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Once Battered by Poverty, 3 Families Find New Start 

JENNIFER 8. LEE

For Vincent and Christobelle Venner, it started with an illness that forced her to stop working for a month. After they were evicted for falling behind on their $1,450 rent, the couple and their six children slept wherever they could: on buses, in the airport and, on the rare occasions when they could afford it, in motels. 

  For Renee and Allen Klass, it was a water main break that flooded their house. The flood, coupled with Mr. Klass's losing his job, changed the family's lives quickly, and ruthlessly: never late on their mortgage payments, they suddenly had to resort to bunking on friends' and relatives' couches.

For Joyce McFadden, it was a bus strike that forced her to take $15 cab rides to work to draw a salary that was barely enough to cover the rent.  

  Both families, along with many others in the New York City area, have long seen their financial safety nets frayed by punishing housing costs. So as housing consumes an ever-growing portion of family income, more and more people are finding themselves pushed closer to the margin. Some don't even realize their predicament until its full impact is upon them. 

  The problems are particularly acute for low-wage earners, whose wages, adjusted for inflation, have been flat or falling, even as the price of housing has soared. 

  The darker side of the real estate boom is that poor renters in New York have seen their median rents rise by 67 percent from 1993 to 2002, while their income rose only 57 percent in the same period, according to a report by the Community Service Society, a nonprofit group that helps the city's poor. 

  About 65 percent of the poor now pay more than half their income in rent, up from 60 percent in 1999, according to the report, which draws on federal census data. 

  Signs of financial stress show in housing statistics. The number of filings against tenants for nonpayment in the city grew 15 percent from 2000 to 2003, to more than 318,000. The number of homeless people in city shelters, mostly families, was 32,000 as of June, up from around 22,000 in 2000. 

  ''It's fair to say we are seeing a lot more folks who never expected to be facing homelessness, people with long work histories who have lived in their homes for 10 or 20 years,'' said Patrick Markee, senior policy analyst with the Coalition for the Homeless, a nonprofit advocacy group.

  Often, survival is a juggling act. This month, will the sacrifice be the rent, the gas bill or medication for an aging grandmother? Personal finances are often a carefully balanced house of cards, vulnerable to collapse with a single unpredictable event: hospitalization, a layoff, a high utility bill.

  In these circumstances, any help can make an enormous difference. And a support system like The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund can give a family in crisis a chance to regroup and regain its footing.

  ''Despite the economic recovery of the last two years, the poor are falling further behind,'' said David R. Jones, president of the Community Service Society, one of seven New York charities supported by the Neediest Cases. ''Without the help of nonprofits and charities like The New York Times Neediest, I don't know how many of these people would survive.''

Decades of Giving

  Over more than nine decades, the Neediest Cases has provided a lifeline for New Yorkers struggling with illness, catastrophic losses and poverty. Through the seven beneficiary charities, the fund has also aided thousands of people who have lost homes or who live on the edge of eviction. 

  In fact, the fund, which begins its 94th annual fund-raising campaign today, was inspired by a realization of how poor New Yorkers live. As the story goes, the publisher of The Times, Adolph S. Ochs, encountered a shabbily dressed beggar on a frigid Christmas Day in 1911. 

  Touched by the man's plight, Mr. Ochs established the Neediest Cases, and the newspaper first sought contributions in 1912. In the beginning, The Times printed 100 short profiles of the city's most disadvantaged people. Today, daily articles tell the stories of New Yorkers who are at their lowest point, but finding help and hope through the Neediest Cases. 

  Since it began, the fund has raised more than $215 million for New Yorkers in need, including $64 million for those affected by the terrorist attack of Sept. 11, 2001.

  Spurred by the twin narratives of need and impact, more than 12,000 readers a year now give contributions ranging from a few dollars to as much as $1 million. The money is channeled into the seven charities. (Contributions from trusts and estates of more than $50,000 are put into an endowment and the income, recently more than $1 million a year, goes into the following year's campaign.) The New York Times Foundation underwrites the administrative costs, so all donations go directly to those in need. 

  Since Sept 11, 2001, when Neediest Cases donations jumped 20 percent compared with those of the previous year, the foundation has had its four most successful fund-raising years ever, including the 2004-5 campaign, which raised $7.9 million. 

  Jack Rosenthal, president of The New York Times Company Foundation, said he hoped that the natural disasters around the world, including the tsunami in Asia and Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf Coast, would serve as catalysts for giving, as 9/11 did. 

  ''We at The Times have joined in those relief efforts -- but at the same time are concerned about the ongoing distress suffered by many poor families in New York,'' he said. ''Those needs are, if anything, greater than before, considering the punishing cost of rent.''

One Snag After Another

  For the Venner family, the crushing cost of rent is all too familiar, and the feeling of a stable home slipping away all too real.

  After he and his family were evicted with little more than the clothes on their back, after they started sleeping on an airport shuttle bus, and after they started living off the dollar menu at McDonald's, Mr. Venner felt that he might not have the strength to hold them all together.

  Picking his son up after school, he often had those moments. ''The first thing that he would ask is, 'Daddy, are we going back to the airport tonight?''' said Mr. Venner, 46, who has six children: Coldrik, 23; Jacqueline, 21; Clorette, 19; Vivian, 17; Jeromy, 8; and Vincent Jr., 6. ''Those were the times when I feel like running away, turning my back, because I couldn't face them.''

  Yet the family stayed together during a bumpy journey from their native St. Vincent, in the Caribbean, through seven months of homelessness in New York City. Through it all, Mr. Venner continued working full time at Kennedy Airport.

  With both parents working at Kennedy -- Mr. Venner as a ramp supervisor and Mrs. Venner as a cabin groomer -- they were able to afford the $1,450 rent on their three-bedroom apartment in Jamaica, Queens. But they had a tiny cushion in case they hit a financial stumbling block -- which they did. In fact, they hit more than one. 

  When Mrs. Venner, 44, was sick for a month, their income fell from more than $700 a week to around $500. Then her mother died in St. Vincent, and the family sent money to help pay for the funeral. Soon, they fell behind on the rent. 

  Their last full payment was in May 2004. On Nov. 8 of that year, an armed marshal showed up at their door and gave them just minutes to leave the apartment. 

  ''He came in beating down the door to tell us to get out,'' Jacqueline recalled. 

  Forced out, the Venners left behind their passports, birth certificates, bankbooks, clothes and belongings. Jeromy, 6, still carries a rumpled piece of notebook paper where, in careful print but awkward spellings, he has penciled in the things they left behind: ''toster, micerwave, colone.''

  Without an apartment, the family made meals of takeout Chinese and McDonald's. After school and after work, the Venners would often ride the bus until the morning, using MetroCards. They showered at motels when they could afford a room.

  One day while she was on the bus, Mrs. Venner saw a sign for Catholic Charities, Archdiocese of Brooklyn and Queens, one of the seven Neediest Cases beneficiaries. 

  She got off the bus and went in to explain her problem, she said, and ''they started helping us looking for shelter and help.''

  With money from Neediest Cases and other donors, the charity paid for the family's motel, gave them food vouchers and gift certificates and helped them look for an apartment. ''Catholic Charities helped pay for a week just to keep us off the streets,'' Mr. Venner said. The charity also gave them counseling on saving and budgeting.

  Funds from the Neediest Cases were used to pay the $1,500 first month's rent for an apartment just blocks away from their first. 

  In total, the family was without a home for seven months and seven days. When the Venners moved into the new apartment in July, Mrs. Venner headed for the kitchen. She made rice, chicken, curry dishes and a West Indies favorite, pelau. ''No more fast food,'' she told her family emphatically.

Upended by Flood

  Sometimes even families with six-figure incomes, living a seemingly stable middle class life, can be thrown into disarray if the shock is large enough -- especially if they've drawn on their house to finance other aspects of their life. For the Klasses, the large shock came in the form of a flood that appeared out of nowhere -- with no rain, no swollen river, no warning at all.

  When the flood occurred about a year ago, Allen Klass was at home in Pomona, N.Y., on a sunny November day after losing his job as a computer programmer. His wife, Renee, was at work as a substitute teacher at East Ramapo Elementary School. 

  Suddenly Mr. Klass heard yelling and screaming in the street. He went to the window. A wall of muddy water was coming toward the house. A pipe had burst under Phyllis Drive near their home. The street had caved in. ''It was like the rapids coming down the hill,'' said Mr. Klass, 65. He picked up his sickly mother-in-law, Loretta Siflingo, 88, and carried her out to safety.

  The water shredded the garage door. It picked up a refrigerator plump with Thanksgiving groceries and tossed it to the other side of the room. It was an hour before the water was turned off. By then there was four feet of water and mud inside the house. 

  Their belongings were drenched and mashed with mud and then dried out, leaving behind a heavy, moldy scent that saturated photo albums, dishware from their daughter's recent wedding and European crystal from Mrs. Klass's great-grandmother. ''I never realized the devastation that water could do,'' said Mrs. Klass, 64.

  Mr. Klass had a six-figure salary as a computer programmer , but the math was not that simple. Their finances had been depleted by three college educations and weddings for their three children. Not only had they tapped into their savings for these expenses, they had also borrowed against their home. ''My kids tell me to move,'' Mrs. Klass said. ''I can't afford to move.''

  When the water was finally drained, the house was boarded up with plywood and a ''Danger'' sign. Suddenly, they found themselves without a home but still paying a mortgage of $1,300 a month and health insurance payments of $1,000 a month. They spent five months bouncing around motels and relatives' homes as they tried to find help paying for the damage. Their insurance company denied the claim. Their neighbors, who had insurance with a different company, received a check. The town and the water utility refused to pay for the damage because it was caused by an accident and not, by their argument, a result of negligence. 

  The destruction of the two homes in Pomona attracted little attention -- only an article or two in the local paper. There were no bailouts. There were only polite letters of sympathy from politicians' offices. ''You would think that a state would help people in my case,'' Mrs. Klass said. Instead, that help came from groups like the Red Cross and Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New York. ''They are there to help sustain you while you are going along,'' she said.

  Catholic Charities helped not only financially, but also psychologically. ''You are at a dead end, and you have no place to go, and they stepped up to the plate,'' said Mr. Klass, who received therapy at Catholic Charities for both the job loss and the flood. ''They were really on top of everything. They call us to see how we are doing.''

  Recently, while watching the Hurricane Katrina victims on the Gulf Coast, Mrs. Klass felt an eerie kinship: It was her family's experience, amplified by a factor of about a million. Mrs. Klass wrote out $25 donations on pink checks for the hurricane victims and gave it to Catholic Charities, which had used $600 from The New York Times Neediest Funds to help cover the $1,380 motel bill. They would have given more, Mrs. Klass said, only they were already tens of thousands of dollars in debt from rebuilding their home. Her balance on her American Express card is up to $17,000.

Bus Strike Hits Home

  The 48-day strike by the Bee-Line bus drivers in Westchester County this spring hit the working poor the hardest. They were the ones who couldn't afford to drive cars in the first place: new ones were far too expensive, used ones meant inheriting someone else's problems. They had to commute to hourly jobs with impatient bosses while also getting their children to school. 

  Like many other single working parents in Yonkers, Joyce McFadden was caught by the slow strangulation of the cab fares she need to pay to get her $9-an-hour job as a security guard. In March, her $1.75 bus fare and 45-minute ride became a $15 taxi fare and an hour-and-a-half hunt for a cab willing to make a 15-minute trip one town over. It cost $17 on the way back because cabs in Mount Vernon were more expensive. 

  The strike that everyone thought would be over in a few days soon dragged out into weeks. ''Every two weeks I brought home five hundred and something dollars,'' said Ms. McFadden, 36. ''By the time I got paid, I had already spent $300 just on transportation.'' That left less than $350 a month to pay the $800 rent for her three-room basement apartment and feed her family of three. 

  Feeding her daughter, T'mia, 6, and son, Michael, 20, became a resourceful juggling act. When Jif peanut butter went on sale for 99 cents, she bought six jars. ''We were down to peanut and jelly sandwiches for breakfast, lunch and dinner because I really couldn't afford to buy food,'' she said. 

  They also ate a lot of rice and beans: lima beans, pinto beans, black-eyed peas. Jack Rabbit beans were her favorite. They cost 69 cents a bag and could last two days. 

  Inevitably, she fell behind in rent. ''My landlord was very nice,'' she recalled. ''I told her I could give her what I could because I had to eat and my kids had to be O.K. She allowed me to give her what I could give her. Soon, I owed her $2,000, and I had no money,'' she said.

  Ms. McFadden feared being evicted. ''It's really indescribable, going from day to day, thinking the landlord is coming with the marshal, and me and my kids are going to be on the street,'' she said.

  One day she blurted out her concerns while visiting a school counselor who worked with her daughter through the Westchester Jewish Community Services. The counselor, Cathy Kunin, arranged to have $2,000 sent to pay the back rent, including $750 from The New York Times Neediest Cases through UJA-Federation of New York, another of the beneficiary charities. 

  Ms. McFadden had no idea what was happening behind the scenes. ''The landlord called and said, 'Joyce, I want you to know that I received payment.' I think I cried, but I didn't want to tell Cathy that,'' Ms. McFadden said. ''I felt like I won an apartment, like a homeless person that won an apartment. That's exactly how I felt.''

