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‘Life is lived forwards but understood backwards’

FRIEDRICH WILHELM NIETZSCHE

‘Memory tells us not what we choose, but what it pleases’

MICHEL EYQUEM MONTAIGNE


Prologue

Bang in the middle of the twentieth century my father took a wife who produced a son whom he called Karl.

Then he lost that wife, took a new wife, acquired a new son and he called me – Karl. (Carlo, as I now am, only came years later.)

This is about my father, the life we had together, and the discoveries I made in later life about his life before I was born. Our relationship was a failure and yet the story has a happy ending, of sorts. My late discoveries humanised the old man.

This is a memoir; not a biography. I have tried to stick to what I remember. Close family members appear infrequently; odd though it seems, this reflects what I remember of them, which is very little.

You can’t change the past but, with understanding, you can sometimes draw the poison out of it.


PART ONE


chapter one

Towards the end of his life, my father lived alone in Dalkey outside Dublin, in a house called Cnoc Aluin. The house, with its stone walls several feet thick, was once a keep or guard house, he said, first Danish, then English, and the walls of his basement were part of the original military building. Just right, I thought, an old paranoiac like you, you would end up in a fortress.

In Cnoc Aluin there were just a coal fire in the back sitting room and portable electric fires in the bedrooms.

These comprised of a copper reflector and a heating bar. This was actually a white clay sock with a corkscrew coil in the middle.

The bars were fragile. One little knock and they crumbled like chalk. I grew up with these fires in London; I knew all about them.

My father kept his spare heating bars in a basement room in Cnoc Aluin. He had hundreds; he bought them cheap when the English manufacturer went bankrupt.

One day, in 1990, the bar in the fire in his bedroom went. He fetched a new one from his store. The next part of the sequence is a mystery. He had a stroke or a seizure or something, then fell and hit his cheek against the corner of the copper reflector.

At the time I lived, with my family, in the nursery at the top of a big house outside Enniskillen.

The telephone rang in the kitchen and I picked it up.

‘This is Stan,’ said a voice. The accent was received Irish over a Canadian core.

This was Stan Gébler-Davies, my cousin, son of my father’s younger sister, Olive. I last heard Stan’s voice in 1964; I was hiding under the table in the hall in the house where we then lived in south London and Stan was shouting in through the letterbox. My father had locked him out.

‘I have bad news,’ said Stan. Then he explained. My father was in hospital, he said. My father didn’t know where he was. He didn’t know who he was. He didn’t know what day it was. He didn’t know he’d written books or fathered children or married three times. The fall had accelerated his dementia. What might have occurred incrementally over years had been hurried through in a few seconds. Everything that had once been in his head was now erased.

I wasn’t surprised. Through the 1980s I saw my father once every year or two, and each time we met I thought he was more forgetful, more confused and more frail than the time before. He had a wife in those days. Jane was much younger than he was and I always thought she would outlive him. But she hadn’t; she pre-deceased him; she’d been dead now for a little over a year.

‘I want to help him,’ continued Stan, ‘but I can’t. The social worker insists it must be family.’

And, technically, I was family; I was his son; we had lived together, when I was a child. Then had come the separation, my mother from him, him from my mother. He had sought to turn me against her. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. He was furious. How, he asked, could I betray my one true parent, him, the parent who would show me the straight way, the right way, and nail my colours to the mast of the corrupt parent, her?

Obviously, he said, because I was a mummy’s boy; and obviously because I was weak, corrupt, venal, disloyal, and irredeemably bourgeois. My mother gave me money, sent me to public school and let me watch whatever I wanted on television. That’s why I took her side, he said.

Our relationship, never good, got very much worse after this. Following the divorce, as the years rolled by, we saw less and less of each other and, when we did, he was frosty and suspicious, while I was frosty and polite.

When Stan rang, we were barely in contact, my father and I. And I had long since ceased to think of us as being members of the same special unit, the Géblers. However, the Irish state had other ideas.

‘You’re his next of kin,’ said Stan, ‘so it has to be you who sorts him out.’

Then Stan added, ‘I know your brother’s in London but with you being in the North, you’re much closer,’ as if the geographical argument settled it.

I said nothing. I had complicated feelings about Stan. A couple of years after my father locked him out of our house, Stan and my father had a rapprochement. After some prompting from my father (and with some help from him as well, I believe) Stan had written one or two nasty pieces about my mother that were printed in Private Eye in the early 1970s. My father and Stan remained friends, even after my father left London and went back to Dublin. Indeed, during these later years, my father indicated to me that Stan was more than just a friend; he was a blood relative and a proper Gébler, he said, in a way that I was not. Stan could be trusted, he said; Stan was a safe bet. I wasn’t.

Listening to Stan now I remembered all of this and assumed that my father must have also said to Stan what he had indicated to me. In which case, I decided (although none of this was mentioned by either Stan or myself as we spoke on the phone), Stan must know that my father would have loathed my involvement in his affairs at a time like this. Furthermore, Stan must know that my father trusted him with his secrets as he would never have trusted me, and that for this reason he would have wanted Stan to sort out his affairs.

However, my father’s preferences, real or imagined, did not count here. I was family; Stan wasn’t. And when there was a mess like this one, it was family the Irish state looked to.

The next day, I drove down to Dublin. The hospital was on the south side, in the suburbs. I parked and went in. There were long, echoing corridors with brightly coloured floors.

‘I’m looking for Ernest Gébler,’ I said to a nurse.

‘What’s he in for?’ she asked.

‘He’s old. He’s had a fall.’

‘That’ll be geriatric,’ she said, and pointed the way.

I found my father in a passageway, on a gurney, in a strait-jacket. The huge cut on his cheek that he got when he fell on the electric fire was stitched with thick black thread, exactly like the stitching around the edges of the grey army blankets we had when I was a child and which gave me asthma. His eyes were black.

‘Hello, Ernie,’ I said.

I could only use Father when I spoke of him, to others.

‘Who are you?’ I heard. I saw the speaker was a nurse with a tag that said Niall.

‘His son.’

This was another awkward word.

‘Oh, hello,’ said Niall. ‘Awful nice fellow, Ernest. Until this morning, anyway. He went berserk. Had to put him in that.’ Niall pointed at the strait-jacket.

I looked at my father again. His hair stuck up; he looked demented.

‘Will he get a bed?’ I asked.

‘Oh yes.’ When someone died, he assured me, as someone soon would, he’d get their place.

I left and went for my interview with the gerontologist. I was shown into an overheated room with a dead butterfly on the window ledge.

The doctor bustled in. He was Syrian with an Edinburgh accent. His skin was the colour of marron glacé. He wore a signet ring which he turned on his finger as he spoke.

The gerontologist repeated what Stan had said. The accident had accelerated my father’s dementia. He was now doubly incontinent and would never speak again. It was Alzheimer’s, of course. Well, the gerontologist thought it was. He couldn’t know for certain until he examined my father’s brain, and, obviously, he could only do that after death.

‘When might that be?’ I asked.

In a few weeks, said the gerontologist, six months at the very most. I should prepare myself, he continued, and I should remember the Alzheimer sufferer had no quality of life.

I got his drift. When my father died, as he soon would, it would be for the best. I wasn’t to hope for a miracle or pray he would live longer. I must accept his end when it came and be grateful.

His pitch made, the gerontologist shook my hand and fled before I could say another word.

I went to the window and picked up the butterfly carcass. It was cold and silky and it turned to dust between my fingers.

*

I left the room and went off to see the social worker responsible for my father. She was a woman with big earrings and a small voice in a Portakabin crammed with brown files.

‘You’re Ernest’s elder son, aren’t you?’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘You have a brother?’

‘Yes, Sasha, my younger brother, he lives in London.’

I did not mention my half-brother, the one my father called ‘the early son’, the one I thought of as the first Karl, while I was the second Karl. He lived in America and, besides, I had never met him.

The social worker cleared her throat and she said, in a no-nonsense, I-won’t-brook-any-argument-about-this sort of voice, ‘Your father’ll have to be made a ward of the court. You’ll have to get a solicitor to raise a petition.’

I nodded.

‘Are there assets?’

I mentioned the house with the thick walls.

It would have to be sold, she said. The money raised would be held by the state and used to pay for his care. Had I any thoughts on this?

No, I hadn’t.

The decision was mine, she said. I could have him live with me, or he could go into a private nursing home. Her only concern was that he got the twenty-four-hour care he now needed. His assets would pay the bills of the nursing home.

I thought about this for a moment. He couldn’t come to Enniskillen and I couldn’t imagine living in his chaotic Dalkey house. It would have to be a home, I said.

So how quickly could I get him into a home? wondered the social worker.

A month, I suggested, although actually I hadn’t a clue.

She frowned.

A fortnight, I said.

A week would be better, she suggested, finally.

‘You’re asking the impossible,’ I said. ‘I don’t know any homes in Dublin. I live a hundred miles away, and, besides, it’s another country. You’re going to have to give me time.’

The social worker looked blank. I didn’t mean to sound like a Unionist but I must have sounded like one to her.

My father wasn’t sick, she said. He was senile and he was using up a hospital bed that a proper sick person could otherwise have had.

With my mind’s eye I saw him on the gurney in the corridor. Not my idea of a bed in a ward. I said nothing, of course.

There was a queue of sick people behind him, she said, in case I hadn’t got the point.

Her tone was polite and reasonable but the message was unmistakable. Get him shifted.

I found a solicitor. The solicitor suggested a home. A few days later I went back to Dublin to inspect it.

‘Before us it was owned by an order of monks,’ said the nurse showing me round. She ushered me through a pair of doors into a hushed room that smelt of incense. ‘Our chapel,’ she said proudly. The chapel was always unlocked, she continued, and guests or patients had access at all times. If Ernest needed to offer up a prayer, he could pop in here at any time, she said.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said.

The nurse looked at me, uncomprehendingly. Surely, unlimited access to chapel was a boon? With Catholics, yes, but not my father.

‘Do you know what he used to say to me?’ I asked. I was going to enjoy this.

Obviously the nurse did not.

‘He used to say to me, “Do you know what the greatest day in the twentieth century was?” “No,” I’d say. “Well,” he’d say, “it was in the early 1930s (and he would give the date which I now forget), and it was in Spain, and that was the day the Anarchists went into the jails and shot six hundred priests and nuns. Dead. And the best thing that could happen in Ireland would be to do exactly the same,” he would continue. “Round up every bloody priest and nun in Ireland and shoot the lot dead!” That’s what he used to say,’ I said.

‘Perhaps you’d like to see our garden,’ said the nurse. ‘Didn’t you say he liked gardening?’

I saw some other homes but the Killiney home seemed the best, the nicest, the most cheerful.

‘But how do I know if it actually is the best?’ I asked the solicitor on the telephone one day.

What I had in mind were newspaper scare stories describing belligerent underpaid auxiliaries biffing old people.

‘Ask about access,’ said the solicitor. ‘If you can visit any time, day or night, that’s the best safeguard.’

This made sense. Nurse Hatchet might think twice before striking if there was a possibility, albeit faint, that a relative might walk in.

I telephoned the Killiney home to check the visiting hours.

‘You can come any time you want,’ said the voice at the end of the phone.

‘Two o’clock in the morning?’

‘The door’s always open.’

That settled it. I put my father in the home in Killiney. I didn’t have the money to pay but I told the home it would come. I would apply to make him a ward of court. The state would collect up all his money from his numerous bank accounts. The state would sell his house. The state would hold these assets and pay the fees of the home. The home agreed. It was not the first time, I am sure, they had come to this agreement.


chapter two

I got the key to Cnoc Aluin and drove down one Sunday with my family. We arrived and climbed the granite front steps. You could just see Dalkey Island from the top. We went in.

The hall was musty; books all over the floor and tools on the carved Burmese table. Jane’s bedroom was filled with dozens of blankets (stacked, as if ready for a natural disaster), and my father’s bedroom was a mess of clothes, light bulbs, and electric heaters, including the one he fell on. His dried blood was on the corner.

In my father’s study the shelves were lined with diaries, while the desk drawers were so crammed with stationery, none would close. Manuscripts were heaped on the floor, along with hundreds of messages that my father wrote to himself in his last years: ‘Get gas checked.’ ‘Fix roof.’ ‘See lawyer and make sure miserable sneak thief sons Carl and Sash inherit nothing.’ This message was underlined for emphasis.

In the back sitting room lay thirty years’ worth of reel-to-reel tapes of concerts recorded off the Third Programme (as my father always called it), as well as mounds of family photographs and dozens of potted geraniums. Their chalky smell hung in the air.

The basement below was like the lair of Howard Hughes during his twilight years. Stored higgledy-piggledy was just about everything non-perishable that had ever come into the house over the previous twenty years: the spare bars for the electric fires, thousands of old bottles and jam jars, and all kinds of paper, including used Jiffy bags, envelopes bundled by size, and sheets of brown paper with little spots of sealing wax dotted along the edges.

The back pantry was filled with jams and pickles, some dating from Cannon Hill Lane, in London, where we lived when I was a child.

The kitchen was cluttered with hundreds of articles on allergies and bowel cancer culled from the New Scientist and the Scientific American, more tools, washing-up basins, maps, more books, cutlery, plates, saucepans. In the corner there was a shelf with a set of small files, snub-nosed pliers, my father’s shaving mirror, toothbrushes with different bristles, toothpicks – both wooden and quill – and different tubes of toothpaste. This was where he fiddled with and fixed his teeth.

Hidden somewhere in this chaotic house were his banking details. I had come to find these and then to clear the place out. These were my tasks. Once the house was empty, the state would employ an auctioneer to sell the property. But though I knew that I must start on my tasks, I couldn’t.

Instead, I picked up a knife. It had a wonky handle. Suddenly, I could remember holding the same knife. I was in Cannon Hill Lane, sitting at the dining table, a plate of mashed parsnip in front of me.

‘Eat your parsnips,’ my father said. My mother was silent.

I forked a tiny morsel into my mouth. It tasted of tuber, wood, earth. Horrible. I made a face.

‘Don’t you come on like that with me,’ my father said. ‘Parsnip’s full of iron and you won’t leave the table till you’ve eaten yours.’

My father waited, my mother sighed. I chopped and smoothed the disgusting white vegetable, feeling the wonky handle moving in my palm as I did.

Eventually, my father said, ‘Oh God,’ and stamped off to his study, exasperated. My mother rushed my plate to the fire and scraped my parsnips on to the coals, where they hissed and spluttered …

I went up to the sitting room again at the back of Cnoc Aluin. This was the room where I always sat on those occasions when I had visited my father as an adult. It was a big square room with a fireplace.

I must gee myself into action, I thought. That was when I noticed, sticking out from the pillar of papers beside me, a sheet of stiff, yellow paper with ‘Receipt for Fee of $2.00 for Performance of Marriage Ceremony’ written on the edge. I pulled this from the pile and found I was holding Marriage License No. 34114, the certificate of the marriage in Manhattan, in New York City, in the State of New York, of Ernest A. Gébler and Leatrice Hart, 12 December 1950.

I knew my father had married Leatrice before he married my mother. But I had never known when. I was not told as a child. Nor did I ask.

My wife appeared, snapping open a black plastic bin bag.

‘What shall I chuck? All these papers?’

That was when I noticed something else in the pile. It was an old Xerox of a mimeographed document, white letters on a black background.

I pulled it out. It was the Decree of Divorce, granted to the plaintiff, Leatrice Gébler, against the defendant, Adolphus Ernest Gébler, in the Second Judicial District Court in the State of Nevada, on 24 October 1952 at 3.30 pm.

‘Look!’ I said, waving the documents at my wife. ‘Now I know, for the first time, when he got married and when he got divorced. Isn’t that amazing? I’ve had to wait until now to find out and I’m …’

‘Thirty-seven.’

‘I’m going to bag up everything,’ I said, ‘and bring it home.’

My wife made a face. ‘Is that wise?’

Not all of what lay scattered around the house was interesting or informative. Some of it was poisonous, like the message we’d already read about the sneak thief sons. There was plenty more of the same. On the other hand, the answers to the questions I had hoarded all my life were presumably somewhere in the papers scattered about.

‘All right,’ said my wife, after we talked. ‘We’ll take it all …’

For several months after this, we would drive to Cnoc Aluin most weekends; we would collect papers, furniture, crockery, books, and then we would drive back to Enniskillen with them. It took a long time to empty my father’s place.

We put everything that we brought north in the basement of the house where we rented the nursery. Later, we bought a house of our own and filled this with my father’s furniture. I had a floor put down in a corner of the loft in the new house. I packed my father’s papers into seven trunks and suitcases and I put them up there. I was terrified as well as excited at the thought of what I would find in them.

The papers stayed in the loft for seven years. Then came the day when I got them down and began to read. But that comes later in the story. Right at the very end, and I don’t want to get ahead of myself; first, it is necessary to go back.


chapter three

Nothing in my family is simple or straightforward. It’s always obscure, vague and over-complex. Just like everyone else’s family.

What follows here is the family story as I got it from my father when I was a child, augmented by what I overheard. I was a keen eavesdropper.

‘You’ve a talent for listening when you shouldn’t,’ my father once said to me. ‘It’s about the only thing you have any talent for.’

The Géblers were originally Armenian. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, they were thrown out of Turkey by the Ottomans. This would be my great or my great-great-grandparents. They may or may not have been Jews.

They made their way through the Balkans and up into Austria-Hungary. A factory that made musical instruments was won in a game of cards by my great-grandfather. The factory was in Bohemia, north and east of Prague.

My paternal great-grandfather married a widow (her name was Zräly or Strahli) who had a daughter; he went on to have eight or nine children with her, one of whom was my grandfather, born 1890. He was named Adolf. His mother tongue was German though he classed himself ethnically as Czech

Adolf was a prodigy on the clarinet. He went to the Prague conservatoire, graduating around 1908. He started playing engagements around Europe.

By 1910 Adolf was in England, living in Linden Gardens off Notting Hill Gate in London. (Fifty years later, in the early 1960s, my father took me to see the house; it was a stucco building with the paint peeling off it. ‘That’s the kip,’ my father said, ‘where Adolf lived before my mother snared him.’)

Adolf was engaged to play first clarinet for a few nights in a production of Franz Lehár’s The Merry Widow in the Gaiety Theatre in Dublin.

Adolf took the ferry from Liverpool. He arrived in Dublin in the late afternoon and went straight to the theatre. He had made no arrangements for the night. He planned to sleep in the theatre. This was common practice with musicians.

Adolf played the performance. Afterwards, as the public filed out, he was spotted by an usherette going back into the theatre.

Where are you going? she asked.

Back inside, explained Grandfather. To sleep.

The usherette offered Adolf a bed for the night; not her bed, a bed. Although this was not seduction she was already in love with this dashing foreigner.

Adolf said yes. The usherette brought him home and put him up for the night. Her name was Margaret Rita Wall. Her family were Dublin Castle Catholics. All the male Walls had served in the British Army since practically the Norman invasion. The way my father put it, all the male Walls were uniform-mad; first they served the Crown, then, in middle and old age, they worked as hotel doormen or railway guards, or at any job so long as it involved wearing a uniform. My father disapproved. Anyone who wanted to work in a uniform was degenerate, warped, and probably queer. It was a mystery why Adolf wanted to mix with this crowd. Yet two years after he met the usherette, sometime in the spring of 1912, Adolf married Margaret Rita.

The couple were not a natural fit. I could see this from the photographs my father showed me when I was a child.

Adolf, in these pictures, was a big man with big hands in working-man’s shirts and big heavy boots; a sort of Proletarian Bacchus. Margaret Rita, on the contrary, was a small-busted woman with dainty wrists and tiny feet, a sparrow-sized nymph who wore flowery frocks. As my father put it, this marriage was the splicing of big Oliver Hardy to titchy Stan Laurel.

How had the usherette managed to get her claws into the young Bohemian? my father often wondered aloud. He had various explanations.

It was language, plain and simple. She had the English, he didn’t. Adolf didn’t know what was happening until it was too late and he was marching up the aisle.

Or it was the age difference. She was born in 1882; so she was eight years older. She had the drop on him; she was the silver-tongued seductress, Adolf the callow youth.

Or it was sex. She seduced him (that was easy) then presented her ghastly fait accompli; they had to marry because, in Holy Catholic Ireland, to take a girl to bed was to propose marriage.

Or she pretended she was pregnant which obliged Adolf to do the right thing and put a ring on her finger. By the time he found out she wasn’t pregnant, he’d been caught.

Or it was just convenience. He needed a local bride in order to stay in Ireland and avoid deportation back to Austria-Hungary, while she, an ageing spinster destined for the shelf, needed a man; so they took each other.

Or she made him promises. In Europe he was minnow, one jobbing musician among thousands. In Dublin he would be a colossus astride the Irish music scene. And he did want to prosper. My father did admit that. Adolf was ambitious. In his head he was a socialist but in his heart he was venal. He wanted his slice of pie.

My father’s speculations were never conclusive. Adolf and Margaret married for one or other or all of these reasons. And, in the end, what did it matter? he would ask. In the end the outcome was the same. The woman devoured the man, Margaret devoured Adolf; it was the old story that started in the Paradise, when Eve tempted Adam.

Adolf and Margaret’s first child was Adelaide, known as Ada. She was born in Dublin on 26 May 1913. Margaret was soon pregnant again. About halfway through her second term, the Great War started.

[image: image]

Adolf Gébler, Carlo Gébler’s paternal grandfather (front row, first from left), Curragh internment camp, with the camp orchestra

Adolf was now an enemy alien. He was put in an internment camp near the Curragh and so he missed the birth of his next child, my father, Adolphus Ernest Gébler, born 31 December 1914.

I was told Adolf had a good war. He was in the camp orchestra and he was allowed home to his wife some weekends (‘That’s typical British oppression for you,’ my father would say, ‘being let home like that’), and Adolf would smuggle butter into the camp when he went back. This he sold to German prisoners at a profit. Towards the end of the war Margaret got pregnant again and, in 1918, in Londonderry, Louise was born.

The Great War ended and Adolf was released. There were three more children: Olive, born in Dublin, 1920, Irene, born in Wexford, 1923, and finally, Adrian, born in Waterford, 1924.

Ireland, meanwhile, was going through a bad patch. First the Troubles (1919–21), and then an ugly Civil War (1922–23). One casualty was the Record Office, destroyed by fire during fighting between pro- and anti-Treaty forces, my father’s birth certificate being among millions of documents lost.

For this reason, my father said, he never knew exactly when he was born, but his loss was as nothing compared to Ireland’s loss of her entire documentary history since the arrival of Strongbow, which also went up in smoke. Not that the Irish cared. As a nation they were like the cartoon idiot who cheerfully saws away at the branch on which he sits, oblivious of his impending fall. The Irish were a great people but thick, he said.

During this period, the Gébler family lived in the southeast of Ireland, first somewhere in County Wexford and later in Tramore, County Waterford. My father was a sickly infant and child; he was always vomiting, always poorly. It was only later that he discovered why; he was allergic to the cows’ milk he was given to make him strong and well and healthy. As always, as he used to remark when speaking about this part of his life, the road to Hell was paved with good intentions.

In 1925, Adolf and family went to Wolverhampton to live. There were factories everywhere and they had been belching their foul smoke into the air for a century and more. The smoke was heavy with particles and these floated down and covered every surface with a fine film of filth. It wasn’t called the Black Country for nothing.

The people of Wolverhampton were small, stunted and stupid. But then, what else would they be? They worked in dreadful factories, they were paid slave wages and they lived in slum houses. Was it any wonder they had shrunk and their brains had addled? Of course, Capitalism and the Bosses (both always upper case) were to blame. Like Engels, in Manchester, a century before, my father saw the condition of the English working classes and wept. Or so he said, anyway.

I got only one story about the time in Wolverhampton (which sometimes, when retold, was reset in Dublin, which confused me).

One day a crate of white Rhenish wine which Adolf had ordered arrived at the house where the Géblers lived. Margaret put the wine in a dark part of the hall. At the time, Adolf (‘Slaving to support his family,’ as my father would put it) worked in a cinema, playing music for silent films; this was a bit of a comedown for a Prague-conservatoire-trained musician, but what else could he do? There wasn’t any other work around.

Adolf came in late and it was dark and he fell over the crate as Margaret had intended.

‘Oh ye Gods and fishes,’ cried Adolf, as he writhed in pain on the floor. (This was his catch phrase.)

Standing hidden behind a door, where she had stood waiting for this moment, Margaret whooped with joy. She had not just felled the wicked patriarch, but hoisted him on his own petard by felling him with the crate of wine on which he had selfishly squandered the family’s scarce resources. Oh, there was a God after all and he was just …

The story always led on naturally to one of my father’s pet themes – female malevolence and how it was always a feature of his life. What perplexed him – and he could ruminate on this subject for hours – was this: having seen his mother destroy his father, why did he then marry women who tried to destroy him?

After eight miserable years, the Géblers were finally released from incarceration in industrial England. In the Free State, a state radio station had been established – Radio Éireann. The station naturally needed its own symphony orchestra. After all, almost every other nation state in the world had an orchestra attached to its national radio. The funny Czech – or was he German? – Adolf Gébler was still remembered in Dublin musical circles. He was a good player – so good a player, Adolf was offered the post of first clarinetist in the new orchestra; he said yes.

My father returned with his family to Dublin by boat. He described the moment often. As the vessel cut across the pewter-coloured Irish Sea, he said, he saw the grey buildings of Dublin and Dun Loaghaire crowded along the edge of the bay; he saw the air above filled with a haze of blue turf smoke; and he saw the lip of the green Wicklow hills lying behind. It was lovely, he said, green, radiant, paradisical.

He was glad to be back. My father was a keen swimmer and Ireland was full of water. He swam in the Liffey. He swam in the Dublin canals. He swam in a quarry in Finglas. The water was very cold up there, and he played a dangerous game. He would empty the air out of his lungs, sink down and then climb up the submerged quarry face. When he told me this story as a boy, I couldn’t stop myself imagining that I was the one  climbing the submerged cliff face, not him, and that first I climbed, and then I let go and then I was sinking back through the water towards the quarry floor and certain death …
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Self-portrait by Ernest Gébler, taken with a home-made pin-hole camera, Wolverhampton, 1934

My father found work as a cinema projectionist. The place was filled with Liffey rats, plump from sweets and oranges. As the cinema projectionist, it was his job to kill them.

One morning, he heard scrabbling down in the orchestra pit. He fetched the monkey wrench he used for killing the rodents and went down, expecting to find a rat had fallen in there. To his surprise he found not one but seven river rats, the size of terriers, all joined, since birth, at the tail.

He jumped down. The rats raced about like horses yoked to a chariot. He killed one. Then another. Then a third. Finally, there was only one frantic rat left alive, dragging his six dead siblings behind. My father cornered the animal and, as he was about to strike, the rat cried out.

He killed the seventh animal, transferred the seven corpses to a bucket, carted them to the furnace and threw them in. Closing the fire door, he heard one of the rats scream again, as it roasted to death.

He went to the sink. He ran the cold water tap and held his wrench in the streaming water. It took a long time to get the blood and fur off the gnarled parts. This was the detail that really stuck with me as a child, and when I was alone, I would creep out to his garage. I would find his heaviest monkey wrench, and I would wonder if this was the very one he used to kill the rats.

The great joy of his job, my father used to say, was that once the film was running through the projector gate, his time was his own.

He wanted to write but he felt he was an uneducated proletarian. So, as the films spooled through, he read; all George Bernard Shaw, Maxim Gorky, Oscar Wilde and, for light relief, Zane Grey.

His family thought he was mad. None of them believed he could become a writer. He ignored them and slowly, over the years, he turned himself from an artisan into an intellectual. He began to write – articles for newspapers, then stories and plays. His work finally found its way into small prestigious Irish literary magazines.

The war came in 1939. My father thought of joining the Royal Air Force as an aircraft fitter. The RAF was the most progressive and the most intellectual of the three services, plus the new Spitfire and Hurricane engines were mechanical miracles he longed to get his hands on.

He never did join up, however, and he never told me why.

His father Adolf had bought a house at 3 Cabra Grove, Cabra Road, on the north side of Dublin. My father sat the war out here. He worked in cinemas, when he could, and he worked on a novel. He sometimes showed me the proof copy. He bound it himself in black oilskin and put a red label on the front with the details typed on. The book was called He Had My Heart Scalded, and it was published in London, in 1946, by Sampson Low, Marston & Co. Ltd and promptly banned in Ireland. He was quite proud of that. It had to have had something if the state wanted to stop people reading it.

Now he was an author, albeit banned, he had to write another book. One day, sometime in 1947, he found himself in the library of the Royal Dublin Society, at Ballsbridge; he was mooching around, looking for a subject to write about, when a book fell off a shelf and landed at his feet.

The book was The Story of The Pilgrim Fathers, 1606–1623 AD; as told by Themselves, their Friends and their Enemies, edited from the original texts by Edward Arber.

He picked it up. We also had this book at home (the actual book that fell at his feet) and sometimes, when I was a boy, he let me hold it as well.

My father took the book from the library and began to read. The book told the story of the Puritans who sailed across the Atlantic in the Mayflower, landed at Plymouth Rock and established a permanent European settlement.

As my father said of himself, he had a talent for recognising stories, and this was a good story. He decided to use it as the basis for an historical novel.

He put Arber into his suitcase and moved to London. He got a reader’s ticket for the Reading Room of the British Museum (where Marx worked, as he often observed, as if he and Marx were in the same business). He read and wrote. He listened incessantly to Debussy’s ‘La Mer’. It helped him to imagine what it was like to be at sea, at the start of the seventeenth century, on a tiny, creaking wooden ship, with no land in sight in any direction.

After two years of work in the Reading Room of the British Museum, my father had his book. It was called The Plymouth Adventure, The Voyage of the Mayflower. The novel was immediately bought by the American publisher Doubleday. In March 1950, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer bought the film rights; publication followed in April, and in May it was the month’s choice of the Literary Guild of America. The book was glowingly reviewed. American readers adored it. It appealed to their vanity, he said. It put them where they believed they belonged – at the centre of history, at the centre of the world. But then that was Americans for you – they were a vain, self-centred race of Imperialists.

In California, the process of turning the book into a film began. My father was flown out to Hollywood. He was not employed by MGM to write the script. Naturally, as he would always observe sarcastically when he got to this point in his story, the studio couldn’t possibly trust the writer to write it. Oh no. They brought in a pro, someone called Helen Deutsh, to do that. But MGM did put him on the payroll; they employed him as the historical advisor on the picture. He did nothing, of course. No one asked his advice, nor would anyone have listened had he offered any. So he just drew his salary and kept his mouth shut. That was the studios for you. They had more money than sense, he said.

Sometime in 1951, my father returned to Ireland with thousands and thousands of dollars tied up in a handkerchief. He bought himself a minor Irish ascendancy house called Lake Park, set in the hills of County Wicklow above the village of Roundwood.

And around the same time, when he was fresh from the American west coast and laden down with Yankee dollars, my father met an American woman called Leatrice Gilbert. She came from California but in 1951 she was living in Dublin. She was the daughter of the US silent-screen star John Gilbert. This great star was a drunk, and probably a morphine addict in his day, he said. My father always emphasised these facts in his account. Leatrice was from degenerate stock. She had also been married several times before my father met her. That was another point he emphasised. She was flighty but he ignored the signs. To his cost.

My father and Leatrice fell in love and got married, not in Ireland, but back in America, in New York. A few months later still – by this time back in Ireland again – the couple had a baby, a boy; he was christened John Karl, after the great Marx. My father was happy. His cup overflowed; he, the son of a Mittel-European immigrant who spoke English badly, was now a huge literary success in America. He had a wife, an estate and a son and heir. Spencer Tracy was to star in the movie version of his novel. He, the son of a cinema accompanist and himself a sometime cinema projectionist, was about to see his novel made into a film. He was happy.

But what lasts? Nothing, especially when there’s a woman involved, and she’s rich, spoilt and American. Leatrice found Ireland damp and cold and she missed central heating. Desperately. She wanted to go back to America, for a holiday. She wanted to warm her bones in the California sun. She wanted to show her little baby son to her horrible Christian Scientist mother. My father was a fool. Go on, go to America for a holiday, he said, be happy.

He took her to the docks in Dublin and put her on a boat. He waved her off. He expected to see her in a few months.

Six weeks later the postman handed my father an envelope. It had an American stamp on. He opened it. Leatrice had divorced him. He’d lost her and the child.

As he put it, this was the day the gate fell on him, and joy turned to catastrophe. The worst of it was there was nothing he could do. He had to accept it. That was America for you. That was emancipated American women for you. They could walk all over you and then some; as Leatrice proved. For having dumped my father, she then married some guy called Fountain. (He was a financier, who worked in Wall Street, the lowest form of humanity, my father said.) She started calling herself Fountain and, worse, she changed the name of his son from John Karl Gébler to John Robert (or Bobby) Fountain.

And why would she do that? my father would ask aloud when he got to this part of the story. It was obvious. She wanted her son who was also his son to believe this jerk from Wall Street was his father.

The whole episode left my father very angry and bitter. How could Leatrice sneak away, as if she was going on holiday, when she had no intention of coming back? How could she steal his son and then give the boy her new husband’s surname. It was ridiculous. He was a Gébler.

A little later, my father met my mother, Edna O’Brien. She was in Dublin studying to be an assistant pharmacist. She worked in Magner’s Chemist shop on the North Circular road. At this point Adolf re-entered the story, albeit briefly. My mother already knew Adolf. Magner’s was close to 3 Cabra Grove; Magner’s was where my grandfather went for medicine for his bad stomach.
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Edna O’Brien at the door of Lake Park, May 1953

But shared acquaintance was not enough to forge a marriage. Even I knew that as a boy and my father knew I knew it too. So he explained to me what happened subsequently: when they met, he said, my mother was bookish. She wanted to be a writer. He was older, he was established, he was published; so they dovetailed together rather well. Couldn’t I see that?

Oh, yes, I used to say.

He never wanted to say it was love. In his version, he was the hapless novelist snared by the literary ingénue rather like his father was by his mother. I never believed this. As a child I always believed it was love. I wanted to believe it was love, too. No matter what happened, no matter how bad things got at home, I stubbornly clung to the belief that just this once there was real love between a man and a woman.

My mother got pregnant. That was never hidden from me. My mother and father married on 12 July 1954. I was born a few weeks later, on 21 August. My father decided I would be called Karl, like the sainted Marx. Brendan Behan heard of this and wrote to my father. He already had one Karl, Behan wrote, wasn’t that enough? My father ignored this letter and went ahead. I was called Karl.

And forty years later, the early son returned, although not in the way my father or any of us in the family would have predicted back then.


chapter four
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Carlo Gébler – only a few days old – with his mother. The writing on the photograph is Ernest Gébler’s

I was born in a Dublin nursing home and brought home to Lake Park a couple of days later.

When I was a child my father kept an aerial photograph of Lake Park in his study. Sometimes he would stand me in front of it and talk about the house. I found this photograph in Cnoc Aluin many years later and took it home. It’s black and white, about eighteen by twenty inches. Lake Park comprised of a one-storey Georgian lodge, a two-storey Victorian extension, and a yard with offices. It had a kitchen garden, and a tennis court, and easy access to Lough Dan.

This is what I know from the photograph. What I remember, on the other hand, are the dusty flagstones on the kitchen floor, the grit pricking my hands and feet as I crawled around, and the smell, at ground level, a mixture of turf and wet wood. A girl called Greta looked after me and I called her Gleta because I lisped and I named my collie Brown Dog. He smelt of meat and wet fern.

I was a sickly infant, chesty, prone to wheezes. I remember the clang of spoon in cup as my father whipped my daily tonic of raw egg and a drop of sherry, the feel of the drinking cup on my lip, and finally, the alcohol and egg taste of the slippery, frothy, faintly mucous-like drink.

When I was one or a little older, my father took me out on Lough Dan in his boat. I remember holding the gunwale and peering at the smooth still black surface of the water. It began to rain gently. There was a smell of wet wool and brackish water and tar.

My father’s rod swished in the air and the line paid out, whispering as it flew. The fly landed noiselessly on the surface. All was still and silent; then, suddenly, the rod whipped backwards and forwards and there was something silver in the water, twisting and turning as it rushed towards us. I whooped with excitement.

Then the silver form was in the boat. For a moment it lay on the boards. Then it arched and leapt into the air.

Terrified, I wailed.

‘Be quiet,’ said my father.

I was doubly frightened. Now, on top of the leaping silver terror, he was angry.

I began to cry.

‘Didn’t you hear me. Be quiet,’ he shouted.

Lake Park was sold at the end of 1955 and in the new year we moved to Dublin. On the day of the move, I remember sitting on the bottom step of the stairs in the hall of the new house, hearing the shouts of the removal men and the sound of furniture being humped about but paying no attention to the hubbub. I was transfixed by the fanlight over the door with its coloured panes of glass – amber and indigo, yellow and red. Staring at the glowing panes produced a strange and pleasant sensation of fizzing and popping inside me, as well as a quiet sense of elation.

Six months later, in May 1956, my mother came home with my younger brother, Sasha Marcus Alaric. Not long after he appeared, I found the newborn in one of our bedrooms, lying on the floor. He was quite alone. There was a tin bath full of water on the bed nearby. It really was too good an opportunity to miss. I tipped the water on to the baby and then threw the bath on to him for good measure. Then I fled.

Later, I was recalled to the room, where I found my mother cradling a damp mewling infant wrapped in a towel. I was very surprised to find he wasn’t dead.

The address of our new home was 29 Garville Avenue. I have an old drawing of this house that my father made in purple crayon on American quarto typing paper. The drawing is dated January 1957. I found it tucked inside volume eight of his Encyclopædia Britannica. He did love to leave paper in the oddest places.

His drawing shows the house was a classic late-Victorian or early-Edwardian Dublin town house. It was square, detached, with a chimney at either end of the roof. The front door was in the middle, with steps leading up to it, pillars on either side and windows above. In the front garden there was a path, a birch tree, a cedar and a hydrangea bush.

In his drawing my father has also included other details from our life then; Brown Dog, here called Fleabite, and his treasured silver-grey Railton motor car. (This was a sports coupé, hand-built in Cobham, Surrey, just before the Second World War, and called, from its registration, Z6 201.) And he has included me, now two-and-a-half. I wear a romper suit with a hood. I am not Karl any more; now I am Carlos. Oddly, my father makes no mention in the illustration of my brother.

A year later, 1957. I was three. It was summer and a blanket of muggy air lay across red-brick suburban Dublin. Suddenly, it went dark inside our house and thick, heavy spears of rain began to fall from a lead-coloured sky. The electric lights were turned on. My throat hurt and I was hot.

‘Come with me,’ said my father.

I followed him into his study. He produced a thermometer.

‘Don’t bite this,’ he said, sternly.

He slipped the cold finger of glass under my tongue. I decided to ignore what he said. I closed my jaw and the tube snapped.

My mouth was suddenly full of shards. My father shouted. I spat and frantically brushed the splinters away.

‘Get out,’ my father shouted, when my mouth was clear.

I went off but I couldn’t keep away; I went back to the study, though I knew I shouldn’t.

I found my father kneeling on the floor, a square of cardboard in each hand and a silver puddle of mercury in front of him.

‘Why do you always do exactly what you’ve been asked not to do?’ I shifted in my sandals from one foot to the other.

‘Haven’t you got anything to say? No, of course you haven’t, because there’s nothing going on, up here, is there.’ He tapped his head with one of the pieces of cardboard.

He went back to the silver puddle. As he went to lift, the mercury slithered away from him.

‘Damned child,’ he muttered, ‘damn bloody child.’

One year on, 1958, and once again it’s the summer. I was in the garden of the house in Garville Avenue, standing by one of the flowerbeds.

A round stone lay on the turned-over earth. I picked it up. It was cold, grey and smooth. I had just learnt how to throw. I reached back then flung my arm forward.

The stone made a noise like a smack as it hit the window.

My father raced out.

‘I’ll teach you to throw stones.’

My mother appeared.

‘He just threw a stone. I’ll teach him to throw stones.’

My father fetched his toolbox.

‘Come on,’ he said. I followed him inside the house and up the stairs to the half-landing. There was a neat hole in the middle of one of the panes in the window.

‘You can stand there and you can watch. I’ll teach you to throw stones,’ he said.

Rather than remove the broken pane and put in a new one (too costly and too complicated), my father opted for a nut-and-bolt repair. The idea here was to hold the hole tight between washers and so prevent cracks spreading out from it across the pane.

He found a bolt of the same diameter as the hole. He slid the bolt through the hole, dropped several red washers down the stem, then put a nut on the end.

As I watched the nut creeping slowly along the screw towards the washers, I began to feel very tired and very bored. My back began to ache and my legs began to sag. It wasn’t long before I wanted to run down the stairs and burst out into the garden.

‘Can I go now?’ I asked, finally.

‘No, you cannot. You’ll stay till I finish. I’ll teach you to throw stones.’

While the nut travelled down the bolt, he told me some home truths. That’s what he called them. I was a vandal and a thug, he said. That was why I threw stones and broke windows. He said I got this from my mother. There was something wrong with her. This, in turn, was something to do with her father and drink. Grandfather O’Brien was a mad alcoholic.

At first, when he started talking my father was angry. However, the longer he spoke about the degenerate genes passed from my grandfather to my mother and then to me, the more gleeful he became.


chapter five

I stood outside the downstairs lavatory in 29 Garville Avenue. I heard the cistern flushing inside. The door opened and an old man appeared. His hair was white and grey and his face drooped around the mouth. He looked a bit like an old dog. He smelt of old cigar. This was my father’s father, Grandfather; his name was Adolf.

Adolf turned on the tap and washed his hands.

‘A musician should always use a linen towel,’ he said. He began to dry himself on the white hand towel. ‘Never use cotton. Too coarse.’

Adolf didn’t talk like we talked in Dublin; he talked in a funny foreign voice. He was from Bohemia, Czechoslovakia, a place which, at the time, meant nothing to me.

Now his hands were dry he showed them to me. They were old, bent and brown. The fingers looked like twigs on a witch’s broomstick.

‘Got to keep the hands good for playing the clarinet,’ he said. He wriggled his fingers. Then he walked off down the corridor. I followed.

Adolf found my father and the two men began to talk. I hung around, taking care I wasn’t spotted. So long as I kept out of sight, I knew my father wouldn’t shoo me away.

After a while I heard shouting, wailing, and then the words San Francisco and California. It took years of eavesdropping before I got the background …

During the 1940s, to augment the meagre salary paid by Radio Éireann
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