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Limbo has an address in Santa Ana, 2,000 square feet of loneliness wedged into a row of small 
businesses on West Walnut Street.  

It has the shape of a giant shoebox and the temperature of a meat locker. It has a sky-blue 
exterior, locking warehouse doors and a burglar alarm.  

Here, the un-embalmed remains of Clarence W. Christenson waited 14 1/2 months without a 
funeral, wrapped in cloth and sealed in a plastic body bag.  

Somehow, Christenson slipped through a web of relatives who once celebrated holidays with 
large reunions. Somehow, a wife with 13 grown children could not afford to bury him and was 
unwilling to have him cremated.  

Death, divorce and animosity unraveled Christenson's safety net.  

Few family members even knew he had died.  

An order signed in Orange County Superior Court on May 17 finally delivered Christenson from 
cold storage.  

Judge Dennis J. Keough allowed the body to be incinerated last week without permission from 
the next of kin.  

In a call from a distant pay phone, the widow said she wasn't going to contest the ruling. She 
had no money, had no transportation to the court and was too old to endure a long bus ride.  

"You can't hear something like that and not be sympathetic," Keough said. "It has to be a tragic 
situation, an emotionally difficult thing for her. " Christenson died at 7:30 p.m. March 12, 1993, at 
the Buena Park Nursing Center.  

His death certificate notes those facts, then drops him into oblivion.  

The word "unknown" appears 18 times. Date of birth. Place of birth. The names of his parents. 
Where he lived.  

It seems an unlikely epitaph.  

The few people who remember him and the scant public records that remain reveal a little.  



He was born July 30, 1904, making him 88 when he died.  

He was one of eight siblings from Hollandale, Minn.; none of them is alive.  

His parents, Christian and Carrie, emigrated from Denmark to Minnesota, then retired from 
farming to the warm sunshine of Southern California.  

He was married four times, twice widowed, once divorced, with no children of his own.  

His last wife lives in Hemet, where she had moved just before his death.  

He was an electrician who owned a small business in Santa Ana that made window shades.  

How could such a life just disappear?  

On the night Christenson died, there was some confusion.  

Nursing-center officials told the Neptune Society of Orange County that Christenson wanted to 
be cremated, so his body was taken to the Santa Ana storage refrigerator, said Scott Momb, 
manager of the cremation firm.  

But Christenson had no contract with the society, Momb said. He couldn't be taken back to the 
nursing home. It took Momb a week to contact the widow, Lynn Christenson, who does not have 
a telephone.  

Momb said she told him that she was broke, had no car and did not want her husband cremated.  

They could not agree on what to do.  

Months passed. The widow called a few times from a pay phone outside a run-down market 
near her home. She accepted registered letters but never answered them. Calls ended abruptly.  

The court order finally gave Momb a sense of peace.  

"It's been such a long time," Momb said. "I feel sorry for him and I feel sorry for her. But you can't 
just leave somebody lying around like that. " The last real address relatives had for Clarence W. 
Christenson was 353 S. Clark St. in Orange, a small cottage with a pine tree out front that has 
grown to 40 feet.  

Hardly anyone remembers Christenson; one neighbor said he rarely came out of the house.  

He left no will or property. No voter's registration card. No driver's license. Just a pile of dirty 
clothes.  

Such an unkind fate brings a soft "oh" to the lips of Marian Overman, who sits at a kitchen table 
in Costa Mesa, working her fingers and pondering the news that her uncle is dead.  

"Gosh, I wish I was in a better position to help," said Overman, a 78-year-old widow. "It just 
seems a shame to have him lying around in that morgue. I don't know what to do about it. I don't 
have the money. " The last time she saw her uncle was six years ago. Or was it seven? She's 
not sure.  



"I always wondered what happened to him," Overman said. "I wondered all the time if he was 
being cared for. We were a very close family. But we haven't been able to find him, and Lynn 
just never contacted anybody. " She remembers her uncle as a big, handsome man with broad 
shoulders.  

"His life was uneventful, other than the women he got messed up with," Overman said. "He 
came from a very fine family. " Christenson moved to Orange County from Minnesota in the 
1930s after his first wife died of cancer. He was the last family member to head West. In 1945, 
he married Dorothy Bloss. Together they ran The Blind Man, a Venetian blind company in Santa 
Ana.  

"Dorothy was great for him," Overman said. "He liked to fish. He was an outdoorsman. She 
loved to do those things. They were square dancers, and he would go around the country calling 
square dances. " Overman runs her fingers over the worn pages of two old date-books. There 
are names and numbers scribbled in corners, crossed out, amended. There are birth dates and 
death dates.  

Overman finds Dorothy Christenson's last entry: Sept. 4, 1968.  

She died unexpectedly on a weekend trip to a home they owned in Desert Hot Springs.  

Within a year, Christenson fell in love again, this time to an employee named Peggy. They were 
married during a fishing trip near Laughlin, Nev.  

"The family was not too happy about that," Overman said. "She was a 20-year-old girl. " After 10 
years, they divorced. Peggy Christenson moved to Oklahoma. She's dead now, too, Overman 
said.  

Then in his 70s, Christenson moved in with his sister, Pearl, who owned the house on Clark 
Street. She was a widow with cancer, and he helped pay the bills by working part time as a 
security guard for Gemco in Buena Park.  

At Gemco, in 1980, he met his last wife, Lynn Christenson.  

Pearl Parker died in 1981, and her death thrust the family into a dispute over her will. A two-year 
court battle ended with Orange police evicting Clarence and Lynn Christenson, Overman said.  

"He was a wonderful person until he got associated with her," Overman said. "I don't know why 
he hung on to her. I guess she hung on to him. " After the eviction, Lynn Christenson put her 
husband in at least two nursing homes. Overman lost track him sometime around 1988.  

"We called around to a few nursing homes but we couldn't find him," Overman said. "It's tragic. " 
Two hours from Orange County, on Hemet's San Padre Avenue, people don't know Christenson, 
but they know what's happened to him.  

His widow spends her days holed-up in a two-bedroom rental home without a telephone, a car or 
a close friend. "Most people are afraid of her," said 79-year-old Vera Rice, a next-door neighbor 
who was stunned recently when Lynn Christenson grumbled about her husband's case.  

"I said `My God, haven't you buried him yet? ' I just about blew my stack," Rice said.  

It seems odd that the house with the pretty pink roses out front would hold such a strange 



secret.  

Inside, where the air has a tomblike stillness, Lynn Christenson doesn't enjoy talking about her 
husband's situation.  

Letters, newspapers and magazines are piled everywhere. Framed posters of cats and of 
women in hats decorate the walls. A large velvet painting of horses hangs over her couch, where 
Lynn Christenson is perched at the edge, a thick photo album on her lap.  

Her cat Scooter rubs against her legs and gets pushed aside.  

She pulls a scarf from her hair, which flows long and red down the back of a black velour 
pullover webbed with cat hair.  

The last time she saw her husband was at the nursing home. He was in tears, she said. He 
hated the place.  

A few weeks later, he was dead.  

"I don't know what to say," said the 69-year-old great-grandmother. "It's been a rough time. My 
life went into turmoil. " She talks about a plot he once had at Fairhaven Memorial Park in Santa 
Ana. Gave it to a friend whose son committed suicide. It was too expensive to replace.  

So why not ask his family for help?  

"He said he didn't want to have anything to do with his family," she said. "I really felt sorry for 
that guy. His family didn't care about him. They're not sensitive. " Why wouldn't she give The 
Neptune Society permission to cremate him?  

She never answers.  

She flips through the album, touching unfocused photos.  

"I've been trying to work something out all the time," she said.  

"It's bothered me. I can't sleep. I'm a sensitive person. " The Neptune Society cremated 
Christenson on Wednesday in Monrovia. His ashes will be scattered at sea June 7, three miles 
off Newport Beach. The society plans to send his widow a bill for $748, plus an undetermined 
fee for storage.  

 
 
 

 


