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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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IMAGINE YOU WERE A kind of god and every night you could dream an entire lifetime. And what you were dreaming felt entirely real. And you could choose what happened, both good and bad. An entire perfect lifetime in one night.

Well, that would be great! Maybe you’d be a famous rock star. Then, a movie star. The next night, an extreme surfer. And it would go like this for countless nights.

Eventually, perfect lives would get boring; you would have climbed Mount Everest a thousand times. Lived on Mars a thousand times. Swum with mermaids a thousand times.

Then you turn to horror: murdering or being murdered, increasing the misdeeds as each normal horror becomes dull. 

Eventually, you will have exhausted every possibility, every delight, and every horror. Everything would be routine and boring, except one thing—not knowing what you were going to dream.

Not knowing what your day holds. Not knowing if your nightmare would be your death or turn out fine. Not knowing if your bike ride would end in a flat. Eventually, as a god, the only interested thing left would be not knowing what was going to happen next.

And that’s the life you have today. The life a god wishes for. You are already living a god’s best day because your life is finite and because you are human. (paraphrased from Alan Watts)
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Calla Gold
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The trouble with most of us is that we would rather be ruined by praise than saved by criticism. —Norman Vincent Peale



“LILI, I’VE BEEN ENJOYING seeing you blossom since you’ve been here,” Marilyn said with a wide smile. She looked me in the eye, unblinking, smiling, leaning forward. I felt warmth bloom in my chest. Marilyn, tall and fashionably dressed, would wander through the building, saying little, dispensing curt nods as if her chiropractor had told her to economize on head movements. Her words lifted my day. I was only sorry no one was around to hear her say them. I mentally hugged her words like a hot pad to my chest, warming up my chilly, insecure, eighteen-year-old self.

Marilyn was my Reg, or Registrar. In Applied Dynamics, that’s the person who sits down with you, door closed, and coaxes you to “donate” money for your next service on your Route to Truth. The first course I took was the Applied Communication Dynamics Course, which we students called “the ACDC.” Little in-jokes like that made me feel I was part of something fun. It was taking me twice as long as my fellow students to complete the drills, and I secretly felt a bit stupid and slow until I saw Marilyn. 

“You seem more confident,” she said.

“Things are going good!” I said. I felt my gum-showing smile bust my face open.

“I’ve looked at your Aptitude and Disposition Assessment.” Her smile vanished. It was like someone stole my blanket.

“I believe you spoke with Ken about your low score on the responsibility section,” she said.

“Uh, yeah.” Ken had asked me for an example of how not being responsible had damaged my life. I’d given him multiple responses. I discovered why he kept a box of Kleenex on his desk.

I hunched my shoulders. Having been rejected by various members of my family and shuffled between different relatives like an unwelcome hot potato for a few years, I was accustomed to being blamed, both in word and deed, for simply existing. Remembering my torturous and tearful hour or so with Ken, I started crying.

“Oh, honey, this isn’t bad news. I think you’re ready to plan for your next step.”

I grabbed a tissue from an identical Kleenex box on her desk. “What step?” I asked.

“The Dynamic Integrity Course. It can improve your skill at taking responsibility. Which, in turn, can boost your confidence and increase your income. I loved this course when I did it. I think it would be like putting rocket fuel in your gas tank.”

I stopped crying. My life had seemed to improve since I’d signed up for the ACDC. I’d met my boyfriend, moved in with him, left behind a toxic living situation, and been practicing my shiny new communication skills as a waitress at the IHOP. My tips had increased too. It seemed almost too good to be true.

“You wouldn’t want to lose the gains you’ve had so far, would you?” 

A chill gripped my chest. I thought she’d read my mind. I waved my hands. “No, no, of course not.”

“I didn’t think so.”

Andy Gibb was singing “I Just Want to Be Your Everything” on Marilyn’s radio. I started singing along. I’d earned money busking on Telegraph Avenue during my senior year of high school and dreamed of singing for a living.

Marilyn’s face didn’t show appreciation for my nailing the high note with no warm-up. She got the two lines between her eyebrows thing that I’d seen when she yelled at someone. She’d never yelled at me, and I didn’t want her to start. I shut up. I listened to the song to its end, my eyes down.

“I’ve observed that you’re easily distracted. I’m hoping that your final drills on the Communication Dynamics Course will help you focus.”

“I can focus,” I said. I heard the snotty, defensive voice I’d used in the past that always alienated the person in front of me. I didn’t want to alienate Marilyn.

She stared at me. I shook my head. “Uh, really.” I used my new friendly waitress voice. “I just love that song.”

“I’d like to see you focus on your communication drills and notice the impact these new skills have in your life.” Marilyn got up and paced. “Some of your fellow students just do the drills like they’re smoking a cigarette. I want you to do them like they’ll change your life. I’ve seen these drills produce miraculous results.” She crouched down beside my chair. “Not everyone continues after this first course. It’s because they don’t get it.” She bowed her head, then looked up and took my hands in hers. “Lili, you’re at a pivotal point in your life. Do you feel it?” Her beautiful mascara-framed blue eyes stared into mine. I felt so seen.

“I do.”

“Do you see from the gains you’ve made that you’re literally changing your life for the better right now?”

“Um, maybe?”

“Just maybe? Not much better than before?”

“Okay, my life is better.”

“It’s vital in this life to recognize when you’re on the right path. Have you ever been in a good place in your life but didn’t realize it until after it was over?”

I started to cry again. There were just a bunch of times that’d happened. I just nodded.

“Are you ready to invest in yourself and your future?” She walked back around her desk and sat leaning forward.

“Yes.”

“The Dynamic Integrity Course costs two hundred and fifty dollars.” She explained how perfectly the course was tailored to my situation.

“When I finish the ACDC, I’ll save up. I only get two hundred dollars a week at my job, and I have rent, food, and gas to pay.”

“Didn’t you tell me your mother gives you one hundred twenty-five dollars a month to support you?”

“Yeah. She’s been really nice to me lately. Like helping me with moving out, rent, and taking me grocery shopping.”

“And didn’t you say that you had a little savings?”

“Yeah, when my grandpa died, I got five hundred dollars. I’ve spent most of it already. I think I have about a hundred dollars left in the account. But I’d rather not touch it.”

“You could take a vacation to nowhere with that money, or get drunk a few times, or spend it on impulse buys. That’s a please-yourself decision. With no lasting reward. How about a decision to improve yourself?”

“I thought I’d save up for college.” 

“Did you learn how to communicate in school? Did they teach you how to make a budget?” 

I looked up at the ceiling. Marilyn pulled me aside during my first week on the ACDC and taught me how to create a budget. She asked about my job, how much was in my checking and savings accounts, and what my expenses were, helping me see a snapshot of my life from an adult perspective.

“Nope. I’ve probably learned more here in the last three weeks than I have in years.”

“I have an idea,” she said.

I nodded. She pulled out a piece of paper. She wrote, $125.00 – mom, $100.00 – savings, $25.00 – tips, = $250.00. She slid it over to me.

“You can do this, Lili.”

“My mom doesn’t know I’m doing Applied Dynamics. I haven’t told her.”

“What’s to tell? You’re an adult. You know the value you’ve experienced here. Speaking of responsibility, it’s quite an achievement for a young lady fresh out of high school to choose to spend her evenings on self-improvement. Some of your fellow students have dropped out of the class. You haven’t. That says a lot about you.” 

I felt the warm chest glow. She gave me the biggest encouraging smile.

“Thank you.”

“Have you got your checkbook with you?” 

I nodded.

“There’s no tax, just write two hundred and fifty dollars and give it to me to hold. I’m going to give you a time target. Seven days. Procrastination is the thief of progress and the destroyer of success. I have faith in your abilities.” She gestured to my leather-fringed hippie purse.

I pulled out my little blue plastic checkbook with seventy-five dollars in it. I wrote a two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar check. I left the date blank and signed it. I stared at it before starting to tear it out. My hand moved through molasses. My body didn’t want to finish tearing out that check. My stomach knotted. I couldn’t look at Marilyn. I told myself to breathe, and it was an effort.

“Lili...” Marilyn rested her hand on my forearm. Her fingertips were soft and smooth. Mine were rough and calloused from playing the guitar. “Making the right decision when it’s tough shows you’re moving in the right direction. What you’re feeling, Dr. Gordon Meadows calls Axiomatic Resistance. Show a child a candy bar and a book, and he’ll usually take the candy and regret the loss of the book later, probably while sugar crashing and ruining his mother’s day with a tantrum of some sort.”

I nodded. Being a lifelong sugar addict, I could relate.

“So, my wanting to hurl right now is this axiomatic resistance thing?”

“Sure is. I’ve circled the sun more times than you. I’ve felt axiomatic resistance many times. My biggest regrets come from the times I let it rule my decisions. Don’t be like me in my darkest hours, yielding to purely physical wants and overruling my spiritual goals. Because this decision, make no mistake about it, is a spiritual one. Will you take control of your life for a better future?”

I looked down and finished ripping out the check. I pushed it across the desk. I still wanted to upchuck my dinner.

“I’m so proud of you.” Marilyn beamed. She came around her desk, lifted my arms so I’d stand up. She hugged me. She’d never done that before. I cried into her shoulder. She held me longer. Pleasing her gave me a wave of pleasure. Deciding not to discuss it with my mom made something
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	Is there a moral difference between being coached to have a better life and paying to be coached to have a better life, as in the story? Does it matter that the act of paying for coaching is more likely to cause Lili to value and implement the coaching advice?

	Does it matter if, based on the coaching, Lili’s life is getting objectively better, or only if she is viewing her life through a more positive lens? Could viewing life through a more positive level of improvement be “getting objectively better”?

	What (if any) phrases used by Marilyn were immoral/wrong, and which resonated with you as true and valuable? 

	Lili seems desperate for Marilyn’s approval in the story, similar to the way a child might look to a parent for approval. Are children making changes to please parents any different than Lili making changes to please Marilyn?

	Lili is using her savings to buy the next personal growth program. Do you first need to know what she was going to spend that money on instead before judging if spending on personal growth was the right choice? What if she was going to spend it on beer? What are acceptable versus unacceptable alternatives?
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