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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 across genres, a monthly magazine, and two podcasts. These accessible examples of abstract ethical and philosophical ideas are intended to draw out deeper discussions with friends, family, and students.

Table Of Contents

From The Editor

Child’s Play

Glad All Over

Understanding Ice Cream

Dublin Area Rowdy Teens

Some Kind of Justice

Metaphors

The Crate

Author Information

Additional Information

* * *

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

From The Editor
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ON JANUARY 1, 2023, we incorporated as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit. It’s more paperwork, but it makes sense for us.

Our goal has always focused more importance on spreading our mission than on making a profit. The mission being, getting people to self-reflect about the sources and validity of their chosen or inherited value systems as applied through concrete examples.

What you think is less important than why you think it and whether you have genuinely considered reasonable alternative conclusions. The number of angels that fit on the head of a needle is less important than the choices you should make regarding the outcast angel that was pushed off. 

While our mission is vitally important, and infinitely fascinating, it’s not the revenue driver of reverse haram romance, shifter romance, paranormal romance, or... well, genre novels in general. And our magazine doesn’t have continuing characters you have to follow to know how their story ends. You are the story. How does your growth story end?

This is where you come in. If you support a world where critical thinking and writing exist, please consider visiting our website and subscribing or donating online to our mission.
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Child’s Play
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Ashley J.J. White

* * *
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THE BLACKMAIL BEGAN in the boys’ locker room. It started with Travis Downing’s least favorite person, Rory Paxton, cackling like a hyena behind his iPhone camera. Rory loved taking photos of boys while they were changing, making sure to capture just how small and pathetic their penises looked. The youngest students at Gregory Turner Middle School were only eleven, and even the older boys could be found defending themselves from the camera’s flash by insisting on being “growers, not showers.” Rory himself never got undressed in the change room, Travis noted. The only way anyone could stop the blasting out of dick pics was to build trust with a girl and get her to send nudes, which would instantly be forwarded to Rory. Travis had no idea what happened once the nudes were in Rory’s hands, but he knew it couldn’t be good. 

* * *
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IT WAS NO SECRET TRAVIS was in love with Elizabeth Morris. He had been since the fourth grade when she sent him a Valentine’s Day card with a picture of two cats looking at each other with hearts for eyes. It didn’t matter that she gave the exact same card to everyone else; he declared his love for Lizzie on the playground that snowy February afternoon, getting his first sample platter of rejection and embarrassment. She did not feel the same, but she was kind about it. 

A couple weeks into seventh grade, Travis winced into his locker as he saw Rory approach Elizabeth in his peripherals. 

“Looking good, Lizzie,” Rory said, and Travis tensed up, awaiting her response. 

Her laugh floated through the air, delicate as a sun shower. 

“Thanks, Rory,” she said and started to walk away. He grabbed her arm. 

“Hey, wait! I was about to ask you out.” His words hung heavy and awkward in the air. Travis knew he’d be late for class if he stood eavesdropping any longer, but he couldn’t make his legs move. 

“Oh, um, I’m not interested. Sorry. I’ve got to get to class.” She pulled away from Rory’s grip and hurried away. 

“I was just joking anyway, you dumb slut!” Rory’s voice, desperately trying to mask the blow to his ego, chased Elizabeth down the hall.

Rory then turned to see Travis, who was busying himself rearranging the books in his locker, pretending in vain he hadn’t heard the interaction. Rory stomped over to Travis’s locker and slammed it shut, narrowly missing his fingers. 

“You keep your mouth fucking shut about this. Unless you want a repeat of our last dance?” 

* * *
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BACK ON THE FIRST DAY of school that year, Rory and his army of scumbags waited for Travis in the copse just off school grounds and beat him up so badly he was barely recognizable to his own mother when he limped through the front door. His bottom lip had burst open, his left eye was swollen shut and his Lacoste polo was ripped to shreds, revealing a torso of purple bruises. His mother gasped at the sight of him; the bruises seemed to be of the most concern, and he heard her muffled voice on the phone saying something about internal bleeding. 

He spent the rest of the evening in the hospital, answering questions from wide-eyed, concerned nurses. One of the prettier ones told Travis he should press charges, but he knew it would do no good. Rory’s father was one of the best defense lawyers in the country. Travis wondered idly if all defense lawyers had bullies for sons. He posed his question to the nurse, and she laughed bitterly. She kept sneaking him extra ice cream cups, the ones with the pull tab and the little wooden spoon. She was the nicest older lady he’d ever met, and he wished he could stay in that crinkly-sheeted hospital bed eating melty vanilla ice cream forever, even if it tasted more like the spoon than anything else. The doctors checked him over and said he luckily did not have any internal bleeding. They stitched up his busted lip, suggested once again that he should press charges, and signed his discharge papers. 

On the drive home, Travis told his mother the doctor thought he should press charges. She reiterated that it would mean going up against the Paxtons, and that it was a fight better left alone. 

“Just keep your head down,” she said.

* * *
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THE DAY AFTER LIZZIE turned Rory down, Travis overheard Rory in the locker room, laughing maniacally at a photo he took of Sean Price. Sean was one of the “growers not showers,” and the photo Rory had of his privates was not only unflattering size-wise, but it depicted some sort of rash all over his inner thighs and pubic area. Rory told Sean that to stop its release, he would have to target a specific girl: Elizabeth Morris. 

Sean and Lizzie had been dating for four and a half months when the photos were leaked. Travis arrived at school one morning, and to his horror, was accosted by a twisted campaign of flyers plastered all around the school featuring a photo of Lizzie, topless in a black G-string, posing suggestively on her pink frilly bed. 

If Travis was heartbroken when Lizzie started dating Sean, he was shattered when he saw her crying in the hallway surrounded by her closest friends. He had never seen Lizzie cry. She was always so happy and carefree; hearing her laugh was the only thing that lit up the dismal hallways. 

* * *
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THE GRAND PREMIERE of Rory’s sick scheme spurred the school’s faculty into investigation; all students were to turn in their phones, unlocked, to the principal for searching. Travis handed his phone over willingly, and while he had the principal’s ear, he took the opportunity to share what he knew about the unpalatable scheme. Mrs. Karr’s eyes widened at the insider information.

“So, there were more girls targeted?” She asked, hand to her heart.

Travis nodded. “And boys, too.”

“Thank you, Travis.” Mrs. Karr said, motioning toward the door. It was hard to tell whether she believed him, but she knew what a piece of human trash Rory was, regardless of who his corrupt, big-necked father was. 

The phones were systematically returned to the students during last period, and when Travis was called in to retrieve his, Mrs. Karr asked him to close the door. 

“What you told me earlier is very troubling,” she said, tapping her long fingernails on her mirror-shiny black desk. “How sure are you about Rory’s involvement?” 

“Involvement?” Travis repeated. “He wasn’t just involved, Mrs. Karr. It was entirely his plan. Anyone else involved was directly blackmailed by him.”

Mrs. Karr nodded. “Elizabeth’s mother wants to press charges. But considering...” She trailed off but Travis knew what she meant. “Your testimony won’t be enough.” 

“Didn’t you get his phone?” Travis asked. “I know he would have deleted the photos, but there must be a way to recover them?” 

“His phone was destroyed last night. Rather conveniently, I might add. But that’s completely circumstantial. We need something solid.” 

Travis thought for a moment before a lightbulb pinged to life. “There is no way he would destroy those photos. They give him too much power.” Not to mention other things... he thought, shuddering. “He would have backed them up.”

Mrs. Karr nodded, as if she’d already considered it. “Would you speak to the police?” 

Travis nodded back. He saw no reason he shouldn’t do his part. 

* * *
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THAT EVENING, TWO PLAIN-clothed police officers knocked on the Downings’ door. They sat around the kitchen table as Mrs. Downing poured tea; she hauled out the good china for the occasion. 

“Okay, Mr. Downing.” The male detective said. Travis felt like he was in a movie. “Tell us what you told Mrs. Karr.” 

Travis launched into the story, exhilarated to have such a titillating tale to tell such a captive audience. As he spoke, both officers took notes. When he was finished, they snapped their notebooks shut, promptly finished their tea, and stood up to leave. 

“Thank you for your candor, Travis. It’s not often we meet someone from your age group who’s willing to talk so openly with us.”

“Did you get what you need?” Travis asked. “For a warrant?” 

They said they did. 

First thing Monday morning, Lizzie walked straight up to Travis and locked him in a charged embrace. 

“Thank you so much,” she whispered into his ear. A few long, blissful, coconutty moments passed before she released him, leaving him dumbstruck. Travis hadn’t heard anything since the police left his house. 

“What... how...” He stammered, not knowing himself what he was trying to say. He settled on a barely coherent, “You’re okay?” 

Lizzie beamed. “I’m more than okay. That douchebag is sitting in juvie right now, and it
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	If you were Travis, prior to knowing the punishment that would be given, would you have aided the police against Rory?

	Do you think Rory’s horribly manipulative behavior would have continued into adulthood had he not been caught and punished at a young age?

	Do you think someone looking to press charges should consider the punishments, or that they should simply focus on telling the truth and not worry about if they agree or disagree with the punishments imposed by law?

	What do you think was the appropriate punishment for Rory? 

	The narrator, Travis, seems to question the punishment, but the women involved likely see the punishment as appropriate. Who in this story (or in society) is best in the situation/mindset to determine the right punishment for this (or various) crimes?
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