THE MOVIEGOER
By Walker Percy

THIS MORNING I GOT a note from my aunt asking me to come for lunch.
I know what this means. Since I go there every Sunday for dinner and today
is Wednesday, it can mean only one thing: she wants to have one of her
serious talks. It will be extremely grave, either a piece of bad news about her
stepdaughter Kate or else a serious talk about me, about the future and what
I ought to do. It is enough to scare the wits out of anyone, yet I confess I do
not find the prospect altogether unpleasant.
I remember when my older brother Scott died of pneumonia. I was
eight years old. My aunt had charge of me and she took me for a walk
behind the hospital. It was an interesting street. On one side were the power
plant and blowers and incinerator of the hospital, all humming and blowing
out a hot meaty smell. On the other side was a row of Negro houses.
Children and old folks and dogs sat on the porches watching us. I noticed
with pleasure that Aunt Emily seemed to have all the time in the world and
was willing to talk about anything I wanted to talk about. Something
extraordinary had happened all right. We walked slowly in step. “Jack,” she
said, squeezing me tight and smiling at the Negro shacks, “you and I have
always been good buddies, haven’t we?” “Yes ma’am.” My heart gave a big
pump and the back of my neck prickled like a dog’s. “I’ve got bad news for
you, son.” She squeezed me tighter than ever. “Scotty is dead. Now it’s all
up to you. It’s going to be difficult for you but I know you’re going to act

like a soldier.” This was true. I could easily act like a soldier. Was that all I
had to do?
It reminds me of a movie I saw last month out by Lake Pontchartrain.
Linda and I went out to a theater in a new suburb. It was evident somebody
had miscalculated, for the suburb had quit growing and here was the theater,
a pink stucco cube, sitting out in a field all by itself. A strong wind whipped
the waves against the seawall; even inside you could hear the racket. The
movie was about a man who lost his memory in an accident and as a result
lost everything: his family, his friends, his money. He found himself a
stranger in a strange city. Here he had to make a fresh start, find a new place
to live, a new job, a new girl. It was supposed to be a tragedy, his losing all
this, and he seemed to suffer a great deal. On the other hand, things were not
so bad after all. In no time he found a very picturesque place to live, a
houseboat on the river, and a very handsome girl, the local librarian.
After the movie Linda and I stood under the marquee and talked to the
manager, or rather listened to him tell his troubles: the theater was almost
empty, which was pleasant for me but not for him. It was a fine night and I
felt very good. Overhead was the blackest sky I ever saw; a black wind
pushed the lake toward us. The waves jumped over the seawall and spattered
the street. The manager had to yell to be heard while from the sidewalk
speaker directly over his head came the twittering conversation of the
amnesiac and the librarian. It was the part where they are going through the
newspaper files in search of some clue to his identity (he has a vague
recollection of an accident). Linda stood by unhappily. She was unhappy for
the same reason I was happy—because here we were at a neighborhood

theater out in the sticks and without a car (I have a car but I prefer to ride
buses and streetcars). Her idea of happiness is to drive downtown and have
supper at the Blue Room of the Roosevelt Hotel. This I am obliged to do
from time to time. It is worth it, however. On these occasions Linda becomes
as exalted as I am now. Her eyes glow, her lips become moist, and when we
dance she brushes her fine long legs against mine. She actually loves me at
these times—and not as a reward for being taken to the Blue Room. She
loves me because she feels exalted in this romantic place and not in a movie
out in the sticks.
But all this is history. Linda and I have parted company. I have a new
secretary, a girl named Sharon Kincaid.
For the past four years now I have been living uneventfully in Gentilly, a
middle-class suburb of New Orleans. Except for the banana plants in the
patios and the curlicues of iron on the Walgreen drugstore one would never
guess it was part of New Orleans. Most of the houses are either old-style
California bungalows or new-style Daytona cottages. But this is what I like
about it. I can’t stand the old-world atmosphere of the French Quarter or the
genteel charm of the Garden District. I lived in the Quarter for two years, but
in the end I got tired of Birmingham businessmen smirking around Bourbon
Street and the homosexuals and patio connoisseurs on Royal Street. My
uncle and aunt live in a gracious house in the Garden District and are very
kind to me. But whenever I try to live there, I find myself first in a rage
during which I develop strong opinions on a variety of subjects and write
letters to editors, then in a depression during which I lie rigid as a stick for

hours staring straight up at the plaster medallion in the ceiling of my
bedroom.
Life in Gentilly is very peaceful. I manage a small branch office of my
uncle’s brokerage firm. My home is the basement apartment of a raised
bungalow belonging to Mrs Schexnaydre, the widow of a fireman. I am a
model tenant and a model citizen and take pleasure in doing all that is
expected of me. My wallet is full of identity cards, library cards, credit
cards. Last year I purchased a flat olive-drab strongbox, very smooth and
heavily built with double walls for fire protection, in which I placed my birth
certificate, college diploma, honorable discharge, G.I. insurance, a few stock
certificates, and my inheritance: a deed to ten acres of a defunct duck club
down in St Bernard Parish, the only relic of my father’s many enthusiasms.
It is a pleasure to carry out the duties of a citizen and to receive in return a
receipt or a neat styrene card with one’s name on it certifying, so to speak,
one’s right to exist. What satisfaction I take in appearing the first day to get
my auto tag and brake sticker! I subscribe to Consumer Reports and as a
consequence I own a first-class television set, an all but silent air conditioner
and a very long lasting deodorant. My armpits never stink. I pay attention to
all spot announcements on the radio about mental health, the seven signs of
cancer, and safe driving—though, as I say, I usually prefer to ride the bus.
Yesterday a favorite of mine, William Holden, delivered a radio
announcement on litterbugs. “Let’s face it,” said Holden. “Nobody can do
anything about it—but you and me.” This is true. I have been careful ever
since.
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