
Dear Mr. Ruben:  

  

As cheesy and cliched as this may sound, the 2008 election, and my discovery of a little-

known TV show called "The West Wing," showed me my path in life—public service, 

specifically governmental public service. From there, my interest naturally shifted to the role of 

the law in shaping our everyday way of life, and law school became my means to fulfilling my 

lifelong goal of serving the public.   

  

But while I may desire a life in public service, without Equal Justice America, I could not 

have spent my summer serving the poorest citizens in Petersburg, Virginia with the Central 

Virginia Legal Aid Society. EJA's generous funding impacted me and the Petersburg community 

by providing me the opportunity and by providing CVLAS another staff member.  

  

During my ten weeks at Central Virginia Legal Aid Society in Petersburg, I got to see a 

lot of different areas of law at play in people's lives—ranging from custody and visitation cases 

to unemployment compensation cases to landlord-tenant cases. However, no matter the case or 

client, the outcomes were always impactful on the client's life and livelihood, or that of their 

child(ren). While much of my work impacted my view of the world, or my understanding of the 

role the law and the judiciary play in our lives every day, there are a few cases that stand out.  

  

The majority of the landlord-tenant disputes I helped with this summer involved a failure 

of the landlord to fix a repair and the resulting withholding of rent, or the reneging of a landlord 

on some sort of promise to the tenant. This meant dealing with a lot of "slumlords." My first 

encounter with one of these bad landlords came in my first few weeks on the job. My supervisor 

was representing a client whose landlord had promised to return a $3500 deposit if the client 

moved out of the rented house following the inability of the parties to resolve a repairs issues. 

Our client left as asked, but the landlord refused to return the deposit. I was tasked with 

researching all arguments for and against the return of the deposit. In the end, I am not sure how 

much my hours of research on contracts, mutual mistake, and equitable estoppel affected 

the judge, but all that mattered was the judgment in our client's favor. With that money, he had 

the opportunity to find a new home. Without it, he would have struggled to afford a place to 

live.   

  

In another case, the "bad landlord" was a privately owned, public housing apartment 

complex for the elderly and disabled. Our client, who was disabled, had his application removed 

from the waiting list because of an old misdemeanor drug charge. Seventeen years prior to his 

application, he was convicted of possessing marijuana, a conviction for which he paid a fine and 

temporarily lost his license. Taking the lead on the research, I found that such a policy directly 

contradicted HUD Guidance, and my supervisor was able to use that information to return our 

client to the waiting list in the position he would have been in had he not been removed in April. 

Without our assistance, he would have been homeless.  

  

These cases, and the cases I helped with that involved failure of the landlord to make 

repairs, imparted upon me the effect having a nice, clean home can have on a person's life and 

ensured that I will not forgot that that is a privilege that not everyone has, for one reason or 

another. It also brought into sharp focus the good that can come from a state law that protects 



tenants or the harm that results when it disadvantages tenants.  While the importance of a home 

cannot be underscored enough, the unemployment compensation cases and garnishment cases I 

helped on also showed me the very real struggle that people face in making ends meet and the 

importance of legal aid in helping the poorest members of our communities.  

  

I had absolutely no understanding of garnishments, liens, or bankruptcy going into my 

summer in Petersburg. Early on, I sat down with my supervisor and a client who had been 

garnished twice due to an issue with the bank. Essentially, she needed to okay that the money 

garnished from her account could go to the adverse party's attorney. While she understood the 

garnishment, and was not fighting it, she was unaware of the issue but was looking at a lot less 

money in her bank account than was correct. Thanks to the intervention of my supervisor, the 

issue was sorted, and the client was able to pay bills she could not have otherwise paid.  

  

Another garnishment case, for which I only assisted on the paperwork, involved a bad 

deal by the client when he was younger on a car. He was unable to make the payments, and now 

the dealer was coming after him for the money, resulting such a large loss of wages that our 

client had gotten a second job and was working nearly 60 hours a week to make ends meet. In 

this case, my supervisor consulted with another CVLAS attorney, and it was decided that the 

client should file for bankruptcy. Thanks to the quick filing, and a successful argument to 

dismiss the garnishment that I assisted with, our client has a second chance in life without the 

ghost of a stupid decision from his youth haunting him.  

  

In my second unemployment compensation case of the summer, I took the lead on the 

case of a man fired for a seemingly voluntarily quitting, though the facts were not, and are not, 

fully clear to me. I successfully argued that he was terminated, and as such 

should receive unemployment benefits. After leaving the VEC building in downtown Richmond, 

our client kept thanking me and shaking my hand. He even told me I have a bright future. I 

laughed a little at his enthusiasm, but I was also ecstatic in the knowledge that I helped ensure 

that he would not need to worry about money as he looked at an uncertain future.   

  

Helping with garnishment cases and unemployment compensation cases was a bid deal to 

me. While my family was never dirt poor, I saw my parents struggle to make sure we always had 

what we needed. Knowing that I helped these clients, in even this small way, to be able to 

provide for themselves and their families is an indescribable feeling.   

  

This summer gave me new perspectives on basic life needs that I will take into my post-

law school public service career, wherever that may be, which I think are impactful and which I 

will endeavor to always consider when determining the purpose of the law. Most importantly 

though, it reminded me why I wanted to be a lawyer—because the law is there to serve everyone, 

not just those who can afford it.  

  

Sincerely,  
 

Norma Volkmer  

William & Mary Marshall-Wythe School of Law 

J. D. expected May 2018 






