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-I-H E BEST METAPi OR I know offor being a fiction writr is in
Don DeLilb% "Mao Il,"where he describes a book-in-progress as a
kind ofhideous ¥ dam aged infantt atfolbws tie writr around,
foreer craw Ing afer te writer (dragging ite Facross te fbor of
restaurant where te wrikr$ trying  eat, appearing att e footof
tie bed firstting in e morning, etc.), hideous ¥ defective, hy-
drocephallc and nose Bss and fllpper-am ed and incontinentand
retarded and dribb Ing cerebo-spinalfllid outofit mout as it
mew I and blirb Bs and cries out o te writr, wanting bw,
wanting te \ery ting it hideousness guarantes itMget te
writers com p e atention.

The dam aged-infant trope is perfect because it captures te
mix of repullion and bwe te fiction writer fee I for sometiing
hes working on. The fiction alvays com es outso horrifically de-
fective, so hideous a betrayallofaByour hopes for it- a crue Band
repe EBntcaricature of te perfection ofit conception - yes, un-
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derstand: grotsque because imperkct And yetits yours, tie in-
fantis, its you, and you bwe itand dand ¥ itand wipe te cerebro-
spinalifliid offit shek chinwit te cuffofte onb clanshirt
you hawve Bft(you hawe on¥ one clan shirt Bft because you
hawentdone hundry in Bke tiree weeks because final¥ tis one
chaptr or charackr seems Mke its finall tem b Ing on tie edge
of coming tbgeter and working and you're ®rrified © spend any
time on anyting oter tan working on ithecause ifyou bok
aw ay for asecond you'lbse it dooming te wholk infantto con-
tinued hideousness). And so you bwe te damaged infantand pity
itand care for igbutallo you hakt it- hat it- because its de-
form ed, repe MNnt, because someting groksque has happened ©
itin te parturition from head © page ;hak itbecause it defor-
mity is your deform ity (since ifyou were a beter fiction wrier
your infantw ou ll ofcourse bok Bke one oft ose babies in cate-
bgue ads for infantw ear, perfectand pink and cerebro-spinal con-
tinent) and it every hideous incontinentbreat is a dewastating
indictn entofyou, on all e I...and so you wantitdead, e\en
as you dok on itand wipe itand dand I itand som etimes e\xen ap-
p¥ CPR when itseems Ke it own groesqueness has b bcked it
breat and itm igh tdie albgetier.

The whol tings al\ery messed up and sad, butsim u kane-
ous ¥ its allo £nder and mowving and nob B and cooll- its a
genuine re Rtionship, of a sort- and ewen atte heightofit
hideousness tie dam aged infantsomehow touches and aw ak ens
whatyou suspectare some ofte \ery bestpars ofyou: maemal
part, dark ones. You bwe your infant\ery much. And you want
oters © bwe it oo, when tie ime final comes for te dam aged
infantto go outand face tie worl.

So you're in abitofa dicey position: you bwe te infantand you
wantotiers © bw ithuttatmeans tatyou hope oters won't
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see itcorrectd. You wantto sortof foolpeop B ;you wanttem ©
see as perfectwhatyou in your heartknow is a betrayallof aMper-
fection.

Orelle you don‘twantt fooltese peopl;whatyou wantis
you wanttem 1 see and bw a bw ¥, miracu bus, perfect, ad-
ready infantand 1 be righ t, correct inwhatwhattey see and fe 1You
wantt be ®rrib ¥ wrong, you wantte dam aged infants hideous-
ness  twrn outt hawe been noting butyour own weird de -
sion or hallcination. Buttiatd mean you were crazy;you haw
seen, been stalled by, and recoi Bd from hideous deform ities tat
in fact (oters persuade you) aren‘ttere atall Meaning you're at
Rasta coup B of fries shortofaH appy Meal sure §. Butw orse: itd
allo mean you see and despise hideousness in a ting you m ade
(and bwe), in your spawn and in certain ways you. And tis st
besthope, tisd representsometiing way worse tan just\ery bad
parenting;itd be a ®rrib B kind ofse Fassauk abh ostse Forture.
Butt ats stilwhatyou mostwant o be conp e ¥, insane ¥, sui-
cidal¥ wrong.

Butits stilla btof fun. Dontgetme wrong. As b tie na-
twre of tat fun, | keep remembering tis strange Itk story |
heard in Sunday schoolwhen | was aboutte size ofa fire hy-
drant Ittekes phee in China or Korea or somephce ke tat It
seems tere was tis ol famer outide a i lhge in te hiBMcountry
whoworked his fam wit on¥ his son and his be bwed horse. One
day te horse, who was noton¥ be bwed but vialto te hbor
inknsive work on te farm, picked te bck on his corrallor what
ever and ran offinto e hill. ABMte ol famer's friends came
around © exchim what bad Nck tis was. The farmer on¥
shrugged and said, "Good HNick, bad Lck, who knows? A coup i
days Ber tie be bwed horse returned from te hill in te com-
pany of a wholl price Bss herd of will horses, and te farmers

DAawviD FOSTER WALLACE



friends allcome around t© congratu bt him on whatgood Wik
te horse's escape twmed out © be. "Good Nick, bad Nlick, who
knows?is allte famersays in rep ¥, shrugging. The farm er now
strikes me as a bitYiddish-sounding for an ol Chinese farmer,
buttis is how I remember it Butso te farmer and his son set
aboutbreaking tie will horses, and one of tie horses bucks te
son offhis back wit such will force tattie son breaks his Bg.
And here come te friends © commiserak wit te farmer and
curse tie bad lick tathad ever brough ttese accursed will horses
onto te fam. The ol farmer justshrugs and says, "Good HNick,
bad Mlick,who knows? A fw days Ber te ImperialSino-Korean
Amy orsometing ke tatcomes marching trough te \ilkge,
conscripting exery ab B-bodied mall betveen Bke €n and sixty for
cannon-fodder for some hideous ¥ bbody conflct tats appar-
enth brewing, butwhen tiey see the sons broken Bg, tiey Bt
him off on some sortof ffudal4F, and instad of getting shang-
haied te son stays on tie fam wit te ol famer. Good Mick 2
Bad lick ?

This is tie sortof parabollc straw you cling © as you struggll
wit te issue offun, as awrier. In te beginning, when you first
start out trying © writ fiction, tie wholl endeavors about fun.
You don‘t expect anybody e le © read it You're writing abh ost
whol¥ © getyourse Foff. To enab B your own fantasies and de-
Miant bgics and 1 escape or transform part of yourse Fyou don't
ke. And itworks - and its ®rrific fun. Then, if you haw good
Dick and peopk seem © Kke whatyou do, and you actual¥ start
1 getpaid for it and get® see your stufFprofessionall typesetand
bound and b Lirbed and reviewed and even (once) being read on
tie AM. subway by a pretty girlyou don‘teven know itseems ©
make iteven more fun. Forawhill. Then tings startt getcom -
pIcakd and confusing, not © mention scary. Now you el ke
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you're writing for otier peopl, or at Bastyou hope so. You're no
bnger writing justt getyourse Foff, which - since any kind of
m asturbation is bnel and holbw - is probab ¥ good. Butwhat
rep hces e onanistic m otive ?You\e found you \ery much enjoy
having your writing lked by peopl, and you find you're ex-
treme ¥ keen © hawe peopk ke te new stwffyou're doing. The
m otive of pure personallfun starts © getsupp bnkd by tie m otine
of being Ked, of having pretty peop ¥ you don'tknow Nke you
and admire you and tink you're a good writr. Onanism gi\es
way t atem ptd seduction, as a m otive. Now, atem ptd seduc-
tionis hard work, and it fun is ofsetby a rrib # far ofre pction.
What\wer "ego™ means, your ego has now gotkn into te game.
Or maybe "™anity" is a beter word. Because you notice tata
good deallofyour writing has now become basicall¥ showing off,
trying © getpeopl © tink you're good. This is understandab B.
You hawe a greatdeallofyourse Fon te Une, now, writing - your
\anity is atstake. You discover a tricky ting aboutfiction writing;
a certain am ountof\vanity is necessary © be ab ¥ © do ital but
any \anity abowe tatcertain amountis Btall Atsome pointyou
find tat90-phs percentof te swffyou're writing is m otivatd
and informed by an overwhe hing need © be Bked. This resuls
in shitty fiction. And te shitty work mustgetfed o e wastbas-
ket Bss because of any sort of artistic integrity tan simp¥ be-
cause shitty work wilcause you  be dis lked. Attis pointin te
evo lition of wrierly fun, te \ery ting tats alays motivakd
you b writ is now allowhats m otivating you 1o feed your w riting
0 te wastbasket This is a paradox and a kind of doub F bind,
and itcan keep you stuck inside youse IFfor montis or exen years,
during which period you wailland gnash and rue your bad Nk
and wonder biter¥ where alltie fun of te t©ing coull haw
gone.
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The smartting o say, | tiink, is ttatte way outoftis bind
is © work your way somehow back t your originallm otiva-
tion - fun. And, ifyou can find your way back to fun, you wi lfind
tatte hideous ¥ unfortunat doub B bind of e BE \ain period
tums outreall © haw been good Mlick for you. Because te fun
you work back © has been transfigured by te extreme unp Bas-
antness of vanity and fear, an unp Basantness you're now so anx-
ious © awid tatte fun you rediscover is away fullr and m ore
hrge-hearted kind of fun. Ithas someting © do wit Work as
PRy. Or witt tie disconery tat disciplned fun is more tan
im pulline or hedonistic fun. Or wit figuring outt atnotaMpara-
doxes have © be parabzing. Under funs new adm inistration,
writing fiction becomes a way © go deep inside yourse IF and
i im inak precise ¥ te swffyou don‘twant see or Ftanyone
e Be see, and tis stufFfusuall wms out (paradoxical}) © be pre-
cise ¥ te stwff aMwriers and readers exerywhere share and re-
spond 1o, fee I Hction becomes a weird way t countnance
yourse Fand © € ltie trut instad ofbeing away 1 escape your-
se IFor presentyourse Fin away you figure you wilbe m axim aly
Kkab K. This process is com plcatd and confusing and scary, and
allohard work, butitturns outt be tie bestfun tiere is.

The fact tatyou can now sustain te fun of writing onl by
confronting tie \ery same unfun pars ofyourse Fyou'd fistused
writing © awid or disguise is anotier paradox, buttis one isn't
any kind ofbind atal Whatitis is a gift akind ofmirach, and
com pared o itte rew ards ofstrangers®affection is as dust, Int
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