
        
            [image: couverture]
        

    
        
             
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            

        

     
[image: ]

Copyright © Peter Learn and Quattro Books Inc., 2011
The use of any part of this publication, reproduced, transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, or otherwise stored in an electronic retrieval
system without the prior consent (as applicable) of the
individual author or the designer, is an infringement of the
copyright law.
The publication of Surrender has been generously supported by the
Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council.
[image: ]
Cover design: Diane Mascherin
Cover image: alvaroramos.com
Author’s photo: Paula Learn
Typography: Grey Wolf Typography
Editor: Luciano Iacobelli
Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Learn, Peter
Surrender / Peter Learn.
Issued also in electronic format.
ISBN 978-1-926802-51-0
I. Title.
PS8623. E269S87 2011 C813'.6 C2011-903986-9
Published by Quattro Books Inc.
89 Pinewood Avenue
Toronto, Ontario, M6C 2V2
www.quattrobooks.ca

To my very patient wife, Paula


    
      Contents

      
        Cover
      

      
        Half-Title
      

      
        Title
      

      
        Copyright
      

      
        Dedication
      

      
        Contents
      

      
        Introduction
      

      
        PART 1: Revelations
      

      
        For Shadows – Shapes of Power
      

      
        Revelations 2 & 3
      

      
        Revelation 4
      

      
        Man and Superman: The Penultimate Revelation
      

      
        PART 2: Praise
      

      
        Chapter 1
      

      
        Chapter 2
      

      
        Chapter 3
      

      
        Chapter 4
      

      
        Chapter 5
      

      
        Chapter 6
      

      
        Chapter 7
      

      
        Chapter 8
      

      
        Chapter 9
      

      
        Chapter 10
      

      
        Chapter 11
      

      
        Chapter 12
      

      
        Chapter 13
      

      
        PART 3: Book of the Dead
      

      
        The Village People
      

      
        Circle Four: The Avaricious and Prodigals
      

      
        Circle Seven: The Violent
      

      
        Circle 2: Lustful
      

      
        The Wicked Witch on the Wall
      

      
        PART 4: Limbo
      

      
        A Tale of Regeneration
      

      
        Attributions
      

      
        Acknowledgments
      

      
        Other Quattro Novellas
      

      
        Back Cover
      

    

  Introduction


FRENCHMAN’S CREEK LINGERS ON the last trace of the
prairies, a tendril nudging uncertainly into the Rocky
Mountains, postscript rather than herald. Passersby ignore us
tucked away as we are behind the gas station and abandoned
motel, satellite dish rusting in lonely vigil. At one end of the
welcoming strip is a giant wooden teepee, crumbling as its
dream of welcoming tourist throngs fades. A street heads
modestly into town; at the far side it ends abruptly at the creek
facing the remnants of the bridge built to carry campers to the
now remote island campground.
Weekend nights in our bucolic setting are not as serene as
you might expect but are interrupted by drunken arguments;
pickups racing up and down the street; and by campers,
f rustrated at the inaccessibility of the campground, parking on
the edge of town, building bonfires, digging latrines, joining
locals in their nighttime pursuits.
During one such weekend of rustic revelry, the town leaders
resolved to carve a ski hill into the side of Raven Mountain,
sacred burial ground for the previous ten thousand years,
looming behind. As the night progressed, the scheme became
more grandiose, then, in the following weeks, took flight. But
our conspiracy to rise from the flats, to be transformed from
two dimensions to three, brought us to the attention of the
Gods. On the ski hill’s opening day, students from our local
school shouldered their wrath. After boarding the chairlift, one
student, then thirteen, began to rock the chair. As they pitched
ever more violently, the cable first came off its rollers then
rebounded upwards. According to local reports, the students
were then “slingshot sixty feet into the air.” The ski hill closed,
but the trails left their scar, the shape of a pitchfork aimed
down our throats pinning us to the ground evermore.
Giant teepees, derelict dishes, unwanted campgrounds, ill-advised ski hills, dashed dreams. Perhaps the land is cursed.
The Natives who first inhabited the land avoided the Flats,
sending here only young men on vision quests or crossing it
on their way to leave their dead on the mountainside. The first
Europeans to settle were two dairy farmers from France,
François and Pierre Joirret. Soon after their arrival, François
began hearing voices in his sleep. His dead parents appeared in
his dreams ordering him to kill his brother.
“He is the spirit of evil!” they shouted. “He is building a
machine with which to murder you!”
“It was self-defense, ” François claimed in one of his few
lucid moments during his trial. He had driven an axe into his
brother’s head with such force it had entered even his neck.
Frenchman’s Creek is located over a fault in the earth’s
crust. Faults produce magnetic forces that can disrupt the
patterns in the brain and lead to madness. The more spiritually
inclined believe the fault allows evil forces confined deep
within the earth’s core access to the surface. One way or the
other, those who live over faults are prone to bizarre behaviour.
Consider the Balkans – werewolves and vampires. We in
Frenchman’s Creek have not as yet suffered centuries of
internecine warfare. Instead, we have dreams and visions. As a
young boy, I suffered f rom the most terrible of nightmares until
one night early in my teen years a young Native girl came to
me in my sleep. Red Flower sang to me each night, quieting
the terrible visions, allowing me peace at last. I had even begun
to look forward to sleep, to my other life, my spirit-guided
dream world.
I am an elementary school principal in my last years before
retirement. Throughout my career, I’ve been sent to schools in
danger of closing because of falling enrolment. In most cases,
the process of changing their course has been pretty messy. As
I looked towards my final three years, I picked a school myself;
a perfect little country school that had been minding its own
business for nearly one hundred years but was now part of a
master plan, a scheme by the leading lights at central office to
sell the school to a f ringe religious group. Having caught wind
of the daft design, I called in two decades of favours and
convinced the school board to appoint me as its new principal.
Then I convinced the superintendent it would be better to
place an all-girls’ junior high into our now empty classrooms
than close the school. What I didn’t tell him was that this was
only a politically correct delaying tactic until I thought of
something better. The last thing I wanted to do was to spend
my last two years with a pack of pubescent girls venting their
boyless rage on me. As I had proudly plucked the idea like fruit
from the tree, I should have taken notice of the rustling in the
leaves above.

PART 1: Revelations

Where are the men who abhor the doctrine of
predestination and run away from it as from a
dreadful labyrinth, who consider it not only useless but
downright harmful? [Let them come forward!]
– John Calvin

THE SECOND CONSEQUENCE OF my plan was the demise of
our school mascot, Chester the Beaver. I had hated Chester
from the first moment I walked into the school. Difficult as it
might be to make a beaver even more repulsive, Chester wore
a sailor’s cap and had an insane grin perpetually pasted on his
face. The scabrous rodent was everywhere. There were stuffed
Chesters, Chesters on the letterhead, Chesters on our track
team t-shirts, and a huge Chester mural on the gym wall. The
mural painter must have had aspirations to the Italian
Renaissance, for he had painted on Chester those eyes that
follow you wherever you go. Whether I was teaching a Phys.
Ed. Class, or making a speech from the stage, there were those
beady eyes forever on me, accusing, all-knowing. I was alone in
my abhorrence, for Chester was loved by students and staff
alike. Notwithstanding this adoration, it wasn’t difficult to
convince the mothers at the first parent council meeting that
having a beaver as mascot of an all-girls’ school was an idea
open for debate.
Erasing the vile beast was not so easy. No matter how hard
I tried, there always seemed to be another vestige of the
drooling, evil fiend cropping up. There would be a stuffed
beaver hiding in a drawer somewhere. The sweet librarian was
determined to keep the one she had on her desk. I’d find a box
of old track t-shirts with Chester taunting me on the front.
There would be letter pages with the Chester logo still on the
top. Little kids would not stop coming up and asking me, “Mr.
Dunker, why did you get rid of Chester?”
“Ask your mother.”
I needed to choose a new mascot. After months of
dithering, I finally chose a tree. It was more than just your basic
tree, because for the trunk it had these intertwined people. It
was kind of cool even though it wasn’t very inspiring on the
track t-shirts:
“Hooray! Run like a tree!”
Even a beaver could run faster than a tree. It’s strange the
way things work out. Where, after all, is my culpability when
I callously break a bunch of little kids’ hearts by getting rid of
their beloved mascot? Had I used the whole girls’ school thing
as an excuse to get rid of Chester and replace him with a tree?
What could have been more insulting to a beaver? Once
beloved, now I was cursed, blamed for the fall from grace of
Chester.
Red Flower returned to me. At first, I was happy to see her.
“Why are you here?” I asked. “Are you here to help me?”
“I am here to tell you a tale.”
She lowered her dark eyes, and began the tale of the Beaver
at The End of The World.
In the woods outside my village, there are many
giant animals. In the lake lives a giant serpent, as
large as a whale, with horns on its head. It even
scares the Gods, who throw lightning bolts at it.
The Yakwawiak walks the earth, an animal so
large the earth trembles under its massive feet. It
has a snake instead of a nose, and giant spears
coming from each side of its face. Its skin is so
thick it cannot be penetrated by any spear. The
Yakwawiak rips trees from the ground and, when
angry, rampages through our villages, crushing
everything in its way. A giant toad with the voice
of a beautiful woman lures disobedient children
to the streams where she drowns then eats them.
The Big Tree People stalk the forest disguised
with arms like branches and with long skinny
fingers like twigs. They grab naughty children
from their beds at night. There are giant bears
that hide their hearts so you cannot kill them and
giant wolves that can run faster than anything
else in the woods.

Not all the creatures on earth are evil. At the
end of the world is a dam. Behind are the waters
controlled by the angry spirit, the spirit who
resents all life on earth and seeks only to destroy
it. He revels in mankind’s evil, and constantly
tempts him to sin. With each sinful act
performed by man, a stick is removed from the
dam. Because we are so inherently evil, because
we are so easily tempted, the dam would quickly
burst, and mankind would soon be wiped out
were it not for the beaver. This most humble of
animals, the most unassuming, the most hardworking of God’s creatures, helps us. The beaver
works day and night replacing the sticks. He pulls
mud from the earth and packs the holes as tightly
as he can. No matter how hard the beaver works,
eventually he is overcome by the sins of man: the
dam bursts, and all is swept away before it.

She raised her eyes, her sad, sad eyes, then turned and went
away. But she left in her songless wake a revelation.

For Shadows – Shapes of Power

There must have been a dream. Often I awake with the
remnants of a dream tantalizing me, but when I try to grasp its
tail, it slips away. I had been left not with remnants, but with
only a blinding truth. Red Flower had left me with one thing,
one thing I know now as surely as a Calvinist eating a deep-fried Mars Bar knows, “If I keep eating these things, it will be
the death of me.” Except for me, there’s no “if” and I don’t get
to eat a deep-fried Mars Bar. I’m going to be blown up in an
elevator. I’m in an elevator, there’s a light, a bang as a bomb
goes off and that’s it, except for my last words, which are, “Oh
crap.” You’re probably thinking, “Why don’t you just take the
stairs, stupid?” Unfortunately, that’s where the dragons are. I
would end up in this weird kind of limbo with all the
unbaptized babies, not exactly the best of company. I’ll just ride
the elevator and take my chances, thanks anyways.
Red Flower left me on my own to consider the dream’s
grim message. It just wasn’t fair. What had I done? I couldn’t
think of anything. It seemed the Grim Reaper had chosen me
for no reason whatsoever. “Was it fate?” It reminded me of a
drive through a mountain pass in Greece. By the side of the
road were shrines built to commemorate the dead. The higher
I ascended, the more shrines there were. By the time I reached
the peak, I had counted hundreds, most of them in clusters at
blind corners. It seemed the Greek drivers believed they could
venture into the oncoming lane of traffic at will. If you asked
them, “Aren’t you af raid of dying?” they would probably shrug
their shoulders and say, “It’s in the hands of God.”

Revelations 2 & 3

When I was driving home that day, I saw a sign outside a
funeral home.
“Free will kit available at the office.”
The irony of that brought my second revelation. At some
point in our lives each of us loses any vestige of free will. Before
that time, we are able to live out our lives happily, or not,
making decisions that affect the course of our lives. Then, at
some moment, we lose our freedom; whether we know it or
not, we become Calvinists. From then on, our lives are predetermined. It may happen when you start smoking, or when
you take sky-diving lessons. Frozen urine falling from a plane
flying overhead kills you instead of the person who just shoved
you aside. You decided to go out for a drive, and are hit by
someone trying to pass a semi on a blind corner. I was going to
walk onto an elevator and get blown up. I had no choice in the
matter. It was in God’s hands.
Revelation Three arrived courtesy of one of those corny
church signs.
“Life is the moment we are living right now.”
Supposedly inspirational, it was true in a way, but only
cruelly so. I didn’t need reminding that my life was now
nothing more than a series of disconnected moments, all
heading in the same direction, bringing me to my one pure
moment, the one where I say, “Oh, crap.”

Revelation 4

Death being imminent, I no longer present particularly fertile
ground in which the seeds of professional growth might be
implanted. Nonetheless, people continue to try. My bosses have
been conditioned to believe spending money on “new” systems
of educational administration will make me a better principal.
They behave exactly like two of my pets.
Itchy was a Kafkaesque nightmare. Due to a number of
misfortunes throughout his life, he had lost quite a few body
parts and was, for most of his life, an iguana without a tail.
Some of the body parts grew back and some didn’t. Those that
did didn’t grow back quite the same. It was as though the
DNA code degenerated on each regeneration. By the time he
was four years old only his torso was still intact, but it was so
thick you couldn’t encircle it even with both hands. His other
body parts were stuck on so he looked like Zontar meets the
Bride of Frankenstein. He had a stump for a tail, had ripped off
four of his toes, and scraped off most of his crest. One day, he
hurt his leg. I was pretty sure he hadn’t broken it because when
I twisted it, Itchy wouldn’t react. When it didn’t get any better,
I finally took him to the vet. When she said it was broken, I
asked, “Don’t they feel pain?”
She responded, “No, they’re rather stoic.”
I asked if this was medical talk for dumb and she said it
was. Apparently, Itchy didn’t even have a brain, poor thing, just
some extra nerve cells at the top of his spine. Of course, he
couldn’t come close to thinking, let alone feeling pain. Iguana
owners will claim their pets are quite intelligent little brutes,
able to perform any number of circus tricks. I have proof they
cannot. Once, Itchy was sitting on top of a cantilevered
bookshelf, wanting to get down. He looked over the edge for
a minute and twelve seconds, and then he fell off, hitting his
head on the level below. He again looked around, went to the
edge and stared down. After exactly a minute and twelve
seconds, he fell off this ledge, hitting his head again when he
landed. He did this two more times, taking exactly one minute
and twelve seconds before he finally hit his head on the floor
and ran off. His learning curve was completely flat. That is to
say, he didn’t have a learning curve.
Bo was a Basset Hound. Her name was short for Boadecia,
the Irish Celtic warrior queen, because she was supposed to
have been an Irish Wolfhound, but one day my wife and
daughter were walking by the pet store where they saw a litter
of cute little Basset puppies. Bo had only one brain cell. Every
time she had a new thought it would chase the one already
there out. If I finally taught her to go the bathroom outside,
and afterwards taught her to come when called, she would start
to pee inside again.
My bosses are like Itchy and Bo... doomed never to learn
f rom their mistakes, they do the same thing over and over, each
time imagining they have come up with “The One Great Idea,
The Idea That Will Change the World”. One year, the idea
could be “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People”. The
next, it’s “Cognitive Coaching, ” “Attuning Students, ” “Five
Minute Walkthroughs, ” “Assessment Strategies, ” “The Pacific
Institute, ” “Mel Levine, ” or whatever mindless money-wasting
idea has popped into their heads after watching Oprah.
Once they have alighted on a new brain wave they will herd
a crowd of sorry school administrators into a room invariably
too hot or too cold. The location will be some godforsaken
outpost of our overly large school division. We’ll have to drive
a hundred kilometres to a town too small to be on the map.
The only way to find these places is to look for their statues on
the horizon. Vegreville has a giant egg, Mundare a giant
sausage, while Andrew boasts the world’s largest duck. My first
time there, I mistook the duck for a goose and drove by
thinking I had the wrong town. The road became progressively
worse as I searched in vain for the duck. It was only when it
had diminished to a dirt path and the shadow of dragons
loomed in the distance, that I finally turned around.
Upon arrival, we’ll be given sparkling new binders filled
with the latest in administrative “thought.” We’ll be prodded
into our pre-assigned seats, the seating plan designed by some
hapless gnome chronically deprived of social outlets. I’ll be as
far as possible from the doughnuts, as close as possible to the
front and cheek by jowl with a bunch of central office types,
young keeners and people who loudly suck snot up their noses
every few minutes. Centre stage will be occupied by a stocky
lady, hair Janewayed, flown in from Kansas and now staying at
the Hilton at our expense. She’ll have a mid-Western accent,
refer to Jesus regularly, and have the ability to speak through
her teeth while smiling, enabling her to drone on forever, both
while breathing in and out. She’ll have an uncanny knack of
initiating small group discussions whenever you’re at the point
of falling asleep. There will be an as-cute-as-a-button assistant
elf-in-training. Her job is to nod appreciatively as though the
Tammy Faye clone up front has just delivered The Sermon on
the Mount and to glare sternly if we try to brave a potty break
in order to kill some time, as though we might miss something
earth-shattering, as if.
The drivel can go on for days, sparked by endless repetitions
of buzz-words like “powerful, ” “interactive, ” “paradigm, ”
“proactive, ” and “reflection, ”; and by meaningless phrases such
as “sharpening the saw” climaxed with a challenge to put
whatever nonsense they have been prattling on about into
practice. Lemming-like we’ll march soullessly back to work,
perhaps even peeing on the carpet on our way out.
As I sat at what could be my last-ever professional
development session ever, I began to daydream of myself as the
cat inside Schrödinger’s box. Schrödinger imagines a cat in an
enclosed box. Inside is a mechanism that half of the time kills
the cat, and half of the time doesn’t. The outcome is completely
random and we don’t actually know whether the cat is alive or
dead until we open the box. Before we do, according to
Schrödinger, the cat is neither dead nor alive, but is rather a
wave of possibilities between the two. It’s only our observation
of the cat that brings one of the two possibilities into our
reality. Einstein didn’t like this theory. He said, “Does the
moon exist just because a mouse looks at it?” Schrödinger said
about his theory, “I don’t like it and I’m sorry I ever had
anything to do with it.”
Unfortunately, the cat was out of the bag. To test
Schrödinger’s theory, scientists set up an experiment with a
photon gun that shoots out particles one at a time through a
screen with two holes. Behind the screen is a piece of
photographic paper which shows where the particles hit after
they go through one of the two holes. They should go through
one of the two holes and continue in a straight line leaving
marks on the paper directly behind the holes, right? What you
get, though, are spots everywhere on the photographic sheet. In
fact, the particles can possibly end up anywhere in the universe.
It appears that the photons don’t even exist in any manner we
can understand, until we observe them. At that point, they
cease their indefinable life as waves of possibility, somehow
interact with each other and embark on a now predestined life.
They have transformed from waves to particles.
Here I was sitting as a possibly dead cat inside a sealed box,
the clock ever so slowly eliminating the remaining moments of
my existence.
“Can a half-dead cat think outside the box?” I wondered.
There is only a thin line between professional development
and pure evil. Desperate souls come to believe in this drivel.
They believe so completely in the system du jour that it
becomes for them a symbol, a new myth. Before long they have
sacrificed everything they once believed to march goose-stepped to its rhythms and become a speaker in training on
tour, join central office, or God help them, the Department of
Provincial Education.
How could I fit this into the Calvinistic world view Red
Flower had forced upon me? I slept. She came to me and said,
“Imagine we are like the particles you thought of, only we are
much bigger and also smellier. We begin our lives as waves. We
have an unlimited range of possibilities ahead. There is no predetermination until the moment we are observed, at which
point we cease being waves of possibility and become desolate
particles hell-bent on destruction. That dream I left you? You
have been noticed. You are now a mote in the eye of a raging
God, a God who has picked you up in the beam of his gaze.
You have seen the light because the light has seen you. Now, ”
she finished, her big brown eyes upon me, “you are on a laser-guided path to Hell.”
“Is there nothing I can do?”
“All things come to he who waits, ” she told me, then
brought a babble of witches in my head; a trio stirring the fates
with their mournful keen, their weird wail,
But in a sieve I’ll thither sail

And like a rat without a tail,

I’ll do, I’ll do, I’ll do.





End of sample
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Page 24: Macbeth.

Pages 53-54: parts of an actual sermon given by Jonathan
Edwards, entitled “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”in
1741.

Page 54: Book of Revelations 22:13.

Page 77: All three are excerpts from Address to a Haggis by
Robert Burns. 1786.

Page 84: In this chapter, the witches quote every line of
dialogue said by The Wicked Witch of the North in the movie
The Wizard of Oz. 1939.

Page 85: Macbeth.

Page 85: “To a Mouse,” Robert Burns. 1785.

Page 86: Macbeth.

Page 93: From A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James
Joyce. 1914.

Many of Red Flower’s tales are based upon East Coast Native-
American Legends
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