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            INTRODUCTION

         
 	
         
            ‘My motto is, “Never give up.”’ 
            

            AMANDA HOLDEN
            

         

         The  face is radiant under the glare of the studio lights as the TV camera  zooms in close. Wide eyed with her mouth opening in wonder, she looks up  at the stage, almost mesmerised by the performers.
         

         It could be a  child enraptured by watching her first pantomime, or a teenager in awe  of her favourite pop star. But this study of enthralment is one of the  biggest celebrities in the country and fast becoming a star in America.

         After  a long and successful acting career starring in some of the top dramas  and comedies on British television, Amanda Holden is at the pinnacle of  her professional life. As one of the judges on the hugely popular  Saturday-night prime-time series Britain’s Got Talent, she has  the performers, along with a TV audience of millions, hanging on her  every word. While her former co-judges, Simon Cowell and Piers Morgan,  were often cutting and brusque in their comments, Amanda has always been  kinder and more encouraging. And that’s because she knows what it is  like to perform on stage, and the determination and nerve required to  achieve your dream. Be it dancing dogs, burlesque strippers or  escapologists, Amanda has time for them all because she admires their  spirit.
         

         Over the years Amanda has taken many knocks, both  privately and professionally. Her parents split up when she was four and  later in her life she faced the wrath of the public’s hostility when  she had an affair with actor Neil Morrissey while married to Les Dennis.  She has also suffered the heartache of two miscarriages within a year.  Along the way she has had to endure some crushing criticisms of flop  comedies, such as Celeb, Mad About Alice and Big Top. But after each blow she has bounced back stronger and shown incredible resilience.
         

         Her  work ethic is second to none. Always striving for more, she has moved  from one job to another and, as well as the flops, she has starred in  some of the most successful shows on British television: Cutting It, Wild at Heart, The Grimleys.
         

         Amanda  has shown she can take the knocks in life. She only ever wanted to be a  famous actress and set about reaching that goal with a relentless  enthusiasm.

         ‘I don’t take no for an answer and pursue everything I  want to do until I’ve exhausted every possibility,’ she has said. She  had rehearsed her Oscar-winning speech at nine years old!

         Having tackled comedy and drama, in 2003 she took to the stage to realise a dream role as the star of the West End musical Thoroughly Modern Millie, surprising many with her singing and dancing prowess.
         

         Following  her disastrous marriage to Les Dennis, Amanda met the record-company  producer Chris Hughes, whom she described as her ‘soulmate’. They have a  daughter, Alexa (or ‘Lexi’), who was born in 2006, and the pair married  in 2008. Today she is happy and settled with her family but she retains  that drive she has had since she was a young girl to keep striving for  more. And, when Simon Cowell asked her to be a judge on Britain’s Got Talent in 2007, she eagerly accepted. It was to send her stardom soaring.
         

         The  show became a TV phenomenon and Amanda found she loved every minute of  it. To her surprise, she enjoyed it more than acting and has said she  would happily continue being a judge into her 90s.

         However, she is frequently reduced to tears on BGT  by someone with a hard-luck story to tell or a singer with an  unexpectedly beautiful voice. Her teasing co-judges have ribbed her  about it and there have been some suggestions in the press that she is  overacting, but she says the emotions are real. She has had to develop a  hard shell to get where she is but inside she has always been soft. She  adored her grandparents and being a mother has made her even more  emotional so, when an elderly or young singer walks out on the stage,  Amanda already feels a lump in her throat. And she says she is touched  by parents who go on the show in an effort to make a better life for  their families. She’s also an animal lover, so that pretty much covers  all of the acts!
         

         But Amanda’s ambition stretched wider than this  country and she always craved success in America. She flew out  frequently to be introduced to people who might help her career but each  time it came to nothing. Her big break Stateside came just when she  thought it would never happen. To her surprise it was BGT that did it, or – more precisely – a certain singer nicknamed SuBo.
         

         When  awkward-looking Susan Boyle walked out on the stage in 2009, nobody  expected what was to follow. Already there were a few sniggers in the  audience and, when she remarked to Simon Cowell that her voice was a bit  like Elaine Paige’s, he – now notoriously – rolled his eyeballs. But  within a few moments everyone in the studio and those watching from home  were transfixed by the beautiful sound that came out of her mouth.

         Boyle launched into ‘I Dreamed a Dream’ from the musical Les Misérables,  a song that mesmerised a nation. It was such a golden TV moment that it  was put on the YouTube website and SuBo also became a sensation in the  US. They couldn’t get enough of this unlikely-looking singing sensation  and invited her onto numerous chat shows. And the clamour for SuBo led  to Amanda and Piers Morgan also being invited across the Atlantic to  talk about her. Amanda saw her chance and grabbed it!
         

         Amanda’s sparkling appearances on American television, talking about all things SuBo- and BGT-related,  led to more regular appearances until she landed the job of UK  entertainment reporter on the CBS TV morning news programme The Early Show.
         

         ‘For years I went over to America trying to make it. But I’ll be the first to say that I owe it to Susan,’ she said.

          

         The  year ahead is a challenging and exciting one for Amanda Holden and she  is going to be as busy as ever, dividing her time between stage and TV,  between Britain and America, as she juggles a transatlantic career with  marriage and motherhood.

         As well as BGT – with new  co-judges David Hasselhoff and comedian Michael McIntyre – she was  thrilled to be asked to cover the wedding of Prince William and Kate  Middleton on 29 April 2011 for CBS. And she has taken on another West  End musical in May, playing Princess Fiona in the stage version of the  hit cartoon movie, Shrek.
         

         She has always been outspoken,  and her honesty and wicked sense of humour have got her into trouble in  the past. She can sometimes give the impression of being over-exuberant  but she is such an honest character she probably can’t help herself when  she blurts out a jokey comment that she is likely to regret. But,  despite the knocks and flak, Amanda’s adage is that the show must always  go on.

         ‘I’ve got my mum to thank for an absolutely brilliant and  blissful childhood, which is why I think I’ve got so much confidence,’  she has said in interview. ‘My mum says I probably came out singing. At  one time, I would write twenty letters a day to producers, and phone  contacts and my agent every day to check what they were doing. There  have been plenty of tears along the way and, at times, I haven’t always  had my priorities right. But I’ve never, ever considered giving up. I’ve  always been a bit of a performer and a show-off.’
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            STARS IN HER EYES

         

         
            ‘She’s going to be a star, that girl.’ 
            

            ANGIE BLACKSTOCK ON AMANDA HOLDEN 
            

         

         As a young girl Amanda Holden dreamed of fame and bright lights, and was determined to make it as an actress. But such a life was a world away from where she grew up – in the quaint and picturesque country town of Bishop’s Waltham. Nestled in the rolling hills of the Meon Valley in Hampshire and situated between Winchester and Portsmouth, the historic town is a mix of ancient buildings, thriving shops and businesses, and a handful of fine inns.
         

         Steeped in history, Waltham is believed to date back to ad 500, when Saxons settled there. It gained its prefix when Bishop Henri de Blois, brother of King Stephen, founded Waltham Palace and St Stephen’s church in 1136.

         Today, the peal of eight bells from the beautiful St Stephen’s Church still rings out every Sunday, deafening the nearby Georgian houses and echoing beyond, as if boldly to remind everyone that this ancient place of worship is still very much a part of the community.

         ‘I adored growing up in Bishop’s Waltham and have fond memories of being taken as a small child to feed the ducks on the pond at Bishop’s Waltham Palace, and of picnics in the grounds with my grandmother, parents and little sister,’ Amanda was later to recall.

         But her early childhood was marked by a traumatic event that would shape her future life and help form her into the strong, affectionate, fun-loving personality we all recognise today.

         Amanda’s parents split when she was just four years old. Frank and Judith had met on a blind date in Gloucester and married on 6 June 1970. They bought a house together in Bishop’s Waltham. But their relationship sailed on stormy waters almost from the beginning.

         Frank’s job as a petty officer in the Merchant Navy had taken him from his native Liverpool all around the world and his lengthy time at sea was hard for Judith – particularly after the arrival of their first child, Amanda, on 16 February 1971. A year later, their second child, Debbie, was born and Frank’s long absences from home now meant double the trouble as far as Judith was concerned. Bringing up two young children on her own, with little money, was difficult. She took on an assortment of part-time jobs to help make ends meet, working as a secretary, barmaid and fruit picker.

         Amanda’s earliest memory is helping her mum wash Debbie in a yellow plastic bowl. ‘She was newborn and crying her head off. I was only sixteen months old. I was probably trying to drown her but Mum thought I was being helpful – the dutiful older sister!’

         ‘Our marriage became increasingly fraught,’ Frank recalled years later. He would come back with exotic tales from the Far East while she had been alone with the two small children. Yet Frank insisted he cherished the moments when he was there with his family. ‘Amanda was a very good baby, very quiet, sitting in her pram, observing the world. I was very happy. I was married, with our own house and two cute little children I adored.’

         Frank says he played a game they called ‘horsey-horsey’, allowing them to ride on his back. He bought them an upright piano, which he painted white and gold. He also recalls taking them for walks in their double buggy. ‘There are no words to describe the feeling of hearing your little girl say, “Daddy.”’

         But the marriage was fast steering towards the rocks and was about to capsize. ‘I was based at HMS Collingwood in Fareham, Hants, when Judith asked me to leave the home because she was fed up of the absences.’ Amanda was four and Debbie two. Frank returned briefly a few months later as they tried to mend their marriage but it proved to be irreparable and he departed for good. Shortly after the split he was drafted to Plymouth. ‘I had two hours’ access a week on a Sunday, no transport and very little money, so I reluctantly made the decision not to visit but to keep in touch at Christmas and birthdays,’ he later said in interview. ‘I thought turning up for just a few hours a week would disrupt their lives – not mine – so I made what I thought was the best decision. With hindsight, it was the worst decision of my life and I bitterly regret it.’
         

         Frank sent Christmas and birthday cards, and presents, but it would be many years before Amanda saw him again. ‘I just feel very sorry for my real dad because he lost out on two fantastic children,’ she recalled.

         Frank’s own childhood had been a traumatic one in which he suffered from a broken family. His mother died aged 38 from a blood clot when he was just 18 months old. His father, a well-known Liverpool banjo player, also called Frank, was unable to care for his six children alone, so Frank junior and his twin sister were sent to an orphanage and later brought up by guardians. Frank senior, who became a psychiatric nurse, killed himself in 1983.

         ‘Like me, Amanda grew up not knowing her father. It’s very sad the way that part of our history has repeated itself.’

         But by the age of five Amanda was already calling another man ‘Daddy’. Judith had struck up a relationship with a local man, Les Collister, who became the girls’ much-loved stepfather. Les was a popular figure who played for the local football team and worked for a garage owner, refurbishing old cars. The two girls took a great shine to him and were delighted when he married their mother when Amanda was 12.

         ‘Mum remarried a wonderful person who has been the man I think of as “Dad” since I was five,’ she said.

         Life at home with Judith and Les gave the girls the love and stability that they needed. And Amanda would later talk about the many fond memories of her childhood. ‘Dad was the greatest in the world. He’s done all the things dads do and brought us up as his own. My parents worked full-time, so I suppose we were latchkey kids. During the week we’d get home from school, and me and my sister would watch Grange Hill, always making sure the telly was off and the table was laid by the time my mum got back.’
         

         Amanda remembers that, if ever she was ill, she would sit with the quilt and watch children’s TV shows such as Bod – ‘which I loved’ – or Jamie and the Magic Torch, and her mother would make her egg sandwiches.
         

         ‘We never had pudding. My mum always said, “If you’re still hungry, have some bread and jam.”’

         The girls had a very close relationship with their mother but, by all accounts, Judith didn’t make the mistake of spoiling them and Amanda later related how she got a short sharp shock when, at the age of five, she let her yearning for a sweet get the better of her.

         ‘I stole a fruit salad, one of those chewy little sweets, from a shop. I was incredibly pleased with myself and thought Mum would be too. So I showed her the sweet and, to my surprise, she went mad. She dragged me back to the shop by my ears and I had to hand it over. I got a real telling off and Mum said I was never to steal anything else again. And I haven’t!’

         Amanda eagerly looked forward to the annual Bishop’s Waltham carnival, which still takes place each June today. The main road is closed to traffic as children and adults, dressed in colourful outfits befitting that year’s theme, take part in the parade. Amanda loved dressing up and, as she walked along the road, lined either side with spectators, she already felt like a star.

         A favourite family holiday was to go camping in Cornwall.

         ‘We used to camp around Polperro. I loved it. Even now, if I hear a zip being done up, it reminds me of my mum tucking me into my sleeping bag at night. I have memories of buckets and spades, and eating sand sandwiches and cockles in polystyrene cups on the beach.’

         While Debbie was the pretty, girly one, Amanda was the extrovert who liked to show off and was forever putting on shows for her family – whether they liked it or not!

         ‘I was singing from the age of three. I’d make up dance routines and perform Annie and Grease in the back garden. I’d get the kids in the street to take part. And we’d charge people five pence each to watch.’
         

         And the drive and ambition that were to serve her so well later in life were evident even then. She gave up ballet lessons because, as she explained to her parents, she had her own shows to direct! She would often ‘treat’ her family to shows she wrote and performed, often wearing a pink blanket emblazoned with the words ‘Dancing Queen’.

         ‘I used to rush down on a Sunday, turn the telly off – even if they were watching it – and make up song-and-dance routines,’ she said.

         But, if Mum and Dad sometimes felt a little jaded, besotted Granddad Jimmy was often there to proudly tape Amanda and Debbie’s performances.

         Amanda has always been one to push herself though and already she had her eyes on TV. She wrote to Jim’ll Fix It, the popular BBC TV show in which DJ Jimmy Savile helped make kids’ dreams come true. Amanda asked him if he could ‘fix it’ for her to dance with Legs & Co., the dancers on Top of the Pops. 
         

         ‘When I didn’t hear a thing back, I was gutted.’

         Amanda started going to church-hall dances when she was six. Her dance partner was a local boy named Clifford Culver and they began ‘dating’ when she was ten.

         ‘Clifford was my first boyfriend. He used to come round for tea, although I’ve no recollection of kissing him. We went ice skating and he’d pick me up when I fell over. Mum and Dad used to tease me about him. He and I wore braces on our teeth at the same time. It was all very innocent. He was a sweet boy.’

         A proud moment for Amanda was when she won a local dance competition. Her prize was the 12-inch version of ‘Young Guns’ by Wham! ‘It was thrilling because I’d beaten all the other kids in the village.’

         Mum and Dad had to endure watching a variety of dance routines from their precocious child after they bought Amanda her first record for her eighth birthday – ‘I’m in the Mood for Dancing’ by the Nolans.

         Although she was a keen gymnast for a while and trained several nights a week, she soon set her mind on becoming an actress. Never one to set her sights low, at the age of nine she practised her Oscar acceptance speech in front of an amused Judith and Les!

         ‘I thought it was quite moving. I’d thank everyone involved in the film, my parents and then my husband, without whose love and support I could never have done the job. But, if I ever get up there, I expect I’ll fall apart and only thank my mum.’

         Ever starstruck, Amanda also rehearsed for when she would be interviewed as a famous actress. Her favourite magazine, Look-In, had a regular back-page interview with a celebrity, and Amanda would read it and then give her own answers to the questions. Yet she insists that her quest for fame was perfectly natural. ‘I’ve always wanted to be a famous actress. Anyone who says they want to be respected for the profession they’re in and they don’t want to be famous is lying.’
         

         But Amanda wasn’t the only performer in the family. Bishop’s Waltham had a thriving local drama group, the Little Theatre, and Les, Judith, Amanda and Debbie all enjoyed going there.

         ‘They called us the Von Trapp family!’ Amanda recalled. But, while for her family it was a fun and sociable activity, Amanda was far more serious. It was here that she learned the rudiments of what was to become her profession and, even at a young age, she stood out.

         The Little Theatre was run by a woman named Angie Blackstock, who remembers the moment when she knew that Amanda had the star quality and drive to succeed.

         ‘We were putting on Babes in the Wood and Amanda didn’t like the part she was given but, when she heard the applause, her eyes glittered. I said, “She’s going to be a star, that girl.” Amanda found out everything about the theatre and worked at it like you would not believe.’
         

         It’s not difficult to see where the extrovert and fun-loving side of Amanda’s character comes from. ‘Mum loved anything theatrical. She once arranged a trip to see a stage production of ’Allo ’Allo in London. She thought it would be really funny if everyone went in fancy dress. She is somewhat flat chested and so decided to wear Kenny Everett-style fake breasts. My dad just went with onions around his neck. They looked totally ridiculous and I said I didn’t want to be seen dead with them!’
         

         On another occasion she dressed up as Cher to re-enact her favourite singer Meat Loaf’s video of ‘Dead Ringer for Love’ in the family living room. But exhibitionist Amanda hated her mum having her turn ‘centre stage’.

         ‘She wore this purple catsuit with poppers, which she then unpopped to reveal a black bra. She couldn’t dance for toffee. I was like a typical Harry Enfield teenager. I remember saying, “What the hell are you doing? It’s not funny.”’

         Amanda was also down in the mouth when she had to go into hospital to have her tonsils removed when she was nine. It was supposed to be a three-day stay but, when two of the children there contracted foot-and-mouth disease, the ward was sectioned off and she had to remain there for ten days until they were given a clean bill of health. All visitors had to be sterilised and wear a mask, and Amanda couldn’t stop crying. The experience may not seem that harrowing to an observer but even today Amanda describes it as one of the worst moments of her life.

         ‘I cried every day for the ten days I was in there. At nine I understood what depression was.’

         At 12, she moved to Swanmore Secondary School (now renamed Swanmore College of Technology), a mixed comprehensive in the neighbouring village. Her music teacher, Rosemary Cross, would later say how she noticed her dedication. ‘We used to have a music competition in which we encouraged everyone who felt brave enough to offer something,’ she recalls. ‘When she was about fourteen, Amanda and two friends wrote a pop song and performed it. It really was quite stunning. She was superb. She sang and danced with great skill and confidence. You get a lot of good kids but she had something extra. She gave everything.’

         Apparently, Amanda had even invented a stage name for herself – the not entirely glamorous ‘Beverley Saunders’. And she persuaded friends to call her by it.

         Amanda’s exuberance and natural talent led to her becoming a leading light in local pantomimes and musicals.

         ‘Amanda was our gang leader,’ says a friend of the time. ‘There were about ten of us and she always had us doing exactly what she wanted. She was good fun and never got into any serious trouble. She was one of the goody-goodies.’

         One former school pupil recalls, ‘She was so confident in the way she did things. Always the centre of attention.’

         But such was her willpower and influence that, when there was a teachers’ strike – a time when it might be supposed that most children would delight in having a day off – Amanda organised an advance 250-strong pupils’ counter-demonstration.

         Amanda had been made a prefect despite her extravagantly coloured clothing and eyeliner but she was heartbroken when she was stripped of her prefect’s badge in the fifth year after she ate whisky-laden cake for her friend Claire’s birthday. ‘I was reported, and the deputy headmistress took my prefect badge and sent me home.’ But, fortunately, she was reinstated after her mother talked to the school.

          

         Despite her outward confidence and natural vivacity, Amanda never considered herself to be pretty. On the contrary, she thought she was something of an ugly duckling.

         ‘I was never one of the pretty girls at school,’ she said in interview. ‘When I was twelve I had buck teeth, short hair and a brace. It was supposed to be on for two years but I used to bend it myself, just the front bit, so I managed to get straight teeth in just eleven months. But I didn’t feel like the ugly girl at the back of the class either because my parents were always very sweet and complimentary about me and my sister when we were growing up. I’ve always been a gregarious person and I always fitted in, not because of my looks but by using my personality. I was the kind of girl who talked and joked in class, and I was always popular.’

         Amanda had yet to acquire the art of flirtation and seduction. And she learned the hard way that terrorising a poor lad into submission was not the way to win his heart.

         ‘I was dying to go out with a lad called Jonathan Walker,’ she would say. ‘He was my friend Lucy’s brother. Finally he was pinned up against a wall and made to say he’d go out with me. I phoned him an hour later to ask if he wanted to take the dogs for a walk but he said he didn’t want to go out with me after all. I was devastated.’

         Her first crush as a little girl was on Dave Bartram, the lead singer of the retro Teddy-boy band of the 1970s, Showaddywaddy. The group dressed in traditional drapes and crêpe-soled shoes, and had hits with the likes of ‘Pretty Little Angel Eyes’, ‘Three Steps to Heaven’ and ‘Under The Moon of Love’. Each time they appeared on Top of the Pops she would rush forward and kiss the TV. Judith always knew when Showaddywaddy had been on: there would be lip smears all over the screen. Later Amanda went for pretty boys. ‘I moved on to Adam Ant and Boy George,’ she said, ‘so I must have had a thing about men in make-up.’
         

         Her first kiss was with fellow school pupil Matthew Bishop at a local disco at the Dynamos Football Club in Bishop’s Waltham when she was 12. But it almost put her off kissing for life! ‘I was going out with Matthew and I went to give him a peck, and he snogged me. I pulled away, disgusted. I told him he kissed like a slug! But I adored him because he looked like Bobby Ewing from Dallas and was the school heartthrob.’
         

         When Amanda was 13 her musical taste had changed and she decided to become vegetarian after being influenced by famous veggie Morrissey, lead singer with the Smiths. ‘I became a Smiths fan and announced that “meat is murder” [the name of one of their albums], which nearly gave my mum a heart attack. In those days vegetarians were only in hippie communes, not Bishop’s Waltham!’

         She has remained pretty much vegetarian ever since but it seems those Friday fish-and-chip nights made a lasting impression on her.

         ‘I do still eat fish,’ she says. ‘So I think I’m really a pescatarian now.’

         Money was still tight and Amanda resorted to devious methods to get what she wanted. When she desperately wanted new shoes, she hid one of her old ones behind the wardrobe so that Judith had to buy her a new pair.

         ‘My sister was furious because she knew what I’d done. Mum cleared out my wardrobe one day while I was at school and found it. She went ballistic when I got home because there was nothing wrong with them and they were still a perfect fit.’ On another occasion she was forced to wear a winter coat that had belonged to a cousin. ‘I hated it so much I got all my friends to tread on it and I dragged it over a bramble bush so that the lining ripped.’ Judith gave in and bought her a donkey jacket.

         To earn some extra cash Amanda got a Saturday job in the village fruit shop when she was 13. She took home £14 a day and lots of fruit. ‘I had a fantastic time with all that exotic fruit, like kumquats and lychees – all the stuff we never had at home. My friend Lucy Matthews used to work with me and, on Saturday afternoons, we’d go to the Moonaz boutique round the corner and spend our wages on clothes.’

         Whisky-soaked birthday cake aside, she recalls the time she had her first proper taste of alcohol. In typical fashion, she attacked it with gusto. ‘I filled a couple of plastic glasses with red wine and knocked them back out of sight of my parents. I had a terrible hangover at school the next day. I felt dreadful but I didn’t learn from it.’

         Like millions of teenagers the world over, she was heavily influenced by the biggest female pop singer of the 1980s, Madonna. And she dressed accordingly: puffball skirts, stilettos, lacy fingerless gloves, pearls and pink necklaces. ‘I had my hair tied up in ribbons and I remember my first pair of red stilettos, which were my pride and joy. I wore them everywhere with little ankle socks.’ Amanda was about 15 or 16 when she began to pay more attention to how she looked. One of the first things she did was to have a perm. ‘Until then I had no concept of how I was perceived physically at all. Not like now. Children are so aware. In my day we never really subscribed to magazines. We just had fun, and it was a bit more rough and tumble.’

         When she was 16 the family moved from Southampton to Bournemouth, where they ran a guesthouse, and their family routine changed. All of the family were expected to help out, and Amanda and Debbie would do everything from serving meals to the guests to cleaning the toilets. ‘We never sat around the table as a family after that, except for on Sundays. Whatever the guests were having we would take downstairs and eat on our laps in front of Coronation Street or Emmerdale.’
         

         Amanda’s attention seeking and urge to shock were never more evident than when, at the age of 18, she rode around Bournemouth naked on a motorbike. ‘I did it for a bet. It was only a pound. I was actually the passenger. We drove past the posh Chase Manhattan bank and waved at the doorman, and he waved back! It was summer – I wouldn’t have done it otherwise!’

         But her wild side never got in the way of her focused ambition to realise her dreams. She attended the Jellicoe Theatre at Bournemouth and Poole College, where she studied drama and English.

         An early indication of her attraction to older men was when she had a crush on Jellicoe Theatre tutor Charles Lamb, 23 years her senior. ‘It started off as a silly thing. Then it turned out real. It was a major crush. He was nothing to look at but he sounded like Sean Connery, and he was so bright and so sexy in his teaching. I wore a very short skirt, a turquoise jacket and a boob tube to show him what he was missing – but I don’t think he really realised how much of an impact he made on me.’

         Together, her Jellicoe tutors, schoolteacher and Angie Blackstock of Bishop’s Waltham Little Theatre helped to instil in her a sense of belief in herself and her future. ‘I believed completely that I was going to be an actress.’

         Looking back on her childhood, Amanda doesn’t dwell on her natural father. The love, laughter and support that followed are her overriding memories. ‘I had the best childhood and best parents,’ she says. ‘I have come from a very stable, loving home. They wanted me to get an education and do my A-levels, and encouraged me to join the local theatre club. I think my mum would love to have been an actress but she was never pushy.

          

         At the age of 17 Amanda left home to join Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts in north London. To supplement her grant she worked in a shoe shop for £30 a day and got a discount on shoes. But the transition wasn’t easy. No longer was she the star pupil. Here there were many other fame-hungry students who loved the limelight.

         ‘It was strange being in a room full of people just like me and trying to get my voice heard,’ she later explained in interview. ‘I was always a big fish in a small pond. Then, when I got to drama school in London, I met these girls who were loud, made jokes, did impersonations and were just as good or better than me. It was such a shock.’

         But Amanda had an idea how to take a shortcut to fame – of sorts. While still at Mountview, she made her first appearance on TV in one of the biggest shows of the period, guaranteeing her an audience of millions.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            TWO

            AN ACTOR’S LIFE

         

         
            ‘I like experienced, mature men.’ 
            

            AMANDA HOLDEN ON HER PREFERENCE IN MEN 
            

         

         Blind Date was a huge Saturday night favourite in the 1980s and 1990s, reaching an audience of 17 million at its peak. The concept of the show, hosted by Cilla Black, was to introduce three singles of the same sex to the studio audience and, while Cilla asked them a series of questions about themselves, another member of the public sat on the other side of a divider and ultimately had to choose, unseen, the one they wished to go on a blind date with. The screen was pulled back to reveal the person they had a chosen and they would then pick one of three envelopes to see where they would be going on their date. The following week they reported back on how they got along.
         

         Amanda loved the show, and she and her friends would talk about each Saturday’s episode the following Monday at theatre school. Animated discussions would break out over which of the contestants was the best looking, who was the funniest and who the date from hell.

         There were plenty of extroverts lining up to be on the show who knew that saying something outrageous or wearing a sexy or lairy outfit would get them noticed. As well as ‘characters’ whose mission would be to make people laugh, it was the perfect platform for a show-off.

         Amanda applied to be on the show in 1991 and was ecstatic when she received a reply informing her that she had been successful. She excitedly told everyone she knew that she was going to be on and started planning what she would wear straightaway. She always enjoyed shopping for clothes but now she was on the lookout for something very special – an eye-catching outfit for her big moment on TV. After several failed missions she found just the thing: a black skin-tight, halter-necked catsuit. She made an impact even before the cameras started rolling. She held up filming when amused studio technicians discovered she had nothing on underneath to which they could fix a microphone.

         Amanda sat in the middle of two other contestants, hoping to be chosen by the man on the other side of the screen. When Cilla Black, using a peculiar expression, asked which man she would most like to have a ‘knees-up’ with, Amanda replied that she had four men in mind but, if she had to choose one, it would be Jack Nicholson. Cilla was surprised that she had chosen a man 34 years her senior but Amanda explained, ‘I like experienced, mature men.’ Although Amanda failed to be chosen for a date, she loved the experience and was even more determined than ever to become famous.

         After graduating from Mountview in July 1992, she wrote a cheeky letter to the Coronation Street casting director suggesting that it was time the show had a hairdresser and that she would be perfect in the role. ‘I thought we should see where Phyllis Pearce [a popular character] got her blue rinse done,’ she later joked. ‘Of course, after that, the character of hairdresser Fiona Middleton was introduced. I took all the credit, naturally.’ The actress who played Fiona, Angela Griffin, was later to become one of Amanda’s closest friends.
         

         A year later Amanda landed her first TV role as a murder victim in a drama documentary series called In Suspicious Circumstances. Each week Edward Woodward introduced an episode containing two separate dramatised real-life murder mysteries. Viewers were then invited to try to work out ‘whodunit’.
         

          

         The following year, in an ironic echo of the nickname given to her family at the Little Theatre, she was cast as Liesl von Trapp in a touring production of The Sound of Music. Amanda, now 21, was enjoying life to the full. Things were on course professionally, her confidence had grown and she was aware that her looks and flirtatious personality attracted men.
         

         She was never particularly ‘girly’ or subtle in her approach to anything in life and that included dating. On the contrary, she was often more raucous in behaviour and racey of comment than the men. She has always spoken her mind and put her heart before her head, although it has got her into plenty of trouble.

         While in The Sound of Music, Amanda began dating a fellow cast member named George Asprey. After they split she started a relationship with the orchestra percussionist, 25-year-old John Bannister. He was infatuated with her. ‘She was utterly captivating,’ he recalls. ‘One night, after drinks, we ended up in bed. It was a natural thing to do. It was spontaneous.’
         

         But, while Amanda appeared to think that her relationship with George Asprey was over, the matter was not so clear-cut to George himself. Bannister recalls, ‘George found us canoodling in her dressing room. He walked in without knocking, then said to Amanda, “I want a word with you,” and she went out. All I heard was, “Yes but I told you. I told you we were finished.” She had told me their relationship was over.’

         After a few months of dating each other, Amanda took John to meet Judith and Les at their B&B in Bournemouth. She also introduced him to her biological father Frank, with whom she had recently been reunited.

         Frank, now living in Devon with his partner Pauline Long and working as an operative on the Torpoint Ferry, had left a note addressed to Amanda at the Theatre Royal, Plymouth, where The Sound of Music was playing, saying that, if she would like to get in touch, he would love to see her.
         

         ‘Not a day went by without me thinking of the girls,’ he later said, ‘but I felt I couldn’t just snowball back into their lives when they were growing up. I always knew I’d wait till they were adults and let them make their own minds up if they wanted to see me. Amanda appearing in a play nearby seemed like fate was sending me a sign. I just wrote expressing a desire to see her but thinking that, after all that time, she probably wouldn’t want to.’ Then Amanda contacted him to arrange a meeting.

         ‘When she rang to say yes, I broke down in tears, I was so happy. Amanda was pleasant but to the point. She wanted us to meet at the theatre a few days later.’

         Amanda promised to bring Debbie along and also her boyfriend John Banister. But any thoughts that Frank may have harboured of being the errant father returning to the warm embrace of his offspring were soon dashed.

         A nervous John arrived early and the wait just added to his anxiety. ‘Amanda said, “Let’s talk first.” And from that moment she called me Frank, not Dad. We crossed the road into a café. The conversation was a little strained as it’s hard trying to fit eighteen years’ worth of stories into a short meet. I asked them all about their lives and can remember saying I’d seen photographs of Debbie, who was a model, in a magazine. She seemed delighted I’d followed her career.’

         Frank later said he was proud that Amanda was performing at the Theatre Royal and told her so. He recalled that the day was an emotional one for all of them, with so much to say and too little time in which to say it.

         ‘I will never forget it,’ said Frank. ‘Amanda and John seemed very close. I thought I was meeting my son-in-law-to-be. I was quite taken with John. I thought he was a lovely fella. We had a few drinks together and we got along well. We watched The Sound of Music show and went backstage afterwards. We were really impressed and proud. I said to Pauline that I could die happy because I’d seen my daughters again.’ Christmas cards and the occasional letter were exchanged but it would be another nine years before they saw each other again.
         

         Meanwhile, after they’d been together for six months, John’s feelings for Amanda were growing ever stronger. When the tour arrived in Glasgow, he proposed in the middle of the street just before a cast lunch. ‘It was completely spur-of-the-moment,’ he says. ‘We walked up the road a bit, and I got down on one knee and said, “Amanda, will you marry me?” She simply replied, “Yes.” I gave her a hug and we went into the restaurant, and I announced it to the rest of the cast.’

         But little did he suspect what would happen when the play moved to Bournemouth’s Pavilion Theatre. At the first-night party Amanda was introduced to a well-known face who was performing nearby. The meeting was to change her life for ever.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            THREE

            MEETING AND MARRYING LES

         

         
            ‘It was the best day of my life.’ 
            

            AMANDA HOLDEN ON HER WEDDING 
            

         

         Les Dennis was a household name. At the age of 11 he won a Butlin’s talent contest and went on to work the tough Northern club circuit with his mix of jokes and impersonations. His big break came in 1974, when he was 20, on the popular TV talent show New Faces (a forerunner of Britain’s Got Talent). Although he failed to win, he was in good company. ‘Victoria Wood was on the show with me and she didn’t win either,’ he recalled.
         

         Les was born in Liverpool, one of four children. His dad managed a betting shop and his mother was a factory worker at Lucas Aerospace. A shy, retiring boy, he was encouraged by his mum, Winnie, to join the drama group at school and, to his surprise, he discovered he could make people laugh. Playing other characters on stage meant that he did not have to be his real self and this enabled him to come out of his shell.

         In her youth Winnie had her own showbiz dreams. She had sung solo in the Liverpool Cathedral choir and had been offered a spot in a talent show when she was 14, but her mother wouldn’t let her enter and said she should concentrate on finding work in the factories. Seeing how comfortable her young son looked when he was on stage, she was determined to give him the chances that she had never had.

         During a holiday at Butlin’s in Pwllheli he was a big hit with holidaymakers, doing impressions on stage. Winnie started chauffeuring him to various gigs across the country, encouraging him to battle his nerves, which dissolved once in front of the curtains.

         ‘A lot of people do impressions to begin with. Mine were something to hide behind,’ Les later explained. ‘I didn’t have to be myself. I was a different person. That was immediately obvious when I started out. My mum could see that I wanted to do it but that I needed that nudge. But she wasn’t a “showbusiness mum”, she didn’t drag me there.’

         Les reported that his dad thought it was all a waste of time. ‘He couldn’t believe that anyone from a working-class background could be an actor or an entertainer. He wanted me to get a “proper job.”’

         After New Faces Les, who had married childhood sweetheart Lynne in 1974, was a regular on TV light-entertainment shows. He was one of the team on the anarchic comedy series Russ Abbot’s Madhouse and The Russ Abbot Show, and went on to forge a successful double act with fellow young comic Dustin Gee, and they were given their own TV series, The Laughter Show. The pair were enormously popular, appealing to all age groups with their clean-cut, family-oriented act. Les was at his happiest. Having a partner to work with, and to talk to on and off stage, eased his nerves. But, tragically, the good times ended suddenly. Dustin died of a heart attack in 1986, leaving Les devastated.
         

         ‘It’s a lot easier to be on stage with somebody else because you can have a laugh and work off each other. Being a solo comic is the loneliest business in the world,’ he said. ‘If you’ve had a bad time and go back to your digs, it can get soul destroying. Really, you’re only as good as your last show and every time you go on stage you feel you’re auditioning.’

         Les felt that the best way to cope with his pain and loneliness was to throw himself into his work but he was later to realise that he had made a mistake in not giving himself enough time to deal properly with his grief. ‘Looking back, I think the most difficult thing was going back into panto the day after Dustin died. At the time I was told all those clichés like “the show must go on” but I wouldn’t do it again. I was worried about other people instead of thinking of having time out for myself. I just carried on and bottled it all up, which didn’t come out until a year or so later.’

         Feeling lost and lonely without his good pal and partner, Les took over from Bob Monkhouse as host of the popular TV quiz show Family Fortunes in 1987. It proved to be just the vehicle he needed, offering stability and a high profile away from the strain of stand-up comedy. He remained as host for 15 years until 2002.
         

         But Les believes that his grief and depression contributed to the break-up of his 16-year marriage to Lynne, with whom he had a son, Philip, in 1980. ‘Instead of grieving, I ploughed myself into work,’ he says. ‘I must have bottled up so much. I just carried on and my marriage was the casualty. It was a terrible time.’ Les left his home and family behind in Liverpool when he moved to London. Between 1977 and 1986 he was hit by a succession of traumatic events – both his parents died, so too had Dustin and then his marriage broke down. Now he had to learn to adapt to living on his own without the support of family and close friends in bustling London.

         An emotional man, Les was still coming to terms with the loss of his partner when he turned up at the Bournemouth Pavilion Theatre in 1993 for an opening-night party. Bubbly, fun-loving Amanda Holden was in an even more effervescent mood than usual, still enjoying the buzz of having just come off stage in The Sound of Music at the Pavilion Theatre.
         

         Les, then 39, was appearing at the end of the pier in the farce Don’t Dress for Dinner with Lionel Blair and Hi-de-Hi! star Su Pollard. He was also a well-known face to Amanda, as host of one her favourite childhood TV shows, Family Fortunes.
         

         ‘We had a first-night party for the Pavilion and invited the Pier Theatre along,’ remembers Tony Hardman, publicity officer for both theatres. ‘That was when they met.’

         ‘I thought he was a miserable sod and he thought I was loud!’ Amanda later said was her first impression. ‘My friend Emma was talking to him, and I came over and told this very rude story about how my nipples play up in cold weather. Les just stared at the floor with his hands in his pockets.’

         ‘She was bright and bubbly,’ Les would later reveal. ‘Apparently, I was a right miserable sod. I was distracted at the time. My son Philip was fourteen. Me and his mum had split, so it was his turn to stay with me. He and a mate were at my rented flat, and I was itching to get away from this party to see they were all right. I was aware of Amanda – you couldn’t be anything other – but we didn’t connect.’

         But there appears to have been at least some interest on his part because he later told the Sunday Mirror, ‘At the time I felt my life was over and that I was destined to be alone for ever. I hated myself and believed I didn’t deserve to be happy. It sounds corny but I literally spied Amanda across a crowded room.’ Amanda was starstruck but was dealing with it by acting overly confident. She admitted to being instantly attracted to him. ‘I fancied Les from the moment I saw him. I’ve always been attracted to older men. Jack Nicholson is my ideal but Les is just as sexy. He had gorgeous blue-green eyes and I like blondes but it was his manners that mattered most. He was gentlemanly. He’s also got lovely chunky legs.’
         

         Over the summer they would bump into each other in Bournemouth and they struck up a friendship. Les later described how their relationship blossomed. ‘We kept meeting at functions and I found myself going to more of these events than I normally would. But it was three weeks before it dawned on me that I went because I really liked being around her. We started seeing one another properly and I realised this was something serious.’

         Les was flattered by the attentions of a woman much younger than himself but also concerned by the age gap. He was confused too. He hadn’t been looking for love. In fact, he had resigned himself to remaining single. Why would this pretty young woman want to be with him?

         Amanda was drawn to the sensitive nature behind the public persona of Les – all twinkly eyes and dazzling smile. ‘I had an image of Les as a game-show host and comedian but I found there was more to him than that. He knew more about acting than I did and he isn’t a typical entertainer – he doesn’t like being the centre of attention.’

         John Bannister would say that it took him a while to realise what was going on. ‘I didn’t see it coming at all,’ he says. When he became aware that he had lost Amanda to Les, John said he confronted him at a party and they almost came to blows. ‘I grabbed him by the collar and said, “You’d better look after my girl.” There was a bit of a scuffle and Lionel Blair pulled me away.’

         Weeks before the end of the show’s run John had another showdown. This time with Amanda. ‘I said, “Why won’t you tell me? What’s going on?” She said, “I can’t explain it. I just don’t want to be married to you. Just listen to the Abba song ‘Winner Takes It All’, then you’ll understand.” And she stormed off. There was no goodbye, nothing.’

          

         As Amanda’s romance began to bloom with Les, the 39-year-old divorced father of one voiced his concern about their 17-year age gap and warned Amanda not to get too fond of him. She cheekily told him not to get too attached to her either. In his 2008 autobiography Must the Show Go On? Les recalled that he told her, ‘I’m thirty-nine. You’re twenty-two. There’s no future for us.’
         

         At the end of the summer season, when Les went to work in America and Amanda took a job on the perfume counter at Boots in Knightsbridge, west London, they were missing each other terribly.

         ‘I went to LA for five weeks,’ he later said. ‘Ostensibly, it was about work and starting off my career in America but really it was getting away from a situation I didn’t know whether I could control. I was worried – well scared, actually – about the age difference. Anyway, we ended up spending all our time on the phone – her bill came to £800. We’d only just met yet we needed to talk. I realised there was no point at all in staying in LA, so I came back and we went off to Disney World for a holiday. It was then we decided to give living together a try. I was very cautious – having been divorced once, I didn’t want to rush it.’ True to his word, he would not make the ultimate commitment for three years.

         Les was working on a cruise ship while Amanda was in Hamburg, Germany, appearing in the play The Importance of Being Earnest. One night, feeling lonely, he started drinking and, as melancholy set in, his thoughts turned to Amanda, how he was missing her, how good she made him feel and how he wanted to be with her – always.
         

         Les picked up the phone and dialled Amanda’s number. She recalled, ‘It was Les, who sounded a bit the worse for wear. He blurted out, “Will you marry me?” I didn’t know if he was serious, so I said, “Can I tell everyone?” He said, “Yes.” And that’s when I knew he meant it because he’s such a private man.’

         Les vividly remembers the moment when he threw caution to the wind and blurted out his heartfelt yearning. ‘I was out of my brains when I asked her but I was very, very sure this was what I wanted. She was saying, “Can I tell everyone?” But I wanted to make sure my son Philip knew first. He shook my hand and said, “Congratulations!”’

         Amanda was also excited professionally as she landed a bit part in the BBC soap EastEnders in 1994. ‘I was only in it for six weeks, playing a stallholder named Carmen. I took over Sanjay’s stall while he was away flogging jewellery.’ Nevertheless, she thoroughly enjoyed being in the soap and, cheeky as ever, she had a novel thought as to how her character could return one day. ‘EastEnders was such fun. [Fellow actress] Patsy Palmer was lovely to me. The day I left [the fictional borough of] Walford I slipped a note under the producer’s door suggesting Carmen should come back and that we should learn that her surname is Getme.’
         

         Amanda and Les tied the knot in a Bournemouth church on 4 June 1995, with Lionel Blair and Su Pollard as ushers. Frank wasn’t invited. The wedding was covered by Hello! magazine – which may have been seen as a harbinger of doom. The glossy celebrity mag has featured a long list of celebrity weddings over the years but, because so many of the marriages have subsequently failed, ‘the curse of Hello!’ has become a notorious phrase. Among those who have fallen prey to ‘the curse’ are Bill Wyman and Mandy Smith, Ulrika Jonsson and John Turnbull, Michael Jackson and Lisa Marie Presley, the Duke and Duchess of York, and Earl and Countess Spencer. But Les and Amanda were confident that they wouldn’t be joining this list.
         

         ‘It was the best day of my life,’ Amanda recalled a couple of years later. ‘Hello! is said to be a curse on couples but we’ve beaten it and the wedding was wonderful.’
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