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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,” or “Season Three.”  They are collections of our best short stories published in the After Dinner Conversation series complete with discussion questions.
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I SAW BARRY THIS MORNING in Pak’nSave. A tall, older man with thick grey hair pushing a supermarket trolley. Even though I hadn’t seen him for about 25 years, he was unmistakable. I didn’t call out or wave. He wouldn’t know me from the crowd of middle-aged women doing their weekly shop. He made me think of Susie.

It was her bright smile that first drew my attention to Susie. I’d been working at the Glaxo factory for a week and was still trying to put names to faces. I was one of a group of six university students who had answered an ad for a summer job, back in the day when Glaxo had its big pharmaceutical factory in Palmerston North. 

The students were given a range of jobs in the factory. Some were fun, like working the huge guillotine that cut through heavy stacks of cardboard, or the machine that wrapped boxes in sheets of plastic and sealed the edges with heat. But some jobs were straight out boring, like working on the conveyor belt. This involved taking things off the conveyor belt and putting them into boxes. I can’t even remember what we took off the conveyor belt. Little tubes of... something? When the students worked on the conveyor belt, we used to chat and laugh and tell jokes to pass the time of day. But I noticed that some of the permanent staff really had to focus to do the job. They found our chit chat and laughter distracting. I wondered what they really thought of us, this group of smart people who came in and picked up their jobs for a couple of months to make a few bucks, and then took off back to university. Maybe they resented us.

But Susie wasn’t like that. She was the sweetest thing. And really quite pretty. She had curly blonde hair and was rather curvaceous (although a nasty person might call her plump). She had such a sunny nature, always saying hello and laughing at our jokes (even when I suspected she didn’t really understand them), with a big smile on her face. I knew my boyfriend Martin would say Susie wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but that didn’t matter. She was like the kid in your class at school who always got the lowest score, but was happy anyway. I felt a bit sorry for her. This was probably the best job she could hope to get. When I qualified as a lawyer and was doing amazing things in court, she’d still be here, sitting by the conveyor belt, picking things up and putting them into boxes. I don’t think she could even work the guillotine or the plastic wrapping machine. I chatted to her one day when we were sitting next to each other. I found out she was 26, lived at home with her parents, had a cat called Wendy, and had never had a boyfriend (she got a bit shy when I asked her about that). She was a lovely girl.

That summer was the longest holiday Martin and I spent together. We’d hooked up near the end of the previous summer, when we’d met at a music festival. We sort of knew each other from school anyway. Then he went to Otago to do pre-med and I went to Vic to do law. We kept in touch during term time and spent our holidays back home in Palmy.

That was where I met Martin’s older brother Barry, who still lived at home with their mother, even though he was in his mid-thirties. Martin also had two older sisters, but they had moved away, married, and had families. Martin was the baby, born when his mother was 45. 

Martin’s mum fussed over Barry. She did all the housework and got up early every morning to cook him breakfast, even though she had quite bad arthritis. Barry helped around the garden, mowed the lawn and drove his mother if she needed to go anywhere.

Martin complained constantly about his brother. “Bloody Barry, he’s got Mum twisted around his little finger. He should make his own frickin’ breakfast.”

I would say: “Well, at least she’s got someone at home to keep an eye on her.” I didn’t say: “She makes your breakfast too, Martin, when you’re home.”

Barry was a bit odd. It was difficult to put your finger on exactly why. He was always very formal, even with Martin. He worked in the kind of old-fashioned men’s clothing shop that sold cardigans and slacks. Apart from work, he stayed home, watched television, did stuff around the house and that was about it. He wasn’t unpleasant or anything. He was always polite and said hello, but apart from that never took any interest in me. I thought maybe that was because I was at university and he felt intimidated. In hindsight, I think it was probably because I just didn’t matter to him. These days people would say he was on the spectrum. I thought he was just a bit different. He wasn’t bad looking though – being tall with nice thick brown hair. 

One day when I’d been working at the Glaxo factory for a couple of weeks, I had a brilliant idea. How about setting up Barry and Susie on a blind date? They were both single, both nice people, and both unlikely to meet someone without a helping hand. I told Martin my idea, and he was horrified.

“No bloody way! It’s a terrible idea.”

“But why not?”

“We can’t just interfere in their lives.”

“It’s not interfering – we can ask them, and if they’re not interested, then that’s the end of it.”

Martin wasn’t convinced. I pleaded. I told him about Susie and how sweet she was. I said it would be good for Barry to interact with a woman who wasn’t his mother. It took a week, but I wore him down. In the end Martin agreed, probably just to shut me up.

We talked about how it might work and, in the end, we agreed that we couldn’t just set up a blind date and leave them to it. Neither of them, to our knowledge, had been out with someone of the opposite sex before, so it would be doomed to failure. We would have to go with them and guide them in the right direction.

Martin was still reluctant, but I convinced him that I had a good plan. I think he was worried I’d suggest going somewhere like the Fitz or the Fat Ladies Arms where he’d be bound to run into his mates. Instead, I suggested the Awapuni Hotel. 

“It’s perfect,” I said. “They have a buffet and a covers band. Do you know anyone who’s ever gone there?”

He couldn’t think of one person.

“Then we won’t see anyone we know. Barry and Susie can have a meal and then dance. We’ll keep everything on track, and if they want to see each other again, they can use the phone like everyone else.”

At that point, Martin seemed to run out of excuses, so he agreed.

“Perfect. You talk to Barry and I’ll talk to Susie,” I said.

Susie was easy. At morning tea the next day I mentioned that my boyfriend had a brother who was single, and perhaps she’d like to meet him. I didn’t need to convince her. She said yes straight away. And she looked so excited. She was almost jumping up and down when she returned to the conveyor belt. After that, at every opportunity, she came over to talk to me and ask questions. What should she wear? What was Barry like? Did he have a job? What sort of dancing were they going to do? She told some of her friends at the factory, and they got all excited as well. Honestly, they were like a bunch of school girls. Some of the students found out as well. A couple of them seemed to think it was a joke. One asked me: “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Barry turned out to be easy as well. I had half thought he would refuse but, to Martin’s surprise, he agreed immediately. Well, that was good then.

On Saturday night I went around to Susie’s house to pick her up. She looked lovely. She was wearing a pale blue dress with lacy white collar and cuffs that she’d worn to a cousin’s wedding. To be honest, she looked a bit over-dressed for Palmy on a Saturday night, but I didn’t want to suggest that she change. Susie’s father looked at her proudly, but her mother pulled me aside and asked me to keep an eye on her.

“Of course I will.”

“She’s not like you university girls.”

“I know. I promise, I’ll look after Susie.”

She looked me up and down. Finally, “OK then. Off you go.”

We drove to the Awapuni Hotel and arrived just as Martin and Barry were getting out of their car. Barry was wearing a suit with a tie and looked a bit flustered. I did the introductions and Barry put out his hand to shake Susie’s. Then Barry and Martin walked in, and Susie and I followed. I caught her eye and winked, and she giggled loudly.

There were a handful of families with children and some older couples in the restaurant. Martin and I did most of the talking and ended up asking questions to get the conversation going. We found out what school Susie had gone to, where her grandparents lived, where she liked going for holidays and how long she had worked at Glaxo (nine years!). Barry talked about his favorite television shows and told us what he sold in the shop (four types of cardigan, I knew it!). At one point, Martin and I locked eyes. I could see he was thinking the same as me, that everything was going great. 

The band started playing after dinner. They were actually quite good. They started off with real oldies from the fifties and earlier. To get things going, I asked Barry to dance and then Martin
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	What is your opinion of Barry marrying Boomchee?

	Do you think it was wrong for Barry to go out with Susie, even though he was engaged?  What, if anything, should he have done differently?

	Barry and Boomchee ended up happily married with a teenager. The narrator ended up alone (but wishing she had married someone).  Do the outcomes change your opinion of Barry’s choice to get a “mail order bride?”

	Is falling in love an (1) emotion, a (2) choice, or a (3) combination of the two?  How is it that arranged marriages (or mail order brides) have success (or love?) when so many dates don’t work out?  (The divorce rate for arranged marriages is 4%, versus 40% in the US)

	What, if any, mistakes did Barry, Susie, the narrator, or anyone else make in the story?
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