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ABOUT THE BOOK

“Some said Mount Hope was founded on love, and some said it was founded on war … The Keatings said Mount Hope was founded on fish, plain and simple.”

So begins Luanne Rice’s mesmerizing novel Blue Moon. For generations the Keating family has trawled the waters and served the catch at Lobsterville, the most popular waterfront restaurant in town. But now the forces of nature, human and otherwise, threaten to disrupt their lives—and the three Keating sisters are fighting to keep it together.

Then the unthinkable happens—the tragedy dreaded by every fisherman and fisherman’s wife. And when it strikes, it threatens the entire Keating clan with a crisis that will test—and perhaps renew—their deepest passions and loyalties.
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1

Some said Mount Hope was founded on love, and some said it was founded on war. Peter Benson, a shipbuilding English settler, gave a parcel of land on the harbor to his daughter Alice the day of her marriage, and she and her husband, William Perry, founded the town. From their wedding day forward, the Perrys built ships for the Revolution, and their descendants built ships for the War of 1812, the War Between the States, the First World War, and the Second World War.

From May until September, on certain October weekends for the foliage, and on two consecutive December Saturdays for the Christmas Strolls, Mount Hope would fill with tourists. Deluxe motorcoaches from New Jersey and Ohio brought folks hoping to breathe New England salt air, to walk the tawny dunes of Spray Cove at sunset, to gaze at sleek white yachts longer than their tour buses, to drive past the belle époque palaces of robber barons while over the loudspeaker the tour guide delivered salacious gossip about the barons’ fortunes and depravities—and to eat Shore Dinners.

Shore Dinners were hefty meals of clear-brothed Rhode Island clam chowder, briny steamer clams, chunks of milky-white codfish dipped in succulent beer batter and deep-fried until crackling and golden, butter-broiled sea scallops, sweet corn on the cob, and lobster. Tradition had it that Shore Dinners must be eaten within sight of salt water. For the best Shore Dinners in Mount Hope, people went to Lobsterville.

With four big picture windows facing the harbor, Lobsterville had the nicest view of any restaurant in town. No one minded the hour or longer wait for a table, because the bar served the biggest drinks on the waterfront. Drinking their whiskey sours, diners loved to drift along the wharf, listening for bell buoys, halyards clanking in the wind, and the strains of the Dixieland band playing two docks away at Brick’s.

The breeze turned chilly after sunset, and people put on sweaters. They watched the harbor launch chuff from mooring to mooring, ferrying the sailors from their boats into town. Sea gulls cruised the air. Fishing boats stopped at the end of the dock, past the sign declaring the area off-limits to tourists, to unload their catches. It was exciting to know that the fish you were about to eat was that fresh. Women in bright cotton dresses leaned into the arms of their husbands, for warmth. Waiting to hear their names called over the Lobsterville loudspeaker, men never felt stronger.

The Keating family had owned this spot on the Mount Hope waterfront for three generations. Battered by a century of northeasters, and worse, it was a working-fishermen’s wharf, glistening with fish scales, reeking of cod. The family owned a fleet of boats; tethered to the wharf, they were painted the bright primary colors of children’s building blocks. Most of their daily catch went to the Boston fish auction. But the most prized fish went to Lobsterville, the family restaurant, which occupied the same wharf as the boats that caught it.

People joked that the clamming rakes crossed over the bar were the Keating’s coat of arms. Regulars knew the story of how Eddie and Sheila Keating had started the business with a bushel of clams and a case of whiskey. Lobsterville’s red leather menus contained a page listing historical facts about Mount Hope, the fishing fleet, shipbuilding, Mount Hope’s gilded era, the Bensons, and the Perrys. Right at the top, in old-fashioned script, as if handwritten, were the words: “Some say Mount Hope was founded on love, and some say it was founded on war.”

The Keatings considered Mount Hope’s love-and-war business romantic hooey, fodder for the tour-bus drivers. The Keatings said Mount Hope was founded on cod, pollack, haddock, hake, ice to keep them fresh, and lobster. Especially lobster. The Keatings said Mount Hope was founded on fish, plain and simple.
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Cass Keating Medieros, Eddie and Sheila Keating’s youngest granddaughter, was keeper of the flame, guardian of the freezers. Eddie was dead. Her parents no longer spent every day tending the business. Her eldest sister, Nora, ran Lobsterville, and their middle sister, Bonnie Kenneally, filled in occasionally. At thirty-seven, Cass was still considered the baby of the family, but if you owned a fish joint and you wanted fresh sole, you talked to Cass.

Cass sat in her office on the second floor of Keating & Daughters, the fish warehouse down the dock from the restaurant, trying to concentrate on the week’s accounts while listening for the sound of her husband Billy’s fishing boat. Josie, their four-year-old, lay on the splintery wide-board floor, making her Barbie drive clamshells as if they were cars.

Josie made sounds. Her words. She rattled along, telling a story her mother couldn’t understand. She crashed the clamshells, catching her finger, cried out.

“Be careful,” Cass said, knowing Josie couldn’t hear her. Josie didn’t hear right.

“Ow,” Josie said. She had panic in her eyes until she caught sight of Cass: it didn’t matter that Cass had been sitting there all along. Josie held out her finger for Cass to kiss, which she did, still calculating on the adding machine.

Comforted, Josie went back to playing. She made a rumbling sound like cars on the highway. Cass wondered what instinct or memory made that possible; Josie’s speech teacher said she couldn’t hear anything too high or too low in frequency: jet planes, the vacuum cleaner, birds, cars.

Josie was born to the fish life, just as Cass and her sisters and all their children had been. She already knew the difference between sole and flounder; she wasn’t afraid to pick up crabs; she could swim like a fish herself. Sometimes Cass let herself dream about what Josie’s future would hold.

For fifteen-year-old T.J., Cass and Billy’s only son, Cass wanted Harvard or Yale, maybe law school, more likely an oceanography program, eventually governor of Rhode Island, elected on an environmentalist platform. Right now he was having a little trouble concentrating on his schoolwork, but if there was one thing Cass remembered it was teenage hormones, and T.J. was right on the cutting edge.

Belinda, aged thirteen, wrote poetry and the previous year had won a statewide essay contest for seventh graders. She could already steer a boat by the stars. She’d grow up to be an expert boat handler, falling in love with every handsome sailor who passed by, dating guys who drove cars with disgusting bumper stickers, like “If it smells like fish, eat it.” Cass imagined Belinda, after making it through adolescence, becoming a writer.

Cass’s dreams for Josie were on hold. For Josie, for now, all Cass wanted was placement in normal kindergarten. To keep her out of “special” school.

One night when she was two, Josie had wakened with a fever, crying and flushed with a dewy glow in the lamplight. Cass and Billy had already paced many nights trying to comfort feverish babies, so they weren’t really worried. By dawn, however, the glow had turned into a fiery red rash.

Just as Cass was dialing Dr. Malone’s number, Josie let forth a shriek from her father’s arms that made Cass think of the witch in the Wizard of Oz crying, “Melting! I’m melting!”

It was the kind of thing she could tell Billy. Cass believed it was what set them apart from other long-married couples with kids, the way they could sweat through each of their children’s crises while hanging on to their humor, to their old selves, when they were just Cass and Billy in Love, not Cass and Billy Still in Love—with Kids. Turning to tell Billy about her silly witch image, she saw something that made her drop the phone in terror: Billy fighting a wild animal, a tiger in a sack clawing to get free, snarling and writhing with such force it seemed about to fly out of his arms.

Only it was Josie in her baby blanket, having a seizure.

Roseola, Dr. Malone told them at the emergency room, instantly reassuring them it was a fairly common childhood disease. He wasn’t worried; he expected her to make a full recovery, with the possibility of “some mild hearing loss.”

Mild hearing loss at ninety, the age of Cass’s grandmother, was one thing. But for a two-year-old child, just learning to talk, it meant a whole new world. Cass imagined it like this: Josie familiar with the sounds of her mother’s and father’s voices, Belinda’s laughter, T.J.’s rude stereo; Josie saying new words out loud, putting those words together, beginning to make her family understand her; then suddenly having her ears stuffed with cotton so that vowels and consonants sounded the same, without edges, like mush. Josie cried a lot.

Cass and Billy, madly in love since eighth grade and proud of it, ready for love action at any time, anywhere, hardly talked anymore. They “talked,” but they stayed off the subject of Josie. And Josie affected nearly every aspect of their lives. It was as if her speech problems were contagious.

Cass, who until recently had craved hot sex with Billy the way she had twenty years ago, found herself using excuses in bed. They didn’t make love as frequently as before. She no longer let him hold her all night. His arms around her felt too tight, and she had to pull away, roll over, take deep breaths.

Now she pressed her cheek against the window and watched for his boat. Wind licked the wave tops white. Summer yachts were racing the storm in from sea. The fishermen of Mount Hope wouldn’t think twice about this weather; she’d been surprised to hear on the ship-to-shore radio that Billy was coming in. Any minute now she’d see him. Wind rattled the window glass, spooking her. But she didn’t step back.

Mysterious to Cass was the lust she felt for Billy away from their house. Like now, at the office, she imagined them doing the wild thing the second he hit dry land, downstairs off the lobster-tank room in a dark nook furnished with two cots for exhausted fishermen who had too far to drive.

“Bob?” Josie said.

“Yes?” Cass replied instantly, facing her daughter, making sure Josie could see her lips. Josie didn’t mispronounce everything, but she said “Bob” for “Mom” and “On” for “Aunt,” and Cass wanted to make sure she enunciated properly when Josie was watching. “Yes?” she said again.

“I’m nnngry,” Josie said darkly.

Josie could have meant either “angry” or “hungry” but, given the hour, Cass felt hopeful. “You’re hungry?” Cass asked, rubbing her stomach.

“Yes,” Josie said, nodding.

“Then we’ll go home. We won’t wait for Daddy.” Cass spoke normally, the way she would with her other children, and she didn’t stop to think which words Josie understood, because Dr. Parsons, Josie’s ear doctor, had told them Josie was bright, that although she skipped words and missed certain sounds, she comprehended what people meant. Kindergarten would start in a year, and more and more often Dr. Parsons mentioned a special school. He talked about options such as sign language. He described the deaf community, people who used sign language as their primary means of communication. To Cass it seemed as foreign as a country in Asia.

Dr. Parsons had referred them to Mrs. Kaiser, a blue-haired speech therapist with a walk-in dollhouse in her office and a wall of shelves filled with children’s books. Mrs. Kaiser worked with Josie on pronunciation and concentration, and she scoffed at sign language. In spite of the fact that Josie complained that Mrs. Kaiser smelled like a geranium, Cass liked Mrs. Kaiser’s approach better than Dr. Parsons’s.

Cass checked Josie’s hearing aids, to make sure the volume levels were set right. Then she threw her purse, the clamshells, and Barbie into a battered old sail bag. She locked the office door behind her, and she and Josie fumbled down the dark inner stairway to the vast and smelly tank room. The generator hummed, circulating seawater through the lobster tanks and running the freezers.

“Stay right here,” she said to Josie, patting the top of her head. Cass opened the big walk-in freezer and turned on the light. A blast of frosty air billowed into the damp tank room. Cass selected a particularly fine frozen pollack fillet, thick and stiff as a book, wrapped it in plastic, and dropped it into her bag. Josie stood right where Cass had left her, straight and still, her back against a green wooden lobster tank. The freezers terrified her.

Josie held Cass’s fingers with one hand, sucked the thumb of the other. Cass could hear her sucking noisily, still gripped by the fear that her mother could have been consumed by the deep freezer. They hurried across the cobblestoned wharf, past Lobsterville. She and Josie waved at the window, out of habit, in case Nora or Bonnie was working at the front desk and happened to look out. Cass buckled Josie into the back of their green Volvo 240 wagon. They’d be home in ten minutes, and, with a jolt, Cass realized that she’d see the sign.

They drove through town, past the boutiques and restaurants, the yacht marina and the town fish pier. Condos were going up everywhere. Builders had ripped down the sheds and docks at Dexter’s Boatworks and laid the foundation for four buildings of time-share units. They’d turned Mack’s Lobster Pound into a stage-set village called Puritan’s Crossing. Pretty soon developers would brick up the whole waterfront.

They cut across Marcellus Boulevard, past the robber barons’ glitter palaces, to Alewives Park. Here the houses were cozy, ranches or Cape Cods. You could smell the salt air but couldn’t see the water.

The Park, a development built in the fifties, contained dozens of dead-end streets. The developer had planned it that way to prevent drivers from speeding around, from using the Park roads as shortcuts to the waterfront or the navy base. Most of the streets were too short to work up any speed at all, but Coleridge Avenue, where the Medieroses lived, was the main thoroughfare. It was the only street that had a stoplight, and it had a posted speed limit of thirty-five miles per hour.

Last month, Dawn Sullivan, a high school senior, and a carload of friends came whipping down Coleridge just as Tally, a neighbor’s dog, decided to cross the street. Josie ran after Tally.

Cass heard tires squeal. Instantly alert for Josie, she tore for the door. Brakes screamed.

There was T.J. lifting Josie off the sidewalk. Dawn ran around the front of her family’s Blazer. Tally, oblivious, sniffed her way up the Camarras’ driveway across the street. Time froze, and Cass’s ears rang.

At first Cass thought Josie had been hit. Halfway out the door, she stopped dead and couldn’t take the next step. There was Dawn crying, her round face nuzzled in Josie’s neck, saying, “Why didn’t you look both ways, don’t you know this is a busy street?”

Then Josie lifted her head, caught sight of Cass, and let out a wail. Cass grabbed her from T.J. and held her tight, feeling for bumps or broken bones.

“She’s okay, Mom,” T.J. said, sounding shaken instead of sullen for a change.

“I didn’t hit her; she’s just scared,” Dawn said. “She couldn’t hear me coming. She didn’t look both ways. She must have her hearing aids turned off.”

“They’re on, Dawn,” Cass said into Josie’s shiny dark hair. “She heard you, that’s why she stopped.”

“She’s not fucking deaf, you know,” T.J. said.

“Hey, I used to babysit for her, and for you, too, so don’t say ‘fucking’ to me, T.J.,” Dawn said shrilly.

Neighbors came out to see what was happening, and someone called the police. Officer Bobrowski measured the black tire marks, still reeking of rubber, a parallel smoky trail the length of three lawns, and issued Dawn a summons. An hour passed before things went back to normal, and for days afterward people talked about the teenage speeding problem and the danger it posed to the little deaf girl.

Cass believed that Josie’s hearing problem had nothing to do with it: Josie was just chasing a little dog, the way any child might. Cass blamed herself, for letting Josie out of her sight for that instant, and she blamed Dawn, who had babysat for all three Medieros kids and plenty of other Alewives Park families, for driving too fast.

In spite of Cass’s and Billy’s protestations, the property owners’ association allotted money, previously earmarked for improvement of the basketball court, for two yellow signs to be posted on Coleridge Avenue, to be spaced one-eighth of a mile from the Medieroses’ house in either direction.

The idea of them terrified Cass, just as the thought of a special school did. Driving home from work with her hungry daughter, knowing what she was about to see, she shouldn’t have felt such shock. Shock and something else. Fear? Shame? There it was, half a block away:


DRIVE SLOWLY

DEAF CHILD



“What’s that, Bob?” asked Josie, pointing. As if to compensate for the cotton in her ears, Josie had eagle eyes.

“A new sign.”

“What say?”

Turning into their driveway, Cass navigated the wagon around T.J.’s mountain bike, the lawnmower, and Josie’s Big Wheel. “It says ‘Drive Slowly, Children Playing,’” Cass said, making sure Josie could see her lips.

After two weeks at sea, Billy Medieros was heading home. He usually loved this part of the trip, when the hold was full of fish and his crew was happy because they knew their share of the catch would be high, and they’d all sleep in their own beds that night. He drove the Norboca—the best boat in his father-in-law’s fleet—around Minturn Ledge, and Mount Hope came into view.

Billy stood at the wheel. The tide had been against him, and he knew he had missed Cass. She would have left work by now, was probably already home cooking supper. He could picture her at the stove, stirring something steamy, her summer dress sticking damply to her breasts and hips. His wife had the body of a young sexpot. Other guys at sea would pray to Miss July, but Billy would look at pictures of Cass, her coppery curls falling across her face, her blue eyes sexy and mysterious, delicate fingers cupping her full breasts, offering them to the camera. She had given him a Minolta for his last birthday, but for his real present she had posed nude.

Lately, to Billy, Cass had seemed more real in his bunk at sea than she was at home. In person, Cass looked the same, she smelled the same, but she seemed absent, somehow. Raising Josie changed her every day, and Billy resisted the transformation. He missed his wife.

He was nearly home. His eyes roved the church spires, the wooden piers clawing the harbor, American flags flapping from the yacht club and every hotel roof, white yachts rocking on the waves, two trawlers heading out. He waved to the skippers, both of whom he had fished with before. Manuel Vega waved back, a beer in his hand.

Billy couldn’t stand skippers who drank onboard. It set a bad example for the crew. You had to stay keen every second. Billy had seen terrible things happen to fishermen who weren’t paying attention—fingers lost to a winch handle, a skull split open by a boom. On Billy’s first trip out with his father-in-law, Jimmy Keating, a crewmate with both hands busy setting nets had bitten down on a skinny line to hold it in place, and a gust of wind had yanked out six of his top teeth.

Stupid. Billy had no patience for stupid crew members, and dulling your senses with alcohol, at sea on a fifty-foot boat, was stupid.

“Docking!” Billy yelled, and four guys ran up from below. John Barnard, Billy’s first mate for this trip, stood with Billy at the bridge. They had gone to high school together; they’d fished as a team hundreds of times. They never confided in each other, but they had an easygoing way of passing time for long stretches.

Strange, maybe, considering that John Barnard was the only man Billy had ever felt jealous of. Cass liked him too much.

Not that anything had ever happened. But Billy knew she’d get that look in her eyes whenever she was going to see John. Before Christmas parties, Holy Ghost Society dances, even goddamn PTA meetings. Cass was a flirt, for sure; it only made Billy that much prouder she belonged to him.

Cass and John had dated a couple of times after high school, when Cass had wanted to marry Billy and Billy had been too dumb to ask. Billy, delivering scallops to Lobsterville one night, had met Cass’s mother in the kitchen.

“I want to show you something,” Mary Keating said. She began leading Billy into the dining room.

“I can’t go in there,” Billy said, sniffing his sleeve. His rubber boots tracked fragments of scallop shells.

“You’d better, if you don’t want to lose her,” Mary said. Five-two in her red high heels, Mary Keating had a husky smoker’s voice and the drive of a Detroit diesel. Standing in the kitchen doorway, blocking waiters, she pointed across the dining room. There, at a table for two, framed by a picture window overlooking a red sun setting over Mount Hope harbor, were Cass and John having dinner together. Bonnie and Nora, in their waitress uniforms, hovered nearby.

John was tall, with sandy-brown hair and a movie-hero profile, and the way he and Cass were leaning across the table, smiling into each other’s blue eyes, made Billy want to vault across the bar and smash John’s face into his plate. He left without a word, but the incident brought Billy to his senses; two months later, he and Cass were married.

Billy pulled back on the throttle as they passed the No Wake buoy.

“Almost there,” John said.

“Can I grab a ride with you?” Billy asked. The Barnards, like most fishing families, lived in Alewives Park.

“Sure,” John said. “No problem.”

The deck hands checked the dock lines, then stood along the port rail, waiting to jump ashore. Billy threw the engine into reverse, then eased the boat ahead. She bumped hard once, hard again, and then settled into a gentle sway.

Billy paid out the shares, and he and John climbed into John’s truck.

“You planning to talk to Big Jim?” John asked.

“What about?”

“Shit on the boat. You know.”

Billy knew. His father-in-law was a skinflint, always cutting corners. Billy, the Norboca’s paid skipper, made excuses for him, but certain things could not be overlooked. With a crew of five, the life raft contained three survival suits. The engines needed an overhaul. Twice in two days the generator had crapped out, and Billy and John had had to start the bilge pumps by hand.

“I’ll tell him, but you know what he’ll say,” Billy said.

“’I’ll look into it,’” John said, imitating Jimmy’s heavy Mount Hope accent. “The cheap son of a bitch. I’m getting my own boat.”

“You’re as predictable as he is,” Billy said. “You always say that.”

“I’m serious. I’m working on it,” John said, stopping in front of Billy’s house.

“I’ll beat you to it,” Billy said.

“If you ever got your own boat, quit fishing for Jimmy, he’d make his daughter kick your ass out of bed,” John said.

“Dream on,” Billy said, laughing, grabbing his gear out of the pickup. Waving as John drove away, Billy caught the glint of John’s headlights on gray metal: the back of a sign that hadn’t been there two weeks ago, when he was last home. Billy didn’t have to read it; he knew what it said.

T.J. didn’t expect to hear his mother run for the front door, but he listened anyway. He heard the door open, then his father’s heavy boots in the front hall, then quiet voices in the kitchen. His father’s homecomings never used to be quiet.

He and Belinda were in the TV room, supposedly doing their homework. Belinda Perfecto sat hunched over her math book, probably algebra or some advanced trigonometry they gave eighth-grade whiz kids. Josie had tuned in to cartoons, and until he’d seen John’s headlights, T.J. had been watching Wile E. Coyote chasing Road Runner through the desert. With the sound turned off, their mother would never know.

“Dad’s home,” he said.

Belinda practically tripped over her books, flying out of the room. He heard her footsteps running all the way down the hall.

T.J. reached into his pocket for a pack of Lobsterville matches. He lit one and watched it burn down, a tiny blue flame, until it hit his thumb and finger. He pinched it out, feeling the pain. He lit another.

“Don’t smoke,” Josie said without turning around. She sat smack in front of the TV, crouched like a cat.

“Josie,” he said. “C’mere.”

She didn’t reply.

“Josie,” he said, louder. He hated that she couldn’t hear right. She had to watch your mouth to understand what you were saying. She would stare so intensely, her eyebrows frowning, her mouth moving along with yours, no sound coming out, as if she were rehearsing for the day when she could talk normally.

He lit a third match, and that did the trick. Josie turned around, holding her nose. “Smoking stinks,” she said. “It’s gusting.”

“I’m not smoking. Come here.”

Josie was tiny. None of his friends had a brother or sister this little. Standing there so small and stern, she reminded him of his grandmother. “Belinda’s a jerk,” he said.

“No,” Josie said, shaking her head sadly. “Not a germ.”

“I said a jerk,” T.J. said, emphasizing the “k.”

“Okay, maybe,” Josie said. She’d make fun of Perfecto just to please T.J., even though he could see she worshipped the ground Belinda walked on. Belinda did not deserve it. She was at that age when everything embarrassed her, even Josie. T.J. had heard one of Belinda’s eighth-grade asshole friends calling Josie “Earmuff Head.” Belinda didn’t say one thing, and she had screamed at T.J. when he called the friend “Slut Wannabe” right to her face.

His father came into the room. With his hands on his hips, he filled the doorway. Belinda was right behind him. “Hey, hey, hey,” his father said. “Look who’s home.”

Josie squealed and climbed up his leg. Now he had Belinda on his back and Josie around his neck. People told T.J. he looked just like his father. He didn’t think that was too bad. His father was tan with thick dark hair like Mel Gibson’s.

“Hi, Dad,” T.J. said. “Have a good trip?”

“Long and hard, and it’s good to be home.” He unloaded the girls onto the loveseat and took Belinda’s chair.

“Did you see any whales?” Belinda asked.

“A couple.”

“Certain whales are endangered. They get caught in fishermen’s nets, and they could become extinct,” Belinda said.

“You ought to get a medal for wonderfulness,” T.J. said. “It’s probably on its way right now.”

“Thank you,” Belinda said, and T.J. had to wonder if she thought he was serious. Belinda was living proof that being a brain had nothing to do with being smart.

“No Nukes, Save the Whales for Christ,” Dad said.

Belinda laughed without understanding that their father was teasing her. T.J. could tell by that panicky look in her eye. Their mother came to the door and everyone looked up, even Josie.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she said.

“We held dinner for you, Dad,” Belinda said. “I told her you’d be home in time.”

“She did,” Mom said.

“Perfect predictions every time,” T.J. said.

“Hey, I’m here, aren’t I?” his father asked, oblivious to Belinda’s glaring at T.J..

Their mother was looking around, trying to decide where to sit. T.J. wished she would sit on Dad’s lap, the way she used to. If there were twenty empty chairs, his mother would sit on his father’s lap. She was heading across the room, away from Dad, to the wing chair. T.J. couldn’t figure out why, but it made him sad that his mother needed a chair now.

“Here, Mom,” he said, standing, offering his mother the seat nearest to his father.

“Thanks, sweetie,” his mother said, sounding surprised. She kissed the top of his head and sat down. Now that T.J. had given up his seat, he couldn’t figure out what to do. He looked at his parents and sisters staring silently at the soundless cartoon, and he left the room.
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Josie put her feet on the sand, to make sure she could stand with her head above water. Then she put the snorkel back in her mouth, bit down on the rubber, and dove under again. She blinked behind her mask. There was her mother, just a few feet away. Josie fluttered her feet, swimming forward, to take her mother’s hand.

Under the sea was Josie’s favorite place. Sunlight pierced the clear water and bleached her tan skin pale. Eelgrass swayed in the waves, like mysterious cartoon dancing girls. A school of minnows slashed through the grass. Delicate hermit crabs skittered along the bottom.

Cass squeezed Josie’s hand. She pointed out a baby shrimp, jetting backward through the water. It seemed so funny that Josie let out a laugh that bubbled to the surface. She wondered if the air contained sound, if someone in a boat could hear laugh bubbles. Underwater, hearing didn’t matter.

Josie sometimes hoped they would find a school of big fish, like the ones her father caught, the kind that had tiny teeth and ate sea plants. She wouldn’t be scared. She would swim with fish as big as girls. But thinking of big fish suddenly made her stomach flip. T.J. had a shark’s tooth bigger than an arrowhead. He wore it around his neck, hanging from a rawhide shoelace. Thinking of T.J.’s necklace made Josie swim closer to her mother.

They saw a lobster pot. Its buoy had broken off, and it had drifted in close to shore. Josie and her mother hovered above it. Their arms moved in slow, graceful strokes, keeping them steady. Cass glanced at Josie, then pointed. A lobster was caught in the trap.

Josie watched her mother take a deep breath, then dive down. She shimmered through the water, quick as a fish, to unlatch the trap door. Josie watched her hand reach inside, her fingers closing around the lobster’s back.

Cass swam up to Josie. Josie reached out, taking the lobster from her mother. The lobster reached back, its claws clicking, trying to pinch Josie’s hand. Josie smiled. She had held hundreds of lobsters. She looked at its big, round eyes, and she touched its long, skinny, green, ribbed antennae. Then she let it go.

It drifted through the water for an instant, then flapped its tail to swim backward. Josie watched it hide under a rock ledge covered with blue-black mussels. Her mother tapped her hand.

Josie knew it was time to leave, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to watch the crevice, to see if the lobster would appear again. But she followed her mother anyway, into the shallow water. She touched the sand with her toes, craned her neck to breathe without the snorkel.

Her mother tossed her head from side to side, letting the water drain out of her ears. Josie copied her. Then she raced out of the water, to crouch in the damp sand below the high-tide line. Shivering in the salty breeze, she began packing sand into a sturdy castle. She knew her mother would soon join in. They always built a sand castle before leaving the beach.

When Cass and Billy first married, years after falling in love, friends of her parents would come to the restaurant and ask, “When are you two going to start a family?” Some would even add the words “of your own.” The question had boggled Cass’s mind. How could two grown people with parents and grandparents and brothers and sisters “start” a family? Just leave the past in a photo album, take a deep breath, and begin again? To Cass it would be like chopping down the family tree to plant a new one.

Then T.J. was born. There in the delivery room, the moment the doctor placed their son on her stomach, Cass felt the world change. Soaking wet, numb from the waist down, she held her baby. Billy tried to find a way to hold them both. Their newborn had Billy’s black curls. Cass remembered looking Billy straight in the face.

“I love our family,” she said, and for the first time in her life she wasn’t counting the extended Keating clan. She was talking about three people—Cass, Billy, and T.J.

So why should it have surprised Cass when her son, learning to talk, had given short shrift to his ABC’s and animal noises, and had seemed more interested in nailing down the intricacies of their family?

“Are you Gram’s daughter?”

“Yes.”

“And I’m your son,” T.J. would say with satisfaction. The mother-son part he had picked up right away.

“Right,” Cass would say.

“Are Aunt Bonnie and Aunt Nora your aunts?”

“No, they’re my sisters.”

“And they’re my sisters, too.”

“No, they’re your aunts.”

“Then who are my sisters?”

Cass would explain, again, that T.J. didn’t have any sisters, that for the time being he was an only child, but that he had his great-grandmother Sheila, his grandparents, aunts and an uncle, and two parents who loved him very much.

Belinda had learned to talk the same way. When Billy would call, Belinda would say, “Daddy, would you like to speak to your wife?” When Nora would call, Belinda would say, “Your brother-in-law is on a fishing trip, but your sister is here,” then hand the phone to Cass. It had cracked Cass and Billy up.

Cass knew that people with hearing loss often compensated in other ways: they had sharper vision, or they sensed a person’s approach before anyone else in the room could actually hear it. Josie, lacking clear words, had developed superior family intuition. She loved to hug and cuddle, and she knew when T.J. needed to be left alone. Although she didn’t always pronounce the names right, she knew who was who. But sometimes her thoughts would pile up, and she’d wail and rage until Cass scooped her up, patting her head and whispering into her ear, because even if Josie couldn’t hear right the warm breath had to feel good.

Right now Cass and Josie were on their way back from snorkeling. They decided to stop at Lobsterville, just to say hello. Billy had taken T.J. and Belinda to a Red Sox game, and Cass needed some company.

People drinking cocktails milled about outside. The Keatings had initiated an Early Bird Special—half-price lobsters—from five o’clock to six-thirty. This was Nora’s latest idea. Nora was the family moneymaker, this generation’s answer to their grandmother. Sometimes Cass had the sense Nora stayed up all night thinking of the business to avoid feeling lonely. Nora was a spinster. Not just “single” or “unmarried,” but somehow pinched and increasingly ungenerous. All the Keating girls had what Cass liked to call their “romantic histories,” but Nora had slept with one too many womanizing yachtsmen, and she’d turned bitter.

“We’re going to see the ons, we’re going to see the ons,” Josie said, doing a happy little high-step.

“Hello, sweethearts,” Mary Keating said.

“Hi, Mom,” Cass said.

Mary stood behind the reservations desk. A cigarette dangled from her mouth, and she squinted through the smoke at the thick green reservations book. Mary was tiny—several inches shorter than any of her daughters. Cass saw she’d gotten a new perm. Her hair curled in tight steel-gray rings, and the red lipstick she wore made her mouth look enormous. She always matched her lipstick to warm shades in her dress, and today she wore crimson.

Josie scrambled up the tall wooden stool to see what her grandmother was doing. Waiters wearing white shirts and madras ties—a fashion innovation of Nora’s; Cass liked the skinny black ties better—rushed in and out through the kitchen’s swinging doors.

“Where’s Bonnie, Mom?” Cass asked.

“Around. Behind the bar, last I saw.”

A portly man, balding, wearing aviator sunglasses, approached the reservations desk. “Mary! How’ve you been? You remember me.”

From her warm smile, no one but the family would know that Mary Keating had no idea who this guy was.

“Could you make me a reservation for eight people at eight o’clock?” he asked.

Mary glanced at her book. “Sorry, hon. We’ve got before six-thirty or after nine-thirty,” she said.

The man slid a folded bill across the desk. Cass watched Josie, to see if she’d seen. Of course Josie was staring at her grandmother’s closed hand. “We just cruised down from Edgartown,” he said. “Would’ve called you from the boat, but the marine operator couldn’t get a line. Everyone’s going to be damned disappointed. A trip to Mount Hope wouldn’t be the same without dinner at Lobsterville.”

“That’s right, dear,” Mary said. “Okay, I’ll squeeze you in. Eight o’clock sharp. In the Tap Room. No harbor view, but if you’ve just sailed down from the Vineyard, you’ve had enough of the water.”

“That’s great,” the man said. “We’ll see you then.”

“Mom …” Cass said, nodding at Josie. She didn’t approve of Josie learning graft from her own grandmother.

Mary shrugged her shoulders. “This is the restaurant business, honey,” she said.

“He gave you money,” Josie said.

“He was just paying for his dinner in advance,” Mary said. “That way there won’t be any squabbling over the check.” Cass didn’t consider the lie an improvement; Josie had an unnerving knack for discerning the truth. Cass watched her now, regarding her grandmother with puzzlement.

“Me have candies?” Josie asked, sensing that she had mysteriously gained the upper hand.

“No, it’s too close to dinner. You can call someone on the loudspeaker, though.” Mary ran her finger down the reservations list. “You can call the Wilsons. Table for two.” She handed Josie the microphone.

“That’s okay,” Josie said, shaking her head. Shy about speaking, she would never talk on the loudspeaker. All the other kids had loved it. Cass remembered watching Belinda lift the heavy chrome microphone, flip the red switch, and blow softly into the speaker. Then in a steady voice she’d call the party, unconsciously imitating her grandmother’s Thornton accent.

Mary called the Wilson party, and they came forward: a high-school-aged couple, dressed for a prom. Mary had to smell the girl’s white rose corsage, comment on the boy’s pearl-gray tuxedo. Then she called Vinnie Fusaro, a waiter not many years older than the Wilsons, to lead them to their table. “Make sure they have a view,” Mary commanded. “Aren’t they cute?” she said to Cass.

But Cass was watching Vinnie Fusaro from behind. He had brown hair, dark and silky as a polished table. It curled over the collar of his white shirt. He didn’t walk; he swaggered. He carried the leather-bound menus as if they meant nothing to him, objects that had simply materialized in his left hand. Cass thought of Billy twenty years ago: cocky in high school, carrying his school-books as if they were air, as if he never planned to read them, anyway.

“Who does Vinnie Fusaro remind you of?” Cass asked her mother.

“He’s the spitting image of his father, God rest his soul.”

“That man looks like Daddy,” Josie said, oblivious to the conversation.

Cass glanced down and wondered if Josie looked in the mirror and also saw her father. Josie had Billy’s wide dark eyes, his tangled curls, a tan in June that Cass would kill to have in August.

“Well, hi,” Bonnie said, untying the white apron that covered her black uniform. “What perfect timing. I’m just about to leave for the day. I have to get home and feed your cousins,” she said straight to Josie, hugging her.

Bonnie weighed one eighty-three. She had always gained weight easily, but in the last few years she had piled it on steadily, as if becoming fat were her goal. She ate a handful of mints from the reservations desk.

“You shouldn’t eat those,” Mary said.

Bonnie ate another handful.

“Where’s Nora?” Mary asked. “My feet are killing me. She’s supposed to take over for me here, and I want to go home. Your father is all alone with his mother, and you know they’re driving each other crazy.”

“We’ll go find Nora,” Cass said. “Josie, will you be a good girl for Gram?”

Josie did not answer, and Cass, walking away with Bonnie, knew that she hadn’t even heard the question.

The noise level was high tonight. A few fishermen stood along the mahogany bar, but mostly the crowd was from out of town: women wearing obvious eye makeup, men slightly overdressed in pale suits and ties. It was too early in the summer for the blue-blazer crowd.

“Hey, sailors!” Cass yelled to John Barnard and Al Sweet. They motioned her over, but she just blew them a kiss.

“You’re a married woman,” Bonnie said. “Good thing your husband’s not here.”

“I wish he were. Got to keep him on his toes,” Cass said.

Nora stood between John and Al, shooting dagger looks at Cass. “My God, is she still going after Al?” Cass asked.

“She’s lonely,” Bonnie said. “But it turns my stomach, the way she throws herself at him. You know he couldn’t care less about her.”

It made Cass sad, the way Nora had no respect for herself. It showed in her face. She had pale, thin cheeks, the complexion of someone who smoked and drank too much. She had bleached the red out of her hair, and blond waves fell to her narrow shoulders. Nora was seven years older than Cass, four years older than Bonnie. As teenagers, all the Keating girls had tried to scrub away their freckles, squirt lemon juice into their hair to dull the red. Now, watching Nora talk to John and Al, Cass thought Nora looked more Nordic than Irish—someone from another family.

“Let’s leave her alone,” Bonnie said. “I’ll take over for Mom for a while. Let the little creeps starve. This morning they missed the school bus on purpose, both of them. They’re doing it to torture me. It’s punishment for their father, I think. Every time he does a long trip, they act up. He’s been out thirteen days, scallopping with the O’Tooles. You’d think they’d have outgrown it by now. I mean, teenagers.”

“A hunger strike,” Cass said, glancing again at Nora. “We have to find her a boyfriend. Someone you wouldn’t necessarily have to describe as ‘halfway decent.’”

“All these guys talk. Gavin says you wouldn’t believe the sex bragging on the boat, even about Nora. Dad’s paying their wages, and they’re talking about his daughter.”

“They’re skunks,” Cass said.

“You must admit,” Bonnie said, making a matronly little clucking noise, “that she does bring it on herself.”

Cass didn’t reply. Bonnie was the family earth mother, everything in her life as comfortable as old clothes.

Nora needed help, not criticism. She was so lonely, she would drink too much and start making phone calls at night. She’d call her sisters, friends, people she hadn’t seen in ten years. Sooner or later she’d call some horny guy just back from fifteen days at sea without a woman. Nora would tell him to come over, and things would start up.

Cass saw John Barnard watching her, his smile all crooked and sultry, wanting her to really notice him. “Come on,” she said to Bonnie. “Let’s get out of here.”

Mary Keating turned the reservations desk over to Bonnie. Bonnie rolled her blue eyes, listening to Mary tick off familiar instructions: give the Pentwarses a good table; keep an eye on Sandy and make sure her checks match what people order; offer the lobster-stuffed sole to the best customers only, the regular seafood stuffing to everyone else.

Billy, T.J., and Belinda walked through the front door. The kids were wearing Red Sox caps.

“Will you look who’s here!” Mary exclaimed.

Billy kissed Mary, Bonnie, and Josie. Cass felt a force drawing her to him. He looked her straight in the eye, but she gave him no encouragement—just to see what he would do. He pulled her close, gave her a hot kiss, didn’t let her go as soon as she expected. His rough hands felt smooth running down the back of her yellow cotton sweater. Leaning back, he gave her a questioning smile; perhaps, like Cass, he was wondering why this feeling so seldom hit them at home.

“Who won?” Mary asked.

“Red Sox,” Billy said.

“Oh, good. Jim should be happy. He’s probably been listening on the radio.”

“We brought you a cap,” Belinda said to Josie.

Josie gasped with pleasure. She shimmied on the stool. “Where is it?”

Billy reached into his back pocket and fit it on her head.

“Kitty cat, kitty cat. Where is it?” Josie asked.

Bending down to Josie’s level, Cass looked straight into her eyes. “’Cap,’ not ‘cat.’ It’s on your head.” Josie began slapping her own head, as if there were a live animal on it, and howling with fright and frustration.

“Oh, God,” Belinda said, mortified. She escaped out the door.

Cass tried to reason with Josie for exactly thirty seconds, until she realized that Josie had worked herself into a frenzy. When Cass tried to lift her, Josie turned into rubberchild. Over and over she performed a boneless slither, slipping through her mother’s arms, screaming “No, no!” as alarmed patrons glanced up from their drinks. Cass fought an urge to shake her like a dust mop. Billy stood there, motionless.

“Can’t you do something?” Cass asked him. She heard the outrage in her own voice. She stood aside.

Billy put his arms around Josie—loosely at first, then more firmly. She stopped struggling. She was crying so hard, tears flew out of her eyes. “Kitty cat, kitty cat,” she wept. Again, she swatted her head, slapping Billy’s eye in the process. But she let him hold her.

Billy lifted Josie into his arms. “We’ll be in the car,” he said, leaving the restaurant.

Cass leaned against the reservations desk, watching them go.

“Special help, special help is what you need,” Mary said, as if she hadn’t said it too many times already.

Cass half expected her mother to whip out a brochure for North Point Academy for the Deaf. Mary would get something helpful but meddlesome in mind, then work her point home by beating aggressively around the bush, until you wanted to scream.

Cass turned her back. She started to walk out, but Bonnie caught her arm and pulled her into the corner.

“It’s hard,” Bonnie said, her voice older-sister confident, “but you’ll figure it out.”

“She acts like I don’t know what’s best for my own daughter.” Cass paused. “Not that I do.”

“Like any of us do.”

“Billy handles her so easily. Did you see?” Cass asked.

“He’s not with her all the time. It’s the same with Gavin. They aren’t around half the time, and when they come home they want to be the good guys.”

“He won’t talk to her,” Cass said. “He’s afraid to. He just hugs her and thinks everything will be fine. You have to make her understand things. He treats her like a doll, not a daughter.”

“Tell him,” Bonnie said.

“He knows,” Cass said, looking at Bonnie straight-on. “He’s heard it a hundred times.”

Cass sat in Mrs. Kaiser’s waiting room, watching Josie walk her Barbie doll along the sofa back. Dolls made Josie feel safe. Lately she carried this naked Barbie wherever she went. Cass couldn’t convince her to put it down, even to take a bath or go to bed.

Mrs. Kaiser’s door opened. A boy about Josie’s age hurtled into the waiting room, his mother and Mrs. Kaiser close behind him. He stood beside Josie, saying words that sounded like “Row, row, run, row.” He wore two hearing aids. Josie snatched her Barbie, as if she feared he would take it from her. She ran to Cass, and the boy ran crying to his mother.

“He’s just saying hello,” the boy’s mother said pleasantly, making sure Josie could see her mouth.

“My Barbie!” Josie said, shaking the doll at the boy.

Cass shrugged at the boy’s mother, and the mother shrugged back as she led her son out of the office.

Josie didn’t play with children her own age. When she saw a kid, Josie would try to pretend that he wasn’t there. Children her own age, even deaf children, didn’t understand Josie, and they scared her.

“Hello, Josie,” Mrs. Kaiser said in her melodic, singsong voice, creaking down to Josie’s level. Cass could see that Mrs. Kaiser had not quite managed to zip her dress up all the way. She debated with herself whether or not to mention it, and decided not to.

“My Barbie,” Josie said, still defensive.

“She is a bee-you-tee-ful doll,” Mrs. Kaiser said. Cass found something fake in the way Mrs. Kaiser talked to Josie. She sounded like a kindly old grandmother with perfect pronunciation, but her expression was too crisp, vaguely critical. Cass always felt she was being judged by Mrs. Kaiser, coming up slightly short.

“I know,” Josie said.

“Mrs. Kaiser, may I talk with you?” Cass asked. Usually she left Josie alone for speech therapy; Josie refused to concentrate when Cass was around.

“Of course. Please, come into the office,” Mrs. Kaiser said.

Cass sat opposite Mrs. Kaiser’s desk, Josie in her lap.

“Josie doesn’t seem to be improving,” Cass said.

“Speech therapy is a long, difficult process,” Mrs. Kaiser said. “It’s natural to become discouraged, but you can’t give up.”

“She has the most terrible tantrums. She doesn’t hear clearly, we have a misunderstanding, and she …”

“I know. She flies into a rage. You’re not the only parent to tell me that. When a child is hard of hearing, every word is a stumbling block. You must make sure she’s watching you, make sure she can see your mouth.”

“I try.”

“Well, then,” Mrs. Kaiser said positively, her chin up. “That’s what you have to do, if you want Josie to be oral. You know the alternatives.”

“My husband has a hard time talking to her.”

“Keep after him.”

“And my family,” Cass said. “My mother’s all for North Point.”

“Heavens,” Mrs. Kaiser said. “Luckily, Josie isn’t her daughter. I’m sure your mother’s intentions are good, but I think that is the wrong program for Josie. Josie does hear. She does talk. Communication is difficult for her, but not impossible. Not at all. We don’t want her closed off in a school for the deaf. We want her to live in a hearing world.”

“I know,” Cass said, twirling Josie’s hair while Josie walked Barbie down Cass’s thigh.

“Josie has another year before kindergarten. By then she and I will make excellent progress, and she’ll enter with other children her age.”

“Are you sure she’ll be ready?”

“She will have to be if you don’t want her in North Point or Special Needs,” Mrs. Kaiser said ominously.

Not for the first time, Cass thought of how much Mrs. Kaiser resembled Cass’s first-grade teacher, who had reminded her of a witch. An old lady who used sweet talk to hide a mean streak. What was Cass doing, leaving her daughter with a witch every week?

“Special Needs,” Mrs. Kaiser said again, shaking her head.

She made the words sound like a curse—which, in a way, they were. If Josie didn’t qualify for real kindergarten at Mount Hope Elementary, the school would stick her in the Special Needs class, where she and other deaf kids would share a room with Down syndrome, autistic, and emotionally disturbed children—kids with all different special needs grouped together.

“We’ll make sure she’s ready,” Mrs. Kaiser said. “Now, why don’t you leave us for half an hour, let us get some work done?”

Cass looked from Mrs. Kaiser to Josie. “I’ll be back soon, sweetheart,” she said, watching Josie.

“Bye, Bob,” Josie said, sliding off Cass’s knee. She seemed to enjoy Mrs. Kaiser, speech therapy, everything in the office; she never minded when Cass left.

“Uh, Mrs. Kaiser,” Cass said, rising. “Could I help you with your zipper? It’s just a little undone.”

“Oh, thank you, dear,” Mrs. Kaiser said gratefully, turning slightly, throwing Cass a real smile that a true witch could never have managed.

Cass smiled back.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/dot.jpg





OPS/images/bm2.jpg
LUANNE
K@E

ittle






OPS/images/bm1.jpg
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, )
LUANNE
RI&E

silver boat






OPS/images/cover.jpg
A NOVEL

LUANNE
RIGH

; i~
P =
$
Includes an excerp m

THE SILVER BOAT and an exclusive
earlylook at LITTLE NIGHT





OPS/images/logo.png





OPS/images/line1.png





