
By NIKO KOPPEL  
With a warm smile, Karen McBroom, 46, greets shoppers entering the 
Virgin Megastore in Times Square. “Hi, welcome, how are you today?” 
she repeats hundreds of times over her four-hour shift. 

Some smile back; others ask about a CD or a book. Most just pass by. 
“I have to keep a smile on my face even 
though sometimes I don’t feel like smiling; 
it’s hard, but I just do it,” she said. 

Ms. McBroom began working as the 
store’s greeter six months ago as part of a 
transitional employment program through 
the East New York Clubhouse, which has 
helped her cope with bipolar disorder. The 
clubhouse is operated by the Brooklyn 
Bureau of Community Service, one of the 
seven agencies supported by The New 
York Times Neediest Cases Fund.  

Three times a week she makes the 
90-minute commute by bus and train to the 
teeming crowds of Times Square from part 
of East New York’s public housing sprawl. 

Framed faces of her four children, 
all sons, hang on the walls of her two-bedroom apartment in the Linden 
Houses. “When I’m by myself, I get depressed,” Ms. McBroom said. 

The room at the end of the hall was Terance’s, her youngest. On one of 
its walls is a studio portrait of him as a baby, alongside a collection of im-
ages of him throughout his life. It was made into a collage after he killed 
himself on May 3, 2008, weeks before his 20th birthday. 

“The mistakes I made in my life I’m not proud of, but I look at his 
picture and I know I did the best that I could,” she said. 

Ms. McBroom, a native of Brooklyn, described her mother as being 
mentally ill. Her father, she said, wrestled with drug addiction. As a child, 
she was bounced between relatives and eventually landed in a group 
home. 

At 15, she had her first child, Kelly. Two years later, not long after the 
birth of her second, Anthony, she suffered a breakdown and was hospital-
ized for being suicidal. Over the years she was in and out of hospitals, 
sometimes on drugs and homeless. Kelly, Anthony and her third child, 
Keith, were all placed in foster care. 

In 2005, Ms. McBroom moved to her current apartment. It was then 
that Terance, who had always been shy and quiet, began to show signs of 
mental illness. She had an especially close bond with Terance. Ms. Mc-
Broom urged him to join her at the clubhouse, which she was attending 
weekly and where she found help for her mental illness. 

On the weekend before 
Mother’s Day, Ms. McBroom 
said Terance took her shopping 
and filled the freezer with food. 
She recalled cooking fried 
shrimp and French fries, his 
favorite meal. 

She awoke to the sound of 
sirens. While she was sleep-
ing, Terance had jumped from 
the eight-story housing project 
building. When she came 
outside, his body was still on 
the sidewalk. 

“I don’t know how in the 
world he did that,” said Ms. 
McBroom, looking away. “I 

loved that boy; he was my baby.” 
Ms. McBroom received support from the members and staff of the 

clubhouse and from the Bethlehem Baptist Church, where she sings in the 
choir. “I thought I was going to end up in the hospital after Terance died,” 
Ms. McBroom said. “I kept saying, ‘I got to get through this, I got to get 
through this.’ ” 

In late July, Ms. McBroom began her current position. As part of the 
support for the job program, participants are given a small amount of 
money for emergency carfare, in case they are running late. She also was 
given money toward a uniform at her previous job at McDonald’s: $70 
in all from the Neediest Cases Fund. 

The Virgin Megastore in Times Square is scheduled to close in 
April, but as part of the program, she is eligible to apply for another 
job after her current one ends. Ms. McBroom said, “You know, 
people say ‘You’re the best greeter here.’ And I can’t believe that, 
but that’s what they say.” 
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Karen McBroom, 
46, who has 

bipolar disorder, 
has struggled with 

her condition for 
decades. The mother 

of four boys, she 
had hoped that her 
sons would be free 

of mental illness. 
But in early May 

2008, her youngest, 
Terance, killed 

himself at age 19. 
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