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			Circa Monroe’s walk home from school was so gusty, she thought the wind might very well snatch the books from her backpack and rearrange their pages.


			“See you tomorrow, Circ!” said her best friend, Nattie, pulling her hat down over a mess of braids and veering off at her own driveway. “If the school doesn’t get blown to Botswana.”


			“Yeah, we wish,” said Circa. “See ya, Nat.”


			Circa continued a few doors down and steadied herself at her own mailbox. Even from the curb, she could hear her dad’s poor attempt at singing, the warm-cool April wind giving a lift to every sour note. Circa smiled, grabbed a fistful of photography catalogs from the mailbox, and made a run for the door, just fast enough to avoid being blown off course. She straightened the crooked Studio Monroe sign next to the entrance and walked into the big, cozy room at the end of her house.


			“I’m home,” she called to her mom, whose legs jutted out beneath a giant tropical photo backdrop. The wind that snuck inside pressed the backdrop up against Laurel Monroe’s short, slight frame, making her look like a dancing palm tree.


			“Hey, babe,” said the mom behind the tree. “Glad you made it. I was about to send your dad out to fetch you.”


			“My bags are packed…” Dad sang out super loud and twangy from his swivel office chair at the other end of the room. He had headphones in his ears, and his back was turned to the door. 


			“So how was your day?” Mom asked.


			“Okay,” Circa said, tossing her backpack onto the floor.


			“My guitar too…” Dad sang.


			“Truly okay?” said Mom, lowering the backdrop enough to show her skeptical eyes. Circa knew well that Mom knew well that many school days had been less-than-stellar this year, thanks to a couple of what Dad liked to call “persistent nasties” in Circa’s class.


			“Medium okay,” answered Circa, sneaking catlike across the room toward Dad. She crouched behind his chair and got set to pinch the headphones from his ears.


			Dad threw back his head and crooned even louder. “Taxi’s coming. Nothing I can do.” 


			Circa stealthily reached up toward his headphones. Then, in a flash, Dad spun his office chair around and shouted, “Well, I’ll be! Lookee who’s home!”


			Circa stumbled backward. “Dad!” she gasped. “I thought I had you.”


			“Nope.” Dad unplugged his headphones. “Saw your reflection in the monitor,” he said smugly. “Not to mention that an eleven-year-old ought to know by now that three thirty is her dad’s favorite time of day for one reason and one reason only.”


			Dad reached out for Circa and wrapped her in a big, solid hug. This coffee-smelling, corduroy-soft start to an afternoon in the studio made three thirty a pretty good time of day for her too.


			“Got any homework?” Mom said as she tacked the big backdrop to the wall.


			“Just some Spanish vocabulary is all,” said Circa. “But I can practice that with Nat on the way to school tomorrow.”


			“Well, then, by all means, come on over and join me,” said Dad. He pushed a plate of apple slices across the desk toward Circa and picked the topmost sliver for himself. Circa settled herself onto the tall wooden stool near his chair and grabbed the next slice.


			“Check it out,” Dad said, admiring his piece of apple. “Thinnest ever.”


			Circa held her own slice up between her face and Dad’s iPod screen. It was so thin she could make out the shapes on the album art on the little screen through it. It was the head and shoulders of a man wearing a big hat.


			“This is for real thinnest ever,” Circa said, making her dad puff up with pride. Slicing apples superthin was one of his best food tricks. “Um, Dad, you do realize you were listening to that exact same song when I left this morning.”


			“I know,” he said. “I keep waiting for it to end. It must be the longest song in the world.”


			Dad opened wide and placed another slice of apple on his tongue, then backed it into his mouth. “Good thing it’s my favorite, huh?” he said as he chewed.


			“Maybe not a good thing for the people who have to hear you sing it,” said Circa, grinning. Mom snorted out an amen from across the studio.


			Circa picked through the apple stack to find the flimsiest one and surveyed the room to test what shapes she could see through it. Through the apple, Studio Monroe was a mushy blur of shadowy shapes. Behind the apple, Studio Monroe was a cavey-comfy place with low ceilings, wood-paneled walls, and squishy tan carpet. Halfway down one of the long walls was a door that led to the kitchen, with the living room just off of that, but truth be told most of the Monroe living was done right here. The place was lit by a scattering of mismatched lamps made from antique camera equipment. The north end of the room, where Laurel Monroe ran her portrait business, was full of neatly arranged tripods and props. Down there, the walls were decorated with smiling portraits of folks of all ages: school photos, engagement pictures, anniversary shots. 


			The south end of the room, where Circa sat, was where Dad worked to restore damaged photos to their original luster. To do this, all he really needed was a scanner, his computer, and a printer, but his desk was still a mess of papers held down by coffee mugs. The walls on his end of the studio were crowded with a magnificent display of befores and afters, framed duos of faded, torn, or scorched images from the past married up with their patched and revived counterparts. These were the things that made up Studio Monroe, and it was all beautiful to Circa, even distorted through a piece of apple.


			Dad wadded up the cord to his headphones and tossed them aside as Mom yanked another tightly rolled backdrop from a long cardboard box across the way. 


			“How’s Mom feeling today?” Circa whispered to Dad.


			“Quiet,” he said. “Kind of teetering on the edge of a blue funk, but I’m keeping an eye on her.”


			Circa watched Mom unroll the backdrop and smooth it out onto the floor to check for flaws. Mom had once described depression as carrying a wet bag of sand everywhere you go. Heavy and messy and hard to shake. Circa knew Mom had tried at least three different doctors in the past for her bouts with sadness and anxiety. There was one who insisted she take a medicine even though it gave her awful nightmares, another who totally creeped her out by hugging her too close, and another who said all she really needed was to go out and get some sun. “Quacks,” Dad would call them each time that Mom came home upset by a visit. Then he would just work harder to help her get by. Sometimes just his company was enough, but for particularly anxious times, she had tiny pink tablets of some kind of store-brand medicine he’d buy for her. 


			“So tell me, Circ, what was the best part and worst part of your day today?” Dad said.


			“Let’s see,” said Circa, turning her attention back to the plate of apple. “Best is hard to pick, because I aced my history test and my math quiz.”


			“That’s my girl.” Dad nodded.


			“Worst is easy though,” she said. “Chad Betts called me Circus Monroe again.”


			Circa held her left hand up and folded in all the fingers but the one that wasn’t there.


			“Chad Betts?” said Dad. “You’re telling me the kid that once peed his pants inside this very studio was making fun of you for not having a pinkie finger?”


			“Yeah,” said Circa. “Nat told him to quit it, and then we joked I should just call him something right back. Like Chad Wets or something.”


			This prompted a look of concern from Dad. He started tapping on his front teeth with his fingernail. 


			“Don’t worry,” Circa continued. “I handled it all nice, just like you would have told me to.”


			Dad quit tapping and gave her his usual one-sided smile.


			“But then Chad still sang circus music every time he passed me today,” she added, killing Dad’s smile.


			“Well, Circ, sometimes we don’t get the results we want right away,” he said, jiggling the mouse to wake up the computer. “And just because doing the right thing can be prickly, that doesn’t make it any less right.”


			“Sure felt extra prickly today,” said Circa.


			Dad patted her on the knee. “I will tell you this,” he said. “I’m even more proud of you for how you handled Chad Betts than I am about the quizzes.” 


			“Thanks, Dad.” From the corner of her eye, Circa could see Mom remove Chad Betts’s sixth-grade picture off her gallery of portrait work and drop it into the trash can. Her own tiny revenge. 


			Dad double-clicked to open his Photoshop program. 


			“Whatcha working on today?” Circa asked, leaning onto her elbows to get a close look at the screen. “Any Maple Grove stuff?”


			“I wish,” Dad said. “You and I need to pay a visit to Maple Grove sometime this week, so we can pick up a new batch of photos to scan. There’s a ton of work to be done by August.”


			Dad’s suggestion gave Circa a stir inside. She loved to visit the Maple Grove Residence. Her own great-aunt, Ruby, had been one of the first people to move into Maple Grove when it opened a couple years back, and Circa and Dad had been going there every other week since then. Circa loved getting to drink glass-bottle Cokes and play hair salon with Great-Aunt Ruby.


			After Ruby died, Circa got to know the other people who lived up there, like Miss Rempy and Hank-not-the-Mayor and Maki Lee, each of whom sometimes knew her right back and sometimes didn’t. Ever since Dad had explained to her what the residence actually was—a place for people who have sicknesses like Alzheimer’s and dementia that cause them to forget things—Circa appreciated her new friends even more, knowing how much they enjoyed sharing found bits of stories with other people. “After all,” Dad had always said, “just because the book’s too high up on the shelf to reach, doesn’t mean the story’s not there.”


			“How many do you have left to work on?” asked Circa.


			“As it stands, still dozens,” Dad said. “After our next visit, maybe a dozen more.”


			In the past year, Circa and Dad had been to Maple Grove a bunch of extra times to help plan the details of their big “Memory Wall” project. Pictures of things like old school buildings, local restaurants, climbing trees, parks, and picnics—either from the residents of Maple Grove or from local archives—would soon hang together to fill a whole wall with sparks of memory…and Studio Monroe would be restoring all of it.


			She and Dad loved to look at the big empty wall in the Maple Grove lobby and daydream about the finished project, and how, come August, it would be a magnificent showcase of the missing pieces of their friends’ lives. It made Circa feel proud that Studio Monroe was going to do something good for people whose actual memories were as torn and faded as their paper ones. To help them reach their stories.


			“I can’t wait till you fix up some of the Nelsons’ pictures,” said Circa. “Lily said they used to win swing dance contests.”


			“I can picture it in my head,” Dad said as he clicked FILE: OPEN to bring up a fresh photo. “I’d rather be swing dancing myself than working on this one here.”


			“Not a Maple Grove picture?” said Circa.


			“Unfortunately, no,” said Dad. “It’s the Linholt family reunion one.”


			“I thought you were finished with that,” she said.


			“Yeah, I thought I was too,” said Dad. “But that nitpicking Mrs. Linholt called today in a huff about the last proof I e-mailed her. Seems I hadn’t made the skin coloring ‘pink and healthy’ enough, and she thought I’d stretched the photo out and made everybody—namely herself—look fatter.”


			Circa laughed, accidentally spitting a fleck of apple onto the screen. “Oops, sorry,” she said, getting even more tickled.


			“Anyway,” Dad said, wiping the monitor dramatically with his cuff, “I have to tweak the picture right now. Mrs. Linholt wants to pass out the prints at tonight’s reunion.”


			“Where is it?” said Circa.


			“The same park that this one was taken,” said Dad.


			“Even if it’s stormy?” said Circa.


			“Yeah, Todd, can you pinken up that sky too?” Mom interjected as she tacked a field of yellow tulips to the wall.


			“Nope, changing the weather costs extra,” Dad said. “But you’ve got a point there.…Since no one’s been in to pick this up, all I can figure is they must have rescheduled.” 


			Circa leaned closer. “So are you going to make Mrs. Linholt look skinnier?” she asked.


			“Nope,” Dad said with a smile. “Plastic surgery costs extra too.”


			He dug around on his desk for the original, damaged Linholt reunion photo. “Do you know, I’ve spent more time on this than on any one picture before.” He held up the damaged reunion pic and compared it with the skin tones on the computer.


			“Looks the same to me,” said Circa.


			“Me too,” he said. “But if the Linholts want to be pinker, I guess I’ll make the Linholts pinker.”


			Circa finished off the apple stack while Dad worked, watching each careful pixel-by-pixel edit. She loved watching him edit a picture, studying his every click and drag and cut and paste and brushstroke, memorizing his techniques in hopes of having her very own swivel chair and computer right next to his someday. Plain and simple, Todd Monroe was the best photo restorer there ever was. He claimed he’d gotten that gene from his own aunt Ruby, who was once a whiz at doing photo touch-ups back in a time when all the restoring was done with tiny brushes and colored ink. He even kept a collection of her dried-up ink bottles on a shelf above his desk.


			As Circa watched, she wondered how anyone with just brushes and ink could make photo magic happen like Dad and his computer. With the Linholt Reunion photo, like all his others, she could hardly tell where the original photo ended and his work began. And like always, thinking about Dad’s talent soon turned Circa’s mind to the one thing that he did even better than photo restoring. She reached across the desk to a disheveled collection of file folders and pulled out a well-worn folder labeled simply SHOPT. 


			That one word alone instantly brightened her pixels.
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			 “Is there anything new in here?” Circa asked in a half-singy way, hoping Dad had found some time in the midst of Linholt pinkening to add something new to the Shopt file for her.


			Dad got a serious look. “Isn’t it past your bedtime, young lady?”


			Everyone in the room knew good and well that four twenty-one was not past Circa’s bedtime, but for as long as she could remember, Dad had made this dumb joke at least once a day. Rolling her eyes at him, she laid the Shopt folder open across a small, clean portion of desk and began to thumb through the large stack of photo prints. There were dozens of them, each one a copy of a picture that Dad at one time or another had worked his restoration magic on. They came into Studio Monroe as ordinary pictures in need of repair, but this particular collection of prints had since been turned into something extra special just for Circa. Dad had begun by scanning the original photo, and then, on his computer, had made his own custom version by Photoshopping extraordinary things in, sometimes snagging pieces from other pictures, sometimes simply drawing things in fresh. Like fish floating in soap bubbles. Or clouds shaped like trumpets. Even once, a giant glowing hamburger. These whimsical creations he’d nicknamed simply “the Shopt.”


			Dad’s changes somehow made the pictures even better than they ever could have been before. Scenes that started out as big snoozers, like a class picture or yet another wedding shot, seemed to undergo a magical transformation with the Shopt additions. And yet the pictures were only the half of it, for Dad would also always make up a fantastical story to go along with the stuff he’d put in. He’d scribble the story underneath the picture, sometimes continuing onto the back with his crazy tale.


			Circa flipped quickly to the last piece of paper in the folder and was thrilled to find that there was indeed a newly Shopt photo. She was surprised to discover that it was the Linholt Reunion pic. “You did a Shopt version of that one!” she said with delight.


			“I had to, to keep my sanity,” he said. “It was good therapy to be able to goof on that family while dealing with crabby Mrs. Linholt.”


			Circa’s eyes darted all around the picture to find what Dad had snuck into the new version. She called out to him every bit she discovered, and each new thing gave her a sharper thrill inside. There was a huge stern-looking potato peeking out from behind a tree, a pocket watch big as the sun on a chain entangled in the branches behind the family, and, of all things, a beaver playing a bugle right into a Linholt’s ear. When she thought she’d discovered all there was to find, Circa started to restack the pics and stuff them back into the folder. But then Dad interrupted her.


			“Hold up,” he said. “I think you may have missed something.”


			Circa flipped back to the Shopt reunion pic and scanned it slowly, glancing up at Dad’s screen again and again to compare it to the original version of the picture. It took her three solid looks before she noticed.


			“Dad, are you kidding me?”


			“You found it,” he said.


			“A baby?!”


			“Diaper and all,” said Mom.


			“He’s pretty cute, don’t you think?” said Dad.


			Sure enough, right there in the front row of the family picture, Dad had Photoshopped in a baby so real-looking, you’d never know it wasn’t really part of the Linholt festivities. Circa could hardly believe what she was seeing, and how very real he looked.


			“I told your mom we needed to celebrate the arrival of a new little bundle of Shopt joy,” said Dad. 


			Circa looked across the studio. “Mom, you saw this?”


			“Pretty amazing, huh?” Mom said with a grin. That was another powerful thing the Shopt could do. They could always make Mom smile.


			“Dad, how did you sneak a whole ’nother person in?” asked Circa. 


			“It took a while to get it right,” he said. “But get this. I copied some features from our own family pics and pasted them in. Then I just blended and tweaked until I’d built a little baby.”


			“Unreal,” said Circa as she studied the chubby Shopt infant, plopped right there at the feet of an unsuspecting Linholt.


			“Convincing, no?” said Dad.


			Sure enough, the baby did bear a strong Monroe family resemblance. 


			“So what’s the story?” Circa asked. “About the baby, the potato, and the big watch? Oh, and um, the beaver with a bugle?”


			“Yes, do tell us,” said Mom. “I’m particularly curious about the baby. I dearly hope he didn’t ride in on the back of that beaver without wearing a tiny Shopt helmet.”


			“Or maybe he swung in on the watch chain,” said Circa, focused so intently on the little Shopt guy, the harsh ring of the studio phone almost startled her off her stool. Dad pulled the phone from under a stack of papers.


			“Oh boy, that story’s a real doozy,” he said. “Hang on a minute.”


			“Hello? Studio Monroe,” Dad answered. “Oh, hey, Mrs. Linholt.” He rolled his eyes when he said her name.


			After that, it seemed he wasn’t given the opportunity to squeeze in many more words at all. Beyond a couple of No’s, a couple more Sorry about that’s, and a Just give me some directions, Dad remained silent, looking quite huffy. 


			“Dad, someday will you teach me to do that? To put a baby in a picture?” Circa said once he’d hung up.


			“Sure,” Dad said as he clicked to save the changes on the non-Shopt Linholt photo. “Just bear with me for a bit, if you will. Mrs. Linholt claims, and very harshly I might add, that I was supposed to deliver the prints to the reunion. Apparently, she’s three counties over pacing ruts in the grass waiting for me.” 


			Dad clicked FILE: PRINT and typed 30 in the quantity field, as Mom took a fretful look out the studio window.


			“Like I’d ever promise to drop off a stack of photos two hours away,” he said irritably. “But I guess they say the customer is always right, huh?”


			“Unless she’s way wrong,” interjected Mom.


			“Let’s just say the customer is always right when that customer threatens to not pay you for the umpteen hours you’ve spent on her project,” Dad said. “And especially when said customer keeps throwing around that she has some important government job.”


			“But seriously, Todd, with all this crazy weather?” said Mom.


			“Yeah, well,” said Dad. “What is it that supersmart guy that we know always says? That sometimes doing the right thing is prickly?” He gave Circa a wink, and she promptly closed up the Shopt folder and returned it to its spot. She had a feeling the new story would have to wait awhile. 


			As the thirty prints rolled out into the tray on Dad’s big printer, he said, “Circ, if you want to, while I’m gone, you can tinker around with making your own addition to the Shopt family.”


			“For real?” she said. “Like a baby?”


			“Why not?” he said. “You know, I’ll venture to say that the day you can seamlessly add a fresh person into a pic, then you can do just about any kind of photo restoration.”


			Dad clicked down into a couple of folders and found a file called DONE AND DELIVERED. Within two more clicks, he’d located a black-and-white picture of a big group of soldiers from 1942.


			“Here. These guys look like they could use a baby around,” he said. “Just be patient with yourself, and practice using some of the techniques I’ve taught you.”


			Dad stacked up the reunion prints and slid them into a big padded envelope.


			“And don’t be scared to experiment,” he added. “You know you can always click ‘undo.’”


			“Got it,” said Circa.


			“And hey,” he said. “If the weather does get worse and your mom says it’s time to hunker down, then no arguing, okay?”


			“Okay, Dad.”


			Circa was no stranger to hunkering down. The year had so far brought with it the worst storm season that Wingate, Georgia, had ever seen. In fact, the Monroes had sat in a dry bathtub surrounded by pillows so often that spring, they’d nicknamed the downstairs bathroom “Hunkerville.”


			Dad already had his keys and wallet and a wrinkled plastic poncho gathered when another call came in on his cell phone. He groaned when he saw that it was Mrs. Linholt’s number again.


			“Studio Monroe,” he answered flatly. 


			Circa stopped and listened intently, hoping Mrs. Linholt had changed her mind and that Dad could stay home. Mom got still too. But Dad didn’t look relieved by the call at all. He didn’t even make googly eyes. He just kept saying “Who is—” and “What are—” and being interrupted. The only complete thing he got out was a quick “I’m on my way.” And that was it. When Dad hung up, he looked to be shaking some kind of weirdness from his head.


			“What was that?” asked Mom.


			“I don’t know. I don’t even know who that was,” Dad said. “But I’ve really got to go.”


			“Well, just make sure you get back soon as you can,” she said as she gathered cushions for Hunkerville from off her studio couch. Circa and Dad exchanged a look. They were always making fun of Mom for setting up Hunkerville way too early. 


			“And Todd, please, whatever you do…” Mom began, looking at Dad so seriously. “Don’t sing to them,” she said with a grin.


			“Yes, ma’am. You got it,” Dad chuckled. He gave Mom a big hug all the way around both her and the cushions.


			“Have fun with the Shopt, and we’ll exchange baby stories soon,” he said to Circa. “But don’t stay up past your bedtime, young lady.”


			Circa pretend-snarled at Dad as he smooched his finger and touched it to the tip of her nose. Then he tucked the puffy envelope under his arm and dashed for the door. 


			“Taxi’s coming…nothing I can do…” he wailed into the murk of the afternoon.


			From her stool, Circa saw the incoming wind whip Dad’s hair into a total mess as Mom crossed the room with another load of cushions for Hunkerville. 
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			It was their first time to climb Umbrella Rock, and the family was having second thoughts about trusting a gorilla as a tour guide. Little did they know, the silverback and his fearless assistant Elaine had a very balanced approach to their work.


            

		


	

		

			[image: image]


			Three weeks, three days, and nine hours later, Circa stood barefoot on her own driveway with a sleeping bag in her arms and her face to the sky. She had never seen a night so dark. She grabbed the handle on her rolling suitcase as Mom rattled the doorknob at the entrance to Studio Monroe. It seemed like ages since they’d slept at their own house.


			“I could have sworn I locked this,” Mom said, pushing the door open so easily she almost stumbled over the pile of mail at her feet.


			“Must not’ve,” mumbled Circa, remembering that she herself had forgotten to lock it the last time she’d snuck away from the Boones’ for a good cry in Dad’s chair.


			Mom gathered up the mail, took one step into the studio, and flicked on the overhead light. It buzzed out dead instantly. 


			“Oh baby, I just don’t know about this.” Mom put her hand across her chest and faltered in the doorway. Circa knew that Mom had been psyching herself up to come back to the house all day long. Up the street, the Boones had already fed them dinner, dessert, and even a bedtime snack. 


			“We couldn’t stay at Nattie’s forever,” said Circa, bumping her suitcase over the threshold, gently nudging Mom in. The room was so very musty, the thick air smelling of dead flowers and things left behind in the kitchen. The scene made Circa feel like faltering too. Maybe they could stay at Nattie’s just a few days longer.


			“Hold on,” said Mom, putting her arm out in front of Circa. “Do you hear that scuffling noise?”


			Circa sure enough heard the scuffling noise. In fact, it had been cutting her secret visits to the studio supershort, even after Nattie had theorized about the noises at the Boone house one night, suspecting that a fat raccoon was hopping from garbage can to garbage can all the way down Delp Street.


			“Just a raccoon,” said Circa. Dad’s desk was already calling to her. 


			Mom began to make her way slowly around to turn on the lamps, stopping short of Dad’s side of the studio like there was some kind of force field dividing the room. Circa went straight to the dark end of the room and settled into the dents of the big office chair. She turned on Dad’s iPod, which still had his favorite song displayed. Circa pressed play. It’s way past midnight. That’s how the song began. Circa stared at the glow on the little screen. The music was so full of bittersweetness. Even so, she let it go on, like there was a sore spot on her soul she just couldn’t stop picking at. It actually was past midnight, a part of Sunday morning that eleven-year-olds and their moms don’t often see together. But Circa had hardly even noticed the time. What did it matter anyway, the knowing whether it’s 12:06 that your heart is breaking, or 12:07?


			Circa swiveled the chair around slowly. In the generous lamplight, she could see the same familiar features of the room. Unbroken walls. Undamaged furniture. Unleaky ceiling. Unwobbled pictures. Slow-motion mom. She thought about how Studio Monroe and their home—the whole town of Wingate, for that matter—had miraculously been spared from destruction. And yet somehow, this room was totally different than before, completely drained of its comfort and charm. Photographically speaking, Studio Monroe had become a low-contrast, monochrome version of the room it was just three and a half weeks ago. Weeks ago, before most people knew what “Category EF5” meant. Before towns like Smithville, Mississippi, and Tuscaloosa, Alabama, had almost left the map. Before countless Hunkervilles had saved countless lives, but couldn’t do anything for one very important life. 


			Circa found herself longing for a thinnest-ever apple slice to look at the studio through. The only moving part of the scene was Mom shuffling from one corner to another, stacking and restacking pictures and papers, like mindless tasks were the glue that kept her from crumbling into a heap on the floor. Circa considered how Mom hadn’t really even had to be a mom for the last three weeks. Mrs. Boone had been mother enough for them both while Mom lay in the bed and Nattie entertained Circa with an endless string of board games, craft magazines, and nature shows. But now here Circa and Mom were, just the two of them, fumbling around in a half-lit room full of smells that didn’t belong.


			Circa turned back toward Dad’s computer and gazed at the picture that was taped to the edge of his screen, the one of Dad and Mom and baby her. Then her eyes traveled to the carved wooden box full of ashes sitting on top of the monitor. She thought of all the undeveloped memories that must be inside there, and it made her chest ache with sorrow. 


			She pulled out the Shopt folder and laid it open across her lap. Starting at the beginning, she looked at every fanciful picture, lingering on her favorites. The basketball team with elaborately styled mustaches. The bride and groom squeezed together by a plump, green octopus tentacle. The Grand Canyon, flowing with alphabet soup. Each one had a short story scribbled underneath in Dad’s messy handwriting. And each one was its own much-needed spark of joy. 


			Once Circa made it to the Shopt version of the Linholt Reunion picture, though, the sparks fizzled. At first, she could hardly stand looking at that place, possibly the very same place her dad was killed. She was tempted to tear the paper into tiny pieces. But then, for some reason, she just couldn’t bear to get rid of it. She suddenly felt connected to all the good things Dad had added into that picture and again longed to know their story, the story he’d never gotten to tell her. About the watch, the potato, and even the musical rodent. But mostly, about that baby. 


			Fighting hard to contain the tears that threatened to stain the image on her lap, Circa tucked the Shopt baby and his family safely back into their folder. As she slid the folder back into its spot, she bumped the mouse and woke up Dad’s computer, where the portrait of Dad that Mom had printed for his memorial service was still open on the screen. Circa knew it was Mom’s favorite picture of Dad, taken at least ten years before Mom got her first-ever good camera. Seeing his face—his crinkly brow, sparkly brown eyes, and broad smile—made Circa feel like she just couldn’t bear to keep the sadness in any longer. But then she caught sight of Mom in the monitor’s reflection. Mom was sitting in the beanbag with a lap desk across her legs and holding her face in her hands. She was silent, but her shoulders shook like she was crying hard enough for the both of them. Circa had just that morning overheard Mrs. Boone tell Mom she was going to have to be Circa’s “rock.” But it looked like the rock was sinking fast.


			Circa wondered what to say to Mom, wondered what Dad might have said, what he might have done to help. She looked to his face on the screen for inspiration. Then, without hesitation, she grabbed the mouse and clicked the paintbrush icon on the Photoshop toolbar. She opened up a color palette window and chose a bright purple. Then, as best as she could, she painted some silly purple star-shaped glasses right onto Dad’s face. They were uneven. They were cartoonish. But she felt like they might still do the trick. As she worked to smooth out the jagged lines of the glasses, the song played softly on Dad’s iPod. It was called “A Prayer Like Any Other.” She listened to the chorus: “Oh Lord, keep an eye on this place.” It was the first time she’d ever paid close attention to that part of the song. Three weeks and three days ago, it was just about taxis and guitars and the long, old road. Today, it was being gone and praying and saving grace. She wished that God had listened to Dad’s singing and counted it as a prayer worth answering.


			Circa struggled to focus her thoughts on putting some final touches on her Shopt work. Once the glasses were complete, she printed the picture and carried it over to Mom, who sat writing a check to the funeral home for more money than Circa ever imagined them having. Circa slowly handed the picture to her and said, “Here you go. Dad and I made something for you.”


			Mom stopped and gave Circa a puzzled look. She sniffled and took the picture from Circa’s hand. She sniffled again. Circa wondered if she had done the wrong thing. How was she even supposed to know the right thing? Weren’t parents supposed to know all that? 


			Then, finally, Mom cracked a slight smile. “I should be the one trying to cheer you up,” she said. “Not the other way around.”


			Circa couldn’t have agreed more.


			“I never knew your father to wear purple star glasses,” Mom said. “But I must admit he does look kind of handsome in them.” She maintained the little smile for a few moments, but Circa could tell it was as fake as the sunshine backdrop pinned to the wall behind her. Dad had once made up a secret code name for Mom when she was trying to fake being okay for people despite feeling miserable. “Sunny Backdrop,” he would say to Circa, as a signal that both of them would do what they could to minimize Mom’s stress.


			“You’ve got his sense of humor for sure,” Mom said, handing the picture back to Circa. Then she dabbed her face on her sleeve and turned back to business.


			Flipping through the checkbook, Mom let out a sigh as Circa walked back across the room.


			“Circ,” Mom said, “I— I mean, things— I mean, well, my schedule is going to have to change a bit now. I’ll need to do a lot more portraits in order to make ends meet, especially since the restoration half of the business will be closed down.”


			Circa’s heart began to race. She steadied herself down onto Dad’s chair. That was not a Sunny Backdrop thing for Mom to say.


			“That means this space might have to change a bit too.…We may need to sell some of this equipment,” Mom continued, her words soft, but cutting as barbed wire. Circa felt breathless. The big, empty wall at Maple Grove flashed into her mind. The stories out of reach. She gazed at the flaky insides of Aunt Ruby’s once color-filled jars and thought about Dad’s beautiful work drying up just like that.


			“But what about the Memory Wall?” she said.


			Mom’s shoulders dropped with the added weight of the question. “I guess they’ll have to find someone else to do it,” she said.


			“But it’s not someone else’s thing. It’s our thing,” argued Circa. “And no one else can do that stuff like Dad does…I mean, like he did.”


			“Then they might have to make other plans,” said Mom.


			“But they can’t do that,” said Circa. “What about Miss Rempy and Maki and Hank and the others? All those pictures that were going to help them remember?”


			“I don’t know what they’ll do,” said Mom, clapping the checkbook shut. “But I just can’t worry about that right this minute, sweet girl.”


			Circa suddenly felt herself spinning into a panic, like the whole picture of what used to be was fast crumbling into yellowed paper bits at her feet. Unrestorable bits. She turned to look at the picture of Dad again, for any inspiration that might be left there. She found a faint flicker of an idea in the eyes behind those purple glasses.


			“Then let me worry about it,” Circa said with such conviction she surprised herself.


			“About what?” said Mom.


			Circa swiveled around. “Dad’s been teaching me stuff for a long time,” she said. “Let me do the work.”


			Mom sat still in the thick silence.


			“But, Circa, you don’t know enough—” she said. “You can’t expect— I mean, you’re a child.”


			“I can at least try, right?”


			“No, Circa.”


			“Why?”


			“Because…because you just can’t.” 


			“Please, Mom,” she begged. “Just let me try.”


			“Circa, doing photo restoration requires a lot more than being able to draw silly glasses on somebody,” Mom said. “I’ll allow you to use Dad’s computer to tinker around if you want, but the answer is no on the Maple Grove thing.”


			“But why? You won’t even have to go up there,” said Circa. “I can pick up the pictures myself.”


			“Circa. I can’t do this right now. I said no,” Mom said, fanning her face with an envelope.


			“Okay, fine,” said Circa, spinning back toward the desk indignantly. “Then I’ll just tinker.”


			Mom’s no had dropped like a heavy curtain between them, only feeding Circa’s need to prove herself. As soon as Mom turned her attention back to her paperwork, Circa pulled up the old soldier picture that Dad had opened for her weeks ago. She had not gotten up the nerve to work on it after he’d left that day. Only now, she replayed Dad’s words again in her head. The day you can seamlessly add a fresh person into a pic, then you can do just about any kind of photo restoration.


			So Circa set to work adding a baby into the picture. With fierce determination, she copied features from their own Monroe family pictures and pasted them in with the soldiers. Then she painted, sized, blurred, smudged, and clicked UNDO a hundred times until she thought her brand-new little Shopt person actually looked very human, somewhat cute, and maybe even printable. Circa swiftly printed the picture, only to feel utter disappointment when she held it in her hands. It looked like a baby sure enough. But it was so very obvious that someone had faked it. So very opposite of seamless. So opposite of Dad. She was embarrassed to see she’d even forgotten to put a right arm on him. Circa crumpled the picture and let it fall at her feet. She turned to see if Mom was aware of what she’d done, only to find her curled up on her side in the beanbag chair. Clearly, the glue was not holding. Mom was coming apart, and thanks to Circa’s failure, so was Dad’s legacy. 


			Circa closed the old soldier picture. Then she closed Dad’s portrait. 


			Would you like to save your changes? it said.


			No, she clicked. 


			Then Circa gazed at the blank background of the monitor, wondering how in the world she and Mom were going to make it. Wishing she could just curl up inside this empty, Dad-shaped hole in the room and disappear. Longing for the power to change other things with just the click of a mouse.


			Dad leaving to deliver the reunion photo. UNDO.


			Tornado. UNDO.


			That tree, that stupid Jeep-wrecking tree at the park. UNDO.


			All of April twenty-seventh. UNDO.


			Every last bit of this. UNDO.


			Surely after that whole mess of undoing, Circa Monroe would no longer be rocking herself nauseous in an office chair that was too big for just her. And Laurel Monroe wouldn’t be crumpled up in the middle of tear-spattered bills and sympathy cards on the studio floor. And most important of all, Todd Monroe would not be just a collection of ashes inside a wooden box on top of a computer monitor. Instead, he’d be right here filling these chair dents and reminding his daughter that one forty-nine a.m. is oh so very past her bedtime. 
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