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For the dreamers, the writers, and the musicians —
and for anyone who’s ever fallen in love in Manhattan.
You are the melody that never fades.






O 0 ool N W N R

N N N NN R B R B R R R R 2 @2
N W NP OO 0NN O W N PO

Contents

The First Bell

The Assignment
Practice Room 3B
Cafeteria Conversations
The Open Mic Night
Notes After Class

The Library Sessions
First Snow

The Winter Showcase
After the Applause
Winter Break

Back to Manhattan

City Rhythms
Unwritten Notes

The Rooftop Song

The Ink and Strings
Paper Hearts

Between the Lines
Echoes of Us

The Space Between Stars
The Morning After
Half-Light

The Song on the Subway
Letters They Never Sent

12
15
19
22
25
28
32
36
40
L4
47

51
54
57
59
62
64
67
70
72
75



25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
Al
42
43
Lk
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52

The Rooftop Session
The Library Between Us
Notes in the Margins
The Unfinished Song
The Showcase

Summer on the Hudson
Midnight Letters

The Last Day of Summer
The Poetry Reading
Winter Rooftops

Paper and Strings

City of Quiet Lights

The Quiet Within the Noise
Where the Quiet Lives
The Days Between Notes
The Shape of Spring
The Weight of Silence
Something Like Harmony
The Edge of Summer
The Heart Remembers
Fractures in the Rhythm
What We Carry

Between Pressure and Silence

After the Storm
Morning Light

The Return to Rhythm
The Performance
Epilogue - October Light

77
80
83
86
88
91
93
96
98
101
105
108
11
113
116
119
122
125
128
131
134
137
140
143
146
149
152
154



The First Bell

he morning light over Manhattan felt like music.
It slid through the tall glass windows of the
Manhattan Arts and Language Program, scattering
across polished floors and echoing in the faint hum of piano
keys from somewhere down the hall.

Valentina Palefox stood just inside the entrance, clutching
her violin case with one hand and the strap of her bag with the
other. Her pulse matched the rhythm of the city outside — fast,
uneven, alive. She’d dreamed of getting into this program for
years, and now she was here, surrounded by people who lived
and breathed art the way she did.

Posters lined the walls — “Where Words and Music Meet.” She
read the slogan twice, smiling softly. That was exactly what she
wanted: a place where the music in her head could finally make
sense to someone else.

“Hey, are you new too?” a girl with purple streaks in her hair
asked, walking by with a guitar case.

“Yeah,” Valentina said, smiling nervously.
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MANHATTAN HEARTS

“Welcome to chaos,” the girl laughed, disappearing around
the corner.

Valentina let out a shaky breath and checked her schedule.
Her first class: Art of Expression (Room 204). The course
everyone talked about — the one where writers and musicians
were paired to create something together.

When she entered, the classroom buzzed with chatter. Posters
of famous composers hung next to portraits of poets. Desks
were pushed in pairs. The teacher, Ms. Reyes, a tall woman
with glasses and a calm voice, was writing “Harmony in Words”
across the board.

“Find a seat anywhere!” Ms. Reyes said.

Valentina scanned the room — every pair seemed to have
already formed. She took a seat near the window, setting
her violin case gently on the floor. Outside, taxis honked and
sunlight bounced off glass buildings. She exhaled slowly, trying
to steady herself.

Then, someone dropped a notebook beside her.

“Sorry,” avoice said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

She turned.

The boy beside her was tall, dark-haired, with an easy smile
and a pencil tucked behind his ear. His notebook was filled with
messy handwriting — entire pages of it.

“It’s fine,” she said softly.

“Justice Paone,” he introduced, holding out a hand.

“Valentina Palefox.”

“Nice name,” he said. “Sounds like someone who belongs in
asong.”

She laughed quietly. “You sound like you write too many of
them.”

“Close,” he said. “I write stories. And apparently, this class
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is about mixing words with music, which means...” He tapped
his notebook and nodded toward her violin case. “Looks like
we’re partners.”

She blinked, flipping her schedule again. “Room 204, period
one?”

“Yup,” he grinned. “Fate. Or Ms. Reyes’s cruel sense of
humor.”

Before she could respond, Ms. Reyes clapped her hands. “All
right, everyone! You’ll be working in pairs for the semester.
Each team will create a performance piece combining music
and language — something that expresses connection. You’ll
share your progress at the winter showcase.”

Valentina’s heart thudded. A performance? With him?

Justice glanced at her, reading her expression. “Don’t worry,”
he said softly. “We’ll figure it out. I'm better at stories than
spotlights.”

Something about his calmness made her breathe easier.

When the bell rang, he stood, slinging his backpack over his
shoulder. “Hey, you free after school? There’s a piano room I
found — the sound’s amazing. Maybe we can start there.”

Her first instinct was to say no — she wasn’t ready. But his
eyes had that steady kind of kindness that made her want to say
yes.

“Sure,” she said finally. “After school.”

As he walked ahead, she watched him — the way he moved
like he belonged here, confident but not loud.

She looked out the window once more. The city shimmered
in the morning light, and for the first time all day, she didn’t
feel nervous.

Something about this program — about this boy — already
felt like the beginning of something she couldn’t name yet.
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But she could feel it, like the first soft note before a song
begins.



The Assignment

he last bell rang, and the halls of the Manhattan

Arts and Language Program came alive with noise —

lockers slamming, laughter echoing, the faint strum
of a guitar from somewhere upstairs. Valentina usually hurried
home after school to practice in quiet, but today her steps slowed
near the stairwell.

After school, she’d said.

She was really going to meet Justice Paone.

Her fingers brushed the cool metal of her violin case as she
climbed to the third floor. Room 3B was tucked in the corner
— one of the smaller practice spaces, with old wooden floors,
a single upright piano, and wide windows that poured golden
afternoon light onto the keys.

Justice was already there.

He sat cross-legged on the floor beside his open notebook,
pencil tapping lightly against his knee. When he looked up, he
grinned like she was the exact person he’d been waiting for.

“Hey,” he said. “You made it.”
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“I said I would,” Valentina replied, trying not to smile too
much.

“True,” he said. “Ijust wasn’t sure you’d want to hang out
with the weird writer kid on the first day.”

“I’'m the girl who talks to her instruments,” she said.
“Weird’s not a problem.”

That made him laugh — a real, warm sound that filled the
small room.

He stood and nodded toward the piano. “So, the project. Ms.
Reyes said it has to ‘express connection.” What do you think
that even means?”

Valentina sat on the piano bench, opening the lid gently.
“Maybe... it’s about how people understand each other. Even
when they don’t use the same language.”

Justice leaned against the wall, thoughtful. “You mean like
music and writing?”

She nodded, testing a few quiet notes. The sound floated
through the air — soft and curious, like it was searching for
something.

Justice flipped a page in his notebook. “Okay. So if your music
is the feeling...”

He looked up. “Maybe my words can be the story.”

She met his gaze, surprised by how serious his tone had
turned.

“What story?” she asked.

He smirked a little, then looked back down at his page. “I
don’t know yet. But I think it starts here — two strangers, same
room, same dream.”

Valentina’s cheeks warmed. She pretended to focus on the
piano, playing a series of delicate chords that sounded a little
too much like butterflies.



THE ASSIGNMENT

Justice began reading quietly from his notebook — half-
formed lines and fragments that didn’t rhyme, but somehow
matched her rhythm perfectly.

The city hums like it knows our names,
and every sound feels like a heartbeat waiting for
someone to hear it.

The words floated over the melody, and for a few seconds,
everything aligned — her notes, his voice, the low evening light
turning the room golden.

Then the moment broke.

He cleared his throat. “Okay, that was either genius or super
cheesy.”

She laughed, a real laugh this time. “A little of both.”

Justice closed his notebook and smiled. “Then we’re off to a
good start.”

They stayed another hour, talking about favorite songs,
dream colleges, and the weird comfort of being surrounded
by people who cared too much about art. Valentina learned that
he wrote for the school paper at his old school, that he lived
near Washington Heights, and that he hated coffee but loved
the smell of bookstores.

Before leaving, Justice picked up his backpack and looked at
her again. “Hey, Valentina?”

“Yeah?”

“This —” he gestured around the room, “— I think it’s going
to be something good.”

She nodded. “Me too.”

Outside, Manhattan glowed with the colors of sunset — gold,
blue, pink. The kind of evening that made everything feel like a
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story waiting to be written.

And as Valentina walked home with her violin case in hand,
she caught herself smiling for no reason.

Because somewhere between the notes and the words, some-
thing new had begun.



Practice Room 3B

y the end of the second week, Practice Room 3B had
become their place.

Nobody had officially claimed it, but somehow, every
afternoon, Valentina and Justice ended up there — surrounded
by sheet music, coffee cups, and pages of scribbled notes.

Sometimes she played while he wrote.

Sometimes they just sat in comfortable silence, listening to
the hum of the building — distant violins, muffled laughter, the
city pulsing faintly through the glass.

That Tuesday, the air smelled faintly of rain. Valentina was
tuning her violin when Justice looked up from his notebook.

“Okay, so I’ve been thinking,” he said.

“That’s always dangerous,”

she teased, smiling without
looking up.

He grinned. “Hear me out. What if our piece isn’t just
about connection, but about translation? Like — how you turn
feelings into sound, and I turn them into words. Two ways of

saying the same thing.”
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She lowered the violin slightly. “That’s... actually really
good.”

“See? I knew you’d like it.”

He said it like he knew her already — her rhythm, her pauses,
her way of thinking. It made her heart beat faster, in that
strange, impossible-to-explain way.

Valentina started to play a melody — something slow and
searching. Justice watched her hands move, his pencil hovering
above the paper.

“You ever notice,” he said quietly, “how the notes sort of
sound like breathing?”

She blinked. “I never thought about it.”

“Yeah. It’s like the piano exhales for you when you can’t.”

The words hit her deeper than she expected. She looked up,
but he was focused on writing, his brows drawn together.

She tried to focus again on the melody, but his words lingered
— the piano exhales for you when you can’t.

That was how it felt when she played, though she’d never
been able to explain it.

Justice set down his pencil and leaned back in his chair. “Okay,
Palefox, your turn. Tell me something real. Why do you play?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know. I just... always have.”

“That’s not an answer,” he said gently.

Her fingers traced the violin’s curve. “I guess because it’s the
only time I don’t feel like I have to explain myself. Music gets
it, even when people don’t.”

Justice nodded slowly. “Yeah. I get that.”

For a moment, the room felt too quiet — like even the city
had paused to listen.

“Your turn,” she said, trying to deflect. “Why do you write?”

He smiled faintly, eyes on the notebook in front of him.
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“Because I like catching things before they disappear. Conver-
sations, memories, people. Once [ write them down, they stay.”

Valentina looked at him for a long second. “That’s kind of
beautiful.”

“Kind of?” he said with mock offense, and she laughed, the
sound bouncing off the piano lid.

She didn’t notice the way his expression softened when he
heard it.

They stayed until evening, their project slowly coming to-
gether — words and melody forming something neither of them
could quite define yet.

When it was time to leave, Justice walked her to the subway.
The rain had stopped, but the streets still glowed, reflecting the
city lights.

“Same time tomorrow?” he asked.

Valentina nodded. “Yeah. Practice Room 3B.”

He smiled. “Our place.”

She didn’t respond, just smiled back — small, shy, but real.

And as she descended the subway stairs, she could still hear
his words in her mind.

The piano exhales for you when you can’t.

Maybe, she thought, that’s exactly what this thing between
them was —

a song neither of them had learned the words for yet.
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