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This is the second 
installment of  
“Hidden in Plain 
Sight,” a Victoria 
Advocate series 
that examines how 
Hurricane Harvey 
exposed the gap 
between the people 
who could afford  
to rebuild – and 
everyone else.

IN 

For exclusive online content, 
like photo galleries and 
video footage, and to read 
the previous installment, see 
VictoriaAdvocate.com/hidden.

This project was produced as 
part of a national fellowship 
with the University of Southern 
California Center for Health 
Journalism. It was also made 
possible by the nonprofit 
Report for America, and will be 
available in both English and 
Spanish through a partnership 
with Revista de Victoria.

HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT
SPECIAL REPORT

ANGELA PIAZZA/APIAZZA@VICAD.COM

In a Victoria motel parking lot, Zoey Bowman sits on the ground and pouts in front of her mother’s minivan. The 5-year-old was told she could not bring a lightsaber toy into her family’s rented room 
because an ill-tempered brother would use it to instigate a fight. Zoey, her six siblings and mother bounced around motels in the city for three months after being evicted from their home over an 
unpaid rent dispute following Hurricane Harvey. To learn more about this family’s story and other Crossroads residents who are still struggling after the storm, see YOUR LIFE, Page E1.
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Family and friends of a Clin-
ton Harrington are looking for 
answers after he died while 
under the custody of the Vic-
toria County Jail.

Harrington, 32, fell un-
conscious Oct. 18 in the jail 
infirmary and was later pro-

nounced dead at DeTar Hos-
pital Navarro.

While the cause of death 
has not been determined, a 
preliminary report from the 
Office of the Attorney Gener-
al showed he died naturally. 
The AG makes reports on all 
deaths of people in custody.

Carol Bludau, Harrington’s 

mother who lives in Halletts-
ville, said she did not visit her 
son in the weeks leading up 
to his death, but his grand-
mother, Caroline Harrington, 
did.

Harrington was arrested 
Sept. 9 on two charges of 
possession of a controlled 
substance and one charge of 

possession of marijuana less 
than 2 ounces. 

Harrington was being treat-
ed for methadone detox in the 
county jail infirmary, along 
with other medical complica-
tions, the AG records show.

“He mentioned to his grand-
mother at some point while 
he was there that the psychi-
atrists from Gulf Bend said 
he should not be in there de-
toxing, he should get medical 

assistance,” 
B l u d a u 
said. “I 
t h o u g h t 
that maybe 
she or he 
was going 
to take care 
of that, but 
they didn’t 

call back until yesterday to 
check on him.”

Caroline Harrington de-

clined to comment.
Victoria resident Brian Wil-

born, 32, who was best friends 
with Harrington, said he did 
not go visit him in jail.

However, Wilborn heard 
from Harrington’s grand-
mother that he was not doing 
well.

“She went up there and saw 
him, and she said that he was 

‘I still don’t know how it happened’
INVESTIGATION

Harrington

BY AMBER ALDACO
AALDACO@VICAD.COM

After almost three years, 
a favorite Cuero restaurant 
has returned to the town un-
der new ownership.

“I really want it to do well. 
You hear ‘dream big and go 
all the way’ and that’s what 
we’re doing here,” said Liz 
Sustaita, the manager at the 
Barbecue Station.

The restaurant, which was 
formerly owned by Bobby 
Jones and his family, was 
bought by Noe Cantu, a local 
businessman, and Sustaita. 
The restaurant had a soft 
opening two weeks ago and 
is planned to have a grand 
opening ceremony in Novem-
ber.

The business partners 
bought the establishment 
about two years ago, Sustai-
ta said. The space was reno-
vated and was updated with 
a new air-conditioning unit, 
roofing and flooring. It was 
also repainted and now has 
rustic touches. The renova-
tion took about a year and a 
half to complete.

Customers can expect some 

BUSINESS 

Cuero Barbecue 
Station reopens with 
new owners in charge

IF YOU GO
 ■ WHAT: The Barbecue Station
 ■ WHERE: 114 S. Esplanade St.
 ■ WHEN: 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., 

Tuesday-Saturday; closed Sunday 
and Monday

BY CIARA MCCARTHY
CMCCARTHY@VICAD.COM

U.S. Rep. Michael Cloud contin-
ued to rake in vastly more cash 
than his Democratic opponent 
during the last months of his cam-
paign, according to the latest cam-
paign finance filings.

Cloud raised almost $670,000 as 
of Oct. 17, according to the latest 
reports made available by the Fed-
eral Election Commission. Thurs-
day was the deadline for candi-
dates to report their fundraising 
numbers

Eric Holguin, Cloud’s Demo-
cratic challenger, raised almost 
$184,000 this election cycle, as of 
Oct. 17.

Holguin and Cloud are seeking 
to represent the 27th District of 
Texas in Congress. The district 
covers all or some of 13 counties, 
including most of the Crossroads. 
Cloud was elected in a special 
election in June.

In the most recent reporting 
period, between Oct. 1 and 17, 
Cloud’s campaign received about 
$65,000, with the majority of that 
money — some $43,500 — coming 
from political action committees. 
Political action committees, better 
known as PACs, have been some 
of the most generous contributors 
to Cloud’s campaign for the spe-
cial and the midterm elections.

Cloud’s biggest funder remains 
the conservative PAC Club for 
Growth. The group’s super PAC, 
Club for Growth Action, has also 
funneled hundreds of thousands 

of dollars into the race in support 
of Cloud. Traditional PACs, like the 
Club for Growth PAC, can make 
contributions directly to a candi-
date’s committee. Super PACs are 
allowed to make only independent 
expenditures, and they are not 
allowed to coordinate with candi-
dates.

Club for Growth’s mission is 
“defeating big-government poli-
ticians and replacing them with 
pro-growth, limited government 
conservatives,” according to their 
website. Club for Growth advo-
cates for a number of different 
domestic policies, including elim-
inating the U.S. Department of 

ELECTIONS 2018

Cloud records $670K in election funds, 
more than triple what opponent raised

Cloud Holguin

SEE JAIL, A4

SEE BARBECUE, A4 SEE CLOUD, A4

ALSO INSIDE
 ■ Congressional candidates campaign 
for seat as Crossroads continues 
Harvey recovery, A3

 ■ List of donors for Cloud, Holguin, A4

Answers sought in death of man in custody

rpatterson
Line



VictoriaAdvocate.com • Sunday, October 28, 2018 YOUR LIFES E C T I O N  E

PAGE DESIGNER/COPY EDITOR:  
NICOLE CRAPPS, NCRAPPS@VICAD.COM

“

It is willful blindness:  

‘I don’t see it. It must not be there.’
ANTHONY QUIROZ

Victoria native, Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi professor

“
SPECIAL REPORT

DISCONNECTED
IN 

Hurricane Harvey revealed the gap between people who had the resources to rebuild – and everyone else. But today, the obstacles to recovery are 
often hidden in plain sight from those who aren’t facing them. “The mentality is, ‘I’m OK, so everybody else must be OK,’” said Kim Pickens, a case 
manager helping storm victims. Advocates like Pickens contend rebuilding will take committment, compassion and creativity from residents and 
government leaders. With this second installment in the series “Hidden in Plain Sight,” the Victoria Advocate continues to examine inequality and 
rebuilding after Harvey. This project was produced with the University of Southern California Center for Health Journalism’s National Fellowship.

A driver stopped at a red light ignores Devan Orsak, 37, who holds a sign that says “Need Gas.” Orsak said drivers often ignore, stop far away, roll up windows and, on one occasion, throw food at her. 
Even though she and her seven children are no longer homeless, Orsak says she must continue to panhandle to pay for food, gas and other basic needs for her family until she finds a steady job.

After Harvey, Victoria family feels forgotten by public officials
STORY BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER AND PHOTOS BY ANGELA PIAZZA   MRIKER@VICAD.COM AND APIAZZA@VICAD.COM

A woman hands a dollar bill and change to Orsak but does not accept her handmade trinkets. The stranger returned 
later with $100, enough for the family to rent a motel room for at least the night.

FIND MORE ONLINE
Our interactive e-edition  

provides more content  

than ever! Go online to  

VictoriaAdvocate.com/eedition 

and click on this story to find:

 ■ Photo galleries from the 
Advocate’s hurricane coverage.

 ■ Video footage of Victoria 
residents and leaders speaking 
about the city’s housing crisis.

 ■ Spanish translations of both 
installments in this series 

courtesy of Revista de Victoria.

 ■ A digital outlet to share your 
story of recovery and share in 
the community conversation.

lthough dozens 
of cars whiz 
past her every 
day, sometimes 

Devan Orsak believes 
the people around her  
pretend she doesn’t exist.

The 37-year-old mother of 
seven holds a cardboard sign, 
standing near a busy inter-
section in the wicked Texas 
heat. Pieces of curly red hair 
stick to sweat on her neck. She 
just needs a few dollars. Just 
enough to put a couple gallons 
of gas in her 2002 minivan so 
she can drive to apply for hous-
ing assistance. Just enough so 
she can pick up her children, 
ranging in age from 5 to 17, from 
three schools across Victoria, a 
city of 67,000 people nestled be-
tween ranches and farms along 
the Texas Gulf Coast.

It’s 1:07 p.m. In 2½ hours, she 
must pick up her children. She 
stares at the oncoming cars, 
hoping to catch the eye of some-
one who might spare a few dol-
lars. Most drivers look straight 
ahead, avoiding eye contact. 
Some roll up their windows.

The mother knows many driv-
ers are judging her. Sometimes, 
tears pool in her bright blue 
eyes when she thinks about it. 
Those tears start to flow down 
her cheeks when she thinks 
about her children and how 
they haven’t slept in the same 
place for more than five days 
in almost two months. “I can’t 
afford to stop,” she said, “be-
cause if I do, my kids won’t have 
a place to sleep.”

There is no single cause to 
blame. Her situation is instead 
the consequence of a complicat-
ed mix of evictions, rising hous-
ing costs and poverty. Then, 
Harvey struck. In the year that 

A

followed, Orsak and her seven 
children were eventually left 
without a place to sleep, cook 
meals and call home.

But for both the passing driv-
ers and the residents beyond 
where the mother holds a sign, 
it can be easier to ignore Orsak 
– and the complex economic 
and social inequalities that she 
represents.

‘WILLFUL BLINDNESS’
Before Hurricane Harvey, 

Victoria’s rich and poor lived in 
different realities. But besides 
wreaking havoc on homes and 
businesses, the storm further 
exposed vast disconnect be-
tween some of Victoria’s gov-
ernmental leaders and their 

most vulnerable constituents.
During the past year, com-

munities across the nation like 
Monroe County, Fla., and La 
Grange jumped to create hous-
ing for residents who couldn’t 
afford to rebuild after natural 
disasters. But in Victoria, there 
have since been few public 
discussions on a local govern-
ment level about how to pave 
the way for the construction of 
new rental units or how to help 
residents like Orsak, who was 
struggling to find stability well 
before the hurricane.

Instead, immediately after 
Harvey, some officials ques-
tioned the extent of the hurri-
cane’s damage. 

SEE DISCONNECTED, E2

DONATE OR VOLUNTEER
Most charities helping residents rebuild 
are looking for materials and money to do 
so. They are also looking for volunteers 
– especially people who are skilled like 
carpenters, plumbers and electricians.

 ■ In Victoria, contact Dolly Stokes with 
the Victoria County Long-Term Recovery 
Group at 361-578-3561 or donate to 
P.O. Box 354, Victoria, TX 77902.

 ■ In Refugio, contact the Refugio County 
Volunteer Reception Center at 361-
230-1154 or refugiovolunteers@gmail.
com. You can also contact the Coastal 
Bend Disaster Recovery Group, which 
is working to help Refugio in addition 
to several other counties like Aransas 
and Nueces. To donate funds and 
materials, contact 361-587-5005 or 
coastalbenddrg@gmail.com.

 ■ In Calhoun, contact the Calhoun Long-
Term Recovery Group at 361-434-0682 
or email calhounltrg@gmail.com.

 ■ In Austwell and Tivoli, call Rusty Cindy 
Ministries at 512-297-7596.

GET HELP
Regardless of where you live,  
first try dialing 2-1-1.

 ■ In Victoria, dial 2-1-1 or contact the 
Victoria County-Long Term Recovery 
Group at 361-703-5567 to find out how 
to apply for assistance. You can also fill 
out this form online from the Victoria 
County Long-Term Recovery Group.

 ■ In Refugio, dial 2-1-1 or contact 
the Refugio County Volunteer 
Reception Center at 361-230-1154 or 
refugiovolunteers@gmail.com.

 ■ In Calhoun, dial 2-1-1 or contact the 
Calhoun Long-Term Recovery Group at 
361-434-0682 or email calhounltrg@
gmail.com.

Need crisis counseling? 
Crossroads residents can call 361-573-
0731 to speak to someone for support 
and help finding local assistance through 
the Texans Recovering Together program 
until the end of October. After October, call 
the Gulf Bend Center’s 24-hour hotline at 
1-877-723-3422 – but know that the cen-
ter only provides mental health and sub-
stance abuse resources; it doesn’t provide 
services related to disaster recovery.
Need legal help? 
Call Texas RioGrande Legal Aid. To view 
a list of offices near your home, visit 
VictoriaAdvocate.com/hidden.
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During a meeting two months 
after Harvey, for example, the 
mayor told other councilmem-
bers that he’d heard a story 
about students living in cars. “I 
said, ‘You send that first student 
in a car to my house because 
I got a place to put them,’” said 
Mayor Paul Polasek. “No one has 
taken me up on that, so there’s a 
lot of information that gets em-
bellished.” By spring, however, 
more than 1,900 children in Vic-
toria qualified for programs to 
help homeless or displaced stu-
dents under the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Assistance Act – more 
than double the year prior.

Similarly, a couple weeks af-
ter that meeting, another City 
Council member stood up to clar-
ify that it wasn’t the city’s job to 
provide housing. Her comments 
came only a few weeks after non-
profit leaders stood at the lectern 
in the council chambers, pleading 
with the City Council to address 
a lack of temporary housing they 
feared would leave people home-
less.

The Victoria Advocate contact-
ed all seven members of the City 
Council, but only three respond-
ed. All three agreed that the city 
wasn’t responsible for providing 
housing or spurring development,  

but should reduce barriers by 
limiting costs of building codes, 
permits and taxes.

The mayor said the city has 
undertaken efforts in the past 
to support groups that provide 
affordable housing and that cur-
rent level of involvement is “sat-
isfactory.” When it comes to tack-
ling poverty, the private sector is 
better suited, he said.

Meanwhile, Councilman Jeff 
Bauknight said it’s not the city’s 
function to boost housing, but he 
understands that housing prices 
across Texas have started rising 
beyond what some residents can 
afford. Instead, Bauknight said, 
he’s focused on raising wages so 
families can afford homes – by 
boosting the number of high-pay-
ing jobs and increasing trade pro-
grams for youth.

Councilwoman Jan Scott 
echoed their sentiments, adding 
that the city shouldn’t take the 
lead in solving often “emotion-
al” problems. “I don’t think the 
city or its officials, as individuals, 
have any more responsibility to 
address this problem than any 
other person you interview or 
that is reading this article,” she 
said. “We must all do what we can 
to aid those in poverty.”

But one expert who has studied 
race, power and class in Victoria 
said the council’s sentiment is a 

long-standing one. “It is willful 
blindness: ‘I don’t see it. It must 
not be there,’” said Anthony 
Quiroz, who grew up in Victoria 
and now works as a professor at 
Texas A&M University-Corpus 
Christi. “That is how people live.”

This attitude, experts warn, has 
prevented the community from 
tackling systemic problems that 
have plagued the city in one form 
or another for decades – ranging 
from racial inequality to home-
lessness to a lack of high-wage 
jobs.

In the late 1970s, for example, 
a federal program was going to 
provide summer activities for 
children born into poverty, Quiroz 
said. The program would have 
paid for those kids, who were 
mostly Hispanic and black, to 
participate in summer activities. 
It didn’t cost a dime of local tax-
payer money, but the City Council 
had to approve it.

That didn’t happen.
“They thought it was sending 

the wrong message – that you 
could get something for nothing,” 
Quiroz said. “And these kids need 
to learn that they have to work 
hard to deserve anything.”

It’s been decades since then, 
Quiroz said, but the same men-
tality persists among some Victo-
ria residents. And in Harvey’s af-
termath, it could leave residents 

like Orsak and her seven children 
even worse off than before.

‘I KEEP GETTING  
TURNED DOWN’

No matter whom Orsak asks, it 
seems as if the answer is always, 
“No.”

Wearing a faded black T-shirt 
and athletic shorts, she’s scroll-
ing through Craigslist ads on a 
public computer in a hotel lobby, 
calling landlords to see wheth-
er they could accommodate her 
seven children. “I just can’t find 
a house,” she said, nervously tap-
ping her pen on a hotel room note-
pad. “I keep getting turned down.”

After Hurricane Harvey forced 
hundreds of tenants out of Vic-
toria apartments, finding an af-
fordable rental home can be dif-
ficult even for people with decent 
credit, favorable rental histories 
and no children. But for Orsak, it 
seems virtually impossible. First, 
she has to find a home under her 
monthly budget of $950. If she 
finds one, she then must explain 
to landlords that she has seven 
kids. Then, she has to tell them 
about her past rental history and 
evictions. Last but not least, she 
prays to God that they’ll rent to 
her anyway.

But Orsak already knows how 
it feels when life kicks you down. 

She grew up 70 miles east of 
Victoria in the town of Bay City, 
where her parents divorced 
when she was young – an event 
she said was largely triggered 
by her mom’s mental health 
problems. Eventually, her mom 
moved to Kansas, and Orsak and 
her siblings followed. That didn’t 
end well: Orsak said she bounced 
between youth homes, foster 
families and then back to family 
in Texas. During that time, there 
was one thing in her life that re-
mained constant – her battle with 
anxiety and depression.

“If you say anybody falls under 
the statistics, I think I fall under 
it, right?” Orsak asked, referring 
to studies that children in fos-
ter care are more likely to end 
up homeless, deal with mental 
health issues and abuse drugs or 
alcohol. “I just haven’t made it to 
prison yet.”

Until recently, though, Orsak 
got by. After her first husband 
died more than a decade ago, she 
was able to support her children 
by working odd jobs and relying 
on his Social Security sent for 
her children. Her life was often 
stressful – occasionally Child 
Protective Services got involved 
– but she was always able to get 
it resolved.

DISCONNECTED: ‘I can’t afford to stop because if I do, my kids won’t have a place to sleep,’ mom says

A truck driver stops at a red light to hand Orsak $5 through his window. Orsak used the money to put gas in her minivan and buy a soda. She said the first days she begged for money were embarrassing.

BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER
MRIKER@VICAD.COM

To passers-by on rural U.S. 
59, the brick house on the out-
skirts of Victoria looks like any 
other country home.

Wildflowers grow in the front 
yard and wind rustles through 
trees that overshadow the 
long driveway leading to a 
late-20th century brick house 
with white trim. There’s a 
chicken coop, garden, barn 
and a pen that could one day 
be filled with farm animals 
like goats. But there’s also a 
couple of things you wouldn’t 
normally find in a backyard: 
two tiny homes, the size of 
efficiency apartments, that 
will eventually house people 
who might otherwise not have 
places to live.

“You don’t solve homeless-
ness with a roof,” said Susan-
nah Porr, a Victoria resident 
who helps run a nonprofit that 
combats homelessness. “You 
solve it with a community.”

Although it’s still in the early 
stages, the 12-acre property on 
the edge of Victoria is expect-
ed to one day house more than 
20 people who either are or at 
risk of becoming homeless. 
The development is the first of 
its kind in Victoria, the brain-
child of a group of dedicated 
residents who recently formed 
a nonprofit called Promise 
Pointe. The nonprofit works 

toward solving 
chronic home-
lessness by 
providing safe 
homes, social 
services and 
a support net-
work for peo-
ple who might 

otherwise end up on the street.
The development comes af-

ter local advocates for years 
warned that rising housing 
prices and a lack of supportive 
services like mental health 
and substance abuse care 
would leave more and more 
people homeless. Then Har-
vey struck, shutting down the 
only homeless shelter for men 
in the area. In the following 
months, outreach workers 
found that the number of peo-
ple experiencing homeless-
ness in Calhoun and Victoria 
counties soared by 58 percent 
compared to the year before.

“We’re not creating a safety 
net for people that they need,” 
Porr said. “And I believe that 
this is more than a safety net 
– this is a safe place for people 
to grow.”

Since the property was pur-
chased by Promise Pointe this 
spring, volunteers cleared the 
property of brush, readied 
common spaces and moved 
in two small homes, which 
are expected to house the 
first residents as early as  

November. The property isn’t 
designed to serve as a home-
less shelter; instead, resi-
dents will eventually be asked 
to pay no more than 30 per-
cent of their income toward 
rent and set goals to improve 
their physical, emotional and 
financial well-being.

The Victoria project is close-
ly modeled after an Austin 
development called the Com-
munity First! Village, which 
began in late 2015 to provide 
affordable, permanent hous-
ing and a supportive com-
munity for people who are 
disabled or chronically home-
less. Roughly 200 people live 
at the village, where outreach 
workers help residents create 
their own small businesses 
and develop new skills so they 
can live independently.

The Victoria development 
will provide homes that range 
from about 220 to 350 square 
feet. Since the new neighbor-
hood is in rural Victoria Coun-
ty, staff will be making at least 
two trips a day to shuttle res-
idents to town for work, doc-
tors appointments or errands, 
Porr said.

But there are a couple of ben-
efits to being located in a re-
mote part of Victoria: No. 1, the 
nonprofit doesn’t need to deal 
with regulations found in the 
city limits, Porr said. Second, 
residents will be encouraged  

HOMELESSNESS

Tiny homes offer fix for big issue

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

Tiny homes are 
being constructed 

for Promise Pointe, a 
residential communi-
ty that will serve the  

chronically homeless. 

WANT TO HELP?
Promise Pointe welcomes donations in the 
form of cash, but is also in need of other kinds 
of support. For example, want to provide labor 
on the property, or help new residents draw 
up business plans? The nonprofit wants your 
help.  To learn more, call 361-571-2589.

Porr

to create healthy new rela-
tionships with fellow commu-
nity members and break po-
tentially harmful habits that 
they might have developed in 
town.

“You can put a homeless 
person in a home, and it’s not 
going to look better – you have 
to address it in a comprehen-
sive way,” Porr said.

It’s too early to know exact-
ly how the experiment will 
work, but Porr said she hopes 
raising awareness about 
the project also will combat  

negative stereotypes about 
why people fall into homeless-
ness to begin with. Many peo-
ple, especially those working 
low-wage jobs, are just one 
medical emergency, lost job or 
a few paychecks from becom-
ing homeless themselves.

“I just think people forget – if 
you or I get in trouble, we may 
have a parent or sibling to say, 
‘Oh, come here, I’ll take care 
of you,’” Porr said. “But when 
people don’t have that backup 
system, things can go south 
really quickly.”

SEE DISCONNECTED, E3
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Then Hurricane Harvey struck, 
damaging her rental home. The 
landlord made repairs, but Or-
sak said that mold and mildew 
started to grow. She wanted to 
withhold rent, but in Texas, that’s 
generally not allowed. In early 
2018, she was evicted. With fi-
nancial assistance from a local 
nonprofit, the mother soon found 
another home to rent. But after 
the assistance ran out, she fell 
behind on rent. Over the summer, 
she was evicted again.

Now, the money she gets from 
Social Security and generous 
strangers is almost entirely spent 
on nightly motel rooms, which 
cost up to $85 a night. Being 
homeless is expensive: Her fam-
ily spends more on food, drinking 
water, gas, laundry and clothes, 
too. And since Orsak is often 
strapped to quickly find cash to 
pay for motel rooms, she hasn’t 
had the days off needed to apply 
for a job.

In a way, it seems like poverty, 
and the problems that come with 
it, are infectious. Once one string 
starts to come loose, the fabric of 
life unravels.

LACK OF SUPPORT

Although Texas frequently 
ranks among the nation’s cheap-
est states to live, Victoria’s low-
wage renters sometimes found 
themselves competing with out-
of-town oil field workers for hous-
ing years before Harvey struck. 
In recent years, almost half of all 
renters were considered “rent 
burdened,” which means they 
spend more than 30 percent of 
their income on rent, according 
to census estimates. Yet despite 
those trends, local government 
leaders made limited attempts to 
address those problems.

It wasn’t always that way. In the 
early 2000s, for example, the city’s 
long-term plan said there was a 
lack of affordable rental housing 
and identified a “(resistance) to 
change” as an obstacle to suc-
cess. Back then, the city also rou-
tinely spent the vast majority – up 
to 75 percent – of a federal grant 
aimed at improving communities 
on housing programs. Although 
most of that money benefited 
homeowners rather than renters, 
it paid for programs ranging from 
rehabilitating aging houses to 
buying land to give to Habitat for 
Humanity to develop.

But that changed. About a de-
cade ago, officials slashed the 
amount of federal grant money 
it earmarked for housing pro-
grams. Meanwhile, some offi-
cials also pushed back on efforts 
to build more affordable apart-
ments – in 2012, a housing de-
veloper came to the City Council 
asking to build new units, but of-
ficials’ limited support essentially 
killed the project.

Officials also stopped funding 
other housing programs, includ-
ing the program that fixed homes 
in need of repair. Since then, the 
amount of federal grant money 
earmarked for affordable hous-
ing never recovered to previous 
levels. In the past two years, 
the city allocated no more than  
3.4 percent annually.

The city, however, said it has 
not shifted focus away from hous-
ing. Since 2000, the amount of 
federal money given to Victoria 
shrank from roughly $1 million 
to $550,000 annually. During that 
time, construction costs rose, 
making programs like rehabil-
itating aging homes inefficient,  

according to a city official. The feds 
also stopped the city from saving 
the money year over year, which 
prevented Victoria from collect-
ing large sums of funding needed 
to help pay for big projects, such 
as an affordable subdivision.

Instead, the city targeted fed-
eral funding on community proj-
ects ranging from rebuilding a 
homeless shelter for men to ren-
ovating the Boys & Girls Club to 
upgrading parks and sidewalks in 
areas where families with lower 
incomes live. And when Harvey 
struck, the city sought multiple 
grants to help homeowners with 
lower incomes repair houses.

“We decided to focus our limit-
ed (federal) funds on projects and 
activities that would have broad-
er impacts on the community,” 
said John Kaminski, the assis-
tant city manager.

‘MY HANDS ARE SO FULL’

At least in all her struggles, 
Orsak has become resourceful. 
She knows how to make money 
stretch and turn a few dollars 
into a hotel stay, a meal for her 
seven children, a car insurance 
payment or phone bill.

Earlier in the day, she got 
$27 while holding a sign. Then 
she took $8 of that cash to buy  
neon-colored crosses and rain-
bow-colored string at a craft 
store, which can be fashioned 
into necklaces that she gives 
to strangers when she asks for 
help.

She usually prides herself on 
her ability to crack witty jokes in 
bad situations, but it’s 5:16 p.m., 
and she doesn’t know where 
her family will sleep tonight. 
She parks her minivan at a Vic-
toria strip mall, then herds the 
children toward the entrance of 
Dollar Tree. This is a common 
routine after school gets out. 
They sit cross-legged on the 
pavement, stringing together 
necklaces as shoppers walk in 
and out of the store.

And so it begins, the delicate 
balance of juggling antsy chil-
dren and scraping up cash for 
a motel. While holding the hand 
of her 5-year-old daughter, Zoey, 
she asks shoppers if they would 
spare a couple dollars. After 
three “nos” in a row, Orsak sighs, 
and Zoey starts tugging on her 
mother’s arm. “My hands are 
so full,” her mom said, talking 
about the crosses. But it seems 
like a metaphor for something 
more than just that.

Poverty, Orsak knows, can be 
passed down from parent to 
child. Almost all of her children 
are struggling in school. Her 
8-year-old son sometimes threat-
ens to hurt himself. If only, Orsak 
wonders, she could provide her 
children a stable home. If only, 
at the very minimum, there was 
an emergency shelter that ac-
commodates both parents and 
their children – something that 
doesn’t exist in Victoria, a county 
where almost half of single moth-
ers who have children under 18 
live below the poverty line.

She tries not to dwell on that. 
But then, a woman who left the 
strip mall earlier drives back 
into the parking lot. She calls 
Orsak over to her window, and 
says that anyone, even her own 
daughter, could find themselves 
in that sad situation. She hands 
Orsak five $20 bills.

Orsak starts crying, wiping 
the tears from her cheeks. “Hey, 
let’s go get a room,” she tells her 
children.

“Please don’t get a terrible 
one,” her 10-year old daughter 
pleads. Her 11-year-old, how-
ever, is more pragmatic: “Get a 
terrible one because it’s really 
cheap.”

“I ain’t gonna be selfish,” Orsak 
said. “God gave me what I need.”

‘WINDSHIELD SURVEYS’
More than one year after Har-

vey, there’s no way of knowing 
how many residents, like Orsak, 
found themselves in worse situa-
tions – both physically and finan-
cially – than before the storm.

In Harvey’s immediate after-
math, local officials didn’t jump 
to tally damage to homes and 
businesses – even though Victo-
ria’s emergency plan said the city 
should create and train damage 
assessment teams. Instead, the 
city just did “windshield sur-
veys” – basically, city staff drove 
around town to view the damage. 
Meanwhile, residents who were 
displaced by Harvey’s winds and 
rains found themselves without a 
long-term shelter – even though 
the same plan said local officials 
were also responsible for provid-
ing one.

It wasn’t until seven months af-
ter Harvey that a survey by the 
Victoria Advocate would find that 
about one-third of the city’s apart-
ments were damaged, including 
400 that were so bad that tenants 
were forced to move out. Later 
that year, Victoria’s school district 
reported that half of its teachers 
were temporarily displaced.

But during the past year, the 
topic of rental housing problems 

that Harvey caused gradually 
disappeared from local govern-
ment meeting agendas. In the 
mayor’s state of the city address 
in July, he didn’t once mention 
housing issues after Harvey. It’s 
a phenomenon that experts say 
in part exemplifies how elected 
officials often have vastly differ-
ent experiences than the people 
they represent.

“I can’t tell you the number 
of times I go to these recovery 
meetings and people will say, 
‘Well if you drive through Hous-
ton, it looks fine,’” said Shannon 
Van Zandt, a professor of urban 
planning at Texas A&M Universi-
ty. “You’re not seeing so much of 
the human suffering that is hap-
pening.”

In the aftermath of disasters, 
research shows that it takes more 
than just traditional market forc-
es to help some people rebuild, 
especially families who were 
barely juggling the costs of rent, 
utility bills, food, gas, medicine 
and child care in the first place, 
Van Zandt explained. Without 
outside support, whether from 
federal aid or nonprofits, housing 
for those families probably won’t 
be rebuilt because construction 
costs are more than their wages 
can afford.

DISCONNECTED: 
Series of motel 
stays eats up 
family’s funds 

Researchers used 2013 data on factors including income, education, 
housing quality and employment to map how socioeconomically advantaged 
or disadvantaged neighborhoods are. The map on the left shows how 
Victoria compares to the rest of Texas, while the map on the right shows 
how Victoria compares to the entire nation.

ADVANTAGED AND DISADVANTAGED AREAS

SOURCE: UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN SCHOOL OF MEDICINE AND PUBLIC HEALTH’S AREA DEPRIVATION INDEX KIMIKO FIEG/KFIEG@VICAD.COM
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ABOVE: A motel manager counts $84.75 for a room with two queen beds 
and a pullout. He was hesitant to rent to Orsak because he said the motel, 
located on the outskirts of town, was almost at capacity. After paying for the 
room, Orsak had $13 left to feed herself and seven kids. 

BELOW: In the motel room, Zoey sticks glue-coated fingers in her sister  
Shelby’s face and asks her to smell it. Three of their five brothers watch  
Yu-Gi-Oh! while their mother sends a text message. The family of eight  
moved between motels often because of their dire financial situation.

Walter the rabbit hides under a motel air-conditioning unit. The family had to sneak the pet into their motel room at night.

SEE DISCONNECTED, E4
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Zoey spins around a mailbox in front of the family’s mobile home. Although they are living in substandard housing, her mother said she’s happy the kids now have a yard in which to play.

But without stable housing, 
communities can’t expect people, 
like Orsak, to be productive mem-
bers of society. “If people think 
about themselves, and if they had 
to sleep on the street or in their 
car, and they didn’t know where 
they were going to brush their 
teeth or even use the bathroom, 
the level of stress would be so 
great that they wouldn’t be able 
to function,” she said.

There’s a financial cost that 
comes with that, too. It’s an argu-
ment commonly found in efforts 
to combat homelessness: Pre-
ventative efforts, like providing 
safe housing, are often cheaper 
than law enforcement, legal and 
medical costs when things go 
wrong, Van Zandt said. In Vic-
toria, for example, the county’s 
hospital spent $6.9 million pro-
viding charity care to people who 
couldn’t afford their bills in fiscal 
year 2017 – a 33 percent jump 
from the year before.

“In many cases, you can save 
the community a lot of money if 
you address the needs at the root 
and not the consequences later,” 
Van Zandt said.

Across the nation, communities 
have taken all sorts of approach-
es to solving those complicated 
problems. In Charlotte, N.C., 
community leaders created a 
task force that examined how 
to help children born to families 
with lower incomes move up the 
economic ladder. Meanwhile, in 
Bend, Ore., the city created a spe-
cial committee to tackle housing 
problems and exempted some 
affordable rental projects from 
city taxes. And in the aftermath 
of hurricanes last year, communi-
ties such as La Grange and Mon-
roe County, Fla., created land 
trusts to provide new homes for 
people who lost them.

But sometimes, it takes more 
than just providing housing, local 
advocates contend. It requires 
commitment from the commu-
nity and leaders to boost access 
to supportive services such as 
financial education and mental 
health care – the resources that 
help families stay in their homes.

Families like the Orsaks.

A PLACE TO CALL HOME

It took weeks of scouring Craig-
slist, then canceling her cell 
phone service, spending all but 
$200 of her monthly income and 
luck, but Orsak finally found a 
rental home for $650 per month 
after almost three months of 
homelessness.

Tucked away in a quiet Victoria 
neighborhood, her family’s new 
home is a 1970 single-wide trail-
er that was recently valued at a 
meager $6,400 by the tax apprais-
er. Faded white and teal paint 
cover the trailer, which looks like 
a shell of a house because it’s 
missing proper flooring, has ex-
posed nails sticking out of boards 
and water stains across the ceil-
ing. It is missing furniture, beds 

and most household belongings, 
too. 

“It’s not a real gold ring,” she 
said. “If it was, it wouldn’t be in 
your hand.”

There is a large, grassy back-
yard though, where Orsak’s chil-
dren play with makeshift swords 
and sticks as she watches them 
from the porch. She explains that 
squeezing seven children into 
just two bedrooms and one bath-
room is difficult, no doubt. But it’s 
much better than cramming her 
family of eight into two beds at a 
motel. Or worse – sleeping in the 
van.

Even with all its flaws, the 
weathered trailer house rep-
resents security. Studies, com-
mon sense and personal experi-
ence tell Orsak that her children 
are more likely to struggle both 
emotionally and in school if they 
don’t have a stable home. It’s the 
dangerous intersection of moth-
erhood and poverty – what hap-
pens now has implications for 
her children’s future. This reality 
is worrisome: These days, neigh-

borhoods where children grow 
up, in addition to their family’s 
race, income and education can 
influence their health and suc-
cess later in life.

At least in all this, Orsak said, 
her children will learn one thing: 
how to scramble back on their 
feet when life kicks them down. 
The mother watches from the 
porch as they play near the 

street, squeals and laughter 
echoing across the property. Her 
5-year-old pedals a pink and pur-
ple bike with a flat tire toward the 
street, and her older sister, Shel-
by, follows on a scooter. When the 
two girls travel out of sight, their 
mother yells to them to come 
back to the porch.

“I hate living here,” 10-year-old 
Shelby argues as she stomps up 

the porch steps. “You won’t even 
let me have fun.”

“Your mama’s going to ruin 
your life,” her mother jokingly re-
sponds.

“Nothing’s cool here,” the  
little girl whines, until her older  
brother, Aarin, cuts her off.

“It’s good,” the 11-year-old boy 
said. “It’s better than being on 
the street.”

DISCONNECTED: After 3 months of homelessness, family thankful to find housing within budget

Zoey hands a religious necklace and bracelet through the passenger window of a car parked in front of Dollar Tree. Her mother and some of her six siblings make 
the necklaces outside the store after school and ask for donations.

A woman behind the front counter of a local social service agency hands Orsak forms outlining programs to prevent 
homelessness. Orsak tried a variety of ways this summer to find her family a home.

“I can’t afford to  

stop because if I do, 

my kids won’t have  
a place to sleep.

DEVAN ORSAK, 

Victoria resident and mother of seven

“
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