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Of all the community groups
I've met during my three years in
“Brockville, probably the one I most
“admire is the small, but mightily
determined Thousand Islands
Habitat for Humanity chapter.

It's not so much for what they
do in providing families the life-
changing opportunity at home
ownership.

- Rather, it's how they set about
doing it.

There’s an unwavering resolve
and a commitment to making real,
substantive change for the com-
munities in which they launch
their house-build projects.

So it was with absolutely no sur-
prise to pull into the parking lot of
their ReStore on Airport Road yes-

- terday - just one week after a dev-
astating fire — and discover plans
~are well underway to again open
its doors.
© This is a group, remember,
among whose founders was the
' “late Gord Di Labio, a triathlete who
' “when they needed to raise funds
“decided he'd run from Brockville to
Gananoque in return for pledges.

Certainly none of them are run-

‘ning to Gananoque these days, but
“that spirit has never left.

" “Go forward, always,” said
“ReStore manager Jennifer Caruso
. in putting her own spin on that
“spirit while standing outside the
_building yesterday.
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serve as a temporary office and
they’ll finally get inside the gutted
| building next week to see whats
_left.

" The ReStore sold salvaged
, home-building supplies of every
| description and as its success grew
| -it became a critical piece in the
.local Habitat chapter’s fundralsmg
puzzle.

| Caruso is hopeful many of the
products, things like tubs, sinks
~and toilets, can be scrubbed and
rmade good as new. Natural prod-
~ucts like wood, though, are proba-

© A trailer arrived Tuesday to
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bly too smoke damaged.

Depending on what they find,
Caruso says they could be operat-
ing from a location behind the
converted airplane hangar by the
end of next week.

How’s that for not letting an
incredible setback hold you down?

“The sooner we can get back up
and operating again, the better off
we are,” reasoned Caruso.

The ReStore sold
salvaged home-
building supplies of
every description
and as its success
grew it became a
critical piece in the
local Habitat chap-
ter’s fundraising
puzzle.

She allowed herself less than 24
hours to mourn over last Thursday
night’s fire, which laid waste to the
operation’s hardware, but not its
heart.

“I was very shaken. 1 came to
the fire, I saw it and it was one of
the most devastating things I've
ever seen,” recalled Caruso.

By the next afternoon, the sad-
ness Caruso and others felt hadn't
disappeared, of course, but it was
pushed to the back of their minds
as they set about ensuring last
Saturday’s plant sale went ahead.

It did — and it was a resounding
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success.
“One of the things about

Habitat for Humanity is we don't
allow setbacks to get us down,”
stressed Caruso.

She’s actually already f{}llﬂd the
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JENNIFER CARUSO: “The sooner we can get back up and operat-
ing again, the better off we are.”

silver lining in this smoky cloud.

“I think coming out of this were
going to get more volunteers,
donors, customers — everything is
going to be good,” she explained.

“It’s just we have to jump a cou-
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ple of hurdles to get there.”

Arson has been raised as a pos-
sible cause of the blaze, although
investigators from the Ontario Fire
Marshal’s Office and OPP have yet
to confirm that suspicion. ,

For her part, Caruso sounds like
she at least wants to believe the
best in this community.

“I have a very hard time think-
ing that anybody could set a fire
anywhere,” she explained. “But at
a charity, it seems quite beyond
belief.”

If it was set purposely, Caruso
was quick to agree with me that
rebuilding would take on even
more importance.

Reopening would send a
resounding message that the worst
of society, those who seek to tear
down the efforts of others, is no
match for its better parts.

Regardless of how long it takes
to restore the ReStore, Habitat offi-
cials have already vowed those
efforts won't interfere with this
year’s home-build in Newboro.

Caruso expects to put out the
call for volunteers by the end of the
month.

If you can’t offer some elbow
orease, Habitat will thankfully take
a financial donation or some
word-of-mouth advertising to let
folks know “it’s not down and out.”

She said customers have
already been asking when they can
come search for that impossible-
to-find item to complete their
home renovation.

When 1 asked Caruso to look
ahead 12 months, she didn’t pause
for a moment before displaying
that hallmark Habitat optimism.

“You won'’t recognize it a year
from now, that I guarantee. We
have huge plans and this won't put
us back very far.”

Smﬁ writer Michael Jiggins
writes in this space every (WO
weeks. He can be reached at mjig-
gins@recorder.ca.
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