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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Editor
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IT WAS NEVER A LITERARY magazine. It has always been a tool, disguised as a literary magazine. After Dinner Conversation’s 2019 founding was in response to the barrage of internet trolls; to instead give people a tool for thoughtful conversations and allow for a meta-analysis of values.

As such, I’m proud to announce our next phase: facilitating After Dinner Conversations around the world. So, here’s my pitch...

Invite some friends to your home one night and send them an After Dinner Conversation story or two beforehand as prereading. Eat, drink, and discuss. Build meaning together.

Do you work with a school, library, church group, or a book club? Same thing. Don’t feel comfortable leading a discussion? I’m happy to video conference in to facilitate discussions. I hope some day to be so overwhelmed with requests we have to start training facilitators.

Also, we are now hosting our own monthly story conversations. You can join these conversations via our website.

The point is, you should consider this magazine the tool, not the final product. The final product is thoughtful conversation. The magazine, the stories, and the discussion questions are just the tool to get you there.

Happy readings and happy discussions!

[image: ]Kolby Granville – Editor
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A Plaintive Note
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Vern Bryk 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Sexual Situations; Mild Language

* * *
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KYLE HAD NO REASON to suspect that his after-work detour to the massage parlor would be any different than before. And initially it wasn’t. It had become a regular thing, like going to the barber. He told his wife, Dawn, he needed to work a bit of overtime at the office, and she accepted it as she always had.

He didn’t feel like he was cheating on her because there was no romantic involvement. It was just a service, like a haircut. And, like many men, including a president, Kyle believed that it wasn’t really sex without copulation, and that it wasn’t really infidelity without sex.

His first visit felt like an adventure, full of uncertainty and apprehension. The conversation was awkward. As a first-timer, he didn’t understand that he had to ask for it. The cops can’t arrest them for solicitation when the customer makes the offer. Once Kyle understood the protocol, it went more smoothly, and Dawn never minded him coming home late. The perfunctorily performed service became an uneventful routine.

Until today.

It was a dreary day in late March. The visit started out like any other. As always, he parked in the back, out of view. Upon entering the premises, he received the usual terse greeting from the familiar surly receptionist, a stout, older woman who watched the rerun channel on a small television. He also recognized the familiar smell of the place, a strange stew of scented oils, air freshener, mildew, and insecticide.

He was directed to a room that he’d been in many times before. It had the same harsh fluorescent lighting. Same grimy walls and ceiling stained from water leaks. The same hard, uncomfortable massage table whose fake leather surface was cracked and peeling, giving it a scratchy feel.

There wasn’t much else in the room. A small shelf table held a pump dispenser of massage oil and a roll of paper towels. 

The woman attending him was one he’d had often before. He recognized her face but didn’t know her name. She was ordinary looking. Nondescript. Or maybe that’s the way he preferred to see her. Like a cashier in the grocery store. Just someone who’s there. Preferably without a name tag.

He noticed a large bruise around her right eye but didn’t think about it for more than a second. Maybe she walked into the edge of a door or fell. Accidents happen.

She asked the customary prefatory questions in a foreign accent he could not place. Then he undressed. She took his clothes, folded them neatly, and placed them on the small shelf table. 

Her hands on his body felt the same as before, except that they were cold and seemed to tremble. Otherwise, the service unfolded in its usual pattern. He got what he came for. Then she cleaned him up. 

As usual, there was minimal conversation. What really can you say? What exactly would you want to hear? The silence was mutually convenient. We aren’t really here doing this. We are somewhere else. Any talk would just pull us back here.

Her typical parting words were something like “see you again.” Only this time they were different. She asked him a question. She uttered it softly with a plaintive note.

“Is it spring yet?”

The query shook him, as it was one that could only be posed by a prisoner. Someone stuck in a windowless cell and not allowed out for air. The implication was so terrifying, he pretended not to hear it. Tried to unhear it.

He rushed out the door, as if being pursued. He quickly started the car and roared out into traffic so fast he almost caused a collision. He was trembling and breathing heavily. He needed to calm down to properly drive. But other questions now pricked him into a state of agitation. The obvious one topped the list.

Am I complicit?

Fueling that is the ivory argument. Buy ivory, kill an elephant. That’s because the purchase of something made of ivory increases the demand for ivory that can only be met by killing more elephants. In a similar fashion, purchasing the services of sex workers increases the demand for them. Both kinds. Those who voluntarily pursue the trade, and those who are forced into it. 

Countering that is the cigarette argument. Cigarettes kill people. Lots of people. So, am I an accomplice to murder by buying a pack of cigarettes? Of course not. That’s because society permits the sale of cigarettes. Therefore, society has sanctioned the killing.

So, yes, some massage parlors may engage in sex trafficking, but everyone knows this, and no one does anything about it. No one investigates them. These places are not hidden from view. They are out on the main thoroughfares with bright, flashing lights. Government and law enforcement agencies are well aware of them. The newspaper gleefully accepts their advertising, thereby conferring a de facto endorsement.

Society has chosen to look away, and indifference signifies approval. So, the customers are not responsible for what happens in these establishments. Society is at fault.

In fact, you can argue that the customers are really the ones being taken advantage of. They’re the ones whose weaknesses are exploited. They’re the ones being lured by salacious advertising. They’re the ones who leave the encounter with a lighter wallet. They’re the real victims.

Yes, absolutely, Kyle thought. I am the victim here. And society is to blame. 

He then felt relieved by his reasoning. In any event, there was nothing he personally could do about the whole situation anyway. So, follow the Serenity Prayer’s advice. Forget about things you have no control over.

By the time he got home, he had calmed down. He’d resolved his disturbance. Neutralized his misgivings. There was nothing to worry about. That’s just life. You need to carry on. Dinner will be ready soon. And Dawn always cooked up something good.

He decided to change his pants before dinner, just in case they showed some evidence of his after-work diversion. While emptying his pockets, he carelessly tossed their contents on the dresser, and his overstuffed wallet knocked over a ceramic coffee mug Dawn kept there. He righted the mug and restored its contents, a comb, a nail file, and other odds and ends. 

It was one of those mugs inscribed with a thoughtful saying. The shortcoming of such ceramic sagacity is that one reflects upon the message exactly once. Thereafter, it recedes into the visual backdrop and goes unnoticed, like the pattern in wallpaper. 

The only reason he scrutinized the mug now was to determine its original orientation. One side of the mug displayed the image of a frog staring at you with a mischievous look. The other side, an advisory.


Life is a frog. 

It sits still for a long time, 

Then suddenly leaps 

To a new place.

It’s getting froggy out. 

Are you ready?



As he repositioned the mug, he noticed something odd next to it, something withdrawn from his pockets and now resting on some loose change. It was a paper towel, neatly folded into a small square. At first, he had no idea how it might have gotten into his pocket.

He took a closer look at it and was quietly jolted into a cold panic. The pinkish floral pattern on the paper towel was the same as the one he’d just seen at the massage parlor.

The mysterious object before him had somehow broken out of his secret world and invaded his home world. It wasn’t possible. But there it was. And the ominous item could not have gotten into his pocket accidentally. The way it was folded into a small square, like a secret note. She had put it there. The woman at the massage parlor. The woman whose name he did not know because he never asked.

His first thought—get rid of it. Immediately. Don’t open it. Just flush it down the toilet. Do it now. Right now. The command from his head was loud and clear, yet his body failed to obey. He stood frozen, staring at the note, his eyes wide in terror. His brain was now screaming at him. Move! Flush it! Do it now! Right now!

And then another voice, this one real. His wife, Dawn, calling up the stairs and announcing that dinner was ready. Now he had to do something, one way or the other.

He quickly changed pants. Then he grabbed the note and walked swiftly over to the bathroom. Just as he was about to toss it into the toilet, his thoughts were once again pierced by the haunting question posed at the massage parlor.

“Is it spring yet?”

Freezing again momentarily, he then thought he should at least read the note before discarding it. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it just said thanks for your business, have a nice day. Why work yourself up into a frenzy over nothing?

He unfolded it cautiously, then wished he hadn’t. The message was simple and stark:


Help me



He plunged back into a state of panic just as Dawn called up the stairs again about dinner. He quickly folded the note back up and thrust it into his pocket, planning to deal with it later. But then it struck him. What if the plea is urgent? What if later is too late?

He started down the stairs hesitantly, moving with agonizing slowness, hoping that some wisdom might alight in the course of the fourteen steps and rescue him from his quandary. After a few steps, he stopped and reread the note, just to make sure he’d read it right.


Help me



Yes, he had. Not much room for ambiguity there. He resumed his trudging down the stairs.

In the past, he’d always conferred with Dawn about problems. She was smart, reasonable, and had good judgment. If only there was some way of discussing this with her in the abstract. “Hey, Dawn, I’ve got this friend with an issue. Wants my advice.”

But that never works. They always know. He had to confide in her. Had to confess. There would be consequences, of course. How severe, he wasn’t sure. Would she just keep him at arm’s length for a spell? Or would she throw him out this very evening and file for divorce in the morning?

He couldn’t guess. But he had no choice. He had to tell her.

Or did he? What would she say? Regarding the note, what would be her plan of action?

She was a sensible person. She would say they had to take the note down to the police station as soon as they finished dinner.

Yes! Of course! After dinner! Whatever the situation was at the massage parlor, it could certainly wait until after dinner. Which meant that he didn’t really need to tell her. He could wait until they finished their meal. Then he would pretend he forgot something at the office that needed his urgent attention. He would then leave and go to the police with the note. The cops would say thank you for bringing this to our attention, we will handle it from here. Then he would go home like nothing had happened.

Simple solution. It was so damn obvious. Why hadn’t he thought of it right off the bat?

He put the note back in his pocket, relieved and pleased with his insightfulness. But just as he arrived at the bottom step, the woman’s plaintive question resurfaced and bit him.

“Is it spring yet?”

He stopped and sighed. The reflective pause of an émigré at a border crossing, passing from one world to another. 

Dawn repeated her call to dinner with an impatient tone. He took the final step and slowly turned the corner. As he plodded toward her, he withdrew the note from his pocket and placed it visibly in the palm of his outstretched hand.

She turned and looked at it quizzically.

“What’s that?”

* * *
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Discussion Questions








	When deciding what to do, should the fallout from Kyle’s wife be of a factor at all? Should a person help one hundred percent or just as much as they safely can without putting their own happiness at risk?

	Surely Kyle was previously aware human sex trafficking exists; why is it morally different to know that this specific person was trafficked? Why is there sometimes a moral difference between conceptual evil and specific evil?

	If Kyle doesn’t discuss the situation with Dawn, is it Dawn’s fault for creating a relationship environment where helping another isn’t worth the marital fallout?

	Does the note increase Kyle’s culpability if he does nothing? If so, why?

	If you were Kyle, what would you do and why? Would your answer change if the service being offered were more traditional prostitution? Gay prostitution? Are there variations of what is being purchased that would change your answer?



* * *​
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The Dinner
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Anton I. Botha 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Low Intensity

* * *
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MARY WAS ABOUT TO TAKE a bite of her own flesh and could think of no good reason not to. Perched on the edge of her fork was a cube of meat glazed in a blood orange sauce, beautifully prepared by a world-renowned chef. 

* * *
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THE PACKAGE HAD ARRIVED mysteriously, slipped under the door of her fifth-floor Manhattan walk-up. No stamp. No name. Just an elegantly written card on textured off-white paper:


David Taggart hereby cordially invites you to dinner at his San Francisco residence on Saturday, September 20, 7 p.m. PDT. We sincerely hope we can count on the pleasure of your company, Ms. McCarren. Your opinion is sought on a matter of some importance. It promises to be a night not to be forgotten.



Along with the card: a first-class plane ticket, hotel confirmation, and a typed letter from Wynslow Wayne, Taggart’s personal assistant, wishing her a comfortable journey. All expenses paid. No obligations. Just dinner.

Mary had never met David Taggart. She doubted many outside his inner circle had. A notorious Silicon Valley billionaire, he made his first fortune selling a crypto exchange and was now the reclusive force behind one of the most powerful venture capital firms in the world. A libertarian futurist rumored to bankroll lawsuits, sway media narratives, and haunt elite conferences, Taggart was as reclusive as he was influential.

Mary paced her apartment, equal parts intrigued and unnerved. She googled the Fairmont. Estimated value of the trip? Around twelve thousand dollars. Three months’ rent.

Her fingers hovered over her phone. Then, without fully deciding to, she dialed.

In less than a full ring, Wynslow Wayne answered: “Good afternoon, Ms. McCarren. We’ve been expecting your call,” her voice British-ish, but not quite. Polished. Vaguely unsettling.

Mary’s concerns were brushed away with uncanny precision. She hung up, unsure whether she’d just been reassured or hypnotized. But her curiosity had been sparked—and that always won.

* * *

[image: ]


MARY HADN’T PLANNED on a career in clickbait. She dreamed of investigative journalism but ended up at Woke, writing articles like “5 Animals You Didn’t Know You Were Eating” under the pseudonym Bridget Sauré. A little part of her died with every headline. Still, for her own sanity, she snuck in serious work under her real name when she could—like that Guardian piece that had made waves.

It was a deep dive into the environmental cost of industrial meat. In it, she argued—as she had in her doctoral thesis—that while outlawing meat was unrealistic, serious limits were needed. If society returned to pre-industrial per capita consumption levels, global emissions from meat could be halved. With the rise of plant-based alternatives, current habits were not just unsustainable—they were unethical.

The article caused a firestorm. Her inbox imploded. Conservative pundits called her un-American. On CNN, she defended her work opposite a meat lobbyist in a made-for-TV showdown. She’d grown up eating brisket like everyone else, but the science, the suffering, the scale—she couldn’t ignore it. And unlike most advocates, she wasn’t calling for a ban. Just a reevaluation.

* * *
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SHE PACKED FOR SAN Francisco with military precision, laying everything out on the bed like a surgeon prepping for surgery. Her ex, Michael, used to photograph the scene and send it to his family as proof of her insanity. In time, Mary began to wonder if he had a point—her packing did have a serial killer quality: methodical, meticulous, unnervingly exact. She felt mildly vindicated when she found out that she was forty-two percent German thanks to one of those GeneVeritas genetic tests. She comforted herself in the fact that all Germans packed this way and resigned herself to the futility of fighting this genetic predisposition.
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