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			CHAPTER 1

			Sia Dane discovered the man on the beach exactly one year, one month, and six days after her husband disappeared.

			One moment she was out there alone, moving toward the old clam shack with Gumper lollygagging behind, nosing about in a seaweed jumble for shells to carry home, and the next, there was the man . . . standing at the water’s edge . . . drenched as if he had just walked out of the sea.

			He was wearing a black suit and a white dress shirt. He was tall, narrow, and square-shouldered, and he stood straight, like a reed, with his arms tucked against his sides. In the breeze, he swayed slightly back and forth, mimicking the movement of the marsh grass.

			Sia stopped. At first she couldn’t figure if he was real or if he was, perhaps, just a mirage conjured by her broken heart.

			She closed her eyes.

			“Mirage,” she whispered.

			She opened her eyes. He was still there.

			“Real.”

			She looked at her watch. 5:13 A.M.

			“Gumper,” she called, and slapped her leg. But her great black behemoth was joyfully buried up to his ears in seaweed and didn’t pay her any mind.

			•  •  •

			A few hundred yards down the beach, the Dogcatcher scuttled flat-bellied like a crab along the water’s edge until she was close enough to make out Sia, Gumper, and the man in the black suit. She squinched her eyes against the bright sun and lay still with her chin buried in the sand. She didn’t move. Didn’t scratch. Just watched.

			•  •  •

			For a long moment the beach was quiet and still, as it was every morning at this time. But then through the sucking stench of seaweed, fat-nosed Gumper looked up from his treasure, caught the man’s scent, and launched himself forward on his huge hairy paws, barking madly as he closed the space between them. Gumper loved people. All people. Those who loved him back and those who didn’t. But even with Gumper loading at him full speed, all bark and blur and fur, the man barely moved. He simply shifted his head slightly in Sia’s direction, the way a distracted dog might offer a single ear to his owner when called.

			Like Sia’s husband, Gumper was a pacifist. A loving lump of dog so magnanimous he didn’t even snap at the chipmunks that sneaked into his bowl for free kibbles. But he was loud and gargantuan, so much so that when he barreled wildly at people he didn’t know, they usually screamed or ran. Sometimes both. And though Sia often failed, she always tried to minimize each victim’s terror.

			“He’s friendly,” she’d holler through cupped hands over the thunder of crashing waves. “Just stand still.”

			But she didn’t offer any assistance to the man who’d appeared so suddenly at the water’s edge. Instead she let Gumper run until he plowed into him, kicking sand in all directions, nearly but not quite toppling him. Then she watched her hulking beast dance madly, nudge the man’s bottom three times with his colossal snout, and finally sit down close, leaning his full weight into the man’s leg.

			It was at this moment that the man looked at Sia for the first time, or at least looked in her direction. His eyes were focused but blank, and it felt as if he were looking through her or past her or maybe very far beyond her to a place she couldn’t see.

			Sia waited, and then slowly, as if the weight of the water in his suit or the weight of something invisible were unbearably heavy, the man lifted his arm and set his hand on Gumper’s ten-gallon head. As she moved a few more steps toward them, an astounding tsunami of sadness rolled from the man, rippling the sand between them and nearly tipping her backward. Sia, whose limitless empathy roared whenever a wounded soul got close, blinked, adjusted her footing, and said “Oh” out loud, as she opened her mouth, gulped, and swallowed the sadness as awkwardly and skillfully as a heron swallowing a silvery minnow.

			•  •  •

			When the sand settled, and the danger of Sia being knocked into the ocean had passed, she noted that aside from the suit and the impressive reedlike posture, the man looked like the barnacled belly of a whale. His face was splotchy, rough, and puffy, and water dripped from the tip of his nose and the lobes of his ears. His wet suit clung to him, and bits of seaweed were stuck to his crotch, a sleeve, and the cuffs of his pants. One especially long frond was draped over his shoulder and swayed behind him like a tail in the breeze.

			“Who the hell are you?” Sia said under her breath. She felt strange and uncomfortable, as if she were witnessing an intensely private moment. The man looked so weak and exhausted that if Gumper hadn’t planted himself next to him and sat willing to take his weight like a cane or a fence post, she suspected he might have toppled right over.

			“Hello?” she said.

			The man didn’t respond. He didn’t speak or smile. He didn’t cock his head, extend his hand, or offer any other gesture common when one individual is introduced to another for the first time. He didn’t even blink. He just stood there . . . like a shiny statue in a park after a downpour.

			“Hellll-loo?” Sia said again, and she took a few steps toward him.

			At the tug of her voice, Gumper grunted loudly. Then he opened his mouth, craned it toward the sky, and bellowed, scattering the flock of hungry, hopeful seagulls that had settled nearby.

			•  •  •

			The Dogcatcher lay motionless. She was good at lying still when she was watching. She was good at watching without being seen. She liked that about herself. She liked the dog, too. The silly black giant. “Gumper,” she said to herself without making a sound. “Gumper, Gumper, Gumper.” Though people didn’t interest her much, she kind of liked Gumper-Lady, too, and though he was no longer around, she used to like Gumper-Man.

			But she didn’t know this man in the black suit. He was a stranger. An absurd stranger who had no idea how to dress for a beach.

			•  •  •

			Sia gnawed the raw spot on the inside of her bottom lip, then glanced backward for someone with whom she could share the strange moment. But it was early, and as usual, she and Gumper were alone. The arm-pumping beach-walking widows and the metal-detecting old men wouldn’t get started until at least six o’clock.

			Sia turned back. The man’s hair, which hung well past his shoulders, was matted to his head and thin rivers of water streamed down his cheeks and forehead, gathered in the shallow divot at the base of his neck, just below his Adam’s apple, then disappeared behind the open collar of his shirt. He had this look of . . . of . . . of nothing on his face. Questions rallied for attention in Sia’s head: Was this guy sick? Was he on drugs? Was he in a trance?

			I should be scared, she thought. It’s 2012, not 1950. A strange guy on the beach acting like a nut should scare the piss out of me. But when she looked at Gumper, who was stuck to the man as passionately as Argus would have stuck himself to Odysseus had he not been lost at sea, she knew there wasn’t anything to be afraid of. She took a deep breath. One last try.

			“Hey there,” she said, “you okay?”

			Silence.

			And as Sia considered the man’s unusual resistance to the normal call-and-response of everyday conversation, she studied the swollen lids of his eyes and the smell of the sea that drifted from him . . . the deep sea . . . that fresh, salty, mostly pleasing mix of brine and shell and scale that you pick up on the wind when the fishing boats dock . . . a scent so strong she could smell it ten feet away.

			“What the hell is going on?” she said. She turned to the ocean. A trio of gulls landed on the water with a splat and a few introductory squawks. “Well?” she said to them.

			Good question, but the bobbing birds didn’t answer.

			Farther out, a sailboat skittered across the waves. Though it was too far away for her to read the letters painted on the hull, Sia knew it was the Nancy Jane. A giant red smiley face on white sails. Not easily mistaken.

			Jackson had loved that boat. The jolly jolly joke of it.

			With the sun in her eyes, the sky looked like a silvery tarp, and she knew if she stared long enough, the whole thing—sky, sailboat, smiley face, gulls—would disappear and there would be nothing left but light.

			Warm, watery light.

			The world absorbed.

			If only she could be part of it. Absorbed into the heart of things. Like Jackson.

			She could feel him this way. Right then. His edges melting into hers. And the ache for him thumped up from her toes into her middle.

			Thump. Thump-thump.

			“Jack?” she said. “Where are you?”

			One year, one month, six days.

			Thumpety-thump-thump.

			Then Gumper grumbled as he always did when she began to drift, and she remembered the man.

			“Fuck,” she said.

			•  •  •

			At 5:19, Sia’s cell phone rang, and because it was 5:19, she knew without looking that it was Jilly, whose ever-present obsessive-compulsive need to make all things happen on Jilly time was often a little annoying but really annoying this early in the morning.

			“Hey,” Sia said into the phone.

			The man continued to stare in her direction while she spoke, but his expression, or lack of expression, didn’t change.

			“Hiya,” Jillian said. “I need coffee. How’s it going? You going to be on time?”

			Sia looked at her watch. “Believe it or not,” she said, “I might actually be late today.”

			“Late?”

			“Yes, Jilly, late.”

			“Seriously, Sia? You’re never late. You can’t be late. You don’t even know how to be late.”

			“Yeah, today I can. I found something on the beach. I think I need to take care of it.”

			“Found something? What do you mean?”

			“I can’t explain right now, Jil.”

			“Found something? You mean like a dog or a seal or another whale carcass?” When Jilly grabbed hold of something, she was relentless, like Gumper with a dead fish.

			“Something like that.”

			“Do you want some help? I can be there in ten minutes.”

			Sia paused. “Yeah, I could probably use a little help with this, but give me a while. Meet me at my house in an hour.”

			“You’re going to bring this thing to your house?”

			Sia looked at the man. The silvery minnow of sadness she’d swallowed in those first moments lashed its tail, and she sucked in a breath. “I don’t think I have a choice.”’

			“Wow. Okay. But is it safe to bring into your house? It’s not a giant squid or anything, is it? ’Cause those things have suckers and poison and mouths with beaks and all kinds of dangerous shit.”

			Sia shook her head and sighed. “No, Jil, it’s not a giant squid, and yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s safe,” she said. “Safe enough anyway.”

			“How big is it?”

			Sia sized up the man. “Bigger than a bread box.”

			“Really? Is it round or square?” Jilly loved games.

			“Neither. Gotta go, Jil. Meet me in an hour.”

			“Can you carry this thing yourself? I mean, really, I can come right there and help you. Just gotta throw on a pair of shorts and hop in my car.”

			Sia tried to imagine toting the man home on her back. Good God, she thought, I hope his legs work better than his mouth. “No, I can manage,” she said. “Meet me at the house.”

			A world-stopping pause followed.

			“Siaaaa?” Jilly said. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. Just bring coffee.”

			•  •  •

			In winter, the beach on the northeast coast of Massachusetts was desolate and naked, black and white and unruly. Terrible winds blew in from Canada and cut across the sand like sharp blades. Snow and ice gathered in every crease and divot. But in early summer like this, the beach was costumed up and decorated. Grass, wildflowers, and reeds blossomed against the backdrop of tender sky. The water could be blue like a robin’s egg, a jay’s wings, or the virginal innards of a clamshell. It was Sia’s favorite time of year, and she was on that beach every morning at five A.M., often earlier. Gumper loved it, too, though he didn’t distinguish as much between seasons. For him, the beach was the beach, the one place he got to run wild, bark freely, and chase all the humans he could sniff out.

			After she closed her phone and tucked it back into her pocket, Sia looked at the man, then Gumper. “Well, Gump, what do we do now?”

			Gumper’s plumelike tail waggled back and forth. He grumbled and grunted, then settled even more firmly against the man’s leg.

			“Yeah,” she said, “that’s what I figured.” She closed her eyes. “Jack?” she whispered.

			But she already knew that answer, too. Jackson would have called the police on the spot and said, “Hey, I just found a guy on the beach and it looks like he needs a little help. How about sending an officer out this way?” Then he would have plopped down in the sand and waited, keeping company with the strange man until help arrived.

			If Jack had been there . . . if he hadn’t vanished into thin air . . . he and Sia would have bickered about this.

			“It’s too dangerous to bring a strange guy into our home,” he would have said.

			“No, it’s not. It’s okay, Jack,” Sia would have replied.

			“How do you know?”

			“I just know. I feel it.”

			“Sia, this guy could be anyone. A killer. A rapist. A thief.”

			“So you’ll bring a potentially rabid animal home to save its life, but not a man?”

			Their ongoing tiff about logic versus instinct would have progressed from there, but right then that little fish in Sia’s middle was flipping and flopping like crazy, and she knew she couldn’t call the police until she had a sense of what was going on. Obviously this guy had been through something, arrived from somewhere, and didn’t have anywhere to go, at least in that moment. He was probably thirsty, especially if he’d spent significant time in the water. Hungry, too.

			She sighed and glanced around again. Nobody.

			“Okay, okay,” she said, beckoning to him, “that’s it, then. Come on. I’m taking you home with me. But if you’re a killer or a robber or even just a harmless nut looking for a friendly face to harass, save it for someone else.” Then she turned, slapped her leg for Gumper to follow, and started back the way she’d come.

			When she passed the teepee a few kids had built from driftwood the day before, she stopped, swung around, and saw that the man was moving along behind her in slow, stuttered steps. He was wobbly and weak-kneed, and he stumbled every few feet, but Gumper—the faithful beast—stayed by his side, taking his weight like a crutch. The man’s pants looked as if they’d shrunk, and his ankles and feet poked out beneath the cuffs. For the first time, Sia realized he was barefoot. He didn’t even have shoes.

			“Oh, for God’s sake,” she said.

			First, her husband. Now this.

			•  •  •

			When Sia and her troupe were almost out of sight, the Dogcatcher stood and, stepping lightly, walked to the spot where the man had magically appeared at the water’s edge. She waved her hands in circles and said, “Abracadabra!” Then she looked for something to save. Finding nothing, she scooped a handful of sand from the man’s footprints and poured it into one of the dozen or so plastic bags she kept in her pockets.

			“Hmmph,” she said, gripping the bag, and then, “Gumper, Gumper, Gumper, Gumper.” This time she said it out loud. She liked the way his name bounced off her tongue like a red rubber ball.

			Then she trotted after the troupe at a safe distance, leaving behind little more than a bird’s tracks.

			•  •  •

			As she walked, Sia considered amphibians.

			Frog.

			Axolotl.

			Salamander.

			Newt.

			Toad.

			Yes, she decided, that’s what I’ll call him.

			Toad.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Sia was still lying in bed when she began to wonder what was taking Jackson so long. A Saturday morning coffee run usually took no more than twenty minutes, twenty-five if the line was long, twenty-seven if they opted for cappuccino, and still only thirty if Slow-Pour Sally was manning the espresso machine. That included the amount of time it took Jackson to jog down the street to Starbucks. But, Sia thought, they had decided against cappuccino that morning, Slow-Pour Sally was away on vacation, and the timing was good—too late for the midmorning slam and too early for the lunch rush. It should have been a twenty-minute run.

			She looked at the clock. One hour had passed since Jackson had slung on shorts, a T-shirt, and his favorite pair of stink-ass, falling-apart sneakers that he absolutely refused—“No way in hell”—to throw away.

			“Back in twenty,” he’d called over his shoulder as he’d lit down the stairs.

			“Su-gaaaaaaaaar,” she’d hollered back, reminding him for the zillionth time to get three packets of raw sugar, even though she knew he’d forget.

			It should have been a twenty-minute run.

			Sia flopped onto her back and looked up at the ceiling. Their bedroom was a cool purply blue that absorbed the morning sun streaming into their eastward-facing windows. When the real estate agent had shown them the place, she’d said drolly, “Morning people, I hope.”

			“If you only knew,” Jack had answered, referring to Sia’s habit of rolling out of bed somewhere around four A.M. to write.

			Even now, an hour outside noon, sunlight was smeared evenly around the room, making sharp shadows against the walls and floor.

			Sia gave up and climbed out of bed. She went to the window, pushed up the screen, and leaned out. “Jackson,” she called.

			No answer.

			Weird. Maybe he was in the shed or in the driveway fiddling with his truck. Maybe he’d gotten distracted on his way out the door. Not likely before his first hit of caffeine, but there was always a chance.

			“Jackson,” she hollered out the window a second time, but only Gumper responded. At the sound of Sia’s voice, he bounded up the stairs and smashed into her. He hadn’t had his walk, and he was agitated. Ready to burst.

			Sia threw on some clothes, put her hair in a ponytail, headed downstairs, and let Gumper out on the patio. She looked around. Jackson’s money clip, cell phone, and keys weren’t in the silver box on the hall table. His truck was still in the driveway. Clearly he’d gone.

			•  •  •

			At first Sia wasn’t worried. Irritated, yes. Worried, no. After all, Jackson was the most popular man in town, loved equally by men and women, high school punks and town officials, old and young, beautiful and hideous. He’d been born with that rare kind of natural charm that drew people in—charisma, folks called it—and few could resist. If by chance his buddies Nils Larsen or Harry Thompson had tried to distract him from the thought of his very naked wife in bed with the promise of big stripers in the surf or an old boat for sale at a steal, he might have given in.

			Sia clipped the leash to Gumper’s collar, grabbed a few dollars, and headed out the door. Though Gumper argued for his normal morning beach romp, she took the road to Starbucks. She was sure she’d find Jackson dillydallying either on the way or in the town square.

			When she called his cell phone for the first time, it went straight to voice mail. She left a message asking where he was and teased him about both her caffeine withdrawal and his unfortunate distraction. The second time, the flat, computerized phone company voice told her, “I’m sorry. The caller you are trying to reach is not available.”

			•  •  •

			Within three minutes, Gumper was panting and Sia was coated in sweat. “Holy crap, it’s hot out here,” she said. “It’s May. Did anybody predict this f’ing heat wave?”

			•  •  •

			She got to Starbucks at 11:30. Len and Lucy were in the square. “We’ve been here for forty-five minutes,” Lucy said, “but we haven’t seen Jackson.” While Sia went inside, Len held Gumper’s leash and let him lick the remnants of his latte.

			“Hey, Sia,” Stella called from behind the counter. The line was long, bolstered by the low-fat-frappuccino-hold-the-whipped-cream-please ladies who had just wrapped up their morning workout at the gym.

			Sia waited. She was thirsty, cranky, and caffeine deficient. Not a good combination. She asked Tom and Ann, Mr. Pearl, Cat and Stan, and a few others who came and went if they’d seen Jackson. All said no.

			“I’ll have a grande cappa, triple shot, extra froth,” Sia said when she finally got to the head of the line. Then she paid and stood aside while Henry mixed her coffee. “Hey, do you guys remember what time Jackson came in this morning?” she said.

			Stella glanced at Henry. “Jackson? I don’t think he’s been here.”

			“He hasn’t?”

			“No. Henry, did you serve him while I was on break?”

			“Nope.”

			Sia took her drink from Henry. “Are you sure? He left home hours ago to come here.”

			“Sorry. Haven’t seen him.”

			Sia could feel the folks behind her glaring at her back. Holding up the line was as close to a federal offense as you could get in Starbucks.

			“All right,” she said. “If he pops in, tell him to give me a buzz.”

			•  •  •

			Coffee. That was what started this whole thing. They’d wrestled to see which one of them would make the run.

			“Loser goes for coffee,” Jackson had said. “Winner gets oral sex.”

			Sia had won.

			•  •  •

			At noon, assuming Jack had gone for a swim, Sia and Gumper walked the full length of the public beach. All the way to the clam shack and back. When they didn’t find him chopping through the surf with his clunky but effective backstroke, fear trickled in.

			“Stay,” Sia told Gumper, and she hightailed it to the stretch of beach on the wildlife refuge side of things . . . the part on the opposite side of the island that was closed to the public during significant parts of the year so that the town’s most honored, most endangered, and (according to some) most pain-in-the-ass bird—the piping plover—could nest and raise its fledglings in peace.

			“Sorry, little plovers,” she called as she bolted past the “Piping Plover Nesting Ground: No Entry Beyond This Point” sign at the end of the boardwalk. She could just imagine Jack’s face when he found out she’d (a) broken the law he worked so hard to protect and (b) put their beloved plovers at risk. Horror. Disappointment. Maybe even a smidgen of anger, though Jack didn’t get angry easily or often.

			“Why would you think I’d go for a swim near the plovers?” he’d say. “You know how I feel about protecting the plovers.”

			“I didn’t know where else to look,” she’d answer. “I was getting scared.”

			To minimize any potential damage, she stayed close to the water’s edge. Twelve pairs of plovers have nested at the refuge, she recalled from Sunday’s “Plover Report” in the paper. Four have settled in at Sandy Point.

			But despite her conscientious search, Sia didn’t find a single sign of Jackson.

			•  •  •

			2:30.

			“Gump,” she said, rubbing his head, “where’s Jack?”

			Sia didn’t know where else to look, so she made her way back to their beach and looked everywhere. Out at the water. Down at the sand. Up at the sky. Over her shoulder. She spun in slow circles, then jogged up the steep, sandy dunes that opened to the crosshatch of narrow streets that eventually led to town, then back down to the water’s edge.

			The farther they went, the more frantic she felt, and she began yelling to anyone she knew. “Hey, have you seen Jack? Have you seen Jackson this morning?”

			But all she got was:

			a shake of the head

			a couple of “nope”s

			one “not since Friday”

			three “but when I do . . .”s

			a handful of “sorry, Sia”s

			and who knows how many “not today”s

			Gumper was worried, too, and for the first time ever, he didn’t greet a single person on the beach. He ran like Sia—from water’s edge to sandy peak—barking and whining. He buried his snarfling snout in every beach towel and sand hole, sniffing for some sign of Jack. He refused cookies and Popsicles from all the kids who usually kept him in treats, and Sia imagined that in his great big doggie head, he was chanting “Jack, Jack, Jack, Jack, Jack.”

			But they found nothing. Not a small pile of Jackson’s personal items—sneakers, T-shirt, cell phone, money clip, keys. Not his footprints so they could track his path. Not anyone who’d seen him.

			Sia called his cell phone again.

			“I’m sorry. The caller you are trying to reach is not available.”

			•  •  •

			By 3:30, the thermometer read ninety-seven degrees. It was May 14.

			•  •  •

			At 4:30, she made quick calls to Nils and Harry. “Have you seen Jack?”

			“Nope, we figured he was working. Why?”

			“Heard from him?”

			“Nope, not today. Why?”

			“Crap.”

			•  •  •

			At 5:00, fear turned to panic. Getting distracted by a cheap boat or a few stripers was one thing. Not showing up for hours and hours, even on his cell, was another. She called everyone she could think of—friends, coworkers at the fish and wildlife office, cousins, his brothers, everyone. No one had seen Jackson that day. Finally she called his mother.

			“Have you heard from Jackson?” she asked.

			“No, sweetie, not since you were here for dinner,” Elizabeth said. “Why?”

			“I haven’t seen him since he left this morning.”

			“Did you call him?”

			“Of course. He’s not answering. His phone isn’t even on.”

			“That’s not like Jack.”

			“I know.”

			“I don’t like the sound of this.”

			“Me neither,” Sia said. She knew something wasn’t right, but what? what? what?

			As soon as she hung up, Sia called Jilly and her mother. Jilly laughed her off until seven o’clock. She couldn’t imagine anything going awry in Sia’s life. Aside from her issue with empathy, it was perfect. Always perfect.

			But when M heard the crack in Sia’s voice, she raced over.

			“Jack’s gone,” Sia said as M came through the door.

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“Jackson. He’s gone. Disappeared. Poof.”

			•  •  •

			At 6:00, while she was talking to Jackson’s mother for the fifth time, Sia’s cell phone died.

			“The battery,” she said to M as she grabbed for the charger in the kitchen but failed and knocked the toaster off the counter instead. “What if he calls now? Right now?” The ridiculously large silver machine designed to accommodate bagels the size of mature clams skidded across the floor, lost a knob and a small metal thingy along the way, and clattered to a halt against the leg of a stool.

			Sia stared at it until it settled. Then she picked up the charger cord and tried to jam the plug into the suddenly very small hole in the base of the phone, but her fingers were shaking so bad she missed.

			And missed again.

			“Enough,” M said after a few more tries. “Give it to me.” Then she gently completed the task. “I got it, Odyssia. See?” She held up the phone, and it beeped, indicating that it was indeed charging.

			Sia nodded, seemingly calmed, but when M took her arm to lead her back to the patio, she yanked free, burst out the front door, and took off down the road toward town.

			“Odyssia!” M hollered. “Odyssia, where are you going?”

			“To look for Jack,” Sia shouted over her shoulder.

			M started to chase her, but then remembered the phone; if Jackson called and no one was there to answer it, they might miss him. She turned and went back into the house.

			•  •  •

			From her perch in the uppermost window of the pink house, Mrs. Windwill watched Sia run down the road. Her heart cramped up. “He hasn’t turned up yet,” she said when Mr. Windwill poked his head around the door frame.

			“He will, honey. He’ll be home soon. Where else would Jack go? Now come on down from there,” Mr. Windwill said. “It’s like an oven up here.”

			Mrs. Windwill shook her head. She felt sick in the stomach. “Not yet,” she said. “Open that window for me, will you?”

			•  •  •

			At 7:15, Jilly managed to lasso Sia into her car. Once she got her home, she said, “Sit,” and pointed to a chair on the patio.

			M took the seat to Sia’s left. Jilly took the chair to her right. Gumper plunked down onto Sia’s feet and leaned back against her legs. She wasn’t going anywhere. The four of them sat just like that for another hour.

			“What are we waiting for?” Sia asked.

			Jilly shook her head and tapped her foot against the chair.

			“Jackson,” M said. “We’re waiting for Jackson.” Then she bent down, grabbed Jilly’s tapping foot, and squeezed a little too hard. “He’ll be home.”

			The women stopped talking. Every ten minutes or so Gumper grumbled under his breath. As they sat, Sia felt all order seep from her, and her own understanding of the shape of herself and the world began to melt away.

			At 8:30, she called the police.

			At 9:00, Richard arrived.

			By 10:00, the Coast Guard was alerted and a search was on in the town. They ignored the normal twenty-four-hour wait to file the missing-person report. Fuck that. It was Jackson.

			That night, as Sia lay in bed listening to the helicopters bhirring and whirring up and down the coast, she watched the moon.

			“Here,” she whispered when she could see the fat, bright sphere.

			“Gone,” when it slipped behind a cloud.

			“Here.” Fat, bright sphere.

			“Gone.” Behind a cloud.

			Throughout the next few days, the police traipsed in and out. Reporters gathered in the road like ants on a slice of watermelon, peppering anyone who entered the house with questions.

			But none of it helped. No one ever saw Jackson again.

			Here.

			Gone.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Sia Dane’s life story began at the moment her parents, Stuart Winchell and Madeline Wexler (affectionately known as M) ignored their parents’ warnings, crawled into the backseat of Stuart’s sky-blue Jeep Cherokee in the parking lot of Shaw’s grocery store after hours, and—in a great tumult of sweat and summer cotton—removed each other’s clothing. Then finally, FINALLY, after seemingly endless months of fighting the oh-so-unbearable urge to copulate, Stuart slid his penis into M’s lovely, wet, mysterious (fucking unbelievable) vagina and exploded as powerfully as a supernova, except that this particular explosion did not mark the end of a life’s evolution, but instead the beginning.

			•  •  •

			“Oh, thank God,” M said, and she stuck her bare feet out the window to cool.

			Stuart was speechless.

			•  •  •

			While all the other high school girls who got pregnant that year slipped away during cheerleading practice and SAT study classes on Saturday afternoons to have quick abortions, Stuart and M knew their love would last. Trusting that, they married on Thanksgiving Day during their senior year, and six months later, Sia slipped into the world, a chubby, ruddy baby whose heart was as big and hot as the sun under which she was birthed.

			“Her name is Odyssia,” M told everyone as she cradled her baby.

			“Odyssia? What kind of name is Odyssia?” her own mother said in the same tone of voice she’d used when M and Stuart had announced—after feeding her two gin and tonics—that they were pregnant and engaged. By this time, she should have been accustomed to her daughter’s independent, no-holds-barred approach to life, but since mothers tend to be the last to let go of certain expectations for their offspring, she was still surprised.

			“That’s right,” M said. “Odyssia.”

			The name made sense. During the fall term when she and Stuart finally pulled themselves (temporarily) out of their rabid copulations (band room, stadium bleachers, backseat of the bus, teachers’ lounge) and noticed she’d missed two periods and was beginning to swell around the breasts and belly, M was gripped by an irrational fear that she would lose her child.

			“What? You’re not afraid of anything,” Stuart said.

			“I’m afraid of this.”

			Her fear wasn’t at all supported by reality. Throughout the pregnancy, M was healthy and relatively free of the maladies most pregnant women suffer. She didn’t throw up during the first trimester or burp incessantly throughout the second two. Her back didn’t ache. No nerves got pinched. She slept well. She ate well. Her blood pressure stayed low. She had funny baby dreams but no scary ones.

			“Nothing to complain about?” her gynecologist asked.

			“I pee a thousand times a day,” M told her.

			“That’s it?”

			“Yep.”

			“Ah, youth.”

			But despite the doctor’s positive prognosis, M lay awake each night worrying that by morning she would be reduced to her previous, single-bodied self.

			So while she ate, blossomed, and eventually ballooned, she meditated on her growing belly as often as possible, and when she and Stuart had sex—which was even more often than before the pregnancy—she insisted on being on top every time to reduce the danger of damage to the small being inside her.

			“My fear of losing you wasn’t logical,” she explained to Odyssia whenever her daughter asked about her name, “but it was powerful.”

			“Okay, but why Odyssia?”

			“Well,” M explained, “I was reading The Odyssey at the time . . .”

			“Oh, M, tell the truth,” Stuart said. “You weren’t reading The Odyssey at the time. You were obsessed with The Odyssey at the time.”

			“Hush. Let me tell the story.” M pinched her husband’s arm. “Sweetie, I was reading The Odyssey at the time, and I named you Odyssia because I wanted to arm you with the strength and smarts to find your way home in case the gods conspired to take you from me, just like they had Odysseus.”

			“The second part of that is true,” Stuart always confirmed.

			M was a romantic, who still used terms like my dear and sweetheart and whose laughter rolled out of her like giant pink bubbles. The thought of her mother chasing down Zeus or Poseidon for a tussle over her only child always made Sia laugh, even if she did have the weirdest name in the world.

			•  •  •

			As M planned, Sia’s birth had been a glorious event. (“Leave it to a teenager,” a somewhat-snarky, somewhat-jealous OB nurse whispered when she thought no one was listening.) Despite their parents’ protestations, Stuart blocked off a good portion of the beach, and although M would have preferred the birth to be completely open to the breeze and the sea, she conceded and allowed him to convert the sandy hollow into a lovely beachside birthing room by hanging (in a variety of creative ways from volleyball posts and beach umbrellas) white silk sheets in a circle. The result was miraculous. The hot morning sun reflected off the sheets and the sky made a glorious blue ceiling.

			After no more than a few hours of mind-numbing contractions, Odyssia Wexler Winchell slipped into the world to the sound of the waves crashing on the shore and the calls of a few determined seagulls that refused to be lured away by the bread crusts Stuart had hidden a few hundred yards down the beach. Even the doctor had to admit it was the most beautiful birth she’d ever witnessed. “Sandy,” she said, brushing off her hands, “but beautiful.”

			It wasn’t until after Sia was swaddled in a white cotton blanket that anyone noticed the one small puffy cloud lingering in the eastern corner of the sky, reminding them all that nothing was ever perfect.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Sia settled Toad in her kitchen with a plate of blueberry muffins and a glass of milk, but then noticed that the buildup of salt around his mouth and on his cheeks was so thick and crumbly now that he was mostly dry, there was no way he would be able to eat. His mouth was welded shut like the Tin Man’s after a rainstorm, and now that she could survey him up close and without the glare of the sun, Sia didn’t know how he could even see. His lashes were heavy with the stuff, and his eyes were nearly crusted closed. She dampened a dish towel with hot water and set it beside him.

			“Wipe your face with this,” she said. “It’s clean.”

			But Toad didn’t move. He sat, looked off into the distance, and kept his hand on Gumper’s head.

			“Gump, give the guy a nudge.”

			Gumper sighed and licked Sia’s hand, but he, too, remained still. In fact, other than to take a quick piss against the fence before heading into the house, he hadn’t left Toad’s side.

			Sia leaned against the counter and waited. Besides her father, she hadn’t touched a man in one year, one month, and six days; she certainly didn’t want this stranger to be the first. But when Toad flagged against the counter, she moved to his side. “Fine, fine. I’ll do it. Just don’t die in my kitchen.”

			She imagined the headlines in the paper: Local woman’s husband disappears. Local woman finds silent man on the beach. Silent man keels over in local woman’s kitchen.

			“Dammit,” she said, and she picked up the hot cloth and pressed it to Toad’s face. Though his suit was still damp, the dried ocean salt on his skin was sharp and crusty, like the edges of a broken clamshell. She didn’t rub, just pressed the towel to his cheeks, his mouth, his temples, his forehead, and so on, allowing the heat to loosen the salt. The cloth cooled quickly. She rinsed it and started again.

			“You’re like a mangy lion,” she said. His hair was heavy with salt. Sticky and clumpy too. Sia grabbed a rubber band from the junk drawer and managed to secure his hair in a thick ponytail. “Good enough,” she said.

			As she worked, she noted the cuts on his hands, the deep scratches on his cheeks, and the strange pink wound behind his left ear. Surely there were other injuries under the suit, but she wasn’t about to go looking.

			When Sia moved to Toad’s eyes, she expected him to flinch or cry out—there had to be as much salt in them as there was around them—but he didn’t.

			By the sixth rinse, his skin was bright pink with heat. It was rough, and there was still a lot of salt around his ears and in his hair, but at least he could open and close his eyes and mouth.

			“That’s better,” Sia said and stepped away. “Now eat.” She pressed the cloth to her nose and sniffed. It was as if she’d dipped it into the ocean. Good lord, she thought, where had this man come from?

			She plucked the strands of seaweed from his back, arms, and legs, leaving the one at his crotch alone. Then she went into the living room to wait for Jilly.

			•  •  •

			The Dogcatcher tucked herself between the two glacial boulders just outside Sia’s front gate. She peered through the fence slats and waited.

			•  •  •

			In the next twenty minutes, Sia checked on Toad seven times:

			
					to see if he was real

					to see if he was eating (he was)

					to see if he was drinking milk (he was)

					to see if he was real

					to see if he was making any sounds (he wasn’t)

					to see if the expression on his face had changed (it hadn’t)

					to see if he was real

			

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			As a child, Sia never cried at her own pain . . . only the pain of others. In a grocery store parking lot when she was four, she saw a couple having a horrible fight. Their young son was screaming and clinging to the hem of his mother’s skirt so tightly it looked like he was keeping her on the ground. When the father backhanded the mother across the face, Sia grabbed M’s hand, clutched it to her heart, and said, “It’s too big. Too big.” It was the first time she’d put the depth of her feelings into words.

			Many years later, she saw a desert on TV—the Sahara or maybe the Gobi. “That’s me, Jack,” she said when she saw the endless expanse of sand. “That’s inside me.” She recognized herself at once.

			•  •  •

			When M and Stuart realized Sia’s overwhelming capacity for empathy, they had a fight.

			“It’s a curse,” M insisted, violently dredging a pork chop in bread crumbs.

			“A gift,” Stuart said quietly.

			“A curse, Stuart.”

			“A gift.”

			“Oh, give me a break. If Odyssia—our Odyssia—takes in enough pain, she’ll swell up like a fat tick on a dog’s belly and pop. It’s not fair!” M shouted. She slapped the pork chop into a pan.

			“She’ll figure it out, M. We all have our own stuff and we all eventually figure it out. That’s life.”

			“Stop saying that!” M yelled, suffering from her own inability to make her daughter’s life perfect.

			“Darling . . .”

			“Go away!” M shouted, and she hurled the dredging fork into the sink.

			•  •  •

			Faced with this, M threw herself into finding solutions. Remedies. Distractions. And to this end, she began making lists. Bright, colorful works of art meant to solidify the happy things in life for Odyssia. Lists on canvas, parchment, and silk. Lists of trees they hugged during a trip to the White Mountains, books Sia read for the reading contest in fifth grade, the seven greatest things about Stuart, animals they saw at the zoo. M made lists with markers, paint, crayons, and even, for very special lists, silk threads that she wove into cloth with thin needles.

			M’s favorite was the “Odyssia Is . . .” list she made on pale yellow paper with sparkly purple marker when Odyssia was five:

			ODYSSIA IS . . . 

			brilliant

			beautiful

			tender

			sensitive

			bold

			intrepid

			empathic

			Sia’s favorite list was the one she made about worms a short time later:

			
			WORMS ARE:

			brilliant

			beautiful

			tender

			sensitive

			bold

			intrepid

			empathic

			wiggly

			•  •  •

			By the time Sia was in elementary school, she was making her own lists with fervor equal to M’s. Together they created endless numbers of Top 7 lists:

			the top 7 singles of 1986

			the top 7 TV Christmas specials

			(Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, The House Without a Christmas Tree, etc.)

			the top 7 beach days during the summer of 1990

			(June 11, June 23, and so on)

			During dinner, they performed their Top 7 lists for Stuart, complete with drumrolls and canned laughter played on a tape recorder.

			Though for obvious reasons most of the lists were based on happy things, Sia once asked M to make a list of things she regretted in life.

			“Why?” M asked.

			“Just something different,” Sia said, but secretly she wanted to know if having a child at seventeen was on M’s “Things I Regret” list. She thought about that sometimes, especially after she turned thirteen. Only four more years, she would think, and if I were Mom, I would have a me. She couldn’t imagine such a thing.

			But M insisted that such a list didn’t exist. “I don’t regret anything, especially you,” she said, and she meant it. “I was supposed to be a mom at exactly the moment I became a mom. I knew it then, and I know it now.”

			“But how did you know?” Sia said.

			“How do you know when someone is hurting?”

			Sia put her hand on her heart. “I feel it here,” she said.

			“That’s exactly where I felt and feel my mom-ness.”

			•  •  •

			In college, Sia thought she might stop making lists. It’s Mom’s thing, she told herself for the first few weeks in the dorm. But within a few months, her dorm room and the shared bathroom and every hallway in the building were covered with brilliantly colored, perfectly executed lists. Her friends loved them, and with a new life came new material. She made lists of hot boys, tough professors, favorite movies, winners of weekend drinking contests, best kissers, god-awful slobbery kissers, boys with weird eyebrows, boys with good eyebrows, and so on. When the editor of the school newspaper saw the lists, she asked Sia to write a weekly column in list form. Then an English teacher read the column and persuaded her to join a poetry class. Sia’s writing life burgeoned from there.
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