Community lends a helping hand

Guardian of cerebral palsy patient gets home repaired through Rebuilding Together Aurora
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AURORA -- It wasn't long ago that Jackie Serrano's life, like her house, began falling apart. 

Serrano is a singe mother of two kids, ages 13 and 6. Three years ago, she and her mother, Mona Vance, took custody of her teenage nephew, Ramon, who is afflicted with cerebral palsy. Six months later, her mother fell ill, forcing Serrano to quit her job with the city's animal control department and commit to taking care of Ramon full time. 

And not long after that, she bought the house she currently lives in, on Gates Street. She soon found out she'd made a bad deal -- the sewer system broke, leaving her finished basement destroyed. And then other parts of the house started deteriorating. 

But now, thanks to more than 50 city employees and 17 area contractors, Serrano's home feels brand new. Under a program called Rebuilding Together Aurora, volunteers have been working on her house for a month, replacing more than two dozen windows, repairing electrical wiring, scraping and painting, landscaping and pouring new asphalt for her driveway. They even built her a new swingset. 

"They were here at 6:30 or 7 every morning, and they were busy for a whole month," Serrano said. 

The real work, however, was done in the basement, where volunteers constructed a handicapped-accessible bathroom and shower for Ramon. 

Previously, Serrano said, she would have to carry Ramon from the mechanical lift at the head of their staircase to the upstairs bathroom, and actually using the small shower there was a chore. Workers discovered that they could not simply knock out walls upstairs to construct a larger bathroom, so they built a brand new one around an existing sink and toilet in the basement. 

Rebuilding Together was formerly known as Christmas in April. ("Christmas in April?" Serrano chuckled. "It's like Christmas for the next five years!") Since 1988, the nationwide program has helped low-income families make much-needed repairs they otherwise could not afford. 

This year, dozens of community organizations pitched in to repair the homes of 17 needy families in Aurora. 

Serrano's house is the first one that the city has sponsored, and the selection was made by Mayor Tom Weisner, who volunteered with Rebuilding Together last year. According to city spokesman Carie Anne Ergo, Serrano's story moved Weisner -- Ramon's plight reminded the mayor of his own late son, Thad, who suffered from the same illness. 

"That connection made it more meaningful for him personally," Ergo said. "(Weisner and his wife Marilyn) had to put in a handicapped-accessible bathroom in their own home, and he knows what it takes to do that, especially for a family that couldn't afford it." 

Mark Anderson, the city's assistant director of neighborhood services, was a founding member of the Aurora Christmas in April group and has worked with the program ever since. Anderson used his contacts to organize a group of businesses, led by R.C. Wegman Construction, to aid the work effort. He also directed the team of city volunteers. 

"We got a great outpouring of support from the Fire Department, Public Works, Public Properties, many other city departments," Anderson said. 

All of the materials and labor were either donated or, in a few cases, purchased through Rebuilding Together, Anderson said. 

Serrano couldn't be happier. Ramon took his first shower in the new bathroom earlier this week, she said, and the difference is amazing. 

"It's the best thing that ever happened to me," she said. "I couldn't have done better if I'd won the lottery." 

And in a final bit of poetry, Serrano said that the spirit of community she witnessed for the past month is infectious. 

"I'm going to volunteer every year now," she said. 

