

[image: Cover]




  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SILENT HEARTS - AN EMOTIONAL ROMANCE THAT PROVES LOVE SPEAKS LOUDER THAN WORDS

    

    
      First edition. July 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Isla St. Claire.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235552944

    

    
    
      Written by Isla St. Claire.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  Silent Hearts

  by Isla St. Claire




  The Last Note

The fluorescent light flickers. Clara watches it pulse—on, off, on, off—a silent strobe above her bed. She counts the beats. One. Two. Three. Four. She loses count at seventeen.

The ceiling tiles are stained. A water mark blooms in the corner, brown and spreading, like a bruise. She traces its edges with her eyes, following the curve, trying to find something familiar in its shape.

A face appears above her. The doctor. His lips move. She watches them shape sounds she can't hear. Vowels and consonants, a language she once understood but now looks foreign, like watching a conversation through a glass wall.

She blinks.

He's holding a notepad. A pen. He places them in her hands, and his fingers are warm against her cold skin. She looks down at the blank page. The white is aggressive, demanding.

She writes: *Can I play piano again?*

The doctor reads it. His face falls. She watches the muscles around his mouth slacken, the way his eyes drop to the floor. He doesn't need to speak. She already knows.

Panic rises in her chest, hot and sharp. She claws at the sheets, tries to push herself upright. Her arms shake. Her throat opens, and she tries to scream—something, anything—but no sound comes out. Only a raw, silent sob that tears through her chest and leaves her gasping.

The doctor reaches for her. She flinches.

A nurse appears. She's young, with kind eyes and a name tag that says *Emily*. She takes the notepad from the doctor and writes in neat, rounded letters: *We'll talk more when you're ready.*

Clara stares at the words until they blur.

---

The apartment is a tomb.

She stands in the doorway, her suitcase at her feet, and watches dust motes drift through a shaft of afternoon light. Everything is exactly as she left it. The grand piano dominates the living room, its black surface gleaming, its keys waiting. The metronome sits on the windowsill, pendulum still.

She closes the door behind her. The latch clicks. She feels it in her fingertips but hears nothing.

She walks to the piano. Her legs feel foreign, borrowed. She lifts the lid, and the smell of wood and felt rises to meet her—a scent she's known since childhood, as familiar as her own breath. She presses a key. Middle C.

Nothing.

She presses harder. Her finger sinks into the key, and she feels the mechanism move beneath her touch, the hammer rising, striking the string. But the sound doesn't reach her. It's happening somewhere she can no longer go.

She slams the lid shut. The vibration jars her arm, rattles her teeth. She pulls her hand back as if burned.

The bookshelf catches her eye. A framed photo sits on the second shelf: Carnegie Hall, five years ago. She's at the piano, her hands suspended above the keys, her face caught in that moment before the first note—the breath before the plunge. She's smiling. She looks happy.

She picks up the frame. Her own face stares back at her, and she feels nothing. No recognition. No warmth. Just a cold, hollow ache that settles in her chest like a stone.

She places the photo face-down on the shelf.

---

She sits on the couch. The cushions remember her shape. She pulls out her phone, and the screen lights up, and she scrolls to her voicemail. There's one from her mother, left the night of the accident. The last message she ever heard.

She presses play.

The soundwave ripples across the screen, green and blue, rising and falling like a heartbeat. She watches it move, imagines her mother's voice: *Clara, you were brilliant tonight.*

She closes her eyes. She tries to hear it. Tries to conjure the cadence, the warmth, the way her mother always drew out her name—*Claaa-ra*—as if tasting each syllable. But there's nothing. Just silence, vast and empty, pressing against her eardrums.

She presses play again. The soundwave ripples again. She watches it, desperate, as if staring hard enough might make the sound return.

She presses it a third time. Then a fourth.

She presses the phone to her ear, holds it there, feels the warmth of the speaker against her skin. She waits. Nothing.

She throws the phone across the room. It hits the wall and cracks. She doesn't care.

---

The bathroom mirror is unforgiving.

She stands in front of it, her hands gripping the sink. Her reflection stares back: pale, hollow-eyed, a bruise blooming across her temple where she hit the dashboard. She looks like a stranger.

She opens her mouth. She screams.

Her throat tightens. Her neck strains. She feels the vibration in her vocal cords, the rattle in her chest, the way her whole body tenses with the effort. But there's no sound. The silence swallows it whole.

She screams again. Harder. Her face reddens. Her eyes water. She feels the scream tear through her, raw and violent, and still—nothing.

The silence mocks her.

She slams her fist against the mirror. The glass cracks, a web of fractures spreading from her knuckles. She hits it again. The pain shoots up her arm, sharp and clean, and she welcomes it. It's real. It proves she's still alive.

She slides to the floor. Her hand is bleeding, a thin line of red running down her wrist, pooling in her palm. She hugs her knees to her chest and stares at the cracked mirror. Her reflection is split in two—one eye here, the other there, her mouth severed, her jaw dangling in a separate piece of glass.

She feels her heartbeat. Thud-thud. Thud-thud. She presses her bleeding hand to her chest, and the warmth of her own blood spreads across her shirt.

*I can't hear it,* she thinks. *I can't hear my own heart.*

---

The metronome sits on the windowsill. Silver, elegant, a gift from her first teacher. She winds it. Sets it to 120 beats per minute. Watches the pendulum swing.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

She can't hear it, but she knows it's there. She places her hand on the wooden base, and she feels it—a faint, rhythmic pulse traveling through her palm, up her arm, into her chest. It syncs with her heartbeat.

She leaves it running. All night.

---

Coffee. She makes it out of habit.

The ritual is automatic: fill the reservoir, scoop the grounds, press the button. She watches the water heat, watches it drip through the filter, watches the dark liquid collect in the carafe. The steam rises, and she feels it on her face—warm, familiar.

She pours it into her favorite mug. A gift from her grandmother, white ceramic with a music note painted on the side. A quarter note, black and elegant, its stem curving like a dancer's leg.

She takes a sip.

It's bitter. She forgot the sugar.

She stares at the mug, traces the music note with her finger. Her grandmother taught her to play. Sat beside her on the piano bench, her hands gentle, her voice patient: *Feel the music, Clara. Don't just hear it. Feel it.*

She feels a pang of guilt, sharp and sudden. As if she's betraying her grandmother by not being able to hear anymore. As if she's failed some test she didn't know she was taking.

She sets the mug down. The coffee cools, untouched.

---

The bass comes through the wall.

She's lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, when she feels it: a low, thrumming pulse, vibrating through the drywall. Her neighbor. Playing music.

She gets up. Presses her ear to the wall. Nothing. She presses her palm flat against the surface, and the vibration travels through her hand, up her arm, into her bones. A heartbeat. A pulse. No melody, no lyrics, no shape.

She closes her eyes. She tries to guess the song. Something with bass. Something electronic. Or maybe rock. She doesn't know. She can't tell. It's just a rhythm, a primal thump that she feels in her teeth.

She pulls her hand away. The silence rushes back, heavier than before.

She gets on her knees and presses her forehead to the wall. The vibration travels through her skull. She stays there, breathing, feeling the bass pulse through her like a second heartbeat.

She doesn't know how long she stays. Minutes. Maybe hours.

She pulls back. Her forehead is cold. The wall is cold.

She returns to bed and lies still, listening to the silence.

---

She tries to remember Chopin.

Ballade No. 1. The opening notes. She closes her eyes, and she can see her hands on the keys, feel the weight of her fingers, the curve of her wrists. She knows the muscle memory—the way the first chord spreads, the way the melody unfolds, delicate and aching.

But the sound is a ghost.

She tries to conjure it. She strains, reaching into the dark of her memory, searching for the resonance, the timbre, the way the notes used to hang in the air and shimmer. But every time she gets close, it slips away. Like trying to hold water.

She tries harder. Her jaw clenches. Her hands grip the sheets. She forces herself to remember—the G minor chord, the way the bass note rumbled through her chest, the way the melody soared above it, fragile and fierce.

Nothing.

She opens her eyes. Tears stream down her face, hot and silent. She whispers into the dark: "I can't remember what it sounds like anymore."

The words hang in the air, and the silence swallows them.

---

The crack in the mirror splits her in two.

She's back on the bathroom floor, her hand bandaged, her body heavy. She stares at the reflection and sees two versions of herself: the pianist she was, and the hollow shell she's become.

She thinks about the future. A future without sound. Without music. Without the one thing that made her feel whole.

She wonders if she'll ever feel joy again. If this silence will swallow her whole. If she'll ever find a way to exist in a world that no longer speaks to her.

She presses her hand to her chest, feels her heartbeat. Thud-thud. Thud-thud.

She can't hear it.

She stays on the floor until dawn.

---

The light changes. Gray becomes pale blue. The crack in the mirror catches the morning sun and throws a prism across the wall—a rainbow, small and fragile.

She watches it move. Watches it shift across the tile, inch by inch, as the sun climbs higher. It's beautiful, she thinks. She can't hear it, but she can see it.

She gets to her feet. Her legs are stiff, her hand throbs. She walks to the living room.

The metronome is still swinging. Tick. Tick. Tick.

She winds it again. Sets it to 60. Watches the pendulum move slower, more deliberate.

She places her hand on the piano. The wood is cool, smooth. She opens the lid. The keys wait for her, patient and silent.

She sits down on the bench. Her hands hover above the keys.

She doesn't play. She just sits there, her hands suspended, the metronome ticking beside her, the silence pressing in from all sides.

She thinks about her mother's voice. About Chopin. About Carnegie Hall. About the last note she ever played—a G, she remembers now, the final chord of a Rachmaninoff concerto. It hung in the air for a moment, then faded.

She didn't know it would be the last.

She closes her eyes. She sees her hands on the keys. She feels the weight of her fingers. She imagines the sound, and for a moment—just a moment—she thinks she can almost hear it.

But it's just the ghost of memory. It's just the echo of something already gone.

She opens her eyes. The metronome ticks. The silence remains.

She stays at the piano, her hands suspended, waiting for a sound that will never come.

---

The doorbell rings.

She doesn't hear it, but she feels it—a vibration through the floor, a tremor in the air. She looks up. The door.

She doesn't move.

It rings again. She feels it in her chest, a low pulse.

She stands. Walks to the door. Her hand hovers over the handle.

She doesn't want to see anyone. Doesn't want to explain. Doesn't want to watch their mouths move and pretend she understands.

But the vibration comes again. Insistent. Persistent.

She opens the door.

A woman stands in the hallway. Mid-fifties, kind face, gray-streaked hair. She's holding a casserole dish. Her lips move, and Clara watches them shape words she can't hear.

She shakes her head. Points to her ears. Shrugs.

The woman's face changes. Confusion becomes understanding. She sets the casserole dish on the floor, pulls out her phone, and types. Then she holds it up.

*I'm Mrs. Chen from downstairs. I heard about your accident. I brought you dinner.*

Clara stares at the screen. The words blur.

She types back on her own phone: *Thank you.*

Mrs. Chen smiles. It's a warm smile, the kind that reaches her eyes. She gestures to the casserole dish, then to her mouth, miming eating. She points at Clara, then at the dish, then at her own heart.

*Eat,* the gesture says. *Take care of yourself.*

Clara nods. She picks up the casserole dish. It's warm.

Mrs. Chen reaches out and touches Clara's arm. Her hand is soft, gentle. She holds it there for a moment, and Clara feels the warmth of her palm, the weight of her concern.

Then she turns and walks away.

Clara watches her go. The hallway is long, the light dim. Mrs. Chen's footsteps are silent, but Clara feels them through the floor—a soft, rhythmic pulse that fades as she disappears around the corner.

She closes the door.

She sets the casserole on the counter. She doesn't open it. She just stands there, staring at it, feeling the warmth radiating through the ceramic.

Someone cared enough to feed her.

She doesn't know what to do with that.

---

The sun sets. The apartment darkens. She doesn't turn on the lights.

She sits on the floor, her back against the couch, the metronome ticking beside her. The casserole sits untouched on the counter. The photo of Carnegie Hall lies face-down on the shelf.

She thinks about sound. About all the sounds she'll never hear again. Rain on the roof. The hum of the refrigerator. Her own laughter.

She thinks about silence. How it's not empty, but full. Full of absence. Full of loss. Full of everything that used to be there and isn't anymore.

She thinks about music. The one language she spoke fluently. The one thing that made her feel understood.

It's gone.

She feels a sob rise in her chest, but she doesn't cry. She just sits there, breathing, the metronome ticking, the darkness settling around her like a blanket.

She wonders if this is what death feels like. To be alive but not present. To exist but not feel.

She presses her hand to her chest. Her heartbeat is steady. Strong.

She can't hear it. But she feels it.

And maybe that's enough. For now.

---

The clock reads 3:47 AM.

She's still on the floor. She hasn't moved. The metronome has run down, its pendulum slowing, then stopping.

The silence is complete.

She looks at the piano. It's just a shape in the dark, a black mass against the wall. She used to think of it as an extension of her body, as natural as breathing. Now it's just furniture.

She stands. Walks to it. Runs her hand along its curve.

She opens the lid. The keys gleam in the faint light from the window.

She sits. She places her hands on the keys. She doesn't press down. She just rests them there, feeling the cool ivory against her fingertips.

She closes her eyes.

She thinks about the first time she played. She was four years old, standing on tiptoes to reach the keys. Her grandmother sat behind her, guiding her hands. They played "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star." Simple. Pure. Perfect.

She feels a tear slide down her cheek.

She presses a key. Any key. The vibration travels up her arm, and she imagines the note—a C, maybe, or an E. She doesn't know. She can't tell.

She presses another. And another. She plays a chord, and she feels the vibration in her chest, in her palms, in her bones.

She doesn't know what she's playing. It doesn't matter.

She keeps playing. Her fingers move, guided by memory, by instinct, by something deeper than sound. She plays the opening of the Chopin ballade, and she feels the weight of the chords, the lift of the melody, the ache of the harmony.

She can't hear it. But she feels it.

She plays until her arms ache. She plays until her fingers cramp. She plays until the metronome runs down, and the silence returns, and she's left alone in the dark, her hands resting on the keys, her breath shallow and slow.

She opens her eyes.

The piano is silent. The room is silent. The world is silent.

But she's still here. Still breathing. Still feeling.

She presses her hand to her chest. Her heartbeat is steady.

She doesn't know if that's enough. She doesn't know if she'll survive this. She doesn't know if she'll ever find a way to live in a world without sound.

But she's still here.

And for now, that has to be enough.

---

The sun rises. Light spills through the window, painting the room in gold.

She's still at the piano. She hasn't moved. Her hands rest on the keys, her eyes closed, her breathing slow.

She feels the warmth of the sun on her face. She opens her eyes.

The room is bright. The dust motes dance in the light. The metronome sits still on the windowsill.

She looks at her hands. They're pale, thin, the veins visible beneath the skin. These hands have played concert halls. Have won standing ovations. Have brought audiences to tears.

Now they're just hands.

She lifts them from the keys. She flexes her fingers. They ache.

She stands. Walks to the window. The street below is waking up—a car moves, a dog walks, a woman jogs past. She watches them, and they're silent, like a movie with the sound off.

She presses her palm to the glass. It's cold.

She thinks about the future. About tomorrow. About the day after that.

She doesn't know what comes next. She doesn't know if she'll ever play again. She doesn't know if she'll ever find a way to connect to the world.

But she's here. She's alive.

The metronome sits on the windowsill. She winds it. Sets it to 40. Watches the pendulum swing slow, deliberate, like a heartbeat at rest.

She places her hand on it. Feels the tick.

One. Two. Three. Four.

She counts the beats. She doesn't lose count this time.

She keeps her hand there, feeling the rhythm, feeling the pulse of something that keeps moving, keeps going, keeps existing in the silence.

The sun rises higher. The room grows warmer.

She stands at the window, her hand on the metronome, watching the world move in silence.

She doesn't know what comes next.

But she's still here.

And that's something.

---


  Silent Gallery

The flyer sits on the counter for three days.

Clara sees it every time she walks past. The paper curls at the edges from the steam of her forgotten coffee. She doesn't pick it up. She doesn't want to know what it says.

Mrs. Chen arrives on the fourth morning. She knocks—Clara feels it through the floor, a dull thumping that travels up through her bare feet. She opens the door. Mrs. Chen is holding a cup of coffee from the shop down the street. She presses it into Clara's hands. The warmth seeps through the paper cup.

Mrs. Chen pulls out her phone. She types with her thumbs, fast and efficient, then holds up the screen.

*You need to leave this apartment. I'm taking you.*

Clara stares at the words. She shakes her head. She types back: *I can't hear anything. What's the point?*

Mrs. Chen reads it. Her face doesn't change. She types: *Art isn't about hearing. It's about seeing. You still have eyes.*

The words hit Clara like a slap. Her jaw tightens. She wants to argue, wants to slam the door, wants to retreat into the silence that has become her only companion.

But she's so tired.

She types: *Fine.*

She puts on a coat she hasn't worn in weeks. It hangs loose on her frame. She runs her fingers along the collar, feeling the dust that has settled into the fabric. She zips it up. The sound of the zipper is a vibration she
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