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Dr. Wilhelm Ludwig von Antrim was born in a wealthy suburb of Munich, a descendent of a long-standing dynasty, an educated mélange of sturdy German-Merovingian nobility that branched into a gentle Carolingian heritage. There was blue blood, an aristocratic inheritance of a faulty hemophilic gene, and old money. Many of his relatives had served as diplomats, consuls, or confidants to the high and mighty. A few grew to become bold generals or sleepy Bundestag ministers. As an only son, Wilhelm was destined, one day, to join his kin in carrying the hefty burden of public service.

His childhood memories began at age four, at the expansive family mansion that sprawled over green lawns above the Bodensee Lake. The clouds of war were still light and white, floating languidly over a peaceful Bavarian landscape.

The house was an Italian villa designed in Palladian style, with marble columns in the façade, a pediment coated with Greek relief, and a long avenue of linden trees leading from the gates to the horseshoe driveway in front of the house. There, his grandfather had erected a marble fountain adorned with mischievous water elves dancing around a buxom goddess of fertility, who was trapped in the muscular embrace of a horned satyr with an erection and a malicious smile.

In spite of his misleading Nordic looks—straight blond hair, blue eyes, slanted nose—the Gestapo discovered that Jewish blood flowed through Wilhelm’s mother’s veins. No one knew for certain how this shameful information had come to light, or on the basis of what evidence. But one thing was beyond all doubt—when the Gestapo broke into the civilian archive in Berlin, Eva’s name made it onto a list of suspected communists, members of the Kreisau Circle, and Jewish magnates who had smuggled their capital abroad ahead of time and fled the country just before the annexation of Austria.

From this point on, things happened at a dizzying speed. An anonymous warning letter was sent to Wilhelm’s father from the Department of Racial Purity at the Berlin Ministry of Interiors. The letter was laconic and signed illegibly by someone who had introduced himself as a friend of the family. The motives for keeping his identity a secret needed no explanation. He offered an escape plan, but time was of the essence. Wilhelm’s father’s hand trembled as he read the letter.

Their parting was brief and charged with pent-up emotions. Wilhelm wrapped his small arms around his father’s neck, leaned his soft cheek against his father’s rough one, and sobbed. The cool aroma of cologne and pungent pipe smoke would become his last memory of the man.

That same night, Wilhelm and his mother crossed the border to Switzerland, along with his nanny, his father’s personal secretary, and a burly Serbian bodyguard. They arrived in Napoli around midnight the following day, and from there sailed to America on a Greek merchant ship that left the port with its lights dimmed. Three weeks later, they docked at Ellis Island. They shoved their way onto the platform along with tens of thousands of other Jewish refugees—a long human stream that slowly made its way to the immigrant station, one step at a time.

Wilhelm watched the other people curiously. Years later, he would admit that this was the first time he’d ever seen Jews, and no, he hadn’t felt the echoing of their shared blood, or the mute cry of a mutual ancestor. He felt nothing but childish curiosity. In the tight expressions of the children, he found a combination of innocence and perilous animalistic vitality. They looked at him askance, examining him indifferently from the corners of their eyes. They spent hours sitting on a heap of tattered leather suitcases tied with ropes, wearing old wool suits, matchstick legs dangling back and forth.

Three people in suits waited for them by the check-in counter and led them down long hallways to a side room for questioning and passport control. From there, they were taken to the infirmary. A young military doctor listened to Wilhelm’s heart and checked his teeth and ears. In flawless German, the doctor asked Wilhelm’s mother about any childhood illnesses and vaccinations. It was all done cheerfully, almost offhand.

From the island, they were transported to an apartment that had been issued to them ahead of time. The spacious apartment was on 24th Street in Brooklyn, near a playground and a small shopping center. A generous stipend was deposited in their bank account each month. An Austrian Consulate employee who introduced himself as Oskar told Eva over the phone that he would be taking care of all their future needs. He insinuated that they’d known each other a long time, but graciously turned down her offer to meet in person.

Eva furnished the apartment in an old-fashioned style: heavy wooden furniture, crystal chandeliers, and oriental rugs. The walls were decorated with paintings by Liebermann, Baurenfeind, and Emil Nolde. Soft sonatas by Brahms and Schumann filled the apartment while right outside the door New York went on sizzling.

Wilhelm had a strict schedule. “The war will be over in a month or two,” his mother told the nanny. “We must maintain our old routine in order to spare the child any unnecessary emotional tumult.”

They spoke German and French at home. When he went to the playground, the nanny watched like a hawk to make sure he didn’t fraternize with any American children, whom she referred to as “rude and unmannered.”

They first heard from the Immigration Department three months after arriving in the United States. Oskar instructed Wilhelm’s mother to start using her maiden name again before the appointment, but Eva refused vehemently. “I’m not going to change my last name.”

“It’s only temporary,” Oskar pleaded. “The name Wittgenstein sounds Jewish. I’m afraid that the name von Antrim might cause you needless trouble.”

Oskar’s advice was valid. German and Japanese immigrant applications for American citizenships were handled with the utmost care, if not with blatant suspicion. The candidates were required to bring written support for their claims and sign declarations of loyalty. These demands were often accompanied by surveillance, tapped phones, and humiliating interrogations by federal agents.

Declaring her Jewish faith to the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration was the first step in Eva’s naturalization process. In a tailored blue suit and legs crossed to the side, Eva faced the committee members, introducing herself in third person with a heavy German accent. “Ms. Wittgenstein, Jewish refugee from Germany, of reasonable financial means, but entirely helpless.” She emanated a feminine despair, an outwardly sexual plasma with the intent to awaken the agents’ protective masculine instinct. It did the trick. The three men on the committee smiled at her affectionately, nodding along as she spoke, encouraging her with hungry looks. The two older women on the committee watched her with crooked smiles, their heads bobbing in broken motions. Inching toward the end of menopause, the two pricked up their narrow rat-like noses, suspiciously sniffing for the lustful scent of an abandoned uterus. They gave the heartbreaking depositions a careful read but believed not a single word of them. They barked their questions at her with contempt.

“Who said you were Jewish?”

“The Gestapo.”

“The Gestapo?”

“Yes. The Gestapo sent my husband a letter, explaining that according to records found in the civilian archive in Berlin, I am of Jewish descent.”

“But you yourself were not aware of this?”

“My parents hid my Jewish identity from me. They were absolute atheists.”

“Do you have any documents confirming your Jewish identity?”

“No. They were lost when the archive was set on fire.”

The women glanced at each other meaningfully but said nothing.

One of the men asked, “Do you live by the edicts of Jewish faith?”

“I’m Jewish, but I’m not religious.”

“And your husband?”

“He’s an atheist.”

“And where is he now?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I haven’t heard from him since I got here.”

The women scribbled in their notepads furiously, the older one looking up severely at Eva as she wrote. “That’s enough for now. You can go. A decision will arrive by mail.”

The women’s conclusion was clear: a beautiful, educated woman with millions of dollars’ worth of assets who had managed to flee Germany without losing a single hair off her head had to be a manipulative, cold-blooded, stone-hearted bitch. They were prepared to believe any theory attesting to her being evil, contemptible, even cruel. As far as they were concerned, she could just as easily have been a Nazi spy. They questioned her Jewish origins.

Her own body seemed to disprove her claims. The high cheekbones, the slanted blue eyes, the pearly white skin, and blond hair—they all attested to irrefutable Teutonic genes. Couple these with her erect stance and the tyrannical gaze that emerged from her eyes whenever one of the men caught her glance, and you’ve got yourself a standard Nazi bitch. The women spoke their piece, but were overtaken by a crushing male majority.

Her application was approved on the spot.

The appointment had been preceded by sleepless nights spent standing in front of the bathroom mirror, naked as the day she was born, examining her body from every direction. The straight nose, the properly molded skull, the blue eyes—they all seemed intact and perfectly Aryan. Who could have played such a devilish trick on her? And as punishment for what sin?

She couldn’t come up with any misdeeds she’d committed. Of course, there was that embarrassing incident with her childhood friend Paulina von Herberts. The von Herberts’ mansion, built on a three-hundred-acre tract, bordered Eva’s parents’ modest property, and the two families had a close relationship. But that unfortunate event had taken place years ago, long before her Jewish identity had been revealed. Besides, it hadn’t been her fault.

On a day off from school, she and her friend went on a shopping trip to Munich. As they walked out of a café on Marienplatz, they were detained by Gestapo soldiers on a recon tour. The soldiers only asked Paulina for her papers.

Paulina, with her soft, Semitic features and wavy black hair, shivered with fear, but more so with rage and humiliation. Passersby began to gather around. Voice shaking, the only daughter of the consul and Bundestag member, von Herberts and a Milanese contessa mumbled over and over again, “Ich bin Deutsche.”

Unimpressed with her words, the soldiers carefully reviewed her papers, shifting their watchful eyes back and forth from her face to the photograph. Finally, without a word of apology, they gave back her identification card and took off, while onlookers continued to eye the crying girl with hostile suspicion.

They asked Eva for nothing. On the contrary—they smiled at her flirtatiously. To them, she was Aryan beyond all doubt. As they were leaving, the youngest among them turned back and winked at her, smiling mischievously and waving an enthusiastic goodbye.

On the train ride home, Paulina ensconced herself in silence. Every once in a while, she pulled a small silk handkerchief from her pocket and dried her tears on it. All of Eva’s attempts at comforting her were rebuffed.

The next day, when Eva called Paulina at home, the housekeeper informed her that the young miss was no longer interested in their friendship. At university, Paulina ignored Eva. Ultimately, Eva stopped trying.

These days, she asked herself if Paulina had known Eva was Jewish even then. Did she laugh and gloat years later, upon hearing how Eva had been forced to scurry away like a mouse? Eva had never felt so humiliated in her life. The shame, the guilt, and the loneliness devastated her.

Little Wilhelm used to watch her secretly. The hushed busyness emanating from her room used to keep him up. One night, Wilhelm startled awake, got out of bed and followed his mother as she stumbled, drunk, into the bathroom. Through a crack in the door, he saw her standing in front of the mirror in the moonlight, wearing a thin silk nightgown, her face flushed and damp, eyes closed. Her fingers combed through her sweat-drenched hair, fluttered over her chest and stomach, then down into her inner thighs. Her lips murmured affectionate words in German.

Suddenly, blood began to run between her legs. She opened her eyes with fright, sent searching fingers over to her crotch, and then held them, bloody, to her face, fuming. “Whore. Dirty Jew, filthy Jew, dirty slut.”

A terrified Wilhelm fled back to his bedroom.

The next morning, at breakfast, he whispered the words he’d heard to himself. His mother, who had been sitting beside him, buttering a piece of toast, lost in thought, froze. The knife fell from her hand. Then she whipped her body in his direction and slapped him, hard. His cup of cocoa slipped from his grip and shattered on the floor.

Wilhelm lowered his head, but no sound came from his pursed lips. Stunned by her savage violence and the uncovering of her shameful secret, she pulled him into her arms and wept.

She abhorred the representatives of the Jewish community who came by her apartment to ask how they could be of assistance. Their mere existence was sufficient to wreck her good old world and render her a refugee against her will. Had it not been for them, for their mortifying presence in her blood and golden genes, she would have still been living with her family on the banks of the Bodensee.

When they addressed her in Yiddish, she spat at them in German: “Ich spreche nur Deutsch.”

That settled it. Hitler, Goebbels, and Göring’s animalistic German had uprooted their lives and still haunted their sleep. All of them, down to the last one, left large families behind in the old homeland—families who were murdered in extermination camps. Fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and cousins. The cutting German in her mouth was a testimony, a memento of evil.

They were fluent in German. They admired the language. Who among their generation’s American writers could hold a candle to Goethe, Schiller, Heinrich Heine, or Thomas Mann? But while the cold, crystal-cut German spoke to the thinking mind, Yiddish touched warm emotion, the beating Jewish heart.

The harder they worked to break the ice, the more closed-off and morose she grew. Completely indifferent to wordplay, juicy Jewish humor, winks insinuating a naughty double entendre. In her view, Yiddish was nothing more than a dysfunctional German, the distorted lingo of gypsies. She answered them in the third person, receiving an odd pleasure from shocking them. They restrained their rage, retreating, heads lowered in shame. Later on, they repaid her in their roundabout way. Well-connected friends in the immigration department delayed her citizenship application. Her requests to meet with the head of the department were turned down again and again. At a loss, she contacted the embassy, but even Oskar’s attempts to get to the bottom of the delay were for naught.

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” he told her over the phone. “The ambassador’s substitute called the legal counsel at the immigration office personally to ask about the delay. The man claims that your file is being reexamined due to security reasons he cannot specify.”

The timing was terrible in every way. Himmler’s rosy forecasts, which he made to the soldiers of the central army just before Operation Barbarossa—that they would all celebrate Christmas together on the banks of the Volga River—turned out to be misleading. The fate she and Wilhelm had to look forward to if they were to be exiled to Germany began to seem closer and more palpable than ever. Doubts regarding her security status caused her well-wishers at the Austrian Embassy to ask that she abstain from contacting them directly until further notice. From this point on, she would have to make it on her own.

Gradually, it began to dawn on her that the Jews might be her only allies. From now on, she must treat them graciously and acquiesce to all of their demands. She quickly realized that as a woman, and as a German, she was at the bottom of the food chain. She must therefore officially join the Jewish community and roost beneath its protective wings.

They appointed her to a public service mission. The representatives that came to visit her this time were a famous Hollywood producer of German-Jewish descent and an award-winning director. They offered her a role in an anti-Nazi propaganda film.

Eva smiled vaguely, demurring that she was very flattered, but that unfortunately she had not been blessed with a smidgeon of dramatic talent. Even at school plays, she was always positioned at the rear of the stage.

The bird-faced director paced the room in broken circles, head lowered and hands clasped behind his back. When he heard her make this statement he paused and clapped excitedly. “Bingo!” he cried victoriously. “That’s precisely what we’re looking for.” In a deep baritone entirely at odds with his tiny stature, the director explained that their sole purpose was to show, on live television, that beyond genius minds, the Jewish genome also knew how to produce a true shikse that would meet the highest Aryan standards: 178 cm in height, a fit body, sturdy legs, straight flax hair, blue eyes, a slanted nose—and, nevertheless, perfectly Jewish.

They asked her to serve as their secret weapon in their battle against the American isolationist policy led by Charles Lindbergh, America’s most decorated pilot and a favorite of Hermann Göring, who had gifted him with a gold medal. Lindbergh, who had objected vehemently to America becoming involved in the war against Nazi Germany, claimed that three interest groups were attempting to urge the United States into a war it had no stake in: The Roosevelt government, the British, and the Jews. Eva’s presence would serve as irrefutable proof against Hitler’s racial theory. Her punchline would be, “America has a sacred duty to save the world from itself.”

The idea that people wanted to use her physical beauty while emphasizing her lowly Semitic origins seemed tantamount to burning a scarlet letter on her forehead. Her eyes downcast, she said, “I take your offer as a great compliment, gentlemen, but sadly I cannot accept.”

Otto Schiller, who stood a few paces away, smoking, now crushed his cigarette with a violent twist of the butt and hurried over. “Listen to me carefully, Frau Wittgenstein,” he said in German. “We’re only talking about a brief cameo. No more than five minutes. All you need to do is speak one line and smile. We’ll take care of the rest.”

He had a polished Berlin accent. The cultured Jews were the first to flee the country. Otto Schiller was a renowned documentary film producer with a worldwide reputation. He foresaw the future, abandoned a glamorous career in Germany, and arrived in the United States a month before the war began, where he was warmly welcomed into the war propaganda effort.

Eva glared at him defiantly. “And that’s going to make a difference?” she spat. “My smile is going to save the world?”

The director came closer. “My dear,” he appeased, “a smile like yours is capable of rescuing more people than you can imagine.”

“And what exactly must I do?”

“Nothing. Simply nothing. All you have to do is look into the camera, say your one line, and that’s it. Cut.”

“I can’t.”

They gave her their business cards and left.

A piece of registered mail that came from the immigration department a week later informed her that they still had not received an original birth certificate or a notarized confirmation of her Jewish ethnicity, and that failure to provide said documents within a month would result in her citizenship application being denied, leading to her immediate deportation.

That was a heavy blow. Germany and its collaborators had advanced quickly but been blocked on most warfronts, leading to a significant retreat in some cases. Amplifying voices among both major Congressional parties were calling on President Roosevelt to forsake his isolationist views and join the allies in their fight to banish the Nazi cancer. Deportation would mean Eva’s certain death.

Oskar scolded her for her stubbornness. “You’re putting yourself at risk. Worse, you’re putting Wilhelm at risk.” Then, his voice hardening, he added, “There’s a limit to what we are able to do for you.”

He instructed her to start cooperating immediately. The road to salvation passed through the offices of Dr. Samuel Rosenberg, attorney at law, president of the New York Jewish Community and legal counsel to the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration. He greeted her with unbidden coldness. When she finished saying her piece, he removed his glasses and fixed her with a withering glare.

“Does Madam understand the meaning of this letter?”

“I suppose so.”

“Let me explain it again. In order for you to receive refugee status, you must present documents proving your claims of Jewish faith. This can be a birth certificate, a civil registry file, or an identification card. Do you possess any of these?”

“I do not. We left Germany with twenty-four hours’ notice. A week later, the civilian archive in Berlin was bombed and all documents were set on fire.”

“In other words, you could be a Jewish refugee, a spy, or a Nazi war criminal in hiding.”

Eva flushed. “I’m Jewish,” she said hotly. “I’m no Nazi criminal.”

Dr. Rosenberg leaned closer. “Do you have any idea, Mrs. von Antrim, how many Nazi war criminals seek shelter in the United States by stealing the identities of their Jewish victims?”

“I’m Jewish.”

He nodded dubiously. “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“But I need your help.”

A mocking smile hovered on the lawyer’s thin lips. “That’s a surprising thing to hear from the woman who vehemently refused to participate in a film that might have helped her Jewish brethren.”

“I explained to them that I was not the right person for the job.”

His amused expression evaporated. “Otto Schiller is a top-grade producer,” he said firmly. “The best in the business. If he believes you’re the best person for the role, then I trust his judgment completely. I think you’ve made a big mistake, Frau von Antrim.”

The fury with which the lawyer pronounced her name gave her chills. Eva apologized for having underestimated the importance of the matter, and declared herself prepared to stand in front of the camera whenever she was needed.

Dr. Rosenberg watched her with contempt as she spoke. When she was finished, a cumbersome silence spread through the room. Then he spoke flatly. “I’m glad we understand each other, Miss. I’m convinced that we will soon learn there has been an unfortunate mistake with regards to your case.” He clicked a small switch on his desk and the office door opened. The secretary stood in the doorway. “Please escort Mrs. von Antrim out.”

That night, Eva called the director.



 

Wilhelm attended a private boys’ high school on the Upper East Side. The school was located in an old Edwardian building surrounded by manicured flower beds, green lawns, and ancient chestnut trees. The building used to serve as a theological seminary for prospective Anglican priests. Years later, it was converted into a school for girls of good pedigree that had gone astray. In the early 1940s, the fabulous acoustics in the prayer hall caught the attention of city financiers, who converted the space into a fine concert hall with upholstered velvet seating and a state-of-the-art air conditioning system. Unfortunately, the opening of Lincoln Center heralded the hall’s gradual yet consistent decline. Music lovers quickly chose the glitzy, modern concert halls of the new center, and the Upper East Side building stood empty for five years before being put on the market again.

A senior official at City Hall recognized the financial potential of the building, as well as the tasteless American weakness for the slightest whiff of British aroma, and declared the building a historical landmark. After some comprehensive renovations and careful preservation, which revived the building’s dulled glamor, it was leased to a not-for-profit association intending to start a Rudolf Steiner school for the children of the nouveau riche who wished to transform their dull-minded offspring into lofty, intellectual connoisseurs.

The deep recession that plagued the United States during the war and the following financial crisis caused a sharp drop in enrollment and transformed the competitive entry terms: The school’s gates were now open to anyone who could afford tuition.

The morning session began with a Christian prayer. A large Irish cross adorned with reliefs of saints hung high on the wall. Sounds echoed from the twisting innards of an enormous pipe organ. A handful of Jewish children who had taken their seats in the back rows looked down, careful not to make eye contact with crucified Jesus. Later, when the children of observant Jews from the crowded neighborhoods of
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He dedicated himself to the survival of his people.
Then his family’s secret came out...






