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HERR EDUARD SAXBERGER came home from his walk and climbed slowly up the stairs to his apartment. It had been a lovely winter’s day and as soon as office hours ended, the old gentleman had set off as he often did to stroll around in the fresh air, going far beyond the suburbs to the very last of the houses. He was a little tired and looking forward to his warm and friendly room.


The housekeeper met him with the news that a young man she’d never seen before had been waiting for half an hour. Curious, the old gentleman, who almost never had visitors, went into the sitting room. As he entered, the young man stood up from an armchair and bowed to him.


Saxberger reciprocated the bow and said, “I’m told you’ve already been waiting for some time—how can I help you?”


The young man remained standing and replied, “Esteemed Herr Saxberger, please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Wolfgang Meier, author.”


“Pleased, very pleased to meet you, won’t you take a seat?”


“Herr Saxberger,” the young man began after he had sat down, “First of all, I must apologize for being so presumptuous as to enter your home unknown and uninvited. But I’d searched in vain for a different way of making your distinguished acquaintance.”


“You flatter me.”


“And for quite some time, Herr Saxberger, making your acquaintance has been one of my, or rather our, most fervent wishes—because what I’m saying here is not only in my own name.”


Herr Meier accompanied these words with a friendly smile. Saxberger sized him up. He was pale, with simple blond hair, and very respectably dressed. While he spoke, he played with a pince-nez that hung on a black cord round his neck. “I’m intrigued,” said Herr Saxberger, “by why this fervent wish… since when this fervent wish…” he interrupted himself in embarrassment.


“For some time,” answered Meier, “and, to be more precise, I would say: since the day when I, or rather we”— here he again gave a friendly smile—“had the privilege of encountering your Wanderings.”


“What?” Herr Saxberger cried out in amazement. “You’ve read my Wanderings? People still read my Wanderings?” He shook his head.


“People might not read them any more,” replied the young man. “But we read them, we admire them and, I think, in time, people, too, will again come to read and admire them.” As Herr Meier spoke in this way, his cheeks flushed a little and his voice became more animated than before.


“You astonish me, Herr… Meier,” said Saxberger, “and I would very much like to know who you are, I mean those in whose name you’re speaking. I had no idea that anyone today still knew my Wanderings.” The old gentleman stared into space—“Even I haven’t thought of them, it’s been so long since I thought of them. For years, I’ve been so far from any of these things, so far.”


Herr Wolfgang Meier smiled delicately. “It hasn’t escaped my, or, I should say, our, attention, dear sir, that you haven’t committed anything to print for a long time, something that surprised and saddened us. And it was, after all, just chance that led us—though here I can probably say me—to discover your exquisite book, so to speak, anew.”


Saxberger found the words he heard singularly moving. Was this young man really speaking about him? Was it truly possible that this young man, a complete stranger, knew about him and his forgotten work? “How did you come across the book?” he asked.


“It was very straightforward,” replied Wolfgang Meier. “I was having a look around a second-hand bookshop and among the books I picked up was your slim volume. As soon as I read the first poems, they had an indescribably powerful effect on me. I took the book home and read it straight through, which as you know hardly ever happens with a collection of poems. When I looked at the title page again and saw the year 1853, I said to myself: you could have known this man—that same evening, I took the book with me to our little circle…”


“What circle is that?”


“It’s a group of young writers who stay apart from those following the beaten track. If I said their names, it wouldn’t tell you much. These names are not yet known. We are simply artists, no more than that, and our time will come.” Herr Meier said these words in a tone that was calm but categorical.


The old gentleman listened attentively, nodding. It was so peculiar. Artists, artists—how that word sounded! All at once there rose up in him muddled images of distant days and forgotten people. Names occurred to him, and what had become of them—and then he saw himself as you see yourself in a dream, as a young man, saw himself youthful, laughing, talking, as one of the best and proudest in a circle of young people who stayed apart from those following the beaten track and did not want to be anything but artists—and he said aloud, as if the young man opposite him had had these rapid thoughts along with him, “That is long ago, that is so long ago!”


Wolfgang Meier observed the old gentleman in silence; only the eyes in that wrinkled, beardless face seemed to have remained young, and these now looked past the small lamp standing on the table and out through the window into the dark-blue night.


“1853”—said Meier after a short pause, “that certainly is a long time ago,” and then he continued more spiritedly, “You wouldn’t believe, dear sir, how pleased we were when we learnt that the poet of the Wanderings was living in our city; it felt as if we had a debt to repay to you.” With these words Meier rose and, bowing slightly, said in a solemn voice: “The youth of Vienna ask that you be so good as to accept, through me, their most deeply respectful greetings and their thanks.”


Saxberger wanted to get up, but the young man pressed him amiably back into his chair. His voice charged with emotion, Saxberger answered, “Thank you, I don’t know, no, I really don’t know…”—he stopped speaking, and the young man quietly looked him in the eye with an encouraging smile until he carried on: “It’s so long ago—I… I… I don’t know anything about it any more, no one thought much of it back then. I haven’t written anything for so long. You see, no one takes any notice and then, by and by, I lost my appetite for it, you understand, along with my youth. And also there were worries, the daily work, it all ended so much of its own accord that I didn’t even notice…”


The young man listened… he shook his head, commiserating, serious.


“And I did write other things, too, oh yes, not just verse. I once even wrote a play.”


“What?” exclaimed Meier, “a play! But, please, where is it? Please!”


“I don’t know, I really don’t know. My God, I sent it round the theatres at the time—three years it must have done the rounds, or four. Then, well, I let it go. That’s more than thirty years ago…”


After saying nothing for a moment, Meier stood up and, while resting one hand on the back of the chair, burst out: “It’s the same old story. At the start, we’re satisfied to have just our own pleasure in our work and the interest of the few who understand us. But when you see those coming up around you, winning a name and even fame for them-selves—then you would rather be heard and honoured as well. And then come the disappointments! The envy of the talentless, the frivolity and malice of reviewers, and then the horrid indifference of the public. And you get tired, tired, tired. You still have a lot you could say, but nobody wants to hear it, and eventually you yourself forget that you were once one of those who wanted great things, who have perhaps even already achieved them.”


Saxberger accompanied the young man’s words with a slow nod of agreement. Yes, that was exactly how it had been. He had just needed this young man to come and remind him.


“But,” said Meier, “I don’t want to take up any more of your valuable time.”


“Oh, my time isn’t valuable,” responded Saxberger with a melancholy smile… “When my office hours are over, I don’t have anything else to do.”


“So you have an office job?” Meier asked with polite interest. “I imagine you can’t find that particularly satisfying?”


“Oh, goodness me, my dear man, you get used to it, and what would I do all day if I didn’t have a profession?”


“So you’re… content?”  


“I actually can’t complain. I can’t actually imagine my life as any different—I ask you, when you’ve been in a post for almost thirty-five years. Yes, yes,” he affirmed as Meier shook his head incredulously, “I’ve long been able to celebrate my office jubilees!”


“But at the beginning, when you still… wrote, this monotonous employment must have been extremely painful for you.”


“Well, everyone has to have some occupation. It’s not so bad. Though the opportunities for promotion could be better, that has to be said. But things are good for me, I really can’t complain.” The old gentleman nodded good-naturedly. “When I started,” he continued, “yes, you’re quite right, it wasn’t how it is now. You’ve reminded me. It’s quite true that there was a time—” he smiled—“when I didn’t like to go to the office.”


“Is that so?” cried the young man, pleasantly moved.


“When I used to be a ‘poet’, you’re right, you’re right, I would sometimes even be absent without any kind of excuse.”


“Oh, I understand that so well!” exclaimed Wolfgang Meier. “The Wanderings couldn’t have been written while you sat in your office day after day. You can hear in those proud verses that they were made by someone who had cast off the shackles of the everyday.”  


“A lovely time, a lovely time,” said the old gentleman, and sank back into his thoughts.


“What message can I give my friends?” Meier asked ebulliently.


“Please thank them, thank them very warmly. Please say that I was very pleased, and that it was so unexpected. It’s touched me. Tell them I honestly didn’t believe there was anyone in the world who still knew my name—apart, of course, from my colleagues in the office. And send them all my regards, and perhaps they will have more luck than I did.”


“Herr Saxberger, perhaps I could be so bold as to ask whether you might, sometime when it’s convenient, devote one of your spare afternoons to us?”


“It would be a pleasure,” replied Saxberger, “to meet your friends and thank them in person.”


“Then I’ll try my luck again one evening soon.”


Meier said goodbye to the old gentleman, who accompanied him to the door. “My most heartfelt thanks again for the kind reception,” said the young man when he was already standing in the stairwell.


“Send my regards to them, all your friends, send my best regards,” Saxberger called after him.


Then he went back into his room. He shook his head, laughing. It seemed strange to him when he thought that, in an hour, he would be sitting at his usual place in the Pickled Pear, as though nothing had happened.




 





The next day, Herr Saxberger received through the post a little volume on whose title page were the words: Poems by Wolfgang Meier. On the first inside page he had written in ink: “To the poet of the Wanderings, with heartfelt gratitude, the author”. That’s an elegant gesture, thought the old gentleman, and laid the little book on his desk, resolving to read it that evening. Poems! Who would have predicted it? For years he had read only the newspaper and, before going to sleep, perhaps some “popular” novel.


When he came home after lunch that day and stretched out on the divan, he began to immerse himself in Wolfgang Meier’s poetry. Ah! This was by no means as easy as a popular novel. That much was obvious to him after only the first few verses. Saxberger read with great conscientiousness; he read all the more carefully and concentratedly the harder it became for him to form any clear opinion of the poems. He became very anxious. One thing seemed beyond question: they were pretty verses—but when he asked himself what more he might say about them, he found himself at a loss. He came to a poem that tried to portray a landscape. (And here he felt he was seeing more deeply into the work.) It had a stronger effect on him than the earlier ones, which had sung the praises of beautiful girls. Something in him resonated with it. He loved nature. And the older he had become, the greater his love for it had grown. He had discovered new ties to it by which he had not previously been connected. Oh, it was true—love, youth—that was all in the past. And so there was little that those verses could mean to him. What did the high spirits and the triumphs of youth have to do with him these days? How many years had it been since he’d been interested in those things, since he’d even noticed anything of them? He stood alone in the world. Had never been married, never had children—all connection to youth had been lost as he slowly grew older. All his social intercourse was with friends—who grew old as he did.


And as he leafed further and there were more verses telling him about beautiful blue eyes and tender evenings, a bitter feeling crept over him. He lowered the book and stared into the distance.


He wondered what he was supposed to say to Herr Wolfgang Meier on his next visit. He couldn’t tell him that he hadn’t—well, hadn’t what?—hadn’t understood it? Not understood it!  


Saxberger was almost frightened. He, the poet of the Wanderings, didn’t understand the verses of Herr Meier! He paced up and down the room a few times. He lit the lamp. And then, tentatively and smiling a little to himself, he opened the bookcase and bent down in front of it. On the lowest shelf, under old magazines and brochures, there must still be a copy, or even two or three, of the Wanderings.


Yes, there they were. More than three. He still had six copies. But it was remarkable. He had, naturally, seen these slight volumes many times in years past. He must also have taken them in his hand and—never noticed them. His memory held a false picture of how they looked. He still imagined the Wanderings as when they, just published, had been set out in the display windows of a few book-shops. A dark-green, slender volume on whose cover the title was printed in pale letters that were tall but narrow. But the book he held in his hand was blue and the letters were small. And he realized something else: he had seen the books countless times and yes, he recognized them when he saw them… but he simply no longer had the feeling that said: these are the Wanderings, which I myself, which I wrote!


He sat at his desk, adjusted the lamp and opened one of the copies. How long it had been since he last looked inside! The edges were yellowed, the type seemed old-fashioned. He began to read. The first verses were unfamiliar. But as he read only a little further on, his memory stirred to life. It was as if some familiar music were coming closer and closer. And soon not so much as a word was unknown to him. He began to declaim under his breath and nodded along the way you do when listening to something you already know.


So these—these were the Wanderings for which the youth of Vienna had yesterday sent him their thanks. Had he deserved them? He would not have been able to say. The whole sorry life that he had led now passed through his mind. Never had he felt so deeply that he was an old man, that not only the hopes, but also the disappointments lay far behind him. A dull hurt rose up in him. He put the book aside, he could not read on. He had the feeling that he had long since forgotten about himself.




 





On the two following afternoons, Saxberger poked through the lower shelves of his bookcase. There he found old periodicals in which poems of his had once appeared, yellowed manuscripts in his own hand and also newspapers in which were printed the verses of youthful peers whose names came back to him only piecemeal. None of them had really made anything of it, none had become well known. And as for him? He had for many years been no more than Saxberger the civil servant, and had thought no more of being anything else. Sometimes he had even looked back on his past life, sometimes thought about his youthful verses as he had about other examples of youthful foolishness; but that he might be a poet was something he had long ago forgotten. He had become almost seventy years old. Life had slipped through his fingers—and not an hour, not a minute of the last three decades had been brightened by the knowledge of not belonging to the others. On the contrary—he had felt he belonged completely to those others. And they, too, all counted him as one of their own, while no one had the slightest inkling of who he really was! Only the young people of Vienna guessed at it—or indeed knew it to be true!


But where were they, these young people? A full three days had gone by since Wolfgang Meier’s visit. What if he didn’t come back?


It was a clear, not very cold winter’s evening, and Saxberger went down onto the street; he had swallowed too much dust in his rummaging that afternoon. And gathering dust was all that those things would now do—at least on the face of it. But as he let the general impression the poems had made continue to act on him, he came to think that everything had stayed remarkably fresh, and that no small joie de vivre had flown up to him off those old pages. On reading one or other of the love poems there had even re-emerged, as if out of fog, some pale, sweet face which he had once seen, loved, kissed. Those pale, sweet faces! Where were they today? When he looked at the young girls who were walking past him, it seemed to him, as really it always did, that they were the same ones he had encountered there thirty and forty and fifty years ago. That they were the same ones he had kissed and whose—yes—whose praises he had sung.


He had reached the Ring at the point where many streets meet, where the Votive Church stands in airy grey, where the racket of all the carriages clatters together and great streams of people flow into one another. Suddenly he was standing in front of Herr Wolfgang Meier, who swept his hat off very low in front of him.


“What a delight,” said Herr Meier, “to have such good luck. May I ask where your path leads?”


“I’m not heading anywhere in particular,” replied Saxberger, who was very gladdened by this coincidence. “Just left the house to stroll around a little.”  


“Of course,” said Meier, “you must really need that. If you’re breathing in dust from those files all day…”


Saxberger wanted to retort that today’s dust had not actually come from files, but he had the feeling that he himself should not join Meier in talking about these things.


“Would you allow me, my esteemed Herr Saxberger, if it wouldn’t disturb you, to join your stroll?”


“Please do, it would be a pleasure.”


“May I ask how you’ve spent the past few days?”


“Thank you, I’ve been very well. And what have you been doing? But yes! I still have to thank you for the poems you sent and for your kind inscription… I was very pleased, very pleased—” Saxberger had finished what he was saying, but Meier stayed silent, expecting to hear something about his poems. For the time being, Saxberger did not speak either. It did him good to have a young poet taking a walk by his side and waiting for his praise.


So the two of them carried on in silence for a whole half-minute, until Meier said: “And may I ask whether my modest verses were fortunate enough to meet with your approval?” His gaze deferentially sought Saxberger’s.


The older man stopped walking and nodded.


“Certainly they met with my approval. Very fine I thought they were. Yes, I liked them very much.”  


“I hope,” said Meier, “that your opinion isn’t based on any charitable—”


“Oh no,” interrupted Saxberger, becoming ever surer of himself as he carried on speaking, “I’m not being at all charitable; if I didn’t like them, I would tell you straight out.” He distinctly felt that he was gaining a greater and greater ascendancy over the younger man.


Meier said that he had started to write an epic and began to go into the details. An unease came over Saxberger. He was bored. He hardly listened to the young man, but when Meier paused he declared, “It’s very interesting material, yes, you really must carry it through.”


Meier thanked him for this encouragement and added: “If you only knew how much has been said about you at our table on recent evenings.”


Saxberger’s unease vanished at once. The young man had finally decided to go back to speaking about him. That was what had been missing. And, smiling comfortably, he asked:


“Well, what have you been saying about me? Did you give them my regards?”


“I did indeed. I also permitted myself to announce the existence of your play…”


“Oh, you really needn’t have done that,” said Saxberger, still smiling.  


“You mean because it’s been lost? I’m convinced that if you just think it over for a while, you’ll definitely put your finger on where it can be found.”


“Well, if you’d like to know: it already has been found.”


“Ah!”


“Yes, it was lying in a drawer of my desk.”


“And you had no idea?”


“Of course I had no idea. After all, it’s been a long time since I was a writer!” And as he said that, he felt as if he were making a joke.


They had reached the Burgtor. Meier came to an abrupt halt and said, “Might I remind you of how you generously agreed to spend a little time with our circle? If you say yes, we can turn in here and go straight to the coffee house, where at this time of day we’re sure to find some of my friends. Oh, please say yes! We would feel very honoured.”


Saxberger believed that he had to make some objections. “Now?” he said. “But it must be almost eight.” He looked at the clock. “Yes, it’s already eight! That’s when respectable people,” he added with a smile, “are already—going to a restaurant.”


“Oh, Herr Saxberger,” countered Meier, “please don’t brush my request aside. I think it’s lovely that things today have come together so easily.”  


And soon they were heading across the Burgplatz towards the Old Town. Meier talked exuberantly and prepared Saxberger for the joyful surprise with which his friends would react to seeing him walk in with the poet of the Wanderings. Saxberger was excited. Entering a gathering where his presence represented a particular honour was something that had never happened to him before. When he arrived at his office, naturally his subordinates stood up—though that was only the politeness you had to show the boss. And at his usual communal table in the restaurant, he was no longer just some anonymous customer; sitting and having a drink together night after night had smoothed over certain differences in education that did undoubtedly exist between him and most of the others.


They stood at the door to the old Viennese coffee house. Saxberger knew it. He remembered that he had visited it from time to time in years gone by. Meier opened the door and let the elderly gentleman go in first. The low, vaulted room was quite full and the air was almost oppressively thick and smoky.


In a larger room to which the first one connected, people were playing billiards. Saxberger stopped briefly at the entrance to let his young companion go ahead. “Here they are,” said Meier, and indicated a table by a recessed window not far from the door, where three young men were sitting.


“Good evening,” said Meier. And, as he turned towards Saxberger, he introduced: “Herr Winder, Herr Christian, Herr stud. phil. Blink; Herr”—he paused—“Saxberger.”


In that instant the young people’s faces, which had until then been merely a little curious, transformed into expressions of happy satisfaction. They stood up and one, the pale little blond boy who had been introduced as Winder, moved his chair across for Saxberger and fetched himself another from a neighbouring table. When he had sat down, he gazed at the old gentleman in naïve admiration while the two others, friendly and slightly embarrassed, seemed to study the physiognomy of their new guest.


Meier continued: “Yes, I bring you the poet of the Wanderings and here, esteemed maestro, here you have the pride and hope of Young Vienna.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen,” said Saxberger. “It means I can thank you in person for the compliments you sent through your representative.” And he glanced at Meier as if at an intimate friend of many years.


“It’s a great honour to welcome you into our midst,” said Blink.


“By giving you the names of these gentlemen, Herr Saxberger,” said Meier, “I haven’t told you very much. This man here”—and he gestured at Christian, who was very young and who, with his long hair, errant tie and somewhat unsteady eyes, most distinctly embodied the old stock figure of an “artist”—“he writes plays, mainly histories in five acts.”


Christian interrupted. “They’re not always in five acts, and they’re not always histories. I write whatever the urge takes me to. It’s just that it usually takes me to write history plays. I write what I have to. And that just tends to be history plays.”


“My dear friend,” said Meier, “that’s exactly what I said. This man, on the other hand”—and he gestured at Blink, who was quite ugly and had a thin black beard and short-cropped hair—“is really more of a critic than a writer.”


“I’m solely a critic,” interjected Blink, who was still holding the newspaper in his hand and generally gave the impression that he would re-immerse himself in his reading as soon as there was something in the conversation he didn’t like.


“Ah, you’re a reviewer,” said Saxberger, and looked upon him benevolently.


“Yes,” Blink replied with force. “But I beg you not to confuse me with the other reviewers.”


Saxberger, to whom, for various reasons, that idea had never occurred, was rather taken aback by this statement.


“And this gentleman,” said Meier, indicating little Winder with a shrewd look, “this gentleman is a child and writes… everything.”


“Ah,” said Saxberger, laughing, and turned to this young person, who was sitting there very bashfully with one leg folded over the other and his hands crossed on his knee. “You write everything?”


“Yes,” said Winder, and looked dazedly around the coffee house.


Just then there appeared at the door a very small, neglectfully dressed man who, as he saw someone unfamiliar sitting at the table, hesitated to come closer. But Meier noticed him at once and waved him over. “Come on,” he said. The small man moved nearer with barely disguised mistrust.


“Albert Staufner, Herr Saxberger,” said Meier. Staufner bowed curtly and said, as if he hadn’t heard correctly, “Saxberger?”


“The poet of the Wanderings,” Meier explained with some irritation.


“Aha!” said the small man, and nodded several times. Then, still in his winter coat and with his hat still on his head, he sat down at the neighbouring table, but turned towards the others and said, “You know what?”


“Well?” they asked.


“I’ve been running around town all afternoon, I’ve been thinking about us, and something has to be done”—these phrases bubbled rapidly out of him.


“What has to be done?” asked Blink, who had put the newspaper down on his lap.


“People have to hear about us, people have to know about us. No one knows anything about us, not a soul bothers about us. The newspapers take no notice of us. Who’s heard of Christian? No one! Who’s heard of Meier? No one! Who’s heard of Blink? No one! Who’s heard of me? No one!”—Little Winder had expected to be named, too, and had become very uncomfortable at the prospect. He had almost been afraid. But now that he had been overlooked, he was put out after all.


“But how can anyone have heard of you?” said Meier. “You’ve never published anything.”


“What use is publishing? Your poems are out at the moment—who gives a damn about them?”


“My ‘Zenobia’ should be published very soon,” said Christian.


“And will anyone read it? No!” cried Staufner. “But it’s not for nothing that I’ve spent all day rushing around. I’ve worked everything out. The whole programme. Because who but us is ever going to do anything to help? Who’s ever heard of our ‘Enthusiasm’ society? We have to put something on. We have to put on readings.”


“And who’s ever going to go to them?” said Blink.


“You swine,” shouted Staufner, springing to his feet.


Blink just laughed curtly. He seemed used to this kind of outburst. Saxberger was astounded.


“That’s a stupid objection,” continued Staufner, sitting down again. “And what’ll ever get done if we go on like that among ourselves. Just take a look at them!” And he pointed at a table in the other corner of the room where, to Saxberger’s surprise, no one was sitting.


“They understand how it works, they’re promoting themselves! That one there”—and he pointed at an empty chair—“is about to have a play produced. And what are they? Nothing! All of them put together are nothing. They aren’t people with ideals! Careerists is what they are, followers of literary fashion. No one pays any attention to what we do because we’ve struck out away from the beaten track and because we have ideals, something that’s not appreciated nowadays. That’s why I’ve drawn up a programme. I say all this in front of you, Herr Saxberger, because I know you are one of our own. You wrote the Wanderings, and the man who wrote the Wanderings is one of us.”


Saxberger was completely dumbfounded by this unexpected turn in the conversation. Until then he had had the impression that this young man knew absolutely nothing about him.


He nodded and said, “Oh, don’t worry. Please speak freely.”


“Yes,” exclaimed Staufner, “I can see that my words interest you. And I always say, if you want to drum up interest in an idea, you should go to the old people. The young ones see everyone who’s coming up as just another new rival. I’ll talk you through my programme and reflect on your advice, Herr Saxberger.”


“But listen,” responded the old gentleman, “I really don’t think you’re addressing yourself to the right person. I know so little about these things—yes, truly—I’m a quite uneducated person.” He smiled at these words.


“I will permit myself to send you my ‘Zenobia’,” said Christian.


“What do we care about your ‘Zenobia’?” cried Staufner.


“It wasn’t to you that I promised it,” Christian replied heatedly. Meier soothed them by saying: “Boys, boys!”


“We’ll come to your plays later,” said Staufner, a little more mildly, “but a lot later. I’ve already thought about it. We won’t have any use for plays in our recital evening. It’ll be a question of verse and of the novella. So…”


And he began to count up a list of names and to sketch out the programme.


Saxberger listened with interest. Around him was an atmosphere of hope, youth, self-confidence, and he breathed it in deeply. As the discussion became ever more impassioned, some of the words they were using began to sound familiar to him: words he had heard many years ago, perhaps even said himself, words he had thought of from time to time over the course of the passing years as if of something opaque or daydreamt, and which were now flying back and forth between these young people as if the words themselves had become young and alive once again. And it seemed to him that he belonged among these people. As if much of what they said of themselves was true also of him and as if he, too, still had battles to fight as they did. And as they, after a long to-and-fro, pressed his hand in parting and asked him to honour their group with his presence again as soon as he could, he declared that he had felt quite at home and would not fail to do just that. Outside the door they all said goodbye to the old gentleman and Meier offered to walk him some of the way home.


For a while they were both silent. Then Meier began: “May I ask, Herr Saxberger, how you liked it with us?”


“I liked it very much,” replied Saxberger.


“Well,” responded Meier, “it wasn’t quite the proper thing tonight. And there were some people missing whom you would find very agreeable, like Friedinger, for example.”


“Ah, you want to present something of his at your recital, don’t you?”


“Yes. And then Bolling the actor, who is going to help out as well.”


“Which theatre is he at?”


“None for the time being. Last winter he was in Abbazia… And then there’s Fräulein Gasteiner.”


“You mean there are women in your group?”


“Of course. She is a very remarkable person, you’ll find her interesting. She has a wonderful voice.”


“And where is she?”


“She’s performed on various stages. But she’s too eccentric, she doesn’t fit into the regular theatre life.”


Meier told him about some more members of his circle. Then, quite abruptly, he said, “And would you perhaps allow us to read something of yours as part of the recital?”


“Whatever do you need me for?” replied Saxberger. “You have such a rich selection already.”


But Meier persisted and in the end Saxberger promised that he would pick out something well suited from among his works.


They said goodbye where they had encountered each other two hours before. Saxberger headed towards Währinger Straße and then to his habitual restaurant. As he entered, he was greeted no differently than usual; some took no notice at all of his arrival. Others called out a comfortable “Servus”. As matter-of-course as that undoubtedly was, today he found it unseemly. And as he sat at his place and found himself surrounded only by mundane conversations in no way interrupted by his coming, he thought: you might have stood up when I walked in. But a quarter of an hour later, he was already caught up in the general discussion and had his opinion like all the others about the currency question, about the fraudster who’d been arrested the day before and about the unrest in Serbia.




* * *





Three evenings later, Saxberger was overcome by such a keen desire to see his young friends again that he curtailed his daily walk in the fresh air and found himself standing at the door of the coffee house as early as seven o’clock.


As he went in, he saw his acquaintances sitting at a larger table along with several people he didn’t recognize. Meier came two paces forward to shake his hand and the other men rose from their seats. Those he didn’t know were introduced to him. One was Friedinger, a fairly large and portly young person with a diminutive moustache; another was Bolling the actor, who had a malicious cut to his mouth; and the third was an already rather more mature man with a full black beard and a bald head, who was wearing a threadbare, double-breasted black frock coat. As this character, who went by the name of Linsmann, was introduced to Herr Saxberger, he took his hand, pressed it and nodded several times so seriously that it was as if he wanted to reassure him of his most heartfelt sympathies.


The conversation revolved around the recital evening. Staufner, who, as before, sat in his winter coat with his hat still on, had a sheet of paper on the table in front of him and was eagerly making notes. The programme was almost settled; except for Blink, who was solely a critic, and for little Winder, who wrote everything, who always sat there attentively and of whom no one took any notice, all those present were included in it. The bald gentleman with the black beard had been chosen to open the evening with a lecture titled “What we want”. Saxberger learnt all this in the first fifteen minutes he was there. The bald man was to be helped in the composition of this lecture by the critic Blink.


“Gentlemen,” said Blink, “if it’s all right by Linsmann, I’ll write the lecture myself, and Linsmann can read it, because he has such a sonorous voice.”


To Saxberger’s surprise, Linsmann nodded his agreement without appearing the least bit hurt.


Various other items on the programme were brought up. It was agreed that Bolling would also have to present something from an author who was already famous, in order to pre-empt the false assumption that the whole evening had been planned just to give publicity to a small clique.


“Gentlemen,” said Staufner, “far be it from us to behave like that, and that’s something Linsmann should emphasize in his speech, Blink.”


“I know myself what Linsmann has to say,” objected Blink. Linsmann stroked his beard and nodded.


“Oh!” cried Staufner, “that won’t do! Each of us has the right to make proposals for the Linsmann speech. It’s our programme that’s supposed to be expressed in it, not the personal opinions of Linsmann.”


Blink laughed. “I don’t even know the personal opinions of Linsmann.”


“And Herr Saxberger,” Staufner suddenly said, “what’s it to be for you?”


“Excuse me?” asked the man he’d addressed, a little abashed.


“You must read something! You’re one of our own, so please do us the honour of standing up publicly as one of us.”


“Yes, yes, yes,” shouted the others.


Saxberger smiled, feeling moved, and replied: “Very flattering of you, but I can’t give a reading. Really I can’t. I’ve never had any kind of practice and, in any case, how would I fit in? You are all young people.”
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