
“Everybody is One Paycheck from Being There”

PERTH AMBOY

Carlos Londono, age 51, grew

up in Irvington, but currently

resides in Perth Amboy. He

says “Ever since I was 17, I’ve

been basically on my own. I

joined the Marines Corps at

the age of 17, after graduating

from High School.” 

“When I lost
everything, I
just gave up

in life. . . I
became
nothing.”

C
arlos worked his way up to a

management position in the

auto industry, and was working

as a manager at a Chrysler Dealership

in Florida, making over $150,000/year

when it closed down as a result of the

poor economy. Despite his 21 years

experience, he found himself unable to

secure another position in manage-

ment because, with so many unem-

ployed managers, the dealerships had

begun requiring a college degree. He

tried to get a job at a fast food restau-

rant, but was told he was over-quali-

fied. His wife began watching

children, but her income was only

enough to pay for their utilities and

food. So over the course of two years,

three cars were repossessed (his, his

wife’s, and his son’s); and his house

was at risk of being taken both by the

mortgage company, and the commu-

nity association to whom they owed

dues.

In the meantime, his health was deteri-

orating and Carlos was without health

insurance. His hypertension worsened

to the point of being hospitalized sev-

eral times. He was diagnosed with

polycythemia, a rare blood disorder

caused by the bone marrow producing

too many red

blood cells. The

excess cells cause

the blood to

thicken, which

causes many

symptoms, includ-

ing vertigo and fa-

tigue. Both can be

controlled with

proper treatment,

but, without it, can

be life-threaten-

ing. Unable to

properly address

his health prob-

lems, and then being dealt another

emotional blow when his mother

passed away, Carlos sunk into a deep

depression. “She passed away in my

arms,” he says. “She took her last

breath looking at me. Closed her eyes

looking at me. And it was just loss,

loss, loss.”

“I never knew what a psychiatrist

was,” says Carlos. I never went to a

psychologist. I never took medication.

I was always active in my community.

I was active with my church. . . .

When I lost everything, I just gave up

in life. I stopped going to church. I

stopped going to the groups. . . . I just

lost all sense of being. I just—I be-

came nothing.”

Unaccustomed to relying on others for

help, Carlos says he had to learn to

“eat a lot of humble pie.” He returned

to New Jersey desperate for help from

his daughter, but that relationship was

strained and he needed to leave her

home as well. He applied for General

Assistance (welfare) benefits as well

as temporary rental assistance, and

began renting a room from a couple.

He does not have a separate entrance

or separate living quarters—only a
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ment’s accounts in taxes, I don’t feel

like I’m taking anything from them.

I’m just getting what’s rightfully

mine.”

Once he begins receiving disability

benefits, Carlos will be over-income

for food stamps, as well as rental as-

sistance. He also will not be eligible

for Medicare until the 24-month wait-

ing period has passed,

so he is extremely wor-

ried about how he will

pay for his prescription

medicines. Still, he is

on his way to recovery,

and finally has hope for

the future. 

Once his health con-

cerns are brought under control, Car-

los is considering some sort of training

or education to be able to help others

who have fallen on hard times. “I used

to go feed the homeless with my

group, and I always said, you know,

‘Man, everybody is one paycheck
away from being here.’ And those

were the truest words I ever said.”

For the time being, it’s enough to work

on recovery, and begin to readjust to a

minimal feeling of security. “Here I

am. I’m hoping to make something out

of my life again.” �

bedroom to call his own. Temporary

rental assistance paid for that room;

and he received approximately

$200/month in food stamps, and

$74/month cash assistance (the stan-

dard benefit amount for people receiv-

ing rental assistance who are

medically unable to work). His initial

application for disability, filed without

representation, was denied, and Carlos

was not even aware

that he had a right to

appeal the decision

until he stumbled

upon a Legal Services

case handler in the

hallway of the build-

ing where he was re-

ceiving counseling. “I

had given up hope. I

didn’t know that I could appeal it or

nothing. . . . He was kind enough to sit

me in his office and explain the situa-

tion, and tell me that he could help me

out. I started bringing him my paper-

work and he started being in touch

with me. And it was the first line of

defense, I guess you could call it,

against my depression.”

Eventually, his claim was approved

and, because of his strong work his-

tory, Carlos will begin receiving

$2,170/month. “I feel like after all the

money that I have put into the govern-
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Help Legal Services

help more people

like Carlos.

Click here to

make a gift.

Click Here to return to the

Poverty In Focus Homepage

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION: Visit LSNJ’s website, www.LSNJ.org, for general information about Legal

Services or the Poverty Research Institute page for detailed reports about poverty in New Jersey. For more informa-

tion about your legal rights, visit LSNJLAW.

FOR HELP: Through its statewide, toll-free hotline, 1-888-LSNJ-LAW (1-888-576-5529), Legal Services offers

telephone advice to people who have been unfairly denied cash benefits, food stamps, or rental assistance, as well

as certain health programs, including Medicaid/NJ Family Care, Charity Care, and PAAD. You may also apply for

services online at https://lsnjlawhotline.org or contact a Regional Legal Services program for help. 

TO MAKE A DONATION: For information on how to donate to Legal Services, visit LSNJ.org.

“I had given
up hope.

I didn’t know I
could appeal it

or nothing.” Carlos watches softball games to fend off

the loneliness of his room.

Watch Carlos’s
video in

Our Clients Speak
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