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Chapter One

I may only be twelve, but I’ve already fallen in love once—with music. With film scores, to be exact.

The moment it happened, when I first realized how magical movie scores can be, was around Christmas last year. Mom got two tickets through work for Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back in concert. She invited me to come with her. The New York Philharmonic orchestra performed the soundtrack live on stage, while the movie played on a huge screen above them.

It was already a special night because Mom and I drove into Manhattan together. I got to wear my favorite dress, which is made from the softest velvet the color of cranberries. On the car ride down, we sang along to the radio. Mom also asked me about school and my friends, and it was so nice to talk to her—just the two of us, without my little sister interrupting with her own questions and comments. Before heading to the theater, we got dinner at a fancy soul food restaurant where I had the best cornbread I’ve ever tasted.

The concert itself was incredible. I’d seen all the Star Wars movies before, but this time, the music swirled around the theater, bouncing off the walls, giving me goose bumps. The scenes were even more dramatic with the orchestra playing right in front of us. The story came alive in a whole new way.

I came alive in a whole new way. By the time we walked out of the theater, I felt like a different Joy.

On the drive home, I downloaded the main theme song from the movie and made it my phone’s ringtone. Then I stared at the concert program, at the names and pictures of the people who’d created the music. The composer’s name was John Williams, and his bio said he composed the score for nine Star Wars movies. I decided right then and there that I wanted to do that, too.

I’m going to compose music for movies. I’m going to make other people feel the way that I did that night at the concert. One day, people are going to fill a theater to hear an orchestra play my music.

I have it all figured out. I love a good plan. And a list. Step one is to learn how to play the piano.

But before I can get to that, I have to survive this move.

“Can I go for a walk?” I ask Mom. “I want to check out the park behind the building.”

Mom’s holding a box cutter and leaning over one of the billion boxes piled up around the apartment. They look like the blocks my six-year-old sister, Malia, used to play with. She’d stack them up to make the highest tower, carefully adding blocks one by one. Then she’d count to three and knock it all down. The bigger the mess, the wider she’d grin. And then she’d start all over again.

“Please?” I add. “I’m getting claustrophobic in here.”

“What about me? I want to go to the playground,” Malia whines from her spot on the couch. She’s huddled in the only corner that’s not covered with black garbage bags practically exploding with things we brought from our house. Her tablet is on her lap.

I give Mom a look that says, Please let me go alone. I had to babysit Malia for the last couple of hours while my parents moved all of our stuff in here, and I’m ready for some time by myself. Especially since Malia and I have to share a bedroom from now on. I can hear Dad in our room digging through his tool bag and moving parts around as he gets ready to put together our new bunk bed.

“I’ll take you to the playground before dinner, okay?” Mom tells Malia. To me, she says, “Sure, have fun.”

“Bring water,” she adds. “It’s hot out there. Thank goodness this place came with air conditioning.”

I go into our new apartment’s tiny kitchen to fill my reusable water bottle. My mom calls it a galley kitchen because it’s a narrow room with the cabinets and appliances on either side. It can barely fit all four of us at once. The kitchen in our house was at least three times bigger.

Once my bottle is full, I put my headphones on, turn on my playlist of favorite movie scores, and go out into the hallway. I pause to take a deep breath with my eyes closed, and I try to channel the way I felt the night of the philharmonic concert. At least I still have music. Nobody can take that away from me. Maybe it’ll help me get through this.

I press the elevator button and try to guess which of the two elevators will arrive first. I pick the one on the right, but then the left elevator door opens. There’s a girl standing inside it, leaning against the back wall. I think I recognize her from my new middle school, which I transferred to last week. I’m pretty sure she’s in my grade. We aren’t in any of the same classes, so I don’t know her name yet. I smile politely as I move to stand next to her.

The girl taps my shoulder. I pull my headphones down and turn toward her.

“Hi!” she says, sounding way too cheerful. “I’m Nora. Apartment 5B. Did you just move in?”

“Yeah. Hi. I’m Joy. Uh, apartment . . . 3C.” Is that how people introduce themselves around here, by their apartment numbers?

“You’re the new kid at school, right?” she asks.

I nod. “Not new to town, though. I used to go to the other middle school.”

“Cool. What were you listening to?” Nora asks.

“Huh?”

She points to the headphones around my neck. “Were you listening to music?”

“Oh. Um, yeah. Songs from movie soundtracks. The Jurassic Park theme song was playing,” I say.

The elevator stops at the lobby floor, and we both get off. I’m about to say goodbye and walk away when Nora starts talking again.

“Wait. Are you into movies, too?” Before I can answer, Nora keeps talking. “I’m super into them. I want to become a filmmaker when I grow up. I’m working on a screenplay right now. It’s almost done. Then I’m going to start filming. But before I do that, I want to save up for a better camera, and also some editing software. When I send my movie to film festivals, I want people to be surprised when they find out a kid made it.”

Nora practically says that entire thing with one breath. That’s how fast she speaks.

“Wow. Good luck,” I say. “That’s . . . really cool. I’m obsessed with movie scores. The music. I actually want to compose my own someday.”

Nora’s eyes widen with excitement. “Seriously? Oh my gosh, I can’t believe we’re both into movies! Maybe you can help me with the music in mine when I’m done filming.”

“Yeah, maybe. What’s your movie about?”

“It’s about a mom and daughter who go on a road trip together, but then all sorts of things go wrong.”

“That sounds fun,” I say. “How’d you come up with the idea?”

“It’s inspired by my mom, Nadia Ramos. She died when I was six.” She says it so matter-of-factly.

My mouth opens in surprise, and I immediately regret using the word “fun.”

“Colon cancer,” Nora adds.

“I am so sorry,” I say.

“It’s okay. I miss her of course. But I’ve still got my little sister, Izzy, plus my dad. And he’s the best.”

I smile but still feel awkward.

Nora is opening up about something so . . . personal . . . so easily. To a stranger. But something about her honesty makes me want to tell her something honest about myself, too.

“Well,” I start. “My family and I moved here because we had to sell our house. My dad lost his job a few months ago, and they couldn’t afford the mortgage anymore. It was going to”—I pause to remember the word my parents used—“foreclose, and the bank was going to take it away from us. But before that happened, my parents put it up for sale and found a new family to buy it.” I swallow, and there’s a big lump in my throat. I lived in that house for my entire life until today. It felt like a member of my family, that now we’ve lost. Saying goodbye to it this morning was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

I blink a bunch of times so I won’t cry.

Mom and Dad told me that foreclosures happen to a lot of families. But it hasn’t happened to anyone else I know.

They also said that it’s lucky our house sold so fast, and we found an affordable apartment in our same town. Things could be a lot worse.

I find that hard to imagine.

“I know it’s nothing like losing a parent,” I add, “but I’m still sad about it. I love that house. I had so many happy memories there. Now some other family gets to make memories there. And I have to share a room with my little sister now. I love her, but she’s half my age. I liked having my own space. It stinks.”

Nora stares at me, like she’s really listening, and I regret saying so much. I just met this girl. What if Nora’s reaction makes me feel worse about everything?

Before I can turn and run away, Nora responds with, “I get it. I hate change, too.”

I exhale, relieved.

“But this building is actually pretty great,” Nora adds. “I mean, everyone’s so nice. And I love having the park right behind us. Have you been over there yet?”

“I’m actually going to walk over there now.” I swallow. “Do you . . . want to come with me?”

“I’d love to!” she says, and I grin. “But I can’t. I told my dad that I’d finish my laundry. Another time?” Nora asks.

“Sure,” I say, disappointed.

“I get what you mean about sharing a room with your sister,” Nora says. “My sister and I share, too. She’s nine, and she definitely annoys me sometimes, but we make the most of it. If things get tense or whatever, have a dance party. Trust me, it fixes almost everything.”

I laugh. “Okay.”

“But if you need a place to escape, let me know. I know the perfect spot,” Nora adds.

“Really?”

“Yeah.” She lowers her voice and gives me a sly smile. “But it’s top secret.”
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Chapter Two

A top secret place? I don’t get to hear more about it because Nora’s phone alarm sounds and she has to grab her laundry. But I can’t stop thinking about it for the rest of the day. Next time I see her, I need to find out what place she was talking about. Because it’s only day one in this apartment, and I’m more than ready to escape already.

“Guess what?” Malia asks that night as we get ready for bed. “Mom says she’s gonna buy us new comforters so they match. Curtains too. We get to help pick them out.”

“Nice,” I say. Right now nothing in here matches, since our old rooms had completely different styles. At least it’s almost all unpacked, since it’s where my parents spent most of their time today.

I pull a pair of pajama shorts and a T-shirt out of my drawer in the pink dresser from Malia’s old room. I sit on the yellow armchair from my old room while I put them on. I remember when my mom helped me pick out this chair. She said it would add a nice pop of color to my room. Now, surrounded by all of Malia’s bright pink stuff, it barely stands out.

Once Malia’s dressed for bed, she crawls into the bottom bunk. When I look over, she’s hugging her stuffed narwhal, looking all of a sudden like a deflated balloon.

“You miss it, too?” I ask Malia. “The house?”

She nods. “I miss my room. And my old bed. And the backyard. Joy, who’s gonna feed the hummingbirds?”

She sticks her lower lip out, a sign that she’s about to cry. I have to stop her, right now, or else I’ll start crying, too.

I remember Nora’s advice from earlier. Dance party. I open the music app on my laptop and click on a playlist with songs from Disney movies. The familiar intro from Frozen’s “Let it Go” begins.

Malia perks up. “My favorite song!”

“Let’s dance.” I pull Malia off her bed and we spin around, wave our arms, and belt out along with the song. I focus on the music and let all thoughts about our house disappear. We’re having so much fun that at first, I don’t hear Dad knocking on our door frame.

“Malia, time to brush your teeth,” he says. “And, Joy, can you turn the music down?”

“Why?” I ask while Malia goes across the hall to the apartment’s only bathroom. I used to blast music all the time at our house, and Dad never said anything to me then.

“Because we don’t want to disturb the neighbors,” Dad says.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“We’re in an apartment building now, so we can’t make too much noise.”

“It’s not noise,” I protest. “It’s music.” The next song that comes on is the orchestra arrangement of Beauty and the Beast, and it’s mainly piano and strings.

Dad rubs his chin, which he hasn’t shaved in a while since he’s growing in a beard. “I know. Just keep it at a lower volume at night, okay? You can still listen to it.”

I go over to my laptop and turn down the volume.

“Thanks.” Dad lingers and looks around. “Are you happy with your new room?”

Mom appears behind him in the doorway. She’s fresh out of the shower and wearing her blue fuzzy bathrobe. “The bunk beds look great,” she says. “When I was a kid, I always wanted one.”

Mom’s only saying that to make me feel better. “It’s fine,” I say. I couldn’t care less about having a bunk bed. What I want is my old room back. It was perfect—my own private oasis. This room only feels like a place to sleep. But there’s one consolation. I point to the empty space next to the closet door. “But look, there’s still room over there to squeeze in a piano, especially if we move the bunk beds over a couple inches.”

My parents exchange a glance.

“What?” I ask.

Mom looks like she isn’t sure if she should say something.

“What is it?” I repeat.

Mom exhales. “Your dad and I talked about the piano, and . . . well . . . we’re not going to be able to buy one for you right now.”

My stomach drops all the way down to my toes. “What?”

“I’m sorry, Joy,” Dad says. “We have to be careful with our spending right now.”

“But you just sold our house. Don’t you have some extra money from that?”

“We owed the bank money,” Dad says, his face twisting in discomfort. “So no, we don’t.”

I look at Mom. “You told Malia you’d buy us new comforters and curtains. Forget about all that and buy the piano instead. I don’t need new stuff for our room. I only need a piano.”

“The piano is much more expensive than those other things,” Mom says.

“But you promised!” I say.

“I know, and we wanted to be able to buy it for you.” She sighs heavily, and then says, “There’s something else.”

Oh no. What other bad news are they going to share?

“We’re going to have to stop your piano lessons,” she says. “Only for a while.”

“No!” I shake my head in disbelief. “You can’t!”

“Believe me, we wouldn’t if we didn’t have to,” Dad says. “We have to cut back on all unnecessary spending for a while.”

And my piano lessons are unnecessary? This is my dream they’re talking about.

“For how long?” I ask. “When can I take lessons again?”

“Hopefully next school year,” Mom says. “But I don’t know for sure. We were thinking maybe you could switch to another instrument at school, like the violin or clarinet. Then you could join orchestra or band, and they’ll lend you an instrument that you can learn to play at school.”

“But I don’t want to play those instruments. I want to play the piano. You know that.” I pause and then ask, “What about Malia’s ballet classes? Does she have to quit those, too?”

“What did you say?” Malia asks, coming back from the bathroom. “I have to quit ballet?” Her voice goes up an octave, and she looks like she’s about to cry again.

“No, sweetie.” Mom hugs Malia to her side. “You can still take ballet.”

“How?” I ask. “You can pay for ballet but not piano?”

“We paid for the entire year of ballet classes back in the fall,” Mom explains.

I shake my head. I’m glad Malia can keep doing ballet, but I wish I could still take piano lessons. I want to become a composer, and all composers know how to play the piano. How can I learn it without a teacher or an instrument to practice on?

“We’re really sorry, Joy,” Dad says. “This won’t be forever.”

I nod like I understand, but I don’t believe him. We had to sell our house and move into a random apartment where the walls are too thin and there aren’t enough rooms. We aren’t going to live in our real home ever again, so how am I supposed to believe that anything will ever be the same?
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Chapter Three

As I try to get comfortable on the top bunk, I finally get why Dad warned me about turning the music down. The walls in this building aren’t as thick as the ones in our house. Even though our bedroom door is closed, there are all sorts of unfamiliar sounds. Right above me, the floorboard creaks as someone walks across the room. From out in the hallway, there’s a screeching noise, followed by a bang—what sounds like somebody opening and closing their apartment door. Then there’s the ding of the elevator, and voices as whoever it is gets off and walks down the hall.

There are also sounds coming from outside. This street is much busier than our old one, so I hear not only the whoosh of cars driving past, but every once in a while, motorcycle drivers revving their engines. It sounds like they’re racing down our street.

It’s like when my family stays in a hotel when we’re on vacation. It’s always hard for me to fall asleep in new places, because all the strange noises are distracting, making me feel uneasy. But this time, I won’t be checking out of here at the end of a trip.

What if I never get used to it?

The worst part of all, though, is that I can hear my parents arguing in their bedroom next to ours. They aren’t yelling, but their voices are loud enough for me to make out some of what they’re saying.

“I saw you give Spencer cash earlier,” Mom says. “What was that for?”

She’s talking about Uncle Spencer, my dad’s brother, who helped us move today.

“He’s borrowing it,” Dad says. “He’s going to pay me back in a couple of weeks. Before our next rent check is due.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Mom’s voice has an edge to it.

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard them argue. Ever since we had to put our house up for sale, they’ve been fighting more and more. But at the house, my bedroom was at the opposite end of the hallway from theirs. At night, I couldn’t hear them at all. Now, there’s no way to escape it.

Another motorcycle revs by outside, so I miss some of what Mom and Dad say next.

“I’m thinking of working with him,” Dad says, once I can hear them again. “His construction business. I could invest, become his partner.”

“Are you serious?” Mom asks.

“Keep your voice down,” Dad says.

I hear their bedroom door close, but the walls are thin.

“I’d be doing it for us,” Dad says.

At the house, I figured my parents were fighting because the move was stressing them out. But now we’re here, and they’re still fighting. Is this how it’s going to be from now on?

“You know,” Mom says. “We’d have some extra money if you took the hardware store job. You can still job search while you work there. Lisa’s been telling me that Jeff can use the extra help.”

“I already told you I’m not working in a hardware store,” Dad says. “I have a master’s degree. I’m too qualified to work at a register. And for what, seven bucks an hour?”

“Baby, you’re too broke not to,” Mom says. “Seven bucks an hour is more than you’re making now.”

Broke. The word echoes around my brain.

For a moment, neither of them say anything else. But then Mom says, “I don’t know how much longer I can . . .” Her voice gets quieter, so I don’t hear the rest of her sentence.

Mom doesn’t know how much longer she can what? I wish I knew, because now I’m thinking the worst.

What if my parents split up?

As soon as the thought appears, it’s like someone hurled a huge rock at me and knocked me over. I’ve already lost my home. I can’t lose either of my parents.

I can’t take it. The fighting. All the strange sounds in this building. This whole apartment. This unfamiliar bedroom. Even this bunk bed. I’m too close to the ceiling, and it’s not natural.

All I want to do is go to sleep.

No. What I want is to go back to my real home.

I wish I were back in my old room, in my old bed.

But I can’t go back to my house. This is supposed to be home now. And there’s nothing that I can do about it.

I hate that so much is out of my control. My parents keep making all of these decisions without talking to me, like my opinion doesn’t matter. Dad can lend Uncle Spencer money, but I can’t get a piano or take lessons anymore. I wish I had my own money, so I didn’t have to rely on them.

I really wanted that piano.

Before I can stop them, tears spill out of my eyes, wetting my pillowcase. I bury my face in the fabric so Malia won’t hear me and wake up. I cry harder than I have since finding out about the move. Then, sniffling, I carefully climb down the bunk bed ladder and look for a tissue, before remembering that we haven’t unpacked all of those supplies yet. I don’t want to go into the bathroom for toilet paper and risk my parents seeing me. Then they might know that I heard them argue. So instead, I wipe my face on my T-shirt and grab my headphones from my desk. I plug the cord into my phone, slip them over my ears, and turn on the film score from the Disney movie Up. It’s one of my favorites, and it’s the perfect soundtrack to cry to, since the piano music is so soft and beautiful.

As I’m climbing back to the top bunk, I miss a step and lose my balance for a second. I don’t fall, but my phone does, hitting the side of the bunk bed before landing on the floor.

Shoot.

Malia shifts in her bed, and I freeze in place, hoping the noise wasn’t loud enough to wake her. But in the light of the streetlamp coming from the window, I see Malia open her eyes and rub them.

“What’s going on?” she asks in a sleepy voice.

“Nothing.” I’m glad it’s dark in here so she can’t see my puffy eyes. “Go back to sleep.” I pick my phone up from the floor and climb back up to the top bunk.

“Are Mommy and Daddy fighting?” Malia asks.

Ugh. I hoped she wouldn’t hear that.

“They’re just talking,” I say, like it’s no big deal. “It’s fine. Close your eyes.”

A few seconds pass, and then Malia says, “Joy?”

“Yes?”

“Can I sleep next to you? Please?”

I sigh. “Sure. I’ll come down there.”

I carefully climb back down the ladder and crawl into bed with Malia. We huddle together under the covers. She’s wearing a silk bonnet like me, and it smells like the shea butter cream Mom puts in her hair before she twists it.

“Now go to sleep,” I say.

“Okay,” Malia mumbles, sounding even more drowsy. I listen as her breathing slows down and she starts snoring ever so slightly.

For the first time all day, I’m glad to be sharing a room with Malia. I’m glad I’m not alone right now.

I put my headphones back on and turn the music loud enough to drown out every other sound, so I can finally fall asleep.

But sleep still won’t come. Partly because I’m squished on this twin mattress with Malia, who’s breathing on my neck.

Mostly because I can’t stop thinking about everything that happened today—saying goodbye to my house, moving here, meeting Nora.

Actually, meeting Nora was nice. Especially the part where she talked about a place to escape.

What place could she be talking about?
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Chapter Four

I want to stop by Nora’s apartment to talk to her on Sunday, but I’ve already forgotten what number it is. I’ll have to talk to her at school.

My parents spend all of Sunday unpacking, and the towers of boxes around the apartment begin to disappear. By Monday, when I wake up for school, it really hits me that we live somewhere else now. This isn’t some temporary dream that I’m going to wake up from.

I miss my old school and my friends there. I miss getting a strawberry yogurt smoothie from the fridge, putting my headphones on, and walking the ten minutes to school every morning. The walk was always so nice, even in the winter.

One time it had snowed all night, but it stopped early enough for school to still open. I bundled up in all of my winter gear and put on the theme song from Game of Thrones. I don’t even watch the show, but the music is incredible.

I trudged through the still unshoveled sidewalks with the song energizing my every step. By the time I got to school, the music swelled in my headphones, and it was like I’d reached the top of a mountain.

Now I have to take the bus.

And Dad has to drive Mom to the train station every morning, since they got rid of one of our cars to save more money. They’re leaving as I’m brushing my teeth.

Mom comes into the bathroom and kisses my forehead. “Have a good day at school. I have to work late tonight so I won’t be home for dinner, but I’ll see you later.”

“Okay. Bye,” I say, with my mouth full of toothpaste foam.

“I’ll be right back,” Dad says from the bathroom doorway. The apartment and car keys jingle in his hand. “The station is only eight minutes away. When I get back, I’ll drop Malia off at school.”

Malia’s lucky. Her elementary school is a magnet school, so even though we moved across town, she can still keep going there.

I’m staring at the empty fridge when Dad gets back. “I’m making a trip to the store this morning,” he says when he finds me in the kitchen. “Here—I grabbed you and Malia blueberry muffins at the train station—the ones you like. And I have lunch money for you. I promise tomorrow things will be more normal.”

Normal. I wish that were true.

“Okay.” I close the refrigerator door.

Dad is helping Malia look for a sparkly rainbow headband that she insists on wearing when I say goodbye. The bus stop is only two blocks away, but my nerves multiply with every step. I’ve never had to take the bus to school before. What if nobody wants me to sit next to them? What if the only free seat is up in the front next to the bus driver? Also, sometimes I get motion sick in cars. What if I throw up? Panic rolls through me as I imagine throwing up in front of a busload of kids.

When I get close to the bus stop, I notice three different groups of kids. Some older teenagers stand together, and then a few feet away are kids my age. The last group is elementary school kids wearing backpacks that look huge on their backs. One of them looks like a younger Nora, so I bet it’s her little sister.

I spot Nora immediately. She has a Mets baseball hat on, with a ponytail looped through the back. My nerves turn into excitement, since at least now I can finally ask her about the secret place. But what if the other kids at the bus stop don’t know about it? Guess I’ll have to figure out another time to ask Nora, in private.

None of the kids my age notice me when I walk up to them. They’re all looking at someone’s phone. The girl holding it is wearing a colorful crown made with real blue and white flowers, with matching ribbons tied at the back, trailing down her long, wavy hair.

I feel weird joining their circle without being invited in. So for a minute, I stand a foot away, watching them. But then I realize how weird it is to stare at them, so I force myself to inch closer and
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