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My Love Affair with Shrevlin McCannon

This ficto-critical story is a deliberately referential text responding to
William Faulkner’s epic novel Absalom, Absalom!, first published in 1936
and subsequently re-issued in many editions. I have taken up the story of
Quentin Compson’s Canadian roommate, Shrevlin McCannon, who listens
to Quentin’s story about Thomas Sutpen, and who amplifies and embel-
lishes its details, even while he struggles to understand the “South” that
haunts Quentin. Page references are to the Vintage International Edition of
the novel, published in 1990.

Shreve McCannon is a man who goes without gloves, who takes pride in
walking the winter streets of Edmonton, Alberta, bare-knuckled. It is his way
of declaring that he doesn’t need to be prepared for the weather because it is
his weather, and not some alien climate, which has caught him by surprise.
He is intent on affirming that he belongs in this place, it is his home, has been
for years, and no mystery to him. If he is asked whether his hands are not
cold, he is prone to holding them up in front of himself and regarding them
with surprise, as if they are a special implement that only he possesses.
“Cold?” he says, with mock puzzlement, “not at all,” despite what are decid-
edly blue knuckles, and as winter progresses, chilblains. They are an unusual
symptom here, for this is a city that prides itself on a dry cold, easier to with-
stand than the bone-creeping humidity down east.

Shreve McCannon is, nevertheless, a man of mystery, a man about whom
there is rumour and speculation, much whispering when he has passed. He
still presents a round, cherubic face, a “moonlike rubicund face” (147), de-
spite the dignity of his advancing age. It seems he is destined to look younger
than he is, although he also manages to look agelessly crotchety, the province
of those who have covered some milestone years, or perhaps a consequence
of his round and rimless spectacles, which give his visage a shrewd and mag-
nified mien. In fact, he is “one of those people whose correct age you never
know because they look exactly that and so you tell yourself that he or she
cannot possibly be that because he or she looks too exactly that not to take
advantage of the appearance” (236), if you catch my meaning. People say he
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harbours secrets, he has heard stories that should never be repeated. And be-
cause he is a generous talker, they attribute to him a peculiar notion of both
time and combinant grammar. In their brusque Canadian way, in a place
where articles are often dropped and even verbs deemed superfluous, they
refer to him as a windbag. This in a city stormed along by its own wind and
sun and ambition, governed by intense growth and wild weather. Oh, they
speak tenderly enough, of course, there is deference in their summary of his
vocal tendencies. But it has been a standing joke in our small city that at
certain times of the year and definite hours of the day, he will stop an ac-
quaintance on the High Level Bridge or Jasper Avenue and he will subject
them to a length and flourish of rhetoric impossible to escape from.

“He gave me a five-hundred word sentence today,” a fellow physician
will report.

“Lucky you,” a second will rejoinder. “I got at least eight hundred words
last week, and I couldn’t figure out the beginning from the end of his obser-
vation. I tried to interrupt him, but there was no deflecting his spiel.”

The record, one wag has claimed, is no less than one thousand, three hun-
dred and fifty-four words, a good half hour of stamping his overshoes in the
snow-drifted street. “And one sentence, without taking a breath!” Their re-
counting of such McCannon rantings ring with cheerful tolerance, as if they
triumphed in a contest of endurance. He has a long and convoluted way of
talking, Shreve McCannon does, and once in a while, a slow defile creeps in,
a circumlocution that works like digression or detour, but ends up turning
back to the beginning, a complete circle. It is as if he were trying to cover his
tracks. Another suspicion, for there are rumors that he is not really McCan-
non but MacKenzie and is operating under a subterfuge identity. But that too,
in a city of fledgling dynasties, is not unusual. People come to this new west
because they can change an inconvenient name, outrun bad debts or by-blow
offspring.

He is fond of certain words, Dr. Shreve McCannon, words that do not ride
well in Edmonton, Alberta. “Attenuation,” he will say, out of the blue, turn-
ing it over like a piece of shale in his hand. “Attenuation” (182). He has a
way of enunciating avoidance, of naming elements of behaviour without ever
mentioning them “by name, like when people talk about privation without
mentioning the siege, about sickness without ever naming the epidemic”
(186-187). “Prolixity,” he’ll mutter (190), “implacability” (200), “bombastic
phrases” (194) yet pronounced in a forensically anecdotal manner, detached
and interested at the same time. It does not do to get him started on legal and
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moral sanctions and their intractable and unpredictable outcomes. He can
bore you into another century with that, his mates exclaim.

In fact, I could tell them a thing or two. He was there when the “longest
sentence in literature” (at least at that time — affirmed by the 1983 edition of
the Guiness Book of World Records) appeared, he was bystander to its clausal
gulfs and summits. But as his confederates here are not entirely intimate with
fiction, preferring their newspapers and their biographies, they have no no-
tion of his once having been an ubervoyeur to a tale so full of watching and
its watchings, so replete with refracted vigilance, so loud with sound and fury
(that old pulpit line) that he was never the same. The force of his listening —
and interrupting and magnifying and intervention — changed him utterly,
more than the terrors he witnessed in France.

Shreve McCannon knows Edmonton better for having gone away, that
period of time when he “went south” — his way of saying it — went south to
get some education. More east than south, to one of the oldest and most pres-
tigious schools in North America, but he does not add that. Shreve McCan-
non has a trace of modesty that he is immodestly proud of, although his cer-
tificate from Harvard Medical is framed on the wall. Only a few know
enough to comment; Edmonton is an innocent city, too innocent of the cachet
of Harvard to care as much as they should about its reputation. And Shreve
McCannon is no family physician who thumps a knee or peers down a child’s
raw throat. He trained as a surgeon, and as Captain in the Royal Army Med-
ical Corps performed the most gruesome operations at the French front. He
practiced surgery here after returning, but he did not do well with patients;
he told me once with quiet melancholy that he frightened them, exactly the
opposite of what a doctor ought to do. Now he works as a pathologist, over-
seeing the bodies that require some summary of their expiry, some forensic
interpretation. Each morning he walks to the University Hospital, which sits
at the south end of the campus and is beginning to take itself more seriously
every day. The Great War had that effect, and now it is a growing concern,
although when it opened in 1906 — I was just a girl — it was staffed by no
more than five physicians and nurses.

Dr. Shrevlin McCannon then, who lodges upstairs in the east room of my
wide-veranda’d brick home, and who pays handsomely for his clean, well-
aired room (the bedstead plain iron, covered by a dark-patched quilt), for
laundry and breakfast and indifferent social contact, pulls on his bear-like
overcoat more days than not (we are definitely a northerly city), and walks
west, crossing 109th Street where the streetcars hover to dragonfly their way
across the North Saskatchewan River to the Legislature and the city, walking
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at his own lumberingly steady pace through the leafy streets around the uni-
versity. He moves with a determined if hardly brisk gait — well, he is now
almost sixty — then descends to the basement, bleak with tiles, of that same
hospital, where he has an office and where he oversees a batch of underlings.
There he looks through a microscope and writes reports on sclerotic or sero-
typical cells in a crabbed and enigmatic hand. He is a man of habit and rou-
tine, taking his breakfast of black coffee and steel-cut oats at exactly the same
time every day. I do not have to prompt him to leave the envelope with his
rent, or to have ready his sack of laundry for Monday mornings, but twice in
the twenty years | have been his “landlady” (that slightly shabby term con-
taining all the dismissive and yet resentful innuendos of tone and resistance
that lodgers determinedly feel), twice I have had to remind him not to go out
with his overcoat over his dressing gown. Both times he started, as if [ had
found him behaving not so much out of character as rudely, and both times
he said, “It is a habit of my Harvard days, Rosa. We’d open the windows so
that we could breathe, and it got so cold we’d wear our overcoats over top.”

“An unhealthy habit,” I remarked, and he merely grimaced, thinking me
some leftover Temperance adherent. I suspect that he believes that I live a
life ““irrevocably excommunicated from all reality’” (156), when in truth |
am both hyper-aware of daily necessities, and required by my circumstances
to be pragmatic. Nor am [ some Coldfield Methodist. I like a taste of sherry
in the lingering pale of autumn afternoons.

Dr. Shreve McCannon believes in the health benefits of cold. Each night
before he goes to bed, he pulls the sash of the centre window in his east-
facing room as high as it will go, so that it yawns wide, and he leans out of
his window and he performs some ritual of respiration. I have not seen this,
have not seen him “clench-fisted and naked to the waist” (176) drawing the
air deep into his lungs, but I have heard those inhalations, vehement and fer-
vent, when I laid a cautious ear against the door to his room. I have had oc-
casion to ask him to ensure that he does not leave the window wide overnight,
for fear of freezing the radiators solid, and he grunts and assures me that he
will pay attention.

I have few complaints about Dr. Shreve McCannon as a lodger; he is a
relatively simple care for me, and in truth is my economic mainstay. He
smokes a pipe, he keeps a handful of them stem-up in a Chase and Sanborn
can, but [ am not bothered by the smell of tobacco. There are very few ways
for a widow to earn her bread now that the men who survived have returned,
and I have no desire to work as a telephonist or a saleswoman. I prefer my
winter’s sewing circle and summer’s gardening club for social contact, and
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having one boarder is enough for me. I suspect there is some talk, 1950 is
not a particularly tolerant time, and I am a fifty year old widow with an un-
attached man living under my roof. But there are so few places to rent in this
booming city that many houses board and lodge single fellows or girls. More
precisely, though, and this has been true of him all his life, from every story
that I have heard since he came back to Edmonton from having been south,
from having been to France, from having chased a few ghosts around the
world, Shreve McCannon is adamantly uninterested in women, provokingly
oblivious to any feminine element at all. Some of my friends have inquired,
delicately enough, if he would like to be invited for an evening of cold
chicken supper and singing around the piano, and I laugh and tell them that
he is a Harvard man, and they have been inoculated against women.

He roomed there with a boy called Quentin, Quentin Compson.

“What a peculiar name,” I said. “What is its origin?”

“Torment and guilt,” he said grimly, “out of the South. Better than the
theatre. Better than Ben Hur” (176), which drew me up short, and left me
open-mouthed for a second.

“I am sorry,” he said gruffly. “I mis-spoke.” It was then I understood that
at Harvard he learned to pick fights and bring them to a finish, he discovered
how the mere lift of an eyebrow can provoke implacable violence. And I
found, dusting the books in his room one day, a photograph sticking out from
the pages of a medical textbook, a very odd photograph of what appeared to
be a plaque stuck in a small alcove and reading,

"QUENTIN COMPSON
Drowned in the odour of honeysuckle.
1891-1910"

I did not dare to ask him about that strange summary.

Another time he told me that they put the odd ducks together deliberately,
in the student dorm, the blue-bloods (and not so much a question of blood
but of money, that royal imprimatur) of the republic to the south of us disin-
genuously aware of the need to segregate the rich and the predestined from
the eccentric and regional and foreign, which he and Quentin were — at least
provincial and foreign, and so identifiably eccentric. And then he said that
he and Quentin were a good debating team, the two of them questioning one
another long into the night, and competing in their elaborate constructions,
always “something curious in the way they looked at one another, curious
and quiet and profoundly intent” (240). “I miss him still,” he said, his eyes
not quite moist behind those glittering spectacles, but suspiciously bright.
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I am thrifty with my questions. Although [ know Shreve McCannon walks
around with a sackful of stories as intricate as the glass whorls of marbles, I
am mindful of being too curious, of “snooping.” That was his one stipulation
when he came to view the room. He snuffled around it like an old bear, pac-
ing from the door to the bed and back. It is a large room, almost the size of
two, with space for a settee and easy chair distinct from the bed and dresser
area, and lined with three large windows that look, as I have said east, and
over my back garden, where I grow what will grow here: sour cherries and
raspberry canes and rhubarb, rutabaga and potatoes and broad beans.

He was sucking on the stem of his pipe, although it was unlit, and I real-
ized, with that sudden proficient comprehension that comes if you stay quiet
and wait, that he was nervous and fearful. Of what I could not tell, although
now I will hazard that he was and is afraid to live alone in an apartment or a
house, that he needs to hear some stirring, even if only the mouse of a land-
lady below him.

But he concealed that well, turning around the room as if to test the length
of his own strides on the wide boards of the floor. “Excellent,” he said, “ex-
cellent. And the sunrise will be my clock. Are there church bells within hear-
ing distance?”

“If it’s quiet you can hear Knox Metropolitan, but they ring only for wed-
dings and funerals, not on the hour.”

“Hmm, unfortunate.” But he hesitated, and his pale red hands met one
another, as if to claim kinship or test their own texture. He wheeled and faced
me directly, and said brusquely, “I’ll take the room, but let’s be very clear
about my requirements as a boarder.”

“Yes? Breakfast and dinner, linens and towels. Personal laundry extra.” I
was new to the business, nervous too, with my husband not long dead, and
my needing to pay the taxes and the utilities and my worrying that the weekly
rate I’d quoted him was rather high.

“No snooping.”

I almost laughed, had to fight to prevent myself from raising a hand to my
mouth to hide my smile. I did not want to reveal to this potential meal ticket
my “affinity for brigandage” (61). In fact, I hoped that my “very simplicity”
(61) would fool him enough to persuade him that here was a harbour of sorts,
a place where he could anchor. We stared at one another across the stretch
of gleaming hardwood floor, and recognized, “in a sort of hushed and naked
searching” (240) that here was a potential match: we both resisted interfer-
ence, over-interest, too much attentiveness. In fact, and this has borne itself
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out over the years, we are similar not-virgins of the remote and suspicious
kind, folk who would rather not be forced into intimacies.

And so, Shrevlin McCannon with his lengthy sentences and his bright
distracted attention and his habit of interrupting and his ratty well-worn bath-
robe (which I have been instructed not to touch) moved into my upper east
room. We tolerate each other well enough, perhaps because we are not kin,
and we have no contract. We practice a mutual détente that keeps us honest.
Some days we say nothing at all to one another, and the silence is not accu-
satory or thick, but simply silence, his spoon steady in the thick sludge of his
oats when I push through the double door with a fresh pot of coffee. Some
days there are pleasantries about the weather, usually when the temperature
stiffens and we meet the rhythm of winter in a northern city, hanging frost
and bone-biting embrace and bright exhilaration. We both feel it and are qui-
etly ensorcelled by our arctic precincts, the stir of living in a cold climate.
And oh so rarely, never deliberately, we wander onto a plantation of strange,
driven creatures who live according to an entirely different incentive. While
one could relegate that experience to the war, in truth it reeks of magnolia
and honeysuckle, a lush swampy redolence that Shreve McCannon seems to
know far too well, more than he ought, given that he is definitely a Canadian
and definitely not a man who comes from the hills or the savannah or the
levees of Mississippi.

I do not say to Shreve McCannon, “Tell about the South. What'’s it like
there. What do they do there. Why do they live there. Why do they live at all”
(142). I am from central Alberta, south of Edmonton, the Battle River valley
and the parkland, gently agrarian and not at all corrupt and ambitious and
intent on creating and living and destroying according to some terrible pre-
destined design. No architect set foot in that country of square-frame houses
and hip-roofed bans, buildings flung together for functionality, neighbours
exactly one mile in the surveyed square-section-grid away. And, like Shreve,
I have never smelled “jasmine, spiraea, honeysuckle, perhaps myriad scent-
less unpickable Cherokee roses” (236). I know only the subtle prickliness of
the wild roses that crowd our fence-lines, the scent of lilac shelter-belts as
close to intense as can be found here in this sere, cold landscape.

“Were they curious about Canada?”’l asked him once, daring to “snoop,”
and by “they” meaning the Harvard yard men, the southerners with their
groves of gothic oak and their marble headstones and their genealogies of
old planter families in straw hats and white suits, women stemmed under
umbrellas and driving behind graceful horses, those characters below the
49th parallel, angry with themselves and with the world they occupy, always
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it seems in some extremity of despair or rot or extirpation and so endlessly
fascinating to we cautious Presbyterian-Canadians.

Uncharacteristically, he gave me a longer answer than usual. “They didn’t
even bother asking about the north, didn’t say, ‘Tell about the North. What’s
it like there. What do they do there. Why do they live there.” The south was
sufficiently scandalous to kindle their interest, but the north? Edmonton,
Canada? Their eyes glazed over. It is because we are too pale and subtle,
because we have taken on the protective coloration of our own weather, we
have bleached out so we ‘wont show up so sharp against the snow’ (302). Do
we track men with dogs here? Not often, nor do we track men with men,
although we have used aboriginal people to do our tracking. But we ride be-
hind our dogs and water our whiskey and we hunt less and we do not expe-
rience the same quality of night. We are too far North.”

That was a mouthful, and difficult to sort, although I think he was talking
about innocence, whatever that is, whatever euphemism for credulity it hides,
whatever blameless irreproachability it claims. The point about innocence,
and this is tricky, is that the innocent don’t ““even know that [they are] inno-
cent’” (185). I understand this riddle: if you are innocent, you can’t know the
impediment of what you don’t know you don’t know. In this innocent city,
so bright-eyed that it barely adjusts to the sharp horizon, more laundry line
than city, more bush garden than street should ever be, this city so new and
fresh that it tempts the Shrevlin McCannons of the world to take refuge, bury
their dark listenings, and hunker down away from the quest for design that
will surely emerge here too, lurks just as certainly (under the surface of what-
ever we call Canada) as it does in the hot, wet, civil war and slavery-bound
south, the inevitable incoming verge of corruption. Man’s wagon full of
slaves which signal division and prejudice and racism and intolerance will
inevitably arrive.

“He was always cold,” he said once, on a crisp September day when the
leaves were starting to show colour, and I knew I would have to cover my
tomatoes that night. And then he seemed almost to forget where he was, his
rubicund face gone into a breathless wide-angle of memory, his voice into
rant. “I told him, ‘if [ was going to have to spend nine months in this climate
[ meant the climate of Massachusetts, not Canada at that time, I couldn’t
even begin to explain to him the climate of Canada], I would sure hate to
have come from the South. Maybe [ wouldn’t come from the South anyway,
even if | could stay there [you see | was trying to explain to him about where
you come from being where you come from, but he came from a different
place than I do, and while he couldn’t go back there, I could and did come
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back here]. Wait. Listen. [I told him,] I’'m not trying to be funny, smart [I
told him and I wasn’t, not when he was shaking like that, as if he had the
augue, febrile and pyrexic. I told him] I just want to understand it if I can and
I dont know how to say it better. Because it’s something my people haven’t
got. Or if we have got it, it all happened long ago across the water and so
now there aint anything to look at every day to remind us of it. We dont live
among defeated grandfathers and freed slaves . . . and bullets in the dining
room table and such, to be always reminding us to never forget’” (289).

I was standing at the sideboard with a plate of hot toast, picking up the
butter dish to put beside it, he liked to butter his own toast, even did that as
if he were leaning out of a window taking deep invigorating breaths. I set the
butter down again.

“We don’t?” And my voice came out queer and squeaky, like I was being
strangled, like I had swallowed rhubarb without sugar.

He looked at me then, which he seldom did, face on at least, looked at me
with that inscrutable attention that made so many people stare after him when
he walked past.

“Let me interrupt you for once,” I said, “wait, wait,” and I walked over to
him, and made a motion for him to push back his chair, and he did, and I
moved aside his now empty but still warm wide-mouthed porridge plate, the
gluey sustenance that he demanded every morning, morning after morning,
and I lifted the tablecloth that sat underneath that plate, the linen crisp with
my ironing, and I pushed back the cloth so that it rumpled down toward the
middle of the table, the oak table that was my grandmother’s, how she carried
that heavy ligneous object unwieldy and cumbersome across the prairie in a
wagon is a mystery to me, and there, neatly patched by my late husband, but
clearly a plug in the smooth-grained and much varnished wood was what
could only be described as a disfigurement, perhaps not obvious to those who
would not know, but I know, and I was about to tell him, before he inter-
rupted me again, and said with a maddeningly calm, almost clinical interest

“—a bullet hole.”

“Yes, I said, “Dr. McCannon, it is that. But why does it have to be a bullet
hole that gets our interest, why does the story have to have incest and misce-
genation and brutality and apparitions before it becomes worthy of our meas-
urement? There is enough hatred here, in this innocent city that is not likely
to stay innocent for long, to compete with the south, and even to best it, given
opportunity.”

“Or to be its brother,” he said.
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“No, sir. Its sister. Remember, ‘It was a girl”” (234).

We faced one another, the doctor and I, he “huge and shapeless like a
disheveled bear” (235) staring at me as if he had seen a ghost.

All Shreve McCannon’s carefully truncated life, in Edmonton, Alberta,
the place he retreated to in order to avoid what he had heard and seen, the
trench-warfare injuries he treated consigned to nightmares, the Harvard
Medical School diploma on his wall proclaiming his superior education, al-
most but not-quite wasted except for stories repeated on cold nights, this
Shrevlin McCannon who heard Quentin Compson’s suicided voice unravel-
ling his whole steamed and sodden world toward the tense reverberations of
dynasty and colour and race — Shreve had forgotten the most telling, the most
dubious and unfortunate of all the details caught in the entrails of male am-
bition and genealogy and plot: biologically designated sex. That a girl is at
the very bottom and never good enough to complete the design, even if she
is the one most likely to endure.

We “stared — glared at one another” (243), and Shreve made to speak,
although “it might have been either of [us] and was in a sense both: both
thinking as one, the voice which happened to be speaking the thought only
the thinking become audible, vocal; the two of [us] creating between [us],
out of the rag-tag and bob-ends of old tales and talking, people who perhaps
had never existed at all anywhere, who, shadows, were shadows not of flesh
and blood which had lived and died but shadows in turn of what were . . .
quiet as the visible murmur of their vaporising breath” (243). And then, of a
sudden, the bells of Knox Metropolitan began to ring, probably for a funeral,
for it was too early in the morning for a wedding.

He turned to leave then, as if he could not face his own discomfort.

“The demon,” he said then, “is where we find him.”

“Or her,” I flung at his departing back, for he was going out of the dining
room, not quite hurried, but quickly enough to show that he was clearly in
retreat.

“You’re quite right, Aunt Rosa,” he threw over his shoulder, and it did
not take me a second to respond, with a fierce denial of my own.

“Ms. Rosa,” I said, a little too loudly in the morning air. “And no, I do
not hate Edmonton, even if you do.”

And so we continue our sojourn, our mutual détente. He knows that I
know more than he credited, and that in this house too burns the crux of not-
innocence. | know that under our distanced propinquity, as decorous as a
plate ledge, lurks a “robust and sardonic temerity” (48) and that if I choose,
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I too can climb out of a window and vanish. Not that he would care, although
he would now notice.






