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​If you can just make it through the pain and keep breathing, you can survive anything.
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Jonathan Cotton
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​Prologue
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​

​

​

​

Arkansas Game and Fish Commission 

Daily Log Book

Officer Jonathan Cotton 

​

November 26

I arrested hunting guide Danny Ray and five of his clients for violating federal and Arkansas migratory bird hunting laws this afternoon. Broken laws included hunting on a baited field, exceeding the daily bag limits, and the daily possession limits of geese and Mallard ducks. They will be charged in federal court, and not in state court. There will be a better chance of the charges being upheld in Federal Court. One client was the son of U.S. senator Thomas, and another was the son of a state District Judge Boone. They laughed and threatened me until the local deputies hand cuffed them and I had their trucks, boats and guns towed and impounded. If convicted, the guide will lose his right to hunt, fish, or work as a guide anywhere in the United States. All offenders will lose their material possessions impounded at the time of arrest, including trucks, boats, boat trailers, and guns. I didn’t pay any attention to threats against me, but threats against my family, I take seriously. It amazes me they think the law doesn’t pertain to them.

February 17

I found a note under the windshield wiper of my truck. It was a picture of me with my wife and daughter out for dinner on Valentine’s Day. Written in block letters under the picture was “Who dies first?”

It’s time to request a transfer. I cannot put my family in danger. 

​​
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​​Chapter 1
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Angel

I’m a runner. I’m addicted to the euphoric feeling that occurs just after you break through the pain of the stitch in your side and the inability to catch your breath. Somehow, the mind and body compensate and allow you to continue running and ignore the pain. It allows you to push yourself through walls and limitations you didn’t know existed.

Life is like that. If you can just make it through the pain and keep breathing, you can survive anything. That’s what my dad always says. He was a Marine and now he is a Wildlife Officer for the Arkansas Game and Fish Commission. He taught me to push myself and never quit, no matter how much exhaustion or fear I felt.

It was the first Monday of August. The first mandatory cross-country practice was today, and we didn’t want to overdo it, so we only ran a mile around the farm that morning. Our coach would time us to see what kind of condition we were in. School begins in a week, and our first cross country meet would be at Lyon College in Batesville by the end of August.

Dan and Ben Brock were brothers who lived next door to us on the farm where my parents rented a house. Dan wanted to be a farmer, and Ben wanted to be a preacher.

Ben will start college in a few weeks at Harding University in Searcy, where he will major in theology. He confessed to me and Dan that he would miss the routine of running and morning chores. I told him I would try to cover for him and help Dan. They amazed me. Most siblings had a love-hate relationship. Not Ben and Dan. It was obvious they loved and respected each other. They both enjoyed hunting and fishing as much as I did, but Dan enjoyed the farm work, and Ben enjoyed the Bible. They both enjoyed the cross-country running, but they didn’t try hard either. Even though Ben had finished high school, he wanted to run with Dan one more time.

My parents had rented the old house on the Brock’s farm about two months ago. Since then, Dan and I spent most of our waking hours together, which started at five each morning with a four or five-mile run around the farm.

We moved away from the town where I grew up in the summer of my senior year in high school. And this is where we ended up, living in a rented house on the Brock family farm. I don’t mind, because it’s beautiful here, and I made a friend in Dan. We have a view of the river and the mountains from the back porch. There is the forest to the east, and the farm everywhere else.

I’m an only child and grew up as a daddy’s girl. He taught me to hunt, fish, and enjoy the outdoors. He is six foot five inches tall and muscular. Everything about Dad is big, including his smile and personality. He takes his job seriously though, and that has gotten him into trouble. We moved because he began receiving threats and he felt he was being stalked.

Coach Taylor would be in for a pleasant surprise. He knew Dan and Ben would be at practice, and he knew I was coming. But he didn’t know I was an eight-hundred-meter district champion. The team averaged eight to ten guys, but rarely had a good female runner. There were enough girls to form a team, but they rarely placed in the top five. I might change that. I had been keeping up with Dan and Ben easily the last week. We hadn’t pushed ourselves yet, but we decided we would start this week.

Sometimes, the team held practices in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Dam Site Park. The trail wove through the shaded pine and post oak woods. We just had to watch out for the poison ivy and the occasional snake. But we were accustomed to that.

Coach Taylor was excited to meet me, especially after he learned my track history. Last year I won the eight hundred meters at district and placed fifth at state. Mom and I planned to go to school the next afternoon to sign up for classes. Coach reminded me I needed to sign up for cross-country and track and to schedule a physical.

There were fifteen runners to show up, nine guys and six girls. Dan and Ben started at a slow pace, but I took off ahead of them. Ben yelled something at me and I shook my head. It was a beautiful morning, and I felt that urge to run. We were halfway through the one-mile lap when they caught up to me.

“Slow down there, Cotton Top. We have three laps to make,” Ben said as he passed me.

I laughed and almost lost my breath. It’s hard enough to run and talk, it’s harder to run and laugh. Cotton Top, he made that up from my last name Cotton and my blonde hair. My name is Angelina Cotton, but I go by Angel.

Dan ran up beside me. “Come on Cotton Top, you started this.” That brought a smile to my face. No one had ever given me a nickname before.

I finished under nineteen minutes, which would win most races. I finished fourth out of our group that day. The person between me, Ben and Dan was another high school senior, John Parker. He placed tenth at the state meet last year, Dan said. John wasn’t even breathing hard when he finished. He was giving Ben and Dan high fives when Ben started yelling.

“Come on Cotton Top! Kick it, you got this!”

Dan joined him, “Come on Angel. Finish strong!”

Dan caught me as I crossed the makeshift finish line. He put his arm around me and kept me walking. Walking keeps your muscles from cramping. Coach Taylor whooped and yelled out my time. I was gasping for air and my legs were wobbly, and had that rubbery feeling of pure exhaustion. Dan handed me a towel and a bottle of water. I didn’t really need his help to stand up, but I kind of liked his arm around me and leaned in a little closer to smell the faint scent of aftershave and sweat.

Even John Parker looked impressed and laughed when I huffed, “I can’t believe you guys ran off and left me.”

Dan and Ben started a little tradition two years ago. They brought their party barge and invited the boys’ and girls’ teams to go to the lake with us after the first practice. We launched at Dam Site Marina and motored a little way to some bluffs and spent the afternoon swimming and relaxing. The bluffs weren’t tall, and people climbed up and jumped off. They were still inside the park, so if anyone needed to, they could walk to the park’s restrooms or to where they parked their car and leave. The barge was fun, and we kept the ice chest and snacks on it.
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Dan

The sunlight sparkled off the water as the pontoon boat gently rocked on the waves. Our cross-country team members were lounging on the boat or cooling off in the lake by lazing in the water on pool floats or various life jackets. We anchored about twenty feet from the base of the bluffs with about five other boats.

The other boats included a mixture of ski boats, bass boats not being used for fishing, and another pontoon. Their occupants were climbing the bluffs and jumping into the lake. Our cross-country team must have been tired, because no one had gone over ten feet from the boat yet.

Angel and I were sharing a blowup pool float. Instead of laying on it, we were using it as a floating bar. Our elbows and sports drinks were on the float side by side. We accidentally played footsies a few times; we grinned at each other, but never apologized.

“Where is that squirrel?” Angel asked, frustrated.

Somewhere on shore, there was a very loud and agitated squirrel barking his little lungs out. We had searched the oak and pine trees above the bluff and couldn’t find the squirrel.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “I think the bark is bouncing off the bluff. Let’s look for him on the opposite shore.”

“How do you know it’s a male?”

“You’re right,” I said. “Only a female would chatter that much.”

That’s when she punched me in the arm. Then she dunked me. We forgot all about the squirrel as the others joined us in a big splash water fight.

After our water battle ended, we were all hungry, and someone suggested a pizza run. We pulled up the anchors and motored closer to the roped-off swimming area and tied up to shore. None of us had changed into swimsuits. The guys were still wearing our cross-country practice shorts, while the girls wore their sports bra tops and shorts.

I had rarely seen a girl as lean as Angel, and she was the first I’d ever known to have better-looking six-pack abs than me. I had more of a four-pack, and most of the time it was just a flat stomach. Mom was an excellent cook, and I loved to eat.

I jumped off the barge into the shallow water and waded to shore with the anchor. I tied the rope around a small boulder and looked up to see Sarah, my ex-girlfriend, walking straight toward me. Angel and I were having fun, and I really didn’t want to deal with my ex-girlfriend.

Sarah was a pretty brunette with waist-length hair and big brown eyes. Her smile could make anyone return the smile. The sunlight sparkled off her shoes, and I noticed she was wearing black sequined slip-on sneakers.

“Hi, Dan.”

​“Hi,” was my simple response as I frowned at her. I would not make it easy for her. She was not someone I wanted to see today, but I dropped my hands to my sides and stood there. I broke up with her near the end of our junior year because I felt our relationship wasn’t going anywhere. We had different goals and plans after high school.

“Can we talk?”

I felt an arm slip around mine. Angel asked, “Who’s your friend?”

A chill ran down my spine. This was not how I wanted one girl to meet the other.

“Angel, this is Sarah. Sarah, this is Angel.”

“I’m his girlfriend,” Sarah said.

​“Ex-girlfriend! We broke up, remember?” I said with all the aggravation I could muster. My face felt hot from the anger. I turned to leave, but she spoke again.

“You’re going to hook up with someone else and forget about me? I thought we might make up.”

Angel stepped up to Sarah and leaned in closely. She said something to Sarah, but I couldn’t hear it.

Angel grabbed my arm, and sweetly drawled, “Come on, Dan.” And we walked back to the pontoon boat. I realized then, I had stronger feelings for Angel than I’d ever had for Sarah.

Ben met us and asked, “Was that Sarah?”

“Yes,” I said. “She said she wanted to talk, but Angel showed up and she accused us of hooking up.”

“Dan, she’s been sick. She had to go back to St Jude’s for treatment for leukemia,” Ben said.

“What?” The joy drained from me and I experienced a verbal punch in the gut.

“Oh God, I was rude to her,” Angel said. “I have to apologize.”

Angel took off running. I turned to go after her, but Ben grabbed my arm.

“Stay with the boat. I’ll make sure she’s okay.” I had learned to trust Ben’s instincts with people. Apparently, I had screwed this one up royally.

​My head spun, and the bile rose in my throat, but I kept it down. If I had known she was sick, I would have acted differently. I felt the darkness that envelopes you when you’ve hurt someone without meaning to. I didn’t love Sarah, but I still cared about her. If she had told me she was going for chemo, I would have been there to support her. Yes, I knew I would. And I wouldn’t have given Angel a chance.

I crawled back on the pontoon and waited. It wasn’t long before Angel showed up. She sat on the seat beside me, a little away from me, letting me know she was keeping her distance. Earlier, she had sat next to me and our legs had touched.

“You’re an asshole, Dan Brock,” she muttered.

“I didn’t know she was sick.”

“It doesn’t matter. She thought you knew. She thought you took the easy way out,” was Angel’s angry reply.

I said nothing. What could I say? It didn’t matter if I didn’t know, I should have noticed. But we were going different ways after high school. Why continue a relationship we both knew was going to end?

Angel looked at me. “I started having feelings for you, but I need to wait and see what kind of person you really are. Do you stand by your friends or do you walk away when they need you?”

She stood and walked to the back of the pontoon where the other team members were. I was sure they had seen our confrontation, and they were leaving me alone.

Of course, I stood by my family and friends. Truthfully, I hadn’t paid enough attention to Sarah’s needs and therefore; I hadn’t been there when she needed me. I guess, in Angel’s eyes, that made me an asshole.

A whirlpool of thoughts dragged me down, causing my head to spin as it sucked me under. The wind caught the pontoon boat, shifting it under my feet and caused my stomach to lurch. In two steps I was off the boat, wading to shore. I was barely ashore and into the trees before I went to my knees and vomited.

I’d never been this emotional. Could emotions make you sick? Ben was watching me when I looked up.

“Are you okay, little brother?”

​“I don’t know. Angel and I were getting close to each other, then Sarah showed up, and you dropped this bombshell on me and now Angel doesn’t trust me to stand by my friends when they need me.” I sat back on my heels, took a deep breath, and exhaled.

“You’re not exactly at the top of Sarah’s list right now, either. But she admits she didn’t handle the breakup well. She should have told you the truth and she would have, but she didn’t expect you to break up with her.”

“I guess I need to talk to her,” I replied.

“Yes, you do,” Ben said. “But it can wait. Get your head clear first. You’re dealing with too many emotions right now.” My brother gave me a pat on the back. “Angel likes you. She’s not going anywhere.” Ben squeezed my shoulder. “Your one fault is not paying enough attention to the people around you. You focus on your plans and goals. You’re there if we ask for something, but you never ask if we need anything.”

Ben paused and removed his hand from my shoulder. “I understand that tomorrow is not guaranteed to us. Slow down and love the people around you. Come on, John is back with the pizza.”

He placed his hand on my forehead. “Let’s get you cooled off and get some fluids in you. You’re running a fever.”

If I had a fever, maybe it wasn’t emotions making me sick.
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Angel

Today I’d been happy, upset, sad, and confused. Over the last two months, Dan and I had gone from neighbors to friends to what? I thought after cross country practice and swimming, we would become a little more than friends. Then his ex-girlfriend showed up. Dan had broken up with her over three months earlier. I didn’t care what she said about me, but it upset me that she was toying with Dan. I leaned in close to her face and whispered, “Dan is too nice to be played like a yo-yo.”

It was Ben, Dan’s older brother, who told us that Sarah was being treated for leukemia. How horrible was I for being rude to a cancer patient? I ran to find her. She wasn’t far from where Dan met her. Fortunately, there wasn’t much brush between the trees and you could see people easily.

I called her name. “Sarah, wait!”

She stopped and stared at me. “I’m sorry. Ben just told us about your treatment. If I had known, I wouldn’t have been so rude. Are you okay?”

She was still upset. There was a tear rolling down her cheek. “I’m okay. What you said to me hurt more. Dan didn’t know my leukemia had returned?”

“No. And Ben acted like he hadn’t known very long.”

“Are you and Dan dating?”

“No. We’ve only known each other for the summer break. My dad is a game warden, and we moved into his grandparents’ house. We’ve spent a lot of time together. We have a lot in common.”

“He’s one of the good guys. I should have told him about the leukemia before we broke up. I saw you and assumed he had moved on. For a moment, I guess I got jealous.”

I didn’t tell her about my feelings for Dan. There would be time for that later.

Ben’s voice came from behind me. “Sarah, are you okay?”

Before I walked back to the pontoon boat, I apologized again, and gave her a quick hug.

I was very familiar with dehydration and heat exhaustion from running track. I was convinced Dan was experiencing heat exhaustion. He had worked in the hot dusty hayfield all day on Saturday. The temperature was in the high nineties. Sunday afternoon we were outside at shooting sports practice. And today, we ran our fastest times in our cross-country practice and headed to the lake in the blistering sun. In hind-sight, I knew he had not consumed enough fluids. I rode the four-wheeler and took him water in the hayfield several times and encouraged him to drink more, but he was focused on completing the job. It caught up with him and he was paying a double price now.

First, he was an asshole, not for breaking up with Sarah, but for being blind to her health. And second, he was dehydrated, something that rest and fluids would fix. But I was seeing a different side of Dan. This side was a workaholic, like my dad. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Dad could get so focused on his cases, he would ignore me and Mom. I know he didn’t do it intentionally, but it still hurt. Was work more important than your wife and daughter? Was Dan going to be the same way?

He was in the lake, cooling off near the boat.

“Dan? How are you doing?” I called from the pontoon.

“I’m better,” he replied, moving the float toward the boat. The sun was setting and would quickly disappear behind the mountains in the west.

“It’s time to head home,” Ben yelled for everyone’s benefit. “Dan, do you want to drive the pontoon, or get the truck?”

One look at Dan told me he wasn’t ready for a rocking boat.

“I’ll go get the truck and meet you at the launch ramp.”

He and I walked to the truck. I really liked Dan, but I needed some time to sort things out. Twice he stopped to lean on a tree until he could steady himself. I finally grabbed his arm and slowed his pace down. We walked to the truck with me holding his arm.

The sun was setting and it would be dark when we got home. We still had chores to do. It would serve him right to let him do the chores by himself, or let Ben help him.

The launch ramp was wide enough for three trucks and trailers. I’d watched Ben and Dan driving trucks and pulling hay trailers around the farm and knew they were skilled at backing trucks and trailers. Our timing was good. No one was on the ramp, and Dan whipped the Green Machine, his truck, around and backed down the ramp, leaving plenty of room for others to back in.

He backed the trailer into the water, and we got out to winch the boat onto the trailer. Ben was fighting waves to get to the pontoon to the trailer. Someone in a thirty-six-foot Baja Outlaw was gunning his boat and making waves in the no-wake zone. No doubt showing off for the two girls in skimpy bikinis in his boat. People on the nearby docks were yelling at him to stop. He kept driving in circles and waving at people with his middle finger. His waves were rocking the boats tied to the docks and knocking people off their feet. I went fishing with Dad often. I knew the boating laws and regulations because he drilled them into my head. This guy was breaking the law, and he didn’t care.

There was always someone who couldn’t back up a trailer if they had an automatic pilot. It was the buddies of the show-off driver of the Baja. They drove a Hummer H3, with an empty forty-foot trailer behind for the Baja. The driver was either drunk or couldn’t back a trailer. Probably both. I looked around the truck when I heard yelling. The driver had almost jack-knifed his trailer right into Dan’s truck.

I ran up the ramp, waving my hands above my head, and yelled, “Whoa, whoa, stop, stop!”

I’ll call the first guy in the Hummer idiot number one. He jumped out of the passenger side, yelling at me, and stumbled to one knee and stood back up, continuing to yell and cuss. He was a small skinny guy wearing cut-off jeans and an unbuttoned shirt open to show his lack of chest hair.

“Hey, bitch. Get that piece of shit out of the way. We got a real boat to load up.”

The driver pulled up a few feet to try again. He hadn’t pulled up far enough. That was idiot number two in my book. He couldn’t back up a trailer. Dad had taught me to pull up as straight as I could before trying to back straight up.

“Stop. Stop.” I yelled again as the trailer headed in the same direction toward Dan’s truck.

I looked back at the pontoon, and I honestly thought Ben was swearing. Maybe he was praying, but only the good Lord knows which. The waves pushed the boat over two feet from where he needed to line up with the trailer, just missing the pontoon guide which doubled as a tail light holder.

I turned to find idiot number one just a few feet away. He grabbed his crotch and said to me, “You look pretty good sweetheart, why don’t you come home with me and big John and we’ll show you a fucking good time.”

I assumed he was calling his pecker big John. I slapped him. That’s when he really earned the name idiot number one. He laughed and reached out and touched my face. Dad had taught me how to fight and we still sparred often. This idiot would pay for touching me. I threw a straight right punch that bloodied his nose. Then I kicked him in the groin with a kick that would have made a football player proud.

I didn’t notice Dan running up the ramp to us. But he was there, holding the electric cattle prod from the back of his truck.

The guy was rolling on the launch ramp with one hand on his nose and the other on his crotch. He was wailing and cussing, “Am gone kit thu bish.” Which I interpreted as, “I’m going to kill you, bitch.”

Dan was standing two feet down-ramp from him. I was to his side, about three feet from him, in the martial arts fighting stance Dad had taught me. Dan had locked eyes with idiot number two. He was sixty feet away, leaning on the hood of the Hummer, with his arms crossed, holding a pistol loosely in his left hand.

“Stand back, my friend. It’s been a fair fight so far. Except Little John has had a half-case of beer to drink today, and your girlfriend here seems to be some kind of karate expert.”

Five things happened almost simultaneously, except one started it all. Little John, that’s what idiot number two called him, pulled a pistol from his waistband, and screamed, “Die, bitch.”

I hoped Little John didn’t live up to the title of idiot number one, and have a live round in the chamber of his pistol. Most southerners kept the chamber empty to avoid an accidental discharge. I kicked out with my right foot, hitting Little John’s hand and knocking the pistol free. Thank goodness it did not go off.

Dan stuck Little John with the cattle prod, lighting him up with about five thousand volts of electricity. It was enough to shake up a person, but not enough to hurt them. The typical taser produces ten times the voltage of a cattle prod, so the cattle prod just startles a person or a cow. Little John went back to rolling on the launch ramp and screaming, “Sh, sh, sh, shit!”

At least I think that’s what he was saying.

A siren and red and blue lights came rolling down the ramp in the form of a sheriff’s patrol. And the pistol that Little John’s buddy was holding magically disappeared.

We all stopped and watched as Sheriff Bull Tatum got out of his SUV. Dan introduced me once when he dropped by the farm to visit Mr. Brock, Dan’s dad. The sheriff was a large man. He was well over six feet tall, and two hundred pounds. He had a flattened nose that looked like it had been broken several times. Dad said the nickname Bull came from his high school days of playing football.

“Put the cattle prod down, Dan,” he said in a tired voice.

Dan put the cattle prod on the ground at his feet. Little John was coming around, but he did not get up.

“She attacked me, deputy. Beat the shit out of me. And her boyfriend electrocuted me with that cattle prod.”

Sheriff Tatum sighed. “It’s Sheriff, not deputy. And I watched the whole thing, Little John. She was trying to keep your cousin from backing into Dan’s truck. You’re under arrest for carrying a concealed weapon. And he shocked you with a cattle prod. Electrocution would have killed you.”

That confirmed it. Little John was an idiot.
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Dan

The sheriff and his family went to Dad’s church, our church. He had known me and Ben since we were adopted. I had been to his farm many times to help work cattle. I had never seen the Sheriff performing his job. In this position, he scared and intimidated me.

“I’ve got a permit to carry that,” Little John said when the sheriff asked about the pistol.

“Then I’ll add public intoxication and drunk and disorderly conduct. Get up and turn around.” The sheriff pulled the cuffs from his belt and headed toward Little John. Little John didn’t resist. He cuffed his hands behind his back, then walked over and picked up the pistol. He released the clip and put it into his pocket. Slowly, the sheriff turned away and slid the slide back and caught the cartridge that had been in the barrel. He was hiding the fact that the pistol had a round in the chamber from me and Angel.

“Are you Danny or Donny?” he asked, looking toward the Hummer.

“I’m Donny. Danny’s on the boat,” he said, pointing toward the lake.

“Why don’t you walk over here and join us? You’re not under arrest,” Sheriff Tatum said.

The sheriff looked at Angel. “Young lady, grab that cattle prod and go get in Dan’s truck.”

Angel did as she was told. Sheriff Tatum looked at me and grinned as Angel told Little John, “Hope you and Big John have fun in jail.”

“Bitch,” Little John spat at her.

When Donny got to the County SUV, the sheriff looked at me. “Dan, back their rig down the ramp so they can load their boat and get out of here.”

“Now wait a minute,” Donny argued.

Sheriff Tatum held his hand up. “He’ll have it backed up and we can all be out of here in ten minutes. I’ve seen this young man back a forty-foot gooseneck trailer a quarter mile down a muddy road. He won’t hurt your Hummer.”

I walked up the launch ramp to get to the driver’s side of the Hummer. For the first time, I saw a deputy sitting in his patrol vehicle with the barrel of a shotgun sticking out of his window.

Then I noticed the olive-green truck of Angel’s dad parked at an odd angle in the nearest parking lot. The barrel of a rifle just barely showed above the window opening of his door.

When I reached the front of the Hummer, there were no trucks with trailers waiting for us. My eyes followed the approach road around until I saw another deputy patrol car stopping traffic from approaching the ramp.

The hair stood up on my neck, and a cold sweat covered my body. Who were these guys?
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Dan

The Hummer was trashed. The back seat had women’s clothing strewn across it and a black sequined shoe caught my attention, making me think of Sarah. I would have to call her tomorrow. No. I needed to go see her. This conversation needed to be in person.

Backing the trailer up would have been easy, but the Hummer’s transmission was slipping. It was still simple work. In two minutes, the trailer was in water.

I got out of the Hummer and stood in knee deep water. The Baja was already on the trailer. I looked at the boat driver and understood why the sheriff asked Donny which one he was. These guys were identical twins, except the personalities were totally different.

Danny said, “Get the fuck away from my rig. I’ll get it from here.”

I turned and waded out of the water and walked back to my truck. Maybe it was the lake water, but another icy chill ran up my neck. Ben had finally gotten the pontoon boat onto our trailer. Angel was helping to winch it onto the trailer so we could pull up and tie it down.

Ben motioned for me to pull up and he and Angel would ride on the pontoon until I pulled over to tie it down.

I stopped twenty yards down the exit road and pulled over so other vehicles could pass, and we could tie the pontoon down to the trailer.

I had just gotten out of my truck when a deputy pulled up and rolled his window down. The air conditioning escaping his cruiser felt good on my face.

“Sheriff said y’all are to go straight home. The game warden will wait for y’all.”

“Yes sir,” I said as the window rolled up and he drove away.

Ben walked up to me. “What’s going on Dan?”

I shook my head as I heard a whippoorwill call from somewhere nearby. It was dark by now, but the temperature was still hot and I realized I wasn’t sweating.

“We have orders to go straight home. Officer Cotton is waiting for us.” Then I asked him, “Can you drive? I’m not up to it.”

We piled into the truck. Ben drove, Angel sat in the middle, and I was by the passenger window. I looked at Angel and her face was pale; her eyes were moist, and her mouth drooped in horror movie style.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She shook her head no. “He had a live round in the chamber. He could have killed me.”

“Probably not,” I said. “He probably shoots as well as his buddy backs up boat trailers. He could have hit my truck, though.”

She looked at me with mouth and eyes wide open in horror. Then the joke hit her and she grinned and started giggling. I started laughing with her.

“What?” Ben asked. “What’s the joke?”

I explained what had happened on the ramp. Then I asked a series of questions that stumped him and Angel.

“Have you ever seen Sheriff Tatum wear a bulletproof vest?”

“No.”

“Did you notice the deputy at the top of the ramp with his shotgun hanging out the window?”

“No,” he said, a little slower.

“Did you see Angel’s dad in the parking lot with his rifle pointing out of his truck window? Or the deputy that had traffic stopped a hundred yards from the launch ramp.”

Ben was getting pale as well. “No.”

“We were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sheriff Tatum may have saved our lives. Let’s find out what’s going on.”

We were at the four-way stop just outside of Heber Springs when Dad called and asked where we were.

“Just turned onto Wilburn Road and we are about to cross the river. We’re coming straight home,” I said.

“Park the truck and come to the house. You can unhook later. Okay?”

“Yes sir,” I answered.

“Something is up, Ben. Dad didn’t tell me he loved me.”

Ben looked at me, raised his eyebrows, and hit the gas. Ben rarely sped or broke any rules. If something was wrong with Dad, though, the rules didn’t matter.

It took us fifteen minutes to get home, but it seemed like an hour. Ben parked the truck and boat by the equipment shed where one of us would back it in later. Ben tried to hurry us to the house, but I wasn’t going fast and Angel stayed close to me. My head was still pounding, and I was feeling weak. I didn’t eat any pizza this afternoon.

Officer Cotton’s truck was in the drive, along with another deputy’s patrol car. We hurried through the garage and into the mudroom. Dad met us there with a sharp look on his face.

We walked into the living room to find Mom, Officer Cotton, Angel’s mom, and an older deputy I didn’t know already seated on the couches and chairs scattered around the room and facing the fireplace.

Angel started to give her dad a hug, but he held his hand up. “Y’all have a seat on the couch there.”

We sat on the couch with Angel between us.

It was Angel that broke the silence. “Dad, what’s going on? We didn’t start that stuff on the boat ramp.”

“We’ll talk about that in a minute. Dan, did you talk to Sarah Young this afternoon?”

I just nodded. I was getting a bad feeling because I had been rude to her and didn’t know what Angel said. Did she decide to file charges against Angel? But Angel apologized and didn’t touch her. Would she still do that? What did Ben say to her?

Ben spoke up then. “We all saw her.” Then he told them everything that had happened.

“When I found Angel and Sarah, they were apologizing and hugging each other.”

Ben hesitated for a few seconds. I’d had my head down, listening. My head was still pounding, but I glanced over at him. He took a deep breath. I glanced at Angel and saw a tear in the corner of her eye.

Ben continued, “I told Sarah I was sorry about everything that happened. She accepted the blame and said she had handled the breakup with Dan badly. She expected Dan to be resistant to breaking up, but he wasn’t. Sarah didn’t want him to feel obligated to support her through her trips back and forth to Memphis, so she didn’t argue about breaking up.”

“She got angry when she saw Angel. She didn’t blame Angel for being rude, and said what hurt was Angel telling her Dan wasn’t a yo-yo to be played with.”

I looked at Angel. The tear rolled down her cheek.

Ben said, “I held her hand and prayed with her. Then I gave her a hug before she headed back to her car.”

“So, you were the last one to see her?” Officer Cotton asked.

Ben nodded. “The last of us three.”

I realized what was happening then. “Is she okay?”

“Her mother hasn’t seen her since she left home to go talk to you,” Officer Cotton answered. “Her car was still at Dam Site Park. But there is no sign of her.”

My head was really pounding now. I reached for my back pocket to get my iPhone. “I can track her phone with mine.” She lost her phone once before and we found it using mine.

“We’ve already found her phone,” the deputy said, speaking for the first time.

I tried to recall the conversation we had when we broke up. I wanted to remember her exact words and mine. Too much was running through my head. Was she okay? Then I remembered the Hummer.

“There was a black sequined shoe, just like hers, in the back seat of the Hummer.” I was shaking and my voice was cracking. Angel reached over and grabbed my hand.

She asked, “Who were those idiots on the ramp tonight, Dad?”

He sighed. “That was Danny and Donny Ray, and their cousin Little John Johnson.”

“Can’t you stop them and search their Hummer?” Angel asked.

“We need a search warrant to check their vehicle,” he replied.

Angel let go of my hand. “No, you don’t. They were on the lake. They had guns. All you need is probable cause, and Dan just gave it to you.” Game Wardens don’t need search warrants to search for suspected hunting violations.

Her dad looked sick. “I can’t get close to them. I have a case pending against Danny that will put him away for twenty years. But he has also got a restraining order against me. I’m not supposed to get within a hundred yards of the twins.” He shook his head and added
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