
Family Nearly Loses Everything as a Result of
Exorbitant Medical Expenses
EDISON

The Villarreal family lives in

Edison, and has come to-

gether to try to save their

only real asset—their home.

Losing it became a real con-

cern after Maria stopped

working to care for her

daughter Paula (paralyzed by

severe multiple sclerosis),

and her husband was subse-

quently laid off from his job.

“Over time, the
attacks to her

brain increased.
I stopped

working when
she was

admitted into
the hospital for
a long time.”

M
aria and Jorgé Villarreal are

originally from Mexico, but

have lived and worked in the

United States legally for many years

and have recently obtained U.S. citi-

zenship. Maria previously worked as a

kitchen manager for a large food

chain, and Jorgé worked as an electri-

cian. They have four children, all of

whom have been good students, with

the third oldest in the process of apply-

ing to college and the youngest still in

elementary school.

Maria’s second-born child, Paula, was

also a very good student. But at the

age of 11, she became paralyzed on

one side of her body, and was eventu-

ally diagnosed with Multiple Sclero-

sis, a disease that has been aggressive,

and has progressed rapidly. By the

time she was 17, Paula was wheel-

chair-bound; completely reliant on

others for personal care; and basically

non-communicative—comprehending

everything around her, but unable to

speak clearly enough for others to un-

derstand her. Maria explains, “Over

time, the attacks to her brain in-

creased. I stopped working when she

was admitted into the hospital for a

long time.” 

Paula had been receiving health insur-

ance through the NJ FamilyCare pro-

gram, but it didn’t cover

everything—for example, the

acupuncture that seems to be the only

thing that improves Paula’s mobility.

“I would like her to have it twice a

week, as they call for, but sometimes I

can only do it every two weeks.” The

family frequently goes without food in

order to pay for Paula’s acupuncture.

Bills from uncovered medical ex-

penses began to pile up, and then, as

the family teetered on the edge, Paula

turned 18 and was erroneously

dropped from the NJ FamilyCare Pro-

gram. The shots that she was receiving

at the time cost more than the family’s

mortgage, and Maria resorted to pay-

ing medical bills with credit cards.

An advocate from Legal Services of

New Jersey was successful in having

Paula’s medical coverage reinstated

with a phone call to Trenton, but by

then, the level of debt was overwhelm-

ing, and there was a multitude of other

legal and financial issues needing at-

tention. A pro bono attorney helped

Maria file for legal guardianship, since

Paula had legally become an adult.
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Left: Paula Villarreal, who suffers from multipal sclerosis, with her mother, Maria, in their home.

Right: The Villarreal family (Maria, her three sons, daughter-in-law, and two grandsons).
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Legal Serv-

ices also

helped Paula

apply for

U.S. citizen-

ship and sub-

sequently

Supplemental

Security In-

come (SSI)

so that she

would be eli-

gible for a

higher level of Medicaid and an in-

come, although meager, to help cover

her own expenses going forward. 

At the same time, Maria’s oldest son

returned from the Midwest with his

wife and children to help pay the mort-

gage until the family gets back on their

feet. “You might ask why my son pro-

vides for us,” she says. “We’ve always

raised my kids to be united, and to

help us when we need it. Seeing his

sister’s situation made my son want to

help us from losing the house, because

it’s all we have.” Her high school-age

son also took a job to help contribute

to the household expenses. But there

was yet another setback to come as the

economy faltered and Jorgé was laid

off from his job.

Their medical debt reached $14,000,

an amount that

gnawed at

Maria, as she

acknowledged

that while that

amount may

not be that

much by some

peoples’ stan-

dards, “that is

a lot for me

because I

don’t have

anything.” 

Friends, neighbors, and members of

the Villarreal’s church congregation

did all they could to help the family

stay afloat until something unexpected

and nothing short of miraculous hap-

pened. Maria received a check in the

mail for her portion of a class-action

lawsuit against her former employer.

At the time of the interview, her plan

was to use the entire check to begin

paying off their debt, and finally be

able to put this experience behind

them. Maria’s hope is that Paula’s SSI

Medicaid will provide better coverage

of in-home care than she received

under NJ FamilyCare, which would

enable her to return to work and begin

to think about the future. �

Interview completed February 23, 2011.
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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.

Chris Villarreal with his cousins, Christian and Julius

“Seeing his sister’s
situation made my
son want to help us

from losing the
house, because it’s

all we have.”
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