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Dedication

For Uncle Brian and for Ed.

I know neither of you would have read my books, but I hope you both know that I’m the writer I am because of you two.

I wish this grief really was just fiction.




Epigraph

They always say don’t meet your heroes, but no one ever warns you about their sons …
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Chapter 1

Arthur

‘And the BAFTA for Leading Actor goes to …’ The announcer fills his dramatic pause with a theatrical opening of the envelope, making sure to milk every single second he graces the stage. You can tell his agent has told him to be ‘the show’, to try his hardest to create a clippable moment that gullible fans will repost every award season henceforth. The co-presenter, sewn into her dress and hardly able to move nor breathe, isn’t given a chance to add her two pennies’ worth in speech so instead she places a hand to her chest, and shakes her head softly with faux pride. It is such a performance that one could almost be convinced that it is her winning this award, or that she in some way gives a shit about the name we all know is on this card. But that’s all this is: a performance.

The camera operator crouches at the end of our row, the lens fixed upon us, impatiently awaiting our reactions as we all feign surprise. Taking another swig of free wine from the bottle, I suppress the urge to roll my eyes as dry tears are wiped away around the room, purely for the benefit of the big screens dotted around the venue. That’s how they get their airtime: fake some big emotion and the camera guys are compelled to follow your every expression. Why anyone still wishes to watch this spectacle is beyond me. I’ve seen more real emotion in museum wax figures, and judging by the array of business cards that offer to give you a ‘brand-new face’ scattered in our ‘party bags’, I’m surprised that no one here has melted under the heat of the lights yet.

My mother sits beside me, clutching my hand, and still after all this time I’m unable to tell if the apprehension in her whole mien is real or it’s just her BTEC in performing arts doing the heavy lifting. The slickness of her palm is surely not something she can fake so perhaps it’s only for me that the novelty of such pompous nights of splendour has worn off.

Still, I play to the camera. Readjusting my satin tie, twiddling my cufflinks, then a cheeky Artie Cavendish wink to blast through the fourth wall and end up as a gif by the time the announcers finally get to the point and realise their pause is less ‘dramatic’ and more exasperating.

‘Edward Cavendish!’ My father’s name splits through the microphone. Rising from his seat, he coolly buttons his blazer, kisses my mother on her cheek and shakes my hand with his award-winning humble smile. As he leaves us behind to take the stage, the camera stays fixed, hoping my mother will cry, or longing for me to do something that they can make a headline out of.

‘Thank you, thank you.’ My father begins his speech as the cameras fall to his greying hair and weathered face that make up his ‘working-class boy’ charm the industry seems to love. ‘You know me well enough by now to realise that the first person I must thank is my beautiful wife, Helena. We made a vow to one another thirty years ago – in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, to love and to cherish – and by God do we feel the weight and power of those words every single day. It should be her, right here, collecting this award, although I’m not sure she has any room left in her own trophy cabinet …’ He waits a perfect amount to allow for the polite chuckles of the knowing audience. My father is a clever man, charming; there really is no wonder he became who he is.

British acting royalty, that’s what they call him, and my mother too. They fit perfectly into the Hollywood model of the underdog story. A couple from nothing and nowhere stick together through thick and thin to work their way up the ladder to become two of the most decorated actors of the last two decades. Best of all, it’s all real; their love isn’t for show, no matter how much the industry wants to make a drama of it. It really is baffling how, in a world of falsehoods, they manage to remain so honest. To one another, at least.

‘Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.’ That’s what Shakespeare said, isn’t it? But old Willie seems to forget those of us who have greatness gifted to them, those of us who ride the greatness wave of those around them, those of us who reap the benefit of greatness without so much as having to lift a finger. That’s me, so I’ve been told. Countless times.

‘What do you have to say, Arthur, to all of those who call you a nepo baby on social media?’ The interviewer holds a comically tiny microphone towards me. We’ve been funnelled like cattle into the press suite for our post-ceremony interviews, and despite having lessons in PR since before I even started school, my chest tightens and I suck at the insides of my lips, trying to moisten them enough to speak. I should be used to it by now, but by the look of things, the ‘press’ in this room are just influencers with little to no journalistic experience or ability, looking for their latest clickbait title, and I can never quite predict what they might ask next.

Steadying my breathing, I grin so wide that the flash of my composite bonding is enough to mask the turmoil in my stomach. ‘Well, I would have to say that I’m not a nepo baby. I think I’ve worked incredibly hard to be who I am … I am the nepo baby.’ The interviewer giggles, and it is her turn to scramble for her words.

Her giggling stops abruptly. ‘So, you admit that you’ve never had to work hard to achieve anything in your life?’

Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some of us live in the shadow of greatness. No matter what I may do, it shall always be attributed to, or eclipsed by, that one great man or woman to whom I could never compare.

‘Well, I am flattered that you accredit my brilliant wit and fine figure to nature,’ I say, trying not to allow anyone to see how their words have ruffled me.

‘Yet another thing you’ve inherited from your father.’

‘Indeed, and my mother too, of course.’

‘Of course.’

The evening stretches on. Hours upon hours of small talk and smiling begin to wear on my face, and my cheeks ache with the strain. Somehow, the whole thing seems to be getting louder: voices, classical music chosen specifically to hurry on speeches, or make the whole evening follow the tempo of its ever-increasing allegro, the clicking of heels on tile; they all thunder through my head and join the wine in making it pound.

I never know where to be at these things. Mum and Dad are off doing all their press and I’m left alone to mingle. Without my parents beside me, I am entirely unknown, irrelevant, and I hover around the bar, swiping at the condensation on my glass to try and calm my nerves.

Embarrassing, isn’t it? Being twenty-five years old and losing my composure because I haven’t got Mummy and Daddy around to help me. But I know that anything I say, anything I do, will have some sort of repercussion. Even my words, my actions, aren’t my own. Every single thing is a reflection on my parents and somehow their royal reputations rest on me. What if I fuck it up?

I must become an actor, whether I want to or not. My entire appearance is an act; it’s theatre. I am simply a character existing in the perfect film of their perfect lives. But as Letterboxd reviewers and Rotten Tomato scores love to remind me after my little nepotist role in a film Dad was producing, I am a horrible actor. I’m unconvincing, false, soulless. How can I pretend to be someone else, when I have no idea who I actually am?

That’s why I’m Arthur Cavendish: the cocky, the arrogant, the nepo baby.

‘Oh my gosh, you’re Eddie Cavendish’s son, aren’t you?’ I feel a delicate hand on my shoulder and turn to meet the dark eyes of a woman with the sort of beauty you believe only exists after several skilled rounds of editing.

‘The one and only. And who do I have the pleasure of meeting?’ 

She giggles and attempts to swipe her hair behind her ears but the dark ebony curls are structured so tightly atop her head and suspended with pearls, like a vision of the night sky, that not a strand of it moves with the effort.

‘I’m Sade.’ She’s a model; I’m sure of it. I haven’t heard of her but she stands so tall, so poised, every inch of her dark skin so flawless, that it would be impossible not to scout her the instant she left the house. ‘I’m a big fan of your dad.’

Nothing more of a mood killer than when a beautiful woman approaches you, only to talk to you about your middle-aged father.

But it’s a conversation I’ve had many times. I have the whole thing mapped out already; she’ll ask a bunch of questions about Dad, hoping for a secret; say she loved him in one film or another; then ask for a photo. If they’re attractive enough, as this one is, perhaps we’ll be papped together at the back door, maybe share a kiss or two on the streets of London, but I’ll disappear alone into the night well before they have the chance to realise that I have nothing of my father in me.

A dick move – I know that. But it’s better to be an arsehole from the get-go, than be a disappointment later on.

‘Cara!’ a woman calls across the bar to her friend, a grin stretching her smooth face. ‘Come, look who it is!’

I can’t mask the heat rising to my cheeks as the whole bar, whether named Cara or not, turn to look for the source of interest. Actors great and small are dotted around the place, swirling their drinks, arse-licking producers, directors, writers, you name it, anyone who will land them their next job. This back-room bar of the Royal Festival Hall is full of the interesting and powerful escaping from the pressures of the larger room and audience and swap them for equally stiff one-on-one conversations, always about business, of course, and yet I am now somehow the centre of attention.

‘Oh, I should probably head—’ I start, scanning the room for a quick exit.

‘Eddie Cavendish, no way!’ A woman, I assume Cara, emerges from the crowd, and I notice some eyes in the audience scanning the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man Sade’s friend mistakes me for.

‘Arthur,’ I say, outstretching my hand to her, hoping she doesn’t notice how it shakes. Cara stops for a moment, confused, until I add, ‘Cavendish.’

‘His son,’ Sade clarifies. Cara looks to her friend and raises her eyebrows with an ‘oh’ and then quickly repaints a smile onto her face as she shakes my hand.

‘I’m a big fan of your dad,’ Cara breathes close to me, as though to compliment my father is somehow a little seductive. The brief moment of disgust that overwhelms me at the thought is a welcome respite from my nerves. ‘Can I take a picture?’

‘Oh, yeah, yes, sure,’ I say, falling back a little into my comfort zone. She hands Sade her phone and shoves herself up close beside me, her hands heavy everywhere she lays them.

‘Hang on, the girls need to see this.’ Still clinging to me, she calls, like her friend before her, across the room, ‘Shannon, Zara, Camille! Check this out.’ She points at me and then gropes my backside with her free hand. With the attention of the room still transfixed on the scene, I instinctively flinch away from the pair, my cufflinks snagging on Cara’s dress in the process and tearing at its sequins.

‘What the fuck?’ she says, looking at the loose thread on her navel.

‘Shit, I’m really sorry.’ My hands tremble visibly now as I try and untangle myself.

Sade’s calm and enigmatic air shifts as she watches the scene unfold. Her face contorts with disgust, as if she can’t decide whether to think me insolent or pathetic.

‘I can pay, to fix the dam—’ I try and speak but Sade cuts me off.

‘It’s loaned from Chanel. It’s an archive piece.’ She shakes her head. ‘It’s worth more than your parents combined.’

‘Is that Eddie Cavendish I hear calling for his mum and dad?’ The last voice I could wish to hear in this moment slinks around the bar and its speaker smirks just wide enough for me to see the pointy tips of his incisors. ‘Oh no, of course not, just his little Artie.’

Charles River, actor, rising star, and the human embodiment of a cat’s anus; an irritating stink that always somehow ends up in your face. ‘What do you want, Charles?’ I say, incensed.

With his entrance, the two women seem to have forgotten the previous to-do and Cara’s dress becomes less exciting than the pompous prig who has graced the cover of Vogue at least three too many times.

With a false and scheming smile, he shifts his gaze from me, to Cara and Sade. ‘What’s the matter, ladies, he refusing to pay you for your services?’ They’re stunned into silence. ‘He definitely hasn’t got enough money for girls as beautiful as you. Your family have spent all their money on paying off producers and buying their awards, haven’t they, Art?’

The rest of the room either remain transfixed on us, or avoid looking with all of their might, finding the carpet particularly interesting.

Clenching my fists at my sides, I try my hardest to keep my composure. Growing up in the spotlight, hearing fucked-up rumours about my family has always been a normal thing that we laugh about at the dinner table, but on hearing them come from the mouth of someone as vile as Charles River, my patience is thin.

Turning to Cara and Sade, who finally seem to be feeling the weight of the insult to the both of them, getting this whole interaction over with becomes my priority. ‘I truly am sorry about your dress, and even more sorry for the words of this gentleman. Please accept my card—’ I slide out my ‘in case of emergency’ card with the numbers of the family assistant and lawyer from my wallet and hand it to Cara ‘—and I shall do my utmost to sort this.’

I begin to walk away, each of my steps heavy, laboured, and I don’t get far before Charles’s voice follows his obnoxiously loud scoff. ‘You know, Artie, no matter how many awards they win, your family will always be common filth. Even your sister—’ I have no idea how I get back across the room so quickly but Charles River’s shirt collar is balled between my fists, and I slam his shoulder into the nearest wall before he can finish spitting his bile.

Panic flashes across his expression for a moment, but as I press him further into the wall and he feels my chest heaving in my wrath, he grins. It’s a Kubrick stare, psychotic, disgusting. I lift my fist to wipe it straight from his face.

The flash of a camera startles me out of my red mist. There’s one at first – it’s Cara and her iPhone. Then it’s another iPhone. And another. Until paparazzi cameras click their shutters so loudly, flash so brightly, that the weight of what I’ve just done crashes through me with such force I stumble backwards, releasing Charles. He brushes down his shirt, as though only fazed by the wrinkles in the fabric.

‘You all saw that, didn’t you? Cavendish attacked me, entirely unprovoked.’ He plays to the gallery, successfully.

Two members of staff, as though having waited until all of the excitement has ceased and the press have all the photos they need, finally come to intervene. Shoving me away from the crowd, the men dressed all in black usher me to the doors.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I manage to squeeze out as my chest rises and falls so quickly it’s impossible to draw a full breath. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’

All I can think about is getting away, as far away as possible. ‘Keep walking, Cavendish,’ one grumbles, as both men shove at each of my shoulders like police officers marching me to my cell, or executioners delivering me to my fate. Not wishing to hang around in the crowd any longer, I do as I’m told and stride quickly out of the door, into the blinding strip lights of the corridor where they finally leave me be.

A painful pang shoots its way across my chest and ricochets down each one of my ribs like a phantom bullet tearing me apart without so much as a single drop of blood. Instead, it is sweat that trickles from me, dribbling down past my collar, soaking my shirt and leaving me clawing at my tie with the heat. The more I pull at the knot the tighter it grows, and I’m suffocating. The lights burn; with each laboured breath I feel myself blistering.

Am I dying? Is this what it feels like to die? For your whole body to cease functioning with no warning? To simply combust where you stand, where even though the beat of your heart can be felt throbbing, pounding, clattering, it will burst at any moment and all of the people around you, dressed in their finery, must deal with the burden of your spontaneous death in the centre of their ceremony.

‘Arthur?’ I hear Mum’s voice, though it’s tinny and distant, as though she speaks to me through a dream. Blurry faces appear before me. Nothing of familiarity greets me; even the feel of my own skin is foreign. ‘What has he taken?’ My mother’s voice is frantic now.

My face is damp now; I’m crying. I swipe and swipe at the tears but they don’t stop. They just keep flowing down my cheeks, mixing with my sweat until the salty concoction stings at the grazed patch on my chin from this morning’s shave. This morning. So much time feels as though it has passed since then. The world around me rushes by, and yet I am paralysed, feeling every hair on my body as it prickles, straining on each breath. I am going to die.

‘We need him out of here. We cannot have this happening on our property.’ A voice I don’t recognise floats in beside my mother’s.

‘He needs a doctor. Can someone call an ambulance?’ My father’s voice is here now, frantic.

‘With the world’s media outside? Absolutely not. He’s already caused us enough trouble.’

‘What am I meant to do?’ The voices blend together in some sort of monstrous call and my own gets lost in the chaos of it all.

‘Stick him in a taxi and take him home. He’s clearly off his face. The boy needs tough love, not to burden A&E on a Sunday night.’

My body is shutting down. I wish nothing more than to curl up and sleep for an eternity.

As they barrel me out of some back doors and into a blacked-out car, there’s only one thing playing over and over in my mind: I fucking hate the BAFTAs. 





Chapter 2

Beatrice

Running has never been my strong suit. Running down the main road in the pitch-black in a pair of wellies and a ball gown I last wore age sixteen at my year eleven prom could be an Olympic sport, particularly as the obstacle course of potholes has grown more treacherous since this time last year. Leaping over one crater and splashing through another, I try not to think about the fact it hasn’t rained for a week and I have no idea what liquid may have just spattered up my dress outside of a village pub on a Sunday evening.

‘Bea, wellies!’ Tracy shouts from behind the bar as the door swings open and hits the umbrella stand on the other side with the force of my entrance.

‘Am I late? Have I missed it?’ I rush, too excited to take heed of the landlady.

‘You will if you traipse any more sheep shit across my carpet. I’m still trying to get rid of the smell of the pigs.’ Tracy points her finger at me as she swipes up three empty pint glasses in her spare hand.

‘Sorry, duck, I reckon that could be me.’ Nick, another local regular, sniffs his jacket and looks apologetic. Tracy only rolls her eyes and signals again for me to lose the shoes. Kicking them off, I line them up next to the others that have been banished to the beer garden for the evening and re-enter barefoot.

‘One word about my feet and I’ll call the council and tell them about you all standing out there with that hairdryer pretending to catch people speeding.’ Pointing my finger mostly at Bill who is both a busybody and the sort of bloke who always gives you one too many kisses on the cheek when he greets you, I make my way across the sticky patches of carpet to the congregation of familiar faces gathered around the table closest to the TV. The television set would hardly put the Odeon to shame, but it’s a modest little set-up, just large enough that the old folks can still see the ball when they have the Euros on, but just small enough that Tracy can quickly toss a cardboard box over it when the TV licence twats come moseying around.

Tonight, however, the crowd is so dense around the screen that I have to tiptoe, peering over the sea of blue rinses and balding heads, just to catch a glimpse of my most anticipated watch of the year. I could watch at home, in the comfort of my pyjamas, and with a drink I don’t have to pay for, but then I wouldn’t get to see Al in his three-piece tweed suit, or Barbara wearing the fascinator she wore to her daughter’s wedding ten years before I was born.

This is not your average village pub. This is the Big Apple, New York, Lincolnshire. The local pub, well, the only pub for at least ten miles. Named after, you guessed it, a rather large apple that grew on this land, which was once an orchard, back in 1672. And it is perhaps the only pub that cares more about the BAFTAs than the World Cup.

‘There he is!’ Sandra springs out of her wheelchair to point at the screen and the congregation bursts out in a rumble of excited chittering. Resorting to standing on a chair to see, I finally catch sight of who is causing such a commotion: Eddie Cavendish, actor, superstar, and our local boy.

Eddie Cavendish did what so many have failed to do: he got out, he left Lincolnshire, he made something of himself, and he never looked back. Eddie Cavendish did exactly what I have always dreamed of. He is the living proof that it’s possible.

‘And the BAFTA for Leading Actor goes to …’ the announcer pauses.

‘Come on, Eddie.’

‘Go on, son.’

‘Eddie, Eddie, Eddie.’

The pub erupts during the television’s silence. A stranger could walk in any moment and assume we’re a bunch of gamblers with a high-stakes bet on the horses, and I honestly wouldn’t blame them. Awards season sends us lot crazy. I join in, my heart in my throat, only allowing enough air to squeeze through for me to chant his name under my breath as though casting a spell that will guarantee his win.

I don’t hear his name called, but with the way the pints go flying across the room and even the most elderly of the crowd are up on the tables celebrating, I think it’s safe to assume he’s done it again. It never gets old, seeing him win. I never knew him – he’d moved away long before I was born – but most people here helped to raise him, and whether we see him win one award or hundreds, each one is still as special as the last.

Thankfully, after the first time, Tracy had the foresight to only serve her pints in plastic cups on BAFTA night but it turns out Batemans is particularly hard to scrub out of woodchip wallpaper so I’m sure I shall be roped in to help with that later on.

‘He’s a good lad, in’t he, our Eddie.’ Barbara takes a seat beside me as we both retreat to the bar as an impromptu conga line breaks out and takes a tour around the fruit machine. It quickly disperses when Bill, its leader, tries to direct it into the ladies’ loos. ‘It’ll be you we’re cheering on soon.’

Barbara nudges my elbow with a grin. Her drink sloshes onto my dress with the motion. Almost as soon as the words come out of her mouth, that all too familiar lump forms in my throat. ‘Yeah.’ I laugh breathily. ‘I wish.’ Barbara’s droplets of stout dribble down my ankle and I swipe them away and attempt to hide the expression on my face with my hair for a second of respite.

‘You should write a film about us lot.’ Barbara’s face is dead serious despite the fact she’s dressed like the dusty undead mother of the bride and knocking pints back like she’s dying of thirst. ‘Don’t you reckon, Trace?’

The landlady is beckoned over and Barbara repeats her new idea. The thick taste of failure still clings to my throat and I have to speak quietly so as not to unleash too many emotions. ‘Can I have a lemonade please, Tracy?’

‘You not keen on the idea, Bea?’ Not a beat of the conversation is dropped as she sprays my drink into a plastic cup without breaking eye contact.

I scan the room, checking out my muses. Inspiration is thin. Bill is leaning over the fruit machine with his pint sloshed down the leg of his trousers in a way that to anyone having missed the lager-filled shower we’ve all just had, it would look suspiciously like he couldn’t be arsed to get up and visit the facilities. The ladies that run the local preschool are letting their hair down and won’t stop singing show tunes rather badly (despite the fact that the jukebox is still slogging its way through Iron Maiden’s entire discography that Cerys, Tracy’s daughter, queued as soon as she got home from school). The local farmers line the bar in their Schöffels, talking a






















Epilogue

Two Years Later

‘And next up to introduce their brand-new film to the sixty-sixth annual New York Film Festival: Beatrice and Arthur Norton.’ The announcement floods the Lincoln Center, New York, New York. The ‘proper’ New York.

The couple walk together across the stage, Arthur always making sure to let his wife go first. It’s his own little thing that he has done the whole way around the film festival circuit. He hasn’t told Beatrice why, but in his head it’s as though with her going first, she absorbs the majority of the applause. She deserves it most, he tells himself as he hangs back a little, taking in her smiles and waves as though he too is one of her adoring fans.

The loudest of their fans aren’t cheering them on in the United States, however. No, they’re three and a half thousand miles away, and five hours ahead in the Big Apple, in the other New York, Lincolnshire. Though it isn’t called that any more.

To avoid any more confusion with their transatlantic cousins, and now they have something a little more exciting happening than an overgrown apple, the single pub, in the village of a single road, is renamed ‘The Farmer and Filmmaker’. After their pride and joy.

Tracy watches the chaos erupt in her pub, not bothering that her wallpaper is drenched in her beer, or that Bill has broken a table leg by climbing on it. She just watches quietly as the woman she’d come to think of as her eldest daughter and her husband walk the stage, their names in lights behind them, smiling a satisfied smile as if she had faith all along that this would be their happily ever after.

Arthur never left New York with his father. Everyone knew he was never going to leave, not when he looked at that barmaid like she was made of stardust, or when he started to take tea at Barbara’s every Tuesday afternoon, or when he finally realised that you don’t have to travel far to figure out who you are; you just need a normal pub, in a normal village, in a tiny corner of England.

But staying in that tiny village didn’t mean giving up a dream, it just meant the dream had to come to them. So, with Mr Cavendish Senior on board, they set up ‘Tommy Productions’. First in his grandmother’s cattle shed, then they bought the old chapel on the corner of that one road and called it their home and their dream. After her visit, Lizzie never left either. She stays with her grandmother in that big farmhouse that once felt so empty, but they fill it now with photos high and low, so they both remember.

‘Thank you all for coming.’ Beatrice addresses the crowd. She’s strong, powerful. You’d have no idea that just moments before she was clinging to Arthur’s lapels and shaking like a leaf. Cerys had made a bet that she would chicken out, or do a nervous fart in front of the crowd, so, if only out of spite, she kept her nerves, and her gas, well and truly under wraps. ‘And I hope you all stay behind to help clear up afterwards.’ She smiles down the lens of the camera, only her and the patrons of her pub knowing what she means.

Helena Cavendish is now one of those patrons, sat beside her daughter and mother-in-law, nursing a pint of Batemans and getting to experience awards night from the opposite end of the broadcast. ‘Auntie Babs’ chitters away at her, but she still wouldn’t trade it in for front-row seats at the Oscars.

Eddie Cavendish isn’t with her though. Well, his portrait still hangs proudly behind the bar – alongside the entire cast and crew of Two Roads (the unreleased film that is extraordinarily famous amongst the handful of people who live in and around the village).

No, Eddie Cavendish is right there in New York, with his best friend Jimmy at his side, in the crowd, incognito, supporting his son with a look of pride that the world never saw, even when it was him who was centre stage.

‘This is a film that means so much to me, to us. It took me a while, but I’m finally ready.’ Arthur finds Jimmy’s gaze in the crowd of hundreds, and the old veteran winks. ‘We are delighted to present, for your viewing pleasure, our debut feature film: Elizabeth.’
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