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In the early morning cold in Lake of the
Woods County, Minnesota, a solitary hunter with his day’s
provisions on the back of his rented snowmobile, prepares to make
the trek to the tree beside the lake where he had decided that he
would set up his tree stand late yesterday afternoon. After
thirteen days sitting in various trees in the Northwest Angle of
the county and with nothing to show for it, the trip has not been
the dream vacation his wife envisioned for him. No, this trip has
been more like a two-week stay in solitary confinement. Only after
ensuring that he has his Browning BAR .30-06 and sufficient rounds
for the day, a fresh, hot thermos bottle of Folger’s Dark Roast
Colombian coffee (spiked with a taste of whiskey—for medicinal
purposes of course), a jumbo-sized bag of salt and vinegar potato
chips, and some chicken vegetable soup in a second thermos, he is
ready to lock the door to his rented fisherman’s cabin and head
out.

Traveling through the frigid landscape, the
sun still hidden by the trees, George Howard begins to wonder why
he even came up here. He had traveled north through snow and
sub-freezing temperatures, but for what? Did he really think he
would be able to shoot a trophy white-tailed deer, a trophy that
would put all other trophies to shame? The one he had dreamed and
fantasized of, claiming and showing off all of his life? Had he
seriously let his wife spend over one hundred of his hard-earned,
painfully-saved dollars each day for him to sleep by himself in a
cabin looking over a frozen lake?

Unable to answer his own questions, George
starts the snowmobile, awkwardly mounts the machine, and leaves the
cabin behind for the day. Wearing thick camouflage hunting
coveralls over several layers of long-sleeved T-shirts and thermal
underwear, he is well-prepared for a day of being quite still,
waiting alone in a tree. However, the wind coursing over his body
in the frigid temperatures is cutting through his ski mask,
chilling his scarred face to the bone. The branches of the trees on
either side of the snowmobile path are reaching for him like a
thousand hands and are grabbing his clothing as he races through
the surrounding blackness.

Finally, he reaches the large, semi-clear
field where only a few sparse oak trees, including his own, break
up the monotony of a dead landscape on the shores of Lake of the
Woods. Sitting at the edge of the field before finding his tree
again, George becomes aware of the black smoke that the snowmobile
is belching, a sure sign that the owner will need to change the oil
prior to renting it out to another visitor. Making a mental note to
point that out to the owner when he returns it, George engages the
throttle once more, to cover the final three hundred yards of his
early morning trek.

The sun, still far below the treetops across
the cove to his right, is causing shadows to extend an infinite
distance over the snow and across the surface of the frozen lake.
Just then, the haunting howl of a lone wolf, deep in the woods,
echoes across the water, making George's hair stand on end. The
loneliness of the howl pierces him to his core, leaving him feeling
unexpectedly raw and aching. Although he knows that most wolves are
asleep by this hour, he still quickens his pace as he sets up for
the day.

Finally ready to begin climbing the tree,
George drains some more of his coffee. The hot liquid warms him, as
does the alcohol. The potent mixture has the added benefit of
helping to dispel the aftereffects of last night’s binge, the most
recent in a long history of binges. His chosen tree is a large oak
at least four feet in diameter, standing proud with its highest
limbs reaching some seventy-five feet into the dark, cloudy sky.
After securely slinging his rifle across his right shoulder, he
begins scaling the tree with his new self-climbing tree stand doing
most of the work.

After he has made the ascent to an acceptable
height, George locks the stand in place. Settling down into the
cushion of his comfortable perch, the cold steel of his gun barrel
resting against his left knee, George begins to scan the tree line
directly in front of him, hoping against hope that today is the day
that he will finally have the chance to collect a monster buck.

After sitting there for nearly an hour, the
sun has risen properly and a light snow is beginning. George is not
concerned, however, as his yellow shooting glasses magnify the
little light available to him, and he can see through the dim light
filtering through the cloud cover, providing him with nearly full
visibility should a good shot present itself. Taking a minute to
look only at the snow, George's mind begins to wander as he
remembers the day, twenty-three years previous, when he and his
father received the news about his brother, Steve.

 


***

 


That day had been even colder than this one.
George and his father, Steve Sr., were returning home from a
weekend of ice fishing on one of the frozen lakes in the middle of
the state. It had been a great weekend and they had their catch
stored on ice in the big cooler in the back of their pickup truck.
Nearing their town, George said, “I’m going to get that great big
granddaddy of a fish next time—I mean it! He can’t keep getting
away from me forever.”

Steve Sr. glanced over from the driver’s seat
and smiled at his younger son. “I believe you will. You’ve become a
good fisherman, son.” George savored his father’s praise. He had
learned to fish and hunt with his dad over the years. Steve Jr.
used to go with them, right up until he enlisted in the Marines.
Now it was just George and his dad. As much as he loved to fish,
hunting was his real passion. For years, George had dreamed of
shooting a huge white-tailed buck; in his mind, the ultimate
hunting prize, the ultimate win. It would be the definitive proof
of the hunter’s skill, marksmanship, and victory over the smart,
quick, massive animal. So far in his young life, though, the dream
had eluded him.

As father and son made the turn onto their
street, they saw the black Chevrolet sitting in front of their
house. Each froze for a moment, hardly daring to speak. Dread
climbed up George’s throat and gripped him by the neck. That black
Chevrolet could only mean bad news.

Steve Howard Jr. was five years George's
elder. The brothers, while close, were embroiled in no more sibling
rivalry than was normal for two boys their age. But even though
they fought regularly, Steve had always had an attitude that only
he was allowed to pick on his little brother. “I may beat
the snot out of him, but if you ever touch him, you'll have to
answer to me,” was his attitude, and George well remembered the day
when Steve had attacked the bully that had been tormenting him.

George was only six at the time, and the
bully was a truly terrible nine-year-old of Irish descent named
David MacAlister, after the Israelite king in the Bible. As a
matter of fact, David's father was an elder at the Lutheran church
in Eden Prairie where Steve Sr. served as pastor. While his entire
family was God-fearing, Christian folk, this positive influence
never rubbed off on young David. He began teasing George when he
found out that Henrietta, the lad's mother, had died prior to
George's second birthday. This quickly progressed into George being
constantly pushed, punched, and emotionally tormented to the point
that he did not want to go to church any longer.

When Steve Jr. found out, though, he took
young George by the hand and walked him down the street to the
MacAlister residence. George knew his older brother and what he
wanted to do to stand up to this nine-year-old menace for his
little brother, which, in George’s view, would only increase his
misery. The entire time they were walking, George had pleaded with
his older brother. “Please don't, Steve! It'll only make things
worse!”

Steve had stopped in front of David's house,
gotten down on one knee, placed both his hands on George's
shoulders, and, looking up into the six-year-old's face, said,
“Don't worry, Georgie. After I talk to David, he'll never mess with
you again.” Steve had promptly let go of George's shoulders, walked
up to the door, and asked if Mr. and Mrs. MacAlister would let
David come with George and him to the corner store down the street
for a soda. They consented, and when the three boys were well out
of earshot, Steve punched David in the stomach. When it was all
over, David had two black eyes, a cut on his lip, had urinated in
his pants, and was swearing that he would never mess with George
again. The best part was that Steve made David swear that he had
received his injuries as result of tripping and falling on the
curb, so Steve and George never got in trouble for the altercation.
If he had never been before, Steve was now firmly George’s hero and
idol.

After he graduated from high school in 1989,
Steve didn't have good enough grades to go to college, and instead
joined the United States Marine Corps. Steve wrote George three
times each week while “on the island”— the Marine Corps Recruit
Depot Parris Island in South Carolina for his boot camp training.
After he graduated, he was sent to Marine Combat Training, and then
was stationed with the 2nd Marine Division at Camp Lejeune in North
Carolina. In August of 1990, Steve was deployed to Saudi Arabia as
a part of Operation Desert Shield. While overseas, Steve and George
wrote letters back and forth regularly, but not as often as when
Steve was still in the U.S.

George paid close attention to the news every
night and so he knew that there was a good chance that Steve would
have to go to war. To put it in Steve Sr.'s words, it made George
proud as a peacock that his big brother was serving the country
well and might have to fight for it. One day in mid-February, 1991,
George received his last letter from Steve. In it, Steve had told
him, “Don't worry about me, little brother. I don't. Even though
the Iraqis send rockets at us every day, I know that God is looking
out for me. I know that if we receive orders to fight, whatever
happens, I am in his hands.” He ended the letter with a Bible
verse, one that George didn’t bother to look up, Matthew 10:28.

Then, on February 24, 1991, U.S. and Kuwaiti
forces crossed the border from Saudi Arabia into Kuwait. George
knew from watching the news that the 2nd Marine Division had
crossed and that Steve had likely seen combat. Having not received
a letter from Steve in several weeks, George was getting worried.
Then, after the fishing trip with his dad at the end of March, that
black car was in the driveway.

When his dad and he pulled up, a Marine in a
green uniform and a Navy man in a black uniform got out of the
Chevrolet. The Navy man held a Bible in his hands. Neither man was
smiling, but Steve Sr. invited them into the house. George’s dread
increased, now making it hard to breathe. He eyed the Bible, the
book that was supposed to give comfort and teach about life
eternal.

The two military men sat on the couch in the
living room. George swallowed, wishing they and the reason they
were here would just disappear. Instead, they told George the worst
news he had ever received. “He's dead, son,” the Marine, a captain,
had said with his hand on George's knee.

Ice gripped him from head to toe, followed
quickly by denial. Steve and his father had always known death was
a risk, but in reading Steve’s letters from those exciting days on
the island and later from Camp Lejeune, the possibly seemed far
away to George. Even when Steve had been deployed overseas, George
never really believed that his big brother would be in real
danger. George heard his father’s voice through ears that seemed
stuffed with cotton. He was asking the military men what had
happened.

Apparently, the group of Marines that Steve
was with ran into a minefield, and Steve had stepped on a grenade.
Hearing the blunt description was like a punch in the gut to
George. The Marine captain looked George in the eye and told him
that Steve’s last words had been, “Tell Georgie, 'don't be
scared.'”

George ran out of the sitting area and up to
his room, tears streaming from his eyes. He cried until late that
evening. It was too much to handle. He just couldn’t believe that
he would never see Steve walk through that door, into the family
room, calling out affectionately, “Hey, you little snot—where are
you?” ever again.

George had tried talking to his father in the
next few weeks, but Steve Sr. just wasn't the same anymore. His
light and life had seemed to disappear along with that black
Chevrolet on that cold March day. Even though he continued serving
as pastor, he was an empty shell at home and wasn't there for
George. He drifted through the house like a ghost. There was no
more laughter, no talk of the next fishing trip, and no plans for
the annual fall hunting trip. Steve Sr. withdrew into himself,
leaving George to fend for himself for all practical purposes.

George felt alone. His mother had died when
he was just a baby, his brother and only protector had gotten blown
up halfway around the world, and his dad wasn't even there
mentally. George used to love his father’s preaching on Sundays,
imagining a loving heavenly father pouring out his love and
blessings to all of his children as his dad’s words filled his
ears. Now it only pained him to hear Steve Sr.'s sermons on Sundays
because they were full of stories about how God loves us all and
protects his children, but George didn't feel like God loved him,
and God certainly hadn't protected his mother or his brother.

George read Steve’s letters over and over
during those first few weeks. It was all he had left of him now,
and reading Steve’s words brought a certain amount of comfort. He
even looked up the Bible verse Steve had ended with in his last
letter, Matthew 10:28, finally curious as to what it said and why
it might have been important to Steve. And fear not them which
kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear
him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell. George
read the verse over and over, thinking about it. Where was Steve’s
soul now? Did he truly believe in heaven, or was it all some cosmic
fantasy? The verse may have encouraged no fear of what could happen
to the body and those who could destroy it, but George could only
imagine the fear of mortal death when facing enemy Iraqi rockets
aimed right at you—or when stepping on a grenade in a
minefield.

Even after the blow of his eldest son’s death
had sapped the joy and light out of him, Steve Sr. spent every
Sunday morning telling a room packed full of devoted churchgoers
that God loved them so much that he sacrificed his only son in
order to pay the penalty for their sinful acts. “‘God so loved the
world,’” he would quote from memory, “‘that He gave His one and
only son, that whoever believes in Him would not perish, but have
eternal life. If you have not done so, give your life to Him today,
and let Him live through you, which is the only way to eternal
life.” Worst of all, George’s father would often use the example of
his wife and son as a way to demonstrate the type of belief that he
thought was necessary to have a life that would never end.

“My son, Steve Jr., had no fear for his life
when he went to Iraq,” he would say to his congregation. “He was
possessed with an assurance that whatever would happen, God would
have him in His hands. There is no safer place than the hands of
God. Even though Steve lost his life at the hands of the Iraqis, he
did not die—he lives forever in heaven with God.”

Statements like this caused George no small
amount of anguish. Sure, it felt good to think that Steve was
actually on some cloud playing a harp and singing hymns, but it was
in direct contrast to reality. Steve was brought home in a wooden
box, cold, lifeless, and empty. George himself had seen Steve
before a local undertaker began preparing him for burial, and the
certainty that there was nothing after death had possessed him ever
since. The faith George had had as a younger boy had deserted him
upon seeing the empty shell that had been his brother. Feeling that
God needed him more than he needed God, he turned his back on the
church and stopped going with his father. If God loved him so much,
then not going to church should hurt God, right?

In the next few years, George and his
father's relationship completely

































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpg





