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Prologue
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It is late Fall, and the chill of winter has already set in. This chill seems to seep within Emmitt’s soul as he listens to the sounds around him. In a distant corridor, an alarm buzzes, and the metallic opening of a door clangs and echoes off the concrete walls. 

“Prisoner entering!” 

Shifting uncomfortably in a faded plastic seat, Emmitt stares through the plexiglass window serving as a barrier between himself and another world.  Others sat here before him, and others will sit here after him. He offers up a silent prayer for mercy and healing, for the strangers who will occupy this seat, and for the ones they love. 

Another door slams shut, and Emmitt looks up. His daughter, Lindsay Jane, enters. Though her blonde hair appears disheveled, she looks better than the last time he saw her. Her blue eyes, once veiny, are clear. Her skin appears to sag where it should be taut and youthful, especially for a twenty-two-year-old like herself. He wants to embrace his daughter and heal her unseen wounds – years of neglect on his part and years of addiction on her part. Many times, he tried but failed to keep her from the same path he walked.

Sighing heavily, she sits. They smile weakly at each other and pick up their receivers.

“Hey, daddy,” Lindsay says.

“Hey, princess,” he whimpers as he chokes back tears.

They share a moment of silence. As with such moments, they both think the same thing: How the hell did we get to this point? 
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Chapter One


January 30, 1994
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Machinery buzzes with life, and Emmitt Wasson still beams with pride at his daughter Lindsay Jane’s baptism early that morning. He would’ve stayed for the potluck afterward, but work called needing volunteers for overtime. With a few months on the job and in desperate need of extra income and experience, Emmitt jumped at the opportunity. 

Tonight, he oversees the conveyor belt where he monitors cases of soda boxed and tied upon shipping pallets. 

A great hand clasps Emmitt on the shoulder. The bass of the bearded giant, Leo Andreadis, booms above the noise. 

“Congratulations, my friend!”

Catching sourness in Leo’s breath, Emmitt turns his attention back to the conveyor. 

Leo rests an arm on the safety railing. “I would’ve stuck around after your daughter’s baptism, but something came up.” 

“I appreciate you coming,” Emmitt says. “So, you’re a member at St. Andrews?” 

“Not exactly,” Leo says. “But I take my son when he’s in town.”

“Oh, okay.” Emmitt turns his full attention on Leo. “How old is your son?”

Leo averts his eyes. “Troy, my son is three.” 

Emmitt swallows. “How are you and his mother?” 

“Divorced,” Leo says in barely a whisper.

As Emmitt forms a question, a sudden crash comes from the conveyor belt. Leo slams down the emergency button, bringing the warehouse and the conversation to a halt.  

“Looks like we’ve got a mess to clean up,” Leo says. He turns, and Emmitt follows him off the platform. Once on the warehouse floor, they find exploded bottles and pools of soda surrounding the pallet lift.

“Let’s start here,” Leo says. “I’ll go find a pail and a mop while you clean up some of those bottles.” 

While Leo runs off, Emmitt climbs beneath the pallet lift and begins to clear away some of the debris. While there, the convey clangs to life, and the lift begins to drop. 

Emmitt pivots, calling out. “Shut that off!”

With little room between himself and the moving machinery parts, he dashes for safety. As he ducks, he slips. The weight of the lift bears down upon him. For a flashing moment, scenes from the morning’s baptismal service come to mind. 

His wife, Maggie, hold their baby Lindsay Jane in her arms. Emmitt makes the sign of the cross on the baby’s forehead. Father Klein is claiming their daughter for Christ. Emmitt is vowing to raise her in the faith. 

Emmitt grits his teeth. “Get this fucking thing off me!” 

Footsteps clamor down the metal planks. 

“Holy shit, Em!” Leo calls. “Hold tight, my friend.” Leo clamors up the steps, calling “Joe!” 

“Hey, who turned the machinery off?” Joe shouts.

“Forget about that,” Emmitt blurts. “I’m caught under the lift!”

Wide-eyed, Joe appears. “Leo’s called for help... but... 

When Joe’s voice trails off, Emmitt attempts to catch a glimpse of the damage. He gives up as he cries out in pain. 

Joe kneels. “Emmitt, just sit tight and don’t move.”

“Easy for you to say,” Emmitt says. “Didn’t you see the safety lock?”

“It wasn’t on, so —”

“He’s down here,” Leo calls out, cutting Joe’s explanation short. 

* * *
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ONCE AT THE HOSPITAL, the doctor immediately sees Emmitt and orders an X-Ray and an MRI.  When Maggie and family friends Frank and Daniella arrive, they wait to hear Emmitt’s condition. The doctor assures them Emmitt will indeed walk again. But he will always limp and experience some pain, which he will be able to manage through medication.

When the doctor leaves, Maggie gives Emmitt a weak smile. She cradles baby Lindsay Jane, who sleeps soundly in her arms.

“We’re going to be okay,” Maggie whispers.

Emmitt nods and refuses to voice his dismay and anger at his coworkers’ carelessness.

“Emmitt, we’re here for you,” says Frank, placing an arm around Daniella. “We’re here for you, Maggie, and Lindsay, just like we were here for you through A.A.”

“Thanks, Frank,” Emmitt says. Before he can recall those dark, painful years prior to his marriage, Emmitt squelches the thoughts.

He can’t help but think about his predicament. Over the years, he has never sustained any severe injuries, not even during his active duty overseas in combat zones. Not once has he been shot or suffered from paralysis. But now, with both legs crushed and moments before surgery, Emmitt lies silent in his hospital bed. He holds a stoic expression as he casts a shadowy accusation upon the only man who could have screwed this up — Leo Andreadis.
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Chapter Two


August 15, 1994
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“You are going to work,” Maggie states firmly. Emmitt hangs up the phone.

It is mid-August. The couple sits in the living room. Emmitt still holds the phone in his lap.

“Babe,” Emmitt says as he stands and winces. He flexes one leg and another. “I shouldn’t have to. The lawyer said we’ll get two-hundred-and-fifty grand! And that’s after the court and medical fees. So, with this money coming in—”

“It wasn’t a question,” Maggie interrupts. “That money will run out. And, you know yourself. You’ll grow restless, and I’ll get annoyed with you around all the time with nothing to do.”

Emmitt, knowing that she speaks the truth, frowns and nods as he reaches into his pocket. In his hand, he rolls around a small pill bottle, remnants of his doctor’s prescription for pain medication. He’s already taken one just a few hours ago, but his doctor said to take them as often as needed. Making a mental note to renew this prescription, he takes it out, opens the bottle, and pops a pill in his mouth.

“Is your leg hurting you?” Maggie asks.

“I’m okay,” replies Emmitt. “Just a sudden sharp stiff pain when I stood.”

“When’s the last time you did the stretches your physical therapist told you to do?”

Emmitt sighs. “This morning.”

“Well, maybe you need to get it checked out. We can call and make an appointment now.” She stands and reaches to take the phone from Emmitt.

“It’s okay,” Emmitt says as he pulls the phone away from her. “I think it’s going away. Just gotta walk it off.”

“Or medicate it off,” Maggie says. “You know, you need a hobby, or a job, or both. Hey, maybe you can start to put that rifle you keep locked up in the mantle to use. When’s the last time you’ve been hunting with Frank?”

“Too long. Not since before Lindsay was born. Don’t worry, though Once I can really move, Frank and I’ll go hunting again.”

Maggie narrows her eyes and crosses her arms. “What’ll you do in the meantime?”

“I’ll spend time with Lindsay. I was reading a magazine that mentioned girls her age really benefit from having a father around.”

“And their mothers,” Maggie replies sharply. She walks toward the living room, then turns to Emmitt before she leaves. “Maybe I’ll get a hobby or some work. Maybe something artsy, like at one of those stores where they frame pictures.”

“Maybe,” Emmitt says, closing the distance between himself and Maggie. “But you don’t have to get work. Not right now, anyway. I’ll look for something when I’m cleared for work.”

At these words, Maggie tightens her lips and nods slowly. “Okay. Well, I’m going to look anyway. Maybe we’ll both get something. Wouldn’t that be great?” Maggie forces a smile.

“Yeah.” Emmitt pauses. “Maybe it would be.”

Maybe feels like a void between Emmitt and Maggie.

Maybe survives on the pretense of an absolute that doesn’t exist. Not unless Emmitt and Maggie believe in endless potential and courage – a necessity for anyone, who would undertake the duty of raising a child in the faith, free of forgotten maybes.
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Chapter Three


June 16, 1997
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Early one Sunday morning, Emmitt’s sleep-in is interrupted when the bed shakes. Next to him, he feels the weight of the bed redistribute as Maggie climbs. Her bare feet patter on hardwood floors as she makes her way toward the bathroom. Rolling over, Emmitt catches her eyes as she turns to close the door behind her.

“Is everything okay?” he asks.

“Just some lower back pain,” says Maggie from the bathroom. “I’ll be all right.”

“Take some of my pain meds. I should have some in the medicine cabinet.”

Maggie nods as she closes the bathroom door, creating a barrier between herself and Emmitt. The cry of Lindsay Jane, who is now three years old, stirs him from the bed. Sitting up and placing his feet upon the cool floor, Emmitt scowls as he looks at the clock, which now reads seven minutes after five o’clock in the morning.

Bemoaning the loss of sleep, Emmitt follows his daughter’s voice. Her cry turns into a piercing scream. He stands and takes one short, limping stride after another until the joints in his legs loosen and the pain and stiffness subside enough for him to walk with a little more ease. Finally, he comes to his daughter’s room. A warm glow from the room’s night-light spills into the hallway where he stands and waits. Lindsay’s cries subside until they are a quiet whimper. Emmitt picks her up and pulls her close. As he does this, he feels the warm but dry pull-up, which she now wears only at night.

“Do you need to go potty?” he asks.

Lindsay nods, and he follows her to the hallway bathroom and waits by the door until she is ready for him to help her clean up. After this, they go to the bedroom to find Maggie sitting on the end of the bed. As they enter, she gives them both a weary smile.

“Lindsay Jane, don’t you have something to tell your papa?” asks Maggie. When Lindsay shakes her head, Maggie crosses her arms. “Well, we’re waiting.”

“Okay, mama,” Lindsay obediently answers. She turns to Emmitt. “Happy Father’s Day, papa!” Lindsay reaches her arms up to Emmitt, who lifts her up.

“Thank you, princess,” he says. As he rocks Lindsay in his arms, he gazes at Maggie.

Maggie nods and smiles weakly. He can see that there is clearly something wrong.

“Papa,” Lindsay says. “I wanna go play.”

“Oh, princess,” Emmitt says as he places Lindsay down. “It’s too early to play. Why don’t you head back to bed, and I promise we’ll do something fun after church today?”

“Okay, papa.” Once on the floor, Lindsay darts away. Her tiny feet slapping upon the hallway floor can be heard until she turns into her bedroom.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Emmitt asks.

“I’ll be okay,” replies Maggie. “I just need to stretch and do some yoga. Not to mention, we’ve got church and Father’s Day brunch.” She waves Emmitt away. “Don’t worry about me.”

Knowing his wife, Emmitt decides against arguing about her point, which she has already made, or a point she refuses to address. He turns down the hallway to get Lindsay ready for church. While he’s gone, Maggie stretches in the master bedroom and gets ready.

An hour later, after everyone has washed, Maggie assures Emmitt the hot shower has relieved her aches. 

* * *
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AT CHURCH, FATHER KLEIN gives the homily on the following words of scripture: “If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”

As Father Klein speaks, Emmitt re-reads these words, self-denial, and the image of a cross play at his conscience. He recalls Leo, a man he hasn’t communicated with in years. Though Leo is the one ultimately responsible for his injuries, Emmitt holds the choice to give meaning to his pain. Emmitt also realizes he has a choice to return to work, even if it is a part-time gig, like what Maggie has mentioned. Only that his gig wouldn’t be artsy. Maybe it would have something to do with tools or hunting.

Glancing up, he sees that Maggie has been gazing at him. Her blue eyes soften. As the two make eye contact, they embrace. Emmitt kisses Maggie on the lips, but Lindsay impatiently squirms between them.

“I gotta go potty,” Lindsay says loud enough to send her voice bouncing off the high ceilings of the church. A few parishioners chuckle in response while others glare at the couple. Emmitt is sure the latter wonder why he seems incapable of keeping his daughter quiet.

“I’ll take her,” Emmitt whispers. He stands and takes Lindsay by the hand.

Once in the narthex of the church, he spots Leo Andreadis down the hallway. There are several single-use bathrooms where he stands. Emmitt assumes Leo waits outside one of the bathrooms for his son. Leo spots him and waves. Emmitt gives him a quick wave back, then turns quickly down an adjacent hallway leading to the family room. While Lindsay, who has insisted she is a big girl that can take care of herself, is alone in the bathroom, Emmitt waits outside. He bows his head, knowing that he must also make amends with his former coworker. For his suffering to have any meaning, he must forgive Leo, the cause of this suffering. He glances up the hallway and sighs. He expects to see Leo, but the man is no longer there.

A flush from the toilet within the bathroom interrupts his thoughts, and Lindsay opens the door.

“I can’t reach the sink,” she says.

Emmitt follows her into the bathroom. At the sink, he runs the water, waiting for it to warm up. He places one hand beneath the running water to test the temperature and uses the other hand to adjust the sink knob accordingly. Once the water feels suitable for Lindsay, he lifts her up to help wash her hands. Adding soap to their hands, together the two sing “Happy Birthday” while washing their hands for at least 20 seconds. Emmitt prides himself with instilling the right values, like good hygiene and proper manners, in his daughter. He wants to be the best father he can be for Lindsay.

Once their hands are dry, Emmitt and Lindsay are ready to rejoin the congregation. Lindsay charges to the end of the hallway and stops. She waits for Emmitt to catch up, so she can walk with him as father and daughter. When they return to their pew to finish service, they sit by Maggie, shifting her weight in her spot. She smiles at Emmitt, and the family sits quietly until the service ends. From there, they head to IHOP.

As expected, the line to IHOP is long, but Emmitt doesn’t mind. Father’s Day brunch after church has become the Wasson family tradition these past three years. Seeing no point in breaking the tradition now, Emmitt pulls into a parking lot so crowded it could rival any pre-game tailgate party he has ever attended.

Yet, as he drives through the parking lot for a free space, he glances beside him at Maggie. She squirms in her seat.  

“Is your back bothering you again?” he asks.

“Yeah,” she says and adds a smile, tight and narrow so that her lips become pale as they pull into her mouth. “I don’t know if it is worse or better.”

Emmitt frowns. “It seems worse than this morning. Maybe we should—”

“No, there’s a spot,” Maggie says forcibly. She points beyond him, so that Emmitt must look ahead.

Seeing another car around the lane, Emmitt punches the gas and puts on his blinker. He pulls in and turns to block the other vehicle from taking the spot. The driver in the other vehicle honks and flashes his light. Emmitt waves at the driver and throws the van into reverse. He backs into the parking space and looks straight ahead as he waits for the other car to pass.

“You know,” Emmitt says, “maybe we should get you to a hospital.”

When Maggie doesn’t reply, he diverts his attention from the parking lot and looks at her. He sees that the vanity mirror is down, and Maggie is repeatedly opening and closing her mouth. She does this a few times before she realizes that Emmitt is looking at her.

“Sorry,” she says as she closes the mirror. “I’m okay. I just have this ache in my jaw, like I chewed gum for several hours nonstop.”

“That’s not good,” Emmitt says. “Between your back and jaw, maybe we should get it checked out.” He shifts the car into reverse.

Maggie places her hand upon Emmitt’s. “I’ll get it checked out tomorrow, okay? And look, the other driver is driving off.”

But Emmitt doesn’t look. Instead, his attention is on Maggie until a yawn from the backseat diverts his gaze to where Lindsay is waking up.

“Where are we?” she asks.

“IHOP, honey,” Maggie says. “You ready for some pancakes?” Lindsay nods, which makes Maggie smile.

As Maggie gets out of the car, Emmitt notices how stiff she seems, like someone in great pain. He lifts Lindsay from her car seat and sets her on the ground.

“Can Papa carry me?” Lindsay asks.

Mechanically, he lifts Lindsay up. And with Maggie’s arm around his waist and his daughter on his shoulders, they join the long line of hungry fathers with their families.

As they wait, Emmitt sees that Maggie is massaging her lower back with both hands while she slowly takes deep breaths. From behind Emmitt, an elderly woman taps him on the back.

“Sir,” she says, “I think your wife is having a heart attack.”

* * *
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IN the hospital waiting room, Emmitt stands a few paces away from the chair where Lindsay sits and hugs her doll. Beside her sits Daniella and Frank. Emmitt begins to pace. Frank stands and places a hand on his shoulder.

“You should sit down,” Frank says. “It’s only been a half hour since the surgery’s started.”

“Doc said it should only take a half hour,” Emmitt grumbles.

“It’s not likely they started right away,” Frank says. “Sit with me.”

Emmitt turns away and crosses his arms. He stares at the television mounted in the corner wall of the waiting room. Its silent screen airs some news station broadcasting the weather. Closed captioning scrolls one choppy, unread sentence after the next as Emmitt looks on. Someone tugs at his shirt hanging loosely by his waist. He glances down where Lindsay stands by him.

“Is Mommy going to be okay?” Lindsay asks. Her wide blue eyes reflect the light of the fluorescent bulbs humming from the ceiling. As Lindsay waits for a response from her father, she clutches her doll even tighter with both arms.

Emmitt squats and takes Lindsay in his arms. As he does, she releases one arm from her doll to give her dad a hug.

“Let’s say a prayer for Mommy, okay?” Emmitt asks. Lindsay closes her eyes, and Emmitt begins to pray. “Jesus...” he pauses as tears well up in his eyes. He clears his throat and continues, “Please be with Mommy and the doctors. Amen.”

“Amen,” Lindsay says. “Can we sit down now?”

With his daughter still in his arms, Emmitt sits between Frank and Daniella.

“Hang in there, bud,” Frank says.

In the waiting room, time passes slowly, especially for Emmitt and his party. While they wait, doctors and nurses are paged over the intercom, and the rest of the hospital staff dressed in pale green push patients garbed in white in gurneys and wheelchairs. But Emmitt and his party hardly pay attention to the mundane activities in the hospital. Finally, two staff members emerge from a set of double doors. The doctor, a greying haired man whom Emmitt met hours before, ambles toward Emmitt. Just a few paces behind him, the surgical assistant follows. Emmitt stands and waits as they approach slowly. The doctor smiles, but Emmitt fears the worst.

“Mr. Wasson, your wife’s in recovery,” says the doctor. “She had a narrow artery, which we used a stent to open. She’ll recover very soon. It’s a good thing you all caught it when you did.”

“Thank you,” Emmitt whispers. He exhales the breath he had been holding and sits.

“When she is awake,” replies the surgical assistant, “a nurse will come to get you.”

The doctor and surgical assistant leave, so they can resume their work beyond the double doors.

Whether a half hour or an hour passes, Emmitt does not know. He is only thankful when a nurse appears to take him and his party to see his wife. In the room, Frank and Daniella stand back as Emmitt approaches Maggie’s bed. Although she lies drugged up and surgery worn, Emmitt thinks she is still beautiful. His eyes glisten with tenderness as he takes her hand in his. Then, he leans in and kisses her on the forehead.

“I have to go,” he whispers. “But we’ll be back.” After a few more minutes, Emmitt and the others leave.

* * *
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ALONE in the quiet of the night, Emmitt sits on the couch. The drive home gave him time to clear his head. Lindsay has long since gone to sleep. There is a knock at the door, which startles him since it is eleven o’clock at night. Another knock comes more rapidly.

“Emmitt, open the door,” says a muffled, familiar voice on the other end. “It’s me, Leo.”

Emmitt remains seated and hopes his unwanted guest will leave. When the knock becomes even more persistent, Emmitt stands with a huff. He flicks on the light-switch and opens the door. In the pale, white glow of the porch light, Leo Andreadis flashes Emmitt a weak smile.  

“I’m sorry to hear about your wife,” he says. He holds up a six-pack of beer. “Mind if I come in?” 

“I do,” Emmitt says.

With the screen door between himself and Leo, Emmitt is a stony sentinel frowning at the man he once would have considered a work friend. Yet in that stance, the day’s near tragedy washes over the old wounds of suffering incurred as a result of Leo’s carelessness. Before him, Leo slouches with a droopy arm holding a six-pack. Like the man holding it, the cardboard casing is beginning to sag, dripping small beads of condensation upon the porch as it soaks in the thin layer of moisture collecting on each exposed can.

“Let’s sit on the porch,” Emmitt replies. “Lindsay’s asleep. Don’t want to wake her.”

As Emmitt opens the door, Leo draws himself up and follows Emmitt to the wicker furniture where the
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When spiraling out of control,
taking a shot at mercy is all you can do.
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