
The Seventh Day

"Good morning, Dr Brandt. Your breakfast is ready. I hope you had a pleasant and restful 
sleep."  Consistently  friendly  Vera,  the  consistent  morning  ritual  of  washing  and  eating, 
followed by attempts at walking and physiotherapy exercises, all under the watchful eye and 
with the help of the consistently friendly physiotherapist. And me? I sway in the echoes of my 
night's experiences; simultaneously I shy away from studying their contents and put off the 
analysis till  later, knowing well that I must delve down deeper into the foundations of the 
forgotten.
Outwardly I submit myself to the prescribed rituals of healing, take note of how my strength 
is steadily increasing, my appetite responds with pleasure to the variety of foods and their 
presentation.
'Look into yourself!' The derided advice of that socalled prophet comes to mind. Since my 
first  awakening I  have been trying to follow that  advice,  and look into myself,  using the 
functions of the wristband for my own purposes and fooling it, now that I have seen through 
it.
Dr Servant has no idea of the extent to which I have already mastered the opening and 
closing system. Like a prisoner in a medieval dungeon I shall remain silent in front of the 
jailers in the now useless manacles, waiting for the perfect moment in which to throw them 
off and escape to freedom.
My freedom lies in my fully regained memory, and I am content, as with every daydream and 
every night fragments of the lost time return to me and are pieced together, until ever greater 
parts of the buried pattern become clear to me.
"Dr Brandt!" Vera's voice interrupts my flow of thought. Likely the monitoring mechanism has 
registered that I am awake, yet outwardly inactive, therefore involved with my own thoughts. 
They appear not to be fond of unpredictable thought processes and so have promptly sent 
me Vera with one of her suggestions. I open my eyes and can tell from her appearance what 
she has in store for me. She is wearing her outdoor gear again: a perfect simulation of a 
synprene travel suit, sun protection against virtual UV rays and the usual beaming smile.
"Dr Brandt," she repeated, "I have put together some interesting trips for you: Come, have a 
look!"
Her  proposals  are  already  appearing  on  the  big  screen:  First  a  tour  around  the 
archaeological  sites  of  Mexico.  Mexico,  of  all  places:  any time,  just  not  now! I  still  feel 
strained, even unsettled by my Mexican experiences of last night. At least they do not have 
access to the content of my dreams, I note with relief, otherwise they surely would not have 
offered me this...
"Next!"
Highlights of Asia follow, from Borobudur through Ayutthaya and the temples of Bangkok to 
Madurai and Varanasi. A pilgrimage to Varanasi with the obligatory immersion in the Ganges 
I note for later, since I have always regarded a real trip to that place as simply too tall an 
order  from  an  aesthetic  point  of  view.  Right  now even  the  virtual  smell  of  death  with 
smouldering funeral pyres and charred cadavers bobbing in the river.
"Next!"
Paris,  London,  Petersburg,  Rome and Venice:  a colorful  parade of  European capitals  of 
culture. I choose the lagoon city, slip the receiver over my head, affix two sensors and Vera 
is already starting the program: Spring in Venice!
Pleasant  air,  elegantly  dressed  people  in  street cafés,  smells  of  the  Mediterranean  and 
espresso, a thoroughly successful composition.
"To Saint Mark's Square!" I order, and I have barely said the words and I am there. In my 
bed, wearing a pastel-colored hospital gown I find myself right in the middle of St. Mark's 
Square. It must be a bug in the program! All at once I am reminded of embarrassing dreams 



from my childhood, when I would regularly find myself in a too-short nightshirt in a public 
place. But how are they walking around? In crotch-high rubber boots! How strange St Mark's 
Square  looks,  and  where  are  the  infamous  flocks  of  pigeons  that  have  resisted  all 
eradication attempts to date? Dirty grey waves lap sluggishly against my synprene mattress, 
at the foot of the bed half of my sheet is floating in the floodwater.
"Venice in springtime!" comments Vera, gliding by in a sleek gondola. She casts a line over 
the bedpost and carefully reels it in, so that our two vessels float side by side.
"Since the rise in global sea levels, many coastal cities find themselves under water, unless 
they are protected from flooding by modern dykes, and the Venice lagoon represents an 
especially sensitive ecosystem.  The petrochemicals of the  last century very nearly finished 
it off completely."
"But  the  Mediterranean  has  long  since  been  protected  by  the  dams and  floodgates  at 
Gibralter and Suez." I interject. Vera,, unfazed, continues the lecture:
"Originally  the  coastal  states  wanted  to  maintain  the  old  Mediterranean  sea  level  and 
planned dyke systems to do just that. Following terror threats seen as serious they decided 
to align the Mediterranean sea level more closely with that  of  the adjoining seas,  which 
involved raising it by a foot and a half: just about half a meter in European measurements, 
so that in case of a major accident or attack on the dams no unforeseen damage will result."
"Don't the frequent floods damage real tourism and Venice's revenue?"
"Not any more, since the city receives a share of the income from every virtual trip, as do all 
other travel destinations. The revenue goes towards infrastructure and law enforcement, and 
therefore benefits real tourism, which these days enjoys a very exclusive reputation, despite 
the rise in the numbers of high-risk destinations since the major waves of terrorism. Real 
travel with guaranteed security and relaxation are in any case no longer affordable for the 
low-income majority.  “
"Like intercontinental flights by jet plane, with the taxes imposed everywhere on jet fuel" I 
agree with her, thinking of how most business meetings have been held via international 
videophone linkup for years now.  Political conferences are the exception, with holders of 
high office still preferring to travel to them in person, events that are objectively unjustifiable, 
as I well know, because all of the discussion points are agreed in advance by committees 
and conference calls. Nonetheless, nobody expects to see the end of them soon: alongside 
the  maintenance  of  personal  contacts  the  meetings  offer  interesting  extracurricular 
programs, not to mention the top class accommodation and dining, all  on the taxpayers 
dollar.
"As well as the use of hydrogen, alcohol fuel has brought the biggest changes to aviation. 
The re-invented propeller systems may not be as fast, but they are cheap and reliable," Vera 
answers my unspoken question.
"Not  forgetting the Zeppelin  fleets  owned by the  cruise ship  companies.  Since the time 
travellers are required to spend in the air has got longer again, people care about comfort."
I  nod automatically in  agreement;  the tortuous practices of  a few decades ago are now 
barely imaginable, when socalled economy passengers were jammed into impossibly tight 
spaces, unable even to stretch their legs, fobbed off with unimaginative standard meals, but 
showered with large-format information leaflets they could barely read without applying their 
elbows to the chins of the unfortunate fellow passengers left and right of them... 
Pictures of these mass-transport aircraft always remind me of the slave transports of the 
18th and 19th centuries, differing only in that most of the passengers had freely entered into 
such an uncomfortable situation. My interest in psychology was immediately piqued and I 
had  found  out  that  along  with  an  insatiable  wanderlust,  clever  applications  of  pressure 
towards materialism were responsible for this undesirable development. How pleasant, in 
contrast,  our lives are today with our modern methods of  channelling and satisfying our 
desires.



"One more question, dearest Vera, why on earth have you whisked me off to Venice in my 
bed? Surely this is some kind of bug in the program?" Until today I was under the impression 
that it was impossible to insult a virtual being, but the hurt expressed on Vera's face shakes 
my conviction, and convinces me to add, placatingly:
"Well, either way, I like it."
She ignores my interjection:
"I  wanted to surprise you with this  program version.  Anyhow,  would you really wish the 
program to offer you the realistic experience of cold, wet feet?" A simulation with a sense of 
humor? I am curious to hear the rest of Vera's explanation.
"Most of our clients really enjoy travelling in bed, or alternatively on their sofa or armchair. An 
Atlantic crossing in bed can be a huge adventure, especially when there's a swell in the 
ocean! One of our patients is on a round the world trip at the moment; right now he should 
be on the summit of Mount Everest, hospital bed and all.  And no oxygen tanks!" I consider 
it: a persuasive picture! I shall certainly return to this type of travel one day.
"In fact you were not entirely mistaken in your original assumption. The first virtual trips in 
bed were indeed the result of  a program bug. The client was so delighted that we have 
offered this version as a regular option ever since."
So there, my perfect Vera! I do believe I discern a hint of a sheepish blush on her perfect 
cheeks.  But  perhaps  this,  too,  is  all  simply  part  of  her  extremely  clever  virtual  reality 
production.  In any case, I soon experience directly the advantages of the new mode of 
travel. The gondoliers of Venice accept my bed without hesitation. One of them jumps on 
and punts me along past a row of palazzi, Vera following in her own gondola; under the 
Bridge of Sighs we pause briefly, and my thoughts turn to the many unfortunates who were 
led over it to the infamous lead-lined cells.  The day's journey ends at sunset with a soulful 
rendition  by  the  gondoliere  of  a  sentimental  song.  Ah  well,  which  itinerary  ever  gets 
everything just right...

Following the generally satisfactory Venice trip I study the current exhibition guide for the 
West coast, turning then to the virtual art collection and hunting for ideas for the decoration 
of my clinic room's walls. For a couple of days now I have been toying with the idea of a 
small portrait gallery, ranging from the Italian Renaissance into the present century, naturally 
only male subjects. I become engrossed in the offer of representative figures of the 15th and 
16th centuries, avoiding saints, youths and old duffers. Tentatively I bring up the profile of 
Federigo, Duke of Montefeltro, on the opposite wall, and next to it a portrait of Cosimo de' 
Medici the elder.  Skeptical, superior in their gaze, composed features - yes, that is how they 
were! - men of power, men of action, above all, master of their destiny: Renaissance princes, 
my kind of men! Many more well-known portraits call for my attention, merchants, patricians 
and, for the first time, artists, all of them self-confident personalities, freed from medieval 
bonds, they too men of action.
I am just about to decide on one of the well-known self-portraits of Albrecht Dürer, when 
another face appears before my mind's eye, superimposed over the self-assured, long-gone 
witnesses to that era.  The black-haired young man of letters, whose name I still have not 
got around to finding out. Tightly closed, thin lips, a narrow nose, burning eyes above it, dark 
fire confronts me, no, not confronts, rather his lost gaze looks right past me, hopelessly, as if 
in futile questioning. I am confused, feel a slight unease, and abruptly decide to delete all the 
portraits from my gallery, and replace them with cityscapes by Canaletto:  Venice, London, 
Dresden... The sense of unease will not leave me, lurks behind the calming influences of the 
psychoformer, and once again I seem to be looking into that strange face, into those dark 
eyes.
Vera is called to my assistance and finds his name: Franz Kafka.



I spend the afternoon on the balcony, wrapped up in comforters. Today would be a good day 
to have things out with Dr Servant, but since a brief appearance by videophone earlier he 
has made himself scarce.
And so, until the evening meal and afterwards, on into darkness, I devote my attention to the 
music program, listening to Zelenka's 5th trio sonata in F, which charged the bassoon with 
an entirely new role, and ask myself: What is it that draws me more and more to the music of 
the baroque? It must have to do with the structure, the stability and proportionality, which 
exert  a  positive  influence  on  my  mood,  benevolently  encouraged  by  Dr  Servant,  who 
yesterday called my attention to the recordings - supported, of course, by the unremarkable-
seeming device on my left wrist.
Today I find both opportunity and inclination to fill the gaps in my knowledge of the Bohemian 
baroque, and Zelenka in particular - and I am surprised by what I learn. Musically he was as 
out of his time in his use of counterpoint as Bach, and the best of his work can really be said 
to approach Bach's. Like the great German, he offers up many harmonic surprises, and even 
more rhythmic ones. I listen to the trio sonata twice, perhaps because to me Zelenka seems 
to  be  an  unconventional  thinker,  even  a  maverick.  That  no  portrait  of  him  exists  only 
confirms my impression.
The last notes have long faded; for some time I turn over comparisons of Bach and the 
Bohemian  in  my mind,  regretting  that  the  majority  of  Zelenka's  scores  were  lost  in  the 
firebombing of Dresden - irretrievably destroyed - and I sense: The time for recollection is 
approaching!  I  have  used  deliberately  directed  feelings  of  joyful  anticipation  to  get  my 
wristband to play along,  and I  wonder,  as I  move back into the bed,  which experiences 
tonight's dreams will draw upon...

*
Chicago.  City  of  millions,  city  of  superlatives,  three  of  which  are  all-important  to  me: 
Architecture, art and the blues.
Ann and I stroll down Michigan Avenue, enjoying the store displays and just being there. We 
have been in  town for  two days.  A contract  negotiation  which  required my presence in 
person offered a good opportunity to take Ann along in my flycar.  Since our vacation in 
Mexico she had been living with me, a privilege that I had granted to no-one before her, not 
even Glenn. During the two days that  I  was conducting the negotiations,  Ann was busy 
exploring the museums that most interested her, and I must admit that my choices would 
have been exactly  the same as hers:  the collection  of  French Impressionists  at  the Art 
Institute, the Adler Planetarium with its recently added replica of the Mars station, and the 
Field Museum of National History, where she was particularly fascinated by the mummies 
and the exhibition of dinosaur skeletons.
'Who knows whether, some day, our species will disappear just as quickly?' she ended her 
account.
'Only after us, please!' My reply came with genuine conviction.
We had arrived by then, as per my plan, at the Wacker Drive river taxi dock. One of the 
elegant  hovertaxis  was  waiting  for  us,  and  we  went  aboard.  The  second  point  on  our 
sightseeing itinerary: Sunset and the Chicago skyline would make a lasting impression on 
Ann. And so it did. From Lake Michigan an incomparable view of the city skyscrapers and 
the synthetic dome of the new World Shopping Center, a vast shell aflame with all the colors 
of the spectrum in the light of the setting sun.
'You haven't  seen Chicago's new mall,  you haven't  seen America,' the locals like to say. 
They're not wrong, I had to admit. The water taxi toured along the shoreline for two hours, 
we watched the sun set and the lights come on inside the skyscrapers, flaming bright right 
up to the uppermost floors. The moon almost disappeared behind these highlights of our 
civilization. 



These emblems of that civilization towered more powerfully still above us in the night sky, 
and each individual felt even smaller in the canyons of technical progress as we turned back 
through the flats of the downtown area to the Chicago River.
I indicated upward: 'Until a few years ago the upper floors stayed dark at night, because 
energy was too scarce. Thanks to science and technology it's no longer a problem: You see, 
we live in the best of all possible worlds!'

Spirituals, Gospel, the Blues - melancholy, mainly Black music is really not for me. I am not 
racist, though really more through indifference than out of conviction; so it is not the origins 
in the Black slave culture that turns me off, but rather its unreflective emotiveness, not to 
mention the religious bliss of the spirituals and gospel songs. It is a credit to our enlightened 
times,  that  the  latter  are  once  more  confined  to  where  they  belong:  in  churches  and 
community halls. With the blues it's somewhat different, which surprises me regularly. My 
attitude to this music is split.  The improvisation over a twelve-bar framework with regular 
progressions  between  the  tonic,  subdominant  and  dominant  chords  allow me a  certain 
intellectual pleasure, even though I only partially understand the slang-rich lyrics. Precisely 
because of that, there is some mystery in and behind the music that equally attracts and 
repels me.  This might be the reason why I never let a stay in Chicago go by without seeking 
out one of the remaining Blues dives, searching for its secret, and every time I leave again 
with the feeling of having somehow touched it, without unlocking it.
Ann and I found our way into a hidden-away "Off-Loop" club, away from downtown. I knew 
the place from my last Chicago trip, when a business partner had recommended it as the 
latest insiders' place on the music scene: authentic blues with - so he bragged - the best 
artistes  on  American  soil.  Only  three  generations  ago  it  would  have  been  practically 
unheard of for a white to stray into this club. Meanwhile, however, living conditions of the 
Black  and  White  poor  have  become  much  the  same.  Without  discrimination  the  state 
provides for them, and if unemployment seems to be slightly less prevalent among the white 
trash,  nobody  gets  excited  about  it:  they  see  themselves  united  in  their  utter 
meaninglessness, and in any case are largely pacified by cyberspace and other distractions.
'This is a place you go with a very particular understanding',  I  explained to Ann as she 
attentively  examined  our  surroundings:  'You  want  to  hear  real  music,  you  feel  like  a 
conspiratorial minority,  together rejecting what's on offer for the general public.  Everyone 
who comes here is looking for the real thing, not multimedia sensory storms for cyberheads.' 
The club was quite full, there must have been around eighty people. Attending the club had 
long  since  ceased  to  be  intimidating  for  guests  like  me,  and  my  initial  unease  quickly 
dissolved before the languidly interested glances of the audience.  The premises were just 
as I  remembered them from my last  visit.  At  first  glance everything had an air  of  being 
neglected, even decrepit. Battered, old-fashioned furniture, offset by grubby, luridly-colored 
drapes and soft furnishings, worn metal finishings and brasses, like something from a flea 
market. 
Some distance from the stage,  groups of  chairs  with  little  trays  attached for  drinks and 
snacks were assembled. Most of the audience preferred to stand where they could lean on 
the railing of the semicircular balcony.  Photos and caricatures of musicians lined the walls, 
with  some  white  spaces  in  between  where  somebody  had  ripped  down  a  picture  or 
sometimes stuck up a smaller one in the empty space. To the untrained eye, in short, it was 
a rundown dive, surely about ready for closure and the fall into the underworld of permanent 
oblivion.  However, a practised eye like mine, with a sense for original and imitation, could 
take in the intention behind the appearances, the deliberate play on the past. Chaotic at first 
glance, indeed, but not dirty, in full compliance with the strict health department regulations. 
Blue smoke billowed behind a fully-sealed glass partition, on the other side of which double 
windows stood wide open. The smoking ban in public venues was easily circumvented.  



Ann headed for a free space at the edge of the audience and I got myself a folding chair 
from  the  bar,  sizing  up  the  audience  discreetly  as  I  passed:  a  few tourists  but  mainly 
insiders.  They,  too,  cultivated  a  consciously  shabby  look,  fitting  right  in  with  their 
surroundings. Here and there were carefully dressed members of the influential upper class, 
who like me had got a hot tip.  As always, the beginning of the end of any originality! The 
media machine would not be far behind them, shows would be infiltrated, publicized, taken 
over and bent to the media's own needs. Which of the musicians could then be expected to 
resist the temptation of big money? Show business must go on...
From our perch at the side we had a good view of the stage.
'This is a set-up for music archaeologists, it'll give them something to do,' Ann commented 
sarcastically.
Indeed, there were extremely decrepit stands with outdated cone speakers ranged across 
the back wall, as if the musicians didn't know that for the sake of their hearing they would be 
better  off  barricaded  behind  such  instruments  of  torture.  In  front  stood  the  kind  of 
microphones  cinephiles  would  know from historical  Elvis  Presley  movies.  The  strangely 
shaped guitar seemed to belong to the same era, and a highly polished Hammond organ 
brought a note of contrast to the general air of neglect. Lastly, a real, old drumkit rather than 
drum pads. By the time the show itself began, my interest had really been piqued, for sure.
The musicians ambled onto the stage so nonchalantly, you might have thought they had 
wandered up there by accident. From the audience a few ambiguous-sounding calls went 
up, and were met with unambiguous gestures or no reaction at all  - here, too, little had 
changed. Except for one tall colored man with an almost arrogant expression, these guys 
seemed rather unimpressive and somehow too small. To start with they got to grips with the 
ancient amplifiers and after some crackling, obtained a distinct electrical hum. 
'When do they start?' asked Ann. 'Is this manual tinkering around really necessary?'
'Presumably it's all part of this kind of nostalgic show - look around!  Nobody else seems 
bothered by it.' They started then with some blues standards, keeping closely to the style of 
the greats, as far as I could judge. Then they mixed in some other songs in a similar mood. 
The atmosphere gradually seemed to thicken. The audience was getting carried along, and 
a sort of reciprocity developed between the crowd and the band. The intensity grew, and I 
noticed how the musicians were increasingly reacting to each other,  merging together in 
their music. Everything seemed to sound new, different. This was not the nostalgia show that 
the historic equipment had suggested: This music lived, and touched what was alive in us.
The tall Black stepped forward, a Caribbean type, and I must admit his appearance made an 
impression on me: the dark, untamed mass of curls, even features with a slightly curved 
nose and narrow nostrils, as if from combined African and native American heritage. His full 
lips disdainfully pursed, he looked long and hard at the audience, until a sense of disquiet 
creeps through the room.  It was as if he was deciding who was unworthy of his performance 
and should be thrown out.
As far as the targeted use of arrogance goes, I can take on anyone, but even so I felt a pang 
of anxiety in that moment that he could choose me for eviction. Then the tall man nodded, 
satisfied,  and  began.  As  soon  as  the  intro  started  the  noise  level  in  the  club  dropped 
immediately. It seemed as if everyone had been waiting for this one piece.
The verse was in  the  Bluebel  style  that  came out  of  Belize  in  the  forties,  in  a  strange 
syncopated beat,  densely textured with unconventional progressions of altered chords, a 
rich sound with loudly growling saxophones. And a falsetto voice over the top: A hothouse 
atmosphere...
The lyrics were less interesting to me. Something about coping more or less well with life's 
troubles, in almost impenetrable slang.  
The first note in a warm and yet strangely broken-sounding bass baritone silenced every 
other  sound.  It  was  the  bridge  that  linked  the  verses: 
'Sometimes I feel like a motherless child‘ - and the old gospel melody enveloped everyone in 



the room. Unexpectedly, following a few cymbal clashes, an unusually reserved, just barely 
swinging minor blues started up. Pure chords without the seventh from the distorted organ, a 
walking bass mostly sticking to the chords, and yet tension was built  up by a chromatic 
melody, returning over and over to the flat five, expressively declaimed: 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
I’m nothing but an orphan straycat’s cry

in the dead-end-streets of a motherless child
I’m really lost, and I don’t care why.

Only on 'cry'  a guitar cut in with a bending comment, while the corresponding 'why' was 
effective with no accompaniment, falling on the major seventh: whichever virtual chord was 
supposed to underlie that seventh was not revealed, and became no clearer due to the long 
rest and the storm of modulations that exploded after it:  A sensation of utter forsakenness. 
The last verse faded away in a barely audible whimper: a suffocated lament for centuries of 
hardship and deprivation of rights, faded away below the decks of slave ships, on the cotton 
plantations  of  the  South,  in  the  ghettos  of  the  big  cities.  The  lament  of  all  the 
disenfranchised of  this  planet,  who pushed onward,  always onward into the grey future 
opening up to them...
I began, as I always do at times of unwanted emotion, to analyse the experience. Admittedly, 
the situation involved an absorbing linking of old and new. Although the imagery employed 
by the text could not be claimed to be original, it was thrown into an unfamiliar light by the 
complete  isolation,  where  normally  the  blues  carries  on  a  fictional  dialog  with  the 
stereotypical 'you', 'babe', 'man' or even with itself. 
Throughout the performance Ann sat, wordlessly, beside me, only her upper swaying barely 
perceptibly, unconscious, as if sinking heavily into a dream.  I looked at her face in profile; it 
was turned toward the singer, motionless, almost frozen, and I thought I discerned, in the 
dim light, a finely glinting track on her cheek. It  ran down past the side of her nose and 
disappeared into the corner of her mouth.   Her widely opened eye stared fixedly, above the 
lower lashes there was a moist shimmer, a trembling for just a moment, and a tear rolled 
down the same shiny track. She was crying.
I was perplexed. I myself had found the performance more moving than expected, but I had 
not attributed such a sentimentality to Ann, the rational.  Until the end of the set she stared 
unwaveringly at the band, and, it seemed to me, particularly at the tall singer. The group had 
only just disappeared behind the curtain when she stood up and excused herself  with a 
murmur, and disappeared.
'Women', I was forced to think. 'No matter how intellectual they are, the tendency toward 
sentimentality is always there.  First they let out floods of tears, then dash off to the restroom 
to paint over the traces.' I went to the bar and ordered a drink. Ten minutes later the glass 
was half empty and Ann was still not back. She was taking her time, and she knew well how 
much I loathe unpunctuality. After another five minutes I paid up and went to look for her. A 
look into the smokers'  area behind the glass wall  confirmed that she was not in there. I 
followed the sign for the restrooms and performers' dressing room and at the door to the 
women's toilets met a woman coming out whom I asked about Ann. She shook her head in a 
'no', and even opened the door again for me, indicating the empty room. A few steps further, 
beside the dressing room there was another door. A brass sign at eye level read PRIVATE.
Disregarding it and without knocking I pushed down the handle. The door opened inwards 
and I peered into a dimly-lit hallway with a huge mirror at the other end, taller than a man. 
Doors led off left and right, and a narrow shelf reached nearly to the door in which I stood. 
On the shelf was an ashtray and above it, a sort of shadowbox. In the ashtray a cigarette 
with a rainbow-colored band was glowing. Blueish smoke curled upward and would have 
awoken memories in me, along with the contents of the shadowbox, would have...



I saw my reflection in the mirror and was astonished at the expression of stunned surprise in 
my own eyes. Not five steps in front of  me, and also reflected larger than life, Ann was 
leaning against the shelf, no, not just leaning: rather she was bent back over it, her head 
thrown back, eyes closed, and stooping over her was the black singer, his cigarette breath 
over her face, his half-opened mouth on hers. His left arm was wrapped around her, the 
hand resting on her hip, as if he had to stop her from collapsing. His right hand - a dark, 
nervy, strong hand, I had noticed it during his guitar solo - lay on her throat.  My first impulse 
was to turn away, slam the door behind me, get back to the hotel and home to L.A. without 
her,  never  see  her  again.  But  she  opened  her  eyes  and  looked  at  me  with  a  long, 
uncomprehending look.
'Ann!' I said, 'Ann! How can you?' She tried to right herself, pushing against the weight of the 
man,  and  turned  away from him,  as  if  she  herself  had  only  just  become aware  of  his 
closeness. She looked at me again with a never-before-seen helplessness in her features.  
The blues singer looked over at me, down at her, and -   I could swear - he too seemed 
surprised for a moment. He straightened up too, released her from the tight grip of his left 
hand,  removed his right  hand from her throat  and came with dancing steps toward me. 
I tensed up in involuntary fear, preparing myself  to be punched or  stabbed with a swiftly 
produced blade. Meanwhile, he only reached for the burning cigarette, and as he passed by 
me, he laid his right hand briefly on my shoulder.
'Oh man...', and he was gone, before I could react, never mind formulate a clear thought.
What unuttered thoughts were encompassed in that 'Oh man...' of his?
I couldn't understand it.
Without a word Ann straightened her clothes. In silence we drove back to the hotel. In the 
car my thoughts revolved around the best way to proceed, and I took in only subliminally the 
fact that she, too, must have been smoking. 
'Why did  you do it?'  I  asked her  at  the door  to  my bedroom,  just  so  as not  to  be left 
completely without an explanation, even though I had decided to reject any and all cheap 
excuses.
'There was this feeling of relatedness', she began haltingly, 'didn't you feel it?', continued: 'I 
was so sure...' and finished, resigned: 'I guess it was a mistake.' An insight dawned on me.  
She went to the singer because she was looking for something in him and his music, and he 
had taken advantage of the situation, taking her for some kind of groupie. On the other hand, 
her words created new uncertainties; until  then I had assumed her to be caucasian, the 
same as myself.
'Do you have colored ancestors?''
'No,' she drew out her answer, 'not that I know of. Do you?'
'Of course not.' What sort of question was that? I felt my patience being eroded once more. If 
this was not to turn into a definitive rift between us, we each needed a few hours to ourself 
for reflection. Strange, I didn't want to lose her, all at once I felt an irrational fear it would 
happen, despite her borderline traitorous behavior. As if she had read my thoughts, she said: 
'Never forget, our two lives are connected, and I don't want to lose you.' She bestowed on 
me one of her unfathomable looks and turned around.
While looking over some paperwork I heard her moving about in the bathroom. She stood 
under the shower for a long time, and before she tiptoed back to her room, she turned off the 
light. Our short conversation continued to resonate in me. Maybe the singer had not seen 
her  as  a  groupie.  If  I  had  understood  her  correctly,  they  had  both  been  searching  for 
something in each other, believed they had recognized a connection and then, as if woken 
from their misapprehension, had separated again, unsure whether their acknowledgment of 
the mistake was not also an illusion. 
I could not come to a conclusion and decided to go to bed myself. I unbuttoned my coat and 
took it off and was about to hang it on the back of the chair.



Then an irresistible impulse caused me to lift the fabric to my face, and there, where the 
blues  singer's  right  hand  had  briefly  rested  on  my shoulder,  I  inhaled  deeply,  smelling 
tobacco sweat of a brown man's hand, mingled with the faint metallic smell of guitar strings. 
Above this, a faint, barely-there haze, a throat stretched back, unresisting acquiescence, her 
perfume... and still holding the jacket in my hands, I sank to my knees, found myself lying 
beside the bed, the shoulder fabric pressed to my nose, mouth and cheek in simultaneous 
desire and deepest revulsion.  
I don't know how long I remained lying in that uncomfortable and, I must admit, undignified 
position. One minute? Two? Maybe even less...
My subconscious had continued to work, collating the evening's sensory experiences and 
finding associations: delicate blue smoke from a cigarette with the unmistakeable rainbow-
colored slogan - Are You Ready? - Traces of the same smoke on a dark man's hand and on 
her, multicolored cigarette packs lined up in a shadowbox. No one package like the next, 
except  for  the glittery  bands and the  name: RISK.  The gateway to a  years-old  memory 
sprang open:
It  was about  twenty years ago:  The war  on nicotine and tar,  the substances in  tobacco 
responsible for  disease and addiction, was being waged more fiercely than ever before. 
Since then practising nicotinism has only been permitted within one's own four walls, and in 
a handful of licensed clubs. For the health fanatics even that was too permissive, but the 
government shied away from a complete ban, wishing to avoid an expensive fiasco like in 
the 'war on drugs', and the risks of driving addicted smokers into illegality.
Then they suddenly appeared: RISK, the cigarettes with variable flavors and unpredictable 
effects. They took the markets by storm, legal and illegal alike, indeed it became impossible 
to imagine an alternative scene without them. The manufacturer used the latest knowledge 
to  reduce  the  health  risks  while  providing  the  finest  flavor  experience.  They advertised 
successfully  the  hidden  surprise  in  every  pack,  the  diverse  sensory  surprises.  I  had 
convinced myself to abstain, but curiosity nonetheless compelled me, every once in a while, 
to  buy a  pack  of  RISK,  though  not,  of  course,  from one  of  the  semi-state-run tobacco 
dispensary and inspectorate outlets.   RISK has its own distribution network, the artistically 
designed  packs  are  popular  collector's  objects,  and  even  the  content,  from  the  health 
perspective, is generally at least as unconcerning - or concerning - as that of other brands.
Usually; because RISK lives up to the name! Perhaps every thousandth, some say every 
hundredth cigarette contains a euphoria-inducing hallucinogen, the exact proportion is still a 
source of disagreement. Some claim to have drawn the lucky straw numerous times; others, 
disappointed customers who spent years in a fuzz of smoke searching for enlightenment, 
put it all down to a particularly cunning marketing trick.
The investigative authorities have been shown up as powerless, because they are looking 
for a needle in a haystack. A government representative, however, discreetly advised me 
that the authorities knew perfectly well exactly what they were dealing with in RISK, and had 
done right from the start.
'Think  of  it  like  in  ancient  Rome:  Bread and circuses -  a  brilliant  concept!  It  keeps the 
masses happy and distracts them from subversive activities.'
On that afternoon, though, twenty years ago, I knew nothing about that. Over the previous 
days I  had already smoked numerous cigarettes with pleasure,  but  without  experiencing 
anything beyond the usual. That day I indulged again in the mild suspense that went with the 
territory.  On my second inhalation it happened: 'Pop' went something in my head, and the 
first  rockets in a mental  firework display exploded in technicolor.  The magical  inscription 
RISK on the pack rose up from the background, as if it were going to fly in my face the next 
minute, and the banner sparkled at m:Are you ready?
Quite in contrast to my expectations, I was not ready. I stubbed out the cigarette and backed 
away from it. Into the trash can with it, quick! That was my first thought. Save it until I am 
ready, that was the second. I'll find myself a lab rat and study the effects on him, was the 



third thought - and that was what happened. In a quiet section of the beach boardwalk I laid 
out the RISK pack on a bench complete with half-smoked cigarette, then positioned myself a 
little way down the beach. Although the debate about nicotine abuse in public spaces was 
long over, opportunity, as ever, makes the thief, and all I had to do was wait.
A young  runner  trotted  past.  In  former  times  they  were  called  joggers;  these  days  the 
movement has given way to virtual activities.
Even now, twenty years later I remember well his long ranging stride, the slight panting and 
the inward gaze typical of runners.  Not so far inward, as I suspected. He must have spotted 
the conspicuous pack out of the corner of his eye, and though he had already passed the 
bench he slowed his stride, stopped and turned around.  For a moment he weighed the pack 
in his hand indecisively,  then he looked around, took out the ignitor, struck it  against the 
piezoelectric  contact,  and inhaled deeply as he lit  my,  and now his,  cigarette.  After  two 
breaths he paused and stared down at  the slim cigarette  in  his  hand.  Perhaps he was 
experiencing something similar to me an hour earlier, but unlike me, he did not allow himself 
to be put  off,  took another deep drag and another.  He continued on his way,  no longer 
running and panting, but dancing and singing. Yes, after a few failed attempts at falsetto 
yodelling, accompanied by spinning in a circle with outstretched arms, he sang his heart out, 
prancing along in a two-step, building up into a pleasing baritone, and finally bursting into a 
convincing rendition of our national anthem. I followed him, agog to see how events would 
develop.
Of  course  he  attracted  quite  some  attention  along  the  busier  beach  sections:  People 
stopped  walking,  pointed  at  him  and  laughed.  Suddenly  two  unifomed  police  officers 
appeared beside him, most likely called by one of the gaping onlookers. I watched as the 
taller of the two spoke to him, and the dancer in jogging clothes raised himself up on his 
toes, quick as lightning grabbed the policeman by both ears, pulling his head down and 
deposited a hearty kiss right  on the   mouth,  which was open to formulate a warning or 
perhaps  just  in  bewilderment.  The brief  struggle  which  followed ended  with  the  click  of 
handcuffs around the two wildly gesticulating hands and the uniforms firmly dragging the 
jogger to the squad car, both of them visibly trying to protect themselves from another kiss 
attack. The test results made an impression on me.
When, a couple weeks later, after the second drag a gently shimmering cloud was about to 
engulf me, I fled again to the same bench and laid out the partially-smoked cigarette. This 
time the effect  was less spectacular.  The victim,  an unremarkably dressed,  middle-aged 
man, suspiciously smoked a few puffs, stowed the remainder of the cigarette in his breast 
pocket, lay down on the bench and went to sleep.   Cautiously I approached the motionless 
figure, subliminally afraid that he might have come to some harm. The sight of him reassured 
me: He lay in the fetal position with his right thumb in his mouth, and on his face a beatific 
infant's smile.
That was my last unusual experience with RISK. Although over the next two or three years I 
occasionally  bought  a  pack,  I  smoked  them  without  any  happenings  of  interest,  and 
eventually I gave up...
My old memories were linked to the present, I could clearly see the colorful collection in the 
display case and smell the aromatic cigarette smoke, and over the next two restless hours, 
before I finally fell asleep, the conviction grew in me that RISK had been responsible for 
Ann's provocative behavior.
The next morning we greeted each other as if nothing had happened.


