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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” or “Season Two.”  They are both 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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THE RESEMBLANCE WAS pretty weak for a clone.

How old is this photo? he’d asked. And they’d said it was recent.

He couldn’t make sense of that. Wasn’t a clone supposed to be a copy of him? Had this duplicate received eternal youth genes when the scientists had scienced him into existence?

Your clone began as an embryo at the time you donated the tissue, they’d explained. When he didn’t get it, they’d tried again: He’s in his twenties now. He’s less like a copy and more like your son.

The word “son” had made his brain sing. He needed to meet this kid.

Sandy had objected. Explosively.

Can’t you just be happy? he’d pleaded. We finally have our son!

He’s not my son, she’d countered.

His wife’s anger seemed pointless to him, though he’d learned long ago not to say such things out loud. But shouldn’t she support his enthusiasm? Sandy knew about his dream of fathering a Douglas Junior Junior.

It wouldn’t be Douglas Junior Junior, his wife had squawked in mockery. Another Douglas would be Douglas the Third.

He’d never realized those Roman numerals indicated generations of men giving their own names to their boys. He’d anticipated being the first Junior to Juniorify his son, but he should have known better. No matter what he did, it never turned out original. Or innovative. Or worthy. Why did those other guys have to steal his idea?

How could you not know what the Roman numerals meant? his wife had clucked. History is full of King Edward the Third and King George the Fifth.

He’d never really thought about the kings.

Sadly, the clone was not named Douglas. The boy’s name was Patrick. But surely it’d be harmless to privately consider Patrick to be Douglas Junior Junior. And maybe if their meeting went well, he could convince him to adopt “Douglas” as a middle name. So the kid would have something familial to call his own, of course. Not because Douglas Junior needed that sort of thing.

They would hit it off during their upcoming meeting at the café, and they’d find out everything they had in common. Do father/son things. Go adventuring. Maybe his clone liked camping as much as his wife didn’t. They could walk some trails. Sleep under the stars. Look up at the universe and discuss how amazing it was that humanity was finally living on other worlds. Ponder if they’d live to see recreational trips to moon restaurants and tourist traps on Mars. He wondered if his boy had ever shared the childhood dream of being an astronaut.  

This clone wasn’t a son, but he was the closest Douglas Junior would get. Another reason his wife didn’t like it.

You should sue! They stole our DNA, she’d hollered, eyes bulging and tension lines surging in her neck. Douglas Junior called that all-too-common configuration “the chicken neck.” He didn’t like when Sandy did the chicken neck. Sandy always did the chicken neck whenever he did something she didn’t like.

Calm down, he’d said, which was another thing she didn’t like. It’s not stealing if we signed papers. We can’t sue anybody.

But really, he didn’t understand what legal rights they had, even though he’d scolded Sandy in a reassuring-yet-contemptuous way so she’d stop asking questions. She should be focused on going forward, anyway, not on punishing some faceless company for a two-decade-old mistake. And she only had herself to blame, since the scientists had their DNA because of testing that had been her idea. All because she didn’t want to start a family without making sure their babies wouldn’t be born with the disease that had killed two of her teenage cousins. Douglas Junior had agreed to the testing, thinking it silly but necessary to appease his wife, but they were both carriers and stood a one-in-four chance of passing it on to their child.

Sandy’s card club had offered a solution. Many solutions.

Get pregnant, one woman had suggested, and then test the fetus. If it has the disease, get an abortion.

Sandy objected morally to abortion.

Selective abortion is eugenics, another friend had said. Why stop with disease? Abort female fetuses too since it’s so important for Douglas Junior to get his Douglas Junior Junior.

But Sandy wouldn’t get an abortion, because only God should decide those things.

Well maybe you should just let God give you a baby with the disease if that’s what His plan is, another card club lady had said, and Sandy hadn’t liked that very much.

Her other friend had continued hollering about eugenics and disability rights.

Why don’t you just adopt?

Sandy wanted to experience childbirth.

Why don’t you get in vitro fertilization with someone else’s zygote?

Sandy was also morally opposed to that, and Douglas Junior himself had no idea what a zygote was, but he figured he was probably morally opposed to it too. Sandy had said in vitro fertilization was like playing God. Douglas Junior would never play God, even if he didn’t really believe in any deities.

More opinions. You’re shooting down everyone’s ideas because you love reveling in negativity.

Sandy had said she wished they could magically scrub the bad genes out of her cells.

So is God opposed to science but fine with magical gene scrubbing?

Sandy had responded with the chicken neck and stopped having card club at their house.

After the genetic testing, Sandy and Douglas Junior had donated their tissue to the organization researching for a cure, but neither had realized that scientists would screw with their DNA. Sandy had lit up with chickeny lividness when all the pieces of the puzzle had come tumbling out, beginning with the disease research and ending in an accidental clone.

What did you think we were going to do? a company representative had asked. You carry a genetic disease. We were trying to cure it. We kind of had to screw with your DNA.

Douglas Junior had never thought of it that way. He’d pictured scientists dripping chemicals on strips of DNA that looked like interlinked rubber bands, nodding sagely and recording facts on their clipboards whenever certain compounds healed the broken parts. He knew DNA didn’t “heal” like skin, and he knew DNA wasn’t big enough to see draped across a Petri dish like a rubber band chain, but that was what he always pictured. Instead, it turned out to be some kind of microscopic wizardry that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up when he thought about it.

But the scientists weren’t wizards, and no true cure had come from the process so far. They had, however, managed to create a healthy clone that wouldn’t grow up to pass the damaged gene on to its offspring. Patrick was the result, and since Douglas Junior and his wife had declined participating in “artificial” pregnancies, his zygote had gone to another couple. That, Douglas Junior was told, had been a mistake. But with all the projects changing hands and cloning laws shifting over the years, somehow no one had noticed that Douglas Junior had never authorized this particular use of his tissue donation. This “mistake” had been living on the planet for twenty-two years with parents who’d been told the genetic material had been donated for the purpose.

Happens more often than you think, the representatives had told him. We’re scientists, but we screw up. We get tired and lazy. We miscommunicate. And sometimes, it has consequences. You remember that one time some lesbians picked a white sperm donor and got a black baby because of a label misread? It was like that.

Douglas Junior didn’t remember any story about pregnant lesbians. He didn’t like thinking about that sort of thing. And he didn’t stay updated on science news anyway. He hadn’t expected any of this. He’d just initiated the query to find out whether it was safe to have a baby yet, because the window of opportunity to start their family was closing as Sandy approached the end of her fertile times. He hadn’t expected to find out his genes had already been passed on.

A lawsuit was in fact possible, but he wasn’t telling Sandy that. He didn’t want to sue anyone. It would be tiring and expensive and probably really complicated, and plus it would surely sour the potential relationship with his son. Clone. Whatever.

Patrick.

Patrick had to be a confused young man. He surely had no feeling of roots, no understanding of where he’d come from. He would have identity issues. Patrick probably needed Douglas Junior in his life. He looked at the photo and imagined he saw vulnerability in the kid’s familiar brown eyes. The eyes were the same. Same basic facial features, color scheme, body structure. But Douglas Junior had always been a little chubbier and had never looked quite like this kid in any of his yearbook pictures; it was hard to tell if they had the same face shape. He had to pore over the photograph to pry out scraps of recognition that confirmed their relationship.

Maybe meeting him would help put his finger on it.

Sandy didn’t want to come. She didn’t want to meet Patrick.

He’s a bastard, she’d said.

Douglas Junior had no idea what she meant by that.

His parents were never married, she’d said, with the blob of red hair pinned on top of her head waggling back and forth to enhance the chicken-neck look.

What do you mean his parents were never married? Douglas Junior had demanded. I’m his father, sort of, and I’m married.

But not to his mother! Sandy’s hands had fluttered around nervously. Like they were each individual chickens.

He doesn’t have a mother, Douglas Junior had explained. I don’t really get it either, but he’s my clone, so all his genes came from me.

Right! Sandy had cawed. So his father should be married to nothing! Do you want me to die? Do you want me
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	If you found out you had a clone, would you want to meet them?  What would be your expectations (if any) about your clone?  What questions would you have?

	Would you be jealous of your clone if he/she were more successful than you?  Why would you feel that way (if at all)?

	What are the various things that cause Douglas Junior to be upset with his clone (Patrick)?  Why do they make him upset instead of happy?  Conversely, Patrick also seems to be rather upset with Douglas Junior.  What are the various things that make Patrick upset with Douglas Junior?  In this situation of dual disappointment, who would you rather be in this scenario and why?

	Are there any traits your clone might have that would cause you to question your own traits/outcomes?

	What assumptions about the background and upbringing of Douglas Junior and Patrick do you think explain the difference in their outcomes and sexual orientation?  What do you imagine Douglas Junior’s upbringing was like compared to Patrick’s?
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