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One

HOW I MET JEAN DE GUE

I left my car outside the beautiful church in the cen-
tre of the city of Le Mans' and began to walk.

It was raining. There was always rain on the last
few days of my holiday. Driving out of Tours® I had felt
not quite satisfied with the notes of the lessons which I had
to give in London when I got back. Even if I held my
Students’ attention for half an hour® nothing that I gave to
them was of any value. I had given them only an unreal
picture of the history of France because I had never been
really close to the people of France. All I had done in my
life in England and in France was to watch people, but not
to share their happiness or pain. |

I was a failure* My life had been a failure.

I had not meant to stay in Le Mans. But I thought,
“It’s midday. I will stop and have a meal in a restaurant
and perhaps that will make me feel happier.”

As I ate I looked at the people around me and listened
to them. I speak French perfectly, like a Frenchman. 1
understood everything they said. 1 knew all about their
history and their way of life; but I was not one of them:
I was a stranger, a visitor.

My few friends in London and my students knew me
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as a quiet, dry, dull teacher, aged about thirty-eight. I
had no family, no close friends. But inside this dry outer
shell there was a real man who wanted to be let out.® 1 had kept
him locked up inside me. If I had let him out what might
he not have done X—laughed, feasted, fought, murdered,
stolen ?—or given himself to the service of others, believed
in God, and in Man as God’s noblest creation ?

I had drawn a circle on my map round the Abbey of la Grande-
Trappe.” La Grande-Trappe is a house of men who have
given their lives to God: they live in silence, never speaking.
I had thought of going there; I hoped to discover what to
do with failure.

What can a man do with failure ?

I left my car near the church in the middle of the
town, and walked on and on. I lost my way, but at last
I saw the railway station. I thought, “I’ll go and have a
drink there and decide whether to go on to la Grande-
Trappe.”

I crossed the road. A car passed me and the driver
put his head out of the window and shouted, “Hullo,
Jean® | When did you return ?”

My name is John, and I thought that I had perhaps
met him somewhere. So I answered, “I’'m only passing
through. I go back tonight.”

“But what are you doing in Le Mans? You ought to
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be in Paris—but I suppose your journey there was a failure.
Of course you’ll tell them all that it was a success.”

Who was this man ? He must be a stranger. I said,
“I’m sorry: we’ve both made a mistake.”

“All right !” he said. “I’ll pretend that I haven’t
seen you. I’ll ask you about it when we meet on Sunday—
at the shooting party®.”

I went into the station, and got a drink. The place
was very crowded. Someone touched my arm as I drank.
As I moved to give him more space,® he turned and looked at
me and I looked at him. I knew that face., 1 knew that
face only too well !

I was looking at myself It

Two
DINNER WITH JEAN

We did not speak: we stood there looking at each
other. I felt slightly sick seeing a man who looked so
exactly like myself. I remembered moments when, passing
a shop-window, I had suddenly seen myself in the glass,
another man who looked just like me—who was me.

He took me by the arm. “Come here with me,” he
said. He led me to a big looking-glass. There were many
bottles on a shelf in front of it, but behind the bottles the
glass showed us standing together eagerly looking at
ourselves, at each other. Hair, eyes, height were exactly

9. BHEHES. 10, ARWHESM LR, 11, RENBEEC
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the same. It was as if one man stood there.

He said—and even his voice sounded exactly like
mine— ‘I make it a rule never to be surprised at anything in lifel13
There is no reason for me to break that rule now. What
will you drink ?”

We took our drinks to a place where the glass was
less steamy and there was less crowd. We looked at
ourselves in the glass. He smiled, and I smiled too; then
he looked angry and I imitated him; he arranged his neck-
tie and I arranged mine; we drank to see how we looked
drinking. We might have been two actors studying each
other.

“Are you a rich man ?’ he asked.

“No. Why?”

“If we did this as a show in a theatre we would be paid
a lot of money ... If you haven’t got a train to catch we
might ge on drinking.” He ordered some more drinks.

“Where have you come from ? Where do you live ?”

“London.”

“Are you in a business there for your company ?”

He had taken me for a Frenchman like himself. “I’m
English,” I said, “but I've studied your language. I
teach French history in a university in England.”

“Are you married ?”

“No. I have no family. I live alone.” |

“You’re lucky—very lucky !” He raised his glass'4: I
drink to your freedom ! Long may it last /' I’'m a family
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man, Very much so! I was caught long ago, and I have
never escaped—except during the war®’

“Are you a business man ?” I asked.

“I own some land not far from here and I have a
small factory which makes glass ... Have you a car ?”

“Yes. I left it near the church.”

“Are you staying here in Le Mans tonight ?*

“I don’t know. I have been thinking of spending a
few days at la Grande-Trappe. It’s not far from here.”

“Why do you want to go there ?”

“I thought that if I stayed a few days there I might
find the courage to go on living.”

He looked at me thoughtfully as he finished his drink.
“What’s the trouble ?”” he said. “A weman? Money?
The police? Illness ?*

“No. None of those. There’s nothing wrong. It’s
just that I’ve failed in life. I’m a failure.”

“So are we all,” he said. “You and I and all the
people in this room. We are all failures. You must say
‘Yes. I'm a failure’ and become used to it. Then it
doesn’t matter or trouble you any more. There is no
need to go to la Grande-Trappe immediately. Let’s go
to some more comfortable place where we can drink and
have dinner. As I’'m a family man I’m not in a hurry
to go home.”

Then I remembered the man in the car who had spo-
ken to me.
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“Are you called Jean?” I asked.

“Yes. Jean de Gué. Why do you ask ?”

“Some man mistook me for you in the street*” The man
said ‘Hello, Jean’. When I said ‘You’re mistaken’ he

laughed and thought that you didn’t want to be seen here
in Le Mans.” "

“That wouldn’t surprise me.”

“Then he drove away saying, ‘I'll see you on Sunday
at the shooting-party.’ ” i

His expression changed and I wished I could read his
thoughts'®. 'Then he said, “I’ll get a taxi, put my bags in
it and we’ll go to your car. Then we’ll drive to some
place for dinner.”

I agreed.

We got into a taxi and he put his bags in it. Then
he said,

“Was he quite deceived—the man who called out
to you ?”

“Oh yes, completely. He said, ‘I suppose your visit
to Paris was wasted’ and he seemed to think you didr’t
want to be scen in Le Mans, Does that mean anything
to you ?”

“Oh yes I”

We reached my car and 1 unlocked the door. .

“A Ford Consul I”’2° he said. “May I try driving it ?”

“Certainly. You know the town better than I do.”
He drove very fast, and rather dangerously.
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“I love using other people’s things,” he said. ‘It
amuses me very much. I won’t take you to the best place
for dinner: I'm known there.2® We’ll have dinner at a small
place, and I won’t go home tonight. T’ll get 2 room in a
small hotel. And perhaps you may decide that you don’t
want to go to la Grande-Trappe. You could stay in an
hotel** too.”

His voice sounded strange—as if he was feeling his way
towards some plan,?2 a plan which would give an answer to
both our needs. We were beth failures: what could we
do about it?

““Stay here tonight ?” I said. “‘Perhaps.”

- He drove through the centre of the town and came to

a part where the streets were narrow and there were cheap
hotels, places to stay in for one night, where no questions
were asked. He stopped in front of a small place with a
half-open door. He turned off the engine and opened
the door of the car.

“Are you coming ?”’

“I don’t think so. You go inside and get a room if
you want to. I’d rather have dinner first and then decide
what to do.” I was beginning to feel the effect of the drinks

which I had had at the railway station.?®
As I waited in the car I had a sense of danger. Should

I just drive away and leave him ? I was just going to do
this when he returned.

“That’s all right,” he said. “Now come and eat.
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There’s no need to take the car. I know of a place just
round the corner.”

It was a very small restaurant with a lot of bicycles
outside and a lot of noisy young men inside. He pushed his

way through them.?* The waiter put a glass of wine beside
me and brought a plate of food which I had not ordered.
I was beginning to feel very drunk. The room seemed
to be swinging round me. -

I ate and drank and began to feel better. I began to
talk about the emptiness of my present life. “I live alone,
I have no friends, no love. My life is empty.2® Perhaps at
la Grande-Trappe where men live in silence they may have
an answer for me. They may help me to find some mean-
ing in my life.”

“No, my friend,” he said. “They will not give you an
answer. I have a sister who is always praying and thinks
of nothing else except God. I have learnt one thing in
life. The only force in men and women and children and
animals is greed—the desire to get things for themselves
and to get what they want. The best thing to do is to
give people what they want. The trouble is that they
are never satisfied.” |

He poured out another glass of wine.

“You complain that your life is empty,” he said.
“To me it sounds like heaven. You have a room of your
own, no family ties,®® no business troubles, the whole of
London as a playground. You are a free man. You wake
and eat and work and sleep alone. Count your blessings and
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Jorget this nonsense of la Grande- Trappe.”*

“Now you tell me,” I said, “what is your trouble ?”

“My one trouble is that I have too many possessions—
people and things.”

We sat there for a time, smoking and drinking. Then
he said, “I must telephone and tell them to send the car
to fetch me tomorrow.”

He came back, paid the bill, then seized my arm and
led me out into the street. We reached the hotel. There
was no one behind the desk in the hall,

“Come upstairs and have one more drink.”

He led me up the stairs. He took a key out of his
pocket, opened a door and turned on the light. It was
a small single room®®, I sat on the bed because his open
bag was on the chair. He had taken out from it his night-
clothes, hair brushes and other things.

He took out a bottle and was pouring a drink into a
glass. The floor seemed to be moving up and down.2®

“What’s the matter ?”” he said. “Are you ill ?”

He dropped something into the glass. ‘Here, this
will make you feel better.” He pushed the glass into my
hand. I drank it.

Then I think he said—or did I say it >—*‘Shall I put
on your clothes and you wear mine—just for fun® ?”

Did 1 say that? Or did he?

I remember that one of us laughed as I fell to the
floor.
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Three
] REACH THE CHATEAU

Someone was knocking on the door. The sound went
on and on. It woke me up.

“Come in!” I said. A man came in dressed as a
chauffeur—a driver. He held his cap in his hand.

“Monsieur le Comite®* is awake at last !”” he said.

There was a bag open on the chair and Jean’s clothes
were thrown over the end of my bed. I was wearing his
night-clothes, His hair brushes were on the table and his
toothbrush in a glass. There was no stgn of*2 my clothes
and other things.

Oh ! The pain in my head and behind my eyes. I
shut my eyes and said, “Who are you ... ?”

“I’'m Gaston,®® of course,” he said. ‘I have brought
the car as you ordered by telephone last night. It’s now
five o’clock.”

“But it’s bright daylight.”

“Five o’clock in the afternoon. I've been waiting
since eleven.”

I got out of bed and looked out of the window. 'There
was a large Renault car * below in the street.

“You may leave me, Gaston,” I said.
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