
trying to take care of

both babies, while

Norma tried to support

six people on her one

income.

Still struggling with the

trauma of her father’s

suicide and her own

newly diagnosed mental

illness, Norma was un-

able to manage that

kind of pressure.  She

sunk deeper into de-

pression and began to

completely isolate herself, as her level

of functioning deteriorated. She

stopped working and began to spend

down her savings, trying to keep up

with their regular expenses and extend

her health insurance through COBRA.

She had gotten to the point where she

hardly left the house at all, when the

third crisis of the year struck.

Norma became so ill that she was

taken to the hospital, where she was

diagnosed with cervical cancer.  By

this time she was on General Assis-

tance (GA) and eligible for GA Medi-

caid, as well as the Breast and

Cervical Cancer program, which

strives to provide care for women with

this diagnosis who are low-income,

but over-income for Medicaid.  She

was referred to the Cancer Institute of

New Jersey in New Brunswick, where

she received very good care.  When

she became sick again a couple of

years later, she was afraid the cancer

had returned, but it turned out to be

her gall bladder, which was removed.

She has been cancer free since, but the

emotional roller coaster didn’t stop

there.

In 2004, the home she and her family

were renting was sold, and they were

W
ith a private high school ed-

ucation and three years of

college, Norma made a de-

cent living as a customer service rep-

resentative with bilingual speaking

ability. In hindsight, Norma recognizes

that the symptoms of depression,

PTSD, and Obsessive-Compulsive

Disorder were always there to some

degree.  It is probably the main reason

she didn’t finish college—one of her

regrets in life.  Still, she hadn’t ac-

cessed mental health services for 40

years, and was managing her problems

the way she was raised to believe she

should—by herself, and with the help

of loved ones.  

That security crumbled back in 2002

when her whole world came crashing

down on her.  It began with her fa-

ther’s suicide, a month after which she

had her first psychiatric hospitaliza-

tion.  Later that year, her partner’s two

teenage daughters became pregnant at

the same time. As the primary bread-

winner, this increase in family size in-

creased Norma’s financial obligations

exponentially, not to mention the in-

crease in the level of stress and chaos.

In an effort to help the daughters re-

main in school, their mom (Norma’s

partner) took on the responsibility of

A Private Education and Strong Work Ethic
Aren’t Always Enough

RAHWAY

Norma lived in her

mother’s home with her

brother. It’s not where

she had planned to be at

the age of 45, but she was

trying to make the best of

it, and was thankful to

have even that—a home

to go back to. 

�

�

A father’s
suicide sets
off several
years of
financial,

physical, and
psychological

trauma.
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into the system,

brought a much-needed

increase in her monthly

income from the GA

grant of $210 a month

to the SSD grant of

$1,100 a month.  Un-

fortunately, that is

sometimes a mixed

blessing. For Norma, it

resulted in her income

being too high to qual-

ify for Medicaid, which

meant she would have

to wait two years from

her SSD approval before being

awarded coverage through Medicare.

At the time of the interview, Norma

was without insurance coverage, and

due for a six-month follow-up visit

after cancer treatments that appeared

to have been successful. She had al-

ready applied for prescription coverage

through PAAD (Pharmaceutical Assis-

tance for the Aged and Disabled) and

said she would make whatever sacri-

fices were necessary to get the health

care she needs. She spent much of her

time on the computer searching for re-

search projects that she might be able

to join in exchange for getting the care

she needs. 

Sadly, though, much of this stress was

unwarranted. When Norma was termi-

nated from General Assistance, she re-

told they needed to

move.  They did not

have the resources to

find a new apartment

on their own, which

would require a secu-

rity deposit and ad-

vance rent. The other

members of the fam-

ily, since they were

all related by blood,

were offered space in

the shelter.  Despite

her relationship of 13

years, she was not

considered by welfare to be part of

their “family unit,” so she was not of-

fered space in the shelter with her fam-

ily. As a single person on General

Assistance, the only help available to

her was space in a  rooming house,

which would reduce her monthly ben-

efits from $210 to $74.  She decided

instead to move back into her mother’s

home.  Without that option, she says,

she doesn’t know what would have

happened to her.

Norma applied for and, after several

years, was approved for Social Secu-

rity Disability (SSD) in November

2006.  She was then able to slowly

begin piecing her mental health back

together—wishing she, and more so

her father, had gotten treatment

sooner.  The SSD, since it is based on

her prior earnings and taxes she paid

�

mained eligible for food stamps and

for the Breast and Cervical Cancer

program, both of which have higher

income guidelines than Medicaid. She

was unaware of this because, when a

GA case is closed, the Board of Social

Services policy is to terminate all as-

sistance and wait for people to realize

they should reapply. In Norma’s case,

it took a year and $1,000 of debt, for

which she remained responsible and

dutifully paid $35 a month—the most

she could afford—before realizing she

had been eligible all the time. �

Legal Services

represented Norma in

her Social Security

Disability claim and was

successful in winning

her benefits in 2006.

Help

Legal Services

help more

people like

Norma.

Click here to

make a gift.

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.

Interview completed May 2007
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