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PROLOGUE

The vehicle, a battered ice-blue Saab with a front passenger door in matt violet, raced down the wide dirt road on the southern peninsula of the island as fast as a clattery engine could take it. The plume of dust the car raised was out of all proportion to its size. It was summer on Haaremaa. The northern light was the gold of ryegrass; where it penetrated the forest of birch and alder on either side, it made minor miracles out of fine spiderwebs linking branches ten feet apart. The dust left by the car rose into the sunlight and shaped it, made it touchable.

The young woman in the passenger seat was happy. She was holding a flat cardboard tray of eggs on her lap. She was happy because it was summer, it wasn’t cold or wet (as it had been, in fact, for three days), and because this evening, in her parents’ dacha, she would be making a huge cake out of the eggs for her husband’s thirtieth birthday the following day. Her husband, who was driving, was also happy, but in the measured way usual to him; he was a specialist carpenter and had built up a reputation on the island, despite its relative poverty and ageing population, that ensured he was the first and natural choice for the most interesting of the EU-funded building projects. These included a pine-roofed spa hotel, a community hall converted from a Communist Party headquarters, and a farm museum.

The air rushed in through the open windows and caught the woman’s long, tawny hair, rippling it out behind her or agitating strands of it over her face. She was – and he of course knew this – exceptionally beautiful, even by Baltic standards: she had high cheekbones, slightly polished like the curve of cowrie shells. Her husband sometimes joked that her beauty was wasted in her job, which was helping to run the island’s community radio station. The car stereo – kept in place with brown tape – was playing a sample album by an obscure rock band from England called Castledown. It had been sent to the radio station as a promo. The present track was called ‘The Attending’, an ethereal, lyrical song that the woman loved for its simplicity: steely guitar, frail voice, English words she couldn’t catch completely but whose sad poetry she appreciated and that reminded her of the old songs of Estonia.

She is standing

on the shore

the girl I dream of

no one more

Her husband’s taste was different: it was for free jazz and hard rock. She would have preferred him to drive slower, but underneath his gentle carpenter’s calm was this taste for the opposite, for speed and things scudding past on the surface, for distorted guitar and angry sax. He would race about the island on its dirt roads as wide as runways – built for Cold War bombers in its Soviet military days – as if he was starring in an American road movie, the stereo turned right up and his broad, sap-stained fingers tapping the wheel.

Up to now, he had never had an accident. There were relatively few cars on the island, and plenty of space to evade or spin in the event of an emergency. The monotony of the forest either side was the chief danger: drivers would nod off and wander and sometimes die against a tree, especially after a night on the local vodka. Or they would simply take to the road drunk. But he was not a drinker. Apart from his tendency to push the old Saab too hard on its balding tyres, there was no reason why anything should have happened.

The door on her side was violet because it had been backed into by the island’s snowplough, beaten out and repainted with the only can of metal colour – from the job lot her father had saved from Soviet days – that remotely resembled the original blue. Being good with his hands, and not able to afford professional help, her husband had done it all himself. The chief problem was the lock – the area most dented by the snow-plough. It had taken him a whole day to fix. The door had to be slammed in a certain way to enable the tongue of the lock to come home.

Right now, the door rattled very slightly, but neither of them could hear this over the noise of the old engine and the gravelly dirt road and the lovely song on the stereo, let alone the rush of the warmish summer air in their ears. The door rattled because the tongue was not quite home: she had not slammed the door correctly, encumbered by the eggs on her lap, their shells still smeared with muck and feathers. They were not eggs from the dacha’s hens, as they would normally have been; a fox had done its nasty work in an orgy of blood and feathers a few weeks ago, and they had not yet replaced the dead hens. But for this fox, she would not have been in the car at all, with the eggs from a cousin’s farm balanced on her lap.

Now she was humming along to the song, the corner of her mouth puckered in a way he loved, like the very beginning of the happiest of smiles.

The curving bend in the road was familiar enough for him to take it relatively fast, right out on the edge of – but not over – the safe limit of control. The rules of weight and velocity meant that she leaned against the door (there were no seat belts installed, of course) and the tongue slipped and the door opened. She started to fall out of the car, slowly, the fifteen eggs on her lap jittering in their moulded cardboard tray.

Instead of putting a hand out to save herself, to break her fall, she tried to protect the eggs. It was an instinctive thing: she did not want the eggs to break, not a single one. He had already flexed his foot towards the brake and reached his hand out, but she had fallen too far away from him, and all he grabbed was air.

She fell away from the car with both her hands over the eggs, so that the back of her head hit the grit surface first. By the time the car had slewed to a dusty halt, she was lying on the road in a welter of yolk and glassy white, open-eyed and as if about to say something, her hair spread out like a fan. A blackbird, practising its scales a few yards into the wood, was disturbed by a great howling that felt dangerous, and fell silent as if in homage.


ONE

The pub, called O’Looney’s, was thick with drunken Finns. It was playing the same screechy Irish number as two days back, at full distorted volume. The Finns were singing over it, football songs sol-faing over the Irish folk: starlings swirling onto and off the black wires.

I left the pub without ordering and went back down the street to the café-bar clocked on the way up. It was playing minimal lounge and had chairs of perspex with the names of French poets scratched on. I sat in the bay window on Appolinaire. I wasn’t certain it was spelt right. Appolo. Appollo. Apollo.

Frayed by a morning in the flat spent making sense of a descending diatonic scale in four different tempi, I needed to chill out, but the chair was not designed for comfort. Still, it felt good in here, it felt Continental and far away, with a silvery northern light outside that fell through the glass onto the table and my hands, along with the etched name on the window: Majolica. I moved my hands and the name rippled over the knuckles, making them look as if they were caught in a sandwich bag.

The cobbled street was quiet, gusted by the cool October wind. This is OK, I thought to myself.

The house opposite was hidden behind scaffolding and green tarps that slapped now and again against the metal poles. The finished houses were brightly coloured, not looking in the least bit medieval. Those yet to be dealt with were grey and dirty, their brown stonework chipped and their balconies leaning. Part of me preferred these houses, as if I’d known them before. Maybe their neglect reminded me of Hayes.

What looked like a ghost with sunlit hands turned out to be the waitress, approaching my table from the kitchen. I swivelled to give my order, but her face was turned away – someone was calling her from the kitchen. I only saw the flange of her right cheekbone and a cataract of tawny hair.

Then she faced me and the corner of her mouth puckered.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi. A latte, please. Thanks.’

She called out something in reply to a yell from the kitchen. She was wearing tight jeans and a cutaway shirt.

I looked out of the window again. My outlook commanded quite a stretch of the street’s vista. One of the Finnish drunks further up was performing a ballet, his T-shirt on his head like a wimple.

No great expectations of this trip, on my part, to be honest. Then the airport’s sliding glass doors had opened to an expanse of marshy grey water, low wood-covered hills and some dilapidated buildings off to the right. Unspectacular, a bit like Cheshire or somewhere, but the air was different. So was the light. Birds dimpling the water beyond a blurry line of reeds. Really different, in fact.

I felt excited. Happy, even. I was like an old-fashioned little boy in a train, glimpsing the sea for the first time.

A driver with long sideburns was already opening the boot of a battered yellow Mercedes and wafting me towards it like a feather.

‘Please, please.’

The front seat was occupied by the remains of a sausage in its wrapper, so I sat in the back on a torn tartan rug. The car was a fug of bitter, American tobacco. It instantly turned into a getaway car – although I had not yet negotiated my seat belt, which turned out to be broken – with a throaty roar that I thought at first was the plane taking off beyond the wire fence. We hurtled past abandoned factories, Stalinist housing schemes and construction sites with big gravel dunes. Skeletons of big-box stores squatted in a waste of mud, yellow cranes and adland hoardings. I wondered whether I shouldn’t shift across and try the other seat belt, despite a sharp rip in the plastic upholstery.

Life, I thought (clutching the broken belt to my chest), is an adventure.

The driver’s identity card swung from the mirror, showing a younger man with burning eyes. Olev. Voices kept breaking in over the intercom as if something catastrophic was occurring. In the photo swinging from the mirror, Olev looked like a psychopath. Maybe Russian. Dirt-track detours around roadworks got Olev muttering savagely, as if they’d sprung into being in the brief time he’d been waiting for a pickup.

We were stopped at the lights when Olev’s staring image suddenly reproduced itself between the seats: plumper, stubbled. The eyes were bloodshot.

‘Hoor?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Hoor? Hoor?’

It sounded as if he was about to throw up. He was waving an unlit cigarette about. It was taking me a moment to cotton on.

‘Oh – sorry! Thanks, but I don’t smoke,’ I said, at last.

Olev frowned at me. He wasn’t offering me a fag, he wanted a light. I gave a little self-conscious snort, indicating stupidity, and tapped my coat’s breast pockets. ‘Um, sorry! Nyet. No light. No matches. Rien.’

The real Olev disappeared, his seat bouncing and squeaking on its bolts, leaving his photo to carry on glaring at me below an equally baleful, fleshier slice in the mirror. When the car suddenly filled with smoke – Olev steering with his elbows as we raced away – I had to confess I felt a bit at sea.

I did my best not to cough, keen not to appear effeminate.

We reached the edge of the old town’s pedestrian area, bumping up onto the pavement as if it was in the way. Olev shouted something over his shoulder, conducting an orchestra; it took me a minute or two to get it. A car could go no further without a special licence, the street was the next right. The meter declared a price in kroons that I couldn’t begin to calculate; I handed over a thick wad of notes (the equivalent, I later checked, of about ten quid).

Olev got out and opened the boot and removed the suitcase with a grunt.

‘Please,’ he said, pressing a soiled little card into my hand.

Disko, Baar, Saun – 24 hr.

I thanked him without enough irony, then waved with unnecessary heartiness as the taxi accelerated off – as you would to an aunt who had stayed too long.

At the café table, only three days on, I contemplated the meaning of home. I certainly felt at home in Tallinn. I had felt the same about Berlin, even before the Wall came down, even after my one sortie into the Eastern sector for a glasnost music festival.

‘Your coffee.’

‘Oh, great. Thanks.’

The corner of her mouth puckered again as I looked up: the post-Soviet, Estonian smile. As minimal as the café’s music. No, not true: it flickered over the whole of her face, like sunlight and cloud shadow over a field of ripe corn. And then she was off.

Some fat and elderly tourists were wobbling after a little flag on a stick. Apart from these and the drunken Finns, there was no one else on the street. I was picturing that very large East Berlin hall with its fitted carpet no one had bothered to glue, so it slid about under your feet; and the Soviet bloc composers with their fake leather jackets, chain-smoking even at breakfast. I couldn’t remember what we talked about.

The tourists spotted the clutch of Finns, who were embracing each other as if on a storm-tossed ship, and turned up a side alley.

The latte was more than passable.

Calling out an order, the waitress played the ghost again in my view of the street.

I took another sip of my coffee and added half the paper tube of sugar, stirring once. A stroll around the castle, if the rain held off. I’m not a great one for novels, but I had brought along Anna Karenina. The Penguin copy was battered and creased, and a segment of some thirty pages had come unstuck – kept dropping out. So I had to be careful. This time I would finish it. The lounge music was scribbling two-beat figures in my head, semitonal oscillations that could have been interesting if crossed with something pentatonic in E flat major – a trumpet, maybe. A louche girl’s voice had started up, something about spending a lifetime with you, weaving around the extremely downbeat bass.

The door squealed and the waitress went out onto the café’s little terrace – just a couple of tables on rough planking, like a projecting medieval stage. A customer with a grey ponytail and a long black coat was braving the gusts; she took his order, glancing up to where the Finns were attempting handstands. She seemed to know him – he was nodding, looking serious.

Sometimes you wish you could be like everyone else: at home in the world, as if they’d known about it before they were born.

Then the man laughed, and so did she.

There was a tower up at the castle, flying the Estonian flag for as long as the country was free. Until about ten years ago, it had flown mostly other people’s flags: Danish, Swedish, Prussian, Russian, German. Then the Red Flag. I would now go up and sit there and tackle the lower slopes of Anna Karenina until the cold got through to the bone, like common sense.

She came back inside, animated by her encounter. I had considered growing a ponytail, like the telly Crusoe of my childhood, but Milly had said no way. The slap bass of the new lounge track made me think, as it happened, of the slap of her groin against mine as she rode bronco on top, facing my flat feet and saying, over and over, ‘Seed bearer, seed bearer, seed bearer …’ Which I’d heard at first as ‘Syd Barrett’: original, if off-putting. Deborah Willetts-Nanda had told her to say it, apparently. A psychosomatic aid to fertility – which had definitely put me off. Anyway, it hadn’t worked, so far.

One night I asked her who the seed bearer was, exactly.

‘I’m not sure. I’d supposed it was me, but maybe it’s you. It’s all about fulfilment.’

‘Could be both of us.’

‘Probably. Night night.’

‘Um, Mill, don’t you think we should at least check ourselves over with a normal doctor?’

But she was already asleep. At that moment I felt about as fulfilled as a hole in the wall.

The waitress was taking out a cake and a coffee to Ponytail. As she returned, her tongue lying on her lower lip, she glanced over my side of the room – a just-checking, all-in-the-job look. I was in the way of it. Her tongue retracted and she smiled again with her whole face. Just a flicker. As a kid I’d look at the goldfish in Hayes Park’s dark pond and they’d kiss the surface and the surface would change just the way her face changed when she smiled. To my surprise and embarrassment, I blushed. The blush made me blush even more. I opened my book and pretended to be swallowed up in it. I hadn’t blushed since the fifth form. I’m not fair, so it’s barely detectable, but I still felt like a ripe tomato.

I waited until the waitress was in the kitchen before going up to the bar, not waiting for the change. The barman was young with a shaven head and a big Roman nose pierced with gold beads on each flange. The piercings made his nose look like the head of a praying mantis. I was removing myself by force from the café, hand firm on my own shoulder. It had to be done.

As I was passing through the door, I heard someone call out goodbye.

I steeled myself not to reply, pretty sure the voice was hers and in a provocative register. It was a small victory.

Afterwards, of course, I felt stupid and English and rude.

* * *

I’d left my mate Tolstoy behind. This wouldn’t have bothered me, if the book hadn’t had some notes tucked into it.

I’d made them as I was examining the old cannon by the medieval wall, and they were technically complex, to do with an emerging melisma. I had decided to keep the five oboes and harp but to enlarge the voice to three sopranos, realising that Estonian was all long vowels and that was perhaps why Arvo Pärt sustained his notes to the extent that he did; stretching syllables in his Miserere, for instance, in a way that might not have been so unusual to his ear. I’d sketched the shape of the whole piece, leaning the paper on the cannon, and felt it was the melting of the ice.

Three days, and I was already thawing out.

I reckoned I might as well buy a new copy of Anna Karenina – there was an English section in the bookshop near the apartment. I imagined the waitress picking up my dog-eared copy and the thirty-page portion slipping out onto the floor. And perhaps my folded sheet of notes she would puzzle over in the privacy of her tiny but very cosy garret room. She would have posters on the walls – interesting posters. Experimental plays in Estonian, films by Tarkovsky. Or Marlon Brando playing pool, maybe. A photo of her family. Their farm, their horses. No man in her life right now.

I was sitting on a bench opposite the gold-domed Alexander Nevsky Cathedral. There was a nip in the air, it being October and on about the same latitude as St Petersburg or the Orkneys. It was really quiet and peaceful. I could see the palatial eighteenth-century parliament buildings to my left and the medieval city wall sloping down to my right. My hands were half hidden inside my duffel coat and my scarf was about my throat, making it itch. I wondered what the point of life was. Benches do this to you. Or maybe the date: 1999. The sustained syllables of wild flowers were sounding their melismata in my head: hound’s tongue, henbane, bugle, cross-leaved heath, marsh andromeda. That was the entire libretto of my piece. I had taken the names from my old Observer’s Book of Wild Flowers.

‘But it’s about Estonia,’ Milly had pointed out. ‘Why British flowers?’

This was a pleasant surprise: she was usually too busy with her own planet-saving work to comment on mine.

‘They’re also found in Estonia.’

‘Shouldn’t you check?’

‘How do you know I haven’t?’

‘The way you said it.’

‘The whole point,’ I went on, irritated, ‘is the relation. The relation between the two countries. It’s not just a hymn in praise of Estonia. They’re flowers in dramatic decline,’ I added, eventually, hoping to impress her. But she was already on the phone.

The score was writing itself behind my eyes, second by second. I’m never quite sure whether the music writes the score or the score writes the music. Sometimes I feel I’m sight-reading a score that someone else has planted there. On the other hand, it remains completely my own, inasmuch as anything is one’s own. I don’t bother to write it down straight away, since I have excellent recall. This is not so much genius as the way my brain is made. Other living composers of like repute don’t necessarily have this knack, they have to work harder, they have to toil and lick their pencils. But they end up in the same place, to be acclaimed or stamped on.

When I was seven, I wrote a score that featured cymbals and a bass drum. I’d only heard these on the radio (my parents would usually listen to Radio 2), but in this score they became something that sounded Tibetan. There was no discernible rhythm. Remarkably close, someone pointed out two decades later, to Arvo Pärt’s use of the three notes of the triad. This was, presumably, why I was on a bench by the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in the capital city of Pärt’s native land, staring glassily into space: it wasn’t just the commission – potentially a mega one, in terms of my ‘career’ – it was the arc of one’s life, the patterns and the ripples, the ripples that hit the grassy bank and start to return.

For instance, I had left a book in a Tallinn café and could not go back to get that book because I’d gone lush on a pretty waitress. I started grinning, and shaking my head, and a woman in a fur coat walking a cocker spaniel on a red lead glanced at me anxiously. Her high heels were getting a weirdly hollowed tone out of the slabbed square that reminded me of a log drum. Maybe it was the open side door in the cathedral, like that ancient quarry cave in Syracuse, throwing the sound about. Then there was a man in a long woollen scarf and floppy woollen hat that ought to have belonged to his teenage daughter, if he’d been a bit older; he was holding a tiny grey tranny emitting pop so badly it was white noise. And after him came a couple of Japanese male tourists, one in a pair of thigh-length boots and an expertly washed white cotton jacket; they looked very cheery, as if they had been born that way and would die that way, their digital cameras playing jingles after every snap, gnawing wormholes in my brain.

When it comes down to it, there is no one who is not weird.

I tried to conjure the face of the waitress, but failed. My visual memory is as bad as my aural is good, although I had a strong impression of her dimples, the way the right-hand corner of her mouth tucked in for a smile.

I played her voice several times to my inner ear. Slightly hoarse, from shouting out customers’ orders.

I could leave Milly and stay in Estonia for the rest of my life. With this girl.

I gave a little self-satisfied grunt. The Finnish drunks aside, I found this city very civilised. I liked the idea of it hunkering down for winter. A real Estonian winter would clear the streets of everyone but the natives, who were hardened to it all, not even slipping about on the iced cobbles.

‘Do you think you’re depressed?’

Milly had asked me this a few months earlier.

‘No.’

‘You look it. Even Daddy’s noticed.’

‘I’m going through a creative slough.’

We were at her parents’ in Hampshire, seated on the lower lawn by the lake, where the swans glide about on hidden runners. The grounds of Wadhampton Hall are so big that bits keep getting discovered: years ago, someone illegally jerry-built a cottage on the outer fringes, lived in it, died in it, and no one knew. The ground staff came across the cottage while brush-clearing a wood; there was a skeleton in the rotting bed.

‘Isn’t that depressing, a creative trough?’

‘A slough. Not really.’

‘OK.’

I loved her. She was experimenting with a bindi on her forehead. Her dad had been very rude about it, and about Asians, over lunch.

‘Anyway it’s not really a creative slough. It’s just that my imagination doesn’t fit the shoe.’

‘What shoe?’

‘What it takes – to build a successful career. I hate that word career,’ I added, before she did.

‘As long as you don’t crack up.’

I had expected her to say, ‘But you are successful.’ So I gave her another opportunity: ‘Look, this success deal, it means you have to be doing these enormous great blockbuster works, operas, symphonies, with seriously sexy titles like, I dunno, Heidegger’s Last Kiss or Dark Woods, Funny Games.’

‘Did you just invent those? They’re really good.’

‘Or you go for film, like Glass. Or bootleg a pile of pop and classical, like Anne Dudley. Otherwise you’re just part of this minuscule little self-congratulatory coterie. Who all hate each other. OK, I’m exaggerating. But.’

‘Can’t you put lots of your little things together, string them out?’

What I say out loud is different from what I think. So I don’t like interviews. I look dark and moody in the photographs, but my interviews sound like a fifth-former who hasn’t yet got it together.

I pretended to think about it, therefore. I didn’t want a scene, not at the Hall. I liked the Hall and its hundreds of acres of prime English cut, it kept reminding me how lucky I’d been in life. We’d all just polished off a 1962 Sauternes, my father-in-law holding its tawny gold up to the light and saying it was the only white that kept more than thirty years. ‘Thirty-seven, to be precise,’ he’d added, with that patented knowing chuckle of his.

Happy birthday, Jack!

Milly was still looking at me in a worried way. I was watching the swans on the water, how strict they looked. Dark death in their shadows.

‘Well, I could just repeat the same note for two hours,’ I suggested, at last; ‘only varying the tempo. And call it Following the Thread.’

Now I was in a different country and the air was cold. The light wouldn’t go for ages. I thought: were I to settle in Estonia, I would learn to skate on lakes, the ice groaning and banging under me – a very beautiful sound I’d first heard in Norway.

I spent the next two days fulfilling my vague suspicion that wherever you are, however exotic, gets submitted to your own level.

I worked away at the score in the flat at the very healthy rate of about a minute a day and walked in concentric circles around Tallinn, probing once beyond the old centre into the grim suburbs, where all the buildings seemed to be huge and wearing shabby grey overcoats with padded shoulders. When I thought about the waitress in the Café Majolica, a sort of golden age opened in my chest, starring Aphrodite. The piece wouldn’t come right.

I avoided the actual street, although I came close when visiting the House of the Brotherhood of Black Heads. Milly had insisted I visit this, because of its name. ‘I wonder how nasty your zits had to be,’ she’d said, laughing. There was an alleyway near it that, according to the map, came out close to where I reckoned the café was. I found myself walking up this alleyway and then peering out; ancient merchant houses, a shop selling Indian stuff called Exotik, but no café. Perhaps it had been a dream. Perhaps I could write an opera based on the story of this young dude who falls for a waitress, but when he returns the next day the café has vanished. And then what?

It is always: And then what?

I walked a little way up the street in the direction of St Olav’s Church, and saw the sign Café Majolica poking out on its curly wrought-iron frame where the street curved slightly to the left. Another blustery, autumnal wind that was playing havoc with the leaves on the trees – summer was finally throwing in the towel. The last summer of the twentieth century. The last summer ever, according to the optimists of a religious bent.

I didn’t know why I was doing this.

I wanted to see her again, that’s why. Just her face, as sometimes you want to test if something’s real. I had to match the reality with the picture in my head, which was confused, like a triple exposure.

I stopped a few yards short. There was no one sitting out on the terrace. The windows were mirroring the street, from this acute angle. My legs started trembling. A power tool started up behind the tarp opposite the café, like the shrill condensing of all that was really sensible in the world. Then it stopped. Then it started up again, whiningly working the bit into masonry or concrete or whatever it was. The worst material being metal, like something composed by Roger Grove-Carey.

I turned on my heel and headed for the upper town.

I had already established a circuit, this animal run. I would take it from either direction, clockwise or anticlockwise; halfway round this circuit there was a view, a fairly amazing view at the foot of the castle. It was a panorama of the lower town, the harbour with its big ships, the Bay of Finland. Every evening so far I had stared and marvelled as the northern sun sank slowly, taking its time, turning the sky a deep greeny-blue as lights twinkled on the sea.

I decided I really liked northernness.

Yes, I could live here. I had done a lot of travelling in my career up to then, but it was always with other people and to do with performance, nerves, a certain exhibitionism. A certain placing of myself, not in the actual landscape, but in the landscape of contemporary music. I felt shut off from wherever I found myself.

Each evening, here, standing behind the low wall and looking out, with the odd stranger sharing the dying light and not speaking, or the odd pair of lovers canoodling with sloppy noises from their lips, I felt free. As if I could tear everything up and start again. Or as if my whole life up to now had belonged to someone else, and I could ditch it as easily as a book.

What helped was that, after I had waved goodbye to Olev’s taxi a few days earlier, there had been this sudden slammer of a squall. The rain had billowed in a kind of mist, as if the wind wasn’t allowing the drops to fall all the way, and people took cover under shop awnings. But I’d kept going. London, travel-fug, Olev’s smoke: all blown away. Then the rain was switched off, and the sun gleamed like metal on the wet cobbles, and the air was scented with something I couldn’t quite fix until I was waiting for the apartment’s owner in the newsagent’s below.

Almonds, that was it.

I was a new man. I felt it was all going to be fine. Graced by almonds.

The building itself was this old grey Soviet tooth in the done-up dentures of the street, described on the Internet as being ‘a laughable distance from the Middle Ages center’. Sure enough, it joined the city’s historic main square, Raekoja Plats, about fifty yards further up. A café and a jeweller’s occupied the ground floor, along with the newsagent’s.

The owner was not the cool, new-capitalist slicker I had been expecting: in his late forties, dressed in a comfortable woolly sweater, he looked like a bumbly don. His name was Koit, which I couldn’t pronounce: a whiplash of a diphthong. Koit had laughed, dangling the keys from his finger.

‘So you are having a nice time to Tallinn. Good luck. Any troubles, call this nomber.’

The steps up to the third floor were marbled and impeccably clean, while the apartment itself – two-bedroom, all mod cons – was surprisingly plush. In fact, I had expected jerry-built plumbing, wobbly chairs, really bad pictures of cats with big eyes. There was a damp smell of new plaster, the odd protruding wire and a packet of grouting next to the sugar in the kitchen cupboard, but otherwise it was fine. White fake-leather sofas, gilded bed-ends, curvy smoked-glass lamps and a supersize Sony television felt nicely alien. The hot-cold tap in the shower was dodgy, but they are the world over.

Someone – maybe the cleaner, maybe Koit – had sprayed the rooms with lavender air-freshener, so I opened the double-glazed windows after my shower. The sounds of the street poured in with the cold: voices, high heels, the thumping bass of a restaurant opposite, the usual instant-anxiety suppliers in the form of passing motorbikes, just as nasty as anywhere else. I watched the street action for ages, leaning on the sill, forgetting Olev, trying to forget London. I was here. I was not there.

A drawer in the retro dresser was full of red candles that rolled like the rollers in an airport baggage belt, but there were no matches or lighters anywhere: no hoor, if that’s what the word meant. The fridge was empty, bar a single egg. A high-quality lithograph – forest at twilight, dark and menacing – faced the heavy dining table on which glass ashtrays were laid out as if for an executive meeting.

And all this, after just a few days’ use, had come to feel like home.

Maybe that was the mistake. Is home that shallow? It was probably to do with being alone. I’d have quite liked a piano thrown in, but I was able to test out ideas on the baby grand in the musical-instrument shop, where the owner had a big hippy beard and spoke English. I’ve always found it hard nattering with strangers, and I hardly talked to anyone else.

I’d bought a bottle of Jameson’s, rationing myself to a slug before supper. Tonight, in memory of my abandoned Tolstoy and maybe other things, the slug was generous. I sat on the white sofa, watching the news in Estonian. What did ‘Majolica’ mean, anyway? Men were crawling over great slabs of concrete, pulling out dust-covered bodies: I wasn’t sure whether it was an earthquake, or a gas explosion, or terrorism. And no idea where.

Layer after layer of pain.

The next programme, about either dried-flower arranging or how to cope with grief (I wasn’t sure, because there were occasional black-and-white head shots of pale-looking women), sent me off to sleep.

The following day, after breakfast, I looked up majolica in a dictionary in the bookshop next door. A fine kind of Italian glazed earthenware, from the former name of the island of Majorca. Nothing to do with flowers. The bookshop didn’t have Anna Karenina, or only in French, German, Estonian – and Russian, of course. Milly had told me it was even better in French (her French is good), but it would be too much effort. Instead, I bought a newish biography of Handel and a trash thriller to help me sleep.

There was a phone in the apartment, but I wasn’t phoning Milly because that was what we had agreed, outside an emergency. I really felt like talking to her, though.

Either that, or I would go back to the café for the book.

Yer what?

The waitress had served me a latte. We had exchanged two glances, lasting a total of three or four seconds. One thing I really wanted to avoid was to act like a prick to myself, let alone other people, just because I was abroad.

Milly was not in when I tried her. I didn’t leave a message.

I was at the flat’s front door, ready to retrieve Anna Karenina from the café, when the phone rang.

‘Hiya. Whassup? It was you trying to phone me?’

I loved her to bits. I even loved her voice to bits. Its complicated sonic texture, both silk and light grit.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It’s nothing serious, Mill. Just wanted to talk.’

‘You’re having fun, though?’

‘Well, I’m working.’

‘You sound pissed off,’ she laughed.

‘What? Pissed off?’

‘You see?’

‘Mill, I’m not pissed off. I’m only pissed off by you saying I am, because I’m not.’

‘I’m fine, by the way.’ A beat of silence, while I was working this one out. ‘Thanks for asking.’

‘I didn’t have a chance,’ I all but cried. ‘Why do you think I tried phoning you up?’

‘Because you were lonely.’

‘Not really. Well, I haven’t talked to anyone for about five days, almost.’

‘How’s Estonia? Snazzy enough?’

‘I’m blown away. No, seriously, it’s good.’

I sighed again, then realised how the sigh must have sounded like frustration.

‘I wasn’t going to tell you until you got back,’ she said, ‘but my period’s three days late.’

‘Three days? Wow!’ I came over more astonished than I’d meant to.

‘Well, it’s not that long, but you know I’m a stickler for punctuality.’

‘Sounds hopeful.’

‘Keep your fingers crossed.’

‘They’re, um, casually crossed, so as not to attract the gods’ notice.’

‘How’re the birds, Jack?’

‘What?’

‘Well,’ she insisted, ‘you know what everyone said before you went. The most beautiful girls in Europe.’

‘Don’t see it, myself. They probably meant the Ukraine. Or maybe the Balkans. Look, I’m here to work. I’m being really monkish. I’ve expanded to three sopranos and the theme’s going haywire. I’m into static pitch-fields and all that crazy stuff.’

‘Jack, don’t make it painful to listen to. It’s your mega break.’

‘It won’t be,’ I assured her, modulating my annoyance with a chuckle. ‘It’s going to be all serene, unless otherwise stated.’

‘Heard that one before. Love you. Gotta go. I’m majorly busy with a bloody great Heal’s contract.’

‘Big kiss.’

‘Ditto,’ she said.

All compositions are echoes of other works, sometimes your own. They recycle, quote, beg, borrow and steal. And yet they end up personal, and sometimes they end up memorable. I sat humped at the thick table, too hot in my coat, staring at the phone.

My wife was pregnant, at last. Very early days, but still.

And it should have been glorious news, it should have appeared somewhere in the piece as an ode of joy, solo oboe, a single sustained syllable from the second voice.

I got up and stood by the open window; the cold air was a relief. Over the six years we’d been together, we’d got to know each other better, physically and mentally, than anyone else had ever known us, including our parents. I couldn’t imagine life without Milly. Without her confidence, her support, her dazzling smile, her zeal to do good in the world. The du Cranes were part of my life. Their gobsmacking wealth was in my veins: the huge Hall in Hampshire and the whopping privacy of its grounds, the wildness of its woods bordered only by a tiny winding lane hardly anyone took, bar the odd teenage maniac. It was all transfused into me.

So what was up? What was the game?

Yesterday I’d seen her walking ahead near the Dominican Monastery: skintight jeans, wasp waist, a dark-gold cascade of hair. Turned out to be a false alarm. An inner wolf whistle, that was all. Dozens similar, here. So I lost myself in work.

I’d studied Pärt’s scores but had so far avoided playing the CDs: I preferred what I heard in my head.

Pärt is a Russian Orthodox believer. What does Jack Middleton believe?

I dunno what I believe.

Is your piece therefore a metaphysical challenge to the master?

I guess so. Pärt’s simplicity is very sophisticated. I like the photos of Pärt on the covers of the CDs I have with me here. He’s got this great Tolstoyan beard. You feel he’s the symbolic Estonian, bearing his country’s anguish and suffering. This makes his music far from serene.

Your own music generally lulls the audience into contemplative bliss, only to savage it with dissonance and atonal disorder.

Yeah, like a mob bursting into a cathedral. Once, when Pärt was asked a question in an interview, he poured a glass of water over his head.

Warning: removing a wedding ring can be dangerous. You can pull your finger off at the same time. Which means the ring is still on your finger. Mine – my ring, that is – only slipped off after a lot of soap, water and yanking, leaving a fleshly indent all round, like something turned in wood.

I placed the ring carefully in my bumbag. This is only a very temporary separation, I told myself.

And crossing the windy old Raekoja Plats with my head thrust forward, dodging the craft-market stalls and their floating customers, I heard myself say to myself: You’re nuts. You’re having a breakdown.

Milly and I had been trying for a kid for well over a year and a half. Now it was hallelujah time. Mill would grow plumper, her breasts would expand, she would slow down. In the end she would waddle. After the birth I would feel life-changed and compose works that even my mother would listen to without gritting her teeth. Our tall house in Richmond (too tall, I always felt, but Daddy du Crane had insisted, and it was brilliantly quiet bar the planes) would look down with horror upon bright plastic scattered on the rugs and up the original mahogany stairs, and the sweet whiff of baby lotion would permeate every room like bleach in a hospital. There would be screaming, wails, interruptions. I knew all this from my sister and from friends who had embarked on the same odyssey a little earlier. And Milly wanted six. We would (this was her plan) move to the country and have six of them, their little legs scampering over the soft lawns, squealing with happiness. Six opportunities for fatal interruption, every day.

‘Uxbridge,’ I teased Milly, once – keeping straight-faced. ‘I fancy bringing them up in Uxbridge. Very convenient for London.’

We were having a swift one in the Plough and Horses, mulling over the future at the beginning of the year, before the real anxiety about our childless state had set in. She looked at me in horror.

‘You are joking.’

‘I wouldn’t mind giving them, you know, what I had,’ I said, as if meaning it. ‘Similar surroundings. Very nice for kids.’

‘You were brought up there. You hated it.’

‘Uxbridge borders. People in Uxbridge were better off. Laughed at people in Hayes. Wouldn’t ever want to go back to Hayes itself, you see. Stank of Nescaff from the factory.’

‘You are quite genuinely weird, you know. Uxbridge is completely naff. So is Hayes. You said so yourself. When I first met you you said you were from Hayes, and I asked where’s that, and you said it’s a growth on Uxbridge’s brown pipe.’

‘The A4020. I was showing off.’

‘Gosh, Jack, that’s not like you.’

I sipped my beer, hurt, as she played with her new toy – a mobile phone. It was work again. Afterwards I asked her if she’d ever been to Uxbridge.

‘No, but…’

I nodded slowly, smiling my contempt.

‘Oh, everyone knows,’ she said, twisting her face and wobbling her head.

‘Ugh,’ I teased. ‘Uxbridge. Yuk. Nasty, sticky place.’

‘Shuddup.’

‘But Daddy, you should see them. They don’t even have horses!’

‘They probably do. Or certainly those disgusting four-by-fours. It’s probably full of wannabe Amandas, these days.’

‘Hang ’em high, bruvvers,’ I intoned, giving a bunched fist salute.

Underneath, though, I felt pretty cross. I’d felt the same sensation when my best friend Howard Davenport, the viola player, had leaned over to me in an Arvo Pärt recital and said, ‘Mystic chewing gum, mate.’

Why should it be five oboes and three sopranos, anyway? Why not one oboe, one voice, a cymbal and a bass drum? A tiny bell? Complete simplicity. As spare and clean as a piece of driftwood on a Baltic strand. Long pauses of nothing. The millennium welcomed on calm.

I approached the café slowly, as if walking with care over the cobbles; as if it was already winter and there was ice.

Breathtimers.

The punctuations of silence.

There were three incredibly giggly girls in their mid-teens at the central table, drinking Pepsis and finding depths of interest in a mobile phone. Even here.

The door squealed shut behind me and they looked up. I hoped they wouldn’t find me naff. In my duffel, and slightly on the short side, well stocky (never fat, never fat), with messy hair that was still black, I was either very naff or very cool. They glanced at each other and burst into giggles again. I scanned the room as if I hadn’t noticed, discreetly checking my hair. Sometimes my hair lets me down. It has a dollop over the forehead I have to keep pushing away. My Hitler wave, schoolmates’d call it. I’ve never let it go.

She wasn’t in sight. My heart was nevertheless hammering, despite myself. The shaven-headed barman was wiping glasses; he caught my eye and smiled in the faint, serious way of Estonians – if they smiled at all.

‘Um, hi, I left a book here, a book, three days ago? Anna Karenina? Tolstoy? Left? A book?’

‘Yeah, OK. Wait.’

So people left books here all the time. No sweat.

There were other customers in the Majolica: a couple of middle-aged tourists in orange parkas studying a map as if they’d walked here from the Lake District; a man in a Sartre raincoat reading Le Monde; a mournful woman with dyed red hair and a bibber’s eye bags. The music was off. The barman had gone into the kitchen, but was still in earshot. He was talking to a girl, but the girl’s voice was not the same. I tried to look relaxed, realising everything was pretty relaxed except my mouth, which could have blown a trumpet, no problem.

There was a warning behind the bar about the Millennium Bug, in English. The thought of what might happen in under three months frightened me. The giggly girls were probably only about thirteen, in fact. She’d left the job, obviously. She had vanished into the big noisy world for ever. The cheery threesome erupted into laughter at something one of them had said, or maybe at something on their mobile phone – certainly not at me – and I leaned my elbows on the bar in an attempt to look cool and mature. One day, maybe when I hit forty-six, I would feel mature, I reckoned – it must happen to you eventually. I would wear a long dark coat and look like the head of an opera house.

The barman came out with the girl who wasn’t the right girl and together, without looking at me, they searched behind the bar. The girl shook her head, pulling a face. She had a sharp chin and nose and her dark hair was dyed bright green at the top, like the way they mark a spot in the road destined to be hammer-drilled.

‘Sorry,’ the barman said, ‘no book.’

‘Don’t worry. My fault. Good to know someone’s appreciating it.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘That’s OK,’ I said, waving my hands. ‘I’ll have a coffee, anyway.’

‘A coffee?’

‘A latte, please.’

‘OK. Siddown, if you want.’

I stayed at the bar. I felt more in command, there. I was finding my breath again. I didn’t mind the pretentious decor, this time. Ten or so years ago there’d have been no hip café-bars in Tallinn. Russians everywhere and a sense of grey and brown inside the head and outside the head. No ugliness because no beauty, no dissonance because no tonality.

It was probably her day off. I could pass again tomorrow. Or I could ask the barman. I could summon up the courage and ask him, outright. I practised it in my head: Maybe your other waitress found it, put it somewhere. The other girl, you know? Coppery-blonde hair? Her day off, is it? And I knew I would flush from either ear to the tip of my nose, the teeny-boppers watching like hungry cats.

Milly was possibly pregnant. My wife! My missus at home! One of the du Cranes, of deep Norman lineage. The woman I had sworn to stay with till death us do part. Not that I’d wanted a church service, and not with that vicar of several unshaven chins.

‘OK?’ The barman was looking at me, concerned.

‘Yeah, I’m great. Thanks.’

‘Y’know, sorries about the book.’

‘It doesn’t matter at all. Only the two of you serving, then? Short of staff today, then?’

‘What?’

There’d only been two of them before, I remembered.

‘No, it’s great. Thanks.’

‘OK. You like music?’

‘I like silence. Really quiet is fine.’

The girls exploded into giggles again, as if I was triggering them. The barman was putting on some more music. It wasn’t lounge, it was house – even more minimal. I’d try to keep up with the electronic scene, and this was definitely familiar. The way the bass and the drum snaked and coiled around each other, the use of effects, the hypnotic repetition and glacially slow development.

‘You like?’

‘Yeah, I know it. Don’t tell me. It’s that group from Berlin with a French name.’

The barman looked impressed. ‘Hey, that’s correct. Isolée,’ he said, nodding. ‘This is the new one. Real good, huh?’ He was bobbing about a bit.

‘Great. Just great. Excellent. Do you like that French band with the Scottish singer and a terrible name? Telepopmusic, they’re called.’

The barman leaned on the zinc and frowned. ‘Not St Germain?’

‘No, not St Germain. Telepopmusic. Check them out.’

The phone went and he had to answer it, chatting in Estonian with the receiver tucked under his ear, wiping glasses. The guy’s pretty cool, I thought. And in some ways I felt I had not done too badly myself.

Someone had scribbled on the wall – perhaps the interior designer – Qui êtes-vous? Personne. Moi non plus. A line from one of the poets etched into the chairs, perhaps. I momentarily played with the idea of being in a film, a French film – acting as a barfly in one of those intense, brooding French efforts in which nothing much happens except that it’s all about desire. I’d wanted to go out in the evenings after my restaurant meals, to hit the clubs, but instead I’d walked myself around each night to exhaustion. It wasn’t easy going into a place on your own, unless you were out to clock someone. There’d been a club that was all white, like an operating theatre, with acres of white leather to sit on and empty but for two black guys in the middle, drinking cocktails the colour of diluted blood. It was a new sensation, after England, wandering around a city on a Friday night without the fear of getting beaten to a pulp.

The barman dropped a couple of paper sugar-twists in front of me.

‘I forgets that. Pardon me. You can’t really on me.’

‘Eh?’

‘You can’t really on me,’ the barman insisted, as if my English was poor.

I nodded as if my ears had just cleared. ‘Who can rely on anyone? Thanks.’

In fact, I’d finished my coffee. The Isolée track was beginning to swamp my mind. The words and groans were remixed to snap in two and reappear – highly sexual. It was meant to be taken with drugs.

‘That’s good,’ said the barman. ‘Sugar bad.’

‘Yeah, I guess so. No, it is. Welcome to Europe,’ I added, half ironically.

‘Huh?’

‘It’s good to see your country in free Europe. One day you’ll be part of the European Union.’

‘We wait to see,’ said the barman, sucking on a tooth as he wiped the zinc. He was about twenty-six coming on seven hundred. He was wiser than wise, because he had the history of Estonia at his back. All his childhood under the shadow.

‘I say that to you,’ said the barman, suddenly, pointing a finger at me. ‘Welcome to free Europe! You know?’

‘I like that,’ I grinned, a little ashamed. ‘That’s true. Yeah.’

I generally notice posters the day after the performance it is advertising. This one on the newsagent’s, which I had passed all week, was caught just in time: a concert performance that evening of Handel’s opera Acis and Galatea. Rarely performed, though a number-one hit in Handel’s time. I guessed the group was amateur, which is sometimes an advantage.

The concert was to be held in the big white church a couple of minutes’ walk away, in an area that had been bombed stupid in the war: the rubble and the foundations of houses had been left ever since, surrounded by a flimsy fence, were now an example of Soviet wickedness. Grass and weeds grew thick in ground plans of lost homes. The church, called St Nicholas, had been restored, playing host to exhibitions and concerts: I wasn’t sure whether or not it was deconsecrated.

I arrived later than I’d meant to and was forced to sit at the front – the only row with free places. Some of the performers were still milling about, fiddling with their instruments or chatting. Apart from the flutes, the instruments were modern. A soprano was testing her high notes beyond the back screen. Definitely amateur, but not cruelly so.

And then a man with a grey ponytail – amazingly like the customer on the café terrace nearly a week ago – arrived out of breath, carrying what looked like a theorbo case. Five minutes to go, but a theorbo could take at least ten minutes to tune up. Red in the face from running, he sat immediately opposite me, setting the huge and ridiculous instrument between his knees, tightening the strings on the long neck. It was the customer on the terrace. This reminder embarrassed me. My behaviour had been adolescent. Pre-adolescent, even. Since my failed attempt to retrieve the book (and to see the girl again) three days back, I had grown up. I was determined to take a hold on myself from now on.

Acis and Galatea might have been put on especially for me, as it happened: all about hopeless love. The photocopied programme had the English libretto, with a part of the Estonian introduction helpfully translated:

The nymph Galatea, daughter of Nerea, is loved of Polyphemus, a Cyclops of monstrous body. But Galatea loves the young shepherd Acis, son of God Pan. One day, while Galatea was reposing to the edge of the sea on Acis breasts, Polyphemus surprised these and, in an access of fury, killed Acis in crushing him under a enormous rocks. Galatea, using some magic powers, immortalised her defunct lover in a fountain stream unfinishing.

Everyone retired and there was an expectant pause.

A man in a blue suit and cravat, with hair like Beethoven’s, emerged from behind the screens. The only words I recognised in his speech were names: Handel, Acis, Polyphemus, Galatea, Ovid and KP Peanut Butter – although the last must have been a phonetic coincidence. The man bowed to a discreet clapping which went on longer than it would have done in England but not as long as it would have done in Germany. When the performers emerged, the clapping picked up from near extinction in an exaggerated crescendo that suggested the presence of friends and family.

But I was not clapping. My hands were frozen in the act, as if I was holding a ball; my mouth was open and sweat had broken out on my upper lip. Right next to the theorbo player, directly in front, a mere six feet away knee to knee, settling in her chair with her violin, was the waitress from the Café Majolica.

In the end, it was the theorbo player’s fault. Up to that point, my eyes and her eyes hadn’t met. I’d kept mine mostly fixed on the other players and on the singers at the back – a good dozen of each. When my gaze did wander onto her face, she was concentrating on the score in front of her. The notes were fairly straightforward, had perhaps been rendered down to something simple enough for her level, which I judged as a competent Grade 6. The violin players were named on the programme as Kaja and Riina. She had to be one or the other. She looked more like a Riina, somehow. Kaja made me think of a cage. She was wearing a black dress with floppy cuffs. It reminded me, unfortunately, of a witch’s gown.

Emotion flickered and passed over her face as if she was missing a layer. It made me think of rain on water, rippling and spotting and dimpling. Anxiety, pleasure, shyness: nothing escaped the surface of her face. She sat slightly hunched, the spotlights – only softened by one or two yellow filters – polishing her high cheekbones, which again made me think of something I couldn’t quite place, although a sighing or sort of soughing noise came into my head – a very pleasant and faraway sound under the Handel.

Her violin was a tad tatty, like a school instrument. No sign of recognition. Why should there be? She must serve hundreds of customers every day. I felt about fourteen. No, I felt old. About thirty-seven.

I studied her fellow musicians, to distract myself. The cellist was a Hoffnung figure, very tall and thin and chinless with a quiff of bushy hair, his jacket too big for his shoulders. One of the viola players went pop-eyed whenever she played, looking incredibly like Kenneth Williams. The theorbo player jerked his head in time to the beat, the neck of the instrument like a ship’s long prow in a swell, moving up and down, up and down, over the waitress’s head. The harpsichordist kept chewing his lips with anxiety. The singers were good, for amateurs, and of all shapes and sizes. The tenor playing the lover Acis was short and tubby, while the bass playing Polyphemus was tall and blond. He had rubbery lips; the passage that begins ‘I rage – I melt – I burn! The feeble god has stabb’d me to the heart!’ was accompanied by a fine spray caught by the lights. Galatea was toothy and fairly plump, but her voice was like a treble’s.

Until then, I’d never realised how like a woman’s back a violin is: the light was playing off the soft muscular curves of the varnished alder wood, sliding past its wasp waist in lozenges of white. I have no idea why violin-makers favour alder wood: one told me, once, how they’re wet-loving trees, and how he always thought of the curve of oxbows or the current’s soft bulge and swell when he was turning the wood. All I could think of now was the subtle camber of bare flesh.

The choir sounded a little barbershop at times, and the English pronunciation was haywire, but the music was swirling me into an even giddier state. Everything was golden, beautiful, shifting with the shadows and shapes of the pre-industrial world
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