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Sunday night, August 26, 2007, was a night I had marked on my calendar for weeks, for it was on that night that my Menard’s co-workers and I would hold our Fantasy Football League draft.  It was raining hard enough that evening for Noah to start construction on another ark, but not hard enough to stop us from trudging our laptops into Kyle’s basement. We were huddled around his ping-pong table, selecting players for our imaginary teams and doling out Michael Vick jokes as if we were on the “Tonight Show” when my girlfriend, Chelsey, called.  The joking immediately shifted from Vick’s freedom to my own.  But then suddenly the faces surrounding me changed from smiles to concern.  Something bad had happened, and I needed to leave.

Grandma Haga


I have been dating Chelsey for two years, and I still have yet to find out her grandmother’s first name.  This is not because I do not know her, but rather because she treats me so much like a grandchild that I cannot resist simply calling her Grandma Haga, as everyone else does.  That reason in itself was enough for me to travel with Chelsey, her sister, Jenny, and mother, Anne, to Grandma Haga’s home in Northwood on the night of August 26.  
A tornado had ripped through the town in which all three of the women I was traveling with had grown up.  The house they had known their entire lives, not to mention the town, was changed dramatically.  Simply getting to the house was anything but simple: streets were flooded, trees were uprooted and emergency personnel needed room to get places and do work that was far more important than any of us were capable of accomplishing.  Somehow, there was enough of a path among the debris and wreckage for us to get to Grandma Haga’s house.

This is my home


If getting to the house was a challenge, getting Grandma Haga to come back to Grand Forks with us was mission impossible.  The outside of the house, in comparison to the rest of the town, anyway, was not all that bad.  Windows were smashed, there were some foreign objects projecting through the roof and the garage did not appear to have much of a remaining shelf life.  Pieces of trees, homes and everything else imaginable scattered across the front lawn.  I promptly started clearing a pathway large enough for Grandma Haga and her walker to get through, assuming we could bring her home immediately and come back the next day to clean up in the daylight.

After about 15 minutes outside by myself, I wandered in to see what was taking so long.  Everyone was still in Grandma Haga’s bedroom: she was in her pajamas, and quite frankly, she didn’t know what all the fuss was about.  Anne told her repeatedly, “Mom, I’m taking you home.  It’s not safe here.”  Grandma Haga has some hearing problems, and had a low battery in one of her hearing aids and was missing the other one.  She had a tough time comprehending everything being said, but she knew that she did not want to leave her home.  She was worried that someone might come and steal from her, or that the police might wonder where she was if they did house checks.  She thought of every excuse in the book to stay in her home, telling her daughter Anne, “I just washed these sheets today, and I’m going to sleep right here in my bed.”  As her hand came down onto the mattress to reiterate her point, a number of leaves bounced off her freshly washed sheets.  At that moment, Grandma Haga started to realize what had actually taken place.

Soaking it in

To prevent any further damage to the house, we stapled plastic over the windows.  Knowing that there was not much else we could do, the focus shifted to getting Grandma Haga through the debris and into the car.  Chelsey and I waited outside as Jenny and Anne helped Grandma Haga, at which point we started to observe what was going on around us.  
Friends and neighbors were walking the streets, seeing if everyone was OK.  Every house had damage to it, but on Sunday night, that did not matter.  Maybe it would mean something the following morning, but on this night, the folks of Northwood were just worried about their neighbors.

In the days that have followed, the people of Northwood have been cleaning up their town with the help of many others.  They have spent their time extending thanks, even though nobody would blame them for being bitter.  They have literally picked themselves up, and have set a perfect example of how to respond to a tragedy.  
As for Grandma Haga, she has been living with Anne and her other child, Jerry, since the storm.  Her garage had to come down, and her house needs new siding and windows.  She will likely move into an assisted living home, but her house will be bought by someone else.  Like everyone else in the town, they will get things back to normal.  Although there was incredible loss because of the storm, the town of Northwood will prevail.
