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Foreword


      

      Wendy Young

      I’ve always thought that if I wrote about our experiences from 2010, I would title the book Come Hell or High Water.

      As river guides we lived for high water. We combed weather forecasts and snowpack reports as soon as the season ended each year, hoping that the next would see numbers well over 100 percent!

      High-water years are the stuff of legend. Massive waves, gnarly holes, and extreme eddies. Rowing big water is a thrilling, adrenaline-pumping experience laced with sheer terror. There is nothing like it.

      And that’s how our lives went in 2010. It was epic. Incredible things happened; our lives were forever changed, both by a huge outpouring of good and by some crazy rough bad. It was filled with a whole lot of high water and a wee bit of hell.
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      There are so many who stepped up and went beyond during our time of need. Gratitude needs to be cultivated and has an extremely positive effect on our vibrational frequency. I declare:

      Our Father and His Son.

      Wendy, Stryder, Jayde, and Jaeger.

      Our Moms and Dads.

      Our extended family, whom we love through thick and thin.

      Kim, Lindsey, Austin, and Gary. You know!

      Thurl Bailey, Robert Patrick, and Howard White.

      Jeremy Johnson, who flew his own helicopter during the initial search.

      Friends and neighbors who were near and far and the new friends we’ve gained through this experience.

      Those who cared and prayed for us on our behalf. It worked!

      Those who organized and attended the benefit fundraiser and other financial efforts on our behalf.

      Those who donated blood to my name.

      Those around the world who touched our lives for the better.

      Lance and his family.

      The first responders who answered the call hastily that night and in the following days, named by agency: Department of Natural Resources Utah State Parks; Utah Division of Wildlife Resources; Forestry, Fire and State Lands; Utah Highway Patrol/Special Emergency Response Team (SERT)/K-9; Department of Public Safety’s Star 7 Helicopter Unit; Price Dispatch; Utah Attorney General’s Office; Grand County Sheriff’s Office; Grand County Dispatch; Grand County Emergency Medical Services; Grand County Search and Rescue; Moab City Police Department; Moab Fire Department; San Juan County Sheriff’s Office and Emergency Management Team; National Park Service from Canyonlands and Arches; Weber County Sheriff’s Office; Carbon County Sheriff’s Office and Special Weapons and Tactics Team; Utah County Sheriff’s Office Special Weapons and Tactics Team; Adult Probation and Parole; Statewide and Information Analysis Center; Federal Bureau of Investigation; Homeland Security; and the Utah Governor’s Office.

      To the hospital employees—clerks, janitors, nurses, doctors—at both Allen Memorial and St. Mary’s Regional Hospital.

      To those who still do good in the world, the peacemakers. And to those who haven’t been or aren’t yet—you’re one step away.

      To those I’ve forgotten, please forgive me. Thank you!

      And finally, to all those who have passed away. Our heads are bowed. We will meet again!

    

  
    
      
        
Introduction


        “Only Mostly Dead”

      

      It happens less frequently as the years roll past, but it still happens. I will stop to help someone in the backcountry of southeastern Utah or pull them over to issue a citation. They’ll look at my face for a couple extra beats or notice my name tag, and I’ll see in their eyes a flicker of recognition.

      Next comes the question, “Are you that guy?” and I will smile and answer, “Yep. I’m that guy.” And even if I’m writing them up for speeding or illegal off-roading, the contact takes a friendly turn. Folks ask how I’m doing, and I tell them “Fine” and thank them for asking.

      I feel obligated, at that point, to share some details, to recount a miracle or two from the night I should have died but lived.

      They drive away with a ticket and a story and, I hope, a bit of inspiration.

      I am asked a different question every so often, and the answer is no: I’ll never get used to the vistas in this strange and wondrous part of the planet—the red rock and burnt cliffs and canyonlands around my adopted home of Moab, Utah. It doesn’t get old.

      I am drawn more powerfully still to the river that carved those canyons: The river that brought my wife and me together as members of the same thrill-seeking tribe, that gave me an income first as a whitewater guide and then as a specialized ranger with the Utah Division of Parks and Recreation.

      The river that delivers us to remote and harshly beautiful country, forbidding and unreachable by road, and that gives us solitude and space for reflection and—though less frequently these days—the adrenaline rush of the rapids as we whoop and holler, our throats crowded with joy and just a bit of fear.

      The river that rolled mutely past on the night I lay dying a few hundred feet from the water’s edge, looking up at the man who’d just fired fifteen rounds at me from his Glock semiautomatic handgun, nine of those .40-caliber bullets striking me—ten if you include the slug that pierced my wallet, tucked in the right-front cargo pocket of my uniform pants.

      I was on my back in the dirt of the parking lot at the Poison Spider Mesa trailhead, with no other humans around for miles. I was waiting for the bad guy to finish me off, but he turned away instead, walking back toward his car. In his mind, I think, I was already dead.

      It would’ve been fine by me to avoid that hail of bullets—to mark out the rest of my days blissfully ignorant of how I might handle the adversity of being shot repeatedly and left for dead by a stranger I’d just offered to help.

      You wouldn’t be reading this book if I hadn’t crossed paths with Lance Leeroy Arellano on November 19, 2010. And I wouldn’t be walking around with a slug lodged in my spine and another in my hip, another in the lower lobe of my left lung, and still another butting up against the left ventricle of my heart. I wouldn’t be missing four feet of small intestine and three feet of my colon (leaving me with, as friends have noted, a semicolon).

      As it turns out, I had no choice in the matter. I did, however, have the agency to choose how I would respond to that attack. And here, just over five hundred words into this book, we arrive at one of its core messages. Sure, I’ll write a lot about steely-eyed surgeons and heroic EMTs and what a straight-up badass my wife is. But the lesson I most want to get across is that all of us are born with this superpower: the ability to choose the way we respond to our circumstances—to adversity.

      I could have let go, my lifeblood seeping into the loose gravel of that parking lot. I could have given up the ghost and shuffled to the next realm—to what awaits us at the end of this life.

      Or I could fight back.

      I now think of that ambush not as something that happened to me but as something that happened for me. Arellano was the forty-year-old who shot me in the back after I offered to help him, then kept shooting until he ran out of bullets. He was also my teacher, underscoring for me the value and importance of training—of practicing, drilling, creating motor memory, respecting and embracing the process, whatever your process may be.

      I was an unlikely law enforcement officer, but I took my training seriously. And it was that training that kept me alive long enough to give others—the gallery of guardian angels you’ll meet soon enough—the chance to bring their training to bear, which ended up saving my life.

      It wasn’t his intention, but Arellano also ended up highlighting, for me and others, the importance—the primacy—of the bonds we share with those in our families and communities. I’ve tried to find a less saccharine way to say that. But it’s true. When I was bleeding out on the ground, vision narrowing, consciousness fading, what flashed in my mind’s eye were images of my wife and our three children. I needed to get back to them. That’s the imperative that jump-started me—gave me the strength, the will, the chi to start crawling toward my truck, toward the radio that was my sole link to the outside world.

      While a lot of Utah is culturally monolithic, Moab is an eclectic outlier. Unlike most cities in this ruby-red state, liberals outnumber conservatives (although it’s close). Latter-day Saints (LDS) like me make up just under half of Utah’s population but less than 30 percent of Moab’s. Old families who’ve been here since the uranium boom of the 1950s are neighbors with more recent arrivals—arrivistes buying second homes, driving up the price of real estate, and earning the enmity of that former group. You’ve got the law enforcement community and the river-guiding community. There are the churchgoers—Protestants, Catholics, Baptists, Episcopalians, and so on in addition to the Latter-day Saints. And there are those for whom the trails and open sky and rock formations are church enough.

      “There are a lot of lines drawn in town, a lot of butting heads and groups fighting for this, fighting for that,” my friend Merrill Hugentobler once noted. “When this happened,” he recalled, referring to the night I got shot, “all that melted away, and it was time to help out Brody and his family.”

      Not long after I was ambushed, doctors put me in a reversible—a.k.a. “medically induced”—coma that lasted three and a half weeks. Emerging from that deep sleep, I couldn’t help but flash back, repeatedly, obsessively, to the attack. I was gripped by an intense, oppressive fear, an anxiety I couldn’t escape. During my night terrors in the ICU, I would shout at the specter of a gunman in my mind, thinking I was awakening and unnerving my fellow patients. I was alone in my room.

      But I found relief in forgiveness. Lying in a hospital bed, tubes sprouting from me, machines humming and beeping all around, I set vengeance aside. I forgave the man who tried to kill me. I couldn’t hate anyone right then. I didn’t have the bandwidth. It takes a lot of energy to hate! As soon as I made that conscious decision, I felt a weight lifted, an opening inside. I’d set down a burden, in the process expanding my capacity to heal and experience joy and reclaim my life.

      All that sprung from an act of forgiveness.

      As I shared with a journalist in 2023, “Lance and I are going to meet again, and it’s going to be like water under the bridge. It’s not even going to matter. He was going through a bad patch, and I ended up in his crosshairs. I forgive him completely. That’s truly how I feel.”

      What follows is the story of how I survived that attack and what the experience taught me about the value of family and friendships, the power of forgiveness, and the importance of training and trusting your gut. And fighting back.

      One of the many doctors I worked with was Robert J. McLaughlin, MD, an occupational medicine physician in Grand Junction, Colorado. He’s a guy you go see when you’ve been injured on the job. Because a big part of his practice is helping patients get back to work, Dr. McLaughlin draws them out on their careers, their families, their relationships. He’s a good listener, conversationalist, and storyteller. And he’s from New Jersey, which gives him a certain novelty out here in the American West—more so because he embodies a stereotype about folks from back East. He speaks with what I assume is a Jersey accent. And there’s a bluntness to him that I find refreshing.

      The first time I met him, he motioned to some MRI images of all the new projectiles and fragments in my body. “Why aren’t you dead?” he said in the same tone he might have used to ask why I’d chosen chips instead of fries with my BLT. “I can’t believe you’re not dead.” When McLaughlin gets on a roll, he tends to talk faster and sounds like Billy Crystal’s Miracle Max in The Princess Bride when he tells Inigo Montoya (Mandy Patinkin), “It just so happens that your friend is only mostly dead. There’s a big difference between mostly dead and all dead. Mostly dead is slightly alive.”

      One morning during my convalescence, McLaughlin told me the story of a patient from early in his medical career. He was interning at a hospital in Philadelphia, sitting across from an elderly gentleman who had a kind of aura about him. “I get this patient, this older guy. I’d just met him, but I kept looking at him. Not sure why. And he says, ‘Yep, I’m supposed to be dead.’” Twenty years earlier, the man had been diagnosed with some malign, aggressive cancer and told he had only months to live. When McLaughlin asked how he’d cheated death, the man told him, “I just decided, I’m not gonna die. Ain’t goin’. Not my time.”

      At the time, McLaughlin was just out of medical school, his mind steeped in the physiology and pathology of the human body—“at my rational, scientific peak,” he says. He shares the story of that defiant old cancer survivor to remind patients and himself “that every day, a doctor somewhere is saying to someone, ‘You’ve only got a few months to live’—and we’re totally wrong. It’s rare. But we’re wrong.” Not all medical outcomes can be explained by science. “So there’s something else,” he concludes.

      I’ll spend time in these pages exploring that mysterious space and the string of inexplicable events that came together to keep me alive. I’ll recount the outpouring of generosity and kindness that followed. Nine Miracles is a reference to the number of bullets that hit me. And one of those miracles must surely be how a single act of evil resulted in so much good.

      “I’m Afraid He Would Try to Injure You Guys”

      The following is an excerpt from an interview with Lance Arellano’s mother, conducted by detectives from the Grand County Sheriff’s Office a day after the shooting. She declined our overtures to speak with her. To grant her some measure of privacy, we will not use her name.

      
        Detective: Tell me honestly, do you like cops?

        Lance’s mother: A few. I was married to a [redacted] cop . . . in Salt Lake County.

        Det.: So I take that as a no? Or will you give us a fair chance?

        LM: I’ll give you a fair chance because I want to help my boy. If you get him cornered, you better call [one of his] friends to try to talk him out. ’Cause I don’t think he’ll believe any of the cops. He hasn’t had a very good experience.

        Det.: How old is your son, exactly?

        LM: He’s forty years old.

        Det.: He’s a person of interest in this thing. We have his car; we have some personal effects in the car that say he was in the car. And everything adds up, but we haven’t seen him. And we can’t call him a suspect until we verify that that was him at the scene.

        If it is your son, he’s out in some pretty rough country in some extreme conditions, and he’s ill-equipped.

        LM: If you find him, you’re gonna need his friend to talk him out.

        Det.: What would he [Lance] do?

        LM: I’m afraid he would try to injure you guys.

        Det.: Why?

        LM: Because he wouldn’t believe you.

      

    

  
    
      
        
Chapter 1


        The Dance with Danger

      

      When I was eleven, our family moved from West Valley City, Utah, to a house on the outskirts of Mesa, Arizona, not far from the smaller city of Apache Junction, with the stark crags of the Superstition Mountains looming farther to the east.

      This high desert country was markedly different from the landscape we’d left—so dramatic it was as if I’d stepped into a Hollywood western. I was quite taken with it, just as I was highly interested in the BB gun owned by one of my new friends. After I asked him a few times, he let me borrow it, and that led to one of the more painful lessons of my young life.

      So armed, I ventured into some open space and saw lizards and a few rabbits. But they were wary and quick, and I was no danger to them.

      Suddenly I spied a hummingbird hovering between two bushes. I didn’t think; I just took aim. In the fraction of a second before I pulled the trigger, the bird turned its head and looked right at me. Stared into my soul. And what did I do? I closed my eyes and shot. I heard a POW—BB guns are louder than you think—then a soft thud. Looking down, I saw the lifeless bird, and my heart sank.

      I’d never hurt or killed another creature, and now I was suffused with sadness and sharp regret. Nobody was around, so I actually got down on my knees and prayed over the hummingbird, then tried prodding it back to life. I even tried little chest compressions, avian CPR, to no avail.

      With my hands I excavated a shallow grave for the bird, then buried it. I returned the BB gun to my friend’s house and never fired it again. I circled back to the gravesite the next day, and the hummingbird was gone. I held out fleeting hope that it had somehow sprung back to life and flown away. But even at that tender age, I knew better in my heart of hearts. Some coyote had dug it up and wolfed it down. It made me inexpressibly sad.

      I did shoot some slingshots thereafter, but never at a living target. I never wanted to take a life again. Any life. I didn’t own a gun until I became a state ranger.

      I was born in Idaho, the eldest of the four children of Bruce and Jody Young. At the time, my parents were working as caretakers on the farm of an older couple. I have three younger sisters: Heather, Katie, and Jamie. I kept waiting for Mom to give me a little brother, but he never arrived. So I spent a lot of time pleading with my sisters to throw a ball around with me.

      We moved to Utah and then to Arizona in hopes that the warm, dry climate would benefit Mom, who was chronically ill for almost as long as I can remember. Mom passed away in 2000 at the age of forty-seven, a few months after Wendy and I married. She had lupus and spent much of her final decade tethered to a dialysis machine. She was a beautiful, kind soul, and we’re grateful she lived to see our wedding.

      I was around five when doctors figured out what was making my mom so sick. Lupus turns the body’s immune system on itself, tricking it into attacking its own tissues and organs. By the time I was seven, Mom had fallen gravely ill. Her hair was falling out in the sink in clumps. We were searching for any kind of treatment for her, and someone told us about a healer named Iohanni Wolfgramm.

      A native of Tonga, Wolfgramm had served the church as a labor missionary, building chapels in the islands before immigrating to Utah in 1965. A high priest in his Salt Lake City ward, he was well known for saving the life of his three-year-old daughter after she was run over by a Jeep.

      It was quite a test to believe this man had such a gift—that he’d brought his little girl back from the dead. My father took that leap of faith, desperate like the rest of us for someone to help my mother.

      And Wolfgramm did. Almost immediately after he anointed my mom with oil, prayed over her, and gave her his priestly blessing, her lupus went into remission. For months, my mom improved. Her suffering abated. And even though that improvement turned out to be temporary, in the long run, our family has always regarded that event as a miracle. As a young boy I held this belief, stored in a lockbox deep in my heart, that miracles do happen. As a grown man, I owe my life to them.

      But the time came, a few years later, when Mom’s kidneys had basically shut down. Her reprieve this time was a miracle of science. She was the recipient of a kidney, donated by her brother, David Clark—one of the earliest successful transplants. Mom and David even made the news. We were very hopeful.

      But after about five years, the donated organ gave up the ghost. Eventually she qualified for a second transplant. But as Mom was being prepped in the operating room—doctors had actually opened her up and were prepared to begin the transplant—they discovered that the replacement kidney was damaged. Incredibly, due to some miscommunication, it had begun to decompose. The operation was called off. Mom had to recover without a new kidney. But she never could get healthy enough after that disaster to get back on the waiting list.

      My mother was a straight-up warrior. But her chronic disease and long slide into infirmity, coupled with our inability to arrest it, to give her relief, to rescue her—all that cast a shadow over our childhoods. I dealt with it by getting out. From early boyhood, I felt a strong pull to be outdoors, and not just because we lived in a beautiful part of the world: the Oquirrh Mountains to the northwest and the Wasatch Range rising dramatically to the northeast, so stunning with the morning sun filtering through that those purple mountains might as well have been conjured by a CGI specialist.

      The outdoors gave me a refuge, an escape from the heaviness of our home life. I would take our dog Rambo and camp alone in the nearby canyons. When I got older, I’d head south with friends for spring break to play in the San Rafael Swell, mountain biking, hiking, canyoneering, and free-climbing (no ropes.)

      I found release and relief in the outdoors. I never looked for that escape in beer or whiskey or weed. Yes, I abide by the rules of our church forbidding recreational drugs and alcohol. But I’m not really tempted to smoke or drink, so it doesn’t feel like much of a sacrifice. I’m not looking to blunt reality; I’m trying to see it more clearly.

      Which is not to say I adhered strictly to the law in my younger days. Starting around the time I was eleven, if no one else was home, I might grab the car keys and drive our family’s Volkswagen hatchback through the neighborhood. I never invited any friends to ride shotgun. That would have been irresponsible.

      There’s always been a magnet in me drawing me toward danger. I like adrenaline, and I am drawn to people who like adrenaline. Such as my wife. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      On a class trip to Moab when I was in high school, a group of us hiked up to the Gemini Bridges, a pair of two-hundred-foot-long side-by-side bridge-like arches caused by years and years of water and wind erosion that has worn a crack or gap between those spans ranging from six to ten feet—like the Moon Door in that high castle in Game of Thrones.

      For as long as that aperture has existed, it has called out this challenge to foolhardy visitors: You can make it—no problem! With a running start, they plant and leap and soar across the hole in the rock, landing safely on the far side and wondering, after the adrenaline abates, What the hell was I thinking? Once in a great while, a brash, confident person makes a misstep—slips or misjudges the distance—and doesn’t quite make it to the far side, instead plunging two hundred feet to the rocks below.

      In my group, I was the first to take that leap. What can I say? I was sixteen; my prefrontal cortex was not fully formed. I liked the lure of danger, that feeling of living on the edge. That rush, that dance with danger, is like a drug in its own right. Back then, that kind of risk-taking behavior made me feel completely alive. These days, with teenagers of my own, it’s out of the question. Dear reader, do not take that leap, I implore you. It’s not worth it.

      My friends and I were also partial, in our teens, to homemade incendiaries such as dry-ice bombs. Put a little dry ice in a Gatorade bottle, add water, twist the cap back on, and you have eight to ten seconds before that blows. It’s like a DIY M-80. We never blew up mailboxes or damaged property. It was enough for us to detonate a bomb on a quiet street around 8 or 9 p.m., watch the porch lights go on across the neighborhood, and haul ass on our bikes before the cops arrived.

      To mix things up, my buddies and I would find some empty parking lot or school playground, put on thick gloves, squirt a bunch of lighter fluid on some tennis balls, and then engage in—well, they were firefights, weren’t they? It was an unwritten rule that you never aimed a flaming Dunlop at someone’s head. Sometimes when one of those tennis balls would hit one of us, it would splash a little lighter fluid on our jeans or sweatshirts, and for a few seconds, we might technically be on fire. That’s when I learned the expression “stop, drop, and roll.”

      Another time in my preteens, a friend and I gathered under the back deck of his house, where we put some gunpowder in one-half of those plastic containers that held either a large gumball or a mini–NFL helmet in the quarter machines that seemed to be at the entrance of every grocery store in the Salt Lake Valley. We would then squeeze some modeling airplane glue on top of it and apply a lit match. We both were standing over it, looking down, when it went kaboom. I lost my eyebrows and nose hairs that afternoon. It was not a good look or smell.

      Years later, while taking a polygraph test to become a state ranger, I was informed by one of the officers administering the test that making a dry-ice bomb is a second-degree felony in Utah. “I did not know that,” I replied. That was no excuse, but it was the truth, as they were able to ascertain in real time. I was hired despite my dodgy history with dry-ice munitions and other incendiaries.

      Another refuge for me as an adolescent was music. After almost two years in Arizona, we’d moved back to Utah halfway through my seventh-grade year. Moving in the middle of the school year can be rough. But one of my classes in my new middle school made the transition a lot easier—I liked it that much.

      English lit? Pre-algebra? Nope. I’m talking about the percussion class I enrolled in. For a young adolescent boy, banging on something in the middle of each day was highly therapeutic. As it happened, that class led me to the welcoming, wonderful David Fullmer, who taught me at Provo’s Timpview High School, so named for Mount Timpanogos, the daunting and glacier-hewn 11,752-foot massif looming over it. Mr. Fullmer decided I had the makings of a good drummer. I had rhythm skills—I had the beat!—and I ascended through the ranks to what Mr. Fullmer called “Drum Leader.” I drummed all four years in high school and gained drummer friends for life.

      I don’t play drums anymore, other than to tenderize meat or treat the steering wheel of my truck as a kind of tom-tom while I crank 1970s and ’80s vintage rock. As it turns out everything gives off a frequency, and you can drum on almost any surface. I’m always looking for a good beat. I wasn’t surprised to read in a recent issue of Modern Drummer magazine that, according to a study conducted in Sweden, drummers who can easily keep rhythm tend to have better problem-solving skills. That article also referred to a second study, conducted by an Oxford psychologist, that announced that drummers “typically have higher pain thresholds than non-drummers.” Sounds about right.

      It’s traditional for high school students who are LDS to take an hour out of each day for a “seminary” period. Those classes, devoted to scripture and spirituality, typically take place in a building that’s near the school but not part of it. Kids who aren’t members of the church are welcome, but they aren’t expected to be there and are free to take an accredited class during that time.

      I had a really good seminary instructor named Damon Bolli, an ex-army soldier who was jacked—the guy looked like he spent half the day knocking out push-ups—and had a knack for making the lessons of the gospel accessible and helping us apply them in our daily lives.

      Thanks in part to him, in my police work and life in general, I look hard to see the best in people. If they’re having an off day—whether leaning on their horn in the Walmart Supercenter parking lot or climbing in the backcountry—I’ll make a conscious effort to see the person behind the incorrect action. Just because I’m in a position of authority does not mean I have to act all, you know, authoritative, like Bill Belichick or the Borg in Star Trek. I want to be approachable. I want people to trust the person behind the badge.

      I practice what I like to describe as “optimistic policing.” Are people going to break the law and then lie to us? Why, yes, they are—quite frequently! Even as I’m citing or arresting them, however, I am trying to look past their misdeeds and malfeasance to see their potential and not reduce them to just their actions in that moment. Damon, the ex-military spiritual sage, helped me see the world that way.

      Another value Damon imparted was humility, a tool I found useful to keep my ego in check after beating him in an Eskimo stick pull in front of the entire seminary class. It’s a contest of strength and balance where you try to pull your opponent off the ground using a broomstick and leverage.

      While I did not go to college right out of high school, a few of my band friends enrolled at Brigham Young University (BYU), which has its main campus in Provo. They encouraged me to try out for drumline in the Cougar Marching Band that fall. To my surprise, I made the cut—despite not being enrolled as a student. To play, the leaders told me, I would have to take a class. I enrolled in a religion class based on the New Testament with a little money in my pocket, and BYU paid for it.

      I spent that fall playing snare drum at Cougar football games. The team had a strong season, winning ten games—including a shock-the-world upset of Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana. My band friends and I also got to rock out at the Copper Bowl in Tucson, where our guys rolled Oklahoma 31–6.

      At that point, I was ready for the next season in my life. Completing a two-year mission is often described as a rite of passage for a young Latter-day Saint. As a nineteen-year-old in 1995, I was ready to embark on that quest. The church had over four hundred missions headquartered around the world. I personally was down to do some proselytizing in a warm-weather climate—Jamaica, perhaps, or Tahiti. Instead, the church sent me to Missouri.

      “He Usually Hurt the Other Guy”

      
        Detective: What about his skill with a firearm; did he shoot a lot?

        Lance’s mother: He did. He loved to go practice.

        Det.: Where did he shoot at?

        LM: Up in the hills.

        Det.: Did he go through a lot of ammo?

        LM: Some days he did; some days he wouldn’t.

        Det.: How about the rifle? Was he good with the rifle?

        LM: Yeah, I think so. He didn’t practice as much [with the rifle]. He wanted to be more skilled with the handguns.

        Det.: Did he hunt?

        LM: No. He doesn’t like the sight of blood. And he doesn’t like killing animals.

        Det.: [So he’s] not a violent person, then? He ever been in any fights?

        LM: Oh yeah, he loved to . . .

        Det.: Liked to fight? How’s that not a violent person? [Laughs]

        LM: A violent person to me is someone that just goes and picks a fight.

        Det.: So, um, where was he fighting at? Did he hang out in bars?

        LM: Mostly just parties, out in the country.

        Det.: Did he ever get hurt?

        LM: No, he usually hurt the other guy.

        . . .

        Det.: Has he ever been violent toward you?

        LM: Verbally.

        Det.: Where’s his father at?

        LM: Salt Lake.

        Det.: Did his father abuse him?

        LM: No. It was his stepdad.

        Det.: Was it physical or mental?

        LM: Both.

        Det.: Sexual abuse?

        LM: No, physical.

        Det.: How old was Lance when this was occurring?

        LM: Started when he was thirteen.

      

    

  
    
      
        
Chapter 2


        Run at the Fear

      

      The proper name for my assignment was the Missouri Independence Mission, though that proved to be a bit of a misnomer. I actually spent more time in Kansas.

      Most full-time Latter-day Saint missionaries are single young men and women in their late teens and early twenties. It’s also a popular option for empty-nesting older couples who no longer have kids at home.

      Then as now, the primary purpose of our mission was to help convert new members to the church by sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ. We would attach our black name tags to our starched-white shirts and go knocking on doors, passing out pamphlets and copies of the Bible and the Book of Mormon. More recently, church leaders have acknowledged that door-to-door proselytizing isn’t the most efficient way to find new Latter-day Saints.

      We also had other forms of outreach. When we asked people if they needed help—if there was anything we could do for them—we meant it literally. Unconditional, no-strings-attached service was, and remains, an important element of every mission. That’s how we end up weeding, raking leaves, cleaning garages, helping folks move, volunteering at soup kitchens, and working with the unhoused or addicts. Maybe, during our interaction, we would make an impression or get someone to reflect on how they were living their lives. Perhaps we planted a seed.

      My mission was a great adventure and also the hardest thing I’d ever done up to that point in my life—the opposite of a vacation. We had strict schedules and curfews. To keep our focus on the mission, we were instructed to avoid “worldly entertainment,” such as TV or movies. We were allowed to call home twice a year: on Christmas and Mother’s Day. (Today’s missionaries are permitted weekly calls to family back home.)

      We dealt with a lot of rejection, not all of it polite. But the experience was also deeply fulfilling and transformative. And surprising.

      I can’t remember who told us we absolutely had to dine at Gates BBQ in Kansas City, Missouri. But whoever it was, that person had an excellent sense of humor, as I was about to learn.
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