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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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Rebecca Dueben
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CELIA HAD JUST FINISHED prepping meals for the week when she first heard the sound. She was stacking entrees in the fridge for the coming week. A mountain of dishes slid into the sink. She was wearing her apron, the one she always wore, over her standard T-shirt and jeans. She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail leaving a pouf of bangs on her forehead, the same style she’d worn since childhood. She was surveying the work yet to be done when she heard the noise from the living room. 

The house should have been silent, save her pan rattling in the kitchen and her murder mystery podcast. One show had ended before the next automatically began as she looked around the kitchen. In that momentary void, she distinctly heard a noise. She paused the podcast and walked in the sound’s direction but struggled to see into the living room. A storm had been gathering all morning. Clouds half-enshrouded the sun, throwing long and strange shadows across the unlit room.

“Hello?” she called into the space. She heard a sniffle and caught a movement just out of the corner of her eye. “Theo?” she said, and then she saw her son, pushing his way into the corner of the living room by the large picture window as if he hoped to disappear into the wallpaper or sink into the carpet.

Celia loved him for all of his eccentricities, but she couldn’t protect him from his peers’ rejection. At eleven years old—almost twelve now—he was pudgy. Shorter than even the smallest girls in his class, he emanated an irresistible feminine beauty. His hair was midnight black and his skin was the olive tone of Celia’s family. His chocolate eyes were surrounded by thick, long eyelashes. He lived in his own world, too. He danced as he walked to music no one else could hear. When he concentrated hard, he spoke aloud to people who were not there, and he carried his journal with him everywhere he went. At school, they called him a variety of names, all of which questioned his sexuality, made fun of his size, and were intended to humiliate him. None of that, however, explained why he was now shrinking into the corner of the living room. 

“What’s wrong, hon?” Celia lowered herself to her knees to look him in the eye. His thin T-shirt was filthy. Tears and snot streaked his face. He was hot, sweating even, but he was shivering, too. He sucked his bottom lip in repeatedly.

Celia glanced outside. They had two vehicles, the SUV they used for driving around town, and her husband’s pickup truck, often used for more manly adventures, like helping friends move, hauling firewood, or in this case, going fishing with her son. She had been married to Jason for six years, and in that time, he had made it his mission to help Theo become more masculine. The fishing trip this morning was one more effort in a long line of Jason’s attempts.

The SUV sat in the driveway but the truck was gone. “How did you get back here?” Celia asked.

“I w-walked,” Theo said.

“All the way from Miller’s Pond?” None of this was making sense. When he didn’t answer, Celia asked, “Where’s Jason?”

It wasn’t particularly unusual for Theo to be quiet. He had a way of disassociating when things got rough. He had learned the technique from her. Celia’s childhood was a troubling series of abuses. When she was five, she learned to take a shelf out of her wardrobe so she could fold herself into the bottom and close the door. There, in the cedary darkness, she created fantasies of happy families, or even abusive families but who eventually found their happiness and loving kindness toward each other. If she focused on her imagination intently, the blows her father inflicted against her mother seemed far away and less real than the story she made up.

Clearly, Theo was disassociating now. “Hey buddy.” She took him by his ample shoulders and gave him a light shake. “I need you to come back now, baby.” But his gaze went through her and a shudder racked his body. “I need to know where Jason is, Theo. Look at me.” She took his cheeks between her forefinger and thumb and forced his head in her direction. “Theo.” His eyes came softly into focus and looked into hers. Immediately he started crying again.

* * *
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JASON AND THEO HAD a difficult relationship. Jason’s intention to make a man out of Theo contrasted with Theo’s desire to avoid conflict. When Jason mocked him, Theo typically shut down. Once, Theo was helping Jason move concrete blocks. Celia watched from indoors as Theo staggered with each block he hefted. He moved one block after another, without complaint, until he was exhausted. He lifted one more block. He half-groaned and half-whined as he did so. Jason mimicked the noise. 

“Ah, what’s the matter? Is that block too heavy for you, chunky boy?” Jason called Theo “Chunky,” and sometimes brought Theo a candy bar of that same name. Even though Theo was embarrassed, he’d take the candy bar and eat it.

Jason stood with one arm propped against the house, the other hand on his hip. “Do we need to bring in some muscle for you? Maybe we can get some kindergarten girls to help out. They’d have more strength than you’ve got. They’d definitely be taller.” Jason was smiling maliciously as he taunted, trying to get a response, but Theo’s only reaction was to tighten his lips against his burning, scarlet face. Celia made a move to interrupt but stopped herself. She worried she might force a confrontation with Jason that she preferred they not have. Jason saw her gesture and grinned in her direction. “Just messing with him,” he said, and Celia smiled weakly in return. 

Jason was retired military and twenty-two years older than Celia. He had thick, wavy hair whose original chestnut had given way to gray and white. His eyebrows remained dark and heavy over his bright teal eyes. His white teeth contrasted against his dark skin. Because things had come easier to Jason than most he had never, for example, faced any economic struggle—he was sure he knew how the world worked and if people just did things his way, they wouldn’t suffer so much. Celia’s marriage to Jason had certainly made her life more secure and she clung to him like a raft at sea. However, Jason’s approach made Theo’s experience vastly worse. Celia vacillated between wanting to stand up for her son and believing that if Theo just followed Jason’s advice, he would lose weight, find his manhood, and finally fit in.
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“I NEED YOU, THEO, TO tell me where Jason is,” Celia said. Her tone grew impatient. Whatever spat these two had this time, it surely wasn’t as bad as Theo was making it out to be.

“I p-pushed him,” Theo said.

“You what? You pushed him?”

Theo nodded in response. 

“Where is Jason, Theo?” Celia asked. None of this was making sense. She waited patiently for Theo to form his words.

“He’s out at Miller’s Pond. I pushed him off the bridge.” 

The bridge at Miller’s Pond was favored by Jason for two reasons. The first was that the bridge was over a deep part of the pond and offered the best catfishing spot in the county. The second was that the bridge was on private property and so did not need to conform to government regulations like railings. The abundance of catfish along with the flaunting of what Jason deemed unnecessary safety features made the spot his favorite. 

“You pushed him off the bridge? Why?”

“He wanted me to put the worm on the hook, b-but the worm kept wriggling and shrinking up, and I couldn’t do it, Mom,” Theo said, a sob breaking in his throat. “It was so weird, and Jason was laughing and calling me a p-pussy. He knocked my shoulder and took the hook from me.” Theo paused and looked around the living room as if some justification for either his or Jason’s actions might be hiding in the wallpaper pattern. “He was putting that worm on there and laughing at me and I got so mad.” He hesitated. “I pushed him and he fell off the bridge.” Sobs broke through his restraint.

“Theo, is he okay? Is he mad?”

“I think he’s hurt,” he gasped between cries. “I think it’s bad.”

* * *
[image: ]


JASON HAD THE IDEA for Theo’s eleventh birthday party. He saw the event as an opportunity to show Theo how to “man up” and best his tormentors. Jason had Theo invite everyone in his class, even those Theo didn’t particularly want to invite, like his main bully, Kelly. But Theo did what he was told.

Jason created a challenge course in the backyard based on his time in the military. The low-crawl featured as the main event with thick rope strung from pole to pole standing in for barbed wire. In place of shooting live rounds over the kids’ heads, Jason bought a super soaker water gun. Jason loved any event that provided him a chance to show off his physical prowess. He was positive that in participating, Theo’s confidence would grow, too. Celia was less sure, but when Theo expressed his worry to her, she told him that Jason knew what he was doing.

The day of the party, about fifteen kids showed up, all dressed in the outfits they had been told to wear: play clothes they didn’t mind getting dirty. They carried gift bags and wrapped packages that they left on a table next to a cake Celia had baked. Jason welcomed them in and then walked them through the events the best his six-foot-four frame could, showing them how to balance on the slack line, how to help each other over the six-foot wall, and how to weave in and out of the slalom flags. For the low crawl, Jason was too big to make his way through, so he asked the birthday boy to step forward and demonstrate. Theo demurred. His best friend at the party—the only friend he had
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	Celia’s son is described as short, overweight, and eccentric, with feminine qualities. Consequently, he is teased at school. What advice should she give her son regarding the teasing? What is the goal of whatever advice is given?

	Why doesn’t Celia tell Jason not to tease Theo? How is her childhood trauma effecting her current relationship?

	What is Theo really learning from Jason? What is it about Jason that makes him believe the way he is teaching Theo is the best way? What details can you assume about Jason’s backstory? 

	If you were in Celia’s situation at the end of the story, what would you do?

	What do you think Theo is going to be like when he is an adult?
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