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    Unbelievable,” Leslie Rhoads sighed.


    “Well, it shouldn’t be,” Carlee Middleton shot back, “you’ve worked long enough to get it.”


    “Still.”


    As Carlee smiled, the younger woman picked a magazine off the desk and walked over to the office’s large window. As the sunlight hit the cover, she once again shook her head. Spotlighted in the golden haze of a New York afternoon,staring back at her from the cover was the vision of female perfection—natural honey blonde hair, a seductive smile framed with sensuous lips, a perfectly turned-up nose, deep, passionate blue eyes, and straight white teeth. The woman in the photograph was the definition of iconic beauty. She had the face women craved, men wanted, and cosmetic surgeons tried to duplicate. She was perfect—well, as perfect as anyone could be.


    “I still can’t believe it’s me,” Leslie exclaimed, the sun catching the excited sparkle in her eyes. Glancing across the city spread out below her agent’s fifty-seventh floor office balcony she laughed, “Well, New York, this country girl has finally arrived!”


    Carlee laughed with her, letting the twenty-four-year-old model soak in the excitement for a few moments and then, even while her visitor’s heart was racing, she broke in, “A first-time national cover is always so exhilarating. I remember my first one. What a day that was!”


    The older woman’s words apparently landed on deaf ears. Leslie seemed far too consumed by the image staring back at her to even realize the agent had spoken. In fact, the world had stopped moving and time was standing still. Carlee knew the feeling; it was as if the best of every Christmas and birthday had all landed in one place at the same instant. And it was all because of one simple photograph.


    She’d been one of a dozen models chosen to compete for this cover. None of them knew if they had the right look to get it. It was all in the hands of the CEO. The shoot had been three months ago, and when Leslie hadn’t heard anything the model must have figured she hadn’t made the grade. But now Carlee was giving her the proof that she was in the same league as the models she had idolized all her life!


    Getting up from her desk, Carlee caught Leslie’s eye, “Come on back down to earth, we have some new business to talk about.” Motioning to a table in the corner of the huge office, she led her client over to a mass of clippings. Even as Leslie sat down, her eyes remained glued to the latest issue of Fashion Style.


    “I just didn’t realize how good it would feel,” Leslie cooed. “I mean this is me! Carlee, I owe you so much for getting me this.”


    “Well, kid,” Carlee’s voice was now dry, but the smile still showed on her face, “It is a start. Tonight and tomorrow you’ll be on newsstands coast to coast. Your face will be on street corners and in airports. Millions who didn’t know you existed will now memorize this image. Women will try to duplicate your look and men will long to find you. That’s the way this crazy business works. But it only works that way if we keep working. So now we need to move on to more important things. I’ve got something here that’s much bigger than a single magazine cover.”


    Leslie stopped staring at her picture and studied her agent. “What could be bigger than this?”


    Carlee didn’t keep her waiting for long. “Les, I’ve shown the folks over at Drum Media some of your work and portfolio. They loved what they saw and they’ve convinced one of their clients that you might just make the perfect girl for their next national ad campaign. In fact, after talking to them this morning, I know I can get it for you. It could make your career! We’re talking numbers in the six and seven figures. It could be bigger than a dozen magazine covers.”


    Carlee stopped for a moment to allow the young woman to grasp the magnitude of what she had just said. As she did, she looked down into a trusting face that still harbored a great deal of innocence. No artist could have created this woman. She was simply one of the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen. In a world full of plastic, she was the real thing, a vision of what every person thought the girl next door should look like. Carlee had a hundred different models, and most of them were incredibly attractive, but none of them had what this girl did. Leslie was touchable, a bit more human than all the others. There was something about her that indicated she was more than just a commodity. In four years of working in New York, she still came across as fresh, not cynical. This business hadn’t hardened her.


    Just three decades before, Carlee had been considered just as perfect. She was the hot model, the one that all the men were hung up on and the girl who made millions for the agency. But the business of surviving on looks and nothing else had broken her small town naïveté in a hurry. She quickly discovered her face and body were nothing more than a product without a soul. It was time to drive that lesson home to this girl as well.


    “Your look is perfect right now,” Carlee explained. “I know what it’s like to have that moment. I had and held onto it for five years starting when I was your age. So while you might want to bathe in the spotlight right now, Leslie, you can’t. You have to be cold and calculating to make it in this world. That’s what I learned as a model and that’s why I’m so good at peddling what you have right now. It might sound harsh but you are a piece of meat to me.”


    Leslie’s eyes jumped from the cover to the woman. The model knew time was limited. After all, Carlee had been on scores of magazine covers. She’d been the toast of New York and Paris. But now, despite a couple of facelifts, the years of living hard and on the edge showed. Her eyes didn’t glow, not even now when she was about to have one of her models hit the real big time. Yet, it might have been more than the years, it might have been all the sadness in her life.


    Carlee had been married four times, all ending in bitter divorces. In between the marriages had been numerous affairs, so many that she had once told Leslie she didn’t remember all the men and all the lines. There had been pills and booze, not to mention countless packs of cigarettes. And yet, she still boasted she was one of the lucky ones. She had survived.


    Moving to an end table beside a leather couch, Carlee picked up a thirty-year-old fashion magazine. She briefly studied it before handing it to Leslie.


    “You know who that is?” Carlee asked.


    Leslie took the publication, studied the cover model’s high cheekbones and deep eyes before shaking her head.


    “That was Connie Creast,” the agent explained. “We started together and for a while she made the big bucks. So did others who shared the stable with me way back then. How well I remember the names—Melody Reason, Fawn Telch, and Becca Woodcastle. Yet none of these girls are left in this business. When their looks played out, when age caught up with their bodies and faces, they were forced to look elsewhere. They were like you. This was their whole life and none of them ever went after higher educations. So all they had was a face and a body. The alternatives left to them when the camera saw their age were so degrading, they were rarely mentioned or seen in places other than cheap bars or motels. You need to know that, Leslie. You need to understand that you have to make it while you can and invest it. Even as we speak, the clock is ticking.”


    Carlee stared at the young woman whose career she guided. “You’re different than I was when I was your age. You don’t yet realize that in this business, you are not a person—you’re a commodity. You have to grasp onto that fact! You have to understand that the person on that cover is not you, but rather it is just an image! It is nothing more! As long as you can separate what you sell from who you are, you will be fine.”


    Leslie nodded. “Does this have something to do with Drum Media?”


    “This offer we just received,” Carlee continued, “I can’t begin to explain what it means to me to get this for you.”


    The agent sat down beside Leslie, grabbed the model’s hands, and looked her squarely in the eyes. “For years, I’ve dreamed of landing a big-time gig. I wanted to place some-one in a campaign that could and would catch the public’s imagination—something that everyone would be talking about. This is it! Leslie, they want you!”


    Carlee smiled. “This is going to be amazing! Mike Thomas over at Drum has convinced the marketing directors at H & B to use you as the central girl in the Passion Nights perfume ads. It means great big bucks and a huge amount of exposure. Probably every morning talk show in the country will want you, as will magazines and newspapers. You’ll be all over the Internet. You’ll be the biggest face in the business.


    “Consider this. These people have been looking all over the world for over a year now, everybody has been after this job, everyone has been wondering which of the big names would get it, and they want you. You are going to get to replace Erica Budig.”


    If Carlee had expected to be greeted with a hug and a shout, she was disappointed. All she received was a blank, stunned stare. Rather than respond, Leslie slowly got up from the table and once again looked out into the New York afternoon. The room was deathly still as one woman buried herself in her thoughts and the other waited for an answer that she knew must come.


    Carlee knew that for four long years, Leslie had struggled just to make ends meet. She had eaten cheaply, worked hard, lived in run-down apartments and almost given up a hundred times, and then, just in the last few months, things had begun to click. First, she had gotten a spot as the girl on the Buffalo Scotch ads and then the cover of Fashion and Style. The first two she had taken, one with some reservations just to get a shot at something big and the other as a way of living a dream. Now that it had happened, one of the biggest companies in the industry wanted her, she acted as if she didn’t know if she really wanted it. Why she was so troubled by what looked like the biggest break of her life?
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    Not looking at Carlee, but rather continuing to stare at the New York skyline and harbor, Leslie asked, “Are you sure they want me?”


    “No one else but,” Carlee replied excitedly.


    Still studying the city, Leslie questioned, “Passion Nights always uses the ads with a woman in a very sexy situation. Isn’t that right?”


    She turned so her agent’s eyes would be forced to meet hers when she answered.


    Nodding her head, Carlee waited a moment and then replied. “That’s part of it. That’s what has made this such a big deal and the product so hot. That’s why everybody is talking about it. It’s controversial, but that sells. Still, it is really all hype, no big deal. Besides, you have a great body, one of the best. You’ll look super and we’re talking about a huge amount of money for just a few days work. There are no real options here. This is the best thing that could happen to a model’s career.”


    Shaking her head, Leslie quietly stated, “I’ve never done anything like this. I mean they wear practically nothing.” In truth, they wore less than nothing.


    Immediately jumping to her feet, Carlee gently put her arm around Leslie and sincerely explained, “But, Honey, nothing like this has ever happened before. This is once in a lifetime. I’ve been trying to get one of my girls hooked up with this company for years. This is a big shot for all of us. It is not like being in a porn magazine. It’s a commercial. It’s no big deal. You’re a model. Your looks—your body—that’s what we sell. It’s all you’ve got. Without it, you’re nothing. You have to separate the image from the real you. You have to think of yourself as the commodity. Remember, the clock is ticking!”


    Leslie might have pretended she was unaware of what was being asked, but in truth she had been fretting about this for a long time. It had to come and here it was, the moment she both yearned for and dreaded. She once again picked up the issue of Fashion and Style featuring her image on the cover. Slowly she leafed through the pages, finally stopping and staring at a perfume ad. Handing the magazine to the agent, she shook her head. There was a model barely wrapped in a towel talking to a man. The man’s face wasn’t shown, but the broadly smiling woman was fully identifiable. So was almost every mole on her body. One sentence accompanied the photo and it boldly stated, This is what my Passion Nights are all about.


    “Listen, Leslie,” Carlee's words were now soft and soothing, “It might be hard for you to picture yourself like this, but it’s not that bad. It is just work. After a few minutes, you’ll forget you’re naked and it’ll be easy. Just like any other shoot. I remember my first gig like this one. I was nervous, but after that, everything else I did was easy. Hey, now I can joke about it. So, don’t blow this, Honey. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Remember, this isn’t you, it’s the product you are selling.”


    Leslie turned and stared at the city skyline through the window. Her blue eyes were now troubled as she wrestled with her thoughts. A battle was being waged in her head and her soul. With each passing moment, it seemed that her mind was getting stronger and her heart weaker. Finally, after long moments of pained silence, she collected herself and returned to the table. When she and Carlee again sat down, she tried to explain just what she was feeling.


    “Carlee, I know that every other girl in the agency would kill for this. For them there would be no hesitation. But you’ve got to understand, there are people back home that would—well, they would . . .” Leslie paused for a moment, struggling to find the right words. She was weakening and she knew it. Still, she had to make Carlee understand why she couldn’t just jump at this chance.


    “When I took the job as the girl in the whiskey ad,” Leslie’s voice quivered as she remembered the time, “some people in my hometown came unglued. You remember I told you that my cousin’s husband was killed in a car accident and the kid that had been driving the other vehicle was drinking Buffalo Scotch. I knew that and I took the job anyway. I convinced myself, and you convinced me, too, that Steve’s death and my cousin’s loss really didn’t have anything to do with me. It was just a job. The fact that I don’t drink didn’t even enter into it either. I remember you told me that I didn’t have to like the stuff, only look like I did. Well, I rationalized that, and I did it.


    “Now, if I take this job, I know that some members of my family and friends would be so embarrassed. I’m thinking of my dad right now. Seeing me in this state of undress would be bad enough, but with a man! And within days, the shots would be all over the Internet. I don’t think there’s any way I could rationalize that. I’m not perfect, Carlee. I’ve never considered myself a saint, but I don’t think they could handle it. Back home, I’m still pure and chaste. I’m still that cheerleader from Springfield High. My dad would probably die if I modeled bras for Victoria’s Secret. I just don’t think I could do this to him.”


    Throwing up her hands, Carlee shook her head, smiled, and then in her best big sister voice announced, “Leslie, you’re twenty-four years old. You haven’t lived at home since you were eighteen. You’re a grown woman. Mommy and Daddy don’t run your life anymore. What anyone thinks back home is not important. It’s you that you’ve got to think of first. Nobody else. Don’t you know that?”


    Leslie nodded her head unconvincingly. “But it’s more than me.”


    “If you turn this down,” Carlee continued, her worried expression revealing what this opportunity could mean to her as well, “you’ll spend the rest of your life as a nobody. You will be just another model who almost made it. You’ll never amount to anything and never know what you could have done. But, if you take it, you’ll have a chance to be a star. I never got an opportunity this big, but if I would have, I’d have grabbed it in a minute. Don’t be stupid! Playing a wild woman in ads doesn’t make you one in real life. People in today’s world know that. The image is just the commodity you are selling. It’s not you!”


    Leslie looked back at the cover of Fashion and Style. In her mind, she knew that as a model the decision she had to make was to do the ad. She’d been looking for a career maker like this. But she could still see her Dad’s face, as well as the faces of everyone she knew in Springfield, and the thoughts of all of those people looking at her that way caused her to hesitate.


    Carlee’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Leslie, consider this. If your parents weren’t around and if there wasn’t anyone else but you, would you do it?”


    Opening the magazine back to the perfume ad, Leslie tried to block out all thoughts except those that dealt with her career. She imagined all the things she could do with the money. She pictured the new apartment, the new clothes, and all the important people she would meet. She also imagined all the offers that would come her way. Somehow, she began to believe that if she were alone—if there weren’t anyone else—she’d take this job in a minute. In fact, she knew she would.


    Still, life wasn’t that simple. The fact was, she wasn’t alone. And while it might be easier to compromise her own inhibitions for a lot of money, there were other people who would feel the full force of this decision, too. Like it or not, she had to think of them.


    Getting up from the table and walking back to her desk, Carlee pulled a contract out of the top drawer. She traced her steps back to the table and tossed the document in front of her client.


    “It is yours,” she explained, “all yours. Every dream you’ve ever dreamed, a bucketful of fun times and happiness is yours when you sign the contract. The money is all up front. It is easy, legal, and clean. Just sign. That’s all you’ve got to do.”


    Picking up a pen, Leslie looked at the empty line that was waiting for her signature. Then, glancing back at the magazine ad, she put the pen down. Still staring at the ad she asked, “Carlee, how long to I have to decide?”


    “I could probably talk them into a week,” Carlee answered. “After all, they want you pretty badly. They’re not even considering anyone else at this time.”


    Handing the unsigned contract back to her agent, Leslie got up from the table, picked up the advance, review issue of Fashion and Style from the table and walked across the room to once again look out the window. Looking far below her, she was seeing more people than lived in her hometown. Yet, at this instant, these millions who didn’t care what she did didn’t seem nearly as important as the few folks at home who did. As her eyes watched a jetliner cross the sky, Leslie caught her agent’s reflection in the window.


    “Carlee,” she began. “I don’t have any jobs coming up so I’m going to catch a flight home. It’s been almost a year since I’ve been there, and I think that it’s time I go back and see my folks. Besides, I can’t hear myself think in the middle of the city. I’ll get back with you just as soon as I know what I need to do.”


    “Which way are you leaning, Leslie?”


    Leslie took a deep breath, “You have to grab a break when it comes your way, don’t you?”


    “Sure do. The clock is always ticking on beauty. You can only sell it for so long.”


    “Then you know the answer,” Leslie whispered. “But I need to go home and at least find a way to tell my folks.”


    Sweeping her blonde hair off her shoulder, Leslie quickly hugged Carlee and with strong, long strides, hurriedly exited the office.


    As the elevator sped down to the first floor, Leslie didn’t see the other people riding with her. As she exited the building onto the busy street, she didn’t notice the clouds cover the sun or the shouting of street vendors trying to interest her in a great deal on a Rolex. She didn’t even notice a city bus rolling by with her picture pasted on the side advertising Buffalo Scotch. Leslie was lost in thought, trying to justify what she was sure she would do. As she quickly walked to her apartment, one question kept creeping back into her thoughts.


    “Is it worth breaking Daddy’s heart?” After all, it was really him she was most worried about. Her mother always found a way to justify everything, as long as it meant Leslie was in the public eye.


    Passing by a Passion Nights ad in the window of a department store, she paused and watched two businessmen pointing at the model in the photo. She could tell by their expressions that their minds were not on perfume. Shaking her head, she suddenly realized soon she would be the figure creating all the talk. Hurrying away, she wondered if she was in the middle of a dream or a nightmare.

  


  
    3


    The plane roared west into the night. After Leslie had fought off the advances of two different traveling businessmen intent on buying her a drink in the lounge and finally gotten a window seat with no one seated beside her, she once again thought about the offer that Carlee had presented. In a way, it was just too good to be true. But, of course, everything had a price and it was the price that bothered her most. It was even that price that had made her fly home to fully consider her options. Simply put, she had to confront her past before she could justify her future.


    If she had stayed in New York, Carlee would have quickly worn her down. In a matter of days, maybe hours, the agent would have convinced her to go for it. But this was one of those decisions that only the person having to live with it should make. After all, they wanted Leslie Rhoads, or at least the skin, teeth, and hair that surrounded the real person. And that was what had always bothered Leslie about the business. No one ever seemed to get beneath the skin and find the real person. No one seemed to care where you were from or what you did, only that you didn’t put on any weight, kept your hair in good shape, and never broke out in rashes. Perfection was a look and that was it. Of course, it was a look that Leslie had been born with. It was the main reason she’d won so many pageants and been so popular in high school. Her life had always been about the way she looked.


    Over the last few years she had seen a host of other “beauti-ful” girls look in the mirror and suddenly become dissatisfied with the way they looked. Many began to dwell on one feature or another as the reason they hadn’t become the cover girl for SI or Cosmo. The end result was an appointment with a cosmetic surgeon and an attempt to improve on what most people would have thought was perfection. Of course rarely did these fixes lead to big jobs, only bigger disappointments and lower self-esteem. The fact was, a “look” couldn’t be manufactured; it had to be a gift of birth.


    As she thought back over all the years of hard work, beginning with local modeling for department stores during high school and college, and finally dropping out of school and trying the streets of New York, Leslie couldn’t remember all the times she had almost given up and returned home because the business had become too dehumanizing and lonely. Yet, after Carlee had latched onto her and convinced her that she had “the look,” she had endured all the long hours and hot lights just to get that big break reserved for so very few. And all it had taken was one person believing in her.


    Except for the liquor ad, her friends had supported what she had done. It seemed her mother actually lived through her work. But it was probably because of her dad’s support she had tried to maintain a certain higher lifestyle. She’d never done drugs, turned to alcohol or smoked, and even though there had been men in her life, she had not indiscriminately jumped into bed with anyone. She wasn’t pure in the sense of a high school girl who never missed Sunday school, but she was a long way removed from the lifestyle that most of her associates embraced.


    Probably because of her record, and the depth of trust that her father had in her, Passion Nights’ offer was so hard to accept. Not only would she be letting him down, but she would be allowing herself to be portrayed as something that she wasn’t. But everyone who looked at the ads wouldn’t know that. They would think she was just another cheap ride. On the other hand, the money, the chance at fame, the mere fact that it was a “big” job, made her feel she couldn’t really turn it down. This opportunity was what she had worked toward for years. After all, it’s not like she was doing a centerfold. Yet, deep down in her heart she knew that if she had problems distinguishing between a distinctive fashion statement and a straight pinup, there was no way anyone who knew her, as well as the millions who didn’t know her, would be able to separate the two.


    During the more than two hours she spent on the jet, and then another hour flying on a small commuter plane, she didn’t come up with a single solution to her situation that offered her any peace. When she’d left, she’d thought she was making the trip to try to convince or at least explain to her dad why she was going to take the job. But how could she tell him she had to do the smart thing when he’d likely see it as the wrong thing? As the pilot informed his passengers to buckle up, she was more troubled than she had been in Carlee’s office.
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    It was already past midnight when her flight arrived and the passengers departed at Springfield’s small terminal. Only six other people got off with Leslie and within minutes they all disappeared into the night. Commuter flight 646 was the evening’s last scheduled arrival, and although there were a few maintenance people, whom she could hear, but not see, the airport suddenly seemed completely deserted.


    Picking up her bag, she pulled out her cell only to discover the battery was dead. As she glanced around, she located a pay phone. Walking over to the relic from another age, she dropped two quarters in the slot and began to call her folks’ familiar number. She’d tried to reach them before leaving New York, but they had been out. Since they didn’t even have an answering machine and rarely turned their cell phone on, they still didn’t know she was coming. Now, halfway through dialing the seven digits, she stopped. No reason to wake them up and make them come down here at this time of night. She’d grab a cab and stay in a motel until tomorrow. After all, it’d be a whole lot better to discuss this on a good night’s sleep. So she hung up the receiver and hit the coin return lever.


    The sound of the quarters hitting the bottom of the coin return and bouncing out onto the tile floor echoed throughout the empty building. Leslie followed it as it rolled around a corner and then slid under an insurance machine.


    “Great,” she whispered.


    Returning to her luggage, she slipped her purse in her suitcase and looked around to locate the nearest exit. As she slowly stepped across the large empty waiting room the sounds of her heels bounced off the walls, hovered around the old terminal, and lingered as if she were walking in an empty shower room. If she had been this alone in New York she would have been scared, but she knew that it was nothing to worry about in Springfield. In fact, the solitary night offered its own kind of peace. Smiling, the warmth of being home flooding her senses, Leslie charged out into the fall night.


    When the automatic door ushered her into the night air she was greeted with a burst of cool September wind. Walking to the curb, she glanced one way and then the other for a cab. Seeing none, she sat her bags down and waited. The silence of her small town that had brought such comfort a few moments before now bothered her. It was like she had the whole world to herself. She wanted action, but instead she was given nothing but the chirping of crickets.


    “Well, kid, what’re you going to do now?”


    Leslie was amused she had spoken those words out loud. But talking to herself was normal behavior. She’d been doing it since she was a child and it had grown even more common when she’d gotten an apartment by herself. “So, what am I going to do now?”


    Taking inventory, she quickly realized that the only possibil-ity besides waking her folks was going back in the terminal and calling a cab company. Deciding on that option, she retraced her steps, found another quarter, looked up the number of the Blue Cab Company, and dialed. It took five rings before someone answered.


    “Blue Cab,” said a woman who sounded sleepy and bored.


    “Hello, I’m out at the airport and . . .” Leslie didn’t get to finish before the woman cut back in.


    “It’ll take about fifteen minutes, maybe a little more. Buford’s got another fare right now, but if you don’t mind waiting, I’ll send him out for you when he gets through.”


    “No, I don’t mind waiting,” Leslie quickly replied, “I’ll meet him out on the curb in front of the terminal.”


    “Suit yourself. He’ll get there as soon as he can,” the lady still sounded only half awake and completely uninterested in what she was doing.


    Nevertheless, Leslie offered a “Thank you,” but the woman hung up before she could have heard the words.


    Putting the receiver back in place, Leslie once again took a look around the old building. It’d been years since she had been here. The last time was in high school the summer she flew out to her Aunt Susan’s. She was fifteen. The place seemed so much bigger then. As she observed the old chairs and worn carpet, home suddenly looked tacky and old. This airport was out of touch with the real world. Kind of like the town itself. That’s why it was useless to explain why she had to do the ad. No one here was in touch enough with today’s realities to see it was harmless. They were so far behind the times, everyone who lived outside the city limits still had dial-up, if they had Internet service at all. Coming upon a gum machine, she rummaged in her purse for a nickel. Finding one, she dropped it into the slot, pushed the lever, and waited. Nothing came out.


    “Great,” she muttered. It was obviously not her night.


    Out of the corner of her eye she noted something she had not seen the first time she had walked through the terminal. In a closed lounge, now only lighted by flickering neon signs, hung a huge Buffalo Scotch poster displaying her smiling face. It was at least four times life-size. Setting her bag in a chair, she walked over to the lounge’s window to take a closer look, but before she got there, another fresher image caught her eye. Stacked on an overflowing newsstand in another closed shop were a couple of dozen new copies of Fashion and Style.
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    It’s out,” she whispered to no one. How did these people get it so fast? A small, hand-lettered sign was taped to the wall above the magazines. Moving closer, she read the words.


    SPRINGFIELD’S OWN LESLIE RHOADS ON FASHION AND STYLE’S COVER. LIMIT TWO MAGAZINES PER CUSTOMER.


    Smiling, she stood in front of the closed door for several minutes hoping that someone would walk into the building, look at the cover, and then her, and make the connection. It could be a janitor or maid, she didn’t care, she just wanted to have somebody stop, notice, and recognize her. When no one came, she finally moved back to the place where she had dropped her bag. Taking a seat, she got out her own copy of the magazine and studied the picture that was evidently so important to this town. After a few minutes, a broad smile crossed her face, followed by a little giggle. The thought of being a celebrity in her hometown was one she enjoyed a great deal. If she did the perfume ad she would be a celebrity everywhere. That thought suddenly appealed to her even more. Fame and fortune were headed her way.


    “This is so neat,” she whispered, not just talking to herself again, but answering, too. “Come on, kid, there has to be a better word than that. I mean that sounds like something you would have said when you were thirteen.”


    Suddenly realizing she was again speaking aloud, Leslie glanced all around her to make sure she was alone. Satisfied she was, she dropped the magazine back into her bag and checked her watch. It had been ten minutes since she’d called.


    Getting up and stretching, she once again picked up her bag and headed toward the exit. She was more than ready to find a motel and a bed. Once outside, she dropped the stuffed bag on the curb and looked toward town to see if any cars were lighting up the road. But as the minutes dragged by with still no cab, it began to appear that Buford was never going to get there. She’d almost given up and trudged back into the tiny terminal when she spied a set of lights leave the main road and turn into the airport parking lot.


    “Finally,” she breathed, picking up her bag.


    The car that pulled up to the curb was white, had no light on the top, and had nothing written on its door. If this had been New York Leslie would have thought it strange and backed off, but in little Springfield it was probably what all the Blue Cabs looked like. The old sedan’s windows were tinted, preventing her from being able to see in and probably Buford’s way of beating the summer heat. Taking a step toward the curb, she reached for the back door handle, but before she could grab the handle, the door jerked open. In a split-second, a man jumped out of the back seat, grabbed her, and shoved her into the middle of the car. Before she could even look up, someone got in beside her, slammed the door, and the car sped off.


    “What the . . .” but before Leslie could finish her question, someone shined a flashlight directly into her face. The light made it impossible for her to see anything.


    “OK, lady,” the voice was that of a male on the passenger side of the front seat, “Give me your purse.”


    “I don’t know where it is,” she gasped, her hands searching the seat beside her. As she felt the corner of her suitcase sitting in the floorboard, she hurriedly burst out, “It’s in my bag!”


    The reality of what was happening began to sink in. She was in trouble and there were no options.


    A person sitting directly on her left pulled the bulging leather suitcase off the floor and opened it. Tossing a pile of clothes into Leslie’s lap, he finally found her purse. Grabbing it, he pitched it to the person with the flashlight. Leslie could hear the man going through it as the car left the airport parking lot and headed for town.


    “Is this all the money you got, lady?” a voice asked after a quick search.


    “How much is there?” the man on her left demanded of the first man.


    “A couple of hundred and some credit cards. Not a real good haul. Did you find anything else in the bags?”


    “Naw, just a bunch of clothes and stuff. Nothing worth pawning.”


    Keeping the light directly in her eyes, the man who had gone through her purse barked to the driver. “OK, when we get to a crossroads, stop. Just make sure no cars are coming. We can’t afford to be seen.


    “Now, lady, when we let you out, you lie down in the ditch for five minutes. Then you can get up and flag somebody down. If you get up and try to see us—we’ll shoot you. Do you understand?”


    Leslie nodded.


    “Hey, look at this,” the one on her right hollered pulling the magazine off the top of the clothes that had been thrown in Leslie’s lap. “It’s her, isn’t it?”


    The flashlight man grabbed the magazine, shined the light on it and then Leslie, and uttered, “Well, we got ourselves a star here, boys. Jim, drive on into town and find a good quiet place. We’d better look this number over real close. She’s bound to have some more stuff on her.”


    As the car sped into town, the man who did all the talking looked through Leslie’s purse again. After he’d finished, he began to question her.


    “Where do you keep your drugs?”


    “I don’t use them,” she quickly responded.


    “Sure,” the inflection in his voice told Leslie that he didn’t believe her. “I’m not stupid. I’ve heard the stories. I know that all you models do junk. Now where did you hide yours?”


    “Honest,” Leslie angrily snapped back, “I don’t do drugs. You can search all you want to, but you’re not going to find any.”


    “Hey Jake,” the driver informed the man obviously in charge. “The alley behind the old Wilburn Building is up ahead. No one is ever in there. How about parking there?”


    “Yeah,” Jake responded, “That’ll work.”


    Up until the car turned into the alley, Leslie had managed to stay fairly calm. It had all happened so quickly and unexpectedly she hadn’t felt any real panic or fear, only anger and impatience. But now, the reality of what was going on hit her like a ton of bricks. These four men were not only going to rob her, but if she didn’t give them enough of what they wanted, they might rape her. At this moment, her magazine cover was actually making her appear to be something she wasn’t—rich and worldly. She had to convince them that they had her all wrong.
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    I don’t know what you think,” she began, her voice quavering, “but just because I’m on the cover of Fashion and Style doesn’t mean I’m loaded. I barely had the money to fly home. I work hard and I use everything I pull down just to live on.”


    “Sure,” Jake replied, “and I bet you eat on food stamps.”


    “Seriously,” Leslie pleaded, “you’ve already got it all. So why don’t you just let me go.”


    “Listen, lady. I decide when we’ve got everything we want. You have no power here, so you just shut that pretty little mouth of yours.”


    The car rolled to a stop in a dark alley where three buildings joined to make a dead end. Even before the motor had been killed, Leslie was pulled out of the vehicle and roughly tossed up against a dirty brick wall. Within seconds, the flashlight was again shining in her face. She had yet to see any of her captors’ faces.


    “OK, pretty baby,” the man holding the light was once again doing the talking, “If you’re on the cover of Fashion and Style, then no matter what you say you’ve got to be loaded. Where’s the rest of it? You wouldn’t travel with just pocket change like this.”


    Leslie, now beginning to feel real fear, just shook her head.


    “Go through her bag again, Jim,” someone growled, “and look everywhere, maybe she’s hiding it in there.”


    As the two men who had been in the back seat with her looked through her things one item at a time, the other two stared at her in the light. Time crawled by as the search continued. Deep down she was praying that when they found nothing, they would just leave her alone, taking the money she had brought and running, but try as hard as she could, she couldn’t convince herself that they’d be satisfied with that now that they had seen the cover.


    “Nothing, just clothes and makeup,” one of the searchers informed the flashlight man. Rather than give up, he offered another possibility. “Of course, she could be hiding something on her. I’ll search her. I’ll do a good job, too.”


    Leslie didn’t give any of the men a chance to move any closer to her. Tears now beginning to stream down her face, she blurted out, “I don’t have anything—nothing except that money and this watch!” She hurriedly pulled the small gold-chained timepiece from her arm. “Here, you can have it. It’s bound to be worth something!”


    Grabbing the watch from her hand, the leader looked at it in the light, tossed it to one of the others before turning back to the woman. “Not good enough, Sugar, let’s see the rest.”


    “I tell you,” Leslie’s words were now coming out in between small sobs, “I don’t have anything. You’ve got it all.”


    For a few moments, no one moved or said anything. Pulling a bottle from his coat pocket, one of them took a long draw, and then passed it on to the one they called Jake. Taking the last swig in the fifth, he threw the empty at Leslie’s feet. The bottom broke off as it smacked the wall, rebounding off the brick and hitting the side of her shoe. Glancing down, she could see it slowly spinning beside her foot. Even in the dim light, she recognized a buffalo on the label. So this is the customer she was selling to. Classy group!


    “Well, baby,” Jake was speaking for the group, “you’d better come up with a way to make this little job more profitable or we might have to do something that none of us want to do.”


    After taking a deep breath in an effort to steady herself, in as slow and calm a voice as she could manage, Leslie said, “I just don’t have any more. Even the earrings I’m wearing are fake.”


    Jumping quickly forward, Jake shined the light directly into her eyes, and screamed, “You’re on the cover of this flipping fashion magazine. You have to be making big money. Now, where is it?”


    Leslie, once again sobbing, just shook her head.


    As she pushed her back flatter against the dirty wall, the other men began to grumble. “Let’s kill her,” one offered.


    “That’s stupid, man,” another cut in, “She hasn’t seen us. She couldn’t make a positive ID. Let’s just let her go and get out of here.”


    “What?” said the driver. “You want to let a prime piece of meat like this go without trying it out. You’re crazy! If she can’t pay with money, then I’ll take that body. Let’s all take it! She’s a model. She’d probably even enjoy it.”


    Rape? the thought scared Leslie to death. She could take the humiliation of being robbed and terrorized, but not raped. Anything but that! Coming completely unglued she jerked away from the wall and tried to make a break for the open end of the alley.


    “Jake, she’s trying to run!”


    Her long legs carried her only twenty feet before she was caught and pushed to the ground. Grabbing her by the collar, someone dragged her back to the wall.


    “Now, don’t try anything else, or we’ll kill you,” Jake warned as he put the light back in her face.


    “She’s a looker, isn’t she?” one of the men laughed.


    “And she’s got some spunk,” another offered.


    “Yeah,” Jake barked as he backed off and let the light play down her body. “This’ll be worth a lot more than the few bucks we picked up.”


    Shining the light back in her face, he asked Leslie, “You will make it worth our while, won’t you?”


    A voice inside Leslie was now telling her to fight, to go down with all the honor and respect she could muster. She figured that when they were through with her they would kill her anyway, so why make it easy for them? She’d scratch and claw for as long as she could.


    “You’re first, that is if you can handle her,” Jake said to the driver. “I’ll hold the light, but first I want a show. OK, cover girl, take off your clothes.”


    Leslie didn’t move.


    “Come on, get it in gear. You heard what I said. You models parade around naked all the time. Take ’em off, real slow.”


    Biting her bottom lip, she stood silent, ignoring Jake’s request.


    “Hey, chick, this is your last chance. If you don’t pull off those clothes now, I’ll cut ’em off. It’s your choice. But you sell your body all the time, so this should be an easy gig for you. You’re getting off cheap.”


    Looking back at the four shadowy figures waiting on the other side of the light, Leslie just shook her head and whispered, “Not for you or any amount of money.”


    “Hold the flashlight,” Jake ordered. Moving in front of her, he grabbed the neck of her silk blouse and in one swift move tore it clear to the waist. But before he could even look at what he had unveiled Leslie raised her knee and with a quick kick sent him to the ground.


    Stepping forward, the driver struck her with a raised fist, the blow glancing off her right cheekbone and forcing the back of her head to ricochet off the wall. Bouncing up, Jake stopped the slugger before he struck her the second time. “I’ll take care of this,” he screamed, an animal rage now consuming his voice.


    “Don’t kill her Jake,” the driver warned. “She’s not worth a murder rap.”


    “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t kill her,” Jake growled. “Killing’s too good for her. But when I’m done with her, she’ll wish she was dead. Grab her arms.”


    The two men from the back seat pinned Leslie against the brick wall. Now all she had left were her legs. Kicking out, she tried to reach Jake first and then the others.


    “Grab her legs,” Jack yelled. “See that she stays still!”


    After thirty seconds of fighting, they finally had Leslie completely secure, completely pinned to the damp wall. Now there was nothing she could do but wait. She had never felt so helpless. She knew that somewhere behind the light, Jake was readying his attack. But she had no clue as to what he had planned. Realizing she couldn’t change whatever was about to happen, Leslie began to silently pray.


    Dear Lord, I don’t want to die. I can take anything, but don’t let me die, not like this.
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    Hold the light squarely on her face,” Jake ordered. As the spotlight closed in, a strange, almost demented laugh accompanied his next words. “OK, if a rich broad like this says that she doesn’t have anything worth giving us and she’s too perfect to put out, then I guess that I’ll just have to bring her down to our ugly level.”


    “What are you going to do, Jake?” the driver asked.


    There was no answer as a jagged piece of glass came out from behind the light toward Leslie’s face. It was the bottle that had been broken at her feet a few minutes before and now was hovering inches in front of her eyes. The harsh yellow spotlight caught every sharp ridge—every facet—of the shattered bottle. It was so close to her face she could even smell the lingering aroma of the scotch. Slowly, Jake passed the bottle back and forth in front of her eyes. As she followed it, he laughed. With each swing, the brittle points inched closer to Leslie’s soft skin. Then, the motion stopped as Jake held the bottle directly in front of the model’s throat. Out of the darkness, Jake’s other hand produced the issue of Fashion and Style.


    “Take a good look, Sweetheart. Take a last look at your pretty face and just remember if you’d just done what I’d asked, you would’ve still looked like this tomorrow.”


    Leslie stared at the vision of female perfection that the man was holding. For what seemed like minutes, she focused on the face that was now featured on Fashion and Style, and also the ads from Buffalo Scotch and soon as the star of the Passion Nights spreads. What a perfect face it was! It had always defined her. It had opened doors for her since she was a little girl. Now it seemed perfection was condemning her as well.


    “Well, Sweetheart,” Jake’s tone was now cold and harsh, “Have you memorized the details? I hope so.”


    As the last of his words eased from his mouth, he dropped the magazine to the ground and yanked the bottle back behind the light. For a split-second Leslie relaxed thinking Jake was just playing a sick little game and he had no intention of following through with his plan. He just wanted to scare her into submitting. And if sex was what he wanted, then she might as well give it to him. But then, in a blinding flash, the bottle came back from behind the light and she saw the jagged edge coming at her face. Jerking her head to the side caused the bottle to miss her eye and, for an instant she thought it missed her, too, but as the weapon was withdrawn behind the light she felt a warm liquid rush down the side of her face. It was followed by a sharp pain quickly working its way down her cheek to the inside of her mouth. Unable to see or move, she didn’t know just how badly she had been cut, but from the angle of the blow and the uneven edge of the bottle, she guessed that it was probably a pretty mean gash.


    Shaking her head, she whispered, “Well, you extracted your price. I hope you’re satisfied.”


    A wicked laugh greeted her remark. “Satisfied? I’ve only just begun.”


    Looking back to the left, she saw the bottle coming at her again and this time blood was dripping from the bottom. Before it struck, she fainted.
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