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Chinese has, of course, the story of Bo Ya and Zhong Ziqi as a model of
wordless friendship and the musical friend’s ability to perfectly represent the mind
of the other in musical sound. Words are always necessary in order to explain that
the understanding was beyond words.

Another model of friendship is the English trope (not American) in which two
friends are separated for many years. Without tears on separation or expressions
of joy on meeting again, the absent friend returns and continues the conversation
broken off a decade earlier.

The “English” model may best describe my relation to K’o Ch’ing-ming.
Each time we were together it was as if we were still in the same conversation left
off ten years earlier. There was never the least sense of strangeness, and the intervals
of absence simply disappeared.

The other peculiar thing about our conversation was my capacity to forget that
I was speaking Chinese. I felt certain that he always understood exactly what I was
saying, and that I understood exactly what he was saying. Of course I could have
been completely wrong; but if this was pure illusion, it was an illusion sustained by
responses on both sides and the smooth flow of dialogue. Here we are closest to the
Bo Ya—Zhong Ziqi model of friendship.

K’0 ch’ing-ming and I exactly are the same age, and we have known each
other since our late 30s—half a lifetime.

If souls are indeed reborn, I am sure that in some day to come, in some shape

or other, we will resume the conversation.
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