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David Gessner
TO THE FATHERLAND


With minimal effort I can still picture him: bald, heavy, with a malleable mouth instantly shifting from the cherubic to the stern.  It's only a little harder to set him in motion: here he is throwing a football with that tight lefty spiral and scolding my nine-year old self when it skims off my fingers: "If you can touch it you can catch it."  Or I can move him ten years forward and see him thrusting his arms over his head as he steps off the bus to the company outing, bellowing "Guess who won the betting pool?," not letting others know until later that the pool--a wager on what time the bus would arrive at the picnic area--was fixed when he bribed the busdriver.  These flashes of memory, as well as his more full-bodied return in my dreams, provide me with pictures for sustenance, but all the while I know that I provide a more serious function for him.  My father may be dead but he remains alive in me.


Today I choose to conjure up another time.  It is December of 1991, and we are driving a rental car across the border into what has been, until only recently, East Germany.  This makes me thirty years old, which means our relationship, never easy, has been strained for the past ten years or so by my stubborn refusal to live in what he calls the "real world."  This refusal manifests itself primarily in my insistence, despite lack of evidence, that I am a writer.  But just as there have been great changes in the air in Germany, a warming after a long frost, so our relationship is beginning to evolve into something else.  One reason for this is that I have finally done something concrete about my airy plans: I am now in graduate school, and while it is, admittedly, a school for writing, school is something he can get his head around.  Another reason is that, nine months before our trip, I was diagnosed with testicular cancer.  After a period of uncertainty and radiation therapy, I began to recover, and at a check-up right before we left for our trip, I was officially declared "clean."  Not long before my father was also deemed cured of bladder cancer, and this has forged a new bond between us.  Of course what we don't know as we approach the former border is that a new tumor, a secret uninvited guest, is already growing inside of him; what we don't know is that he has only two and a half years to live.   


But let me stop right there.  This essay is not about the fact that he will soon cease to be, as much as it is about what he will achieve before that abrupt deadline arrives.  Because one of his life's proudest accomplishments is right around the corner, and before he dies my father will become one of the first Americans to purchase and own a company in the formerly communist German state.  He will delight in this as he tends to delight in accomplishments, but he will particularly delight in the way his family history dovetails with world history.  The word "industrialist," though outdated, suits my father perfectly, but for all the pleasure he takes in the sport of business, there's always a part of him that remains the history student he was in college.  Buying a company in Aue, the ancestral home of the Gessners, binds together these two passions.


On the plane I was kept awake by the monologues of my neighbor, an overweight frat boy from Boston College who ranted on about how he was going to "pot-ty on good beer in Germany."  After the flight I met my father in Frankfurt and, once settled into the passenger seat of the rental car, exhaustion washed over me.  But my father was wide awake.  Feeling obviously boyish and excited, he filled me in on details about the town of Aue and the company that his great-grandfather had long ago owned, Ernst Gessner Textilmachinen. 


"The surprising thing about Textilmachinen is that their machines are all world class.  Varsity machines."


I nodded.  Varsity was my father's word for good; J.V. for not so good.



"They supplied machines for the Eastern block and Russia, and the quality is right in the same ballpark with our best.  It's the management that's suspect.  They never had to play in the big leagues, never had any real competition.  That will change quickly."


Despite his obvious excitement, his voice hadn't had such a soporific effect on me since he'd read me the Mother West Wind stories as a kid.  My head bobbed forward as he spoke until I finally gave in and dozed my way through Western Germany.  An hour or so passed must have passed.  Then, just as we're about to leave the West, my father roused me by grabbing my shoulder.


"Wake up, David.  You've got to see this."


I woke in a strange, almost drugged, mood, the warmth of blood collecting in the ridge above my eyebrows.  Since we'd left Frankfurt a cold rain had been drumming on the rental car's roof and I'd barely been able to glimpse the slate grey sky through the fog, but now the fog lifted.  We were on Route 4, approaching Eisenach, the old border, and tall erector set constructions rose on the horizon, sprouting from the frozen yellow ground.


"Gun towers," my father said.


We passed through no-mans-land.  Then beneath the deserted towers and buildings where suddenly not so much as a passport was required.  The sound of hammering echoed.  Workmen converting barracks to rest stations.


Driving into East--now Eastern--Germany, the architecture underwent a dramatic change.  Smokestacks and steeples jutted out of the rolling hills while ugly Bauhaus-box apartment buildings, like bad college dormitories, muscled in on ancient villages with dirty red roofs.  As we drove across the German plain we passed onion-domed steeples next to car dumps, the remains of castles littering the hills right next to cone-shaped piles of strip-mining waste.


"Get a good look," my father said.  "Because in a year it'll all be changed.  The other Eastern block countries are in for a real struggle.  But just watch the fucking East Germans go.  They know the meaning of the word work.  Right now it's a mess: forest's are dying and you can't walk through the cities without feeling a burning in your throat.  But these bastards will clean it all up.  Then in a few years they'll pass Japan and the West Germans.  They'll be the ones with the newest computers and equipment and machines." 


Looking out at the dismal landscape this was hard to believe (and as it turned out my father's faith in all things Teutonic was misplaced), but as much as pondering any prospective changes in the German countryside, I found myself marvelling at the volatile mixture of romanticism and hard-headedness in the man sitting next to me.  As we drove on I thought about his peculiar love for Germany.  Though he hadn't been born there, and had lived his whole life in the United States, he blatantly romanticized what he liked to call "the Fatherland."


This was not in itself strange as his own paternal roots were solidly German.  His grandfather had moved from Germany to the United States before World War II and established a textile machinery company in Worcester, Massachusetts.  This first American Gessner was, by my grandmother's account, something of a domineering lunatic, as well as an effective businessman, who lorded it over his company, home, and those unfortunate enough to attend his Sunday dinners (dinners filled with long, monologue-filled sessions where no one spoke but David Sr.)  His son, in contrast, was an eccentric n'er-do-well who ended up puttering around in his father's garden and collecting statues of elephants, statues that I later discovered in our basement.  That son, my father's father, was also named David Gessner and his short, unsuccessful life ended while he was still in his thirties.  My father was only six at the time he lost his father.  Shortly after the elder Gessner died too, and the company slipped out of the family's hands.    


It had been up to my father to re-claim the company.  This alone, and his fatherless state, might have led him to romanticize the country those lost men had come from.  But early in his career the company was purchased by Germans, so that he was frequently required to fly to Germany on business, and, cramming in Berlitz courses, had taught himself the language which he occasionally spat out at the dinner table.  He liked German efficiency, German punctuality, German beer.  I remember that he would sometimes bring us to attention at the table with commands of "Actung Bita".  I also remember that when I first watched Hogan's Heroes as an eight year old, I recognized Schultz's "Yavolt, mein commandante" as my mother's sarcastic response to his commands.


His Teutonophilia had always had a strange and playful edge, but after the Berlin wall came down it intensified.  He began to indulge in his own whitey version of "Roots," seriously exploring the possibility of buying back his great grandfather's textile company.  Before our trip he'd already made several visits to Aue, tracing the Gessners back hundreds and hundreds of years to the goatherders in the surrounding hills.  The company executives first greeted him with suspicion, but soon began to see him as the great American savior for their nearly bankrupt textile factory and its employees.  At that point many, if not most, East German companies were going under, and thousands of employees were losing their jobs.  Perhaps the most telling moment for my father came the spring before when he was standing on the catwalk above the Textilmachinen factory floor with the company's acting president.  The two men were pausing briefly on the elevated walk after a morning spent inspecting machines, when all of the sudden the machinists and press rollers stopped working and looked up to where they stood.  Facing my father, they started clapping and then chanting his name.  


"Gessner, Gessner, Gessner," they chanted over and over, louder and louder, "Gessner, Gessner, Gessner."


Apparently Germans hadn't quite gotten over their peculiar love for charismatic authority figures.  As they chanted he stood there above them, waving like Evita, and, knowing him, basking in it.  When he told me the story he wore a broad grin.


On the other side of the border the road became rutted and rough, and smokestacks, larger than any I'd ever seen, belched orange clouds.  We passed dozens of sputtering cars as they struggled down the highway.  These cars, both on the highway and in the frequent random dumps, were the small box-like Trabinis, or "Trabbies" as my father called them.  We drove through Gotha, Erfut, Weimar, and the city of Gera where rugs hung over the balconies of the ugly dormitory-style rooms.  Enormous crows sauntered along the road.  We cut through the middle of Schneeburg and I stared out at the grimy sooted brick and the soupy layer of film covering the Schneeburg river.  The homes were flat gray rectangular slabs and the roads in the middle of town were cobblestone.  It might have been a scene from another century if the inverted cups of satellite dishes hadn't graced almost every one of the red slate roofs.  Leaving Schneeburg we drove up a long hill and then, at last, down into the valley that held the city of Aue.


"There it is," my father said.  "The home of the Gessners."


The town was surrounded by hills, hills which I would soon learn were amazingly effective at holding in the clouds of pollution that had resulted from years and years of coal burning.  Giant smokestacks, larger even than those I'd seen an hour before, shot up.


"Land.  That's the secret," my father said.  "The company is right in the middle of town."


There was a predatory look in his eyes, as if he were coming down into the valley not just to visit, but to devour it.  He jabbed his forefinger across my face, pointing off to some buildings on the right, explaining to me that they were once Gessner employee housing.


Studying the dark orange buildings, I picked out an unusual detail.  Black cast iron candle holders stood in almost every window.  I would later learn that these were traditional miner's candles but to me, at that moment, they looked a lot like mennorahs, and I noted this excitedly.  


The thing is my father wasn't the only one in my life who romanticized a country.  As we were driving across Germany, Rachel, my girlfriend of seven years, was boarding a plane for Israel.  It's hard to convey the intensity with which Rachel pined for and glorified Israel, the country in which she had been born.  Just months before world events had become entangled with her family history, and we stared at the television in horror as Iraqui missiles dropped on her grandmother's town.  Over the next days we learned that her beloved Softa, at eighty eight, had to barricade herself in a sealed room, don a gas mask, and urinate in a bucket.  Softa had survived the war and Rachel visited soon after.  Of course Softa had never been very fond of me, given my lack of Jewish credentials.  This lack, and Rachel's desire to eventually move to Israel, were two of the great stumbling blocks in our plan to get married.   


But Rachel had a secret theory that made at least one of those obstacles moot.  The theory was woven together out of equal parts fact, wishful thinking, and the drunken spouting of one of my mother's best friends.  The facts were that David Gessner, my great-grandfather, had always travelled back and forth from Germany and the U.S. but had moved permanently to the U.S. in the mid-1930s, mysteriously losing control of the German company at about the same time.  Out of this, and out of what she saw as my father's overcompensating need to prove how German he was, she had concocted the theory that the Gessners were actually Jewish, a theory that was bolstered one night when, over some drinks, my mother's oldest friend told her she had always believed the same thing.  I doubted it, but must admit I liked the idea.  It made perfect sense to me that I was Jewish, as were not just Rachel but so many of my friends.  Something was so right about it, and of course it eliminated one of the major barriers between me and my lover.


I had little time to digest the strange fact of the mennorahs, however, as my father was now pointing out the Ernst Gessner company.  It stood in the center of town as he'd said, its cast iron gate spanning between two unassuming grey buildings.  Behind the gate was an enormous factory with the words Veb Textilmaschinebaus on a sign bolted to its front.


"Herr Gessner," my father announced to the man in the guardbox.  The heavy gates swung open.


We drove down a brick road that opened into a large circular courtyard.  The factory stretched on and on beside a sickly yellow river, the buildings extending and elongating, a twisted vision of 19th century industrialism.  An old clock tower rose from the building next to the courtyard; ducts and walkways and pipes ran overhead.  My father parked in front of the main entrance, directly below the largest stained glass window I'd seen anywhere outside of a church.


We walked up three flights of stairs and then along a dingy, unadorned hallway that turned into a kind of catwalk above the factory floor.  We stopped and stared down at the enormous room where the machines were built, a room that a football field, goal posts and all, could easily have fit inside.  Below were rows and rows of shining silver-colored textile machines and black rollers.  Dozens of men in blue full-body uniforms worked around and on the machines, some bending over drafting tables with plans unrolled before them, some cutting metal surrounded by flying sparks, but most simply standing around kibitzing, apparently untroubled by the set-up that allowed their bosses to spy down on them from above.  I realized that this must have been where my father had stood while the workers below chanted his name. 


We walked down the catwalk into a dark corridor; our next stop was the current president's office.


"He worked as a front man when the communists were in power," my father said to me in a stage whisper before we went in.  "He's a bit of a bullshitter, but he's okay."


The office inside looked as if it had been decorated with hand-me-downs, bare florescent lights illuminating card tables and cheap chairs of the type used in junior high school.  Radiators and pipes jutted uncovered and tacky brown curtains hung in the windows.  Immediately after we'd announced ourselves to his secretary, Herr Henke came bursting out of his office, cigarette in hand.  He looked surprised, even shocked, to find us standing there.


"David, my good friend!" he said to my father.  He shook my father's hand hastily while patting him on the shoulder, the ashes from his cigarette falling on my father's raincoat.


"Ah, and the young Herr Gessner!  Such a handsome young man!"


He grabbed for my hand and pumped away, bobbing his head like a doll.  He was lanky with an ill-fit, chalk-covered coat, and he held his low-burning cigarette protectively, as if afraid someone might try to tear it from his hand.


"We have much to talk about.  But you are tired.  And more important hungry."


He spread his arms magnanimously as if it were a great feast, not his drab little room, that lay before our eyes.  Then, with a jerky spasmodic movement he rushed back into his inner office and returned with a raincoat and umbrella.


"We will walk, yes?"  He began to nod vigorously again, answering his own question.  "Tomorrow we talk business and show young Herr Gessner the town where his family is originated from.  But tonight we eat!"


The restaurant was right across the street, only a hundred feet from the gates to the factory.  The rain pelted us and Herr Henke, unable to decide whom to protect with the umbrella, jerked it back and forth above himself, my father, and me, so that, despite the short walk, we were all cold and wet by the time we got inside.  The host greeted us at the door wearing a tuxedo, but the room was spare and almost entirely unadorned.  We were alone in the restaurant and sat at a large card table set with supermarket paper napkins.  The only decoration on the walls was a brown mat of fur.


"The skin of a pig," Herr Henke explained.  "A wild pig with big teeth."


"A boar," my father suggested.


"Yes!  A boar!"  Henke's small eyes shone with excitement at the word.


We shook off our coats and hung them and as soon as we were seated Herr Henke hurriedly set to translating the menu for me.  As he translated I began to understand that every one of the offerings was one sort of schwein or another, which would be pretty much the case for the entire trip.  Eastern Germany, I was learning quickly, was a land where pig was king.


My first course was a small albino sausage.  I stabbed at it with my fork but it squibbed out from beneath me and off my plate.  When I reached to pick it up I found it remarkably slippery, jumping out of my hand as if alive, landing on the floor.  I glanced over at Herr Henke, worried that I was offending him by soiling the pork, but my father and he were now engrossed in conversation.  I gave the sausage a little kick and let it rest in peace under the table.


The sausage was followed by Scweinschnitzel, greasy but good.  Far more intriguing to me than my meal, however, was the interaction between Henke and my father.


"What we need is a gameplan," my father was saying.


"Strategy, yes."


"We look like we're worried.  That's bad.  Scared, you understand?"


"Scared," Henke echoed.


On the ride my father had explained to me that a government trust called the Treuhand would oversee the land deals as eastern Germany opened up, and that the Treuhand would ultimately decide on the company's new owner. 


"I want you to go in to the Treuhand and tell them that I'm balking," my father said.  "Hesitating, right?  I want you to quote them a lower figure."


"But there are other offers for the company."


"But we have everything going for us.  You represent the present management.  I represent the historical owners.  The Treuhand wants us to own the place."


"That, Herr Gessner, I am afraid I am not so sure of."


"I am sure of it.  You quote them the lower offer.  Tell them I won't budge.  Make me the heavy."


"But if there are higher offers."


"They'll bring me in to talk.  I'll take it from there.  You just make me the bad guy and get me in there."


"I am not so sure of this."


My father jabbed the air with his finger.


"It'll work out.  But we've got to let the bastards sweat."


Herr Henke replied in his own language, and, to my disappointment, the conversation continued in German.  Even in English I'd been only half-aware of what was going on, and now I was completely lost.


But only for a minute.  As I listened more closely and watched their faces the fact that they were speaking a language foreign to me actually began to help me understand what was going on.  Herr Henke, waving his thin arms in front of his chest, was obviously frightened for his job.  My father, on the other hand, grew more and more aggressive.  In German his speech sounded even blunter, slurred and guttural like a Klingon's.  Watching him in action, sighing, jabbing, grunting, I became vaguely aware of an alien sensation bubbling up inside of my chest.  It took a while, but by the time the bill arrived on a 5" by 8" piece of lined yellow notebook paper, I recognized that sensation as pride.


When we first got together, Rachel had quickly noted my father's love for all things German.  Particularly incriminating was the plaque that his employees, well aware of his fascination with the Fatherland, had given him on his fortieth birthday.  It was a small silver rectangle inscribed with the word "Geschaftsfuhrer".  My father decided to display the gift prominently, bolting it into the wall of our front hallway.  I tried to explain to Rachel what my father had patiently explained to me: "Geschaftfuhrer" was simply the German word for "business leader", which my father clearly was.  It was meant as an honor.


Rachel would have none of it.  She couldn't believe he had allowed the plaque in the house, let alone hung it on the wall.  On seeing it she'd been unable to focus on anything but the last two syllables.  Her grandmother, Softa, had barely escaped Germany for Israel before the war, one of the few in her family to survive.  The sight of the word "fuhrer" in the hallway of the home of her beau--no matter how well disguised within another word--didn't exactly warm her heart.


I had trouble with the word, too, though for different reasons.  It was the Geschaft as much as the fuhrer that bothered me.  I always thought that the recent problems between my father and I were due to the fact he didn't respect me for trying to be a writer, and I neglected the fact that I didn't respect him much.  Like "Geschaftfuhrer," the word "Businessman" didn't hold a particularly lofty place in my cosmology, paling beside the lives led by my literary heros.  My father was a smart man who'd told me more than once that we would have liked to have been a history professor.  Instead this supposedly tough iconoclast had docilely followed the line of earlier David Gessners into the thrilling world of textile machinery.  "You need to have balls," he'd always bluntly counselled me, but had his own course taken balls?  It seemed awfully safe to me.  I was the oldest of four children and for a while there had been the silent assumption, within our family, that I would be next in line, the heir to the company.  But I'd soon made it abundantly clear that that wouldn't be the case.  To anyone familiar with the previous cycle of Gessner history my interest in "writing" (to say nothing of Frisbees) would have been a clear warning sign.  For a while it was starting to look like I would repeat the previous generation's cycle: hadn't I, too, frittered away my early potential?  Hadn't I chosen a profession so impractical and airy--a profession so unlike the solid family production of textile machinery--that I might never make a single cent at it?  Once again a dictatorial industrialist father was faced with the prospect of a flakey n'er-do-well son.  It was my turn to play with the elephants in the garden.


But things were changing, and not just in my father's feelings toward me.  As it turned out our porkfest with Herr Henke wouldn't be the last time I experienced a feeling of pride for my father during our week in Germany.  It would bubble up again and again.  In fact, that week may have been the first time I began to understand something that seems obvious to me now.  During my twenties I'd been so busy with the brutal business of breaking free of my father, that I had been blind in some ways.  But at thirty I finally began to see--or more accurately see again, since I'd worshipped him as a child--that it had indeed taken balls, and brains, to run his company and to run it in his own way in his own style.  The man across the table from me, spitting out commands in his guttural Klingon, was a man who had found a way to be in the world, a man who had his own voice.  He was a hard-headed gambler, part romantic but all realist, and I felt like a little kid, proud again, listening to him tell Heinke how they would "stick it" to the Treuhand.  And of course no one listening would have doubted that this bullish man would have done just that.  If need be, he would stick it to them.


We stayed at the Hotel "Blauer Engel", only a two minute walk from the factory.  The first morning I walked out into the cold rain.  "Feel that spitting," my father had said to me the night before, "It does that all winter."  I walked behind the hotel through the town's main square, staring up with pride at the corner street sign.  The square, which for the last fifty years had been named Karl Marx Platz, had now been returned to its original name: Gessner Platz. 


I walked around Gessner Platz for a while but it was so cold that it seemed preposterous that it was raining, not snowing, and soon I dipped into the town post office to warm up.  As I entered a young man walked up to me and spoke to me in German.


"I don't understand," I said.


"Ah, English."


"Yes."


"That surprises me.  You have a face that could be from here.  From the Brunlasberg.  The mountains."


The stench of the place overwhelmed me as I walked back through town to the factory.  The waste from years of coal burning sat in the valley, and the exhaust fumes of trucks wafted up into my nostrils.  Smoke also poured out of the Rathaus chimney then died and dropped, the taste of last night's pig mixing with the pollution, an odd and unpleasant mingling of pork and smoke.  


At the factory I found Herr Henke, who led me up to a small room on the top floor.


"When I first came here they didn't even acknowledge the Gessner name," my father had told me.  "But the last time I came back they'd put a room aside as an archive of Gessner family history.  They even have an employee who's a curator for the room."


There was no curator in sight but I didn't need one.  For an hour or two I rooted down into my family's history.  It seemed a pretty straight line from goatherders to textiles but I was happy to note the small sidestream of artists and composers.  I skimmed through textile patents signed by the king, Franz Joseph, and the musical compositions of Heinrich Traugutt Gessner and Ernst Gessner's journal.  In one box was a paper that I unfolded carefully.  It was a family tree that went back to the 1500s, to George Friedrich Gessner.  


Later I told my father about it.


"They've got it charted even further now," he said.  "The curator claims he can verify it back to the 1400s.  Back to sheep and goat herders outside of Lossnitz."


"Where's Lossnitz?" I asked.


"Only about five kilometers away."


Twenty minutes later we were riding down the main street of Lossnitz in the rental car.  Lossnitz offered little more than a shanty town of tin corrugated houses with green roofs through which Aue's dirty river ran, but we stared out at the dingy houses and little side streets like spellbound archaeologists.  This was, after all, the holy seat, the birthplace of the Gessner clan.


"This is history, David," my father said, shaking his head in wonder.  "History."


I watched a goat skitter out of an alley in the rain, and thought that it was also a bit of personal history in the making.  For the first time I didn't feel like either cowering in the corner of my father's car, as I had so many times during my twenties, or conversely, rising up like a berserker to smite him.  Instead I felt exactly like what we were: two adults talking.


"Does it ever bother you that I didn't go to work for the company?" I asked, my own question taking me by surprise.


He glanced over at me quickly, then back out the front windshield.  He seemed to be chewing on his own lip, studying the rain.


"It doesn't bother me at all," he said.  "Textile machinery is a business from another time.  A dying business.  Not for young people."


His voice was matter of fact, but he might have kicked me in the stomach for all the blunt impact those sentences had.  With a few words he'd overturned an assumption I'd clutched to for the better part of a decade.  What came next surprised me even more.


"There's only one real regret I have," he said quietly.  "That I don't have any grandchildren."


I stared over at him, at his beefy face and bald, slightly freckled head.  He looked more like a kind oversized infant than the villain who'd stalked my subconscious throughout my twenties.  If he'd confessed to me that he was leaving the company to start an orphanage I wouldn't have been more surprised.  I wondered if he planned on elaborating, but as he turned the car back to Aue, he said nothing.


The next day, while my father took care of business, I returned to the archive room.  This time the curator was there, a slight ghost of a man who, in broken English, took me on another journey into the lives of Gessners past.  When he was done I thanked him and asked him if he could give me directions to the cemetery where my ancestors were buried.  He offered to accompany me, but I said I preferred to go alone.  He drew out a simple map on the company stationary.


Before we'd flown off on our respective trips, Rachel and I had playfully created a fantasy scene.  In our joint daydream, my German trip would focus on my search for my Jewish roots.  I would work diligently, interrogating the citizens of Aue but, after four days of fruitless questioning, I'd be ready to give up.  Then on my last day, dejected, I'd walk for hours, ending up in a strange and rundown part of town.  There an old crone, hair twisting like fetlocks down her back, would clatter her walking stick and call after me in a screeching voice: "Herr Gessner.  Herr Gessner."  The old women would take me aside and, over ginger tea, tell me stories of my family, stories from before both wars.  Then she would point a long gnarled finger, like the twisting branch of a locust, directing me to an old abandoned cemetery on the outskirts of town.  As rain began to fall I would search fruitlessly for the graves of our ancestors, searching and searching but finding nothing.  Finally, looking for a private place to piss behind a stunted oak, I'd stumble upon a half-dozen unkempt graves.  I would kneel down and clear away the overgrowth of years of weeds and brambles, and discover the name of Ernst Gessner.  I would read the dates out loud.  Geb. Dec. 19 Juni 1826--gest. Den 28 April 1897.  While I read the names above, I'd continue to clear dirt off the stone until--lo and behold!--the truth was revealed.  There--larger than life--would shine out the star of David.  I'd stare down in shock, the Gessner family secret revealed, and then, the rain pouring down on my ancestor's graves, I'd embrace the glorious truth.  Later, returning to the hotel, I'd call Rachel with the wonderful news.  From Germany my father and I would book a flight to Israel where we would meet Rachel and I would receive her grandmother's blessing.  We would be married by a Rabbi in Tel Aviv with my father and Softa each holding corners of the hoopa.


As it happened my trip to the cemetery was decidedly less dramatic.  I walked for a half mile, a steady climb past butcher shops and a vivid dark orange stone church with a green steeple that shot up into the air like an arrow.  The front gate of the cemetery was open and I had little trouble finding our family's plots.  Far from unearthing a crumbled weed-covered stone in the corner of the cemetery, the Gessner's gravesite was prime real estate, right in the yard's center.  On that land the Gessners, wanting to make their mark, had modestly erected a shrine that might have housed Lenin.  The monument stood twenty five feet high and twisted and turned outward for twice that length again.  "Ruthestaette Der Familie Ernst Gessner," the scrolled sign across the top announced.  Below, in gold lettering emblazoned into dark slate was a roll call of various dead Gessners.  I dutifully scribbled all of the names down into my notebook and then, starting on the left, sketched down details of the grave.  I already understood that Rachel and my fantasy about my roots had been just that, but, twenty minutes later, as I reached the far right side of the tomb's face, any remaining hopes I had regarding my family's Judaic heritage were snuffed.  I noticed the relief of a face protruding near the top of the right battlement.  The face was unclear and I climbed on top of one the vine-covered lower steps to get a better look.  Standing on tip toe the face still wasn't very clear, but the long hair and crown of thorns gave him away.  There, where Rachel and I had projected the star of David, was good old Jesus himself.


If I hoped that my vacation was going to yield up any great revelation, I knew now that it would not be the uncovering of my Jewish roots.  But that isn't to say the trip was without its strange discoveries.  Chief among these was the behavior of my father.  From the first night, he bristled with energy, his eyes lit by the kind of sparkle I'd come to previously associate only with red wine or vodka.  The convergence of history and business obviously excited him, and I hadn't seen him so ready to charge ahead, so full of bull-like energy, in years.


There was something else at work in our changing dynamic.  He'd never been able to fathom the series of jobs I'd taken to support myself as a writer.  "My son, the cashier," he moaned.  Or my son, the carpenter.  Or, more than once, my son, the bum.  The one time I asked him for advice he'd replied: "I'll give you all the advice you need in one word.  W-O-R-K."  It frustrated me that he couldn't see just how hard I was working, not just to scrape together money to survive, but at my writing.  Neither of us really understood that what I was going through was a long and hard apprenticeship.  


He hadn't said much when I'd gotten sick.  Like him, I was a skeptic and later I admired the way he died without ever dropping God's name.  Everyone else had stupid theories, but my father was about the only person I knew who didn't volunteer a "reason" for my sickness.  The truth is I preferred his silence to the babbling of everyone else around me.


In Germany I felt a sea change.  My father had always loved anything to do with school, and was happy that I'd gone back to get a Masters degree, even in something as flimsy as writing.  But more than that was the simple fact that is was becoming apparent that I wouldn't give up on my stubborn career choice no matter what he did or said.  I was going to keep calling myself a writer until I actually was one; I would bang my head against the wall until the wall gave or my head was crushed.  Of course the things he'd taught me were exactly why I refused to quit and exactly why we hadn't gotten along for so long.  Not exactly a stunning revelation in the father-son business, more like standard fare, but news to the young me.  


He loved words and books and would have loved to see a book with my name--and his name, the name I got from him--on the spine.  But he never saw me publish a book and neither of us were the sort to imagine he is now up on a heavenly cloud somewhere looking down at me. As it turned out, my first published book was about his death, the son making his name on the father's corpse.


On the last night of the trip we got drunk together in the small tavern next door to the Blauer Engel.  It was called Zum Teufelchen.


"The Devil's Den," my father translated.  "And they've got a varsity beer selection."


The bar was dark, flames blazing in the fireplace at its center.  Appropriate satanic trinkets decorated the walls, for instance a sculpted devil's mask jutted from the dark chocolate beam above us.  He drank a pilsner while I gulped down a Wiessbeer that bubbled up in my head.  Shadows from the fire skittered across our long oak table as I listened to my father summarize his business dealings.


"Herr Henke's okay, Dave.  The trouble is he's been trained to fear.  To not take risks.  He wants to bring another buyer in from a West German company to make the deal more secure."


He tilted his glass back and let the golden liquid slide into his mouth, his Adam's apple bobbing.  He swallowed, grunted, and pinned a beer coaster against the table with his thick forefinger.


"I think we should go it alone.  March into the Treuhand and offer less.  If they don't take the lower price I'll threaten to pull out."


He slid the coaster across the table toward me like a puck.


"The way I see it we can sell the Treuhand on this."  


He smiled a wide smile that twisted across his red shadowed face.


Our next round of beers arrived.  We mirrored one another, drinking with the same greedy gulping pace.  I noticed that his eyes soon began to glaze over, at the same time lighting up with their habitual glassy twinkle, and I supposed my eyes were doing the same.  After a while we stopped talking and settled into silence.  It wasn't like the old silence between us, however, a silence that had always made me want to scream.  This was the relatively comfortable silence of two people, both brooders, who were working their way down personal alleys of thought.


After a while my father lifted his glass in the air.


"Here's to your health," he said.  "The main thing now is that you're healthy."


I clinked my glass, a long slender bugle, against his stein.


He inhaled, puffing up his cheeks.  Moods always stormed across his face, his internal weather there for all to see.  Now he exhaled and his face seemed to sink, the red mottled skin drooping from below his eyes, his cheeks deflating and chin sagging.


"I don't know how it was for you," he said.  "But when they cut me open it scared the shit out of me."


I often wonder how the night would have proceeded from there if we'd been left alone.  Perhaps, I've imagined, we would have talked about our cancers and forged an even stronger adult bond; perhaps unspoken thoughts and feelings would have gushed out in some kind of overblown father-son Robert Bly love fest.


We would never know.  Just then the waitress appeared.  By her side was a tall thin man with a prominent bulging forehead.  His wispy hair grew in grey patches above his ears, and he smiled an obsequious smile.  He held a gin and tonic.


He bowed and gestured, speaking rapidly to both the waitress and my father.  My father responded in his guttural German and the man sat down with his drink at the far end of our table.


"The tables are full," my father explained.  "And he's asked if he might join us for a while."


My father stood up and shook hands with the man.  He gestured over at me and I stood up, too.


"David, this is Dieter Baumgarten," my father said.


I shook his hand and sat back down.


It was immediately apparent that Dieter wasn't shy.  He moved a seat closer to my father and began to talk at a great clip.  I watched his pale pink lips flap up and down, understanding not a word.  When our food, a flaming pork fondue, arrived, he eagerly took up my father's offer to help himself.  He stabbed at a pink scrag with a toothpick.


"He knows the Gessner name," my father told me.  "He knows about our family."


I nodded.  My father bought another round of drinks.  A beer for me, a vodka for himself, and another gin and tonic for Dieter.  Our guest rambled on while my father listened.  Apparently, in recompense for the drinks, Dieter had decided to treat us to his life story, and he leaned in closer to tell it.  I watched the two men's faces in the firelight, my father's a slightly brighter shade of red than his guest's. 

After five minutes had passed my father stopped Dieters's narrative by holding up his thick index finger.


He turned to me.


"You should hear this.  It's fascinating.  He's drunk and his accent's a little tough, but what I can understand is some pretty serious stuff." 


He turned to Dieter and said something to him.  Dieter nodded emphatically and tipped his drink toward me.  He smiled and I noticed a single shining gold tooth.


"From what I can make out," my father said.  "He's had a tough life.  His mother was Jewish.  Before the war she moved them all to Austria.  But right after they moved, Germany invaded.  I can't quite make out how, but it seems the family got hold of some papers and managed not to be uncovered.  The father landed in the German army.  He says his mother and brother died during the war."


My father turned to Dieter who immediately launched back into his narrative.  He became even more animated, occasionally touching my father's shoulder as he spoke.  He spoke rapidly, faster and faster, and then stopped suddenly.  He pointed at me as if to say: Tell him what I said.


My father relayed the tale as another round of drinks arrived.


"After the war, he says, his father had an important position with the GDR.  But then, in the early sixties, he disappeared.  Dieter himself was something of a gadfly.  He had a lot of trouble with the state.  Particularly with a man named General Hoffman.  He tried to escape, though his story isn't completely clear to me.  His sister had made it and he tried in '81.  He talks about barbed wire, snow, dogs.  He was caught.  Put in prison for eight years.  From 1982 to 1990.  In 1990 he began rehabilitation.  But then reunification came.  They have tried to re-pay him for some of his trials.  They have given him a place on the Landstrat--"


The choppy story was interrupted by Dieter, who now grabbed hold of my father's arm and squeezed.  With his other hand, Dieter made a fist and began thrusting it in the air.  He spoke urgently and then began to yell one word over and over.


"'My life has been one long hardship,' he says.  But he has learned to fight."


Dieter was yelling his one word over and over like a crazed cheerleader.


"What's he yelling?" I asked.


"'Fight!  Fight!  Fight!'" my father said.


Dieter interrupted again.  He spoke rapidly, pausing only to drink down half of his gin and tonic.  He removed his glasses and wiped his eyes, paused, then looked over at my father and again pointed dramatically at me.


"'We will not quit,' he says.  'Germany, yes, but this part of Germany in particular.  The strength of Saxony is strength.  We were once the industrial capital of the world and when the communists are swept away, we will be the capital again.  Saxony's strength is strength.  We will persevere and become the strongest part of Germany once more.  And you will help us--you from the West--you will help us regain our place.'"


The next day was our last in Germany.  That afternoon we drove out of Aue through the usual grey drizzle, the near freezing rain.  Lotto signs dotted the highway.  We were both hungover.  My father's face was grim, jowls hanging low, as he stared at the road.


"I talked to Herr Henke about our friend Dieter," he said.  "It turns out he spends a good deal of time sponging drinks in the Devil's Den."


"He seemed like a nice enough guy," I said.  


"Henke says he's something of a town drunk.  A clown."


I stared out at two kids by the side of the road who were shovelling large hockey pucks of coal into the bed of a truck.  I figured that that was my father's last word on the subject; he had never had much tolerance for moochers or "bums."  I belched--the taste of the morning's pork rising up in my mouth--and was surprised when my father spoke again.


"But you know Henke says that Dieter's story is true.  He's had a hard life, one long fight of a life.  And even if he's a clown, he says some good things."


I nodded.  We passed a rest area.  Porto potties and patches of litter.


"He's right you know," my father said.  He spoke quietly now, as if talking to himself.  "If you don't quit you always win.  No matter what they throw at you.  You win because the other guy eventually quits.  You can't ever quit."


I nodded in agreement at what was essentially the family motto.  You can't ever quit.  


At the time these seemed words to cling to, and to some extent they still do.  But of course my father would quit, or at least his body would, less than three years later when he was only fifty six.  For the first thirty years of my life I played the child to his adult, but during his last weeks, when he was restricted to his hospice bed, our roles were reversed.  I became the parent, helping him to the bathroom, emptying his urinal, hand feeding him grilled hotdogs (the one thing he could stomach after chemo), finally lifting his emaciated form off of the bed so that we could change the sheets.


Both of these phases have the disadvantage of unevenness, of one figure being relatively powerful and the other relatively helpless.  But what I'm thankful for today is that there was another phase, a phase that began on that trip to Aue, a time when we were as close as we'd ever get to being on equal footing.  Sometimes when I get melancholy I imagine what might have been: a period of years, not months.  But if that time didn't last long enough, I'm thankful to have had it at all.  Thankful to have been, however briefly, my father's equal, or at least his near-equal, and, for a short while, something like my father's friend. 

