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Chapter One FIRST-DAY BLUES


I see poor George got another makeover,” said Mr. Lace. The robot zipped over into the corner.

“I prefer ‘update,’ Dad. Makeovers are for reality TV,” said Ada.

“I’m tired,” said George. He switched himself off.

“Well, as long as it keeps you from ‘updating’ my electric razor again, I’m fine with it—whatever you call it.”

“Your razor is intact,” said Ada. She bent over to examine George. He didn’t seem to want to turn back on again.

Elliott had been watching Bob the Robot when Ada had gotten the idea for the latest update. She liked the look of Bob the Robot’s head. Her dad had a point—the change was cosmetic. But that wasn’t the only reason for it. Ada and Tycho had recently gotten into taking things apart and putting them back together again—sometimes in ways the manufacturer hadn’t intended.
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“My car!” yelled Elliott from his room. “It won’t go!”

Ada had been wondering when Elliott would discover that. She went into Elliott’s room to find him aiming the remote control at the empty shell of the car. He was still pressing the button.

“Oh, it goes,” said Ada. “It’s just not exactly a car anymore.” Ada took the remote from Elliott and aimed it at a pile of plush toys. A stuffed ladybug came scuttling out of the corner.

“Hahaha! Isn’t that fun?” said Ada.

“No! A car is fun. I want my car!” said Elliott.

“I guess I’ll just save my innovations for someone who appreciates them,” said Ada. She got busy pulling the wheels and wires out of the ladybug.

Ada had not expected to enjoy the summer so much. Nina had gone to camp in Marin, and Milton and his family had gone to San Diego. Ada had two weeks of EggHead camp, but other than that, she thought she would be left to her own devices. That could be fun sometimes, but she was also prepared to be a little lonely.

To her surprise, though, Tycho ended up spending most weeks with his uncle, Mr. Peebles. So, all summer, Ada and Tycho took apart old calculators, electric toys, radios, computer monitors, and a lot of other stuff people threw out. Sometimes they made new things from them. Most of what they made wasn’t that useful, but if it lit up and made fun noises, that was good enough for them. After a while, Ada found she couldn’t stop. Every time she saw a device, she wanted to know what was inside. Sometimes it got her into trouble.

“ADA!!!” Uh-oh. Mr. Lace stormed into Elliott’s bedroom. “Why is my electric bike in pieces?”

“Uh… I was just having a little peek. I’ll get it back together. I just wanted to make sure it was, um, safe for you to use!”

“I want it together before school starts.”

“No problem, Dad! Tycho is coming this weekend and I’m going to get Mr. Peebles to help.…”

“School starts tomorrow, Ada,” said Mr. Lace.

“Oh, wow. Right. Time really flies, huh? Heh.”

Mr. Lace was not amused.



The first day of school did not go well. Ada had stayed up late trying to get the bike together and overslept—like, seriously overslept. George still wasn’t turning on, apparently, so he didn’t wake her up. She almost wore her pj top to school. Ms. Lace was disappointed that they couldn’t manage the usual first-day photo.

“I guess we’ll have to do it the second day,” she said.

Ada didn’t even have time to sit down and eat pancakes. Her dad rolled one up and wrapped it in a napkin so she could eat it on the way to school. As they were leaving, suddenly George beeped to life.

“Time for dinner!” he said.

“Thanks, George,” said Ada as she flew out the door.



Since Ada was running late, Nina met her in front of the school.

“Your shirt’s on backward,” she said.

“Aw, crud,” said Ada.

“Maybe it’s the style? It could be the style,” Nina said.

Ada breezed past her to the restroom as quickly as she could and turned the shirt around in one of the stalls. She was three minutes late for class.

The rest of the day wasn’t much better. She had to share Nina’s lunch because she had left hers on the counter. She didn’t have her favorite notebook, or a pencil, so she had to borrow those, too. Mr. Lace had a meeting after school, so Ada and Nina would be walking home with Crystal, a high-school girl who watched them sometimes.

“Just be sure to pay attention to your phone,” said Mr. Lace. “We gave it to you so I could reach you, not just so you could play chess and watch videos.”

“Geez, Dad. Okay,” said Ada.

“I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s a stressful time of year,” said Mr. Lace.

Ada knew that, but this year seemed particularly stressful for Mr. Lace. Ada met Nina and Crystal in front of the school.

Nina looked over a photocopied sheet of paper from school.

“Gosh, the school supply list is long, huh?” said Nina.

“Ugh,” said Ada. “I left mine in my desk—with all the other first-day forms. This day is the worst.”
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“I’m sure your dad will have it. Plus, it’s online,” said Nina.

“Lucky you can get it online,” said Crystal.

“What do you mean?” said Nina. “The internet is everywhere!”

“Not always. For one thing, you have to pay for it. And then you would need a computer or phone or some way to access it. Not everyone has that.”

Ada had been complaining about forgetting papers, but she couldn’t imagine what she would do without the internet. It made so many things easier. Suddenly she felt really fortunate, and a little bit guilty for complaining.

By the time Mr. Lace got home, Ada had the table cleared and set. It was already a quarter to six. She got right to work rinsing greens for the salad while her dad made sauce and started boiling water for pasta.

When they sat together at the dinner table, though, Mr. Lace seemed tired. Ada could tell that he was still upset about the bike, but she almost wished he would yell. It felt worse to have him be so quiet.

“Ada, you’ve gotta take a break from breaking things,” Mr. Lace said. “School’s started. We both have things to focus on.…”

“I’m not breaking things, I’m—”

“If I can’t use it, it might as well be broken,” said Mr. Lace. “And that bike costs a lot of money. I can’t replace it if it’s ruined.”

“It’s not, Dad. Tycho and I can fix it,” said Ada. “I’m sorry.”
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Mr. Lace sighed and patted her hand.

They ate quietly for a few moments until Ada noticed a piece of paper on the table. It was the school supply list Mr. Lace had brought home.

“Paper towels… hand sanitizer… tissues… Why do we have to buy all this stuff anyway? Why doesn’t the school pay for it?”

“Well, the school doesn’t have money for everything. So, we have to… fill in the gaps. And there happen to be a lot of gaps this year.”

“What did you have to buy when you were in school? Inkwells? Slates? Oats for the horse pulling the bus?”

Mr. Lace laid his fork down and raised an eyebrow at Ada.

“Are you actually asking me a question? Or just roasting me?”

“Aww, I was kidding, Dad!” said Ada. “I didn’t mean it! You know you’re the coolest art teacher I know.”

He gave her a crooked smile as he poked at his rotini with his fork.

“Really, though, did your parents have to buy school supplies for you?”

“We had to buy notebooks and pencils, but the school provided a lot of the other stuff.”

“Really? Well, why not now?”

“School is a bit different now. You kids need a lot more materials than we did, and with budget cuts every year, we simply don’t get enough funds anymore. But we’re actually relatively lucky. There are other schools worse off than ours and with a lot more students who have less than we do.”

Ada was reminded of what Crystal had said earlier. She thought of all the kids, classrooms, and teachers who needed supplies but could only rely on themselves to get it. It wasn’t fair.



Later that night Ada talked to Tycho on Speak-A-Boo, a video chat platform for people under thirteen. They talked about their first day and how topsy-turvy Ada’s had been.

“I always feel a little messed up on my first day—like I have to transition from being home Tycho to school Tycho.”

“That’s the thing—usually I don’t mind the first day. At least until now,” said Ada. “And on top of everything there’s a huge list of supplies this year.”

“Yeah, for us, too,” said Tycho.

“It seems weird to me that the school doesn’t just provide a lot of this stuff. And Dad says that some schools have even less than ours.”
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“I bet. Your neighborhood is pretty fancy, Ada.”

“There must be a way to help,” said Ada.

“Oh, definitely,” said Tycho. “There’s always a way to help.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Ada. She just had to think about how. At the moment, she felt a little overwhelmed.

“Speaking of help,” said Ada. She gave Tycho a sheepish look. “I’m going to need your help to fix my dad’s bike.”

“Oh, he found it, huh?”

“Yep.”
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