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    Dedication

    For those still tuning themselves—between silence and sound—this is for the songs you carried longer than you played.




Introduction

Hey,

I’ve been thinking a lot about the parts of life we never really finish. You know, the half-written songs, the words we didn’t send, the things we started and just… left. That’s where the real stuff lives—the messy, quiet, in-between stuff that actually sticks with you.

This book is kind of like that. It’s called Unfinished Notes on Silence and Sound, and it’s basically me inviting you to hang out in all the moments people usually skip over. The stuff that feels small but hits hard. The silence before someone says something important. The pause after a song ends. The hum of the world that keeps going even when you’re stuck figuring out what to do next.

You’ll meet people who are carrying stuff they didn’t ask for, guarding something they don't fully understand and can’t leave behind. You’ll see people realizing they were never the main act, maybe just a background note in someone else’s song. And you’ll see people stubbornly refusing to let anyone else write their ending.

These stories aren’t clean or perfect. Life isn’t. It’s weird and messy, and sometimes it skips beats. That’s exactly why I left these stories unfinished. I want you to fill in the gaps, imagine what comes next, and maybe even see a little of your own life in the spaces between the lines.

I hope when you read this, you don’t just read. I hope you listen. I hope you feel. Maybe you’ll even add your own note to the song. That’s what this is for—the half-finished music, the quiet resilience, the things that only make sense if you’re paying attention.

Thanks for hanging out here with me.

—Tony


    
    Keys and Courage

    by Tony Eetak

    The B-flat major chord felt too loud, even in his headphones. Marvin’s pinky twitched, catching the edge of the next key, and a sour C-sharp hung in the air for a fraction of a second, just long enough to sting. He flinched, pulling his hands back like the plastic was hot. It was always like this. The pressure, the feeling that every wrong note was a personal failure, amplified by the silent, judging presence of the empty room. Or, worse, the not-so-empty room, because Uncle Ted was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, a half-smile on his face.

Marvin cleared his throat, a dry rasp that did little to calm the thrumming in his chest. “It’s… it’s harder than it looks, setting the patches,” he mumbled, mostly to the keyboard. The words felt clunky, like rocks in his mouth. He adjusted the volume knob down, then up again, then down. The cheap plastic felt gritty under his thumb, a small, irrelevant detail his brain clung to.

“Nobody said it was easy, kiddo.” Ted’s voice was low, unhurried, cutting through the silence without shattering it. “But you’ve been doing this for, what, three years now? Since you hauled that old Casio out of my garage. Remember the dust bunnies?” He pushed off the doorframe, walking closer, the worn soles of his sneakers squeaking faintly on the polished linoleum floor.

Marvin didn’t look up. He hated the dust bunnies. He’d hated the whole idea back then. But he also loved the way the keys felt under his fingers, the way a melody could bloom from nothing, how the sound filled a space no words ever could. That old Casio had sounded like a toy, tinny and thin, but even then, it had been a kind of shield, a secret language he could speak without fear of being misunderstood. This new setup, the church’s Yamaha, was different. Bigger. More serious. The responsibility felt heavier than the instrument itself.

“Yeah, well, a garage isn’t… this.” He gestured vaguely at the small, beige-painted room. It was called the ‘Fellowship Hall Annex’ on the sign outside, which sounded important but mostly meant it smelled faintly of stale coffee and old hymn books. The autumn light, already weak, grew dimmer as a cloud slid across the sky. The air, despite the building’s age, felt strangely thin, like it held its breath.

Ted chuckled, a soft rumble in his chest. He stopped beside Marvin, not looking over his shoulder, but just… present. “No, it’s not a garage. It’s a place where people make noise together. Sometimes good noise, sometimes not so good. Mostly, it’s just… noise.” He tapped a finger against the worn armrest of a stackable plastic chair. “You played the organ at your grandma’s funeral last spring. That wasn’t a garage.”

Marvin remembered the funeral. His fingers had trembled then too, but that was different. Grief had muffled everything, made it feel hazy and unreal. This was real. This was a Sunday morning service, with people, living, breathing people, looking at him. Expecting something. He was supposed to fill a gap left by Mrs. Henderson, who’d played the piano for forty years before her hands finally gave out. Mrs. Henderson had been a fixture, like the stained-glass window. He was a temporary replacement, a pale, clumsy shadow.

“That was different,” Marvin mumbled again, staring at the patch display, which read ‘GRAND PIANO 2’. He shifted his weight on the bench, the fake leather cold against his thighs. The room felt smaller than usual, the walls pressing in. He could hear the muffled thud of drums from the main sanctuary, a low, rhythmic pulse that made his stomach clench. The bass guitar, too, a deep, resonant hum. They were already practicing. And he was here, still fiddling with patches.

“Different how?” Ted asked, his voice still gentle, but with a new, insistent edge. Marvin could feel his uncle’s gaze, even without looking up. It wasn’t critical, just… expectant. It was the same look Ted gave him when he was trying to teach Marvin how to change the oil in his old beat-up sedan – patient, knowing he could do it, but not doing it for him.

“People weren’t… listening, really. They were crying. Or looking at the ceiling.” Marvin finally risked a glance, not at Ted’s face, but at his worn work boots, scuffed and a little muddy. “They weren’t waiting for me to hit the right chord. Or… the wrong one.”

Ted sighed, a long, slow exhalation that seemed to carry some of the tension out of the room. He didn’t try to contradict Marvin, didn’t offer a platitude about everyone making mistakes. He just said, “They’re not waiting for you to hit the wrong one now, either. They just want to hear something good. Something that sounds… whole. And you can do that.”

A small silence settled, broken only by the distant thrumming of the band. Marvin picked at a loose thread on his jeans. He could feel a bead of sweat tracing a cold path down his spine. His palms were already damp. The scent of old wood and something vaguely metallic – maybe the cheap microphone stands – filled his nostrils. He thought about the other guys in the band: Sam, the drummer, all loud laughs and quick stick work; Chloe, the bassist, quiet but steady, her rhythm a rock; and Pastor Davies, who played guitar and sang, his voice booming even in casual conversation. They were so… effortless. He was anything but.

“What if I mess up?” Marvin asked, the words barely a whisper. His throat felt tight, like it was closing in on itself. He hated the way his voice always did that when he was nervous, dropping to a register that made him sound even younger than his sixteen years. He imagined himself, on stage, fingers freezing, a terrible, grating sound erupting from the speakers, the entire congregation wincing. The thought made his chest ache.

“Then you mess up.” Ted shrugged, a small, easy movement. “Everyone messes up. I mess up. Pastor Davies messes up. Half the time, Sam messes up so fast, you just think it was part of the song. You think he doesn’t know what a beat is sometimes.” He paused, then added, “It’s how you keep going after the mess-up. That’s the hard part. Not the mess-up itself.”

Marvin knew Ted was right. Intellectually, he knew. But knowing and feeling were two different things. His hands still felt too big, too clumsy for the delicate keys. He ran his thumb over the smooth, black surface of the ‘pitch bend’ wheel, a useless gesture that did nothing to soothe his nerves. The weight of his own expectations was the heaviest thing in the room. He practiced for hours in his bedroom, headphones clamped tight, losing himself in the intricate melodies he coaxed from the instrument. Alone, he was a different person. Confident. Fluid. On fire, even. But the moment another human entered the equation, even Ted, the fire turned to ash.

“Just… try it. Play something. Anything.” Ted’s voice was softer now, almost a coaxing murmur. “No pressure. Just for me. Right now. Whatever you were working on.”

Marvin hesitated. He looked down at the keys, then at his hands. They looked foreign, disconnected. He had been working on the intro to ‘Amazing Grace,’ a slightly jazzed-up version with a walk-down bass line in the left hand. It was intricate, a little showy. Something he’d never dare to play for anyone else. But Ted had heard him practicing it, through the floorboards of the living room, a few nights ago. He’d mentioned it. “Sounded… bouncy,” he’d said, in a good way.

With a deep, shaky breath, Marvin placed his fingers on the keys. His left hand found the low C, then the B-flat, then the A, a slow, deliberate descent. His right hand, a moment later, picked out the melody, a familiar, comforting tune, but imbued with a new, hesitant rhythm. It wasn’t perfect. His timing was a little off on the first few notes, and the dynamics were uneven. He stumbled over a chord change, a sharp, clashing sound, and winced, ready to pull away.

But then Ted hummed. Not a full-blown song, just a low, contented sound, a kind of approval. It was enough. Marvin kept going. He focused on the feel of the keys, the slight resistance, the way they sprang back. He focused on the sound, letting it fill his head, pushing out the fear. The melody started to flow, finding its own rhythm, his fingers remembering the pathways, the muscle memory kicking in. He closed his eyes for a second, just to feel the music, the quiet current it created in the small room.

When he opened them, Ted was still there, a soft, encouraging smile on his face. “There it is,” he said, almost a whisper. “See? It’s in there.”

Marvin played to the end of the first verse, then let his hands fall, a little breathless. The quiet of the room felt different now, warmer. The distant drums and bass still thrummed, but they didn’t feel like a threat anymore. They felt like an invitation. An opportunity. Still, the knot in his stomach hadn't completely uncoiled.

“Okay,” Marvin said, the word coming out a little stronger than he expected. He still didn’t quite believe it, not fully, but the sound of his own voice, firm and clear, surprised him. He looked up, meeting Ted’s eyes this time. “Okay. I’ll… I’ll go.”

Ted clapped him on the shoulder, a firm, grounding touch. “Good. Just remember to breathe. And listen. That’s all music is, really. Breathing and listening.” He pushed Marvin gently towards the door leading to the sanctuary. “Go on. They’re waiting for you. And trust me, they’re not waiting for you to mess up. They’re waiting for you to play.”

Marvin took another deep breath, the air in his lungs feeling a little less thin. He stood up, the old bench creaking in protest. His legs felt shaky, but he forced himself to take a step, then another. The sound of the band grew louder as he approached the door, the melody now distinct. He could hear Chloe’s bass, solid and unwavering, and Sam’s light touch on the hi-hat. Pastor Davies' guitar was soaring, a simple, heartfelt melody. They needed the keyboard. They needed him.

His hand brushed the cold metal of the doorknob. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic bird desperate to escape. This was it. The moment of truth. He could turn back. He could tell Ted his stomach hurt, that he wasn’t ready. But the thought of disappointing Ted, and himself, felt heavier than any fear of a wrong note. He pushed the door open, a sliver of bright stage light spilling into the annex, and stepped into the dazzling, intimidating hum of the sanctuary.
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