.

“Why on Earth would
anybody steal these leaves?”
Torrance homeowner
Steven Maier, 72, asked. “A
couple of years ago, another
neighbor warned me about
this agave, and I joked that I
wasn’t ‘going to be protect-
ing this with a gun or any-

Thieves filching leaves
from Southland agaves
Torrance neighborhood wrestles
with mystery of mutilated plants
ByAndrew J. Campa

A HACKED-UP blue agave plant in a Torrance
frontyard. Someone made off with leaves in the night.

Allen J. Schaben Los Angeles Times
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