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The lights were hot on my face.

I could feel them beating down from above, washing the stage in white and gold as the curtains drew back and the crowd started clapping.

The gym had never looked like that before. All cleaned up, polished, decorated for the big night. Banners hung along the walls. Chairs lined up in neat little rows. Parents holding phones and cheap camcorders. Teachers smiling like they hadn't just screamed at us earlier that week. Everyone was there.

And me and Hanna? We were front and center.

We'd spent weeks rehearsing for this play. After school. Weekends. Even skipping lunch sometimes to get the blocking just right. Hanna took it seriously, which meant I did too.

I never told her, but I loved seeing her on stage. She had this glow about her when she got into character. Like she belonged up there. Like the rest of the world faded when she spoke her lines.

That night, she looked... I don't even know the word. Her hair was pinned back with little silver clips, her dress brushed her knees, and she smiled every time she caught me looking at her.

It was our last big thing before graduation. We were supposed to celebrate afterward. Pizza with the cast. Maybe sneaking out late to the lake.

I remember everything about that moment.

Until I don't.

It started with a smell. Not strong at first. Just this weird electrical burn in the air, like somebody fried a cord backstage.

I didn't think anything of it. We kept going. Hit our marks. Said the lines. Laughed when the crowd laughed.

Then a pop. One of the stage lights sparked above us, a flash like lightning cracking through the dark. Another buzzed, louder this time, like a swarm of bees caught in a tin can.

The air shifted. Electric. Heavy. A murmur swept through the audience, just a ripple at first.

Hanna glanced at me, her eyes wide, her hand twitching in mine.

We all paused. Just for a second. Just enough to feel it in our bones, that sudden drop in your stomach, like the world had tilted sideways and nobody told us.

That second? It stretched. Hung in the air like it was waiting to burst.

Then the screaming started.

I turned toward the bleachers and saw the smoke pouring in from the far side of the gym. Thick and black.

It clung to the rafters like it had claws, curling along the ceiling in slow, heavy waves before dropping fast, smothering the lights. The sharp stink of burning plastic and wood hit my nose, made my eyes water.

Somewhere, a metal beam popped, loud and sudden, like a gunshot.

That's when someone yelled "Fire."

That word cracked through the air like lightning, and everything broke.

People screamed. Chairs screeched across the floor. Somebody shoved past me, almost knocking me over.

The sound of feet pounding against hardwood mixed with cries and panicked shouting.

A teacher near the entrance tried to calm people down but got lost in the roar.

It was chaos. Pure, wild chaos. The kind that grabs you by the throat and doesn't let go.

The panic didn't just hit, it ripped through that gym like a stampede. Like someone had thrown a lit match into a room soaked in gasoline and slammed the door behind us.

People screamed, high and shrill, not like movie screams but real ones, guttural and raw, the kind that split the air.

You could hear chairs tumbling over, the hollow thud of feet hitting hardwood as folks scrambled in every direction, some not even sure where they were running. Bags were crushed, shoes lost.

Someone near the front tripped. I watched them fall, arms flailing, and just vanish into the stampede like they were swallowed whole.

I wanted to help, wanted to reach out, but my legs wouldn't move. My brain was still trying to catch up, like it hadn't gotten the memo that we were in hell now.

The heat hit next. Not like a slow rise, not like summer sun.

It slammed into us, thick and choking, crawling up our backs and wrapping around our throats. It smelled like burning rubber and hot metal, like the inside of a toaster that caught fire.

You couldn't think. You couldn't breathe.

And through it all, the sound, the roar of panic, the sharp cracks of things snapping and falling, someone sobbing close by, someone else praying out loud.

It was a full-on sensory assault.

And the smoke? That bastard rolled in low, slipping around our ankles first like it was sizing us up, then climbing, getting thicker, heavier, darker.

It didn't feel like we were running from a fire.

It felt like the fire had come for us.

People shot up like they had been hit with a cattle prod, chairs flying backward, crashing into each other with sharp bangs that echoed through the gym.

Some kids stumbled, tripping over coats and backpacks, their feet tangling in the mess.

I saw a woman, someone's mom, I think, scream as she was shoved sideways, then vanish into the stampede like she got swallowed by the crowd.

Teachers yelled, their voices ragged, barely audible over the roar.

One of them, Mr. Carson, the science teacher, was trying to help a student up, but a wave of panicked bodies knocked him sideways and he hit the floor hard.

The look on his face stuck with me, this wide-eyed, frozen mix of confusion and fear.

Kids were crying, pushing, clawing their way through the chaos. I heard a girl wailing for her brother, her voice cracking, and someone else calling out for help, over and over like a broken record.

Above all that, the lights started popping like firecrackers. One burst and rained sparks onto the stage. Another shorted out completely, casting the corner near the bleachers in deep, flickering shadow.

Then there was a boom, loud and close, the sound booth blew out, a tangle of wires and heat and light.

It all blurred together. Like someone hit fast-forward on a nightmare.

I grabbed Hanna's hand.

She didn't even hesitate. We leapt off the stage together and landed hard on the gym floor.

People were swarming toward the main exit, but it was jammed. Bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder. Nobody could move.

Some kids were trying to climb over the bleachers. Others froze completely, eyes wide, paralyzed.

And the smoke kept coming.

I let go of Hanna, just for a second.

A freshman, Alyssa or Amber, I think, was curled near the edge of the bleachers, coughing so hard she couldn't speak.

I scooped her up and pushed her toward the side door, yelling for someone to help her.

I turned back and Hanna was still there, waving people forward, yelling names, making sure nobody got left behind.

That was Hanna. Always thinking about others. Always calm in the middle of chaos.

Then I saw Mark.

He was near the back, helping two kids lift a speaker rack that had tipped over.

I tried to shout to him, but I couldn't hear myself over the screaming.

The fire was everywhere now. Climbing the banners. Eating the curtains. The gym was turning into an oven.

I never saw him again after that.

The side door was stuck, so I kicked it. Twice. Then a third time.

It flew open, and cold air rushed in like a slap to the face.

Hanna and I shoved through it, collapsed on the grass outside.

I remember laying there, coughing, holding my chest, my vision blurry from the smoke.

Hanna was next to me, her fingers tangled in mine, shaking so hard her teeth were chattering.

We turned back just in time to see the roof of the gym light up.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Red and blue lights danced across the school walls.

Parents were shouting names, running around the parking lot.

Some people were still trying to get out. Others stood frozen like they couldn't believe what was happening.

I looked for Mark. I waited for him to come stumbling through the smoke like a hero in a movie.

But he never did.

They found his body the next day.

They told me he was trying to help a student get out, and the roof gave way.

They said he didn't suffer.

I didn't believe them. I still don't.

I blamed myself for a long time.

I should've gone back. I should've made sure. I was right there.

But Hanna said it wasn't my fault. She said I did everything I could.

And maybe she was right. Or maybe she was just trying to keep me from falling apart.

We finished out high school at a different place two towns over, just trying to survive the day-to-day without drawing too much attention.

It wasn't easy. People asked questions.

Some of the teachers knew what happened at Crestwood, and some didn't, which was almost worse.

We stuck together, leaning on each other during the awkward silences and uncomfortable stares, finding little bits of peace in late-night talks and study sessions that turned into therapy.

There were days we didn't say a word about it, and days we couldn't stop.

But somehow, we crossed the stage, caps and gowns and shaky smiles, and got our diplomas.

After that, we packed up again and headed to college a few hours away, just far enough that no one knew our names.

It was a clean slate. A place where we weren't the kids from the fire.

We could breathe again, even if it still hurt sometimes.

We weren't running from the past, exactly. We were just trying to build something new on ground that didn't feel cursed.

New campus. New life.

We kept our heads down, focused on the future, trying to blend in like just another couple with books in our backpacks and tired eyes from late nights studying.

We didn't talk about the fire. Not at first. Then a little. Then not at all.

Like if we didn't say the words, maybe they wouldn't carry so much weight.

Maybe they wouldn't stick to our skin like smoke or pull us back into the worst night of our lives every time we closed our eyes.

The silence became a safety net, something we held onto so we didn't unravel.

Saying it out loud made it too real, like we were inviting it to crawl out of the past and sit at the foot of our bed.

So we stayed quiet. Smiled when people asked about our hometown.

Changed the subject when it got too close.

And hoped, in that quiet, we could keep the ghosts where they belonged.

We got married a year after graduation.

Nothing fancy. Just a courthouse and two friends.

She wore a white dress and sneakers. I forgot to wear socks.

We laughed through the whole thing.

It wasn't perfect. We had bad days.

Nights where the dreams came back.

Smoke in the air that wasn't really there. Sirens that made us flinch.

But we had each other.

That counted for something.

We built a life. Jobs. Routines.

Coffee in the mornings. Grocery lists. Movie nights we never finished.

A million little things that made it real.

Still, I think about that night. Not all the time. But enough.

I remember the way Mark looked back at me before he disappeared into the smoke.

I remember Hanna squeezing my hand as we lay there coughing on the cold grass.

I remember the heat, the fear, the way the ceiling cracked and groaned like it was alive.

For years, we stayed away from Crestwood. Built our lives somewhere new.

Tried to forget.

Then one night, I woke up to find Hanna's side of the bed empty.

I found her in the living room, sitting in the dark, moonlight spilling across her face as she stared at something in her hands.

"Hanna?" I whispered.

She didn't startle, didn't even look up.

Just kept staring at the letter in her lap, her thumb tracing the edge like it meant something I couldn't see.

"What are you doing up?"

She looked up slowly, her eyes catching the pale light.

"It came today," she said.

"What did?"

She held up the letter.

"Crestwood High is looking for a history teacher."

The name sat between us, silent and sharp.

"You want me to apply?" I asked.

She looked at me like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

I let out a short laugh.

"That place? After everything?"

"It's just a school," she said. "A job."

"No, it's not," I said.

She stepped closer. I didn't back away, but something in the air felt heavier than before.

"You don't have to decide tonight," she said.

She reached for my hand. Her fingers were cool. Not cold, just enough to notice.

"Think about it," she whispered. "That's all."

I didn't know what to say. My throat felt tight.

The room felt smaller than it had a minute ago.

When I finally nodded, it didn't feel like a decision.

It felt like something that had already been set in motion.

And now, for some reason I still don't fully understand, I'm going back.

Back then, I saved who I could.

We made it out.

That's what happened.

At least, that's what I remember.

what I remember.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: Welcome Back
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Returning to Crestwood High was like stepping into a damn time warp. The place had been rebuilt, sure. New bricks, fresh paint, modern lighting. But underneath it all, the old school was still there. It lurked like a ghost under a fresh coat of plaster, waiting.

I could feel it as soon as I walked through the front doors on my first day back. The air felt heavier, pressing against my chest like a damp blanket. The lights overhead buzzed faintly, but they did little to chase off the gloom. The shadows along the hallway edges stretched out longer than they should have, curling in places light should have touched. It was too quiet, like the whole building was holding its breath. Even in the middle of the day, it felt like dusk.

I had convinced myself that coming back was the right thing to do. Hanna and I thought it would be good for us, moving back to our hometown, back to where it all began. We figured it would help us heal, put some distance between us and the nightmares that had followed us since the fire.

But the moment I set foot in Crestwood, I knew I was wrong.

The first day was all about settling in, meeting the other teachers, getting a feel for the place again. Most of them were new faces, people who had not been around when the fire happened. But there were a few I recognized, even if they did not seem to recognize me.

Mrs. Green, the school secretary, was still here, somehow managing to look exactly the same as she had when I was a student. She greeted me with a warm smile, but there was something in her eyes, like she knew more than she was letting on.

"Welcome back, Ethan," she said, her voice dripping with nostalgia. "It is good to see one of our own return."

"Thanks, Mrs. Green," I replied, forcing a smile. "Feels strange to be back, but it is good. Really good."

She nodded, her smile fading slightly as she handed me my classroom keys. "If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask. We are all family here."

Family. Yeah, that is one way to put it.

As I walked to my classroom, I could not shake the feeling that something was off. The hallways felt too long, like they stretched on forever, and I swore I could hear faint whispers, just out of earshot. But every time I turned around, the halls were empty, just the flickering fluorescent lights buzzing above.

I spent the rest of the morning setting up my classroom. It felt weird as hell to be on the other side of the desk, writing out lesson plans and arranging textbooks. I kept glancing at the clock, watching the minutes tick by slower than they should.

By the time lunch rolled around, I was itching to get out of that room, get some fresh air. Maybe clear my head.

The staff lounge looked exactly how I always pictured it. The furniture was not old, not really, but the room still felt stuffy and worn, like it had aged faster than the rest of the building. The coffee machine groaned when I pressed the button, and the faint smell of stale donuts clung to the corners like a memory that refused to leave. A few teachers were scattered around the room, chatting about lesson plans or gossiping about students.

I recognized a couple of them from my time as a student here. Mr. Johnson, the math teacher, still wore the same plain shirts and had that familiar deadpan stare that used to intimidate half the class. Ms. Reed, who taught English, gave me the same soft smile she always had, like she was always on the edge of saying something kind but holding it in.

They both gave me a nod as I walked in. Not cold, not warm either. Just a quick acknowledgment, like they were not quite sure what to make of me now. I guess I was not expecting a parade, but part of me had hoped for something more than that small flicker of recognition. Something to say that I belonged here again.

I grabbed a cup of coffee and found an empty spot on one of the couches. The cushion sank low under me, worn down from years of exhausted teachers leaning in for a break that never really helped. I held the cup in both hands for warmth, even though the coffee inside was lukewarm and tasted like burned paper.

As I sipped the bitter brew, I could not help but let my mind wander back to the fire. To the heat that had licked the walls of the gym. To the screams echoing off the rafters. To the smoke that had filled my lungs and the way my heart had thundered like it wanted out of my chest. To those final moments. Flashing lights, crackling wood, and the sound of someone calling my name just before everything went dark.

I had shoved those memories down so deep I thought I would never have to face them again. But being back here, it was like they were clawing their way back to the surface.

I shook my head, trying to clear the thoughts away. I was here to teach, to move on, not to dwell on the past.

But as the day dragged on, the feeling of unease only grew stronger. I started noticing things, little things that did not add up. The way the students looked at me, like they knew something I did not. The way certain hallways felt colder, darker, no matter how bright the lights were. And the whispers, they were always there, just on the edge of hearing, like someone was trying to tell me something but could not quite get through.

By the time the final bell rang, I was ready to get the hell out of there. I packed up my things and headed for the parking lot, the whispers following me every step of the way.

But as I reached the door, I saw her. Hanna, standing by the entrance, waiting for me. The sight of her made my heart skip a beat, just like it always did.

"Hey, you," she said, smiling that smile that always made everything else fade away. "How was your first day?"

"Strange," I admitted, pulling her into a hug. "But it is good to be back."

She pulled back slightly, searching my face. "You sure? You look like you have seen a ghost."

I forced a laugh, shaking my head. "Just getting used to everything again. It is nothing."

Hanna nodded, but I could tell she did not quite believe me. "Well, I am glad you are home. I missed you."

"Missed you too," I said, meaning it more than she knew.

We walked to the car together, hand in hand, but I could not shake the feeling that something was waiting for me, just out of sight. The shadows in the parking lot seemed a little too dark, and the whispers had followed me all the way out here, though I tried to ignore them.

As we drove away, I glanced back at the school in the rearview mirror. For a split second, I thought I saw someone standing in one of the windows, watching us leave.

But when I looked again, the window was empty.

I turned my attention back to the road, trying to focus on the present, on Hanna, on the life we were trying to piece back together. But I could not shake the feeling that something was still watching me. Like I had forgotten something important.
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​Chapter 2: Something Left Behind

[image: ]




The next morning, the sun barely managed to peek through the thick clouds hanging over Crestwood, casting a dull, gray light over everything. It matched my mood perfectly. After yesterday, I was already wondering if coming back here was a mistake. But I wasn’t about to let a few eerie vibes scare me off. I had a job to do.

Hanna had already left for work by the time I rolled out of bed. She’s always been an early riser, something I never quite managed to get the hang of. The house felt empty without her, quieter in a way that wasn’t peaceful, just hollow. I shuffled into the kitchen, scratching the back of my neck, and there it was. Her note on the table, short and sweet, written in her fast, loopy handwriting: "Have a great day. We’ll figure this out. Love you."

I stared at it longer than I should have. It’s just like her to know exactly what to say to keep me grounded. Always calm, always steady, even when I’m coming apart at the seams. I ran my thumb across the words, like touching them might make them sink in better.

I grabbed a quick breakfast, toast and coffee, nothing fancy, before heading out the door. The drive to Crestwood High was uneventful, the same winding roads I’d driven a million times as a teenager, except now they seemed narrower, more closed in by the overgrown trees that lined them. Funny how everything seems smaller when you’re older.

There was a chill in the air that wasn’t there yesterday. Not quite cold, just... sharp. The kind that nips at the edges of your jacket and makes the hairs on your arms stand up even when you’re indoors. I flipped on the heater in the car and tried to ignore how my stomach twisted the closer I got to the school.

When I got to the school, the parking lot was already half full, teachers and students milling about, waiting for the bell. I parked my beat up old car, no one could accuse me of being flashy, and made my way to the front entrance. As I walked through the doors, that same heavy feeling from yesterday settled over me. It was like the school was holding its breath, waiting for something.

The floors were freshly waxed but still dull somehow. The walls hadn’t changed much. Same beige paint, same water-stained ceiling tiles. The scent of old books and floor polish hit me like a memory I didn’t want.

“Morning, Ethan,” Mrs. Green greeted me as I passed by the office. She was standing behind the counter, as usual, a cup of coffee in one hand and a stack of papers in the other. “How are you settling in?”

“Morning,” I replied, trying to keep my voice casual. “Still getting used to everything. It’s been a while.”

She nodded, giving me that same look she’d given me yesterday, like she knew something I didn’t. “You’ll get back into the swing of things. This place has a way of growing on you.”

I forced a smile and kept walking. The hallways were already starting to fill up with students, the usual mix of chatter, laughter, and the occasional scuffle as kids jostled each other on their way to class. It was almost comforting, in a way, almost like things were normal. But that feeling didn’t last long.

As I made my way to my classroom, I noticed something strange. The walls were lined with old photographs, black and white images of past graduating classes, school events, and faculty. Most of them I recognized, but there was one that made me stop in my tracks. It was an old yearbook photo, dated 1982, of a group of students sitting on the bleachers in the gym. The faces were familiar, too familiar.

There, in the back row, was a young man who looked exactly like Jacob, one of the students in my history class. It couldn’t be, but the resemblance was uncanny. Same sharp jawline, same intense stare. I stared at the photo, trying to shake the uneasy feeling creeping up my spine. I must be seeing things, just a trick of the light or something. But the more I looked, the more certain I became that I wasn’t imagining it.

The frame was dusty, glass smudged with years of fingerprints and time. I reached out and touched it. Cold. Too cold. The kind of cold that doesn't come from temperature, but from something else. I jerked my hand back and turned as a voice cut through the fog in my brain.

“Hey, Mr. Matthews,” a voice broke through my thoughts, and I turned to see Jacob himself standing a few feet away, looking at me with a curious expression. “You okay?”

I blinked, pulling myself out of whatever trance the photo had put me in. “Yeah, Jacob. I’m fine. Just... remembering some old times, I guess.”

Jacob nodded, but the look on his face told me he wasn’t buying it. The kid was sharp, smarter than most of the others, and he had a way of seeing through bullshit. But he didn’t press it, just gave a small smile and a nod before heading into the classroom.

I took one last look at the photo before following Jacob inside. Maybe it was just the stress of being back, of dealing with all the memories this place dug up. I shook it off, reminding myself that I was here to teach, not to dwell on the past. But as the day went on, that uneasy feeling didn’t go away. If anything, it got worse.

The whispers started again during second period. I was in the middle of a lecture on World War II when I heard them, soft, almost too quiet to notice, but there. At first, I thought it was just the kids talking amongst themselves, but when I looked up, everyone was staring at me, silent, like they hadn’t made a sound.

There was a moment, brief as hell, where I thought I saw someone standing at the back of the room. Not a student. Just a shape, like a shadow pressed against the far wall. I blinked and it was gone. My mouth went dry.

I cleared my throat and continued with the lesson, but the whispers kept coming, just on the edge of hearing. It was driving me crazy, like trying to scratch an itch I couldn’t quite reach. I sped through the rest of the class, barely giving the kids time to take notes before dismissing them early.

As they filed out, Jacob lingered behind, watching me with that same curious expression. “You sure you’re okay, Mr. Matthews? You’ve been kind of out of it today.”

I forced a laugh, trying to play it off. “Just first day jitters, I guess. I’ll be fine.”

Jacob didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t push it. “If you say so. See you tomorrow.”

After Jacob left, I slumped into my chair, rubbing my temples. What the hell was wrong with me? I’d never been the type to get spooked, but something about this place was getting under my skin. And it wasn’t just the whispers. It was the way the air felt heavier in certain parts of the building, the way the shadows seemed to stretch longer than they should.

I stood up and paced the room for a few minutes. I looked out the window at the empty quad, hoping fresh air might clear my head. No dice. Everything felt wrong. Even the light seemed different, flatter, like the sun itself didn’t want to shine here.

I spent the rest of the day on autopilot, going through the motions but not really present. By the time the final bell rang, I felt like I’d been through the wringer. I packed up my things quickly, eager to get out of there, but as I reached the door, I felt it again, that strange, unsettling feeling, like someone was watching me.

I turned around, scanning the room, but there was no one there. Just empty desks and chairs, bathed in the soft glow of the afternoon sun. But the feeling didn’t go away. If anything, it got stronger, pressing down on me like a weight on my chest.

I took a few steps back into the room, heart thumping in my chest. I opened the supply closet, looked under my desk, even checked behind the projector screen. Nothing. I felt ridiculous, but also... not. Like maybe something was just barely slipping out of sight each time I looked.

I left the school in a hurry, trying to shake off the unease that had followed me all day. When I got to the parking lot, Hanna was waiting for me, leaning against our car with a worried look on her face.

“Rough day?” she asked, as I approached.

“You could say that,” I replied, forcing a smile. “Just getting used to being back, I guess.”

Hanna nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. “You sure that’s all it is? You’ve been acting... different since we got back.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Just different being back here. Brings up a lot of memories.”

She looked back at the building, eyes narrowing. “You ever get the feeling this town doesn’t want us here?”

I gave a dry laugh. “More like the school. It feels like it's watching me. I know that sounds insane.”

She didn’t laugh. Just touched my arm gently. “Maybe it's not insane. Maybe it’s trying to tell you something.”

Hanna didn’t press me any further, but as we drove home, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. And the worst part was, I couldn’t tell if it was all in my head, or if there was something more to it. Something darker.

As we pulled into the driveway of our small house, I glanced back at the school, now just a silhouette against the darkening sky. For a split second, I thought I saw a figure standing in one of the windows, but when I blinked, it was gone.

I shook my head, chalking it up to exhaustion. But as I got out of the car, a chill ran down my spine, and I knew, deep down, that whatever was happening at Crestwood High wasn’t over. It was just beginning.
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​Chapter 3: A Love to Remember
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It was a quiet Saturday morning when I found the box.

I’d been meaning to go through the attic for weeks. Hanna had been on me about clearing out some space, getting rid of the old junk we didn’t need anymore. I figured it would be a good way to kill a couple of hours, maybe find a few things worth keeping. What I didn’t expect was to find the mixtape.

It was buried under a pile of old yearbooks and dusty photo albums, its label faded but still clear enough to read, "E&H '86 Mix." Seeing it again after all these years brought back a rush of memories.

I sat down right there on the attic floor, the box forgotten as I held the tape in my hands. Hanna was probably downstairs, sipping coffee and yelling at the crossword again. But holding that tape, hearing that old label in my head, it felt like she was right here with me. Like seventeen-year-old Hanna had followed me up here, just to make sure I remembered how it all started.

Hanna had made it for me the summer before our senior year. Back then, making a mixtape was a big deal. Hours spent recording songs from the radio, getting the order just right. She’d picked out all our favorite songs, the ones that played in the background of so many memories. She even recorded little messages between some of the tracks, whispering things like "Don’t skip this one" or "This one reminds me of you."

I couldn’t help but smile, thinking about how excited she’d been to give it to me. Her eyes had been bright with that energy that always made me fall harder for her. She practically bounced on the balls of her feet as I slid it into the deck for the first time, waiting to see my reaction.

I found an old boombox buried in the corner of the attic, the kind with giant buttons and worn out speakers. After a bit of fiddling with the batteries and smacking the side like it owed me money, I got it to work and popped the tape in.
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