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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally rich fiction that blends tenderness, atmosphere, and strong character connection. Each story is created to feel immersive, heartfelt, and memorable, with a focus on fresh premises, natural human emotion, and uplifting romantic payoff for readers who love warmth without explicit content.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who has ever kept an old song because it still knew something about them.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Nessa Bell is seventeen, sharp-eyed, and impossible to fool when it comes to sound equipment, school traditions, or the things other people leave behind. She is the kind of girl who labels every cable, saves every ticket stub, and pretends that being organized means she is not scared of losing things.

Roman Leigh is seventeen, newly transferred, and too calm for someone who walked into West Vale High halfway through the year carrying silver headphones and a silence that feels practiced. He notices more than he says, and when he does speak, it is usually one sentence later than everyone else.

Willa Hart is seventeen and still knows Nessa better than anyone, even if the two of them have not looked quite comfortable together in months. She runs a yearbook, hears everything first, and has a talent for acting casual when she absolutely is not.

Tobin Reed is eighteen, student broadcast captain, chronic over-planner, and the person most likely to say everything is under control right before it very much is not. He cares deeply about the radio room, even when he hides it behind schedules and sarcasm.

Mrs. Doran is the faculty adviser for student media and one of the last adults in the building who still believes old things matter if someone is willing to keep listening.
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​Introduction
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By lunch, the cassette drawer was empty.

Nessa stood frozen in front of the dented gray filing cabinet in the radio room, one hand still hooked around the metal handle, her pulse ticking too fast for a Tuesday. The room around her held its usual after-bell quiet. The ON AIR sign above the booth window had not worked since before winter break, but the red plastic still caught the fluorescent light in a way that made the whole room feel like it remembered better days. Dust floated above the editing desk. A coil of headphone wire hung from the corner of the bulletin board like a question mark. Somewhere down the hall, lockers slammed and sneakers squeaked and somebody laughed loud enough for it to echo.

But inside the drawer labeled Archive Tapes, the empty slot stared back at her like missing teeth.

“No,” she said under her breath, because saying it louder would make it real.

She pushed aside the neighboring cases, checked behind them, then pulled the entire drawer farther until the rails scraped and shivered. The box for the Founders Night tape was still there, its handwritten label faded to a pale blue blur, but the cassette itself was gone.

She grabbed the case so fast it nearly slipped from her hand.

For one shaky second, hope lifted. Maybe she had panicked too early. Maybe somebody had moved the tape to the booth for digitizing and forgot to tell her. Maybe Tobin had borrowed it and left a note somewhere sensible instead of living like a disaster with a planner.

Then she opened the case.

Empty.

Not completely, though.

Folded inside, where the cassette should have been, was a torn square of yellow paper.

Nessa stared at it, then pulled it out with suddenly careful fingers. The paper had been ripped from a sticky note pad, the edge fuzzy where it tore. The handwriting was slanted and quick, dark enough to press through on the other side.

If you want Side B, ask the boy who heard locker 214.

For a second she only looked at the numbers.

Then she turned her head slowly toward the hall, as if she might be able to see through the wall into the bank of junior lockers near the science wing.

Locker 214 was hers.

A cold line moved down her back.

“Nessa?”

She spun so fast the note nearly fell.

Mrs. Doran stood in the doorway with a canvas tote against one hip and a stack of attendance forms tucked under her arm. Her expression changed the second she saw Nessa’s face.

“What happened?”

Nessa lifted the empty case without answering. Mrs. Doran crossed the room, set the tote down on the nearest chair, and took the case from her.

“Oh, no.”

“I checked the booth, the digitizing station, and the storage shelf,” Nessa said, words coming too fast now that they had started. “It was here yesterday. I locked this drawer before I went home. I know I did.”

Mrs. Doran looked at the note. The lines beside her mouth deepened.

“Did anyone else know you were pulling this tape for Founders Night?”

“Tobin. Maybe Willa, because she heard me talking about the display table. And half the school knows we’re trying to prove student media deserves a budget, so honestly that narrows it down to nobody.”

Mrs. Doran let out a breath through her nose. “The board visit is Friday. If we lose the radio room archive centerpiece now—”

“I know.”

Nessa hated how thin her own voice sounded.

Founders Night was supposed to be simple. Or as simple as anything could be when West Vale High was trying to charm a visiting budget committee into not treating student media like old furniture that could be quietly removed over summer. The history exhibit, the live announcement demo, the framed photos of past student broadcasts, the legendary mixtape from the old radio club. The one everybody called Side B Secret because rumor said there was something hidden on the reverse that no one had heard cleanly in years.

It was a school legend, basically harmless until three days ago, when Mrs. Doran had let Nessa open the archive cabinet and hold the cassette in both hands like a relic.

Now it is gone.

Mrs. Doran folded the note once, then handed it back. “Go to class. I’ll check with the administration and ask Tobin if anyone signed out this morning.”

“I can’t just go to class.”

“You can, because if Mr. Bell gets another attendance alert from me, he will appear in this hallway within six minutes wearing that expression that scares even me.”

That nearly made Nessa smile. Nearly.

Mrs. Doran softened. “Listen to me. You are not losing this room on your own, and you are not solving it by skipping chemistry.”

Nessa slid the note into the pocket of her cardigan. “I’m not promising anything about mentally attending chemistry.”

“That I believe.” Mrs. Doran squeezed her shoulder once. “Start with locker 214. Quietly.”

Quietly lasted exactly until the third period ended.

Nessa barely heard a word in chemistry. By the time the bell rang, she was already shoving her notebook into her bag, the note hot against her palm where she had been rubbing over the folded edge for the last forty minutes.

Locker 214 stood in the middle row near the science wing windows, sandwiched between a senior with too many keychains and a sophomore who wallpapered the inside of her door with frog stickers. Nothing looked different from usual. Her faded magnetic poetry strip still clung to the vented metal. Her debate-team ribbon still hung crooked from the latch.

She opened the locker fast enough for the door to bang.

Books. Hoodie. Cracked mint tin. Pencil pouch.

No cassette.

No second note.

No explanation for why an old tape no one had touched in years apparently knew her locker number.

Someone bumped her shoulder reaching for the next locker. She mumbled sorry without looking, then dropped to a crouch to check the bottom shelf and the floor beneath it anyway.

A shadow crossed the narrow slice of sunlight near her shoes.

“You lost something?”

The voice was low and even, not unfriendly exactly, which somehow made it more irritating.

Nessa looked up.

Roman Leigh stood a few feet away with one backpack strap hooked over his shoulder and silver headphones hanging around his neck. He had transferred to West Vale two weeks ago and somehow already looked like he had been leaning against these lockers his whole life. Dark hair fell into his eyes in a way that should have made him seem careless, but nothing about him actually felt careless. Not the straight line of his shoulders. Not the stillness. Not the way he noticed things before he moved.

He glanced at the open locker, then at her face, then at the note half hidden in her hand.

Something in Nessa’s chest clicked into place.

The boy who heard locker 214.

Of course.

“You,” she said, standing.

Roman blinked once. “That sounds accusing.”

“It is accusing.”

“Good to know.”

Nessa stepped out from the locker and lowered her voice only because half the junior class was flowing around them. “Did you take the archive tape from the radio room?”

His expression did not change, but his fingers tightened slightly on the backpack strap. “No.”

“You’re lying.”

“You asked fast. I answered quickly.”

“That is not a denial.”

“It literally was.”

She stared at him so hard her eyes began to sting. Roman let the backpack slide off his shoulder and caught it by the handle.

“What tape?”

“The one from the radio room. The one that disappeared this morning. The one connected to a note that somehow points straight at you and my locker.”

Something flickered across his face then. Not guilt exactly. Recognition.

His gaze dropped to the note in her hand.

“That note mentioned your locker number?”

Nessa took one step closer. “Why would that surprise you?”

Roman looked past her shoulder toward the windows, jaw set. When he looked back, his voice had gone quieter.

“Because that’s what I heard on the tape.”

The hall noise seemed to tilt for a second. Lockers slammed. Someone shouted from the stairs. Somewhere, a phone played a chorus through tinny speakers. All of it moved to the edges.

Nessa kept her eyes on his. “What did you just say?”

Roman exhaled once, like he had reached the part he had been hoping not to reach. “I said I heard your locker number on the tape.”

She laughed once, sharp and disbelieving. “That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

“The tape is older than we are.”

“I know that too.”

“Then stop saying weird things like they explain anything.”

His mouth almost moved, not quite a smile. “I’m not saying them because they don't explain anything. I’m saying them because they happened.”

Nessa folded her arms just to stop herself from grabbing his sleeve. “Start over.”

Roman hesitated. The hallway had thinned now. Willa came around the corner carrying a stack of yearbook proofs against her chest, saw the two of them standing too close beside Nessa’s open locker, and slowed. Her eyes went to the note in Nessa’s hand. For half a second, something tense and unreadable crossed her face. Then she lifted her chin and kept walking.

Nessa watched her go and felt a small, familiar ache she refused to name right now.

When she turned back, Roman was still waiting.

“I found the tape last month,” he said.

“Where?”

“In an air vent.”

She stared at him.

He lifted one shoulder. “At the house my family moved into when we got here. There was an old box in the wall behind my bedroom vent. Magazines. A dead flashlight. A school map from here. The cassette was at the bottom.”

“You’re joking.”

“I really do not seem like the kind of person who would choose this story for fun.”

That, annoyingly, was true.

Nessa swallowed. “Then why bring it here?”

“Because the label said West Vale Radio Club, and I figured it belonged in the archive if it belonged anywhere.”

“You could have told someone.”

“I was going to. Then I played part of it first.”

The honesty of that landed harder than an excuse would have.

“Why?”

His eyes met hers again. “Because I found a cassette in a wall and I was curious.”

That answer would have sounded ridiculous from anyone else. From him, it sounded clean and exact.

“What did you hear?” she asked.

Roman glanced toward the stairwell, then back to her, as if checking whether anyone was close enough to overhear. “Mostly music. Hiss. A little distortion. Then a voice.”

Nessa did not realize she had stopped breathing until her chest hurt.

“A girl’s voice,” he said. “She sounded nervous. She said, ‘If this gets to locker 214, then you were right about me all along.’ Then the recording was cut.”

The air inside Nessa’s ribs seemed to go still.

Locker 214.

Her locker. Her number. In a recording made years before she was born.

“Tell me that is some kind of joke,” she said.

“I can’t.”

“Then tell me why you didn’t go straight to Mrs. Doran.”

Roman looked down briefly, then opened his backpack. From the front pocket he pulled a folded paper so worn at the corners it looked like he had opened it too many times already. He handed it to her.

It was not notebook paper. It was heavier, cream-colored, torn from something older. On the front, in the same slanted handwriting as the note in her pocket, were six words.

Don’t trust the first side only.

Nessa looked up.

“I found that inside the cassette case,” Roman said. “This morning. Right before I brought it back to school.”

“You had it this morning?”

“Yes.”

“And now it’s missing.”

“Yes.”

She felt equal parts furious and unsteady. “Do you get why this makes you sound very suspicious?”

“Yes.”

“Are you worried at all?”

He considered that. “A normal amount.”

That almost pulled a helpless laugh out of her, which made her more annoyed.

Footsteps sounded from the far end of the corridor. Tobin appeared carrying two tripods and the expression of someone who had chosen stress as a personality feature.

“There you are,” he called to Nessa. “Mrs. Doran says the board moved the media walk-through earlier. Friday morning. Also, one of the auditorium mics vanished, which feels connected to the general mood of my life.”

Nessa looked at Roman.

Roman looked at the folded paper in her hand.

Friday morning.

The missing tape.

The voice that knew her locker.

And now no time.

Nessa shut her locker door with more force than necessary and slid the cream note into her pocket beside the yellow one.

“After school,” she said.

Roman’s brows lifted slightly. “What happens after school?”

“We figure out who took the cassette, why a recording older than both of us knows my locker number, and why you somehow found the one object in this town apparently determined to ruin my week.”

A pause.

Then, very softly, Roman said, “That sounds like more than one hour of work.”

“Then don’t be late.”

She turned before he could answer and walked toward Tobin with her pulse flying hard enough to make the whole hall feel brighter.

Behind her, she heard Roman fall into step.

She did not look back.

Not even when the silver headphones around his neck knocked once against the zipper of his jacket and made a sound that, for some reason she could not explain, felt exactly like the start of something she had not meant to press play on.
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​Chapter 1: After the Last Bell
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By the time the final bell rang, the whole school seemed to know something had gone wrong in student media.

Nessa could feel it in the way people slowed near the radio room door and glanced in without fully pretending not to. She could hear it in the rise and fall of hallway gossip, names and guesses and half-heard theories bouncing off the cinderblock walls. She kept her head down as she crossed from last period to the media hall, one hand on the strap of her bag and the other pressed flat over the cardigan pocket where the two notes sat folded together. The yellow one felt thin and ordinary. The cream one felt heavier, as if old paper could hold more than words.

The radio room door was propped open with a plastic crate of tangled extension cords. Inside, Tobin stood at the long table with a clipboard in one hand and a roll of painter’s tape in the other, looking like he had been offended on a spiritual level by the state of the room.

“This is not how I imagined my week ending,” he said, without lifting his eyes from the clipboard. “And it is not even Friday.”

“It’s Tuesday,” Nessa said.

“That is exactly my point.”

The room looked wrong. Not empty, exactly, but disturbed. The archive drawer stood open again. Three cassette cases were spread across the desk beside a box of old station buttons. A milk crate full of extension mics had been set on the floor and left half sorted. The smell of dust and warm electronics had sharpened into something harsher under the fluorescent lights, like the room knew it was being doubted.

Tobin finally looked up. “Mrs. D says we are doing a quiet internal search before she tells the office everything. She thinks if this turns into an official campus incident, someone will suddenly decide the radio room is more trouble than it’s worth.”

Nessa dropped her bag onto a chair. “She’s right.”

“She usually is, which is irritating for morale.”

His gaze slid past her to the doorway. Roman had arrived without Nessa hearing him, which was rapidly becoming one of the more unsettling things about him. He stood just outside the threshold with one hand tucked into his jacket pocket and the other holding the strap of his backpack. The silver headphones still hung around his neck. Somehow, even in a school hallway under bad lighting, he looked like he belonged inside a song someone was trying not to replay too often.

Tobin’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re the transfer.”

“That sounds less friendly than I think you intended,” Roman said.

“I did not intend it to be friendly.”

Nessa stepped in before Tobin could get territorial. “He found the tape before it disappeared.”

Tobin stared. “That is not a normal sentence.”

“No,” Nessa said. “It’s not.”

Roman came inside and set his backpack down near the editing station. “For the record, I also wish it were a different sentence.”

Tobin looked between them, then rubbed a hand over his face. “I have reached the point where I will accept any explanation as long as it leads to the cassette reappearing before the board walk-through.”

“It won’t reappear by magic,” Nessa said.

“Then through competence. I’m open-minded.”

At the far end of the room, a stack of laminated Founders Night signs slid sideways with a soft slap. Willa stepped out from behind the display shelf with a roll of ribbon tucked under one arm and a pair of scissors in her hand. She must have been there the whole time, hidden by the taller shelves.

Nessa went still for half a breath.

Willa did not. She crossed the room in her usual quick, tidy way, all smooth motions and level eyes, and set the ribbon on the table as though the air had not changed the second she came into view. Her hair was half pinned back, a pencil still caught above one ear from yearbook work. Everything about her looked familiar enough to make the small new distance between them feel worse.

“Tobin asked me to help with the display labels,” she said.

Tobin blinked. “I did?”

“You did after lunch, when you said your life was collapsing and somebody responsible should step in.”

He considered. “That does sound like me.”

Willa’s gaze moved to Nessa, then to Roman, then back again. It was a quick glance, almost nothing, but Nessa felt it like a finger against a bruise.

“So this is the boy,” Willa said.

Roman leaned one shoulder against the table. “I appreciate how often I am being referred to as a weather event.”

Willa almost smiled, but it faded fast. “I heard you found the tape.”

“I found it,” Roman said. “I didn’t lose it.”

Nessa crossed her arms. “That remains under debate.”

Something flickered in his face, something close to amusement, which only annoyed her because it should not have looked that good on him.

Tobin slapped the clipboard onto the table. “Fine. Great. Since everyone with a face is here, let’s use that. Search the room properly. Check under consoles, behind the archive shelves, inside the equipment cabinet, and in the booth. If someone moved the cassette without thinking, I would like to meet that person and hand them a pamphlet about consequences.”

Willa picked up the labels again. “I’ll take the display shelf and the old file boxes.”

“I’ll check the equipment cabinet,” Tobin said. “Nessa, booth and archive. Transfer—”

“Roman,” Roman supplied.

“Roman can go wherever he is least likely to mysteriously discover additional clues in my walls.”

Roman looked at Nessa. “Should I take that personally?”

“You can start with the record cabinet,” she said. “Top shelves too.”

He nodded once, as though she had assigned him something reasonable instead of a loyalty test.

For the first ten minutes, the search sounded like a room trying not to panic. Drawers opened and shut. Plastic bins scraped across the floor. The booth door clicked. Tape labels whispered against one another as Nessa flipped through case after case with rising frustration. She crouched at the archive drawer, counting the gaps, tracing the familiar handwritten labels with her fingertip. Pep Rally 2009. Winter Session. Student Election Debate. Homecoming Live Cut. Founders Night Rehearsal. The empty space where the tape should have been seemed larger each time she looked at it.

Inside the booth, the old swivel chair squeaked when she nudged it aside. She knelt to look under the desk, then straightened and opened the narrow cabinet beneath the control board. A nest of cords stared back at her. She shut it again harder than necessary.

The glass window of the booth reflected the room in pale layers. Tobin at the cabinet with his clipboard wedged under one arm. Willa kneeling by a file box, ribbon forgotten on the table. Roman on the step stool by the record shelf, reaching for the top row with one hand braced against the metal. In the reflection, they looked almost like a team.

In real life, Nessa felt as though one wrong sentence would splinter the room.

She came out of the booth and found Tobin crouched on the floor with a flashlight clenched between his teeth.

“Anything?” she asked.

He spat the flashlight into his hand. “Only evidence that teenagers have been dropping pen caps back here since the invention of sorrow.”

Willa looked up from the file box. “I found three old program sheets and a dead battery.”

Roman stepped down from the stool holding a thin black binder. “There’s a station log up there. Looks old.”

Nessa turned immediately. “Let me see.”

He handed it over. The cover was warped from age and the corner spiral was bent, but the gold label still clung to the front: Broadcast Notes. Nessa opened it carefully. Inside were dated pages in blue and black ink, half of them faded. Song lists. Event reminders. Equipment notes. A doodle of headphones in the margin. Little fragments of student life from years before she had ever stepped into the building.

She flipped until a loose square of paper fell out and drifted to the floor.

Roman bent first and picked it up. He did not read it before handing it to her.

It was a photocopy, old enough that the edges had gone gray. Not a full page. A crop from a yearbook, maybe, showing four students around a table with microphones between them. Two girls, two boys. One of the girls wore oversized headphones and had one hand lifted like she was mid-laugh. Written across the bottom in dark marker were the words: Keep Side B safe.

Nessa’s skin prickled.

“Where was that?” Willa asked, standing now too.

“Inside the log binder,” Nessa said.

Tobin came over and looked down at the photocopy. “That is not comforting.”

Roman watched Nessa’s face. “Do you recognize them?”

She looked again. The photo was too grainy for certainty, but the laughing girl seemed strangely familiar. Not because Nessa knew her. Because something in the tilt of her head, the stubborn line of her mouth, the way she leaned forward as if listening with her whole body, landed too close.

“No,” Nessa said, and hated that the answer felt incomplete even as she said it.

Willa reached for the binder. “Check the dates.”

Nessa handed it over reluctantly. Willa flipped three pages, then paused. “Here. Spring semester. Eleven years ago.”

Tobin stared. “Why would anyone tuck a yearbook copy in there with that message?”

“Because someone wanted it found,” Roman said.

Nessa looked at him. “Or hidden.”

His eyes met hers. “Those aren’t always different.”

The room quieted around that. Even Tobin, who usually treated silence like an enemy, did not immediately fill it.

Willa closed the binder halfway. “If this is from the old radio club, there may be names in the yearbook archive.”

“I can pull the bound copies from yearbook storage,” Tobin said.

Willa gave him a look. “You’ll drop them.”

“I will carry them with dignity.”

“You dropped the senior panorama last fall.”

“That was one time.”

Willa was already moving toward the hall. “Come with me.”

Tobin followed her out, still arguing in a lower voice that faded toward the yearbook room.

The radio room went suddenly softer when the door swung shut behind them.

Nessa looked down at the photocopy again. Roman stood close enough that she could feel the faint shift of cool air when he moved. Not touching. Just there.

“You really didn’t plant this?” she asked.

“No.”

“You’re not offended I keep asking?”

“I think you’d be stranger if you stopped.”

She folded the photocopy once and slipped it onto the desk. “That is not an answer.”

He leaned a hip against the table. “It is the only one you’re getting until you decide I’m not the villain.”

“I haven’t decided that.”

“I know.”

His voice held no edge. Somehow that made it worse. Nessa turned away first and started pulling open the small drawers under the editing station, searching because she needed her hands moving.

The first drawer held adapters, batteries, and two dry-erase markers without caps. The second held spare notepads and old permission slips. In the third, under a stack of worn cue cards, her fingers hit smooth plastic.

Her breath caught. She yanked the drawer wider.

It was not the missing cassette. Just a cracked portable tape player with one corner chipped off and a strip of masking tape across the front that read booth backup.

Still, Roman had gone still behind her.

“That,” he said quietly, “looks exactly like the one I used.”

Nessa turned. “Used for what?”

He hesitated for only a second. Then he opened his backpack again and pulled out his phone.

“I made a recording,” he said.

Tension ran through her so fast she nearly reached for the device before he was ready. “Of the tape?”

“Part of it. The sound quality is bad.”

“I don’t care.”

His thumb moved over the screen once. Then he held the phone between them and pressed play.

At first there was only hiss, thick and grainy, the soft churn of old tape moving across worn heads. A low instrumental drifted under it, almost swallowed by static. Then a pop. Then a voice.

It was thin with age and interference, but unmistakably a girl’s voice. Young. Careful. Trying not to shake.

“If this gets to locker two-one-four,” she said, “then you were right about me all along.”

The words moved over Nessa like cold water.

The recording crackled. A scrape. A breath.

Then, fainter, almost lost beneath the hiss, came another line.

“Don’t let them take the room.”

Nessa’s throat tightened.

The file ended.

For a moment neither of them moved.

That second sentence had not been in the hall version Roman gave her. Or maybe he had not gotten that far. Either way, hearing it inside the radio room changed something. The room around them did not feel dusty and small anymore. It felt watched by its own past.

“You left that part out,” she said.

Roman lowered the phone. “I couldn’t tell if it was real the first time. I thought maybe I wanted it to say something bigger than it did.”

“And now?”

“And now it sounds real.”

Nessa looked around the room. The old microphones. The stack of station logs. The chairs nobody wanted to throw away because the cracked vinyl still held shapes from years of students leaning too far back while talking too fast. Her chest felt suddenly too full.

“My dad says every budget cut starts with somebody acting like a place doesn’t matter,” she said before she could stop herself. “First it’s old. Then it’s impractical. Then one day the room is gone and everybody talks like it was always supposed to disappear.”

Roman watched her with the kind of attention that made careless words feel impossible. “Does that happen to you a lot?”

She laughed once without humor. “Things disappearing? More than I’d like.”

The answer hung there. He did not rush to fill it.

From out in the hall came a cart wheel squeaking over tile. A door shut somewhere farther down. Late sun had begun to move through the high windows, turning the dust in the room pale gold.

Roman set the phone on the table between them. “When my family moves, my mother says not to unpack the important things first.”

Nessa looked at him.

“She says if you unpack slowly, leaving gets easier.” He gave a small shrug, but there was nothing careless in it. “I think she believes that. I think it works for her.”

Something in Nessa’s chest softened before she could stop it.

“Does it work for you?” she asked.

He glanced toward the booth window, where their reflections floated faintly over the room behind them. “No.”

The word was quiet enough that she almost missed it.

Outside, footsteps approached again. Roman picked up his phone at the same moment Nessa straightened, and the spell of the room broke just enough for both of them to act normal a fraction too late.

Willa came back in first with two thick yearbooks stacked in her arms. Tobin carried another three and looked as though he intended everyone to appreciate the sacrifice.

“We found the archive copies,” Willa said, setting her stack on the table. Her eyes flicked once to Roman’s hand closing around his phone, then to Nessa, then away. “If our mystery radio club heroes are in these, we should know soon.”

Tobin dropped his stack with a loud thud. “I would like to record that I am carrying the emotional labor of three extracurricular departments.”

“No one is stopping you from being dramatic,” Willa said.

“That is the nicest thing you’ve said to me all day.”

They opened the books across the table, four corners occupied by four students who had not expected to spend the afternoon together and yet somehow already looked arranged by the problem in front of them. The pages smelled faintly like paper warmed too many summers in a cabinet. Senior portraits. Club photos. pep rallies. theater stills. A hundred small proofs that school moved forward whether anyone was ready or not.

Nessa turned pages too quickly at first, her eyes skimming faces and captions. Student council. debate. jazz band. volunteer club. Then Roman’s finger landed lightly on the margin of one page.

“Here.”

She leaned over before she could think better of it.

West Vale Radio Collective, the caption read.

The same four students stood in the same positions as the photocopy, only clearer now. The laughing girl in the headphones. A taller girl beside her with serious eyes and a station clipboard. One boy at the sound board. Another leaning against the back wall.

Underneath, in neat print, were the names.

Nessa read the first one and forgot how to breathe.

Corinne.

Not because she knew the girl in the picture.

Because that was her mother’s name.

For one stunned instant the room tipped sideways around her. She heard Tobin say something that did not fully reach her. Heard Willa’s sharp intake of breath. Heard Roman go very still beside her.

Her eyes stayed locked on the page.

The photo was younger than every version of her mother she knew from home. Younger than the framed graduation picture on the bookshelf. Younger than the smiling kitchen photo with flour on one cheek. But it was still her. Same mouth. Same eyes. The same impossible feeling that she had once listened harder than everyone else in the room.

Nessa’s fingers tightened on the edge of the table until the paper beneath them wrinkled.

“Nessa,” Willa said softly.

She could not answer.

Below the photo, the caption blurred for a second before sharpening again. Corinne, Lena, Mateo, Ezra.

Roman’s voice came low and careful at her side. “Your mother was in the radio club?”

Nessa swallowed, but her throat hurt too much to make it easy. “She never told me.”

No one said anything after that.

The silence was not empty. It was full of the old yearbook smell, the warm lights, the ghost of tape hiss still trapped in Nessa’s ears, and the impossible new shape of what had just opened.

Her mother.

The voice on the tape could have been her mother.

The note in the case might have been meant for her mother.

And somehow, after all these years, it had come back through a boy who had arrived in town two weeks ago carrying a cassette found in the wall of his bedroom.

Nessa closed the yearbook carefully, like the page inside might bruise.

“When my mom gets home,” she said, her voice sounding unlike her own, “I’m asking her everything.”

Roman looked at her. “And if she doesn’t want to tell you?”

Nessa lifted her eyes to his, pulse beating hard under her skin.

“Then,” she said, “we will find out why.”
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For a long minute after she said it, no one moved.

The radio room held itself in that strange, suspended quiet that sometimes came right after a song ended on air, when the last note had gone but the room still felt full of it. Nessa kept one hand on the closed yearbook, as though lifting it again might somehow change the name she had seen beneath the photo.

Corinne.

Her mother’s name sat inside her head like something that had landed there too hard.

Tobin recovered first, because Tobin always did, usually by talking.

“Okay,” he said carefully, which for him passed as caution. “That feels significant.”

Nessa let out a breath that did not steady anything. “You think?”

“I’m trying not to say the louder version.”

Willa was still watching her. Not with curiosity. With concern. That somehow made it worse. Nessa did not want careful looks right now. She wanted the room to stop tilting.

Roman did not say anything at all. He only stood beside the table, quiet and alert in that way of his, as if he could feel the shape of a moment changing before anyone else did.

Nessa picked up the yearbook again, because not touching it felt impossible. Her mother’s face looked back at her from the grainy page, young and bright-eyed and open in a way Nessa had never seen outside old kitchen stories or half-finished family sentences. At home, Corinne laughed often enough. She sang under her breath while chopping onions. She still loved old songs and bad weather and the smell of rain through a screen door. But she had never once stood in the middle of the kitchen and said, I used to belong to a room like that. I used to be one of the people holding it together.

Nessa looked at Willa. “Did you know?”

Willa’s face changed immediately. “No.”

The answer came too quickly to be fake. Nessa believed her. That should have helped, but it only left the hollow place inside her wider.

Tobin glanced between them. “You’re taking that home, right? To show her?”

“Yes,” Nessa said.

“Good. Because I have a strong preference for explanations that include adults who were actually alive when cassettes ruled the earth.”

Roman rested his palm lightly on the table edge. “You should take the photo copy too.”

Nessa looked at him. “You think she’ll tell me more if I walk in carrying evidence?”

“I think if you walk in carrying proof that this is real, she’ll have less room to say it isn’t important.”

His voice was even, but something in it settled her for the first time since opening the yearbook. Not because he sounded certain. Because he sounded like someone who knew what it was to stand outside a closed door and want it to open without having to beg.

Willa picked up the photocopy and slid it carefully between two blank sheets from the station printer so it would not bend. “Take this too.”

Nessa took it from her, and their fingers brushed. The contact was small, ordinary, and somehow still full of all the things that had not been ordinary between them lately.

“Thanks,” Nessa said.

Willa gave a short nod. “Don’t let her shrug it off.”

Nessa almost laughed, but there was no softness in it. “You say that like you know my mother.”

Willa flinched, just slightly.

Regret tugged at Nessa immediately, but not strongly enough to pull the words back. Willa had spent half her life in Nessa’s kitchen. She knew exactly how Corinne handled anything she did not want to sit with right away. A joke first. A task. A stove timer. A question asked back too brightly. She was warm, loving, generous, and very good at moving the light onto something else.

“I just mean,” Willa said, quieter now, “if she says it was a long time ago, don’t stop there.”

Tobin made a small, uncomfortable sound and looked toward the booth as if hoping equipment failure might rescue him from feelings. It did not.

Nessa slid the yearbook closed. “I’m not stopping.”

She picked up her bag and the photocopy, then reached for the two folded notes on the table. Roman’s phone rested near his hand. For a second she looked at it, hearing the hiss of the old recording all over again.

“Can you send me the audio?” she asked.

His eyes lifted to hers. “Yeah.”

He unlocked the phone and held it out. “If you want to hear it before you get home, use headphones. It sounds rough through speakers.”

There was no challenge in the offer. No performance. Just trust laid down plain between them, which should not have felt as personal as it did.

Nessa took the phone long enough to bring their devices close. A second later, the file moved across in silence.

Tobin exhaled. “This is the strangest Tuesday I’ve had in months.”

“Your standards are low,” Willa murmured.

He put a hand over his chest. “Cruel.”

The room should have loosened at that, but it did not. Everything inside Nessa still felt drawn too tight.

She started for the door. Halfway there she stopped, turned, and looked at Roman again.

“You’re coming,” she said.

Tobin blinked. “Is he?”

Roman did not. He only held Nessa’s gaze for one beat too long before asking, “To your house?”

“If my mother hears the recording, she should hear it from the person who found it. And if she starts pretending this is a coincidence, I’d like someone else in the room who knows it isn’t.”

Tobin looked delighted by a development that did not involve him being useful. Willa looked at Roman, then at Nessa, and something closed off behind her eyes.

Roman picked up his backpack. “Okay.”

The late afternoon air outside felt warmer than it should have for early spring. Students streamed through the front steps in groups, their voices rising and falling around the buses lined up at the curb. A breeze moved through the bare branches by the parking lot and carried the smell of cut grass from the athletic field. Everything on campus looked normal enough to be insulting.

Nessa headed toward the side gate instead of the bus lane. Her house was within walking distance if she cut through the park and took the long block behind the grocery store. She did not ask whether Roman knew the way. He fell into step beside her without needing direction.

Behind them, footsteps hurried over concrete.

“Nessa.”

Willa.

Nessa stopped before she could decide not to. Roman kept walking two steps, then slowed and turned just enough to make it clear he was not listening and not leaving.

Willa came to a halt in front of her, breath a little short from the run. She still had the pencil tucked above one ear. It made the whole thing feel unfairly familiar.

“You’re mad at the wrong person,” Willa said.

Nessa tightened her grip on the photocopy. “I didn’t say I was mad at you.”

“You didn’t have to.”

A group of freshmen passed between the gate pillars, laughing about something on a phone screen. Nessa waited until they were out of earshot.

“You keep doing that,” she said.

“Doing what?”

“Talking like you know what I mean before I say it.”

Willa’s mouth pressed thin. “Maybe because I usually do.”

The words landed with enough force that Nessa felt them in her ribs. They would have sounded tender a month ago. Right then they only hurt.

“I have to go home,” Nessa said.

Willa’s eyes flicked once toward Roman, then back. “Fine. Go. But don’t walk in expecting your mom to hand you every answer just because you found a yearbook page.”

“Why?”

“Because sometimes people were different before they were someone’s mother.”

The sentence stayed between them a second too long.

Nessa saw the moment Willa wished she had said it another way. Too late.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means maybe whatever happened back then still belongs to her before it belongs to you.”

Nessa stared at her. “You don’t even know what happened.”

“No,” Willa said softly. “Neither do you.”

That should not have sounded like a warning. Maybe it was not. Maybe it was only Willa being careful in the place where Nessa felt least able to be.

Roman shifted a few feet away, giving them privacy so politely it almost made the whole thing worse.

Nessa looked at Willa, at the girl who used to know exactly when to joke and when to stay quiet and when to put a soda in Nessa’s hand without asking anything at all. Lately every conversation between them felt like reaching toward the old shape of something and hitting air.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Willa said.

Nessa did not answer.

Willa waited half a second anyway, then gave up first. She turned and headed back toward the school without looking over her shoulder.

Roman came beside Nessa again only after the gate swallowed Willa from view.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No.”

He nodded as if that were the only correct answer.

They walked the first block in silence. Cars rolled past slowly under a pale sky beginning to soften toward evening. A little farther ahead, someone in a backyard was practicing the trumpet badly enough to make every note sound surprised. Nessa kept the yearbook photocopy tucked flat against her chest beneath one arm so the wind would not catch it.

“She hates me now,” she said finally.

Roman glanced over. “The yearbook girl?”

Nessa looked at him despite herself. “Willa.”

“Right.”

“She doesn’t hate me.” Nessa swallowed. “I don’t know. Maybe she does a little.”

Roman shoved one hand into his jacket pocket. “That doesn’t sound like hate.”

“It sounds like you’ve known us for two weeks and are still somehow answering like you’ve been here longer.”

“Maybe your town is loud.”

“It is not loud.”

He looked at her then, one brow lifting just enough to call her out without being annoying about it. “Your student broadcast captain compared missing equipment to the collapse of his life.”

Nessa let out a breath that almost became a laugh. “That’s just Tobin.”

“I stand by my point.”

They crossed the corner by the pharmacy. The walk signal blinked. Nessa stepped into the crosswalk without really seeing it, then slowed in the middle when she realized Roman had matched her pace exactly, not hurrying, not trailing, just staying with her.

“Do you always come this way?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then how do you know where we’re going?”

“I don’t.”

She frowned. “Then why are you so calm?”

Roman looked ahead. “Because you seem like the kind of person who would tell me if I accidentally followed you into another county.”

That pulled a real laugh out of her before she could stop it. It startled both of them. Roman’s mouth shifted at one corner, not quite a smile but near enough to feel dangerous.

The moment faded gently instead of breaking.

Nessa looked down at the cracked line in the sidewalk. “I’m not usually like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like I might explode in public over a yearbook.”

“I think the yearbook has a strong case against it.”

She glanced at him again. “You do that on purpose.”

“Do what?”

“Say things in a way that sounds serious until half a second later.”

He considered. “Maybe.”

A breeze lifted his hair off his forehead for a moment. In the softer outdoor light, he looked less guarded than he had in the school hallway, younger somehow. Or maybe just more real. Nessa hated that she noticed things like that when her whole brain should have been busy with old recordings and her mother’s missing history.

“You could still be lying to me,” she said.

“That is a nice thing to say to someone walking you home.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

“Then defend yourself.”

Roman’s expression quieted. “I’m not sure that helps with people who’ve already decided.”

The answer took some of the heat out of her all at once. It did not sound wounded. It sounded practiced.

They walked another few steps before she asked, “Has that happened a lot?”

He looked toward the park fence. “Enough.”

His voice had gone flat in a way she recognized as a door, and because she recognized it, she stopped pushing. The silence between them after that did not feel empty. It felt chosen.

At the edge of the park, Nessa pulled out her phone and opened the audio file. She plugged in one earbud and then hesitated.

Roman noticed immediately. “What?”

She held out the other earbud. “If I listen again alone, I’m going to hear things that aren’t there.”

For the first time since she had known him, Roman seemed caught off guard. Only for a second. Then he took the earbud from her hand, careful not to brush her fingers.

They stood under the half-leafed trees while kids on the far basketball court shouted over a loose game and the old recording filled both their ears.

Hiss. Static. The thin rise of instrumental music. Then the girl’s voice again, wavering through time.

If this gets to locker two-one-four, then you were right about me all along.

The scrape. The breath.

Don’t let them take the room.

This time, Nessa kept listening after the line ended. So did Roman. There was nothing at first except tape hiss and the faint click of movement. Then, so low she almost thought it was the wind in the park trees, a second voice came and went beneath the noise. Not clear enough for words. Only proof that the girl had not been alone.

Nessa yanked the earbud free. “Did you hear that?”

Roman already had his out too. “Yeah.”

“There was someone else.”

“Maybe.”

“No. There was.” Her pulse had jumped again. “A second voice.”

Roman did not argue. He only watched her face, and whatever he saw there made him say, more softly, “You really hear everything, don’t you?”

The question touched something warmer than the air had been all afternoon.

“My dad says I come pre-annoyed by bad speakers,” she said.

“That explains a lot.”

She tucked the earbuds away before the look in his eyes could do anything strange to her balance.

Her street was the third after the park, a row of narrow front porches and tired hedges and bicycles tipped sideways in grass. Corinne’s herb pots crowded the front steps even though most of them still held more hope than leaves. The porch wind chime clicked once in the breeze as Nessa climbed the steps and unlocked
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