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CIRCUMSTANCE AND CONSEQUENCE 

Joshua kicked a stone as he pushed his bicycle steadily up the hill. He felt frustrated that he had to spend this beautiful spring day in a stuffy classroom while his friends would be fishing at the lake. He paused on the wooden bridge and watched the rapids rushing over the smooth pebbles. A rainbow trout skimmed the surface of the stream, darting at a dragonfly. The smell of honeysuckle filled the air and he breathed in deeply as he listened to some birds singing in the trees above. 

He reflected on the events of the previous week and how he had given Dean, the big bully, a bloody nose for spitting in his water. Dean was very intimidating but Joshua had refused to give in to his overpowering demands and it so happened that the prefect had appeared at the wrong moment and now Joshua had to face the consequences. 

The smell of freshly cut grass wafted in the breeze as he cycled up the steep hill. The old school loomed at the top of the hill as a dark shadow, with the sun’s reflection dancing in the windows. It resembled a stone castle with large black gates. He parked his bike by the old oak tree and trudged up the gloomy staircase. He arrived timorously, greeted Mr Paul and then settled into a seat towards the back of the classroom with a sigh.

Mr Paul was a tall wiry man with wispy grey hair, who usually wore a pin stripe suit, a white shirt and bright red tie. He looked up over his round glasses as David, a regular at detention, entered the classroom. David grinned, greeted Mr Paul and then sank into the chair just in front of Joshua. He was a ruddy looking boy with red curly hair, quite mischievous and full of fun.

Ruth tiptoed in behind, smiled shyly at Mr Paul and quietly pulled out one of the front chairs. Just then Simon stumbled in tripping over the entrance step, almost knocking into Mr Paul. He murmured an apology and quickly pulled out a chair next to Ruth, slinging his bag on the chair beside him. Ruth, with sun bleached blonde locks and deep blue eyes, smiled and greeted Simon, who returned a wry smile.

Mr Paul rose from his chair and walked over to the long green chalk board. 

“I hope you all know why you are here today. People tend to walk through life not knowing or caring why they are here. Discipline is a signboard which will lead you down the correct path in life,” he said looking at the four children who had focused their attention on him.

Mr Paul had been a teacher at the school for over thirty years and was well liked by pupils and colleagues. He had a deep sense of wisdom and was therefore highly respected. 

“The next five hours will help you give some thought to the meaning and purpose of life. You may talk for the next hour to discuss why you are here and hopefully come to a place of repentance, and the following four hours I would like spent in silence for reflection,” he said.

He turned to Simon and addressed him, “So Simon, why are you here today young man?”          

“Well, Mr Paul,” he answered, “I never did my homework and was cheeky to Mrs Parker.”

Mr Paul paused and sighed. “Tell me, how are your parents?”

“My mom is well, Sir, but I have not seen my dad for two weeks and he has not been well lately,” Simon continued, “I miss my dad and would really like to see him more often as he was a real great help with my homework.”

“I really also miss my mom!” Ruth interjected.

Mr Paul turned to Ruth, “Why, where has your mom been?”

“My mom passed away and went to heaven last year, Sir. I really miss her though, but I do love my dad. He is the best dad in the world, he is really kind to me and my brother,” Ruth said.

David stared out the window onto the manicured lawns sprawling across the countryside and thought of how he had just taken his parents for granted. David and his brother lived in a big house with their parents, and although he had to compete for attention, he had a loving family. He turned and listened intently as Ruth spoke about bidding her mother farewell for the final time. He saw a little tear drop to the desk and splatter on the hard wood, and felt a lump rise in his throat.

Mr Paul listened attentively as the children spoke, sharing their life experiences.

“Every person has a story to tell,” he said. “The key is to use those circumstances for the good and to walk a better path. We have to make the right decision, and life is about decisions and choices, we are faced with these each day. We are sometimes the product of our circumstances, and the choice we make in these circumstances produces the consequence.”

Joshua stared at the cold stone floor contemplating the decisions he had made. He had made some wrong choices but felt that he did not deserve detention today, never-the-less he resolved to use it for the good. After all, there may be a reason he was in the classroom today with these four interesting people. He had already started to appreciate his family a bit more, even though he was an only child. He thought of his mother and father and all that they had taught him, the choices that he had made and how they had influenced his life.

He looked up at the clock above the green chalk board, an hour had almost passed. He could not believe the time had passed so quickly. The next four hours of silence were sure to drag along, like that steam train that was slowly chugging up a hill in the far distance. He watched the black smoke bellowing up into the clear blue sky. The smoke so thick and impressionable and then disappearing like a vapour. Life was a bit like that he contemplated.

Mr Paul announced that they would now be entering the time period of silence and retired to his desk to enjoy his book.
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THE FOUR CHILDREN STARED out of the windows reflecting on the deep discussions they had enjoyed. There was now a bond, and they somehow felt that they understood each other. They had also grown a newfound respect for Mr Paul and had an admiration for him and his wise words. The drone of a tractor hummed in the distance as they stared out at the rolling countryside.

Mr Paul was steeped over his book when the telephone rang. He entered into an intense muffled conversation and then hung up. He rose and announced he would be back shortly and quietly left the classroom.

Simon looked across the room at the thick scarlet curtain draped across the entrance to the class storeroom. He had never been into one of the storerooms before as these were treated a bit like the teacher’s staff rooms and restricted for use of the teachers only. He stared and wondered what could be behind the curtain. His thoughts trailed on to old dusty books, boxes of chalk and paints, old paintings and sculptures, and even a bust of an old war hero. He knew they needed to be silent but no one had mentioned whether they could stretch their legs or maybe take a walk down the corridor to the toilet.
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