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Their eyes met over mashed 
potatoes.  

Consuela Lewis was plat-
ing up fried-chicken dinners 
as a volunteer for an orga-
nization in Anchorage that 
serves free meals to children. 
Then she spotted Jerry Sails. 

“I was like, ‘Who is this 
stud muffin?’ ” Ms. Lewis 
remembers. 

When the cafeteria closed, 
Ms. Lewis, then 19, and Mr. 

Sails, then 29, hung around the recreation center and kept talking. 
Mr. Sails had moved to Alaska from Georgia over two decades 

before when his father, an officer in the military, was relocated to a 
nearby base, Ms. Lewis learned. Ms. Lewis had moved from Brook-
lyn in 2003 to live for a while with her grandmother, Mr. Sails found 
out. 

“Hope to see you around,” Mr. Sails said when they parted.  
The following day, Ms. Lewis scanned the faces of strangers 

boarding the bus, hoping his might be among them. She did the 
same at McDonald’s, looking for him in the line of customers whose 
orders she took. 

“He seemed like a kind person,” she says. 
But months went by without a sighting. It was in November 

2003, that she was sitting at a bus stop and noticed someone crossing 
the street in her direction. 

“I seen this dude running toward me with his arms open and a big 
old Kool-Aid smile on from ear to ear,” she says. “I didn’t have my 
glasses on so I was like, ‘Who is that?’ ” 

Then she realized it was Mr. Sails. 
“Oh, my God, how you been?” she said. 
“Just trying to keep warm,” he said. 
They rode the bus together, made plans to meet the following day 

and soon began dating. Their first child, Je’Lani Lewis-Sails, was 
born in 2006. 

In August 2007, Ms. Lewis was pregnant with twins when she got 
a call from a Brooklyn hospital that her mother, Sheridan Lewis, had 
been admitted with a severe flare-up of angioedema, a chronic condi-
tion that causes swelling in the airway.   

“Your mother needs a caretaker,” the nurse said. 
The following month, with next to no savings, Ms. Lewis and Mr. 

Sails managed to move to New York, where they slept on the floor of 
her mother’s living room in East Flatbush, Brooklyn until a vacancy 
opened up at a shelter.  

Job prospects seemed unpromising, a strain soon compounded by 
the birth of their twins: a boy, Kami Lewis-Sails, and a girl, Kamalia 
Lewis-Sails. 

After an emergency Caesarean, Ms. Lewis had to stay in the 
hospital nearly two weeks. One day, after she had trouble reaching 
Mr. Sails on the hospital phone, a social worker found her blinking 
back tears and referred her to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Family Center, 
a program run by the Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service, one 
of seven agencies supported by The New York Times Neediest Cases 
Fund. 

There it was determined that Ms. Lewis was experiencing post-
partum depression. She started seeing a counselor weekly at the 
center.  

The staff also helped her apply for benefits. 
The family began receiving $463 a month in public assistance 

soon after, and, in October, moved into a house in Jamaica, Queens. 
All but $284 of the rent is paid for by the Department of Homeless 
Services. The Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service arranged for 
the family to acquire cast-off furniture and drew $94.98 from the 
Neediest Cases Fund for a safety gate and a playpen for the twins. 

When the twins are not competing for real estate on his lap, Mr. 
Sails is looking for a job in every line of work in which he has expe-
rience: landscaping, snow-shoveling, janitorial labor, fast food and 
demolition. 

When Ms. Lewis is not seeing to it that her mother gets her medi-
cation and minding her toddlers, she is often at the grocery store, 
maximizing the possibilities in $444 of food stamps. There will be 
no tree, but she plans to find a way to buy a cake for Christmas Day, 
the twins’ first birthday. 
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