
[image: Cover: Cece Downing Starts Over, by Soon Wiley. ‘Fun thoughtful, romanctic!’ Ann Napolitano.]




Praise for Cece Downing Starts Over


‘Fun, thoughtful, romantic!’

Ann Napolitano, Hello Beautiful and Dear Edward

‘This novel has everything I love about a New England summer: it’s warm, fun, the people are witty, and there’s a hot guy who works in the boatyard’

Annie Hartnett, Rabbit Cake and The Road to Tender Hearts

‘An intimate coastal portrait of reinvention, tracing a woman who trades certainty for saltwater’

Weike Wang, Rental House
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While I have done my best to portray New London and the surrounding area as faithfully as possible, I have taken some liberties with the nature and function of Mamacoke Cove. Given its status as an Important Bird Area by the National Audubon Society and its designation as a natural area within Connecticut College’s Arboretum, it is highly unlikely that Richie Rayburn’s oyster farm expansion would be approved. However, for the sake of the novel’s plot and setting, this allowance was necessary. Changes were also made to the dates of the reunion weekend at Deerfield Academy. Any other errors or oversights in the novel are my own.







There is this quality, in things, of the right way seeming wrong at first.

—JOHN UPDIKE, Rabbit Run

I am always tying up

and then deciding to depart.

—FRANK O’HARA, To the Harbormaster
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Even with the benefit of hindsight, Cece Downing can’t seem to grasp how she’s arrived at this particular moment—renting an ivy-smothered pool house month to month in the backyard of a pleasantly deranged botany professor in New London, Connecticut—and yet, here she is, recently fired, newly single, and for the first time in what feels like a lifetime, without a plan.

The property runs parallel to the street, and from her spot on the rickety front deck, Cece has a good view of the road, just beyond the rebellious shrubs and arrowheaded hostas. Bernard, her parents’ ornery three-year-old beagle she’s agreed to watch while they’re on vacation, expels a half whimper from underneath her chair, alerting Cece to his desire for dinner, preferably sooner rather than later. But Cece has other ideas.

Of late, she’s been fantasizing about how she can use Bernard to meet a guy who lives six houses down. She’s considered letting the dog dig up the man’s flower beds so she has an excuse to knock on his door and apologize. More than she cares to admit, she’s hoped Bernard might slip the leash on their daily walks and tear after the chipmunk that lives under his deck. And sometimes, when she can’t sleep, the slap of the pool water tedious and dull, her mind drifts to more desperate ideas, like dropping the dog off in the man’s yard, outfitted with a new collar and tag with her address, and waiting for him to show up, Bernard cocooned in his burly arms.

This last stratagem, in all its foolishness, is almost enough to make Cece feel reckless—almost. Cece’s been thinking a lot about risk lately. She’s been thinking about all the preparation, all the calculated decisions she’s made over the years to avoid it, and how they’ve proven ineffective against the yawning chasm of uncertainty and improbability that now spreads out before her like an impenetrable mist.

If everything—all the carefully crafted plans, the necessary sacrifices, the well-worn paths Cece’s taken—led her to this, what was it all for? What did any of it mean?

Like it was yesterday, Cece can still remember her confusion and anger during an eighth-grade English class when Mr. Gordon, a stuffy man with smudged glasses and thinning hair, introduced their new poetry unit by reading aloud Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken,” his voice scratchy and saccharine. With equal parts horror and disbelief, Cece watched as her classmates clamored to agree with Mr. Gordon: Life was best lived when you chose the unfamiliar, the unknown. A life spent following in the footsteps of those who went before you was a wasted one. Cece had disagreed vehemently with Mr. Gordon, not only about his dangerous outlook on life, but with his interpretation of the entire poem, Even so, she’d said nothing, fearful it would negatively impact her current grade of an A.

It’s the first Friday of June, and Cece’s rushed home from her job across the river in Noank to catch a glimpse of this mystery man who cruises by her pool house in his pickup truck every weekday at 5:30 p.m., like clockwork, on his way back from the shipyard that lies at the bottom of the street. Naturally, she’s taken to calling him Mr. Shipyard.

Chilled Pinot Grigio sweats in the early evening heat, and Cece’s day job is a distant memory—the stench of the rubber gloves and waders scrubbed clean (she hopes), the clatter of oyster shells a mere rumor, the persistent cramp in her hands nearly gone. Cece hadn’t been expecting anything glamorous when she’d applied for a seasonal job at the oyster farm, but somehow, she’s still shocked at the toll the menial tasks have taken on her body. The ache in her lower back, the knotted muscle behind her shoulder blades are constant reminders that at thirty-two, Cece can’t bounce back like she used to, at least not like when she was a D1 athlete, her body a temple, a muscle-toned missile cutting through water.

She sips her wine judiciously. Nothing good ever comes from drinking on an empty stomach. And yet, here she is. A cool breeze arrives off the Sound, brackish and sweet. Cece loves living near the water, and even though the pool house is shabby, with its musty carpeting, Formica-topped junior kitchen, and cramped bedroom, she’s grateful to the landlord for renting it out on such short notice.

Bernard’s whines grow louder, and no sooner does Cece head inside to give him his kibble does she hear the low rumble of Mr. Shipyard’s pickup truck. It starts in her chest, and as the horsepower gets closer, tremulous and teasing, Cece swears she can feel the vibrations all the way down to her crotch. She checks her phone: 5:25. He’s early. He’s never early, at least not on any of the eight weekdays she’s been doing this—this stupid, necessary thing. Sensing Cece’s excitement, Bernard abandons his food bowl for the screen door, where he mashes his wet nose against the screen. “Back!” she shouts louder than she intends. No matter how authoritative she makes her voice, the commands have no effect, with Bernard only growing more frantic. What the hell, she thinks, clipping the leash onto his collar. A dog can’t hurt her chances. If anything, he’ll make her look normal, less tragic. Less tragic would be most excellent right about now.

Through the verdant foliage, a sight to see: The turquoise hood of Mr. Shipyard’s pickup crests the hilly road just as Cece gets settled in her chair, Bernard underneath her legs, tongue lolling from the heat. It’s an old Ford Ranger with more rust than paint. He’s smoking a cigarette, his arm dangling out the window like a weathered tree limb, tanned and speckled with paint. He drives slowly, hand on top of the steering wheel—a veteran captain, guiding his ship into port. Cece imagines his eyes behind those sunglasses, yellow and red-rimmed from welding or staring at the white bottoms of boats all day. His long, black hair looks wild and unkempt underneath his baseball cap. Stop staring, Cece thinks, stop staring. But the Pinot Grigio tells her otherwise, and all she can do is smile.

As the truck passes, Bernard lets out three piercing yaps. Nails scrabble across the deck, and the only thing that stops him from launching off the top step is Cece’s heel on his leash. “Cut it out,” she growls while still trying to maintain her smile. She hopes Lorraine, her landlord, can’t see the spectacle from her bay window. The more Cece tugs the leash, the more he yaps.

Mr. Shipyard turns their way and raises a hand and smiles, his teeth obscured by a thick beard. Cece tucks a piece of stray hair behind her ear and waves back, her cheeks warm and itchy.

“Well done,” Cece says. “You’ve made a display of us.”

Bernard bashfully lies down and sets to licking the tops of his paws.

“What? Not my type?” She scratches him behind the ears.

The beard, the smoking, certainly the derelict truck—just one of these things would have been enough to turn Cece off in previous years. Dealbreakers. Nonstarters. But where had those rules gotten her?

Even when it came to hookups in college, Cece had played it safe, avoiding anyone who seemed like an artist or an activist, people her mother referred to disparagingly as bohemians, people who didn’t have a clue how the real world worked. And if they weren’t going to have a viable career, if they weren’t going to make money, then Cece had no reason to waste her time and energy dating them. She still remembers the first thing her mother said when her acceptance letter arrived in the mail from Bucknell: “Think of all the opportunities you’ll have, all the fine young men you’ll meet.” Cece understood. Fine didn’t mean nice or fair-looking. Fine meant rich, or even better, wealthy. A part of Cece wishes she could blame her current predicament—single, a dead-end job, mounting student debt—on her mother, but the truth is, Cece was more than a willing participant. When it came to romantic partners, Cece, from the earliest possible age, had always sought stability and predictability. Her first crush, Jack Heinz, had caught her eye in the sixth grade because of a successful bake sale he’d organized for the baseball team, demonstrating his keen sense of fiscal responsibility. In ninth grade, she fell for Paul Peters, a milky-faced boy who was running for class president. In a dank gymnasium in front of a raucous crowd, he’d delivered a rousing—at least to Cece—speech on his plans for Tappan Zee High School: a more efficient lunch line design, a responsible fundraising campaign for their eventual prom, a car pool initiative. He was a boy with a plan, a vision for the future. There was nothing sexier, Cece thought, than preparedness.

But things are different now. With her funds dwindling, her once-promising career up in flames, Cece can’t help but acknowledge there’s no path left to follow, no plan to make everything right. Failure, in its many forms, is something Cece has never been well acquainted with, and this realization only pushes her further into a place she cannot name.

Even with her entertainment for the evening out of sight, Cece can’t help but keep thinking about Mr. Shipyard, biceps like whiskey barrels, hands the size of spiral hams. As if to prove he’s telepathic, Bernard lets out a low and airy whine, garnering a half-begrudging pat on the head. Distractions are important these days, and as far as distractions go, Cece could do much worse than Mr. Shipyard.

In the direction of the main house, beyond the rusting chaise lounges and prodigious vegetable garden, footsteps sweep through the tall grass in need of a good mowing. Lorraine emerges from a thicket of hydrangeas, her bouncy salt-and-pepper hair held captive under a sun hat. They’ve spoken little since Cece replied to the post on Craigslist: Seeking independently minded boarder with a sense of adventure for New London pool house. Utilities included. Men need not inquire. Initially, Cece had been wary of renting a place on the same grounds as the owner, but what choice did she have? Lorraine accepted cash, didn’t need references, and didn’t ask any questions.

Lorraine’s Crocs make a squishing noise the closer she gets; a noticeable musk (wet earth and coffee grounds) emanates from her. “Came by to see how you’re settling in,” she says, digging around in her overalls for something she’s misplaced.

“Fine,” Cece says, “just fine.”

Lorraine looks to the street, eyes narrowed, crow’s feet tucked deep into the corners of her eyes. Nostrils flared, she sniffs the air like one of Bernard’s brethren. “I don’t like that man.”

Cece knows exactly who Lorraine’s talking about, but she feigns ignorance.

“I have half a mind to call the DMV and report his truck. No way that vehicle passes an emissions test.”

Maybe Cece’s losing her faculties. She can’t smell a thing. Regardless, she needs to stay on good terms with her new landlord, no matter how nutty. “I was wondering what that smell was.”

“Men,” Lorraine says, screwing up her face. “They’re not happy unless they’re destroying something.”

There are so many questions Cece yearns to ask—how long has Mr. Shipyard lived on this street, has Lorraine ever seen him with anyone, does he seem like the kind of man who’d entertain a summer fling?—but she resists, nodding in silent agreement instead.

Lorraine leans from one leg to the other, looking like she has something to say but doesn’t. Cece is keenly aware of how quickly her living situation might go wrong, and she’s intent on staying on Lorraine’s good side. Their agreement is strictly verbal. There was no lease to sign, only a handshake and a long and ponderous up-and-down assessment from Lorraine when they first met.

“I better get back,” Lorraine says. “Groundhogs aren’t gonna trap themselves. I was hoping your dog there would scare them off.”

Cece apologizes for Bernard’s canine inadequacies and watches Lorraine lope back to the house while she nurses a second glass of wine, mosquitos nibbling at her ankles. She resists the urge to take a stroll by Mr. Shipyard’s house, the wine goading her on. Too soon, she thinks. Way too soon.

Back inside, Cece sits at the banquette and eats Chinese food leftovers for dinner. She forces herself to see the good, the silver lining, the glass half-full. Her confines are cozy, bespoke, vintage even! People would kill to have a place by the water for the summer (even if it’s a dingy pool house), especially all her friends who are stuck in the city, sweating it out with everyone who can’t afford to escape. Except that none of Cece’s friends live in the city anymore. They’ve all grown up, married, moved to not-so-far-flung places like Hastings and Tarrytown, Rye, and Beacon. Long gone are the heat-soaked days of July and August in cramped apartments, battling the oppressive humidity with early-morning walks in Central Park, taking turns in front of the air conditioner, catching the Jitney out to the Hamptons for one, maybe two, measly days. Cece hasn’t spoken to her friends of late. They still think she’s gainfully employed, engaged to Jonathan, planning a wedding. They’d all sounded so excited, almost relieved, when she’d told them the good news. They’re still waiting for their save-the-dates, eager to slip the cards from their thick envelopes and proudly display them to their husbands—their last friend, the final holdout, getting married. It’s finally happening!

Through the window, tree limbs crisscross the darkening sky in menacing silhouettes. With only yellowed light from an overhead ceiling fan, the living space feels menacing and strange, unpacked boxes sending shadows up the wood-paneled walls, dusty valences hanging above the windows like morose specters. Cece gathers Bernard up in her arms for his walk. She pauses on the deck, the night warm and deep. She’s embarrassed, a grown woman afraid of the dark. For now, she’s glad Lorraine’s nearby.

Before she knows it, she’s passing Mr. Shipyard’s house, a ramshackle Cape with weather-beaten cedar shingles and a sagging roof. Scaffolding adorns one side of the home, running all the way up to the chimney draped in a plastic tarp. Out front, the yard is littered with pieces of freshly cut wood—molding, from the looks of it. Despite the carnage, there’s something charming about the picture, and Cece wonders how long he’s been working on it. She wonders what allows a person to see the beauty and potential in run-down things. Potential isn’t something Cece’s ever put much stock in.

No lights are on, as she suspected, but Cece still stands there for a moment, letting the breeze cool her aching neck, and she imagines what’s behind those walls and under that roof. She imagines the smell of the house, the muskiness, and she wonders if Mr. Shipyard dreams. And then she’s wondering whether it’s too late to start her life over, or if she ever started at all.
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Sticky and hot, the base of her skull throbbing, Cece wakes to the whir of cicadas outside her window. Bare walls and a curtainless window—it takes a moment for her to remember where she is. Without a proper box spring, the mattress is strangely close to the floor, causing Cece to feel as if she’s been jailed in a bottomless pit. Then she remembers—the walk by Mr. Shipyard’s house—and suddenly she feels deserving of this punishment. The cicadas crescendo, the hundred-strong thick-thick-thick-thick-thick mocking and cruel. At least they get laid before they die, Cece thinks, rolling onto her back and examining the ceiling.

What was the probability, Cece wonders, that she’d end up here? Alone, mired in debt, fired from the only profession she’s ever known. Hadn’t she taken every precaution, done everything right, to avoid this very outcome? As early as middle school, Cece found refuge in numbers and mathematical formulas, even while most of her girlfriends gravitated toward the fiery heroines and impenetrable poems in English class, or studio art, with its emphasis on creativity and self-expression. Her preference for logic, deductive reasoning, and probability only grew in high school. Back then, the world seemed a chaotic and terrifying place (Bush versus Gore; 9/11; the war in Iraq), and what better place to find solace and refuge than in cold, hard numbers, equations, and solutions—inarguable facts, the truth?

Cece’s phone vibrates from under her pillow. She can already hear her mother’s voice: Don’t sleep with that thing so close to your head. It’ll give you a brain tumor!

Still groggy, Cece makes the mistake of swiping open the message before looking at the sender. It’s from Jonathan, her ex-fiancé: Just checking in. I know you said we shouldn’t talk, but I’m worried about you. Is this really what you want?

Rage detonates in Cece’s chest. The wording of the text, the blatant disregard for her feelings, the presumption! It’s all so Jonathan. He always knows best, and not just for himself, but for everyone. Cece had told him—in the plainest of terms—they were done, finished. She’d given back the ring! And yet, here he is, only a few weeks later, pretending as if their breakup, the implosion of their four-year relationship, was a mere bump in the road, something to be repaired, filled, and tamped down like an irksome pothole.

Dragging the sweat-dampened pillow out from under her head, Cece places it firmly over her face, making sure to yank down on either side for the sake of the neighbors, and lets forth a guttural scream. Why does he insist on being so willfully dense? Does he really think he knows what’s best for her? But even as she laughs at the absurdity of Jonathan’s message and squeezes her hands into fists, Cece catches herself, ever so briefly, wondering if he does, in fact, know what’s best for her.

Before Cece can consider whether to text back or block the number, a call comes through. It’s Santiago, the supervisor from the oyster farm, and he doesn’t sound pleased. It’s Saturday, but Cece had picked up the weekend shift to earn extra money, which means—she checks her phone—she’s already fifteen minutes late. Not a great start.

Cece takes a frantic shower, all the while fighting the urge to assume the fetal position. It’s foolish—bathing before a job like this—but she can’t bring herself to show up in her current state: bloated, sunburned, somehow hungover. She throws on a pair of sweatpants, a threadbare T-shirt, and takes Bernard for the quickest walk of his blissful canine life, tugging him along even as he stops to mark every tree and bush, eats two pieces of toasted white bread with cold butter, slugs a glass of tap water, and jumps in the car.

The docks are deserted, only moored boats and placid water—the occasional wheeze of a straining bowline. Cece yanks on her rubber waders in the dusty gravel parking lot. Two figures watch her impassively from the shade of the warehouse, its metal doors swung open below a faded sign: Rayburn Oyster Company. As she approaches, Davi, the boy, heads off without a word toward the dock, his gait slow and resentful. Santiago, his father, leans against a steel drum, a scar running ragged through his patchy beard.

“Sorry,” Cece says, weighing whether to make some sort of excuse.

Santiago gives her a shrug, as if to say, It’s okay—we don’t expect much from greenhorns anyway. He digs around in the blackened pouch of his sweatshirt before producing a pack of cigarettes. “It makes no difference,” he says. The tone of his voice reflects the unseriousness of Cece’s work. “Richie said you wanted extra shifts, so we waited.”

Cece’s face burns. The irony is not lost on her that all the years of schooling, the job experience, the accolades at her firm are worthless in this particular moment. Santiago points to the stack of black crates woven from plastic mesh. “Same gig as yesterday. Power wash those. Fix any holes with zip ties.”

Cece wants to say she’s ready for some real responsibility, a challenge. After a week of the same tiresome routine, she wants to get out on the water and show Santiago she’s capable of more, but he’s already walking to the boat, motioning, cigarette in hand, to his boy, who starts the engine, pale gray fumes curling upward.

The oyster crates are heavier than they appear. When she’d started work at Rayburn, she thought they’d looked flimsy and light, but now she knows they’re cumbersome and heavy, stinking of rotting seaweed and sea scum.

So, they’re not letting her on the boat until she’s proven herself. That’s just fine, Cece thinks, unhooking the first cage. The pressure washer is where she left it yesterday. She wheels it outside and starts it up, the sound deafening and terrible in the morning calm. She’ll clean the whole stack before Santiago and his boy return. She can’t give them an excuse to tell Richie she’s no good, worse than inexperienced, lazy.

Basket after basket, Cece’s back is tight, and even after a break, her forearms still tingle and quiver from the power washer. It’s only nine, but the day is already warming. Cece pulls her T-shirt over her nose to check her BO, but all she smells is the ocean. On her eighth bag, Cece encounters the first sign of damage, a hole the size of her fist in the plastic webbing. Without gloves, the work is slow going and painful, the stiff plastic cutting into her hands, the zip ties sharp and unforgiving. It’s not long before blisters bloom and reopen on Cece’s soft palms, but she persists, cursing herself for not buying gloves in a foolhardy attempt to exude toughness.

If Kim, her mother, could see her now… would Cece’s work ethic elicit pride? Doubtful. More like shame, and most certainly a scolding. What was the point of sending you to that fancy college if you’re going to end up with rough hands and a farmer’s tan? Cece can hear her saying. If your grandfather were alive to see his granddaughter doing manual labor… I’d never hear the end of it.

The eldest of three, Kim was born and raised in Providence. Her father was a sanitation plumber for the city. He retired with full pension benefits at the age of sixty with forty-two years of experience. He died a year later from complications related to pneumonia. Kim was convinced his early death was connected to his work and exposure to toxic chemicals, but her mother refused to sue the city. She was a quiet but stern woman who lived her life guided by three principles: Go to church, donate to charity, and don’t blame others for your own misdeeds. Kim couldn’t get out fast enough when she turned eighteen, putting herself through school—two years at the local community college and then finishing up at URI.

Determined to avoid her father’s fate—body hobbled by decades of work, in the grave before he could enjoy retirement—Kim went straight to law school in New York City, dissatisfied with Rhode Island’s provinciality. Her mother thought she was mad, spoiled even, for leaving. What was so special about New York City? How did she intend on paying Fordham’s hefty tuition, renting an apartment? Kim took out loans, got roommates, hustled, lived in the library, worked harder than she ever thought herself capable of, because that was her only advantage—her tolerance for asceticism in all its forms. The sacrifices—missed family vacations, skipped holiday parties, ignored flirtations—they were all necessary if Kim wanted to craft a better life for herself. She was wholly alone in her efforts. There was no family name, no legacy, no plan she could consult. Much later, Kim would recount these events back to Cece before she went to college—a college Cece suspected would stretch her parents’ finances—as if the selective details of her mother’s life might help Cece understand a simple truth: For people like them—people without family legacies, people who had yet to forget the dirt under their grandparents’ fingernails—college was about stability and guaranteed success. College was how you made sure you never tended bar or painted houses for a living. College was where you met fine men and drew a blueprint, for you, yes, but also for those who would surely come afterward: your children, and their children, who would know nothing of dirt.

With her ear plugs in, the roar of the pressure washer is reduced to a murmur. Despite arms turning to jelly and her back barking like a rabid dog, Cece falls into a rhythm, dragging a crate forward, unlatching it, hosing it down, then checking for holes and repairing anything that looks like an oyster might slip through. She’s not thinking about the sweat stinging her eyes or the sun beating down. Instead, Cece’s thinking about how there are parts of herself, parts she’d forgotten about, that prefer this kind of work. Sure, it’s difficult and grueling, but there’s something deeply rewarding about watching the stack of crates grow. This is real work, Cece thinks to herself. Tangible. There’s nothing theoretical about the progress she’s making, no hypothetical scenarios to determine or consider.

Cece wishes she could pinpoint the moment she decided to become an actuary, but like most things these days, she finds herself unable to remember it clearly, to differentiate between the world’s desires and her own. She wishes she could blame her overbearing parents—Kim fixated on Cece graduating with a “useful” degree, her father, Barry, content, as long as she kept his D1 swimming glory days alive and well—but Cece can’t. She knows, in the innermost curvatures of her heart, that from her earliest days, she’s always moved through the world like a drowning swimmer toward a life raft, toward safety. What was the point of striking out on your own when a perfectly good path, traversed and mapped, lay before you? Was that not prudent, wise even?

Cece had always done the right thing. The safe thing. And where had it gotten her? What impeccable results had it produced? After all the assurances, the silent nods of approval from gray-headed relatives during Thanksgiving and Christmas about her sensible major (statistics), recession-proof career (an actuary), and eventual hard-won promotion to senior manager for Ernst and Young’s East Coast risk management division, Cece, incomprehensibly, had found herself out of a job, proven redundant and too costly after a corporate merger. It didn’t matter that she’d spent nearly a decade at the company. Nor did it matter that she’d passed all seven actuary exams, in six years no less, a feat accomplished by no other employee at the company. In a cruel twist of fate, it was Cece’s accomplishments that seemed to make her an easy target for cost-cutting measures. Her new superiors were less enamored with her credentials and more worried about her salary.

When Cece had met with the new higher-ups, she’d had the distinct feeling, sitting at an almond-shaped table in a conference room overlooking Lexington Avenue, that they cared little for her expertise or professional achievements. And yet, she’d felt confident. Unlike most of her colleagues, who’d fallen into a sort of paralyzed panic after news of the merger, Cece had felt secure in her position. Fired? Let go? An impossibility. What company didn’t value loyalty, production, and consummate professionalism? As it turned out, the three baby-faced men across from her at the table did not, and before she could fully process what had transpired, Cece found herself nodding and saying needlessly polite things like “I understand you’re in a difficult position,” and “I see your point,” and lastly, as she was escorted out of the room, “Thanks for taking the time.” So confused, so utterly befuddled was she that it never crossed her mind to question or challenge them.

Cece might have been able to shoulder the weight of her unceremonious dismissal from the only company she’d ever worked for; she might have been able to weather the catastrophic setback like a veteran mariner guiding their ship through a tempest, updating her resume, collecting a superb and impressive list of references, and arranging interviews. She might have come out the other side, battered and bruised but stronger and wiser, had it not been for Jonathan’s reaction.

Even now, hands cramping around the pressure washer trigger, head woozy from gas fumes, she can hear his voice clearly, unbothered and patronizing. Only when Cece reaches for another crate and clutches air does she realize she’s done. Flipping a switch, the motor comes to a halting stop. Cece tugs her earplugs out and massages her jaw. Quiet. Water laps pilings. In the distance, a buoy bell clangs, rhythmic and known.



ON THEIR EVENING walk, Bernard and Cece make a pass by Mr. Shipyard’s house. Even after a long, hot shower, Cece’s muscles—muscles she never knew existed—still ache. She is tired—no, exhausted—but unlike the nights when she’d come home late from the office, the glowing computer screen imprinted on the inside of her eyelids, the dreaded ding of incoming emails sounding in her head, she feels energized, antsy.

Mr. Shipyard’s truck is in the driveway, but all the lights are off in the house. Before she can think twice, Cece’s on the front porch, her knuckles brittle against the solid oak door. Lungs in her throat, she waits. Bernard whines, no doubt resentful his walk has been cut short. Nothing. She resists the urge to peek inside, through the cockeyed shades. Bernard tugs at the leash. Cece wonders if Mr. Shipyard has a girlfriend. She didn’t spot a wedding ring; Cece remembers that much.

On the second lap around the block, Cece recalls an old bar nearby on Williams Street. It seems like the type of establishment Mr. Shipyard would frequent, and even if he isn’t there, it might be nice to meet some locals. There’s something else, too. A desire, a need, lingering in the crevices of Cece’s mind, to do something, something foolhardy and unpredictable—something, anything! That might distract her from the current state of her affairs.

Even for a Saturday, downtown feels desolate. New London, like Fairhaven and New Bedford, has seen better times, a boomtown funded by the long-forgotten whaling industry.

The bars and restaurants won’t fill up until the fall, she’s been told, when kids descend from the college up on the hill, with its verdant quads and imposing oaks. Cece downshifts as she descends, passing the inexplicable grouping of Citgo, Sunoco, and Shell gas stations, each offering up wildly different prices.

The Whaler is sandwiched between a barbershop and the Chinese restaurant Cece’s been ordering from in a run-down mini strip mall. There are plenty of nicer spots to drink in New London, places with craft beer and thin-crust pizza, but Cece’s in the mood for cheap bottled beer, poor lighting, and Mr. Shipyard, of course.

It takes a moment for her eyes to adjust once inside, the air stagnant and sweet. Two old-timers are at the bar, suspenders stretched over their lumpy backs, white wispy hair peeking out from under their stained caps. Plumbers, if she has to guess. Above the backlit liquor bottles, the Yankees are playing Baltimore on mute. No Mr. Shipyard.

“What can I get you, love?” the bartender says, her pack-a-day voice thick and raspy.

Cece plops down on a black vinyl stool at the end of the bar and asks for a Coors Light, an order she hopes will endear her to the Whaler’s patrons. Either deeming her too young (she hopes) or just out of their league, the men have already gone back to their game, grumbling about how it’s no fun to root for the Yankees anymore. “Look at those yuppies. Too busy texting and eating sushi. It’s all gotten too damn corporate.”

Jonathan was, still is, one of those yuppies. His firm is always giving seats away: courtside at the Garden, luxury suites in the Bronx and at Arthur Ashe. They’d gone to a Yankees game once, seats behind home plate, and Cece had been astounded by the pop of the catcher’s mitt. And even though Jonathan had silenced his phone to give Cece his full attention—a not-so-insignificant gesture, given the number of work calls and emails he received on an hourly basis—Cece caught herself gazing out toward left field, where the bleachers, fueled by fandom and beer, bellowed and churned with life. She felt ungrateful then—Jonathan asking if she was cold, offering his jacket, his eyes blue and kind—for wishing she were out there, far away, faceless in the crowd, a collective roar in her throat. Surely this seat, cushioned and plush, this view, unobstructed, oozing with verisimilitude, was better. And yet, Cece couldn’t shake the feeling this wasn’t where she belonged, even as she sipped wine from a plastic cup and nibbled on vegetable crudités.

“What’ve they got you teaching up there at the college?” the ruddy-faced bartender asks.

“Oh,” Cece says, flattered for some reason, “I’m not a professor.”

The bartender eyes Cece’s soft hands. Cece feels something close to resentment. She wonders how many college kids and local hipsters come to drink at the Whaler ironically, as if slumming it were a performance, one to be documented, played out in snapshots on phone screens and seven-second reels.

Desperately, Cece wants to say something, anything, to make this woman understand that she’s closer to this world—the flimsy red cocktail straws, the grizzled patrons with their grime-smeared necks, the hand-scrawled signs (POLITICS-FREE ZONE; UNSUPERVISED CHILDREN WILL BE PUT TO WORK; NO DRINKS ON CREDIT)—than she appears, even if she’s spent the better part of her life trying to escape it. Everything in this bar (the dust-covered speakers, the peeling tin ceiling, and wobbly high-tops) reminds Cece of her grandfather, long dead, who’d bounce her on his stomach when she was just a child, his beard thick with the smell of Marlboro Reds, fingernails grooved and split.

“I’m working at Rayburn,” Cece says, “over in Noank.”

The bartender’s face softens. “Right, then. Hope he finally gets his second operation up and running. The rich folk and college wiseasses have been fightin’ him on it.”

“He has more than one?”

“You don’t know?” the bartender says, scrunching up her lips like Cece’s just asked a real dumb question. “Richie’s been trying to get approval to install some oyster bags just up the river in Mamacoke Cove. You’d think something like that would be a no brainer, but like I said, the undesirables have been raising hell. God forbid we get a few more jobs around here.”

“What are their objections?”

“God knows. Last time I heard, they were squawking about the cages ruining the natural beauty of the cove, and something about their recreational space being reduced, as if they can’t go kayak somewhere else.”

“Can they really do that?”

The woman huffs and wipes down the bar with a suspect-looking dish towel. “Money and time. If you’ve got enough of it, you can pretty much stop anything from getting done in this country. It’s not like they’re putting landfills and power plants in the nice parts of town… Apologies… Didn’t mean to lump you in with that lot. We mostly get locals and boat-industry folk coming in here. The college crowd prefer those snooty spots farther downtown and over in Mystic. Ya know, those cafés with tiny coffee cups and bars with mixologists in leather aprons.”

Cece wonders what it is about her appearance that gives it away, this unbelonging, other than her soft hands.

A few other customers dribble in, sidling up to empty stools or drifting around the pool table. A young guy in an auto mechanic jumpsuit lights a cigarette and is promptly shouted out into the dusk. Someone asks the bartender for five singles, and soon enough, Tom Waits is growling overhead.

Cece catches her reflection in the desilvered mirror, her dirty-blond hair and drawn face. Her highlights are growing out, have been for the last two weeks, but she hasn’t had the motivation to get her hair done. The things women do: dyeing, waxing, lasering—a war of attrition, Pyrrhic victories at every turn. She still has her looks, but lines are starting to crease her forehead and mouth, giving her face a faint sour look. Cece’s never considered herself beautiful, at least in the traditional sense. She never ran with the popular girls in high school or college, the ones who’d cut you down with a single look or comment: I love that you’re bringing that haircut back. It’s so inspiring how you embrace your curves.

It really shouldn’t have gotten to Cece. Those curves, her broad back and unhideable thighs, were the reason she was at Bucknell with a scholarship to begin with. And even though she was named captain her sophomore year, even though she could hold her breath underwater longer than anyone else on the team, nothing terrified her more than the roving cliques of yoga-pant-clad, flip-flop- and Ugg-wearing blonds who patrolled the halls and quads of her alma mater, their waists impossibly narrow, breasts inexplicably perky. They were another species unto themselves. Cece takes a long swig of her beer, brooding. Curvy. Those bitches. Back then, curvy meant you weighed above 110; curvy meant you didn’t look like you subsisted off salads and freshly squeezed fruit juice. Curvy!

“Everything all right here?” A voice pushes into her rage. Mr. Shipyard is elbowed up to the bar, a faded plaid shirt buttoned haphazardly, hair darkening his already deeply tanned chest. He looks at the beer bottle whose neck she’s wringing and smiles cautiously, like someone who’s trying to befriend a feral cat.

Cece tells herself to release her grip, but she finds herself unable. “Hi” is all she manages.

“You’re Lorraine’s friend, right? I’ve seen you on our block,” he says, and points to Cece’s beer when the bartender comes over.

“No,” Cece blurts out, “not a friend. I’m just renting her pool house.” She needs to put as much distance as she can between her and the resident crazy. “It’s a temporary arrangement.”

If he’s dissatisfied with the vague answer, Mr. Shipyard doesn’t show it, asking if she’s waiting for someone.

Just you, Cece wants to say, but instead she takes a long swig of her beer and shakes her head. At the moment, she’s got the power, the high ground, or at least that’s how she feels, and she’d like to hold on to that feeling, a feeling she’d nearly forgotten, for as long as possible. Be cool; be aloof, pretend this wasn’t exactly what she was hoping for when she drove downtown. “You live around here?”

Mr. Shipyard reaches over the bar and snags a handful of paper napkins. His arms are somehow even larger up close. He rubs the top of his beer clean. “I’m a few houses up from you. The Cape. Currently under construction. A real eyesore, I know.”

Cece orders another beer and a water. She needs to keep her head clear. They touch glasses. The bar’s emptied out, Waits replaced by the Yankees game, which is tied up in the eighth. Mr. Shipyard doesn’t glance at the television, which Cece appreciates, even though she’s not in any kind of position to care. The old-timers nearby are arguing about whether Aaron Judge is Black. “The kid is White—just look at his skin.” “Yeah, but what about the hair?” If he hears them, Mr. Shipyard doesn’t let on. With his salt-and-pepper beard and deep tan, it’s hard to tell, but something about the subtle flatness of his nose and almost-wavy hair makes Cece wonder about his background.

“So, you’re teaching up at the college?” he asks, giving his beard a scratch.

Cece can’t help but stare at his hands, calloused and roughed up every which way. “Do I really look that snobby?”

Mr. Shipyard laughs, a single howl, light catching his smile, teeth askew and imperfect in the most charming way. “Not what I meant,” he says. “You just… Never mind.”

“What?”

He shakes his head, like he’s scolding himself. “It’s nothing bad. You’re just nice-looking. I assumed you worked at the college. Not much around here for gainful employment. You’re either working at the hospital, building subs, or teaching up on the hill.”

Cece wants to linger on the nice-looking, but she’s doing her best to stay levelheaded. The beers aren’t helping. Desire flickers. How long has it been since she’s flirted with someone? When was the last time she’d elicited intrigue and curiosity? “Is that what you work on? Submarines?”

“What? I can’t be a radiologist at the hospital?”

Now it’s Cece’s turn to apologize, but Mr. Shipyard is already waving her off. Letting her know it’s all in jest. “Neither, actually. I work down at the boatyard at the bottom of our street.” He extends a big hand. “I’m Morgan.”

Cece takes it, shocked by its warmth, and reminds herself to say her name.

“Nice to meet you, Cece,” he says. “That short for something?”

“Claire,” she says, “but only family call me that, and even then, I hate it.”

The bartender makes her way toward them, but Morgan shakes her off. “I’ve got a one-drink maximum at this place,” he says. “Never a good idea to get too comfortable at the bar within walking distance of your house.”

“Right. Totally,” Cece says, trying to hide her disappointment, which is odd, considering she doesn’t even know what she’s doing at this bar, talking to a man she barely knows but could give a 99 percent accurate police sketch of his face if asked. And why not? She’s studied it nearly every day at exactly 5:30 p.m. for the last two weeks from her front porch. Morgan. Mr. Shipyard. Mr. Forearms like Artillery Shells. Mr. Laugh That Turns Her Knees into Tapioca Pudding.

Stool pushed back, Morgan stands and leans into Cece, his voice like nearing thunder, like railroad stakes thumped into the hard earth. “Could always do a nightcap at my place or yours,” he says.



WHILE MORGAN SLIPS into his house to make two of his “signature cocktails”—he won’t tell Cece what they are—she stops off at her place and gets Bernard. No lights on in Lorraine’s house, thankfully. One less question Cece will need to answer in the morning.

Their nightcap has gone mobile for the sake of the dog’s bladder. Cece doesn’t trust herself to make good decisions (whatever those are) around Morgan. Weren’t these urges supposed to fade by adulthood? If Cece’s being honest with herself—something she’s trying to do more of lately—it’s the perfect rebound. There doesn’t seem to be a better way of forgetting about Jonathan than slipping into Morgan’s bed. How easy it would be!

On their walk down uneven sidewalks bathed in living-room light spilled across water-parched lawns, Cece feels giddy, juvenile. Now that the moment’s here, some knowable, rippling energy between her and Morgan, she remembers how lacking things were with Jonathan toward the end.

Bernard, usually belligerent, seems happy to walk at their pace. Not looking at each other, seven and sevens in hand, the neighborhood muted and hushed around them—it’s easier to take in the silence. Cece is wary of saying too much, ruining this good thing with talk and understanding. Down the tree-lined hill, passing lifted junkers on cinder blocks and half-filled kiddie pools, they make their way to the water, where the wind gusts and the oppressive mugginess lifts up to a near full moon, fanciful and garish. They slow, then pause, Bernard zeroed in on a stop sign. Cece asks Morgan how close they are to the boatyard and what exactly it is he does there. Something like a frown passes over his face to her question.

“A little bit of everything. Jack-of-all-trades-master-of-none type of thing.”

“Did you always want to work on boats?”

“Can’t say I have,” Morgan says, hand scratching his ropy forearms in the half dark. “Huffing epoxy and diesel fumes isn’t exactly what I had in mind growing up.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

Morgan touches her elbow. “Don’t sweat it,” he says. “I’m not taking offense. My old man worked on boats. I grew up around it.”

“I like that you work at the boatyard,” she says because it’s true.

“You sure you’re not confusing my job with something else? Maybe you’re thinking I’m one of those yacht owners,” he says with a smile.

“I’m not confusing you with anyone,” Cece says, moving closer to Morgan, his heady, tobacco musk mixing with the Seagram’s, smelling like a forest fire. And because she’s just the perfect kind of tipsy and the moon is just bright enough for her to see Morgan’s lips, she kisses him, leans in, his chest sturdy and thick, like an oak table. His beard is prickly, and she tries not to giggle as it tickles her nose. She keeps her eyes closed, trying not to sway too much, the dog leash twisting around her legs.





Also by Soon Wiley

When We Fell Apart




First published in the United States by

Penguin Random House LLC, 2026

First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2026

Copyright © Prose Ampersand Inc., 2026

The right of Soon Wiley to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 7th Floor, 199 Bishopsgate, London, EC2M 3TY

For more than 100 years, Simon & Schuster has championed authors and the stories they create. By respecting the copyright of an author’s intellectual property, you enable Simon & Schuster and the author to continue publishing exceptional books for years to come. We thank you for supporting the author’s copyright by purchasing an authorised edition of this book.

No amount of this book may be reproduced or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to any website, database, language-learning model, or other repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without express permission. All rights reserved. Inquiries may be directed to Simon & Schuster, 199 Bishopsgate, London, EC2M 3TY or RightsMailbox@simonandschuster.co.uk

Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney

Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi

www.simonandschuster.co.uk

www.simonandschuster.com.au

www.simonandschuster.co.in

The authorised representative in the EEA is Simon & Schuster Netherlands BV, Herculesplein 96, 3584 AA Utrecht, Netherlands. info@simonandschuster.nl

Simon & Schuster strongly believes in freedom of expression and stands against censorship in all its forms. For more information, visit BooksBelong.com

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-3985-0180-5

eBook ISBN: 978-1-3985-0179-9

Audio ISBN: 978-1-3985-3782-8

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Book design by Katy Riegel


e9781398501799/images/common2.jpg





e9781398501799/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781398501799/fonts/SpecialGothicCondensedOne-Regular.ttf


e9781398501799/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781398501799/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781398501799/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Epigraph


		June

		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8







		July

		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13







		August

		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19







		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Epigraph


		June


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		July


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		August


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		II


		IV








e9781398501799/fonts/Sacramento-Regular.ttf


e9781398501799/fonts/OpenSans-Regular.ttf


e9781398501799/images/common.jpg





e9781398501799/images/9781398501799.jpg
‘Fun, thoughtful, romantic!
Ann Napolitano






e9781398501799/images/title.jpg
Cece
Downin
Starts

Over

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Amsterdam/Antwerp - Sydney/Melbourne - Toronto - New Delhi





e9781398501799/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


e9781398501799/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


