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A homeless woman in her 20s wanders around Walmart in Stroudsburg at 3 a.m. Hoping no one will notice, she slips into the store's bathroom for a brief, uneasy sleep in a stall.

A family of three, including an elderly person and a child, sleep in a car with a broken heater. The child attends school where nobody knows about the family's homelessness.

A young woman suffering from depression seeks shelter overnight from rain in an abandoned, burned-out home. Fearing discovery by an animal or a violent person, she dozes off a few times but never really sleeps. Her depression deepens.

These stories, as told by agencies that work with the homeless, represent the new face of homelessness in the Poconos: Increasingly, they are employed, young, an entire family or migrating from New York and New Jersey.

And too often, when they ask for help, they are turned away.

"I wish I could take everyone, but I can't," said Sharon Taylor, executive director of Pocono Area Transitional Housing, a nonprofit corporation that provides shelter and life skills to Monroe County homeless families with children.

PATH has more than 150 families on a waiting list and averages 200 applications yearly. But it's hard to get into the program. In 2009, PATH housed 32 families, including 54 children.

The story is similar at the Catholic Social Services Permanent Supportive Housing Program in Stroudsburg, where chronically homeless clients with disabilities are moved into homes in a 36-month program. With eight clients, the program is full. Another eight homeless are on the waiting list, according to case manager Edward Short.

Singles can often find a temporary bunk bed at the East Stroudsburg Salvation Army within days, according to Edward Smith, Salvation Army director. Three apartments for families and a room for a mother and child are also there, but full with many waiting.

Smith tries not to turn anyone away. He refers them to other agencies. When all resources are exhausted, the only option is to send local homeless to another county. But many do not want to go far for a variety of reasons.

"It hurts me when a woman with a small child is going to go sleep in Walmart," Smith said. He spends hours making phone calls to find shelter. Often, he reaches out to estranged family members and negotiates through broken relationships to get the person back home.

"We're not able to assist everyone," Smith said. "There is a very small amount of people we send away without any help. Where they go, I don't know."

When cars equal homes

In warmer weather, the homeless stay in campgrounds, Taylor said. But more often, Pocono homeless are living out of cars while continuing to function in normal routines like going to work and school during the day.

The practice is usually kept secret. Families, who have already lost so much, fear losing children to Children and Youth Services.

When they come into money, they buy gas and stay in a hotel for a few days. Car dwellers like Kathy Phalen, 57, move around to avoid detection. She doesn't want people knocking on her windows overnight or police moving her along or the feeling of shame that comes when others realize she has no place to go.

Phalen just wants the same privacy that people in homes have.

Phalen was injured in a 1993 car accident, lost her job, incurred long-term medical bills and had problems with her health insurance. She lost her Tobyhanna home to foreclosure in February 2008 and says she has been living in her car since then.

"No matter how hard I hung on, God was not going to let me hang on to my stuff," she said.

Now she parks in driveways of abandoned homes and various public parking lots. At night, she snuggles deep into her sleeping bag in the passenger side of her vehicle. As a security measure, she pulls a blanket over her head to conceal her gender from peepers. By morning, ice covers the windows inside the car.

"I'm afraid of someone taking my car. There's no place else for me to go," Phalen said.

She showers at a truck stop in New Jersey and dreams of a cross-country trip to raise awareness about homelessness and problems with insurance companies.

Homeless clients such as Phalen, who have lived in cars, campgrounds or on the street, usually need about a week just to recover emotionally before they can begin working on their issues, Taylor said.

More working poor are homeless

Local shelters report serving more workers and recipients of unemployment benefits. Between 30 and 40 percent of PATH clients have jobs; another 10 percent are on unemployment.

"In the past, a majority of families did not have a job. Some were on public assistance," Taylor said.

Homeless assistance programs require clients to find work as a condition of staying in the program.

"People come in thinking they want one job, but they are not finding full-time jobs with benefits," said Kathy Aira, executive director of Family Promise a non-profit program offering emergency shelter to families in Monroe County.

A year ago, Family Promise was able to help place clients in full-time jobs. By May, full-time work was drying up.

"We're telling them they have to paste two or three part-time jobs together for the next year or two," Aira said.

The number-one cause of homelessness is lack of affordable housing, Aira noted.

"People have preconceived ideas that the homeless don't want to work or are drug addicts, but the average age of a person who is homeless is 9. They are not lazy and did not ask it to happen to them," Taylor said. "Poverty is the reason they end up in a situation — they just don't have enough money to survive."

Minimal family support is another obstacle. Short worked with the homeless in New York City for years, but says he never saw so many homeless young adults until he started working with Catholic Social Services in Stroudsburg a year ago.

Typically, 19-year-olds lack the work history to command high-paying jobs. Add any issue, undiagnosed mental health challenges, addiction or pregnancy to a person who feels unwelcome by family, and they become vulnerable to homelessness.

"I never met anyone who chooses to be poor. It takes a long time to climb out of that and get on your feet. It takes the support of a lot of people. Many don't have the support of a friend or family who will say, 'Come stay with me' and give them money," Aira said.

