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THIS MORNING I GOT A NOTE FROM MY AUNT ASK-
e ing 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 any-
one, yet I confess I do not find the prospect altogether
unpleasant.

I remember when my older brother Scott died of pneu-
monia. 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 plea-
sure that Aunt Emily seemed to have all the time in the
world and was willing to talk about anything 1 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
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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 owt 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
Jjumped 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 con-
versation 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 rec-
ollection of an accident). Linda stood by unhappily. She
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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 down-
town 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.
1 have a new secretary, a girt named Sharon Kincaid.

For the past four years now I have been living unevent-
fully in Gentilly, a middle-class suburb of New Orleans.
Except for the banana plants in the patios and the curli-
cues 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 Day-
tona 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 Quar-
ter for two years, but in the end I got tired of Birmingham
businessmen smirking around Bourbon Street and the ho-
mosexuals 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 1 try to
live there, 1 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
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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 1
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,
honotable discharge, G.I. insurance, a few stock certifi-
cates, and my inheritance: a deed to ten acres of a de-
funct 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 re-
ceipt or a neat styrene card with one’s name on it certi-
fying, 80 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 1 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 an-
nouncements on the radio about mental health, the seven
signs of cancer, and safe driving—though, as I say, 1
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.

In the evenings I usually watch television or go to the
movies. Weekends I often spend on the Gulf Coast. Our
neighborhood theater in Gentilly has permanent lettering
on the front of the marquee reading: Where Happiness
Costs So Little. The fact is I am quite happy in a movie,
even a bad movie. Other people, so I have read, treasure
memorable moments in their lives: the time one climbed
the Parthenon at sunrise, the summer night one met a
lonely girl in Central Park and achieved with her a sweet
and natural relationship, as they say in books. I too once
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met a girl in Central Park, but it is not much to remem-
ber. What 1 remember is the time John Wayne killed
three men with a carbine as he was falling to the dusty
street in Stagecoach, and the time the kitten found Orson
Welles in the doorway in The Third Man.

My companion on these evening outings and weekend
trips is usually my secretary. I have had three secretaries,
girls named Marcia, Linda, and now Sharon. Twenty
years ago, practically every other girl born in Gentilly
must have been named Marcia. A year or so later it was
Linda. Then Sharon. In recent years I have noticed that
the name Stephanie has come into fashion. Three of my
acquaintances in Gentilly have daughters named Stepha-
nie. Last night I saw a TV play about a nuclear test ex-
plosion. Keenan Wynn played a troubled physicist who
had many a bad moment with his conscience. He took
solitary walks in the desert. But you could tell that in his
heart of hearts he was having a very good time with his
soul-searching. ‘‘What right have we to do what we are
doing?’’ he would ask his colleagues in a bitter voice.
“It’s my four-year-old daughter I'm really thinking of,”
he told another colleague and took out a snapshot. *‘What
kind of future are we building for her?”’ ‘‘What is your
daughter’s name?’’ asked the colleague, looking at the
picture. ‘‘Stephanie,”’ said Keenan Wynn in a gruff
voice. Hearing the name produced a sharp tingling sen-
sation on the back of my neck. Twenty years from now
I shall perhaps have a rosy young Stephanie perched at
my typewriter.

Naturally I would like to say that I had made conquests
of these splendid girls, my secretaries, casting them off
one after the other like old gloves, but it would not be
strictly true. They could be called love affairs, I suppose.
They started off as love affairs anyway, fine careless rap-
tures in which Marcia or Linda (but not yet Sharon) and 1
would go spinning along the Gulf Coast, lie embracing in
a deserted cove of Ship Island, and hardly believe our
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good fortune, hardly believe that the world could contain
such happiness. Yet in the case of Marcia and Linda the
affair ended just when I thought our relationship was com-
ing into its best phase. The air in the office would begin
to grow thick with silent reproaches. It would become im-
possible to exchange a single word or glance that was not
freighted with a thousand hidden meanings. Telephone
conversations would take place at all hours of the night,
conversations made up mostly of long silences during
which I would rack my brain for something to say while
on the other end you could hear little else but breathing
and sighs. When these long telephone silences come, it is
a sure sign that love is over. No, they were not conquests.
For in the end my Lindas and I were so sick of each other
that we were delighted to say good-by.

I am a stock and bond broker. It is true that my family
was somewhat disappointed in my choice of a profession.
Once I thought of going into law or medicine or even
pure science. I even dreamed of doing something great.
But there is much to be said for giving up such grand
ambitions and living the most ordinary life imaginable,
a life without the old longings; selling stocks and bonds
and mutual funds; quitting work at five o’clock like ev-
eryone else; having a girl and perhaps one day settling
down and raising a flock of Marcias and Sandras and
Lindas of my own. Nor is the brokerage business as un-
interesting as you might think. It is not a bad life at all.

We live, Mrs Schexnaydre and I, on Elysian Fields,
the main thoroughfare of Faubourg Marigny. Though it
was planned to be, like its namesake, the grandest boule-
vard of the city, something went amiss, and now it runs
an undistinguished course from river to lake through
shopping centers and blocks of duplexes and bungalows
and raised cottages. But it is very spacious and airy and
seems truly to stretch out like a field under the sky. Next
door to Mrs Schexnaydre is a brand new school. It is my
custom on summer evenings after work to take a shower,
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put on shirt and pants and stroll over to the deserted
playground and there sit on the ocean wave, spread out
the movie page of the Times-Picayune on one side, phone
book on the other, and a city map in my lap. After I have
made my choice, plotted a route—often to some remote
neighborhood like Algiers or St Bernard—1I stroll around
the schoolyard in the last golden light of day and admire
the building. Everything is so spick-and-span: the alu-
minum sashes fitted into the brick wall and gilded in the
sunset, the pretty terrazzo floors and the desks molded
like wings. Suspended by wires above the door is a sche-
matic sort of bird, the Holy Ghost I suppose. It gives me
a pleasant sense of the goodness of creation to think of
the brick and the glass and the aluminum being extracted
from common dirt—though no doubt it is less a religious
sentiment than a financial one, since I own a few shares
of Alcoa. How smooth and well-fitted and thrifty the alu-
minum feels!

But things have suddenly changed. My peaceful exis-
tence in Gentilly has been complicated. This morning,
for the first time in years, there occurred to me the pos-
sibility of a search. 1 dreamed of the war, no, not quite
dreamed but woke with the taste of it in my mouth, the
queasy-quince taste of 1951 and the Orient. I remem-
bered the first time the search occurred to me. I came to
myself under a chindolea bush. Everything is upside-
down for me, as I shali explain later. What are generally
considered to be the best times are for me the worst times,
and that worst of times was one of the best. My shoulder
didn’t hurt but it was pressed hard against the ground as
if somebody sat on me. Six inches from my nose a dung
beetle was scratching around under leaves, As I watched,
there awoke in me an immense curiosity. I was onto
something. I vowed that if I ever got out of this fix, I
would pursue the search. Naturally, as soon as I recov-
ered and got home, I forgot all about it. But this morning
when I got up, 1 dressed as usual and began as usual to
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put my belongings into my pockets: wallet, notebook (for
writing down occasional thoughts), pencil, keys, hand-
kerchief, pocket slide rule (for calculating percentage re-
turns on principal). They looked both unfamiliar and at
the same time full of clues. I stood in the center of the
room and gazed at the little pile, sighting through a hole
made by thumb and forefinger. What was unfamiliar
about them was that I could see them. They might have
belonged to someone else. A man can look at this little
pile on his bureau for thirty years and never once see it.
It is as invisible as his own hand. Once I saw it, however,
the search became possible. I bathed, shaved, dressed
carefully, and sat at my desk and poked through the little
pile in search of a clue just as the detective on television
pokes through the dead man’s possessions, using his pen-
cil as a poker.

The idea of a search comes to me again as 1 am on my
way to my aunt’s house, riding the Gentilly bus down Ely-
sian Fields. The truth is I dislike cars. Whenever I drive
a car, I have the feeling I have become invisible. People
on the street cannot see you; they only watch your rear
fender until it is out of their way. Elysian Fields is not the
shortest route to my aunt’s house. But I have my reasons
for going through the Quarter. William Holden, I read in
the paper this morning, is in New Orleans shooting a few
scenes in the Place d’Armes. It would be interesting to
catch a glimpse of him.

It is a gloomy March day. The swamps are still burning
at Chef Menteur and the sky over Gentilly is the color of
ashes. The bus is crowded with shoppers, nearly all
women. The windows are steamed. I sit on the length-
wise seat in front. Women sit beside me and stand above
me. On the long back seat are five Negresses so black
that the whole rear of the bus seems darkened. Directly
next to me, on the first cross seat, is a very fine-looking
girl. She is a strapping girl but by no means too big,
done up head to toe in cellophane, the hood pushed back
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to show a helmet of glossy black hair. She is magnificent
with her split tooth and her Prince Val bangs spiit on her
forehead. Gray eyes and wide black brows, a good arm
and a fine swell of calf above her cellophane boot. One
of those solitary Amazons one sees on Fifty-seventh
Street in New York or in Nieman Marcus in Dailas. Our
eyes meet. Am I mistaken or does the corner of her mouth
tuck in ever so slightly and the petal of her lower lip curl
out ever so richly? She is smiling—at me! My mind hits
upon half a dozen schemes to circumvent the terrible mo-
ment of separation. No doubt she is a Texan. They are
nearly always bad judges of men, these splendid Ama-
zons. Most men are afraid of them and so they fall victim
to the first little Mickey Rooney that comes along. In a
better world 1 should be able to speak to her: come, dar-
ling, you can see that I love you. If you are planning to
meet some little Mickey, think better of it. What a trag-
edy it is that [ do not know her, will probably never see
her again. What good times we could have! This very
afternoon we could go spinning along the Gulf Coast.
What consideration and tenderness I could show her! If
it were a movie, I would have only to wait. The bus
would get lost or the city would be bombed and she and
I would tend the wounded. As it is, I may as well stop
thinking about her.

Then it is that the idea of the search occurs to me. I
become absorbed and for a minute or so forget about the
girl.

What is the nature of the search? you ask.

Really it is very simple, at least for a fellow like me;
so simple that it is easily overlooked.

The search is what anyone would undertake if he were
not sunk in the everydayness of his own life. This momn-
ing, for example, I felt as if [ had come to myself on a
strange ‘island, And what does such a castaway do? Why,
he pokes around the neighborhood and he doesn’t miss a
trick.
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To become aware of the possibility of the search is to
be onto something. Not fo be onto something is to be in
despair.

The movies are onto the search, but they screw it up.
The search always ends in despair. They like to show a
fellow coming to himself in a strange place—but what
does he do? He takes up with the local librarian, sets
about proving to the local children what a nice fellow he
is, and settles down with a vengeance. In two weeks’
time he is so sunk in everydayness that he might just as
well be dead.

What do you seek—God? you ask with a smile.

I hesitate to answer, since all other Americans have
settied the matter for themseives and to give such an an-
swer would amount to setting myself a goal which every-
one else has reached—and therefore raising a question in
which no one has the slightest interest. Who wants to be
dead last among one hundred and eighty million Amer-
icans? For, as everyone knows, the polls report that 98%
of Americans believe in God and the remaining 2% are
atheists and agnostics—which leaves not a single per-
centage point for a seeker. For myself, I enjoy answering
polls as much as anyone and take pleasure in giving in-
telligent replies to all questions.

Truthfully, it is the fear of exposing my own ignorance
which constrains me from mentioning the object of my
search. For, to begin with, I cannot even answer this, the
simplest and most basic of all questions: Am I, in my
search, a hundred miles ahead of my fellow Americans
or a hundred miles behind them? That is to say: Have
98% of Americans already found what I seek or are they
so sunk in everydayness that not even the possibility of
a search has occurred to them?

On my honor, I do not know the answer.

As the bus ascends the overpass, a concrete hill which
affords a fine view of New Orleans, I discover that I am
frowning and gazing at a noble young calf clad in gun-
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metal nylon. Now beyond question she is aware of me:
she gives ber raincoat a sharp tug and gives me a look of
annoyance—or do I imagine this? [ must make sure, so |
lift my hat and smile at her as much as to say that we
might still become friends. But it is no use. I have lost
her forever. She flounces out of the bus in a loud rustle of
cellophane.

I alight at Esplanade in a smell of roasting coffee and
creosote and walk up Royal Street. The lower Quarter is
the best part. The ironwork on the balconies sags like rot-
ten lace. Little French cottages hide behind high walls.
Through deep sweating carriageways one catches glimpses
of courtyards gone to jungle.

Today I am in luck. Who should come out of Pirate’s
Alley half a block ahead of me but William Holden!

Holden crosses Royal and turns toward Canal. As yet
he is unnoticed. The tourists are either browsing along
antique shops or snapping pictures of balconies. No doubt
he is on his way to Galatoire’s for lunch. He is an attrac-
tive fellow with his ordinary good looks, very suntanned,
walking along hands in pockets, raincoat slung over one
shoulder. Presently he passes a young couple, who are
now between me and him. Now we go along, the four of
us, not twenty feet apart. It takes two seconds to size up
the couple. They are twenty, twenty-one, and on their
honeymoon. Not Southern. Probably Northeast. He wears
a jacket with leather elbow patches, pipestem pants, dirty
white shoes, and affects the kind of rolling seafaring gait
you se¢e in Northern college boys. Both are plain. He has
thick lips, cropped reddish hair and skin to match. She
is mousy. They are not really happy. He is afraid their
honeymoon is too conventional, that they are just another
honeymoon couple. No doubt he figured it would be fun
to drive down the Shenandoah Valley to New Orleans and
escape the honeymooners at Niagara Falls and Saratoga.
Now fifteen hundred miles from home they find them-
selves surrounded by couples from Memphis and Chi-
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cago. He is anxious; he is threatened from every side.
Each stranger he passes is a reproach to him, every door-
way a threat. What is wrong? he wonders. She is un-
happy for a different reason, because he is unhappy and
she knows it but doesn’t know why.

Now they spot Holden. The girl nudges her companion.
The boy perks up for a second, but seeing Holden doesn’t
really help him. On the contrary. He can only contrast
Holden’s resplendent reality with his own shadowy and
precarious existence. Obviously he is more miserable than
ever. What a deal, he must be thinking, trailing along
behind a movie star—we might just as well be rubber-
necking in Hollywood.

Holden slaps his pockets for a match. He has stopped
behind some ladies looking at iron furniture on the side-
walk. They look like housewives from Hattiesburg come
down for a day of shopping. He asks for a match; they
shake their heads and then recognize him. There follows
much blushing and confusion. But nobody can find a
match for Holden. By now the couple have caught up
with him. The boy holds out a light, nods briefly to Hol-
den’s thanks, then passes on without a flicker of recog-
nition. Holden walks along between them for a second;
he and the boy talk briefly, look up at the sky, shake their
heads. Holden gives them a pat on the shoulder and moves
on ahead.

The boy has done it! He has won title to his own ex-
istence, as plenary an existence now as Holden’s, by re-
fusing to be stampeded like the ladies from Hattiesburg.
He is a citizen like Holden; two men of the world they
are. All at once the world is open to him. Nobody threat-
ens from patio and alley. His girl is open to him too. He
puts his arm around her neck, noddles her head. She
feels the difference too. She had not known what was
wrong nor how it was righted but she knows now that all
is well.

Holden has turned down Toulouse shedding light as he
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goes. An aura of heightened reality moves with him and
all who fall within it feel it. Now everyone is aware of
him. He creates a regular eddy among the tourists and
barkeeps and B-girls who come running to the doors of
the joints.

I am attracted to movie stars but not for the usual rea-
sons. I have no desire to speak to Holden or get his au-
tograph. It is their peculiar reality which astounds me. The
Yankee boy is well aware of it, even though he pretends
to ignore Holden. Clearly he would like nothing better
than to take Holden over to his fraternity house in the most
casual way. “‘Bill, I want you to meet Phil. Phil, Bill
Holden,”” he would say and go sauntering off in the best
seafaring style.

It is lunch hour on Canal Street. A parade is passing, but
no one pays much attention. It is still a week before Mardi
Gras and this is a new parade, a women’s krewe from
Gentilly. A krewe is a group of people who get together
at carnival time and put on a parade and a ball. Anyone
can form a krewe. Of course there are the famous old
krewes like Comus and Rex and Twelfth Night, but there
are also dozens of others. The other day a group of Syr-
ians from Algiers formed a krewe named Isis. This krewe
today, this must be Linda’s krewe. I promised to come
to see her. Red tractors pulled the floats along; scaffold-
ings creak, paper and canvas tremble. Linda, I think, is
one of half a dozen shepherdesses dressed in short pleated
skirts and mercury sandals with thongs crisscrossed up
bare calves. But they are masked and I can’t be sure. If
she is, her legs are not so fine after all. All twelve legs
are shivery and goosepimpled. A few businessmen stop
to watch the girls and catch trinkets.

A warm wind springs up from the south piling up the
clouds and bearing with it a far-off rumble, the first thun-
derstorm of the year. The street looks tremendous. Peo-
ple on the far side seem tiny and archaic, dwarfed by the
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great sky and the windy clouds like pedestrians in old
prints. Am I mistaken or has a fog of uneasiness, a thin
gas of malaise, settled on the street? The businessmen
hurry back to their offices, the shoppers to their cars, the
tourists to their hotels. Ah, William Holden, we already
need you again. Already the fabric is wearing thin with-
out you.

The mystery deepens. For ten minutes I stand talking
to Eddie Lovell and at the end of it, when we shake hands
and part, it seems to me that I cannot answer the simplest
question about what has taken place. As I listen to Eddie
speak plausibly and at length of one thing and another—
business, his wife Nell, the old house they are redecorat-
ing—the fabric pulls together into one bright texture of
investments, family projects, lovely old houses, little the-
ater readings and such. It comes over me: this is how one
lives! My exile in Gentilly has been the worst kind of self-
deception.

Yes! Look at him. As he talks, he slaps a folded news-
paper against his pants leg and his eye watches me and
at the same time sweeps the terrain behind me, taking
note of the slightest movement. A green truck turns down
Bourbon Street; the eye sizes it up, flags it down, de-
mands credentials, waves it on. A businessman turns in
at the Maison Blanche building; the eye knows him, even
knows what he is up to. And all the while he talks very
well. His lips move muscularly, molding words into
pleasing shapes, marshalling arguments, and during the
slight pauses are held poised, attractively everted in a
Charles Boyer pout—while a little web of saliva gathers
in a corner like the clear oil of a good machine. Now he
jingles the coins deep in his pocket. No mystery here!—
he is as cogent as a bird dog quartering a field. He un-
derstands everything out there and everything out there
is something to be understood.

Eddie watches the last float, a doubtful affair with a
squashed cornucopia.
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