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A Quest for Silence 

 

The noises always begin as soon as she awakes. 

Even though the digital clock by their bed tells her it is only 4.15, there is noise 

already. This is a time, she thinks, when the senses are at their sharpest, reinvigorated from 

the dull repetitions of daily living. She wants to sleep but she can hear a car sliding along the 

dark streets, its roar lifting throatily then subsiding with each intersection. As the tiniest sliver 

of sunlight knifes the horizon a bird begins to call softly, like an intake of breath but still loud 

enough to register. She can just hear the faint ticking of their clock from its place on the 

kitchen wall; upstairs are the sighs and dreamy murmurs of the children, barely perceptible. 

The house itself, as if it is conspiring with all of the other noise-makers, begins to creak and 

whisper secrets. The walls seem to shudder as they greet the first morning breeze, the tin roof 

wheezes at each change of air temperature, no matter how minute. 

The scratch of mice, the scuttle of cockroaches, the gasps of her sleeping husband, the 

thin clattering rattle of the fan that he insists upon having on, the hum of electricity streaming 

from the clock, the noisy urgency of insect life that broods beneath her bedroom window, the 

cries of waking babies across nearby yards, the occasional yaps of a bored dog, chugging 

lawnmowers and grinding outboard motors, the padding of feet, the swish of water released 

from a tap, the click and rush of a kettle as it boils … they flood into her, a layering of sounds 

that attacks her mind incessantly, all day, every day. It is noise that never ends; white noise, 

coloured noise, loud and soft noises, piercing and dull, extroverted and insidious, sweet and 

obnoxious, lilting and discordant … she feels like a small rock in the middle of an ocean that 

extends beyond infinity. There is a massive storm hovering above and she is being battered 

by waves that refuse to cease and squalls of thick rain and winds that lash and hurt and maim. 

The noise, she knows, is unbreakable. Her husband showers and the water crashes 

onto the tiles like a symphony. The children touch the volume control on the TV and she is 

assaulted by a pastiche of sound. Squabbling over breakfast, her husband shouts for peace, 

another TV is switched on, the microwave bleeps, the fridge croons, the clock still ticks, 

water swishes into the sink, an electric razor whirrs, the washing machine thumps, doors 

bang, arguments rise over who will sit in the front seat, the electric mechanism that lifts the 

garage door grinds and strains, the car squeals, dogs still bark, radios blare … and then, when 

they are gone, when all should be quiet, it begins again, the background of stealthy noise, 

neighbour noise, city noise, nature’s noise.  

Sometimes she thinks that if everything is taken away, every appliance, every object, 

every living thing, there would still be noise because it is there more surely than the sun or 

the sky or the entirety of the universe. When the first cells collided and fused into life, she 

imagines, that was when noise began. 

How can she escape the noise? Where can she go to avoid this devouring?  

She eats a slice of toast, drinks coffee. Crunch, slurp; irritating noises. Her hands are 

shaking. It’s ludicrous, she tells herself, that you should feel this way. Ludicrous that noise 

should bother you so. Even in sleep, she remembers dreaming of noises. Do other people do 

this? Are their dreams silent or do people talk and machines buzz? Does life whirr through 

their dreams?  
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Was there a time, she wonders, in the progression of the world, when noise did not 

exist? Was there ever any moment devoid of any sound, coloured perhaps, textured, but 

silent? She recalls that old philosophical query: if a tree falls in the forest and no-one is there 

to hear it, does it make a sound? She has no answer, of course, but she knows that she wants 

to be in that forest, be part of that noiseless vacuum where trees fall silently and birds whistle 

nothingness and the leaves refuse to rustle in the wind.  

She washes up, grimacing at the clatter. Even when she rubs a dish dry, she can hear 

the scrape of cloth on ceramic. It picks at her, builds up inside her, tightens like a spring. 

Madness, she thinks, I’m going mad, tortured into insanity by the endless soak of noise.  

She drinks more coffee then regrets it because she must wash up the cup. She stands 

as still as she can in the centre of the house, closes her eyes, concentrates on herself, on her 

own physicality, on blocking out the noise. Tries to imagine her blood moving silently 

through her veins and capillaries, her lungs noiselessly inflating and deflating. Sees the 

redness, the bellow-shapes, the wet pink tubes and anonymous flecks of white, rejoices at an 

image devoid of noise. Is almost ready to celebrate until she realizes – it is back. It is back!  

No, it had never gone.  

Her blood moves but with a dull creeping sound.  

Her lungs fill and empty but with a whisper.  

That is when she screams, rips at her own hair, hurls her coffee cup into the floor 

where it smashes and scatters into pieces and one large piece continues to spin and chink in 

protest as the others skulk beneath cupboards, dormant and, for the moment, silent. 

She thinks, I must escape. Today. I must find a place where there is no noise. 

Find that forest.  

It is a quest for silence. She grabs her keys, leaves the house as quietly as she can. 

When the car engine growls she hesitates then pushes her arms their full length from the 

steering wheel until her hands are steady again. It is the way things are, she thinks, trying to 

be rational. Like any … traveller, she must endure before she can obtain. 

As she drives slowly down their road she begins to wonder, where can I go? Where is 

this place? And suddenly she remembers a cliff and a bright bay, water spangled with light 

and greenness, a serenity from her childhood. The place she used to go, a sanctuary for her 

thoughts and desires, soft wild grass and tiny lilac flowers, stones laid bare and warmed by 

the day. There was a path, she remembers, a secret track that started behind her grandparents’ 

shack and meandered through trees to the open expanse of grass, and eventually the top of the 

cliff. There, because children are agile and daring, she had clambered easily down several 

metres of the rock, which was not quite sheer, to her special place; a small recess hidden by 

juts of rock, small enough to retain its privacy, large enough for her to stretch her limbs then 

fold down and be free of the world. 

No-one else, she imagines, has ever been there. No-one could have been. It has 

always been hers, entirely. 

She continues to drive. The shack is away from the city so she takes the freeway as far 

as she can then works through those dry, forgotten towns, eventually discovering the sign that 

indicates Willows Road. It is as she remembers, bitumen receding to tracks, corroded bodies 

of cars flung casually along the sides of the road, white dust churned up within an avenue of 

casuarina trees.  
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She seeks the track, ignoring the sudden heat and the droning of fat flies, but there is 

nothing … the ground seems somehow reduced, the vegetation wilder and more unkempt. 

She becomes less certain of the truth of her memories. Hears the wind and animals moving in 

the undergrowth, birds cawing, the earth shaking with sonic noise. There are tears in her eyes 

as she rushes to a fence-line, looks quickly around, wanting the track to be there. Then she 

plunges forward, hoping that she will somehow fall into it but there is a large ragged shrub 

blocking her passage, a shrub that she must somehow thrust beyond. When she does so, 

scratching her arms and face, the path is suddenly there and she rejoices silently. 

Relief slows her heart. As she walks, her only accompaniment is the clump of her 

own footsteps in the wild grass. She turns her feet to the side as if she is stepping on hot sand 

and diminishes the sound. She feels that the path is untrodden so she is an adventurer 

returning to a land that only she knows. When the bush thins and she comes to see the cliff-

top she is overjoyed because she knows that she is nearing the place that will satisfy her 

craving for silence. She can see the colours of the bay; the deep blue on the horizon, ripples 

of periwinkle closer to shore and the sand, taupe-coloured, distant.  

She moves to the edge of the cliff as if in a trance. It is easy to find the dip between 

rocks that leads towards her recess. Without fear, she turns her back on the sky and tests the 

cliff-face with her feet before moving gently down. There is an abundance of hand-holds; she 

quickly becomes confident and soon is buoyed by a glimpse of the juts of rock. When her feet 

touch the base of the recess, she is flooded by a feeling of incredible, bounteous joy, so much 

so that she shuts her eyes for the final part of her descent, sinks gratefully to her knees in the 

recess, tilts her head gently to one side and prepares for the onslaught of precious, blessed 

silence. 

But something is there. 

At first she thinks, no. No, it is my imagination. It is all the noises of the past bleeding 

from me. It is a cleansing, an exorcism of noise. 

But the noise becomes persistent, undeniable. Automatically, hating herself, she 

begins to classify each sound. She recognizes the deep, resonant roll of faraway surf, the 

whistles of air as it finds fissures in the rock, a soft crackling as the sun heats the surfaces of 

the earth, a plane somewhere overhead. Now she is crying as she closes her eyes and shakes 

her head, back and forth like a dog trying to rid itself of fleas … 

 

* 

 

When her husband and children arrive home later that afternoon, they are bemused to hear the 

bass thumping of loud music coming from a stereo. As they enter the house their ears are 

assaulted by both televisions, volume turned up to maximum capacity, radios blaring, the 

dishwasher and washing machine both operating. Moving along the hallway they are stunned 

to see a line-up of nearly-forgotten battery-operated toys, all moving and gibbering. Despite 

the lateness – the children have been at sports practice and he has been setting up meetings –

there are no lights on, except for the small red indicators above every ‘On’ button in the 

house.  

The children become scared and want to turn on lights but their father restrains them; 

he is curious about the absence of light and the incredible orgy of noise. It is like a wall, 



A Quest For Silence  Richard Yaxley 

 4 

impenetrable. Yet there is something in him that makes him leave it all switched on; he 

knows that he must find a way through the maze of sound and solve the riddle of its source. 

They continue to move forward, slowly. In the bathroom all the taps are flowing 

freely. His electric razor is plugged and operating. In the kitchen they see the microwave 

spinning madly and an electric mixer whizzing around with nothing in it. The oven is on and 

the speaker for the front door-bell, located above the blaring television, has been jammed so 

that its ring is stuck on a high, screeching trill. The children want to go upstairs but he refuses 

to allow them to do so. Instead, they all leave the kitchen and head for the last room, the 

bedroom that he has shared with his wife for the past fifteen years. 

When he pushes open the door he is surprised to find that nothing within makes a 

noise. The clock, he sees, has been switched off at the wall, the fan remains perfectly still and 

the closed curtains shut out the eyes of the city. 

“Dad?” says the eldest child but he places a finger to her lips for he has seen it too. 

This time he does reach out for a light switch and a dim hue illuminates the bed where she 

lies. She is naked with her face turned away, her whole body a slim line of porcelain, 

perfectly centred on their bedspread. Her arms rest by her side, her back and buttocks slope as 

gently as a field of flowers. 

“Is she dead?” gulps the second child and he shakes his head immediately for he 

knows that she is not – he can see the slight raising of her ribs with each breath. The children 

are transfixed as he steps tentatively around the bed to find her face, the face, he thinks 

ruefully, that he has perhaps forgotten to love as mightily as he should. He hopes that she is 

asleep, that whatever affliction has possessed her will pass with rest and care. Part of his 

brain begins to plan and calculate the cost of a holiday then he sees her face, lips pressed 

together, nose strangely aquiline, cheeks unusually pale.  

But it is her eyes that most appal him; they bob crazily up and down, as unfixed as 

dead birds in water. 

“My God,” he whispers. “My God.” 

It is nearly midnight when he returns from the hospital; after 1 a.m. before he settles 

the children and drinks some hot cocoa. I’ve been distant, he thinks, removed by my own 

paltry routines. I haven’t given her enough thought, haven’t paid enough attention to how she 

is, what she’s doing, where she’s going. The house is quiet now; he opens a window to let in 

some fresh night air, breathes deeply then closes it again. Tomorrow he must go back to the 

hospital. There may be some news, some understanding reached. For now, he knows, he 

needs to sleep, to regather strength for the days, possibly weeks ahead. 

As he undresses he thinks, it is easy to get blasé in a marriage. It is easy to take her 

presence for granted. She has occupied a space near and around him for a long time; it is easy 

to let her slide into his comfort zone and forget that she is even there. He misses her warmth 

when he is alone in their bed. He misses her warmth but it is only when the darkness has 

settled, his eyes are shut and he is waiting for the onset of sleep, that he becomes aware of 

something.  

Something that presses him down, refuses to allow him to sleep. 

It is odd, he thinks, how he never noticed this before, odd that it has passed him by. 

He wonders if he is over-tired, perhaps over-wrought. Probably. Whatever the reason, he 

finds it annoying because he wants to sleep. 
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He turns and switches positions. It makes no difference. He cannot sleep.  

Then, suddenly, he understands why. He understands what is bothering him. He 

understands, and he grates his teeth with something approaching anger. 

There are too many noises. He can hear cars sliding, birds calling, the thin clattering 

rattle of the fan. Worst of all, he thinks, is a ticking sound. It is early morning and he is 

frazzled and desperate before he realises that the ticking sound comes from a clock. His eyes 

are wide and his skin is tight. He waits for sleep but it will not come so instead, he listens to 

the faint ticking of their clock from its place on the kitchen wall.  


