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But, good my brother, do not as some ungracious pastors do, show me the steep and thorny way to heaven, whiles, like a puffed and reckless libertine, himself the primrose path of dalliance treads and recks not his own rede.

Ophelia, Hamlet: Act 1 Scene 3.
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The peculiar sound of someone outside of his lodgings caught the new tenant’s attention. A shadow passed by the front window. He listened for a moment before getting up. With one movement he switched on the porch light and opened the door. In front of him lay a baby sound asleep neatly wrapped up, a note pinned to his blanket. No one else was in sight.

“Come back,” he called into the darkness. “Don't do this,” he added, his voice trailing off. He unpinned the note and opened it.

I entrust my little boy to you because I am at a loss as to where to turn. I am dying from consumption and want to place him before the decision is taken from me. His father is gone and there is no one to care for him. His name is Meek and he is two years old. Please find it in your heart to do what is right.

The man reached down, picked up the child and carried him inside. The little boy awoke, turned up his lower lip and began to cry. He rocked him gently back and forth and began sobbing as well; crying for his own lost family and the turn of events fate had thrust upon him. Looking down to find the little boy smiling up at him, he felt ashamed.

The week before in Halifax, Bapu Ram had disembarked at Pier 21 fresh from India. He had waited two years for a Commonwealth posting he was promised. When the position of director and headmaster of a native orphanage became available, he took it. Although the details were sketchy, he relished the thought of travelling to the other side of the world to help others who were marginalized. Arriving at his placement in the southern Ontario village of Ancaster, it was not what he had hoped for.

Expectations about putting the past behind him were snuffed. The orphanage was not on a native reserve as he was led to believe, nor was it only for natives. It was for those discarded in a small, predominantly British village. The native reserve was but a reference to Ancaster’s location on a natural break in the Niagara escarpment, once used by the First Nations as a meeting place.

There was an additional surprise. The primary orphanage was for girls and administered by a group of nuns. The position he had accepted involved overseeing the boys no one was willing to take. The Mother Superior was sympathetic when she realized how upset he was, but at a loss as to what to suggest. In speaking with her, his frustration had gotten the better of him.

“I did not come half way around the world to aid and abet the English with their cast-offs.”

“Why did you come?”

“To get away from the British, I hate them.”

“None of us can run away from what we have in our hearts. You must let it go.”

“Yet it remains.”

“Then time will be your burden. I will pray God provides you with guidance.”

“I’m sorry Sister, I no longer believe in God. The world doesn’t need him.”

“You are a dark skinned immigrant from a predominantly Hindu religious culture. Do not step away from that which encompasses your soul.”

“With all due respect, this cloistered existence blinds you to the times we live in. Science sees the world as it really is. It will unburden us from the yoke of religious and political dissension.”

“My son, amongst most you may have legal equality but you will be hard pressed to find the social equality that comes with complete assimilation. Your Achilles heel is in thinking human nature has changed.”

“Everything has changed.”

“Science has brought forth no Mosaic law, no shepherd of men. Look to where its moral sense lies, not in what is known but in the remnants of what is believed, the commonly sensed. Do not let your suffering deliver you over to the promise of the new atheism. The hardship of living without God is not evidence of the authenticity of your position any more than the comfort of living with him is. Neither pleasure nor pain is to be trifled with. They can fool all who would use them as a ploy.”

“Again if I may, what experiences do you draw your conclusions from?”

“My father was a German Jew in Weimar when the Weimar Republic came to power. He thought himself first and foremost a German, a society of cultured human beings and only secondly a German of the Jewish faith, no less German than those of any other faith or those with no religion at all. He believed that liberal democracy assured our family of both legal and social equality.”

“What happened?”

“After the Great War the Treaty of Versailles was imposed on Germany by the liberal democracies that had defeated it. The terms of the treaty contravened the principles the victors professed to uphold. German interest in liberal democracy waned. Its association with the Weimar Republic doomed them both.”

“And your father?”

“He perished in Buchenwald.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Like you I was overcome with hatred. First, it was for the allies and their failure to live up to the principles of their liberal democracies. Do you know why the thought that gave rise to the liberal democracies in other Western countries didn’t do the same for Germany?”

“No.”

“Goethe was a witness to the success of the French Revolution and the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation and while sympathetic to both he identified his thought with neither the rights of man nor the belief in an eternal order. Is it surprising that lesser minds would tire of withholding judgement that kept them at odds with themselves and opt instead for one that promised a new Reich like the medieval one that lasted a thousand years? Thus I hated Goethe as well.” 

“Are you blaming the triumph of National Socialism on a failure of the German people to commit?”

“You must agree that nature abhors a vacuum, even a political one. The strongest, the willful and the most cunning step in to fill the void. Do you think principle matters in that instance?”

“No.”

“Thirdly I began hating the natural sciences you were championing earlier. Their study changed education. The aim no longer became the formation of character through the cultivation of virtue but rather the instruction and training in the mastery of nature in the name of progress. The good man became he who lives his life in conformity with others. Such direction doesn’t encourage independent thought with respect to virtue.”

“No.”

“Finally, when modernity’s greatest thinker determined that the German people must look to the dispensations of fate over against all else that serves the interest of all humanity is it any wonder evil can prevail?”

“Heidegger?”

“Yes. I hated him too.”

“How did you find your way out.”

“You mean apart from my finding a calling within the Catholic Church?”

“Yes.” 

“First of all, nothing diminishes the fault of the Nazis since the only clear principle of National Socialism was the murderous hatred of Jews. But what I realized was that it was not hatred that brought them to justice. It was the voice of reason and the power to champion it that led to their defeat, putting an end to their willful vanity and sending them to trial at Nuremberg.”

The Mother Superior noticed that tears had welled up in the young man’s eyes but felt she needed to finish what she had to say to him. 

“Don’t give lead to your emotions and cast off your past. Think through your alternatives before you too are lost into the evil of hatred.”

The arrival of Meek was a concern to the Mother Superior.

“This child may have tuberculosis,” she said after reading the note. “We must send him to the sanatorium.”

“You don’t know that Sister,” said the young man.

“I can't take the chance.”

“You won't have to. I will look after him.”

“I thought you were leaving.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”
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Ancaster was a farming community and the home to middle and upper class merchants who serviced the steel industry in nearby Hamilton. The orphanage sat on an estate once owned by a wealthy industrialist who deeded the land and buildings to the Catholic Church before retiring to the Bahamas. Its school was only for girls. The boys had to attend the local public up the way.

Money and ancestry are important in a small village and the boys were deficient in both. They felt their isolation and were hurt by it. Bapu used their misfortune to motivate them.

“If you want respect, you must earn it by working harder and getting better grades than the others.”

Having lived within a caste system, he understood the darker side of human nature. The weakest members are despised. He paid close attention to the boys’ studies, familiarizing himself with their curriculum, overseeing their homework and attending the teacher parent meetings. His charges found it difficult but worked hard to please him.

Meek was troubled by an additional burden he had not counted on, his name. At the orphanage no one paid much notice but at school it made him a target.

“Think you’re going to inherit the earth do you?”

Meek wanted to change his name. Bapu took his request seriously and brought it up with the Mother Superior.

“You can say what you want about playground behavior but an invective directed at a young boy can be hurtful.”

“I don’t disagree,” she said, “But we should honour his mother’s decision whatever reason she had for making it.”

Meek’s name remained Meek. At the nun’s urging he tried to endure the taunts but the promise of becoming a better person did little to alleviate his humiliation.

There was a sickly chubby young boy at the orphanage the nuns took special care to nurture back to good health. His name was Hughie. The others made no comment about the extra attention he received, but when he started school what little vanity may have affected his carriage caused the village boys to tease and bully him. With a new mark to attend to, Hughie’s plight brought Meek some measure of relief. To be accepted by his former tormentors, Meek joined in the ridicule. When the entrance to the school yard was restored with pea gravel they used the small pebbles to stone Hughie. His squeals and shrieks greatly amused the boys. Crying with utter dismay he turned towards them and exposed himself that they might stone his privates.

The stoning immediately ceased. The other boys walked away from their embarrassment. Meek instead walked over to Hughie, told him to pull up his pants and accompanied him home. Hughie’s simple act of contrition for being the way he was and wanting to be what the other boys found acceptable shamed Meek. He wanted the same thing.

When the hot weather came, Bapu secured permission for Meek to join the village boys for a swim at the Tomahawk Pool, a private facility. When they arrived, the manager George Pinkerton pulled Meek aside while the others carried on. After a brief chat, Meek remained behind and watched his friends dive in before heading back to the orphanage. Coming in through the side gate Bapu saw him and called him into his office. Sitting with him were Mr. Schmuck the banker and his young wife.

“Hello Mr. Schmuck, Mrs. Schmuck,” said Meek, mindful of his manners.

“What are you doing back?” asked Bapu. “I thought you were going swimming.”

“They wouldn’t let me in. I’m not a member.”

Bapu’s eyes intensified. He began to speak but Mrs. Schmuck interrupted.

“Oh you poor boy,” she said. “That’s terrible. You can have my membership. I never use it.”

Meek knew her offer lacked substance. Things worked a certain way at the private club. Her husband said nothing.

Meek started to leave.

“Get back here,” said Bapu.

His voice stopped Meek in his tracks. He returned to his post. With little left to fend off the humiliation of the day’s events, he tried to maintain his composure.

“What happened?”

The question carried the weight of an interrogation.

“The other boys and I met at the pool but the manager called me aside and told me I couldn’t go in. I told him I had permission like you said.”

Sobs started to punctuate Meek’s words.

“What did he say?”

Meek couldn’t answer, not only because he didn’t want to cry but because he was ashamed at being upset with Bapu’s lowly position in the community that had resulted in getting him into this mess.

“What did he say?” Bapu repeated quietly.

The floodgates opened and Meek wept. He flung the manager’s words back at Bapu and his guests.

“‘Don’t you understand,’ he said, ‘they don’t want you in their pool. You’re just the Indian’s orphie.’”

The truth told, Meek barreled out of the office and headed for his room. There, he finished his cry before sneaking out to spend the rest of the afternoon hiking through the woods behind the orphanage. Eventually arrangements were made for all the orphans to swim in the pool but Meek never went.

Instead he purposely went out of his way to be seen near the area with Hughie in tow. When one of the farm boys returning from a swim said something to Hughie, Meek took him to task.

“Leave him alone, hayseed,” he said, stepping into the other boy’s comfort zone.

“What did you call me, meekster?”

They fought. The other boy was bigger but Meek gave as good as he got. Over the next month with Hughie as bait, Meek became irascible at the sight of any of the boys whose company he had previously sought. He fought every one of them until he and Hughie were no longer bothered. Hughie was left in peace and Meek had only himself to bother about his name.

“Bapu, why am I called Meek?”

“I don’t know.”

“There must be a reason.”

“All I know is that it’s natural for parents to want something better for their children. Why your mother thought naming you Meek would be helpful, I cannot say.”

The village of Ancaster prospered and grew, but no matter how things changed, Meek’s attitude towards its citizens remained the same, defiant.

As fate would have it George Pinkerton moved in next door to the orphanage and became its biggest adversary. A pensioned army man, he was angry all the time and eager to complain. The orphans were a fitting target. The girls ignored him but the boys were fascinated by his volatile nature and looked for ways to provoke it. Messing with Pinkerton became a rite of passage for the older boys. When it was Meek’s turn, he was happy to oblige.

Together with Hughie, they gathered his weapons and headed for Pinkerton’s house. Once there, they carefully lifted the latch on the gate, snuck into Pinkerton’s backyard and stood in front of his dining room window. Hughie was frightened.

“Meek, I don’t want to do this. Let's go.”

“It's too late,” said Meek. “Get ready.”

Meek reached up and tapped on the window. When Pinkerton opened the drapes and glared out into his backyard, Hughie dropped his weapon and ran. Meek stood his ground, bit into the huge carrot he held for Pinkerton to see, cocked his head back towards Pinkerton's carefully tended garden and grinned.

“You little bastards,” the man hollered before letting the drapes fall. A moment later, Pinkerton flew out his backdoor with a belt in his hand.

“Keep running Hughie. He's after us,” Meek shouted.

The boys were already to their bikes and making their getaway when Pinkerton lashed out. The tip of the belt caught the cheek of Hughie's behind before he was out of reach.

“I'll strap your backsides when I get my hands on you,” he yelled as the boys raced away.

“If it’ll make you happy,” Meek teased.

An hour later they were called into Bapu’s office where Pinkerton stood waiting. Bapu looked displeased. Meek figured Pinkerton had given him an earful.

“There are the culprits,” said Pinkerton raising his index finger to point at them. Hughie shrunk behind Meek who stood firm.

“Mr. Pinkerton tells me you stole carrots from his garden,” said Bapu.

“No, sir, we didn't. We took them from the pantry,” Meek replied, avoiding Pinkerton’s eyes.

“Liar,” Pinkerton exploded.

“Mr. Pinkerton, please,” Bapu said.

“Meek’s right,” Hughie added. “They are from McNiven's farm. I was in the kitchen when they came in.”

Bapu frowned. “I see. And you thought you would create mischief by letting Mr. Pinkerton think they were from his garden.”

Hughie glanced over at Meek who couldn't help but smirk.

Pinkerton’s face got redder. “Are you going to put up with this? I'm telling you, these two stole from my garden.”

“We did not.”

“I'll get it out of them,” said Pinkerton. “Step aside.”

Bapu remained between Pinkerton and the boys, but his face paled.

“Mr. Pinkerton, I am sorry for the trouble these two have caused you and they will be punished, but I can't allow you to take matters into your own hands.”

Pinkerton turned on Bapu. “Who do you think you are? You’re nothing but a foreigner.”

“Be that as it may I am these boys guardian,” said Bapu, his shoulders straightening. “They have used bad judgement to play an unfortunate trick on you and for that I again apologize.”

“When I was in the army we knew how to deal with the likes of you lot,” Pinkerton growled, towering over the smaller man.

“Mr. Pinkerton, I can assure you, I have had more than my share of British justice served up hot according to your King and Country. That will not be the case today. Good day to you, sir.”

Bapu remained where he was. Pinkerton glowered. He was not used to being stood up to.

“Council will hear about this,” he said before stomping out of the office.

Bapu turned to the two boys. He could see that Meek was concealing something behind his back.

“Meek, what have you got in your hand?”

Meek brought out the poker he had grabbed from the fireplace.

“What were you going to do with that?”

Meek's eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Hit the son of a bitch if he touched you.”

“What's got into you carrying on like this? Do you not see the trouble you have caused?” said Bapu, shaking his head.

Meek averted his eyes from his teacher’s gaze.

“What were you thinking? You know what that man is like.”

“I wanted to teach him a lesson.”

Bapu took the poker and replaced it by the fireplace. “Oh, you taught him a lesson all right. You taught him that by complaining long enough, eventually you will be provided with something worth complaining about.”

Meek looked at the ground, ashamed. “I wanted to get even.”

“You succeeded. Until now his complaints were unfounded. You have given them substance. Until now his anger was unwarranted. You have given it justification.”

“I’m sorry Bapu. I didn't think,” said Meek.

Bapu turned to Hughie. “What about you? Were you not thinking either?”

“It's not his fault,” Meek interrupted. “I didn't tell him what we were up to until it was too late.”

“I'm sorry Bapu.” Hughie said, following Meek’s lead. His lower lip trembled as he looked up at his teacher.

“You should be.”

“Do you think he will go to council?” asked Meek.

“He knows I will deny the theft and explain how you deceived him. That might invite ridicule, something he would never stand for.”

Meek brightened. “So you don't think he'll do it?”

“I don't know. What I do know, it saddens me to say, is I need to find placements for you both.”

Placements weren’t adoptions. They were families approved by the orphanage where boys over the age of fourteen could work in return for their room and board. Their schooling continued at night in conjunction with the adult education program until they reached sixteen years of age.

“But why?” asked Hughie.

“It may prevent those who want to cut the funding for the orphanage from using your behaviour as an excuse for doing so. You were scheduled to leave soon anyway. It's time.”

Hughie began to cry, snuffling his face into his sleeve.

Bapu looked at him kindly, but didn't waver from his decision. “Let this be a lesson to you both. Think before you act. Hughie, you must be careful not to be so easily led astray. Meek you need to realize Anger is not to be trifled with.”

“I wouldn't go near Pinkerton again,” said Meek.

Bapu put a hand on Meek's shoulder. I'm not talking about Pinkerton. I'm talking about you. Anger's not your friend. The evil men do in this world often begin with a slip, not a step. Before you give over to its reckless abandon, stop and think about the consequences both to yourself and others.

“I’m not angry.”

Meek, you are an angry young man. If you don't take control of yourself, the authorities will do so for you. What if you had hit Pinkerton and killed him?”

“It would have been an accident,” Meek replied.

“An accident you would pay dearly for by spending the rest of your life in prison. Is that what you want?”

Within the week, Bapu spoke with a local grocer and found Hughie a placement delivering produce. Meek was placed on the other side of the village as a hired man for the spinster Bessie-Ann, a retired librarian. She was not part of the program, but Bapu knew her and signed her up to get the placement approved. Before Meek left, Bapu spoke with him.

“I’m sure you can handle the work”

“Like you said, it’s time,” said Meek, hiding his doubts.

Bapu was saddened in knowing he wouldn’t be seeing as much of Meek. While he loved all the children, Meek held a special place in his heart. However, he had a responsibility for the welfare of the younger charges still living at the orphanage.

“Behave yourself and show her your time here has not been wasted.”

Meek nodded and then asked, “Bapu, what were you and Pinkerton arguing about?”

Bapu sighed. “Pinkerton served with the British in India at a time when substantial force was used to frustrate the resolve for independence.”

“How were you affected?”

Bapu’s eyes misted up.

“What happened?” Meek asked, alarmed by his reaction.

“I had a wife and a young daughter in India. They were killed in an open market where they were shopping when British troops opened fire on a peaceful demonstration.” Bapu closed his eyes for a long moment.

“I'm sorry,” said Meek, before giving him a hug, then turning and walking away to hide his own tears.

“Take care, my boy,” Bapu whispered.​
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Over the next few years, Meek worked diligently to learn as much as he could about farming. He was not afraid to ask questions and got along well with the rest of the farming community. Bessie-Ann took him to the library in town, got him a card and taught him how to research the agricultural subjects he was interested in. Before long, Meek was exploring the racks and broadening out from the sciences into the arts. He had always been a good student.

Spinster Bessie-Ann realized there was an underlying anger and hunger driving Meek’s inquiring mind. Life issues were of particular interest. She gave him a reading list covering the classics. He was encouraged to keep a journal and use a dictionary. She enjoyed having a young person in her midst, eager to explore the literary world. Bessie-Ann had an extensive collection of books in her own library. Meek read everything she had. In their discussions, he brought new life to the subjects she had long been considering.

He was persistent in asking what it was she believed but Bessie-Ann was careful to camouflage her own views so as not to impose. But occasionally things slipped out.

“I’ve often thought,” she said one evening, “That conscience is like a Greek chorus, drawing us to and fro amongst the various choices we face. The question becomes, who is speaking, what are they saying and are we willing to listen?”

“What’s a Greek chorus?” Meek asked.

Bessie-Ann smiled at him, “Look it up my boy, look it up.”

Meek felt responsible for Hughie's welfare and made a point of keeping in touch. He brought Hughie books he thought he should enjoy. Most times Hughie was content simply to have his friend’s companionship. Literature was not important to him like it was to Meek. They usually ended up talking about their parents and who they might be.

“When I think about not having a family, I get distressed and eat to calm down,” Hughie said, taking a bite from the piece of pie he had with him.

Meek smiled. “You must think about it a lot.”

“I do,” said Hughie brushing aside the sarcasm along with the crumbs on his belly. “What do you think about?”

“Why my mother called me Meek.”

“It’s not in keeping with your character.”

“That’s what bothers me. It feels right to stand up for myself. If a guy can’t do that, I’d like to know why.”

“What about Miss Ann?”

“She’s a good friend.”

Hughie knew what Meek meant. When they were younger, the emptiness they felt had to do with not having a mother. Now that void spoke to the absence of a father who could direct you along the right path and explain why.

Meek was unhappy about being angry and tired of the trouble it got him into. In listening to other villagers it was difficult to get a consensus about the way they lived. Those whose lives were a train wreck seemed to have all the answers. They attributed their station in life to bad luck. Their advice wasn’t credible.

Those with some direction in their lives had partial answers but they blamed both themselves and others for their limitations. The advice they gave was particular, ‘Don't get mixed up with so and so’. While helpful, there was no pattern to it.

Meek decided to look at things again and think them over for himself. He knew no matter where he was, the sun rose in the east, travelled across the sky and disappeared into the west. When it was rainy and he could not see the sun, Meek could tell from the odd glimmer here and there, it was making its rounds. From the sun's travels Meek concluded what goes around comes around whether one can see it or not.

The more villagers Meek got to know, the more he realized how much their dispositions varied with the weather. On sunny days they were more cheerful. On hot dry days, they were more likely to be hot tempered. On cold damp days, they were more likely to be cold tempered.

He observed there were villagers, for whom sorrow became a habit, colouring and diminishing any new experience they might have. They insisted on remaining under a cloud and railed against anyone or anything that might brighten their lives. Other villagers tended to add to their sorrow by avoiding their company and speaking of them in unfavourable terms.

There were also those who made a habit of being cheerful, who regardless of their adversities, regardless of the changes in the weather and the muttering of their neighbours, maintained a sweet disposition and brightened towards the possibilities of the future. Other villagers sought out their company and spoke of them in the most complimentary fashion, thereby further contributing to their happiness.

He brought his conclusions to Bessie-Ann.

“The way in which one goes around behaving towards others is the way in which they will come around and behave towards you.”

“Very much in keeping with your religious instruction and the morality of obedience,” she replied, “You’ve worked out the golden rule. If you are inclined to accept the belief in a higher order, I suggest you consider Galatians 6:7. ‘Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.’”

“Why do you prefer it?”

“While still within your guidelines, it speaks to the necessity of prudence, bringing about something through determination, perseverance and hard work, which in this instance implies the proper exercise of your intellect.”

“I don’t follow.”

“If you had not attempted to understand where the truth lies with respect to the differing opinions you were called upon to entertain, might not you have become easily entangled by the delusions of those caught up in their own failures?”

“Yes.”

“Resolving the difference of opinions about the nature of things is the most important avenue we have to access the reality that surrounds us.”

“I can see that, yes.”

“Do you agree that everyone first and foremost seeks their own good?”

“It appears so.”

“And that your 'doing unto others as you would have them do unto you' might be motivated by that same selfishness?”

“That's not in keeping with the way it is perceived.”

“Where lies the error?”

“The good that takes into consideration other people is more inclusive.”

“Is one of the goods an impostor or do both partake of the same thing?”

Meek was perplexed at the turn of the discussion and tried to unravel what had seemed straightforward a few minutes ago.

“Do not be discouraged by your uncertainty,” Bessie-Ann continued. “What you are wrestling with is a theological-political problem central to the question of the building blocks upon which the best society is based.”

“What do you mean?”

“It is the question of whether virtue is based on divine revelation or on what is evident to the unassisted human mind. If you think virtue is a belief then obeying the commandments passed down by God is necessary if their truth is to become known. Therein begins your religious education. If you think virtue is learned, a known so to speak, then understanding what moral constructs are at issue in political philosophy is necessary if their truth is to be believed. Therein begins your philosophical education.”

“Why is virtue a political problem?”

“It is a political problem because the way we treat others in going about satisfying our own desires takes place within a society of which we are members. Since our behavior is the truest expression of what virtue means to us, we must justify our actions in terms of the rules a member of society is expected to abide by.”

“But if the question of the best society has never been answered how can there be virtue in the political sense?” 

“Compulsion; we have no rational choice but to obey the rules of a society if we want to enjoy the protection it provides in allowing us to raise our families with the minimal amount of outside interference.”

“In making that choice do I attend to myself?

“Yes. Contemplate which desires to cultivate and which to contain. Each has the capacity to control you if you are unable to temper its influence by self-restraint.”

“How can I be sure?”

“You can’t any more than any of us can. You can see this by looking to where the decisions you make for yourself are generalized in the realm of the political. There you see men as they are and not as one thinks they ought to be. Look to what is done in the name of justice and how it plays out in relation to power and influence.”

“You make it sound bleak.”

“It can be. But it could always be much worse and has been so in the past. It depends on what you expect of your fellow citizens which in turn depends on what you have come to expect of yourself. There is always the better nature to appeal to in both instances. Remain vigilant but do not be discouraged. Advice from Rousseau might be more fitting to the start of your search. ”

“What is that?”

“Be good to yourself while doing as little evil to others as possible.”

Meek looked at her dumbfounded.

“It runs against the grain of your pursuit but you will have to acknowledge it soon enough as it speaks to what in the modern view is necessary.”

“I’m perplexed.”

“I’m sorry, Meek. I’m taking my frustrations out on you. We find ourselves on the fringes, you and I, me the spinster and you the orphan both looking for acceptance.”

“But you are accepted.”

“Yes, but only at my insistence. Those who saw me as weak used every tactic they could to deprive me of my self- respect and take my property. They sicked their bureaucratic dogs on me, sending health inspectors to question my living conditions, bylaw officers to enforce new departmental codes and tax assessors to rezone my property into a tax bracket I could ill afford. But I beat them off.”

“What did you do?”

“Two things I admire about the English, their history of common law and their propriety. I researched the law and prepared an able defense. An Englishman’s home is still their castle. They have grandfather clauses to ensure it. In addition, I established a regime of proper care and study with regard to my personal comportment. I refrained from indulging in any behavior that could be used by my opponents to undermine me or that could be construed by the authorities as contemptuous. They now leave me in peace.”

“Why do you want to live in a village where you have to defend yourself so?”

“It’s my home. It provides a level of protection from lawlessness and ill health that becomes especially important as you get older. There is no escape from the stupid, the pretentious and the hypocritical wherever you live. If you do not wish to play the anvil in this world, then learn what you must about the hammer.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Remember your fights with the town boys? There was your first lesson. Those who abused you desisted when you repaid them in kind. You established the rules as to how you were to be treated. For many that might be enough of a political insight to set their life by, but not for you it seems. You look to other shores for the full explanation of your nature. Do you have the patience to get there? Given your namesake, it's hard to know what your mother may have thought.”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you start your search enmeshed in religious faith?”

“I’m still struggling with it.”

“I thought as much. It will help if you study history. It not only will give voice to your pursuit but bring light to the importance of prudence in dealing with the possible occurrences life throws at you.”

“What if I’m content to take my own chances?”

“You will find, generally, that fortune is not within your control. It descends on you apart from your readiness to attend to it. You must learn to distinguish the intelligent response from the foolish one.”

“Where do I begin?”

“Read some of Thucydides. The precepts of religion and philosophy are put aside in favor of providing an historical account of how people behaved. Viktor Frankl’s book on man’s search for meaning also might be helpful in weighing your options.”

Meek’s birthday was the 25th of June. At the orphanage, if there was no record as to when someone was born, they were given a June number, a date half way until Christmas. That June Meek turned 18. Bessie-Ann made him an offer.

“Would you be interested in renting the place? I would like to move into the new senior’s home being built outside of town but am not ready to sell the farm.”

“What about the house?”

“That’s part of it. You have to have a roof over your head.”

“Yes Miss Ann, I would.”

“Good.”

A rental agreement was drawn up and Meek took over. He put all his effort into making a go of it and managed a living. Thankful for what he had, he helped out in the village whenever he could. Soon however, he was doing so much for others he had little time left for himself.

One morning he woke up distraught over having promised to help frame a barn that day. The work in itself normally would have been a source of enjoyment to him but try as he might he began to sour on the activity as the day moved on. By afternoon, try as he might, he was quite angry, swearing to himself under his breath. At quitting time he dropped by the orphanage to see Bapu. His teacher saw that something was up.

“What's the matter with you?”

“My neighbours are taking advantage of me,” Meek said, settling into a chair across from Bapu’s desk.

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I’m spending so much time helping them I can hardly get my own work done.”

“Why do you do that?”

“To be accepted.”

“You can say no and remain part of the community.”

“I can’t.”

“For goodness sake Meek, I didn’t think you were afraid of anything. Do you still think you should treat others as you want to be treated?”

“It makes sense.”

“Simply making sense isn't good enough. To get to the truth of the matter you must put the sensible into practice. If you are going to help others, you must let them help you in return.”

“Why?”

“Well quite obviously, you need help too. You are not superman.”

“I didn’t say I was.”

“Ah, Meek, then what are you saying?” Bapu kept his gaze on the younger man waiting for his answer.

Meek looked away.

“I’m ashamed to ask for their help.””

“Why?”

“I don’t think I am as good as they are.”

“Oh Meek.”

“It’s humiliating.”

“Think my boy. A friend is someone you can trust. In this instance that trust is only established by taking the opportunity to open up to each other with respect to your feelings about sharing in the workload each of you have. If either party fails to reciprocate the effort required to maintain the appropriate balance, the trust is broken and the friendship rescinded.”  

“Perhaps for me friendship is not in the cards.”

“Well, then that will be twenty dollars cash for this therapy session I have undertaken with you.”

“What?”

Bapu laughed out loud at the look on Meek’s face 

“I’m having you on son.”

Meek sheepishly grinned with Bapu’s assurance of their friendship.

“Look, the process of befriending is not easy without practice. Having one's feelings hurt is a threat we must take if we are to get beyond ourselves and over our false humility. It takes fortitude to venture out from the confines of fear and anger and soldier through to the other side.”

“Explain.”

Bapu took time to reply.

“Courage is what sustains a person through hardship, whereas anger takes one out of the moment with a quick judgement. Fortitude keeps one present in that moment until one discerns where fairness lies. It has fathered in you a work ethic which has served you well and landed you in the circle of readiness that made Bessie-Ann’s fortunate offer possible. But there is more for you to fathom.”

“Bessie-Ann warned me I should think of myself first while remaining mindful of others.”

“Did she now? Well there-in is where the balance needs to be struck.”

On his way home Meek recognized his need to get hold of himself. He vowed to carry out the remaining promises to his neighbours with a cheerful heart until the right occasion presented itself to ask for help in return.

When a neighbour needed his house re-shingled, Meek joined a couple of other neighbours to give him a hand. When they were through, there were a number of bundles left.

“What do you want to do with these?” one of the neighbours asked.

“I’ll take them,” said Meek. “My porch needs doing.”

His neighbours looked at him.

“And I could use your help,” Meek added.

They loaded their ladders and materials into their trucks. Meek embarrassment at being the centre of attention was outweighed by the quiet thrill over the fact that he was. That afternoon it was Meek’s porch that got fixed.

Bapu dropped by after the men left to find Meek sitting alone on his porch.

“Nice job,” said Bapu, walking along the front of the house.

Meek beamed.

“You seemed to have found your stride.”

“I understand what you said.”

“What would that be?”

“Anger stems from fear, the basic instinct to survival. Having developed the ability to be reasonable there should be less need for it. Yet it remains an emotion we must deal with.”

“I’m listening.”

“We get angry when someone is unreasonable. The fortitude you spoke of means taking the time to think through what appears not to make sense to ensure we have done our best to avoid conflict.”

“Often there isn’t time.”

“When the injustice is clear the time required to comprehend it is less but the reasoning is still implied. Generally though there is time to engage. If another’s argument is more reasonable, we are obliged to accept their conclusion. If the reverse is true, we should further explain our position so they in turn can do the same.”

“What if the other refuses to listen?”

Meek thought for a moment.

“In that case it is better to withdraw from the discussion to let the other find the truth on their own within the consequences of their actions.”

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Yes. I remember how Pinkerton tried to bully you. You knew you were right and were indignant when he didn’t listen to reason. Your righteous indignation gave you the courage to stand your ground.”

Bapu hesitated a moment before answering.

“Be extremely careful about righteous indignation and its connection to virtue,” he said sadly. “One can never be sure what hatreds linger in one’s heart. The spiritedness with which you fight the good fight can easily be usurped by the desire to settle an account.”

Meek nodded.

“After the incident with Pinkerton, I spoke with his wife. She told me he took up gardening as a hobby to help control his temper. You undermined what little faith he had that he could be a better person.”

“A better racist is more like it.”

“I hoped you had let go of what happened with him at the swimming pool.”

“Why should I?”

“By holding a grudge, you feed not only the animosity you attribute to him but that which you harbor in your own heart.”

“But surely we must remain vigilant if we are not to be destroyed.”

“To repulse the evil men do yes, but to deny them the respect of our shared humanity no.”

“You would respect him when he disrespects you?”

“Especially so, otherwise how is my state any different from his? It is unfortunate that during the time Pinkerton spent in India the caste system should be what made the biggest impression on him.”

“He places us on the bottom rung.”

“We are all on the same rung my boy.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone struggles with the pride they have in thinking themselves better than others.”
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Chapter 3
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A severe storm swept through the village one warm summer night. As bad as the storm was for Ancaster, it was catastrophic for the village of Atwood down the way. Bapu, having lived through the monsoons in India knew what damage the elements can inflict. He asked Meek to organize a work party to help the other town. Meek agreed but had difficulty finding anyone.

“I'm busy with my own mess,” was the common refrain.

The only people left to ask were a troublesome lot who lived on the outskirts of the village far enough south not to be affected by the storm. They were known throughout the countryside as an angry group of ne’er-do-wells. The townspeople referred to them as the hotheads.

Meek knew one of them by reputation, a fellow named Hartley who had passed through the orphanage before Meek arrived. After a few inquiries, he found where he lived and knocked. He heard a dog howl from inside the house, followed by some loud cursing. A tall, well-built fellow with wavy hair and a small mustache opened the door.

“What do you want?” He didn’t sound happy about being disturbed.

“I’m looking for Hartley,” Meek replied, thinking he might have the wrong house.

“You’re looking at him.”

When the man turned to try and shoo the dog away from his feet, Meek noticed a large scar across the back of his neck. When he turned back, the glare on his face was anything but friendly.

Meek swallowed, wondering if coming here was a mistake. “My name is Meek and I grew up in the same orphanage you did.”

“Beat it,” Hartley said, half closing the door. The trapped dog burst through and lunged at Meek, biting him on the arm of his coat.

“Tara!” the big man bellowed, grabbing the dog by the scruff of the neck and shaking it until it cowered. When he let go it scurried off under the house, tail tucked between its legs.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Meek said, turning to leave, not wanting the man to see him wince.

“Wait a minute. What do you want?”

“The village of Atwood needs help. I’m looking for a crew and thought you and your friends might be available.”

“What made you think that?”

“You’re not afraid of anything,” Meek said, straightening his arm as the pain subsided.

“What about your neighbours?” Hartley asked, looking down the road to a group of riders approaching on motorcycles.

“They are afraid to give up their time to help someone else while their own properties remain in disarray.”

Meek practically had to shout as the bikes roared up the driveway. He waited until Hartley welcomed the new arrivals.

The first fellow off his bike gave Hartley a bear hug. “Good to see you, man,” he said, slapping Hartley on the back.

The next fellow stepped forward and took Hartley’s hand. He was a big man with a serious demeanour and as tall as Hartley.

“Eric, good to see you,” Hartley said with a nod.

“Who’s this?” Eric asked.

“Meek. He wants our help,” Hartley chuckled, relaying to everyone what Meek had told him.

Three others rounded out the group. Yappy was the smallest with beady eyes and a prominent nose. The next fellow was a thin, bearded fellow with a quiet disposition. The third was a farmer who’d been around chickens so long they called him one.
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