DECISION
ON THE

19,13Ist
DAY

fiction by
WILLIAM SAROYAN

"Don't expect a loser to rejoice
in being a loser. Always expect
a loser to be the only winner..."

An hour ago | woke and re-
membered, and for an instant |
couldn't stir. What was the good
of it? | had waked every day, and
| had stood upon my living feet
and | had gone about my busi-
ness, but what was the good of
it?

An hour ago when | woke up,
there was no leap of gladness in
my heart, no eagerness to be in
the contest again, no welcome
to the game. Where am | now?
And so | got up onto the living
feet again, and | began to start
again, saying, "It could be
worse."

So far, | have had fifty-two
years and three months of time,
or 19130 days, so here is one
more day, the 19131 st day.

When | got home from the
gambling early this morning, my
watch fell to the floor and
stopped. It stopped at 6:16 and
43 seconds, and I'm not going
to have it repaired. I'm going to
leave the time on the watch
where it stopped. It could have
been myself dropping and stop-
ping, but it was only the watch.
There is another watch by which
to tell the time. There is no other
myself, though. And even though
| cannot know when | shall drop
and stop, once again |am willing
to decide | shall never drop and
stop. | don't have 19,130 more
days in which to wake up in the
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morning, but I woke up an hour ago, and
so I certainly have this day. It's the first
day of a new month, December, the first
day of the last month of the most treach-
erous and troublesome year of my life.
Not one of my years has been without its
treachery or its trouble, but this one took
the prize. This one was the champ. Still,
the year isn't gone yet, and its follies may
still be balanced. The whole year has been
a fight, and a losing one, but I haven't
lost yet. There is still every day of this
last month to go, and thirty-one days is a
long time. A lot can be done in thirty-one
days. An hour ago I decided, fighting to
make the decision, that I would not stop,
even for a moment, but would get up and
go again, and in this last month I would
see about making the whole year a little
less of a disaster than it has been so far.

I knew long ago that J was an Indian
when it came to drinking. I never really
needed the stuff, but I took it just the
same, to break things up a little, I suppose,
to have things not too orderly and right,
perhaps because I suspected the order of
the orderliness and the rightness of the
right. I drank and kicked them out, in
order to be able to try for them again,
another time.

Coming alive, I think about my father.
He's still thirty-seven and still dead, and
here I am fifty-two now and still alive.
Had he not died before I knew him, I
probably wouldn't have missed him, but as
it was, I did miss him. He was no gam-
bler. He was surely a fool of some kind,
but he was no gambler. He was sent to
buy food for his kids, but came home with
only one of the seven items he was sent to
buy. He explained that a tramp had asked
him for money and he had given the
tramp almost all of the money he'd had.
A rich man would have brushed the tramp
aside, but my father hadn't been able to
do that, and when my mother bawled him
out, as of course she had to, he felt fool-
ish, because she was right. Had he not
died, he and I would have fought. I
would have found fault with him, as my
son finds fault with me, as I am glad my
son does, as he has every right to do. Had
my father lived, I would have wanted him
to be more and better and I would have
noticed his flaws, his imbecilities, his con-
tradictions, his inconsistencies, his pre-
tenses, and his lies, and J would have
given him a bad time. But he died, and
in dying he remained not perfect but at
any rate whole and entire, and I could not
fight him. He had been fought, and he
had lost.

In the mail this morning was the origi-
nal and two copies of a play I wrote when

I got back from Russia two months ago.
I opened one of the copies and read
around in it. It stank, it was clever, it was
written in the hope of getting money. It
made me sick. It gave me bronchitis, but
that part of my sickness is the least of it
Something gives everybody a cold, bron-
chitis, pneumonia, or any of the other rou-
tine and named illnesses. And the healing
of them is a routine matter, z00. But not
for me. Sick, I am the same as when I am
not sick. Drunk, I am the same as when
I am sober. It is always myself. Get into
trouble, get out of trouble. That is my
theory. I get in, and I get out, but each
time I get out, I have established the in-
evitability of getting in again, and each
time I get in, I get in a lit:le deeper than
the last time, and so the getting out be-
comes a little more difficult. Even so, I
have the additional theory that all of this
is usable: that it means something, that it
has value.

A man goes mad, for instance, and he
fights it out alone. He doesn't know how
else to fight it out. Coming to a time that
contd be killing, he waits. He counts
what's left of everything, and he goes after
making it useful, making it work, after
all. Why should a man go berserk if not
because the enormity of his failure is too
great to accept? But this won't do. This
also won't do. It is a tentative statement
of some kind, but it just won't do. It
doesn't satisfy me. I am my sickness and
I am my therapy. As a statement, that
will do, but the fact remains that any sick-
ness can become too much for any ther-
apy. I shouldn't even be out of bed, most
likely, but I am. You can't be arrogant in
bed, and I need to be arrogant about the
clever little sneaky Kkiller.

Being up, before I know it, my arro-
gance will be back.

IN MANY WAYS I suppose I can consider
myself very successful, or at least slightly
successful, or if bitterly disputed I could
certainly make out a fair case of not hav-
ing failed entirely. The way I move along
is straight through catarrh, bronchitis,
pneumonia, double-pneumonia and delir-
ium to the great valley of the sun, not the
valley of the shadow, although I am fond
of shade, too, in its place. I just wait until
catarrh cannot abide me, until bronchitis
cannot thrive upon me, until pneumonia
cannot make any headway with me, until
appropriateness and rightness cannot pre-
vail upon me, and then Twalk right out
there into that great valley of the sun, and
I look around at the green grasses and the
great splashes of reds and yellows and
blues of the wild flowers. And I breathe

a little of that rice air out there, and I
listen for grasshoppers and crickets, but-
terflies and bees, and all manner of other
tiny creatures, everlastingly busy. Well,
if they must celebrate truth and beauty
with that continuous activity, who am I
not to do the same? A slob or somebody?
Not at all, I also am a cricket, I also am
a grasshopper, with my everlasting work
to do.

Most people think a grasshopper bops
just to be hopping. Not at all. That may
be the reason people bop sometimes, but
when grasshoppers hop, they hop to cele-
brate truth and beauty.

My arrogance is back, and with it, my
contempt is back. I despise the dirty hu-
man race. I loathe the dirty human world.
I spit in the eye of every dirty stinking
little religion in the world, and in the eye
of every philosophy and every political
system and every dirty stinking little gov-
ernment. But, of course, each of these
things spits right back into my eye, and
they've got bigger mouths to do it with,
too. The result is a badly bloodshot right
eye. Well, then, I become cagey. I try a
new tack. I say, "Put her there, partner."
I put out my hand and we shake. I shake
hands with the dirty, stinking, cheap,
sniveling, little human race, and it stands
there rocking on its feet with pride be-
cause it has been recognized as a friend.
Another crook has come up blind in the
right eye and offered his hand in friend-
ship. And I shake hands with the dirty
stinking world, and the great cities send
up red and purple flares, for God's sake.
They're thrilled by the arrival of another
crook who is man enough, big enough, to
greet them as a true and devoted friend.
And I shake hands with each of the pid-
dling little religions, and there's hell to
pay: all kinds of lunatics in skirts go
chomping around quickly, crossing them-
selves, bowing, scraping, fiddling around
with the junk of the ritual, books, cups,
containers, plates, candles, fires, staffs,
spears, and other claptrap, because an
other righteous crook has greeted them.
Nobody suspects it's all because the poor
man's eye is floating in his head, and that
if he doesn't get the enemy to stop spit-
ting i it, the thing'I] break loose, fall out,
and roll away.

Don't expect a loser to rejoice in being
a loser.

Always expect a loser to be the only
winner.

My arrogance is back. My contempt
i total. My failure is supreme but nil
My success is nil but supreme, agl
fight you all, with all of my con-
tempt.



