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      RAMONA

      “…and that, Seaside, was Salt-N-Pepa reminding us all to 'Shoop!' Good morning, you gorgeous coastal creatures! You're tuned to 101.9, the Sound of Seaside, where we're kicking off a brand-new morning show with a whole lotta nineties, a sprinkle of awesome, and absolutely zero Y2K panic. I'm Ramona Flynn, your new wake-up call, and trust me, we're gonna have some fun.”

      I hit the button to kill the mic, relieved to take a break. Excitement and terror—they're basically twins, right? I glance around the studio. The soundboard looks like it was salvaged from a Titanic lifeboat, and the “ON AIR” light flickers like it's considering early retirement. But the view… that’s five-star. Through the slightly grimy window, I can see the Pacific sparkling under a ridiculously blue sky.

      Seaside, Oregon. Population: charming. Scent: equal parts saltwater and waffle cones from that place down the street—Seaside Sweets, I think it’s called.

      Three weeks ago, I was in Milwaukee, dodging passive-aggressive comments from my ex and spinning records at a station that played the same five songs on repeat. Now? New town, new job, new me—hopefully with better hair days. This sea breeze is not playing nice, though.

      A throat clears behind me, a sound as dry and disapproving as week-old toast. I spin around, nearly knocking over a precariously balanced stack of CDs (yes, CDs—this place is a time capsule).

      A man stands there, arms crossed, eyebrows arched. He’s undeniably attractive, in a rugged, “I haven't slept properly in weeks” kind of way. Dark hair, a touch of gray threading through the scruff on his jaw, and eyes that seemed to be permanently narrowed in suspicion. He wears a button-down shirt that looks ironed within an inch of its life, a stark contrast to the faded band T-shirts I've seen on most of the other staff.

      “Ramona, right?” His voice is smooth, but the undertone is pure sandpaper. “I'm Quinn, station manager.”

      “Nice to officially meet you, Quinn,” I say, offering a hand. His handshake is firm and brief, giving me this immediate gut feeling that he's already written me off. We've only met via Zoom, which isn’t the same as meeting someone in person.

      “Glad you’re getting settled in,” he says, though it doesn’t exactly come off as sincere. There is a slight twitch in his jaw as he surveys the soundboard. “I thought we agreed on 'Smooth' by Santana to kick things off.”

      I give him my best “oops, my bad” smile, the one that usually disarms even the grumpiest of program directors. “Right, the playlist. But 'Shoop' just felt . . right. More energy, you know? Sets the tone.” Plus, the idea of playing the same songs, in the same order, every single day makes my soul shrivel a little.

      He doesn't crack a smile. “Consistency is key here, Ramona. We have a specific sound.” He gestures toward a printed sheet taped to the wall—a playlist that looks about as exciting as a tax form.

      “Consistency,” I repeat, nodding slowly. “Got it. Like a well-oiled . . . dial-up modem?”

      He blinks. “Something like that.” He points to a line on the playlist. “Santana. Three times a shift. Research shows . . . ”

      I cut him off, leaning back in my creaky chair and propping my feet up on the (slightly dusty) desk. “Research also shows that listeners like surprises. A little spice. And trust me, I know nineties spice.”

      His eyes narrow further, if that’s even possible. “Just try to stick to the plan, okay? He turns to leave, then pauses at the door. “I'll be in my office. Listening.” He looks tired. More than tired. Worn down.

      CeCe, the overnight DJ and the friend who recommended me for this job, leans against the doorframe. She’s petite with a vibrant purple streak in her otherwise dark hair. She gives me a quick wink as Quinn walks past her.

      “He's particular,” CeCe whispers as she enters the studio, handing me a slightly chipped mug that reads “World's Okayest DJ.” “Don't let him scare you. He just cares. A lot.”

      “About Santana?” I ask, taking a sip of surprisingly good coffee.

      CeCe chuckles. “About this station. He's been here forever. Seen a lot.” She glances toward Quinn's office, a shadow crossing her face. “Just give him time.”

      As the door swings shut behind CeCe, I stare at the playlist again. Consistency. Right. I can be consistent . . . consistently surprising. I queue up some Tupac, followed by a little Ace of Base.

      Time to wake up, Seaside.
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      QUINN

      The door clicks shut behind me, cutting off the raw voice of Tupac. Again, she went off the playlist. It’s not just the song; it’s the principle. The playlist is there for a reason. It's the backbone of this station, the result of years of careful planning, of understanding what works. And she thinks she can throw it out the window.

      The air in my office smells faintly of old paper and stale coffee, which I find comforting and familiar. My office is a sanctuary, a museum of sorts. My own private collection. On the wall opposite my desk, a framed gold record hangs, a relic from a time when 101.9 was at the top of its game, a powerhouse in local radio. Next to it, a collage of photos: staff picnics, holiday parties, remote broadcasts from the Seaside Festival . . . faces of people who are mostly gone now, scattered to other stations, other careers, other lives.

      I sink into my worn leather chair, the springs groaning in protest. The desk is meticulously organized—pens in a cup, neatly stacked papers, a small antique radio that still works (though I rarely turn it on). But the orderliness feels like a fragile shield against the chaos swirling around me.

      “Shoop.” I mutter under my breath, the word tasting like ash. I don’t understand what’s so difficult about following the playlist. She’ll make her own, eventually, but she needs to learn the ins and outs of the station first.

      My phone buzzes on the desk, the screen displaying Rick Olsen's name. I hesitate, my stomach clenching. Rick, one of the board members, owner of Olsen's Outfitters—the “Outdoor Adventure Starts Here” guy. He's all smiles and handshakes in public, but behind closed doors, he's a shark, always circling, looking for weakness.

      I take a deep breath and answer. “Rick, good morning.”

      “Quinn,” Rick's voice booms, falsely jovial. “Just checking in. How's the new morning show host settling in?”

      “She's . . . getting acclimated,” I say, the word feeling like a lie.

      “Good, good. Because we need to see some results, Quinn. You know the numbers. We're not exactly swimming in listeners here.”

      I grip the phone tighter. “I'm aware of the numbers, Rick.”

      “And that Citadel Media is sniffing around,” Rick continues, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “They're expanding, you know. Buying up stations left and right. Turning them into . . . well, you know what they do.”

      I do know. That's the thought that keeps me up at night. The image of another station, stripped of its soul, its identity, replaced with a bland, corporate formula. I may come off as inflexible to someone like Ramona, but hiring her for a ‘90s-only morning show disproves that.

      Having another company take over is something I am not willing to let happen.

      “We're working on it.” The words feel hollow even to my own ears.

      “Work faster, Quinn,” Rick responds, the joviality, though fake, gone. “The board is getting impatient. We need to see a turnaround. And soon.”

      He hangs up, leaving me with the dial tone buzzing in my ear like an angry hornet.

      I lean back in my chair, my gaze drifting to the collage on the wall. One photo catches my eye—a rooftop shot from years ago. Me, younger, looking like I thought I had it all figured out, standing against the backdrop of the city skyline. Behind me, almost faded now, is the old station logo on a brick wall. A different logo, a different station. A station that doesn't exist anymore. My eyes linger on the photo. A familiar ache settles in my chest, a dull, persistent throb that never quite goes away. It's not just the memory of that place. It's the weight of everything that came after.

      “She's good, I guess,” I whisper to the empty room, the words a reluctant admission. “Ramona. She's got talent. Energy. Whether or not I can tolerate her is another story.”

      But talent and energy aren't enough. Not when you're fighting against a tide that's determined to sweep everything away. I close my eyes. I have to fix this. I have to protect this radio station. Even if it kills me. I won't make the same mistakes I did back then.
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      RAMONA

      The alarm buzzes much too loudly for four in the morning, but that’s the life of a morning radio DJ. I’m set to be on the air by seven on the dot, pretty much forcing me to be a morning person.

      My first thought this morning is Quinn. Not in a good way, though. I can’t believe he’s pissed about my playing “Shoop.” It’s a classic! I don’t know what the man’s obsession is with Santana, but he better believe it will not make my list today at all.

      Before crawling out of bed, I take the time to scroll through social media. The comments on my public account are overwhelmingly positive. People seemed to enjoy the first show, writing things like “awesome variety” and “fun to listen to her.” This puts a smile on my face, and it’s a great way to start the day.

      After a hot shower and an oatmeal breakfast, I’m raring to go, though I don’t have to be in for another forty-five minutes. Maybe I can explore some of town beforehand. I park my car at the station and head out.

      The Cozy Crumb, the bakery CeCe told me about, is already open serving pastries and donuts, even though it's so early that most other places are still closed.

      A wave of sugary sweetness washes over me as I step inside. The bakery itself is small and cute, decorated with light pink walls and dotted with white tables. I drift toward the large display case, where an amazing selection awaits, featuring everything from lavender vanilla scones to chocolate-stuffed croissants.

      “Good morning!” a woman with dark, short hair wearing an apron says as she comes to the counter from a door to my right. “How can I help you?”

      “I’m just on my way to work and thought I’d stop in. I’m new to town. My name is Ramona.”

      “Hi, Ramona! I’m Cheryl, the owner. Nice to meet you. What can I get you?”

      I lean down, drawn in by the display case, for a better look. Having already eaten breakfast, I tell myself I don't need anything too indulgent. My eyes, however, fixate on the enormous cinnamon rolls dripping with glaze. Oh, I could do some serious damage to one of those. I immediately picture myself trying to walk down the street with it, sticky icing inevitably coating my fingers and probably dripping onto my shirt—definitely not a graceful look. No, that's hardly practical for wandering around town. I scan the options again, opting for something less likely to end in disaster.

      “The mini blueberry muffins look delicious. I’ll take two.”

      After I pay for the muffins, I head back out and walk across the street. I’ll start the trek back to the station. I pass a boutique, a yoga studio, and an outdoor shop called Olsen’s Outfitters with a “Support Local Business” sign in the window. I like what I’m seeing and think I may enjoy this quaint town.

      If Quinn doesn’t ruin it for me.

      Upon arrival at the station, the playlist is sitting on the table in the studio. CeCe is still on air and gives me a quick wave while she talks into the mic. My stomach tightens as I read through the songs Quinn wants played. “Breakfast at Tiffany’s” tops the list followed by “Achy Breaky Heart” and “Wannabe.” These are not songs I would put on my playlist.

      So I won’t.

      I snatch a red pen from the holder and start making tweaks. I’ll play Spice Girls, but I’ll play “Spice Up Your Life,” something I think Quinn probably needs to do. Nope. We’re not having breakfast at Tiffany’s. Instead, a little “Tom’s Diner.” As much as I can’t stand Billy Ray Cyrus, I’ll keep the earworm in for Quinn.

      I’m working on the list when Quinn peeks his head in and signals for me to come to his office. Perhaps he wants to make sure I’ve seen the playlist for this morning. I should ask him why Santana isn’t on the list.

      When I walk into his office, he’s sitting at his desk, which is so tidy that it’s practically crossing the line between organized and obsessive. He pulls something off his printer and then signs the bottom. “Have a seat.”

      I sit down, the chair hard and uncomfortable. I imagine it’s been used to torture people, which hopefully, I’m not going to have done to me.

      Quinn slides the paper across the desk. “What’s this?” I ask as I take it.

      “A formal, written warning.”

      My heart drops. “What? For what?” I read through the document. “For my playlist yesterday? This is a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      Quinn sits there, his jaw tight, and he appears unnerved. “Don’t you think going against the guidelines on your very first day is extreme?”

      “Actually, no, I don’t. I’m here to bring the morning show back to life. The best way I know how to do that is to play songs I think the listeners will love.” I show him my phone, opening up social media. “Look. People like it.”

      He barely acknowledges the comments. “We’ve done the research and know what works. We need to be consistent. Not to mention I have the board breathing down my neck, and they’re expecting some specific results.”

      I can’t argue with this man. Looking back at this paper, I realize that I probably should learn to pick my fights. He’s probably right that rocking the boat on my first day isn’t the smartest decision.

      But when have I ever followed the rules?

      “Do we have an understanding?” he asks as if he’s a teacher threatening me with detention.

      “Yes, thank you.” I’m out of that uncomfortable chair and back in the studio without looking back.

      “What was that about?” CeCe asks, after she starts the next song.

      “My playlist.” I wave the paper at her. “I’ve been written up like I got a detention or something.”

      CeCe reaches across and puts her hand on mine. “He’s been through a lot, Ramona. This station means everything to him. He’s just afraid of losing it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She puts her finger in front of her face to tell me to wait a moment and then pulls something up on her phone. “You didn’t hear this from me, okay?”

      She hands me the phone, and I quickly read through a small article regarding a company called Citadel Media who is looking to expand into the region. The article mentions Citadel has a reputation for buying up struggling stations and changing their formats.

      “Is this station in trouble?”

      CeCe shrugs as she takes her phone back from me. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything concrete or anything. But this article is a little cause for concern.”

      I blow out a breath and take a look at my altered playlist again. My eyes dart between the playlist and the warning. I’m tempted to rip that warning to shreds, but something in my stomach tells me that I should just take it in stride and stick with Quinn’s playlist for today.

      Fine. I’ll play along today, but we’ll see what tomorrow brings.
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      QUINN

      These numbers just aren’t adding up. I’ve gone over them at least a hundred times this morning. Rubbing my eyes, I suppress a yawn. I can’t keep this up.

      A stack of papers sits on the edge of my desk, but one sheet juts out just enough to catch my eye. The Citadel Media proposal. My stomach tightens. I know exactly what it is, even without pulling it out completely. Another reminder that they’re circling, waiting for the right moment to take over. I stare at it for a beat too long before exhaling and shoving the stack aside. Not now. That’s a battle for later.

      Movement in the studio pulls my attention away. Through the glass, I see Ramona step in to start her shift. She glances toward my office, offering a half smile—like she’s saying, “Fine, whatever, I’ll play what you want.” At least she’s sticking to the playlist. For now.

      I push through the rest of my morning, trying to focus, but the tension knots at the base of my skull. Then a sudden burst of static crackles through the speakers. I glance up just as Ramona’s hands fly to the controls, her expression shifting from boredom to panic. Something’s wrong with the equipment.

      I race to the studio, and when I step inside, the chaos hits me immediately. Ramona is hovering over the soundboard, her hands flailing as she gestures at the blinking lights. “It’s not me! I swear! The board just—stopped. It’s like it’s on strike or something. Nothing’s working!”

      Her voice rises with every word, her eyes darting between the sliders and the monitor like she’s expecting it to explode.

      I give the equipment a quick glance, wondering if I will need to call in Stacia, our technology guru. “Calm down,” I say, stepping closer. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know!” she exclaims, throwing her arms in the air. “One second, everything’s fine. The next, I can’t adjust the volume, and my mic button is laughing at me. Metaphorically. I think.”

      We can’t have this static on air, but freaking out about it won’t fix it. I raise an eyebrow at her. “Did you try resetting it?”

      “Yes! Twice! And now I’m pretty sure I broke it more!”

      I bite back a smile and crouch to check the cables. “You didn’t break it. These boards are ancient. Probably just a loose connection.”

      She hovers next to me, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Should I be helping? Or . . . staying out of your way? Or—I don’t know—offering moral support?”

      “Stay put,” I say, reaching behind the console. “And don’t touch anything.” I don’t need anything breaking any more. I have to say, though, no other DJ has had this issue. First the playlist defiance, now this. It’s like she has a specific agenda to irritate me.

      She nods solemnly. “Got it. Hands off.” Then, a beat later, “I mean, unless you need me to⁠—”

      “Ramona,” I interrupt, cutting her off with a glance.

      “Right. Quiet. Got it.”

      I fiddle with the cables, tugging at one that’s slightly loose. The lights on the soundboard flicker, then stabilize. The sliders respond when I nudge them, and the mic button lights up when I press it.

      “Try it now,” I say, straightening up.

      She steps forward hesitantly and taps the mic button. Her voice comes through the speakers clear as day. “Testing, testing, one-two-three. Am I back?”

      I give her a nod, and she beams at me. “You’re a lifesaver! Seriously, I was about five seconds away from playing twenty minutes of bird sounds and calling it a day.”

      “Please don’t play bird sounds. I’d rather you play ‘Shoop’ on loop than do that.”

      Ramona smiles—more genuine than before but still guarded. Almost like a truce.

      I retreat to my office, relieved it wasn’t the disaster it so easily could have been. I’m glad we found some humor in the situation, and I really hope she doesn’t continue to cause problems.
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