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The Bulletin

H
omelessness in Central Oregon was scarcely noticeable as 

recently as fi ve years ago. Today, no one can ignore that there 
are hundreds of people without a house to call their home. Below 

are three stories from a new, yearlong reporting project by The Bulletin 

newspaper that attempts to put a face on the issue by taking a close look 

at some of the individuals experiencing homelessness in the region.

By ZACK DEMARS
The Bulletin

REDMOND — Heather Fluke 
used to tell homeless people to move 
along as part of her job.

Working for the city of Salem’s 
parks department at the time, Fluke, 
now 47, wondered why the people she 
cleared out of parks until 2016 didn’t 
just go get jobs.

She’s had a change of heart since 
then. Now homeless herself after suf-
fering injuries, lost jobs and scuttled 
plans, Fluke has come “full circle,” 
spending most nights this winter at 
Redmond’s Winter Shelter after return-
ing to Central Oregon this fall.

“You just don’t understand until 
you’re in it, and I didn’t,” Fluke told 
The Bulletin last week as evening tem-
peratures approached freezing. “I don’t 
know if I can put it into words yet 
because I’m just in the middle of it. It’s 
humbling.”

Fluke is from Salem, but this year 
isn’t her fi rst in Redmond. She lived 
in the city two decades ago for a few 
years, she said.

Prior to becoming homeless, Fluke 
had a job, a house and a plan — but 
over time, those things fell away one 

by one.
After she worked for the city of 

Salem and just before the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Fluke had a job 
in merchandising for Home Depot. It 
was a good job: She traveled for work, 
and she could aff ord a new truck and to 
rent a house.

But when a novel coronavirus turned 
the world upside down, it touched her 

life, too. Travelling to Home Depots 
across the region was suddenly much 
more diffi  cult and retail sales were sud-
denly much less common.

“I didn’t know what was going to 
happen, and I ended up losing a good 
job,” Fluke remembered. “Merchandis-
ing was not important after that because 
of COVID, and they wouldn’t travel 
and everything was shut down.”

Fluke had a lot of physical issues she 
wanted to heal, so she took time away 
from working for much of 2021 with 
the help of expanded unemployment 
benefi ts.

When those expired in September, 
she made a new plan, this time to take 
her talents and abilities to Arizona with 
a friend.

But once again, her plans changed 
when the friend she planned to go with 
“fl ipped a switch,” and the move was 
off .

So, Fluke took to the road. She spent 
days and nights “wrestling” with herself 
at a rest area on U.S. Highway 97 over-
looking the Crooked River, trying to fi g-
ure out how to keep trying. She wanted 
to be a “giver,” but it felt like every 
door she tested — jobs, family, friends 
— closed.

Then, the cold came.
In early November, she drove to 

Redmond, reading about the warming 
shelter online and making it her tempo-
rary respite.

“I just know that I’m supposed to be 
here, even if I don’t know where I’m 
going,” Fluke said. “As far as I’m con-
cerned, it’s better than I could do on my 
own right now.”

Now, she goes to the shelter early 

each night, off ering to sweep or oth-
erwise help prepare for the two dozen 
guests that sleep there each night.

Fluke wants to work — she did 
another short spell at Home Depot, but 
a prior meniscus injury she didn’t get 
physical therapy for made it a challenge 
to stand for hours at a time.

“My knee wasn’t ready for me to be 
on my legs for four hours. So I switched 
gears just to focus on getting healthy 
and building up my legs so that I can 
do something — what, I’m not sure,” 
Fluke said. “I have goals of doing some-
thing, but I go to therapy three days a 
week right now, until I can feel like I can 
keep up a job, especially because a lot of 
jobs here are on your feet.”

Wanting to hold a job while being 
homeless forced Fluke to overcome 
the common misconception that those 
experiencing homelessness don’t have a 
desire to work. She’s also learned about 
the invisible struggles many face and 
the mental health services needed to 
overcome them.

“When you’re working and you 
have everything you need, you don’t 
realize how much of this is people are 
fi ghting their demons on a daily basis,” 
Fluke said. “You can’t just give them a 
tent and a blanket and say, ‘go there.’”

By ZACK DEMARS
The Bulletin

REDMOND — The Red-
mond apartment John Breen 
shared with his wife and son fi t 
the family’s budget. Then the 
landlord raised the rent and their 
home went from aff ordable to 
unaff ordable. An increase from 
$965 a month to $1,050 a month 
was all it took for the 79-year 
old and his family to be home-
less for the fi rst time.

“We lost our apartment 
because it got to be too high for 
us — it’s supposed to be low-in-
come housing, but it’s not,” 
Breen said. 

That was fi ve months ago. 
They’ve been trying to fi nd a 
new place to live ever since.

“Me and my wife have been 
together 28 years and this is 
the fi rst time we’ve ever been 
homeless,” Breen said.

Breen is a retired Walmart 
employee, and his wife worked 
for an area motel until she got 
injured. When the rent went up 

at their apartment, they tried to 
fi nd rent assistance . The non-
profi t they contacted for help 
told the family they made too 
much to qualify .

“How much is too much? 
By the time you cover the rent 
and the electricity and all the 
other stuff , you’ve pretty much 
used up your money,” Breen 
said.

When that didn’t work, the 
family moved their belongings 
into a Bend storage unit and 
started living out of the family’s 
station wagon.

“(We) went from a big place 
to a little car,” Breen said. 

When the weather got colder, 
they found their way to the Red-
mond Winter Shelter, where 
they’ve been staying. They’re 
hoping to fi nd new housing in 
the next few weeks — but they 
aren’t having an easy time.

“We’re looking around right 
now. The cheapest one we found 
was $1,800 a month and there’s 
no way we can aff ord that,” 
Breen said. “That’s a robbery.”

By BRENNA VISSER
The Bulletin

SISTERS — Adrian Palmer hates the 
word homeless.

Until last Thanksgiving, the word had not 
entered her orbit — she and her three chil-
dren were living in her boyfriend’s Red-
mond home.

That changed when her boyfriend, Buddy 
Blair, let the house go in a divorce settle-
ment. Since Palmer works as the kitchen 
manager at the Sno Cap Drive In in Sisters, 
she and her boyfriend tried to fi nd a rental 
they could aff ord there.

They couldn’t fi nd one before they had 
to leave Redmond. That’s when the 38-year-
old and her three kids — 19, 17 and 4 — had 
to come to terms with the word homeless.

Palmer, her three children and her boy-
friend now live in a trailer in the woods out-
side of Sisters.

“It’s rough being out there,” Palmer said. 
“I can’t (aff ord to) live in the Sisters area, but 
that’s where I work, that’s where my kids go 
to school, that’s where my youngest goes to 
daycare.”

Palmer was born in Bend and has lived 
the majority of her life in Central Oregon. 
She has worked making the ice cream for 
the Sister’s icon for two and a half years, she 
said.

Palmer said she feels fi nancially stable in 

her job, but still encounters barriers to fi nd-
ing housing. Palmer and her boyfriend each 
have poor credit that makes renting or buy-
ing a home diffi  cult, she said.

And fi nding a three-bedroom rental 
for a family of fi ve in the area on her bud-
get, which she says is between $1,500 and 
$1,750 a month, seems impossible in the Sis-
ters area.

“The pricing of rentals is freaking crazy,” 
she said.

The average rent, according to the hous-
ing site Zumper.com, is about $1,195 a 
month.

Rent in Sisters can vary wildly, from 
$800 to more than $2,200 a month, said 
Judy Trego, the executive director of Sisters 
Area Chamber of Commerce. The problem 
is there is very little actually for rent in Sis-

ters, she said.
“I think realistically it’s more like $2,500 

to rent a place in Sisters all the way up to 
over $3,000,” Trego said. “So yes, it’s been 
very diffi  cult for families in the community 
to piece that together.”

Palmer also fi nds herself in a frustrating 
predicament: Not making enough money at 
her job to aff ord local rentals, but making too 
much to qualify for social service programs 
that are geared toward housing low-income 
families, she said.

“What do you call low income? What 
do you call regular income?” Palmer said. 
“Because even with both me and my boy-
friend both having jobs, we can’t aff ord a 
$3,000 a month payment.”

One thing people who have not been 
homeless may not understand is how being 
homeless costs money, too, Palmer said. She 
still has to pay bills, like car payments, and 
other costs like propane for cooking and gas 
for the generator for their trailer, Palmer said.

“It’s not as easy as what some people 
would think it is,” she said.

Palmer said looking toward the future 
she hopes to fi x up her bad credit in a bid to 
have a better shot at getting into housing, but 
for now, she feels stuck.

“I’d love to be able to have a two-in-
come household with six fi gures,” she 
said. “But that’s not realistic in everyone’s 
circumstances.”

Redmond woman forced to unlearn bias

Ryan Brennecke/The Bulletin

Heather Fluke, 47, organizes her belongings at the Redmond warming shelter 

at Mountain View Fellowship Church on Thursday, Jan. 20, 2022.

Priced out of housing in Sisters

Dean Guernsey/The Bulletin

Adrian Palmer lives in the forest near Sisters.

Rent hike puts 
family on street

HOW TO HELP

For suggestions on how to help the region’s 
residents experiencing homelessness, 
contact the Homeless Leadership Coalition 
by email at info@cohomeless.org.

Meet Central Oregon’s houseless community

Accepting new Patients! Go to:

www.canyoncreekclinic.com

Shawna Clark, DNP, FNP

541-575-1263
235 S. Canyon Blvd. John Day, Oregon 97845
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Andy Wolfer       541-910-6609      CCB#186113

AW CONSTRUCTION, LLC
• Roofing
• Remodeling
• Fences
• Decks
• Storage Sheds

Featuring:
• General Construction

and 
Much 
More!

Limited availability in select areas. May not be available in your area. 
Call or go to att.com/internet to see if you qualify.

AT&T 
INTERNET 100

††

$45
/mo*

For 12 mos, plus taxes & equip. fee. $10/mo equip. fee applies. 
Limited availability in select areas. *Price after $5/mo 

Autopay & Paperless bill discount (w/in 2 bills).

Based on wired connection to gateway.

888-486-0359
IV Support Holdings

Contact your local DIRECTV dealer

INTERNET OFFER: Subj. to change and may be discontinued at any time. Price for Internet 100 for new residential customers & is after $5/mo. autopay & paperless bill discount. Pricing for first 12 months only. After 12 mos., then prevailing rate applies. Autopay & Paperless Bill 

Discount: Discount off the monthly rate when account is active & enrolled in both. Pay full plan cost until discount starts w/in 2 bill cycles. Must maintain autopay/paperless bill and valid email address to continue discount. Additional Fees & Taxes: AT&T one-time transactional fees, $10/mo. 

equipment fee, and monthly cost recovery surcharges which are not government-required may apply, as well as taxes. See www.att.com/fees for details. Installation: $99 installation for full tech install, plus tax where applicable. Credit restrictions apply. Pricing subject to change. Subj. to Internet 

Terms of Service at att.com/internet-terms. ^AT&T Smart Wi-Fi requires installation of a BGW210, 5268AC, or NVG599 Wi-Fi Gateway. Standard with Internet plans (12M or higher). Whole home Wi-Fi connectivity may require AT&T Smart Wi-Fi Extender(s) sold separately. ††Internet speed claims 

represent maximum network service capability speeds and based on wired connection to gateway. Actual customer speeds are not guaranteed and may vary based on several factors. For more information, go to www.att.com/speed101.

©2021 DIRECTV. DIRECTV and all other DIRECTV marks are trademarks of DIRECTV, LLC. AT&T and Globe logo are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property.

FEEL THE SPEED, 

EVEN AT PEAK TIMES.
No annual contract. 

Get strong, fast Wi-Fi to work and 

play throughout your home.^

Power multiple devices at once—

everyone can enjoy their own screen.
Number of devices depends on screen size/resolution.

Over 99% reliability.
Excludes DSL. Based on network availability.

S280135-1

1-855-839-0752
MKT-P0108

© 2020 Inogen, Inc. 

All rights reserved.

Call Inogen Today To 
Request Your FREE Info Kit

One solution for oxygen at home, away, and for travel
Introducing the INOGEN ONE – It’s oxygen therapy on your terms

No more tanks to refi ll. No more deliveries. No more hassles with travel. The INOGEN 

ONE portable oxygen concentrator is designed to provide unparalleled freedom 

for oxygen therapy users. It’s small, lightweight, clinically proven for stationary and 

portable use, during the day and at night, and can go virtually anywhere — even 

on most airlines.  Inogen accepts Medicare and many private insurances!

Reclaim Your Freedom And 
Independence NOW!
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Promo Code: 285

FINANCING THAT FITS YOUR BUDGET!
1

1Subject to credit approval. Call for details.
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EXCLUSIVE LIMITED TIME OFFER!

TO THE FIRST 50 
CALLERS ONLY!**

SENIORS & 
MILITARY!

YOUR ENTIRE
PURCHASE*

&

+5

1015%

%

%
OFF

OFF

OFF

LIFETIME
WARRANTY

WE INSTALL
YEAR-ROUND!

BACKED BY A YEAR-ROUND

CLOG-FREE GUARANTEE

For those who qualify. One coupon per household. No obligation estimate valid for 1 year.  *Off er valid at time of estimate only  2The leading consumer reporting agency 
conducted a 16 month outdoor test of gutter guards in 2010 and recognized LeafFilter as the “#1 rated professionally installed gutter guard system in America.” Manufac-
tured in Plainwell, Michigan and processed at LMT Mercer Group in Ohio. See Representative for full warranty details. CSLB# 1035795  DOPL #10783658-5501  License# 
7656  License# 50145  License# 41354  License# 99338  License# 128344  License# 218294  WA UBI# 603 233 977  License# 2102212986  License# 2106212946  License# 
2705132153A  License# LEAFFNW822JZ  License# WV056912  License# WC-29998-H17  Nassau HIC License# H01067000  Registration# 176447  Registration# HIC.0649905  
Registration# C127229  Registration# C127230 Registration# 366920918 Registration# PC6475  Registration# IR731804  Registration# 13VH09953900  Registration# 
PA069383  Suff olk HIC  License# 52229-H  License# 2705169445 License# 262000022 License# 262000403  License# 0086990  Registration# H-19114

1-855-536-8838
CALL US TODAY FOR
A FREE ESTIMATE

Mon-Thurs: 8am-11pm, Fri-Sat: 8am-5pm, Sun: 2pm-8pm EST

S280137-1

Prepare for 
Power Outages 
& Save Money

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE! 

ACT NOW TO RECEIVE
A $300 SPECIAL OFFER!*

(844) 989-2328

*Off er value when purchased at retail. 
Solar panels sold separately.

S280138-1

Prepare for unexpected 
power outages with a 
Generac home standby 
generator

FREE 7-Year Extended Warranty*
A $695 Value! 

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE!

877-557-1912

Limited Time Off er - Call for Details

Special Financing Available 
Subject to Credit Approval 

*To qualify, consumers must request a quote, purchase,  

install and activate the generator with a participating dealer. 

Call for a full list of terms and conditions.   S280139-1

CALL TODAY - For $100 Gift Card  Promo Code: DISH100

Offer ends 4/13/22.1-866-373-9175
All offers require credit qualification, 24-month commitment with early termination fee and eAutoPay. Prices include Hopper Duo for qualifying customers. Hopper, Hopper w/Sling or Hopper 3 $5/mo. more. 
Upfront fees may apply based on credit qualification.

2-YEAR
TV PRICE

GUARANTEE
190 CHANNELS
Including Local Channels!

America’s Top 120 Package

for 12 Mos.
MO.

$19./mo.
99

where available

ADD TO YOUR PACKAGE FOR ONLY

Blazing Fast 
Internet!

$6999

S280140-1

www.ImpactOregon.careers

Careers that make a difference

Work with people with disabilities! 

S280142-1


