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Chapter 1

There is something about flying over clouds. It has a strange, almost 
mystical power over me. I have not done a great deal of flying in my life, I 
was a late starter and my jet-setting since has been limited to occasional 
conferences. Every time I do, though, I seem to have a moment, looking out 
the window at the world below, where I  am overcome by the unearthly 
beauty  of  clouds,  spread  out  below  like  a  vast  sea  of  cotton  wool.  A 
magnificent vista, unseen and unseeable from the ground below, a private 
showing for those crazy enough to be hurtling along at 35,000 feet. Pilots, I 
imagine,  must  be  constantly  squirming  with  ecstasy  in  their  seats...  or 
perhaps it's just a good thing I'm not a pilot. It seems sad to me somehow 
that no-one ever saw this before the age of flight. Sadder still  is that we 
never  seem to  remember  it  when we land;  something  makes  us  forget, 
when looking dejectedly up at an overcast sky, the indescribable, sparkling 
beauty it presents to the empty blue above... and anyone lucky enough to 
have a window seat.

Which it happens that I do, on this flight, and since part of my goal with 
this journal and this journey is to try to keep track of some of the fleeting 
thoughts that might, if I could only capture and assemble them, give some 
meaning to this life of mine that has so suddenly descended into chaos... 
well, here I am trying to describe it. What I am doing here (writing things 
down, I mean - what I am doing on this plane is a bigger question, which 
we'll come to shortly) is trying to begin, at least, to learn to observe. I am 
someone who spends a fair amount of time in his head. I have always been 
more comfortable alone than in company, unless it is the company of ideas, 
or people who love them; less so with people who talk about their feelings 



or, worse still, my own. And I am very often alarmingly unaware of what is 
happening  around me.  Perhaps  this  is  one  reason why the  clouds-from-
above thing has such an effect on me: there's nothing much to think about. 
It's  just  there,  placid,  ethereal,  otherworldly,  arrestingly  beautiful  but 
disarmingly simple. And we can either notice it, let the silent magic cast its 
spell on us for a moment, or not. It's up to us. I am beginning to think that a 
lot of life may be like that.

So I am determined, as part of whatever this next phase of my life is 
going to be, to start observing and taking note of these things more. I am 
going to try to make this journey, this process, less about ideas and more 
about the subtle textures of life, often overlooked in our rush for everything 
to be important or meaningful. We'll see how much luck I have with that... I 
suspect I'm already trying to intellectualize it. In any case, being a musician 
and  moreover  one  involved  with  electronics,  computers,  experimental 
techniques  and processes,  I  thought  it  would  be  useful  to  bring  a  small 
handheld recording device and use it to capture some of these textures, see 
what I might be able to do with them. Of course, I've got a computer-based 
studio with me as well (the things you can do with a laptop these days are 
outrageous) but I wanted something unobtrusive, small enough to fit in a 
pocket and carry everywhere, and instantly available. I have it with me now, 
and since I'm thinking about it I take a moment to record a bit of the cabin 
ambience. You never know when these things are going to be useful...

I suppose at this point it would be reasonable to ask how I have come 
to be on this flight to Germany, and I suppose it would also be reasonable to 
expect me to have a decent answer to that, but I'm afraid I don't. It's more 
or less a shot in the dark, which I am taking because staying where I was no 
longer seemed tenable. It would be convenient to explain that away with a 
single overarching event, such as for example: the woman I thought I was 
going to marry left me with essentially no warning or explanation... which 
did in fact happen... but it would also be dishonest. If that were the only 
problem with my life, I think I could manage it without tearing the whole 
thing up by the roots. Take up fencing or something. Go to the gym a little 
more. Alas, that is only the tip of the proverbial iceberg, and the deeper 
issues are most certainly of Titanic proportions. 



I  am, then, to get this out of  the way so we can move on to more 
interesting things, a professor of electronic music at a Montreal university.
I won't say which one, not that I expect anyone to come looking for me... 
While I do have some teaching duties, the body of my work is in research, 
and  my  research  mainly  involves  writing  ever  more  complex  code  for 
software to produce sounds that most people are never likely to hear, and 
almost  certainly  would  not  enjoy  if  they  did.  Such  is  the  state  of 
experimental  music  in  the  academic  world.  Not  to  suggest  that  it  isn't 
interesting, possibly even important, but 'accessible' is not part of the brief - 
quite the contrary, in fact. And that is, I think, part of my malaise: I am not 
entirely sure when I gave up on making music that people might actually 
hear and enjoy, and I am hoping it's not too late to get back to it. 

Don't get me wrong, I  remain deeply interested in electronic music, 
and have every intention of continuing to work in the field after this little 
hiatus. The music I live and work with is no less fascinating to me than it 
ever has been... but fascinating suddenly seems not enough; so I am going in 
search of music that can also make me feel. If nothing else, it will at least be 
informative  to  look  at  what  people  are  doing  with  similar  tools  in  an 
environment  where  there  is  an  actual  audience,  with  some  kind  of 
connection to the music. And that leads me to Berlin, which is to electronic 
music - especially interesting, experimental electronic music that people still 
seem to like to listen to - what New York is to jazz, or Buenos Aires to tango: 
Headquarters. 

It helps, too, that I have a place to stay. My extended family over there, 
with  whom  the  sum  total  of  my  lifetime  communication  amounts  to  4 
emails,  apparently  own an empty  apartment,  to  which I  am being given 
access.  It's  all  a  bit  vague:  my  father's  cousin,  with  whom  this  limited 
correspondence  has  been,  is  an  architect,  still  going  strong  at  70  and 
evidently too busy to give me much in the way of detail. She has told me 
essentially  nothing about the rest  of  the family,  either – such as who (if 
anyone) will  pick me up at the airport...  so I  am heading into somewhat 
uncharted waters. Fittingly, I will arrive with virtually nothing, besides the 
aforementioned mini-studio, a toothbrush and a few changes of clothing. I 



have more than enough baggage of the other variety;  material  simplicity 
seemed a good place to start. Inner peace might take a little longer...

Ah, yes, baggage: not only am I half-German, I am at least a quarter 
Jewish (well, not in the practicing sense, and I don't really define myself as 
such, but in theory). My grandparents managed to leave their homeland at a 
particularly opportune moment,  in 1936.  My grandfather was Jewish,  his 
young wife not so much, and though this  spared him some indignities – 
early on, before they became something entirely worse than indignities - 
they were apparently able to take the hint, and had the means to secure 
passage.  They  emigrated  to  Canada,  for  reasons  that  have  never  been 
entirely clear to me, though I am certainly grateful. I suspect they came with 
less  than I  am traveling  with  today,  and with  an  even vaguer  notion  of 
where they were going and what kind of future it might hold for them.  I did 
not know them well, but they are very much in my thoughts today. 

So there you have it: cloistered, conflicted, confused composer takes 
leap  of  faith  (and  leave  of  senses?)  across  the  ocean  his  grandparents 
crossed so many years ago, in search of – what? Meaning? Clarity? Roots? 
Perspective? Certainly not love, of which I am currently rather wary. Fame? 
Fortune? Something else entirely? I suppose I shall find out soon enough. 

*  *  *

After I have eaten the almost passable meal, managing not to get any 
on my clothes for a change, I shift around awhile in my seat, trying to find a 
comfortable position to try to sleep a little. Eventually I give up in failure, 
and take out my one and only book, which is a pocket edition of Dante... the 
Commedia has been something of a pet project of mine for a few years now, 
and it seems especially poignant in my current situation. "Midway along the 
journey of our life, I awoke to find myself in a dark wood..." Always powerful 
lines but now strangely resonant. A footnote tells me that 'midway along' is 
quite specific: Dante is assumed to have been referring to half the span of 
70  years  that  the  bible  indicates  we  can  expect.  Medical  advances  and 
increased life expectancy notwithstanding, I am 35 years old right now (and 



even a Gemini,  apparently like the divine poet himself),  and every bit  as 
much lost and in the dark. If only I had a Virgil to guide me...

While fascinating, trying to decode the layers of allegory in the Inferno 
can be tiring, and at some point I drift off into uneasy slumber. Soon I find 
myself in the grips of a kind of recurring dream I used to have frequently as 
a child, but can't recall having had now for many years. Of course, it is more 
a  variation  on  a  theme  than  an  exact  rendition,  but  the  core  of  it  is 
unnervingly familiar, and on awakening I try to write it down - or at least 
capture the essence of it before it fades, as these things always seem to do.

I am in a strange room, old-fashioned, dimly lit and full of dusty  
red-and-gold  patterned  furniture  and  leather-bound  books.  I  do  not  
recognize it,  yet  somehow it  is  known to me,  as is  often the way in 
dreams. My father is there, sitting to one side of me and speaking to me 
in German, but I cannot understand him. At the same time my mother is  
talking to me in English from the other side... and I have the feeling that  
they are trying to tell me something very important but I can't figure out  
what it is, how to pay attention to them both, divide my brain in two so  
as to understand both languages. Their voices are twisting around each 
other into an incoherent mumble, loud and close and disorienting.

Confusing the issue still further is the fact that suddenly there is  
music playing; no,  that's not right, rather it  has been there all  along  
though I have only become aware of it now. It is piano music, and it  
seems that it is being played in the room, so I look around to see who is  
playing and realize that it is me; I look down and see my own hands on 
the keyboard. I don't know what I am playing, or how I know how to  
play it; the music is familiar, mathematical, formal but not stiff, precise 
but expressive. I can hear it quite clearly, but that is not unusual, I often 
dream music, sometimes elaborate and cohesive compositions. Sadly I  
am  almost  never  able  to  recall  any  of  it  later,  like  Samuel  Taylor  
Coleridge trying  to  remember  the perfection of  Kubla Khan's  'stately  
pleasure-dome' after being interrupted by the Person from Porlock. I can 
sometimes gather up a few fragments of melody but they never seem as  
fully-formed as they did in the dream. It often strikes me that if I could 



write music as effortlessly while awake as my subconscious mind seems 
to be able to, it would save a lot of tedious struggle.

However, now I have to decide: if I stop playing will that make it  
easier to understand what my parents are trying to tell me? For some 
reason it strikes me that I have it exactly backwards; in fact I need to  
listen  to  the  music  instead,  only  to  the  music.  And  as  I  do  this  the 
mumbling suddenly coalesces into form, and I realize that my father and 
mother have been saying the same thing all along, and if I keep listening 
to  the  music  I  will  understand  them perfectly.  But  at  the  moment  I  
realize this a crack appears in the floor below, and the room begins to 
shake as it widens into a fissure, then a chasm - and I find myself falling 
into  it,  with  the  piano,  still  playing  and  struggling  to  decode  the 
important  message  my parents  are  trying  to  convey.  And as  I  fall  I  
realize I am falling from the airplane, and the ghostly white clouds are  
spread out below me, their infinite calm washing over and through me 
and I am aware of being over the exact middle of the ocean, with the 
New World to one side and the Old World to the other... and finally the  
rush of wind in my ears overwhelms the last strains of music and blends  
into the hum of the plane's engines as the book drops from my lap to  
the floor, and I jolt awake.

As I write this I have become aware of the person next to me, on my 
left. An older woman, dressed rather nicely for the cheap seats, I observe. 
We exchanged hellos when we boarded, but have not spoken since then. 
Now she is watching me write. Not close enough to be obviously nosy, I 
don't  think  she  is  trying  to  see  what  I  am  writing,  but  she  is  definitely 
observing  me,  and now that  I  think  of  it  she  was  doing  so  earlier,  too. 
Fighting an impulse to be annoyed, I look up, make eye contact and smile.

“You have a lot on your mind, it would seem!” she says in precise but 
heavily  accented  English.  The  accent  reminds  me  of  my  German 
grandparents when they would speak to me,  over my father's  strenuous 
protests, in English (How will he learn German if we don't speak it to him?); 
an old-fashioned accent, perhaps not what a young German would sound 
like speaking English nowadays. 



“I suppose I do,” I answer. I could switch to German but I'm not quite 
ready  for  that  yet  –  I  rarely  get  a  chance  to  practice  it  anymore,  and 
consequently it takes me a while to find the confidence to take the plunge. 
“just gathering my thoughts before making a big change...” 

“I see. You are moving to Germany for some time, then?” 
“Berlin.” (This is not obvious, as in fact I will have to change planes in 

Munich to get there).
“Aha. I also live there. It is a very great city! You have work?”
“Ummm, well, yes and no. Only for myself, but hopefully it will lead to 

something. If not, I can go back to my old job. I'm a professor...” I add a bit 
too hastily, trying to give some legitimacy to what was beginning to sound a 
bit... improvised, for lack of a better word. 

“An academic, very good. What field are you in?” 
“Music. Electronic music. And composition.” There I am again, making 

myself sound important. Why do I feel the need to impress this person? I 
could tell her I'm a shepherd and she would never know the difference. 

“Interesting,  so  much  new  developments  in  this  area!”  Finally,  she 
makes a grammatical error! For some reason this takes the edge off of the 
stiffness for  me and I  relax a  little.  “There is  much music and culture in 
Berlin, you will not be bored, I am sure.”

“No, I should be able to keep myself busy,” I say, trying to round off the 
part of the conversation in which I volunteer information about myself. “Are 
you from Berlin originally?”

“Yes,  ein  echt  Berliner -  a  real  Berliner,”  she  translates,  and  then 
clarifies, though I haven't asked: “Many people who live in Berlin were not 
born there. I come from the East part – I mean, when the Wall was there.” 

“I see. What do you do there?”
“I too am in the academic world, Neuropsychologie,” she replies, using 

the German pronunciation here with emphasis on the last syllable, “but I 
also have a psychiatric practice. I will give you my card in case you find our 
capital...  overwhelming...”  and after  searching  in  her  handbag  for  a  few 
moments, she produces one.  I take it,  glance at it briefly ('Gabrielle Kluge, 
Praxis für Psychotherapie,  Logotherapie  und  Existenzanalyse' and  an 



address;  I  love  how  some  words  translate  so  awkwardly  into  English: 
'Existence Analysis'...), and tuck it into my book, which I have now retrieved 
from  the  floor.  I  honestly  can't  imagine  myself  ever  calling  this  person, 
unless  I  suddenly  feel  the  need to have my existence analyzed,  but  you 
never know. A contact is a contact. 

“Ah yes, a very important and fascinating book!” she says, noticing my 
reading material. “Not what most people would take on the plane though, I 
think!”

“I imagine not. I doubt it's for sale at the airport magazine stand, in any 
case,”  I  reply  and we  share  a  chuckle.  “I  am interested  in  it  largely  for 
formal, structural reasons, but it's actually quite gripping at times. If you can 
wade through the sea of historical footnotes...”

She nods, and since this seems to have ended our little chat I turn back 
to my writing. We do not talk again until we land in Munich and she says 
'Auf  Wiedersiehen',  and  I  say  it  back.  The  formal  German  word  for 
'goodbye', meaning more precisely 'until seeing again'... I find it strangely 
ironic that these should be my first words on German soil. 

I do not see my seatmate again on the brief connector flight to Berlin, 
where I have a row to myself, and in the absence of conversation I nod off 
again. When I awake, we are in our final  descent to Tegel. I  will  have to 
leave the unearthly sea of clouds (and hopefully the strange and disquieting 
dreams  they  inspired),  in  the  sky  until  my  return  flight  in  six  months... 
although I am optimistic that some music will come from all of this. We shall 
see, we shall see...  
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