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Prelude




Dear Reader,

 


Sola Musica is a make-believe music festival
happening on a beach cove in Anilao, Batangas. Each one of us has
written a short story that takes place a day before the festival
and on the festival itself. The stories aren't in chronological
order because they are meant to happen at the same time.

The idea had its beginnings during the Summit
Book Chick Lit Festival when Meanne Mijares, one of our readers,
told me she would love a book written by all four of us. I realize
four people writing one story is asking for insanity and maybe even
broken friendships (haha!), but it sounded like a fun idea.

A few months later, I read Let It Snow: Three Holiday
Romances by John Green, Lauren Myracle, and Maureen Johnson.
Three different authors, three different stories, one huge
snowstorm. I enjoyed the idea so much, but it was only months later
when it hit me: we could do this too! Only no snowstorm of course.
And a flood would be too depressing. But a music festival, that
would be tons of fun!

I couldn't wait, I messaged Mina, Chinggay,
and Marla about it, hoping they'd be game and I got an instant,
enthusiastic yes from each one!

We didn't have any rules. Just a general word
count and of course, the venue and a basic idea of what the beach
would look like. But we let our imaginations take us where they
wanted. And Sola
Musica: Love Notes from a Festival was born.

With the wonderful talent of our cover and
poster artist, Martina Bautista, the beautiful calligraphy of Macy
Alcaraz, and the sharp eyes of our proofreader Angel Constantino
Aquino, you now hold a project close to each one of our hearts. We
hope you enjoy our different voices, our different characters, and
our different love notes.

 


Love, Ines
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Spectators




unrequited love - heartbreak - kiss - sunset

 


Jack is the go-to behind-the-scenes guy for
electronica group, Box Trap, and finds himself inexplicably drawn
to the lead singer he's tasked to work with.
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4 AM.


Too early to be up on a Thursday morning,
even for Jack.

Or maybe too late to still be awake, he thought to
himself.

In any case, it was one or the other. Life
was always either of two things for people like Jack. Full or
empty, half
full or half
empty, black or white, or like this morning, too early or too late.
Everything, after all, was a matter of perspective—a shift between
one point of view and another. Except sometimes—or most times—Jack
couldn’t decide which perspective to choose, which side to err on.
He always seemed to spend too much time pondering the eithers and
the ors, before eventually coming to the same conclusion every
single time: that none of it really mattered.

He willed himself to get out of his head and
into the tour bus.

The AC was freezing, like freon was coating
every square inch of the empty bus. It didn’t help that the morning
chill permeated through the air around Jack, creating dewdrops on
the windows from the outside. A stream of arctic smoke blasted
through the vents right above his seat, hitting him straight on his
forehead, fogging up his black, plastic-rimmed glasses.
It makes no sense to
take the thermostat down this low when you’re way up in the
mountains, he muttered under his breath, not really talking
to anyone. If anything, the bus needed a heater.

Jack’s backpack was weighing heavily on both
his shoulders and it took all his effort to reach his arm up just
to fiddle with the air-conditioning and turn it down to fan. He
cracked his knuckles, knowing how bad it was for his early onset
arthritis—one of the drawbacks of his job. Constantly pounding on
keyboards and moving his thumb up and down touch screens tired out
his limbs, but it was always too late before he realized that the
patterns and habits he’d formed were not good for his joints.

He shook himself out of his Jansport’s straps
and lowered his bag on to the aisle seat beside him. He placed
himself beside the window, leaning his head on the glass. He was
the first one on, as he always was. Everyone else took forever to
get their shit together. Jack slumped in his seat, resting his head
on the smooth, glacial window surface. He’d forgotten the neck
pillow he took around with him on out of town gigs—left it
somewhere on his futon back at his place three days ago, before
they’d left for the university gig up north. He’d left the
apartment wondering what was missing, only to realize it was the
pillow. By then, they were four hours into the drive and his neck
and shoulders had stiffened along with his fingers. He already knew
what kind of a struggle the next nine hours would be, traveling
straight from Baguio all the way south to the sun, sand, and surf
of Batangas.

Jack fished his old, navy blue college hoodie
from his backpack and rolled it into a makeshift pillow, placing it
gingerly between the crook of his neck and the window. Good enough.

He knew it was crazy stupid to schedule two
out-of-town shows, one after the other, and on practically opposite
ends of the universe. But Teej, the label head, thought it would be
fine—it was the kind of problem they wanted. It meant the band was
getting the publicity they’d been waiting for for so long. It meant
that the kind of press that Jack had been trying to drum up for
three months now was finally kicking in and taking effect.
Exhaustion aside, busy meant good, even if it meant driving from an
icy tundra to a marine sanctuary, and working on and off stage all in a span
of 48 hours. The perks of a job can be its drawbacks too.

Jack’s eyes began to fall shut as the rest of
the band crawled in, either high from last night’s show or walking
dead from too many beers and too few hours of sleep. Ben, the
roadie, wired from all the Red Bull he ingested past midnight, was
making a ruckus, checking to see that all the equipment had made it
back to the bus. He couldn’t move two inches without knocking
something over—it was a miracle he’d been on this job for so long
without demolishing bass pedals or wires or amps in his wake. Jeff,
the one-man tech crew/sound engineer, lopped in, wheeling an
excessively large piece of luggage behind him, as though he were
going on a month-long vacation instead of two overnight gigs.

Everyone else was dragging and lagging
behind. Marcus, who played bass, seemed to sleepwalk all the way to
the back row, rolling himself on top of the seats without so much
as opening his eyes. Abs, the drummer, sat straight up beside the
bus driver, Kuya Roman. Abs never slept on the road when they
toured—he felt it had to be someone’s obligation (his, mostly) to
commiserate with the service team during all-nighters; to keep them
entertained and awake. Abs had an inherent knack for asking the
drivers inane questions that had them digging up unlikely skeletons
from their closets at the most ungodly hours. He would have
probably made a talented journalist if he hadn’t turned to music
right after graduation. Maco, who did lead guitar, was already down
in Anilao with his girlfriend—he did a lot of diving and wanted to
get in ahead of everyone to sneak in some snorkel time, leaving for
the beach as soon as he got off-stage the night before.

The only person who wasn’t on the bus was
Gaia. Gaia, who was always unapologetically late.

She was a little smug, knowing that the band
would never go anywhere without her. What was essentially “late” to
everyone, was “on time” to her. “Look—have I ever slowed us down so
much that we couldn’t make a show on time? Ever?” She would say it
in her quiet monotone, lips curling up slightly—the only actual
hint that she could (maybe) be teasing. The thing is, no one could
really ever tell with her. She always looked so morose.

Some would say Gaia had attitude. Jack would
reason in his head that all the angst was necessary for a
lyricist/keyboardist/singer/muse/model/poet/artist/hyphenate-supreme
to be an effective performer. She needed attitude—it gave her the
je ne sais
quoi that her job demanded, and provided her the gravitas
that made her “image” work. Of course, that was just Jack and what
he thought of Gaia. Others said her whole act was put on and false.
Even the fans who worshipped her thought so. Then again, it was her
unfettered I-don’t-care quality that seemed to reel the people
in.

Jack believed he knew better. As earthy and
grounded as her name made her out to be, Gaia was too much of a
wallflower to embrace the whole fame thing—to put on some false
facade to draw a crowd in. Her awkward rapport with the audience
(which, ironically, had earned the band its droves of fans), her
stand-offish aloofness, and the sheer number of times it took her
to get through just one take for one of their music videos, made
her seem difficult and disinterested. But Jack, who managed to mull
through the hundreds of lines she’d written, the fugues she’d
composed and the melodies she’d turned into lovelorn anthems, felt
he could read what was really going on beneath her wall of
blankness.

He had only known her three months, but that
was enough to know her. Or not—maybe that was just Jack. Half the
time, he didn’t even really know what he was doing.

It was providential how he even came into
this job, hanging around a bunch of music people. He was never one
of those people who were ceaselessly noisy about music—who felt
compelled to talk about it all the time. Jack was primarily a tech
geek—he clocked in hours doing editing work, setting up websites,
trolling social media, mixing playlists on Spotify, all behind the
protective screen that separated him from the people who used the
sites he put up. He participated but never engaged, listened but
never spoke. He never wanted to be part of the scene, even if he
knew about M83 before they hit it big, attended Clockenflap before
music festivals became an actual thing.

The band needed help because they were
beginning to hit the mainstream. Someone had to keep track of the
Tumblr posts, the Instagram hashtags, and all the traffic that was
moving through the site. Jack had set up previous online businesses
for Teej, head of the Rec Room label, a few years back. So when he
got offered a steady gig to do all the online work for Box Trap and
the other bands under Rec Room, he dropped half his freelance
clients to say yes without a second thought. It meant he got to
listen to his kind of music and see what the scene was like up
close.

It meant he had a chance to hang around
someone like Gaia. And maybe have her unflappable coolness rub off
on him.

Everyone from his mother to his girl friends
(he had many) tried to convince Jack that he was that kind of geek—the kind
that could attract every unreachable girl he lusted after. He was
pretty good looking, they claimed, and he was cool without trying
to be. They told him it meant that out of all the groupies who
followed the band around, it was highly likely that there were an
actual few who were genuine in their attempts at reaching out to
him. It wasn’t all just a ploy to connect themselves more closely
to Gaia, Marcus, Abs, or Maco. “Is it so impossible that they
actually think you’re okay?” his friends would ask.

Jack brushed all that off. He was comfortable
in this invisible sheath he’d wrapped around himself. He always
believed he would never get past a “hi”—at least not from the girls
who he believed were of any consequence to him. Sure, he’d had
relationships before, but he looked at them as mandatory rites of
passage—stuff he needed to tick off some obligatory list that
ensured he got a passing grade for being a regular guy, stuff that
would constitute the minimum requirements for social acceptability.
The relationships (or “relationships,” he liked to say) never
lasted for too long or ever meant anything. He went out with people
who liked his quiet demeanor and fell easily in step with nights
in, playing Settlers
of Catan, or watching Hannibal. They were good company and every
single one of them was convinced that their being just like Jack
meant the world—that it meant they’d found their other half. Not
really. The thing was, Jack wasn’t attracted to the ones who were
just like
him.

There were those girls, and there were the
other ones. The ones like Gaia.

When he first met her, he knew right away
that she would be like all the other girls who ever mattered to
him. Even if she wasn’t some famous person, he knew she was the
type who would never give him a second look. Her celebrity just
multiplied her inaccessibility, convincing him even more that he
would never be her type. She intimidated him with her detachment,
her dry humor, her tattoos, her raccoon eyes with the smudged
mascara, her long legs, and her messy, knotted hair. She was the
kind he would never dare talk to, the kind he’d always look over
his shoulder for when she walked by because he was too chicken to
make actual eye contact. She barely spoke—not just to him, but to
anyone. And despite all that introspection, she knew how to
communicate, to express herself well enough to string together
entire sonnets that people would sing along to, waving their mobile
phones up in the air mouthing her words. No one was ever certain it
really made her happy though—how it made her feel, knowing that the
band was slowly becoming recognized, that people knew her words
well enough to sing along to them without missing a single lyric.
Like Jack, people were always left to guess whenever it came to
Gaia.

Until, one day, he no longer needed to wonder.

Over the last three months Jack had been
working at Rec, Gaia had somehow taken it upon herself to become
friends with him—just him.

They had some kind of unspoken understanding.
Even Jack, in all his earnest unawareness couldn’t deny the
inexplicable way she’d hit it off with him so suddenly. There was
no obvious start to their friendship, no earth-shattering moment he
could recall that signaled how it was finally okay for him to be
himself around her—no defining, John Hughes, boombox-raising,
airport-racing, romcom scene.

Jack believed that proximity had just chosen
to be kind to him. He was the one she’d toss a half-eaten Snicker
bar to whenever she’d had a few bites and realized her throat
wouldn’t be too happy about it the next day at rehearsal (that
happened a lot). She liked hitching rides with him at two in the
morning—she lived just ten minutes away from his apartment and
didn’t have a car. He offered to bring her home one night, when
some meeting lasted way past midnight. It seemed like the right
thing to do. He brought her home all the time since then.

And while they never really did anything
together outside of work; never spoke to each other about their
individual lives, their histories before the band and the histories
that were unfolding right that moment, those drives they shared
from the studio to her house sealed them closer together in an
undefined, but completely palpable way. Despite the tens and
hundreds of interviews she’d had to give about this song or that,
this lyric or that, she would only speak truthfully and unguardedly
with Jack about her songs. He wasn’t sure why, but it made him feel
special—like he’d broken a small brick in this wall she’d built
around herself and that he could finally look her in the eye.

She talked to him in silly riddles that he
would try to piece together. The mundane conversations she shared
with no one else would fill his head constantly. It had only been
three months, but in his own naive, Star Trek geek way, he felt he knew her. He
understood who she was even if he barely knew anything about
her.

“I took a walk last week in my grandma’s
village and I saw this old playground. I remember the kids there
used to play on the slide and the seesaw, and I wanted so badly to
go on the monkey bars but I never did,” she told him one night.
They were caught in rush hour traffic and rain, and the wipers of
Jack’s rusty hatchback Civic were making creaking noises as they
swiped the raindrops left and right. He listened on. “I didn’t
really have friends then and I felt like I wouldn’t be able to
swing on the bars correctly if they were all there, watching
me.”

“The funny thing is, right now, I realize
that they probably wouldn’t have watched me if I’d just gone on the
monkey bars, you know? I was just another kid, wanting to play—just
like them,” she laughed self-consciously at first, then more
comfortably as Jack smiled back at her.

“Or maybe they would have watched you and you’re better
off now just not having done that.”

“Good point,” she answered.

“So I was walking, ‘cause you know I don’t go
to the gym or run or do any of those ridiculous things—I’m like
this fifty-year-old lady who just walks… like Oprah… and I realized this was
the exact same path I used to walk around the neighborhood when I
was seven or eight. And that old playground looked exactly the way
it used to. Then I wondered—did it really look like that or was I
just inventing a memory? There were no kids around because it must
have been ten at night. Then I thought hey, I can finally go on the
monkey bars without anyone bothering me.”

“Did you?” Jack turned his head to face her.
Her chin was resting on her hand and she was facing outside.

“Yeah. I could reach up without my feet
leaving the ground,” she laughed again. “Turns out the monkey bars
weren’t so great. So I went for the swing instead.” The way her
voice shifted out of her usual drone was barely noticeable but Jack
could sense the little lilts and valleys.

“I stayed there for an hour—on the
swing.”

“So that’s where ‘Night Swing’ started?” he
asked.

Gaia nodded.

It was her latest song and already, he’d
memorized the words.

 


You’ll discover me

Feet off the ground

Gripping these chains

Shooting off to the moon

Shooting for the moon

For you

 


All Jack wanted to do at that moment was kiss
her.

He didn’t.

Jack never spoke about Gaia, never dared say
anything out loud about her, and about these inconsequential little
moments they shared. All he knew was that he knew her. Despite him
being the guy who was tentative about everything in life, the one
who constantly shifted between one end of the spectrum to the next,
Jack was at least certain that he knew her. Better than everyone
else.

But right now, in the middle of the freezing
bus, it was evident. He didn’t know her better than everyone
else—in fact, he didn’t know her at all. He was certain, at that
very moment, as he sat with his eyes softly shut, waiting for her
to turn up unapologetically late for the hundredth time, that he
was all sorts of wrong about her, and just maybe he was all sorts
of wrong about himself too.

Kuya Roman had turned up the music. Today,
Air Supply’s greatest hits (three CDs worth of them) would be
accompanying them down the highway. It was now ten minutes past
four and Abs, sitting shotgun, had successfully karaoke’d through
“Two Less Lonely People in the World” and “Making Love Out of
Nothing at All” without a hitch. His voice echoed through the bus
effortlessly, which was a pretty big feat considering the size of
the almost-empty vehicle.

It was crazy how Teej, the label head,
insisted on renting out a huge bus for the band and their entourage
of five to head from up north down to Sola Musica. The band had
been touring for about two years now, gaining a pretty big
following all over the country. At first, they were pretty
underground, until one song, “Mahina” started getting airtime on the
radio. Everything just blew up after that. The band was used to the
back and forth that these long haul drives required—they’d been on
everything from tricycles to Uber shuttles, jeepneys to
un-air-conditioned public transport on the way to a show. But
because of this week’s double-booked gigs and the nine-hour bus
ride in between, Teej wanted to give everyone a break and some leg
room. It didn’t take much for him to negotiate with the sponsors to
get the guys a full-on bus. “Completely unnecessary. But cool. Am I
right?” he said. “Well deserved for a well-played deal.”

Everyone was excited about the rockstar
treatment. Jack thought it would make for interesting coverage. He
was right—after just five minutes, the bus photos had garnered over
a hundred likes on Instagram. Gaia, as per usual, appeared
nonplussed about the bus when Teej told them about it, until some
kind of light broke on her usually sourpussy face and she fished
her phone out of her pocket and was out of the studio before anyone
could ask what had happened.

That was a week before their trip up to
Baguio, and she hadn’t hitched a ride with Jack since.

And now, Jack knew why. Gaia scrambled up the
steps of the bus, planting herself two rows in front of Jack, whose
eyes had opened to peek at what stood before him. There was Gaia,
still not saying sorry for being a full half hour late. Not saying
sorry for settling into her seat, pulling her long-distance
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