Stories of people living in poverty

Shannay is 17 and a senior in high school. She lives with her mom, whom she calls her biggest influence, along with her grandma. Her dad is in jail; she hasn’t heard form him in ages. “None of my friends – none of them have fathers that live in the same household,” Shannay says. “I guess it’s accepted.” “But I think it matters,” she adds. “I wish I had my dad.” That dissolving family fabric has been replaced, for many living in poverty, by an array of government services, charity centers and social service agencies.

Cynthia depends on food stamps each month to buy groceries, and she has worked out a system to ensure her family eats nutritionally. Immediately after she gets her stamps, she rushes out to the supermarket and buys fruits and vegetables, both fresh and frozen, as well as meats and dairy products. Like many of the low-income mothers in the area, Cynthia knows she must buy these types of products with her food stamps because she is sometimes able to supplement her grocery shopping with a monthly trip to her local food pantry, where she is given mainly non-perishable items like pasta, rice and canned goods. So after her trip to the supermarket Cynthia seemed to be set for the month. However, Cynthia had gotten behind on her utility bill and she woke up one morning and her power was cut. Knowing the refrigerator was off and the food was going bad, she began to call the utility company and the Department of Social Services for assistance with getting her power turned back on. By the time the power was restored, the family had lost all of that month’s meat, cheese, milk and other perishable items.    

Jesse Staley is a teenager who dreams of graduating from high school and attending her prom. While her friends buy prom dresses and arrange after-prom parties, she struggles to feed her sisters and brothers. As other families choose between colleges, hers must choose between medical care and welfare. As many of her friends live the life of a carefree adolescent, Jesse assumes the role of the caretaker in her family. The oldest of three children, she must look after her siblings while her father ekes out a living driving a truck. Her father is a hard-working man, but his 12- to 15-hour shifts don’t provide enough income to pay the bills. She begins her days early, after her father leaves for work. She wakes up her brother and sister, feeds them and sends them to school. After attending classes all day, she fixes dinner, helps her siblings with class assignments and puts them to bed – all before starting her own homework. Although the family isn’t homeless, they have only $120 each month to buy food. Often, there isn’t enough to last the month, so Jessie is forced to turn to charities for help. Her family suffers from the constant struggle to make ends meet. For example, choosing inexpensive over healthy foods has hurt the family’s health; Jessie’s father has a heart condition and struggles against obesity – the result of high-fat, processed foods that so frequently make up a low-income diet. Jessie’s dream of going to college is tempered by fears that her father will need her close to home, especially as he faces growing health problems. It’s a sad fact that in America, where there is no universal health coverage, many families face the same terrible choice as Jessie’s father between working for a living without health insurance or taking welfare in order to receive state-provided medical care.
Everything in J.R.’s life changed when his mother became ill and his father had a stroke. Before his parents’ illnesses, they had all lived together in a small rented apartment. His mother’s poor health forced his dad out of work. When the condition worsened and she moved into a nursing home, J.R. said, “The happiness slowly just went away.” Soon after, he and his father lost their apartment and J.R. entered his first homeless shelter at the age of 4.Over the next 11 years, the family went through 14 different homeless shelters. In one year alone, J.R. switched high schools three times. Homelessness has taken a serious toll on J.R.’s emotional health. “I feel like my childhood was taken away from me,” J.R. noted. “I really was neglected in my childhood because I was constantly moving. I was in another shelter and another shelter, another shelter.” J.R. felt isolated from other teenagers and at times considered suicide.

Keyshawna is 28 and supports her three children on the $12.86 an hour she makes as a nursing assistant attending to people with dementia, Alzheimer’s and brain injuries. She was raised by her father; her mother was addicted to crack cocaine and in and out of her life while she was growing up. Keyshawna had her first child just before turning 16, but she still managed to graduate from high school. She later had two other children, each with different fathers; one of them has been sentenced to 36 years in state prison for assault and other charges. The family relies on relatives who occasionally buy something the children need, share the grocery bill, or take the children out to eat or to a park. They lived for two years with Keyshawna’s sister, before moving to a small, three-bedroom apartment. She would like to move, especially after two gunshot incidents in the neighborhood last summer, but she can’t afford to. She tries to protect her children by restricting them to playing near the apartment’s front or back doors; she won’t let them go to the playground and tells her 12-year-old son he can’t play at a friend’s house because there is no parental supervision there. 

