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  For everyone who ever built a rule to keep from getting hurt, and for the one person worth breaking it for.







  
    
      The bravest thing a heart can do is stop keeping score.


    

    
      Ginger Cole
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  Foreword



I did not set out to write a book about rules. I set out to write about a woman who thought she had life figured out, the way we all like to believe we do somewhere around our late twenties, right before the universe hands us proof otherwise. Somewhere in the writing, Josie’s rules stopped being a clever structural device and started being something closer to a confession, mine as much as hers. I suspect every writer ends up revealing more of themselves than they intend to. This book is where I did.







  Preface



Rules for the Fall began as a single question: what happens when the person who gives everyone else advice about love has never actually tested it on herself? The town of Birch Harbor, the boatyard, the hardware store, the whole cast of aunts and best friends and dry-witted employees, grew up around that question until it became less about romance and more about the particular fear of wanting something enough that losing it would hurt. I hope, whatever your own rulebook looks like, you find a reason here to set it down for a while.
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The band was playing something that wanted badly to be Mumford and Sons, and I was on a date with a man who kept checking his phone under the table like he thought the tablecloth made him invisible.

“Sorry,” Bram Ostrander said, for the third time. “Work thing.”

“Mm,” I said, because I had already decided, four minutes into a first date at the Founder’s Day mixer, that the most useful thing I could do with the evening was let it become material. Rule Four Point Two, my own private addendum, never published: if the date is bad, make it count. I had a column due Thursday and no topic, and Bram had ordered a hard cider and then spent ten minutes deciding whether he liked it, which felt, honestly, like enough.

The town square had been dressed up for the occasion the way it was every September, string lights looped between the oak trees that had supposedly been there since Birch Harbor was founded, though nobody could say for certain, and a scattering of card tables covered in checkered cloths that the historical society insisted on every year despite the fact that half of Birch Harbor’s actual founding population would have found gingham deeply suspicious. There was a dunk tank sponsored by the volunteer fire department. There was a woman selling kettle corn out of a trailer shaped like an ear of corn, which had never once made sense to me but which I had also never once questioned out loud, because Dolly Fenwick had been running that trailer since before I was born and some institutions you simply let exist.

Bram put his phone away. He had nice hands, which I noted with the same detached interest I might apply to noting that a stranger had good posture. Nice hands, work email anxiety, a haircut that had cost more than mine, and absolutely nothing to say that wasn’t a variation on something he’d already said. I’d met him twice before tonight, both times in passing, both times through my aunt Reenie, who ran into single men in Birch Harbor the way other people ran into potholes, constantly and with visible frustration that nobody had fixed the problem yet.

“So,” he said. “The column.”

Here we go, I thought.

“What about it?”

“I read it,” he said, like this was a confession. “My sister sends it to me sometimes. The one about the guy who brought his ex to your friend’s wedding.”

“That wasn’t me,” I said. “That was a reader letter.”

“Right, right.” He nodded like he’d known that and had simply been testing me. “But you write back. You give the advice.”

“I do.”

“So you’d know,” he said, leaning forward with the specific energy of a man about to ask a woman to diagnose someone he was definitely about to describe as his ex, “if a girl says she needs space, does that mean she wants you to give her space, or does she want you to fight for it?”

I looked at him for a second longer than was polite.

“It means she wants space,” I said. “It is, historically, the least ambiguous sentence in the English language.”

He laughed like I’d said something clever instead of something true, and across the square I caught Del waving a plastic cup of cider at me from behind the pie competition table, mouthing something that might have been how’s it going or might have been help me, because she was manning the pie table with our high school chemistry teacher, who had entered the same rhubarb crumble for eleven consecutive years and had never once placed higher than third, a fact that had become, over time, a kind of grim town folklore. I gave Del a thumbs up that I did not feel and she gave me a face back that clearly said she didn’t believe it either.

“Can I ask you something for the column?” Bram said.

This, at least, was familiar territory. Half the single men in Birch Harbor thought that dating a woman who wrote The Single Standard was an opportunity to workshop their romantic failures with a live consultant, free of charge, over appetizers.

“You can ask,” I said. “I make no promises about the answer.”

“Do the rules actually work?”

I took a sip of my own cider, which had gone a little warm, and thought about how to answer that in a way that sounded like confidence rather than the thing it actually was, which was closer to a hostage negotiation I’d been running with myself for two years.

“They work,” I said, “if you actually follow them instead of using them as a personality.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It’s the answer you’re getting.”

He laughed again, that same slightly-too-loud laugh, and reached over to steal a piece of the kettle corn I’d bought for both of us, which I minded more than I let on, because it was mine, I had stood in line for it, and there is a specific kind of low-grade fury reserved for men who assume shared food is a given rather than a negotiation. My brother Gus did the same thing with fries and it had been driving me insane since I was nine years old.

Behind Bram’s shoulder, the dunk tank went off, a burst of splashing and cheering, and I watched the volunteer firefighter who’d been sitting on the plank come up gasping and laughing, and thought, unbidden, that I should write something about that. About how people volunteered to be dunked for charity and came up laughing every time, how there was a version of vulnerability that was fun because everyone had agreed on the rules beforehand, you knew exactly when the water was coming and exactly how cold it would be and exactly how the crowd would react, and how different that was from actual vulnerability, which came with no rules at all, which was the whole reason I’d built mine.

That was a column. Or the start of one. I filed it away, the way I filed most things now, half a life lived and half a life narrated, running two tracks at once so consistently I sometimes forgot which one I was actually standing in.

“You’re doing the thing,” Bram said.

“What thing?”

“The thing where you go somewhere else in your head. My ex used to say I did that during arguments. Except you’re doing it during a date, which either means you’re really deep in thought or you’re bored out of your mind.”

He said it lightly, like a joke, but there was something underneath it that made me actually look at him for the first time all evening, not the general impression of him but the specific person, the way his mouth had gone slightly flat at the corners even as he kept his voice easy.

“I’m working,” I said, which was at least half true. “Occupational hazard. I turn everything into a draft.”

“Even this?”

“Especially this.”

“What would you even write about tonight?”

I considered lying. I considered saying something generous and vague, a date with a nice man who liked hard cider and had good hands and no real staying power as a conversationalist, the kind of thing you could publish without anyone getting hurt. But there was a specific rule I lived by that had nothing to do with the ten I’d published, an older and more private one, which was that I did not lie about my work, not to editors, not to readers, and not, generally, to the men who asked.

“Honestly?” I said. “I’d probably write about how the version of a date people perform in public is almost never the version that’s actually happening. Like right now. You’ve checked your phone four times. I’ve mentally started drafting a column. We’re both smiling. Neither of those things is a lie exactly, it’s just, we’re both doing a kind of theater.”

Something in his face changed then, a small shift I filed under interesting rather than alarming, mostly because I had spent two years training myself not to read too much into small shifts in men’s faces, on the theory that reading too much into things was how I’d ended up writing the rules in the first place.

“That’s actually really good,” he said. “You should use that.”

“I might.”

“No, I mean.” He set down his cider. “You should use that specific line. The theater one. Because that’s basically the whole thesis.”

“The whole thesis of what?”

He hesitated, and it was the hesitation, more than anything he said after, that told me something had gone wrong before I even had the words for it.

“Okay,” he said. “So. Full disclosure moment.”

I had a very specific physical reaction to the phrase full disclosure moment, a kind of bracing in my shoulders that I recognized from exactly one other context, which was the moment right before a source told me something they clearly needed to say and clearly wished they didn’t have to.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“I have a blog,” he said. “It’s not a big deal. It’s mostly just me and like four hundred subscribers, it’s not, I’m not trying to make this weird.”

“You’re making it weird by prefacing it that much.”

“Right. Okay.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s called Standard Deviation.”

I did not say anything. I had gotten very good, over two years of public scrutiny, at not saying anything in the half second before I understood exactly how bad a thing was going to be, on the theory that silence bought me time and talking gave away information I might want to keep.

“It’s kind of a response blog,” he said. “To your column. Like, I read your rules every week and I write about whether I think they’d actually work, from a guy’s perspective. It’s satire, mostly. It’s not mean.”

“It’s not mean,” I repeated.

“It’s not mean,” he said again, like repetition made it truer. “It’s more like, cultural commentary. On the whole, you know, industry of relationship advice columns.”

Somewhere behind him the band shifted into an actual cover of a song I recognized, something upbeat that a handful of people near the gazebo had started dancing to badly, and I had the strange sensation of the world continuing to be pleasant and normal in every direction except the three feet in front of me.

“And tonight,” I said, very carefully, “you asked me out because.”

“No,” he said, too fast. “I mean. Not exactly.”

“Bram.”

“Okay, partially,” he said. “Partially because. Reenie’s been trying to set us up for months and I kept saying no, and then I thought, honestly, this could be really good content, like, going on an actual date with the actual columnist, seeing if the rules hold up when you’re the one applying them instead of just writing about it, and I thought that was, I don’t know, I thought it was a fair experiment.”

A fair experiment. I turned the phrase over once, twice, feeling the specific shape of it settle somewhere under my ribs, not quite anger yet, something colder and more clarifying than anger, the sensation of understanding exactly how a room actually looked once someone finally turned the lights on.

“How long have you been planning this,” I said.

“It’s not like I planned it, planned it.”

“How long.”

“Since Reenie mentioned you two weeks ago,” he admitted. “I already had a draft going. I wasn’t going to publish anything without asking you first, obviously, that would be, I have some ethics.”

“You have some ethics,” I said.

“Josie.”

It was the first time he’d used my name all night, and something about hearing it now, in this specific sentence, in this specific tone, made it land like an accusation instead of an olive branch, which I supposed, functionally, it was.

I looked past him again, at Del still stationed at the pie table, at my brother somewhere by the cider stand doing his very loud impression of a man networking, at the whole familiar architecture of a town that had watched me grow up and had, at some point in the last two years, started reading me as carefully as I read everyone else. I thought about the four hundred subscribers Bram had mentioned, casually, like it was a modest number, and did the math on how many of them were probably also Birch Harbor residents, probably also people I passed at the grocery store, probably also people who would, within the week, know that the columnist who wrote so confidently about never letting anyone see you want it had spent a Friday evening in September wanting, very obviously, to be anywhere else.

“For the record,” I said, and I could hear my own voice doing the thing it did when I was building a wall out of something that sounded, to anyone who didn’t know me, like calm, “what’s the working title?”

He winced. That, at least, told me it was bad.

“You don’t have to answer that,” he said.

“I really do.”

He looked at the tablecloth for a second, the checkered pattern, like it might offer him an exit he clearly wasn’t finding anywhere else, and then he said it, quietly, like saying it quietly might make it smaller.

“Rule Breaker: What Happens When The Advice Columnist Can’t Take Her Own Advice.”

I sat with that for a moment. Around us, someone had started a slow clap for the dunk tank’s next volunteer, a ripple of applause moving through the square like the evening hadn’t just quietly detonated at my table, and I thought, with the specific clarity that only ever arrived after the worst possible moment to have it, that I had spent the better part of two years building a version of myself so controlled, so quotable, so relentlessly composed, that apparently even the men who asked me out were doing so as an editorial exercise.

“Well,” I said, and I was proud, later, of how even my voice came out, “you’ll want to change that headline.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m about to give you a much better one.”

I stood up. Not fast, not dramatic, just the ordinary motion of someone finishing a drink and deciding the evening had reached its natural conclusion, though I did allow myself the small, petty satisfaction of taking the last of the kettle corn with me.

“Josie, come on, it’s not that deep, I really do think you’re—”

“Save it for the blog,” I said. “You clearly already know what to do with it.”

I walked away from the table at a pace that I hoped read as unbothered and probably read, to anyone actually watching, as exactly what it was, which was a woman leaving a public event with as much dignity as she could carry in both hands. Del caught my eye from the pie table and her whole face asked the question before her mouth did, and I gave her a small shake of my head that meant later, and kept walking, past the gazebo and the badly dancing couples and the kettle corn trailer shaped like an ear of corn that had never once made sense and never would, out toward the edge of the square where the string lights thinned out and the noise of the mixer softened into something more like a memory of itself.

I did not cry. I want that on the record, mostly for my own benefit, because I have found that the version of a bad night you tell yourself afterward matters almost as much as the night itself, and I intended to tell myself, later, that I had handled it well.

What I did do, standing at the edge of the square with a fistful of stolen kettle corn and the specific ringing quiet that follows a scene you didn’t see coming, was pull out my phone and open a blank document, because whatever else was true about the last twenty minutes, whatever Bram Ostrander thought he’d gotten out of it, I was the one who got to write the ending.

I typed one line before I put the phone away again, not because I had more to say yet but because I wanted, for once, to sit with something before I turned it into content.

The line was: some men will read your rules and think they’ve found a loophole. They have not found a loophole. They have found a mirror, and they don’t recognize themselves in it yet.

I looked at it for a long moment, standing there in the dark at the edge of my own hometown’s most sentimental night of the year, and then I put the phone in my pocket and went to go find my brother, because if I had to survive the rest of this evening, I intended to do it with free cider and someone who was, at least, honest about wanting to be there.
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Priya called at seven forty in the morning, which was either very good news or a small emergency, because those were the only two categories of thing that got my editor out of bed before eight.

“Tell me you’re sitting down,” she said, by way of hello.

“I’m making coffee. Does that count?”

“It should. Sit down anyway.”

I carried the phone into the living room instead, which in the apartment above the hardware store meant walking exactly nine feet and turning around a support beam my father had installed himself sometime in the nineties, back when he still believed in doing things himself rather than paying someone who knew what they were doing. The apartment had come with the store when Gus and I inherited both, a fact that had seemed, at twenty six, like a reasonable arrangement and now, at twenty nine, occasionally felt like living inside a filing cabinet of everything our parents hadn’t finished.

“I’m sitting,” I said, which was a lie, but Priya didn’t need to know that.

“Okay. So you know the syndication conversation we’ve been having.”

“The one you’ve been having,” I said. “I’ve mostly been on the receiving end of emails that say things like exciting developments, stay tuned.”

“That’s because I couldn’t say anything until it was real, and now it’s real.”

I stood very still, coffee pot in one hand, and felt something in my chest do the thing it always did when a piece of good news arrived without warning, a kind of bright, unstable lift, like the floor had gone slightly soft under my feet in a way that could be thrilling or could be the beginning of falling, depending entirely on what happened next.

“Priya.”

“Corbett Media wants The Single Standard for national syndication,” she said. “Forty two papers to start. Digital rights included. This is the thing, Josie. This is the thing we’ve been trying to get for two years.”

I sat down after all, on the arm of the couch, because my legs had apparently decided the news warranted it even if my pride hadn’t caught up yet.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. What’s the catch.”

“Why does there have to be a catch?”

“Because you called at seven forty in the morning instead of sending an email with three exclamation points in the subject line, which is what you do when it’s simple good news.”

There was a pause on the line, the specific kind of pause I had learned, over three years of working with Priya Anand, meant she was deciding how to phrase something so that I would hear it as an opportunity rather than a demand.

“It’s not a catch,” she said. “It’s a condition. They want a hook. Something that proves the column has staying power beyond the premise, something that gets picked up by other outlets as a story in itself, not just forty two papers quietly running your column on page nine next to the horoscopes.”

“Okay.”

“They want you to run an experiment. Ten weeks. One column per week, one Rule per column, and in each one you actually live it out in real time and report back. Not hypothetical advice. Not reader letters. You, applying your own rules to your own dating life, on the record, starting now and ending at Thanksgiving.”

I put the coffee pot down very carefully on the counter, the way you set something down when you don’t entirely trust your own hands.

“They want me to date in public,” I said.

“They want you to date the way you already tell everyone else to date, and let people watch whether it actually works. It’s not that different from what you already do, Josie, you already write about your own life half the time, you just usually wait until it’s over to write about it. This is just, the same thing, faster.”

“That’s a significant difference, actually.”

“I know,” she said, and to her credit she didn’t try to talk over it. “I know it is. I told them it might be a hard sell for you. But Josie, listen to me, this is the offer. Ten weeks, then a permanent syndication contract if the metrics hold, and given how your numbers have been trending since the wedding letter went viral, I don’t think the metrics are the part you need to worry about. National distribution. A real column budget. The kind of thing that means you’re not filing invoices from an apartment above a hardware store anymore, no offense to the apartment.”

“None taken, it’s exactly what it sounds like.”

“So what do you think?”

I looked around the room while she waited, at the particular slant of morning light coming through the window that faced Main Street, at the crack in the plaster above the doorframe that Gus kept saying he’d patch and never did, at the little stack of unopened mail on the counter that included, I already knew without checking, at least one past due notice from the store’s supplier, because Gus had a gift for optimism that did not always extend to bookkeeping.

Ten weeks of columns that could set us up for real. Ten weeks of columns that meant I never had to lie awake doing math on whether the hardware store’s roof would hold through another winter or whether my freelance rates would finally catch up to my rent.

Ten weeks of narrating my own dating life to forty two newspapers and however many hundred thousand people read Corbett’s digital feed, while every single person in Birch Harbor who already thought they knew who I was dating watched along for free.

“I need to think about it,” I said.

“You have until Monday.”

“That’s three days.”

“That’s three days more than Corbett wanted to give you, I had to fight for the three days, so use them well.” Priya’s voice softened slightly, the way it did on the rare occasions she let herself sound like a person and not an editor. “For what it’s worth, I think you can do this. I think it’s actually a better format for you than you’re giving it credit for right now, because half of what makes your column good is that you’re not precious about your own mistakes. You make fun of yourself as fast as you make fun of anyone else. That’s rare. People are going to like watching that in real time.”

“People are also going to watch me fail in real time, if it goes wrong.”

“Sure,” Priya said. “But you were already failing in private. At least this way it’s paying you.”

I laughed despite myself, a short unwilling sound, because that was such a precisely Priya thing to say, generous and brutal in the same sentence, which was more or less the tone of our entire professional relationship.

“There’s one more thing,” she said, and something in the shift of her voice, a slight quickening, told me this was the part she’d been holding until she’d already gotten me halfway convinced.

“Go on.”

“Corbett’s not just talking to you.”

I set my mug down again, more carefully this time. “Meaning.”

“Meaning they’re doing their diligence, the way any acquisition does diligence, and there’s a second columnist they’re considering for the same national slot. Different format, similar space, they want to see which one tests better with a live pilot before they commit the full budget.”

“Who.”

Priya hesitated, and I understood, the way you understand weather changing before it actually rains, that whatever she said next was going to matter a great deal more than she wanted it to.

“Marnie Castellano.”

The name landed with a small, specific thud, the particular weight of a name I recognized but couldn’t immediately place, the way you know you’ve heard a song before without being able to name the artist.

“Should I know that name?”

“You might not, she’s mostly been running a column out of the Great Lakes regional papers, something called Modern Rules, it’s similar territory to yours, relationship advice with a personal essay bent, decent numbers but not viral the way you went viral. Corbett picked her up on their radar around the same time they picked you up.”

“Modern Rules,” I repeated. “That’s a suspiciously similar title.”

“It’s a crowded genre, Josie, there are only so many words that mean list of dating advice, try not to read too much into the title.”

“What else.”

“What do you mean, what else.”

“You said her name like there was an else.”

Priya sighed, and I heard, faintly, the sound of her own coffee mug being set down on her own counter somewhere across town, a small domestic echo of exactly what I was doing, two women holding phones and mugs at seven in the morning discussing a stranger who was about to become extremely relevant to both our lives.

“Her family runs Castellano Group,” Priya said. “Regional development firm, mostly retail and mixed use projects, some residential, they’ve done a fair amount of work up and down the lakeshore towns over the last decade. It’s not directly relevant to the column, I just mention it because it means she’s not exactly hungry for this the way you might be. She’s not doing this to pay rent. She’s doing it because she wants it, which is a different kind of competitor than one who needs it.”

I thought about that for a second, about the specific difference between wanting something because you needed the money it might bring and wanting something because you simply wanted to win, and found, to my mild dismay, that I couldn’t decide which one made a person more dangerous.

“How does the pilot work if there are two of us.”

“Simultaneous run. Same ten week window, same conditions, different papers to start, some cross posting for comparison. At the end Corbett picks one column for the full national contract based on engagement, subscriber growth, social pickup, all the metrics that make marketing people happy. It’s not personal, Josie, it’s just how these things get decided now, nobody signs off on gut instinct anymore, they want the data.”

“It’s a little personal,” I said. “You’re telling me I have to win a bake off against a woman named Marnie whose family builds strip malls.”

“I’m telling you that you have a real shot at something you’ve wanted since you were twenty three years old, and there’s a wrinkle in it, and I wanted you to hear the wrinkle from me before you heard it from anyone else, because Birch Harbor being what it is, someone will absolutely mention it to you within the week regardless of what you decide.”

That, at least, was true, and I let it sit for a second, the particular fatigue of living in a town small enough that information traveled faster than official channels ever could.

“Do you know anything else about her? Personally, I mean.”

“A little. I looked her up this morning before I called you, obviously.” A pause, and I could picture Priya scrolling through something on her laptop, the way she did during every phone call, multitasking as a permanent condition of her personality. “She’s polished. Good photos, good branding, the column reads warm, a little softer than yours, less bite. She does a lot of press herself, panels, a podcast guest circuit, that kind of thing. I’d guess she’s used to being liked more than she’s used to being challenged.”

“Great. So she’s charming and I’m the one people describe as



































