|
I Encounter
the 0Old Gentleman

There are moments of supreme embarrassment in the lives of
persons given to veracity, — indeed it has been my own unusual
experience in life that the truth well stuck to is twice as hard a
proposition as a lie so obvious that no one is deceived by it at the
outset. I cannot quite agree with my friend, Caddy Barlow, who says
that in a tight place it is better to lie at once and be done with it than to
tell the truth which will need forty more truths to explain it, but
I must confess that in my forty years of absolute and conscientious
devotion to truth I have found myself in holes far deeper than any
my most mendacious of friends ever got into. I do not propose,
however', to desert at this late hour the Goddess I have always
worshipped because she leads me over a rough and rocky road, and
whatever may be the hardships involved in my wooing I intend to
the very end to remain the ever faithful slave of Mademoiselle
Veracité. All of which I state here in prefatory mood, and in order, in
so far as it is possible for me to do so, to disarm the incredulous and
sniffy reader who may be inclined to doubt the truth of my story of
how the manuscript of the following pages came into my
possession. I am quite aware that to some the tale will appear
absolutely and intolerably impossible. I know that if any other than
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I
Setkavam se se starym Slechticem

V Zivotech lidi oddanych pravdé jsou chvile obrovskych roz-
pakli — skute¢né¢ mam neobvyklou Zivotni zkuSenost, Ze prosadit
pravdu je dvakrat t€z8i nez lez tak jasnou, Ze od samotného poc¢atku
nikoho neoklame. Nemiizu tak docela souhlasit se svym pftitelem
Caddy Barlowem, ktery fika, Ze kdyz je ¢lovek v uzkych, je lepsi
lhat hned a byt s tim hotov, neZ mluvit pravdu, ktera bude potfebovat
Ctyficetkrat vic pravdy k vysvétleni. Musim vSak uznat, ze za
Ctyficet let své dokonalé a svédomité oddanosti pravdé jsem se
vyskytl v jamach mnohem hlubsich, nez do jakych se kdy dostal
kterykoliv z mych nejprolhanéjSich ptatel. Nehodlam ale v tuto
pozdni dobu opustit bohyni, které jsem vzdycky slouzil, proto, ze
me vodi po nerovnych a kamenitych cestach, a jakkoli mize byt
tézké se nenechat pfemluvit, mdm v imyslu do samého konce pani
Pravdé vérné slouzit. VSechno to prohlaSuji pfedem, abych, jak jen
jsem schopen, odzbrojil nevéficiho a pfeziravého Ctendte, ktery
muze mit snahu pochybovat o pravdivosti toho, jak se rukopis
nasledujicich stranek stal mym vlastnictvim. Jsem si dobie védom,
ze n€kterym se piibéh bude zdat zcela a netinosné neuvéfitelny.
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I'told it to me I should not believe it. Yet despite these drawbacks the

story is in all particulars, essential and otherwise, absolutely
truthful.

The facts are briefly these:

It was not, to begin with, a dark and dismal evening. The snow
was not falling silently, clothing a sad and gloomy world in a mantle
of white, and over the darkling moor a heavy mist was not rising, as
is so frequently the case. There was no soul-stirring moaning of
bitter winds through the leafless boughs; so far as I was aware
nothing soughed within twenty miles of my bailiwick; and my dog,
lying before a blazing log fire in my library, did not give forth an
occasional growl of apprehension, denoting the presence or
approach of an uncanny visitor from other and mysterious realms:
and for two good reasons. The first reason is that it was midsummer
when the thing happened, so that a blazing log fire in my library
would have been an extravagance as well as an anachronism. The
second is that I have no dog. In fact there was nothing unusual, or
uncanny in the whole experience. It happened to be a bright and
somewhat too sunny July day, which is not an unusual happening
along the banks of the Hudson. You could see the heat, and if
anything had soughed it could only have been the mercury in my
thermometer. This I must say clicked nervously against the top of
the glass tube and manifested an extraordinary desire to climb
higher than the length of the tube permitted. Incidentally I may add,
even if it be not believed’, that the heat was so intense that the
mercury actually did raise the whole thermometer a foot and a half
above the mantel-shelf, and for two mortal hours, from midday until
two by the Monastery Clock, held it suspended there in mid-air with
no visible means of support. Not a breath of air was stirring, and the
only sounds heard were the expanding creaks of the beams of my
house, which upon that particular day increased eight feet in width
and assumed a height which made it appear to be a three instead of a
two story dwelling. There was little work doing in the house. The
children played about in their bathing suits, and the only other active
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Vim, ze kdyby ho n€kdo jiny vypravél mné&, nevéfil bych mu. Ale
navzdory témto nedostatkiim je ptibeéh ve vSech svych castech,
podstaté a celkoveé naprosto pravdivy.

Fakta jsou ve stru¢nosti tato:

Zacnéme tim, Ze nebyl temny a smutny vecer. Nepadal tiSe snih,
nepokryval neStastny a ponury svét bilym plastém a nad zlovéstnou
plani se nezvedal téZky opar, jak se to Casto stava. V bezlistych
vétvich nesténal zadny dusi rozrusujici nevlidny vitr. Nakolik jsem
si védom, v okruhu dvaceti mil nic neskucelo a mtj pes lezici pied
sdlajicim dievem v krbu mé knihovny ani pfilezitostné nezavrcel
z obavy, aby poukézal na pfitomnost nebo ptichod zdhadného
navstévnika z jinych tajemnych sfér. Ze dvou dobrych divodua. Za
prvé, stalo se to o letnim slunovratu, takze ohei salajici z polen by
byl v mé knihovné stejné tak vysttednosti jako anachronismem. Za
druhé nemam psa. Ve skutecnosti v tom vSem nebylo nic
mimofadného ani podivného. Byl jasny a ponékud pfili§ slunecny
cervencovy den, coz na bezich Hudsonu nebyva neobvyklé. Horko
jste skoro mohli vidét, a pokud po ném néco touzilo, mohla to byt
jen rtut’ v mém teploméru. Ta, musim podotknout, t'ukala na vrsek
sklenéné trubice a predvadéla vyjimecnou touhu vylézt vys, nez ji
délka trubice dovolovala. Mohu dodat, Ze najednou, i kdyz je tomu
tézkeé uvétit, mezi polednem a druhou hodinou odpoledne podle
klasternich hodin horko tak stouplo, Ze rtut’ protédhla teplomér stopu
a pal nad krbovou fimsu a po dvé nekonec¢né hodiny se drzela ve
vzduchu bez opory. Nepohnul se ani vétticek a jediny zvuk, ktery
bylo slyset, byl skiipot protahujicich se tramti v mém domé. Toho
dne se roztahly o osm stop do $itky a dosahly vysky, kterd z budovy
zdanlivé délala tifipodlazni misto dvoupodlazni. V domé se toho
moc nedélo. Déti si hraly v koupacich plastich a dalsi, kdo v tu dobu
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factor in my life of the moment was our hired man who was kept
busy in the cellar pouring water on the furnace coal to keep it from
spontaneously combusting.

We had just had luncheon, burning our throats with the iced tea
and with considerable discomfort swallowing the simmering cold
roast filet, which we had to eat hastily before the heat of the day
transformed it into smoked beef. My youngest boy Willie perspired
so copiously that we seriously thought of sending for a plumber to
solder up his pores, and as for myself who have spent three summers
of my life in the desert of Sahara in order to rid myself of nervous
chills to which I was once unhappily subject, for the first time in my
life I was impelled to admit that it was intolerably warm. And then
the telephone bell rang.

“Great Scott!” I cried, “Who in thunder do you suppose wants to
play golf on a day like this?” — for nowadays our telephone is used
for no other purpose than the making or the breaking of golf
engagements.

“Me,” cried my eldest son, whose grammar is not as yet on a par
with his activity. “I’ll go.”

The boy shot out of the dining room and ran to the telephone,
returning in a few moments with the statement that a gentleman with
a husky voice whose name was none of his business wished to speak
with me on a matter of some importance to myself.

I was loath to go. My friends the book agents had recently
acquired the habit of approaching me over the telephone, and
I feared that here was another nefarious attempt to foist a thirty-
eight volume tabloid edition of The World's Worst Literature upon
me. Nevertheless I wisely determined to respond.

“Hello,” I said, placing my lips against the rubber cup. “Hello
there, who wants 91162 Nepperhan?”
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vyvijel n¢jakou €innost, byl pouze najaty muz, ktery ve sklepé lil
vodu na uhli, aby se samovoln¢ nevzialo.

Pravé jsme obédvali, palili svd hrdla studenym cajem a se
zna¢nym nepohodlim polykali vrouci platek studené pecené, ktery
jsme museli snist ve spéchu, nez ho zar dne zméni v uzené. Muj
nejmladsi chlapec Vilik se tak potil, Ze jsme si vazné mysleli, Ze
posleme pro instalatéra, aby mu sletoval pory. J4, ktery jsem stravil
ti1 1éta svého Zivota na saharské pousti, abych se zbavil nervové
zimnice, kterou jsem kdysi nanestésti trpél, jsem poprvé v zZivoté
musel uznat, Ze je nesnesitelné horko. A pak zazvonil telefon.

,U Skota!” zvolal jsem, “Kdo, hrome, si myslite, Ze v takovém
dni chce hrat golf?* protoze dnes se nas telefon pouziva jen pro
domluvu nebo zruseni golfovych utkani.

44, vykiikl mij nejstar$i syn, jehoZ mluvnice dosud neni
v souladu s jeho ¢innosti. ,,Ja pijdu!“

Chlapec vystielil z jidelny a bézel k telefonu. Vréatil se za par
vtefin a prohlasil, Ze pan s chraplavym hlasem, jehoz jméno ho
nema zajimat, si pieje mluvit se mnou v zalezitosti, kterd by pro me
mohla byt dulezita.

Neochotné jsem Sel. Mi pratelé, literarni agenti, si nedavno
zvykli mé¢ dohéanét telefonem a ja jsem se obaval, ze to je dalsi
ohavny pokus mi vnutit tficeti osmidilné vydani platku Nejhorsi
literatura svéta. Navzdory tomu jsem se moudte rozhodl odpovédet.

,»Prosim,” fekl jsem s tisty u gumového mluvitka. ,,Halo, vy tam,
kdo vold Nepperhan 911627~
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“Is that you?” came the answering question, and, as my boy had
indicated, in a voice whose chief quality was huskiness.

“I guess so,” I replied facetiously; — “It was this morning, but the
heat has affected me somewhat, and I don’t feel as much like myself
as I might. What can I do for you?”

“Nothing, but you can do a lot for yourself,” was the astonishing
answer. “Pretty hot for literary work, isn’t it?” the voice added
sympathetically’.

“Very,” said I. “Factis I can’t seem to do anything these days but
perspire.”

“That’s what I thought; and when you can’t work ruin stares you
in the face, eh? Now [ have a manuscript—*

“Oh Lord!” I cried. “Don’t. There are millions in the same fix.
Evenmy cook writes.”

“Don’t know about that,” he returned instantly. “But I do know
that there’s millions in my manuscript. And you can have it for the
asking. How’s that for an offer?”

“Very kind, thank you,”
story?”

said I. “What’s the nature of your

“It’s extremely good-natured,” he answered promptly.

Ilaughed. The twist amused me.

“That isn’t what I meant exactly,” said I, “though it has some
bearing on the situation. Is it a Henry James dandy, or does it bear

the mark of Caine™? Is it realism or fiction?”’

“Realism,” said he. “Fictionisn’tinmy line.”
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,»Jste to vy?” jako odpovéd’ zaznéla otdzka hlasem, jehoZ hlavni
vlastnosti byla, jak muij chlapec naznacil, chraplavost.

,2Doufam, ze ano,” odpovédél jsem nejapné. ,,Rano jsem to byl
ja, ale vedro me né&jak zmenilo a necitim se sam sebou. Co pro vas
mohu udé€lat?*

,Nic, ale hodn¢ miizete udélat pro sebe,” znéla piekvapiva
odpovéd.. ,.Je dost vedro na literarni ¢innost, ze?” dodal hlas s G-

Casti.

,Dost,” fekl jsem ja. ,,Pravdou je, zda se, ze tyto dny nemizu
délatnic jiného nez se potit.”

,» 10 jsem si myslel. A pokud nemiizete pracovat, hrozi vam upa-
dek, ze? Mam rukopis...“

»Panejo!* vykiikl jsem. ,,To ne. V téhle brynd¢ jsou miliony.
I'mij kuchar pise.”

,O tom nic nevim. Ale vim to,” odpoveédél okamzité, ,,ze muj ru-
kopis mé cenu miliont. A vy ho mizete mit, staci jen fict. Jak se vam
tanabidka 1ibi?”

,» velmi laskavé, dé€kuji,” fekl jsem. ,,Jaké povahy je vas piibeh?”

,Mavelmi dobrou povahu,” odpovédél pohotové.

Zasmal jsem se. Ten obrat mé pobavil.

,, 10 jsem zrovna nemyslel,” fekl jsem, ,,byt’ se to tyka véci. Je to
Svihak podle Henryho Jamese nebo nese znameni Cainea? Je to rea-

lismus nebo fikce?”

,Realismus,” fekl on. ,,Fikce neni mtij obor.”

/11



“Well, I’ll tell you,” I replied; “you send it to me by post and I’ll
look itover. IfIcanuseitIwill.”

“Can’tdoit,” said he. “There isn’t any post-office where [ am.”
“What?”’ I cried. “No post-office? Where in Hades are you?”

“Gehenna’,” he answered briefly. “The transportation between
your country and mine is all one way,” he added. “If it wasn’t the
population here would diminish.”

“Then how the deuce’ am I to get hold of your stuff?”
I demanded.

“That’s easy. Send your stenographer to the phone and I’ll
dictate it,” he answered.

The novelty of the situation appealed to me. Even if my new
found acquaintance were some funny person nearer at hand than
Gehenna trying to play a practical joke upon me, still it might be
worthwhile to get hold of the story he had to tell. Hence I agreed to
his proposal.

“All right, sir,” said L. “I’ll do it. I’'ll have him here to-morrow
morning at nine o’clock sharp. What’s your number? I'll ring you

2

up.
“Never mind that,” he replied. “I’m merely a tapster on your
wires. I’ll ring you up as soon as I’ve had breakfast and then we can
gettowork.”
“Very good,” said I. “And may I ask your name?”’

“Certainly,” he answered. “I’m Munchausen.”

“What? The Baron?” I roared, delighted.
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