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AFTER DINNER CONVERSATION believes humanity is improved by ethics and morals grounded in philosophical truth. Philosophical truth is discovered through intentional reflection and respectful debate. In order to facilitate that process, we have created a growing series of short stories, audio and video podcast discussions, across genres, as accessible examples of abstract ethical and philosophical ideas intended to draw out deeper discussions with friends, family, and students.
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ENJOY THESE SHORT STORIES? Purchase our print anthologies, After Dinner Conversation “Season One,” “Season Two,” “Season Three,” and “Season Four.” They are collections of our best short stories published in the After Dinner Conversation series complete with discussion questions.
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SUBSCRIBE TO THIS MONTHLY magazine for $1.95/month or $19.95/year and receive it every month!
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E. B. Ratcliffe 
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A RED STREAK OF LIGHT flashed across the curtains. Robert grimaced and Grace got up to look out the window. There were two police cars pulling into the parking lot and it had started to snow again. She turned around. Robert was kneeling on the bed. He’d grabbed the gun and was watching her. 

She held out her hands to him. “Robert, I didn’t tell anyone where you were.”

Robert nodded his head and sat back against the pillows. The gun was cradled in his lap. “I know.”

***
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THE SNOW FELL LIKE lace streamers in the dim afternoon light. The school’s chain link fence had two big oaks standing sentinel just outside the school grounds. Everything was shrouded in white. From inside the classroom, the school’s window framed the snowy scene as if a play was about to begin.

The class was studying “A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.” Grace liked Joyce. His words poured over the reader. Words held power. Even the word snow held power. Malleable and as flexible as any word could be. Inuit natives built single word discussions on the base word of snow. They could have a million combinations to describe snow, a million ways for snow to infiltrate their thoughts. 

Three boys in jackets and baggy jeans stood outside the fence. Snow collected on their shoulders and caps. The flare of their cigarettes blinked on and off like fireflies. Grace wished she were out there with them. They’d text, trade jokes and try to keep warm.

“Miss Ki are you working on the midterm assignment?”

Grace turned her attention to Mrs. Combs at the front of the class. “Yes Ma’am. I like to organize my ideas in my head.”

“Who are you working with?”

“Robert Lascor.” Robert looked up from his paper and nodded. Mrs. Combs shrugged. “Carry on.” 

Several of the other students were staring at Grace. Emily Sims scowled her disapproval. Emily was the easiest to read of the popular kids. Since Grace had gotten a buzz cut, Emily worked at getting under her skin. She posted online that Grace was a dyke. It wasn’t true. She liked boys. Robert liked boys, too. They’d spent hours discussing boys, even though neither of them had yet to have sex with one.

Sex was a word that had at least fifty derivations in English. They could do a midterm on sex as a base word for the English language. She rubbed her temples. There was a literary discussion that wasn’t going to make it to midterms.

If not sex, perhaps love could work. In English, love was an overused and diluted word. Like fuck; it held no power. In Greek, the words for love were powerful and descriptive. Eros meant passionate love and filia brotherly love. Agape was the word for a bigger love, a love of humanity, an unconditional love in the spiritual sense. Grace looked around at the students hunched over their desks. She wanted them to wake up and see that there was something there, agape waited. 

English used agape for leaving something totally open and ajar. Mouths are left agape in amazement, wonder and fear. She liked that. It could be a midterm. She liked the idea that the greatest and purest form of love the Greeks defined was somehow related to something left open. Love was found in the open, like the sky. Open, like when a person’s mind and heart were not closed, when people put them at risk, when people conquered fear, agape was there.

She stared again out the window, the snow appeared out of a vast gray expanse of nothing. It was a magician’s trick. She was open to love, open to change. Grace looked forward to college, but it no longer dominated her thoughts. Now, she’d rather grab up Robert. Get him away from his parents. She hated them even more than her own. They’d go to L.A. and get tech jobs at some start-up, maybe. It would absolutely send her mother off the deep end. Mom’s love was not agape. Mom’s love was boundaries and control.

Robert frantically scrawled on and on into his notebook. He wasn’t tapping into a tablet like everyone else in the class. His head bobbed and his long blond hair bounced as if he’d heard the hoof beats from the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. Grace chewed one of her fingernails. Literary allusions of love would not satisfy Robert. He would want something more real and yet so much less. He wasn’t feeling the moment sliding past, the snow calling to them in its chilled whisper. Instead, on the page, his pencil scratched short staccato bursts in counterpoint to the ticking fingernails of everyone else.

Grace pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose and watched the storm intensify. Snow blotted out anything beyond the fence. She was alone in her admiration. Everyone else was writing, getting a head start, missing out on this minute that stretched into infinity.

The bell rang and Robert swiveled in his seat. His blue eyes alight, he plopped the page torn from his notebook down in front of her. She scanned the white page, stopping about halfway down and focused on the prose.

“Is this about last summer with the gray sky and closed door?” Grace asked.

Robert pointed to the bottom of the sheet. 

She rubbed her hand against the stubble at the back of her head. It read like a short play. Robert’s memory open for their classmates’ icy derision. Not going to happen.

Picking up her backpack and Robert’s torn page, Grace stood up. “Let’s get out of here.”

Grace marched him over to an alcove by her locker. “Are you serious? You want to come out in front of the whole class.” 

Setting his books down by his feet, Robert rolled his eyes and pulled out his phone. “They already know. It couldn’t get worse?”

Stupid. It could get worse. Their uptight insulated prep school wasn’t safe. 

Grace held up the page. “Robert, what about your dad?”

Looking up, Robert shrugged. “Reverend King said the truth will set you free. Dad’ll have to cope.”

“Like he did last summer?”

Putting his phone back into his pocket, Robert crossed his arms. “He won’t do that again. He promised. He’s an ass, but he sticks to his word.” Robert leaned in and rubbed her arm with his hand. “I got to be myself sometime.”

Grace tapped the paper with her chewed fingernail. He had a point. He had a good sense of humor. People liked him. It might prove better protection to be the school’s gay poster boy. “Promise me that if our most excellent and trustworthy peers get out of line, you’ll let me know.”

Robert smiled and held up his three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

“Shit. You aren’t a scout.”

“Used to be.”

Grace grabbed his hand. They didn’t have much time before the next bell. Some of the more empathetic kids might watch out for him. Grace glanced up just in time to see the Neanderthal jock Danny plunk a finger against the back of Robert’s skull. “Hey dykes.”

After Emily’s post, the popular kids branded them both with this hilarious new nickname. Defiance had its price. Robert was pretty with his long hair and kept getting mistaken for a girl. Robert winked at her and twisted around giving Danny a sultry stare. “I heard you’d like a menage with some lesbians. How ‘bout it?”

Danny’s posse laughed as he scowled and retreated. Tennis shoes smacked the tiled floor in a diminishing beat. Yeah, Robert was definitely liked well enough to have this work. Why not? If this worked, great. If not, she’d personally put her classmates in a snowy grave under one of those oaks.
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GRACE AND ROBERT SPENT two weeks rehearsing his paean to last summer. They polished the presentation until it was flawless. Still, it didn’t stop Grace’s stomach from clenching up at the midterm. Robert might run away again if the class hated it. He couldn’t make it on the street. She never should have agreed to this. Grace wiped her sweaty hands on the back of her red jeans. She’d dressed up for the performance in a white blouse with a bra underneath, not that she needed it all that much. Grace braced herself for things to go wrong. Come watch the freak show. A few of the girls had laughed when they’d pulled the teacher’s desk over against the windows. It didn’t matter. Those girls would have laughed at anything involving her.

The day was winter bright with sun shining through the frosted glass. Gone was the snow and its protection. Grace’s feet hurt a little from her new combat boots, but she’d done enough acting not to show it. She’d rehearsed Robert’s piece so many times that she could have recited it backwards standing on her head. It was time to do it.

Robert, dressed from head to toe in black, sat on a chair to Grace’s right. She took a deep breath. She was damned if she’d mess up Robert’s true confession. Grace checked out the fifteen other students. Most of them sat back lounging, bored, and ready to hate anything they did. A rebellious thought ricocheted in her head. You monsters are about to get stomped. A thrill of adrenaline ran giggling up her spine. She spoke low in a voice that would resonate to the back of the room. “The moon shot through a web of stars into the presence of despair.” 

She pressed her hand out towards Robert. “Body crumpled on the floor like dirty laundry with no feeling. The apartment was old with matted carpets and faded drapes. He had found it in the summer after he escaped from his parents.”

A few of the boys in the class sat up straighter and Emily grinned. Robert’s disappearance at the end of junior year hadn’t gone unnoticed. He’d ghosted everyone, even her. Nobody knew what happened when he came back, but Grace.

She could see Robert’s tortured smile out of the corner of her eye as he began speaking. “He couldn’t look into his parents’ disappointed eyes. Their angry lips pressed together. He escaped, sixteen-year-old and best boy, for the sweet relief of a man’s regard.”

Nobody looked surprised. Nobody cracked a nasty remark. The tension in her legs and arms fell away. The only person it really mattered to was Robert and he’d done it. He’d come out to the whole school, no going back now.

Grace had the next line and she stepped in a little closer to Robert. “Narrow butt pushed into the floor. Dishes left from yesterday. In the window, a gray August sky. And the door, the closed door...”  

They turned their heads in perfect synchronicity and focused on the classroom door before Robert spoke. “...the door cutting off the air.”

Grace wanted to look trapped. With bent knees and turned-out feet, she paced. Rattling and spitting out the words as though they could break her out of there. “He didn’t move. The clock continued ticking, a fly buzzed around his face and an alarm went off somewhere.”

She began spinning. Keeping it slow and steady. “The clock sat next to the bed, ticking in its wind-up fashion and soon it’s going to...”

She froze with her arms up as Robert screamed, “Stop!”

The class was paying attention now. Grace spoke. “The moon shot through the web of stars into the conscious presence of bright death.”

Grace pounded on desks in the front
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	Should Robert have come out to the school or unhappily waited it out until he could move out of the house and live his own life? Why do you think he couldn’t simply wait a bit longer?

	Let’s get into the mind of Robert’s parents. Why do you think they were so offended by having a gay son?  Was their real goal not to have a gay son, or not to have a gay son people knew about? Did they simply not think they might lose their son forever?

	What, if anything, should Grace have done differently in this story and why?

	Why did Robert feel suicide was his only option? What would  you have said to him in the hotel room, if you had been Grace?

	What happens next in the Grace’s story? What does her relationship with her parents look like after this? What is her plan for the next few years?
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