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Before the Applause Fell

The applause fell the moment I finished the last note and stepped back half a
pace. It came roaring at me from every side of the auditorium. I stood on stage, my
chest still heaving, my palms wet as if I had just washed them and not dried them.
Nobody knew that half a minute earlier, I had nearly left the whole choir stranded on

stage.

It starts with the wait backstage. The choir of twenty—some stood in a row behind
the side curtain, and the teacher checked our bow ties one by one. I stood at the

front, the upright microphone planted at the curtain’s edge, three steps from me. The

www. vv99. net



previous act came off, and applause beat the curtain thump thump. Something was
turning over inside my stomach. The teacher in charge patted my shoulder: Just one

solo section. You have practiced for two months.

I had practiced for two months. I stayed in the music room after school, the
piano playing the prelude, me singing to twenty empty chairs. The solo line was: When
the snow on the mountain melts, the river wakes up. I sang it to the empty chairs, to
the piano, to the seventh—graders exercising outside the window. I could sing it with

my eyes closed — that was the promise I had made to that line.

The curtain opened. The lights were blinding white. I walked to the upright
microphone and heard my cloth shoes on the floor, one step, two. The conductor’ s hand
rose; the prelude flowed out of the piano, note by note moving forward. The whole
choir swayed gently on the beat. The prelude ended, and the conductor’s hand came

down toward me.

I opened my mouth. The words were gone. The melody was still there — I could hum
every pitch — but that one line of lyrics had been pulled out of my head whole, as if
by hand. My mouth stayed open, and only a breath escaped my throat. One beat. Two.
The conductor’ s hand did not stop; it beat the time steadily, eyes watching me from

outside the light. Faint rustlings began downstairs.

On the third beat, I hummed half a line along the melody, building the tune up,
and the words came trailing behind it - When the snow on the mountain melts. The
sound went out through the microphone, light and steady. The river wakes up. I sang
it. I sang all of it. Voice by voice it straightened up, and in the last section the
whole choir joined in, two dozen parts stacked together, the auditorium humming and

trembling.

The last note closed. The conductor’ s hand hung in midair. One second. Two. Then
the applause fell, covering me from every side. I stepped back half a pace, chest

heaving, palms all sweat.

Backstage, the teacher in charge said nothing and only straightened my bow tie.
The music teacher stood behind the side curtain, eyes a little red. I never told
anyone about those two beats of silence afterward. But every time I pass the music
room and hear the piano play that prelude, my feet still stop by the door on their

own — three steps away, exactly where the upright microphone stands.
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