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Chapter 1 — Lost in the Noise
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Mr. Holt's whistle sliced through the gym noise again. "Ready, start!" he shouted.

Everyone took off in different directions, their shoes pounding and laughter echoing around her. Kaylee froze.

Start what? She knew she needed to move. Everyone else had. But she hadn't caught her group number and had no idea what to actually start doing.

Should I run to the cones? Follow one of my classmates? They were all in different directions, and she wasn't sure who to follow.

Mr. Holt turned, eyebrows lifting when he saw her still standing. 

"Kaylee," he called, the gym quieting as the class turned to look at Kaylee, so his voice carried across the gym. "If you're not listening, take a few laps while the others practice!" 

He didn't sound angry, just brisk, the way teachers sounded when they expected everyone to follow directions the first time.

But Kaylee's face burned all the same. She ducked her head, hoping her classmates didn't notice her eyes starting to sting, and began jogging the track along the edge of the gym. Embarrassment flooded through her, drowning out the squeaks, thuds, cheers, and fifth-grade chatter spinning all around her. 

And underneath it, something else—a flicker of frustration. She had been trying to listen—she always tried to listen.

Normally she loved to run, but now all she could think about was holding back her tears. She hadn't meant to ignore Mr. Holt. She just couldn't pull his words out from under all the noise around her, and couldn't fill in the blanks like she usually did.

Kaylee adjusted her ponytail and brushed a strand of hair away from the purple hearing aid tucked behind her ear. Her earmold sparkled with its blue and purple swirled glitter. She liked her hearing aid and the colors she chose, but wearing a hearing aid was still new for Kaylee.

It was only at the end of fourth grade that her parents and teachers noticed she wasn't hearing very well. The audiologist, who tested her hearing behind the window of the soundproof room, explained that she had moderate hearing loss in her right ear. She got her hearing aid in May but had only a couple of weeks to use it at school before summer break.

So far, fifth grade was off to a good start, and the upcoming fall Field Day this Friday was a highlight she looked forward to. Every year she was excited to see which events she'd compete in, and she always hoped for a spot on a relay team. 

She loved sprinting fast and working with her teammates to pass the baton smoothly. This year, her team, Team Three, was chosen to run the relay race, and Kaylee couldn't wait to practice.

As she jogged her second lap around the gym, she replayed the scene that led up to her running laps instead of joining her friends.

It happened just a few minutes earlier. 

Her class had gathered around Mr. Holt, the gym growing louder until it filled with sound. Basketballs bounced on the far court, sneakers squeaked across the shiny floor, and someone from the other class using the gym laughed loudly.

For Kaylee, the noise seemed to swirl and bounce off every wall, wrapping around her. Mr. Holt blew his whistle and clapped his hands. 

"Okay, everyone!" he called. "We're getting ready for Field Day this week, so let's start practicing our events. Groups one and four, spread out, two lines behind the blue cones! Jump-rope practice for group three! Tug-of-war for groups five and seven!"

His voice was loud and confident, but for Kaylee, it mixed into the echo of the bouncing balls and the chatter of classmates. She caught pieces: "Field Day...spread out...tug-of-war..." But the words blurred together, like mixing too many paint colors and ending up with dull brown.

She tried to focus on Mr. Holt, but he kept turning his head while explaining the different activities. She couldn't always see his face. 

Looking at the person who spoke was one strategy her new hearing support teacher had taught her, but when Mr. Holt's whistle cut through the noise and he shouted, "Ready, start!" her purple hearing aid and the strategies she was learning didn't make it any easier to hear and understand this morning.

She tried hard to follow directions and do what teachers asked. The last thing she wanted was for Mr. Holt to think she wasn't a good or respectful student.

Nearing the end of her second lap around the gym, Mr. Holt's whistle blew again, signaling the end of the round. Kaylee slowed to a walk and rejoined her class. Her classmates chatted excitedly, comparing who was the fastest. 

Kaylee spotted Zoe and slid in next to her, putting on a small smile. She felt determined to shake off what just happened and keep going. 

She took a deep breath, trying to focus on what came next. She stood, looking closely at Mr. Holt's face as he explained the next round. 

The PE class on the other side of the gym started practicing, and the noise grew so loud she couldn't catch Mr. Holt's words. 

There it was again—that sinking feeling. Not understanding. Being lost when she needed to know what to do.

It was only Monday. Field Day was Friday. Four more days of practice, four more chances to get it right.

Or four more chances to get it wrong.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 — Cafeteria Chaos
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By lunchtime, the sting from gym class had faded a little, but the memory of missing Mr. Holt's directions still tugged at the back of Kaylee's mind.

A hundred different fourth- and fifth-grade conversations collided in midair over the lunchroom. Laughter, clattering trays, and clanging silverware bounced off the tile floor and concrete-brick walls as excited feet shuffled toward the back door to recess.

Kaylee liked the busy feeling of lunchtime. It made school seem alive and full of energy. But the clutter of sound in her ears made it hard to tell where one voice stopped and another began.

She stood in line, tray in hand, eyeing the row of steaming metal pans behind the counter. Pizza day was her favorite.

The woman behind the counter handed her a slice and a carton of milk, and Kaylee smiled brightly, saying, "Thank you," before weaving her way toward her usual spot.

She sat down between Zoe and Eli, balancing her tray so the orange she grabbed wouldn't roll off.

Maya and Jordan sat across from them, unwrapping their cold-lunch sandwiches and arguing over which was better: PBJ or ham and cheese.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Kaylee said with a grin. "Pizza beats cold lunch any day!"

Maya laughed. "Only if you like food that's part cardboard, part spaghetti sauce. No thanks!"

Kaylee laughed too. The conversation continued. Everyone smiled and teased one another in the easy way that came with friendship.

Eli, already halfway through his slice, changed the subject. "Don't you think Mr. Holt should let us pick our own teams next year?" he asked, looking sideways at Kaylee.

Kaylee didn't answer. She was carefully peeling her orange, trying not to let the juice squirt.

Eli glanced at Zoe. "Did she hear me?" he whispered.

Zoe smiled, tilting her head. "No, I don't think Kaylee heard you," she said, her voice kind but matter-of-fact.

Kaylee looked up, her head turning from Zoe to Eli and back to Zoe again. "What?"

Eli's face flushed. He turned to face Kaylee directly. "Sorry! I was just asking if you think Mr. Holt will let us pick our own relay teams next year."

"Oh." She set down her orange harder than she meant to. "Maybe? I don't know." 

The answer came out sharper than she intended, and Eli drew back a little. It was a perfectly normal question, but having to ask "what?" in the middle of every conversation was getting old fast.

Maya was watching her. "Does that happen a lot?"

Kaylee stared at her pizza crust. "Kind of."

"That sucks," Maya said bluntly.

"Maya!" Zoe said sharply.

"What? It does suck." Maya shrugged. "If I couldn't hear half the stuff people said, I'd be annoyed."

Kaylee blinked. She'd expected Maya to say something nice and fake. But "it sucks" was ... honest. And kind of validating.

"Yeah," Kaylee said. "It does suck sometimes."

Eli was still looking guilty. "I'll try to remember. I promise."

"You said that yesterday," Jordan pointed out quietly.

"I know!" Eli threw up his hands. "I'm trying! It's just ... I forget when I'm excited."
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