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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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DISTRACTING YOURSELF from sadness and happiness are not the same thing.

It seems like America is structured to take away the things that make life livable and force you to work long hours to buy them back: easy access to friends, open spaces, biking, walking, real food, and good health.

Suburban life makes none of these available except by purchase, but only after buying a car, car insurance, health insurance, and paying student debt. We’ve traded decorative front lawns and long commutes for time with friends outside!

The average Dutch person spends 74 minutes a week biking and 96 minutes a day visiting friends. The average American spends 48 minutes visiting friends, and twice the Dutch time in front of a TV after a much longer commute.

If I told you I have a friend who is often alone, works long hours to buy disposable things, isolates in front of a television three hours a day, and is overweight from lack of activity, what would you suggest they do? And yet, this is the life American city design and culture encourages!

Of course, some resist the structural/cultural pressures, but why should we build a society we have to resist?

I’m not saying it’s anyone’s fault. What I am saying is I refuse to adjust to it, to accept it, or to normalize it. Humans aren’t meant to live this way!
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Verisimilitude
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Casey Peterson 

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: None

* * *
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A SMALL PEWTER BALLERINA stood on point, one foot balanced on the dark walnut desk, arms overhead in a delicate arch. It stared with detachment out the windows at towering white windmills, blades twirling lazily on sun-soaked hills. Gemma wondered how the figurine stayed upright: if there was a weight in its pointed toes, or a magnet attached to an unseen counterpart inside the desk, or if perhaps it was fixed with a pin or adhesive.

The counselor seated across from Gemma wore a plain, slate-colored blazer with a sunflower pin on the lapel. Her features—mouth, nose, brow—were just prominent enough to hold a dignified weight and were framed by faint, reassuring lines. She was talking:

“It’s natural that you’re concerned; you have a lot to process. All of us do, but especially you.” Her lips stretched at the corners into a tight smile that conveyed condolence, not joy. “The community is here for you, Gemma. Everything we talk about in this office stays here. You can ask me anything: about your brother, about the process, anything at all. Even things you wouldn’t ask your parents.”

Gemma chewed the inside of her cheek. She looked at the wall of books behind the counselor, then at the bright lines of rainbow-tinged light gyrating next to a glass water cooler in the corner, everywhere except the counselor’s face. The office had a distinct smell—a hint of citrus that could have been an air freshener or a fragrance the counselor was wearing or something the cleaning staff had used to polish the woodwork—that made it difficult to focus her thoughts.

Finally, she said, “Will he feel it?”

“Feel what?” the counselor said.

“When he’s plugged into the computer. Will it be painful?” Gemma’s voice was high in her throat.

The counselor’s hands were folded on her lap. The corners of her eyes bunched together in a comforting, maternal way. “There’s no need to worry about that. ‘Plugged in’ is a bit of a misunderstanding. Some people have images of wires running into the neck like an old sci-fi movie, but it’s nothing like that. Technology has come a long way. It will all be done externally, by electrodes attached to the skin.”

Gemma shifted. She had only been sitting for a few minutes, but her legs already ached, eager to move. “What about the transition, though? It must be confusing, going from this world to that one.”

“We don’t have any reason to believe it is. I’m told it’s just like slipping into a dream, except that the dream is every bit as clear and comprehensible as the real world. Your brother won’t have any memory of coming to the Center or any reason to believe what he’s experiencing isn’t real.”

Gemma’s dark, messy hair fell in her face when she looked up. She brushed it to one side. “You haven’t done it?”

“I haven’t,” the counselor said.

“Aren’t you curious?”

The counselor paused for a moment. “I suppose I am. But it’s quite an involved process. It takes a lot of work to prepare the support apparatus—”

Gemma interrupted. “But you don’t need the support. You wouldn’t be in there for the rest of your life like him.”

Her mouth stayed open as if she wasn’t finished speaking. The counselor waited until she closed it before responding.

“Unfortunately, it’s not a simple matter of jumping in and out.”

Gemma blushed and traced a line on the back of her hand with one fingernail.

The counselor continued: “I want you to know I’m not trying to hide anything from you. You’re old enough to understand that we—that adults—don’t know everything. The process isn’t perfect.”

She paused again, long enough that Gemma looked up through a lock of hair that had fallen out of place.

“What do you mean?”

“When the system was still being developed, it was very carefully tested. The scientists and rehabilitation specialists wanted to be sure it was completely safe.” She turned to the window. The bright, direct light eased her wrinkles and made her look younger. “The developers went in first, before they let anyone else.”

Gemma felt like she was supposed to say something, although she wasn’t sure what.

“That’s how they know it’s like slipping into a dream.”

The counselor stood and turned to the wall of books, searching with a pointed finger. She pulled out a volume and flipped it open, scanning a few pages before returning to her seat and sliding it across the desk. Ethical Considerations of Simulated Reality as an Alternative Social Safety Measure. The cover had a bright, abstract geometric pattern.

“You’re welcome to borrow it if you’d like,” the counselor said, “although you might find it a bit dry and academic.”

The colorful shapes gave Gemma an uneasy feeling. She tried to force them out of her periphery. “What did they say? The developers?”

“There was no problem entering the simulation,” the counselor said, “but when it came time to exit, the participants experienced cognitive distress: confusion, anxiety, dizziness. It led to physical symptoms, things like vomiting and irregular heartbeat, and in some cases more persistent issues like insomnia and paranoia.”

The line Gemma had been tracing with her fingernail on the back of her hand began to hurt. “How long did they stay for?”

“The longest anyone stayed before they were brought out was a matter of hours,” the counselor said. “Less than a day, if I recall.” She turned to the window again. “It may not matter, though. It seems there’s not a one-to-one correspondence between internal and external time. That’s probably a major contributor to the dissonance. And of course, they have no memory of entering the simulation. I’m sure you can imagine how disorienting it would be, going about life and suddenly waking up in a sterile medical room.”

“Then he—Seth—when he goes in...” Gemma trailed off.

The counselor spoke gently. “Would you want him to come out? If he’s happy in there?”

Her sympathetic smile and steady demeanor began to prick a nerve of irritation in Gemma. How could this woman possibly understand what it was like?

“He doesn’t want to, though!” Gemma suddenly burst out. “He doesn’t want to go in! How can he really be happy if it’s not what he wants?”

Despite Gemma’s agitation, the counselor’s voice remained soft. “Nobody wants to. Even with the promise of a better life, something in us resists it.”

Gemma swallowed. “It’s cruel.”

There was a distant click as the air circulator turned on and for a while, its faint hum was the only sound in the room. Eventually the counselor spoke:

“Have you learned about prisons yet? In school?”

Gemma raised an eyebrow. “Of course.”

“I’m glad,” the counselor said. “We used to not learn about them until specialization training, you know, but I think it’s important that people are aware of how things used to be. It’s difficult to imagine that we used to lock people in cages, even people who did terrible things. But for most of history, it was perfectly normal. We can’t judge them by our standards, of course. Someday people might look back at us and find our methods barbaric, but today, right now, this is the most humane option we have. Please try to see that. Once he’s in, it will be so much better for him.”

A burning sensation climbed up the back of Gemma’s neck. “He would never choose it.”

“No. He wouldn’t. I wish there was another way, but the things he’s done... the reintegration board has unanimously agreed that he can’t be brought back into the community. Some people simply don’t feel remorse. If he’s released, he’ll almost certainly do the same things again, and it would be us who allowed it. We have a responsibility.”

Gemma tapped a finger on her thigh, drumming an agitated staccato. “He’s not a bad person,” she said quietly.

The counselor’s expression took on a liquid quality, like a wave that could surround Gemma and cradle her in weightlessness.

Gemma had seen that look once before, on a bright summer day when she was a child, barely old enough to remember. That April, a fox had shown up in the fields behind their home to hunt the voles that tunneled under the springy turf. Almost every evening for three months she sat transfixed at the back door, watching it stalk through the grass stubble. She named it Daisy, after the white and yellow flowers that sprinkled the fields. When it would pounce and emerge with a gray-brown mass of fur in its mouth, she would celebrate, glad it didn’t have to go hungry. On nights when she didn’t see it catch anything, she would lie in bed and focus all her energy toward the fox, willing the universe to send it something to eat. One especially hot morning in July, she saw a soft golden shape lying still at the meadow’s edge. She ran out barefoot, as fast as her short legs would allow. When her mother found her, she was stroking the prickly fur of the fox’s tail. “Why isn’t Daisy hunting?” she asked. Her mother said, “Oh, Gemma,” and gave her a look that she didn’t realize was lodged deep in her memory until now.

“Of course not.” The counselor’s words gently drew her back to the present. “He’s not a bad person. There are no bad people, only people we don’t know how to help yet. We’ve done everything we can.”

* * *
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THE BALLERINA SEEMED to know something, a profound secret. It was in the way her neck stretched confidently upward, the muscles of her leg perfectly still, her shoulders strong. Her posture was effortless. Nothing could interrupt her tranquility. Maybe her expression was contempt—satisfaction with her own athletic ease.

“Do you dance?” the counselor asked.

It took Gemma a moment to realize she had spoken. She pulled her attention away from the pewter figurine. “No.”

“I don’t either.” The counselor sat with her hands folded again. “My father used to take me to the ballet. He loved Stravinsky, but that was always too intense for me, too alien. I preferred The Nutcracker.” She gestured at the ballerina. “It reminds me of him.”

Gemma wondered how old the counselor’s father was and if he was still alive. She wondered if the counselor would hook him up to the machine if it meant he wouldn’t die.

“What about inside?” she asked. “In the simulation?”

“What do you mean?”

“Will he feel pain?”

The counselor said, “Ah,” as if she were a teacher waiting for a student to ask the right question. She stood up, walked to the water cooler, and grabbed two glasses. “It’s a good question. An important one. Would you want him to never feel pain?” She looked into the distance, seeming to have forgotten why she picked the glasses up. “He’ll live a complete life. We often think we want our own lives to be easy and pain-free, but we would quickly lose interest. If all your problems were solved, what would you do?” She filled the glasses and brought them back to the desk, placing them between herself and Gemma. “The simulation went through numerous iterations—that is, it changed several times. The early versions were more utopian, more in line with the ideals of the people who went in, but patients didn’t adjust well in those models. We don’t think we want struggle, but we need it.”

Tiny bubbles clung to the bottom of Gemma’s glass. She tapped with the pad of her forefinger, trying to dislodge them. “What will his life be like, then?”

The counselor sipped from her glass noiselessly. “That largely depends on him. It’s an adaptive system; it will work with your brother’s mind, the conscious and the unconscious, to recreate the world he’s come to expect. That doesn’t mean it will be the world he wants, necessarily, or at least the world he thinks he wants. That’s not the objective, though. When he’s inside, it will be indistinguishable from the real world. He’ll be able to pursue his impulses without hurting anyone.”

Gemma felt a surge of loneliness. What if nobody she knew was real? How would she know? “Are there other people in there? Actual people, plugged into the simulation like him?”

“Not actual people,” the counselor said, “but for him there will be no difference. The simulated people cocreated by his mind and the AI will be exactly how he perceives them in real life. I’m told the degree of verisimilitude is virtually perfect.”

That word, “verisimilitude,” felt like a weapon to Gemma. She regretted letting her annoyance show earlier. The counselor was establishing her expertise, letting Gemma know that she was still young and inexperienced, that she wasn’t able to casually use words like “verisimilitude” yet.
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