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October 1985, Soho to Mayfair

The drizzle started the moment Sam Wolf stepped out of the Dean Street studio.

It was the kind of thin, needling London rain that found its way under collars and soaked stockings in seconds.

She tugged the cropped white lambskin jacket tighter across her chest, the one The Daily Star had called “the sexiest jacket in Britain” only last week, and hurried along the wet pavement.

Men turned to stare; one builder wolf-whistled from scaffolding and nearly fell off. She gave him the two-fingered salute and the grin that had already paid for a new Mini Metro and half the rent on a flat most girls her age could only dream of.

Twenty-one years old, five-foot-four in bare feet, thirty-four inches of natural Essex bounty up top, and a mouth that looked like it had been designed for sin.

Samantha Wolf (Sam to everyone who mattered) had arrived in London eighteen months earlier with one suitcase, a fake ID that said she was nineteen, and a determination never to go back to the Basildon council estate where the height of ambition was marrying a Ford mechanic and pushing out three kids before you were thirty.

Page 3 had found her first. Then the tabloids, the calendars, the dodgy glamour videos sold under the counter in Soho.

She’d posed with everything from a strategically placed Union Jack to a strategically placed Rolls-Royce bonnet mascot.

She’d learned quickly that the quicker you took your kit off, the slower the world was to judge you, because they were too busy looking.

By half past six she was back in her Brewer Street flat above the sex shop that never seemed to close.

The neon sign opposite buzzed pink through the net curtains: LIVE GIRLS LIVE GIRLS LIVE GIRLS. She kicked the door shut behind her, peeled off the wet lambskin, and let the ra-ra skirt drop to the carpet.

Stockings next, rolling them down slowly because the lace tops had left red lines on her thighs and it hurt a bit. She caught sight of herself in the wardrobe mirror: honey-blonde hair tousled from the wind, nipples dark against pale skin, the faint outline of today’s bikini tan still visible.

She looked like the girl every red-blooded Englishman wanted to wake up next to, and half the country already had a copy of her taped inside their garage wall.

She poured a large vodka and lime into a chipped wine glass, added two ice cubes from a tray that had seen better decades, and pressed play on the answering machine.

Beep. “Sam, love, it’s Mum. You never ring. Your nan’s asking after you. There’s shepherd’s pie in the freezer if you’re coming home...”

Delete.

Beep. “Samantha, it’s Terry from the Star. Front page tomorrow if you’ll do the topless Thatcher impression again, love. Ring me.”

Delete.

Beep after beep: photographers, agents, one creepy breather, a girl from her old school asking if she could get her into modelling.

Then the last one.

A man’s voice, low, amused, expensive. The kind of voice that had never queued for anything in its life.

“Good evening, Miss Wolf. My name is Charles Cavendish. I represent a small consortium of... admirers. We have watched your career with considerable interest. We have a private proposition that I believe will interest you greatly. If you would be kind enough to ring this number before nine tonight, I would be most grateful.”

He left a Mayfair number and the faintest hint of a smile you could hear.

Sam stood very still, glass halfway to her lips. She played it again. And again. Something in the way he said “most grateful” curled warm fingers low in her belly.

At eight-forty-seven she dialled.

It rang twice.

“Cavendish.” Same voice, warmer now.

“It’s Sam Wolf,” she said, trying to sound like she got calls like this every day. “You left a message.”

“Delighted you rang, Samantha.” She could hear ice clink in a glass somewhere expensive. “Are you alone?”

“Yeah. Just me and the vodka.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll be direct. Tomorrow evening, if you’re free, a car will collect you at nine. Dress code is black tie for the gentlemen, something... celebratory for you. One night only. One million pounds, paid on completion. Are you interested?”

She actually laughed, a sharp, incredulous bark that echoed off the peeling wallpaper.

“You’re having me on.”

“I assure you I am not. The funds are already in escrow at Coutts & Co. You will see the banker’s draft tomorrow afternoon if you accept.”

Silence stretched long enough for her to hear the sex shop’s music thumping faintly through the floorboards.

“What exactly would I have to do,” she asked slowly, “for a million quid?”

A soft chuckle. “Be yourself, Samantha. Be the fantasy the entire country wakes up to every morning. Ten of us. No cameras, no names in the papers, no permanent marks, nothing you don’t enjoy. When you leave on Thursday morning, you will be a very wealthy young woman.”

She sat down hard on the bed, vodka sloshing onto her bare thigh.

“A million pounds,” she repeated, tasting the words. In 1985 that was a mansion in Surrey, a Ferrari, a lifetime of champagne breakfasts and never having to smile while some sweaty photographer told you to “arch your back, darling” ever again.

“And if I say no?”

“Then we thank you for your time, destroy the draft, and this conversation never happened. No hard feelings.”

Another silence. She could hear her own heartbeat.

“Nine o’clock tomorrow,” she said.

“Excellent. The car will be a black Rolls-Royce Phantom. The driver will know where to go. Wear the white lambskin jacket from last week’s shoot. It photographs beautifully, though I promise there will be no photographs tomorrow night.”

The line went dead.

Sam stared at the receiver for a full minute before hanging
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