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‘My test is my testimony’ High winds
No

HOME

of Their Own

A 62-year-old former homeless man is optimistic that he
will leave Opportunity House and that his future is bright

cause damage
across county
Thousands in Berks lose electricity;
widow loses cherished 60-foot tree

By Holly Herman
and Steve Henshaw
Reading Eagle
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“I cried a lot at the beginning,” says Joe Flamm. His life began a downward spiral in 2010.

By David Mekeel

About the series

Reading Eagle
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itting on a bench outside a grocery store along Route 724 in
Spring Township, Joe Flamm’s head was spinning.
He didn’t have a job. He didn’t have a place to stay. His car, where
he had been living the previous few weeks, had just been towed by police
because he didn’t have the money to keep it insured.
And worst of all, his sister, Lisa, was sitting beside him.
Lisa has a learning disability and can’t care for herself. That was Joe’s job,
and sitting there rattled on that April evening he felt as if he’d failed her.
How did he get to this point? Where would he go from here?
The questions spun wildly through his mind, mixed with hefty doses
of guilt and sorrow and fear. He tried calling a few friends, pleading for
help, but none offered him a place to crash.
“I have a lot of friends, but no one stepped up,” he said.
After a night on that bench, another on a different bench down the
street and one in a motel, Joe and Lisa eventually found their way to Opportunity House, a homeless shelter on North Second Street in Reading.
“I was just sitting in the corner when I first got here, in a room full of
people,” Joe said. “I thought I’d failed the family. I got emotional, I cried
a lot at the beginning. I cried all the time.”
That first night at Opportunity House, falling four days short of Joe’s
61st birthday, was in April 2017. He and his sister have been there ever
[ See Homeless >>> A4 ]
since.

Homelessness is a complex and often hardto-see issue. Each year in Berks County,
hundreds of men, women and children find
themselves without a steady and safe place
to stay. Some end up in shelters, others find
themselves on the street. Dozens of organizations do their best to help them. In a fourday series, “No Home of Their Own,” the
Reading Eagle takes a look at some of those
organizations, and a handful of those facing
homelessness share their stories.

Windy conditions toppled
trees and brought down utility wires Sunday night and
Monday in several locations
across Berks County, emergency officials said.
Numerous power outages
were reported throughout the
day, with thousands of customers losing electricity at
different points Monday.
A high-wind warning was
in effect until 6 p.m.
One area affected was
Stony Creek Mills in Lower
Alsace Township, where a
55-mph gust knocked down
a 60-foot tree behind homes
on Midland Avenue at about
9 a.m.
“It was scary,” said resident
Sandra Wieder, 74, who was
working on the computer in
her home when she heard a
loud thump in the backyard.

“It was a pine tree,” she said.
“It was swaying in the wind all
morning, and it then fell. I am
still shaking.”
But then Wieder started thinking and was nearly
brought to tears. She said
she and her husband, Fred,
bought the tree while vacationing in Presque Isle near
the Canadian border.
“This tree means a lot to me,”
she said. “My husband and I
bought it in Maine 40 years
ago, and my husband passed
away in 2015.”
The tree uprooted, falling
across Wieder’s yard before
hitting the above-ground pool
of neighbor Nevin Kline, 74, of
210 Midland Ave.
Looking at the scene, the
two shook their heads in disbelief. They both contacted
their insurance companies
to assess the damage. Wieder
also contacted a tree specialist.
[ See Wind >>> A2 ]

Sunday, Part 1: The man under the bridge,
street medicine and Family Promise.
Monday, Part 2: Homeless students, Mary’s
Shelter and when an abandoned house is
home.
Today, Part 3: Suddenly homeless,
Opportunity House and the Salvation Army.
A4–A5
Wednesday, Part 4: Behind bars to a shelter
to redemption, Hope Rescue Mission and
on the brink.

READING EAGLE: BILL UHRICH

Sandra Wieder of the 200 block of Midland Avenue in Stony
Creek looks over a tree that fell across her and her neighbor’s
backyards Monday because of high winds.
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No HOME of Their Own

Homeless
man stays
hopeful

[ From A1 >>> ]
But he says he hopes that
won’t be the case much longer.
Sitting inside the common
room at Opportunity House
on a Thursday afternoon in
November, taking a break
from shoveling the heavy
snow that had been falling all
day, Joe said the prior year
and a half changed him. His
unexpected fall into homelessness has given him a new
perspective, he said, has
taught him about compassion
and the dangers of judgment.
“Everyone should experience being homeless for a few
months,” he said. “I think it
would make them more understanding. If you’re homeless two or three months,
you’re not going to take things
for granted.”
A comfortable start
Joe went more than six decades without knowing what
it was like to be homeless,
to feel the abject fear of not
having a roof over his head or
knowing where his next meal
would come from.
Born in Sioux City, Iowa,
Joe moved with his family
to the south side of Reading
when he was a year old, taking up residence in a home
on Culvert Street. They later
moved to St. Lawrence, and
after spending some time at
Central Catholic High School,
Joe graduated from Exeter
High School in 1974.
He went on to attend Kutztown College, playing basketball and majoring in biology,
but dropped out after his junior year.
As an adult, Joe bounced
between jobs. He was an assistant manager at a restaurant,
was a shipping manager for
a software company, sold insurance for MetLife, and after
moving to Maryland, worked
as a security guard.
He would sometimes find
himself between jobs and end
up staying with a friend for a
few days or weeks. But he always had a roof over his head.
“I always had a place to live,”
he said. “I had money; I had a
car. At no point was I out on
the street.”

place her in a nursing home.
She died in April 2015.
After his mother was sent to
the home, Joe and his siblings
sold the family home. There
was a dispute about money, he
said, that led to a legal battle.
Hiring an attorney to help
with the case drained much
of the cash he eventually got,
Joe said.
After Joe and Lisa moved
out of the family home in order to sell it, they moved into
an apartment on Schuylkill
Avenue with a friend. But he
wasn’t working regularly, and
money got tight.
When he wasn’t able to
make his part of the rent, Joe
had to move out.
From there, he and Lisa
moved into a house in Mount
Penn that friends from Baltimore were renovating. But
the plan was to flip the house,
so their time there didn’t last
too long.
By March 2015, he and Lisa were living in a hotel near
Kutztown.
That, too, wasn’t a longterm solution. Sometime in
2017, Joe lost his latest job
and with it the money to pay
for the hotel room.
For the next three or four
weeks, he said, he and Lisa lived in the car. But he
couldn’t afford to make car
insurance payments or to pay
to keep the registration up to
date — something that previously led him to a 13-day stint
in Berks County Prison — and
was eventually pulled over by
the police.
And that’s what led to that
moment on the bench outside
a grocery store on that April
night, the place where the police dropped him and Lisa off.
It’s what led to the moment
Joe realized he was out of options, and that he desperately
needed help.
Humbling experience
Joe is high-spirited for a
man who has spent more than
a year and a half living in a
homeless shelter.
When he speaks, his words
are filled with hope and humility, and even at times gratitude.
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Above: For Joe Flamm, part of earning his keep at Opportunity
House is picking up the trash in the streets around the shelter
every Monday.

Left: Flamm likes to get outside in the morning to read and think.
He says he goes through two or three books a week.

He sees his troubles as a test,
as a learning experience that
has made him a better man.
Sure, the first few weeks at
the shelter were tough, were
filled with tears and guilt and
frustration. But looking back
on it all now, Joe considers
himself lucky.
“The Lord has a plan,” he
said. “It’s been a rich life experience. My test is my testimony.”
Joe says becoming homeless humbled him, has allowed him to become more
understanding. He’s no longer
so quick to judge others, instead making an effort to see
things through their eyes, to
walk a mile in their shoes.
“I used to think, ‘Why don’t
these people have their act together,’ ” he said. “But sometimes people can’t do things
for themselves.”
Moving into Opportunity
House was an adjustment for
Joe, but one he’s become rather comfortable making.

He sleeps in the expansive
room. Joe’s spot is near the
back, his dresser covered
with books, a small stuffed
dog, T-shirts and pens.
There are more books
tucked under the bed, as well
as a contraband jug of iced
tea hidden by a drooping navy
blue blanket.
“You’re not allowed to have
food or drink back here, but
I’ve been here so long I get
away with it,” he whispers before taking a quick swig.
Sleeping can be tough in
the crowded room, Joe said.
Some of the men he shares
the space with are big snorers, while others talk to themselves or suffer from gas.
Occasionally there are arguments or fights. In a lot of
ways, he said, it reminded of
him of his brief stint in jail.
Despite the noises and
smells, Joe is pleased with his
situation. The cot and dresser
are a step up from his initial
accommodations, he said. For

The road to ruin
Things started falling apart
in 2010.
Joe was living in Maryland
when he got a call from his
dad, who needed heart surgery and asked Joe to come
back home to help watch over
his mother and sister.
So Joe moved back to Reading, back into his family’s
home.
His father’s surgery bought
him a little extra time, but not
much. His dad died in October 2011 after a heart attack,
with Joe holding his hand as
he passed.
About two weeks before,
Joe recalls, his dad had taken him aside and given him a
directive. “He told me to take
care of mom and my sister.”
That’s what Joe tried to do.
He stayed in Reading, living
with his mom and sister until
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2013, when his mother’s wors- A community meeting at Opportunity House with Flamm and others. He has stayed there 21
ening dementia forced him to months and needs to leave on Thursday.

the first six weeks, all he had others going through hard
was a blanket, pillow and the times.
When he was younger, Joe
cold, hard floor for a mattress.
said, he had a knack for the
Early to rise
stock market and friends
Joe wakes up on weekdays tried to convince him to go
between 5:15 and 5:30 a.m., into a training program. He
around a half-hour before said he still might venture
the lights come on. He likes into the wealth management
to rise early to beat the rush field.
in the bathroom, avoiding any
In the meantime, he’s focused on getting out of Oplines for the shower.
He usually skips breakfast portunity House.
In November he had just
and heads straight to a community service meeting. He started a banquet server job
usually gets assigned to pick at the downtown DoubleTree
up trash outside the facility, a by Hilton hotel, but his hours
job those that run Opportuni- were sparse. By February he
ty House know he loves.
was no longer working there.
During the day, he might
At the beginning of Decemattend a life-skills class or ber he also took a job with
other programming. He does UPS, helping drivers deliver
that less now than he used to, the mountains of packages
saying he found he was get- being sent during the holiday
ting too comfortable with the season. That job has come and
routine and worried it might gone.
hold him back from getting
Joe said he had a lead on
back out on his own.
a security job, but so far it
Curfew is 10 p.m. on week- hasn’t panned out.
days and 11 p.m. on Saturdays
Right now, he is looking
and Sundays.
for work and trying to save
Joe likes to take the bus to enough money to get a place
the Barnes & Noble bookstore for him and Lisa, and to get
in the Broadcasting Square his impounded car back. And
Shopping Center, where he the clock is ticking rapidly.
has become a regular. It gives
His time at Opportunity
him a brief respite from the House is up, and he’s been
often dark spirit of the home- told he has to leave by Thursless shelter.
day. He will have spent a year
“Everyone who comes here and 10 months at the shelter.
is probably not at their best,”
His sister is allowed to stay
he said. “It can be a black there, Joe said, but he’s workcloud of negativity. It be- ing on finding a place for both
comes something like a black of them. A friend has offered
hole. It becomes your life.”
to take them in, or there’s alJoe said he has seen too ways another hotel.
Joe said he has a bit of
many men get too comfortable within the structure of money, and his sister is in the
the shelter and its programs, process of obtaining Social
becoming unable to venture Security disability benefits.
out into the world on their His exact plans are still murky.
own. He will occasionally adThe last seven years since
mit that he fears that’s already his dad died have been
started happening to him.
strange and trying, Joe said.
So he goes to the bookstore He’s had too much on his
as often as he can, chats with plate, has faced struggles he
friends he’s met there or, most never imagined.
often, just reads.
It left him burned out.
Joe is a voracious reader.
Slowly, Joe said, that is
He said he goes through two changing. He feels reinvigoor three books a week, many rated and ready to find his way
on leadership or overcoming back to a normal life.
Even without a job and a
challenges.
One day soon, he said, he solid place to stay, he remains
wants to write his own story. hopeful and trusts that God
has a plan for him.
A positive outlook
“I think 2019 should be a
Penning an autobiography lot better,” he said. “But we
is just one of many plans Joe never know what’s going to
has for the future. He wants happen.”
to be a motivational speak- Contact David Mekeel: 610-371-5014
er, to share his story to help or dmekeel@readingeagle.com.
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‘We help them get there’
The Salvation Army is
another agency with
numerous programs
to help the homeless,
but its approach to
housing is different
By David Mekeel
Reading Eagle

Captain Ted Tressler, leaning back slightly in his chair,
smiles wryly at the question.
What does the Salvation Army do to help the homeless?
“A lot,” he said. “And it’s not
always just providing a house.”
While the Salvation Army does do a lot of different
things to battle homelessness — operate a pantry and
provide educational opportunities and spiritual guidance
— providing housing for those
in desperate need of it is a big
part of its mission.
The organization has an
entire department dedicated to housing and operates
two U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development housing programs,
said Tressler, corps commanding officer and pastor
of Salvation Army of Reading. The Salvation Army no
longer has its own building
where it shelters the homeless, instead employing a
scattered-site model, leasing apartments around Berks,
primarily in the city.
“We rent apartments for
people,” Tressler says, adding that utilities are covered
as well.
In all, the Salvation Army has 32 units specifically
for people with disabilities,
which can include addiction.
It’s a low-barrier program,
he said, meaning that drug
users don’t have to be completely clean before getting
housing.
The program includes biweekly home inspections
and work with a case manager who attempts to address
whatever hurdles are causing
a client’s homelessness.
Some of that is teaching
basic life skills. Many of the
Salvation Army’s clients don’t
know things like how to prepare a healthy meal, how to
open a bank account, hygiene
or social skills.
“Our program is a little
more comprehensive than
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Giselle Castillo and her daughter, Liza, 2, live in an apartment in Reading through the Salvation
Army’s Supportive Housing program.

most,” Tressler said.
Most of the apartments are
in the city mainly because the
cost of living is lowest there
and the housing program can
get the most bang for its buck,
he said.
“We want to be as frugal as
possible while meeting the
clients’ needs,” he said.
Eighty percent of the cost
is covered by HUD, with the
Salvation Army coming up
with the rest. Even with federal help, the program can be
quite costly, Tressler said.
“That’s why we do so much
fundraising,” he said with a
laugh.
Stabilization,
motivation
In theory, people can stay in
the housing program indefinitely, Tressler said. In reality,
they don’t.
While some have stayed for
five or even seven years, most
want to get back on their feet
and move on, Tressler said.
“The first step is stabilizing
their life,” he said. “The second step is for them to see
themselves somewhere else
in life. To steal a line from
the Army , ‘to be all they can
be.’
“We don’t tell them what
a great life is for them. They
tell us, and we help them get
there.”
That guidance, that helping
hand and injection of confidence, is something those in

the housing program desperately need, Tressler said.
“They’re not homeless because they have it all together,”
he said. “A lot of people have
the attitude, ‘Why don’t they
put the needle down and get
a job?’ If it was that easy, they
would.
“The majority of people
don’t want to be homeless.
They don’t want to be on the
street. They don’t want to be
sleeping in a car.”
Tressler said the housing
program and case management has been successful for
people who buy in and decide
they want to make a serious
change.
Others, particularly those
caught in the cycle of drug
abuse, are in and out, leaving
the program to go back on the
street and feed their addiction, coming back for a while
and leaving again.
“For the people who really
want to, we can guide them,”
Tressler said.
Other programs
Another of Salvation Army ’s efforts is the rapid
rehousing program. The
program is open to anyone
experiencing homelessness
who has an immediate need
for shelter.
The Salvation Army covers
the rent, with the client picking up the tab for utilities. A
client can stay for up to a year
in one of four units, with the

goal being getting them back
out on their own within six
months.
Like other Salvation Army housing programs, HUD
covers 80 percent of the
rent. In all, HUD provides
about $400,000 of the Salvation Army’s $2.6 million
budget.
Those who are really dedicated to change can take part
in the Salvation Army’s Pathway of Hope program that is
designed for families with at
least one child, and aims to
break the cycle of generational poverty.
Studies have shown that
a child who lives under the
poverty line until age 18 is 300
times more likely to live in
poverty as an adult, Tressler
said.
Pathway of Hope looks to
change that through intensive
case management. Families
spend one to two years receiving weekly visits with a case
manager working to first stabilize the family, then equip
them with the tools they need
to succeed.
“This isn’t a program that
fixes things today,” Tressler
said. “It fixes it in 50, in 60
years. If we can break that
cycle, the next generation
changes.
“We’re planting a seed to
enjoy the shade years down
the road.”
Contact David Mekeel: 610-371-5014
or dmekeel@readingeagle.com.
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Local resources
Shelter services
Opportunity House, 430 N. Second St., 610-374-4696;
emergency shelter service. Serves men, women and families.
Hope Rescue Mission, 645 N. Sixth St., 610-375-4224;
emergency shelter service. Serves men only.
Mary’s Shelter, 615 Kenhorst Blvd., 610-376-1973; serves
pregnant women and unaccompanied teens.
Family Promise, 325 N. Fifth St., 610-373-3323; serves
families with children and provides shelter and permanent
housing for young adults ages 18-22.
Easy Does It Inc., 647 Walnut St., 610-373-9550; serves men
and women in recovery.
SafeBerks, 255 Chestnut St., emergency hotline 610-3729540; serves victims of domestic violence. (Victims of human
trafficking should call the national hotline at 888-373-7888.)
Clothing and food
Greater Berks Food Bank, 610-926-5802; visit
berksfoodbank.org for a full list of food pantries, soup
kitchens and other resrouces across Berks County.
Kennedy House Soup Kitchen, 532 Spruce St., 610-378-1947;
open Saturday and Sunday from 11:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.
New Journey Community Outreach, 138 S. Sixth St., 610375-3310; open Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday from
11:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.
City Thrift Shop, 314 Penn St., 610-376-3320; provides low to
no cost clothing.
Hope Rescue Mission Thirft Store, 645 N. Sixth St., 610-3754224
City Light Drop-In Center, 246 N. Ninth St., 610-207-5184;
open weekdays 6 to 10 a.m. Breakfast served 7 to 8 a.m.
Bethel AME Church Soup Kitchen, 330 W. Windsor St., 610376-7555; open Wednesday from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m.
House of Good Food Soup Kitchen, 140 W. Buttonwood St.,
610-478-9333; open Monday through Wednesday from 11
a.m. to noon.
Drug, alcohol and mental health services
Treatment Access Service Center, 19 N. Sixth St., 610-3754426; for all drug and alcohol treatment, including detox.
Council on Chemical Abuse, 601 Penn St., Suite 600, 610376-8669; for information and referrals.
Service Access and Management, 19 N. Sixth St., 610-2360530; for mental health and developmental disability intake
and referrals.
Berks Counseling Center, 645 Penn St., 610-373-4281; for
drug and alcohol counseling.
Greater Reading Mental Health Alliance, 1234 Penn Ave.,
Wyomissing, 610-775-3000
Wellness services
Co-County Wellness Services and Berks AIDS Network,
429 Walnut St., 610-375-6523
Berks Community Health Center, 838 Penn St., 610-988-4838
2nd Street Dispensary, 430 N. Second St., 610-898-0400
St. Joseph’s Family and Women’s Care, Reed and Walnut
streets, 610-378-2440
Lebanon VA Medical Center, 800-409-8771
Berks County Veterans Clinic, 2762 Century Boulevard,
Wyomissing, 484-220-2572
Other resources
Berks Coalition to End Homelessness, Inc., 831 Walnut St.,
610-372-7222
Berks County Intermediate Unit Homeless Student
Program, 610-987-8509
The Salvation Army. 610-373-5208
Catholic Charities, 610-376-7144

Opportunity House has vigorous programs and partnerships
By David Mekeel
Reading Eagle

Tucked away in the 400
block of North Second Street,
where the street ends to make
way for a large, empty lot and
a set of train tracks, sits Opportunity House.
It’s a refuge for those with
nowhere else to turn. A roof
and walls, with heat, electricity and running water, for people without access to those
creature comforts.
Opportunity House, at its
core, is a homeless shelter. It
currently houses 75 people
— 40 men and 35 women and
children — with that number rising by up to 50 when it
opens its doors on bitter cold
nights as a code blue shelter.
The men’s dorm, the biggest
part of the shelter, is a large,
high-ceilinged space with
concrete floors. It’s packed
with rows of cots, small dressers sitting at their heads.
Opportunity House’s role

as a code blue shelter har- women and children, Fiume
kens back to its roots. When said.
When Fiume got involved
it was created 35 years ago
that was its main function, us- with the organization in 1994,
ing church basements around the shelter was inundated
Reading to operate as a winter with women and children,
shelter for men.
he said.
“The original misAt the time, the
sion was to make sure
shelter was closed
no one froze to death
from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m.
in the streets of ReadFiume said he felt
ing,” said Modesto D.
bad having to push
Fiume, Opportunity
women and children
House’s executive
onto the street, so the
director.
shelter began staying
Fiume joined the Modesto
open during the day.
organization 24 years D. Fiume
That led to the
ago. In his more than
introduction of protwo decades there, he has graming aimed at helping
seen Opportunity House grow those staying at the shelter.
“I wasn’t going to have peoto meet the changing needs
of the homeless and pover- ple here all day doing nothing,”
ty-stricken populations of Fiume said.
Berks County.
In the late 1980s, Oppor- Expanded offerings
tunity House, then known as
The shelter rolled out lifeReading Emergency Shelter, skills and parenting classes,
opened its current location. drug rehabilitation counselHaving a permanent site al- ing and community service
lowed it to start serving some tasks, like helping in the

kitchen or cleaning up trash
in the neighborhood surrounding the shelter.
Another challenge was what
to do about the kids staying
at the shelter whose parents
worked. Fiume said it was
important to support people
who were trying their best to
get back on their feet.
The answer was the creation of the Second Street
Learning Center. The child
care program, housed next
to the shelter, offers a sliding
fee for shelter residents based
on income.
“The focus was on getting
parents to work,” Fiume said.
And at times it operated 24
hours a day to meet the needs
of parents working overnight
shifts. Currently the center
serves about 200 kids and is
open from 5:30 a.m. to 11:30
p.m.
The next step was addressing recidivism. Fiume said
many people who stay there
will leave, only to come back.

To fight that problem, Opportunity House created a
housing and after-care program, to keep people out of
the shelter and in stable, affordable housing. About 100
people are involved in the
housing program.
Opportunity House also
runs a warehouse on Chestnut Street and the OppShop
thrift store in Muhlenberg
Township, employing people who live in Reading who
have had trouble getting or
holding a job.
Partnering with others
Along with their own programs, Opportunity House
has developed relationships
with other organizations to
provide service to the homeless. The Berks Community
Health Center has a practice
at the shelter, Berks Counseling Center works there, a
Veterans Affairs counselor
makes regular visits and the
Children’s Alliance Center

works with children at the
shelter or childcare center
who make accusations of
abuse.
“It’s really a whole spectrum
of services,” Fiume said.
Fiume is proud of what
Opportunity House has become, but at the same time
laments that the services of
organizations like his are so
needed.
“The problem is we’re never
running out of people; we’re
packed with people,” he said,
saying the same is true of other local groups helping the
homeless. “I think all of these
groups are overwhelmed.”
The need is so great, Fiume said, that Opportunity
House has begun looking into
expanding.
“I’m not thrilled with creating more shelter beds,” he
said. “But today in Berks
County we need more shelter beds.”
Contact David Mekeel: 610-371-5014
or dmekeel@readingeagle.com.

