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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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IF I’M BEING HONEST, I sometimes wonder if the grind is worth it. If the time I spend on the magazine is worth it. If the opportunity cost of not working as an attorney is worth it. You can’t eat “a life with meaning,” you know?

Working for free on a “passion project” for six years is not rational. I’m okay with irrational, but is working on this magazine immoral in relation to my obligations to the people who love me? When is grit just foolishness? My family is impossibly patient with all this...

There are 3,000+ literary magazines. We typically rank in the top fifty, often in the top ten, and yet, we have never made enough money for me to draw a salary in six years. At what point should I declare this “just a hobby” and scale it back? And how do you know when to make that decision?

Maybe I’m just tired. But how do I know if I’m “just tired” or if I’m thinking rationally about this whole thing?

It’s uncool to be publicly down. And yet, I know I’m suspicious of people who are always publicly positive. It seems dishonest. Like an ad agency generated marketing copy for their life. Good people have bad days; that’s what it is to be human.

The truth is, if we don’t get more paid subscribers there will come a day when this magazine no longer exists. I know that. What I don’t know is how to judge when I’ve tried long enough and should take a hint. Maybe the ten-year mark?
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The Sanctity of Self

[image: ]




George J. Osol 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Strong Language; Suicidal Themes; Medical Procedures

* * *
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AFTER THE HEAD-ON, I was ambulanced to the morgue at Mass General and pronounced dead on arrival. Because I was an organ donor, they called the medical examiner, and just like that, my fate was sealed. A pathologist by training, Dr. Franklin is famous for his research on transplant organ preservation.

My chest and abdomen were crushed after the airbag failed, so Franklinstein set to work cannulating my carotids and jugulars. He apparently wanted to see how long the blood-brain barrier could be preserved with PhysioHeme, the novel synthetic blood substitute he developed and patented. 

Imagine their surprise when my eyelids began to flutter! The coroner’s assistant passed out, and Dr. Franklin, whom I’ve since learned is a nonstop talker, was speechless. They quickly added an anesthetic to keep me under, unsure of what to do next. One of the dieners googled “living head” on her phone and discovered that the Russians had done exactly that a year earlier with a dog. Why is it always the Russians?

A month, sundry administrative and ethics committee meetings, and a court ruling later, life support and resuscitation were decreed obligatory. I had no living will and, at forty-seven, was still young. Thus mandated, the hospital folks worked with the Bioengineering Department at MIT to construct a life-support system for what was left of me.

Once completed, their next step was to bring me out of the drug-induced coma. I remember coming to surrounded by white coats and masks. Saucer eyed, I could only see the silk cloth the perfusion apparatus below me was draped with. Where is the rest of me? I screamed, and kept praying that this was a dream, that I would close my eyes and wake up in my own bed. 

No luck with that one.

I don’t remember much early on—Franklin must have had some serious antianxiety meds flowing through my brain at that point. Worse, I lost all of my memories, although, oddly, my knowledge base was preserved. For example, I can remember the difference between an omelet and a frittata or a mile versus a kilometer; on the other hand, I have no recollection of earning my PhD (although I do remember my thesis was on Descartes’s cogito), meeting Elena and getting married, or of being a professor at Northeastern (all of which I’ve subsequently learned about by being told). I can speak and read well enough, but I have no memories of my mother and father or my childhood. Tabula rasa. The neurologist seems to understand why―something to do with local versus global executive functions―but I sure don’t.

* * *
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I CRIED ALMOST ALL the time at first as my mind whirled through its maelstrom of fear, self-pity, and anger. I would have killed myself in a second if I could have, but of course I couldn’t: no breath to hold, no wrists to cut. I pleaded with everyone―even the janitor―to unplug me, but this was uncharted territory, and no one was willing to comply.

One winter night, there was a windstorm and the hospital went dark. I’ll never forget the mixture of fear and relief, panic and peace at the thought that I was going to die. As it turns out, the MIT wizards had built in a battery that gives me seventy-two hours of backup, so it was a no-go.

* * *

[image: ]


IN RETROSPECT, THE nurses were amazing. Especially Olivia. She would talk with me as she shaved and blotted me and, when she was done, she would massage my head before combing my hair. Feeling her fingers on my scalp became the moment I most looked forward to every day. The human touch.

The hospital chaplain came by a few times, and folks from a local church group. They would read inspirational passages from the Bible and sing hymns. I finally told them I wasn’t into the whole religious thing. They ceased and desisted, but I remember them kindly. Good people. Must be nice to have faith, but you can’t fake it.

An old geezer came by one morning with a yellow lab named Missy. The problem was that Missy didn’t want to have anything to do with me. As much as the handler tried to get the dog to relate to me as a person, Missy just sniffed the base of my pedestal and whined. At his suggestion, I tried calling her by name, but Missy got agitated and started to growl, so that was the end of that.

Then came the depression. Except for the nurses and occasional visitors, it was just me, myself, and I in the ICU, and I grew tired of all three. Olivia noticed my constant crying and contacted Franklin, who came by with a psychiatrist in tow. With my consent, they started adding antidepressants and mood stabilizers to the perfusate and eventually came up with a mixture that—if you pardon the metaphor—helped keep my head above water.

* * *
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AFTER SIX WEEKS, I was finally discharged. That was big at first, but then the whole thing with Elena, my wife of nearly twenty years, went south. The situation was tolerable for her when I was in the ICU because she could at least go home and be free after visiting hours. Once I came home, she felt trapped. Our life had supposedly been full of physical activity―hiking, biking, tennis―but now it was all strangely passive and, let’s face it, dull. My not remembering her didn’t help. It was like beginning a relationship all over again, and what I could offer in my present condition was pretty limited.

Ultimately, the sense of isolation was insurmountable on my part, as was the feeling of separation on hers. The emptiness between us grew into a chasm. A few months later, I noticed Elena had grown unusually quiet. When I asked her what was the matter, she said “nothing” at first, but, with time, it came out that she had met someone.

That hurt, but I understood, more with the head than the heart, so to speak. We parted amicably, she remarried, and they now have three kids. Good for them. We all have our quantum of solace, and when that’s spent, it’s time to part. Like faith, you can’t fake love.

* * *
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POST-DIVORCE, I SPIRALED. Didn’t see much point in living. They tweaked the meds, but that didn’t help much this time around, and a therapist started coming by twice a week. He admitted that he had no idea what to say, but reassured me that he genuinely wanted to help. Could we give it our best try? As it turned out, Dave and I hit a personal chord of some sort, a resonance of spirit, as occasionally happens with strangers, and I began to look forward to his visits.

One day when I was feeling particularly sorry for myself, he pointed out that I was luckier than many others who suffer a grave physical misfortune—the locked-in stroke victim, for example, or the person with quadriplegia who is saddled with a body that he or she cannot feel or use, yet one that can create both suffering and inconvenience.

That was a revelation. For me, there is no colostomy bag, no weight gain, and no wheelchair sores to worry about. With this IPA (Intelligent Perfusion Apparatus), I’ll never develop high blood pressure, cholesterol, or sugar. Heart attack? Nope, not me. Cancer? Possible but unlikely. Without the burden of a body, I’m free of most of the medical concerns that normal people worry about as they age. Heady stuff, ha ha!

A huge step forward was Olivia agreeing to become my full-time caretaker after her husband died. Sad for her, but what a blessing for me! She moved in and is a friend, companion, nurse, and—after I bought the special van—chauffeur. I don’t go out much, but once in a while, it’s fun to take a ride and watch a sunset, or sit by the water.

* * *
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YOU’RE PROBABLY WONDERING how I look. Well, my head—me!—is perched over a perfusion apparatus bolted onto a specialized wheelchair base. The whole robotic contraption is draped in a silk shroud, motorized, and stable. 

I take pride in my appearance. The barber comes by every month. My beard is full and mostly dark brown. With the designer cowl in place, it looks like I’m wearing a cravat. Elegant and professorial. A few people have told me I look like that actor Nick Offerman.

And I’ve become the world’s most famous talking head! After appearing on a few podcasts and TV talk shows, I started getting tons of mail, especially from women offering to care for me. Nice (and a few naughty) pictures keep coming in, along with occasional marriage proposals that I don’t bother to reply to. Who knows what these people are after? I don’t mean to be cynical, but I am pretty vulnerable, after all, and I do have Olivia.

Most blessedly, my mind is intact, and isn’t that what makes us human? Our ability to adapt. To love. To reason. Not only do I still have my senses, some have become heightened, especially the sense of smell. Maybe it’s the perfusate that Franklin has me on. He says it’s a pretty perfect fluid, with its sugar and oxygen, amino acids, vitamins, minerals, and meds.

Surfing the web has always been a pleasure because I love to learn, and I can control almost everything on the computer using voice commands. And when it comes to calling or texting people, there’s always Alexa.

* * *
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THE MOST HURTFUL THING has been how strangers react to me when I go out in public. Children often point and sometimes laugh, but they’re kids, so who can blame them?

Most adults are considerate, but not all. Occasionally, a person will approach me uninvited. Imagine having strangers come up to you to ask personal questions or make unsolicited comments! It’s intrusive and rude, but I suppose it isn’t much different from what celebrities have to put up with every day. Others will pointedly avoid me. They’ll turn away and cross the street or back into a doorway if they can do so without being too obvious. Ask any person of color about that one. 

A few weeks ago, these two putzes were walking up the street when they spotted me getting rolled into my van. Teenagers: sixteen or seventeen; old enough to know better but young enough not to care. It was cold out, and I had my fedora on. They started mocking me by crossing their eyes and sticking their tongues out as they held an imaginary hat on their head. 

I was having one of my bad days, so I yelled “fuck off” but, although I can talk, I can’t really yell and ended up coughing instead. Furious, I spat their way, but the drool got caught in my beard. Olivia, who was helping me into the van at the time, spun around, saw what they were doing, and gave them hell as only Olivia can. A sweet and gentle lady, but when she gets mad, watch out! She dressed them up and down with every foul word in the English language, ending with “dinky dicks” as they slinked off. Cheered me right up. 

* * *
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THE UNIVERSITY AND I worked out the logistics, and there I was in class on day one of the fall semester. The students knew of my situation, of course, but there were still a few gasps when I rolled into the lecture theatre. 

That first day was odd, for no one knew quite how to relate to me, and the class was hushed. During the second week, a handful of students began to linger and to make an effort to engage. Some started coming by during my office hours, looking for help with the material and, frankly, to just talk. If a student felt comfortable, the conversation might stray off topic and occasionally cross over into the personal. I am a philosophy professor, and the subject lends itself to conversations about life issues such as free will, fate, and ethics. These one-on-one moments have become my favorite part of the job; I relish the warmth and honest contact. It was a privilege, or at least it felt that way until the day I met Jason. 

And then everything changed. 

* * *
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IT WAS ONE OF THOSE September afternoons when summer’s warm hand lingers and the campus is abuzz with frisbees flying and Bluetooth speakers blaring. Buoyed by the energy in the air, I reluctantly rolled back to my office for the posted 3–5 p.m. office hours. Unsurprisingly, not a single student came by, and I found myself keeping an eye on the clock, waiting for Olivia to pick me up. She usually pulls in just after five, calls, and readies the van while I make my way downstairs. 

Suddenly, there he was, standing in the doorway wearing a ratty old army jacket, hands in pockets. I remember thinking that was odd since it was such a warm day. Tall, thin, with stringy blonde hair and a three-day stubble, his eyes were fixed on me with an intense, uneasy expression. 
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