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By Annalise Braught

LIBERTY TOWNSHIP 
— Tragedy struck ahead 
of Christmas in Bemidji 
as the lives of two young 
girls were claimed by 
fire on Thursday morn-
ing.

Around 6:12 a.m. on 
Dec. 23, the Beltrami 
County dispatch center 
received a call of a res-
idential fire in the 9000 
block of Pony Lake Road 
NW in Liberty Township. 
Initial reports indicated 
that two children in the 
residence were unac-
counted for and were 
possibly trapped in an 
upstairs bedroom.

The house, located 
around 13 miles north of 
Bemidji, was being rent-
ed by Kathy Elton.

The Seeyle sisters Ace-
Lynn, 6, and RaeLynn, 
5, were spending the 
night with Elton, who 
is fondly referred to as 
the girls’ “hand-picked 
grandma,” so their 
mother, Amber Kramer, 
could wrap presents and 
do some last-minute 
Christmas preparations.

Elton’s daughter, 
Kallie Castonguay, told 
the Pioneer that Elton 
woke up to the smell of 
burning rubber.

“So she tried to put it 
out and ran to get help 
from another tenant to 
see what was smelling,” 

Castonguay said. “By the 
time she got back to the 
source it was engulfed in 
flames.”

When emergency per-
sonnel arrived, they 
found the second floor of 
the two-story building 
fully engulfed in flames. 
Bemidji Fire Chief Justin 
Sherwood said firefight-
ers located the bedroom 
window and attempted a 
rescue but were unsuc-
cessful.

At 10:45 a.m., the sher-
iff’s office announced 
that emergency person-
nel continued to search 
for possible victims at 
the scene. An update 
shortly after 1 p.m. said 
two bodies were recov-
ered from the fire. The 
victims were transport-
ed to the medical exam-
iner’s office for autopsy 
and identification.

There were 45 fire-
fighters working to put 
out the fire with 16 piec-
es of equipment, includ-
ing members of the 
Bemidji, Shevlin, Sol-
way and Blackduck fire 
departments. Bemidji 
Ambulance Service and 
Minnesota State Patrol 
also responded to the 
scene.

Sherwood said that 
firefighters were at the 
scene for more than eight 
hours and the house 
was deemed a total loss.  

House fire 
claims the 
life of 2 
young girls
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Laporte’s ‘The Door’ coffee shop serves  
as an emergency shelter for community
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By Madelyn Haasken

Nestled in the heart 
of Laporte sits 
one of the oldest 

homes in town, decked 
out in holiday decor 
with a large “coffee” 
flag fluttering in the 
front yard. From the 
outside, it looks like 
your average small-
town cafe. For the 
community, though, it’s 
so much more.

A homeless shelter 
and coffee shop combo, 
The Door – located 
at 155 First Ave. NE – 
opened in March and 
is situated in a fully 
renovated historical 
home that was 
originally built in 1906.

Upon entering the 
cozy coffee shop, 
customers are greeted 
by a full menu of 
coffees, teas and 
smoothies, as well as 
breakfast and lunch 
items. It’s a place for 
guests to kick back, 
enjoy a bite to eat 
and admire a piece of 
Laporte’s history.

The second floor of 
the home, however, is 
a different story – it 
serves as an emergency 
homeless shelter. 
Owners Joyce and Kevin 

Day use the proceeds 
from the coffee shop 
to help support the 
ongoing expenses of the 
shelter.

The upstairs level, 
made up of four 
bedrooms, a bathroom 
and a sitting area, is set 
up as a safe oasis for 
people going through 
the hardships of 
homelessness.

Residents come 
from many walks of 
life – some are newly 
homeless, some have 

been for years. Many, 
Joyce said, are freshly 
out of rehabilitation 
programs or are trying 
to escape domestic 
violence situations.

The couple welcomes 
residents with open 
arms, offering them a 
warm bed, clothes and 
homemade meals, all 
for no charge. Residents 
can live at the home 
for up to 30 days, and 
throughout their stay, 
Joyce and her husband 
Kevin assist them with 

anything they might 
need to get back on 
their feet.

“We help them look 
for places (to live), we 
help them look for jobs 
and we help them with 
financing. It’s mostly 
just support in making 
those phone calls, 
getting them a social 
security card or filing 
taxes,” Joyce said. “A lot 
of it is just guiding them 
through basic life stuff.”

Contributed / Bemidji Fire Department

By Annalise Braught

BEMIDJI — A man has 
died after his vehicle fell 
through the Lake Bemi-
dji ice on Friday evening.

According to an origi-
nal release from Bemidji 
Fire Chief Justin Sher-
wood, at 5:11 p.m. on 
Friday, Dec. 24, the fire 
department responded 
to a report that a vehicle 
had fallen through the 
ice with two people in 
the water near the 1700 
block of Birchmont Drive 
NE.

A release from Bel-
trami County Sheriff 
Ernie Beitel was sent 

out late Saturday night 
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Man dies after vehicle falls through ice



No firefighter injuries 
were reported, but one 
adult female suffered 
injuries and was trans-
ported to the Sanford 
Bemidji Medical Center.

Castonguay confirmed 
that Elton had tried to 
reenter the house to get 
the girls and suffered 
smoke inhalation in the 
process.

“Our thoughts and 
prayers go out to the 
victims and their fam-
ilies during this diffi-
cult time,” Sheriff Ernie 
Beitel said in a release.

The cause of the fire 
remains under investi-
gation by the sheriff’s 
office, the Minneso-
ta Fire Marshal’s Office 
and Bemidji Fire Depart-
ment.

“A special thank you 
to Heroes Rise Coffee 
Company and area resi-
dents for supplying food, 
water and coffee to our 
responders,” Sherwood 
said. “Our thoughts 
and prayers are with all 
involved in today’s trag-
ic event.”

Community support
Within hours of the 

news breaking, the com-
munity rallied to support 
the families affected by 
the tragedy.

Castonguay start-
ed a GoFundMe to help 
raise money for Elton 
to replace some of her 
belongings after losing 
everything in the fire.

“As you may have 
heard, my mother who 
just lost her oldest child 
(right before Thanks-
giving), lost her home 
to a tragic fire,” the 
GoFundMe reads. “She 
has lost everything, 
purse, belongings, loved 
ones, animals and so 
much more.”

As of Tuesday after-
noon, just over $10,119 
had been donated of the 
$20,000 goal.

Kayla Stellick, a close 
family friend, start-

ed a separate GoFund-
Me to raise money to 
cover funeral expenses 
for AceLynn and Rae-
Lynn. By Tuesday after-
noon $32,200 had been 
donated.

“As you can imagine, 
the family of these girls 
are heartbroken,” the 
GoFundMe said. “These 
girls meant everything to 
Amber. She loved them 
so much. After having 
three boys, she want-
ed a little girl so bad, 
then she was blessed 
with two of them. Losing 
her babies is extremely 
devastating to her and 
(everyone) who knew 
and loved these girls.

“We are setting up 
this GoFundMe page to 
raise money to help with 
funeral costs, and other 
costs as the mother is 
not able to return to work 
right away, as she just 
lost her two kids. She 
has three other kids that 
she needs to be there for 
and take care of them. 
Donations and prayers 
will be greatly appreci-
ated as we try to wrap 
our heads around losing 
these special, beautiful 
little girls.”

Kramer clarified that 
she is taking time off 
right now in light of the 
incident, but does have a 
full-time job to return to 
as she’s able.

Castonguay said that 
in their minds they are 
all family and that it 
has never mattered to 
them whether they were 
blood-related or not.

“It is so hard,” 
Castonguay said.

Both Kramer and Elton 
want to support each 
other following the trag-
edy.

“Amber says ‘I don’t 
want your mom having 
to take on so much pain 
and do too much at the 
funeral,’ my mom says 
‘I need to be strong for 
Amber and not have her 
do this alone, I’m her 
only mom,’” Castonguay 
said.
Annalise Braught is a photographer 
and editor at the Pioneer. Readers 
can reach her at (218) 333-9796 or 

abraught@bemidjipioneer.com.
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GET READY FOR WINTER!
GOOD SELECTION OF 

SNOWBLOWERS
•  Powerful Briggs & 

Stratton® Engines 
with Electric Start means,  
quick, no hassle starting for 
your snow blower - every time

•  Electric chute and 
control pod 
easily adjusts the chute  
rotation and deflector  
(on select models)

•  Various auger intake 
heights & clearing 
widths 

• Cast-iron auger gear 
cases 
for added durability (Heavy-Duty 
and Signature Pro models).

•  Exclusive to Signature 
and Signature Pro 
models, Velocity™ 
Throwing System 
quickly clears heavy snow and 
throws it 40% farther, making 
snow removal easier and faster

Locally Owned 
Appliance Specialists 

Selling Made in 
America Whirlpool  

Brand Appliances

418 Beltrami Ave. • Downtown Bemidji • 751-2420
mjbhomecenter.com • e-mail us at mjbsales@paulbunyan.net

Thank you for your business this year.  
Looking forward to serving you in 2022!

HAPPY NEW YEAR!
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Seeyle sisters AceLynn, 6, and RaeLynn, 5, died in a 

miles north of Bemidji.

Charred debris is all that remains of a home on Pony 


