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For Helen Reeve and Jenni Carvell – both dedicated dressers with a gift for pulling down my trousers with a deftness and determination that would not be out of place in a Barcelona dark room.

In the face of circumstantial and self-inflicted obstacles they have, on multiple occasions, ensured my presence on stage when, to be honest, I didn’t know where or who I was.

Dressers are the unsung, underpaid, overlooked heroes of showbusiness and this book is for all of them.

And with affectionate thanks to David McGillivray who writes the filth for my live shows, some of which may have inexplicably found its way into these pages. God bless. I hope your trouble clears up soon.



[image: Curtain Call to Murder by Julian Clary, Orion Fiction]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Epigraph

Prologue

Dramatis personae

Act One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Act Two

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Act Three

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Acknowledgments

Credits

About the Author

Also by Julian Clary

Copyright


‘If a leopard licks your nose,

it is your flesh it is hoping to eat!’

African proverb


Prologue

Dear Reader,

You know me, I suspect. I am a camp comic and renowned homosexual. Let’s get that out of the way straight away. I am apparently the master of the rolls, the mistress of the brioche, the meat and two veg of innuendo.

So what am I doing here in the gingham-curtained world of cosy crime? Please don’t think that I’m just an opportunistic slapper whose literary agent told him this was where the money is and to jump on the bandwagon asap. I can assure you it was not for the financial rewards. I was set up for life in the early 1990s when I did an advert for Toilet Duck. And I was, lest we forget, the voice of Scottish Laminate Flooring for nigh on fifteen years. Had I not squandered the cash on illegal stimulants and instead settled down sensibly to a quiet life somewhere dreary on the south coast, I might never have troubled the general public again.

But alas. We can all be wise after the event. Anyway this ‘genre’ has all become too cosy for its own good, if you ask me. It needs shaking up a bit. The reader has too often been visualised as a spinster-ish Tory dressed in pastel shades whose idea of a wild night is a bitter lemon with not too much ice. This is nonsense. Mature people were young once. What they don’t know about recreational sex you could write on the back of an incontinence pad. I did a gig on a cruise ship recently and they loved the filth. I got a Mexican wave of Zimmer frames after my encore which was a song called Sometimes Life’s a Cunt (written for me by that well-known family entertainer Gary Wilmot).

No. Circumstances have driven me here. I was as horrified as everyone else about the murder at the world’s most famous theatre. More so, as I know every inch of the Palladium stage intimately from my tenure there in panto each year. I have stood on the very spot where it happened, delivering my usual nonsense and little suspecting that a person I knew well would one day die a horrible and premature death right there. Awful, isn’t it?

I feel it’s my duty to write this book for you to read. And along the way you can learn what showbusiness is really like. It’s not all air kisses and fingering the ensemble, let me tell you. Get your smelling salts ready, dears.

Let’s start with the scene of the crime: the London Palladium. The Palladium is an extraordinary place. It has a magic about it that I’ve never experienced anywhere else, unless you count the time, I was stuck in a lift with the Lowestoft rugby team.

As you walk from the darkness of the wings into the light on stage something happens, as if you are entering another sphere. A bit like taking your first bite of a Walnut Whip. I speculate that it may have something to do with those who have trod these boards before you: amazing performers from every age, including Louis Armstrong, Bob Hope, Arthur Askey, Liberace, Gracie Fields, Shirley Bassey, Nat King Cole, Judy Garland, Max Miller, Bruce Forsyth, Clare Balding and many, many other legends. (Brucie’s ashes are interred in the wall under the stage.)

It is as if the energy and goodwill of all these people infuses you, enters you via the portal of some psychic anal fissure that opens up during the heightened state of nervous excitement you feel as you wait there for your cue.

Which makes what happened on that dreadful night all the more surprising. Something so dark and evil it had no place there, or anywhere. Like finding Jacob Rees-Mogg in a gay sauna.

Showbusiness is a relatively small world. As I have told you, I know the Palladium inside out, onstage and off. But, as far as this story goes, I also, as it happens, know most of the people involved. It’s uncanny. Weird. Having worked with some of them over the years, I followed the story avidly as it unfolded, and I now feel uniquely qualified to write it all down.

This is a story of tragedy and revenge, and I have, in my tireless research, uncovered many layers, both surprising and horrifying, to finally reveal the truth of what happened to cause this Curtain Call to Murder. Fasten your seat belts …

As the chihuahua said to the great dane, it’s a lot to take in.

Disclaimer

I know there is a suspicion with ‘celebrity authors’ that we don’t really do the hard graft of writing the books that bear our names. I also know that this is true in some cases. They know who they are. Not only is it obvious when you read them, but they’ve also told me themselves. I think it’s a grubby deception to play on the general public and I want no part of it. I don’t know how they sleep at night.

So just for the record: I WROTE THIS MYSELF! I toiled away at the kitchen table in my luxury home, in theatrical digs around the country while on tour with Jesus Christ Superstar, in my dressing room at the Palladium during Peter Pan and on the terrace of my holiday bungalow on the island of Huvafen Fushi in the Maldives. It’s all me, all mine.

I thank you.

JC


Dramatis personae

Jayne Oxley – dresser

Cheerful and content with her own private thoughts. Prefers not to be noticed. And dresses accordingly. Happy to go where life leads her.

Peter Milano – actor 

Blessed with charm and cheekbones, but now well past his sell-by date. Could be a silver fox but instead presents more as a grey stoat.

Miriam Haughton – actor

Experienced and professional, she floats through life with just the occasional sigh of discontent. Success has eluded her as she always knew it would. Takes comfort in dairy food, which no doubt accounts for her creamy complexion.

Simon Gaunt – actor/comedian 

One of the new wave of ‘geezer comics’ that are all the rage. Rough around the edges. No stranger to carbs.

Hermia Saunders – actor

Inconsistently brilliant on stage and rather too fond of intense eye contact and American seriousness off stage. Has had a lot of therapy but sadly still not enough. Lovely cheekbones, possibly from a catalogue.

Ken Thomas – journalist

Prolific, usually bitchy reviewer and gossip columnist. Ruddy complexion a testament to the fact that he drinks too much and sleeps too little as he’s busy lying awake thinking vitriolic thoughts.

Trevor Millicent – playwright/director

Writer of profound dramas that reflect the dilemmas of the human condition, he likes to think. A little stooped by the burden of his own superior intelligence, you wouldn’t want to be sat next to him on a long train journey.

Alice Haughton – mother of Miriam, retired actor

A former beauty and now long-term resident in a luxury dementia care home. Occasionally incontinent.

Harry ‘Spud’ Grimshaw – theatre technician

A moody, uncommunicative punk who wears tight black jeans that have never been washed.

Robin Kowalski – Jayne’s Tinder date

Compact, terrier-like. Looks over your shoulder as he’s talking to you in case someone more interesting is on offer.

Taffy Evans – head of wardrobe

World-weary but honest. Baggy jumpers and wild, grey candy-floss hair. She is straight-talking and loyal but not someone you’d want to cross.

Gordon Griffiths – ex-dresser

Young and self-absorbed. Searching in vain for love, happiness and a personality that might suit him.

Katheryn Milano (married to Peter Milano)

Horsey, well-heeled country type. Sells overpriced, high-end properties to mousy men with more cash than sense.

Laura Porter (married to Simon Gaunt)

Former model, now an avid shopper. Avoids food.

Julian Clary – narrator

Comedian, actor, writer, musical theatre star, ballroom dancer, dog lover, Celebrity Big Brother winner, left-wing luvvie and panto legend. Possibly spreads himself a bit thin in some areas.


Act One

Chapter 1

Headlines

Horror at the Palladium!

Audiences witness onstage tragedy

How could it happen?

Breaking News, BBC News website, 11 p.m, Tuesday, 29 August 2017

The theatre world was in shock following a horrific death during a performance of a new play at the London Palladium this evening.

Audience members screamed in horror during a celebrity-filled press night performance of Leopard Spots at the Argyll Street theatre. Distressed members of the public streamed out of the theatre and were seen weeping and trying to comfort one another on the pavement. Several people collapsed and had to be tended to by the St John Ambulance staff present.

‘There was a lot of blood,’ claimed one witness. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to go to the theatre again after this.’

Julian on the murder

And it wasn’t fake blood, unfortunately. Awful to see such a thing. Traumatising, especially in such a setting. You might witness a road traffic accident if you’re unlucky. But you’re unlikely to be staring intently at the very point of impact as you are in a theatre. Imagine. An audience is engaged, concentrating and then that happens. Seared into the memory, I’m afraid. I’ve told you when, so now begins the telling of this tale: the why and the who. And, to do that, we must travel back in time to the Edinburgh Festival 2016.

12 months earlier

The Scotsman, 12 August 2016

By Stephanie McDonald.

Headline: Leopard Spots [*****], Edinburgh Festival Traverse Theatre.

This refreshing and original play is just the breath of fresh air this festival needs and gave hope to this reviewer that innovative and creative work is still alive and well. (I was beginning to lose faith after watching an experimental LGBT dance company piece yesterday that involved two lesbians wrestling in a bath full of gravy.)

Written and directed by Trevor Millicent, Leopard Spots stars the comedian Simon Gaunt in his first major acting role and he certainly makes the most of every scene, sparring with the other ‘name’ – a rather gnarled but still enigmatic Peter Milano.

The story revolves around a married couple, George and Geraldine (Milano and the ever-fragrant Miriam Haughton) having a make-or-break holiday to revive their fractured marriage in a rundown holiday hotel in an unnamed tropical location. The only other guest is a mysterious American heiress, Miss Simpson (a languid Hermia Saunders), who may or may not be suicidal or terminally ill – or neither.

Gaunt plays the hotel manager, but as his staff have all gone AWOL, he has to multitask as a cook, a waiter and even a masseur – with hilarious results. It is a masterclass of comic brilliance. Think Basil Fawlty on steroids. George and Geraldine’s marital spats fizz with authentic venom or reignited lust, depending on how many glasses of champagne they’ve consumed.

When a leopard is seen roaming the grounds and the mystery of what became of the missing staff dawns on those who remain, all four end up locked in the hotel’s booze-filled storeroom and the stage is set for the messy, terrifying climax – which I won’t spoil.

But I can inform the reader that their hearts will race, their sides will ache and their spirits will soar with delight. An astonishing and accomplished piece of work that thoroughly deserved the standing ovation it received. A proper well-written, well-acted play – quite a rarity here this year. And not a drop of gravy in sight.

The Sunday Times, Sunday, 14 August 2016

By Michael Billingshurst.

Headline: Leopard Spots [*****], Edinburgh Festival Traverse Theatre.

A new play by Trevor Millicent, at least for the last few decades, has usually been a date with Dame Disappointment. He has persistently failed to enthral since his remarkable debut Who Are You and What Do You Want? set pulses racing in the 1990s. Leopard Spots is therefore a surprising delight. My cynical expectations dissolve within moments of the curtain rising. What a surprise! There’s life in the old dog yet.

The play sparkles with witty dialogue throughout and benefits from a plot that has you leaning forward in your seat with anticipation. All this is delivered with panache and pathos by a stellar cast led by the cheerful Simon Gaunt, and the presence of that lecherous old lush Peter Milano provides him with a perfect foil. Miriam Haughton and Hermia Saunders add to the fun.

The laughs come thick and fast until the final minutes when they are replaced by genuine fear. To carry off such a segue is a remarkable feat of both writing and performance. Comedy and terror? Who knew they would mix together so well, much like one of the many generous cocktails the characters in this sharp and clever play neck during the course of their endeavours.

At last, Millicent has found his form again. Smelling salts recommended and not, on this occasion, to keep you awake.

Trevor Millicent: notes for archive

The fact that Simon Gaunt and Peter Milano loathed each other rather added to the frisson of their on-stage relationship, I feel. I couldn’t have planned it better. It is even possible that I did everything in my power during the rehearsal period to ignite this friction. This is sometimes a director’s solemn duty. The play’s the thing. Collateral damage is not my concern.

Daily Express, Tuesday, 16 August 2016

By Ken Thomas.

Headline: Leopard Spots [*], Edinburgh Festival Traverse Theatre.

Hopes were high as I took my seat at the Traverse. The smell of sweaty punters and chips wasn’t going to spoil my enjoyment of a show that was the talk of the festival. But how wrong I was. I staggered out two hours later in a cold sweat of bewilderment, feeling so empty that I needed some fast food myself.

It starts on a bucolic veranda with cocktails and Coward-esque banter, but there’s worse to follow. There’s a man-eating leopard on the loose in this jungle jape, you see, and a gaggle of hapless guests and the hotel manager decide it’s best to lock themselves in the pantry for safety. This stifling, windowless room is a metaphor, wouldn’t you know it, for the fractured marriage of the ill-suited George and Geraldine. Why not get a divorce and shoot the big cat?

There’s also a Yankee Camilla Parker-Bowles rich-bitch-type wandering around and him-off-the-telly Simon Gaunt doing a turgid turn as a waiter. Neither silver-tongued nor silver service, unfortunately.

If Tennessee Williams meets It Ain’t Half Hot, Mum is your thing, you’ll love it. The audience the night I went had a rollicking good time. I didn’t. Pass the chips.

Popbitch, Thursday, 25 August 2016

Which actress at the Edinburgh Festival celebrated her great reviews by giving a special after-dark performance on the Meadows on Friday night? Apparently, her, er, vocal range was most impressive …

Julian on Peter

Spare a thought for Peter Milano. It was painful for him to read these reviews – even the positive ones. It hurt to see himself described as ‘gnarled’ and ‘an old lush’.


Chapter 2

The Stage, touring news, Friday, 28 April 2017

Premiered at last year’s Edinburgh Fringe, Trevor Millicent’s Leopard Spots is to tour this summer and into autumn with all the original cast. Tickets are now on sale at Bath, Cheltenham, Brighton, Birmingham and Plymouth.

Jayne’s diary, Wednesday, 10 May 2017

Two months stuck here at home. I’ve cleaned every room, sorted wardrobes, tidied the garden, caught up with Rowanne. Now I need a job, please, before I start baking cakes or decorating. Fed up with evenings at home with Dad, who never speaks.

Funny thing, though – I felt the tingle yesterday, out of the blue. A sort of buzzy feeling at the back of my neck. I’ve had this before. Like a premonition that something good is going to happen. Last time it happened I got a letter the next day inviting me to uni. Not that that worked out in the long run, but I’ve learned to trust these things. Just have to be patient now.

Jayne’s diary, Friday, 12 May 2017

Taffy called, whoop! I’ve got a job! Dressing. Starts in two weeks.

There’s a new play called Leopard Spots that’s going on tour. Big hit at the Edinburgh Festival last year, apparently. The dresser they had booked couldn’t do it suddenly. Yippee!

Anyway, I’m pleased. Just about had my fill of being at home with Dad. Excited.

Jayne’s diary, Friday, 2 June 2017

Bag packed. Dad’s care package is sorted. Told him I was going but he didn’t really respond. I don’t know what goes on in his mind, if anything. I’d say he looked cross about it.

I’m not taking loads with me. Usual black clothes for work and a few summer dresses and tops. That sort of thing.

Found Mum’s old toiletries bag in the bottom of a cupboard in the bathroom. I think I bought it for her one Christmas. Never used – she didn’t go anywhere. So, I’ve put my bits and bobs in.

Julian on Jayne

Allow me to slide in here, if I may. Meet Jayne.

Jayne Oxley is thirty-six, and there is much to know and admire about her. Jayne is about to start work as the dresser for Leopard Spots. Dressers do much more than just dress. The good ones take care of the inner as well as the outer needs of their charges. They enhance every performance, stroke egos, lighten moods and pay compliments like a Michelin chef adding ingredients to their signature dish in a fractious kitchen environment. They polish the sequins, fluff up the feathers and ensure that the illusion of glamour is seen like a body stocking, whatever the sordid reality of their charges might present.

But she is so much more than that. Jayne is clever. She carries her cleverness about her person secretly, like a polished conker in her pocket or a mint under her tongue. It radiates and pulsates, all-seeing. You don’t have to spend much time with her to realise Jayne is bright. Her intelligence is there in the pigment of her iris and the steadiness of her gaze. Her conversation is perceptive, and she has a habit of cutting to the chase. Some people don’t bother to notice. Jayne may swim in a sea of big egos, but don’t underestimate her. She can hold her own.

Jayne has the ability to enjoy life in adverse circumstances. It would be withering to say she is easily pleased, although some might see it that way. What I mean is she is a naturally happy person. There is no ‘if only’ or ‘when’ about Jayne. The sun on her face, the sausage roll in her mouth – these give her pleasure and she acknowledges the sensations. This doesn’t take a conscious effort.

Jayne lives in a suburb of Wolverhampton called New Invention. The house, once gleaming and radiating contentment when her late mother was around, is now dusty and dour with her widowed father’s moody presence. Fortunately, Jayne isn’t there much to put up with this. She escaped. Jayne works as a theatrical dresser, ironing and zipping her way around the country on touring productions – musicals, plays, ballets.

Jayne is a principal player in this story, and we must pay attention to what she says, thinks and does. A murder is to take place and Jayne is our amateur sleuth, take note, although she has no foreknowledge of this. But it is just as well, because as we all know, the police are too busy exchanging unseemly banter on WhatsApp groups to do proper old-fashioned plod work.

Jayne has had no action on the man front for some time. She isn’t bothered about this and would laugh if you asked her if she wanted a boyfriend. It might be more trouble than it’s worth, she’d say. But then, it would be nice to have someone looking out for her. She finds nerdy men attractive. Glasses and beige slacks. They hide a strong sex drive, she thinks. All that obsessing over Star Wars or online gaming or Taskmaster means they have feelings and thoughts other than porn and booze.

She’d had such a boyfriend at university, called Allan. The theatre design course at Birmingham University had been going well, but then she left to look after her mother and Allan found someone else within a week.

People make assumptions about dressers like Jayne – that they are retired dancers or failed actors. No one, surely, would choose dressing as a career? They think dressers are people who just want to be involved in showbiz at whatever cost, no matter how paltry the wages. Jayne knew all of this, but she didn’t mind. She was hiding in plain sight. Being a dresser was her destiny, her escape. She had a particular talent for it. Attention to detail, a calming presence and no real interest in financial rewards. She had worked out the limits of money as a means to happiness some time ago. Money bore no relation to life satisfaction and that was a fact.

Jayne’s mother knew what she was worth, as mothers do. As she lay on her hospital bed she reached out and stroked Jayne’s hair, blinking slowly.

‘I won’t worry about what will happen to you. I’ve never worried about you. You can look after yourself.’

‘Can I?’ said Jayne doubtfully. She felt that her mother was signing off, tying up loose ends. Saying goodbye.

She rested her hand on Jayne’s shoulder and pulled her closer.

‘Don’t stay at home, will you? Get away from your father. He’ll manage fine without you. Don’t do what I did.’

‘But what shall I do?’

‘Oh, you can do anything. But you’re a late bloomer, so time is of the essence.’

So, after the cancer took her mother, Jayne did as she instructed. She went back to university. Then, in her second year, her father had a stroke. No one else could look after him so she abandoned her education once again, packed her bags and returned to Wolverhampton to do her solemn duty for her now mumbling and incontinent dad.

‘I’m never going to get away now,’ she thought. Her elbows tingled, indicating an imminent eczema flare-up.

Her parents’ relationship had been, for many decades, one of mutual antagonism, and it soon became apparent to Jayne that the expectation was for her to recreate that role. It was as if it was too late for her father to change his relationship with any woman, be it wife or daughter. Despite his compromised abilities, or maybe because of them, he mooed his disdain.

Jayne’s lightbulb moment came when she sat one evening in her mother’s chair. Her father, in his usual place, now furnished with a motorised ‘rise and recline’ armchair, was on the other side of the kitchen door. As had been the custom when her mother was alive, this door was left open. Aha, thought Jayne. This was so they didn’t have to look at each other or engage. No eye contact, no contact of any kind, in fact. The lightbulb flickered and went out. What could she do except accept her lot?

After ten years of marriage and the arrival of Jayne and her younger sister, Sara, her mother had an affair with a married neighbour. When this was discovered, she ran away with him and was denied any access to her daughters by their angry, vengeful father. When the affair fizzled out, she came home to resume her motherly duties – but not her wifely ones. Mother and father lived in a tense, glowering union that science may one day reveal to be an incubator for cancer like the one that finally claimed her.

For others trapped in Jayne’s situation their fate might have been sealed, their life laid out like a funereal shroud. There might seem to be no escape.

But Jayne’s intelligence was to save her: her thoughts were her own and she savoured them for their insight, serenity and optimism. This may be her situation now but she would not be smothered or defeated by it. A way out would be found. She remembered her mother’s advice, and after three years the need to escape overpowered her.

She had worked as a dresser briefly at the Birmingham panto during the Christmas break, and after a few phone calls, she was invited back there to work on visiting musicals. Her sister watched over her father in the evenings.

The taste of freedom was so delicious that she wanted more. Not just evenings – her whole day, her whole life. Her mother’s words ringing in her ears she began the arduous task of contacting social services and getting a care ‘package’ in place. Three visits a day. Her dad would be all right. He’d have to be. If he was cross and irritable, that would be normal for him. Happiness wasn’t something he was familiar with, before, now or in the future. But, for Jayne, happiness was within her grasp.

A national tour of The Rocky Horror Show wanted her services. Jayne packed her bags and left, and had a wonderful, joyful time. One tour led to another. She was dependable and efficient, and word got around. Wardrobe mistress Taffy Evans took her under her wing and from one job to another. Taffy was tiresome and a tad eccentric sometimes, but they rubbed along fine.

She loved her new life. Not in a euphoric way. But quietly and sincerely. She enjoyed being in a different city every week, looking around, taking it all in, sitting on benches in shopping centres and eating her sandwiches. Jayne was content.

She wondered if she was too easily pleased; after all, it wasn’t a well-paid job and there was little chance of promotion. But she had already established that money didn’t interest her much and she wasn’t troubled by ambition. She enjoyed having a sense of purpose, being a cog in the wheel – a small but vital part of the show. Most of all, she loved feeling free.

Note: I am very grateful to Jayne for letting me rifle through her personal diaries. Without them, there would be so many gaps in this book. On the readers’ behalf, I sent her a Greggs gift voucher; she was thrilled.

Jayne’s diary, Saturday, 3 June 2017

All Dad wants to do in the evening is watch The Chase. There’s a channel where it’s on constantly.

This is what he does when I’m not there.

After two episodes, he threw down the newspaper and asked if there was anything else I wanted to watch. Sometimes, in the interest of my sanity, I’ll choose a drama or documentary, but this never goes down well.

Eventually, we returned to The Chase. It’s like a drug. Nothing else will do. I thought to myself: Just another hour. Just another hour of Bradley saying ‘Time to face the Chaser …’

But it’s hard.

‘On what part of the body is the cranial cavity?’

The contestants are having a lovely day out, at least.

The morning will be better. I’ll greet him in the kitchen, lay the table and give him his porridge. We can talk about the weather, and then he’ll go to the lounge with the Telegraph and I can get the bus to the station and escape.

I’ll always hate The Chase. It is a time warp of misery. Relentless.

‘Good luck with the wedding. But right now you have been caught by the Chaser.’

‘Five attempts to push back. Two executed.’
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