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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 Edition Editor
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ONE OF MY FAVORITE parts of being human is that we’re a social species. That when it comes down it, all we have in this world is the relationships with our friends, our family, our neighbors, our acquaintances and teachers and bus drivers and all the countless people that affect our lives in some way or another. And whom we affect right back.

We all hold a power in our hands in our hopelessly social society, a potential in every interpersonal interaction. The potential we have to love, to nurture, to lend a helping hand. The potential to harm, to abuse, to insult, to hate. And everything in between.

As a copy editor for this magazine, I’ve read a lot of wonderful stories, but there are always a few that really linger in my head for weeks, if not months. Out of those favorites of mine, I’ve curated this collection of interpersonal pieces. The authors of these stories interrogate the nature of relationships, the potential to help or harm, the rules and expectations and consequences of living in social society. I hope they stick with you as much as they did me, and that they make you reflect on that incredible power that we all have.

Kate Bocassi – Edition Editor
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Jacob Orlando

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Explicit Sexual Content; BDSM Themes; Strong Language; Hate Speech; High Intensity

* * * 
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LOOK AT YOU.

On your knees on the floor of your apartment under some guy you met by the bar less than an hour ago after you shared the last of your Manhattan and then left together, your tummy all tumbles, your muscles all mush, your tongue all wet. You stare up, snake charmed, as he sneers down at you.

Where do you belong? Here on your knees.

He’s a total package. He’s a grower and a shower. He slaps you hard, handles you heavy, presses your face to the floor, and laughs. You see the phone and hear the shutter fly, but you can’t say squat. He’s stuffed musty boxers down your throat.

You feel, deep down, the black no good.

* * *

[image: ]


LOOK AT YOU.

Sat by the boss at the board retreat, no better than a lap dog, ready to slobber all over whatever he pulls out. He always keeps the members busy. He’s got a way about people. Everyone hangs on every word he says. He could be an emperor. He could be a garbageman. He’s got the body and the face and the manners to bend anyone he wants.

We’ve let Rebecca go, he tells them. She was out of control. We’ll need a new COO.

You want that number two spot. You’ve been at the company twenty-seven years. Nearly three decades under Boss Man’s thumb. Maybe now, at last, he’ll see you. Not just as a lackey, but as a worthy second and even successor.

He’s moved on already. He wants to forget Rebecca, to bury her name, to burn away the traces of her. He looks to the second-quarter goals. Showers to flowers. The forecast looks good.

He cues you.

“Sunny days ahead,” you say, a rehearsed break as he aces the perfectly prepared speech. You start to clap. The others catch on. He beams around, one hand heavy on your shoulder.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Same guy. He came back for seconds. You served up just what he wanted. You’re weak. He loves that. No need for a strong sense of self. That would just cause problems.

Guy steps back and looks you over. Your ass cheeks burn red. Your back blooms purple. Your knees are raw. You feel hot all through. You almost can’t put a thought together, except that he enjoys you, gets off on your use, and makes you feel useful.

You say, “Thank you.”

He laughs. He takes you by the neck and roughly pulls you up, and then you can’t speak. You’re busy. Your head buzzes. Your mouth feels numb. You’re sloppy. He gags you good, opens your throat deep, floods your tongue. He breathes, “Good boy.” You’re almost happy.

He pushes you back and throws you to the ground, phone out, camera on you.

“Bark,” he commands.

When you don’t respond, he threatens a punch. You cower, and he repeats, “Bark.”

Now, you bark.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Two coffees, one black, and a splash of creamer for Boss Man. He doesn’t look up as you set the cup down and say, “Easy, they’re super hot.”

He surveys a hefty sheaf of papers, a red pen handy. He turns a page, reads on carefully, and makes a mark by a bulleted paragraph. Then he scoffs and throws the paper down. “Sales,” he says. “They’ve got a month to catch up, or there’ll be cuts. Deep cuts.”

You don’t ask whether he expects consumer trust to return after the mess Rebecca made on her way out. Of course, he’d say. Who cares about one loudmouth on the rag? You’d rather not argue about how many people would have read the New Yorker exposé.

He doesn’t look at you, but out across the park that separates the splashy corporate headquarters from the warehouse where most of the company’s work gets done. You’d started there at the cube farm. Boss Man had brought you over and promoted you up through the ranks. You owe whatever loyalty he demands of you now.

You have a seat across the desk and take a taste of coffee. You savor the heat so as not to scald yourself. He chooses just then to say, “By the way, you’ve got the job.”

The words break over you smooth as a splash of cool water. You try not to choke on your half-swallow. You’re not sure you can trust yourself. You’d wanted the job for so long that the prospect was a fantasy. Even as Rebecca left, you hadn’t dared to hope. But here you are.

“Really?” you reply weakly. Then, aware that you can do better, you say, “Sorry, just—part of me always thought the job would go to someone else.”

Boss Man glances up at you. You worry about the second thoughts that could puncture the trust he’s placed on you. But he flashes the usual charm and says, “Nope, you’re my guy.”

There’s a pause. A new world opens up ahead of you. The stakes now seem so heavy. They drop anchor around your neck. You should be over the moon. But you can’t shake the sense that someone has made a grave error of judgment.

You muster your resolve and say, “Thank you.”

Boss Man tuts, already back to the papers on the desk, and says, “Don’t let me down.”

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Drunk on your own lonely, down four shots and three beers before a handsome guy takes the stool on your left. He’s gray, or maybe mature would be a better word, and comes off gentle. He puts up for the next round. You dry heave all your scattered thoughts about the job, a huge step up, but so much more pressure, and you’re not sure you’re ready.

“Don’t worry about all that now,” he says as the bartender drops two more. He offers a cheers and adds, “Just celebrate.”

Gray seems almost too sweet. Not exactly your type. But he wants you, drunk and dumpy as you are. When you get back to your apartment, he looks around and says, “Sweet place.”

You make out on the couch. He’s handsy. You love how he needs you. But he’s not hard enough. Not edgy. Not angry. He asks you, “What do you want me to do? Does that feel okay? Are you all good?” You try not to answer.

After he’s done, he says, “Congrats on the new job.” And then, “You free Thursday?”

You can’t guarantee a date. But he takes your number. You watch as he walks down the hall toward the elevator. He looks back and waves. You wave back, then shut the door. Part of you hopes he’ll ghost.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Star of your own press release. Not that you’re newsworthy. But your new job could be. You don’t know who wrote the release, but they’ve framed you up as a company man. You never cared much for the company. You just got comfortable under Boss Man. He always wanted you, and you were always eager to serve. You’d felt envy for Rebecca. He wanted her more. But you always knew you could outlast her.

You hate the way the release makes you out as a hero. Of course, there’s not one word about Rebecca, no attempt to acknowledge what she alleged as she left. There’s a dance around all that, a gloss on you as the guy who stepped up at a tough moment.

The release also blows smoke up Boss Man’s ass. He loves that, no doubt. He expects everyone to brownnose. And you’ve always been so happy to comply.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Your photo, there on the phone screen. Guy has the press release open on a browser tab. He reads out the lead paragraph, then laughs. He looks at the photo and says, “That’s you.”

Horror thrashes at your chest, trapped beneath your sternum, lodged between your lungs. You don’t know how he found the release. You’d never shared your name. You also hadn’t set a safe word or any rules. Not that Guy would have to respect whatever you’d agreed.

You can’t move. Your hands are bound at your back, and you’re gagged on old socks. You can’t stand, or speak. And anyway, what would you say for yourself?

You should have known. You’d assumed that he was lowkey, that he’d be buttoned up about whatever happened between you. But you should have seen what would come. You should have been more careful. You should have put a stop to whatever part of you craved the abuse. You should have been man enough to strangle off that need, to freeze or burn or cut out that part of you. But you never could.

Guy snaps a photo. He shows you. He toggles back and forth between the formal photo from the release and the one of you there on the floor. He takes more, some close on your face. You groan and try to pull your hands free, but there’s no hope. He laughs.

“Want me to send these to everyone at work?”

You can’t answer properly, but you squeal out a protest.

“Was that a yes?”

He lets you groan through the socks some more before he pulls them out. Your jaw aches. Your tongue feels dry and rough. You try not to cough.

“Please don’t,” you say. “They don’t know about me.”

He scoffs and says, “Who cares about you?”

You repeat, “Please don’t.”

He looks around your apartment, then back at you, there on the floor. He crushes your arousal underfoot and says, “You’re gonna pay.”

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

You’re a wreck. Your clothes are shabby. You need a shower. You’ve never come to work so out of sorts. You’ve barely slept. You haven’t eaten. Whatever you try, you can’t hold down. You haven’t spoken to anyone at work, at the bar, or anywhere.

Four days ago, you took out a hundred grand, stuffed a duffel bag, and let Guy walk away. You’d pretended that that was all you had, that he’d cleaned you out. But you could afford more. You have stocks and secret accounts, and you could always sell your place. Not that you want to. But now that Guy knows where you’re at, you’ll never be safe.

The thought has started to haunt you. He knows where you sleep and where you work.

Gray texts. The alert shoots through you. You half expect every message to be a folder of photos sent to the whole board. But no, just Gray. He wonders whether you’re down for tacos. You let your head fall hard to your desk.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Brought to tears on a second date by a softball. “How’s the job?” Should be a slam dunk. Great, except for the guy who could expose me as a depraved freak! All good except for that! And before you can wrap your head around a real reply, the sobs come, and then tears, and then he stands up and comes around to rub your shoulders and tell you not to stress, that a new job can be a lot, but that you are clearly capable or you wouldn’t have been offered the role at all.

Gray suggests you take the food to go. He walks you home. You try not to see yourself there on your knees on the floor. You try to let Gray take your thoughts anywhere else.

You fall asleep on the couch. He’s under you. He doesn’t move.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

You really thought you were clear, that you were out of the woods, that you’d moved on? Three weeks. That’s a speck. Three more dates? That’s progress. You start to get comfortable. Gray may be a match. You worry some that he’s too oatmeal, too cardboard, too sweater vest. But maybe you don’t hate that.

Now, when an alert comes through, you almost expect to see some sweet note, maybe Have a good day! or See you soon! So when Guy reaches you at your work address, the message floods fresh fear through you.

The sender seems anonymous. A junk account. The message reads, Your place, 10 p.m. Have more.

Attached, a photo. From the back, dark and blurry. No face. Not yet.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

On your knees on the floor of the elevator. He slaps you and says, “No shame, huh?”

You say, “No.”

He laughs.

He’d come early. As soon as you’d opened the door, he’d asked, “Where’s my money?” You’d led across to the elevator. He’d pushed you down as soon as the door had closed. 

You start to stand up when the elevator reaches your floor, but he says, “No, you crawl.”

So you crawl. You can’t deny that part of you wants to just turn off your thoughts and do what you’re told. An easy way to move through the world. From your knees, you feel free. But you hope no one comes down the hall. When you get to your place, you want to stand up, but you know he won’t let you. Your cheeks burn as you open the door.

Guy gets down the hall to where the room opens up before he sees Gray, who stands coolly by the couch. He wheels around on you and says, “The fuck?”

You’re on your feet. Guy takes on an attack stance. Gray steps toward Guy and says, “You’re not gonna get off so easy now.”

“The fuck you mean?” Guy says and then to you demands, “Who’s he?”

You don’t know what to say. You hadn’t meant to spew the whole story to Gray. But once you’d started, there really had been no way to stop. He’d wanted to help you. And you need help.

“So who are you, exactly?” Gray says. He steps closer.

“Fuck you,” Guy growls.

“Let me see your wallet.”

Guy tells Gray, “Get fucked.”

Gray says, “Don’t tempt me.”

Guy steps back. He looks at you, then the door past you. He looks back at Gray and says, “Fuck you, old ass faggot.”

He turns and steps toward you. As soon as he breaks, Gray slams them both to the floor. They scuffle and claw at each other. You fear that Guy may come out on top. After a breath, Gray throws you a wallet pulled from Guy’s pocket. Not a moment to lose, you snap a photo. Then you rush back to the front door and hurl the wallet toward the elevator.

Face screwed up, Guy shoves you to the wall as he barrels by and takes off down the hall. You don’t stop to watch. You shut and bolt the door. You hear Guy come back. He hurls swears and slams the door so hard you worry he could break through.

You don’t respond. After a few calm breaths, you check the peephole.

He’s gone.

* * *

[image: ]


LOOK AT YOU.

The new COO. That’s the subject. There’s no message. Just the attachments. Half a dozen photos, face and body. None from the same scene. Each tells a new story. Each adds a new layer of shame. Boss Man and other managers are cc’d.

You feel your throat close and your breath sputter. Should you just go now and never come back? Could you get to your car before anyone who’d gotten the message got to you? Would Boss Man let you ghost, or would he want a more formal goodbye?

But before you can make a move, Boss Man messages you, come see me.

He’s not far, but the walk feels endless. Everyone who looks at you seems repulsed. There’s no way any of them have seen the photos. But you can’t shake the sense they all know, that they all see you as lesser, a nonman, a freak.

“Some photos,” Boss Man says after you close the door. He leans back, feet propped up on the desk. He looks you up and down. You don’t react. You can’t even move. You don’t know what to say. You expect the ax any second. He looks between you and the screen on the desk, and you know he has the photos open. Your cheeks smolder. He repeats, “Some photos.”

You take a shaky breath and say, “You’ll need a letter?”

He glances sharply at you and says, “We’re not gonna push you out over a few photos.”

“But they’re—”

“Look, tough luck,” Boss Man says. “Be more careful, okay?”

You don’t understand. Why hasn’t he walked you already? Shouldn’t your career be over about now? “You’re not—”

“No homophobes here,” he asserts. “And after Rebecca, we need someone who does what he’s told.”

He can’t seem to look away from the screen. You wonder what secrets he’s tucked away, and whether he wonders how far he could take you, how comfortably you’d do as you were told. You doubt that he’ll ever respect you. Not that you demand respect.

When he looks at you now, you can’t help but see yourself on your knees. You almost drop then and there before Boss Man’s feet. You feel the need to say you’re sorry. You want to show that you’re grateful. You wonder whether now, at last, you can speak the same language, whether he’ll understand you better when you’re down where you belong.

He glances up at you and says, “That’ll be all.”

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Scared to leave your place. Scared to stay home. Wherever you go, you’ll never be safe. He knows too much. He’s around every corner. He haunts you.

There’s some good. Gray stops by. He drops off food. He takes you out. You say you’re sorry over and over, and eventually he tells you to stop. He says he was happy to help. He’s glad you took control before you sank deeper. You don’t feel any control.

He asks whether you really want to do the stuff you let Guy do to you. Not to yuck your yum. But what’s the appeal? You don’t know how to reply. You’d always been ashamed. You’d always wanted to keep that part of you secret. You’d always thought that you were broken. But you can’t deny how you feel. You want to be useful. You want to help guys get off. You want to forget yourself, step out of your day-to-day and feel real.

But you have to make a change.

So Gray. He’s not your normal type. He’s no sado-douchebag-manwhore. He’s just a sweet guy who wants someone to take on dates, cuddle, and generally care about. And sure, maybe he also wants an easy blowjob on the regular. You can handle that.

And he knows you. He got the crash course. He doesn’t push you down or try to take advantage. But he doesn’t make you keep secrets. He lets you be real.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

At lunch across from Boss Man as though work has just kept on as usual. He made excuses to the others who saw the photos. A target of further attacks from external saboteurs. What anyone does at home out of work hours should be that person’s alone to reveal or keep to themself. He stuck out some neck for you. Now he’s ready to move on. 

But he can tell you’re not. When you space out as he goes over the rough second-quarter numbers, he sets the papers down and snaps for your focus. He grumbles, “The photos?”

You shake your head and say, “Sorry.”

Boss Man leans forward, elbows on the table, and asks, “You gonna sue?”

“What?” You aren’t sure you heard properly.

“Sue the guy?” Boss Man says. “Pretty sure he broke the law.”

Gray had asked whether you wanted to call the cops. But why would you trust them? Boss Man saw law enforcement through another lens. He’d seen so many guys get sued for less. Why shouldn’t you work out your trauma through the courts?

“No,” you reply. “No need.”

He looks at you sternly and asks, “You know the guy?”

Yes and no. Thanks to the help from Gray, you have a photo, a name, an address. And thanks to a few sharp web searches, you know more. You know what schools he attended. You know where he works. You have work and personal phone numbers. You even know the names and address of Guy’s parents. They’re not far, out on the edge of town.

You repeat, “No need.”

He lets out a terse breath. He seems frustrated. He knocks back a long guzzle of beer, burps, and says, “Then forget the guy, okay?” He sets the glass on the table. As he starts to get up, he says, “Remember, you work for me.” You stand up too. He steps close and puts a hand on your shoulder. You smell the beer as he purrs, “You take orders from me.”

He smacks your ass.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Calmer than you’ve been for weeks. More collected. More sure of your next words, your next move. Gray has clocked the change. He says, “You seem better.”

You’re on the way home from a drag show. You’d never been before. Gray had been more than happy to change that. He squeezes your hand. You don’t answer.

Better may be a stretch. But you’re numb to the fear that the other shoe may drop, that any moment Guy could send Boss Man a trove of photos to lord over you. And honestly, maybe you want that. Part of you goes to work every day and plays at normal. Part of you would rather be on your knees. You’ve been torn apart for so long.

You don’t tell Gray about your plans. You don’t know how long you can last. You’ll have to snap sooner or later. You’ve already sold your place. You’re ready for whatever happens next. As for Gray, he’ll be better off ghosted.

You try not to cry. Gray looks at you but doesn’t say another word.

You want to blame Guy. He’s the one who took all the photos. You want to blame Boss Man. He’s the one who dragged you so far up the corporate ladder. But you’re the one to blame. You’ve never been honest. You’ve never let yourself be free.

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

On your knees so easy now. Boss Man has pushed you down hard. He grabs your ass, squeezes, and says, “Bet you love that.” He makes you take notes as he takes calls, bare feet up on the desk. After, he has you massage them. He leaves the door open as he uses the bathroom so you can hear the stream splash across the seat. Then he tells you to clean up.

And you do. You kneel there and use paper towels to soak up the splatter.

You know that anyone else would stand up for themself. Rebecca left over just a few off-color remarks. You should put your foot down. But your head buzzes through the fever of your daydreams. At last, you don’t have to keep the parts of yourself separate. When you serve Boss Man at work, you’re not ashamed. You’re proud of a job well done.

Your new role hasn’t panned out as planned, nor has the second quarter. Sales have not rebounded. Boss Man has cuts on the way. You feel fresh envy for Rebecca. She saved herself. What’s left for you to save?

But put another way, what have you got left to lose? Boss Man should have Guy over. Then you’d have no more secrets.

But Gray watches from the corner of the scene. You wonder what he would say to them, and to you. Would he tell them to be ashamed? Would he want you to take control?

* * *
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LOOK AT YOU.

Your breath comes hot under the pup mask you hardly ever wear. What looks adorable on those smooth, barely cherry-popped porn boys appears laughable on an overgrown man. But the collar feels sexy, as does the harness you bought for yourself years ago. The leather pops under a loose cropped tank top. You eat up teeny short shorts that fall way below the strap of your jock.

The normals up and down the street have never been so gagged. You approach the door at number seven and knock. You don’t need to prepare. You know exactly what you came to do.

An older woman opens the door. She seems wary. You can tell from a glance that she’s Guy’s mother. She looks you up and down, clearly unhappy to see your type there on her porch. She holds the door only partly open and asks, “What do you want?”

“Hellooo,” you croon. “Any chance your son’s at home?”

She steps back as though you’ve aggressed her.

“He’s not here,” she says. “Why?”

“Just wanted to return these.” You procure the used boxers Guy had stuffed down your throat on one of your early hookups. She glares at them, then at you. Her face speaks horrors. “He left these at my place.”

You toss her the boxers, and she can’t help but catch them. 

You don’t need another beat. You turn and strut to the car. You don’t know much about Guy’s mother. You don’t know whether he’s close to her. You don’t know how hard you’ve hurt Guy here, whether you’ve even done any damage at all. But she, at least, has reflected a heavy dose of shame for you to savor.

When you look back, she hasn’t moved. She seems shocked and maybe even nauseated. You wave and holler, for everyone else along the street, “He’s such a stud, your boy!”

Then you peel off before she comes unstuck.

* * *

[image: ]


LOOK AT YOU.

You don’t even react when Boss Man turns the screen around and shows you the folder full of dozens of photos. There are recorded shots too, some ten or twenty seconds, some longer. 

“He says he’ll send them to everyone on staff unless we pay,” Boss Man says. “You know we can’t afford that.”

He turns the screen back and scrolls. You stand there as he thumbs through your shame. He rubs down to the bulge beneath the desk. He glances up at you and says, “Better get to work.”

You come around the desk close to where he’s started to unbutton and kneel. He laughs, taps your cheek, and gestures for you to carry on.

He’s smaller than you’d expected. He’s musky and sweet. Boss Man shoves you down, desperate to choke you, but you have no trouble. He’s really pretty small. He scrolls some more, and then you hear, “Bark.”

Boss Man murmurs, “Oh fuck.”

Guy repeats, “Bark.”

You hear yourself bark.

Boss Man comes close. He holds your head down and bucks at your throat. He doesn’t even touch your uvula. As he starts to spasm, you close your jaw hard and let your teeth tear through flesh to tender muscle. He screams. You taste blood. At last, you feel free.
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