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Chapter One: The Commandments

	The studio door swung shut behind me with a hollow thud, and I was already three minutes late, which, by my standards, was practically early. I dropped my bag and coat onto the nearest chair in one graceless motion, then kicked off my shoes without a second thought. They sailed across the room and connected with the wall in a soft, satisfying thud.

	"Easy there, tiger," Dex's voice crackled through the intercom from the sound booth, dry as ever. "We've already replaced three mics this month on account of your flying UGGs."

	I waved a hand in his general direction and pantomimed the arc of the shoes as I called back, "No, no, see? My aim is genuinely improving. They cleared the desk completely this time. Practically a sport."

	He looked at me the way he always did when I said something he chose not to dignify with a verbal response, then lifted his PROBABLY VODKA mug and took a long, unhurried sip. I turned back to the mirror, made a desperate attempt to smooth down my sweat-kinked blowout, and settled into the chair, pulling the familiar headphones over my ears. The moment the static hum filled my head, the rest of the world dropped away like a coat off a hook.

	"Okay, Paige, system's all checked," Dex said through the intercom, setting his mug down. "You're live in five. Watch your time with callers during the first segment. Hard break at ten past for the sponsor mention and commercial."

	"Yeah, yeah, yeah, I've got it," I said, adjusting the microphone. I racked the deck of index cards on the desk with one firm tap, then shuffled through them quickly, skimming my show notes and the scribbled margin ideas I'd jotted down on the train. My fingers traced the switchboard out of habit, and just as I finished skimming the last card, the red light caught my eye. It flashed three times. Dex pointed at me through the glass.

	"Hello, my loyal listeners! Whew, what a morning it has been. Let me walk you through it. First, my coffee machine chose today, of all days, to meet its untimely end, and it took my entire will to function right along with it. Now, I know Keurigs are not exactly the most environmentally virtuous appliance a single woman can own, but I am one person who wants one cup, not a whole pot going cold on the counter. This morning, the universe decided even that was too much to ask. So I did the only logical thing and zombie-walked my way to the 4 train, only to discover it had gone local, packed tighter than my pre-pandemic skinny jeans. And as if the morning needed one more comedic beat, those very jeans decided to split clean up the back seam the moment I stepped onto the platform."

	I stood up, folded neatly at the waist, and turned to flash the damage at Dex through the booth window. He cracked a grin wider than the split itself, shook his head slowly, and mouthed something I chose to interpret as a compliment.

	"So naturally, with my best Hanky Panky panties making their grand public debut, I got catcalled across six blocks and two full avenues. Just another Tuesday in the glamorous life of yours truly, Paige Mayer, your host of Love Is a Four-Letter Word."

	Dex hit play on the show's clubby techno intro, and when the track faded he gave me the nod.

	I glanced at my first note card and let the familiar current of the show pull me forward. Hot opinions, flaring tempers, and callers ready to turn the high holy day of love into an all-out battlefield. This was exactly where I belonged.

	"Good morning, everyone, and thank you for tuning in. Tomorrow, as every advertisement from here to New Jersey will remind you, is Valentine's Day, the Hallmark holiday of all Hallmark holidays. So here is the question: to celebrate, or not to celebrate? And here is my answer: hard pass. You can keep the overpriced roses, the overcooked filet mignon, and the stuffed animals the size of my first studio apartment. Because honestly, is it really a gesture of love if a pop-up ad from 1-800-Flowers had to remind you to make it? Call me old-fashioned, but I would take a handful of dandelions on some random Tuesday over the bells and whistles of a capitalistic obligation any day of the week. But what about all of you? Are you buying into the candlelit illusion? Are you being dazzled by jewelry that will turn your finger green by March? Tell me what you are doing, or not doing, this weekend. Give me a call at 1-800-844-5774. That is 1-800-AWW-LOVE."

	The switchboard lit up before I even finished the number. I cracked my knuckles and punched the first line.

	"Morning! You are on the air. Are you here to defend the magic of Valentine's Day, or do you also see it for the glorified cash grab it truly is?"

	"Hi, am I on the air?" the voice asked, popping slightly through the line.

	"You are indeed. This is Paige Mayer, and you are on Love Is a Four-Letter Word. What is your name and where are you calling from?" I asked.

	"Mia, calling from the Upper West Side," she said.

	"Hi, Mia from the Upper West Side. So which is it for you? Magic or cash grab?" I asked.

	"Cash grab, no question," Mia answered. "Fifty dollars for flowers that are dead in three days? I don't think so."

	"Exactly right. A genuine gesture does not need to arrive wrapped in cellophane with a marked-up price tag. Sometimes it is the smallest things that carry the most weight. Would you agree?" I asked.

	"A hundred percent. Honestly, I would just love it if my boyfriend made my morning tea without me having to remind him how I take it," she said.

	"And you deserve exactly that. Valentine's Day has a way of turning real thoughtfulness into a box to check, and that is the problem. Thanks for calling, Mia." I moved to the next line. "Hello, you are on Love Is a Four-Letter Word. Name and location?" I said.

	"Pete, calling from Jersey City," he said.

	"Hey, Pete from JC. Give me your take," I said.

	"So I actually have to disagree with you on this one. I like Valentine's Day. Sure, it is commercial, but so are birthdays and Christmas. At least this one is about love," he said.

	"I will take my chances with birthdays. You cannot always count on people, but you can always count on cake," I said.

	"Fair enough," Pete laughed, "but can cake hold your hand in a crowd? Can it wipe your tears when you are having a rough night or curl up next to you on the couch on a Saturday?" he asked.

	"Pete, if cake could do all of that, I would already be Mrs. Duncan Hines, I assure you," I said, laughing as I shifted in my chair. "Thanks so much for calling in." I moved to the next line. "This is Paige Mayer, you are on the air," I said.

	"Hey, Paige. This is Holly. Longtime listener, first-time caller," she said.

	"Love that, Holly. So where do you land on all this?" I asked.

	"I am with Pete, honestly. Valentine's Day gets a bad rap, but I think there is something kind of sweet about it. I am in a new relationship right now, and he actually planned something real. Dinner, a show, the whole thing. What is wrong with a day that nudges people to be a little more intentional?" she asked.

	I raised an eyebrow. "My issue is that you should not need a nudge. Going the extra mile ought to be the baseline, not a once-a-year event triggered by a calendar reminder, wouldn't you say?" I asked.

	"I hear you, but life gets hectic. Sometimes a holiday is what it takes to pull someone out of autopilot. That shouldn't make the effort any less real," she said.

	"It is a fair point," I said, "but if romance only shows up when Cupid sends a calendar invite, I would argue that is not love. That is seasonal programming. And if he needs a nationally recognized holiday to serve as his personal assistant, that might be worth thinking about before things go any further. I say this from experience, Holly, and I mean it kindly. Better to know now than later." I glanced up at Dex, who was already signaling the wrap. "Thanks for calling in. We are going to a quick break. More Love Is a Four-Letter Word when we come back."

	I pushed my headphones back and reached for my water while the outro music played. I pulled the stack of ad copy toward me, found the ones Dex had flagged, and cleared my throat.

	"Today's show is brought to you by Grubhub, the only thing in your life that shows up on time and always leaves you satisfied, and by Airbnb: escape everything, including your worst decisions. Travel light and leave the emotional baggage at home. Use promo code AWWLOVE, that is A-W-W-L-O-V-E, for an additional ten percent off your next stay."

	Dex twirled a finger in the air and I was back.

	"If you are just now joining us on your morning commute, during school drop-off, or somewhere mid-Pilates, we have been deep in the Valentine's Day debate, and the lines have not let up for a second. Let me throw some numbers at you." I flipped through the cards until I found the right one. "This year, consumers are expected to spend a record $27.5 billion on Valentine's Day. That works out to an average of $188.81 per person. And a significant portion of that spending, according to recent data, is driven not by genuine sentiment but by societal expectation, with forty-nine percent of consumers saying they prioritize cost when choosing a gift. Not thoughtfulness. Not meaning. Cost. Is that how we are measuring love now? Give me a call. Let us hear from..." I looked to Dex, who held up his whiteboard. "Mitch. Morning, Mitch, you are on the air with Paige Mayer. Let me have it."

	"Hey, Paige. So my wife and I actually got married two years ago on Valentine's Day," Mitch said. "We knew it was a cliche going in, but we figured, why not lean into it? It felt like the right way to start forever."

	I read from the card I had specifically prepared for this: "Did you know that couples who marry on Valentine's Day are eighteen to thirty-six percent more likely to divorce within five years compared to couples who marry on any other date? I am sure you two will beat those odds, Mitch, but it does speak to how often we walk into this holiday with our emotional blinders firmly in place. I just want everyone listening to go in with their eyes open."

	Dex set down his mug, scrawled something on his whiteboard, and pressed it to the glass. It read, "Ooh, nice!" with a thumbs-up underneath.

	There was a beat of quiet on the line, long enough that I thought Mitch had gone, before his voice returned. "I mean, stats are stats, but I know what I have with my wife. I don't think the date we chose changes any of that," he said.

	"And I genuinely hope you are right," I said. "I am not here to dim anyone's lights or flatten anyone's joy. That is never the goal. But my listeners have come to count on me for honesty, and honesty has a way of stinging a little. Sometimes more than a little. I think of myself as the older sister who tells you the things you do not necessarily want to hear, because I actually care about what happens to you. Love is a four-letter word, and that word is pain. Because when it lands, it does not ask permission."

	My throat tightened around the last sentence, and I blinked hard against the sudden sting behind my eyes, grateful for once that no one could see my face. I had not told Mitch the worst part, the part I never said on air: that you never see it coming until the damage is already done. The smart move was to protect your heart early or at least manage your expectations before someone else managed them for you. That was the lesson I wished someone had handed me years ago, before I learned it the hard way.

	For the next hour and a half, I fielded more calls, dispensed more of the gospel according to Paige, cited a few more statistics that made the switchboard buzz with outrage and solidarity in equal measure, and sat with a few more members of what I had privately started calling the Lonely Hearts Club Band, until Dex queued up the final outro and the light in the booth switched from green to red.

	I pulled off my headset, wrapped my index cards with a rubber band, and filed them in the drawer with the rest of the week's notes. The booth door swung open, and without looking up, I said, "So? What did you think?"

	"Another home run," Dex said, dropping into the chair across from me. "Switchboard was fully lit the entire show. I already clipped it and sent it over to Greg at Sirius and Colleen at iHeart. They are going to lose their minds."

	I stood and crossed the room to retrieve my shoes from where they had come to rest against the baseboard. "It is a ratings game. You know that as well as I do," I said.

	"Sure, but you have been playing it like a pro lately, Paige. As of last week, Love Is a Four-Letter Word is the top-rated show in the entire metro area. Now Sirius and iHeartRadio are in an actual bidding war over you," he said.

	It still took me a moment every time I heard it said out loud. Our little college radio show, built on bad dating stories and zero-filter advice, had turned into something with a real, devoted following, women all over the city navigating modern love and tuning in because they trusted what I had to say about it. Moving to either of those platforms would push my voice from the metro area into an entirely different stratosphere.

	And then there was the book deal. My agent, Sloane, had ridden the wave of the show's recent buzz all the way to a six-figure contract with Simon and Schuster. Love Is Dead, Let's Have Brunch would be a sharp, witty takedown of romance, packed with the wildest calls I had ever received, cheating scandals so layered they belonged on a crime board, first dates that ended in emergency rooms, and enough ghosting stories to fill an entire wing of Eastern State Penitentiary. Part survival guide, part cautionary tale, and absolute proof that love was nothing more than a beautifully packaged illusion.

	Everything I had worked for was clicking into place. I had become the voice I had so desperately needed in my own worst moments, rational, clear-eyed, and impossible to rattle. The fact that it was resonating with so many people made it feel even more like proof that I had made the right call, every call, including the one I had made last summer in Mykonos when I walked away from something that had no business feeling as real as it did.

	Because nothing was perfect. Not love and not people. Perfect was just a filter we layered over things to make them easier to believe in. And happiness that depended on someone else was too steep a gamble, especially when the odds had already shown me exactly what they were.

	"Hey, do you not have that Galentine's Day speaking thing tonight?" Dex asked, leaning back in his chair.

	I scrolled through my phone until I found Sloane's email about the event. "Yep. Rooftop Reds at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. I need to get home and pull myself together first," I said.

	"And maybe," Dex said, gesturing with two fingers at the general region of my lower half, "address the situation?"

	I craned my neck over my shoulder and grimaced at the full extent of the damage. "Not my best look, I will grant you that."

	"Just a thought," he said, lifting his mug in a mock toast.

	I grabbed my coat and bag and headed for the door. "I will try to dress like a fully functioning adult for once," I called back.

	"For once!" he replied, his voice trailing down the hallway behind me as I pushed out into the morning.

	 


Chapter Two: A Thousand Questions

	The intercom buzzed twice before I even had my coat off, which meant Jamie had made record time from the Upper East Side, which also meant one or both of the kids had done something chaotic enough in the last twenty minutes to make her drive rather than take the train.

	I hit the button and leaned toward the speaker. "Hello?"

	"It is me," Jamie's voice came back, slightly breathless and fully frazzled. "I am in the lobby with a very cranky Caleb, a Zoe who has been doing the potty dance since 79th Street, and one extremely fragile bottle of our favorite rosé. Please, Paige. Let us in."

	I buzzed them up, moved to the front door, and pulled it open wide. The elevator chimed about thirty seconds later, and Zoe came barreling past me without so much as a glance in my direction, heading for the bathroom at a pace that suggested things were genuinely urgent. Caleb followed close behind her, arms pumping, and launched himself onto the couch with the full commitment of someone crossing a finish line.

	"I made the catastrophic decision to let Zoe order the venti Pink Drink," Jamie said, stepping inside and pressing a latte into my hand before dropping her bag by the door. "She has been a ticking clock ever since."

	"You okay in there, Zo?" I called toward the bathroom.

	A flush answered me, followed by the sound of the faucet running. The door swung open and Zoe padded out, cheeks flushed and considerably more relaxed. "Sorry, Auntie Paige," she said. "I maybe should not have finished the whole thing. Do you have juice?"

	"Yeah, juice!" Caleb echoed from the couch without looking up.

	"No juice. You both just had enormous sugary drinks. It is water," Jamie said, in the tone she reserved for statements that were not up for negotiation.

	"Water," I said, holding up a finger, "with a cupcake on the side?"

	Jamie closed her eyes briefly. "One cupcake. To share."

	I looked at the kids and watched their faces go from resigned to lit up in about half a second. Being their unofficial fairy godmother was one of the few roles in my life I played without any trace of irony. "And after that, maybe you can help me with Pickles. I got her a new ball to try out, and I need a couple of expert testers. Interested?"

	"Yes!" they both shouted, in the particular unison that only siblings who spend every waking hour together can produce.

	Caleb dug into his jacket pocket and produced a crumpled wrapper. "Can guinea pigs eat Fruit Roll-Ups?" he asked, genuinely curious.

	"I think we should probably keep Pickles on her regular diet," I said carefully, "but I really appreciate you wanting to share."

	"Can we go say hi to her now?" Zoe asked, already drifting toward the corner of the living room where Pickles's habitat sat.

	"Of course. She has been asking about you all morning," I said.

	Caleb
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