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Chapter One

September 1966

It was the perfect Saturday – at least until Jean slipped a bottle of Mint Shimmer nail varnish into her handbag.

Denny lived for Saturdays when she could swap her factory smock and hairnet for her best mini dress and browse the racks of Biba with Jean. If only she had the money, she’d buy something – anything – from the coolest shop in the universe.

‘My Generation’ blared from the speakers as Jean looped a pink feather boa around Denny’s neck. Swishing the tail-end over her shoulder, Denny struck a pose, pouting like Mick Jagger, sending Jean into a fit of giggles.

The shop assistant shot them a filthy look; they snorted, trying to look serious as Denny unwound the boa and stuffed it back on the rack.

‘You’ll get us kicked out,’ whispered Denny, shoving Jean out of the shopgirl’s view to a display of odds and ends.

Humming along with the music, Jean pored over the rows of nail varnish set out on an antique dresser. One after the other, she held the bottles up to the light, reading out their names: ‘Velvet Plum. Fuzzy Peach. Mint Shimmer.’

Then, to Denny’s alarm, she dropped the pastel green shade into her beaded handbag and carried on as though nothing had happened.

‘Tangerine Dream. Rosy Blush.’

Heart thumping, Denny looked around to see if anyone had noticed. The shop assistant was busy with a customer, but a man with a polo neck under his suit was staring right at them. Had he seen? She caught his eye, held it for a moment, then hurried to catch up with Jean.

‘What are you doing?’ she hissed. ‘You need to put that back.’ 

Jean rolled her eyes. ‘Act cool, Den.’ Clutching a powder-blue mini dress to her chest, she twisted this way and that in front of a mirror. ‘I might ask for this for my birthday. What do you think?’

Denny couldn’t think at all while Jean had that nail varnish in her bag.

‘What did you get for your birthday again?’ asked Jean.

Denny’s mum and dad had given her a lipstick and some bed socks, but she was sure she hadn’t told Jean that. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember the lie she’d told. ‘It was way back in November – I forget.’

The bloke in the suit was standing by the door now, waiting to nab them for shoplifting – she was sure of it. They’d have to walk past him to leave. If she got caught stealing, her parents would go spare. She’d already caused them enough trouble.

Jean plucked a diary from a neat pile on a table by the till, the gold Biba logo flashing as she turned it over in her hands. Denny let out a breath when she put it down. Why did she have to touch every sodding thing in the shop?

At last Jean was ready to go. ‘Come on, let’s grab a Wimpy. I’m starving.’

Threading her arm through Denny’s, she steered her through the displays, past the hat stands with coloured beads dangling from every hook, sailing right by the bloke in the suit.

Biba was so dimly lit, Denny had to squint as they stepped out onto the street. She didn’t dare look back until they reached the bus stop at the end of the parade. The man was outside Biba now, lighting a cigarette.

Jean was busy checking the timetable when he began striding towards them, a cloud of smoke curling out behind him.

As he drew closer, Denny’s whole body stiffened. Any second now, he’d call them out for stealing. She prayed he’d keep on walking.

He must have seen the terror in her eyes, because the first thing he said was, ‘Don’t worry, I just want to ask a few questions.’

He was younger than her parents but still old. She wanted to keep quiet but felt she ought to answer, like he was a teacher or something.

Jean shuffled alongside Denny and folded her arms. ‘What questions?’

The man looked at Jean, then back at Denny. ‘How old are you?’

‘What’s it to you?’ asked Jean.

He ignored her. ‘Where’s your dress from?’

Why did he want to know about her dress? It was from a jumble sale – she’d had to shorten it to make it half decent. Just then, Denny noticed the woman beside him. A very glamorous woman. Denny recognised her dress; it was Mary Quant. She’d seen it in a magazine last week and stared at it for ages, wishing she could afford anything like it. The man was much less scary now he was with a woman. And he hadn’t said a word about the nail varnish, thank God. The knot in her gut eased.

‘Have you done any modelling?’ he asked.

‘No!’ The word burst out of her. As if.

‘I’m a photographer,’ he said, pulling out his wallet. ‘You have a great look. A sense of style that captures the zeitgeist.’

Jean pulled a face. ‘Captures the what?’

He slipped a card from the folds and handed it to Denny. Jean snatched it and they huddled over it together.

Douglas Martin – Photographer

‘How old are you?’ he asked again.

Denny looked at Jean for her approval; she gave the smallest of nods.

‘I’m seventeen.’

‘All right, we’ll need to ask your parents. Take my card. Get them to give me a call. Tell them there’s a job I could use you for. For a hairstylist in Mayfair. I can get you eight guineas for the day. It’s next week, though, so get them to ring me as soon as possible. Can you do that?’

Jean nodded eagerly this time.

‘All right.’

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

She gave a tiny shrug, like it wasn’t worth much. ‘Denny.’




Chapter Two

April 2024

Roe

The girl on the makeshift reception desk says to go up to the first floor. The space is huge – all bare brick and Crittal windows. Perfect for an exhibition. This must have been a warehouse or factory back in the day. Boxes are stacked everywhere, and in the far corner of the room, a group of mismatched antique mannequins huddle together as if sharing a secret. Workmen mill around; an electrician is halfway up a stepladder wrangling a tangle of wires spewing from the wall. Beside him, a carpenter saws away at something.

‘Is Sophia around?’ I ask him.

He shrugs. ‘Try next door.’ And goes back to sawing.

There’s another set of double doors on the other side of the landing.

The room is the mirror image of the one I just left, but it’s empty apart from a group of tables set up in the corner, strewn with paperwork and a couple of laptops. There’s a whiteboard on the wall with a complicated-looking schedule mapped across it. I wander around the room while I wait, a little nervous. It’s not exactly a career high – I’m painfully overqualified – but it’s still work. Work with cameras. Work that might actually lead somewhere.

Lined up under the windows on the far wall are a series of what look like picture frames wrapped in brown paper. One leans against the others, its wrapping mostly torn away, revealing a large black-and-white photograph of a naked woman cradling a baby, with her face in profile, her eyes closed as she presses her lips to the baby’s head. I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing this must be Denny. I crouch down and move the flap of ripped paper out of the way to get a better look. Yes, that shiny black hair, the slightly upturned nose. It’s her. The reason we’re all here. 

‘Gorgeous, right?’ A voice from behind me makes me jump. I snatch my hand away.

I straighten up to see a guy standing beside me. ‘She’s beautiful,’ I agree.

‘Not her, I meant that little dude.’

‘Oh.’ I look back at the photograph. ‘All babies look the same to me.’

‘What? Didn’t you see those dimples?’

Peering at the photograph, I don’t see any dimples. The guy is giving me a weird smile, eyebrows raised. He points at his face, then at the baby and back at himself.

‘Oh! It’s you!’ I step back to take him in properly. The pale green eyes, the black hair, the perfect skin – he definitely has her genes. I offer my hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Denny’s son.’

He laughs, shakes his head. ‘No name necessary.’ He pumps my hand once and lets go. ‘Story of my life. And you are?’

I think of telling him I’m Berilo Perez’s daughter, that I know all about living in a parent’s shadow, but I never tell anyone that. ‘Roe – I’m here to do some filming.’

‘Good to meet you, Roe. Sophia sent me to get you. She’s upstairs.’

I follow him upstairs to the second floor. The layout mirrors the floor below but it’s cleaner and quieter. At the far end, a bank of video screens is mounted across the wall, their black surfaces catching the light. A woman paces in front of us, phone pressed to her ear. She ends the call as soon as she sees us.

Denny’s son says, ‘Sophia, this is Roe.’

She crosses the room, offers a quick handshake and gets straight down to business.

‘Videos will play on these screens continuously throughout the day,’ she explains. ‘Only one at a time will have sound and colour – the rest will stay greyed out and muted. They’ll play on a loop. Visitors can stand here for thirty minutes and watch them all, or dip in and out. We want sound bites, anecdotes, little-known or interesting stories about Denny that should come up naturally during your interviews. Sonny says you’re great at this sort of thing.’

‘Sonny?’ I ask.

Sophia flicks her eyes towards the guy standing beside me – Denny’s son.

I’ve never met him before today, so how does he know what I’m good at?

‘I asked around,’ he explains as though reading my mind. ‘Your name came up a few times.’

Sophia rifles through a pile of papers and pulls out a bundle. ‘Here’s today’s call sheet. You’ve got four interviews today. The list of questions I sent last week is in there, too. You can set up over there.’ She points to the area by the window. ‘First one’s in half an hour.’

‘Great thanks.’ I flick through the pages. ‘I’ll get my stuff.’ 

‘Need a hand?’ Sonny offers.

‘That would be great, thanks. I usually have an assistant, but he’s off sick today.’

As we head downstairs, I ask, ‘So, who recommended me then?’

He lists a few names – a guy from uni I barely remember, a producer I worked with last year, and finally documentary maker Catherine Chung. I’m flattered she remembered me but slightly deflated she thought I’d be free for a small job like this.

‘So you do have a name,’ I tease, leading him to my battered old Ford Kuga in the carpark. 

‘Not much of one – Sonny is only marginally better than “Denny’s son”.’

I laugh. ‘True.’

I open the car, slide out the roll of background paper and pass it to him.

‘But it’s worse than that,’ he says. ‘My dad named me after a character in The Godfather – his favourite film.’

I try not to laugh this time, but the corners of my mouth twitch.

‘A mafia boss,’ he adds, clearly gunning for laughter. ‘Who names their kid after a murderer?’

Okay, so now I’m laughing.

‘That’s nothing.’ I hand him the light box. ‘My father named me after Marilyn Monroe.’

He tilts his head, puzzled. 

‘My name’s Monroe, but I can’t stand it, so I shorten it to Roe.’ 

He raises his eyebrows.

‘Yeah, I know it’s fish eggs, but that’s better than a buxom blonde movie star. I need to manage expectations.’ 

‘I think it’s nice, it––’

‘Don’t say it suits me. I’m the polar opposite of Marilyn Monroe.’

He grins. ‘Fish eggs it is then.’ 

We take the lift to the second floor, and Sonny helps me set up the lights and cameras until he gets a call to say the first interviewee has arrived. He goes downstairs to get them.

While I wait, I roam around the room. Propped against the wall by a window is a large print wrapped in cellophane, its corners protected with cardboard. I crouch to take a closer look – a Vogue cover from the sixties. The one Denny is most famous for.

Over the weekend, I watched three documentaries for a bit of background: a general one on sixties fashion, one on the renowned fashion designer Albert Rayner – Denny was his muse – and an American piece on the British Invasion. This image appeared in all three. It got me thinking: what was it about this model, this photograph, that came to define an era? That thought sent me down a Google rabbit hole until two in the morning. The photographer was Leonard Fielding, and the cover was shot at his Notting Hill studio in September 1967. It was her most iconic photoshoot.

And her last.

Her expression is hauntingly serene, but with a hint of something else. Defiance? Fear? She looks so very young. She had the world at her feet – ‘Face of the Decade’, they called her. So why would she throw that away?




Chapter Three

September 1966

Denny had to get three buses to Bond Street for the photoshoot. Normally she’d sit on the top deck, but she wasn’t about to lug her nan’s heavy old suitcase up the stairs, so she stayed downstairs with the grannies and their string bags. The case banged against her knees with every turn of the bus.

At first, the idea of modelling for Gerald Hadley had seemed dead exciting, but now it was about to happen, she felt sick with nerves. It was still a surprise that her Mum and Dad had agreed to it at all.

When she got home from Biba, she’d sat at the dinner table trying to work up the courage to tell them, her little sister banging a spoon on her plate. Mum swapped the spoon for a hunk of bread and in the quiet that followed, Denny blurted it out before she’d planned what to say.

‘Something happened today.’

‘Oh?’ Mum said, still half-distracted by the toddler.

‘I met a man.’

Mum shot Denny a look. ‘A man?’

‘A photographer. At Biba. He said I could be a model. He wants to take photos of me.’

Mum’s eyes narrowed. ‘Photos of you? For what?’ 

‘For Gerald Hadley.’

‘Gerald Hadley? The fancy hairdresser?’

Denny nodded. ‘He said he’d pay eight guineas for the day.’

‘Eight guineas!’ cried her dad, shepherd’s pie clogging up his voice. ‘He’s having you on.’

‘He gave me this.’ Denny pulled the card from her pocket and handed it over. ‘He wants you to call him – said he’ll explain everything.’

Dad examined both sides of the business card and passed it to Mum.

‘When’s this happening?’ she asked.

‘Next week. As soon as possible.’

‘What about the factory? You can’t miss a day’s work,’ said Mum.

Dad leant back in his chair. ‘For eight guineas you could take a sick day.’

After tea, he went off to the telephone box on the corner. Twenty minutes later, he was back. ‘It’s all arranged,’ he said. ‘You’ll go to his studio near Bond Street. He wants you to wear that dress.’ He pointed to the one she was wearing. ‘He said to bring a few more.’

And that was why she was wrestling with Nan’s shabby case today, crammed with her tarted-up hand-me-downs, each one neatly folded by Mum. Heavy, awkward and a right nuisance on the bus. The conductor called her stop, and she hauled it off just before the bus pulled away.

Denny arrived at the Mayfair mews house ten minutes early. She rang the bell and shifted from foot to foot. Her mum hadn’t been able to get a babysitter, so she’d come alone, but relief washed over her when the lady who’d been with Douglas on Saturday answered the door.

‘Denny! You found us. Come in.’

From the outside the place looked like a house, but inside, the floorboards were bare, and the hallway was stacked with enormous rolls of coloured paper.

‘I’m Rose, Doug’s girlfriend.’ She led Denny up a staircase, then turned halfway and whispered excitedly, ‘I’m so jealous. Doug usually asks me to do jobs like this, but I know Mr Hadley will love your look.’

At the first floor, Rose showed her into a large, almost empty room. A white paper backdrop spilled across the floor, lights and a camera aimed at it.

‘Thanks for coming, Denny,’ said Douglas. ‘You can put your things over there.’

Denny dropped her case in the corner.

‘I’m going to do some test shots with Rose here,’ he said. ‘Watch what she does, and you can have a go in a minute. All right?’

Denny nodded. 

Rose posed like she’d been born to it – hands on hips, chin dipped, looking through her lashes. At one point, she even danced, as if music was playing. Denny gaped at her. She couldn’t do any of that.

‘All right. Denny – you try,’ said Douglas.

Rose moved out of the way, and Denny tiptoed onto the paper, scared her shoes might scuff it. ‘That’s it. Stand on that bit of tape. Try to keep in that area.’

Douglas was bent over the camera looking down into the top of it. Denny heard it click. ‘Move around a bit. Show off your dress. Don’t worry, these are just test shots.’

Denny didn’t know where to put herself. She was stiff as a board. Music started up somewhere across the room – ‘Satisfaction’ by The Rolling Stones.

Denny took hold of the sides of her dress the way Rose had and swished left and right. Rose had looked so glamorous, so confident, Denny felt plain silly.

‘How long did it take you to revamp that dress?’ Rose asked, raising her voice over the music.

‘I dunno. A couple of weekends?’ 

Douglas kept clicking away as she talked. 

‘It’s so cool, isn’t it, Doug?’

‘The coolest,’ he agreed.

‘Focus on showing off your brilliant handiwork,’ said Rose. ‘Don’t think of them as pictures of you. Think of them as pictures of the dress you’re proud of.’

Denny tried to focus on the dress. She hadn’t thought about it being cool; it was simply the closest she could get to wearing something she liked. She couldn’t afford anything from Biba. Most of her clothes were hand-me-downs from friends or relatives. These jumble sale finds were her hobby. She loved transforming ugly old clothes into something modern and trendy. If Rose and Doug thought her dress was cool, then it must be – because they were very cool.

‘Good,’ said Douglas. ‘Better. That’s it. Look over at the window. Now look at me. Great.’ Douglas checked his watch. ‘We’d better go.’

‘Where are we going?’ asked Denny. Mum had given her strict instructions not to go anywhere with this man. She was to do the photoshoot and return straight home.

‘Just round the corner to the salon so Gerald Hadley can do your hair.’

‘Gerald Hadley is going to do my hair?’ Denny couldn’t believe it. 

‘Why else would he want pictures?’

Denny’s stomach flipped – she was getting her hair done by Gerald Hadley. Wait till she told Jean.

She pictured the look on Jean’s face and the envy of the girls at the factory as she trailed Douglas through Mayfair’s posh streets, almost letting herself believe she belonged there.

Then, inside the salon, Hadley looked up from the client in his chair and caught Denny’s reflection in the mirror. The moment his eyes met hers, he threw down his comb, left his customer where she sat and came straight for her.

‘Ah yes,’ he said, talking to Doug. ‘I see what you mean.’

‘Perfect, isn’t she?’

‘Perfection.’ Hadley combed his fingers through her shoulder-length hair, scooping it back and sweeping part of it across her forehead. He ducked into her eyeline. ‘Beautiful eyes.’

He stepped back, looked her up and down and snapped, ‘Get it washed!’

Denny was taken off to the basins, her hair soaked and lathered with something that smelled of apples. She was rinsed and plonked in front of a mirror.

Hadley removed the towel and ran a comb through her tangles. He still hadn’t said a single word to her.

‘I know what we can do,’ he told Doug. ‘To bring out the green in her eyes.’

Doug’s reflection raised its eyebrows.

‘Black,’ said Hadley.

A slow smile spread across Doug’s face. ‘Genius!’

Denny’s mouth went dry. She could feel the throb of her heartbeat as Hadley painted dark blue gloop onto every inch of her hair, piled it up on the top of her head and secured it with clips. She’d never been to a salon – her mum always cut her hair in the kitchen. 

A girl brought her a cup of tea and a magazine. After half an hour, they washed her hair again, and she was back in the chair in front of Hadley. Denny had no idea what was happening, but Hadley terrified her, so she kept quiet as he positioned her head this way and that. Then, without warning, he gathered her hair into a ponytail and snipped it clean off.

Denny let out a gasp.

Hadley gave her such a stern look she clamped her mouth shut. Doug and Rose exchanged looks in the mirror.

Her hair! Her hair was all gone. All Denny could do was look on in horror as Hadley snipped and combed and tilted and fussed. Finally, he pinned a large roller at the crown of her head and clicked his fingers. 

A girl appeared out of nowhere.

‘Twenty minutes,’ he ordered, and the girl led her to a drying hood.

When the time was up, Hadley removed the roller and combed out her hair. Denny couldn’t bring herself to look in the mirror. She kept her eyes on her hands folded in her lap. Even when Hadley grabbed her chin and hoicked it up, she didn’t look up. If she saw herself, she might not be able to stop the tears, and she was sure that would make him angry.

Hadley got in close to her face to make tiny adjustments, the metallic shling of his scissors ringing in her ears. His breath stank of coffee and cigarettes. Finally, he untied the cape at the back of her neck and whipped it away with a flourish. Suddenly everyone was clapping and gushing over Hadley’s handiwork – Doug and Rose included.

Denny’s eyes slid to the mirror.

She didn’t recognise herself. Her long brown hair had always fallen in soft waves to her shoulders. Now it looked like a broken bowl of shiny black plastic – hanging to a point at her jaw on one side and cropped short above her ear on the other.

Her hair was black. 

Her hair was wonky. 

Hadley smoothed his hands over the short crop even though not a single hair was out of place.

‘Wow! Beautiful!’ said Doug. ‘It really brings out her eyes.’

Denny bit her lip to keep the tears in – the girl in the mirror was a stranger now.

She had to go home like this.

Her mum was going to kill her.




Chapter Four

April 2024

Sonny

‘Mr Hadley, sir,’ I say in my most respectful tone. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’

Gerald Hadley is wearing an impeccably cut suit with a paisley cravat. His cane has a shiny brass ball for a handle. ‘Where’s Denny?’ he barks. ‘Is she here?’

‘She’s not here today, but she really appreciates you taking the time to talk to us.’ I take his arm and help him up the three steps to the entrance.

We shuffle slowly across the hall, and I press the button for the lift. 

‘You’re her boy, aren’t you?’ he asks while we wait.

‘Yes, sir. I’m Sonny. Good to see you again.’ I hold out my hand, and he gives it a weak shake.

‘Is that your natural colour or do you dye it?’

He means my hair. ‘All natural,’ I tell him with a smile.

The lift pings and I help him inside. ‘I used to dye your mother’s hair that colour. How strange you should have exactly the colour I wanted hers to be.’

‘Her hair wasn’t black?’ Her hair is silver now, but it was always black when I was a kid.

‘It was almost black, not quite.’ The lift comes to a stop. ‘You have her eyes.’

‘Yes – from her father, apparently.’

‘Very rare,’ he says. ‘Very lucky.’

The lift reaches the second floor, and I lead him to our makeshift backstage area, introduce him to Bryony, the hair and make-up girl, and leave them to it. 

In the next room, Roe is fiddling with one of the two cameras she has set up. I don’t know how she can see what she’s doing with her hair dangling over the camera like that.

‘Gerald Hadley’s here,’ I tell her.

She starts. She mustn’t have heard me come in. Laughing, she sweeps her dark hair out of the way. ‘You scared me.’

‘Sorry. I was just saying Hadley’s in hair and make-up.’

She smiles. ‘Thanks.’

‘You know who he is, right?’

She frowns, gives me a sharp nod and goes back to what she was doing.

‘It’s just that he’s the sort of person who expects people to know who he is, otherwise you might not get the best out of him.’ 

She moves to the other camera. ‘I know who he is. Thank you.’

‘Cool. Well, the crabby old bastard wants Lapsang Souchong, so I’m off to find some. Want anything?’

She looks up from her camera. ‘Can I get some Darjeeling?’ Her expression is dead serious. 

‘Er, I’ll try.’

‘First flush if they have it.’ She goes back to her camera.

I’m back within ten minutes and have made the tea in another five. 

Roe looks surprised when I enter the room carrying a tray with two teapots and an array of accompaniments.

‘Your Lapsang Souchong, Mr Hadley,’ I say. ‘Would you like me to pour it for you, sir?’

‘Please.’

I set the tray on the desk close to the camera set-up and pour the tea through the bloody strainer I just had to buy – Lapsang Souchong only comes loose leaf. He refuses milk and sugar, bristling at the very idea, despite the woman at Fortnum & Mason assuring me it was perfectly acceptable.

I take the cup and saucer to him.

‘Shall I pour yours, Roe?’

She’s attaching a microphone to Hadley’s lapel. ‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Milk and sugar?’

She pulls the same face Hadley did. To be fair, the Fortnum’s lady said milk in Darjeeling is a no-no.

She accepts the cup with a smiling thank you. They both sip their tea.

‘Sonny, could you keep an eye on this camera – make sure it doesn’t move?’

‘Sure.’

Roe goes back to the other camera. ‘So, Mr Hadley, how did you first meet Denny?’

‘The late Douglas Martin found her for me back in ’66.’ Hadley squints a little as he thinks back. ‘He was still trying to get his big break and was always asking to work with me. I’d just developed a new hairstyle, and I promised he could shoot the big launch if he found the right girl. He didn’t know I’d told at least four other photographers the same story.’ Hadley laughs. ‘But Doug was talented – he had an eye for the next big thing. Had his finger on the pulse, as they say. And that afternoon, when he brought Denny to the salon, I knew she was the one.’

‘What was it about Denny that made you so sure?’

‘She was beautiful, of course, but it wasn’t just that,’ Hadley muses. ‘It was her whole look. The clothes she wore, the way she did her make-up – she was a real teenager. She’d never had her photograph taken before. She was like a rabbit in the headlights, and it gave her this vulnerability, and it only added to her beauty.’

‘Is it true that she didn’t know you were going to cut her hair?’ Roe softens the question with a smile.

‘Well, I … I don’t think …’ 

‘Mr Hadley,’ says Roe, ‘please speak up.’

‘Of course she knew I’d be cutting her hair. She was booked to model for a hairstylist. What did she think would happen?’ Hadley’s tone is defensive. He must hear himself because when he speaks again his voice is friendly. ‘It’s true, she probably wasn’t expecting it to be quite so drastic, but it was a new cut. No one had seen it before.’

‘Did you explain what you were going to do before you did it?’ asks Roe.

Hadley’s face darkens. ‘She was a nobody, a kid from a council estate. I was paying her good money, and she got the latest hairstyle. The most fashionable cut of the decade. For free, before anyone else.’

I’m seething, but Roe’s smile looks genuine. ‘What a lucky girl.’

Hadley picks up his cup and saucer and takes a sip. It rattles as he places it back on the little side table.

‘What did you call the haircut, Mr Hadley?’ 

‘I called it the Denny Cut,’ he says, as if it was a stroke of marketing genius. ‘Her photos were plastered across all my salons. I had to open two more in London to cope with the demand. It was the most successful of all my styles.’

‘You opened a salon in New York as well, didn’t you? Tell us about that.’

‘The Americans loved the British look. Swinging London had been on the cover of Time magazine earlier that year. It made sense to capitalise on that popularity.’

‘What a clever business decision,’ Roe gushes. ‘You obviously did very well out of that one haircut.’ 

‘We did well out of the Denny Cut but everyone copied it. All the salons in the country were doing their version of it. Lots of people profited.’

‘What did you charge for that cut?’

Hadley thinks for a moment. ‘I can’t remember.’

‘How much did you pay Denny for modelling that day?’

‘I-I don’t know …’

‘Do you think it would have been as popular if Denny wasn’t the face of it?’

‘There were lots of reasons for its popularity. Everyone was sick of the beehive and the shampoo and set. People liked it because they could style it themselves at home easily enough. And it fitted in with the androgynous look that was becoming popular at the time.’

Roe says nothing; she simply looks at Hadley, patiently waiting for an answer to her question.

‘Denny was an old-fashioned beauty,’ he continues. ‘She reminded me of a young Elizabeth Taylor. Cutting her long wavy hair took her from pretty-girl-next-door to edgy-sixties-cover-girl. But she would have been a star no matter what. With a face like hers, she was destined for greatness.’

Roe lets Hadley’s words hang in the air for a moment. ‘Thank you, Mr Hadley, I think I have everything I need.’




Chapter Five

September 1966

Denny hovered in the front room doorway. Her little sister, Tina, glanced up from her dolls, took one look at Denny and her smile vanished. She stood up and inched backwards towards their mum, not taking her eyes off Denny. There was no cry of Den-Den! No rush to cling to her big sister’s legs.

Mum looked up from her darning. ‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘What happened to your hair?’ 

Denny’s throat closed. When she tried to speak, her voice wouldn’t work.

Mum put the mending to one side and was up hugging her in half a second. ‘Oh, love.’

Mum shifted back to get a better look. ‘They cut your hair,’ she said, smoothing it. ‘And dyed it.’ She swept it from Denny’s eyes and tucked it behind her ear.

Denny nodded with a sniff.

Mum gave a soft tut and heaved a sigh. ‘Oh well, it can’t be helped. Perhaps I can get the scissors to it, try to even it out.’

‘How did it go?’ Dad lingered awkwardly nearby, his newspaper abandoned on the couch.

Denny wiped under her eyes with her ring fingers. ‘I hated it.’

He pulled his mouth into a straight line. ‘Thought as much. Did they give you the money?’

‘Yeah.’ Denny went back to the hall, got the money from her handbag and brought it to him.

His mouth dropped open as she handed him the notes. ‘I didn’t think they’d cough up. ‘Not all of it anyway.’ He counted the money and passed it back.

Denny held up a hand.

‘Take it – you earned it.’

‘It’s no different from my factory money – we need it for food. And bills. And coal. And clothes for Tina.’

He handed the money to Mum, jaw tight, lips pressed together. It was written all over his face – how much he hated the way things were.

Mum peeled a pound note from the bundle and gave it to Denny. ‘Here, you deserve it,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll get any more modelling work now they’ve done that to your hair.’





Denny always hated wearing a hairnet at the factory, but now she was glad of it. When she wasn’t on shift, she shoved her hair under a scarf or held it back with a thick Alice band, anything to keep it hidden. The days dragged and blurred until nearly two weeks had gone, and she was just starting to forget the whole thing – when Doug turned up at the flat one evening. She’d forgotten about giving him her address after the photoshoot – without a telephone, that was the only way he could get in touch.

She hadn’t expected to see him again, least of all at her door with Rose beside him. Denny blinked – Rose’s long blonde hair was gone. She’d had it cut the same as Denny’s. On her, it looked like something out of a magazine. 

‘Since the photos went up in Gerald Hadley’s salons, the new haircut is getting a lot of attention,’ said Doug, as they sat on the settee in the front room. ‘The Daily Mirror is going to do a piece on it. Gerald wants you to be the model.’

‘He does?’

‘I spoke to my model agency,’ gushed Rose. ‘I showed them your pictures. They love you. They want to sign you up.’

‘Denny doesn’t like modelling,’ Dad’s voice was firm. ‘She doesn’t want to do it anymore.’

Mum came in with a tray of tea things but hurried off at the sound of Tina crying in the kitchen, leaving Denny to pour the tea and hand out their best cups and saucers.

‘You’ll get ten guineas for the Mirror job,’ said Doug. 

Dad nearly choked on his tea.

‘Gerald said everyone who comes into the salon asks about your photo,’ said Doug. ‘He has a lot of important clients. People in fashion, entertainment, the press – they’re all asking about you.’

Tina’s wailing grew louder from the kitchen, broken up by fits of coughing. Rose had to raise her voice to be heard. ‘Once you join the model agency, who knows how much work you’ll get?’

Denny could feel Dad’s eyes on her, but she kept hers fixed on her cup and saucer. This tea set used to belong to her nan.

‘Look,’ says Doug, ‘I know the last job with Gerald wasn’t much fun, but this will be better. He can’t change your hair again – this cut is the reason for the photoshoot. It’ll be over before you know it.’

‘But I’m rubbish at it,’ Denny blurted. ‘I feel so awkward.’

‘Well, it doesn’t come across that way.’ Doug opened his briefcase, pulled out a leather-bound book and slid it across the coffee table. ‘The camera loves you.’

The book was full of photos from the day of the haircut, the first pages showing her long, dark waves; she found herself pining for them. The rest of the book captured her after the chop. Back then, she’d felt so alone, so let down, so helpless. Yet through Doug’s camera, she looked different – moody, full of attitude. Cool, even. For the first time, she saw a version of herself she didn’t want to hide.

She’d thought the short hair made her look like a boy – her flat chest and skinny frame didn’t help – but in the photos, she saw herself as a young woman.

‘Why don’t you sign up with the agency, do this Mirror job, earn yourself ten guineas?’ asked Doug. ‘If you still don’t like it, you don’t have to do it again.’

Tina’s bawling from the kitchen was getting out of hand, drowning out Mum’s soft shushing.

Denny looked from Doug, to Rose, to Dad – all of them waiting for her decision.





The Mirror photoshoot wasn’t any better than the one for Hadley’s salon. In fact, it was worse. This time an editor was in charge, a stern woman with a beaky nose and a pinched expression who spoke to Denny like she was a child. There were clothes for her to wear, and she had to change in public toilets between locations around London. People stared, crowds gathered – they literally stopped traffic.

Doug kept yelling, ‘Try not to look so cold!’ 

There was no bundle of notes this time – the agency would send a cheque, their cut taken before it even arrived.

The only good bit was earlier that morning. They’d called in at Hadley’s salon before the shoot so he could style her hair. He greeted her like an old friend, fussing over her hair and talking directly to her. Finally, she wasn’t invisible.

They didn’t know exactly when it would appear, so Dad bought the Mirror every day. Two weeks passed before it finally made it into the paper and he returned from the newsagent with a grin. ‘It’s in.’

He laid the pages out on the kitchen table. Denny was all over a double-page spread in the women’s section – leaning against railings, hanging off a parking meter, waiting by a bus stop.

She didn’t look cold.

She didn’t look awkward.

She didn’t look like a boy.

The headline read ‘The Face of the Decade’.




Chapter Six

April 2024

Roe

‘So, how did you do it?’ I ask Sonny when he comes back upstairs after seeing Gerald Hadley off.

‘Do what?’ He perches on the desk, folding his arms across his chest.

‘Get hold of Lapsang Souchong in a matter of minutes.’

He fights a grin. ‘Don’t forget the first-flush Darjeeling.’

I laugh. ‘And that.’

‘I went to Fortnum & Mason.’

‘How did you get there and back so quickly?’

‘I went on my bike.’

I lift my eyebrows. ‘I didn’t have you down as a bicycle person.’

‘I’m not a bicycle person. I’m a motorcycle person.’

‘Ah, that makes more sense.’ The mental image of him riding a motorcycle flusters me a little.

‘How was the Darjeeling?’ he asks.

‘Oh God – it’s revolting. Who the hell drinks that stuff?’

‘You asked for it!’

‘I was messing with you. I wanted to one-up Hadley’s Lapsang Souchong.’

‘How did you know about that first flush business then?’ his voice is high, incredulous.

‘Finishing school.’

‘You went to finishing school?’

I accidentally snort when I laugh this time. ‘Nope.’

He tries to give me a stern look.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘You have one of those faces.’

‘What faces?’

‘Like … gullible.’

He laughs, shakes his head in mock exasperation. ‘I had to buy two teapots, a set of teacups and a bloody strainer. I thought I was nipping out for teabags.’

‘We’ve got lots more visitors to ply with tea. I’m sure you’ll make good use of them.’

He gives an upward nod, uncrosses his arms. ‘So, Gerald Hadley’s a dick.’

‘A complete dick.’

‘He’s sat at our dinner table,’ Sonny says. ‘Loads of times. I’ve known him my whole life.’ He gives a slight shake of the head. ‘How did you know to ask him that stuff?’

‘Instinct, I suppose. I’ve been doing this a while.’ I suppress a sigh. ‘You know that famous photograph of the Denny Cut?’

‘Yeah.’

I slip my phone out of my back pocket and google it. ‘Have you ever looked at it closely?’ I zoom in on Denny’s eyes and hand him the phone.

His jaw clenches – he sees what I wanted him to see. ‘Her eyes are glassy.’

‘She was seventeen years old. He cut her hair without telling her. I know everyone knows the story, but when you think about it from her perspective, that must’ve been really upsetting. For someone to hack off your hair then have to sit through a photoshoot.’

He hands my phone back. ‘He called her a nobody from a council estate.’ 

‘And he made a fortune out of her. He said he didn’t remember what he paid her, but you can bet it was a fraction of the price of just one of those haircuts.’

Sonny’s phone pings. ‘Next interviewee is here,’ he says. ‘I’ll bring them up.’

While Sonny is out of the room, I can’t help it, I google him. I type ‘Denny’s son’ then delete it, talking myself out of it. But a few seconds later I’m typing again, and this time I hit ‘search’. I scroll past the short extract from Wikipedia telling me his name – of course, he uses his father’s surname. He was born at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital on 1st September 1989. There’s a selection of photos of him with his mother – two are quite recent; the others are all of him as a kid, ranging from a cute toddler to a gangly teenager. I vaguely remember her Wikipedia page saying she had a child. It never occurred to me to look him up – rookie error. I hadn’t expected our paths to cross.

I tap the link to his Instagram account. His profile picture is a black-and-white moody headshot. Under his name it says, ‘Digital Creator’. He has 52k followers. In most of his photos and videos, he’s riding a motorcycle or out running, but the other posts look to be brand collaborations or paid partnerships. Lots of ad hashtags. He’s lighting a fancy fire pit in one, fastening a leather satchel in another and there’s a whole highlight reel on Triumph motorcycles. A quick flick through shows he’s been on some amazing trips. Is this what he does for a living? I suppose he doesn’t have to work at all if he doesn’t want to. I go back to the Wikipedia extract and tap through to the full page, but there’s only a few lines of basic information.

At the sound of voices in the hall, I pocket my phone.

Sonny opens the door. He’s saying, ‘We’ve got Lapsang Souchong, Darjeeling?’

‘Oh God no,’ says an elegant older lady with silver hair cut in an angular bob. ‘Just builders’ tea, please.’

‘Roe, this is Viv. Viv – Roe.’

Viv strides over, takes my hand with both of hers, looks me in the eye and says, ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

‘We’ve got hair and make-up next door if you …’ Sonny trails off as Viv arches an eyebrow at him.

‘In case you haven’t noticed, my make-up is done, thank you, Sonny.’ She turns to me and rolls her eyes. Sonny mock-grimaces behind her back. ‘Where do you want me?’

I’ve gone through the whole routine of getting her mic’d up and settled in the chair by the time Sonny comes back with her builders’ tea. 

I let her chat with Sonny and sip her tea for a while until they come to a natural break in their conversation.

‘Ready?’ I get the cameras rolling. ‘Tell us about the first time you met Denny.’

Viv’s gaze becomes unfocused as she slips back through time. ‘It was 1966,’ she says wistfully. ‘I remember that day. We were on a shoot for Vogue. I noticed Denny right away. She was a timid little thing. The fashion industry was already chewing her up and was about to spit her out, and she’d only been modelling a few weeks. She was too young. I’m only a year older, but at that age, a year is a lifetime. She was so striking to look at. I mean, all the girls were beautiful, but Denny was on another level. I think it was because she didn’t want to be there. The rest of us were desperate to be the next Jean Shrimpton, but she hated every minute in front of the camera. She listened to instructions; she did as she was told. But she just wanted to get it over with. The plan was simply to take the money and run – not out of greed, but out of sheer desperation. Her family was struggling,’ Viv glances at Sonny. ‘I don’t think she’d mind me saying that?’

Sonny shakes his head.

‘They’d been counting every penny and suddenly Denny was bringing home more in a day than her dad could earn in a week. In their minds, once the buzz around the hairstyle died down, everyone would forget about her. The bubble could burst any moment. Even buying a phone seemed risky; yes, they could afford one now, but how would they pay the bill once the modelling dried up?

‘The day we met, she’d been given the most beautiful dress to wear, and I was burning with jealousy. Mine was a shapeless sack. The shoot was for British Vogue, with Leonard Fielding – intimidating as ever. Even the experienced girls were wary of him, and the new ones were terrified. It was her second time working with him, so she knew what to expect; I think that made it worse. She was a nervous wreck, knowing exactly how he worked.’

‘Denny has spoken publicly about how important your friendship has been to her,’ I say. ‘Tell us about how you took her under your wing.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Viv says with a modest flap of the hand. ‘Her friendship was important to me. She was such an inspiration. Everything she went through and still carried herself with grace and dignity. But in those early years, she just needed a crash course in surviving the fashion industry. I gave her tips on how to deal with difficult photographers and make it fun.’

‘There are lots of photos of you and Denny at the Ad Lib club over the years – you must have some colourful stories to tell?’

‘Oh, it was wild – full of models and rock stars doing things they shouldn’t.’ Her eyes dart to Sonny. ‘Not us, of course, we just let the madness swirl around us.’ She gives me a hint of a wink. ‘I remember one night, three of The Beatles arguing over who was going to buy Denny a drink first, before Donovan stepped in and beat them to it!

‘Another night, it must have been three in the morning, music blaring. The Stones had just got back from some dreadful American tour. Keith was jetlagged – still had mascara under his eyes – he dared Brian to swing from the chandelier. Brian climbed onto a table, but just as he––’

Viv is interrupted by the shrill ring of a mobile phone.

It’s coming from Sonny.

His eyes widen in horror. Jumping up from where he’s perched, he digs into his back pocket and yanks his phone out. He mouths ‘shit’ and ‘sorry’ like not speaking aloud now makes any difference while his phone is making that racket. He jabs a finger at it, and it falls silent. I glare at him, and his cheeks glow pink.

Turning back to Viv, I say, ‘Please continue.’




Chapter Seven

November 1966

The closest neighbour with a telephone agreed to pass on messages from the model agency. Denny’s dad promised their boy a penny for every message he delivered. By the end of the week, he’d earned two bob – twenty-four messages in all.

Two weeks, her parents warned. That was all she could be off sick before the factory would kick up a fuss. She’d have to squeeze in as many modelling jobs as she could into a fortnight then decide whether she wanted to keep at it.

The first two days were a blur of castings: queues of girls clutching their folders, walking up and down, turning this way and that. Endless questions about age, experience and measurements.

On the third day, she had her first proper bookings – an editorial job for a weekly magazine in the morning and an advertising shoot for handbags in the afternoon.

Every evening she’d find a telephone box to call the agency for the next day’s schedule, feeding pennies in and praying the line wouldn’t go dead mid-call. One evening, her agent was all in a tizzy – Denny had been successful at one of the castings.

‘You’ve been chosen for a Vogue shoot with Leonard Fielding – the Leonard Fielding.’

Denny had no idea who that was, but she knew Vogue. She loved flicking through it with Jean at the newsagent every month until the shopkeeper yelled at them to clear off unless they were going to pay for it.

Her agent gave her the details and told her three times: ‘Whatever you do, don’t be late.’

But by the time she reached the Notting Hill address, she was fifteen minutes late, out of breath with her hair in a state.

The front door was open; she hurried inside and found the studio.

‘You’re late!’ A shout from across the room made her flinch in the doorway. ‘I won’t be paying you for the first hour.’ A man – tall, sharp, and scowling – this must be the famous Fielding. ‘Go and get ready.’ He waved her off before she could even say sorry.

‘Come with me, dear.’ A woman took her by the elbow and steered her down the corridor to the dressing room.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Denny whispered. ‘The bus broke down. We sat there for ages before they’d let us off. I ran the rest of the way.’

‘Don’t worry. Just fix your hair as quickly as you can. And next time, take a taxi. You can’t rely on buses. You’ll be late for every job, and that simply won’t do.’ The woman stretched out a hand. ‘Elizabeth Leighton – fashion editor of Vogue.’

Denny had never heard anyone so posh. She shook Elizabeth’s hand, though she half felt like she ought to curtsy.

Elizabeth introduced her assistant, her daughter Cassandra, and together they wrestled Denny into the first outfit off the stuffed clothes rail.

Denny was at the dressing table, applying eye shadow, when there was a knock at the door. A bloke with dark hair tumbling in his eyes popped his head in. ‘The boss wants a heavy eye for this,’ he said to no one in particular, and was gone before she could ask what that meant.

‘Keep going, dear,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Then lots of kohl and lashings of mascara and we’ll be fine.’

Denny was ready in record time, faster than any of the other shoots she’d done, but Fielding’s scowl was still there when they went back to the studio. He looked like he was about to throw something across the room.

She went to step onto the white paper backdrop.

‘No!’ he yelled and she jumped out of her skin. ‘Wipe your feet, you’ll make it dirty.’

The lad from earlier dashed over with a rag

‘Don’t mind him,’ he whispered. ‘He’s a moody git.’

She stifled a smile as she wiped her feet, and when she handed back the rag, he shot her a lopsided grin.

Denny tiptoed onto the paper.

‘Cole,’ Fielding barked. ‘Take a reading.’

Cole grabbed a gadget with a funny little clock face and came closer.

‘Hello again,’ he said, holding it up to her nose.

‘Hello.’

He fiddled with the dials, held it up again, then drew a sharp breath in through his teeth. ‘Oh, that’s not good …’

‘What?’ she whispered, worried now.

‘It’s your nose …’ He gave her a sorry look. ‘It’s too big for Vogue.’

Denny’s fingers flew to her nose. She’d always been told it was a button nose. Then he chuckled, and she realised he was winding her up.

A laugh burst out of her but died quickly when she saw Fielding’s glare, and her stomach knotted again.

Cole sauntered off, calling a string of numbers out to Fielding.

The setup seemed to take ages. She fidgeted around on the spot until she noticed everyone was still and silent and looking at her.

‘Well,’ said Fielding after another minute. ‘Do something.’

‘Sorry?’

‘You’re a model, aren’t you? Do something. Don’t just stand there.’

Denny panicked. All the other photographers had told her what to do. Thinking on her feet, she went through a few poses she’d done before – hand on hip, turn to the side, head tilt – but the camera stayed silent.

‘Christ!’ he shouted. ‘Who booked this amateur?’

‘Len, darling,’ said Elizabeth, her voice calm. ‘You were at the casting. You approved her.’

‘She’s awkward – gawky as anything. I can’t work with her.’ He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and fumbled one from the pack.

‘Leonard,’ she purred, ‘she’s here now. I’ve got a deadline, and she’s got the look we want.’

He lit the cigarette, dragged hard and blew the smoke away. ‘How long have you been doing this?’

Denny’s mind went blank.

‘I’m talking to you
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