
By TRYMAINE LEE 
Jabrilla English was 24 years old and nine months pregnant when she 
found herself living in a homeless shelter in the Bronx. 

Her sleepless nights there were haunted by the collective grumble of 
her sheltermates—restless and downtrodden, so many women and fami-
lies—who took over slivers of the shelter’s vast open space as their own. 

“It was a nightmare,” said Ms. English, 29, who had been living with 
the mother of her half-brother until she became pregnant and was given 
an ultimatum: have an abortion or leave. She said abortion was not an 
option.  

To stay sane in the shelter, she kept her days filled with parenting 
workshops and classes, and her head filled with thoughts of better days. 

She grew up in East Flatbush, 
Brooklyn, with her father’s mother. 
She was a good student, and she trav-
eled with her grandmother: to Italy, 
Panama and all over the Caribbean. 

But there was a sense of some-
thing missing. Jabrilla was 2 months 
old when her mother left her father 
and moved back to Trinidad. She 
never saw her again, and has spoken 
to her on the phone just once, or 
maybe twice, she says. The absence 
would haunt her. 

Ms. English graduated from high 
school and went to Marymount Manhattan College, planning to major in 
psychology. After a year, she decided to take time off to work, promising 
herself she would resume in a semester or two. She never returned. 

Sitting in her apartment in a public housing development in Canarsie, 
Brooklyn, Ms. English recalled her six months in the shelter. “It was 
depressing. I was just like, ‘I can’t believe I’m here.” 

Two weeks after she moved into the shelter, her son, Elijah, was born. 
He is now a bright 5-year-old who is excelling in kindergarten. 

“I didn’t think I would go through anything like that,” Ms. English 
said. “But I’m kind of glad I did, though. It really made me appreciate 
everything.” 

With the help of a Section 8 voucher, she and Elijah were able to 
move out of the shelter and into a two-bedroom apartment in Bedford-

Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. It was the end of one set of challenges, but the 
start of another. 

Soon after Elijah’s birth, Ms. English started having heart palpitations 
and body tremors. She was jittery. She would wake up exhausted, then 
have short-lived bursts of energy. After she left the shelter, her symptoms 
got worse. Doctors thought the problem was psychological and pre-
scribed anti-anxiety drugs. 

A year went by. The symptoms persisted. Then an endocrinologist 
diagnosed a thyroid disorder. 

Encouraged by knowing what was wrong, she resolved to go back to 
school, enrolling in classes at La Guardia Community College in 2005. 
Then her thyroid condition got worse, and she dropped out again. Her 

weight fell from about 125 pounds to less than 100. 
All the while, she worked various jobs and went 

on and off welfare.  
On a recent evening at her apartment, Ms. 

English sat on the floor going through a handful 
of financial documents. The living room was bare 
except for a folding chair, a little compact disc player 
and an artificial Christmas tree in the corner. 

After losing a teacher’s assistant job — the day 
care center where she had worked shut down — she 
entered WeCARE, a job-training program run by the 
Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service, one of the 
seven agencies supported by The New York Times 
Neediest Cases Fund. 

Through WeCare, she enrolled in a home health aide training pro-
gram. After completing the program, she was hired as an aide, working 
part time and earning about $140 a week. 

On Nov. 29, she achieved her goal of getting off welfare. Her rent is 
$1,350 a month; her Section 8 voucher covers all but $150. 

Ms. English recently received about $500 from the Neediest Cases 
Fund to buy furniture: a bed for Elijah so they no longer would have to 
share her futon, and a dining table and chairs so they can eat together. 

“I’m not going to play victim and say that this or that is the reason 
why I am in the position I am in. You have to take responsibility,” Ms. 
English said. “There were some things that I could not control. But I’m 
a mother, I have a son, and I’m no good to him if I’m not together 
mentally.” 

  

Jabrilla English at 
home in Canarsie, 
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Taking Responsibility for Herself and Her Son 


