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Thanks to the poet Maggie Butt and novelist Sue Gee for taking a punt.

Thanks to Mum for waving me on.

Thanks to Lindsey for keeping me upright.

And thanks to Dad for all the material that follows. You miserable bastard. Love.




Foreword

By primatologist R. D. Grineau

The western lowland gorilla is the biggest of all the great apes. This meaty, knuckle-walking, bipedal primate gives the nimble chimp a run for its money as the most famous ape. If you could choose to observe only one in the wild, be honest, would you choose Cheeta or King Kong? Of course, to actually see one you must travel to central Africa. Yes, contrary to popular belief and recent sightings, these creatures don’t nest in Romford, Newcastle or Cardiff.

The 200kg males, in particular, are astounding creatures, moving in slow motion through the fetid swamps and forests like a steroided man from The Only Way is Essex going to the bar for a lit sambuca. Gorillas dress to impress too. Coarse jet-black fur, and once they reach adulthood the distinctive silverback. What is more unusual, however, is the lack of other males in the group. Most species in the primate order have multiple man-monkeys and apes in their groups. Chimps and bonobos have a chaotic mix of man-slag challenger Garys, Terrys and Kevins all fighting each other to be leader and for shagging rights with high-ranking Tinas, Donnas and Kellys, most of whom are opportunistic floozies when their chosen fella isn’t keeping tabs. Not so with gorillas. No ‘slappers’. Don’t get me wrong, you do occasionally find the odd gorilla troop with more than one adult male, but it’s rare. You might observe a few adolescent blackback males flanking the double-hard leader for protection – but once their post-adolescent fur starts silvering, they’re expected to sod off from their natal group and ‘earn their own fucking living’.

The dominant male gorilla is not a bad being. He’s not evil, he’s not even that violent – he’s just a big scary silverback who likes to be in charge, and whatever he says, goes. ‘I’m paying, I’m saying.’ He decides where they live, what they eat, what they do, when they sleep, play and talk. When it comes to making up a troop, girls and adult females are usually welcome, but if you’re a boy you’ve got about twelve years before you need to get out of his way – and no amount of fur-grooming or arse-kissing will help you. You’ll never be the silverback.

‘You’re on your own. Good luck, boy,’ said the dad.




Prologuefn1

My dad Dave – the steroid-using doorman, lifeguard, sheet-metal worker, builder and bodybuilder from Barking in Essex – clutched his chest and dropped down dead in September 2003. For me, that was the moment I went from child to man. It shook up everything. It was the day I began my big-boy life.

Maybe I’d never really left my Moses basket. Certainly my old man’s sudden death was my Red Sea moment. Scary, waves crashing, but somehow I just walked through. It was the crazy miserable old bastard’s final act in the making of me. That’s why it belongs before my beginning (the beginning’s in a minute – keep reading).

He wasn’t ‘old’, my old man. It turned out the most powerful muscle in his fifteen-stone, still-ripped, weightlifting body was his neck – his ability to thrust it into the ground meant he ignored the warning pains in his chest, the breathlessness, his body’s hints to see a cardiologist.

Those of you reading who are also members of the Sudden-death Dead Parent Club will remember that plummeting feeling of finding out. It’s a bonding experience when you meet someone else who has gone through it; so much so that when in 2006 I began chatting to a girl online about it, we thought it only proper to immediately start grief-shagging and then get married (and divorced within six months). It turned out trauma sex was an awful foundation for long-term love, but it goes to show the power of parental loss in bringing strangers together.

The unexpected international phone call. The inside-out adrenaline drop, like stepping into a lift shaft and realizing too late there is no lift in there. Just a dark, brutal descent. Boom. Right in the guts. No one would wish any sort of slow terminal illness on a loved one. In fact, most people themselves hope for a sudden, unaware journey from this world into the next – the next world for us atheists being nothingness, except for being eaten by slugs and peed on by tramps. But isn’t it so much harder for those left behind to process – the quick dispatch into oblivion?

In my case, the fit, muscly Dave went on holiday with Julie to Cyprus (the Turkish half, mind you: ‘The bargains you get when a country’s unstable, boy. Steaks the size of an arse cheek’), then one night after dinner, dropped down dead.

Everything that happened after that phone call I’ve spoken about before. Lots. On stage, in interviews – and really, everything from that moment is my career. It’s all in stand-up sets on YouTube, Netflix, iTunes (oh, and telly – do you remember telly?), and to write about what’s already there would be, to me, utterly uninteresting. Even the phrase ‘comedian’s memoir’ feels like a chewing-on-a-whole-pack-of-sleeping-pills level of yawn. What I’ve never really written down is all the stuff that came before. I’m not about to tell some mouth-gaping rags-to-riches story, oozing with facile gratefulness. I was never in ‘rags’ and I’m not really rich. I started life in a solid working-class household. So piss off, pity party. I never went hungry, we even had a few decent holidays to Spain and I had my own car when I was seventeen. Yes, OK, I’m a relatively successful stand-up now, but if the next tour bombs, I will have to get an office job or work in a shop just like I used to. No yachts, no first-class flights. It’s premium economy and a buy-to-let. That’s my pension plan. So no rags, and as yet (nor ever, is my guess) no Kanye level of wealth. I suppose there is still time for me to go full R-Diddy, but then I’ll be old and shit so it won’t matter any way. Most importantly, how boring would it be – to simply tell my story, I mean. And how interesting to tell my sad, funny, aggressive yet not physically violent, mental-fucker Dad’s story. So if you have to put that in rags-to terms, it’s my dad’s story, and in his mind, he did indeed start in rags, but finished with a shitload less than he wanted. Rags to Primark trousers, let’s call it. I wish he’d lived a bit longer – but then I wouldn’t have had the courage to rip the living piss out of him onstage, or to carry it on in book form. And who knows what would have been the Me, Now.fn2

A note on the text. (I’ve always wanted to write ‘a note on the text’ – this is the level of nerd we are talking.) I have no real plan or message. I’m a massive fan of the novelist Murakami – just tell a story and watch the characters be weird. Except this shit is true. Everything here is what happened to me and how it led to me being a jester for a living with a nice house, a gorgeous wife, and a daughter so satanically charged with energy that she cries if holy water touches her skin and sizzles. The stories that seem the most unbelievable are the most true, both in content and how they shaped me, but I’ve changed the names and obscured the identities of most people in this book. Except my mum and dad. They can handle it. Well, he’s dead – literally no choice. My early life had a Dickensian cast of manual labourers, imprisoned violent relatives, weed-smoking, swearing, fighting grandmas, and a bodybuilder/model dad who was nothing like me but was the main reason I became me.

If you read this book and hate it, you have only proved my father right. Life is shit. Every fourteen-year-old would surely love to hear the words I heard one Saturday night as my old man drunkenly drained the biryani sauce from his silver takeaway carton:

‘Life’s hard, boy. It’s shit and it’s hard. We die in pain, and you have to work like a proper cunt in between … Right, I’m going a-bed.’

And as he walked upstairs he farted. Loudly.

I should just pick up on that loud fart my father issued as he ascended the Wilton-covered stairs of my childhood home. Having spoken to people, I now realize that a ‘temper fart’ is not normal fatherly behaviour. It was one of my father’s most emphatic quirks. It’s a fine example of how he approached life. Visceral, angry, funny, blunt and offensive to the senses. Whenever there was a debate or an argument he used his own anal gas as a full stop. He could be in full flow with Mum, clashing over some household matter, and then he and his arse would deem the exchange finished.

‘We need to talk, Dave.’

‘No, Julie – we’re done …’ then a thunderous walk-off, sometimes with a Godzilla-tail after-waft using his hand as a fan. This was my dad. Furious to the point of flatulence.

I’m ready to begin, but before we emotionally disrobe and jump into the turbulent stories of father and son, let me share my current setting. It feels relevant.

I’m wearing: a porridge-stained mauve vest, an echo from a former Ibiza life; lower down, I’m in yesterday’s underwear with a yoghurt smudge near the fly opening (which doesn’t look like yoghurt to anyone with a mucky mind). A green toddler-snot-scarred hairband prevents the wild twigs of my hair from stabbing my eyes. Footwear: one flip-flop. Where are you, darling Flip-flop Left? Although four coffees deep (espressi in the plural, although using that plural rightly attracts fists), I haven’t yet eaten. Instead I’ve saved time by drinking butter and coconut oil with my coffees, because I’m a victim of a stupid faddish diet that will be laughed at in a hundred years when we’re all dead from hypercholesterolemia. It’s 10.14 a.m. I’ve written a silly foreword under a fake name about gorillas, but that will never make the cut.

Yeah, OK, I’m in a lovely chill-out room. A gorgeous room. The fantasy room of my intoxicated student brain a few years ago: book-lined, with leathery Evelyn Waugh editions here and there, an Edwardian smoking table, an actual marble bust of Beethoven (Beethoven? I like hard house and San Antonio Bay, Ibiza, for fuck’s sake), an old desk and a real Persian rug. So, that’s all good. There is even a Freudian chaise longue next to me. But it’s what’s upon that gorgeous piece of eBay-bought antique furniture that is the source of my mood and my clothing. It’s a small human female. My daughter. Minna Agnes Kane. She is like me, and therefore profoundly irritating and with so much energy it’s like Stephen Hawking, RIP, developed her using powerful machines in a physics lab. She is singing ‘Happy Birthday’ (it is not her birthday). She is eating a hard-boiled egg like an apple, spraying moist crumbs into my 1902 furniture, which she then jumps on, fossilizing the yoke into the brushed blue fabric. She is naked from the waist down and the ‘white’ vest on her top half has a brown upward smear at the back – a shitty Nike tick that symbolizes the speed and filth of being two.

She is my child, and I am her dad. And right now that’s everything. Oh God, no, I don’t mean in the wanky ‘I love my babies, they are my world’ way. Panic not. None of that crap from me. No, sod that. I mean that the relationship – that defining, chaotic mixing of two lives, Dad and Tot – is everything, energy-wise. At least, that’s been my experience. It has been my main relationship, in my childhood, in my adulthood. Now it’s her turn to be on the receiving end, and my turn not to have a clue if I’m getting it right. It’s my turn, for example, at pretending happiness while holding in my temper because my car keys have been taken by Dynamo the Magician and magicked God knows where. Is that a fleck of silver on my back fur? Yes. Just a speck. I’m turning into the silverback, the alpha. I’m the Daddy now and, just like my old man before me, I have none of the answers.




1.

A Story via My Dad

Dads: we become like them, or we become their opposite. If they are absent, we pour energy into that void and it takes on any old random shape, like Terminator 2. Mind you, their over-presence can also be somewhat challenging – see all the following chapters. Maybe I do overplay the ‘Dad thing’, but I saw life through a big Dad-sized lens (probably meat-coloured, given the man’s brawn and his addiction to roasted proteins). I know, I know, the self-centred me generation – but it’s my honest experience of the world.

See, most things I’ve done, nearly every place I have gone, almost every keystroke I’ve made, have been shaped by my idea of and my experience of fatherhood. Often, as I read some voguish rant about masculinity on a vegan blog somewhere (I’m not vegan, please keep reading), I think: Is it really masculinity you’re talking about? Do people sometimes mean fatherhood, that clumsy fist on the potters wheel of child psychology? Is it that, in fact, which has lost its way? It affects girls and boys equally after all.

Humans are (un?)lucky enough to be like seahorses and birds. Dads are super-involved; or worse, supposed to be and super aren’t; or, worse still, super too much. We are never really told how to do it, nor how to receive it. Is there a correct way? Maybe there isn’t. Maybe it’s just like motherhood – here’s your infant, good luck, beyatch. (Imagine if a midwife said that.) There is a complicating factor with being the man parent, however. Turns out you always feel a bit of a fraud in the Daddy role; like a crap assistant manager dawdling on the periphery, hoping to feel something more profound, or find something substantial to do – a nappy audit maybe. ‘We’re out of Size Sevens – I’ll run to the shop.’

Ladies: imagine being so emotionally involved in something you have Nothing To Do With. It’s not your body, it’s not your rights, it’s not your club, you have no invite, no wristband. You’re just a lucky member of the public who fooled the Bouncer of Life and is now standing in the VIP area, hoping to get into the inner circle. Which you will, but not until your baby’s about two, or twelve. I know some girls are reading this thinking, ‘Bullshit, my Danny was involved from the first scan – we did this together.’ Really? Ask him. Ask him if he felt like a silly fake who could be fired at any minute. Most men do. And if they did feel super-connected and involved from the first cell division, they have the opinions of other men to deal with: ‘Silly wanker who’s lost his bollocks’, that sort of charming thing. Masculinity, perhaps justly, perhaps karmically, is in a mess.

Adding to this emotional muddle is the fact that what dads used to be has become rather unfashionable, while what we’re trying to be is often made to feel limp and insubstantial – something silly and effeminate to be taken the piss out of. If you’re not careful, you get trapped between the two stools of Meathead Gary and Broken Barry – and before you know, you’re a weird dad too.

Of course, I have to confess here, I am an oddity, an exception. I’m OK with being thought effeminate. I make a living out of being conspicuously so. I get a lot of work out of it. As sexist as the idea is, certain traits are still, even now, ‘boyish’, and I happen to be world-class awful at those. I can’t park, barbecue, do DIY or enjoy fast cars properly. I’ve never had a fight, and all sport makes me cry soil – even darts. I never remember when my country is playing football, and I’m usually deep into wondering if the streets are empty because of a zombie apocalypse before I remember that England are up against Belgium or something. But then, this just complicates the question further: what is the frigging point of Parent Me? The job of me as Dad? That’s why I’m sat here typing, trying to explore my own dad. There must be other blokes like me. Skinny Peperamis with hair on who cry at The Notebook but still slam doors in a pig temper because they’re running late. Men who accidentally ogle a breast, then cut meals because they want ‘abs’. Men (and women here too I guess) who try to see their stories in terms of male role models, but find the definitions tossed about from Daily Mail opinion piece to lefty university campus and back again. If we’re not careful we’re going to end up with dads who are a bizarre blend of Gazza from Geordie Shore and David Furnish.

By the way, before we get going, I don’t want any of my sensitive readers flinging this book in the recycling bin with the hummus pots and the sorted foil and cardboard. When I say male, for father, I don’t even mean a man. Having grown up in a council street, I know from witnessing it that a mum is sometimes a dad. A dad can be a woman, two men, two women – it’s the person who raised you and took on that role – whatever the hell it is – and certainly not the biological provider of genetic material. And of course, of all these styles of dadding, the most complex of the lot – and this was very common where I grew up – is Absent Dad, a nothing. The No-dad Dad seems sadly to be the most influential Dad of the lot.

So this is why I’m going to tell you a story via my dad. A psychologist might say I’m messed up. (I am messed up). Or as the kids (under-forties) might say, Hashtag Overshare. And in the age of self-publishing every molecule of yourself on social media, splurging your inner psychological being in an actual book with pages seems almost quaint.

Sometimes, as I sit at this 1950s teacher’s desk on the old rug in the book-lined room, dipping my sugar-free protein madeleine into green tea (Proust is looking down on me, in two senses), I honestly struggle to think of a single thing to do with me which does not connect back to Dave Sidney Kane (and now forward on to Minna Kane). My dad. My old man. The fifteen-stone, low-body-fat, steroid-using, weightlifting, Essex-boy lagger and doorman, whose seed somehow sowed the book-loving, skipping twat that is me.

I feel I should put in an aside about swearing, a sort of ‘fuck’ disclaimer. I am hoping whoever edits this stuff lets through as much foul language as fucking possible. To leave it out of a book like this would be to deny my heritage. If I spoke Greek at home, this book would be soaked in Greek linguistic references; were I Pakistani, smatterings of Urdu wherever you looked. Well, I grew up council, then right-to-buy in a council street. Swearing was both a primary mode of expression and a tool for fighting that stopped you getting cut … with a real tool. A wordy trepanning that lets out steam in a controlled, safer way. And not always even in anger. Sometimes, it was simply the ambience. The word fuck is the 40-watt lamp of my childhood. Always there, always on, lambent within each sentence without you really noticing. Sometimes the swearing served no function. My dad would swear while he was thinking – like that little spinning circle you get on a computer as it buffers. My dad muttered the F-word while his thoughts gathered.

‘Where were we the other night, Julie? What’s that restaurant called … fucking … fucking … fuck, fuck, fuck … the pizza place down the road … Fucking rip-off. Pizzas were like fucking biscuits. I had a cheese sandwich when I got in.’

My mum’s mum (more about her later) was perhaps the most proficient at obscenity. She was the first person I heard conjugate the C-word as the present participle.

‘Get my cunting slippers.’

Cunt-ing! Ing! You could put -ing on the end! I was only eleven when I learned this, and at school I was king for a day.

‘Warren, it’s time for cunting History.’

Warren Evans’s face fell into an expression of worship.

Lindsey, my Mancunian Mrs, is fascinated by Dave. She often says to me:

‘Would I have got on with your dad?’

It’s a tantalizing thought experiment. The silverback king of negativity coming face-to-face with the relentless, indefatigable northern wife.

‘We can’t eat at that restaurant, Lindsey. It’ll be a rip-off and the food will be shit.’

‘Pipe down, Dave, you miserable sod – we’re going.’

And then my imaginary scene fizzles out. I simply cannot imagine his response.

What would Dave in his seventies be like? Just as angry? Vigorous? Still smashing the gym three times a week? Screaming about no-deal Brexit? Or would he have, as my mum keeps saying, become ‘like butter once he had a granddaughter … it was girls he needed’.

Again, I struggle to envisage it.

It seems awful to say, but rather than a Dave-sized, gorilla-shaped hole in my life, I feel stronger thanks to his absence. He’s turned into my foundation, the cornerstone. (Is that a Tinie Tempah lyric?) Dave, as Dad, did his best to provide, but he also gave me something much more useful: he showed me what not to do – rather, how not to be. I find myself sometimes catastrophizing, declaring that all will fail and go wrong … then I stop. That behaviour made Dave miserable, so why choose it for me? Who cares if a drink is spilt? Who fucking cares? A half-glass of water was enough to set Dave off.

‘Waheey! Floods of it. Fuck sake. Meal ruined. Trousers soaked. Let’s leave.’

I wouldn’t want my manic, weird, attention-junkie tiny daughter to absorb a vibe like that.

The only bittersweet thing about the Dave-less present is that I would love my old man to have seen me onstage, just once – or to have bought him a nice car. But then I probably would have fucked it up and bought the wrong one.

‘That’s the worst Mercedes ever made, boy. Thanks for trying, though.’




2.

Prince of Essex

When my mum, Julie Jacobs, fell pregnant by my dad in 1975, it was not planned. When I was twenty-two, my dad, Stella Artois-sodden, blurted out his version of my conception in one sentence:

‘I saw her in Epping, boy, your muvva – in the Treetops nightclub. Next thing I know, I blow my biscuits and she was up the duff. I was fucked. That’s how you came about. Never have kids. That’s my warning to you.’

It’s a unique mixture of sensations. Being warned by your own father not to create what you yourself are, his child. I know, I know. Amazing, isn’t he? I’d love to pretend I’m exaggerating, but my dad’s way of speaking was halfway between a Guy Ritchie character and a Harold Pinter play. Like a posh person wrote a working-class character and got it wrong by going too far.

That’s how I began. I was the ball of cells that started dividing in a 21-year-old girl’s body and into the life of a 35-year-old Neanderthal man.

Dad was still living at home with his mum in Barking, Essex. Thirty-five years old, about seventeen stone at this point, 7 per cent body fat, Dave Kane had never moved out. King Baby still inhabiting his box room overlooking a small square of yellowing garden strewn with rusting small weights, his first self-built bench and pull-up frame, all the metal ghosts of the puny boy he used to be – oh, he had a real gym membership now. In fact, he was one of the biggest men at the Barking gym. He had his clothes specially altered, as though he were afflicted with a pituitary malfunction that made his bulging muscles rip through whatever he wore. (‘Like the fucking Hulk I was, boy.’) The fact he had achieved his bulk and brawn with thousands of Deca-Durabolin steroid injections in both legs and arse did not matter. Not back then. Any crampon to the summit of man meatiness was allowed. No one knew, least of all my poor old-young dad, that mainlining enough of that shit could calcify one of your three aorta flaps (that’s the heart valve that looks, ironically for my German-motor-loving Dad, like a Mercedes sign), so you die of a massive heart attack waaaaay before your time (take note, all you waxed TOWIE and Geordie Shore Christmas-ham bodies). But here, back when he was thirty-five, he was flying high. And wide. And with very yellow piss. The muscly boy-man who loved the ladies.

Dad’s sister Brenda had long ago fled to the USA to seek a new life, but she was to violently cameo in my childhood several times over the years as a full American, more American than the ones who were actually born there. An alcoholic, flowing blonde-haired, sneaker-wearing mental bastard, who cropped up and always delivered a solid gold anecdote. I can’t wait to tell you about the beer can she threw at my head when I was fifteen while screaming at me that I was ‘a motherfucker’. For now, though, it’s Dad, the Goliath-David – still in Sandringham Road, Barking, Essex – indulged as though an only child, Brenda long Yankeed by then; a full fried breakfast waiting every weekday morning at 6 a.m., before he set off to smash at sheet metal and dominate fibreglass and insulation with the suppressed rage of a failed Butlin’s Redcoat, model and actor; surprising details that, I know, do not fit with the rest of the man. Dave, son of Eva – it was she who made sure his tailored seventeen-inch-collar shirts were ironed before he hit the Essex nightclubs at the weekend. The son, of course, of Eva and Sidney.

‘Who the fuck was Sidney?’

I have found out as much as I could, and having known my grandma Eva – and having grown up feasting on my mum’s descriptions of the things she said and did – I have come to the terrible conclusion that Sidney, though odious in his method, probably did what was best for his sanity. He’d got trapped in a relationship with a miserable person he didn’t fancy so he ran off with a woman called Rose and started again. And they were happy, at least according to my secret aunts, uncles and cousins I eventually tracked down using nascent Internet resources when I was at university. My granddad Sidney had popped his clogs from stomach cancer in the late 1980s but not before he’d made my old man a half-brother and a half-sister.

Whenever I seek out remote corners of my family, I keep hoping against hope to find another hyperactive weirdo like me. One who grew up in a council area with no books, no culture, surrounded by hard manual labourers and people who actively told you education was a load of old bollocks and a waste of time, who somehow Penguin Classic’ed through every projection of who he could become. Is there one? Fuck knows. People mistakenly think I fit the stereotype of the working-class person who made it to university because their parents meant well. Not me. I didn’t have poor-but-bookish parents. I didn’t have a teacher dad or a degree-educated mum. I didn’t go to a grammar school and get a miracle skimming off to Oxbridge. None of those things happened. I was just odd, thankfully. Oddness saved my arse. And when I hunted out my new cousins I was hoping to find another like me. But none. Just smiley builders, beauticians and very young mums.

Sidney ran off with a younger, happier woman when my dad was tiny – allegedly clearing all baby David’s toys from the house for selling, thus funding his playboy flight from domesticity. I always thought this claim reeked of bitterness and overdramatic fabrication, but my dad believed it his whole life, his eyes frequently moistening after a few Stellas when he retold the story.

‘I had nothing. He took everything I had and flogged it so he could run off with that slag. My poor dear old girl!’

Was she dear, though, Dad? Or was she a miserable, spiteful lost soul and a contagious emotional influenza?

I managed to acquire a picture of my granddad. I look a bit like him. We have the same rakish side-smile, as though about to take a taxi into town and cause mischief with a bevy of companions. When I produced this black and white snap one evening, my old man would not even look at it; he actually left the room when I told him about his half-siblings. He went to have a drama-sob in the living room, looking out from the bay window and cursing his ‘arsehole father’ through gritted teeth. Eva had poisoned him good and proper. Of course, there is always the chance that Sidney really was as my dad so eloquently described him to me when I was seventeen:

‘My old man – didn’t have anything. The cunt was just a stain. A fucking stain.’

My dad loved the C-word. He wasn’t as deft with it as my nan (my mum’s mum) but his use of it was more liberal. Everyone was a cunt. Everyone we passed. Every other driver, waiters, people in the street, me, my brother, my mum. All cunts. Objects were cunts. The Dijon mustard, when it ran out: total cunt. Sometimes my dad would say it so many times during a meal that my mum would get annoyed. One Sunday, after my dad had been cut up by a ‘black driver’ on the way home from the pub, he had a sort of cunt-fit, using it for every other word.

‘Dave – can you stop using that word, please?’ my mum had implored.

‘Whoops,’ he said, looking at me with wonky Stella eyes. ‘I’ve made a cunt of myself.’

But to my dad, Sidney (his dad) was the biggest C-word of them all, even though he could have been a well-balanced, ordinary chap who quite reasonably sodded off. Eva was, after all, a dark and poisonous soul. My memories of her are of a downcast woman, always in mildewy corners, full of phlegm, with a bronchial sneer raised to the world; the type of lady who’d laugh if a cat’s tail got severed by a garden gate (that actually happened). And if you’re wondering how I dare type this about my dear deceased paternal nan – well, the answer is hidden in the question. Everyone on that side of the family is dead. Everyone. It is strange that on my dad’s side clog-popping is so expertly done while on my mum’s side many appear immortal. (At the time of writing, my granddad and his Mrs, my nan’s older sister and her husband and loads more across that generation are still going strong.) I think it would be uncontroversial to throw in here that miserable people die earlier. It’s statistically true (there’d be a footnote here if I could be arsed).fn1 My paternal nan and granddad are dead. My dad’s sister, his half-brothers and -sisters, all his aunts, most of his cousins – all dead, and many of them early too. Cancers, freak accidents, suicides – all Deady McDeadface. Many quite Jewish too – like they were doing Jewish characters.

The only actual Jew was my dad’s granddad. Benjamin Wolff: the miserable bastard dad to end them all. The father of screwface Eva. Great-granddad Wolff had the most complex Jewish trait of all. He was an anti-Semite. Wolff, a blond-haired, blue-eyed Jew (there are lots of them, by the way), had fled Europe and had no time for anything connected to the race and religion that nearly got him and his family into the hottest water Europe’s twentieth-century immersion heater ever produced. Benjamin Wolff arrived in England from cuddly old Germany and never entered a synagogue again. Dad said that Benjamin Wolff would cross over to the other side of the road to avoid passing right in front of a synagogue. He felt that betrayed by his tribe. He started four hairdressing shops in Essex and Jews weren’t very welcome. No Yiddish was spoken, no Hanukkah candles were lit. No one married a Jew (it was discouraged). Pork was joyously eaten every day – as though by biting into the meat he was tearing the gristle from his tough life. The only thing Wolffy kept, as did my Nanna Eva, his daughter, was a sort of parodic Jewish demeanour – hard for me to expand upon without sounding un-PC. Let’s call my nan Eva and my great-granddad ‘gesticulatory Jews’. All the voices and hands – recipes passed down – but about as pro-goyim as you can get.

Could great-granddad Wolff be the source, the river mouth of my dad’s poison lake of negativity? Is Benjamin Wolff patient zero of Miserable Git Disease? He certainly was one massive, miserable twat of a man: the prototype, perhaps, for the more refined depressive (and loving, in his own temper-farting way) Dave Kane. He was ‘tighter than a gnat’s arsehole’ according to my dad, and used to spend hours just hanging out with his hairdressing accounts books, tracing the profit margins with his fingers. My dad told me he only ever saw Wolffy smile once. It was when Dad stepped on a nail in front of him.

‘… just the corner of his mouth, boy … it twitched … he smiled. The only time I ever saw it.’ My dad would often point to the circular scar on the top of his foot, reliving not the injury but the shock of seeing his granddad’s only smile.

My dad inherited the Judaeo-sceptic gene but by the time the DNA got to him, he was only 25 per cent Ashkenazi anyway. I had my DNA tested in 2015 and, sure enough, it came back 12.5 per cent Jewish. Just a few per cent more and I’d have had something substantial to do stand-up about. Alas, it’s white, male and heterosexual for me. Thank God for a touch of working-class emotional abuse and Essex regionality or I would have nothing interesting to pick apart. I also have really bad flat feet. I should do more about that. Poor and with bad feet. Shit! I’ve got a serious case. Must remind my agent tomorrow.

I have no idea to what extent the doomed legacy of pessimistic German-Jewishness affected the Wolffs. Perhaps they were just a family of grade-A miserable bastards, and laying culture and race over that would be to let them off the hook. Like putting my pug Colin in a tutu – it’s still the same wheezing creature, even in a dress. Sorry, Colin.

They were a maudlin, self-indulgently despondent lot. And Eva, ‘Nanna’ Eva as me and my brother styled her, was a prime example of the Wolffy line.

From the moment my dad had language he was poisoned with the holy commandments of Wolff, and he tried, inadvertently, Lord love him, to pass them on to, into, me.


	Life is shit and hard.

	Nothing you attempt to do will ever be successful.

	There are Haves and Have-nots. We are Have-nots – always will be.

	Never rely on anyone. They will let you down.

	I’m paying. I’m saying.



And the Golden Rule:

Take care of number one, and fuck everyone else.

I’ve spent my whole life coming to terms with the golden rule. There is some soundness buried within individualism, of course, muffled, but it’s dodgy. Take care of number one can be the scaffolding of self-reliance and financial rectitude, the steel joist that held me up during some of the more astounding up-by-the-boot-strap transformations I pulled off when I was nineteen. But it has always – and still does – played on my noggin. How can a dad be number one when he has a child? Surely the kid is number one. Maybe it’s just something my old man said to look tough, or to temper me for life’s knocks. But his behaviour suggested he believed it. The curry out or the £50-worth of lottery tickets always trumped the school trip or the financial help with a poncey uni education. Understand – it wasn’t done in a nasty, neglecting way. It was the pure and liquid execution of a Wolffy Golden Rule. Take care of yourself first. No one else will. Maybe it was a lethal mantra, particularly when blended with Sidney sodding off and leaving little David to it.

‘There are Haves and Have-nots. We are Have-nots – always will be.’

Must have been tough being exposed to that when he was little. He grew up into a man who believed it from the bicuspid aortic valve of his doomed heart, scowling at a world full of ‘piss-takers’, thieves and immigrants who want one up on you; his dreams were always just over there – in that posher postcode, where we’ll never live, no matter how hard we try – and when we did try, well, it would probably turn to shit. Writing it here, it seems so bleak – you’re either smiling at the outrageous miserable bastardness of it or frowning in pity – but when I was kid, it was just normal. In fact, it was funny. Me and my brother used to impersonate my dad. We’d stage mini-tragedies such as a glass of water being knocked over, then I would play Dad doing biblical scale wailing about tides and floods and how it is the End of Man, and James would play beleaguered Mum, plaintively crying back, ‘Daaaavve, Daaaavve.’ I was creating Greek drama back then even though the sum total of my literary experience was the Mr Men books.

When my mum was very heavily pregnant with me, she and my dad spent the evening with Eva in Barking. The Freudian wound of having had her son ripped from his birth home in untimely fashion was still gaping – after all, he had been a barely pubescent 35-year-old man when this 21-year-old temptress invader Juliet Jacobs had snatched him, Prince David, from the Kingdom of Essex. After an evening of glacial chat (both in speed and temperature), my dad had popped out to collect ceremonial fish and chips from round the corner, Mum being left to attempt full conversation with the woman who, in my memory, has been merged with that dead zombie lady from the cursed hotel room in The Shining.

Nanna Eva was of the generation (many of them still living) who prefer two separate rooms for entertaining, even in the smallest of houses. A dining room out back for dread-laden dinners full of silence, chewing noises and chinking condiment spoons; then a front room, parlour or living room for telly watching and sparse chat, which weaved around comforting mainstream laughs like The Royal Variety Performance or George and Mildred. My mum was part of the first knock-your-rooms-through generation. Any wall that can be smashed through was got rid of or transformed into an archway – one giant space, kitchen, tables, sofas. If she could, I think the bedroom floors would have been removed. Maybe Mum grew up allergic to the murky separateness of the fuggy front room with its permanent floating cumulus of Embassy Filter smoke. Nanna Eva’s separate lounge was a room not just dark but one which sucked in light, energy; a bad star that hurt its galaxy, a cosmological entity that Brian Cox could do a programme about on BBC2. The Dark Parlour of Doom.

Mum was left there for no more than twenty minutes while Dad hunter-gathered the rock-eel, chips and gherkins. As my mum tells it, after some silence – a period of staring in the style of a Sergio Leone Western Mexican stand-off – conversation cautiously began. Chat naturally orbited around the planet that was my mum’s eight-month swollen belly – speculation about the birth, what the child would be like.

‘I wonder what it’ll look like, Julie?’

Eva had inherited Wolffy’s fetish for blond-haired, blue-eyed children. Do you realize how complex a trait this is for a woman of German-Jewish extraction? My quarter-Jew dad, of course, had been a child with locks of curly wheat-blond hair and eyes like cornflowers floating in milk. My mum was about as brunette as you can go and still tick ‘Caucasian’ on the passport form.

‘What you gonna do, Julie? Dave would love a little girl. A fair, blue-eyed little girl. What you gonna do if it’s gypsy, like your lot?’

‘I dunno, Eva …’

She was twenty-one, remember, my mum. Back then, she was not the most confident woman. When I quizzed her on how she could tolerate being spoken to like that, she came back with the simple:

‘I was young. If anyone spoke like that to me now, I’d tell them to fuck off.’

That’s more like it. Once Mum found her four-lettered voice, it empowered her. But back then – when the wicked witch of the East (End) was still alive – she couldn’t even manage a ‘please sod off, Eva’; she just sat there and took the eugenic rant. My mum remembers her emotional weakness – hormonal and swollen. She cried in the toilets, the car, in bed later that night.

‘Well,’ Eva continued, ‘let’s hope she’s blonde, Julie. Like Dave’s ex, Pat. Now there was a girl. My God she was beautiful. Oh well. Oh well …’

If you can believe it, Eva then reached behind the sofa and drew out a photo album. It was made almost solely of Dad-and-Patricia pictures. Pat, the blonde-haired ex





























































































[image: Penguin Books]

THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING



Find us online and join the conversation

Follow us on Twitter twitter.com/penguinukbooks

Like us on Facebook facebook.com/penguinbooks

Share the love on Instagram instagram.com/penguinukbooks

Watch our authors on YouTube youtube.com/penguinbooks

Pin Penguin books to your Pinterest pinterest.com/penguinukbooks

Listen to audiobook clips at soundcloud.com/penguin-books


Find out more about the author and discover
your next read at penguin.co.uk




TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
penguin.co.uk

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: ]
First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Bantam Press
an imprint of Transworld Publishers

Copyright © Russell Kane 2019

Cover Photo © Pål Hansen
Cover Design by Jo Thomson/TW

Russell Kane has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of non-fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. In some cases, names of people, places, dates, sequences and the detail of events have been changed to protect the privacy of others.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781473554160

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/images/bantam_logo.png
%

BANTAM PRESS





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_small.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Growing up in
the shadow






