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For the kid obsessing about grades. Don’t worry. You don’t need to be good at everything to be great.


—E. C.


For Ava & Stella


—T. W.


For all the art teachers: The world needs you!


—R. K.







Chapter One


THE NEW ART TEACHER





Ada watched as her father returned Nina’s picture to her. The assignment was a self-portrait in a favorite color. Nina had picked pink. Pink seemed like such an obvious girl color, Ada thought that Nina’s choice might count against her. Ada’s parents were big fans of going against “gender norms.” If Elliott, her little brother, had done the same assignment in blue, Mr. Lace probably would have told him to “dig deeper.”


To Ada’s surprise, Mr. Lace smiled and said, “Really nice work, Nina. I love all the different tones you found in that color. You’ve reinvented pink!”


Nina beamed. “Thank you, Mr. Lace.”


It seemed like he must be in a good mood. Still, Ada was nervous. Maybe it was that her father had never sounded that excited about anything she had made in the past. The most she got was a “Good job, sweetie” and a pat on the head.


As he handed the other kids’ pictures back, Ada listened to his praise. She tried to take it as a positive sign.


“Very nice contrast, Ethan. I can really see the details.”


“I love what you’ve done with the ponytail, Pixie. Good texture.”


“Look at those eyes, Casey. Brilliant!”


So, it was a surprise when Mr. Lace slowed near Ada’s seat and placed her picture facedown in front of her. His mouth flattened into something that was almost a smile.


“Ada,” he said. And nothing else.


Ada turned over her picture. There was a note that read See me next to a check mark.
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Ada looked at her self-portrait. She had tried to draw a picture of herself—she really had. But it ended up looking like a sheepdog rather than a girl with floppy bangs. So instead she had drawn what was in her head: equations for Newton’s second law, Einstein’s mass-energy equation, and the Pythagorean theorem. She had thrown in some of her favorite constellations for good measure. The color she used wasn’t like anyone else’s, and she had added a little glitter to make certain details stand out. It had taken her a lot of time and effort, and she was pleased with the result. It revealed a side of her no one had seen before, which was, after all, one of the rules of the assignment. What could her dad—her art teacher—possibly have to talk to her about? She could barely pay attention the rest of the class. They were drawing cubes, cylinders, and spheres. She drew the cube over and over again and never moved on to the other forms.
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Nina ran up to her the second the bell rang.


“Gosh, your father is a good teacher. I’m having THE BEST TIME in his class. He’s so encouraging!” said Nina.


“Heh, yeah! He’s a real cheerleader,” said Ada.


“I don’t just mean the grade. The grade barely matters! I’m sure everyone got a check plus,” said Nina.


“Right,” said Ada. “Who wouldn’t get a check plus?”


“He just knows what to say,” said Nina. “I was so nervous about choosing pink. But it really is my favorite color. And it turned out it was fine! It’s just what you do with it.”


“Yeah,” said Ada. “Nina, can I meet you at lunch? I have to talk to Mr. Lace.”


“Sure. Hee-hee! It’s so funny to hear you call him that.”


Nina scooped up her stuff and bounced out of the classroom. Ada approached her father’s desk.


“Hey, Adita,” said Mr. Lace.


“If I have to call you Mr. Lace, Mr. Lace, I think you have to call me Ada.”


“You got it, kiddo,” said Mr. Lace. But clearly he didn’t get it, Ada thought, because he just replaced one pet name for another.


“You said I should ‘see you,’ so I’m seeing you. See?”


“I do see,” said Mr. Lace. He clasped his hands together.


“I know I’m not the best artist. I’m not like you and Mom. But I’m trying.”


“I know, sweetheart. And your work was fine. But it wasn’t exactly what I assigned, now, was it?”


“What do you mean?” Ada said. “That was my self-portrait.”


“Heh! That’s funny. It doesn’t look like you!” Mr. Lace chuckled. “Are these spheres your ears?”


“It’s my mind,” said Ada. “I was being creative! Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do in art class?”


“Well, yes. But sometimes we need guidelines to really challenge our creativity. And the brown is a little dark. . . .”


“It’s burnt umber!” said Ada. “What’s wrong with it?”


“Nothing. It’s unusual, but unusual is fine—great even! It’s mostly that you didn’t try to draw a picture of yourself. If you had at least tried to show us your face, or profile, or even your left eye, I wouldn’t even mention the brown. . . .”


“Burnt umber,” Ada mumbled.


Mr. Lace took a breath. He let it out his nose. Ada saw a little bit of dry snot pop out and settle just outside his nostril. She thought about telling him, but changed her mind.


“Okay, Ada. But the point is not the color. It’s the assignment. I will always be your father, but now I’m your teacher, too. You can’t just change the assignment as if this were an exercise we were doing together at home. Let me teach you. I give you guidelines to follow for a reason. Okay?”


“If you say so, Mr. Lace,” said Ada.


“Good. I’ll see you after school.”







Chapter Two


COLOR ME ANNOYED





All day Ada tried to feel better. But by the time the last bell rang, she only felt worse. Her father said she hadn’t followed the rules, but she couldn’t help but think he just didn’t like her work. Art wasn’t Ada’s favorite. When she had free time, she liked to do things like tinker with machines and observe ecosystems. It had never mattered much before that she wasn’t an amazing artist. But now that her father was her art teacher, it suddenly seemed more important. She couldn’t fail a class her father taught. That would be pretty sad.


She was so lost in her own grumpiness, Ada didn’t wait for Nina or her father. She was almost out of the schoolyard when she heard Nina calling for her.
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“Ada! Wait!” Nina caught up just as Ada was reaching the entrance. “Shouldn’t we wait for your dad?”


“I guess,” said Ada. They paused at the big stone pillar next to the school’s entrance. Nina hoisted herself up on it and then reached down to give Ada a hand. As Ada climbed up beside Nina, her burnt umber portrait fell from her bag and drifted lazily toward the ground.


“Oh! Is that your portrait?” Nina asked. “I’ll get it!”


“No, leave it,” Ada said. “It’s not worth the effort.”


“You didn’t get check plus?”


“No. He said I didn’t follow the rules.”


Nina hopped down and picked up the portrait. She hopped back up and studied it.


“Heh. This is so you!” said Nina. “Even though your face isn’t there, it’s almost like I can see you in it.”


“Thanks,” said Ada. “But it doesn’t have my face, so no check plus.”
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“Oh, Ada,” said Nina. “It’s no big deal. The plus barely means anything.”


“Easy for you to say,” said Ada. “Here he comes. Let’s talk about something else.”


“Okay. How’s your robot coming?” asked Nina.


“Great!” said Ada. She loved talking about George. “I am working on his movement now. Pretty soon he’ll be able to change direction on his own.”


“Whoa!”


As they walked home with Mr. Lace, Ada told Nina all about the different gears she was using and the programming language she was going to try out. She almost forgot her art class. But when Nina went inside her building, and Ada and her father walked home, Ada got annoyed all over again.







Chapter Three


ROBOT RIVALS





Ada went straight up to her room and started working on George.


Before George, Ada had made a cart that could move Elliott’s stuffed animals around, but it just went forward when turned on and had to be turned off to stop. She gave it to Elliott to keep. Then she had made something that looked like a bug and moved around by vibration. Elliott broke that one. Now she was ready to move on to something more sophisticated. Unfortunately, she had already run into a problem with the gears. She tried using a small gear and a large gear, but just couldn’t generate enough power with her motor to turn the wheel and push the car along. She had replaced the gears with a worm drive yesterday. It was supposed to create more torque, or turning force. But now it didn’t seem to be working for some reason. She couldn’t get the wheels to turn.
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