
By ABBY AGUIRRE 
On a Tuesday morning in late November, in the dark living room of 
a two-story brick home in East Flatbush, Brooklyn, an unwatched 
television momentarily blared out an advertisement for a news 

program. The news show’s topic that day, to be tackled by a panel of 
experts, was how the debt of Detroit’s big auto makers might affect 
Wall Street. 

Seated at a dining table in an adjacent room, Richard Black, 31, 
was wondering aloud if he would ever find another job, after being 
laid off as a baggage handler at Kennedy Airport. 

“What would be my ideal job?” he said, repeating a question he 
was asked. He paused a moment, seemingly stumped. “To tell you 
the truth, I never really think about that.” 

Mr. Black does think about the time he found himself in a similar 
position, about seven years ago. He was getting dressed for work— 
then, too, he was handling luggage at Kennedy—when his cousin 
called him into the living room of his aunt’s house, where he still 
lives. 

“The World Trade Center is on fire,” his cousin said.  
Mr. Black gazed at the smoking towers on the TV, he said, then 

called his employer, T.W.A., to see if he should go to work. He was 
told not to. Soon afterward, he received a call from his manager tell-

ing him to pick up what would be his last paycheck. 
This time, what exactly cost him his job seems to him a bit indis-

tinct, and far less spectacular. His employer, Superior Aircraft Ser-
vices, lost its contract with JetBlue Airways in September. The new 

company hired some of Mr. Black’s co-workers, 
but Mr. Black was not offered a job. 

Along with his $262 weekly take-home pay, 
Mr. Black lost a perk he had intended to take 
advantage of: a free standby ticket to anywhere 
JetBlue flies. While loading duffels, suitcases, 
skis and surfboards into an X-ray machine, Mr. 
Black — who has never traveled outside of 
Jamaica, where he grew up, and the New York 
area, where he moved at 19—had decided on 
Las Vegas. 

“I wanted to see a place I’ve never seen 
before,” he said. 

But that was the least of his problems. In-
stead of a seat on a westbound plane, Mr. Black 
is receiving $168 a week in unemployment. 
Fortunately, he said, his aunt does not require 

him to pay rent, so he is not facing eviction. But without work, his 
hope of moving to a place of his own is gone, and he worries that if a 
lung condition he suffers from were to flare up, he would not be able 
to pay his doctor bills. 

Mr. Black turned to the Supported Employment program at 
Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service, an agency that has pro-
vided him with periodic assistance since 1998. The organization, one 
of seven supported by The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund, 
helped Mr. Black apply to have Medicaid coverage, which had inex-
plicably lapsed, restored. It also drew on the fund to supply him with 
$204 in clothes for wearing to job interviews: pants, a blazer, several 
dress shirts and dress shoes. 

The bureau is now helping in Mr. Black’s search for work, an 
effort that over the past few months has not yielded many promising 
prospects. The dismal employment market feels curiously like that of 
2001, Mr. Black says. 

“There wasn’t another 9/11,” he said, “but it seems like there’s a 
lot of people that’s out of a job right now.” 

Richard Black 
has lost airline 
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seven years 
because of 
economic 

downturns. 
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