Vignette 4: Paloma

Paloma is a 36-year old Hispanic female. She was born in the Dominican Republic and moved to
the United States approximately 10 years ago. Before moving to Newark, Paloma lived in
Bronx, New York. In the Dominican Republic, Paloma and her two siblings were raised by a
single mother. Paloma was the middle child, and her birth was unplanned. Because of this, she
felt that her mother treated her differently than she treated her siblings. Paloma remembers
her childhood as a time of neglect and abandonment, and she retains a tremendous sense of

anger about this.

As an adult, Paloma has experienced few extended periods of consistent employment. She
never finished high school, leaving after the 9™ grade. As a young woman, she worked at a
restaurant, and then at a laundromat before becoming pregnant. Her partner was the father of
her first two children, and the two of them stayed together until he died unexpectedly.
Afterwards, Paloma began living out a cyclical pattern that alternated between living in stable
housing and becoming homeless. At the beginning of the cycle, she moved in with a new
partner and stayed with him for about a year, at which time the relationship ended and she and
her children were evicted without the ability to pay rent on their own. There was one period in
which she received $600 in food stamps and cash and one of baby’s fathers contributed to her

expenses, but this did not last.

Today, Paloma has seven children and is eight months pregnant. The oldest two children are
21 and 19 years old. Her 17-year-old son has problems with kleptomania. Recently, her 15-
year-old daughter said that she wants to kill herself. She made this statement in school, and
the school referred the child, who lives in the custody of an aunt, to outside psychological care.
Paloma sees her daughter’s statement as a kind of temper tantrum, remarking, “All children
make those of kinds of comments.” Paloma also has an 8-year-old and her youngest child is 2.
Two or three months ago, Paloma was told that the youngest needs speech therapy and may
have fetal alcohol syndrome. Paloma reports that she only had one glass of wine two months
into her pregnancy: “Who doesn’t have beer or wine when they are pregnant?” There is

another child as well, but Paloma does not share any further information about that child.
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Paloma has repeatedly interacted with child protection agencies concerning the custody of her
children and her use of alcohol. Her drinking has also led to her estrangement from family. Her
mother lives in nearby Elizabeth, but their relationship is strained. Paloma’s relatives have
taken custody of two of her children because of her drinking issues. However, Paloma does not
think she has a problem. She believes that everyone drinks alcohol, and her friends and

acquaintances reinforce this belief.

Recently, Paloma was referred to a local mental health agency by the Department of Child
Protection and Permanency (DCPP). This happened when two of her older children called DCPP
when they realized that Paloma was leaving their younger siblings alone in a hotel for extended
periods. Paloma and her two youngest children had been without a permanent place to live for
some time when this occurred. The family had been staying at a hotel together, but Paloma
has been leaving the children alone early in the day to go out and work: “I went out because |
needed to find the money”. Paloma was making her living as a sex worker. When DCPP found
the children, they appeared to be malnourished and there was little food for them in the hotel
room. They were immediately taken to an area hospital child abuse program for medical

evaluation.

Paloma did not go to the hospital to see her children until the next day, and when she arrived,
she was under the influence of alcohol. Consequently, DCPP referred her to a local mental
health agency. At her first visit to the mental health agency, Paloma expressed a great deal of
anger at the DCPP. She had been involved with the New Jersey agency before, and this was not
the first time that allegations of child neglect had been made against her. She also had a
comparable case open in New York, levied for similar reasons. Paloma currently does not have
custody of any of her children. But she has asserted that in her home country, her drinking
patterns are considered normal: “Everyone drinks and there is nothing wrong with that!” After
this incident, DCPP asked her to take a 120-question mental health assessment. Paloma did not
fully understand the questions, and she answered them as best she could. When she was
referred to a psychologist for mental health treatment afterwards, she protested that this was
not needed. However, her mental health counselor agreed that with the findings and that she

needs the support.
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When Paloma lost custody of her children, she lost all her benefits, including Medicaid. This
occurrence, along with her struggles with child protective services, made her angry and led her
to believe that everyone was set against her. Without Medicaid, she could not see a doctor and
she had no prenatal care. Initially, she tried to reapply for Medicaid on her own, but when she
was asked for proof of an address, she could not provide it. She was moving from house to
house, staying with friends and acquaintances. After her referral to a local mental health
agency, a counselor helped her reapply for Medicaid, and eventually, her benefits were
restored. Then the agency began connecting her to additional resources. First, she was
referred to a doctor at University Hospital for OB/GYN care, and then she was given a voucher
for a homeless shelter in Newark, NJ that could offer her short-term housing while she looked

for a stable place in which to live with her children.

At first, she did not attend mental health counseling sessions consistently and stayed silent
when she did come. But over time, she began building trust with her counselor and started
attending more consistently. She came to both individual and group sessions and graduated
from the program. Afterwards, she continued coming to the group and asked her counselor to
attend her meetings with DCPP via telephone. At one point, she confided that she was feeling
ambivalent about retaining custody of her soon-to-be-born child. She felt that the pregnancy
was a barrier to obtaining custody of her other children because she could not work while
pregnant, and therefore could not afford an apartment. Without a stable home, she couldn’t

regain custody of her children

Two weeks ago, Paloma told her counselor that she was being transferred to a new shelter in
which her baby, once born, could stay with her. She is now in the process of obtaining housing
assistance. She would like to become a certified home health aide and hopes to join a training
program at Essex County College. Right now, she is surviving on food stamps. She has
completed two parenting classes---one in Newark, NJ and one in New York. She has no regular
source of primary care and gets her OB/GYN care at University Hospital. She has been tested for
HIV and she is negative. She does not want to have any more children. Her counselor has
referred her to Planned Parenthood and encouraged to go and explore her birth control

options.
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Paloma continues to go to court hearings to try and regain custody of her lost children, but the
case has been open too long and the court is considering giving permanent custody to those
who have the children right now. Paloma has been asked if there is anyone in the Dominican
Republic who can take custody of all her children at once. She has provided some possible
names. This would allow the children to stay together. It is unclear if Paloma will be able to find
employment and stable housing and regain custody of her children. She keeps coming to group
meetings at the local mental health agency. Her counselor recognizes that pregnancy may be a
time when women are more open to positive change. She continues to encourage Paloma and

offer her hope and offer support for managing present day challenges.

Concrete Resources for Individuals and Families

Energy Assistance  http://www.nj.gov/dca/divisions/dhcr/offices/energy.html
Program
Federally Qualified https://www.cms.gov/Center/Provider-Type/Federally-

Health Centers Qualified-Health-Centers-FQHC-Center.html

Head Start and https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs

Early Head Start

Homelessness http://www.nj.gov/dca/divisions/dhcr/offices/hprp.html
Prevention

HUD Housing https://www.benefits.gov/benefits/benefit-details/710
Choice Vouchers

Medicaid https://www.medicaid.gov/

Supplemental https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-
Nutrition assistance-program-snap

Assistance

Program (SNAP)

Temporary https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/about

Assistance to

Needy Families

(TANF)

Women Infants https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic/women-infants-and-
and Children (WIC) children-wic

ASSOCIATION FOR FREVENTION TEACHING AND RESEARCH



