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ROBERT LONG FOREMAN

Slipper

The master isn’t going to live very long, as you well know. Do you think he’s going to get 
stronger on plums? And what will he take to the other side as a memento? Because every-
one going there takes something. 

Magda Szabó (trans. Len Rix), The Door

Jack could, if nothing else, follow instructions. 
Sometimes the instructions were no good, which meant the results he got didn’t amount 

to much. But it wasn’t his fault when that happened. It was the fault of the one who had 
given him faulty instructions.

When it was his father telling him what to do, Jack always got results. The man knew 
how to make things plain, how to lay them out in detail to ensure the job got done. He ran 
a contracting outfit for many years and had different guys working for him all the time, 
coming and going, often going without notice, which was the worst. He’d had to learn to 
explain things to virtually anybody, so there would be no misunderstandings. He could 
do it in several languages.

Jack’s father was a smart man, and a big one, six and a half feet with the girth and 
arms of someone who’d spent his life hauling, lifting, hammering, jackhammering, and 
whatever else the job required. 

The instructions he gave Jack this time were simple.
 First, Jack had to acquire a well-used ballet slipper. 
He didn’t say where Jack should get one. He didn’t need to. Jack would go to the ballet 

school. It was where they had ballerinas, who were the ones who wore ballet slippers. 
When Jack had the slipper, his father said, pausing to take long breaths because his 

lungs were giving out, Jack was to put it in a shoebox. Any shoebox would do.
Jack then had to put the shoebox in a larger, sturdier, wooden box, with something—

his father called it a “metal foot”—that would hold the shoebox in place and keep it from 
rattling around. This was important. Once his father left with the assembled materials, 
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they would be volatile. So no slipping. He couldn’t afford to take risks. 
Those instructions were the last his father gave him. They were the last words his dad 

ever said. He spent the next hour watching the ceiling with his mouth open, like he had 
to take every breath with great deliberation. Jack watched him, not wanting to leave him 
alone while he was still present, still there in his mind. 

And then, eventually, the big man’s eyes closed and wouldn’t open, despite how Jack 
sat beside him, saying, “Dad? Dad? Dad?” 

A nurse came in, checked his vitals, and informed Jack the time of departure was 
approaching. She didn’t use those words, but she made it clear the man would not wake 
again before the end. 

Jack didn’t hang around. He couldn’t afford to. His father had given him tasks to per-
form. He went to carry out the old man’s final instructions.

Jack’s father hadn’t been a bad father. He hadn’t been perfect, but he had done his 
best. His best had sometimes involved physical violence, and more often than that a lot 
of shouting and throwing of objects—but Jack couldn’t fault him for that at the end. His 
dad had been hurt when he was a kid, and so he had hurt his own kid. 

There was no point holding anything against him, now that he was almost gone. Jack 
would do his best, now, while it still mattered, to help his father out with the last bit of 
help he’d ever need. 

He called in sick at Long John Silver’s. He was the best cook they had at that location, 
a vital member of their team—but it was all right, his manager said. They had other cooks 
who could fill in for him. 

The manager knew what was going on with Jack. She had anticipated this might hap-
pen. Or something like it. 

On the phone, she said she hoped Jack was OK. 
He said sure, he was OK, and in his jeans and best polo shirt—black, to denote grief—

Jack left the hospital and took a bus to the ballet school. It wasn’t far, but he liked to ride 
the bus, and he had to get a lot done before his dad died. The bus would get him to the 
school faster than walking would.

Sitting like that on the moving vehicle gave him a chance to think of his father in his 
younger days, of how his footsteps sounded when he returned home from work at night. 

Thump, they’d go. Thump. Thump.
Jack’s whole body would tense. 
He never knew what he would get when his father came home. Sometimes the man 

was furious, other times his anger only simmered. Sometimes the rage was directed at 
Jack’s mother, other times it was all for Jack. 
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When Jack was ten, his mother left. His father calmed down after that, mostly. He 
seemed to learn from her exit that people can leave when they want to. Sometimes they 
seem like extensions of yourself, other times they seem to want to drive you completely 
nuts, but they can always leave, and sometimes they do. So be careful.

Jack was twenty now. He and his mother talked sometimes. Not often. It had been a 
while.

Here he was. The ballet school.

The ballet school was an old, granite building in a solid block of old, granite buildings. 
It had the word “ballet” etched across the front, among some other words. 

He pulled open the glass front door and went inside, the city moaning at his back with 
all its traffic and public poverty.

He didn’t expect them to have a receptionist at ballet school, and a front desk. But they 
did, they had both. 

He had thought he would walk in and find himself surrounded by ballerinas who went 
twirling across a wooden floor, spinning around him and doing moves that had French 
names he couldn’t spell. But instead there was this receptionist, sitting behind a desk with 
a white computer on it. Old, she squinted at him through thick glasses. 

“May I help you?” she asked. 
Her voice was so smooth. 
“Yeah,” Jack said, “I want to be a ballerina.” He smiled. “I’m kidding. I don’t have the 

knees for ballet. I’m surprised I even have knees, you know? Were you ever a ballerina?”
“No,” the receptionist said, frowning through her lipstick. “Do you need directions?”
“Oh, no, I’m not going anywhere. I actually have a question. Or, like, request.” He took 

a breath. “Could I see the ballerinas?”
The woman gave him a wary glance. “You want to look at ballerinas?”
“Not like that, no. I want to talk to them. I want to ‘see’ them in that way—I want to 

meet them. So I can ask a question.”
“What is your question?” She took a breath. “Maybe I can answer it.”
Jack was aware that ballet schools must be magnets for perverts who are into small, 

flexible women. He felt he should make it clear he wasn’t a pervert, without using the word 
“pervert,” which would not help his cause.

“I’m not up to anything,” he said, “or whatever. I mean, I can only imagine the guys who 
show up to ballet school, walking in off the street. No appointment or anything? I’m not 
one of them, I’m here on behalf of my dad. He’s dying. Really soon—he’s in the hospital.”

“I’m so sorry,” the receptionist said without audible sympathy. 
Her frown seemed to deepen, but Jack thought that might be an optical illusion. 
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He said, “All I need is a slipper. A ballerina slipper. And I swear this isn’t a pervert 
thing.” 

He had used the word. Shit. 
“I don’t have a weird thing for feet or for slippers,” he said. “My dad just wants me to 

bring it to him in a box with a couple of other things. For when he dies.”
“Why does he want you to do that?” 
Jack wondered if the receptionist was bad at her job. A good receptionist would have 

likely shooed him away by now. 
But he didn’t say that; instead he said, “He just does, I guess. I don’t understand. But 

it feels important. He’s my dad.” 
A door at the far end of the lobby screamed open—Jack’s dad would say it needed 

WD-40, and so would a lot of people—and he turned to see a young woman come in, 
probably near Jack’s age, small and skinny like a ballerina. Perhaps an actual ballerina. 
Her hair was cut short, like Jack’s, except it was nicer because it was on her and not Jack. 
It was darker, too. 

She moved fast when she moved, in tights and a denim jacket. She stopped to say hi 
to the receptionist, who said to her, “Lydia, this young man has a question. What do you 
all do with slippers when you’re through with them?”

Lydia looked at Jack, then at the woman. “You mean when they wear out?” 
Her voice was like ballet itself. Refined. Elegant, like a beautiful pastry. 
“That’s right,” said the receptionist.
Lydia looked at Jack and said, “Why does he want to know that?” 
She could have asked Jack. He was right here. So he answered.
“It’s for my dad,” Jack said. “He’s dying. He made this request for a slipper, and some 

other things. He doesn’t want to smell it or anything. He doesn’t need a pair, just one 
slipper.”

Lydia pursed her lips and watched Jack in silence for what felt like a long time. 
She said, eventually, “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“You see?” said the receptionist. “It’s like I said, young man.” 
Jack thought she must have said that for Lydia’s benefit, to indicate she’d already told 

Jack he wouldn’t get a slipper that day. Surely she wanted to keep her job and make it plain 
that she was doing it well, despite how Jack was still there, bothering people.

“It is just like you said,” Jack said, not wanting to cause the receptionist trouble. “You 
made it totally clear. But,” he asked Lydia, “are you sure you don’t have worn out slippers 
somewhere? Like that you’re going to throw away?”

“I’m completely positive of that,” Lydia said. 
Jack felt glad that people didn’t often look at him the way Lydia was looking at him. 
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She turned to the receptionist and said something that didn’t matter to Jack, some 
ballet thing that must have been the reason Lydia came into the lobby in the first place.

Lydia glanced at Jack with her brow furrowed and walked down the hall, passing again 
through the door she’d come in. Again it wailed like a soul that was trapped someplace 
it didn’t want to be.

“You’ll hear that from all the dancers,” said the receptionist. “I’m sorry.”
Jack said, “But you get it, don’t you?”
The receptionist paused before speaking—probably thinking, Jack thought, that she 

shouldn’t still engage with him. But she said, “Get what, exactly?”
“How important this is.” Jack didn’t sound upset, only earnest. He made sure of it. “I 

really need a slipper.”
“And you don’t know why your father needs it?”
“No,” Jack lied. “I have no idea. But it’s his final wish. You know?”
She nodded. “I understand you want to help your father. I’m afraid this just isn’t going 

to work.”
“It’s one slipper. You can’t go back there and swipe one for me? For a dying man?” He 

saw the look on her face, realized the nature of what he’d just suggested, and said, “Shit. 
Christ. Fuck. I’m sorry. You’re right.” 

He turned his back on the old woman and went back outside, onto the sidewalk. Cold 
air whacked him on the face.

For a minute or so he stood before the ballet school, taking deep breaths, fighting tears, 
considering his next steps. He leaned against the wall. 

They couldn’t send him away if he was standing outside. They didn’t own the sidewalk, 
and even if they did, and a ballerina tried to shove him across the street, he could resist 
her. Ballerinas are small and have weak arms, despite their unparalleled flexibility and 
leg power. 

He thought about the power of well-trained legs and lit a cigarette. He closed his eyes 
and listened to the city.

“Can I bum one of those?” someone asked a half minute later. 
He opened his eyes.
It was a woman, apparently. Blonde hair tied back, blue eyes, pretty in a certain way, 

skinny with leggings and a black jacket on. She wasn’t wearing a tutu, but the leggings 
indicated that, like Lydia, she must have been involved in ballet.

He gave her a cigarette and lit it for her with the lighter his dad gave him the day he 
knew he’d never smoke again. Yesterday.

“Do you go to that school in there?” Jack asked.
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She nodded.
“I didn’t think ballerinas smoked.”
She laughed but didn’t smile. “Most don’t. The ones that do are freaking chimneys.”
“What about Lydia?”
She squinted. “You know Lydia?”
“I met her. I was just asking about something in there.” Before she could ask what, he 

went on: “My dad needs a slipper. Ballet slipper. He’s dying.”
“What?”
“It’s a whole thing. I don’t even get it, really, but he’s determined to have a bunch of 

things with him when he dies. One of them is a ballet slipper, so I need one soon. He 
won’t last long.”

“Huh.”
“I know, right?”
“How much are you paying?” She inhaled.
“For what?”
“For the slipper. Duh.” Exhale.
“I don’t know. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”
“Well, think fast, I have to go inside.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m late for rehearsal.”
“You mean you’ll sell me a slipper? Why?”
“Because I need money. We’re not all rich girls.” 
Like Lydia. “What about fifty dollars?”
“Sold.”
She tossed her spent cigarette and pulled from the satchel she wore on her shoulder a 

worn pair of pink slippers. They were small. She had small feet.
Jack took money from his wallet, handed it over, took one of the slippers.
“Take both,” she said.
“I only need one of them.”
“Take both anyway. There’s nothing I can do with one worn-out slipper.”
He took the other one. “Don’t you need to wear these?”
“I’ve got new ones. Those were on the cusp. Pleasure doing business, mister guy.”
The ballerina went inside. She gave him a look on the way, like she was making sure to 

remember his face in case she had to describe it to someone later.
She wouldn’t have to do that. Jack was a normal man.

——
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He had to find a shoe store. Surely they would have a shoebox. Many of them, most 
likely.

His father had stressed the importance of the inner box being a shoebox. It had to be 
cardboard, it had to be a rectangle, it had to have that kind of shoebox lid. It was what he 
had seen in his dream. 

Jack walked up the street, searching on his phone for a shoe store. When he passed a 
trash can, he tossed one of the slippers into it and stuffed the other in his jacket pocket. 

He had to walk four blocks to reach the nearest shoe store, but once he was there it was 
a cinch. They had so many shoeboxes, they didn’t mind giving one away. It was nothing 
like it had been with the ballerinas. Jack didn’t even have to spend more money buying 
footwear he would never use just so he could get the shoebox. 

The woman there was helpful, and nice, and she didn’t ask why Jack wanted a shoebox, 
which was in itself a relief.

Back outside, on the street, where he could hear a jackhammer bang away nearby, he 
put the slipper in the shoebox. All he needed now was a thing that could pass as a “metal 
foot” and a larger box to put the shoebox in. But not a significantly larger box, one that 
was just big enough.

He tried googling where he could shop for a wooden box. 
The search engine was evasive. All that came up were shopping links to boxes that were 

far too big. They didn’t even appear to be made of real wood.
He scratched his head and thought. Where could he go that wasn’t far away, where he 

could find a box that was just the right size and made of good stuff? 
An antique shop? 
Yes. Exactly. An antique shop.
“That should work,” he said aloud. “Or it might.”
It would make sense, since most things weren’t made of wood anymore. They were 

plastic or cardboard. If you wanted something wooden you had to look where they had 
old stuff. Vintage shops. Antique malls.

He searched for one on his phone, as some pigeons whirdled past him. He saw there 
was a vintage shop ten blocks from where he stood. His phone told him what bus he could 
take to get there fast, and so he waited a few minutes at the stop and climbed aboard, 
flashing his bus pass. 

He sat on the bus with the shoebox in his lap. He breathed and thought of his father 
breathing on the fifth floor of the hospital, taking not his last breaths but the ones that 
came before the last ones. 

He and Jack weren’t breathing the same air, but both of them were still breathing. 
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Someone would have called him if his father had stopped breathing.

The vintage shop was big when Jack reached it, and it probably had been big before 
then as well. 

When Jack walked in, he couldn’t see the end of the place. There was a back wall—
there had to be, or else the building would collapse—but the shop was so full of things it 
seemed to wind away in several directions, like it was an enchanted place when really it 
was just another store.

A woman stood behind a cash register, which sat on a counter not far from the door. 
She wore glasses and looked a little older than Jack and smarter than Jack. Maybe she 
wasn’t smart, but she looked that way, thanks to her glasses and the brown cardigan she 
wore over a yellow button-down shirt. 

She said, “Hello.”
“Hi,” Jack said. “I’m looking for a box. It’s kind of urgent.”
“OK.” She forced a smile. “What sort of box?”
“Wooden. Bigger than this one.” 
He indicated the shoebox he carried.
She nodded. “We do have boxes.”
“That’s awesome. It can’t be too much bigger than this, though. And it has to be made 

of wood. Any kind, but real wood.”
“What size do you have in mind exactly?”
“Well, that’s the thing. I don’t know for sure. I don’t have the dimensions. When my 

dad said what I have to get, he wasn’t that specific, but I know he wants to carry it around. 
And it’ll have to be something I can take on the bus without having to explain it to the 
driver. I’m thinking I’ll know it when I see it, you know?”

The woman tucked some of her hair behind her left ear. “What does your father need 
the box for?”

Jack sighed. “It’s a whole thing. It’s supposed to hold this shoebox inside it, but it 
needs to have extra room so I can install, like, a metal foot thing, to hold the shoebox 
in place. I’m not sure if that makes sense. It makes sense to me, I think. My name’s Jack, 
by the way.”

She nodded. “I’m Carrie.”
“Great. Do you have a box section, Carrie?”
She stepped out from behind the counter and said, “There isn’t a box section, they’re 

sort of all over the store. Each display has at least one, I think. Here.”
She walked to one stall—the shop was divided into stalls, each one probably owned by 

a separate dealer—where there were lots of dolls sitting, standing, and lying on furniture. 
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One of the dolls sat on a box, looking at Jack inquisitively. He moved aside to avoid her 
gaze, but didn’t have to: Carrie set the doll on her face and handed the box to Jack. 

It was indeed bigger than the shoebox. Not much bigger. 
Jack opened the box and found nothing inside but a smell. 
It smelled like a box. 
“It’s perfect,” he said, placing the shoebox inside to make sure. The shoebox had plenty 

of room to slide around, which the “metal foot” would prevent from happening. “All I 
need is a metal foot. Which is complicated. When Dad said I had to get a foot, he didn’t 
mean a literal foot. He made that clear.”

“What did he mean?”
“He didn’t say what he meant. That’s the problem. He just called it a foot. I picture it 

as a kind of kickstand, like how that’s kind of a bicycle’s foot? It’s what it uses for balance, 
which is what we use our feet for. Aside from walking, I mean. I’m just saying, things you 
call feet aren’t necessarily actual feet.”

“Like getting your foot in the door.”
“What?”
“When you get your foot in the door. In a situation. You’re not using a real foot for 

anything, it’s metaphorical.”
“OK, yeah. Exactly. Only this can’t be a metaphor, it has to be a real thing.”
“What does he need this for, again?”
Jack bit his lip. 
Something about Carrie made him want to tell her what this was about. She had brown 

eyes, and he’d always felt that brown eyes seemed more welcoming than other eyes. Hers 
seemed soft, like a giant pillow you could dive into from a great height.

She wasn’t much older than he was. She could be in college. She might get it.
“He said he had a dream,” Jack said. “Last night, I mean. He’s going to die today, and 

he knows it. So the dream must really mean something. At least, he thinks it does. I think 
that, too.  In his dream, he learned, and I’m not sure how, that if he had a package with 
the right combination of things inside it, arranged the right way, and he died with that 
package in his arms, then when he crossed over, when he—you know—passed away, or 
whatever, he’d bring it with him to the other side. And when he got there, its contents 
would be explosive. Like dynamite.”

“Dynamite.”
“That’s right.”
“In heaven?”
“Yes.”
“Why would he want to have dynamite in heaven?”
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“So he can blow it up.”
“All of it?”
“I don’t know. He was weird about that, when I asked how dynamite could blow all 

of that up. Heaven is big, you know? But he said it would work because heaven is full of 
ignitable material.”

“What?”
“That’s what I said. He said he meant hydrogen. Stars are full of it, and they’re all over 

heaven. If you get one of those, there will be a chain reaction.”
Carrie squinted. “Does he think he’s going to heaven, or to the heavens?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, people call stars and stuff ‘the heavens,’ but that’s not the same thing as heaven.”
“Are you sure?”
“I guess so.”
“But you don’t know.”
“Not really. I don’t know if I believe there is such a place as heaven.”
“Well, I do. My dad does. So I think we would know, if anyone would.”
“But you don’t. But OK. Even if there is a heaven, and that would work, why does he 

want to blow it up?”
“I asked him that. He wouldn’t say. And now he can’t talk anymore. So I don’t know. On 

the one hand, I feel like, at the end of the day, it’s between him and heaven. Or him and 
God, or Whoever’s there. On the other hand, I’ve been thinking maybe if I go through 
with his request I’ll develop my own understanding about it. Like, by doing it, I’ll come 
around to comprehending what it’s about.”

Carrie nodded. “It looks like you’ve got some of what he asked for. Do you understand 
it better now than you did before?”

“No. I think the understanding might come when I’m done. When I’m there with him 
and he has the box.” He hesitated before asking, “You don’t think there’s a chance, do you, 
that this would work?”

“That your father can take a bomb into the afterlife and blow it up?”
“Not the afterlife. Heaven.”
“I don’t think there’s much of a chance of that.”
“But you don’t believe in heaven.”
Carrie shrugged. “I don’t believe it doesn’t exist. I don’t feel strongly that way. I think 

if there’s a heaven, then there must be a God, and I think if God is up there He won’t let 
your dad destroy His home.”

“Yeah, but maybe God won’t see it coming. Maybe He’s gotten so used to people dying 
He’s forgotten they can play tricks on Him.”
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“How likely do you think that is, though?”
“I don’t know. I think if people can die and go someplace else, and be something there 

that they weren’t when they left here, then maybe a slipper in a box can become a bomb. 
It’s not out of the question.”

“That’s true. Nothing is ever out of the question.”
“You know, Carrie, why are you helping me? You don’t have to.”
Carrie shrugged. “Because I’m bored. And you’re in a bad place.”
“I am not.”
“Yes, you are. My dad died last year; I know the look in your eyes. You said you needed 

a foot?”
“Something like a foot.”
“Here.”
Carrie led Jack to another stall. On the way, he said, “I think if I was God I wouldn’t let 

a guy in who was trying to blow things up. But maybe it’s a test. For me. I was thinking 
that. Maybe this is more about me than it’s about him. You’re supposed to do what your 
dad tells you to do. That’s on, like, every page of the Bible. Right? I think it’s a bigger part 
of the Bible than what happens after you die.”

Carrie said, “When you said you needed a foot, this was the first thing I thought of.”
She took from a stall a little metal shoe and handed it to him.
“What is this?” Jack asked.
“It’s a baby shoe. Someone bronzed it.”
“Is it gold?”
“No,” she said. “It’s bronzed. It’s not gold.”
“What does that mean, though?”
“It means someone wanted to preserve their baby’s shoe, so they dipped it in molten 

metal. Bronze. It’s something people used to do. I guess they still do it sometimes.”
“How old is it?”
“No idea. A hundred years? Fifty years?”
“So maybe the baby that wore the shoe is still alive?”
“Maybe. They’re not still a baby, though, whoever they are.”
“Let’s hope not.”
“It costs ten dollars.”
He shook his head. “Ten bucks for a beloved shoe. How much for the box?”
She shrugged. “Another ten?”
“You’re sure?”
“They’re really not worth much.”
“They’re worth a lot to me.”
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Jack pulled a twenty from his wallet and handed it over. 
He took all the items to the front of the store, to the counter where the woman had 

been when he’d come in. She went, too. 
He set the wooden box on the counter and placed the shoebox inside. He wedged the 

bronze shoe between the inner wall of the wooden box and the outer wall of the shoebox, 
like it was kicking the shoebox inside there with its toe. It was perfect. He shook the box 
and the shoebox didn’t move, though the slipper inside it did. That was OK, probably.

Jack looked up at Carrie and said, “Do you think I’m crazy?” 
She shook her head. “People come in here all the time. I know crazy when I see it. I 

think you’re having a hard time.”
Jack laughed. “Well, yeah.” He snorted.
“What about your mother?”
“What about her?”
“Is she in the picture? In your life?”
“She’s alive. I don’t think she’s in my life.”
“You don’t think?”
“I haven’t seen her in a year, at least. I guess she’s not. I know she wouldn’t help me 

with this box.”
“You don’t need help with that. It just seems like you might need someone to talk to.”
“I’m talking to you.”
“I mean really talk to. Someone you know.”
“I don’t want to talk to her.”
“Well, what about other people?”
“Oh. I haven’t seen other people much. I’ve been busy with my dad a lot. He was living 

in my apartment for a while. He was sick. I should go, though. Thank you for your help.”
Carrie nodded. She frowned. 
“Are you OK?” Jack said.
“I’m fine. Are you OK?”
He looked at the box in his hands and said, “I’m better than OK.”
“All right, then. Good luck destroying God, I guess.”

On the street again, Jack looked up at the sky and saw the clouds were gray. He walked 
in the direction of the hospital, thinking of the box in his hands, picturing his father’s 
imminent ascent. He wondered if clouds would make it harder for him to reach heaven, 
if it even worked like that, if it would be better to die on a day with clear skies. 

Wondering this made his father dying feel real. 
It was real. It would be soon, at least. 
Maybe very soon. Maybe right at that moment. 
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He didn’t often summon an Uber. It cost so much in the city, and everywhere else. But 
this was important, so he set the box on a mailbox and pulled up the app. 

The car arrived in minutes, driven by a man named Mamadou. He said hello when Jack 
climbed in with the box. He was one of the friendly drivers, not one of the silent ones. 
Jack had been in just enough Ubers to know the difference.

Mamadou asked what was in the box. 
Jack told him the whole story. The cat was out of the bag at the antique mall, so why 

not here?
“Your father,” asked Mamadou, “wants to blow up heaven?”
“That was what he told me,” Jack said. “He’s pretty determined about it.”
“Why?”
“I don’t have any idea.”
“That is a terrible thing to do.”
“I know. I don’t know if it will work, though.”
“Of course it won’t work. It is insane.”
“I guess so.” Jack frowned at the box.
“Trying to do it at all is the problem. God sees everything. You know that, don’t you? 

He sees everything.”
“I’ve heard that.”
“And it’s true. What do you think God thinks of you doing this?”
“I don’t know. He might think it’s funny.”
“God does not think things are funny. Have you read the Bible?”
“Some of it.”
“Does God laugh in the Bible?”
“Not really.”
“‘Not really.’ Read the Bible and you’ll see what God thinks of things like what you are 

doing.”
Jack wasn’t sure what Mamadou meant. He wasn’t sure the man wasn’t wrong about 

God’s absent sense of humor. 
They didn’t talk anymore, though Mamadou kept saying things under his breath and 

shaking his head. He may have been talking about Jack under his breath. He may have 
been speaking to God, warning him about what was on its way. 

At the hospital, Jack said bye and took the box inside. 

On the fifth floor of the hospital, his father’s floor, Jack entered his father’s room and 
found his mother. 

He knew she was there before he saw her. He didn’t know how. The room must have 
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smelled like her, or he could detect her aura like it was a shadow cast across the floor. 
Somehow he could feel she was there before he had evidence of it.

She didn’t look up when he came in. She was sitting in the chair Jack had sat in before, 
her long hair grayer than he remembered, spilling over her raincoat. It wasn’t even rain-
ing. A leather handbag sat on her lap. Through her glasses she watched the big man take 
erratic breaths.

“Mom?” Jack said.
She looked up, squinting. “Hello, Jack. Where have you been?”
“I’ve been out.”
“Where?”
“It doesn’t matter. What are you doing here?”
“What does it look like? I’m visiting your father.”
“Why, though? That’s what I mean.”
She sighed, already exasperated. “I’m here because my husband is dying.”
“I thought you got divorced.”
“We never got divorced.”
“I didn’t know that.”
Jack stepped further into the room with caution. He sat in the chair on the opposite 

side of his father.
“Why do you care about him all of a sudden?” he asked. 
“Jack, I’ve always cared about him.”
Jack scoffed. “Seriously, Mom?”
“He’s my husband. It’s complicated.”
“That’s for sure. Why didn’t you see him a year ago, if you care so much? Or a month 

ago?”
“Because I didn’t know what was going on. I didn’t know he was sick.”
“How did you find out?”
“Betty called me.”
“Who’s Betty?”
“Aunt Betty. Your dad’s sister.”
“When was that?”
“Yesterday. She couldn’t believe I didn’t know what shape he was in. You should have 

told me.”
“I knew you wouldn’t care.”
“I care, Jack. I’m here. I came as soon as I found out. How long was he living with you?”
Jack shrugged. His mother sighed again. 
“I thought he was still at the house,” she said.
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“No one’s been at the house for three months.”
“So it’s been that long. I’m sure they’ll condemn the place. What a disaster. What do 

you do for money? I’m sure your father came to you with nothing.”
“It’s none of your business.”
“I’m your mother. It’s my business. What’s in the box? Why are you holding it like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like it’s full of dynamite.”
“It’s not full of dynamite.”
“Well, Jesus, Jack, I hope not.”
“Dad wanted it. You wouldn’t understand.”
His mother sat back and sighed again. “I’m sure I wouldn’t.”
“I don’t want you here.”
“Tell me what’s in the box.”
“No.”
“Did your father tell you to get it for him? Have you been jumping through hoops for 

him all this time?”
Jack clutched the box with both arms.
He knew his mother was about to say his name a certain way. It would indicate her 

growing impatience and communicate how silly she thought this was. 
He didn’t want to hear her say his name that way. 
He knew, too, that she wouldn’t leave until he told her what was in the box. It was how 

his mother was. She had to know things. She wasn’t satisfied until she knew everything 
there was to know. 

Jack said, “I guess I told Mamadou, so I’ll tell you.”
“Who is Mamadou?” 
“I’ll tell you, if you’ll let me talk.”
He told her about the ballerina and the shoe store clerk, about Carrie and Mamadou. 

He informed her of her husband’s plan to blow up heaven. 
His mother listened without expression, without reaction, which was her way of listen-

ing. She had, Jack knew, an analytical mind. After she left home, his father complained 
often about her analytical mind, how she weighed the pros and cons of all things with utter 
detachment. She never understood the things he wanted, the things he did. 

And he wasn’t, he explained to Jack every time the subject came up, talking about the 
violence. He was sorry for the violence. He regretted so much—but he didn’t regret how 
strongly he felt things, and he never understood Jack’s mother, who didn’t feel but only 
thought. She was like a scientist.



18  |  SOUTH CAROLINA REVIEW

Jack ended the explanation by saying, “I know you don’t believe the stuff we believe. I 
know heaven’s not real to you. But it’s real to me.”

“I know it’s real to you,” his mother said. “Jack, really.”
“What, Mom?”
“Don’t you see what he’s trying to do?”
After a pause, Jack said, “No.”
She sighed dramatically and said, “He’s trying to implicate you. To make you an ac-

complice. Something like that, anyway. He thinks he’s going to hell, and he wants you 
there with him.”

“What?”
She shook her head. “He always talked about how he was going to hell.”
“He never said that to me.”
“I’m sure he kept it from you. He said it to me. Many times.”
“Why did he think he was going to hell?”
“I have no idea, but he was convinced.”
“Why did you marry him, if he talked like that?”
“Because, Jack, he didn’t talk like that when we got married. It started after you were 

born. Not because you were born, I’m not saying that. You must have been five when it 
started. But that has to be what this is about. He loves you, Jack, I know he does, but he’s 
sick. And I don’t only mean physically. He’s been losing it a long time. He wasn’t always 
violent, but he got that way, and now he’s trying to make you an accomplice in this”—she 
seemed to search for the right word for it—“ridiculous scheme, so you’ll get sent to hell 
after him.”

Jack had his eyes on the package in his lap. “I don’t think that’s true,” he said. “I don’t 
think I’m going to hell.”

“I don’t think you are either, Jack. I know you’re not, because there is no hell.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I just do.” She laughed like she couldn’t help it. “It’s the most obviously 

made-up thing in the world. It’s a way to scare people into acting the way you want them 
to. And you’re only doing what your father asked you to, anyway. If there was a God, he’d 
see through this whole thing. He’d know how good you are. And you are good.”

“I don’t think this has anything to do with hell.”
“I’m sure you don’t. All right, Jack. I’ll leave you two alone. Just promise me you won’t 

do anything stupid when he passes.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t hurt yourself. That’s what I mean.”
“Why would I do that?”
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“I don’t know. Promise me something else.”
“What, Mom?”
“Call me when he’s gone.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re going to need help. You know you will. Do you promise?”
“No.”
“Jack. If you don’t promise, I won’t leave.”
Without looking up, Jack said, “I promise.” 
He hated this. He felt like a kid whenever his mom spoke to him, about anything. 
He said, gritting his teeth, “Why didn’t you ever check on him? If you knew he was 

sick mentally, why didn’t you try to help him?”
“I did, Jack. I threw away years of my life trying to help him. What did I get in return?” 

She eyed the big, breathing man. “He almost choked me to death.”
“That was years ago.”
She shook her head again. “He said, years ago, that if he saw me again I’d be dead. I 

wasn’t going to go near him if I thought he could hurt me.”
“He couldn’t hurt you. Look at him. He’s so weak now.”
“He does look weak.”
“Why do you want to be here at all, Mom?”
“Because I loved him.” A tear ran down her face. “Despite everything, I still do. And I 

love you, Jack. Don’t shake your head at me.”
“I didn’t shake my head.”
She sighed. “All right. Goodbye, Jack.” 
She looked at his father one more time. She walked out of the room. 

When his mother was gone, and Jack felt certain she wouldn’t come back, he said, 
“I’m here, Dad. Can you hear me? I brought you those things, exactly the way you said 
you wanted them.”

He placed the box gently beside his father. He put the man’s arm around the box, like 
he was gripping it, though he would never grip anything again.

Jack had trouble speaking, but he said, “I’m going to miss you a lot, Dad. I hope this 
works, because I know it’s what you want, but I think it’s like Mamadou said. I don’t think 
God will let you blow up heaven. I mean, I don’t know. I believe all the things you said 
about nothing being all-powerful, not even God. Everything has to have limits, I know 
that. But I think if He can do the stuff He does all the time, with the birds’ eggs hatching, 
and hurricanes, and babies that aren’t supposed to live turning out OK after all, He can 
stop you from doing this. But I’m really going to miss you.”
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Jack was crying as he said all of this, which made it hard to speak. 
He hadn’t cried throughout his father’s illness, his swift decline. He had wanted to be 

strong for the man who didn’t like to see people cry. 
When a nurse came and tried to move the box, Jack stopped her. He said it was impor-

tant, that it had to be there. His father had asked for it. 
The nurse said, “Sure thing,” checked his father’s vitals, left the room. 
In the night, Jack fell asleep and woke when the light came back on. 
A different nurse stood beside the bed. The box hadn’t moved—Jack was relieved at that. 
“He’s gone,” the nurse said.
“Really?” Jack said. “For how long?”
“Not long. I’ll get the doctor.”
Jack stood and leaned over his father, whose mouth was slightly open. His chest no 

longer rose or fell. 
Jack didn’t want to touch him, so he didn’t. 
There was no need to stay and ensure the box wasn’t moved. Now it could be moved. 

It didn’t matter anymore. Like his father’s body, it was a spent casing. It had carried its 
payload and now its payload was gone, delivered to where it needed to go. 

What a relief. 
Jack had done it. He had carried out the task his father had given him, and he had done 

it in time for his father to take it with him. 
What was happening now, he wondered? Was his dad on the other side, with a package 

in his hands, looking for the right spot to detonate the bomb? 
If it went off, would he hear it? 
What would it sound like?
Jack didn’t know. He went to the elevator, pressed the button marked L for “lost.” 
Someone else climbed into the car at the next level, an older woman in a white coat, 

probably a doctor. She glanced at Jack and turned away.

Standing outside the hospital entrance, Jack looked up. 
The sky had cleared. He could see the moon.
He went to the bus stop and lit a cigarette. 
He looked up again, slowly, almost not wanting to.
He couldn’t see any stars. It was because the city lights were brighter than the stars, or 

it was because his father had already destroyed them.


