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​A Note About Sign Language in This Book
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Some characters in this story use American Sign Language (ASL) along with their spoken words. Here's how you'll see it on the page:

When a character signs a word, it appears in CAPITAL LETTERS. For example, if you read WATCH, that means the character is making the ASL sign for "watch."

Some words are fingerspelled, which means each letter is signed one at a time. Fingerspelled words look like this: Y-E-S.

PEI-PEI is an ASL slang sign that means something like "I'm amazing" or "we crushed it."

A list of the signs used in this book, along with links to see how they look, can be found at: HearingOutLoud.net/Court-ASL

Ask a parent, teacher, or librarian to help you visit the link above to see each sign in action.
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Chapter 1 — The New Start
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The ball bounced twice on the cracked blacktop before Mateo scooped it up, spun, and let it fly. It arced high against the wide blue sky and dropped clean through the chain net with a satisfying rattle.

"THAT!" Mateo called, dropping his hand with thumb and pinkie extended, already jogging backward. "All day!"

Diego caught the ball on the bounce, set his feet at the free-throw line, and hit a clean jumper.

Mateo passed it back. Diego caught it, but he was already bouncing on his toes, his focus somewhere else. The shot clanked off the side of the rim.

"Watch this." He squared up, held the pose a little too long, and launched it. The ball caught the front of the rim and bounced away. Diego was already grinning. "The sun was in my eyes."

"What was that?" Mateo grinned.

"I said the sun was in my eyes." Diego was already lining up again. "Okay, for real this time."

Mateo's dog, Giannis, trotted across the court between them, his rust-colored coat catching the afternoon sun. He had no interest in the basketball but plenty of interest in being wherever Mateo was. He circled once, found a warm patch of blacktop near the free-throw line, and dropped down with his chin on his paws.

Diego signed DOG, pointing at Giannis. "Dog's in the lane."

"He's fine. Shoot." Mateo nodded toward the basket.

Diego shot. The ball clanked off the backboard, rattled the rim, and somehow, impossibly, tipped in.

Diego's whole face lit up. He threw both arms out. "Let's gooooooo!" He drew it out so long that Mateo looked away, pressing his lips together to keep from laughing. Diego pumped his fists at the empty bleachers across the court like a crowd of thousands was watching. Then he turned back to check if Mateo had seen it.

Mateo had seen it. He always saw it.

Diego raised both hands near his shoulders, palms facing in, thumbs and middle fingers pressed together in circles. Then he flicked them open, twice, spreading all five fingers wide each time, chin up, shoulders rolling back like he'd just won something. PEI-PEI! I'm that good. I crushed it.

Mateo mirrored it instantly, fingers flicking open near his own shoulders. Their thing. Had been since Mateo was little and his Deaf classmates in Socorro taught it to him on the playground. He'd brought it home, Diego had picked it up the way Diego picked up everything Mateo did, and now it was theirs. The sign that said what words couldn't say fast enough.

January in Las Cruces felt different from January in Socorro. The sun hit the same way, bright and sharp, but everything around it was new. The mountains looked wrong from this angle. The streets were wider. The park smelled like dust and dry grass instead of the piney juniper smell near their old house. Even the air tasted different, though Mateo couldn't explain how.

They'd been here three weeks.

Long enough for Mateo's dad to unpack every box, hang the soft fabric panels on the walls, and lay rugs across every hard floor so nothing echoed. His dad was an engineering professor. He solved problems by building things, and he'd built this house into the quietest place Mateo had ever lived.

Long enough for the reality of living in two houses instead of one to hit a little softer when he woke up in the morning.

Long enough to appreciate living close enough to Diego that they could hang out every day instead of just the weekends.

Long enough for Mateo to know that he could dribble the ball about a hundred and thirty times on the walk to this park.

But, not long enough for any of it to feel like home.

Basketball club started next Monday.

Basketball club. Not rec league with the same twelve kids he'd played with since second grade. Not after-school pickup where the coach was somebody's uncle. An actual club with multiple teams and real practices and weekend games. Nothing like that existed in Socorro. Nothing like that existed anywhere near Socorro.

Mateo dribbled between his legs, crossed over, and pulled up for a jumper from the top of the key, just above the free-throw line. The ball bounced off the fiberglass backboard and fell through. A gnat landed on his ear and he swatted it away, his fingers brushing the smooth curve of the green hearing aid hooked there. He flicked the bug off and called for the ball.

"Your dad's waving," Diego said, nodding toward the court entrance.

Mateo turned. Carlos stood near the court entrance with a dish towel still over his shoulder. He raised one hand and signed EAT, then pointed back toward the house. Mateo's dad didn't shout across distances.

Mateo held up two fingers, then pressed them against his flat palm and rotated them. Two more minutes.

Carlos held up two fingers and followed with a thumbs up, then headed back toward the house.

Signing had been part of Mateo's life as long as he could remember. When he was a baby, people came to the house and taught the whole family basic signs, and then in Socorro his Deaf and Hard of Hearing classmates used ASL all the time. Mateo picked it up the way you pick up anything when you're surrounded by it. He wasn't fluent like the kids who signed as their first language, but he knew enough. 

And his family just folded it in. His dad signed across the yard. His mom signed I LOVE YOU every time they said goodbye. Diego used signs without thinking about it.

Not every family did that. Mateo knew kids whose parents never learned a single sign. Kids who went home from school and the communication tools they used all day just stopped. His family wasn't like that. They'd all learned because they wanted Mateo to have every way in, not just the ones that were easy for them. He didn't think about it much, but when he did, he knew it mattered.

Diego bounced the ball to Mateo. "You think they'll be good? The club kids?"

"Some of them. Probably." Mateo caught it at his hip. "Doesn't matter. I'm better."

"You don't even know that," Diego said.

"I know that," Mateo said confidently.

Diego snorted. "What if there's a kid who's like six foot two and he's only ten?"

"Then I'll go around him," Mateo grinned.

Diego rolled his eyes. "What if there's two of them?"

"Then I'll go between them." Mateo set his feet and pulled up from behind the three-point line. The ball sailed, caught the back of the rim, and bounced up before dropping through. He pointed at the basket. "That's what I'm talking about!"

"Yeah, yeah." Diego scooped up the ball and tucked it under his arm. He signed HUNGRY. "Let's go."

They started across the park toward the house, Giannis already trotting ahead of them with his tail swinging. The afternoon shadows stretched long and thin across the blacktop. From somewhere down the street, a dog barked and Giannis lifted his head, ears forward, but kept walking.

Monday. Basketball club. New gym, new coach, new kids who didn't know him, didn't know anything about him.

Good, Mateo thought.

He wanted them to see a point guard. Quick, smart, competitive. A kid who could read the court before anyone else figured out what was happening. That was the version of himself he was bringing to Las Cruces.

Diego bumped his shoulder as they walked. "You're gonna be good, primo."

Mateo bumped his cousin back and grinned. "I know," he said, but he didn't completely believe that yet.

Everything was new. The town, the school, the team. The only things that weren't new were Diego, and Giannis, and the green hearing aids tucked behind his ears.
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​Chapter 2 — First Practice
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Elena's minivan smelled like chicken nuggets and apple juice. Diego's little sister had a sippy cup wedged between the car seats, and his little brother was humming the same three notes over and over. Mateo sat in the back row with Diego, knees pressed against the middle seat, watching Las Cruces slide past the window.

Diego tapped his shoulder. Mateo turned.

"You nervous?" Diego asked, shaking his open hands in front of his chest. NERVOUS.

"No," Mateo said flatly.

"You look nervous." Diego pointed out.

Mateo turned back to the window. "I look focused. There's a difference." He held both hands near his eyes, then pushed them forward. FOCUSED.

Elena pulled into the fitness center parking lot. She flicked on the overhead light in the van so Mateo could see her face, then turned around as the boys grabbed their bags. "Go. Have fun. Mateo, you're gonna rock this thing!"

They climbed out, and Elena clicked the light off and pulled away, the little ones still strapped in behind her.

The fitness center was bigger than any gym Mateo had ever been in. Not a school gym with one court and a stage at the end. This was a huge open space with multiple full-size courts stretching out under bright fluorescent lights. Bleachers lined one side, already piled with backpacks and jackets. Curtains hung from the ceiling between the courts, some pulled, some bunched to the side.

When they walked in, it was still pretty quiet. A few adults shooting around on the far court. A couple of older guys finishing a game of one-on-one. Random balls bouncing, the sound spreading out across the open space and fading before it reached the walls.

This isn't bad, he thought.

Diego dropped onto the bleachers and unzipped his backpack. He pulled out a crumpled math worksheet, a pencil with no eraser, and a packet of fruit snacks from his hoodie pocket. The candies were mashed flat and warm. He tore the packet open and ate two stuck-together ones.

Mateo stared. "Those look like they've been in there since Tuesday."

"Monday, actually." Diego popped another one. "Want some?"

"Hard pass." Mateo reached into his own bag and pulled out a bag of trail mix. He set his water bottle on the bleacher next to Diego. "I'll come find you after."

"I'll be here." Diego was already bent over his worksheet, a fruit snack stuck to his thumb.

Mateo walked toward the courts. More kids were filing in now, and with each one, the gym got a little louder. Balls bouncing on multiple courts. Voices overlapping. The acoustics in this place were nothing like the outdoor court near his dad's house, where sound spread out and faded into open air. Here, everything bounced. Off the floor, off the walls, off the high ceiling.

His hearing aids picked up all of it, and his brain started sorting automatically: picking out sounds of speech and turning away from background noise. It was an intense job, but Mateo was accustomed to this kind of work. Right now, he wasn't overwhelmed, but he knew all too well how wiped out he might feel after a couple of hours in here.
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