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Chapter One

 


Wendy Jackson pulled open the door to the
WKSS radio station building, the crisp Chicago fall air nipping at
her heels. She’d been at top-rated Kiss FM for just a few weeks,
but she already felt at home with her co-workers. Excited about her
job, she stepped into the lobby, a bounce in her step, a smile on
her face.

Her new black trench coat
swirled around her ankles as she pulled open the sash and then
slipped out of it, revealing the cute black top and dark wash jeans
she’d bought the day before. Three inch black heels completed the
outfit perfectly. The clothes hugged her in all the right places,
accentuating each curve. And Wendy certainly had her share of
curves, her voluptuous frame something she no longer felt was a
hindrance, nor something she should hide away behind baggy black
clothing like she did back in high school. These days she felt far
more confident and was almost at the point where she was even proud
of her curves. Almost.

“Hey, Wendy.” Amy smiled at
her from behind the reception desk. “And don’t you look great
tonight! Got a hot date later or something?”

“Just with the microphone
upstairs,” Wendy replied with a grin. “I’ll let you know if that
changes, though.” She suddenly frowned, thinking, and couldn’t
really remember, the last date she’d had, or at least the last date
she’d want to remember.

She walked briskly through the lobby, taking
the elevator to the top floor. From here, the broadcast studios all
had panoramic views of the Chicago skyline. She glanced at her
watch; she still had some time before she was on the air, so she
detoured by her office with the intent to check her email and sort
through the piles of paper waiting for her in her in-box. As she
stepped through the office door, she was surprised to find Lorrie
and Tom, the morning drive time DJs, sitting on the couch in her
office.

“Hey, guys.” She moved
behind her desk. “You’re here late. What’s up?”

Lorrie and Tom glanced at each other, and in
that quick exchange, Wendy immediately sensed trouble. Tom leaned
forward, elbows resting on his knees, a mischievous grin on his
face.

“The boss had us working
late on a promotion that got all messed up. And then it occurred to
us. You’d be perfect to help us out, fix this jam, and even help
your ratings. Not that you really need the help, but still…it’ll
get you noticed, in a good way.”

“Perfect? To do what?
Noticed how?” Wendy narrowed her eyes at the pair. “You two are up
to no good.”

Lorrie waved her hand. “This is work
related! The station manager has us working on the upcoming Junior
League Bachelor Auction. Their hostess backed out and he wanted us
to MC the event, but it’s a little awkward…”

Tom picked up the conversation. “It’s a
little awkward for me to MC a bachelor auction. It’s…too weird
describing the attributes of a herd of eligible guys to a bunch of
women. I don’t think my wife would approve.”

“So what’s my role in
this?” Wendy held up her hands. “Oh, no…uh-uh. I know where you’re
going with this and no way. I’m not doing it.”

“Well, it’s a little late
for that. Patterson has already given us the green light…or
you the green light.
You’ll be on stage Friday night, day after tomorrow. The other DJ
dropped out unexpectedly and Patterson tapped us. And, like I said,
it’s too weird for Tom to do this.” Lorrie was smiling, like it was
some really fantastic idea. Wendy was still shaking her head. It
wasn’t such a fantastic idea, any way she looked at it.

Tom leaned back, throwing an arm across the
back of the couch, grinning at her. “Besides you’re such a flirt on
the air. Guys love that sexy voice of yours, all silk and sin and
stuff.” His grinned deepened, and Wendy rolled her eyes.

“Just make sure your wife
doesn’t hear you saying that.” Lorrie poked Tom in the arm. He
scowled at her, brows drawn together. Lorrie went on.

“So you’re a natural. With
your journalism background, you’re used to being in front of a
crowd. You’ll have them all at your command.” The glint in Lorrie’s
eye deepened and Wendy’s heart skipped a beat. Nervously, she wound
an errant strand of hair around her finger, shifting uncomfortably
in her chair. It had been a long time since she’d been at a press
conference. And this wasn’t the same. She’d be the center of
attention, not the person hiding behind a microphone.

“Friday? I don’t have
anything to wear.” Wendy sat back, arms crossed. That would put an
end to this…or so she hoped.

“No problem. We told
Patterson, with such short notice, that you’d probably say that.
He’s springing for a dress…a borrowed dress, but a dress
nonetheless…from that trendy boutique on North Michigan. What’s it
called? Amelia’s? Angela’s?”

“Andrea’s.” Lorrie turned
to Wendy. “It’ll be fun. You’ll get to wear some drop dead piece of
clothing, some fancy jewels, have a free dinner and spend about
twenty minutes giving all the reasons the guys are hot, and get the
women to bid. You’ll be great at it.”

Tom stood up. “You’re a natural. Trust
me.”

Wendy scowled. “I’m not sure you’re
trustworthy, either of you. But right now, I gotta go, or I’ll be
late.”

Lorrie stood up and handed Wendy a piece of
paper. “Time and address for your fitting. If you want, I can come
along.”

Wendy shook her head. “You’ve done enough,
thanks. I think I can handle this on my own.”

“Oh, here. This too.”
Lorrie handed Wendy a folded sheet of paper. “A list of the guys
and some of their, um, attributes and other stuff you’ll need to
know. You can ad lib, or you can follow the script. Either way, the
things you’re supposed to say…you know, height, weight, eye
color…that’s all here. We were told to make them sound juicy,
really hot, so the Junior Leaguers would bid through the
roof.”

Wendy took the paper, stuffing it in her
schedule folder, planning to read it during commercial breaks. At
least that would help her be somewhat prepared. Or be really
depressed, after reading about all the guys she wasn’t dating.

“You’ll be fine.” Tom’s
parting words, followed by a wink. “You’re a pretty together lady,
you can take care of yourself.” And then they were gone.

Wendy sat for a moment,
stunned. Amusement and irritation competed inside her. This was
totally unexpected. There was no way this wasn’t going to end
badly. An image of her stumbling her way through descriptions of
men while standing on a stage, all eyes on her, scared the hell out
of her. What am I getting in
to?

Right now though she needed to get to the
studio. Pushing back from her desk, she rose and headed down the
hall to the booth. She could see Jessica Adams, the afternoon DJ,
through the glass wall of the studio, just finishing up at the
microphone. Wendy waited until Jessica pushed away from the desk
and switched off the mic.

“Wendy.” Jessica swiveled
around in her chair, as Wendy walked in, pulling the headphones
from her head. Her sleek chestnut hair gleamed in the subdued
light, still perfect, even though she must have had those
headphones on for hours. Wendy was always mildly and irrationally
jealous of Jessica’s perfect hair. Wendy’s hair always fell flat,
carrying the indentations of the headset, unless she bent over and
fluffed it vigorously.

“The helm’s all yours.
You’ve got seven minutes of programming before you’re on. I’m out
for the night.” Jessica rose and grabbed her coffee mug, heading
toward the door.

“Thanks, Jess. Have a good
one,” Wendy replied as Jessica waved over her shoulder, closing the
studio door behind her.

Wendy pulled the microphone forward. “Hi to
all of you out there listening to me tonight.” She ran through the
usual top of the hour ID as required by the FCC. “This is Wendy
Jackson, and you’re listening to one-oh-three point five, WKSM,
Kiss FM, Chicago. It’s a minute before six o’clock. And for the
next hour I’ve got some of the hottest songs from the 80s and 90s
for you.”

She flicked a switch and the rough, sultry
voice of Bryan Adams hummed through the headphones. Checking that
everything was running smoothly, she pulled the headphones off and
sat back in her chair, staring out the window.

This whole thing made her uncomfortable, but
if the station manager and probably many of their biggest clients
were behind this, there was nothing she could do but follow through
with it.

She reached for the paper and unfolded it,
skimming down the list of names. There were a few she recognized, a
well-known doctor from a local Children’s Hospital. Doctors were
always popular at these things. Unmarried women looking for a
future husband bid like crazy over physicians of any kind.

The rest were local athletes and
businessmen, a financial advisor and a lawyer or two. Her eyes
scrolled down the column of names and then she did a double take,
sucking in a deep breath in a mixture of both shock and panic.

No. It couldn’t be. It could not be. But
yet, there it was.

Michael Carter.
Shit. Things had just
gone from bad to worse.

With a start, she realized she was listening
to dead air in her headphones. She hurriedly flicked on the
microphone.

“Hope that brought back
some great memories for you. It did for me,” she breathed into the
microphone. “Always fun to get lost in a sea of memories. We’re
going for our seven at seven segment next. Seven songs all by the
same artist. Sit back and enjoy.” She flipped switches and quickly
went back to the sheet of paper on the desk in front of her as
music played.

She’d gone to the University of Chicago with
Michael Carter…known as plain old Mike back then. It was something
she tried to forget. And that wasn’t an easy feat, since his face
seemed to be plastered all over the papers, both the business
section and the society page, on a pretty regular basis.

Michael Carter was the only man whose head
she’d wanted to turn, ever, and he’d been the only one who’d never
paid any attention to her. Not even so much as a hello.

Well, that wasn’t quite true. He had paid
attention to her. Everyone in class had…or at least to her
misguided attempt at short story writing in English Composition.
She’d made a fool of herself, after stupidly confiding in one of
her classmates the truth, that she’d take the ‘write what you know’
advice and used it in her story, believing her fiction was
fictitious enough to cover the reality that the lovers she’d
written about, with overwrought and purple prose, were based on
herself and Michael. And she was secure in the fact no one, except
her professor, would ever read her story.

But then she’d been asked
to read her story to the class. She’d blushed thirty shades of
crimson, first for having to stand in front of the group, and
second, for having to read her story aloud. She suspected her
classmate had tipped the professor off, but she’d never known for
sure. It smelled like a set up. Just like
the bachelor auction.
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