
 



Copper Springs 

A Novel 
Don Detrich 

Copper Springs, Arizona, is trying to become something new. The mine is closed, the old company men 
are gone, and cafés, murals, musicians, and tourists have begun to soften the town’s ruined edges. But 
under the paint and string lights, the dead are still waiting. 

Raven, born Maria Elena Reyes, arrives at KZBT as a young woman with records under her arm and no 
intention of becoming anyone’s hero. The station is barely alive until her music, nerve, and late-night 
voice turn it into a gathering place. Then she finds a box of forgotten miner tapes in a storage shed. The 
voices on them tell a story the town was told to forget, bad air, rotten timbers, warnings ignored, men 
sent underground anyway. 

The deeper Raven goes, the more dangerous the truth becomes. Hidden files point toward fraud and 
cover-up. Old power fights back through courts, threats, and violence. When masked men storm the 
station and tear down the tower, Raven keeps the microphone live, and the town hears the attack as it 
happens. 

But Copper Springs is not a simple story of truth winning over silence. To rebuild the station, Raven and 
Ray must face a final choice: whether stolen money, hidden for years by a corrupt mine man, can be 
used as restitution, or whether justice built from a lie carries the lie forever. 

Atmospheric, lyrical, and morally unsettled, Copper Springs is a novel about memory, radio, buried 
labor history, community voice, and the cost of being the one who presses play. 
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One Year Later 

Copper Springs Gazette, July 30, 1975 
“One Year Later, the Mountain Is Silent — and So Are They” 
By Samuel “Sam” Ortega, District 12 Representative, United Miners of Arizona 
Copper Springs was built on a vein of red rock and company promises. For nearly a century, the 

Great Southwestern Mining Company pulled our wealth out of the mountain, and we, in turn, pulled our 
paychecks from them. They told us the rock would hold forever. They told us the air was clean, the 
timbers solid, the dangers exaggerated. One year ago, in the dark at the 1,400-foot level, those promises 
came down in a roar of stone and fire. 

I’ve talked to the men who lived through it. They say the fan had been rattling for weeks. They say 
the union steward filed three written complaints. They say the company man on the ground — 
Superintendent Earl Dunning — waved them all off with a thin smile and the same line he’d used since 
the layoffs began: “Keep it moving, boys, we don’t have time for headaches.” 

When the fan finally seized, Dunning did something unusual. He went down himself. Maybe he 
thought his presence would stiffen the men’s resolve, or shame them into working through the stifling 
air. Maybe he thought a clipboard and a helmet lamp made him one of them. Whatever the reason, he 
was standing beside that crippled fan when the methane pocket went. The blast rolled down the drift like 
God’s own furnace. Rock gave way, timbers snapped, and twenty-seven men were trapped. Fifteen never 
walked out again — Dunning among them. 

A year has passed since the north drift blew and buried fifteen of our brothers under stone. A year 
since Superintendent Dunning went down with the men he pushed past their warnings. A year since 
Great Southwestern promised “a full investigation” and “every effort to ensure accountability.” 

And what has happened in twelve long months? 
Nothing. 
The mine is closed. The company men packed their files and left town with their pensions intact. The 

widows still wait for settlements that never came. The children still wake up at night from dreams of 
their fathers gasping in the dark. The state inquiry ended with a shrug, calling it “an unavoidable 
accident.” The Great Southwestern board sent flowers, then cut the lights and locked the gates. 

I walk past the headframe now — rust spreading like rot, the hoist house windows black. Our town 
sounds different. No more whistle at shift change, no more rumble of ore cars. Just wind in empty streets 
and the echo of what used to be work. Copper Springs has gone quiet, and the silence is killing us as 
surely as the rockfall killed our brothers. 

We miners know the truth. That fan was bad. The warnings were real. The company knew, and they 
ignored it, because production mattered more than people. That kind of neglect doesn’t just happen. It’s 
a choice. And choices have names, names that sit in Phoenix boardrooms today, drinking whiskey and 
calling Copper Springs a write-off. 

So here we stand, one year later, with nothing to show but graves, empty houses, and bitterness. 
They told us time would heal. But time has only sharpened the truth: they buried the men, they buried 
the evidence, and they buried the town. 

Copper Springs deserved better. Our dead deserved better. But the Great Southwestern got away with 
it, and every day this silence grows louder. 



— Samuel Ortega, United Miners of Arizona 



Part One: Copper Springs 



Copper Springs 

Copper Springs clung to the canyon walls like it had been carved there and then forgotten. The 
houses perched in uneven tiers, stubborn against gravity and time, their roofs rusting under the desert 
sun. On both sides, the red hills rose steep and raw, still scarred from the years when the mine gutted 
them. The terraces cut into the slopes hadn’t softened with age — yellow and orange bands of earth still 
exposed, tailings piled in ragged heaps. The mine was gone, but the damage remained, a reminder no 
one could ignore. Copper Springs wasn’t a ghost town, not quite, but it wore its past openly, a relic that 
refused to fade. 

Main Street followed the curve of the valley, a strip of brick and glass that looked less built than 
stumbled into place. Two- and three-story storefronts leaned along it, their upper windows bleached by 
decades of sun, their ground floors still scraping by. Faded ghost signs lingered on the walls — 
Woolworth, Hardware, Saloon — the letters barely there, like whispers from another century. But in the 
gaps, something newer had taken root: a gallery lit bright as a stage, a café carrying the sharp bite of 
espresso into the street, a boutique trimmed in colors so bright they nearly shouted. On blank walls, 
murals had risen — saints and skeletons, desert blooms in riotous color — painting over the gray that 
used to hang there. 

At night, string lights stretched from building to building, sagging a little, glowing warm over the 
street. The whole town lit up like a carnival tucked inside the canyon. In the daylight it was more 
exposed — corrugated rooftops glaring, steep staircases zigzagging up the hillsides where old miners’ 
shacks leaned into each other like tired men propping one another up. 

There wasn’t much traffic, but the sidewalks weren’t dead. A little girl skipped rope in front of a 
turquoise-painted shop. Two men in denim leaned on a corner talking slow, like they had all the time in 
the world. A pair of tourists snapped photos of the murals, looking like they’d stumbled on a secret. 

Most folks still wore jeans and boots, the uniform of desert living, but hippie spirit lingered like 
incense in the woodwork — men with hair brushing their shoulders, women in patchwork skirts, beads 
catching the sun. The new wave of artists carried that forward but sharper, more deliberate, like a 
costume they’d stitched to prove they belonged. And among the younger crowd, I spotted a different 
edge — jagged haircuts, orange streaks, ripped sleeves, leather jackets. Not full punk, not like the SF 
Bay, but enough to feel like a signal: something new was trying to claw its way in. 

From the ridge above, Copper Springs looked like a secret settlement — a knot of redbrick and tin 
roofs jammed into the canyon, caught between desert bones and half-forgotten dreams. Walking through, 
it felt different. Less like a relic, more like a town stitching itself back together with whatever scraps it 
could find, paint, guitars, gossip, stubborn pride. 

It had been seven years since the mine closed, seven years since the dust settled like a final 
benediction over the town. Those first couple years, all I’d heard about was people leaving — families 
loading trucks in silence, storefronts shuttered one after another, houses sagging behind chain-link 
fences. Copper Springs turned into an echo of itself, half-canyon, half-grave. 

But slow as desert rain, something shifted. Artists came first, chasing cheap rent and the beauty in 
rust and ruin. Then musicians, wanderers, free spirits looking for a place to land. Even a few investors 
sniffed around, the kind who saw promise in brick walls and pressed tin ceilings. They bought buildings 
for next to nothing, betting on a future nobody else could picture. 



They saw the bones under the scars — the tall-windowed storefronts, the sagging Victorians still 
catching evening light, the narrow streets that curled like a secret through the hills. They didn’t see a 
dead town. They saw a stage waiting for its second act. 

It was still half ghost, no doubt about that. Empty houses clung to the slopes like broken teeth, 
storefronts stood hollow with glass staring blank. But in between, the sparks showed. A gallery blazing 
after dark. A café that filled the sidewalk with laughter. Music floating out an upstairs window. Copper 
Springs wasn’t reborn yet, but it was stirring — fragile, undeniable, a pulse you could feel if you 
stopped long enough to listen. And against my will, I was starting to hear it. 



The Painted Lady 

The Painted Lady had this kind of faded grandeur, like it had once tried to impress people and then 
finally gave up. Tin ceiling panels stretched overhead, dulled to bronze, fans turning lazy circles that 
barely moved the heavy air. The bar ran almost the whole length of the room, its surface worn smooth by 
years of elbows. Behind it, mirrors caught the glow of round glass fixtures, reflecting rows of bottles 
like colored glass saints. 

Daylight slanted through the tall front windows, filtering around posters, flyers, scraps of paper 
taped to the glass. Near the door a rainbow flag hung, not loud, just there, natural as the smell of wood 
polish and beer. Tables were scattered near the little stage where amps and guitars sat waiting for night. 
The floorboards creaked whenever someone crossed them, like they remembered every footstep from 
the thousand nights before. 

The place was half-full. Denim and T-shirts mostly, a couple flashes of something wilder — a 
sequined top here, a silk scarf there. At one table a pair of guys leaned close, laughing into each other’s 
shoulders. Old-timers nursed beers at the bar while younger folks gossiped in easy voices. A couple 
bikers loitered by the jukebox, one trading barbs with a woman in flowing skirts. The whole scene 
hummed, but in a low, steady key. 

I pushed through the door, nodded at a few faces I recognized, raised a hand to others. They nodded 
back, casual, like we all belonged here. I walked the length of the bar, slow enough to let my eyes adjust, 
then slid onto a stool that already felt like mine. 

John came over with a towel on his shoulder, already reaching for the opener. 
“Beer?” 
“Beer,” I said, leaning on the bar with one elbow. The cap hissed and the glass landed cold in front 

of me. I took a swallow and let the room settle — the creak of boards, the low voices, the easy promise 
of a night that hadn’t quite started. 

John propped one leg on a crate and gave me that half-grin of his. “What’s up?” 
“Not much,” I said, sipping again. 
“You playing with anybody this week?” 
“Yeah. Sitting in with Chad. Just a few songs.” 
He nodded like he already knew the answer. 
The door opened and in came Ray, shoulders wide, face lined, cigarette lit before his butt hit the 

stool. John slid him a Bud without asking. 
“How’s the radio station?” John asked. 
Ray chuckled, smoke curling from his mouth. “Same as me — running on fumes, coughing smoke, 

and held together with duct tape.” 
I turned to look at him properly. We’d crossed paths but never really talked. “Hi, Ray,” I said. “You 

ever think about playing some other kinds of music? I mean, I like the blues, but you ought to throw in 
something for the younger crowd.” 

He arched his brows, amused. “Younger crowd? What, you mean those three kids with 
skateboards?” He let the joke hang, then shrugged. “Nobody’s ever asked. Mostly I run tapes, read the 
city announcements, hope the station doesn’t fall through the floorboards.” 



Ray talked about the station like it was junk, but there was a tenderness under the mockery he never 
quite hid. He called the transmitter “the old girl” and cursed it the way some men curse a truck they 
would never sell. When the tower light burned out, he drove up himself with a thermos and a ladder too 
short for the job. When the board hissed, he heard it before anyone else did, head tilting a little, as if 
some private animal had whined in the wall. 

Later I learned he had bought KZBT for almost nothing after the mine shut down, when the previous 
owner packed a trailer and left in the middle of August. Ray said he got the station because he was the 
only fool willing to take on debt for a building that smelled like hot mice and failure. That was probably 
true, but not the whole truth. 

The whole truth lived in the way he sat alone at night, cigarette burning low, playing blues records to 
an audience he claimed did not exist. It lived in the neat logbooks he kept even when nobody checked 
them. It lived in the city announcements he read with a straight face, every bake sale and road closure 
treated like news from the front. 

“You keep a signal alive,” he told me once, shrugging like it embarrassed him, “because dead air has 
a way of spreading.” 

At the time I thought he meant radio. Later I understood he meant towns. 
He studied me a second longer, then a grin broke through. “Tell you what. Why don’t you come up 

and spin a few? If you break the equipment, at least I’ll know it wasn’t me.” 
I laughed, surprised. “Seriously? I hadn’t even thought about it. What would I do — just bring 

records?” 
“Records, cassettes, kazoo if you’ve got one.” He took a pull of beer. “I’ll show you the switches. 

You just say what you’re playing, then flip the lever. Piece of cake. If you can talk louder than my 
toaster, you’re qualified.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “You mean I have to actually talk to people?” 
Ray’s grin widened. “People? Honey, you’ll be lucky if three souls are sober enough to be listening. 

Relax. It ain’t CBS. It’s barely Copper Springs.” 
I shook my head, laughing. “I can’t believe you’d just let me. You let anybody do this?” 
Ray leaned back, smoke curling around his grin. “Anybody? No. You’re the first fool to volunteer in 

four years. Most folks think radio works by magic — turn a knob, out comes Merle Haggard. They don’t 
wanna see the busted wires and duct tape holding it all together. But you asked, so congratulations. 
You’re officially the intern: unpaid, under-appreciated, and overworked. Which, far as I can tell, makes 
you qualified.” 

I felt myself grinning despite the nerves. “A show,” I whispered, testing the words, then louder: 
“Hell yeah. I’d love that.” 

Ray clinked his bottle against mine. “That’s the spirit. Tomorrow. Four o’clock. Bring enough music 
to last a couple hours. And maybe a sandwich — for you, not the transmitter. The old girl likes smoke 
and bad language, that’s it.” 

John chuckled from behind the bar. “She’ll do fine. Raven knows more about music than anybody 
who comes through here, and most of them think Led Zeppelin is an actual blimp.” 

I shook my head, nervous but smiling. “I’ll be there. But I’ll probably be shaking the whole time.” 
Ray winked, his face settling into a half-smile. “Good. Shaking means you’re alive. Only DJs who 

don’t shake are the ones who already quit.” 



We laughed, all of us, the sound folding back into the Painted Lady’s steady hum, like the walls 
themselves were listening, waiting to see what would come next. 



Berkeley 

I grew up in Berkeley, California, in a house that smelled like books and turpentine, half-university, 
half-studio, all arguments. My dad lectured on history at UC, the kind of man who thought footnotes 
were the key to the universe. My mom painted canvases that sold just often enough to keep her illusion 
that we were a bohemian family instead of just middle-class and cracked. 

By my junior year, the whole thing had soured. My dad couldn’t stand her eccentricity anymore — 
the forgotten bills, the canvases blocking the kitchen, the bursts of laughter that came at three in the 
morning. She couldn’t stand his smug face, the professorial tone he carried even into bed, the lack of 
warmth, the lack of sex. Divorce came like it was always waiting — brittle, inevitable, no surprise to 
anybody, least of all me. 

Then Mom made her grand announcement. She was moving to Copper Springs. A half-dead mining 
town in the desert hills, population tumbleweeds. “It’s the next big thing,” she told me, waving a letter 
from some artist friend who’d already moved there. “Cheap houses, big skies, so much potential.” She 
said it like she was unveiling Paris. 

I didn’t buy a word of it. I was being yanked out of Berkeley — cool, progressive, alive — and 
dumped in some hick town nobody had even heard of. I threatened to run away. My dad, arms folded, 
told me I could stay with him. But the court said otherwise, and in the end, that was that. So, I got 
dragged south against my will, seething at both of them. By that point, I hated my dad, hated my mom, 
and hated life in general. 

Back then, I was still Maria on every form that mattered. Maria Elena Reyes when my father was 
disappointed, Maria when my mother was distracted, Mare when old Berkeley friends wanted to act like 
we still knew each other. It was a fine name. Beautiful, even. It just belonged to people who thought 
they knew what I was supposed to become. 

Raven came later, though not much later. At first it was a joke, the kind of name you use on flyers 
and mixtapes because you are seventeen and dramatic and wearing too much black in weather that does 
not forgive black clothing. One of the punk girls at school said I looked like a crow that had learned to 
smoke cigarettes, and I told her crows were too social. Ravens had better press. The name stuck before I 
decided I wanted it to. 

Mom loved it, of course. She loved anything that sounded like reinvention. My father hated it in the 
efficient way he hated most things he had not footnoted. That helped. 

By the time I found my way to a microphone, Maria felt like the girl who had been moved against 
her will, packed into a car with boxes of records and resentment. Raven was the one who opened her 
mouth and made people listen. I did not think of it that cleanly then. I only knew that when I said, “This 
is Raven,” into the mic, I believed myself more than I ever had signing my real name. 

Mom bought a little house up a long, flight of concrete steps off Main Street, paid cash, and 
immediately turned it into proof she’d gone insane. To the rest of the world, it looked unforgettable. The 
siding was lime green, the trim coral pink and sky blue, the porch posts painted cobalt and so thick with 
paint they looked like candy sticks. 

Every inch of the place screamed her name. Hanging baskets spilling ferns, hand-painted tiles 
propped against the walls, a cactus cutout grinning on the screen door. The porch looked curated, a 
fuchsia wicker table, a patterned bench, wind chimes that never stopped chiming. Even the broom by the 



step seemed posed. Inside, it was worse: murals painted straight onto the walls, fabric draped over every 
chair, canvases leaning against windows like squatters. Outside, the desert wrapped it all in prickly pears 
and pots of succulents. 

Subtle it wasn’t. But that was the point. The house shouted joy, defiance, color, proof Copper 
Springs wasn’t dead yet. To me, though, it was a prison. 

I started my senior year at Copper Springs High with sixty-three other students. Sixty-three. The 
place felt like a shoebox. My first-day attitude was toxic, scowling, snapping, stalking the halls like I 
was the curse that had landed on their little town. Kids gave me space. Some looked scared. But in 
Copper Springs, being different carried its own kind of power, and pretty soon a few kids decided I 
wasn’t a threat so much as the coolest thing to walk in since Bowie posters hit the record store. 

By the end of the week, the edges of my armor had softened. I found a couple girls who didn’t blink 
at my glare, girls in thrift-store leather jackets, hair dyed in streaks, tapes of bands nobody else could 
pronounce. Mild punk energy, sure, but enough to feel like allies. I didn’t admit it, but I was relieved. 

My dad’s absence helped more than I’d guessed. No lectures, no disappointment dripping off every 
word. Mom, in her chaotic way, didn’t care what I did. She was always painting, hosting, heading to 
meetings, filling the house with friends and causes. When it came to me, she seemed delighted by 
everything, even the things she probably should’ve worried about. It was embarrassing, infuriating, and 
strangely freeing. 

She bought me a used Toyota Corolla that ran fine, a brand-new electric guitar with an amp, some 
stereo upgrades, clothes that actually fit. She pretended not to notice when her weed stash kept 
mysteriously getting smaller. In her messy, over-bright way, she gave me space I’d never had before. 

By graduation, I had to admit — though I’d never say it out loud — I liked Copper Springs. The 
place had grown on me. That summer I went back to Berkeley, reconnected with old friends, walked 
Telegraph like I never left. But by August, I was itching to return to that canyon town I once despised. 
Confusing. Irritating. Undeniable. Copper Springs had gotten under my skin. 



Copper Springs 

That fall I signed up for a few classes at the community college down the highway, about a half-
hour’s drive if the wind wasn’t in your face. English and math because the counselor said I had to, local 
history because it sounded like a joke but turned out kind of fascinating, art history because it gave me 
the perfect excuse to argue with professors, and pottery because my mom insisted it would “ground me.” 
I rolled my eyes, but the truth was, I didn’t hate any of it. For the first time since I’d been dragged to 
Copper Springs, I liked having somewhere else to go, somewhere my life wasn’t already written on the 
walls. 

The local history class was where I first learned that Copper Springs did not have one disaster. It had 
layers of them, stacked like bad rock. 

There had been the 1969 explosion, the one people spoke of in fragments. Marvin Dugan had died in 
that one, along with a handful of men whose names still turned up on old memorial programs and union 
newsletters. The company called it isolated. A gas pocket, a bad shift, a thing no one could have seen 
coming. Even then, people had not believed them. But the town was still dependent on the mine, and 
dependence teaches people to lower their voices. 

Then came the 1974 collapse, the one that finished the town’s faith. The ventilation complaints, the 
bad fan, the warnings no one wanted to hear. Fifteen men dead, lawsuits promised, investigations 
announced, flowers sent, nothing changed. By 1975 the mine was closed, not out of mercy, but because 
the company had wrung enough from the mountain and did not want to keep paying lawyers to defend a 
corpse. 

That was the order of it, though people mixed the dates when they talked. Trauma does that. It puts 
everything in the same room and shuts the lights off. Dugan, the fan, the cave in, the widows, the locked 
gate, the last whistle, they all became one long sentence nobody wanted to finish. 

I wrote the dates in my notebook because dates made things seem containable. 1969. 1974. 1975. I 
did not know then that paper can lie just as well as memory. Sometimes better. 

Mom glowed over every class I took, every paper I turned in, every lopsided pot I made, like she 
was watching a prodigy bloom. But for once it wasn’t just empty cheerleading. The real shocker was 
that her own paintings had started selling. Not just in Copper Springs, where everyone bought each 
other’s work to keep the lights on, but in Tucson, in Phoenix. Real galleries. Real checks in the mail. She 
was actually making money off it. Who knew? I watched with this strange mix of pride and disbelief, 
part of me impressed, part of me irritated that she’d somehow pulled it off. 

The next couple of years blurred by in that half-grownup, half-drifting way. I bounced in and out of 
the Bay Area, crashing with friends in Berkeley when I needed the city’s rush. One summer I ended up 
in Newport Beach, floating with an old high school crowd, sand in my shoes, nights that stretched until 
dawn. Once, I even tagged along with Mom to New York for a week, dragged into a cyclone of wild-
eyed art people who seemed to run on cheap wine, endless arguments, and gallery openings that started 
when normal people were already asleep. It was chaos, pure and dizzying, but it was fun — the kind of 
trip you bragged about later. 

Somewhere in that mess I picked up a paintbrush myself. Hell, I thought, if Mom can do it, how hard 
can it be? Turns out, harder than I wanted to admit. My canvases didn’t sing the way hers did. They 
just…sat there. Still, I kept at it, stubborn, smearing color across canvas, learning where not to put the 



brush. Mom landed me a part-time job in a gallery, and that’s when I found the thing I hadn’t expected: 
not a talent for painting, but for talking. I could spin a story about any piece on the wall, riff about line 
and form until people nodded like I knew what the fuck I was talking about. Half the time I didn’t, but it 
didn’t matter. Customers lingered. They bought things. The owners noticed. 

By the time I hit twenty-one, I’d slipped into a rhythm that almost felt good. Nights found me in 
Copper Springs bars, sometimes up on stage with whoever needed an extra chord or a harmony. Nothing 
big — rhythm guitar riff, my voice blending on the chorus. But it was enough to feel the lights on my 
face, enough to feel like I belonged, even if only for a song or two. 

My father, back in Berkeley, didn’t buy any of it. He sent clipped letters, remarks about wasted 
potential, disappointment dressed up in academic language. But by then I’d stopped measuring myself 
against him. His disapproval had lost its teeth. Copper Springs wasn’t perfect — hell, half the time it 
was still half-dead — but for the first time in years, I could say it without irony: life was good. 



KZBT 

I showed up closer to three-thirty than four, trudging up the gravel path from the parking lot with an 
armful of records pressed against my chest like a shield. My hair was hanging loose, my face locked 
somewhere between nerves and bravado — the kind of look I hoped said I’ve got this, though I probably 
just looked like I was hauling laundry. Through the glass I caught Ray watching me, a grin tugging at his 
mouth. 

“Great! Looks like you brought plenty of ammunition,” he said, holding the door open as I clomped 
inside. 

The station wasn’t much to look at. From the outside it was just a cinderblock cube, beige paint 
sunburned and peeling, the kind of building that didn’t want to be noticed. A seventy-five-foot tower 
leaned against one side, guy wires stretching to the ground like silver harp strings pulled too tight. In the 
wind, the whole thing hummed faintly, like the town’s own ghost note. 

The front entry barely counted as a room. Linoleum scuffed to gray, a single folding chair slumped 
in the corner, a corkboard cluttered with outdated flyers curling at the edges, coffee stains bleeding 
through. It smelled like dust and old paper. 

But through the inner window I saw the studio, and that was different. 
The main room had its own rough magic, stripped down but humming with life. A long desk sat 

under the window, bristling with knobs, sliders, and battered microphones wrapped in black foam. Wires 
snaked across the floor like lazy rattlesnakes. Two vinyl office chairs faced the board, their upholstery 
worn and cracked. 

On one end of the desk sat a turntable scarred by years of abuse, the tone arm taped and retaped, still 
holding on. On the other, a cassette deck and cart machine straight out of the seventies, their buttons 
sticking up like bad teeth. Above it all hung a calendar, three months behind, the picture of some beach 
in Hawaii curling in the dry heat. 

Speakers perched on either side of the setup, murmuring static even in silence. The air carried a 
cocktail of hot electronics, baked cinderblock, and Ray’s cigarettes — not fresh smoke, but layers of it, 
years pressed into the walls. It shouldn’t have felt inviting, but it did. Like a clubhouse for the few who 
cared enough to keep showing up. 

I shifted the weight of my records, trying not to look as rattled as I felt. “So this is it?” 
Ray swept a hand toward the board, his grin crooked. “The mighty KZBT. Not much to look at, but 

she makes noise.” 
The song barreled on, guitars churning, vocals spitting like fire. My pulse was running just as fast. I 

sat there staring at the board, every nerve lit. Ray leaned back, lit another cigarette, and exhaled like this 
was the most ordinary thing in the world. 

“Alright,” he said, tapping the mic with a knuckle, “time for you to talk.” 
I blinked. “Talk? Like…now?” 
He smirked. “That’s usually how radio works. Music doesn’t introduce itself.” He flicked the mic 

switch on. The little red light glowed. 
My stomach dropped. I leaned toward the mic, lips dry, voice caught halfway up my throat. “Uh… 

hi. This is Raven. You just heard Dead Kennedys. Um… welcome to… KZBT.” The words tumbled out 
like I’d forgotten how sentences worked. 



Ray grinned, smoke curling from his mouth. “Keep going.” 
I swallowed hard, pushed forward. “I, uh… I’ll be here for a while. Playing… some different stuff. 

Stuff you maybe haven’t heard before. So, um… stay tuned?” My voice cracked on the last word like a 
bad audition tape. 

Ray snapped the mic off, chuckling. “Perfect. Nervous as a cat, but you got through it. That’s better 
than half the guys who came before you. Most of them never got past saying the call letters.” 

I dropped my forehead into my hands, groaning. “That was awful.” 
He shook his head. “Nope. That was real. And real is what people remember. You’ll get smoother. Or 

you won’t. Doesn’t matter. Either way, it’s your voice now. You’re in the air.” 
The song faded, and I cued up another track with trembling fingers — The Clash this time. When it 

hit, the speakers filled with raw energy again, and something inside me shifted. I was scared, yes. But I 
was also hooked. 

The phone rang again before the next song even finished. Ray picked it up this time, leaning back in 
his chair, cigarette hanging off his lip. 

“Yep… uh-huh… yeah, I hear you,” he said, nodding slowly like the caller could see him. “Nope, 
station didn’t get hijacked. Just running a new show in the afternoons. Couple hours. For the young 
folks. Don’t worry, your Hank and Muddy’ll still be there after six. You’ll live.” 

He chuckled, tossed in a little small talk about the caller’s truck, then hung up without fuss. A minute 
later the phone went again. Same thing. This time he asked about someone’s grandson, wished them luck 
with their garden, then set the receiver back in its cradle like it was nothing. 

“That’s how you do it,” he said, smoke curling out of his mouth. “Keep it calm, keep it friendly, and 
remind ’em the world’s not ending. Most of ’em just want to know they were heard.” 

Meanwhile, I was settling in. The board wasn’t nearly as complicated as it had looked at first. Ray 
showed me how to work the cart machine for jingles and station IDs, how to balance levels so the mic 
didn’t sound like it was swallowing me, how to keep one record ready while another spun. After a 
couple of tries, it felt like muscle memory. 

Cue the record, find the groove, hold it steady in the headphones, wait for the nod. Slide the fader, 
and boom — the whole town was listening. Easy, almost too easy. 

By the third or fourth track, I wasn’t thinking about my hands anymore. I was thinking about the 
songs, how they fit together, what came next. And when I leaned into the mic to announce the next band, 
my voice didn’t wobble. It came out steady, like I’d been doing it all along. 

Ray shot me a sideways grin. “Told you. No big deal. Just noise with a little personality attached.” 
And for the first time that afternoon, I believed him. 
When the show ended, Ray did not clap me on the back or tell me I was a natural. He was not built 

for that kind of easy praise. He just turned the board down, leaned back, and looked at me through the 
smoke with an expression I could not read. 

“What?” I said, already defensive. 
“Nothing.” 
“That is not a nothing face.” 
He tapped ash into the tray. “You listened.” 
“To what?” 



“To the room. To the record ending. To the dead space before you talked. Most people get behind a 
mic and start filling holes because they are scared of them. You let the hole be there first.” 

I laughed because I did not know what else to do with something that sounded almost like respect. “I 
was terrified.” 

“Good,” he said. “Fear makes you honest if you do not let it make you stupid.” 
I looked through the glass at the tower outside, its shadow slanting over the lot. “You really think 

people heard it?” 
“People always hear more than they admit.” 
He reached over and switched off a bank of lights. The studio dimmed, all wires and dust and 

cooling metal. For a second it felt less like a room than a machine we had climbed inside, something old 
and stubborn that had decided, for reasons of its own, to let me touch the controls. 

“Come back tomorrow,” he said. 
I tried not to smile too hard. “You sure?” 
“No,” he said. “That is why it might work.” 



Flyers 

After my show I headed straight for the Painted Lady. My nerves were still buzzing, like I’d been 
holding a live wire for two hours. My hands shook just enough to make me stuff them in my jacket 
pockets as I pushed through the door. The familiar hum rolled over me, steady and grounding — the 
clink of bottles on wood, the hum of low conversation, the ceiling fans overhead turning air that didn’t 
really want to move. A couple of people looked up as I came in, nodded, then went back to their drinks. 

John was behind the bar, same as always, towel slung over his shoulder, one eye on the regulars at 
the end and one on the taps. He gave me a nod as I slid onto a stool. I exhaled hard, like I’d been holding 
my breath all day. 

“I definitely need a beer, John,” I said. 
He smirked, already reaching for a bottle. “That’s easy enough. Question is—did you do it?” He 

leaned forward, elbows on the bar, eyebrows up, like he’d been waiting for this all day. 
I laughed, took the beer when he slid it over, and drained a long swallow before I answered. “Yeah, I 

did it. The studio stuff was easy, actually. Switches, sliders, nothing I couldn’t figure out. But the phone
—Jesus.” I shook my head, grinning at the memory of that first angry voice blasting through the 
receiver. “It wouldn’t stop ringing. Old guys calling, yelling about the noise. ‘Where’s the blues, where’s 
the country?’ The whole routine.” 

John chuckled. “Sounds about right.” 
“And the weirdest part? Ray didn’t give a shit. Just sat there like it was background noise. Told me 

people would get used to it. Like, no big deal.” 
“That’s Ray,” John said, shaking his head with a grin. “World could be burning down and he’d just 

pour another Bud.” 
“Yeah, well, he told me if I wanted it to stick, I had to get the word out. Said the young people 

needed to know it was their show, not just me spinning records in a cave.” 
John barked a laugh, tossing the towel onto the counter. “And how the hell are you supposed to do 

that?” 
“Good question,” I said, shrugging, then leaning in, grin curling. “I was thinking flyers. Maybe some 

announcements at the Painted Lady, when the bands play. Get the word out where people are already 
listening.” 

John’s face lit up like I’d just solved a problem he didn’t know he had. “Hell yeah, Raven. Do it. Put 
’em on the bar, the doors, hell, I’ll hand ’em out myself if you print enough. Chet’s playing tonight — 
perfect chance to tell people.” 

I smirked into my beer, the buzz in my chest shifting from nerves into something else, something 
sharper. Excitement. The idea of it all spread out in front of me — flyers on tables, kids asking 
questions, the show building into something bigger than me sitting in a cinderblock box with Ray. For 
the first time all day, I wasn’t just hanging on. I was leaning in. 

The jukebox clicked off in the corner, a burst of laughter came from the back tables, and the Painted 
Lady felt alive around me. My beer was cold, my nerves were fading, and for the first time, I thought — 
maybe this could actually work. 

Chet had given me a boost on Thursday, slipping the words into the mic between songs so smooth 
you’d think it was part of the set list. But Friday night was mine. I came through the Painted Lady’s door 



with a fresh stack of flyers tucked under my arm, edges still warm from the copier. By then I’d plastered 
half the town with them, taped to café windows, pinned on the bulletin board at the grocery, wedged 
under wiper blades, even one tacked on the post office corkboard where lost dogs and babysitting 
services went to die. 

The Painted Lady was packed tighter than the night before, Friday and Saturday always brought out 
the crowd. The band wasn’t even set up yet and already the room buzzed, tables full, smoke curling 
under the ceiling fans. John raised an eyebrow when he saw me drop the stack on the bar. 

“Back for round two, huh?” he said, flipping one of the sheets and smirking at the hand-drawn 
lightning bolt I’d scribbled in the corner. 

“Damn right,” I said, sliding a few down the counter. “If people don’t know about it by Monday, it 
won’t be because I didn’t try.” 

He laughed, started handing them out with drinks. I worked the tables again, weaving through the 
crowd, slipping flyers between pitchers of beer and baskets of peanuts, pinning one to the stage wall 
when nobody was looking. A couple of kids at the pool table grabbed one, read it, and whooped like 
they’d just been invited to a secret club. 

By the time the band hit their first chord, the place was littered with them. Flyers in back pockets, 
flyers folded into purses. People started asking questions — “That your show?” “What kind of music?” 
“You really on the radio?” I just grinned and told them all about it. said, “Tune in and find out.” 



The Show Catches Fire 

My radio show caught fire faster than I ever expected. One week I was fumbling through records, 
sweating bullets into the mic, and the next people were calling in with cheers instead of complaints. 
Teenagers, mostly. Kids from the high school who had ignored me or stared at me when I first arrived 
suddenly acted like I was leading some secret society. I’d walk into the Painted Lady or down Main 
Street and hear, “Hey, Raven! I heard you play that Clash track last night.” Suddenly, I wasn’t just 
another face in Copper Springs — I was a fad. 

The phone lines became part of the act. I didn’t just take requests; I put callers on air. Sometimes 
they wanted to talk about the band — when they saw them live, who turned them onto the music — but 
just as often it got personal. Somebody would dedicate a song to a girlfriend who’d dumped him, or a 
girl would choke out a story about hearing a song the night her brother left for the army. The air turned 
into something more than music. It was memory, confession, gossip, and love notes all tangled together, 
riding on static. 

I adjusted too. Okay, my taste ran a little sharp — punk, raw edges, the kind of sound that made the 
old guys spit beer across the bar. But I started folding in more popular stuff, things people could sing 
along with. Blondie, Fleetwood Mac, The Cars. I still slipped in the Dead Kennedys when I couldn’t 
resist, but I’d soften it with something smoother after. People loved it. The switchboard lit up. 

Ray was delighted. The man who barely cared if the tower fell down suddenly had a permanent grin 
every time he came in. I practically lived at the station, shows running from four to seven, then again 
from eight to eleven. Half the time I’d run past midnight, just to see if anybody was still awake out there 
in the desert. 

Chet gave me a couple of battered books on radio equipment — part manuals, part survival guides. 
We sat cross-legged on the studio floor some nights, pulling apart cables, cleaning contacts, learning 
how the guts of the station worked. It felt like cracking open an engine to see what kept it alive. I loved 
every bit of it. 

The night shows got wild. At first it was just a friend or two hanging out, keeping me company while 
I spun records. Then word spread, and people started drifting in — musicians, artists, kids from the 
Painted Lady. Soon the studio turned into a late-night party. Beer on the desk, joints burning in the 
ashtrays, laughter bouncing off the cinderblock walls while I cued up songs. Ray never seemed to mind 
— as long as the music kept flowing, he didn’t care if the place smelled like a smokehouse. 

Eventually the crowds got too big, too messy. Equipment started getting knocked over, records went 
missing. I had to pull it back, cut it down to just a handful of friends at a time. But even then, it never 
felt like trouble. It felt like something was happening — like Copper Springs itself was leaning closer to 
the speakers, eager to hear what what would come next. 



Legitimate 

Within three months we were selling ads. Real ads. The Painted Lady was the first, no surprise there. 
I’d already been talking about their shows on air, but now it was official: I was promoting the music 
calendar, doing interviews with the musicians, even dragging a few up to the studio for live acoustic 
sets. Half the time it sounded rough, like a campfire singalong run through a tin can, but people loved it. 
Hearing a local guitar echo out of the same speakers as Blondie or Bowie made the town feel stitched 
together. 

Then it spread. Restaurants bought ads, galleries, the little shops tucked into Main Street. It was 
uncool not to advertise. Suddenly the station wasn’t just surviving — it was making money. Which 
meant I was making money. Ray handed me a set of keys, scribbled “Assistant Manager” on a piece of 
paper, and pinned it to the cork-board. Official enough for me. 

Of course, not everyone was happy. No matter what music you play, somebody hates it — that’s just 
life. Charley Hagen, a retired trucker with a Stetson permanently glued to his head, cornered me one 
afternoon and asked about a country show. Not my thing, but I was game. He was stunned when I 
offered him an hour after lunch. Turns out people tuned in. Right after Lester Brown — a schoolteacher 
who lived and breathed Coltrane — claimed the next slot for jazz. Pretty soon, afternoons sounded like a 
patchwork quilt: Hank Williams into Miles Davis into my punk-fueled evenings. If the show was 
popular we gave them more time. Soon I was just doing the night shift. 

And then the artists got ideas. Poetry readings, storytelling hours, open-mic experiments that bled 
into performance art. A group from the community college came up with a city program twice a week, 
covering local events and politics. We told them flat out: if you want time, you’ve got to fund it. Ads, 
donations, or out of pocket. Most of it was cheap enough that anyone with a hobby and a little pride 
could afford it. 

Even the city, which had already been handing Ray a token grant for years, suddenly wanted in. We 
gave them three morning hours a week for announcements and community news, though half the time 
they couldn’t find anyone reliable enough to show up. That’s when we pulled in a couple of high school 
kids — bright, eager, and thrilled to sit behind the mic. They kept the lights on when the city folks 
dropped the ball, or someone else couldn’t make it. 

Through all of it, Ray and I settled into something easy. He didn’t lecture me, didn’t try to tell me 
how to run things. We just figured it out side by side, fixing equipment, juggling schedules, arguing over 
playlists, laughing at the insanity of it all. I guess he became a father figure in a way, though he felt more 
like an older brother — gruff, amused, always on my side. 

The truth was, by the time five months had passed, I’d turned the place into a real radio station. 
Schedules. Ads. Community programming. Money in the drawer. And Ray, who’d once wondered why 
he’d even bought the damn thing, couldn’t stop smiling. He’d lean back in his chair, cigarette smoke 
curling around his grin, and say, “Well, kid, looks like you built us a radio station.” 

And I had. 



Part Two: Voices in the Box 



Blowback 

It didn’t take long before the wrong people noticed. At first, it was just grumbling at the Lantern, 
old-timers muttering into their beers about how the kids were “taking over the airwaves” and “what the 
hell happened to Hank Williams.” But then the phone calls started again, this time not to me, but to the 
town council. 

Red Dalton started showing up around then, though he had always been in town the way certain dogs 
are always in town, half seen, half claimed by everybody and nobody. He had a beard the color of rusted 
wire and a laugh that carried too far. His father had worked the mine until his lungs turned against him, 
and Red carried that fact like a weapon he had never learned how to aim. 

He drank at the Lantern, mostly, with the men who said Copper Springs like it tasted bad. He did not 
like the Painted Lady crowd, did not like the murals, did not like boys with eyeliner or girls with guitars 
or tourists taking pictures of broken places. He called it all playacting. He said the town had been turned 
into a costume party for people who had never lost anything underground. 

The strange part was that he listened to the station. Everyone knew he did. He would complain about 
it loudly, call my music trash, call me Berkeley like it was a disease, then quote something I had said on 
air two nights before. That was Red. He wanted to hate what he could not stop paying attention to. 

Once, outside the hardware store, he leaned against his bike and blocked half the sidewalk as I 
passed. 

“You think a microphone makes you important?” he asked. 
“No,” I said. “I think it makes me louder.” 
His smile came slow and mean. “Louder things break easier.” 
I should have felt afraid. Maybe I did. But fear had not yet learned his face. 
Word got back through John at the Painted Lady: a couple of the ex-mine managers had started 

showing up at council meetings, red-faced and loud about “that girl on the radio.” One of them, a guy 
named Ralston, even claimed my show was “destabilizing the community.” I nearly spit out my drink 
when I heard that. I mean, I was playing Blondie and letting kids dedicate songs to their girlfriends — 
destabilizing? Please. 

But underneath the bluster, I could feel the shift. This wasn’t just cranky calls anymore. The station 
was getting too popular. People were tuning in, talking about it at work, arguing about it in bars. 
Suddenly, the same men who had ignored the place for years were treating it like a threat. 

Ray tried to brush it off. “Don’t worry, kid. They’ve been mad since the mine closed. They’ll find 
another excuse next week.” He grinned around his cigarette, but I could see the way his eyes narrowed 
when he said it. 



The Storage Shed 

And then I fucked it all up by cleaning out the storage room. 
It had been nagging me for weeks, the way a loose thread nags you until you pull it and the whole 

sweater gives way. The shed wasn’t even a room, just an ancient tin add-on bolted to the station’s 
cinderblock hip, rattling whenever the afternoon wind pushed down the canyon. From the outside it 
looked like a coffin a giant might use—dented, beige once, now the color of old bone. Inside it was 
worse: a heat-holding, dust-breathing lung. The door stuck at the bottom, and when it finally jerked open 
it brought the smell of hot metal and mouse piss and paper left too long in the dark. 

We didn’t go in there unless we had to. Ray called it “the museum,” which was generous. When 
cables disappeared or a fuse burned out, we’d grit our teeth, shoulder the door, and rummage until a 
usable piece of the past showed itself. Otherwise we pretended the shed didn’t exist. Even the spiders 
avoided it, like they’d tried the place and decided it lacked promise. 

What malevolent entity possessed me to clean it out, I will never know. Restlessness, maybe. The 
show had been humming, the phones steady, the town half in love with itself again, and there I was on a 
Tuesday afternoon with too much nervous energy and not enough songs to absorb it. I told myself I’d 
make space, organize the spare cartridges, maybe find the missing mic clip Ray swore lived “somewhere 
in the detritus.” Mostly I wanted to do something my hands could settle: lift, sort, decide. 

The door shrieked. Heat rolled over me, a physical thing. Dust flared in the sunlight and turned the 
air visible. I sneezed, swore, and wedged my shoulder in anyway. 

It was packed with prehistoric junk from before Ray bought the station: dead turntables stacked like 
turtle shells, cracked plastic milk crates, a tangle of coaxial cables gone stiff with age, empty tape boxes, 
two busted oscilloscopes, a tower light mast snapped in half. Whole eras of good intentions silted 
together. Any time before I’d have grabbed what I needed and beat a retreat. That day I made piles like I 
was sorting a life. 

Trash. Maybe. Keep. 
The trash pile grew fast and mean—warped plywood, a shoebox full of unidentifiable screws, a 

foam windscreen so dry it flaked away in my hand. The keep pile was all the obvious survivors: spare 
headshells, tubes still in their sleeves, XLR adapters like small miracles. The “maybe” pile was a 
theology unto itself—mysterious brackets, a metal drawer full of label maker tape, something that might 
once have been a fader but now looked like a remnant of a submarine. 

Sweat slid down my spine. My palms turned black with old grime. The shed moaned when gusts hit 
its skin, and the guy wires on the tower thrummed in answer, a high, clean note. At some point I cursed 
my mother for painting the kitchen Caribbean blue when what I needed was an industrial sink and a 
solvent vat. At some point I cursed Ray for not tossing this stuff a decade ago and cursed myself for 
being the kind of person who believed a better future could be built out of sorted boxes. 

I made a path. I cleared a shelf. I did the human thing: I imposed the illusion of order. 
When I started putting the “keep” back, my body eased. Forward motion has always been my drug. I 

stacked cartridges by condition, nested the good cables, slid the spare tubes into a dry bin. I felt useful, 
which is not the same as being safe, but it’s a cousin. 

Then I reached for a battered Banker’s Box half collapsed at one corner. It was light, dust-furred, 
unremarkable. I lifted the lid with my ring finger and the smell changed. Not just paper, not just dust. 



Something older, a sweetness like linen left in an attic—faint glue, dried ink. The kind of smell that sets 
memory twitching even when you can’t name why. 

Inside were reels. Reel-to-reel tapes in cardboard sleeves, stacked neat and tight as loaves in a 
pantry. Someone had written on the spines in pencil, careful block letters gone faint with time. On top of 
the stack lay a manila folder gone soft at the edges. I pulled it free. The brad clasps were bent, the cover 
almost translucent from being handled. I opened it and blinked at a cluster of forms. 

Release forms. A name I recognized right away: the station’s old call sign from before Ray. Lines for 
“interviewee,” “date,” “topic.” Signatures sprawled and cramped, last names that looked like mine 
tailings, first names common as gravel: Luis, Hank, Earl, Tomás. Beside more than half the signatures 
someone had written the word “miner.” 

A small sound came out of me—half laugh, half oath. The afternoon leaned in. I could hear the 
station proper through the cinderblock: the faint bleed of a blues guitar from the office radio, the slow 
tick of the studio clock, the building’s cool heart beating. In the shed, heat pinned me in place with the 
folder open in my hands like a hymn book. 

We had no idea what else was in there, I thought. All these years, stepping around a box of voices. 
The pragmatic part of me—the part that made piles and schedules and kept the lights on—woke up 

first. I slid the folder back on top, set the box carefully into the keep pile. The rest of me lagged, as if my 
mind had to circle the idea three times before it would land. Miners’ releases. For what? Oral histories? 
Confessions? Ghosts, call them what they were. Somebody had come here with a recorder and a 
microphone and asked men to talk, and those men had signed their names to be heard. 

I worked faster after that. It wasn’t thought; it was current. Drag, sort, drag, sort. But my 
concentration had already split—half in my hands, half on that box. When I lifted a crate of cracked cart 
shells, I imagined the smooth heft of a metal reel. When I found a loop of wire that might be coax, I saw 
pencil dates in the margins of a form. The shed hummed, my heartbeat matched it, and in the middle of 
sorting the broken from the salvageable, I felt a line cross that I hadn’t known was there. 

Keep. Keep. Keep. 
By the time the sun had shifted to a harsh, late angle and the tin walls were throwing heat back at 

me, the shed was changed. Not clean—nothing that honest—but clearer. The trash pile squatted by the 
door like a bad habit I intended to kick. The keep shelves looked almost professional in the gloom. And 
there, at the edge of everything, sat the box of reels, the manila folder on top, plain as bread. 

I carried it into the cool of the main room like it was made of blown glass. In the light the pencil 
lines were paler, the paper more fragile, my own fingerprints suddenly too loud. I flipped another page, 
then another. The names stung. A few I’d heard in bars, attached to toasts or curses. Others I knew only 
as photographs in wrapped frames on mantels, the ones wives never dusted without touching their 
husbands’ faces with the rag. The dates were late sixties and early seventies, a run of bad years turned 
into tidy numerals. 

I should have called Ray right then. I should have logged the box, written a note like a good assistant 
manager. Instead I stood alone and let the weight of it sit in my arms. It felt like a decision had been 
waiting for me, and I’d walked into it by accident. I could have slid the lid back on, put the reels on a 
high shelf, told myself the station had enough to do without resurrecting a chorus. That would have been 
safer. It also would have been a lie, and I had learned enough about lies to recognize the first tug of one. 



I set the folder on the desk and pressed my palm flat against it. The paper was warm from my skin. I 
thought of the ways history survives—metal, stone, rumor—and how paper is the most fragile of them 
and still the sharpest, because it looks so ordinary until it cuts. 

Curious, I told myself. That was the word I clung to. Curious, I set it on the keep side. 
Later, when people brought casseroles and the courthouse filled and the lawyers came, I would tell 

Ray this was the moment everything changed. Not the broadcast, not even the first reel threaded onto the 
machine, but this: a hot afternoon in a tin shed, my hands filthy, my chest tight, a box breathing old air 
in my face while the tower sang above me and the desert pressed in all around. 

I didn’t know the shape of what would follow. I didn’t know whose names would break me, or how 
the town would gather and split and gather again. I only knew that the shed had given up something it 
shouldn’t have kept, and that my life, which had been a braid of small choices and loud songs, had found 
a seam to pry open. 

So I kept prying. 
I packed the reels into a cleaner box. I wrote “KEEP—MINERS—RELEASES” on the lid in black 

marker, too neat for my shaking hand. I slid the folder back on top like a roof. When I carried it to the 
studio closet, the building seemed to lean with me, a slight shift as if the weight had redistributed, as if 
the soundboard and the turntables and the walls themselves understood: a new frequency had entered the 
room, low and sustained, the kind you don’t hear so much as feel in your ribs. 

I closed the closet door. The click was small but final. Somewhere down the hill a dog barked twice. 
The hour rolled over on the studio clock. I washed my hands at the tiny sink until the water ran gray, 
then clear. When I looked up, my face in the mirror had dust smeared across one cheek like a stripe. I 
wiped it away with the heel of my palm and laughed once, short and unbelieving. Then I went back to 
work like nothing had happened, because sometimes the only way to walk toward a thing is to circle it, 
to keep moving until the circle tightens and you find yourself, without quite intending, standing at its 
center. 



On the Air 

The box sat in the corner of the studio for weeks, half-buried under cables and coffee-stained papers. 
I’d catch sight of it sometimes when I bent to pick up a record sleeve, the corner of that manila folder 
peeking out like it was daring me. Most nights I ignored it. Too much music to spin, too many calls to 
take, too many people dropping by with news that wasn’t really news, casseroles that weren’t really 
about food, just proof that someone still knew my door. But it never stopped whispering. Even when the 
board lights were a quiet constellation and the transmitter sighed in its sleep, I could feel that box 
watching the room like a dog that knows it shouldn’t be fed. 

One slow afternoon, the phones quiet, the turntable humming between sets, I finally dragged the box 
out and cracked it open again. The air inside was old paper and attic heat. Some of the reels looked 
older, labels curling, 1966 in pencil smudged by a thumb, “grievance—dust” on one, “fan #3 alarm” on 
another. But others were from 1971, block letters in a clerk’s hard hand, “CAVE-IN TESTIMONY.” My 
pulse kicked up just reading the words. I could feel that year like a weather change. 

I carried one over to the reel-to-reel deck, brushed the dust off the spools, and threaded the tape 
through the rollers. The deck had its own ritual, capstan to guide, pinch roller to set, leader tape to feed 
like you were teaching a child to breathe. My hands were shaking like it was a bomb instead of a piece 
of plastic. I hit play. 

For a moment, nothing but hiss, the sound of snow in July. Then a man’s voice filled the room—
rough, low, carrying that copper-dust rasp you never forget, the kind you hear even when the man is 
laughing. He cleared his throat once, then didn’t bother again. 

“They told us the shaft was safe,” he said. “We knew it wasn’t. The timber was rotten, the air bad. 
You could hear the rock groan if you stood quiet. But you didn’t speak up if you wanted to keep your 
job. You went down anyway.” 

Paper rustled near the microphone, the old sound of someone nervous with their hands. Another 
voice, thin and official, asked him to state his name for the record. He did. The name landed like a 
hammer and I pictured his widow the way I had seen her on the courthouse steps, both hands around a 
thermos like it was the only warm thing left. 

“They moved the fan two months back,” he went on. “Said it’d be fine on the temporary. We told 
’em the temporary was a rumor. Al Jensen wrote it up. I signed. We had meetings. They said it was 
‘being evaluated.’ Evaluated means ignored.” 

“Who said that?” the thin voice asked. 
“Supervisor Cole. Foreman Briggs. Sometimes Dugan himself came down and made the same face 

you make at rain.” He let the words sit. “Two days before the cave-in we’d had props split with a sound 
like teeth. That’s not a noise you forget. We chalked it, we called it in, we were told, ‘Rock does what 
rock does, boys.’” 

He gave the times, the shift changes, the little betrayals of a clock. “Night crew left us bad air. We 
knew it by the way our tongues went metal. Monitor on the shelf read twenty-two when it never 
should’ve kissed fifteen. You bring that up and you get pulled off the good hours, you get stuck 
sweeping the sump. So you bring it up quiet. Then you bring it up again a little louder. Then you stop 
bringing it up because you got a mortgage and a girl with her teeth finally straight.” 



He named men who had warned and men who had waved the warnings away. He made it sound like 
a ledger, one side heavy with notices and the other with nods. The tape caught a cough, long and hollow, 
the sort that makes the room lean toward the person and then lean back. He apologized to no one. He 
said, “We asked for more rock dust. We got a truck with a broken spreader and a kid who didn’t know 
his own boots yet. They told him to make it look right, so he made it look right.” 

“Did you file a formal complaint?” the thin voice asked, trying to pull the story into a shape that 
would fit a binder. 

“Filed and refilled,” he said. “Lost and found. Found and forgotten.” He laughed once, no joy in it. 
“We said, ‘Don’t send us in if you can’t send the air with us.’ They sent us in anyway. You know the 
rest.” 

Silence pressed at the edges. In the background someone shifted a chair. The man took a breath and 
it sounded like a miner makes when he puts his shoulder into something heavier than himself. 

At first I thought the tapes were evidence. That was the word my mind reached for because it 
sounded official, because it made the shaking in my hands feel useful. Evidence was something you 
could hand to a lawyer. Evidence had corners and labels and a place in a file cabinet. 

But the tapes were not that, not exactly. 
They were breath. They were pauses. They were men clearing their throats before saying the thing 

they had been told not to say. They were clerks choosing each word like a step across thin ice. They 
were memory with a pulse still trapped inside it. 

A court might ask who recorded them, who stored them, who signed what, whether the machine ran 
clean, whether a tape could be cut and spliced and made to say what someone wanted. A court could 
worry a voice until it became paperwork. But the town did not hear paperwork. The town heard fathers, 
brothers, husbands, names that had been spoken only at gravesides and kitchen tables. 

The tapes did not prove everything. They did something worse. 
They made pretending impossible. 
The files, when they came later, would be different. Paper has another kind of cruelty. Paper does not 

tremble. Paper says invoice, date, amount, signature. Paper lets a coward hide inside neat columns. But 
the tapes were where it started because before Copper Springs could read its own betrayal, it had to hear 
the dead speak in voices ordinary enough to break your heart. 

“We were laying rail when the roof started to talk,” he said. “Little pebbles first. Then that ripple—
like a wave in a pond but it was above you. Jimmy looked at me and his eyes were wrong. He had time 
to say my kids’ names without saying them. I grabbed him and we moved like we were running in a 
river. Light went to dust. You don’t scream. Screaming is for people who think someone can hear them.” 
He cleared his throat, softer now. “I can still feel his jacket sleeve. I can still hear the fan that never did 
start.” 

I froze, staring at the spinning reels, the spools turning memory into motion. The voice went on, 
steady, matter-of-fact, but with that undertow of anger that hadn’t faded in all those years, anger not at 
rock or luck but at people who had the right keys and didn’t use them. He named supervisors. He named 
shifts. He named a meeting where the foreman stood up and said, “We don’t have the budget to worry 
every time a man gets a feeling.” 



Ray stepped in halfway through, caught the sound, and stopped dead. He stood there a long moment, 
cigarette hanging forgotten from his lip, before lowering himself into the squeaky chair beside me. He 
didn’t look at me. He didn’t have to. 

“Where the hell did you get this?” he asked, voice low. 
Ray got up and shut the studio door even though nobody else was in the building. 
“That bad?” I asked. 
He stood with his hand still on the knob. “You do not know what happens when a town hears itself 

accused.” 
“It is not accusing itself.” 
“Sure it is.” He turned back to me. “The company did what companies do. Men in Phoenix did what 

men in Phoenix do. But somebody here signed those forms. Somebody here told another man to go back 
down. Somebody here kept quiet because his boy needed braces or his mortgage was late. You put those 
voices on air, and every kitchen in town starts looking across the table different.” 

I wanted to argue, but the room had gone tight around his words. 
“So we leave them in a box?” 
“No.” He rubbed both hands over his face, suddenly older than he looked. “No, kid. I am not saying 

that. I am saying truth does not walk into a town clean. It tracks mud. It knocks pictures off walls. 
People think they want it until it starts naming their uncles.” 

His cigarette had gone out between his fingers. He looked at it like he did not recognize the thing. 
“I kept this station alive because I thought noise was better than silence,” he said. “Now I am 

wondering if I knew what kind of noise I was asking for.” 
I looked at the reels stacked beside the machine. Each one seemed heavier than it had an hour ago. 
Ray sat down again, slow. “Play the next one,” he said. 
“You sure?” 
“No.” He leaned back, eyes on the spinning hub. “But I am sure silence already had its turn.” 
“Storage shed,” I said. My throat felt dry as the brown sponge in the sink. “Box full of them… and 

release forms. Names. Signatures. They were supposed to be archived. They were archived in a locked 
room no one wanted to open.” 

He rubbed a hand over his jaw, eyes still on the machine. “Jesus Christ, kid. You know what this is?” 
I nodded. I didn’t, not fully, but I knew enough. Evidence. A choir of ghosts tuned to the same pitch. 

Not just paper now, but voices, cadences, the way a man takes a breath before he says the thing he 
knows will cost him. 

We let the reel play to its soft, slapping end. The tail whipped free and flapped against the hub like a 
fish. I threaded another, 1969, “Ventilation log discrepancy.” A woman this time, a clerk from the office 
who sounded like she’d taught herself to be precise because no one else wanted to be. She read dates and 
numbers and then she put her voice on them like a thumbprint. “I was asked to ‘normalize’ entries,” she 
said, and you could hear the little break when she swallowed. “I asked what ‘normalize’ meant. Mr. Cole 
said, ‘Make them look like the entries the inspectors like.’” Paper slid. “When I asked if the mines were 
that safe, he said, ‘They are as safe as they need to be to get through Wednesday.’” She let her breath out 
through her nose where the microphone could catch it and keep it. 

I could feel my heartbeat in my ears. The studio shrank to the sound of tape across metal, words 
across air. The man from 1971 came back on another reel and spoke about funerals, how many ties he 



owned, how you could tell a supervisor was lying by the way he held his hard hat, brim forward like a 
shield or brim back like a trophy. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. 

That night, for the first time, we played one of those tapes on air. I cued it up like a hymn. I wrote 
the time in the logbook with a hand that refused to learn calm. When the miner’s voice poured through 
the speakers across Copper Springs, the phone lines lit up like Christmas. The old switchboard rattled, 
the little bulbs all winking red, a string of living nerves. 

Some calls were angry, but not at me, wanting to know names, demanding them, promising to march 
them down Main and make them answer into the same microphone. I said I could not, and I kept saying 
it. One man from on the hill shouted until his breath ran out and then he cried. Some calls came from 
voices I knew too well, broken with tears and thanks, the kind of thanks that feels like a burden because 
you can’t possibly be big enough to hold it. A woman spoke her husband’s name once, just once, the 
way you say a thing to check that it still fits in your mouth, then she hung up. Another call was nothing 
but breathing for thirty seconds, a breathing I recognized because it was how my father had sounded 
when the doctor said the word that changed our winter. I said hello twice, I said I’m here, and then the 
line clicked and I could see the little wire leap as it let go. 

A few calls came hot with blame, said I was stirring up hate, that men made choices and God made 
rock and that was that. I let them speak because that is part of the air, too. One boy, couldn’t have been 
eighteen, said he worked the graveyard at the quarry and had always thought the old stories were a 
drunk man’s wallpaper. “Now I know,” he said, and nothing more, and the thank you after it was the 
smallest thing I heard all night and the one that lodged under my ribs. 

Between calls Ray handed me slips of paper with names, numbers to call back, churches offering 
coffee for anyone who needed a place to sit and listen together. He didn’t say much. Sometimes he put 
his finger on the board like he was steadying it in a wind. 

In the two minutes of dead air between the end of the reel and the next record, I looked at the city in 
my head. Kitchens, truck cabs, the back booth at the Miner’s Café where the radio had been welded into 
the corner with grease and gossip. I saw a boy turn the volume down because his mother was crying, 
then turn it back up because she nodded. I saw a man in a garage stand as if called by name and then sit 
because the ache in his knee reminded him that time has edges. 

When the last call finally went to dial tone and the transmitter thrum felt like a tired heart, I turned 
the OPEN sign to CLOSED on instinct, as if words were a store. The tape reels ticked as they cooled. I 
shut off the board lights one by one and the studio stepped back into shadow. The box sat on the floor 
where I’d left it, lid tilted, a mouth not ready to close. 

I locked up and stood in the parking lot under the buzz of the lone security light. The night smelled 
like creosote and the rumor of rain. Ray came out and lit a cigarette and didn’t offer me one. We stood 
there, smoke and moths, and listened to the large silence that follows a small flood. 

“You dug it up,” he said finally. 
“It dug itself up,” I said. “I was just the shovel.” 
He nodded, used up, then looked at me sideways. “You know what comes next.” 
“I do,” I said, and put my hand on the hood of his truck because it was warm and I needed to 

remember that warmth is a kind of truth too. “We keep playing them. We keep picking our way through 
the miners and the clerks and the men who thought their signatures made them bigger than gravity.” 

“And the other box,” he said, the one we didn’t say out loud. 



“It waits,” I said. “But not forever.” 
He flicked ash, then ground it with his heel. “The town won’t be the same after this.” 
“It already wasn’t,” I said. “We just stopped pretending.” 
We walked home slow, the sort of slow that keeps the night from breaking. Behind us, the tower 

blinked red to no one in particular and the studio windows held a little square of our shadows until they 
didn’t. The box would be there in the morning, patient as a sin, and I would be, too. I had started 
listening to voices recorded before I knew my own, and I understood then that listening is a kind of 
promise. It is also a debt. I went to bed and dreamed of tape unspooling into a ribbon that crossed the 
town, looping around porch posts and mailbox flags, binding us for a minute to a single sentence, the 
kind that finally says what had been waiting in our throats for years. 



The Morning After 

The next morning, it felt like the whole town had heard it. I couldn’t walk down Main Street without 
somebody stopping me. 

At the café, an old woman with silver hair grabbed my hand so hard it hurt. “That was my brother’s 
voice,” she whispered. “He’s been dead five years. Thank you.” Her eyes were wet, her coffee going 
cold in front of her. 

Ten minutes later, outside the hardware store, a man in a ball cap spit at the sidewalk and muttered, 
“You’re spitting on graves, girl. You don’t know what you’re stirring up.” He didn’t look me in the eye. 
He didn’t have to. His whole face was clenched around the words. 

By the time I got back to the station, the phone was already lit up. Calls came in waves. Some people 
wanted to tell their own stories, about fathers who’d limped home with lungs full of dust, about 
husbands who never came back at all. A few begged me to keep playing the tapes. One man, voice 
trembling, said he’d waited his whole life to hear somebody tell the truth. 

Others were furious. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” “That was settled years ago.” 
“Why drag it all up now?” Some threatened to sue, though what for, I couldn’t say. One woman hissed 
that I was ruining the town’s reputation, scaring off tourists. 

The Painted Lady was buzzing too. Murals of miners started to bloom on the alley walls, helmets 
with wings, candles burning in cupped hands. Across the street at the Lantern, the mood was darker. Old 
men hunched at the bar, eyes narrowed, voices low. A couple of bikers made a show of laughing loud 
whenever my name came up, like they’d already decided which side of the line I stood on. 

Ray stayed calm through it all, maybe calmer than me. He leaned back in his chair, cigarette 
dangling, and said, “Don’t worry. This is what radio’s for. Not to make people comfortable — to make 
’em remember.” 

But I could feel the fault lines opening, running straight through Copper Springs, through families, 
through bars, through the bones of the town itself. And the more reels I pulled from that box, the more I 
knew: the split was only going to get wider. 



The Break In 

It happened in the night, the kind of night when the town lies still enough you can hear a train thirty 
miles off and the saguaros creak like they’re shifting their weight. I opened the studio door in the 
morning and the first thing I saw was the glass—spilled across the floor, glittering like ice where no ice 
belonged. Someone had taken a rock or a boot heel to the one window in the building. It sat jagged in 
the frame, teeth bared, the wind still moving in and out as if testing how much damage it could do 
without trying. 

The glass had sprayed across the console, the board that was our only artery. Tiny shards lodged in 
the faders, the slider caps sitting like broken teeth in a jaw. The turntables wore a frost of it, records left 
on their spindles cracked at the edges. Even the microphone had a dusting of glass along its mesh, as if 
someone wanted to grind silence into the very place my voice came out. 

By the door the frame bore the marks of boots. Kicks had landed hard and again, the paint splintered, 
the wood bowed. But the old lock, rusted and stubborn, had held. That small victory looked obscene 
against the wreckage. 

Ray whistled low when he came in behind me, stepping careful over the mess. “Looks like they 
wanted the voice gone,” he said. He picked a long shard off the fader strip and held it up to the light. 
“They wanted it quiet.” 

We swept glass until our arms ached, brushing it into piles that caught the morning sun and looked, 
for one cruel second, beautiful. The board was scarred, but alive—we checked every channel twice, 
pulling sound through it until we believed it still had a heart. The turntables spun with a faint scrape but 
would serve. We taped cardboard over the window, then pulled the door off its hinges and replaced it 
with a heavier one, solid core, new lock, deadbolt, chain. A fortress for a room too small to defend. 

But the tapes—that was the part that kept me awake even as the broom rasped across the floor. I 
could see them in my mind stacked in their box, reels waiting like loaded dice. Someone knew they 
existed. Maybe they’d been listening. Maybe they wanted them gone. I imagined the spools burning, the 
hiss of acetate melting down to nothing, and I felt a panic worse than any threat in the courtroom. 

That night we moved them. Packed the reels in two boxes, taped them shut, carried them out under 
jackets like they were contraband or newborns. Ray’s truck growled up the hill, headlights cutting a 
narrow wound in the dark. At his place we stashed them behind a false panel in the garage, next to the 
tools that no one but him ever touched. The smell of oil and sawdust wrapped around them like a new 
kind of earth. 

When we were done, Ray leaned against the wall, arms folded, cigarette barely glowing. “They’ll try 
again,” he said. His voice didn’t rise. It didn’t have to. “You don’t smash glass unless you mean to send 
a message.” 

I nodded, hands raw from cardboard and cold. “Then we answer with a louder one.” 
But in the quiet that followed, I knew: every time I pressed play, someone else would be listening, 

waiting, deciding how much silence the town could stand before it broke again. 



Council 

One afternoon he came in waving a folded-up letter. “Council says if we don’t stick to approved 
programming, they’ll pull the license.” He tossed it onto the desk like it was junk mail. “Approved 
programming. What the fuck is that? Like anybody gives a damn. This is bullshit.” 

I felt a flash of panic, but it passed quick. Because here’s the thing: people weren’t just listening 
anymore. They were claiming the show. Flyers were still floating around town, scrawled with new 
program times in other people’s handwriting. Kids at the high school had started painting the station’s 
call letters on their notebooks. A group of women — widows from the union, gray-haired and stubborn 
— had even come up to the studio one night with a plate of cookies and a warning: “Don’t you let them 
shut you up. We remember how they lied about the mines.” 

It hit me then: this wasn’t just a fad anymore. It was a gathering place, even if the gathering was only 
through static and wires. The music was just the bait. What really mattered was the talking, the 
dedications, the arguments, the way people heard each other again. 

And the council? The ex-mine bosses? They weren’t wrong. It was destabilizing. That was the point. 
We went to the council meeting like it was a showdown, but we didn’t go alone. I was nervous as 

hell, clutching my notes like they might keep me from shaking apart, but when we walked into that 
cramped chamber, the rows were full. Not just the kids from the Painted Lady or the usual punks with 
leather vests, but business owners in button-downs, teachers still in their work clothes, parents with kids 
in tow. People I’d never expected to care were sitting there waiting for the gavel to fall. 

The complaints? Two of them. That was it. And the moment they opened their mouths, the whole 
room could see what they were — cranks. One guy ranted about “degeneracy” like he’d swallowed a 
sermon whole. The other got so tangled up trying to explain why Fleetwood Mac was dangerous that 
even the council members were hiding their smirks. The former mine managers didn’t show. They were 
ones secretly talking to the town council. But they weren’t ready to stand in public. 

Only one of the seven council members had a problem with us. Turned out that letter about 
“approved programming” hadn’t even been voted on; he’d drafted it himself and sent it under the city’s 
name. When Ray stood up, he didn’t hold back. Cigarette tucked behind his ear, voice steady as granite, 
he spelled it out: 

“We follow FCC rules. Period. And if you don’t like the music, change the dial. Besides, the station 
sits outside city limits. You don’t have jurisdiction. What you do have is a town full of people who want 
this station. And they’re sitting right behind me.” 

The room erupted in applause. Real applause — clapping, stomping, a couple of whistles. I saw John 
from the Painted Lady, hands together, grinning like it was open mic night. Even one of the teachers 
from the high school raised her voice. 

That was it. The council called the vote. Six to one. Not only were we allowed to keep broadcasting, 
but they voted to continue the little grant that helped keep the lights on. Then — and this is the part that 
floored me — they thanked us. Thanked us for “our contribution to the community.” 

When the gavel came down, I felt something loosen in my chest I hadn’t even realized I’d been 
holding. Walking out of that room, with everyone chattering and clapping me on the back, I realized we 
weren’t just surviving anymore. We were legitimate. 

At least on paper. 



The Anonymous Call 

It was morning, the kind of morning where the transmitter’s hum feels louder than your own pulse, 
and the coffee is just starting to turn bitter in the pot. The phone rang and I picked it up with half my 
mind still on the stack of bills spread across the desk. First thing he said was, “We’re not on the air, are 
we?” 

“Nope,” I told him, pressing the receiver closer to block out the rattle of paper. “Just paying some 
bills. What can I do for ya?” 

There was a pause, the kind that tells you a man has rehearsed something in his head and just 
realized the words won’t come out the same way. 

“Well,” he said finally, “I want to tell you a few things.” 
And I thought—oh, hell, here it comes. The insults to my lineage. The threats. Another voice calling 

me a liar or worse. I braced. 
But then his tone shifted, steady but cracked around the edges, like an old hinge. “I know Dugan was 

stealing money. And after he died in the mine, nobody found it. I would bet there are records as well. 
None of that turned up. Maybe somebody got it, but I didn’t think so. People were looking after the 
disaster, but nobody seemed to have it.” 

My throat went dry. I scrawled records? on the edge of a utility bill and underlined it twice. 
He kept going, quicker now, as if once the door was open he had to push through before it slammed 

shut. “Now, I could be wrong, but it’s still out there somewhere. Maybe he buried it. I know some 
people did some digging, and maybe it’ll never be found. But, anyway, I thought you would be 
interested.” 

I tried to speak, but my tongue stuck. 
“That’s it,” he said. “I don’t want to be involved. I am one of the guilty, but what you’re doing is a 

good thing. Good luck.” 
Click. 
The line went dead, just the hum of the board and the whisper of static in my ear. I sat there with the 

receiver still warm against my face, staring at the bills I had been writing checks for a minute earlier. 
The word guilty hovered like a moth around a flame. 

I set the phone down slow, as if noise might break the spell. The studio looked the same—dust on the 
faders, posters peeling off the wall, a plate of half-eaten donuts Ray had left—but nothing felt the same. 
Somewhere in the ground of Copper Springs lay not just bones and memory, but money, paper, records
—proof. And the man who had just confessed a piece of it was walking around with that weight in his 
chest, pretending to live a normal day. 

For a long while I just listened to the room breathe. Then I wrote the whole call down, word for 
word, and folded it into the box where the tapes waited. 

Because if the past wanted to keep talking, I was ready to listen. 
I replayed the call in my head until the words started to fray. 
He had not sounded like a crank. That was the first thing. Cranks call to perform. They want to keep 

you. They circle the same insult or prophecy until you hang up. This man had wanted the opposite. He 
wanted in and out before courage noticed what he was doing. 



The second thing was the detail about the records. Not treasure, not gold, not some movie version of 
buried guilt. Records. He said the word like a man who had once seen them stacked in a drawer, or 
carried them in a box, or been told to burn them and failed. Money mattered, sure. Money always 
matters. But records were the dangerous part. Money could be spent. Paper could come back from the 
dead. 

The third thing was his pause before he said buried. Not dramatic. Not spooky. Practical. Like he 
knew the kind of man Dugan had been, knew the places a man with too much fear and too much cash 
might choose. The old mansion. The office walls. A crawlspace. Somewhere close enough to reach and 
hidden enough to survive the people who came looking after the blast. 

I wrote all that down, then wrote it again in cleaner handwriting. Not because I thought anyone 
would read it. Because if I did not put it on paper, it would live only in my head, and my head was 
already too willing to turn fear into weather. 

One of the guilty. 
That was the phrase I could not set down. He had not said I knew the guilty. He had not said they 

were guilty. He said I am one of them, then vanished into a click and a dead line. 
The past had called the station before. This was different. This was not memory. This was a map. 



Telling Ray 

I told him after dark, when the station had settled into that low animal breathing it does at night and 
the streetlights threw our shadows long across the floor. He was at the board, ash cupped in the crook of 
his fingers, listening to the tail end of a record nobody calls in to request and everybody knows by heart. 
I waited until the last chord rang and faded, then I said it plain. 

I got a call this morning. 
He glanced up without moving his head. From who. 
Didn’t say. Asked if we were on the air. Said he knew Dugan was stealing. Said nobody found the 

cash or the records. Said people looked and came up empty. Thinks it’s still out there somewhere. 
Maybe buried. Maybe never to be found. Said he’s one of the guilty. Then he wished me luck and hung 
up. 

Ray stared at me the way a man looks at the horizon to see if the dark smear is weather or smoke. 
His cigarette burned down without him noticing. He set it in the ashtray like he was returning a small 
bird to a nest and turned his chair to face me fully. 

And you believe him, he said. 
I believe he needed to say it, I said. That’s a kind of truth even when it’s hiding other kinds. 
He sighed, long and slow, like a man cooling metal. You gonna chase it. 
I felt the answer try to leap out of me and I put a hand on my chest to keep it from doing what it 

wanted. I said I don’t know. Which was a lie made mostly of fear. I already felt the map drawing itself in 
my head, alleys and arroyos and the places men go when they want to put something where daylight 
can’t remember it. 

Ray leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped. There was the old anger in his eyes, the one he 
carries like a pocket knife—kept closed until it isn’t. Raven, this is how people get hurt. Not the radio 
kind. The kind with shovels and flashlights and someone who doesn’t want to be found putting a hand 
on your shoulder from behind. 

He wasn’t wrong. I could see the shine of a Maglite on dirt, the way ground gives up secrets only if 
you’re willing to be the next one it swallows. I could also see the box of tapes, the ledger ink, the thin 
places in the town where a breath would part the curtain and show you the bones beneath. 

He rubbed his jaw. You heard what he said—one of the guilty. That means somebody who signed, 
somebody who looked away, somebody who got paid and told himself it was the weather. You think a 
confession like that ends with good luck and a click. 

No, I said. It ends with me awake all night. It ends with me making a list I swear I won’t use. It ends 
with a hole in the yard nobody sees until it breaks their ankle. 

His laugh was soft and unhappy. And you’ll still go if the map gets sharp enough. 
I looked at him then, really looked, at the tired under his cheekbones and the stubborn in his mouth 

and the line worry had drawn between his eyes like a road you can’t unpave. You want me to say I 
won’t, I said. I want to say it too. But the town keeps handing me pieces that fit, and if I don’t try them 
together I don’t know who I am when I turn off the mic. 

He stood, paced two lengths of the room, came back. He put his hands on my shoulders and his 
thumbs pressed just hard enough to make me feel where my bones met my skin. So we do this smart, he 



said. No midnight treasure hunts. No walking into yards with a flashlight and a prayer. If there’s 
anything to find, we find it in daylight with someone else in the car and a reason to be there. 

And the money, I said, and the word skittered across the floor like a beetle looking for a crack. If it’s 
real. If there’s more. If it’s sitting where a shovel can smell it. 

He closed his eyes. Even if there is, we don’t touch it, he said, and the lie sat between us like an 
extra chair. The station needs a new window, a new board, the electric wants its due, and here we are 
swearing we won’t touch what could pay for all of it, bought with hands that are already gone. 

I reached for his wrist and felt his pulse, a small steady hammer. We can’t be them, I said. Not while 
I’m asking a town to listen. 

He nodded, once, twice, as if agreeing with himself more than me. Then he pulled away, walked to 
the window, checked the street the way he always did now. He stood there a long time. When he spoke, 
it was to the glass. If that call was bait, you know you just nibbled it, he said. If it was a warning, you 
just took it as a map. Either way, you need to promise me something. 

Name it. 
You don’t go alone. Ever. Not to a house, not to a hole, not to a rumor. 
I promised. I meant it as far as promises can reach into a night that hasn’t happened yet. 
He came back, put his palm against the back of my head, gentle as a benediction. Play another tape, 

he said. Keep the air busy. If someone wants us quiet, let’s make them work for it. 
I threaded a reel with hands that remembered what they were for. The leader tape slapped the hub 

and settled. I hit play and the hiss walked in, and then a voice, and then another, and the room filled with 
men who had learned to tell the truth when the light was bad. Ray sat, lit a new cigarette, and watched 
the board like it was a fire we were both tending. 

Later, when the phones started again and the muralist called to say the paint was running because of 
a surprise rain and did I think the drips looked like tears or like candles melting, I wrote down the 
thought about tears and candles and said both, and I kept my ear tuned for the phone that would ring 
without a name attached. I knew it would. The guilty don’t sleep well. Neither do the people who carry 
their stories. 



Part Three: The Files 



The Dugan House 

For three days I tried not to go near the Dugan house. 
That was how I thought of it, though everyone called it the old mansion, as if grandeur could survive 

rats, graffiti, and stolen copper pipe. Dugan had not built it. He had inherited it with the job, along with 
the company car, the office keys, and the right to make men afraid in daylight. Still, his name clung to 
the place harder than the original owner’s ever had. 

After the call, I started asking questions in the sideways manner people use when they do not want to 
admit they are asking. At the café I asked an old clerk if the mansion had an office. She said every 
manager had kept one there, private, not the kind of office where secretaries brought coffee. At the 
hardware store I asked if anyone remembered work being done before the 1969 explosion. The owner’s 
brother said Dugan had paid for carpentry in cash that spring and told the crew to stay out of the west 
stairwell. 

Ray remembered something too, once I dragged it loose from him. After Dugan died, company men 
came down from Phoenix and cleaned out the mine office first. Then the mansion. They took boxes, he 
said, but not furniture. They were in a hurry. Men in a hurry miss walls. 

I found an old fire insurance diagram in the county records, brittle as toast, showing the house as it 
had been before the additions. Joe looked at it over a beer and frowned. 

“Stairwell is wrong,” he said. 
“What does that mean?” 
“It means the drawing says one thing and the house says another. You get enough old buildings, you 

learn to look for spaces nobody admits to. Rich men love dead space. They think it makes them clever.” 
“Could something be there?” 
He gave me the look men give women when they are about to say yes and wish they could say no. 
“Something could be there,” he said. “Or rats. Or a hole through the floor. Or nothing but your bad 

ideas.” 
But he brought his crowbar when he picked me up the next morning. 
The old mansion loomed like a ghost above Copper Springs, its brick walls slouching against time, 

its windows punched out like missing teeth. Built in 1910, back when the mining company wanted to 
show off its power, it had once been the grandest house in the canyon. But decades of neglect had 
stripped it of any dignity. The last manager who lived there had let it rot around him, wife gone, children 
grown, pouring whiskey into the cracks instead of mortar. By the time the company folded and the 
lawsuits strangled what was left, the place was already crumbling. 

Eight years of litigation left it in limbo, technically owned by some faceless New York outfit that had 
long since written it off as worthless. Now it was a carcass — plumbing ripped for copper, wiring torn 
from the walls, rats skittering through hallways that once echoed with dinner parties. Vagrants had been 
squatting in the rooms; graffiti scrawled across faded wallpaper. The city wanted it gone, condemned, 
bulldozed, erased. But something in my gut said not yet. 

I frowned, following his finger. Sure enough, the stairwell wall bulged in a way that didn’t match the 
rooms around it. Too much space for too little purpose. 



He led me into a closet tucked under the stairs, shoved aside a moldering coat rack, and ran his hand 
along the paneling. Tap, tap — hollow. He wedged the crowbar in and started prying. Then, with a groan 
that made my heart leap, the panel swung open on rusted hinges. 

Behind it was a room no bigger than a walk-in pantry, but intact, sealed from the decay outside. A 
desk sat pressed against the far wall, a chair tucked neatly beneath it as if waiting for someone to return. 
Shelves lined with dust-covered binders sagged against one side. And in the corner, a filing cabinet, 
drawers shut tight, still locked. 

The air smelled different in there — stale, but not ruined. Preserved. 
Joe whistled low. “Well, hell. Looks like your hunch was right.” 
I stepped inside, heart hammering. The mansion was a ruin, the company long dead, but here was 

something they hadn’t wanted found. An office within the bones of a dying empire. And I couldn’t wait 
to see what was in those drawers. 



The Hidden Room 

I had a hunch. Call it paranoia, call it instinct — I couldn’t shake the thought that somewhere in this 
wreck, there might still be something hidden. Something the manager didn’t want anyone to find. 

So I dragged my friend Joe along — carpenter, part-time remodeler, the kind of guy who could see 
through plaster and guess what lay behind it. He came with a crowbar, a flashlight, and the amused 
patience of someone who thought this was probably a waste of time but didn’t mind the adventure. 

For more than an hour we tore through the place. Pulled up warped floorboards that crumbled in our 
hands, pounded at plaster with a hammer, shone flashlights into crawlspaces. Dust choked us, bat guano 
littered the corners. My nerves buzzed with equal parts excitement and dread, but nothing turned up. 

Joe did not search like I did. I searched like a person in a panic, opening drawers that had already 
been opened, shining my flashlight into corners where any fool could see nothing waited. Joe searched 
like the house was speaking in a language he half understood. 

He ignored the graffiti and the broken bottles. He ignored the rooms that looked promising because 
men who hide things do not hide them where a drunk kid would piss on them ten years later. He studied 
baseboards, ceiling lines, the thickness of walls. He counted steps under his breath and measured rooms 
by pacing them heel to toe. 

“You always this romantic?” I asked. 
He tapped a wall with his knuckle. Solid. “Only when I am courting a felony.” 
“We are not stealing anything.” 
“We are absolutely stealing something. We just do not know what yet.” 
I should have laughed, but the house had started to feel aware of us. Every footstep lifted dust. Every 

board complained. Somewhere upstairs, a pigeon beat itself stupid against a window it could not 
understand. 

Joe stopped at the stairwell and looked up, then down, then back toward the hall. 
“There,” he said. 
I saw nothing but a closet door hanging crooked. 
He pointed with the crowbar. “The outside wall runs straight. This wall jogs. Staircase eats some 

space, sure, but not that much. See the paneling? Different nail heads. Older stain under newer dust.” 
“You can tell that?” 
“I can tell somebody wanted this to look boring.” 
He smiled then, not happy exactly, but awake in the way men get when the world has become a 

problem their hands can solve. 
Joe leaned on his crowbar, sweat dripping down his neck, and squinted at the layout. “If it’s 

anywhere, it’s a room. Rich bastards always loved their hidey-holes. Look at the way this place is built 
— rooms stacked neat, but the stairwell doesn’t line up right. There’s a gap. See it?” 

I frowned, following his finger. Sure enough, the stairwell wall bulged in a way that didn’t match the 
rooms around it. Too much space for too little purpose. 

He led me into a closet tucked under the stairs, shoved aside a moldering coat rack, and ran his hand 
along the paneling. Tap, tap — hollow. He wedged the crowbar in and started prying. Then, with a groan 
that made my heart leap, the panel swung open on rusted hinges. 



Behind it was a room no bigger than a walk-in pantry, but intact, sealed from the decay outside. A 
desk sat pressed against the far wall, a chair tucked neatly beneath it as if waiting for someone to return. 
Shelves lined with dust-covered binders sagged against one side. And in the corner, a filing cabinet, 
drawers shut tight, still locked. 

The air smelled different in there — stale, but not ruined. Preserved. 
Joe whistled low. “Well, hell. Looks like your hunch was right.” 
I stepped inside, heart hammering. The mansion was a ruin, the company long dead, but here was 

something they hadn’t wanted found. An office within the bones of a dying empire. And I couldn’t wait 
to see what was in those drawers. 



Getting It Out 

“The first thing we need to do is get this shit out of here before somebody else finds it. Or uses it,” I 
said, heart still pounding from the discovery. “Can you pull your truck around back?” 

Joe wiped his forehead with his sleeve, looked out the broken window toward the overgrown yard, 
and nodded. “Yeah, I think there’s room. Might scrape a fender on the mesquite, but it’ll fit.” 

“Great. Let’s take as much as we can.” 
We started hauling. The locked filing cabinet was the worst — solid steel, heavy as sin, and stubborn 

as hell. Joe grunted, I cursed, and somehow we wrangled it out, inch by inch, until it clanged onto the 
truck bed like a dropped anvil. Shelves of binders, stacks of boxes — too much for one trip, but I was 
frantic to move what we could before nightfall. 

We hauled ass to the station, dumped everything in the storage shed. I was so keyed up I ripped open 
old boxes of junk just to free up space. Records went spilling across the concrete floor, old posters and 
busted cables scattered like confetti. Didn’t matter. I needed the boxes for what was waiting back at the 
mansion. 

So we went back. 
When we pushed through the front door, voices drifted down the hall. Laughter, the telltale scrape of 

a lighter, the sweet-sour tang of weed. We turned a corner and there they were: a couple of high school 
kids, perched on the wreck of a velvet chair, smoke curling around their heads. 

They looked up, startled for a second, then broke into grins. “Raven! Cool!” the boy said, coughing 
out a cloud. 

“Oh, wow, I love your show,” the girl chimed in, eyes wide and glassy. The boy tried to pass me the 
joint like it was the most natural thing in the world. 

“Uh… thanks.” I held up a hand. “What are you two doing here?” 
The boy blinked, deadpan. “What are you doing here?” 
I froze, caught flat-footed. “Oh, well, I’m… doing a story. On this house.” 
They both looked around at the graffiti, the smashed plaster, the broken bottles. The girl frowned. 

“This old place?” 
“Uh, yeah. The… architecture.” My voice cracked on the word. I could feel the heat rising in my 

face. They just stared. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Joe struggling not to laugh. 
Finally, I cleared my throat and tried again. “So maybe you guys could give us a little time?” 
They didn’t buy it at first. But then Joe stepped forward, draped an arm over my shoulder, and said 

with exaggerated solemnity, “Yeah, like about an hour. And, uh, can you… you know, keep it to 
yourselves?” 

That did it. The kids exchanged a look, then their faces lit with slow grins. “Ohhh,” the boy said. 
“Yeah, sure. No problem.” 

The girl giggled as they shuffled out, smoke trailing after them. 
We waited until they were gone, then burst out laughing. “Thanks a lot,” I said between breaths. 

“Like I don’t already have enough rumors about me in this town.” 
Joe smirked. “Architecture?” He let the word hang, then gave me a mock-serious look. “We could 

always squeeze in a little quickie if you want. Really sell the story.” 
“Fuck off, Joe. This isn’t exactly my idea of a romantic getaway.” 



That set us both laughing again, the sound echoing through the hollow house. Then we got back to 
work, hauling box after box, cramming them into his truck and even into the back of my Corolla. I 
didn’t stop to read a single label. Didn’t care what was in them, not yet. The sun was already burning 
down to the ridge, the canyon going red and shadowed. We slammed the doors shut, hearts racing, and 
rolled out just as the sky turned dark. 

I had no idea what I’d just dragged out of that mansion. But I knew it was heavy. 



Joe 

Joe came to pick me up at the studio the next night, headlights washing the plywood door and the 
cardboard patch still taped over the broken glass. Maybe it was my way of saying thank you, maybe it 
was the look in his eye when he joked about that ghost house being where he first he had sex. That 
didn’t mean I wanted to fuck in that house—with its stink of mildew and broken floorboards—but the 
thought had lit something in me anyway. I hadn’t getting much lately, too busy. Joe was rough around 
the edges, sure, but there was something about rough I kinda liked. 

We ended up at his place, an antique miner’s cabin tucked above town, the floor creaking like it 
remembered every footstep it had ever carried. The night blurred in sex and laughter. 

By morning I was sitting in his tiny kitchen, hair still tangled, drinking coffee while he flipped 
French toast in a blackened pan. The sunlight came in hard through a window, showing how worn 
everything was and how little he cared. 

“I gotta say, Raven,” he said with a half-chuckle that sounded more worried than amused, “you’re 
some kind of crazy son-of-a-bitch. You’ve single-handedly turned this town on its head. And that stuff 
we found? I don’t even want to know. It’s gonna piss off a lot of people.” He gave me a sideways glance. 

I stirred sugar into my cup, watching it dissolve like secrets in water. “You have no fucking idea, 
Joe,” I laughed. “And no, you don’t want to know about it. I don’t want to drag you into this. I Promise.” 

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Yeah, well, I got a feeling it’s not gonna work out 
that way. But either way, we didn’t find anything in that house.Right? I just hope nobody saw us.” 

I kissed him when I left, long enough that he knew I wanted to see him again, and he kissed me back 
like he was already counting on it. After that we slipped into something regular. Not love, not exactly, 
but an arrangement of trust and sex and late-night drives. He thought of himself as my bodyguard, 
always scanning the street when we walked, and I let him believe it. I thought of him as a good friend 
and, when I needed it most, a good anchor. 



The Files 

We did not read the files that night. Not really. We opened enough boxes to understand we had 
crossed from grief into danger, then shut them again because the room suddenly felt too small. 

The tapes had been voices. You could argue with voices. You could call them bitter, drunk, mistaken, 
old. You could say a man remembered wrong because memory had a way of bending under pain. People 
had already started saying that at the Lantern. Old men protecting older lies. 

The files were colder. 
Invoices. Ledgers. Copies of checks. Ventilation reports with numbers changed in different ink. 

Purchase orders for equipment no one remembered receiving. Letters from Phoenix written in a 
language so bloodless it took effort to notice the threat. A note initialed by Dugan about delaying 
replacement of fan assemblies until the next quarter. Another about making certain reports “inspection 
ready.” 

Inspection ready. I stared at those words until they looked obscene. 
Ray stood over the desk with his hands braced on either side of a ledger. He had not smoked in 

almost ten minutes. 
“This is not just Dugan,” he said. 
“No.” 
“This is accountants. Supervisors. Somebody in Phoenix. Maybe somebody at the state.” 
“No.” 
He looked at me then. “You understand what changes?” 
I did. I just did not want to say it. 
The tapes had asked the town to remember. The files asked the town to accuse. 
The red light comes up and I taste copper. I can feel the little studio breathing with me, the foam 

walls soaked with a thousand voices, some gone, some still living in the old transmitter that groans like a 
tired mule when I bring it up into the night. The script flutters under my fingers, then goes still. The 
town is out there, kitchen radios, garage radios, the one in the diner that still buzzes even when it is off. I 
lean into the microphone and let the valley climb into my voice. 

This is Raven, and tonight, what I bring you is not fiction, but the echo of greed discovered after 
fourteen years of silence. 

I hear it as I say it, the hush that follows, the space the size of a church between one word and the 
next. I see the faces I cannot see, the widows with their hands on porcelain mugs, the sons grown into 
their fathers’ shoulders, the daughters who remember the black lunch box that never came home. I tell 
them what I found, I tell them why I am shaking. 

What I hold before me isn’t gossip. It isn’t rumor. These are documents—real files, once locked 
away, once hidden from the light. I can’t tell you how they came into my hands. Only that someone who 
had every reason to fear, someone who once breathed the mine’s black dust, decided the time for silence 
was over. 

I lower my voice. “I cannot give you the name of the one who gave me these files. They had reason 
to fear. But I can give you what they entrusted to me. These papers tell their own story, and that story 
belongs to Copper Springs. It always has.” 



I am there again as I speak, one hand on the mic, one hand on the memory. The desk is filmed with 
dust. The drawers hang an inch open like little open mouths. I pull one, and the sound is the sound of a 
museum, of drawers that think they have been left alone for good. What I lift is not just paper, it is a 
kind of bone. 

Sheets, yellowed, brittle, thin enough that light goes right through them. Carbon copies with edges 
curled. Plastic envelopes, cracked at the seams, fat with bills that flake their green when I turn them. 
Dates stamped like little hammers, 1969, the last year the mine still pretended to stand. Items typed in 
tired courier, belt repairs, consulting, ventilation parts, all of it paid to Western Vent Services, a name 
that never once set a boot on our road, a name that lived only on the page. 

I let the words settle in the room and then I read. Purchase orders that sit just under five thousand 
dollars, one after another like fence posts marching along a property line, just below the level where 
anyone in Phoenix or New York would have to look. Descriptions that say misc parts, urgent, that say 
labor, site checks. The key detail, no packing slips, nothing received. No truck ever backed up to our 
dock under those invoices. No crate ever clanged down on the concrete. The mine bled, and the paper 
said it was being saved. 

My throat is tight and it shows up in the speakers. I say it anyway. He siphoned tens of thousands 
from a company that had no margin left, a company that was drowning while we watched. But the 
damage is more than a number. This evidence lay in that wall for fourteen years, closed in like a breath 
you never let out. By the time the panel popped loose we had almost trained ourselves not to ask 
anymore. Too late to prosecute, not too late to remember. 

I turn a page I do not have to turn. The sound of it steadies me. I tell them what the ledgers show 
when you read them in a quiet house. Spares that walked away, hydraulic oil, copper wire, spare belts, 
recorded as damage, recorded as shrinkage with a shrug of a pencil. Bins that do not match the counts on 
the sheet. Fleet logs with afternoons cut out of them like someone had scissored time. The story the 
paperwork tells is not a burst of sin, it is a slow carving. As the mine died, Marvin carved his own way 
out with paper instead of coal. He used the language of rescue, and he used it to get gone. 

I lift the next thing, the ledger with the faint red lines and the numbers written in a hand that was 
careful when it wanted to be. Cash transfer, W five two nine nine, two thousand five hundred. Envelope 
to secure. The words sit there as if they do not know they are guilty. I followed the dust print to the 
bottom of a lockbox and found what you would find if you dug a small grave in your own living room. 
Money turned medical green, the paper edges eaten by some quiet chemical. The smell of it climbed into 
my sinuses and stayed there. 

It was clever, I say, and I hate giving it that word. It was clever in a dark way. He hid the money so 
well that not even death could pry it out of his hands. It took a loose board and a curious old man and the 
accident of light landing on the wrong seam. 

I stop. The studio is a boat in a black cove, floating on the hum of the boards and the soft breath of 
the tape reels, even now when we do not need them I can hear them in my head. I can feel Ray standing 
on the other side of the glass, hands in his pockets, shoulders set. He knows this is my town voice and 
my church voice and my funeral voice all at once. He knows there is something I am not saying, and he 
knows not to make me say it yet. 

Why does it matter, I ask into the microphone, though I already know you know. It matters because 
the theft is not just money, it is time, it is lives, it is the last faith a community places in the people who 



keep the books. It matters because when headquarters laid off the last people who would have checked, 
when Phoenix sent the memos that said do more with less and New York sent the silence that means you 
are on your own, that is when a man like Marvin goes from thinking about it to doing it, and the paper 
learns to lie. 

I read from one invoice so there is no mistaking that this is not mood. Three thousand seven hundred 
fifty, ventilation filter housing, Western Vent Services. It looks like nothing. It looks like a simple thing a 
small operation would buy to keep air moving so lungs keep moving so paychecks keep moving so the 
light keeps coming on over a kitchen table. It looks small until you count all the smalls. Small is how a 
dam fails. 

I can feel the whole town lean in, so I say it the way a person says a prayer. This is Raven, and I am 
telling you what I found because I live here, because I walk past your porches and into your kitchens, 
because I have stood with you at the fence where the names are carved and I have run out of words 
there. I am telling you because memory is the only court that still sits open after this much time, and we 
have let too many cases go cold. 

There is a long second where I let the air hold the story. I picture the lock on Marvin’s attic latch, the 
click it made when I pushed it, the way the panel came away like a lid. I picture the way my own breath 
fogged the beam of my flashlight, and the way the dust floated like ash when I pulled the first envelope 
free. 

I lower my voice, not for drama, but because this is a house with sleeping people in it and I am 
telling them something that will wake them anyway. I say we will turn the files over to the archive so the 
town can read its own story with its own eyes. I say the widows can come first if they want. I say we 
will copy every page so nothing gets lost again in a wall. 

The light stays red, but the studio feels warmer, like a kitchen after the oven has been on too long. I 
close the folder, I lay my palm on it like a book you swear on, and I finish what I started. 

This is Raven. We lost men underground, and then we lost the truth above ground. Tonight we take 
some of it back. I cannot give you the name of the hand that passed me this story. I can give you the 
story. It is yours. It has always been yours. 

I let go of the button, and the quiet that follows feels like a deep breath the town has been holding 
since the last siren faded. The little light goes dark. On the other side of the glass Ray looks at me like a 
man who has found someone at a cliff and cannot tell if she stepped back or forward. I sit for a long 
moment with the smell of old money and older paper under my nails, and with the truth still talking in 
my head long after I have stopped speaking. 

The red light came up and I felt the room lean toward me. I had the stack of records ready, needles 
brushed, carts labeled in grease pencil, but I slid them aside and laid both hands on the board as if I were 
steadying a body. The window we’d patched with cardboard made the studio feel smaller, closer, like a 
confession booth with wires. I took a breath that tasted like dust and coffee and said what I had promised 
myself I would say. 

“This is Raven,” I told them. “If you’re tuning in tonight expecting music, you won’t hear it. What I 
have to say matters more than any record I could spin.” 

My voice carried in the headphones, familiar and strange at once, as if I were listening to a version 
of myself that had grown older in a single week. I could have read it from a page, but I didn’t. I wanted 
the sentences to come from the part of me that hurt. 



I reminded them about Dugan. I reminded them I had found the invoices and the ledgers and the neat 
pencil lies that let a man pretend the mine was safe while the town bled out loud. I let the air hold that 
for a beat the way a church holds a name after a prayer. 

Then I turned. “Listen carefully,” I said, and I felt the studio get colder. “This next part matters most. 
Dugan is dead. But he did not act in a vacuum.” 

I told them what the papers told me when I sat with them in the quiet—how fraud on that scale needs 
a lot of hands to look the other way. Greased palms. Stamps applied without reading. Signatures in 
Phoenix and New York that walked bad numbers through a door. Clerks and accountants who stopped 
asking questions because the month closed easier when they didn’t. Agencies meant to protect the living 
that learned to protect the paperwork instead. Courts that let the town’s lawsuits grow old and thin until 
widows packed up and left because you can’t feed children with continuances. 

I felt the room push back and I pushed harder. “This isn’t one crooked man who burned in the fire he 
helped set,” I said. “This is a whole system that chose not to see what was right in front of it. Chose 
greed when the choice was breath.” 

I said the word investigation and it rang in the metal like a small hammer. I called for it plain—
thorough, independent, not owned by the company’s lawyers, not one of those committees that already 
owed someone lunch. I asked the state papers to come, the national ones too. “Come to Copper 
Springs,” I said into the mic, as if saying it would draw headlights over the pass. “Dig until there’s 
nothing left to hide.” 

The phones were already blinking. I kept my eyes on the board and did not pick up. “You deserve to 
know,” I said. “The widows deserve to know. The children who grew up without fathers deserve to 
know.” 

And then I put my hand on the folder beside the board and said the part that scared me most. “To 
make sure the truth cannot be buried again, I will make a copy of these files available at the Copper 
Springs Library. Every invoice, every ledger, every slip of paper we pulled out of that hidden room. You 
can read them yourself. You can see the signatures.” 

I heard Ray shift behind the glass, a chair creaking, the sound of a man deciding not to interrupt a 
prayer. I went on. “History isn’t healed by silence. It’s healed by light. As long as those papers sit here in 
the dark, we’re still carrying the lie.” 

I left them a hope without letting them off. “Maybe one day soon we can begin to put this history 
behind us,” I said, and felt the maybe sit in my chest like a coin. “Not by forgetting. By exposing. By 
naming. By dragging it into daylight so everyone can see it. Only then can we say we’ve done right by 
the dead, by the families, by this town. Only then can we start to let go.” 

I closed it the way you close a door you intend to open again. “This is Raven, KZBT. The music will 
be back tomorrow. Tonight, the only song is the truth.” 

I let my finger fall off the button and the ON AIR light softened. The studio slipped into that strange 
after-silence that happens when a room has been used for its truest purpose. In the glass Ray’s face was a 
question that had already heard the answer. I took the headphones off and my ears kept listening. 

The board lit—line one, line two, line five—little red bulbs winking like a string of nerves. I didn’t 
pick up right away. I sat with the weight of what I had promised. I thought of the library table where the 
copies would lie under the fluorescent hum. I pictured a widow’s hands, careful on the paper, a clerk’s 
name catching in her throat. I pictured a son tracing the loops of a signature with a finger the way boys 



trace road maps, learning the distance between where you live and where a person said they did their 
job. 

I thought about Phoenix. I thought about New York. I thought about the men whose pens had made 
our air thin and our timbers soft, the way they would read a small-town radio transcript over lunch and 
laugh until their lawyers told them not to. I thought about the agencies, the offices, the doors with their 
little windows you have to buzz to enter. I wondered what kind of sound my voice would make in those 
rooms. 

I also thought about the tapes we’d hidden at Ray’s house, sleeping behind tools and oil cans, 
waiting their turn at the light. I thought about the bottom drawer we still hadn’t named aloud to anyone. 
Victory and guilt sat side by side in me like two people at the back pew who refuse to touch but can’t 
stop breathing the same air. 

Ray came in without knocking, because our doors didn’t work like that anymore. He set a hand on 
the back of my chair. “You sure you want to put copies in the library?” he asked, not to change my mind, 
but to let me hear my own answer again. 

“I’m sure,” I said, and my voice sounded older than it had when the light came up. “If the court 
keeps one set, the town keeps one too. That way the truth has two addresses.” 

He nodded, slow. “Then we’ll make the copies tonight.” 
We did. The little copier at the office groaned like a tired animal, and we fed the pages through one 

by one, ink coming up in its own accident of texture. The stack grew. The room warmed. At some point 
the smell of toner tilted into nausea and we opened the door to the alley. The mural across the way had 
dried to a matte glow, names hidden under the sheen like prayers written on the back of a mirror. 

Later, when the calls had been taken and we’d told a dozen people where the library would lay the 
folders and a dozen more that no, we wouldn’t name a source, I walked home alone under the cupola’s 
pale light. The town was quiet, not empty—quiet like an animal listening. I could feel the fault lines 
we’d named and the ones we hadn’t. I knew some people would not forgive me for what I had done. I 
knew some would forgive me before I asked. I knew the company would find its lawyers and the 
agencies their memos and that the next day would come on anyway. 

But for that night the song I had promised kept playing in my head after the transmitter slept. No 
melody. No words beyond the ones I had already spoken. Just the steady hum of a town refusing to let 
itself be quieted again. I lay down with that hum still in my chest and understood, finally, what it meant 
to be the one who presses play. 



Part Four: Law and Violence 



The Summons 

The summons came two days after the library put the copies out on the long oak table under the 
fluorescent lights. 

It was not dramatic. A deputy I knew from the diner walked into the station with his hat in his hands 
and an envelope he did not want to carry. He looked at the floor while I signed for it. That was how I 
knew the paper was trouble before I read the first line. 

Alton explained it to me in a room that smelled like dust, coffee, and the old panic of people who 
could not afford lawyers. 

“They are not trying to prove the files are fake,” he said. “Not first.” 
“That seems like the obvious thing.” 
“The obvious thing is not always the useful thing.” He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of 

his nose. “If they argue the files are fake and we show enough consistency to make them look real, they 
lose ground. So they will argue contamination. Chain of custody. Trespass. Misappropriation. They will 
say you are not a journalist, you are a thief with a microphone.” 

I hated how cleanly he said it. 
“I run a radio station.” 
“You work at a radio station. That helps. You broadcast to the public. That helps. You aired material 

of public concern. That helps a great deal. But you are not a newspaper reporter with ten years of 
credentials and an editor in a tie. They will make sure the judge notices that.” 

“What about the source?” 
“That is the fight.” He leaned forward. “Arizona recognizes protections for reporters, but courts do 

not like mystery. Judges like a clean path. Who gave you what. When. Where. How. They want to know 
whether the evidence came into your hands legally. They want to know whether someone broke into a 
house and then handed you a gift wrapped lawsuit.” 

I kept my face still. 
Alton saw too much. Good lawyers probably do. 
“Listen to me,” he said. “If you name a source, they will go after that person until there is nothing 

left but bone. If you do not name a source, they go after you. There is no version where they shrug and 
go home.” 

“So what do I say?” 
“The truth you can survive,” he said. “Not necessarily all of it.” 
That stayed with me because it sounded like advice and a warning and a sin, all wearing the same 

hat. 



Court 

The courtroom in Copper Springs had never felt so full. Every pew was packed, widows in their dark 
dresses, miners’ sons with their arms folded, shopkeepers who had closed their doors for the morning. 
The heat of it pressed down from the ceiling, the low whir of fans unable to move enough air. You could 
smell dust and sweat, and beneath it, the sharp tang of anticipation, like the taste of a storm before the 
rain. 

I sat at the defense table beside Alton, my lawyer, who kept tapping the barrel of his pen against his 
yellow pad. Across the aisle, Kroll—sharp suit, slick hair, smug voice—sorted his papers as if he’d 
already won. Behind him, the company men whispered, their faces drawn, but their ties still tight. 

The judge entered with deliberate slowness, his robe swaying, eyes scanning the room like a farmer 
checking a restless herd. He didn’t look at me first. He looked at the widows. Then at the company’s 
lawyers. And only then at me. He sat, adjusted his glasses, and nodded for us to begin. 

Kroll wasted no time. He rose, voice pitched to carry. “Your honor, this so-called journalist refuses 
to identify her source. Without a clear chain of custody, these so-called documents are nothing more than 
rumor wrapped in paper.” He slammed a hand on the stack in front of him. “We demand disclosure.” 

Kroll lifted one of the copied invoices with two fingers, as if the paper smelled. 
“Your honor, this is precisely the danger. Documents appear out of nowhere. A young broadcaster 

with no training, no editor, no institutional oversight, announces guilt to an entire town, then hides 
behind a shield meant for responsible members of the press.” 

The word responsible landed exactly where he aimed it. I felt it hit my jacket, my boots, the bruise of 
every place I had never belonged. 

He turned toward the gallery. “We do not know if these papers were stolen. We do not know if they 
were altered. We do not know if they were planted by political enemies or disgruntled former 
employees. We do not know because Miss Raven refuses to tell us the one fact that matters: where she 
got them.” 

A woman behind me whispered, “Coward,” but I could not tell who she meant. 
Kroll faced the judge again. “This is not about silencing anyone. It is about whether accusation by 

radio can replace evidence by law.” 
That was the first time I felt the danger fully. Not because he was right, but because he was close 

enough to right to make a room hesitate. 
The gallery hissed, muttered, a widow’s cane tapping the floor like a drumbeat. 
Alton rose slow, steady, his voice low but hard. “Arizona law protects reporters. My client has the 

right to shield her sources. The public has the right to know what these records reveal. The company’s 
argument isn’t about authenticity, it’s about fear.” 

Then Kroll did something I hadn’t expected. He called Joe Adams. 
Joe walked to the stand, looking more nervous than I’d ever seen him. Kroll’s voice turned silky. 

“Mr. Adams, did you and Miss Raven enter the Dugan house last month?” 
Joe’s eyes flicked toward me, then back. “Yeah. We went there. I told her it was the first place I ever

—well, the first place I had sex.” Laughter rippled through the courtroom. Joe flushed, shook his head. 
“We looked around, kissed a little. But it was filthy. We didn’t do anything there. We poked around, 
sure, but we didn’t find nothing.” 



More laughter, the judge banging his gavel. 
Then Kroll called me. My name sounded sharp in the air. I took the stand, my palms sweating, my 

throat raw. His questions came fast, cutting. “Did you, in fact, obtain the files from Dugan’s house? Did 
you trespass? Did you break the law to acquire them?” 

“I obtained them,” I said, careful, my voice shaking but clear. “But I will not say from where, or 
from whom. What matters is not the delivery. What matters is what they reveal.” 

Shouting followed. Objections. Alton rose, his hand a knife in the air. “Your honor, this is 
intimidation. The documents speak for themselves.” 

The judge leaned forward, the room holding its breath. His gavel struck once, the sound like a 
gunshot. “Enough. This court will not be turned into a circus.” 

He adjusted his glasses again and his voice dropped low. “Miss Raven has chosen not to reveal her 
source. I will not compel her. Shield laws exist for a reason. And let me say this plain: the company’s 
negligence is what put us here, not her testimony.” 

The crowd erupted. Shouts, sobs, fists in the air. The judge let it ride for a moment before banging 
again. “Case dismissed.” 

The company’s men went white. Kroll gathered his papers with jerky hands. Alton squeezed my arm, 
whispering, “You held.” 

I sat there, trembling, the whole room a blur of noise and heat and faces. The widows were crying, 
some with relief, some with grief too sharp to soften. And I realized in that moment that I hadn’t just 
defended myself. I had given the town its first win in fourteen years. 



The Verdict 

After lunch the air was heavier, as though the walls had learned something and didn’t want to let it 
out. The judge returned, robe sweeping the floor, eyes unreadable. Everyone sat up straighter. I kept my 
hands flat on the table, trying to still the trembling. 

He cleared his throat. “This court has reviewed the arguments. The issue at hand is not whether fraud 
occurred — the documents themselves speak to that — but whether Miss Raven is compelled to identify 
her source. After careful consideration, I find that she will not be required to do so.” 

The judge did not look triumphant. That frightened me more than if he had looked angry. 
“Miss Raven,” he said, and the room settled around my name, “this ruling should not be mistaken for 

approval of every choice that brought these documents into public view. A free press is not a license for 
carelessness. Source protection is not a magic word that cleans every stain.” 

My face went hot. 
“But the court also recognizes that matters of grave public concern do not always arrive through tidy 

channels. These records concern mine safety, possible fraud, public agencies, and the deaths of working 
men whose families have waited years for candor. The company may challenge authenticity through 
proper means. It may pursue civil remedies where law allows. What it may not do today is use this court 
to force a broadcaster to expose a confidential source as punishment for publishing matters the public 
has a right to examine.” 

He paused, eyes moving over the widows, the company lawyers, me. 
“So no, Miss Raven, you are not absolved by this court. That is not my job. But you are protected 

from compelled disclosure on this record.” 
The gavel came down. 
It was victory. It was also not forgiveness. 
The gallery exhaled as one. Some gasps, some sobs. The judge raised a hand for quiet. 
“These files are admissible,” he went on, “and this case is dismissed. What they reveal is damning 

enough without dragging into court the question of how a citizen did what agencies and inspectors failed 
to do. The people of Copper Springs deserved better — better from the company, better from the 
regulators, better from the courts. Let this ruling stand as recognition of that failure.” 

His gavel struck once, final as a closing hymn. 
The company’s lawyers stiffened, gathering their papers with tight jaws. Kroll muttered something to 

his assistant, eyes sharp with promise. But the crowd didn’t care. They were already on their feet, tears 
and laughter mixing, a strange joy lit by grief. A widow touched my shoulder, whispering, “We finally 
heard it in their own words.” 

I felt my throat burn, my vision blur. Alton leaned close, whispering, “You did it.” But I wasn’t sure 
what “it” was — victory, or just another kind of exposure. 

Ray caught my eye from the back of the room. He gave the smallest nod, cigarette unlit between his 
fingers, and I understood the message: You’re still standing, but this isn’t over. 

When I stepped outside, the courthouse steps were full. People reached for my hand, pressed notes 
of thanks into my palm, some just stood back and wept. Reporters shouted questions, flashes went off, 
the sky itself looked brighter than it had in years. 



For the first time since the tapes came alive in my hands, I let myself breathe. The town had a 
victory, even if it was fragile, even if it was borrowed time. Copper Springs had cracked the silence. 

And me? I was vindicated in public, yes. But inside I could still feel the weight of the drawer at 
Ray’s house, the money we hadn’t spoken of, the secret that waited with its own subpoena in the dark. 



The Attack 

The night had thinned to that hour when even the desert seems to hold its breath. I was at the board, 
last set cued, a low run of songs to carry the town to sleep, my voice soft between them. The tower 
thrummed outside like it always did, a quiet wire note pinned to the sky. Joe sat on the office chair with 
a boot up on a milk crate, half dozing, half listening, the bat Ray kept for bad nights leaning in the 
corner like a joke we would never need. 

Then the dogs up the hill went off in a chain, one, then another, and the window glass took a shiver 
from something heavy turning off the road. Headlights swept the cinderblock, white, then gone. Another 
set followed. I saw dust lift past the studio window and hang there, glowing. 

I slid the fader down on the record, took a breath I hoped no one could hear, and flipped the mic live. 
This is KZBT, I said, voice even, a wire pulled tight inside me. We have visitors at the station. Looks 

like trucks and bikes. If you can hear me, somebody call Weller. Stay on the line with me. Stay with me. 
Joe stood up slow, then fast, hand already reaching for the bat. He mouthed you sure and I shook my 

head no and yes at the same time. 
Engines idled outside, low and mean. Doors opened. Boots hit gravel. I could hear men talking under 

their breath, that forced calm people use when they think they are about to win. A generator cough from 
the back lot, the rasp of a pull cord, somebody swearing. Then a higher mechanical whine flared and 
settled, not a power tool from a plug, but gas, angry and bright. 

They went for the tower first. You could feel it before you could hear it, the way the guy wires 
picked up the vibration, sent it through the ground into the soles of your feet. The cut saw hit steel, a 
scream bitten down by distance. Sparks spattered off the anchor block and fell into the weeds like quick 
stars. Another saw right after, the second wire. Laughter, nervous, the kind that hunts courage. 

This is KZBT, I said, the words coming cleaner than my thoughts. Two groups. One at the tower 
with gas saws. The other at the door. Masks on. They do not want to be seen. But they will be heard. 

The first kick hit the door like a gunshot. The second split the jamb. The third sent it slamming 
against the stop. Joe moved before they cleared the threshold. The bat came up and down in a single 
line, a short brutal arc, and met the first man’s face with a sound I felt in my teeth. The man dropped into 
himself and rolled away, hands to his mask, blood bright in the doorway light. The next one lurched in 
and Joe drove him back with a two-handed shove that rattled the frame. Another boot, another shoulder, 
three at once, and still he held the line. 

I kept talking. Not because I was brave, but because I could not stop. 
They are in the hall, I said. Joe has the door. If you are listening, if you are awake, we could use 

some help. If you are at the Painted Lady, John, I know you hear me. Call it in. Do not be stupid. But 
come. 

A hand shot through the gap, grasping, and Joe brought the bat down on the wrist and the hand 
snapped back like a snake that had bitten itself. He looked over his shoulder at me, face pale and 
grinning a terrible grin I had never seen before. 

I am not a fighter, not really. I am a talker, a player of records, a carrier of other people’s songs. But 
fear is a teacher. It gives you orders in a language you suddenly understand. I slid the chair under the 
knob to make the door smaller. I moved the cart machine so it would be harder to climb over. I reached 
for the mic and kept it live because as long as the red light burned, I believed someone would come. 



Outside the saw changed pitch, then stopped. For a heartbeat there was a silence so pure I could hear 
the clock tick. Then the wire let go with a sound like a bass string the size of the night, and the tower 
gave a long, low metal moan as it shifted a fraction and remembered gravity. Someone shouted move. 
Another voice said cut the third and be done. 

The door blew open under the weight of bodies. Joe met the first man’s shoulder with the bat and the 
same awful sound again, a pop and a cry. The second slipped past him, the third too, and then it was 
hands and elbows and knees in the narrow space, curses in my ear. I kept the mic close to my mouth 
because if this was the last thing I did, I wanted it to be a sentence. 

This is KZBT, I said. If you can hear me, they are in the control room. 
They took Joe down in a tangle, three on one, the bat skittering under the desk. He cracked one in 

the ear with his head, bit another on the arm, a feral thing, and then a boot found his ribs and he folded, 
breath gone, arms still trying. Someone stepped over him and came for me. The mask was black, a cheap 
bandanna tied behind the neck, eyes just holes and light. I lunged without thinking, nails out like I was 
fourteen again in a schoolyard, and got my hands in the cloth and ripped. The knot gave. The mask slid. 
The face underneath was as familiar as the road to town, sunburnt and freckled, red beard like a flag. 

I saw you, I said, not into the room, but into the mic. I see you, Red. I see you. 
His eyes flared, shock cracked into rage. You bitch, he said, and his fist came out of the dark with a 

weight that had been waiting its whole life to land. It caught my cheekbone, a white flash, a deep bell 
struck inside my skull. I went down the way a song ends, all at once, everything else still playing. 

I heard the studio from the floor, the way an animal hears under brush. The mic lay sideways, still 
open. Boots scraped. Something heavy crashed against the rack and spilled carts like bones. A voice, 
Red’s, snarled cut it all, smash it all. Glass broke, the little window between rooms shattered into glitter. 
A knob snapped off and pinged somewhere by my ear. The turntable arm tore across a record and made 
a scream that had no music in it. 

Outside, the second wire let go, a gunshot made of metal. The tower groaned again, a long human 
sound, and then it started to fall. You do not think a thing like that falls slow until you hear it. First the 
whump of guy wire ends whipping through weeds, then the mast tipping, joints complaining, the big 
breath the whole structure takes before it gives up and lies down. When it hit the earth, it was thunder. 
The building shook. Dust drifted from the seams in the cinderblock like the room itself was exhaling. 

Somewhere past the ringing in my head, I heard something else, faint and growing — engines, many, 
pushed hard. Horns. Voices, not masked, not whispering, but loud and mean in a better way. 

Trucks came up the road like a flood. Tires skidded. Doors slammed. The night filled with the ragged 
chorus of our town arriving. I heard John’s voice first, furious in a way that made me love him, and Chet 
right behind, and others too, men and women, the Painted Lady’s noise poured onto the gravel. Get out 
of there, you cowards. Come on then. Over here. 

The room that had been theirs a minute before became ours. Red turned his head, miscounted, and in 
that tilt Joe found breath enough to drive an elbow into his knee. Red went to one side with a shout and 
the doorway filled with people. Fists were what we had. Fists and the flat human desire to stop a thing. It 
was not a clean fight, not a fair one, not anything but bodies colliding with purpose. A biker tried to 
climb the desk, John met him with a bottle across the shoulder, and the two of them went down in a 
snarling knot. Another man headed for the back and two kids in denim grabbed his belt and held on like 
bulldogs, got dragged a yard and did not let go. 



Outside it was worse, or better. Engines revved, then died, then revved again as bikes tried to snake 
past trucks that had set themselves across the narrow road. Headlights reared and blinded and went dark 
as someone yanked a cable. The soundscape twisted: knuckles on bone, breath, curses, a woman’s voice 
shrill with victory when she got a helmet off someone who didn’t want to be seen. 

Sirens came late and loud, the sheriff’s cruiser wailing like a sermon. The bar light on the roof spun 
the dust into a red halo. Weller stepped out and fired once into the air, a single round that cut the noise in 
half. 

Enough, he said, and something in his voice made it true. Hands went up. Two of the men tried to 
run, one limping, one losing his balance and falling, got swallowed by a group from town who did not 
hit him, who only held him down and told him to lay still. Another bike found a gap and shot through, 
then another, taillights flicking like little laughs as they rattled away. It did not matter. Most were ours. 

I lay on the floor and watched the ceiling tile blur and sharpen, blur and sharpen, like the room had 
learned to breathe without me. Blood had a warm copper taste, thin at the back of my throat. My cheek 
had gone numb, then riotously awake. Joe crawled to me with a noise that might have been a word. He 
put a hand on my shoulder and I put mine on his and that was language enough for the moment. 

The mic was still on. It had heard the whole thing, the fall, the fight, my voice naming Red. It hissed 
a little now, a soft ocean. I reached for it, found it with the back of my fingers, and pushed the fader 
down. I am not sure why. Mercy, maybe. Or because the town was finally here in the room with me and 
did not need me to carry them anymore. 

Someone knelt beside me with the carefulness of a person who has moved hurt things before. A 
damp cloth touched my cheek and stung like truth. You alright, honey, she said, and the word honey put 
something back where it belonged. Lights flashed through the window, red and blue, red and blue, and 
the night smelled like gasoline and sweat and the hot tin of the shed. 

They took Joe first, on a board, his face gray and his mouth set hard, then me, the ceiling of the 
ambulance a bright, clean rectangle that felt both holy and obscene after the dust. John leaned into the 
door before they closed it, his hand on the frame. 

We got them, he said. Not all, but enough. You said his name on the air. They heard you in every bar 
between here and Mule Gulch. The whole town came running. 

I nodded and the world slipped sideways, not away, just into a slower stream where the siren became 
a long far whistle and the pain hid behind my thoughts. The driver spoke into the radio. The medic put 
two fingers lightly on my wrist and nodded to herself. I thought of the tower lying in the weeds like a 
fallen animal, of the red light on the mic going dark, of the sound we had made before it did. 

We will rebuild, I wanted to say, and maybe I did. The words were smoke in my mouth, but they 
were true. The station was more than equipment and a mast. It was the part of Copper Springs that could 
speak all at once, frightened and brave, furious and tender, practical and wild. Tonight it had done that. 
Tonight it had called its people, and they had answered. 

I closed my eyes on the rhythm of the tires. The siren rose and fell. In the space between the pulses I 
felt it again, that low frequency that had entered my life the day I opened the box of tapes. It was deeper 
now, fuller, the note that holds under every other note. It was the town, awake and on its feet. 

And for the first time since I’d said Red’s name into the dark, I believed we were going to win. 



Part Five: Signal 



Main Street 

Main Street did not look like my town by morning. It looked like a stage that had been built 
overnight by people who did not sleep. Satellite dishes bloomed like metal flowers on the backs of vans, 
cables snaked over the asphalt, tripods sprouted wherever there was an angle on the courthouse steps. 
Men in windbreakers jogged with coiled cords over their shoulders, anchors practiced their faces into the 
reflective glass of shop windows, microphones bobbing like fishing lures. Copper Springs, the place that 
always woke slow, had been jolted awake by electricity that was not ours. 

By the time the hospital let me go, the afternoon light had settled into that honey color that softens 
everything it touches. It did not help. The automatic doors sighed, I stepped into the heat, and a wall of 
cameras rose up like a tide. The sound of it was its own weather, shutters and questions and the papery 
hiss of notepads being flipped to a fresh page. Someone shouted my name, then everyone did, and for a 
second I could not make sense of why they cared about my face. 

I had decided what to say on the ride down in the elevator, watching my reflection in the pitted 
chrome. I would not talk about the fight, not first. I would not talk about Red’s fist or the way the tower 
fell. I would talk about the thing bigger than me, the thing that could string Copper Springs to every city 
that had ever lit up for the news. So I said it, steady and clear, while microphones leaned toward me like 
eager birds. 

This was an attack on the press, I said, on the First Amendment, on the right of a small station to tell 
the truth without being smashed quiet. Corruption does not like a live microphone. We put one in front 
of it anyway. You want a story, you have one. Violence, money, power, and a town that decided not to be 
quiet anymore. 

It felt strange to listen to my own voice in that crowd, to hear the words I had shaped in the privacy 
of my head come back to me in amplified fragments. The reporters moved closer when I said the words 
press and freedom, as if those sounds were bait. Of course they were. Nothing interests the press more 
than a threat to the press. Add money and broken bones and you can see the gleam in their eyes. If I had 
offered them a sex scandal to go with it, they would have built a cathedral in the parking lot. 

I kept it short. I promised longer interviews, one on ones, time for detail. I did not want to be rude, 
and I did not want to give them my blood like a souvenir. The nurses kept the crowd back with the grim 
efficiency of people who have seen worse. 

Main Street wore its new fame like a borrowed suit. The anchors stood with the courthouse at their 
shoulders, the muraled walls turned into backdrops that suddenly meant something to people who had 
never seen them yesterday. Two of the big networks had hauled their satellite rigs up from Tucson, and a 
Phoenix station had grabbed a second floor window over the café and made it a studio. Everywhere I 
went, someone stuck a mic toward me, and everywhere I looked, Copper Springs had a new reflection of 
itself in a lens. 

By evening, the story had already grown a second skin. Every other guy in town was a hero, every 
punch had doubled, the bat had become a sword, the tower had fallen with the weight of a skyscraper. 
The men who ran had been caught twice, the ones who were not there had become central, the women 
who threw themselves into the fight were saints with bruised knuckles. I heard versions that made me 
laugh and versions that made me tired. We exaggerate to survive, that is one truth. Another is that the 
exaggerations were not so far from the feeling of it. The feeling had been bigger than words. 



The sheriff’s office did its work faster than I would have guessed. Faces were named, then rounded 
up. The ones who had slipped away at night were in cells by the next afternoon, heads down as they 
were walked into the building while cameras clicked. Most of them folded in hours, and it did not take 
brilliance to know why. It had not been loyalty that brought them to our door, it had been money. Red’s 
name came up first, then the name of the mine supervisor that half the town had suspected in the dark 
but never said out loud. There was another name as well, one that blew through the canyon like a cold 
gust. A former judge. He denied everything, elegant as if he were still on the bench, his hair neat, his 
eyes bright. He was not in jail. He was never in jail. But his name would not wash off as quickly as he 
hoped. 

Ray and I pinballed from interview to interview until the days blurred. Local, then state, then 
national. Morning shows wanted my face and a soft-voiced retelling, evening shows wanted my anger 
and the names, the press clubs wanted a talk about small town journalism and why it mattered. I stood in 
front of unfamiliar logos, drank more water than I thought possible, answered the same questions with 
fresh words until my mouth felt like it belonged to someone who lived in a television. Ray did his part in 
the shape that was his, dry humor, a steady jaw, a refusal to be impressed by any of it. He came alive on 
radio spots, and I watched a few anchors fail to make him perform the way they wanted, which made me 
love him more. 

Joe wanted no part of it. He kept his bruises and his silence. He limped into the Painted Lady one 
night through the back door, slid onto a stool, and nodded once like a man who had fulfilled a contract. 
The place lifted him without music. People moved in to clap him on the back, pressed free beers into his 
hands, told him their versions. He hated every minute and glowed despite himself. He was a hero, and 
nothing I said could unwrite the word. 

We would never pay for another drink at the Painted Lady. John waved money away with a 
grandness that belonged to old movies. People lined up to pay for us as if money could make a circle 
around what had happened and bless it. It was generous, and it was a way to be part of something 
without having to say why. I took it with a nod and a thank you and did not let it make me into someone 
I was not. 

The phone at the station that no longer broadcast rang off the hook. Tucson wanted me, Phoenix 
wanted me, a Los Angeles program director left a message that was half compliment and half seduction. 
For a girl who had once been dragged to this town against her will, who had learned to love it mostly 
because it did not ask anything from her that she could not give, the offers hit like a warm wind through 
a door I had not expected to open. I said thank you, thank you, I will think about it. I did think about it. I 
also pictured the tower on its side, the red light on the board gone dark, the long moment where the 
room had continued to vibrate without a sound. 

It was all fantastic, all of it. The attention, the praise, the idea that a place like ours could shake the 
walls of rooms where important people make decisions. It was also, quietly, a loss. KZBT was not 
bruised. It was broken. The mast lay in the weeds with a kink where it should have been straight. The 
studio glass was gone. The board, which I had learned until it felt like a piano, was a field of stumps. 
The reel machines had been tipped and cracked, the cart bays torn out. The little red light that meant we 
were alive was an empty socket. The first time I stepped back into that room, after the tape and paper 
dust had settled, I stood in the doorway and did not move. The silence was not benign. It had color and 
weight. It settled on my shoulders like wet cloth. 



Ray put a hand on the door frame beside mine and said nothing for a long time. The building still 
smelled like gasoline and anger. When he spoke, his voice was rough. 

We will rebuild, he said, then repeated it like a vow. We will. 
I nodded, the way you nod to keep from crying. In the corridor the phone rang again. Outside, a 

news van idled, its air conditioner dripping a small bright puddle onto our dust. Across the street, 
someone had painted a fresh lantern on the wall, its glow spreading in a wash of orange and gold. It 
looked like a signal fire and a promise, both, and maybe that is what it was. 

I went home that night with my cheekbone still tender under the bruise and lay on my bed without 
turning on the lamp. The offers from other cities circled and flashed like aircraft waiting to land. The 
idea of staying sat heavier and quieter, like a rock that knew its own name. I listened to the canyon, the 
distant traffic, the late laughter from Main Street, and I heard something else as well, something that had 
been with me since the day I opened the box of tapes. A low note, patient, steady, the town’s pulse under 
everything. Fame would pass the way weather passes. The work would remain or it would not, and that 
would be the measure. 

In the morning I would make a list, something practical that could be checked off. Call the engineer 
in Douglas. Price used boards. Ask the library to host a fundraiser in the courtyard under the mesquite. 
Get the permit for the new mast, or fail, and build something that did not need permission. Walk Main 
Street with a clipboard and a coffee, ask for ads not because anyone owed us but because they wanted to 
hear themselves in the daily music of their own place. Convince the town that its voice was not a tower 
but a practice. 

For now, I let the darkness be what it was and breathed with it. The cameras would leave, the dishes 
would go back into the vans, the anchors would put their faces away. Copper Springs would be itself 
again, a canyon full of people who knew each other’s names, a place that could carry a song across 
evening air. The tower would rise or it would not, the station would live again or it would find another 
shape, and either way the truth would still be here, stubborn and ordinary, like water finding the low 
places. 

I fell asleep thinking of the red light on the board, not as a thing that had been broken, but as a small 
sun that could be lit again. 

The first few interviews made me feel useful. The next dozen made me feel translated. 
Every reporter wanted the same three things, though they asked in different voices. They wanted the 

bruise. They wanted the quote about silence. They wanted a clean villain. Bikers, corrupt mine men, 
cowardly council, brave girl at the mic. It fit in a segment. It fit under a photograph. It fit the shape of 
attention. 

Copper Springs did not fit. 
No one wanted to know how widows can be grateful and furious in the same breath. No one wanted 

to understand why some men hated the broadcasts and still listened every night. No one knew what to do 
with Ray, who was too dry for tragedy and too tired for heroism. Joe was either my brave lover or my 
bodyguard, depending on which lie photographed better. The town became a backdrop. The mine 
became a symbol. The dead became a number. 

I started correcting people at first. 
Then I started choosing which errors mattered. 



That scared me. Not because I wanted to lie, but because I could feel how fame rewards 
simplification. Say it shorter. Say it sharper. Give them the wound, not the body. Give them the tower 
falling, not the twenty years of people swallowing dust before the sound ever reached a microphone. 

One night in a hotel room outside Phoenix, I watched myself on television with the sound off. My 
face looked almost like mine. My mouth moved around words I remembered saying, but the caption 
under me said RADIO REBEL FIGHTS BACK, and I felt something cold pass through me. 

A rebel is a useful thing to call someone when you do not want to call her complicated. 



Friends of KZBT 

The morning light in a hospital never feels like real light. It filters through blinds already yellowed 
by years of smoke and antiseptic, turning everything into the shade of weak coffee. I was propped up on 
stiff pillows, a line of bruises blooming across my cheekbone, when the door cracked open and a man in 
a gray suit stepped in. 

“Miss Raven,” he said, not asking if he could come in, just sliding the door shut behind him. “I’m 
Tom McAllister. Town attorney.” 

He didn’t waste time on sympathy. He set his briefcase on the tray table, clicked it open, and pulled 
out a notepad already scribbled over. “You’re about to be famous,” he said. “And the station’s about to 
be broke. The very first thing we need to do is turn that attention into money. Otherwise all the 
interviews in the world don’t matter because you’ll never be back on the air.” 

I blinked at him, still stiff from painkillers. “Money? I thought—” 
“No thought about it,” he said, tapping his pen against the pad. “Donations. Today. While the 

cameras are here. You can’t wait. In three days the press moves on to the next train wreck. If you want 
Copper Springs Radio to live again, you have to hook people while they care.” 

I stared at him. It was blunt, almost cruel, but he was right. 
“So how?” I asked. 
He smiled like a teacher with the answer key. “Already working on it. I called Valley National Bank. 

They’re opening a dedicated account under the name Friends of KZBT. We’ll set up a P.O. Box at the 
post office so checks can be mailed. Flyers are being typed up right now at the county office. By the 
time you walk out those doors this afternoon, you’ll have something you can hold in your hand, read on-
air, or wave at the cameras.” 

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “You don’t waste time.” 
“Neither do satellite trucks,” he said, closing the briefcase. “Here’s the line you’ll use, word for 

word. If you want to help us rebuild, send donations to Friends of KZBT, P.O. Box 145, Copper Springs, 
Arizona 85603. Every dollar gets us closer to going back on the air. Say it exactly like that. Keep it 
short. Reporters love short.” 

I reached for the pad and copied it down in my own handwriting, the ink wobbling where my 
knuckles still ached. 

He stood to go, smoothing his tie. “One more thing, Miss Raven. Prioritize the outlets that let you 
say it on camera. Make that the deal: you get my interview, you get my donation line. Don’t back down. 
They’ll cave.” 

I managed a crooked grin. “You sound like you’ve done this before.” 
He paused in the doorway, eyes sharp. “Let’s just say I know how fast opportunity rots in this desert 

sun. Don’t waste it.” 
By afternoon, when the nurse wheeled me toward the sliding doors, McAllister was waiting outside 

with a sheet of freshly printed flyers. He handed me a stack, the ink still warm. The typeface was blocky, 
the kind of copier font you’d find in church bulletins, but the words looked solid, undeniable: 

HELP REBUILD COPPER SPRINGS RADIO 
Donations may be sent to Friends of KZBT 
P.O. Box 145, Copper Springs, AZ 85603 



When I stepped into the wall of cameras and microphones, I already had the line memorized. The 
first reporter shouted my name, and I gave them exactly what McAllister had drilled into me, clear and 
steady. The words hung in the hot afternoon air like a promise — and for the first time since the tower 
came down, I believed we might rise again. 



The Groundswell 

By sundown the whole town was humming. You could feel it, like static on your skin. The flyers had 
already multiplied, taped crooked on café windows, nailed to bulletin boards, tucked under windshield 
wipers. I hadn’t even been home yet, but already my words were walking ahead of me, printed in block 
letters, repeated on lips. 

At the Painted Lady, the first jar sat square on the bar, wide-mouthed and already brimming with 
wrinkled bills and change. John winked at me as I slid onto a stool, my cheek still swollen. “You started 
a movement, Raven,” he said, sliding me a beer I hadn’t ordered. “Even bikers are dropping in twenties, 
like penance.” 

In the corner, a group of miners’ widows huddled around the jukebox, their purses open, each one 
writing a check with careful hands. One woman pressed hers into mine. “It’s not much,” she said, her 
eyes wet but steady. “But it’s for their voices.” 

On Main Street, kids had taken to running up and down with jars, catching tourists by the elbow. 
“Save Copper Springs Radio!” they’d shout, rattling coins like tambourines. A couple of punks leaned 
against the wall outside the gallery, hand-lettering new signs on scrap cardboard. FREE VOICES, FREE 
AIRWAVES, one read in thick black paint. 

The hardware store owner came out after closing, slipped a folded fifty into a jar, and said quietly, 
“About time this town had something worth fighting for.” 

Everywhere I turned, hands pressed bills into jars, envelopes passed across counters, promises 
whispered. It felt like the whole town had finally decided to breathe in unison. 

But the courthouse told another story. 
The council called a special session that night, the chambers packed so tight the air was stifling. I sat 

in the back with Ray, my stomach knotted. The six council members wore their discomfort plainly — 
they’d thought this would blow over, not blow up. 

The first to speak was old Councilman Hayes, his voice shaking with anger. “We cannot allow an 
anarchic broadcast to put Copper Springs on trial in the eyes of the nation,” he thundered. “The young 
lady’s show, however well-meaning, has invited nothing but violence.” 

Boos filled the room. A schoolteacher stood up from the crowd. “Violence came because the truth 
came out. Don’t twist it.” 

Another councilman leaned into his microphone. “The FCC is already sniffing around. The smart 
thing would be to let this… fade.” 

That lit the room on fire. Parents, shopkeepers, widows rose one after another, voices cracking, fists 
raised. “The only thing fading is your excuses!” someone shouted. 

Finally, Mayor Torres cleared her throat and waited for the chamber to fall still. Her eyes swept the 
room — tired but sharp, measuring the weight of every gaze. “The council is not the owner of this 
station,” she said. “We have no authority to tell them what to broadcast. What we do have is a choice: 
whether to stand with our people or against them. Copper Springs has been ignored, cheated, left for 
dead. Tonight you showed me a town that refuses to stay buried. That’s worth more than silence.” 

When the vote came, it was six to one in favor of endorsing the rebuild, granting emergency use of 
city facilities for fundraisers, and publicly urging support. The one dissenting voice was drowned in 
cheers. 



Ray nudged me as the crowd spilled out into the warm desert night, people hugging, shaking hands, 
waving flyers like victory flags. “Well, kid,” he said, a crooked grin under his smoke, “you’re officially 
bigger than City Hall.” 

And for the first time, I believed him. 



The Avalanche 

It was dizzying how fast it happened. One day I was nursing a bruised cheek in the Painted Lady’s 
back room, staring down a single CBS camera. The next, I was everywhere. 

That night, when I walked through the bar, every eye was glued to the flickering TV bolted above 
the shelves of whiskey. There I was on the national news, my words carried clean and serious: If telling 
the truth provokes violence, maybe we should ask why the truth is so dangerous. 

By the next morning, The Arizona Republic had my photo above the fold, the bruise under my eye 
printed in grainy black-and-white like some kind of badge. “Radio DJ Fights Back,” the headline said. 
The local weekly couldn’t even keep up; their presses hadn’t been built for speed like this. 

Then came the flood. 
The producer whispered, “Three, two, one,” and suddenly the red light blinked alive. 
“Raven, thank you for joining us,” the reporter began, voice polished, practiced. “For those who 

don’t know, you were live on the air when masked attackers stormed the KZBT station. What was going 
through your mind in that moment?” 

I took a breath. My heart was jackhammering, but I’d rehearsed this with Ray all morning. “Mostly? 
That if they wanted to silence us, then the only thing left for me to do was keep talking. The mic was 
still live. And if Copper Springs has learned anything, it’s that silence can kill.” 

The reporter nodded gravely. “And what do you say to those who claim your broadcasts—
particularly your decision to air historic miner testimonies—may have provoked this violence?” 

I leaned forward, catching the camera with my eyes. “Those tapes weren’t provocation. They were 
truth. Men died in that mine. Families lost everything. The attack on the station wasn’t about music or 
memory — it was about fear of that truth finally being heard. If telling the truth provokes violence, then 
maybe we should ask why the truth is so dangerous.” 

For a second, the room was dead quiet except for the hum of the floodlight. Even the producer 
glanced up from his clipboard. 

The reporter cleared his throat, shifted gears. “And now? The station is destroyed. What’s next?” 
There it was. My cue. I could feel Ray’s eyes on me from the shadows behind the camera, steady as 

a hand on my back. 
“What’s next,” I said, voice firm, “is rebuilding. Copper Springs deserves a voice. And we’re asking 

anyone who believes in free speech, anyone who believes in community radio, to help us. Donations can 
be sent to Friends of KZBT, P.O. Box 145, Copper Springs, Arizona 85603. Every dollar goes to putting 
us back on the air. We’re not done. We’re just getting started.” 

The producer shot Ray a thumbs-up. The reporter wrapped with the usual platitudes, but I barely 
heard them. When the light blinked off, my palms were damp, my pulse a runaway train. 

Ray grinned, lighting a cigarette despite the cameraman’s glare. “Kid,” he said, smoke curling like 
punctuation, “you just turned Copper Springs into America’s problem.” 

The tour did not begin so much as it seized me by the collar and walked me forward. One morning I 
was on a barstool at the Painted Lady with powder dabbed over a purple bloom on my cheek and by 
nightfall I was in a hotel off Interstate 10, the kind with carpet that smelled like old oranges and a 
television that spoke in perfect vowels. Phoenix first, Tucson next, then back again, then Los Angeles in 
a blur I could not quite hold. Every room had a low hum, a table with a pitcher of water and two glasses, 



a bowl of fruit no one touched, a clock that blinked the wrong time. Every corridor was lined with faces 
that knew where they were going even if I did not. 

Ray traveled when he could, but mostly he stayed in Copper Springs, his voice on the other end of 
the phone like a steady hand on my back. He had taken to answering every producer with the same 
sentence. She will talk, but only if she can say where people can send donations. Then he would light a 
cigarette and wait them out. It worked more often than it should have. When it did not, he would call me 
and say save your breath for the ones that matter, kid, and I would hang up on the polite refusal and sit 
on the edge of a hotel bed with my shoes still tied. 

The first morning show felt like stepping into a refrigerator with bright lights. A woman in a sweater 
that did not wrinkle led me to a chair and a man with soft hands dusted powder on my cheek until the 
bruise almost disappeared. In the greenroom a local politician with a pin on his lapel practiced righteous 
surprise into the mirror while a country singer tuned a guitar without playing a note. A producer pressed 
an earpiece into my palm and told me to breathe. When the red light came alive the host turned her face 
to me and her smile clicked on and I watched it happen the way you watch sunrise pour into a canyon. 
She asked me what it felt like to keep talking when the door broke and I said that silence has teeth and I 
had already learned what it could bite. I said I trusted that if the microphone stayed live then someone 
would hear. When she tilted into whether our tapes had provoked it I said truth is not a match, it is a 
window, and if it makes a room feel hot that is because there was a fire hidden already. 

They let me give the address. Friends of KZBT, P O Box 145 Copper Springs Arizona. I said it so 
many times that day it began to sound like a prayer that had been waiting for a congregation. 

Other rooms asked for heat. Did I hate the bikers. Did I hate the company. Did I want revenge. The 
answer never fit the question. Hate felt too small for what was happening and revenge felt too clean. I 
learned to slow the conversation down. I learned to put my hands flat on the table and make my voice 
softer. It made people lean in. I learned that softer carried farther. 

Some editors left the address in. Some clipped it without a word. I learned to negotiate with a smile 
on my face. I learned that the line between an interview and an ad is often only the length of a sentence 
and the stubbornness of the person who wants to say it. When they cut me off I would duck into a 
hallway and repeat it into the pay phone so Ray could read it on the air of other stations that let him call 
in for a minute between weather and sports. 

The mail came anyway. Padded envelopes with three dollars in quarters taped inside. A card from 
Michigan with five ones and a note in pencil that said my father was a miner and I remember the cough. 
A letter from a woman in San Antonio who sent twenty and wrote every voice matters, even mine. A 
cashier’s check from a man who did not sign a name, just a line that said for the tower because towers 
fall and rise again. There were also the hard notes. A typewritten sheet that called me a liar and worse, a 
postcard with a drawing of a skull and crossbones and a message in block caps that said we know where 
you live. I did not show that one to my mother. I kept it in a drawer with the receipts. 

On airplanes I watched clouds pass like slow caravans and tried to sleep with a jacket for a blanket. 
The flight attendants whispered because of my face and set an extra cup of coffee on my tray as if 
caffeine could hold me together. In airports I sat against windows with a notebook and made lists. Used 
mixing board. Eight channel if we can, twelve if we are lucky. Transmitter. Engineer to look at the mast 
footings. Permit if we can, another way if we cannot. I wrote to make the ground hold still. When the 



pilot banked and I saw the desert splice into grids and washes, I felt a tug behind the breastbone. Home 
does that. Even from thirty thousand feet. 

New York hit like a wave. The car horns spoke in a language I did not know and the buildings turned 
the sky into a strip you had to tilt your head to see. Good Morning America invited me to sit under lights 
that were warmer than Los Angeles and a man with hair more careful than anyone in Arizona asked if I 
was afraid. I said yes, every minute, and that did something to the room. He asked if I would stay in 
Copper Springs or take the offers waiting and I said offers are weather and I do not build houses out of 
weather. It sounded good and for once it was also the truth. When they broke for commercial the 
makeup artist touched my cheek with a sponge as if it were the wing of a moth. She told me she grew up 
in a coal town and that her father had died in a blue light. I did not know what that meant but I nodded 
because some grief does not need translation. 

Between shows I called the bank. McAllister answered and told me the account was fuller than any 
of us expected and then he said spend it like a person who has to live here when the cameras leave. His 
voice had the burr of a man who had seen sudden money scorch towns. I promised him we would buy 
exactly what we needed and not one damned bell we could not ring. 

My father sent a letter to the hotel in Los Angeles with university letterhead and a paragraph of 
caution disguised as care. He said moral clarity is intoxicating and there are days when it will lie to you. 
He said be careful not to become a symbol and forget the people you started speaking for. I read it twice 
and then folded it into my notebook where the list for the transmitter lived. My mother called from the 
gallery and told me she had sold two paintings by noon, that she had cried when she saw me on 
television, that she had bought a cake and made everyone eat it for lunch. She said baby you looked like 
yourself and that was the only review I needed. 

By the third week the exhaustion took a body. It found my shoulders and set up a camp there. It 
pulled on my eyelids and made numbers slip when I tried to remember them. I started saying no. No to 
the shows that wanted a scream and a neat end. No to the magazine that wanted me in a staged photo 
with a microphone and a baseball bat. No to a producer who asked me if there was a romance he could 
hint at to keep viewers past the second commercial break. I said yes to the hour on public radio where 
the host had a patient voice and let me talk about the library tables and the sound of the town reading. 



The Choice of Fire 

The phone kept ringing even after the cameras left. Editors from magazines I had only seen stacked 
behind counters—Rolling Stone, Mother Jones, Ms.—wanted me to write something in my own words. 
Not just a quote or a sound bite, but whole pages. A voice with bruises still showing on her cheek was 
worth ink, I guess. One man said the word “essay” like it was a prize. Another said “exposé.” I wrote 
their numbers down on a pad already cluttered with transmitter specs and grocery lists. 

Then a call from New York. A woman with a voice smooth as glass asked if I’d ever thought about 
writing a book. A memoir, she called it. I laughed so hard I startled the cat dozing on the windowsill. 
Me, at twenty-four, writing a memoir? She assured me people would buy it—violence, corruption, a 
small-town girl with a microphone. She whispered the words “advance” and “fifteen to thirty thousand” 
like they were magic keys. For a second, I let myself imagine it. My name in a bookstore window. A 
check big enough to build a tower. Then I saw the faces of the widows, the jars on the bar, the checks 
folded with handwritten notes that had paid our light bill that week. I couldn’t picture leaving Copper 
Springs to chase my own story while theirs was still unfinished. 

I would be lying if I said I was not tempted. 
Anyone who says attention means nothing has either had too much of it or none at all. I had spent 

half my life feeling misplaced, first in my father’s house, then in the back seat of my mother’s car, then 
in Copper Springs before I knew how to love it. Now people in New York wanted my voice. People in 
Los Angeles wanted my face. Editors called me brave. Producers called me necessary. Men who would 
not have returned my phone call six months earlier now said they had been waiting for someone like me. 

Someone like me. That was the trap. They did not know me. They knew a shape I could fill if I 
wanted. 

I imagined the other life because of course I did. Apartment in Los Angeles. Real studio. A paycheck 
that did not depend on whether the grocery store renewed its ad. Records arriving by mail before anyone 
else heard them. Maybe a column. Maybe a book. Maybe my father reading my name in a paper he 
respected and having to sit with that over breakfast. 

Then I imagined Ray alone at the rebuilt board, pretending he preferred it that way. I imagined the 
Painted Lady without the stack of flyers by the door. I imagined the widows seeing me on television 
from somewhere far away, my voice polished, my sentences trimmed, their dead turned into my origin 
story. 

That was when temptation began to sour. 
Not disappear. Never that clean. Just sour enough that I could taste what it would cost. 
The invitations piled up in other shapes, too. Panels at journalism schools, letters from the ACLU, 

offers to speak at free speech conferences. Travel paid, honoraria modest. I could see the shape of 
another life forming—hotel rooms, microphones, polite applause in college auditoriums. Maybe I’d 
even start to like it. But every time I thought about standing at a podium in Boston or Chicago, I saw the 
crooked canyon street instead, the lantern mural on the wall across from the Painted Lady, and I knew 
where my gravity was. 

My father called me, of all people. He rarely did. His voice was crisp, professorial, the way it always 
had been, as if he were lecturing from a podium instead of into the phone. He told me not to waste the 



moment. “You don’t look like television,” he said, blunt as ever. “That’s a compliment. Don’t try to be 
their product. Leverage this in Copper Springs. Build something lasting where you are known.” 

I sat with that for a long time, staring at the box of tapes by my desk. He was right. The truth was, 
my raw edges were why people listened. They didn’t want polish. They wanted someone who sounded 
like she still lived two blocks down. 

Fame, I was learning, had a half-life shorter than desert rain. A few months, maybe half a year, then 
the world would move on to the next fire, the next scandal. If I wanted more, I’d have to build it myself. 
But did I really want more? Or just a station that could stand on its own legs and never have to beg the 
council again? 

The money was real enough. Checks still stacked in Ray’s file folders, donations still arriving. The 
Painted Lady bought an ad spot. The gallery on Main Street bought one too. Even the grocery store 
owner—who once told me punk rock was “trash noise”—handed me cash for a thirty-second slot about 
fresh produce. We were halfway to funding new equipment, and that had nothing to do with New York 
or LA. That was Copper Springs, believing in its own voice. 

Ray said I had turned the place into a real station in five months. I knew it was more fragile than 
that, but I also knew what he meant. The power wasn’t in me. It was in the swarm of voices that had 
decided the air belonged to them again. That was something a book deal couldn’t buy. 

So I said no, politely, to the biggest offers. I told the magazines I might write something someday. I 
told the agent in New York thanks but no thanks. I told the conference organizers maybe later. My place, 
I decided, was here—hands in the dust, ears open, heart anchored. The outside world could keep its 
polished studios. I had a station to rebuild, a town to keep awake. 

And if my story was a fire, then let it burn brightest in the canyon first, before it wandered anywhere 
else. 



The Road and the Return 

By that spring, I had my story down to muscle memory. I could tell it with a straight spine, hitting 
the beats like a setlist: the mine, the tapes, the attack, the tower falling, the town rising. Each time I told 
it, the words smoothed a little more, though the ache behind them never left. 

The invitations kept coming, heavier than I ever expected. Some I ignored, but others I began to 
accept. Not the big TV spots—they wanted me to sit under fluorescent lights in New York or Los 
Angeles, to be shaped and trimmed into a sound bite. That didn’t interest me. I belonged in Copper 
Springs, where the canyon walls still held the echo of my own voice. But panels, conferences, speaking 
gigs? Those I said yes to. They paid fairly well for a girl from Copper Springs, and the truth is, the 
station needed the money as much as I needed the perspective. 

So I found myself on planes again, hair shoved under a knit cap, leather jacket smelling of smoke 
and desert air while the other passengers buttoned business suits. Journalism schools, press-freedom 
gatherings, college auditoriums with rows of earnest faces. I stood at microphones, hands trembling at 
first, then steadier with each retelling. I spoke about what it means to hold a microphone while the door 
is breaking down, about what silence costs a town, about how you don’t need to be trained in broadcast 
if your only qualification is the will not to shut up. 

Some nights the applause felt too polite, too academic, but other times it rose up like something real, 
like people understood that Copper Springs wasn’t just a story—it was a mirror. Professors shook my 
hand. Students asked for autographs, as if I’d been pressed into some role I hadn’t auditioned for. It felt 
strange, but it paid for gas, for reels, for repairs. 

And then there were the magazines. Mother Jones came first, their questions sharp, their eyes 
sharper. They wanted the corruption angle, the systemic rot, and I gave it to them straight: the lies buried 
in ledgers, the widows left holding casseroles instead of pensions. They published a piece with my 
words braided through theirs, and I felt, for once, like I’d been used for truth instead of for show. 

Then Rolling Stone called, and how could I turn that down? I was a rocker before I was a 
broadcaster, before I was anything. The thought of my face or even just my words next to stories of 
bands I’d blasted from the Painted Lady’s jukebox made me laugh out loud. When I walked into their 
offices, walls covered in album covers and cigarette smoke hanging like an old song, I thought: well, 
damn, maybe I fit here after all. They asked about the attack, yes, but also about the records I loved, the 
way punk and blues bled together in the desert air. That piece made me feel seen in a way no local 
broadcast ever had. 

The travel wore me down, but I figured I should take advantage while I could. The window of 
attention was small; I knew that. The cameras would point elsewhere soon enough, and the speaking 
invitations would dry up. Better to take the money, better to take the travel, and better to learn something 
about the larger world before I came home for good. 

Because home was always the point. I turned down radio shows in Los Angeles, a syndicate offer in 
Dallas, even a late-night call-in program in Chicago. They wanted me to stay, to string myself out across 
a bigger audience. But my heart was in the canyon, in the station with its patched wires and stacks of 
cassettes. Fame was a borrowed coat—it looked impressive when you slipped it on, but it never kept you 
warm for long. 



When the plane dipped back toward Arizona, the desert spread out like a page I already knew by 
heart, and I could breathe again. Copper Springs was where my story belonged. The gigs and the 
magazines, they were satellites. The station, the town, the people—that was the sun. 



Clippings 

The elevator doors slid open and I stepped into a hallway that smelled like coffee, smoke, and ink. 
Posters lined the walls—Zeppelin, Patti Smith, Dylan frozen mid-scream. I felt my boots scuff on the 
floor and thought, Jesus, I’m about to be interviewed by the same people who talked to the Clash. My 
stomach fluttered like it had been spliced with a cassette on fast-forward. 

A man in jeans and a blazer with frayed cuffs appeared, a press badge still clipped to his pocket 
though there was no reason to wear it here. “Raven?” he asked, like he wasn’t sure I was real. 

“Yeah,” I said, tugging at the sleeve of my leather jacket. “Copper Springs export.” 
He laughed, shook my hand too hard, then waved me toward a glass-walled office stacked with 

teetering piles of vinyl and back issues. I sank into a chair that creaked under me. He perched on the 
edge of his desk, notebook in one hand, cigarette in the other. 

“So,” he said, exhaling smoke toward the ceiling. “What’s it like going from a canyon town station 
nobody heard of, to front-page news, practically overnight?” 

I smiled crooked. “Loud. Messy. A lot like punk rock, actually—except with less feedback and more 
lawsuits.” 

He scribbled, nodding. “You’ve been compared to pirate broadcasters, to muckrakers, even to Joan 
Baez with a mic instead of a guitar. Who do you think you are?” 

I took a long breath, felt the weight of the moment, then shrugged. “I’m just the girl who didn’t turn 
the mic off when the bikers kicked in the door. That’s all. The rest is people deciding I mean more than I 
do.” 

He tapped his pen against his knee, grinning. “You realize that’s exactly the kind of answer we love 
to print, right?” 

“Yeah, I figured.” I leaned forward. “But here’s what matters. Punk, blues, gospel—it’s all the same 
thing in Copper Springs. It’s voices that weren’t supposed to be heard getting pushed through a speaker. 
That’s what radio should be. Not playlists bought in New York, not three minutes of safe noise. Raw, 
alive, flawed. Voices that remind you someone out there is still fighting, or still loving, or still pissed off 
enough to keep the dial alive.” 

The cigarette hung forgotten between his fingers as he scribbled furiously. Then he looked up. “So 
what’s next? You gonna take one of these job offers? Move to L.A., maybe New York?” 

I shook my head. “Nah. That’s weather. I don’t build houses out of weather. I’ve got a station to 
rebuild. A tower to raise. And a town that needs to hear itself more than it needs to hear me talking on 
late-night TV.” 

He leaned back, let out a low whistle. “That’s your headline right there.” 
“Good,” I said. “Print it. Just don’t forget to add the P.O. box at the end.” 
He laughed, clapped the notebook shut, and stubbed out his cigarette. “Rock and roll, Raven. Rock 

and roll.” 
Excerpt from Rolling Stone, October 1983 
“The Girl Who Wouldn’t Shut Off the Mic” 
Byline: By David Fricke (a regular contributor at the time) 
Copper Springs isn’t the kind of town you find on a rock ’n’ roll map. Wedged into an Arizona 

canyon, the onetime mining camp looks more like a half-erased postcard than a future of anything. 



Boarded storefronts, old men in Stetsons, the desert pressing in on all sides. But in the last year, one 
small station in the valley—KZBT 1340 AM—has lit the place up like a feedback squall. And at the 
center of it all is Raven, twenty-four, black leather jacket, straight dark hair, eyes that don’t flinch. 

Last spring, masked bikers stormed the station and tore down its broadcast tower. Raven was on the 
air when they came, narrating the attack until she was dragged from the mic. It was violent, surreal, and
—when the dust settled—impossible to ignore. National news vans clogged Main Street. Congressmen 
called it “an attack on the First Amendment.” Rolling Stone went to Arizona to find out who this 
accidental outlaw really is. 

Raven doesn’t talk like a martyr. Over a diner mug of coffee, she smirks when asked how it feels to 
be America’s latest free-speech hero. “Loud,” she says. “Messy. Like punk rock, except with less 
feedback and more lawsuits.” 

Her roots aren’t in politics but in music. Growing up in Berkeley, she cut her teeth on Bowie and the 
Clash, blues records pulled from her father’s shelves, and whatever punk tapes she could get her hands 
on. When she landed in Copper Springs after her parents’ split, she thought she’d been exiled to 
nowhere. Instead, she found herself behind a microphone, spinning everything from Dead Kennedys to 
Merle Haggard, opening the lines to anyone with a voice. 

“Punk, blues, gospel—it’s all the same thing here,” she insists. “It’s voices that weren’t supposed to 
be heard getting pushed through a speaker. That’s what radio should be. Not playlists bought in New 
York. Raw, alive, flawed. Voices that remind you someone’s still fighting.” 

Offers have come—jobs in L.A., interviews in New York—but Raven isn’t buying. “That’s weather,” 
she says flatly. “I don’t build houses out of weather. I’ve got a tower to raise, and a town that needs to 
hear itself.” 

Excerpt from Mother Jones, November 1983 
“Buried Voices in a Desert Town” 
Byline: By Ellen Willis (MoJo often tapped cultural critics & political journalists with sharp voices) 
In Copper Springs, Arizona, the old mine sits quiet, a scar carved into the canyon walls. The shaft 

closed in 1975, leaving behind widows, empty houses, and a town half-ghost. For most Americans, the 
story ended there. But in the summer of 1983, a young DJ named Raven pulled the lid off the silence 
and found that the mine’s rot had never really been buried. 

From a storage shed attached to a small AM radio station, Raven unearthed a box of reel-to-reel 
tapes and faded release forms. On them were the voices of miners, recorded in the 1960s and ’70s, 
describing rotten timbers, bad air, and supervisors who ignored their warnings. One voice spoke plainly: 
“You didn’t say anything if you wanted to keep your job. You went down anyway.” 

These weren’t abstract grievances. They were the record of lives lost—men killed in collapses, 
families left to fight for scraps. But the tapes had been shelved, forgotten, never aired. Until now. Raven 
threaded them through a dusty deck and let them loose across the town’s airwaves. The effect was 
electric. Phones rang off the hook. Some wept. Others raged. The past had returned with a vengeance. 

Within weeks, masked bikers—later revealed to have been paid by men tied to the old mine—
stormed the station, smashing equipment and tearing down the broadcast tower. But the attack backfired. 
The broadcast had already spread. National outlets descended. Raven, who had once thought of Copper 
Springs as a prison, now stood at the center of a national debate on labor, corruption, and free speech. 



What her story reveals is not only the violence of one night but the deeper violence of decades: a 
mining industry that cut corners on safety, a legal system that looked the other way, and a political 
structure that silenced dissent until dissent forced its way back on air. Marvin Dugan, the mine manager 
who died in the 1969 explosion, had kept files and invoices that suggest years of embezzlement and 
falsified logs. He may be gone, but the men who signed those checks and cashed those favors are very 
much alive. 

Raven has turned down television offers and radio jobs in bigger markets. Instead, she is staying in 
Copper Springs, raising money to rebuild the tower, keeping the station alive. “We don’t need a bigger 
stage,” she told Mother Jones. “We just need to keep the mic open. That’s all.” 



The Quiet Lie 

The first estimate made Ray laugh. The second made him stop. 
By the third, we had spread papers across the studio floor because the desk was too small for that 

much bad news. Tower sections. Guy wire. Ground system. Transmitter. Board. Labor. Permits. 
Shipping. Every number had its own little knife. 

“We can go cheaper,” I said. 
Ray did not look up. “Cheaper is how you buy the same problem twice.” 
“We do not need perfect.” 
“No. But we need stable. We need something that does not fold the next time the wind gets 

religious.” 
He was right, which made me hate him for a minute. 
The donations were still coming, but slower now. The national story had moved on. Some senator 

had said something stupid, some actress had left somebody, a hurricane was threatening the coast. 
America has a short attention span because America is always looking for the next thing to feel briefly 
righteous about. 

Copper Springs had given what it could. More than it could. I knew who had slipped a five into the 
jar and then bought no beer that night. I knew whose check had been written with the careful shame of 
someone overdrawn by hope. I knew the widows had already given once in money and once in husbands 
and had no business being asked for anything else. 

That left the banker’s boxes. 
They sat in my closet under the wool blanket, quiet as buried dogs. 
The money arrived in envelopes soft at the corners, in jars that clinked like rain, in handshakes that 

lasted a beat too long because people were really giving you their breath for a month. We logged every 
check, stamped every deposit slip, taped every note to a wall until the studio looked like a shrine to ink 
and hope. And still, even with all that generosity, the math kept coming up shy of the tower we wanted, 
the board that wouldn’t die if you looked at it sideways, the transmitter that wouldn’t cough when the 
wind got up. 

The other money sat in two banker’s boxes under a wool blanket at the back of my closet, the kind of 
blanket that holds heat and secrets. We had found it in Dugan’s room — envelopes banded in rubber that 
had turned to amber, cash that smelled like paper and old smoke. Evidence, yes. Illicit, yes. And also, in 
a way I could not stop turning over, ours. Not mine and Ray’s, but the town’s. Money skimmed out of 
paychecks, out of safety budgets, out of the small margin between getting home and not. If you traced it 
backward, it belonged to the men whose names were etched into stone behind the courthouse. 

Ray didn’t want to talk about it. For a while we didn’t. We let the banker’s boxes sit while we priced 
steel and coax, while we argued used versus new and got the engineer out from Douglas to measure 
footings with a tape he wore like a holster. Then one night, too late for common sense, we stood in the 
studio with invoices fanned across the desk and the harassing kind of truth between us. 

“We can do it on what’s come in,” he said, hands in his pockets, rolling a cigarette that wasn’t lit. 
“But it’ll be a patch job. We’ll be back in here with a soldering iron every other Thursday.” 

“And if we do it right?” 
He blew out a breath through his nose. “We’re short.” 



We looked at each other. Behind his eyes, I could see him counting the same numbers I had counted 
when sleep wouldn’t come. 

“It was stolen,” I said finally, keeping my voice low like the walls might testify. “Not from a 
company, Ray. From here. From widows and lungs and little league uniforms and wedding rings. It’s not 
clean. But it’s ours.” 

He rubbed his thumb along the seam of the desk. “You’re talking about laundering evidence.” 
The word landed hard because it was the right one. 
I wanted to slap it away. I wanted to dress it up in better clothes. Restitution, recovery, justice, repair. 

There were plenty of words if you needed language to do your dirty work. 
Ray did not let me have them. 
“Say it plain,” he said. “If we use that money, we are hiding where it came from.” 
“We are returning where it came from.” 
“To a radio station.” 
“To the town.” 
“That is not the same thing.” 
“No,” I said, too fast. “It is not. But what do you want me to do, Ray? Hand it to the court so it sits in 

evidence for six years while lawyers bill each other into old age? Give it to the state so they can lose it in 
a fund with a name nobody remembers? Mail it to the company? That money came out of air filters and 
timber and men’s lungs. It came out of funerals and widows and kids who learned early not to ask for 
new shoes. You tell me where clean is. Point to it.” 

His jaw moved, but nothing came out. 
I pushed because I was angry and because anger was easier than shame. 
“You think I want this? You think I want to stand in front of people and ask them to believe the truth 

while I feed dirty money into a bank account? I know what it is. I know. But if that money stays in a 
box, Dugan still owns it. If it goes into steel and wire, at least the town gets a voice out of what he 
stole.” 

Ray looked toward the dark window. His reflection looked older there, a man split in glass. 
“And when someone asks?” he said. 
“Then we answer.” 
“No. When someone asks under oath.” 
That shut me up. 
The room hummed around us, wires and old dust and the silence we had not yet learned how to live 

with. Outside, a truck passed slow on the road. For one wild second I thought it might stop. 
Ray turned back. “I am not afraid of being poor,” he said. “I have been poor with better posture than 

most rich men. I am afraid of becoming the kind of person we have been naming on air.” 
I felt that one go in. 
“We are not them,” I said, but my voice did not have the strength I wanted. 
“Not yet,” he said. 
He stared at the floor for a long beat, then shook his head, a short, rueful motion. “You always were 

better at the sermon than me.” A pause. “We keep every ledger. We photocopy every bill that cash ever 
pays. We don’t get cute. No big drops. It’s ‘anonymous cash’ like it came out of a hundred jars. If a 
judge ever asks, we can say what we did without flinching.” 



“I can’t promise ‘without flinching,’” I said. “But I can say it.” 
We made a record before we touched a dollar. 
That was Ray’s condition, and I agreed before he finished stating it because part of me had been 

waiting for a rule strict enough to keep us from sliding all the way down. 
We cleared the desk, washed our hands like surgeons or criminals, and opened the boxes under the 

overhead light. The money looked worse in honest light. Not movie money, not crisp stacks banded by 
men in sunglasses. This was tired cash. Folded, stained, some of it soft at the edges, some bills stuck 
together where old rubber bands had died and left their amber ghosts behind. 

Ray set the Polaroid camera beside the ledger. 
“Each envelope before opening,” he said. “Each band. Each note. Each total. We keep the originals 

on paper. We copy the paper. We put one copy with Alton if he will take it. If someday this turns into a 
noose, at least we know what rope it is.” 

I almost smiled. “That is your inspirational speech?” 
“That is me trying not to vomit.” 
We worked until after midnight. Photograph. Open. Count. Record. Seal the empty envelope. My 

handwriting got worse as the hours went on. Ray’s stayed steady, which I resented. The pile of counted 
cash grew. So did the file that said what we had done. 
At the top of the first page Ray wrote: 

Dugan cash, presumed stolen from mine operations, retained for future public accounting. 
He handed me the pen. 

I added: 
Used only for rebuilding KZBT as community restitution. 
Then I sat there staring at my own sentence. 
“Too pretty?” he asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Write the ugly part.” 
So I did. 
We are concealing the source of these funds for now. 
The sentence looked back at me without blinking. 
We started seeding the deposits, careful as bomb techs. A few hundred here, a few hundred there, 

folded into the jar counts, logged under the same ugly handwriting that marked the day’s cash. I hated 
how easy it was. I hated how right it felt. I took Polaroids of the envelopes before we cracked them, 
wrote dates on the white borders, slid them into a file labeled like a dare: ANON CASH — 
RESTITUTION. I slept with that file under my bed for a week before I could bear to put it in the locked 
drawer at the station. 



Raising the Tower 

The equipment arrived in waves, cardboard that smelled like glue and tomorrow. We bought an 
Autogram board with twelve channels that felt like they’d last two wars, two Otari reel-to-reels with 
heads so clean you could see your doubt in them, three ITC carts that snapped home with a promise, two 
Technics turntables that held speed like a secret. We ordered new mics and shock mounts, real mic 
preamps instead of the tired ghosts we’d been coddling, a patchbay that let us re-route without prayer. 
We bought acoustic foam and had the high school art kids paint it desert colors so the room didn’t look 
like a padded cell. We put a little money into chairs that didn’t squeak when a joke landed. And for the 
backbone, the thing we wouldn’t cheap out on, we signed for a refurbished Harris MW-1 transmitter, 
one kilowatt of honest power with the plate switch that goes thunk in your chest. 

Outside, the town turned out like a barn raising. We decided on sixty feet of new steel, with base 
loading to make our too-short mast look taller to the part of the world that measures in wavelengths. The 
engineer mapped the ground system with his boot heel, and we unspooled copper like we were laying 
down veins. Kids hauled water. Bikers in penance hammered ground rods until their shoulders shook. 
The widows fed everyone tamales and cake on paper plates that bent under the weight. Joe climbed 
because he always had, handed his fear to the wind and kept both hands on the wrench. 

We fixed the ground at the tower base like we were arguing with lightning. We overdid the bonding, 
overdid the strap, overdid anything that would keep the next storm from walking in our front door. We 
put a real surge arrestor on the coax, not the wish we’d had before. We poured a small pad for the 
generator we bought from a farmer outside Tombstone, an Onan that turned over with a dependable 
cough. We added an EBS box we could never quite get to behave and laughed about it when it howled 
like a gull. 

Inside, the studio changed from a bunker to a room you could live in. We built real shelves for 
records. We labeled the carts with a hand we could actually read. We hung a clock that kept time. We put 
a plant in the window and everyone made the same bad joke about carbon dioxide and radio. The cart 
wall looked like a candy store. The board lights glowed like a city at midnight. For the first time, I could 
picture a kid walking in, sitting where I sat, and not having to apologize to the equipment before asking 
it to work. 

We picked a day. Not because the calendar told us, but because the wires stopped tripping us and the 
gear had that settled look of things that will behave when asked. The mayor signed a permit for a street 
closure with a flourish, and the Painted Lady dragged their PA onto the steps. Banners showed up 
without being ordered. Someone strung lights from the courthouse railing to the mural across the way, 
and when evening came they made a canopy that looked like it could hold wishes. 

They asked me to say something, which felt wrong because a hundred people had already said 
everything that mattered by showing up in work boots. But I climbed the steps anyway, held a mic that 
wasn’t ours, and took the long breath that puts your ribs back where they go. 

“This was stolen from us,” I said, and I didn’t say what “this” was because everyone knew. “We took 
it back. Not just with steel and wire, but with casseroles and checks and hands. If you sent five dollars in 
quarters from three counties over, your fingerprints are on that tower. If you laid copper in the dirt, your 
heart is wired to this ground. If you hated us and came anyway, welcome. We built this big enough for 
your doubt.” 



We’re Back 

Then it was time. I walked into the studio and closed the door behind me, and the room felt like a 
church and a garage at once. Ray stood by the transmitter in his best shirt, which meant it had only one 
burn mark. He nodded at me, a small bow. 

“Plate on?” he asked. 
“Plate on,” I said. 
He threw the switch and the MW-1 answered with that heavy thunk I had imagined in my sleep. The 

meters rose like they remembered how. The hum settled into a note under everything. Somewhere 
outside, a handful of old men who had done this in other rooms at other times nodded because a thing 
that should have worked was working. 

I lowered the needle onto a record—we argued about which one all week. “Because the Night” had 
the right ache. “Radio, Radio” had the right grin. In the end, I chose “Radio Free Europe,” because joy is 
a rebellion too, and because the title made me laugh. The first bars hit the monitors and Ray grinned like 
a boy. 

I slid the fader on my mic and felt the little tremor run from my fingers up my arm like always. 
“Copper Springs,” I said, and my voice came back to me in the room, bigger for the circuitry, calmer for 
having something to ride. “This is KZBT. We’re back.” 

Outside, people cheered. Not like a stadium, not even like the homecoming game—more like church 
when the kid stands up and reads the verse clean. The Painted Lady banged shots on wood. Somebody 
lit sparklers too early and didn’t care. The widows held hands. The high school band tooted a wrong note 
and everyone loved them for it. Across the street, I saw the muralist paint a small white stroke on the 
glass of the lantern she’d been working all day, the kind of highlight that makes everything else make 
sense. 

We built a better board than we could afford because we cheated. We laid a better ground than most 
towns our size because we were afraid. We told a better story about ourselves than we knew how to live 
yet. All of that was true at once. The quiet lie sat next to the loud truth like cousins. I knew one day a 
judge might want to ask me how the jar money had stretched so far. I knew I would have to answer with 
my chin up. I also knew this: on a certain street in a canyon that the big world only notices when 
something burns, the air carried our voices again, legally, stubbornly, beautifully. That had to count for 
something in the ledger you keep inside your ribs. 

Ray touched the fader as if it were a living thing and not a strip of carbon. “Play the tape,” he said, 
and of course he meant the miners. I cued the reel, that old copper-dust rasp coming alive, and I let him 
speak into the new air, into the tower the town had raised out of money and mercy and a little sin. He 
said the same sentence he had said years ago into a different room, and it sounded like the future. 

When the tape ended, I opened the request line and it lit up like a carnival. We took them all. Merle 
and the Clash and a lullaby in Spanish from a mother whose son was away. We had room for every 
voice. That was the whole point. 

Near midnight, when the crowd thinned and the lights over Main Street looked like they were 
floating on their own, I went outside and leaned against the cinderblock wall and tilted my head back to 
find the mast against the stars. It was there, a clean line, the wires dark as stitched thread. The generator 
ticked as it cooled. My cheek still ached where Red’s fist had written its memory. The boxes in my 



closet were empty now, except for the Polaroids and a note in my own hand that said what we did and 
why we did it. 

I did not feel absolution. I did not feel damned. I felt the rightness of a crooked road, the kind that 
gets you home when the highway’s closed. I listened to our signal, the way you can hear a hum if you 
stand still and want to. It was small. It was ours. It would reach as far as it could and no farther. 

People wanted the story clean after that. 
They wanted to say the town had raised the tower, and it had. They wanted to say every dollar came 

from love, and most of it did. They wanted the new signal to mean that truth wins if enough decent 
people show up with checks and casseroles and strong backs. 

I let them have that story because it was not false. 
It just was not complete. 
Every time I touched the new board, I felt the hidden sentence under it. Every time the transmitter 

kicked on, I heard the little click of a lockbox opening in a dead man’s room. The station sounded clean. 
That was the part that almost made it worse. The signal went out bright and steady over rooftops, 
arroyos, trailers, bars, kitchens, the cemetery behind the courthouse. No listener could hear what had 
been folded into the wiring. 

But I could. 
Ray could too. Sometimes I caught him looking at the tower with an expression that was neither 

pride nor regret but some third thing nobody had named yet. Maybe that is what adulthood is, learning 
that the right thing and the wrong thing can share a set of fingerprints. 

The town had its voice back. I believed that mattered. I believed it mattered more than the purity of 
the hands that built the room. 

Most days, that belief held. 
Some nights, when the station went quiet after midnight and the tower light blinked red against the 

dark, I wondered whether a lie becomes smaller when you tell it for love, or whether love only teaches a 
lie how to speak more gently. 

Tomorrow I would answer mail, and fix a buzz on channel three, and call the bank. Tomorrow we 
would be ordinary again, which is the most powerful thing a town can be. Tonight, the lanterns were lit. 
The air carried us, and we carried it, and if anyone asked me what we had built, I would say: a room big 
enough for the truth and the lie to sit down together until one of them got tired and left. 



Crazy 107.3 

The first pirate signal showed up three weeks after we went back on air. 
At first I thought it was interference. A little bleed at the edge of the dial, some kid’s tape warbling 

under a grocery ad. Then the song came through clear enough to recognize: The Clash, badly dubbed, 
loud as sin, followed by a boy’s voice cracking with triumph. 

“Copper Springs, you are listening to Crazy 107.3, broadcasting from an undisclosed location, which 
is my garage, but do not tell the FCC.” 

I stared at the receiver. 
Ray, who had been labeling carts, did not look up. “That would be Nicky Salazar.” 
“How do you know?” 
“Because only Nicky Salazar would confess his location in the first sentence of an illegal broadcast.” 
The signal faded, came back, then dissolved into static and laughter. It should have annoyed me. We 

had just rebuilt a real station with permits, invoices, inspections, and more guilt than any structure its 
size should carry. Now some fourteen year old with a soldering iron and too much confidence was 
throwing six watts of chaos off his mother’s roof. 

Instead I started laughing. 
By the next week there were two more. One from above the Painted Lady, all mixtapes and gossip. 

One from the edge of town where somebody’s uncle had ham equipment and a loose idea of legality. 
They were weak, messy, and impossible to schedule. They stepped on each other. They drifted. They 
vanished when the wind shifted. 

But at night, driving through Copper Springs, you could spin the dial and hear the town multiplying. 
KZBT was the tower. That mattered. A tower says we are here, we are licensed, we are standing in 

daylight. 
The little signals said something else. 
They said daylight was not the only place a voice could live. 



The Bulletin Board 

In 1986, Nicky Salazar showed me the bulletin board in his garage. 
By then the pirate antennas had become part of the skyline, thin little stalks on roofs and sheds and 

back porches, some legal, most not, all of them treated with the casual affection people give stray cats. 
The FCC had come twice and left irritated both times. Copper Springs had learned that a signal did not 
have to be tall to be stubborn. 

Nicky’s garage smelled like solder, dust, and warm plastic. A beige computer sat on a workbench 
under a bare bulb, its screen glowing green in the dim. The modem made a sound like a robot choking 
on a harmonica. 

“Listen,” he said. 
“I am trying not to.” 
“No, I mean watch.” 
Words crawled onto the screen. Someone from Tucson had typed a message. Then someone from 

Phoenix answered. Not voices. Not music. Just words arriving through a phone line, one after another, as 
if static had learned to spell. 

“It is like radio,” Nicky said, eyes shining. “But people call in with computers. They leave messages. 
Other people answer. You can run the whole thing from a bedroom.” 

I looked at the green light on his face, the antennas dark outside the garage window, the town beyond 
them settling into evening. 

“No tower,” I said. 
He grinned. “No tower.” 
The modem screamed again, then settled into its strange insect chatter. On the screen, another line 

appeared from someone we could not see, someone not in the room and somehow present anyway. 
For reasons I could not explain, it made me think of the first reel spinning in the old studio, a dead 

miner’s voice crossing years of dust to reach us. It made me think of the rebuilt tower, of the pirate rigs, 
of every wire we had laid trying to make absence speak. 

Nicky tapped the keys. The green words moved. 
Outside, the little rooftop antennas held still against the stars, each one a small dark question waiting 

for the future to answer. 
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