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Signals in the Static
Daniel Korvek
A community radio volunteer unearths archived tapes tying a powerful developer to past land deals. As broadcasts stir the neighborhood, stolen evidence, legal threats, and moral dilemmas force her to choose how to use a voice that can reshape her town.
ProseHub


    
Static
Static
Maya had learned to listen to the city the way some people learned to read a book. She could map the cold pockets of summer nights by the way the bakery lights flickered on Third Street, measure the mood of Main by how the bus doors clacked at midnight, and tell, with a single breath, whether someone on the other end of an old radio line was lying or just tired.
Pulse FM smelled like dust and peppermint gum when Maya turned on the lights. The main studio was a chest of dated equipment: a scratched turntable, a tube amp with a stubborn amber glow, a stack of vinyl that belonged to someone who'd never let go, and a metal cabinet full of cassette tapes labeled in handwriting that leaned toward the theatrical.
June Park had always sworn the tapes were dangerous. She said that with the same soft laugh with which she told stories about Hector Morales and the station's better days, but the laugh held a hard edge. June had been the kind of anchor who could slow a city storm simply by refusing to turn the microphone off.
June left for home at eleven, and Maya stayed. She liked the private hour after stations closed when voices seemed more honest—less polished for callers, more willing to admit to small humiliations. She set a cup of coffee by the mixer, dug out a spool of tape from the cabinet, and began to listen.
The tape was older than any she'd found before—brown shell, label written across with a black marker that had bled into the fibers. Someone had written a date in the corner and a name: 'Lola Ortega, 1987.' Maya pressed play. The room filled with the low hiss of tape and then Lola's voice, small and clear and utterly ordinary, saying, 'They came with briefcases and smiles. They called it progress.' It sounded like something from a kitchen in the summer—like the kind of memory that should live between family members rather than on a public line.
Maya listened, heart a small drum in her throat, because she wanted to hold it, to keep an accidental intimacy for herself. But the studio was live; she had forgotten to flip the on-air switch.
For a second nothing happened. The hiss continued; then a thin, electrical voice seemed to answer from a phone line no one had meant to open. A red ON AIR light blinked above the board, stupid and small and unavoidable.
Phones started to ring—first one, then a handful, then dozens. People who'd stayed up because of insomnia or schedules or pride were suddenly connected, their breath sharp in their speakers. A listener from East Ninth called to say he remembered protesting a city hearing where men with ties read placards from a stack and promised "better homes" while bulldozers waited. Someone else left a voicemail that all it took was a signature and a smile.
Maya's hands went to the board instinctively. She fumbled for the mute switch, and for a brutal few seconds the air around her was a museum piece—tape hiss, her breathing, the clack of plastic buttons. Then the board gave her what felt like a small mercy: a soft click, a gap in the sound, and then the voice again—older and angrier now, telling a tiny, tidal story about a house on Cobre and a man who had a contract with a smile.
Phones were relentless. A woman who identified herself as Lola's friend left a shaky live message asking if the voice on the tape was the same Lola she'd known; a man with a local news handle said he'd drive by the station in the morning. In a corner of the web someone posted a ten-second clip and wrote, 'Pulse FM dropping receipts for the redevelopment scandal.'
Eli texted, curt emoji, 'On my way.' He showed up at 1:30 a.m. with a backpack of film cameras and an expression like a bear who had been woken early. He didn't ask why; he moved into the room as if he had lived there always, finding tracks and organizing the chaos with hands that had always photographed other people's storms.
June called at two in the morning because she always called when something dangerous smelled like possibility. Her voice on the phone was squeezed but steady. 'Maya,' she said, 'if that's Lola, do not touch those tapes again. Promise me.'
Maya nearly dropped the headset when a caller named Rosa—the woman's name matched her mother's, an awkward coincidence that made her stomach flip—said, 'That's Lola Ortega's voice, right? She used to teach at Saint Helena, I sat in her class.'
Maya's fingers found the record of dates taped to the cabinet door without meaning to. 1987. The year her grandmother talked about over coffee when she pretended to watch television. The year a lot of old arguments had become quiet, like the radio after a storm. The tape kept reaching for a particular memory, then stepping back, as if someone had been trying to say something that was dangerous to put into words.
Eli leaned over, mouth a soft line, and said the thing that had suddenly become true: 'You're in the middle of something.' It wasn't a joke. The corner of the room where archived boxes sat looked like a map of the past—fliers, brittle photographs, small notes like talismans. On top of one of the boxes Maya found a Polaroid of a younger Lola standing in front of a faded map, fist in the air.
Maya's palms were slick. She thought of Rosa, of her mother's night shifts, of Lola folding laundry and telling stories that left the curtains trembling like flags. She thought of how fragile a place like theirs felt under the weight of promises about 'progress.'
She thought of the line June had said over the phone: don't touch those tapes. But what did that mean now that the tape was saying her grandmother's name? She had a choice: stop the tape and pretend she never listened, or let it roll and wake a sleeping case.
From the speakers, Lola's voice softened, a private voice turned public by mistake. She told a short story about a council meeting and a handshake that came with an envelope. Maya's hands trembled as she realized the tape was not gossip; it had the cadence of a witness. She reached to stop it, then didn't. Then the spool clicked. The room waited.
For a long moment sound and silence braided themselves together. The spooled tape didn't simply play back memory; it began to stitch a different seam through the present, knitting an older anger to the listeners who had called in. Lola spoke with the cadence of someone naming a small betrayal—one line that carried the smell of dust and the thin metallic aftertaste of regret.
Eli had the camera on the old tripod, filming the little room as if he could catch truth in a frame. June had pressed a palm to her mouth and was listening like she was on the edge of remembering a name. Maya could have turned off the machine, shredded the tape, told herself that nobody would ever know she listened to a scrap of history and made it loud. Instead she let the spool pull its ribbon out and the voice kept talking.
On the tape, Lola moved from detail to detail—the architecture of a southeast block, the color of a developer's tie, the names of people who sold or were convinced to sell. There was a certain rhythm to her recalling, as if the memory had been rehearsed under pressure. Then, softer, the record scratched and her voice came back like a door opening.
She said a name, then she said another. She told where someone had been paid, where a promise had been written rather than spoken. The room felt tight. Someone at the far end of the line, maybe a listener from Mrs. Garza's book club, swore out loud and then started reciting addresses. June's hand shook when she reached for the mic, but she kept it off.
The recording fell quiet for a breath, and then Lola, with the simple accumulation of detail that made the night's calls begin to feel like a gathering, said a line that stopped everyone who was listening. 'We put the papers in the wall,' her voice said, as if she were naming a cabinet or a cupboard. 'Behind the third brick under the sink.'

    
Echo
Echo
They had expected noise, maybe a trickle of calls and a few curious texts, but not the kind of attention that rearranged the corners of the town. By first light a ten-second clip of Lola's voice—her steady, kitchen-table cadence—had been clipped, captioned, and threaded through feeds until strangers were calling the station like they were answering some communal bell. An online reporter tagged the station as part of a "local scandal," a neighborhood message board filled with people tagging old names and addresses, and an op-ed argued that the past could finally be used to contest the future.
Maya watched the first rush with hollow fascination. Her phone buzzed with a steady, anxious rhythm: messages from high school friends who wanted context; a text from Eli—Are you seeing this?—and a call from June, who sounded small at six in the morning. "Slow until we know," June told her, the string of her voice soft as thread. "Record everything. Do not call anyone our of the blue. If they come, lock the door. Promise me you won't—"
Maya promised. Then she kicked off the only sensible step she could think of: preservation. Old tape meant fragile memory. If the town was going to bend its attention this way, the tapes needed to survive beyond echo. Eli arrived with a field recorder, batteries, and a slow grin that tried to make the morning lighter. He moved through the back rooms with the practiced ease of someone used to saving weathered things—photographs, posters, the lamplight that made dust look like snow.
They set up an old machine and a laptop that stuttered but could still record into the cloud. June insisted on labeling every clip, cross-referencing dates and names, whispering like she was cataloging holy things. The process was careful and almost reverent. When Maya queued the next spool marked with Hector Morales's looping script, she braced for static and then stepped into someone else's memory. There were more names, more meetings. A voice started to tell the same rhythm of salesmen, envelopes, and signatures in rooms with bad coffee. The more they digitized, the more the town seemed to lean in.
But the attention was not neutral. Around noon a local news site posted an article with a photograph of the station's sagging sign and a quote from Vista Developments—"We have always acted in good faith." It was written like a dismissal and a warning. That afternoon a lawyer from Calder Holdings left a formal letter at the station: a terse typed page demanding that Pulse FM remove the clip and cease broadcasting "defamatory content." The signature bore a practiced flourish and a corporate address.
The letter folded like paper armor on the desk. Eli read it twice, jaw tight. "They're trying to scare us into silence," he said. He wanted anger to fuel them; Maya felt the opposite: a slow blood-sense of responsibility thickening into nausea. She could already hear the quieter consequences—her mother collapsing under new attention at the cafe, neighbors avoiding their porch, someone at the laundromat murmuring that trouble breeds trouble.
Rosa stood in the station doorway that evening with a plastic grocery bag clutched in one hand like a talisman. The bag had leftover dinners and a tired look that didn't leave her face. "I heard about the tape," she said without preamble. Her voice was small inside the hum of the fluorescent lights. "You can't be messing with things that will put us on notice." She wasn't even angry yet; she was only tired. "They make calls, they send people. People who can make clocks run different. You understand?"
Maya tried to say the thing that meant justice, the thing that meant the story had to be out. But June's face hovered at the desk, a place of caution under the cables and manuals. "It matters how we use their voices," June said quietly. "You didn't put those stories on tape—you found them. But once they're out, they stop belonging to people." Maya thought of Lola's soft strength and the way she had leaned over a sink to describe bricks and papers. She also thought of the day the city put up flyers announcing a public consultation about the redevelopment—an event where men in pressed jackets smiled like they'd already won.
Then, the following night, the station found something worse. A volunteer unlocked the backroom and froze. Cabinets had been rifled. Two boxes of tapes were gone. The wall beneath the kitchenette sink—where old pipes tangled and plaster had sagged—showed a fresh scrape. Someone had pried at the third brick.
The absence struck like a physical blow. Maya walked the edge of the backroom like someone testing deep water, her hand finding the place where a brick should have been snug. The gap smelled like old dust and the metallic tang of hands that had been there recently. No one had been supposed to know about the third brick; June's instructions had been vague, meant to protect the memory from becoming an inventory. Now private memory had been violated into evidence theft.
Eli went to check camera footage. The oldest security camera spooled fuzzy grain and then a dark silhouette—too indistinct to be a smoking gun, but enough to tell them someone had come in after hours. He froze the frame on a motion-blur of a coat sleeve and a shadowed head, the kind of image that felt more like accusation than proof. Whoever had taken the tapes knew where to look. Whoever had left the brick opened had worked with certainty.
Word traveled faster than the footage could be cleaned up. Someone posted a grainy phone video of a figure at the sink with the caption, "They found them," and within an hour a cluster of private-investigator whispers started to coil around the station. The tone changed from curiosity to proprietorship. It wasn't enough to name a past wrong; now ownership of the story itself was contested.
Then the smear campaign began to tighten. A local influencer, paid to speak in the language of calm, published a thread calling the tapes "crafted nostalgia" and alleging they'd been spliced. A city councilor phoned the station to ask, politely and thinly, if the broadcasts were sure they weren't inciting unrest. Someone called Eli's uncle at the warehouse where he worked and suggested that the noise from "troublemakers" might make employers nervous. That night Eli's phone lit with an anonymous message: We keep an eye on what matters. You should too.
Maya lay awake after that call, each image a small stone in her gut. Her mother refused to stay the night at the house and took Lola to a clinic because the old woman had started sleeping badly, waking with hands clenched like she could scrub secrets out of her palms. Rosa's worry hardened into accusation: "You could have left it asleep, Maya. You're the one who woke it." It wasn't only anger; it was fear dressed as blame. The family meetings that followed were short, sharp spells of quiet that left everyone raw and light-headed.
The town split along a seam that ran through living rooms and social media feeds. Some of Maya's classmates left supportive notes and promised to protest if the developer pushed through; others were quiet in the hallways at school, eyes down, as if they had been given instructions by a grown-up and had no choice but to obey. June held a small meeting with the station volunteers and the board, and they made a list—names of people who had been mentioned, dates to verify, copies of tapes to duplicate—and a decision that felt both brave and reckless. They would not take the clip down. They would make records.
If the tapes could be made into a public archive, they reasoned, then the story would not be reduced to a social video that could be deleted. They began reaching out to an independent journalist in the city, someone who had, until then, been kind to small causes and who agreed to look at the evidence pro bono. The journalist's voice over the phone was flat and deliberate: "If you push this, be ready for the counter-attack. Powerful people don't often lose quietly. Make sure you have copies in more than one place. If anyone asks to buy the tapes, refuse. And consider whether you want to put everything online."
Maya and Eli split the duty: Maya would digitize, Eli would document. They worked on old machines that hummed like small approval, fingers sticky with tape glue and the memory of late-night coffee. They were halfway through a batch when a new clip surfaced—one that made everyone in the room go still. It was a tape from a neighborhood meeting in 1986, a voice rough with age saying both a name and a price. The name was not kindly muffled or framed in rumor: the name was Calder.
After that the air changed. Within hours Vista Developments posted a statement denying any wrongdoing and calling for an investigation into the station for "falsely attributing statements to private parties." Vivian Calder appeared in a short, composed video, hair precise and suit immaculate. She looked directly at the camera and said, "We will not be intimidated by a rumor mill posing as journalism." Her words were precise enough to bruise. The feed beneath her announcement filled with a new set of messages: some furious, some terrified, and some that read like offers—silver-lined, polite requests to discuss buying the station's property, "for the community's benefit."
Maya sat frozen with the digitizer's light blinking at her. The town had shifted from hearing to judgment. The tapes were no longer only memory; they were accused facts, and accusation carried a weight that sometimes bended knees.

    
Broadcast
Broadcast
They decided to meet the noise with sound. If the town was going to refight the past, Pulse FM would not let the past be reduced to a headline. June proposed a live marathon broadcast to coincide with the council's public meeting about the redevelopment—the idea was simple and messy: stream the archive, invite neighbors to speak, and hold a recorded listening session in the municipal hall. The independent reporter, a woman named Claire who wore practical shoes and an honest mouth, promised to moderate and to bring a legal observer. "We make a ritual of the facts," she said, and then threw in a logistical caveat: "But you need physical evidence. We'll need the papers."
The mention of papers tightened the room like a wire pull. They had a hint—Lola's voice had said where to look—but the wall had been disturbed, tapes stolen, and the third brick had been scraped away by someone who either didn't find what they wanted or who left something behind. After the rifling panic, volunteers had swept through the station with flashlights and patience, cataloging what remained. A few tapes were missing, some glass frames had been cracked, and one box of legal-looking envelopes had been misplaced. Then Maya found the paper edge. It was a brittle sliver, pushed behind a loose tile in the kitchenette, folded small enough to hide in a hand.
They worked carefully. For years old residents had claimed that people who cared for their homes had also hidden things inside them—money under floorboards, love letters in hollow doors. This was the same kind of small subterranean resistance, a civil engineering of memory. Maya and Eli pried the third brick the way Lola had once described—gentle leverage, a cloth to keep the dust from eating the words—and behind it was a stack of papers wrapped in waxed paper and tied with a fragment of twine. The papers smelled of cellar air and time. Someone had kept a ledger, invoices, and notes with names and dates scratched in pencil. Some of the pages bore the stamped seal of Vista Developments. One page had a typed header and a signature that matched the flourish on the lawyer's letter that had arrived at the station: a name Maya had come to hate and fear—Vivian Calder.
They copied everything and moved like people carrying a fragile animal. Claire arrived with a photographer and a legal pad, and she rotated the stack like an archaeologist. "If you publish too fast," she said, "you give them openings. If you don't put it in context, they will call it forgery." She agreed to wait until the public meeting, where the documents could be shown with witnesses and under oath. The plan felt both righteous and naive. It was still, for Maya, a plan that required stepping into a larger stage than she had ever imagined occupying: calling people who had been mentioned, asking them for memory, and asking a town to sit with its past in a room together.
The night before the hearing the station stayed open. Neighbors brought casseroles and sandwiches and a piano that someone insisted had to be tuned. Cameras set up on tripods watched the small rooms. Volunteers arranged chairs. Outside, someone chalked a line on the sidewalk that read, "Pulse Awake: Listening Session," and the phrase felt like a dare. Vivian Calder's PR machine responded with the speed of industry—statements, sponsored ads emphasizing jobs and modern housing, targeted messages that framed Pulse FM as a destabilizing irritant. Anonymous calls continued. Eli kept the camera rolling as if his footage would be a talisman; he filmed the hands that unpacked the papers and the veins that branched on Lola's temple when she read a line aloud.
The public meeting room was packed beyond the seats. People stood along the walls and outside the glass. Claire opened the session with a quiet that made the city sound sharper—she read the rules of testimony, explained what would be publicly recorded, and asked for civility. The first speaker was a man named Martin Alvarez, someone whose name had been passed along in the tapes like a rumor grown into shape. He had worked as a foreman for a contractor connected to Vista years ago and had, he said softly, seen envelopes move hands that were not empty. He stepped up with a legal affidavit in his hand and the cadence that belongs to people who have spent their lives repeating practical things—measurements, material costs, the names of subcontractors.
Martin's voice had the kind of memory that unspooled slowly and then tightened into a rope. He spoke about irregular payments, about chain-of-command memo lines, and about a typed agreement he'd kept in his toolbox because he needed the leverage when contractors tried to short him. When asked to present it he produced a folded packet that matched the paper they'd found in the wall: the font, the stamp, the same signature. The room shuddered with a collective inhalation as Claire set them on the table and a lawyer in a gray suit from the city's oversight office asked that the documents be verified and entered into the public record.
Vivian Calder's representative tried to demolish the narrative in real time. They questioned Martin's credibility, suggested the paper could be altered, and pointed to the missing tapes as evidence of tampering. A legal dance began—objections, counterclaims, procedural pauses that felt like fog. Vivian took the podium and spoke with the composed warmth of an executive who had been trained in optics. She thanked the town for its input, for wishing the best for every resident, and then said, with a rehearsed softness: "If there is impropriety, we welcome an investigation. But we will not allow unsupported claims to endanger work that has been underway for years."
For a while it felt like the meeting would end in acrimony and thin press releases. Then someone in the back stood and said, quietly, "I worked in accounts on that project." The room turned. The man—thin, with hair that had thinned like a canyon—was not dramatic. He was a middle manager from fifteen years ago named Javier Morales who had turned up as a clerk on one of the old tapes. Javier had a plastic folder with him, and when asked to speak he said, "I can't say everything here, but there are records I kept. I kept copies because I didn't trust some of the people I worked with. If the council wants to review them, they will show the flow of money." He handed the folder to the legal observer.
It was not a dramatic confession so much as a slow piling on of documentation that made silence impossible. The city's oversight office announced it would open a formal inquiry and requested custody of the originals for verification. Council postponed any vote on the redevelopment schedule; an independent auditor would be appointed. Outside the hall people cheered and cried in equal measure. On the station's steps, Rosa held Lola's hand and let the shout of neighbors fold around them like a blanket.
The aftermath was not a tidy victory. The inquiry meant attention, subpoenas, and weeks of legal wrangling. Vista Developments' stock wasn't ruined overnight; in fact their PR team launched a defensive campaign that painted delays as civic paralysis and the station as a provocateur. But the documents and witnesses had shifted the terrain. The city could not ignore an affidavit and a ledger that carried a developer's seal. There would be hearings, depositions, and a slow leaking of truths into official channels.
At home that night, Maya found the moral edge of the work carved into a single cassette. It was a tape they had digitized earlier but left unplayed because of its sensitive contents: a recording of an old man—one of the neighbors—saying things about a woman in the community that were private, painful confessions made in a moment of grief. He named names and told of betrayals that had nothing to do with land deals and everything to do with personal ruin. June, who had been the station's ethical compass for years, said, "We don't have the right to broadcast someone's shame just because it proves a point." The choice wasn't about whether something was true; it was whether they had the right to make someone suffer for the sake of a narrative.
Maya understood, then, that being on air meant more than amplifying facts. It meant taking responsibility for the echoes those facts would make. The tape could have been the final, irresistible cut that let nothing stand in the way of their story. But she pulled the reel out, placed it back in its box, and labeled it: 'Private—do not air.' That night she slept for the first time in weeks without a pit of dread in her stomach.
The station didn't become safe because of one decision. There were threats, there were offers—some polite, some not—but the neighborhood found a footing. Fundraisers sprouted like stubborn plants: a bake sale, a series of open-mic nights, a late-night telethon where neighbors called in with stories in exchange for small donations. The community raised enough to place a legal option on the property, a thin but real line preventing an immediate sale. It was not a heroic million-dollar buy; it was scraping and pledge cards and people promising to pitch in. For a while it would be community-owned in spirit if not yet in deed.
In the quiet that followed the most public moments, Maya found herself at a small table with June and Eli, a single tape rewound between them. June handed Maya a slim cassette with handwriting that slanted like a signature: 'Hector Morales.' Maya read the label with a small kind of disbelief; Hector had been the one who'd made this station a place people trusted. He'd left notes and jokes and the sort of boozy philosophy that made the night feel steady. Maya fed the tape into the deck and let the hiss bloom. Hector's voice came through, warm and a little tired. "If you're listening to this," he said, "remember we are not a place that only catches fire. We're a place that keeps an ember. Keep the ember honest. Keep it small enough so it doesn't burn the house down and strong enough so it lights a dark room." The tape clicked and hissed with the sort of instruction that was not grand but intimate.
Maya felt like a person who had been permitted to hold a compass. The city would continue to shift. There would be new meetings, new legal filings, and undoubtedly new attempts to rewrite the story. But there was also a new grammar to the station's work—listening that protected, publishing that weighed consequence, and an insistence that some voices were not to be used as ammunition. She would be on the air again, but differently. She would host people who had been hurt and those who had hurt and hold both with a care that did not make false equivalences.
A month later the council's inquiry had moved to a slow official roll; deposits were taken, evidence examined, and the city froze the sale pending the auditor's report. Vista announced a delay and presented new, public-facing investment in community programs—gestures meant to calm and not to atone. The station kept broadcasting, sometimes solemn, sometimes furious, always patient with the mechanical breath of tape and the human breath of callers.
On the station's bulletin board a handwritten sign appeared: 'Pulse FM: We Listen. You Decide.' Maya's name was on the volunteer roster next to other names and the calendar had a slot for a late-night show called 'Listening.' She thought of Lola in the kitchen and of her mother knitting, of Eli with the camera and June with her index cards. She thought of the way memory could be an ache and a tool at once. She thought of how careful she would be with voices that had teeth and with histories that could either heal or hurt depending on how you turned them.
The final reel of the old Hector box had its own small magic: a short, recorded message meant for future hosts. Hector's voice said, simply and with the rue of someone who'd lived too much, "Hold the microphone like a handshake. Not a weapon." Maya laughed then, quietly, a sound that felt a little like relief and a little like mourning. It wasn't a conclusion so much as a direction—a commitment that the station, their station, would try to do the smallest good well.
Outside, the city moved on in a dozen other directions. Inside Pulse FM, the shelves were still dusty and the light above the board still hummed with the same tired amber. Something older had been stirred awake, and for now the wakefulness had strings attached to it: evidence, responsibility, and a community deciding how it wanted its own story told. Maya turned the mic on and spoke into it not to fling accusations but to invite people to come and tell their own parts. The broadcast wasn't a culmination so much as an opening: a place to set a careful table for all the conversations that would follow.
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