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    For everyone who ever played to thirty people who came anyway.And for the ones who stayed to hear the last song. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You think fame is a destination. It isn't. It's weather." — from When the Music Is Over 
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Prologue — The Sound After
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There is a sound that happens after the applause ends.

Not silence. Not yet.

It is the sound of chairs scraping back. Of glasses being collected. Of a hundred private conversations resuming exactly where they left off, as if the last two hours hadn't happened at all. It is the sound of a room remembering it was always just a room.

Juan Pablo Sicat would come to know this sound better than any chord he ever learned.

He would stand at the edge of it, night after night, in rooms that held thirty people and rooms that held thirty thousand, and he would wait for the moment when the noise thinned out and the room exhaled and went back to being furniture and walls and someone sweeping near the exit. He would wait for it the way other men wait for a verdict.

Because here is the thing no one tells you about being heard: it is temporary. On purpose. That is the whole architecture of it. A song ends so the next one can begin. A crowd disperses so it can reassemble somewhere else, for someone else, possibly without you. Applause is not a place you get to stay.

Years from now—or maybe only months, it hardly matters—Juan Pablo will sit alone in a quiet apartment with a guitar leaning against a keyboard, and he will try to remember why he ever started doing this in the first place. Not the version of the story where a producer discovers him. Not the version where the numbers climb, or the version where they fall. Further back than that.

Back to a room. An empty one, mostly.

Back to before anyone was listening at all.

This is where we'll begin.
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Chapter 1 — The Empty Room
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The bar was called Diyalogo, though half the regulars just called it "the place on Maginhawa," and by ten-thirty on a Thursday it held exactly the kind of crowd Juan Pablo Sicat had learned not to count on purpose. He counted anyway. Thirty-one, if you included the bartender, who wasn't listening, and the couple near the door, who were listening to each other.

He kept his eyes on the frets and let the room happen behind them.

Marco was doing what Marco always did in the small rooms—leaning into the mic like it might lean back, working the handful of faces near the stage as if they were the front row of an arena he hadn't gotten to yet. Rico stood half a step back, bass low on his hip, playing exactly what the song needed and nothing it didn't. Anton kept time behind them both, unhurried, the way a man keeps time when he has never once imagined a bigger room than this one.

Juan Pablo had written the song they were playing at two in the morning, six months ago, about a version of loneliness he wasn't sure he still believed in. Tonight it felt like a coat he'd put on out of habit. He played it anyway, cleanly, the way he played everything—like it mattered, because it did, even when nobody in particular seemed to need it to.

Somewhere around the bridge, a man in a gray jacket stood up from a table near the back, said something to the woman across from him, and left.

Juan Pablo watched him go without turning his head. That was a skill, watching without turning your head. He'd gotten good at it.

It wasn't that the man's leaving mattered. People left venues. They had trains to catch, partners waiting, and mornings that started too early for a Thursday. It was one person, and there were still thirty left, more or less, and thirty people who stayed to hear the end of a song were not nothing.

He told himself that twice, which was usually the sign he didn't believe it the first time.

They finished the set on "After the Hour," the closest thing they had to a crowd favorite, if you could call four requests over two years a following. A woman near the front clapped hard enough that Juan Pablo caught her eye and nodded, and for a second — a real second, not a performed one — it was enough. It was, in fact, exactly what he used to imagine when he imagined this whole life. A room. A few people. A song that landed somewhere it hadn't existed before.

Then the lights came up half a notch, and the room did the thing rooms do.

Chairs scraped back. A glass clinked against another glass. Someone laughed at something that had nothing to do with the last two hours. The bartender started calling out closing orders in a voice that hadn't been quiet all night; it had just been underneath the music, waiting its turn.

Juan Pablo unplugged his guitar and told himself, as he did most nights, that this was fine. This was the job. You played, the room went back to being a room, you packed up your cables in the dark, and you did it again next week.

He was still telling himself that at 12:40 a.m., riding home in the back of a jeepney with his guitar case wedged between his knees, watching Quezon City go by in streetlights and shuttered storefronts.

His apartment was one room and a kitchenette he barely used, on the third floor of a building that made a specific groaning sound whenever the elevator worked at all. He didn't bother with the elevator. By the time he reached his door, he'd stopped thinking about the man in the gray jacket and started thinking about something worse, which was the fact that he was still thinking about the man in the gray jacket.

He set the guitar case down, didn't bother with the lights, and picked up the other guitar—the one that lived at home, strings a little softer, worn in a way the gig guitar wasn't allowed to be—and sat on the edge of his bed and played the song again.

Same song. Same chords. No audience at all, unless you counted the neighbor's dog, which had started barking two lines in and then, mercifully, stopped.

He played it slower this time, without needing to hit his marks, without Marco's harmony coming in on the chorus or Anton's kick drum telling him where the downbeat lived. Just him and six strings and a room that didn't have thirty people in it or three. A room with exactly one person in it, and that person was the only one who'd ever really had a vote on whether the song was any good.

It was a strange thing to notice, playing alone at one in the morning, that this—this exact moment, no witnesses, no stakes—was the only time all night the song had actually felt like his.

He didn't examine that thought very hard. He was tired, and there was a question underneath it he didn't want to spend the last of his energy on: if this was the version of the song that felt most like the truth, why did he spend every other hour of his life trying to get more people to hear a version that didn't?

He put the guitar down eventually. He always did.

Before bed, out of a habit he'd stopped pretending he could break, he opened his phone and checked the band's page. Forty-two views on the clip someone had posted from tonight's set. Forty-two, climbing toward forty-three while he watched, which felt like it should have counted for something and somehow didn't.

Then, because his thumb knew the way there better than his better judgment did, he found himself on another page entirely—a musician he half-knew from around the scene, a guy who wrote hooky, uncomplicated songs about breakups and traffic and getting drunk on a Tuesday, songs Juan Pablo did not, if he was honest with himself, think were particularly good.

Fourteen thousand views. On a video posted six hours ago.

Juan Pablo looked at the number for longer than he wanted to admit. He did the math he always did without meaning to—fourteen thousand against forty-two, this room against that room, thirty people who came on purpose against fourteen thousand people who hadn't had to try at all.

He didn't like the person doing that math. He put the phone face-down on the nightstand, which didn't turn the phone off so much as it turned him away from it, and lay in the dark listening to the building groan somewhere below him, some pipe or elevator or old bone of the place settling into the night.

Thirty people had come to hear him tonight. They hadn't wandered in by accident. Nobody wanders into Diyalogo on a Thursday. They had chosen it—chosen him, in whatever small, unglamorous way choosing to spend a Thursday night listening to an unsigned songwriter counted as choosing someone.

He knew, lying there, that this should have felt like enough.

He knew it the way you know a fact you don't yet feel—the way you know a burn will heal before it stops hurting.

Outside, a jeepney rattled past, radio bleeding out through an open window, playing a song
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