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  Praise for Trying to Save Piggy Sneed

  “Supple and energetic as a stylist, Mr. Irving also knows just how to create in the reader’s mind a vivid impression of an existing world—and just how to populate it.”

  —New York Times Book Review

  “A rich, wonderful, and diverse look at the creative mind of one of America’s most imaginative and passionate novelists.”

  —Denver Post

  “[This] affable collection of fiction and nonfiction is never less than opinionated.”

  —Detroit News/Free Press

  “The essays on himself and other writers make the book valuable, for they tell us a great deal about Irving’s view of fiction.”

  —Newsday

  “Irving proves himself, once again, a garrulous and engaging raconteur.”

  —Publishers Weekly

  “Candid . . . colorful . . . Those who have followed John Irving’s writing career will delight in his newest, Trying to Save Piggy Sneed. . . . Readers will leave this book feeling as if they have had a terrific conversation with Irving about why he writes and how he goes about it.”

  —USA Today

  “These pieces are worth saving and savoring. . . . Trying to Save Piggy Sneed is a welcome oasis on the long desert passage leading to John Irving’s next novel.”

  —Seattle Times/Post-Intelligencer

  “The eight exuberant novels John Irving began producing in 1969, like his handsomely published new collection Trying to Save Piggy Sneed, abound with evidence of his passions.”

  —Washington Post Book World

  “His homage to Charles Dickens, ‘The King of the Novel,’ is a love letter to one of my favorite childhood writers. It is also a good biography and excellent criticism. His final essay on Günter Grass will make you want to discover that idiosyncratic genius if you haven’t already.”

  —San Diego Union–Tribune

  “Captivating . . . Small in size, large in scope, Trying to Save Piggy Sneed is, in essence, an invaluable handbook of the writer in action. In understanding the truths of John Irving’s worlds, we are shown how to understand the truth of ours.”

  —Anniston Star

  “His wit is at his biting best. . . . Be prepared to laugh aloud many times. . . . Trying to Save Piggy Sneed is a joy for the average reader, and absolutely priceless reading for a writer. At the end of the book, he hints at a new novel—one can hardly wait.”

  —McKeesport News, Pennsylvania
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FOREWORD

  to the 20th Anniversary Edition by Susan Cheever

  In his essay about Charles Dickens, “The King of the Novel,” John Irving writes that Great Expectations was the first novel he read that made him wish that he had written it. “His genius is descriptive,” he writes of Dickens. “He can describe a thing so vividly—and so influentially—that no one can look at that thing in the same way again.” In describing Dickens’s genius, Irving could have been writing about himself . . . but he never would have. The attribute that steams off the pages of this wonderful collection, pages which are always amusing and surprising and somehow weirdly familiar, is humility. Irving is the rare genius who credits a lot of his success to hard work—an old-fashioned storyteller who is willing to tell us everything he knows about a story. With its richness of subjects—marriage, divorce, life, death, wrestling, writing, and the difficulty of sharing a bathroom with a bear on a unicycle—this book is an eye-opener to worlds known and unknown. Reading Irving is like speaking with a sage who has decided to spill the beans.

  As a writer, John Irving has gone beyond the brilliant, wild, politically astute, emotionally powerful, and feverishly imagined novels that have made him famous. This book is a jewel box of everything he can do and does better than anyone else. Here in one book are the memoirs, the short stories, and the thoughtful reviews—of Dickens, of Dickens’s Christmas Carol, and of Günter Grass—that I wish I had written myself. The book opens with the hilarious, instructive, vivid memoir, “Trying to Save Piggy Sneed.”

  “This is a memoir,” Irving begins, “but please understand that (to any writer with a good imagination) all memoirs are false.” Piggy Sneed is the retarded garbage collector who smelled up Irving’s hometown of Exeter, New Hampshire, and gave Irving’s aristocratic grandmother a chance to show what good breeding means—treating everyone with kindness. The grandmother—who never approved of Irving’s writing—was the only person in town who treated the malodorous Piggy with respect. (Irving and his friends treated Piggy with disrespect and worse.) When Piggy’s pig farm burned to the ground, killing both man and beasts, Irving found himself telling a story, his first story, about how Piggy had set the fire himself and moved to Florida. Saving lives is what John Irving’s work is all about. His stories live in the gap between the living and the dead, and between the dead and the miraculously revived.

  The centerpiece of this book is the long memoir essay “The Imaginary Girlfriend.” It’s ostensibly an essay about Irving’s wrestling career, complete with weights, holds, problems getting to meets, and friendships with other wrestlers. It is also an essay about writing, about the way Irving learned to write, the men and women who helped him along the way—Vonnegut, Cheever—and the men and women he taught in his eleven years as a teacher. And it is, of course, an essay about how to live a writer’s life—or any life, for that matter. Every detail in the essay works on all three levels—something that only happens after many revisions.

  In his fascinating note about the essay—the author’s notes after each essay in this book are worth the price of admission—Irving explains how this seamless piece of work came together from a letter and an essay, into which his brilliant editor Deb Garrison and his whip-smart agent Janet Turnbull (who is married to him) bullied him into putting more wrestling material. Irving began writing the essay when, after surgery for a wrestling injury, he felt he didn’t have the energy to write a novel. Bored, he hung around his wife’s office. He hung around so much that she grew sick of him and suggested that if he couldn’t write a novel he should “go write a memoir or something.”

  In “The Imaginary Girlfriend”—which should be required reading for anyone who wants to write—Irving starts by telling the reader that he was dyslexic and wouldn’t have gotten into Exeter except that his father was teaching there. He was often behind in his classes. “I was the only student in my Genetics class who couldn’t control his fruit-fly experiment,” he writes. The essay is named for an imaginary girlfriend who is the product of another John Irving story. Irving wrestled as a freshman at the University of Pittsburgh. When he realized that at Pitt he would always be the backup to an All-American, he decided to transfer to the University of New Hampshire. He didn’t have the heart to tell his coach the truth. Instead he conjured up an imaginary girlfriend in New Hampshire, a lovely young woman who missed him so much that he had to capitulate and go home.

  “Talent is overrated,” his coach Ted Seabrooke told him when Irving had reached the limits of his wrestling ability. “My life in wrestling was one-eighth talent and seven-eighths discipline,” Irving writes. “I believe that my life as a writer consists of one-eighth talent and seven-eighths discipline, too.” This embedded message, a robust echo of T. S. Eliot (“For us, there is only the trying. The rest is not our business.”), tells us to work as hard as we can, to have discipline, and not to worry so much about what we are given in the first place—talent. It’s a controversial idea, but by using it as an armature to tell a story about wrestling and his own writing, Irving makes it incontrovertible.

  There are many other writers in this memoir. My own father makes an appearance when he and Irving were both teaching at the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop in Iowa City. With typical restraint, Irving writes that he and my father shared many pasta dinners. What he leaves out is that he saved my father’s life. At that point my father was in his final bout of suicidal drinking—he went to rehab and got sober within a year—and John made sure he ate, provided a home life with his two young sons as an anchor, and sometimes even carried my father home to bed in his room at Iowa House. Every drunk needs a friend like that.

  As Irving notes, he has written more novels than he has written short stories—there are six in this volume. The most famous, the story that Irving writes is his favorite, is the short story that also appears in The World According to Garp. In the novel it is the first story written by the nineteen-year-old T. S. Garp himself. In the author’s notes, Irving recalls that his editor on Garp, the astute Henry Robbins, argued that the story was too good for a nineteen-year-old to have written. Irving argued but complied, so in Garp this fabulous story is cut in half, and Garp has a lot of trouble writing it. Here it is in its wild and glorious original form. It’s a story told by a boy whose father works for the Austrian Tourist Bureau, driving around and rating different hotels.

  Because this is a John Irving story, the inspector is accompanied on his trips by his wife, the narrator’s brother, Robo, and the narrator’s grandmother, a dame of the old school named Johanna. This carload of trouble caroms around Austria looking for hapless innkeepers who fail to provide aspirin or can’t provide meals not on their menus or who do not have sufficient parking for guests’ cars. They arrive at the Pension Grillparzer, a hostelry that will never fit into the conventional classifications of A, B, or C. The Grillparzer, as it turns out, is a way station between the past and the future, between war and peace, between the sane and the eccentrically, dazzlingly crazy.

  Staying at the Grillparzer is a little bit like wandering around in John Irving’s surprising and capacious imagination. The starving medieval knights, a turbaned seer, and the mischievous boys in the story all harmonize in a way that we recognize—that’s life—but also shock us into a new way of seeing.
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MEMOIRS


  
TRYING TO SAVE PIGGY SNEED
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  This is a memoir, but please understand that (to any writer with a good imagination) all memoirs are false. A fiction writer’s memory is an especially imperfect provider of detail; we can always imagine a better detail than the one we can remember. The correct detail is rarely, exactly, what happened; the most truthful detail is what could have happened, or what should have. Half my life is an act of revision; more than half the act is performed with small changes. Being a writer is a strenuous marriage between careful observation and just as carefully imagining the truths you haven’t had the opportunity to see. The rest is the necessary, strict toiling with the language; for me this means writing and rewriting the sentences until they sound as spontaneous as good conversation.

  With that in mind, I think that I have become a writer because of my grandmother’s good manners and—more specifically—because of a retarded garbage collector to whom my grandmother was always polite and kind.

  My grandmother is the oldest living English Literature major to have graduated from Wellesley. She lives in an old people’s home now, and her memory is fading; she doesn’t remember the garbage collector who helped me become a writer, but she has retained her good manners and her kindness. When other old people wander into her room, by mistake—looking for their own rooms, or perhaps for their previous residences—my grandmother always says, “Are you lost, dear? Can I help you find where you’re supposed to be?”

  I lived with my grandmother, in her house, until I was almost seven; for this reason, my grandmother has always called me “her boy.” In fact, she never had a boy of her own; she has three daughters. Whenever I have to say good-bye to her now, we both know she might not live for another visit, and she always says, “Come back soon, dear. You’re my boy, you know”—insisting, quite properly, that she is more than a grandmother to me.

  Despite her being an English Literature major, she has not read my work with much pleasure; in fact, she read my first novel and stopped (for life) with that. She disapproved of the language and the subject matter, she told me; from what she’s read about the others, she’s learned that my language and my subject matter utterly degenerate as my work matures. She’s made no effort to read the four novels that followed the first (she and I agree this is for the best). She’s very proud of me, she says; I’ve never probed too deeply concerning what she’s proud of me for—for growing up, at all, perhaps, or just for being “her boy”—but she’s certainly never made me feel uninteresting or unloved.

  I grew up on Front Street in Exeter, New Hampshire. When I was a boy, Front Street was lined with elms; it wasn’t Dutch elm disease that killed most of them. The two hurricanes that struck back to back, in the ’50s, wiped out the elms and strangely modernized the street. First Carol came and weakened their roots; then Edna came and knocked them down. My grandmother used to tease me by saying that she hoped this would contribute to my respect for women.

  When I was a boy, Front Street was a dark, cool street—even in the summer—and none of the backyards was fenced; everyone’s dog ran free, and got into trouble. A man named Poggio delivered groceries to my grandmother’s house. A man named Strout delivered the ice for the icebox (my grandmother resisted refrigerators until the very end). Mr. Strout was unpopular with the neighborhood dogs—perhaps because he would go after them with the ice tongs. We children of Front Street never bothered Mr. Poggio, because he used to let us hang around his store—and he was liberal with treats. We never bothered Mr. Strout either (because of his ice tongs and his fabulous aggression toward dogs, which we could easily imagine being turned toward us). But the garbage collector had nothing for us—no treats, no aggression—and so we children reserved our capacity for teasing and taunting (and otherwise making trouble) for him.

  His name was Piggy Sneed. He smelled worse than any man I ever smelled—with the possible exception of a dead man I caught the scent of, once, in Istanbul. And you would have to be dead to look worse than Piggy Sneed looked to us children on Front Street. There were so many reasons for calling him “Piggy,” I wonder why one of us didn’t think of a more original name. To begin with, he lived on a pig farm. He raised pigs, he slaughtered pigs; more importantly, he lived with his pigs—it was just a pig farm, there was no farmhouse, there was only the barn. There was a single stovepipe running into one of the stalls. That stall was heated by a wood stove for Piggy Sneed’s comfort—and, we children imagined, his pigs (in the winter) would crowd around him for warmth. He certainly smelled that way.

  Also he had absorbed, by the uniqueness of his retardation and by his proximity to his animal friends, certain piglike expressions and gestures. His face would jut in front of his body when he approached the garbage cans, as if he were rooting (hungrily) underground; he squinted his small, red eyes; his nose twitched with all the vigor of a snout; there were deep pink wrinkles on the back of his neck—and the pale bristles, which sprouted at random along his jawline, in no way resembled a beard. He was short, heavy, and strong—he heaved the garbage cans to his back, he hurled their contents into the wooden, slat-sided truck bed. In the truck, ever eager to receive the garbage, there were always a few pigs. Perhaps he took different pigs with him on different days; perhaps it was a treat for them—they didn’t have to wait to eat the garbage until Piggy Sneed drove it home. He took only garbage—no paper, plastic, or metal trash—and it was all for his pigs. This was all he did; he had a very exclusive line of work. He was paid to pick up garbage, which he fed to his pigs. When he got hungry (we imagined), he ate a pig. “A whole pig, at once,” we used to say on Front Street. But the piggiest thing about him was that he couldn’t talk. His retardation either had deprived him of his human speech or had deprived him, earlier, of the ability to learn human speech. Piggy Sneed didn’t talk. He grunted. He squealed. He oinked—that was his language; he learned it from his friends, as we learn ours.

  We children, on Front Street, would sneak up on him when he was raining the garbage down on his pigs—we’d surprise him: from behind hedges, from under porches, from behind parked cars, from out of garages and cellar bulkheads. We’d leap out at him (we never got too close) and we’d squeal at him: “Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! OINK! WEEEE!” And, like a pig—panicked, lurching at random, mindlessly startled (every time he was startled, as if he had no memory)—Piggy Sneed would squeal back at us as if we’d stuck him with the slaughtering knife; he’d bellow OINK! out at us as if he’d caught us trying to bleed him in his sleep.

  I can’t imitate his sound; it was awful, it made all us Front Street children scream and run and hide. When the terror passed, we couldn’t wait for him to come again. He came twice a week. What a luxury! And every week or so my grandmother would pay him. She’d come out to the back where his truck was—where we’d often just startled him and left him snorting—and she’d say, “Good day, Mr. Sneed!”

  Piggy Sneed would become instantly childlike—falsely busy, painfully shy, excruciatingly awkward. Once he hid his face in his hands, but his hands were covered with coffee grounds; once he crossed his legs so suddenly, while he tried to turn his face away from Grandmother, that he fell down at her feet.

  “It’s nice to see you, Mr. Sneed,” Grandmother would say—not flinching, not in the slightest, from his stench. “I hope the children aren’t being rude to you,” she’d say. “You don’t have to tolerate any rudeness from them, you know,” she would add. And then she’d pay him his money and peer through the wooden slats of the truck bed, where his pigs were savagely attacking the new garbage—and, occasionally, each other—and she’d say, “What beautiful pigs these are! Are these your own pigs, Mr. Sneed? Are they new pigs? Are these the same pigs as the other week?” But despite her enthusiasm for his pigs, she could never entice Piggy Sneed to answer her. He would stumble, and trip, and twist his way around her, barely able to contain his pleasure: that my grandmother clearly approved of his pigs, that she even appeared to approve (wholeheartedly!) of him. He would grunt softly to her.

  When she’d go back in the house, of course—when Piggy Sneed would begin to back his ripe truck out of the driveway—we Front Street children would surprise him again, popping up on both sides of the truck, making both Piggy and his pigs squeal in alarm, and snort with protective rage.

  “Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! OINK! WEEEE!”

  He lived in Stratham—on a road out of our town that ran to the ocean, about eight miles away. I moved (with my father and mother) out of Grand-mother’s house (before I was seven, as I told you). Because my father was a teacher, we moved into academy housing—Exeter was an all-boys school, then—and so our garbage (together with our non-organic trash) was picked up by the school.

  Now I would like to say that I grew older and realized (with regret) the cruelty of children, and that I joined some civic organization dedicated to caring for people like Piggy Sneed. I can’t claim that. The code of small towns is simple but encompassing: if many forms of craziness are allowed, many forms of cruelty are ignored. Piggy Sneed was tolerated; he went on being himself, living like a pig. He was tolerated as a harmless animal is tolerated—by children, he was indulged; he was even encouraged to be a pig.

  Of course, growing older, we Front Street children knew that he was retarded—and gradually we learned that he drank a bit. The slat-sided truck, reeking of pig, of waste, or worse than waste, careered through town all the years I was growing up. It was permitted, it was given room to spill over—en route to Stratham. Now there was a town, Stratham! In small-town life is there anything more provincial than the tendency to sneer at smaller towns? Stratham was not Exeter (not that Exeter was much).

  In Robertson Davies’s novel Fifth Business, he writes about the townspeople of Deptford: “We were serious people, missing nothing in our community and feeling ourselves in no way inferior to larger places. We did, however, look with pitying amusement on Bowles Corners, four miles distant and with a population of one hundred and fifty. To live in Bowles Corners, we felt, was to be rustic beyond redemption.”

  Stratham was Bowles Corners to us Front Street children—it was “rustic beyond redemption.” When I was 15, and began my association with the academy—where there were students from abroad, from New York, even from California—I felt so superior to Stratham that it surprises me, now, that I joined the Stratham Volunteer Fire Department; I don’t remember how I joined. I think I remember that there was no Exeter Volunteer Fire Department; Exeter had the other kind of fire department, I guess. There were several Exeter residents—apparently in need of something to volunteer for?—who joined the Stratham Volunteers. Perhaps our contempt for the people of Stratham was so vast that we believed they could not even be relied upon to properly put out their own fires.

  There was also an undeniable thrill, midst the routine rigors of prep-school life, to be a part of something that could call upon one’s services without the slightest warning: that burglar alarm in the heart, which is the late-night ringing telephone—that call to danger, like a doctor’s beeper shocking the orderly solitude and safety of the squash court. It made us Front Street children important; and, as we grew only slightly older, it gave us a status that only disasters can create for the young.

  In my years as a firefighter, I never rescued anyone—I never even rescued anyone’s pet. I never inhaled smoke, I never suffered a burn, I never saw a soul fall beyond the reach of the safety bag. Forest fires are the worst and I was only in one, and only on the periphery. My only injury—“in action”—was caused by a fellow firefighter throwing his Indian pump into a storage room where I was trying to locate my baseball cap. The pump hit me in the face and I had a bloody nose for about three minutes.

  There were occasional fires of some magnitude at Hampton Beach (one night an unemployed saxophone player, reportedly wearing a pink tuxedo, tried to burn down the casino), but we were always called to the big fires as the last measure. When there was an eight- or ten-alarm fire, Stratham seemed to be called last; it was more an invitation to the spectacle than a call to arms. And the local fires in Stratham were either mistakes or lost causes. One night Mr. Skully, the meter reader, set his station wagon on fire by pouring vodka in the carburetor—because, he said, the car wouldn’t start. One night Grant’s dairy barn was ablaze, but all the cows—and even most of the hay—had been rescued before we arrived. There was nothing to do but let the barn burn, and hose it down so that cinders from it wouldn’t catch the adjacent farmhouse on fire.

  But the boots, the heavy hard hat (with your own number), the glossy black slicker—your own ax!—these were pleasures because they represented a kind of adult responsibility in a world where we were considered (still) too young to drink. And one night, when I was 16, I rode a hook-and-ladder truck out the coast road, chasing down a fire in a summer house near the beach (which turned out to be the result of children detonating a lawn mower with barbecue fluid), and there—weaving on the road in his stinking pickup, blocking our importance, as independent of civic responsibility (or any other kind) as any pig—was a drunk-driving Piggy Sneed, heading home with his garbage for his big-eating friends.

  We gave him the lights, we gave him the siren—I wonder, now, what he thought was behind him. God, the red-eyed screaming monster over Piggy Sneed’s shoulder—the great robot pig of the universe and outer space! Poor Piggy Sneed, near home, so drunk and foul as to be barely human, veered off the road to let us pass, and as we overtook him—we Front Street children—I distinctly heard us calling, “Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! OINK! WEEEE!” I suppose I heard my voice, too.

  We clung to the hook-and-ladder, our heads thrown back so that the trees above the narrow road appeared to veil the stars with a black, moving lace; the pig smell faded to the raw, fuel-burning stink of the sabotaged lawn mower, which faded finally to the clean salt wind off the sea.

  In the dark, driving back past the pig barn, we noted the surprisingly warm glow from the kerosene lamp in Piggy Sneed’s stall. He had gotten safely home. And was he up, reading? we wondered. And once again I heard our grunts, our squeals, our oinks—our strictly animal communication with him.

  The night his pig barn burned, we were so surprised.

  The Stratham Volunteers were used to thinking of Piggy Sneed’s place as a necessary, reeking ruin on the road between Exeter and the beach—a foul-smelling landmark on warm summer evenings; passing it always engendered the obligatory groans. In winter, the smoke from the wood stove pumped regularly from the pipe above Piggy’s stall, and from the outdoor pens, stamping routinely in a wallow of beshitted snow, his pigs breathed in little puffs as if they were furnaces of flesh. A blast from the siren could scatter them. At night, coming home, when whatever fire there was was out, we couldn’t resist hitting the siren as we passed by Piggy Sneed’s place. It was too exciting to imagine the damage done by that sound: the panic among the pigs, Piggy himself in a panic, all of them hipping up to each other with their wheezy squeals, seeking the protection of the herd.

  That night Piggy Sneed’s place burned, we Front Street children were imagining a larkish, if somewhat retarded, spectacle. Out the coast road, lights up full and flashing, siren up high—driving all those pigs crazy—we were in high spirits, telling lots of pig jokes: about how we imagined the fire was started, how they’d been having a drinking party, Piggy and his pigs, and Piggy was cooking one (on a spit) and dancing with another one, and some pig backed into the wood stove and burned his tail, knocked over the bar, and the pig that Piggy danced with most nights was ill-humored because Piggy wasn’t dancing with her . . . but then we arrived, and we saw that this fire wasn’t a party; it wasn’t even the tail end of a bad party. It was the biggest fire that we Front Street children, and even the veterans among the Stratham Volunteers, had ever seen.

  The low, adjoining sheds of the pig barn appeared to have burst, or melted their tin roofs. There was nothing in the barn that wouldn’t burn—there was wood for the wood stove, there was hay, there were 18 pigs and Piggy Sneed. There was all that kerosene. Most of the stalls in the pig barn were a couple of feet deep in manure, too. As one of the veterans of the Stratham Volunteers told me, “You get it hot enough, even shit will burn.”

  It was hot enough. We had to move the fire trucks down the road; we were afraid the new paint, or the new tires, would blister in the heat. “No point in wasting the water,” our captain told us. We sprayed the trees across the road; we sprayed the woods beyond the pig barn. It was a windless, bitter cold night, the snow as dry and fine as talcum powder. The trees drooped with icicles and cracked as soon as we sprayed them. The captain decided to let the fire burn itself out; there would be less of a mess that way. It might be dramatic to say that we heard squeals, to say that we heard the pigs’ intestines swelling and exploding—or before that, their hooves hammering on the stall doors. But by the time we arrived, those sounds were over; they were history; we could only imagine them.

  This is a writer’s lesson: to learn that the sounds we imagine can be the clearest, loudest sounds of all. By the time we arrived, even the tires on Piggy’s truck had burst, the gas tank had exploded, the windshield had caved in. Since we hadn’t been present for those events, we could only guess at the order in which they had taken place.

  If you stood too close to the pig barn, the heat curled your eyelashes—the fluid under your eyelids felt searing hot. If you stood too far back, the chill of the winter night air, drawn toward the flames, would cut through you. The coast road iced over, because of spillage from our hoses, and (about midnight) a man with a Texaco emblem on his cap and parka skidded off the road and needed assistance. He was drunk and was with a woman who looked much too young for him—or perhaps it was his daughter. “Piggy!” the Texaco man hollered. “Piggy!” he called into the blaze. “If you’re in there, Piggy—you moron—you better get the hell out!”

  The only other sound, until about 2:00 in the morning, was the occasional twang from the tin roof contorting—as it writhed free of the barn. About 2:00 the roof fell in; it made a whispering noise. By 3:00 there were no walls standing. The surrounding melted snow had formed a lake that seemed to be rising on all sides of the fire, almost reaching the level of heaped coals. As more snow melted, the fire was being extinguished from underneath itself.

  And what did we smell? That cooked-barnyard smell of midsummer, the conflicting rankness of ashes in snow, the determined baking of manure—the imagination of bacon, or roast pork. Since there was no wind, and we weren’t trying to put the fire out, we suffered no smoke abuse. The men (that is to say, the veterans) left us boys to watch after things for an hour before dawn. That is what men do when they share work with boys: they do what they want to do; they have the boys tend to what they don’t want to tend to. The men went out for coffee, they said, but they came back smelling of beer. By then the fire was low enough to be doused down. The men initiated this procedure; when they tired of it, they turned it over to us boys. The men went off again, at first light—for breakfast, they said. In the light I could recognize a few of my comrades, the Front Street children.

  With the men away, one of the Front Street children started it—at first, very softly. It may have been me. “Piggy, Piggy,” one of us called. One reason I’m a writer is that I sympathized with our need to do this; I have never been interested in what nonwriters call good and bad “taste.”

  “Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! Piggy! OINK! WEEE!” we called. That was when I understood that comedy was just another form of condolence. And then I started it; I began my first story.

  “Shit,” I said—because everyone in the Stratham Volunteers began every sentence with the word “shit.”

  “Shit,” I said. “Piggy Sneed isn’t in there. He’s crazy,” I added, “but nobody’s that stupid.”

  “His truck’s there,” said one of the least imaginative of the Front Street children.

  “He just got sick of pigs,” I said. “He left town, I know it. He was sick of the whole thing. He probably planned this—for weeks.”

  Miraculously, I had their attention. Admittedly, it had been a long night. Anyone with almost anything to say might have easily captured the attention of the Stratham Volunteers. But I felt the thrill of a rescue coming—my first.

  “I bet there’s not a pig in there, either,” I said. “I bet he ate half of them—in just a few days. You know, he stuffed himself! And then he sold the rest. He’s been putting some money away, for precisely this occasion.”

  “For what occasion?” some skeptic asked me. “If Piggy isn’t in there, where is he?”

  “If he’s been out all night,” another said, “then he’s frozen to death.”

  “He’s in Florida,” I said. “He’s retired.” I said it just that simply—I said it as if it were a fact. “Look around you!” I shouted to them. “What’s he been spending his money on? He’s saved a bundle. He set fire to his own place,” I said, “just to give us a hard time. Think of the hard time we gave him,” I said, and I could see everyone thinking about that; that was, at least, the truth. A little truth never hurt a story. “Well,” I concluded. “He’s paid us back—that’s clear. He’s kept us standing around all night.”

  This made us Front Street children thoughtful, and in that thoughtful moment I started my first act of revision; I tried to make the story better, and more believable. It was essential to rescue Piggy Sneed, of course, but what would a man who couldn’t talk do in Florida? I imagined they had tougher zoning laws than we had in New Hampshire—especially regarding pigs.

  “You know,” I said, “I bet he could talk—all the time. He’s probably European,” I decided. “I mean, what kind of name is Sneed? And he first appeared here around the war, didn’t he? Whatever his native language is, anyway, I bet he speaks it pretty well. He just never learned ours. Somehow, pigs were easier. Maybe friendlier,” I added, thinking of us all. “And now he’s saved up enough to go home. That’s where he is!” I said. “Not Florida—he’s gone back to Europe!”

  “Atta boy, Piggy,” someone cheered.

  “Look out, Europe,” someone said, facetiously.

  Enviously, we imagined how Piggy Sneed had gotten “out”—how he’d escaped the harrowing small-town loneliness (and fantasies) that threatened us all. But when the men came back, I was confronted with the general public’s dubious regard for fiction.

  “Irving thinks Piggy Sneed is in Europe,” one of the Front Street boys told the captain.

  “He first appeared here around the war, didn’t he, sir?” I asked the captain, who was staring at me as if I were the first body to be recovered from this fire.

  “Piggy Sneed was born here, Irving,” the captain told me. “His mother was a half-wit; she got hit by a car going the wrong way around the bandstand. Piggy was born on Water Street,” the captain told us. Water Street, I knew perfectly well, ran into Front Street—quite close to home.

  So, I thought, Piggy was in Florida, after all. In stories, you must make the best thing that can happen happen (or the worst, if that is your aim), but it still has to ring true.

  When the coals were cool enough to walk on, the men started looking for him; discovery was a job for the men—it being more interesting than waiting, which was boys’ work.

  After a while, the captain called me over to him. “Irving,” he said. “Since you think Piggy Sneed is in Europe, then you won’t mind taking whatever this is out of here.”

  It required little effort, the removal of this shrunken cinder of a man; I doused down a tarp and dragged the body, which was extraordinarily light, onto the tarp with first the long and then the short gaff. We found all 18 of his pigs, too. But even today I can imagine him more vividly in Florida than I can imagine him existing in that impossibly small shape of charcoal I extricated from the ashes.

  Of course I told my grandmother the plain truth, just the boring facts. “Piggy Sneed died in that fire last night, Nana,” I told her.

  “Poor Mr. Sneed,” she said. With great wonder, and sympathy, she added: “What awful circumstances forced him to live such a savage life!”

  What I would realize, later, is that the writer’s business is both to imagine the possible rescue of Piggy Sneed and to set the fire that will trap him. It was much later—but before my grandmother was moved to the old people’s home, when she still remembered who Piggy Sneed was—when Grandmother asked me, “Why, in heaven’s name, have you become a writer?”

  I was “her boy,” as I’ve told you, and she was sincerely worried about me. Perhaps being an English Literature major had convinced her that being a writer was a lawless and destructive thing to be. And so I told her everything about the night of the fire, about how I imagined that if I could have invented well enough—if I could have made up something truthful enough—I could have (in some sense) saved Piggy Sneed. At least saved him for another fire—of my own making.

  Well, my grandmother is a Yankee—and Wellesley’s oldest living English Literature major. Fancy answers, especially of an aesthetic nature, are not for her. Her late husband—my grandfather—was in the shoe business; he made things people really needed: practical protection for their feet. Even so, I insisted to Grandmother that her kindness to Piggy Sneed had not been overlooked by me—and that this, in combination with the helplessness of Piggy Sneed’s special human condition, and the night of the fire, which had introduced me to the possible power of my own imagination . . . and so forth. My grandmother cut me off.

  With more pity than vexation, she patted my hand, she shook her head. “Johnny, dear,” she said. “You surely could have saved yourself a lot of bother, if you’d only treated Mr. Sneed with a little human decency when he was alive.”

  Failing that, I realize that a writer’s business is setting fire to Piggy Sneed—and trying to save him—again and again; forever.


  Trying to Save Piggy Sneed (1982)

  AUTHOR’S NOTES

  My grandmother, Helen Bates Winslow, died in Exeter, New Hampshire, only a few days short of her 100th birthday and not long after this memoir was originally published in The New York Times Book Review (August 22, 1982). As you may know, the Today show routinely wishes Happy Birthday to every 100-year-old in the United States—provided that the Today show knows about it. At my mother’s request, I had alerted the Today show; they knew that my grandmother’s 100th birthday was pending, when—quietly, and almost purposefully before the great event—my grandmother died. I suspect that she had been dreading such a public announcement; she probably believed that her 100th birthday was nobody’s business but her own.

  Later, in my novel A Prayer for Owen Meany (1989), I gave these particulars to a fictional grandmother, Harriet Wheelwright; in that story, Mrs. Wheelwright would have been 100 years old on Halloween. In several interviews I have admitted that Harriet Wheelwright is the most autobiographical character in any of my fiction, and that the details of Mrs. Wheelwright’s death are as close as I could come to imagining the death of my grandmother, Mrs. Winslow. I see now that “Trying to Save Piggy Sneed” was the beginning of A Prayer for Owen Meany, and that the description of Harriet Wheelwright’s death in that novel is an alternative ending to the memoir about my grandmother. Therefore, it seems only fitting that I should attach the description here.

  
    My grandmother hated Halloween; it was one of her few quarrels with God—that He had allowed her to be born on this day. It was a day, in her view, that had been invented to create mayhem among the lower classes, a day when they were invited to abuse people of property . . . my grandmother’s house was always abused on Halloween. Eighty Front Street was feathered with toilet paper, the garage windows were dutifully soaped, the driveway lampposts were spray-painted (orange), and once someone inserted the greater half of a lamprey eel in Grandmother’s letter slot. Owen had always suspected Mr. Morrison, the cowardly mailman.

    Upon her arrival in the old-age home, Grandmother considered that the remote-control device for switching television channels was a true child of Satan; it was television’s final triumph, she said, that it could render you brain-dead without even allowing you to leave your chair. It was Dan who discovered Grandmother to be dead, when he visited her one evening in the Gravesend Retreat for the Elderly. He visited her every evening, and he brought her a Sunday newspaper and read it aloud to her on Sunday mornings, too.

    The night she died, Dan found her propped up in her hospital bed; she appeared to have fallen asleep with the TV on and with the remote-control device held in her hand in such a way that the channels kept changing. But she was dead, not asleep, and her cold thumb had simply attached itself to the button that restlessly roamed the channels—looking for something good.

  


  
THE IMAGINARY GIRLFRIEND
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  Faculty Brat

  In my prep-school days, at Exeter, Creative Writing wasn’t taught—the essay was all-important there—but in my years at the academy I nevertheless wrote more short stories than anything else; I showed them (out of class) to George Bennett, my best friend’s father. The late Mr. Bennett was then Chairman of the English Department; he was my first critic and encourager—I needed his help. Because I failed both Latin and math, I was required to remain at the academy for an unprecedented fifth year; yet I qualified for a course called English 4W—the “W” stood for Writing of the kind I wanted to do—and in this selective gathering I was urged to be Creative, which I rarely managed to be.

  In my memory, which is subject to doubt, the star author and most outspoken critic in English 4W was my wrestling teammate Chuck Krulak, who was also known as “Brute” and who would become General Charles C. Krulak—the Commandant of the Marine Corps and a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. No less a presence, and as sarcastic a critic as the future General Krulak, was my classmate in English 5, the future writer G. W. S. Trow; he was just plain George then, but he was as sharp as a ferret—I feared his bite. It was only recently, when I was speaking with George, that he surprised me by saying he’d been deeply unhappy at Exeter; George had always struck me as being too confident to be unhappy—whereas my own state of mind at the time was one of perpetual embarrassment.

  I could never have qualified for Exeter through normal admissions procedures; I was a weak student—as it turned out, I was dyslexic, but no one knew this at the time. Nevertheless, I was automatically admitted to the academy in the category of faculty child. My father taught in the History Department; he’d majored in Slavic Languages and Literature at Harvard—he was the first to teach Russian History at Exeter. I initiated a heightened level of intrafamily awkwardness by enrolling in his Russian History course. Dad rewarded me with a C+.

  To say that Exeter was hard for me is an understatement. I was the only student in my Genetics class who failed to control his fruit-fly experiment. The red eyes and the white eyes were interbreeding so rapidly that I lost track of the generations; I attempted to dispose of the evidence in the drinking fountain outside the lab—not knowing that fruit flies could live (and breed) for days in the water pipes. When the unusable drinking fountain was declared “contaminated”—it was literally crawling with wet fruit flies—I crawled forth and made my confession.

  I was forgiven by Mr. Mayo-Smith, the biologist who taught Genetics, because I was the only townie (a resident of Exeter) in any of his classes who owned a gun; the biologist needed me—more specifically, he needed my gun. Boarding students, quite understandably, were not allowed firearms. But as a New Hampshire native—“Live Free or Die,” as the license plates say—I had an arsenal of weapons at my disposal; the biologist used me as the marks-man who provided his Introductory Biology class with pigeons. I used to shoot them off the roof of the biologist’s barn. Fortunately, Mr. Mayo-Smith lived some distance from town.

  Yet even in my capacity as Mr. Mayo-Smith’s marksman, I was a failure. He wanted the pigeons killed immediately after they’d eaten; that way the students who dissected them could examine the food contained in their crops. And so I allowed the pigeons to feed in the biologist’s cornfield. When I flushed them from the field, they were so stupid: they always flew to the roof of his barn. It was a slate roof; when I picked them off—I used a 4X scope and a .22 long-rifle bullet, being careful not to shoot them in their crops—they slid down one side of the roof or the other. One day, I shot a hole in the roof; after that, Mr. Mayo-Smith never let me forget how his barn leaked. The fruit flies in the drinking fountain were the school’s problem, but I had shot the biologist’s very own barn—“Personal property, and all that that entails,” as my father was fond of saying in Russian History.

  Shooting a hole in Mr. Mayo-Smith’s barn was less humiliating than the years I spent in Language Therapy. At Exeter, poor spelling was unknown—I mean that little was known about it. It was my dyslexia, of course, but—because that diagnosis wasn’t available in the late 1950s and early ’60s—bad spelling like mine was considered a psychological problem by the language therapist who evaluated my mysterious case. (The handicap of a language disability did not make my struggles at the academy any easier.) When the repeated courses of Language Therapy were judged to have had no discernible influence on my ability to recognize the difference between “allegory” and “allergy,” I was turned over to the school psychiatrist.

  Did I hate the school?

  “No.” (I had grown up at the school!)

  Why did I refer to my stepfather as my “father”?

  “Because I love him and he’s the only ‘father’ I’ve ever known.”

  But why was I “defensive” on the subject of other people calling my father my stepfather?

  “Because I love him and he’s the only ‘father’ I’ve ever known—why shouldn’t I be ‘defensive’?”

  Why was I angry?

  “Because I can’t spell.”

  But why couldn’t I spell?

  “Search me.”

  Was it “difficult” having my stepfather—that is, my father—as a teacher?

  “I had my father as a teacher for one year. I’ve been at the school, and a bad speller, for five years.”

  But why was I angry?

  “Because I can’t spell—and I have to see you.”

  “We certainly are angry, aren’t we?” the psychiatrist said.

  “I certainly are,” I said. (I was trying to bring the conversation back to the subject of my language disability.)

  An Underdog

  There was one place at Exeter where I was never angry; I never lost my temper in the wrestling room—possibly because I wasn’t embarrassed to be there. It is surprising that I felt so comfortable with wrestling. My athletic skills had never been significant. I had loathed Little League baseball. (By association, I hate all sports with balls.) I more mildly disliked skiing and skating. (I have a limited tolerance for cold weather.) I did have an inexplicable taste for physical contact, for the adrenal stimulation of bumping into people, but I was too small to play football; also, there was a ball involved.

  When you love something, you have the capacity to bore everyone about why—it doesn’t matter why. Wrestling, like boxing, is a weight-class sport; you get to bump into people your own size. You can bump into them very hard, but where you land is reasonably soft. And there are civilized aspects to the sport’s combativeness: I’ve always admired the rule that holds you responsible, if you lift your opponent off the mat, for your opponent’s “safe return.” But the best answer to why I love wrestling is that it was the first thing I was any good at. And what limited success I had in the sport I owe completely to my first coach, Ted Seabrooke.

  Coach Seabrooke had been a Big 10 Champion and a two-time All-American at Illinois; he was way overqualified for the job of coaching wrestling at Exeter—his teams dominated New England prep-school and high-school wrestling for years. An NCAA runner-up at 155 pounds, Ted Seabrooke was a handsome man; he weighed upward of 200 pounds in my time at the academy. He would sit on the mat with his legs spread in front of him; his arms were bent at the elbow but reaching out to you from the level of his chest. Even in such a vulnerable position, he could completely defend himself; I never saw anyone manage to get behind him. On his rump, he could scuttle like a crab—his feet tripping you, his legs scissoring you, his hands tying up your hands or snapping your head down. He could control you by holding you in his lap (a crab ride) or by taking possession of your near leg and your far arm (a cross-body ride); he was always gentle with you, and he never seemed to expend much energy in the process of frustrating you. (Coach Seabrooke would first get diabetes and then die of cancer. At his memorial service, I couldn’t speak half the eulogy I’d written for him, because I knew by heart the parts that would make me cry if I tried to say them aloud.)

  Not only did Ted Seabrooke teach me how to wrestle; more important, he forewarned me that I would never be better than “halfway decent” as a wrestler—because of my limitations as an athlete. He also impressed upon me how I could compensate for my shortcomings: I had to be especially dedicated—a thorough student of the sport—if I wished to overcome my lack of any observable ability. “Talent is overrated,” Ted told me. “That you’re not very talented needn’t be the end of it.”

  A high-school wrestling match is six minutes long, divided into three two-minute periods—with no rest between the periods. In the first period, both wrestlers start on their feet—a neutral position, with neither wrestler having an advantage. In the second period, in those days, one wrestler had the choice of taking the top or the bottom position; in the third period, the choice of positions was reversed. (Nowadays, the options of choice have been expanded to include the neutral position, and the wrestler given the choice in the second period may defer his choice until the third.)

  What Coach Seabrooke taught me was that I should keep the score close through two periods—close enough so that one takedown or a reversal in the third period could win the match. And I needed to avoid “mix-ups”—free-for-all situations that were not in either wrestler’s control. (The outcome of such a scramble favors the better athlete.) Controlling the pace of the match—a combination of technique, correct position, and physical conditioning—was my objective. I know it sounds boring—I was a boring wrestler. The pace that worked for me was slow. I liked a low-scoring match.

  I rarely won by a fall; in five years of wrestling at Exeter, I probably pinned no more than a half-dozen opponents. I was almost never pinned—only twice, in fact.

  I won 5–2 when I dominated an opponent; I won 2–1 or 3–2 when I was lucky, and lost 3–2 or 4–3 when I was less lucky. If I got the first takedown, I could usually win; if I lost the first takedown, I was hard-pressed to recover—I was not a come-from-behind man. I was, as Coach Seabrooke said, “halfway decent” as a counter-wrestler, too. But if my opponent was a superior athlete, I couldn’t afford to rely on my counter-moves to his first shots; my counters weren’t quick enough—my reflexes weren’t quick enough. Against a superior athlete, I would take the first shot; against a superior wrestler, I would try to counter his first move.

  “Or vice versa, if it’s not working,” Coach Seabrooke used to say. He had a sense of humor. “Where the head goes, the body must follow—usually,” Ted would add. And: “An underdog is in a position to take a healthy bite.”

  This was a concept of myself that I’d been lacking. I was an underdog; therefore, I had to control the pace—of everything. This was more than I learned in English 4W, but the concept was applicable to my Creative Writing—and to all my schoolwork, too. If my classmates could read our history assignment in an hour, I allowed myself two or three. If I couldn’t learn to spell, I would keep a list of my most frequently misspelled words—and I kept the list with me; I had it handy even for unannounced quizzes. Most of all, I rewrote everything; first drafts were like the first time you tried a new takedown—you needed to drill it, over and over again, before you even dreamed of trying it in a match. I began to take my lack of talent seriously.

  An imperious Spanish teacher was fond of abusing those of us who lacked perfection with the insensitive (not to mention elitist) remark that we would all end up at Wichita State. I didn’t know that Wichita was in Kansas; I knew only that this was a slur—if we weren’t talented enough for Harvard, then Wichita State would be our just reward. Fuck you, I thought: my objective would then be to do well at Wichita State. Ted Seabrooke had gone to Illinois. I didn’t suppose that this Spanish teacher thought too highly of Illinois either.

  I remember telling Ted that I’d had two likable Spanish teachers, and one unlikable one. “I wouldn’t complain about those odds,” he said.

  The Half-Pound Piece of Toast

  My time at the academy was marked by two important transitions in Exeter wrestling under Coach Seabrooke. First, the wrestling room was moved from the basement of the old gymnasium to the upper reaches of the indoor track, which was called “the cage.” The new room, high in the rafters, was exceedingly warm; from the hard-packed dirt of the track below us, and from the wooden track that circumscribed the upper level, came the steady pounding of the runners. Once our wrestling practice was underway, we wrestlers never heard the runners. The wrestling room was closed off from the wooden track by a heavy sliding door. Before and after practice, the door was open; during practice, the door was closed.

  The other wrestling-related change that marked my time at Exeter was the mats themselves. I began wrestling on horsehair mats, which were covered with a filmy, flexible plastic; as a preventive measure against mat burns, this plastic sheeting was modestly effective, but—like the sheet on a bed—it loosened with activity. The loose folds were a cause of ankle injuries; also, the shock-absorbing abilities of those old horsehair mats were nonexistent in comparison to the comfort of the new mats that arrived at Exeter in time to be installed in the new wrestling room.

  The new mats were smooth on the surface, with no cover. When the mats were warm, you could drop an egg from knee height and the egg wouldn’t break. (Whenever someone tried this and the egg broke, we said that the mat wasn’t warm enough.) On a cold gym floor, the texture of the mat would radically change. Later, I kept a wrestling mat in my unheated Vermont barn; in midwinter the mat was as hard as a floor.

  Most of our dual-meet matches were also held in the cage, but not in the wrestling room where we practiced. An L-shaped wooden parapet extended like an arm off the wooden track. From this advantage—and from a loop of the wooden track itself—as many as 200 or 300 spectators could look down upon a less-than-regulation-size basketball court, where we rolled out the mats. There was barely enough floor space left over for a dozen or more rows of bleacher seats; most of our fans were above us, on the wooden track and parapet. It was like wrestling at the bottom of a teacup; the surrounding crowd peered over the rim of the cup.

  Where we wrestled was appropriately called “the pit.” The smell of dirt from the nearby track was strangely remindful of summer, although wrestling is a winter sport. What with the constant opening of the outside door, the pit was never a warm place; the mats, which were so warm and soft in the wrestling room, were cold and hard for the competition. And, when our wrestling meets coincided with track meets in the cage, the sound of the starting gun reverberated in the pit. I always wondered what the visiting wrestlers thought of the gunfire.

  My first match in the pit was a learning experience. First-year wrestlers, or even second-year wrestlers, are not often starters on prep-school or high-school wrestling teams of any competitive quality. In New Hampshire, in the 1950s, wrestling—unlike baseball or basketball or hockey or skiing—was not something every kid grew up doing. There are certain illogical things to learn about any sport; wrestling, especially, does not come naturally. A double-leg takedown is not like a head-on tackle in football. Wrestling is not about knocking a man down—it’s about controlling him. To take a man down by his legs, you have to do more than knock his legs out from under him: you have to get your hips under your opponent, so that you can lift him off the mat before you put him down—this is only one example. Suffice it to say that a first-year wrestler is at a considerable disadvantage when wrestling anyone with experience—regardless of how physically strong or well-conditioned the first-year wrestler is.

  I forget the exact combination of illness or injury or deaths-in-a-family (or all three) that led to my first match in the pit; as a first-year wrestler, I was quite content to practice wrestling with other first-year or second-year wrestlers. There was a “ladder” posted in the wrestling room, by weight class; in my first year, I would have been as low as fourth or fifth on the ladder at 133 pounds. But the varsity man was sick or hurt, and the junior-varsity man failed to make weight—and possibly the boy who was next-in-line had gone home for the weekend because his parents were divorcing. Who knows? For whatever reason, I was the best available body in the 133-pound class.

  I was informed of this unwelcome news in the dining hall where I worked as a waiter at a faculty table; fortunately, I had not yet eaten my breakfast—I would have had to vomit it up. As it was, I was four pounds over the weight class and I ran for almost an hour on the wooden track of the indoor cage; I ran in a ski parka and other winter clothing. Then I skipped rope in the wrestling room for half an hour, wearing a rubber suit with a hooded sweatshirt over it. I was an eighth of a pound under 133 at the weigh-ins, where I had my first look at my opponent—Vincent Buonomano, a defending New England Champion from Mount Pleasant High School in Providence, Rhode Island.

  Had we forfeited the weight class, we could not have done worse: a forfeit counts the same as a pin—six points. It was Coach Seabrooke’s hope that I wouldn’t be pinned. In those days, a loss by decision was only a three-point loss for the team, regardless of how lopsided the score of the individual match. My goal, in other words, was to take a beating and lose the team only three points instead of six.

  For the first 15 or 20 seconds, this goal seemed feasible; then I was taken down, to my back, and I spent the remainder of the period in a neck bridge—I had a strong neck. The choice was mine in the second period: on Coach Seabrooke’s advice, I chose the top position. (Ted knew that I was barely surviving on the bottom.) But Buonomano reversed me immediately, and so I spent the better part of the second period fighting off my back, too. My only points were for escapes—unearned, because Buonomano let me go; he was guessing it might be easier to pin me directly following a takedown. One such takedown dropped me on my nose—both my hands were trapped, so that I couldn’t break my fall. (It’s true what they say about “seeing stars.”)

  When they stop a wrestling match to stop bleeding, there’s no clock counting the injury time; this is because you can’t fake bleeding. For other injuries, a wrestler is allowed no more than 90 seconds of injury time—accumulated in the course of the match. In this case, they weren’t timing my nose bleed; when the trainer finished stuffing enough cotton up my nostrils to stanch the flow of blood, my dizziness had abated and I looked at the time remaining on the match clock—only 15 seconds! I had every confidence that I could stay off my back for another 15 seconds, and I told Ted Seabrooke so.

  “It’s only the second period,” Seabrooke said.

  I survived the 15 seconds but was pinned about midway into the third period—“With less than a minute to go,” my mother lamentably told me.

  The worst thing about being pinned in the pit was the lasting image of all those faces peering down at you. When you were winning, the fans were loud; when you were on your back, they were quiet, and their expressions were strangely incurious—as if they were already distancing themselves from your defeat.
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