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Author’s note

This is the serious bit where I tell you that some of the names of the people and establishments mentioned in this book have been changed. It won’t take you long to understand why: I like having kneecaps. By taking these stories out of the actual clubs they happened in, I hope it shows that these stories can happen in any club, in any city, maybe in a street not so far from wherever you are right now. The important thing for you to know is that everything you are about to read really happened to real people.


Introduction

When I tell people that I used to take my clothes off for money, there are usually three questions they want to ask. The first is ‘Why?’ The simple answer, and the answer that a lot of people don’t want to hear, is that I enjoyed it. I liked showing off, I liked being desired and I liked earning a lot of money. Simple as.

The next question is, inevitably, ‘How did you get into it?’ That’s pretty easy to answer too: I was 17, I had a shit job earning shit money and I couldn’t bear the thought that that was all there was. If you give me two options – the boring one and the dangerous one – I will choose adventure. If you tell me something’s forbidden, I’m going to try it. If you tell me I can’t do something, I will prove you wrong. I’m pretty nosey about life, and if I sniff that someone’s having a barbecue on the other side of the fence, I am going to jump over that fence and introduce myself. That’s just who I am.

The third question is usually asked with a glint in the eye: ‘So, Sam, what was it like?’ Well, that’s why you picked up this book, isn’t it?

Samantha Bailey

London, 2011


Bye bye Essex, hello adventure

The first person I want you to meet is my auntie Nya. Once you get to know her, a lot of what happens next will make sense.

I loved my auntie Nya. Absolutely adored her. She wasn’t my real aunt – the best aunts never are – but at big family occasions, she would turn up in the latest designer clothes, looking immaculate from head to toe, with armfuls of exciting presents. Even as a kid I knew she was stunning. She knew it too, of course, but that just made her even more gorgeous. The guys looked at her, the women looked at her; it was like she was the greatest movie star who never made a film. When I grow up, I thought to myself, I want to be like that.

Ten years later, my cousin Heather (my real cousin) decided to give me a bit of a pep talk. I was a year out of school by this stage and was telling anyone who would listen that I hated my job at Next on Oxford Street. The family was a bit worried about me because I’d been getting moody and they had started to think I might be about to go off the rails. Cue the not-so-subtle pep talk from my big cousin.

Thankfully, Heather knew me pretty well and knew better than to tell me to go and get some A levels or secretarial qualifications.

‘Do you know what Auntie Nya does for a living?’ she asked.

It was a simple enough question, but it was one that changed my life. It suddenly occurred to me that I’d never asked. I’d been so caught up in Auntie Nya’s hair and her nails and her fabulous clothes that I’d never thought about how she paid for it all.

Heather narrowed her eyes, the way people do when they’re about to reveal a secret. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘she might be able to get you a job.’

‘What kind of job?’

‘You know Auntie Nya always travels?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, how would you feel about travelling?’

What an odd question. ‘I feel OK about travelling. Where are you going with this?’

‘And, um, how would you feel about dancing?’

‘I feel OK about dancing. Heather, you know I like dancing.’

Heather paused for a second. ‘And how do you feel about dancing . . . in a bikini?’

Something clicked in my head and I just knew where she was going.

‘In a bikini? Yeah, yeah, I could dance in a bikini.’

This might be the point where most people would say No thanks, not for me, but the thing is, I just knew it was for me. All my life I had looked at women like Sam Fox and Linda Lusardi and thought they were the height of glamour. If you’d grown up in Essex in the 1980s, you’d have thought Sam Fox was classy too. Trust me. I looked at those girls on Page Three, or the girls on TV with huge perms and skimpy tops, and I knew I wanted to be like them. They just seemed so grown up. And so like my auntie Nya.

Heather called Nya there and then and we had a chat. She explained that she supplied dancers to clubs in Denmark where you could earn good money.

‘Are you interested, Sam?’

‘You know I am.’

‘You know what we’re talking about here, don’t you?’

‘Pole dancing, that sort of thing.’

‘And you’re OK with that? You’re really OK with taking your clothes off?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I am.’

‘In front of men?’

‘I’m not stupid, Auntie Nya.’

That night I lay on my bed and thought, This is it. This is my ticket out of Essex and out of retail. Good money. An adventure. Bring. It. On.

There were two things I instantly knew for sure. The first was that I couldn’t tell my parents. They didn’t know what Nya did for money and they weren’t going to find out from me. My dad is a very proper guy. If you bring a burnt DVD into the house, he believes there’ll be a helicopter over your roof and men in black on ropes in your back garden in minutes. He would not approve, and he would think he had failed as a parent. I wasn’t going to have him thinking that. Besides, I’d already left home a couple of times in the past, so they wouldn’t be asking too many questions. The second thing I knew for sure was that I was not going to go alone.

The Thelma to my Louise was my mate Alison. She worked in the warehouse at Next and hated the place as much as I did. The next morning, I couldn’t wait to talk to her.

‘Ali, how do you feel about travelling?’

‘I feel OK about travelling. Why are you asking?’

‘And how do you feel about dancing?’

‘Sam, where are you going with this?’

I used exactly the same questions Heather had used on me and about two minutes later Alison had decided she wanted to go to Denmark too. We went out into the loading bay at the back and called Auntie Nya.

The deal was this: we’d get an apartment paid for and £50 for every night we worked. Nya also said we could earn more in commissions. I didn’t really know what she meant by that, but at £250 a week and no rent to pay we didn’t really care.

The next day we resigned, with immediate effect. The day after that we shopped – a pair of six-inch glass heels, some bra-and-knicker sets and a handful of outfits to wear on stage – and the day after that we got on a plane. Sayonara, retail. Adios, Essex. We are outta here.

When we boarded the flight, I noticed two other dancers straight away. The stripper equivalent of gaydar, I suppose. Their presence was really important to us because Nya had told us that two of her other girls would be on the same flight. If they were there, then it meant everything Auntie Nya had told us was true. Part of her deal was that she would pay for two trips home a year, and knowing these other girls a) had been home and b) were choosing to go back to Denmark meant that everything would be all right.

Alison and I had hit it off from the moment we’d met on a tea break at work, but as I sat next to her on the plane I realised just what an important friend she had become. If she had come to me with such an outrageous plan, if she had been the one with an Auntie Nya, would I have gone? Probably, but I might not have been so confident it would all work out. Knowing that Alison trusted me, and trusted my judgement, really meant a lot to me. Right at that moment, she became my best friend.

As we ordered another drink from the stewardess, I felt like the most adventurous, most glamorous person on the plane and there was nothing not to love. I mean nothing.


The set-up

Auntie Nya met us from the flight. The way she sashayed into the airport with her hair all groomed, wearing a long fur coat and swinging a Chanel bag has never left me. She was just as I remembered.

‘Samantha, Samantha, come here, babes.’ It was like being hugged by a teddy bear. ‘And you must be Alison. You just got yourself an Auntie Nya too. Come here and give me a hug.’

I really respected Nya for that. She made the effort to put Alison at ease and let us know that we were going to be looked after. We needn’t have any worries. Cos our auntie Nya had it all locked down.

She took us to our apartment. Even though it was very basic, and very small, the last time I’d left home I had moved into the YMCA, so this was definitely a step up. Actually, it was several steps up: it was on the fifth floor and Ali and I had a lot of luggage. A lot of heavy luggage. We had blown our final pay cheque from Next on way too many clothes.

After a quick tour of the flat, Nya took us out for dinner to a Vietnamese restaurant. In the bit of Essex where I grew up, we didn’t have restaurants with cutlery – it was KFC, or McDonald’s if it was your birthday – so that instantly felt glitzy, but this wasn’t about having fun: Nya wanted to talk seriously. She needed to be absolutely sure that we knew what we were getting into. We talked about what exactly was involved, and only when she was sure we were as serious as she was did she take us to our first club.

La Dolce Vita, like half the strip clubs I’ve ever been in, was on the first floor. The other half are all below ground because there are too many prying eyes at ground level. We followed Nya up the stairs and through a pair of double doors – don’t ask me why, but there are always, always double doors in strip clubs – and straight away the club was just as Nya had described it. Down one side was a long bar and opposite it were a number of tables and booths. The air was thick with cigarette smoke, but at least the constant fog muted the effect of the red flock wallpaper that would have been too OTT for a curry house. There were a few girls sitting together at a table, and at the bar a couple of guys were talking to hostesses. In front of each couple was a bottle of champagne. The champagne was important: Nya had told us in the restaurant that we could make commission every time a guy bought a bottle.

The three of us took a table and observed what was going on. Nya wanted us to see how things worked, but she also wanted other people to see us with her. We were her girls: harm us, and she’d see you got repaid. I felt safe with Nya and as long as the visuals in the club matched the verbals she had given us over dinner then I was happy. Of course, it also meant I wasn’t looking out for anything she didn’t want me to see. My auntie Nya’s very clever like that.

The waitress brought over our drinks and Nya explained how the hostessing side of things works. Let’s say a punter comes into a club and I’m his flavour. He would then come up to me and ask if he could sit with me, and the only way he can do that is if he buys a bottle of champagne. Depending on the size of bottle, and the brand he chooses, the hostess gets more or less commission. However, the cheaper the champagne he buys, the less time he can talk to you for.

‘Your job,’ Nya told us, ‘is to get him to buy another bottle. The quicker you both drink, the more money you make. If you can make all your money from one guy, great, but some nights you’re going to have to talk to a lot of guys.’

Now I might have been an Essex girl, but there was still a limit to how much booze I could handle. So Auntie Nya showed us several new ways to manage our liquor. The first trick was The Swap.

The Swap works like this: the punter fills your glass, you both take a sip, then you make your apologies because you need to go to the bathroom. You promise you’ll only be a minute. Then you nip into the kitchen where a girl is ready to give you an identical glass filled with lemonade that looks exactly like champagne. It sounds ridiculous but I’m completely serious: there are girls who are employed just to swap glasses. You return to your customer and suggest you get the evening off to a good start with a little drinking game.

‘Down in one?’ you say casually.

And of course the quicker he drinks, the slower he is to realise all the other tricks we had. The guys were so fixated on our boobs that they failed to notice us tipping our drinks away into plant pots behind their head as we leant seductively over them! I tell you, we had to empty those pots three or four times a night.

My favourite trick was Auntie Nya’s own personal invention. She had got hold of some colostomy bags – I am not kidding – and had customised them so that she could keep one in her handbag. When the customer wasn’t looking, she would whip out the tube and blow her champagne into the bag! Nya was smart: she also sold those bags to her girls.

When Nya had told us about these tricks in the restaurant, Ali and I had split our sides laughing.

‘You cannot be serious.’

‘Honey, you just wait.’

It was even funnier to see it in action. Were men really that stupid? Were they really that distracted by a pair of breasts that they couldn’t tell that the girl in front of them was just acting drunk? Sometimes I had to remind my face not to follow what my brain was thinking. There would be many times in the next few years when I wanted to laugh so hard because the guys in front of me were so dim. I wanted to drag them into the light and shine the torches in their eyes until they saw reality. But if I’d done that, I’d have been doing myself out of a whole lot of money, and so I just kept filling those plant pots. You wouldn’t have thought that the promise of seeing some boobs could lead to all that money, but it does. I swear.

To a couple of teenagers, the idea of knowing about champagne was pretty exciting. I saw it as another thing to throw in the knapsack of life, and Nya encouraged us to become knowledgeable about vintages and brands. After all, we were going to be living off our champagne money. Pretty soon we learnt to gauge a punter by the bottle he bought. Just as Columbo looks at the shoes someone is wearing, or the paper a suspect is reading, to figure out if they’re a murderer, I got a bit Miss Marple when it came to champagne. I discovered you could always test a guy out by seeing what brand he chose and how much he was prepared to spend. If all you could get him to buy was a Piccolo – barely enough for a glass – then you knew not to waste too much time with him because he wasn’t suddenly going to turn into a big spender later in the evening. If, on the other hand, he wanted one of the better brands, then you knew to keep him talking. People think working in strip clubs is all about taking your clothes off, but it’s what you do when you’ve got them on that earns you the money. I got very good at making conversation.

So far, our first night in Copenhagen had been thrilling. I had so much adrenalin flooding through me that I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep, but then the three of us took our drinks and made our way to the back of the club where the stage was. Now obviously I knew I was in a strip club, and of course I knew why I was in a strip club, but until we got to the stage part of the club, the closest I’d ever come to seeing a striptease was on TV. Seeing actual real live strippers doing actual real live stripping – odd as it may sound – took me by surprise and it got me a bit flushed. Was it the booze? The excitement? Or the fear?

All night long we’d heard a DJ call girls up to take their turn, but now I really listened to him for the first time. His voice was strange – like a Butlin’s bingo caller bigging up his part – but despite the sleazy drawl, the accent was unmistakably English. It turned out most of the people who worked in clubs weren’t local. They were either running away from something, or someone, or they were desperately looking for something. Me and Alison were in the second category, but Poco the DJ – we quickly started calling him Pokol, as in Poke Hole – was in the first. He was like something from Shaft with his shiny brown suit, platform shoes and sleazy voice. We decided his picture was definitely pinned to a notice board in a police station somewhere in Britain. But as long as you put a drink in his hand, Pokol would prove to be completely harmless.

We watched the dancers come out on stage, and I was transfixed. I wanted to see what worked, who was good, who was rubbish, who got the biggest round of applause and why. I wanted to see how little you could do. For some, a sultry look and a pout seemed to be enough. Some strutted up and down, and some really worked the pole. One girl was so supple she could practically hang off the light fittings by her toes. Of course, what I was really looking to see was if a good dance equalled coming off stage and making good money. If those girls were my competition, I wanted to understand what I was up against.

Each girl danced to two songs. They kept their clothes on for the first one, but undressed during the second. By the middle of the second track, Nya told us, you had to be topless, that was the only rule. Apart from that, every performance was as different as the girls who got on that stage.

Nya impressed on us that it doesn’t matter how you feel, it doesn’t matter what’s going on with you, when you get on the stage you put on a good show. Not for the punters, not for the managers, but for yourself. When you dance, it’s your only opportunity to get the attention of every man in that place. You may not have been his flavour when he walked into the club, but by the time you come off that stage you owe it to yourself to be everyone’s flavour. You want every guy in that place to want to buy you a drink.

The hot flush I’d got when we’d started watching the show slowly got hotter and flushier. I started to sweat. Maybe I’d got a bug on the plane? Maybe I just needed my bed? It wasn’t either of those things. You know how sometimes you’re in an air-conditioned building and you walk out into hot, hot sunshine and the heat just engulfs you? It was like that, only instead of hot sunshine I had just stepped into hot, burning fear. I can’t do that.

In the abstract, the thought of stripping had been fine. Sitting in the warehouse in Next it had seemed like fun. On the plane it had felt like an adventure. Even when we’d come into the club it had been a laugh. But all of a sudden it was real. I wasn’t some globetrotter who knew her champagnes, I was just a 17-year-old girl who’d barely been out of Essex. What are you doing, Sam? What have you got yourself into?

I looked at the dancers’ moves, their clothes, their long, lean legs: there was no way I would be able to do it.

‘Nya . . . I . . . I can’t.’

‘Don’t worry, honey. Nobody’s that good straight away, but you’ll learn.’

You’ve misunderstood . . .

‘You’ll pick up ideas, you’ll practise and you’ll get good.’

Did she know I’d been about to pull out, that I was going to promise to repay her for the airfare? Had she worked out that by telling me I didn’t have to be good straight away I’d end up agreeing with her and calming down? Cooling down. I don’t know how she does it, but my auntie Nya always knows the right thing to say.

By the end of the night I’d figured out it wasn’t about being the best dancer anyway. Nor was it about wearing the most provocative clothes. Girls in full-length dresses were getting just as much of a response as the girls with the tiniest bikinis. Every girl had her own style, her own persona, and the more of it she brought to the stage, the better the response. It wasn’t about being good at ballet or being the most beautiful girl in the club. It was character that got you the money. So that was fine. Cos character is something I have plenty of.


Do you wanna dance?

The next night, Ali and I started work. We must have been excited because we got there so early that the girls on the day shift were still working. We went into the changing rooms and got into our little outfits. I’d gone with a halter-neck dress because I thought it would be easy to get off.

There were girls in the changing room from all over the world. There were quite a few Brits – most of whom were Nya’s girls – as well as Jamaicans, Thais, Koreans, Poles, Russians, Swedes and Norwegians. It was like the United Nations or something. I instantly wanted to know what everyone’s story was: how come they had ended up in Denmark? What choices had they made, what paths had they taken, to be working in La Dolce Vita?

Although they all smiled at us, none of them came over and introduced themselves. Changing rooms are weird like that: you’re all naked, you’re all exposed, and you can see each other’s flaws, but at the same time you’re all in competition with one another. It’s a place where there can be no secrets, and yet it’s where we can be very guarded. Everyone is always looking to see what everyone else is wearing, or how the next girl is doing her make-up: over the years, I have developed the ability to look over my shoulder while simultaneously – and expertly, I might add – applying mascara.

At 17, I didn’t really have any body issues. I’d never been fat or thin; I’m pretty average height, pretty average build – C-cup, nothing exceptional – and at that age everything was still perky and in its proper place. Even if I had been worried about how I looked naked, I think I would have found being in the changing room quite reassuring, as up close you can see the pockmarks and cellulite and saggy bits that professional dancers know how to hide with make-up and accessories. The myth that dancers all have perfect bodies was busted right from the start.

If there was one aspect that made me feel new and inexperienced, it was the clothes they were all wearing. Their dresses – embellished with sequins and diamanté – and accessories seemed so much more sophisticated than the Camden market dress I had on. But then I remembered what Nya had told us: you’ll look around, and you’ll learn, and you’ll get good.

Once we were as tarted and titivated as we could get, Ali and I went and gave Pokol our CDs. Nya had told us that our music had to be something that, no matter what, we couldn’t help but move to, something that was guaranteed to put a smile on our faces. I knew Ginuwine’s ‘Pony’ would get me up on that stage, and ‘Do You Wanna Dance?’ was the kind of music I could take my clothes off to.

‘What are your names?’ Pokol asked.

‘I’m Toni,’ I said.

‘And I’m Blue.’ It was Nya who’d suggested we use stage names. At the time I didn’t really ask why, probably because I thought it sounded glamorous. I chose Toni after a girl I’d known at school. I think Blue came from the title of a film Alison liked. The name change would turn out to be one of the many little ways in which Nya was looking out for us: by protecting your real identity, you were protecting yourself from some of the worst things the night can throw at you.

‘Which track do you want first?’ Pokol asked.

I barely had time to answer him before those double doors swung open and a stag group of six came in. Nya had explained that as soon as there’s a customer on the premises, even if it’s just one guy, the show starts. By now, the day girls were already in their civvies, which meant it was just me, Ali and two other girls who were ready to go on stage. And when I say ready, I mean scared, unsure, panicked. That kind of ready.

‘OK,’ Pokol’s drawl oozed out of the speakers. ‘The show is gonna start.’

The two more experienced girls went first, but when they left the stage there was only me and Alison left. Ali’s not much paler than me, but she was looking pretty ghostly. One look at her petrified little face made it quite clear that I was next.

Right then, Sam. This is it.

I started to sweat like I was in a sauna. You can do it. It’s gonna be your favourite song. You are wearing the kind of shoes you’ve wanted for years. You’ve got a great outfit. You’ll be . . .

‘And now, coming onto the stage . . . it’s Toni.’

I stood in the doorway to the stage. You couldn’t see the audience from there, but you could hear them, and the sound of the stag party started to amplify in my ears. They were probably only whispering, but inside my head it sounded like they were shouting. The only other noise was my heartbeat. Ba-dum. Ba-Dum. Ba-DUM. Then the first few beats of ‘Pony’ pulsed out of the speakers. Yet again, Nya was right: some songs always get you moving, and I took my first steps out onto the stage.

My focus was the pole. Get to the pole, Sam, then you can just hold on. There’s something about your heart pounding so hard that makes it difficult to balance, but I managed to stagger to the pole. For the next minute it was all about the pole and nothing but the pole. After a little while, my heart stopped thumping quite so hard and I started to hear the lyrics. I tried out a few moves I’d seen the girls use the night before. I might have even sung along a bit, but I still couldn’t let go of that pole.

At the back of the stage were two large mirrors and I could see that some of the poses I was trying out looked pretty foxy. Oh, that’s a nice move. How about I try this? What if I just hold my arm like this? Or like this? I found I had about four silhouettes that got a reaction and so I just kept repeating them. When one hand left the pole, the other hand grabbed on. In the mirrors, I could also see the stag party. Six pairs of eyes were staring at me. Well, I must be doing something right.

Pokol brought ‘Do You Wanna Dance?’ up in the mix. My heart started to beat harder again. This was it. It was tits-out time. I’d chosen my dress because it was pretty simple to take off. It was a halter-neck. All I had to do was pull it over my head and then peel it down. As I started moving to the music, I realised I was going to have to let go of the pole cos there was no way I could undo it with one hand!

Without the pole for support, I had a tiny moment of panic. Something wobbled inside and I lost concentration. In that split second, I got stuck. Like a kid taking its school jumper off over its head, I’d got my arm caught and I couldn’t get it free!

Right, Sam, just get your top off. Come on, girl. God knows how, but I managed to keep dancing, pretending that one arm was meant to be stuck to the back of my neck. One breast was hanging out, but I just kept on moving regardless. The relief I felt at finally freeing myself might have been why I smiled so much when I eventually untied the dress and peeled it down.

The reaction of those six guys to seeing breasts was absolutely stunning. Amazing. It was like they had cartoon eyes that popped out of their heads, and their body language was approving, leaning back in their seats and nodding slowly. When a man puts his drink down, it’s a sure sign you’ve got his attention. To be honest, they were so thrilled I half expected scorecards. I turned around and saw myself in the mirror. I gave myself a little wink. I had done it.

I ran into the changing rooms absolutely dripping with sweat. I was so pumped with adrenalin that I didn’t notice how scared Alison was. I prattled on about how brilliant it was, not realising that she hadn’t said a word. As I pulled my dress back up, I was already looking forward to doing it again.

‘You’re gonna be great, Ali,’ I panted. ‘You’re gonna love it. I’m going to go out front and watch you.’

I had practically left the changing room when I heard her say something: ‘I can’t do it.’

What? I turned back. ‘Of course you can. I had a great time. The guys out there are great. You have got nothing to worry about.’

Her face told me she didn’t believe me.

‘I don’t want to do it. I can’t do it, Sam.’ She looked genuinely terrified. ‘This is your bag, it’s not my bag, and I don’t even know why I’m here.’ Words just came spilling out of her mouth. ‘I don’t know why I agreed to come along. This is not for me. I can’t do this. What are my mum and dad going to think?’

The girl completely unravelled, but as she poured it all out I could hear that the filler track Pokol had put on was fading. She didn’t have long.

‘You can’t bottle it now. Your name is Blue. You’re gorgeous. You can do it and you are gonna love it.’

She wasn’t convinced.

‘Just get to the pole, Ali. If you get to the pole, you’ll be OK.’

She nodded.

‘I’ll be watching you. It’s OK. You’re going to be great. Promise.’

I heard Pokol call Blue to the stage – though of course in his voice it sounded more like Bloooo – and went out front. The best man waved me over and I sat down with the guys. I can still see their faces very clearly. They were all in their mid twenties, pretty average-looking local lads who had come in early because they were doing the ‘lap of honour’: touring all the clubs in the city in one night. The best man’s name was Rene.

‘Where are you from?’ he asked. Like everyone else in Denmark, his English was incredible.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ I promised, ‘but this is my friend, let’s watch her.’

Only there was nothing to watch.

Ali’s first song was ‘One More Chance’, the Biggie Smalls track, and even though it was blaring out, Alison wasn’t on stage. I could see her hovering at the stage door.

Come on, Ali. I was willing her to move. Just get to the bloody pole. Eventually she tottered forward, and boy did she grab that pole. To be more accurate, she completely wrapped herself around it. One leg twisted in front of it, and both arms snaked up above her head. Every bit of her that she could get in contact with the pole was touching metal. And then she froze. Solid. Come on, Ali. Just MOVE.

But she didn’t. She was too terrified to even wave an arm about. I knew that I had to do something: number one, she was my friend; and number two, I had put her in this situation. I was also going to get her out of it.

‘Rene, how would you and your friends like a little double trouble?’

‘Really?’ His tongue poked out a little bit at the prospect.

I went backstage then ran out and joined Alison. And when I say joined, I pretty much mean it. I wrapped myself around her as tightly as she was wrapped around the bloody pole. Then I ran my hands down her body. When I worked my way back up, I grabbed her hips.

‘Move with me.’

She swayed with me but still wouldn’t let go of the pole.

I ran my hands over her body as we moved. Then I got hold of her hands and prised them off the pole. I grabbed her wrists and made her take a step back with me. I walked her over to the back wall, turned her around and – bam, bam – slapped her hands against the mirror. All she had to do was stand there as I felt her up and down like an X-rated cop frisking a suspect. The lads seemed to like the masterful act. I kept my hands on Alison’s hips and got her to move her arse. And then, when it felt like she could finally hear the music, I stepped away. She kept moving her arse and I – sneakily – slipped off stage and left her to it.

Alison managed to get through her second song, strip and all, but when she came off stage she was distraught. She ran into my arms and started crying.

‘I want to go home. I just want to go home, Sam. Will you take me home?’

The difference between our experiences was absolute. I felt like I’d found home, but she thought she’d just been in hell. Her face was terrified, her features were filled with doubt, and I felt awful for putting her through it. Terrible. What kind of mate does that to her best friend?

‘Let’s just get through tonight. Yeah?’ I couldn’t think what else to say. I couldn’t make her any promises without talking to Nya. ‘Just a few more hours, then we can sleep on it. Can you handle that?’

I detected a tiny, teeny nod.

‘I’ve spoken to the lads out there, and they seem all right. I think I can get them to buy a bottle of champagne. Let’s at least see if we can’t earn some commission, yeah?’

Alison fixed her face and we went out hand in hand to sit with Rene and his friends. As I suspected, they were nice, normal lads who were fascinated to talk to a couple of black girls from Britain. In a country where everyone is pale and blonde, Ali and I were seen as something exotic. As we talked, they kept buying champagne. Alison needed the booze, so I didn’t remind her about The Swap, but when she wasn’t looking I tipped her glass into the pot plants. She was my mate and I was going to look out for her as much as I could.

The guys were obviously enjoying themselves. They just wanted a laugh and so Ali and I kept them talking. They forgot about their lap of honour and spent all night with us. They knew the deal. They understood we weren’t there for free and they kept the champagne orders coming. Alison and I got through our other dances (we had to do four each shift), I worked out how to untie my halter neck faultlessly, and by the time the club closed we had both made about £300 in champagne commission. Plus the £50. Plus the free accommodation. That was more than we earned in a week in Next.

When Ali realised how much money we could make, her aspiration to go home quickly evaporated. I certainly never looked back. I never had any more doubts after that first night and felt absolutely sure that I was on the right path. I couldn’t be quite sure where it was heading, but those first few steps had been amazing for me. That night, I barely slept a wink.


To Helsingor and back

Ali and I walked into the club on our second night in a fit of giggles. The nerves of that first night had been replaced with pure excitement – and acute curiosity. One of the girls in our apartment block had told us that two of the most beautiful dancers in the club were actually men. Kiki and Kimmie were absolutely stunning Thai girls, and Kimmie in particular was so petite and so feminine that we could not believe she could have once been a man. She looked like a porcelain doll. We just couldn’t stop giggling about it – we had never heard of people having sex changes before – and when the first person we bumped into that night was Kiki we just couldn’t hold it in. The giggles rose up like bubbles in champagne and fizzed straight out of our mouths. We might have felt like women of the world, but we couldn’t stifle our teenage sniggers.

It was still not a week since we’d walked out of retail, and we had completely transformed our lives. We’d left home, left the country, changed our names, quadrupled our earning capacity and were wearing considerably shorter dresses while walking six inches taller in our fabulous shoes. We felt worldly. We felt invincible. I didn’t realise it then, but we were in danger: I’ve since seen that mix of teenage naivety and cockiness do a lot of damage to a lot of girls.

We were wandering round with eyes bigger than Mr Magoo’s glasses. One night we’d be talking to a gangster, the next night it’d be an American businessman, then maybe a transvestite, and throughout the club there was an endless parade of vice and glamour: girls would whisper that he was a pimp, she was a madam, he was a professional gambler or she was an escort. Our reaction to everything was ‘Ooh, tell me more.’ We thought these people had fascinating lives and I just wanted to load up on as much gossip as I could get. In contrast to Essex and our jobs in Next, La Dolce Vita felt deeply, wonderfully, fabulously exotic.

I didn’t know it then, but it takes a long time for your eyes to adapt to the dark. You think you’re seeing things the way they are, you think you’re getting the characters pegged and getting to know the lay of the land, but some things that go on in nightlife can’t be seen by daytrippers. Even after a couple of weeks you’ll still only be seeing half of what’s there. The good thing about that is that if you can’t see something, if you don’t even know it’s there, then you can’t be afraid of it. Like I say, we were in danger, but we didn’t have a clue.

The fact that our first night had gone so well, after Ali’s panic attack, meant I started thinking that I was doing the job I was born to do. After precisely eight hours on the job, I thought I had got things pretty much sorted and thought I was already getting good at reading customers. I figured I could tell from the way they walked into the club, from the shoes they were wearing or the size of their watches, whether or not they were going to be a big spender. About halfway through my second shift, a good-looking guy in his early 30s with dark Mediterranean skin and shiny black hair came in wearing an expensive-looking camel coat and a jewellery shop’s worth of bling. Wey hey, I said to myself, Toni’s about to make her money for the night.

He said his name was Samir and he didn’t take too much persuading to buy a bottle of champagne – not the most expensive, but not the cheapest either – and we sat down to talk. He told me he was from Turkey and imported sports cars. I got the impression he made a lot of money. When he found out that I had only just arrived in Denmark, he offered to show me around and gave me his card. I couldn’t quite believe I was earning money just talking to this guy.

A couple of hours later, Ali and I were talking in the changing room and I was telling her all about Samir and how he was going to show us the sights. One of the Danish girls – a statuesque, athletic blonde called Karina – overheard us.

‘Who did you say will show you around?’ she asked.

I told her about Samir.

‘Describe him to me.’

I got as far as the camel coat when she stopped me.

‘That guy’s name is not Samir. It’s Mehmet.’

‘No it isn’t, he gave me his card.’

I showed it to Karina.

‘Come with me,’ she said.

Karina took us to the bar and asked the barman for ‘the bad box’. She opened it up and inside were the business cards of all the customers who had caused friction. There were at least 11 copies of the card ‘Samir’ had given me.

‘That guy is trouble,’ Karina said, ‘stay away from him. He finds out when the new girls have started and he targets them.’

I really rated Karina for that. She didn’t have to say anything, but she had taken pity on the two new English girls and had taught me a big lesson: I couldn’t read the customers nearly as well as I thought I could. I had also learnt that Karina was someone I could trust.

I also met an English girl that night called Paula, who was that little bit louder than everyone else and a proper good-time girl. Her moves on the pole were sensational and I thought she was someone I could learn from. I didn’t know it then, but Paula was just about the biggest cokehead in the place.

It was a couple of nights after that when Good Time Paula came up to me at the end of our shift and said she had a regular who wanted to take us out for drinks. So when Ali went home to bed, I did one of the stupidest things in my life: I got into a car with Paula and her regular. George said he had a little house by the sea that we could go to for a smoke and a drink.

Once we’d got round the corner, George pulled over to let a mate get in. As soon as I saw the hand reach for the door handle I knew who it was: the bling on his fingers gave him away.

‘Hello again.’

Samir slid into the passenger seat. I caught his eye in the rear-view mirror and he smiled. ‘I said I’d show you around.’

At that point, I wasn’t too fearful. Samir really did have a nice smile and it was possible that Karina might have been overstating the issue. Anyway, Paula seemed relaxed about it, so I decided to relax about it too.

After ten minutes or so, George turned the car onto the motorway. I had assumed his little house by the sea was somewhere near the docks in Copenhagen, but I realised now I was wrong. Really wrong. George put his foot to the floor and sped us away from the city. Samir lifted up the armrest between the front seats and pulled out a massive bag of white powder. It was a brick about the size of a tissue box, the kind of thing you see in Scarface.

‘Let’s get this party started!’ Paula squealed as Samir passed her a book from the glove compartment and a platinum credit card from his wallet. I watched in a state of shock as she cut up the cocaine into neat lines and passed the book around the car. When I passed on my line, she was happy to take it.

I was so naive about drugs back then that I just thought people went to the toilet and came back happy! I’d never, ever taken them and had only seen them on screen. I didn’t know what they did or how you took them, but I was finding out that cocaine could get my heart pounding just by watching others take it.

The cocaine made George go faster. I looked out the window to see if I could work out where we were going from the street signs, but unless a sign said ‘Copenhagen’ it wouldn’t have meant anything to me anyway. On the horizon, it was getting light. I realised I didn’t know where I was or where I was going or who I was with. If anything happened to me, no one would know where to look.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked, trying to sound laid-back.

‘George has a summer lodge, right on the water,’ Samir said.

‘How far is it?’

‘About a hundred miles.’

One hundred miles? Really? Oh shit.

Now I started to panic. I was hurtling along a Danish motorway with a bunch of cokeheads who were so high they probably thought we were flying. I was shitting myself. That good old rectal reflex was kicking in. Samantha, I said to myself, one way or another you need to sort this. Wherever we get to, whenever we get there, you need to make sure that we turn this car around and we go home.

One of the things movies had taught me about cocaine is that when people are high, you can pretty much persuade them to do anything. Deliver illicit packages, give you vital information, kill people: these are the kind of films I watched. I figured that as the only sober person in the car, I could make them do what I wanted.

It was almost light by the time we arrived in the town of Helsingor. It seemed fairly run down, not the kind of town where you had your summer house. George followed the coast road out of town and pretty soon we came to his lodge. It looked more like a fishing hut. Like a big version of a garden shed. This was not the playground of some rich wheeler dealer. This was just plain grotty.

If I hadn’t needed the loo, I would have refused to get out of the car, but the call of nature meant I went inside. There was hardly any furniture, just a few children’s toys lying around and a table and chairs. This wasn’t anybody’s holiday home. Paula and George headed straight for the bedroom with the bag of cocaine.

At that moment I just thought, No, this isn’t fucking happening. I grabbed Paula by the arm and pulled her close to me. I started dancing with her and mucking around. The guys loved it, of course, and Paula was so wired she just went along with it. George put some music on and got ready for a party.

‘We just need to powder our noses,’ I said.

I took Paula’s hand and led her to the dingy bathroom. It didn’t look like it had ever been cleaned. I shut the door and looked Paula in the eye. She was delirious. I got hold of her other hand and made her look at me.

‘Paula, you need to sort yourself out. I don’t get a good feeling about this. I don’t know why we’re here. You do understand that we are in the middle of nowhere, don’t you? We need to get home.’

I hadn’t realised just how suggestible people are on cocaine, but her trippy smile turned instantly into dread.

‘Listen. You need to go out there – I don’t care what story you tell – but you need to tell George that you need to go. He wants to impress you. He wants you to like him. That means you are in control. You just have to tell him we need to get back.’

She nodded. And five minutes later, without any fuss, we all got back in the car and drove the 100 miles back to the city. It was as if they had all forgotten why we’d gone there in the first place. When I finally got to my bed at around 10 a.m., I knew I had been very, very stupid . . . and very, very lucky.

That road trip had been a big eye-opener for me and over the next few weeks I realised that Paula was by no means the only dancer using drugs. I also noticed that it was always the Turks who were supplying them. They would start by asking a girl if she wanted a couple of lines – it was always free at first – and then before she knew it she would need it and she would have to start paying for it. All of a sudden, girls found themselves with a habit. The more girls I got to know, the better I got at spotting a user.

Some girls would pay for it as they took it, but others ran up a tab, spending £500 or even a grand a week. It was the ones who bought it on tick that the Turks really got hold of. There was a
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