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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,” and “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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AS I DROVE SLOWLY TOWARDS the mob of angry protestors and my meeting with 200, I thought of 199. The ashes of a once hard man, staring at me with wide eyes that pleaded for hope like a dog begging for treats. I’d somehow found a way to give him that hope. But I remembered the stench on him when he first came in. A man who had not bathed or changed clothes in who knew how long. Even when he did clean up, halfway through our sessions, I could still smell the decay. And even after that final session, he left a waft of it clinging to the floor.

My car purred almost soundlessly as it drove itself forwards, inching toward the chanting ranks of people and their placards. A cop who looked ready to fall asleep motioned me through the barricade as other officers stood at alert and kept the crowd parted. The picketers screamed the usual insults at me as I drove through them: murderer, bitch, slut, and worse. They had no idea who I was. I could have been any female employee—a janitor, a nurse, an office junior—but they didn’t care. They were hurting and they wanted someone else to feel it. They didn’t know how many lives I had saved. Maybe if I posted my save numbers on the car, I’d be greeted with less rancor.

A scruffy young man with straggly blond hair and a placard broke the police barricade. He threw his sign against my windshield and the car lurched to a halt, its collision detection screen flashing and beeping loudly. My body jerked against the safety belt.

Justice for Jared!! the sign screamed in daubed red letters, before the cops dragged it, and its bearer, away. How clever.

I finally got to my office twenty minutes later. It still smelled of 199, so I cleaned the chair and my desk with Lysol as I composed myself. I remembered Jared—how could I not, seeing the protestors at the LFH gates twice a day?—but he hadn’t been one of my cases. He’d gone to Roger in the end, who was a distant second place in the race for top saver. Jared was sixteen when he gave himself to LFH, which is what all the uproar was about. If he’d been two years older, none of those people would have cared. But he was subjected to all the protocols, all the tests, all the obstacles, and he went through with it anyway. Jared was broken in a way that most people couldn’t fathom. He’d seemed ready to go the first time I saw him. Some people just aren’t meant for the world, and it’s a kindness to let them out of it in a way that helps humanity. It gives them purpose, even at their most hopeless.

My office door opened and the man I’d been thinking of as 200 walked in and broke me from my ruminations and my scrubbing. I took one look at him and thought, This will be easy. I don’t like it, but sometimes I feel just like that cocky, arrogant young girl who was top of her psych classes all through school and graduated valedictorian without really trying. 

He was young and lanky, held upright seemingly only by his dark, tight-fitting clothes. He smiled and limply shook my hand as I sat down at the desk. He sat opposite me, with the transparent glass walls behind him. He glanced around nervously and stared at the lone painting on the only opaque wall behind me, which portrayed a woman walking across clouds. He was pale and pasty, and his brown eyes were staring, but he was certainly handsome, perhaps in a way that the girls his age wouldn’t appreciate; five years from now his picture would have all the ladies swiping right. This was a boy who was struggling, but once he found himself, he would thrive. He was a Temp-D—temporarily depressed—if I ever saw one. I would bet my life on it.

“Hi, Derek,” I said. “I’m Doctor Ansley.”

“Hi,” he said, looking down at the desk.

“So, what brings you to LFH?”

He shrugged. “Same thing everyone comes here for.”

“And what is that? In your own words.”

“To give up my life for a good cause.”

“And what makes you want to give up your life when you are so young?”

He looked up. I could tell even before he spoke that he had rehearsed this part. “I’m tired of living,” he said. “I’m ready to die, and I’d like it to be for the benefit of humanity. I’ve looked into your offerings and I think I’d be best suited for gene therapy—”

“Let me stop you for a moment.” I seldom interrupt. The first thing they teach in training is to let the patient talk. But this was such a slam dunk that I wanted to get right to it. “I’d like to start with why you’re ready to die.”

Derek looked flustered. “I...I don’t know how to explain it. I’m just done living. Everything hurts all the time.”

“What hurts, specifically?”

“My mind. My heart. There’s no point to anything. Why try to deal with it when you can just be done with it?”

“Well,” I said carefully. “There are a lot of good things in life, too. Is there anything you like?”

“Not really.”

“There must be something.”

He looked at his hands, working against each other on the surface of the desk. “I like cats.”

“I like cats, too. Do you have one?”

“No, I still live with my parents. They won’t let me have one.”

“Have you considered getting your own place?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have any money.”

“What if I could help you get a job, so you could get your own place and get your own cat?”

Derek shrugged.

“I could help you with that. Think about it. Your own place. Your own cat. More than one, if you wanted.”

Derek stared at me for a moment and shook his head. “No, thank you.”

I was surprised by his outright and cool denial, but I persisted. “Okay. But just out of curiosity, what would you name your cat? If you had one.”

“I’m not going to have one, so I’d rather not think of it.”

I sat back and examined him. There was an obstinance that seemed to transcend his frail body. This might even take a few sessions. “I understand that, Derek. But to be approved for LFH, you need to be approved by an intervention counselor. That’s me. Part of what I do is ensure that suicide is your only and final choice, and to do that I need to work through scenarios with you.”

“You don’t have to approve anything. I just need to work with you for the mandatory fifteen hours.”

That was true. It was ultimately the individual’s choice, but most didn’t know that completely. “I may not have the final say, but you are right about the hours. Please, humor me.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Why? What’s the harm?”

“It just makes everything hurt more.”

“Because you feel like if you died, you might miss out on something good?”

“No, because I know I was never meant for that life. I wish I was, honest. But I’m just not.”

I sat forward again and leaned my elbows on the desk. “You know, a lot of people feel like that. I did too, once.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. When I was about your age, I was pretty lost. I had...I had a couple of really bad experiences that I didn’t think I could get over.”

Derek smiled, but I could tell it was fake. “I’m glad you did get over them,” he said.

“I am, too. I hope you get over yours.”

Derek’s smile melted into an even expression. “I—it’s not like that for me. Everything is a bad experience for me.”

“You just told me you like cats. You must have had a good experience with cats at some point.”

“Yeah, but no. Even good experiences are bad for me. They make me feel hollow and empty, like I don’t deserve them.”

“Why do you think you don’t deserve them?”

“I don’t think anyone deserves anything. That’s just how I feel.”

“Well, why do you think you feel that way?”

“I don’t know. I just do. My head thinks things, but the way my body feels them is different. It’s like I’m filled with tar. I know I just don’t belong.”

Derek’s cold calculation threw me, I’ll admit. I hadn’t been expecting him to have such a well-thought-out map of his feelings. But where were these feelings coming from? “Derek,” I said at length. “I understand you have some conflict between what you think and what you feel. I’d like to explore that. I think the best way to do that is to investigate your past a bit. Do you mind if we start there?”

“Sure,” he said.

For the next hour, I had Derek paint a picture of his life for me. He came from a regular home and while I did see some signs of emotional disconnection within his family, there were no red flags indicating an abusive upbringing. In fact, much of what he told me was positive. By the time I was done, my initial arrogance was gone. I was still convinced there was no way Derek would go through with the process, but his steady, logical approach to taking his own life worried me. Those whose emotions were out of control often simply needed time and a choice to help them normalize. But the thinkers, they were the ones who went through with it in the end.

“Have you been sleeping well?” I asked just before our session ended.

“On and off,” Derek said.

I reached into my drawer and pulled out a small container of Ambien. “Sleep often helps us find clarity.”

He glanced at the pills. “Oh. No, thank you.”

“Just take them. I can’t make you do anything except attend your mandatory hours, but I’d appreciate it if you tried.”

Derek nodded. “I’ll try one tonight.”

“Thank you, Derek. I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

“Thanks, Doctor Ansley. I appreciate it.”

I walked Derek out of the office and into the lobby. I watched him as he went out the door to the parking lot. He showed no signs of distress. Typically, clients taking the first step toward Life for Humanity had strong emotional responses to their first sessions, and even if not expressed overtly, those emotions were usually apparent. Derek hid his well. Everything he’d said was well-rehearsed, too. He knew the right things to say.

The door behind me opened, and Sidney Gantt flashed a smile at me when I turned. “Save two hundred? I set you up with a Temp-D after that last case. You’ve got two weeks to make your yearly bonus.”

“Yeah, should be easy,” I said, though the words felt heavy and cursed coming out. Sidney was technically my boss, but he was an administrator and was wise enough to defer to the doctors on the front line. I knew I was one of his favorites, not just because of my record, but because our personalities gelled so well. We were both focused on opportunities rather than obstacles.

“Great! Just get him to sign that 703 form and I’ll approve it. Top saver four out of the last five years! Not bad, Doctor Ansley.”

I smiled. “I’ll be happy when I get that check.”

“I’ll be happy when I write it. Want anything for lunch?”

“Nah, I packed my own. I’ll get you your reports by the end of the day.”

“You’re the best,” he said and strode away down the corridor.

I went back into my office and closed the door softly. Top saver four out of five years was pretty impressive. And even the one year I’d lost, I’d been near perfect. This year, no one was even close. I’d had two hundred and one cases, not counting Derek, and I’d convinced all but two of them to reconsider ending their lives. Moreover, from what I could tell, most had gone on to thrive. The two who’d gone through with the process had both been terminally ill and in the later stages of life. Their affairs were in order and their journeys had been supported by their families and loved ones. They were the ones this program was meant for—I didn’t feel I’d failed them.

Many of the saves had seemed like helpless cases. Save 199 had been the most difficult by far. It took all fifteen intervention hours. He was a dad who’d watched his two sons—six and eight years old at the time—die when a compressor in his garage had exploded. His wife killed herself three days later, by jumping off a roof. But after our fifteen sessions, he’d found a reason to try and live at least another few years. There was always the risk he would do it on his own, but I had set him up with a grief counselor and got him a job as a manager for a failing charity project, where he could put his business expertise to good use.

Other applicants were over-medicated or highly erratic. Some were terminally ill, but with a reasonable life span left. Some were even calm and collected about their decision, like Derek. I had convinced them all that life was their best option. I loved saving lives. The hundred-grand bonus for saving two hundred in one year was nice, too.

It was nearly lunchtime and I was hungry, but I caught a hallucinatory hint of the smell 199 had left in my office and my appetite disappeared. I focused instead on the report for the Marquis Collent case. If I got it done, maybe I could leave a little early.

Marquis was one of the two terminally ill patients who had gone through with the program. In the end, he’d chosen to be a subject for a medical trial investigating the lethality of components in a new drug that could potentially de-age the human body. I had been present at the procedure, when his body was put into a comatose state as the researchers tested the effects of different doses of the compounds. It was quiet and went as planned. He survived for almost a week and the researchers gleaned a lot of good information from his case. I wrote about his noble sacrifice in the report to his surviving loved ones and as part of continual grant applications to the government.

Marquis’s procedure was far more preferable to that chosen by the other terminal LFH donor. A former marine in the final stages of lymphoma, he had volunteered to have new weaponry tested on him, with a subsequent medical procedure to repair the damage inflicted by the laser-based firearm. His pain receptors were blocked, but it was messy. The procedure had indeed saved his life from the grievous injuries, but he was left without functioning limbs or mobility, so rather than test the weapon again, he was euthanized. While it was professionally and competently executed, one could only do so much to hide the horrors of blood and dismemberment.

And I could only do so much to hide the memories from my mind.

I got home around six, which was late considering how early I left; more delays caused by the protestors at the gates and around the outside of the LFH facility. I opened the door, and Shawna and Peter were waiting for me.

“Mama!” they said in unison.

“Hey, my darlings,” I said, scooping them up in my arms. “How was your day?”

“Good. We learned about dinosaurs!”

“Oh yeah? Those are Daddy’s favorites.”

Mark crept into the hallway like a stalking T. Rex. He put one leg up on the stair and roared.

“Yup,” I said. “Still a child.”

“Always,” he said and kissed my forehead. “Dinner is almost ready. I caught a brontosaurus earlier.”

I ran upstairs to change. As I did, my eye got caught on the trophy case in my study. Plaques, degrees, Jiu-Jitsu medals, an award for my short-lived podcast “Two Jacked Bros” and soon to be another Top Saver award, maybe even something special for 200. I still needed to close my last case, but I couldn’t help my mind from wondering what was next. I caught my mind before it wandered too far and joined my family at the dinner table, where the kids were already arguing over the size of their portions.

“Mama,” Shawna said, “Peter’s eating all the potatoes.”

“I need more than you because you’re just a girl.”

“Mama!” Shawna wailed. “Tell him. Mama. Mama?”

“Hon?” Mark said, putting down his fork. “You okay?”

“Huh?” I said and looked up. All three of them were looking at me.

I just don’t belong. That’s what Derek had said. I just don’t belong. That quiet confidence.

“I’m fine,” I said, and mentally shook myself, like a metaphorical wet dog. “Peter, don’t talk to your sister like that. And don’t put so much on your plate.”

Shawna stuck her tongue out at him and Mark smiled.

Later, when the kids were in bed and I was doing the dishes, Mark stood by the sink and said, “So, I heard from a friend of a friend that you’re gonna make it.”

I smiled to myself. “I think so.”

“That’s...that’s incredible. Now, before you even start with additions, vacations, or how much to put in college savings, I need you to stop. And stop with the dishes, too.”

I put a plate down and turned around. I knew what he was going to say but there was no stopping him saying it. “Yes, Mark? What is it I can do with the money I’ve earned?”

“You, my dear, are going to take a third of that bonus and spend it on yourself.”

“Oh, am I?”

“Yes, you are going to travel, build an office, promote your book, go back to school...”

“Blech. No more school.”

Mark laughed. “Well, whatever you want. But it’s going to be on you. Not the kids. Not me—well maybe a little on me—and I suppose a little on the kids, but only after a third of it goes to something just for you.”

“Ugh. I have everything I need.”

“Then get something you want.”

“I have that, too. To be honest, it’s the record that’s most important.”

“It means you’ve saved a lot of lives.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’m sorry to say you’re going to have to think about it. Then you can start on next year’s record.”

I exhaled deeply to show my annoyance. I couldn’t be mad. Mark always wanted what
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	Do you think people have the right to commit suicide? What, if any, are the legitimate vs illegitimate reasons to commit suicide and why?

	Is Derek’s reason to die a good enough reason? Why or why not?

	Does the potential truth or falsity of Derek’s reason for wanting to die change his right to? Is the validity of his reason relevant to his right to die?

	Was Doctor Ansley right to order the 22-04? Are “tricks” in this instance wrong?  If so, why or why not?

	If you knew a secret that you believed was truth, like Derek, and that you believed would cause other people to want to consider committing suicide, would you keep that truth a secret?
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