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Chapter 1

Violet reached for the knob on her stereo and turned the volume all the way up. If she listened very closely through the cloud of silence in her head, she could hear the low thrumming of the cello. The violins were gone. She should be hearing harp, too. Most people who lost their hearing lost the high notes first, and it was no different for her. All she could hear of the London Philharmonic Orchestra was bass and buzzing where once there was Handel's Rejoicing.

Angry tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away. Nancy would be here any minute. Violet didn't want to be crying over her MP3 player when her friend got here.

Even as she thought Nancy's name, a hand landed on her shoulder. Violet yelped and turned, heart thumping. Vertigo gripped her, spinning through her head and swooping through her stomach. She might have fallen if not for the hand that caught her elbow. When her gaze finally steadied, it was Nancy's warm brown eyes and soft face that she saw.

Sorry, Nancy mouthed. Violet's best friend always kept her sentences short these days. She pulled a pained face, and added, Too loud.

Violet nodded apologetically and turned back, slowly this time, to click off the stereo. “I'm sorry,” she said, and wondered how loud her voice must sound to Nancy if she could hear it herself. Just to be safe, she lowered her volume. “You know how people always ask each other what piece of music they'd choose if they could only hear one more? That was mine.”

Nancy's mouth turned down, pitying. Not the last, she mouthed. Have faith. She pointed upward.

Violet nodded, but she didn't answer. She didn't have much to say to God lately. Ever since she was a child, she'd always believed He was the Great Physician, that He could heal anything if He wanted to. But He had not restored her hearing, no matter how hard she'd prayed. How could He allow this to happen when He knew how much music meant to her? He had healed millions of people over the course of human existence, but He would not heal Violet.

Nancy reached for Violet's elbow again, and Violet allowed herself to be led forward through her living room. Her head swooped and spun with every step, and her stomach threatened to spill its contents all over her brightly-colored rug and shiny baby grand. She swallowed hard. Not again, she thought. Her nausea gradually faded as Nancy led her through her front door.

It was a sunny spring day, with a gem-blue sky overhead and a slight breeze to cool Violet's hot face. The cherry tree in her front yard had, in the last few days since she had dared to venture outside, burst into vibrant flower. Nancy's freshly washed car shone from the driveway where she'd parked. It was a beautiful day. Only Violet's mood was ugly.

Nancy opened the passenger-side door to her car and helped Violet inside. 

“And they said chivalry was dead.” Violet grinned.

Nancy smiled back, and the edges of her eyes crinkled. Watch your feet, she mouthed, shutting the door.

On the way to the hospital, Violet turned her attention to the yards and gardens of the houses they passed. All the grass had turned emerald green, and flowers bloomed riotously from gardens and cracks in sidewalks. Spring, she thought, and tried to bring Vivaldi to her mind. The strains of the piece still came easily to her memory, but she'd once been told auditory memories were among the soonest to fade. How long would she have this silent music to draw on for strength in hard times?

Someday, maybe she wouldn't remember what music sounded like at all.

Dr. Minelli's office was on the fourth floor of the hospital, so Nancy helped Violet onto the elevator and steadied her when the upward lurch made Violet fall against the mirrored wall.

Somehow, they made it into the audiologist's waiting room and checked in despite the return of Violet's nausea. It was a restful sort of room, with light blue walls and potted ferns on the tables beside the outdated magazines. A huge aquarium covered one wall, and Violet watched the fish dart back and forth between the glass walls of their home.

Nancy touched her shoulder when the nurse called for her, and together they followed the scrub-wearing man down the hall to a room with drawings of the inner ear on all the walls. Violet sat up on the paper-covered table and Nancy sat in a plastic chair against a wall.

Dr. Minelli wasn't Violet's normal doctor, but they'd met a few times when the pretty, dark-haired audiologist had consulted with old Dr. Farnam. Meniere's disease wasn't uncommon, but it wasn't something Violet's primary had spent a lot of time with, either. Nobody knew what caused the disease. Researchers blamed everything from allergies to autoimmune disorders. 

Whatever caused it, the fact remained that Violet had a severe case. Slight vertigo and tinnitus had, over the course of years, degenerated to 90% deafness and vertigo so severe Violet had almost become an invalid. They had tried drugs to reduce fluid in her body, as well as drugs to keep her from becoming too stressed out; they'd given her pills for nausea and more months of physical therapy than she could even count anymore. But none of it had worked. At only twenty-seven years old, Violet was barely able to care for herself. She couldn't drive. She couldn't stand for any length of time. She couldn't even walk down a hallway without supporting herself against a wall.

Medically, they'd come to the last resort. If Violet wanted any hope of a normal life, if she wanted to be able to run in the park again or walk any potential children in a stroller, she had to have this surgery. Not that she’d have much chance for marriage and children without the ability to hear. What husband would have her now? Brian certainly wouldn’t be interested in a woman who couldn’t even hear him.

When Dr. Minelli finally came into the room, she gave Violet a huge smile and spoke to her in slow, clearly enunciated words. Violet couldn’t hear conversational voice levels anymore, but she carefully watched the doctor’s lips for information: remove the labyrinth, she managed to catch, though it was followed by gibberish. Permanent deafness. Thursday the twenty-first.

When Violet finally started to cry, Dr. Minelli’s pretty face turned pitying and she placed a hand on Violet’s shoulder.  We wouldn’t do this unless it was absolutely necessary, the doctor mouthed. I’m so sorry.  

“What am I going to do?” Violet sobbed. “I’m a musician! How am I going to live? How am I going to communicate? I can hardly even read lips!”

Dr. Minelli sighed, and though Violet couldn’t hear a noise as soft as a breath anymore, she saw the doctor’s shoulders heave. She stood up and walked to the sparkling clean counter beside the sink where she’d washed her hands and brought back a pamphlet made of a folded computer print-out. She handed it to Violet, who grasped it as if taking a life preserver. 

American Sign Language Classes, it said. A group of smiling people adorned the front cover. If any of them were deaf, Violet couldn’t figure out why they looked so happy.

*

Nancy helped Violet into the car and walked around to the driver’s side. The day was still beautiful, though the sun had risen enough to heat the inside of the car. Nancy turned on the air conditioner, and it struggled against the late spring weather to keep them cool. Violet watched the scenery roll by until they turned down a road leading away from her house. She shot Nancy a confused look. 

“Hey, sis, my house is that way.” Violet pointed in the other direction. 

Nancy glanced at her passenger. Maybe Violet imagined the sly, slightly guilty look on her face. Then she looked back at the road and said something Violet couldn’t translate.

“You have to look at me when you talk or I can’t understand you, Nance,” Violet said. 

They rolled up to a stop sign. Nancy turned her face toward Violet and mouthed, Going to church. Left my purse. 

Violet groaned. “I’ll sit in the car, if that’s okay with you. I really don’t want a ton of well- meaning people falling over themselves to try to talk to me.”

Nancy shook her head. Pastor wants to see you about insurance, she said. You better come in.

Heavy dread settled in Violet’s belly. She couldn’t possibly face the pastor, not today. He’d been text-messaging her for the better part of a month, ever since she found out she was going to have to have the labyrinthectomy. He’d been hoping she could return to work on the worship team soon. She’d been ignoring him because she didn’t have the heart to tell him she never would. Nancy had told him, of course. It hadn’t stopped his texted thoughtfulness.  

She couldn’t really afford to have her insurance cancelled now, though. The time for ignoring her boss was over.

They pulled into the church’s familiar parking lot. Violet waited for her friend to come around and help her out of the car. Even if she was able to stand on her own, she might have stayed where she was until Nancy dragged her out.

The pastor wasn’t the only one who’d been texting her. Brian had, as well. If God was listening to her, she’d pray for Brian to be anywhere but here. Of course, God wasn’t listening. Not to her. Not today.

She knew he was present as soon as she walked through the church door. She could feel the pulsing of bass guitar through the soles of her flats, which meant he was here, practicing with the rest of the worship team. Practicing without her. Violet trained her eyes on the floor and let Nancy lead her past the nave and down the hall to the pastor’s office. She willed Brian not to notice her and not to come out. She thought she’d made it home free when someone touched her elbow.

She looked up into a pair of jade-green eyes. Her heart sped up even as she willed it not to. Brian was as handsome as ever, with his straight, white smile and blond hair brushing his collar. He wasn’t wearing his leather motorcycle jacket, which meant he’d draped it over the back of a chair somewhere. Violet made an attempt to return his happy smile, but she knew her own expression was tired and wan.

Hey, he mouthed, and then something garbled. She remembered the sound of his voice, raised in harmony with her own in praise to Almighty God. Now she couldn’t even understand what he was saying. Violet frowned, and Brian’s face fell. She immediately missed that smile. He lit her up with it. But telling him that would make sure he never left her alone.

“I can’t understand you,” she said instead. It was true in so many ways. Why did he keep trying to talk to her when he knew she couldn’t hear him anymore? Why did he keep trying to convince her to go out with him when she’d made it so very clear that she couldn’t?

Brian took a deep breath as if gathering himself. Slowly, carefully, he mouthed, Did you get my texts?

She sighed. And what was she supposed to say to that direct a question? Of course she’d gotten them. Her phone worked fine. It was her ears that were messed up.

“I’ve been busy,” she said. “I’m having surgery later this month.”

Brian’s eyes turned sad, and he reached out to touch her arm again. I’m so sorry. 

Was that the theme for today? Everybody was so very, very sorry. But none of them had to choose between the ability to walk and the ability to hear. Violet bit her tongue and didn’t say that out loud. It wasn’t Brian’s fault she had this disease. 

A finger tapped her arm, and she looked back at Nancy. Nancy gave Brian a twinkling smile. Violet was about to ask what that particular expression was supposed to mean when Nancy mouthed, Go sit down. I’ll bring pastor to you. 

Brian gave Nancy a grateful smile and offered Violet his arm. Oh, that’s what they were up to. Nancy was trying to play matchmaker again. Violet scowled at her friend and pointedly did not reach for Brian.

“I can walk, thank you,” Violet snapped. “I don’t need to sit down.”

Oh, come on. Brian made a broad gesture with his hands, echoing his mouthed words. Take a load off. He smiled again, this time even more charming than before. Nancy gave Violet a little shove, and she suddenly found that she had to take Brian’s arm or rely on her own dizzy feet.

He smelled so nice. He always did. She turned to scowl at Nancy, who only smiled and waved. The traitor.

Brian led her to the nave and down to the front row. Her former bandmates stood on the stage behind the pulpit, dressed in casual clothes instead of their Sunday finery. Lisa, the lead singer, grinned and waved as Brian helped Violet take a seat. Randy, lead guitar, set down his instrument and jogged down the stairs. He leaned down gingerly to wrap Violet in a hug. His beard tickled her cheek, but his smile was bright and welcome. 

Hey, girl, he mouthed. Come to watch the auditions?  

“What auditions?” Violet looked up at Brian, who was scowling at Randy. Randy’s smile became a chagrined grimace almost instantly and he said something to Brian that Violet couldn’t catch.

Brian sighed and Randy moved aside. Brian crouched in front of her chair and mouthed, Don’t freak out.  

“Freak out?” Her stomach felt as if it had suddenly filled with lead and was about to tip over. “Why would I freak out? What’s he talking about, auditions?” It clicked all at once. “Oh. I see. You’re auditioning a new keyboard player.”

Regret turned Brian’s mouth down, and she knew she’d guessed correctly. They were filling her old job. They’d been down a keyboard player ever since Violet had been out of work.  Of course they needed to fill her spot. 

It all made sense to her logical mind. So why did she suddenly want to cry?

She pushed up out of her chair, trying to ignore the spinning in her head. Brian reached out to steady her, but she shrugged his hand away. 

“I probably should get out of your way so you can work. I’m sure none of the keyboard players want to audition with your old bandmate watching.” She gave Lisa a wave and smiled shakily at Randy. Randy smiled back, but he looked kind of sick and green.

Just once, Lord, she thought. Just once, let me walk out of here with my dignity intact.  She took a careful step past Brian and pretended she didn’t see him reaching protectively after her. Another step, and she was still on her feet. Could she dare to hope that God was actually listening to her for once?

Her head started to spin four steps in. She told herself to ignore it, but after another step she had to steady herself against a pew. She took another step.

It felt like something huge, maybe a giant, was pressing down on the top of her head. Despair flooded her in the split second before she crashed onto the ground.

Violet managed to get her hands between her face and the floor, so she only scraped her palms and bruised her pride. Hot tears stung her eyes. For a long moment, all she could do was kneel on the ground with her head spinning and try not to cry and vomit simultaneously. 

It was probably thirty seconds before strong arms lifted her up and held her steady. She found herself pressed against Brian’s hard chest and so ashamed she couldn’t stand to look into his eyes. He tried to catch her gaze by moving into her line of sight, but Violet looked stubbornly away.

Another set of hands gripped her arm, and she turned to find Nancy beside her, looking regretful and anxious. Violet let her friend lead her away. Her cheeks still burned with shame as Nancy helped her into the car.

They didn’t speak at all until they got to Violet’s house. Violet wanted to fling open the door and storm inside, but she didn’t want to end up sprawled out in her driveway with her neighbors gawking. So she waited for Nancy to come around and help her, even though Nancy was the last person on Earth she wanted to interact with.

Nancy’s broad, dark face was mournful. I’m so sorry, she mouthed. Violet only scowled. Nancy didn’t speak again until Violet was safely ensconced in the floral print easy chair that sat across from her couch.

“Why did you take me in there?” Violet demanded. “I didn’t even get a chance to see the pastor! Did he really ask to see me?”

Nancy flushed so deeply that Violet knew he hadn’t. Brian asked to see you, she mouthed. He said he misses you.

“He misses me! Nancy, I’ve told you a hundred times that I can’t focus on dating right now. I can’t understand a word he says. How am I supposed to carry on a relationship with a man I can’t even hear?”

Nancy’s jawline firmed up, and her dark eyes flashed. You say that about everything. ‘How am I supposed to do anything when I can’t even hear?’ You’ve stopped living. I never thought you were the type to roll over and die, but I guess I was wrong.

Violet was so stunned she couldn’t reply. 

Brian cares about you, Nancy continued. He always has. He doesn’t care if you’re deaf, or if you can play the piano anymore. He cares about you as a person. She paused, and her angry face softened. You’re the only one who cares about that stuff, Vi. The rest of us just want you to be happy again. There was a time when Brian made you happy.

“Do you know what made me happy?” Violet demanded. “Making music with the worship team made me happy. But I can’t do that anymore, can I? And thanks to you, I am fully aware that they’re replacing me!”

Nancy’s eyes narrowed. Violet let her gaze follow Nancy all the way to the door as she waited for a response, but instead Nancy left the room and slammed the door behind her.

*

Around the house, when she was alone, Violet used a walker to get from place to place. She didn’t always need it, but it kept her from falling down when the vertigo hit. It reminded her of when her grandmother used to toddle around her nursing home. Violet couldn’t bring herself to add tennis balls to the feet. Just using the walker made her feel a hundred years old.

She decided on a salad for dinner, and shuffled around her kitchen with her walker, thinking more about what Nancy had said to her than about the tomatoes she was trying to cut. I never thought you were the type to roll over and die. Well, Nancy could just stick that in her pipe and smoke it. She was a little down right now (okay, maybe she was a lot down) but that didn’t mean Violet had given up on life.

Did it?

She thought of Brian again, almost involuntarily. Their first date had been Chinese food and a long walk in the park. They’d talked and laughed like old friends all through dinner. As they’d walked together afterward, Brian had pointed out a cloud of fireflies and how they reflected in the rippling lake under the bridge. He’d reached for her hand then, and Violet had wished he’d never let go. 

But that was before this last attack of her disease had finally damaged her ear canals so badly it couldn’t be reversed. She would never hear Brian’s soft, joyful laugh again. She would never again listen as he tuned his bass before a practice.

What musician would want to carry on a relationship with a deaf girl?

Sure, he kept texting her. Sure, he smiled at her and tried to talk to her when they met at the church. But that was probably because he felt obligated to. What kind of a jerk would stop seeing a girl because she went deaf? 

Not a guy like Brian, that’s for sure. So she’d made the hard decision for them both.

A hand landed on Violet’s shoulder, and she felt herself shriek, even though she couldn’t hear the sound she made. She turned so quickly she almost fell for the second time in one day, but strong hands caught her and held her up until her dizziness passed.

Nancy. Violet set her jaw and wondered if she should be angry that her friend was back again or if she should just hurry up and forgive her. Nancy had meant well, after all, even though she had been sneaky about it. 

Violet decided on noncommittally sullen. “What do you want?”

Nancy held up a folded piece of paper for Violet to see. It was the same pamphlet Dr. Minelli had handed her earlier.

Let’s go, Nancy mouthed.

Violet scowled. “Where? I’m trying to fix
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