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    For everyone who has ever swallowed their words,
who learned to listen before they learned to speak,
and who discovered—slowly, bravely—that their voice mattered
even when it shook.
This is for you.
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Chapter 1 — The Smallest Sound
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June Park had a talent for disappearing in plain sight. In art class she chose the stool nearest the window because the light made everything look like it could become gentler just by being looked at, and because from there she could fold into the frame of the radiator pipe if someone new sat down and tried to chat. The teacher, Ms. Molina, circulated in soft-soled shoes and smelled faintly of graphite dust. She praised bold lines and “committed shadows,” two things June felt allergic to. June preferred the parts of drawing that most people never saw—the ghost measurements, the little crosshatches that said this will be the curve of a cheekbone someday. She kept those in her sketchbook like secret rhymes.

When the bell rang, June waited. People streamed past the drying rack with their charcoal hands and inside jokes. Noah Reyes, last chair out of the cello section and first chair in the orchestra of being kind, leaned against her table like he had being-there on a timer. “You’re keeping the good one?” he asked, nodding toward her sketch. A hand, palm up, cradling a ceramic bird that hadn’t been fired yet. The not-yetness had been the point.

“I’m... just checking something,” June said, and it came out clean, no catch. Good days were like that: her voice stepped out of her throat and didn’t trip over the doorjamb. Bad days made a tangle of every S.

Noah’s eyes were the color of unpolished mahogany. He didn’t look at her mouth when she talked. “Cafeteria?” he said.

She nodded. They had their corner, literally: the table beneath the defunct clock whose hands stuck at 1:17, the minute nobody lived at. It meant fewer people passed by on their way to nowhere. June pushed her tray into place and decanted her sandwich in organized halves. The lunchroom swarmed with stories she couldn’t quite hear. Somewhere near the center, the student council vice president laughed her bright, practiced laugh. At the far doors a freshman dropped his milk and everyone saw but nobody made a big thing of it. June watched the jolt of white spread and turn matte.

“Podcast idea,” Noah said, mid-clementine peel. He didn’t record her unless she wanted him to—that was a rule. But he always carried his little thrift-store recorder anyway, the one with a nibbled foam cover on its mic. “Cafeteria clocks that lie. Or the way trays sound like thunder but nothing bad happens.”

“You want thunder?” June asked. “Check my locker door.” Her smile tilted. This was their language: small observations offered like pennies at a take-a-penny tray.

“Actually,” Noah said, and he let the air change. “You heard about the budget meeting, right?”

Everyone had. A line in the morning announcements, a murmur. The school board would vote next week on a “reallocation,” which could mean almost anything until it meant something real. Rumor already carved slippery channels: beginner arts might go; ceramics probably would; the radio club was “nonessential.” The word stuck under June’s ribs. Nonessential.

“Yeah,” she said, and drew a fingernail line in the condensation ring under her water bottle. She didn’t add that the word put a quiet rock in her stomach. She didn’t say that art had been the one place her mouth wasn’t a battlefield.

“At the station they’ve got this ‘open line’ thing,” Noah said. “People call and leave comments. Sometimes they air a few. You could say what you said just now. About ‘nonessential’ being... I don’t know. The wrong word.”

June could feel the heat rise in her neck. “No.”

“Okay.” He didn’t flinch. “Maybe just record it for yourself. Practice. I’ll set you up. No one has to hear it but us.”

After school, the late bus breathed diesel like a tired animal. The town slid by in winter colors: iron river, shuttered mill, the diner with its, We’re Open Like Always sign that made a promise to the hour, maybe also to the heart. June pressed her forehead to the glass and watched the world tremble with the engine. In her backpack the red spiral notebook rattled against the recorder Noah had slipped her with an exaggerated flourish, like he was knighting her with sound. Only if you want it. The rule. Always the rule.

Home was the second-floor apartment with the chirpy smoke detector and the couch that sighed when you sat down. Her mother worked the night shift at the hospital, so there’d be a note on the counter in neat block letters: Left stew. Proud of you. Remember to breathe. June set the recorder on the table, next to the note, next to the spoon with a tiny moon on its handle. She took three bites and didn’t taste anything. The budget meeting kept pressing against her skin like static.

Her stutter came and went like weather. When she was small it had lived in her body like a stubborn houseguest. Now it mostly slept in a back room, and she had learned the creaks in the floorboards, the way to walk softly past. Reading out loud kept it tired. She chose poems—ones that knew how to breathe where people forget to breathe. Tonight she chose something short, a few lines about a field in winter. She opened her notebook to the page where she’d copied the words carefully, line breaks like stepping stones. She pressed the red button.

“Practice,” she murmured, and her voice pinged in her ears through borrowed headphones. The first line came out with a burr and she started again. Second time, it dropped like a stone into still water. Her throat learned the rhythm and loosened. When she finished, she didn’t stop the recorder. She watched the little digital bar climb and fall like the silhouette of a far-off city.

She thought of the word again: nonessential. How it got applied to things that taught you to feel around inside your own chest for a light switch. She set the poem aside and, before she could make herself small again, she spoke.

“This is... June,” she said, then winced. She hadn’t been planning to name herself, even to the empty room. “I mean—it doesn’t matter who. I—I just wanted to say that beginner arts classes aren’t—” The S caught, skidded, corrected. “—aren’t optional for some of us. They’re where we build hands for our minds.”

She stopped. Her cheeks burned, but the recorder didn’t care; it hummed its little machine hum. She looked at the phone number she’d copied from the radio station’s website, half-scrawled, half-denied in the corner. The open line. The instructions said: Leave a message under a minute. Keep it clear. Keep it kind. She waited for herself to be rational, to put the recorder away and sleep. The waiting felt like standing on a dock while the last ferry pulled at its rope.

She dialed.

The beep arrived like a small door swinging wide. June stepped through.

“Hi,” she said, and the word went without tripping. “I’m calling about the school budget and the talk about... cutting beginner arts classes.” She paused, not to get permission from her mouth, but because she wanted to tell the truth without the performance of it. “In sixth grade I made a mug that looked like a cat sat on it. It was lumpy and wrong, and Ms. Molina said the handle would never survive the kiln, but I learned how it felt to make something that held something. In seventh I took a beginner radio elective and heard how my voice sounded when no one was waiting for me to be perfect. I’m not calling to say don’t fix what’s broken. I’m calling to say sometimes you fix a school by giving the quiet places more oxygen.”

There was more, always. But her minute was almost up. She felt it. “Thanks for listening.” The second she hung up, her body said, oh no, and let the tremble loose.

June didn’t tell anyone, not even Noah. She put the recorder and the notebook back in her bag, tucked her mother’s note under a magnet shaped like an orange, and brushed her teeth with the intent of someone who could scrub the evidence right off her tongue. Sleep found her like a cat: when she stopped moving.

She forgot about it by morning, or pretended to. The school day started with a snowfall that came in sideways and erased the parking lot lines. Hallway chatter rolled over itself in loops. In art class, Ms. Molina angled a lamp to show them how a shadow wasn’t a color; it was a temperature. June shaded carefully and listened to the pencil’s paper-sound, a whisper that made the rest of the world back away.

In third period, the overhead speaker crackled to life. Because the principal could never leave the antique intercom alone, everyone looked up like it was the voice of the building itself. But it was just the attendance office, droning about early dismissals. When the voice cut out, something else slipped in—the thinnest bit of another frequency, some bleed from the radio station across the river. A half-second of music and then a voice—hers.

“...I learned how it felt to make something that held something...”

It vanished again, swallowed by static. June’s heart threw itself against her sternum hard enough to shake dust. No one noticed; or if they did, they folded it into the regular strangeness of the day. June exhaled the way a person does when the roller coaster bar still holds. She sank lower on her stool and tried to hear the rest in her memory, as if she could decide what the town heard by remembering the version she meant.

By lunch the rumor network had begun its work. A table near the windows buzzed: Did you hear the open line thing? Some kid from the high school. She said... He said... The pronouns chased each other around and made fog. June and Noah sat under the 1:17 clock and lined up their grapes in rows like tiny planets. Noah tapped his phone. “The station account posted something,” he said. “They tweeted: ‘From the Open Line: one minute on why beginner arts matter. Whoever called—thank you for the reminder.’”

June’s mouth went dry, which would have been a good moment to have water but she’d forgotten her bottle on her desk. She reached for a grape and rolled it under her thumb like a stress stone.

Noah glanced at her face and then at the way her fingers tried not to tremble. He didn’t ask. “Whoever it was,” he said, “nailed it.”

She almost laughed. She almost told. What she did was breathe to the bottom of her lungs the way the speech therapist had taught her when she was nine: in for four, hold for two, out for six. It made an imaginary box she could stand in for a minute. It didn’t fix anything, but it made the room bigger around her.

After lunch, a classmate she barely knew—tall, kind freckles—passed her in the hall and murmured, not stopping, “Whoever that was... thanks.” June’s body flooded with heat and cool at once, like stepping into a lake on a summer night. The words found a notch inside her and clicked there. They didn’t prove anything. They didn’t ask anything either. They just laid a hand on the day.

The school carried on. The bell schedule had no patience for personal revelation. In English, Mr. Keegan had them read a one-page essay about a broken umbrella that somehow made everyone feel like crying. On the late bus, the older boys in the back thudded their sneakers against the seat backs in a rhythm that almost was music before it became just noise. June gazed at the river and wondered how many radios were listening and how far a minute could travel before it evaporated.

At home, the voicemail light on their landline blinked as if it had a secret it could barely keep. June pressed the button.

You’ve reached the Park family...

Beep. The first message was from the pharmacy. The second was from her mother, soft with the graveyard shift. “I left soup again. Be good to your voice, my June-bug.” The third was a voice she didn’t recognize. Cheerful, distracted. “Hi, this is Cara filling in at WSVR. I’m sorry, we probably should’ve asked first, but the Open Line said—well, it said open. We aired a few of last night’s voicemails on the morning roundup, including yours. It was—” A little laugh. “It was very human. Anyway, if you want to talk more, we do little student segments sometimes. No pressure. You don’t have to call back.”

June stood very still. The refrigerator hummed and clicked on. The apartment felt both too small and too big. She pressed the button to replay, as if the words might wear down to something less sharp the second time. We aired... including yours. It was very human.

She paced the short hall, toes counting grooves in the hardwood. The little recorder sat on the counter like a co-conspirator
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