
Silence


    
    Two women sit by the wharf on a moonlit night, listening to the sea rock back and forth in rhythm. Except for them the harbor is empty, and it almost feels like they are the only two people in the world. The air is frigid, and with a sharp clarity.

“What is it like?” asks the younger one.

The older one cocks her head. “What are you talking about?”

“You know…” she says. “Immortality.”

She rubs her chin, looking out over the waves. “How can I describe something like that? You simply have to live through it to understand. And you will.”

The younger one frowns. “Anything can be described if you try hard enough. Even complicated things.”

“Really?” she muses. “Can you describe love?”

“Sure. Maybe not with logic, and maybe not in a way that satisfies me, but I can still try.”

“Go on, then.”

She takes a deep breath. “Love is sweet. It’s beautiful and fragrant, and has a softness to it. If it were a song, it would be slow but powerful.”

“That’s a very innocent view of love,” the older one says. “But I see what you’re getting at. Senses, right?”

She nods in agreement. “Anything can be broken down to how our senses perceive them.”

“Very well.” She taps a finger to her lips. “Let’s start with taste. Immortality tastes like qingxin flowers.”

“Bitter, then?”

“Are they?” A smile plays at the corners of her lips. “Certainly, they taste bitter. But they’re also the only food you can find that high in the mountains. How long do you think you would have to live up there before they started tasting like comfort first, and bitterness second?”

The youngest one furrows her eyebrows. “A really long time.”

“Yes. That is the taste of immortality.” She rubs her hands. “But immortality tastes like other things, too.”

“Like what?”

“Iron,” she whispers. “Immortality is the metallic taste of blood in your mouth. It is the taste of fresh rice harvested from a newly plowed field, and the taste of dirt from that same field after it turns fallow.”

“Why would anyone eat dirt?” she asks, tilting her head.

“So that you don’t starve.”

“But it doesn’t have any nutrition.”

“And yet it fills the stomach, no?” She pauses, listening to the swaying surface of the water. “Immortality looks like a field of glaze lilies, and the lake that swallows it. It looks like a pitiful refugee camp, and the city that grows in its place.”

She points up towards the sky.

“It looks like the moon, always there to witness you.”

“Is that supposed to be comforting?” asks the younger one.

“No,” she says. “It will watch you succeed, and it will watch you fail. This is neither meant to comfort or discourage. It simply is.”

“I see…”

She nods. “Scent… hmm. Immortality is the scent of ash.”

The younger one waits for more, and then blinks. “That’s it? Ash?”

“Yes. Ash, from fire. Those lit in prayer, and those lit in mourning.”

“Ah,” she says, a solemn look to her face. “I understand.”

“Now for touch. Immortality feels like the feather of an arrow brushing against your finger as you pull it back, and the feather of a quill as you put ink to paper. Do you understand now?”

“Wait, you’re forgetting sound.”

“Oh, right.” She waves a hand dismissively. “But that’s an easy one. Immortality sounds like quiet.”

“What?” she says, raising an eyebrow. “That makes even less sense than ash.”

“Oh? How come?”

“Shouldn’t you be saying that it sounds like the cry of a newborn, and the last rattle of that same person on their deathbed? Or something like that?”

The older one smiles. “Interesting thought. But here’s the thing… the passing of time makes a noise. A very, very low noise.”

“Like a whisper?”

“Lower, even. In fact, technically this noise doesn’t exist. And if you’re around others, you will never hear it. Laughter, conversation, even crying and shouting. These are the sounds of life, and they will mask the low thrum as one moment progresses to the next.”

“And if I’m in silence?”

“Surround yourself in silence… and the passing of time becomes audible. It is not a noise, but it is loud. Deafening even.” She gives the younger one a careful look. “And it will drive you mad. That is the sound of immortality.”

The younger one opens her mouth to respond, but chooses not to.

There are moments to speak, and moments to listen. She considers the older one’s words, tossing them around in her mind like ships in the swelling sea.

And all the while, they sit in silence.
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