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Please join us Dec. 13  for a

Holiday Open House
and Book Signing

Visit the historic Pennington House (410 E. Third 

Street) for cookies, hot apple cider and great gift 

ideas including our new book, South Dakota 125. 

Meet the authors and get your books signed!
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MURFREESBORO, N.C. — Snow
came early to the cotton and
sorghum fields here, sending dozens
of cash-strapped families to the food
bank on a recent afternoon for frozen
chickens, cucumbers and canned
green beans.

Quinetta Rascoe was waiting for
them.

Wearing a bright pink overcoat, a
glittery rainbow scarf and an infec-
tious grin, Rascoe climbed out of a
Toyota sedan carrying a stack of
Obamacare brochures.

She eyed about 60 cars that were
snaking into the parking lot behind
Murfreesboro Baptist Church,
prompting an unusual traffic jam one
block off the town’s dozy Main Street.

The food truck was late, and
white plumes floated up from muf-
flers as the drivers switched their en-
gines on and off and on again to
warm themselves with blasts of heat.

“OK,” Rascoe said, grabbing a pile
of freshly printed business cards.
“Let’s go talk to people.”

Rascoe is one of thousands of foot
soldiers hired nationwide to sign
Americans up for coverage under
President Barack Obama’s Affordable
Care Act.

Her task is made all the more
challenging because she works in
one of the Republican-led states
openly hostile to the act. The GOP-
controlled Legislature ordered state
health officials not to cooperate with
the federal program.

Many of the people in this rural
swath of North Carolina — despite
being among the neediest potential
beneficiaries of Obamacare — re-
main skeptical and uninformed.

Walking up to the first vehicle,
Rascoe smiled, shuffled on the balls
of her feet and wiggled her fingers to
get the perplexed driver of a dinged
blue pickup to roll down the window.
She explained she was there to an-
swer questions about the Affordable
Care Act.

The man mumbled a greeting,
took the flier and quickly rolled up
the window.

“Next car!” Rascoe said.
She felt lucky if she could per-

suade a driver to crack open the car
window to take her card and a
brochure. Some ignored her, a few lis-
tened politely.

“I just smile and give them the in-

formation; sometimes a light bulb
goes off later and they call,” Rascoe
said.

One woman in a Chevy Bronco
said she’d heard on the news that the
website was down and no one could
get enrolled. “Turn off the TV!” Ras-
coe chided. “Come down, and I’ll
help you out.” The woman said she’d
think about making an appointment.

Rascoe, 37, works most days in a
small office at the Roanoke Chowan
Community Health Center in nearby
Ahoskie. The mouse for her desktop
computer rests on a yellow foam pad
stamped in red with the outline of a
Trojan, the mascot for the University
of Southern California, where she is
taking online courses toward a mas-
ter’s degree in social work. A USC
banner pinned to the wall reads:
“Fight on.”

When a person walks into her of-
fice, Rascoe asks questions to suss
out whether the customer qualifies
for the health care exchanges or for
other federal programs like Medicare
or Medicaid. She also tells the cus-
tomer about a program at the health

clinic that offers discounted rates
based on a patient’s income level.

At the moment, Rascoe’s the only
person at the clinic who is dedicated
full time to signing people up for
medical coverage. Local organiza-
tions across the state received a total
of $7 million in federal grants to train
and hire 300 Obamacare counselors.

But beyond a two-day online
training course, a stack of govern-
ment-issued brochures, business
cards and a cellphone provided by
the health center, Rascoe is largely
on her own to come up with ways to
find the uninsured.

It’s a stark difference from other
states that are trying to bolster en-
rollment by launching their own web-
sites and ad campaigns and enlisting
state employees to help people find
insurance.

Instead, North Carolina rejected
$23 million in federal money that
could have been used to educate and
assist more than a million uninsured
in the state. It also turned away $4
billion in federal funds to expand the
Medicaid program for the poor.

Lack of awareness and bad press
in North Carolina have made Ras-
coe’s attempts to enroll people more
difficult. “I don’t feel that the law was
designed for people to go sign up on
a whim,” she said. “It takes educa-
tion.”

During October, the month the
health care exchanges opened, about
1,600 people in North Carolina signed
up for coverage — only 12 percent of
the number officials expected, ac-
cording to federal figures.

None of those were Rascoe’s
clients. Since then, she has com-
pleted the enrollment process with
four applicants.

Like millions of other Americans,
Rascoe has been hindered by the
malfunctioning federal website,
which makes it arduous to get infor-
mation about potential premium sub-
sidies or plan options. Instead, she
relies heavily on the toll-free hotline
and regular mail.

One of her biggest challenges is
simply tracking down potential en-
rollees. Because the rural, impover-
ished county doesn’t have a YMCA
or a community center where fami-

lies congregate, she hits churches,
colleges and food banks like the one
in Murfreesboro. She persuaded the
electric company to include more
than 9,000 fliers on Obamacare with
December’s electricity bills.

She has given out her number at
grocery stores and introduced her-
self at hair salons. She plans to set up
an information table at the Wal-Mart
Supercenter in Ahoskie.

Handing out bread and boxes of
Cheez-Its at the food bank, Rascoe
made eye contact with a lot of the
families she had been soliciting in
line. “You better come see me,” she
said into the window of a car before
it drove away.

Though the work can be frustrat-
ing, Rascoe said, it still beats her last
job as a debt collector. After spend-
ing six years telephoning the poorest
families in the county to coax them
into paying outstanding bills, she
finds it more rewarding to help many
of those same people find insurance
that could save them hundreds, if not
thousands, of dollars a year.

Half of the families around here
earn less than $31,000 a year, making
Hertford one of the state’s poorest
counties. It’s a region where during
harvest time, the highway shoulders
are dusted with white cotton balls
blown off tractors, and where, if resi-
dents aren’t farming the land, they’re
working at the nearby steel mill, poul-
try plant or federal prison.

The small towns around here
were built more than 200 years ago in
the boom days of cotton and tobacco
and never got much bigger. Even fel-
low North Carolinians know the area
mostly as a web of two-lane highways
leading to the beaches of the Outer
Banks.

Rascoe’s grandfather was one of
10 children born on a small piece of
land his family owned and farmed in
Ahoskie. He fled Hertford County in
the 1940s to find a job as a sanitation
worker and started a family in New
York City, where Rascoe was born to
his only son.

Rascoe’s family later moved to
Pittsburgh so her brother, who had
Kawasaki syndrome, could visit spe-
cialists at Children’s Hospital of Pitts-
burgh, known for its treatment of the
rare vascular disorder. She saw the
expensive medical care strain her
family’s finances.

“This is personal for me,” Rascoe
said.

Health Care Navigator Wades
Through Unfriendly Waters In N.C.
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Quinetta Rascoe, left, helps distribute food to needy families in November in the parking lot of a local church in Murfrees-
boro, N.C. Rascoe is a certified application processor trained to help local residents sign up for subsidized health plans
through Obamacare. 


