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PART ONE




ONE




Winter, 2005. Somewhere in Bavaria

As she tried to close the car door a second time, Sigrun Meier sensed that someone was watching her. It was no more than a woollen scratchiness across her nape, but it made her feel uneasy and on her guard. A dangling seatbelt, she realized, was the cause of the obstruction. When she tucked it back inside the door frame, her actions felt false, as if she was engaged in a performance for the benefit of unseen eyes.

Only now did she look up at the house. Made of wood and glass, it had a heavy, gently sloping roof and wide, well-supported eaves set at right angles to the front. Large sliding glass doors, blotchy with dust and rain, led on to a second-floor balcony. From the outside, there were no clues as to the identity or notoriety of its recent occupant, yet the building seemed stupefied, naked in the cold morning sun.

The property, built on the shores of Lake Starnberg, had not changed since Sigrun’s last visit, three years earlier on her twenty-ninth birthday – and as this thought struck her, she felt a pang of remorse. She had not been entirely truthful with Dieter, her boyfriend, when she had told him that she wasn’t sure where Pöcking was exactly, before adding, ‘I know it’s in Bavaria somewhere.’ She had not wanted him to know the true extent of her fascination with Leni Riefenstahl, partly because it went all the way back to her childhood, when her terminally ill mother had given her a book on the 1936 Berlin Olympics for her birthday. Dieter would, not unreasonably, find that weird.

On either side of the glass-panelled front door, sitting in terracotta urns, were rubber plants with spiked leaves, like guard dogs warning visitors to keep their distance. Without taking her eyes off them, Sigrun pressed the key fob in her hand. When the car failed to make a locking sound, she turned towards it, cursed, and used both her thumbs on the device. This time the hazard lights flashed in unison and the car ping-pinged. The thin layer of white that had settled on the roof overnight was still clinging on, more ice than snow.

As if bracing herself for what was to come, she gripped her shoulder bag and strode towards the front door, ignoring the ‘guard dogs’ and sidestepping a puddle of slush. Before knocking, she checked her reflection in the bevelled glass and gathered her hair into a loose knot. Its chestnut colouring looked natural in the flat, winter sunlight, even if the bright red streaks added to it did not. They matched her lipstick, the same shade favoured by the woman who, for the past decade, had been her subject, the focus of her academic research, the wraith who haunted her dreams.

But she now regretted wearing a leather jacket, denim skirt and biker boots over thick woollen tights. The dark, vampish nail polish, the ring on her thumb and the Sanskrit tattoo on her wrist would all give the wrong impression, too. She needed this job.

‘Is it what you expected?’

Sigrun made an involuntary backward movement, a half-step, and turned to see a middle-aged man standing five yards away in the drive. The formality of his dress – a three-piece suit with a silk handkerchief in the breast pocket – made Sigrun feel even more self-conscious about not looking the part.

‘I’m sorry,’ the man said in a nasal voice, his breath pluming in the cold air. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Wilhelm Becker; we spoke on the phone. Thank you for coming out all this way.’ They shook hands. His were doughy and damp. ‘Have you been to Pöcking before?’

Sigrun smiled and shook her head at the same time, the one gesture cancelling out the other.

‘Is it what you expected?’ His accent was Bavarian.

‘Where … Were you waiting for me in that car?’ Sigrun pointed at an olive-green Audi parked across the road.

‘Yes. I suppose I could have waited inside but …’

But what? Sigrun wondered whether he was afraid of being left in this house on his own.

‘Is it how you imagined it to be?’ Becker pressed.

‘The house?’ Sigrun looked up at it again. ‘I don’t know what I’d imagined.’ She tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘How long did she live here?’

‘We’re not sure. A couple of years? Half a century?’ He smiled. It was a smile that contradicted the coldness of his eyes, which were small behind thick lenses. ‘She was a hundred and one when she died.’

‘I know,’ Sigrun said with a trace of impatience.

Becker seemed to be enjoying her discomfort and gave the impression that he had rehearsed this moment. Perhaps he got a kick out of bringing visitors here, watching their reaction as they absorbed the atmosphere and satisfied their morbid curiosity. ‘Everything is as she left it,’ he added as he reached the door and tried to find the correct key from a rattling bunch. ‘The place is like a museum, which is how it will stay until the nieces, nephews and distant cousins can stop squabbling and reach an agreement about the estate.’

Becker stood to one side to allow Sigrun to enter first, but she remained where she was, peering inside. A draught from the door disturbed particles of dust, making them spiral languidly above a sun-bleached Persian rug. The items of furniture in the hall had white sheets draped over them, like children playing at ghosts.

Sigrun felt the prickle again, this time at her temples. Her reluctance to enter was inscrutable, even to herself, more a feeling than a resolution. It was as if to enter was to be lured by Leni into a fate she had been avoiding. Yet she felt her entire life had been leading to this moment – every seemingly random action, every decision made with apparent free will, as if she had had no choice in the matter.

When Becker prompted with a throaty noise, Sigrun squared her shoulders, stepped inside and sniffed. The air was sour. Curdled milk, perhaps. Or catfood. The hallway did indeed have the appearance of a museum, or perhaps a shrine, bearing totems of a long life lived at full charge, from a mountaineer’s ice-axe to an African tribal mask mounted above two crossed spears. But this was a museum that had had its prize exhibits taken away to be stored in vaults. There were unfaded squares of wallpaper and the only picture still hanging was a framed certificate confirming the award of a Gold Medal for Leni’s Triumph of the Will at the 1937 World Exhibition in Paris. Almost seventy years after it was made, it was still against the law to screen the film in Germany.

Sigrun put her head around the door and saw what appeared to be the sitting room. It was dominated by four 1970s-style copper-coloured leather chairs surrounding a coffee table on which were stacked some large art books. And there, on a side table, was the Meissen porcelain alarm clock Sigrun had only ever seen pictures of before. She moved forward to touch it, and the thought that Hitler’s fingers had also once touched it – it had been a sardonic present from him, because Leni was always late – caused her to flinch.

She looked up. Taped to the cornice was a cluster of dusty, deflated pink balloons, the number 100 visible on the shrunken rubber. Sigrun had sent Leni a birthday card for the occasion. Had the old lady even opened it? A smell of mothballs and camphor overpowered the sour scent in here.

‘Were you expecting to see swastikas draped across the wall?’ Becker asked, unable to disguise the note of amused satisfaction in his voice.

Sigrun ignored his question. ‘You mentioned on the phone that your firm was acting on behalf of her family,’ she said.

‘Such as it is. She had no children.’

‘As far as we know,’ Sigrun replied. ‘She was a great believer in the use of smoke and mirrors. I should know: I helped write her obituary for Der Spiegel.’

‘I believe that she was married for a brief time to a Wehrmacht officer during the war, and that she may or may not have remarried a month before she died. There doesn’t seem to be an official record of this, however.’

‘His name was Horst Kettner. The second husband. He had been her cameraman since the nineteen sixties.’

‘Did you know he was forty years her junior? Good going, huh?’ This time Becker caught her peeved expression. ‘Yes, of course you knew. Well, anyway, she also had a brother, who was killed on the Eastern Front, but not before he’d fathered a couple of children, and so there have been all sorts of legal complications. Not so much the triumph of the will as the tragedy of the will, you might say.’ He seemed pleased with his joke. Once more it sounded rehearsed.

Sigrun leaned forward to examine a framed photograph on a shelf. It was one she knew well, a self-portrait Leni had taken in 1934 using the Agfa colour film she had helped pioneer. Across the bottom was a dedication scrawled in black ink that had faded to brown – ‘Liebe, Leni Riefenstahl’. Sigrun smiled. Only Leni would display a signed photograph of herself in her own home. She picked it up carefully, as if afraid it might crumble. The greatest female film-maker of the twentieth century looked gorgeous in this photograph: an icy intelligence in her eyes, her ruby-painted lips half open, as though she were holding back some secret thought.

‘I wonder what it feels like to live that long,’ Sigrun said, almost to herself. ‘She was so full of life. Did you know she took up scuba-diving in her seventies? She lied about her age to the instructor. She was still doing it in her nineties.’

Sigrun had a fleeting impression of her own features reflected in the glass covering the photo, as if superimposed in a double exposure. Her chin was a little too strong and the dimple at its centre made it look too masculine, but there were similarities. At thirty-two, Sigrun was the same age as Leni had been in this photograph. ‘Where are the films?’ she asked.

‘In the basement. She had a screening room. There is a projector already set up.’

‘I would rather take the films away for analysis at the university,’ she said, ‘if that’s OK.’

‘I’m afraid the family don’t want them to leave the house,’ Becker said carefully. ‘I did ask.’

‘So the films are still in her safe?’

‘No. We took them out. They’re on a table in the basement, but still in their canisters. Should we have left them in the safe?’

‘They should be fine down there, assuming it is dry.’ She turned to face Becker. He was tugging his hair as if trying to prove it wasn’t a wig. ‘Has anyone looked through them yet?’

‘No. Miss Riefenstahl gave very clear instructions in her will that no one was allowed to touch the contents of the canisters – except you.’

Sigrun felt a lurching sensation in her stomach. ‘What? She asked for me specifically? Why?’

‘I’m told you’re an expert in film restoration and that you wrote your PhD thesis on Miss Riefenstahl. Is that not correct?’

Sigrun nodded but she was feeling dazed. It was correct. It would also be correct to say that her thesis had been the subject of a faculty board of inquiry, following accusations by the external examiner that she had ‘taken liberties’ with her research. Her justification was that there was ‘psychological truth’ behind the disputed sections; that they were based on evidence from letters and diaries and Sigrun had merely joined up the dots and ironed out Leni’s discrepancies to give it a consistent narrative arc. She had wanted to say that she had ‘channelled’ her subject – who had a flexible approach to the truth herself – but she suspected that that would not have helped her cause. In the end, after the ‘unsourced’ research had been extricated, the doctorate was awarded. She had sent Leni a copy of her thesis, but had received no acknowledgement. She wondered if Leni had ever read it.

‘I never met her,’ Becker said. ‘Did you?’

‘In later years she refused most requests for interviews, because she said people only ever wanted to talk about the Nazis. I had heard her house was somewhere in Bavaria, but I didn’t …’ She trailed off. The lies were turning to rust on her tongue. Sigrun had been here, to this very house, several times, but Leni had never opened the door to her. On one occasion, she had spent almost two days in her car, waiting for her subject to leave, but had given up. Apart from a question she had once managed to ask at a press conference, the closest she had come to direct contact with Leni was when she had posted her latest interview request halfway through her door before it got stuck. As she was walking away she heard a metallic rattle and turned to see the letter disappearing inside.

‘Do you believe in ghosts?’ Becker asked suddenly.

‘No,’ Sigrun replied, puzzled by his question. ‘They are a biological impossibility. But I do believe in guilt. We Germans love our guilt. When I was at school we had lessons in it. You know, maths, geography and double guilt – or “history” as it was more formally known.’

‘Guilt about the war, you mean?’

‘Of course.’

‘Do you think Leni ever felt guilty?’

‘Not really, no,’ Sigrun said. ‘But she should have. Her Nuremberg film helped invent the Hitler myth. She presented him as a Wagnerian hero. She should have accepted some of the blame for that. But I also think her side of the story never came out. Perhaps these films will tell us more.’

‘Well, good luck,’ Becker said with an ironic shrug. He was examining a clapperboard. ‘But I’ll need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement regarding the contents of the films that were in the safe. The press has been sniffing around. There is talk of a …’ He tucked the clapper under his arm and made the air quote gesture with his fingers. ‘… “director’s cut” of Olympia.’

‘What do they think is in the films?’ Sigrun asked.

‘Not what,’ Becker said with a cold smile. ‘Who.’

Sigrun raised her eyebrows. ‘Eva Braun’s husband?’

Becker did not seem to like it when other people made jokes. ‘There were always rumours that Hitler did shake hands with Jesse Owens at the Berlin Olympics,’ he said primly. ‘Just not on the honours stand.’

‘And you think that Leni—’ She checked herself; the first name familiarity she had fallen into whenever she thought about her subject seemed inappropriate here. ‘You think Miss Riefenstahl might have filmed the moment?’

‘Who knows? Maybe. It would certainly spoil the myth about the Jesse Owens handshake snub if she did.’

Sigrun took a Handycam from her shoulder bag and checked the battery light.

‘Afraid not,’ Becker said, leaning over and tapping the camera. ‘The family don’t want there to be any copies.’ He gestured towards a spiral staircase at the end of the hall. ‘After you.’

Sigrun descended the stairwell cautiously, feeling her way in the listening darkness. When she reached the bottom step, she groped with her hand until she touched a door. She heard the tentative whisper of her own fingers on the latch, and then she was inside, feeling for the light switch. Becker insinuated himself into the room behind her and she became aware of his smell – car upholstery and cigars – and felt not nervous exactly, more a sense of disquiet.

As the fluorescent strip lights in the ceiling flickered on, Sigrun saw that the basement, Leni’s inner sanctum, was divided into three adjoining rooms without doors. When she saw the first was lined with shelves containing hundreds of small canisters of films, she gave a small gasp.

In the second room were two Steenbeck editing tables and a projector. As Sigrun ran her fingers over the latter, she nodded. It was a collector’s item, a 1950s Bolex reel-to-reel. And then a cold tingle ran down her spine as her eyes found the objects on the table: two large, rusty metal canisters, the size of wheel hubs, much bigger than the cans on the shelves, with black Gothic lettering stencilled on the side: Olympia: Festival of Nations and Olympia: Festival of Beauty. They would not contain the reels for the entire film, which was four hours long and would need at least a dozen cans, so presumably these were out-takes.

‘There was a Cartier gentleman’s wristwatch in the safe with them,’ Becker said. ‘And a starting pistol dating back to the nineteen thirties.’

Sigrun felt a hollow thudding in her chest as she picked up a pair of white cotton gloves and slipped them on. ‘I wonder when this was last opened,’ she said as she lifted up one of the canisters. ‘There might be air trapped inside that hasn’t been disturbed for seventy years.’ The lid was stiff at first but, with a scrape of corroding metal, it came free.

Inside there were dozens of numbered offcuts: celluloid of various lengths, all loosely coiled and giving off a strange vinegary smell. Sigrun pulled out one, roughly sixty-four frames long, and held it to the lightbox, emulsion side up. She then dusted it before carefully threading it through the projector sprocket. There was a hair on the lens, she now noticed. She removed it with tweezers and placed it in a small, plastic film container. If the hair was one of Leni’s it would be useful, should a DNA test ever be needed. She had a friend at the university who could help with that.

She flicked the on-switch, the projector whirred into life and there they were: athletes on parade for the opening ceremony. The images were a little grainy, with the odd white dot and scratchy line, but the condition of the film was surprisingly good. After four seconds, the screen went blank again and there was a clicking sound as the reel continued to spin.

‘Was that it?’ Becker said.

‘The clips vary in length,’ Sigrun explained. ‘Some will only be a few seconds long. There is a longer one here.’ She unravelled it and nodded to herself. ‘This should be about four minutes.’ As she watched it, she heard the blood pulsing loudly in her ears. It was of Leni herself. She was wearing flared trousers and a white polo-neck. Her ever-disobedient hair was blowing in her face and she pushed it back by lifting her sunglasses to the top of her head. She then stepped on to a camera trolley and put her hand on her hip as it was pushed along. This clip must have been staged for publicity purposes, Sigrun thought, because in normal circumstances Leni rarely got in front of the camera. After a few yards, the man pushing the trolley stopped and the group all held the pose for a few seconds before Leni turned to the cameraman and raised her thumb. She looked slightly cross-eyed as she stared directly down the camera lens; then she gave her wide smile, revealing the tiny chip in her front tooth. Sigrun felt a melting sensation in her chest. Such a vital, irrepressible, unapologetic woman, she thought. Ballsy, too. When Goebbels had ordered her to edit out all the black athletes from her film, she had simply defied him.

Over the next half-hour, Sigrun looked through dozens more clips while Becker nodded in the corner, his head heavy with the desire to sleep. At one point, he jolted upright with a grunt, checked his watch, and asked: ‘Would you like a coffee?’

Sigrun was distracted. Hidden underneath all the loose film clips was a small metal container, not much bigger than a CD. She looked over her shoulder to see whether Becker had noticed it. Apparently not. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘I take it black. No sugar.’

She waited for Becker to leave before opening the can. There were four clips coiled up inside it. She held one up to the light, then threaded it into the projector. Jesse Owens was preparing for the long jump, limbering up, rolling his neck. Behind him, on the edge of the shot, was a tall, striking athlete with fair hair parted to one side and a smoothly muscled body. ‘Definitely haven’t seen you before,’ Sigrun said to herself. The man was wearing a white vest with two grey bands across the chest, one darker than the other. The British colours, she was sure.

When the clip ended, Sigrun took out another one. As the frames of celluloid stuttered through the gate of the projector she saw the same British athlete walking around, talking to his coach, collecting his jumper, warming up, seemingly unaware he was being filmed. Leni had clearly taken a shine to him, whoever he was. She always did have a lively appreciation of male pulchritude.

Sigrun felt her fingers tingling with anticipation as she threaded the next clip: a shot of the British athlete in tight close-up in the starting position, filmed from the side. The film then cut to him pounding down the track and cut away again as he hit the take-off board, this time switching to a head-on shot. The camera stayed on him as, silhouetted against the sky, he leapt, folding his legs, stretching his arms in front of him and landing in an explosion of sand.

The fourth clip seemed to be of Jesse Owens doing practice long jumps again but, as before, the British athlete featured in the background. This time, as the camera turned to him, he raised his arm out in front of him in what was either a Nazi salute or a wave to the person behind the viewfinder – which was Leni, presumably. The man had a sculpted mouth and a shy, off-centre smile that seemed endearingly boyish and innocent.

When Sigrun clicked the dial to the reverse position so she could watch the clip again, something odd happened. As he moved backwards, the athlete seemed to look straight down the lens at her. In that moment, Sigrun experienced a thrilling jolt of connection. It was as if she was seeing through Leni’s eyes.

A noise upstairs made her look away from the screen. She glanced at the door, then pulled the film from the reel, rolled it up tightly, slipped it into a small plastic canister and pressed the pliant rubber lid firmly shut. She listened again, holding her breath. What if Becker searched her on the way out? Seeing his shadow approaching down the stairs, she turned and shoved the canister under the waistband of her denim skirt, into her underwear. Only as she removed her hand, turned back to face the door and smoothed down her skirt, did she realize she had become a thief.

Still picturing the unknown British long jumper with the strange and engaging smile, she whispered under her breath: ‘Who are you?’
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PART TWO




TWO




Summer, 1933. London

The cry carried through the air like the sharp flick from a towel. It had come from the broad-jump pit. Kim was thirty yards away, sitting with his long legs stretched out in front of his bent torso. While other athletes ran over to find out what was happening, he remained in this stretch position, his fingers holding his toes for a count of ten. As the numbers in his head subsided, he replayed the cry, hearing again its single report, like a starting pistol that leaves smoke and a buzzing silence in its wake. And into this emptiness other London sounds now flowed – the stutter of a motorbike, the hiss of a sprinkler, a smoker’s cough. He could also make out a distant whining, born of frustration this time rather than pain. Kim felt sorry for his team-mate, for he knew all about that whine. A similar one had escaped his own lips the previous year when a hamstring injury meant him losing out on a place in the hurdles at the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics. He was not going to let that happen again. He was not going to let his whole athletic career be rendered meaningless by something as small and trivial as the fibre that connects bones to other bones. He had invested too much.

He bent his knees and after removing the sand-filled pouches strapped to his ankles – weights to help build up his strength – he massaged his calves to prevent cramping. Rising to his feet with a lightness that belied his height, he collected the garden trowel he used to dig the starting holes in which he planted his feet and headed over to join the crowd gathering at the broad-jump pit.

Kim was a softly spoken young man with a calm and measured demeanour that made people want to listen to him. But when he asked one of the other athletes what had happened, his question was met with a distracted shrug. His team-mate was still lying prostrate where he had fallen, face down, his fist slowly pounding the sand.

The arrival of the team physiotherapist was met with an expectant hush. After a brief examination, the man nodded, looked up at Mr Riley, the head coach, and mouthed the word ‘knee’. He did not need to say the words out loud, not in front of the victim. The athlete’s anterior cruciate ligament had clearly snapped – he would have heard the pop himself and, in that fraction of a second, would have known his chances of representing his country in the British Empire Games the following year had all but slipped away. Even if surgery worked, he would be unable to train for months and would then struggle to regain his form, always knowing that the selectors would be nagged by doubts about whether it might happen again.

Mr Riley, whose first name no one seemed to know, was a broken-nosed Irishman with a florid complexion and a vivid turn of phrase. He always wore a boater on his head, indoors and out, and it was said of him that even his own mother addressed him as Mr Riley. Noticing Kim standing on the edge of the crowd, he said: ‘Can you bring the stretcher, please, Mr Newlands?’

Kim jogged back to the tunnel where, hanging on the wall, was a stretcher with wooden handles worn to a smooth shine from decades of contact with sweaty palms. There was a date stencilled on its sun-bleached canvas: 1915. Kim had often glanced at it on his way out to the track, wondering if the stretcher had seen action in the Great War, if those dark stains spoke of spilled blood. Picking up a clean towel from a rack, he dabbed his brow before draping it around his neck and lifting the stretcher from its mounting.

Back at the pit, Kim laid the stretcher alongside his team-mate and helped roll him on to the canvas. The injured jumper’s knee was raised at an awkward angle and he was covering his eyes with his hand, perhaps to hide his tears. Kim helped carry the stretcher to the changing room, where Mr Riley pressed an icepack against the injured limb. Kim took a step back and rubbed his own knee, feeling once more the grain of the penultimate hurdle, which he had grazed with his trailing leg. It had been a good session. In his final runs his closing speed had been consistent and he had clocked 23.8 seconds.

Nevertheless, he knew he needed to shift his balance forward more to remain on the balls of his feet and that he had to work on his rhythm so that he could make the approach step at the same distance from each hurdle. Behind him, the other coaches were whispering and a single phrase interrupted his thoughts:

‘… we don’t have any subs.’

The phrase echoed in Kim’s head as he reached the shower room and held the door open for a moment. He was diverted by the sight of his reflection in a mirror and said the words out loud: ‘We don’t have any subs.’ In other words, the team did not have any substitute broad jumpers.

As a hurdler, Kim had always wondered if he might have the height and speed required for success in the broad jump. And if he had a third discipline – he also ran in the 4 × 110-yard relay – it would increase his chances of being picked for the Berlin Olympics in three years’ time. He pictured himself coming away with not two but three medals to show to his mother – or at least to take along with him when he went to visit her grave in Southsea.

To distract himself, Kim gripped the door frame and did a chin-up, feeling the burning sensation in his muscles as he held the lift. Although he was broad across his shoulders and his chest was deep, Kim’s frame was sinewy, his stomach ridged like corrugated iron. His jawbone was angular, his nose straight, his eyes deep cobalt blue – and his hair was still as blond as it had been the last time his mother saw him. At twenty-one, Kim was in peak physical condition. He was also confident, ready and ambitious. Instead of showering, he headed back outside to the track.

For once, the White City Stadium did not look to him like a giant discarded eggshell; in the velvety blue twilight, it seemed more like a coliseum. The other athletes, all those over-privileged varsity men with their languid postures and their private incomes, were calling it a day, talking in huddles about the injury and what it meant for the British team. Let them, Kim thought. I’m not done yet.

He walked towards the broad-jump pit, considered it for a moment, then picked up the rake and smoothed down the sand, erasing the impression left by his fallen team-mate. He had often watched the jumpers and, having tried it himself several times, knew he had some natural ability. With a glance over his shoulder, he paced out twenty yards from the board, then took a run and a jump. The attempt was non-committal. He raked the sand again, walked back and had a second go, this time with a faster run-up. On his third attempt, he found a better rhythm, with longer strides, and accelerated without apparent effort, holding his form steady, his upper body straight.

‘Try pivoting from the hip more.’

It was Mr Riley. He must have been watching.

‘And keep your centre of gravity forward,’ the coach continued, walking towards the pit. ‘Concentrate on your form and try to generate as much velocity as possible before you hit the board. How long is your run-up?’

The athlete locked eyes with his coach. ‘Twenty paces.’

‘Try it from twenty-two. The greater the speed at take-off,’ Mr Riley said with a sibilant ‘s’, ‘the longer the trajectory of the centre of your mass.’

Kim knew he had the speed needed for a successful jump; it was just a question of whether he could also achieve a high enough leap, and the right angle.

His next attempt was better. The coach paced out a distance from the take-off board and placed a white handkerchief at the side of the pit. ‘The world record is twenty-six feet two inches,’ he said, tipping his boater to the back of his head. ‘I’ve marked it. Be sure to keep your feet flat to the ground on take-off. And don’t jump off your toes, it decreases stability. When you make contact with the board, keep your torso upright and move your hips forward.’ He raked the sand and watched with folded arms as Kim rocked back on his heels in preparation for his next attempt. ‘Know what I like about you, Mr Newlands?’ the coach added. ‘You have the tender gallantry of a subaltern in Flanders fields.’

Kim wondered if Mr Riley, a decorated veteran of the trenches, was being sarcastic, but decided he was not. Sarcasm required a sense of humour that the coach lacked. He tried again and this time he felt he was moving more smoothly, his arms pumping in rhythm, his gait more natural. This time he hit the board at full stride, without looking down, and left the ground at an angle of twenty degrees. For a full second he was in the air, but it felt split into smaller fragments of time, like frames in a moving strip of film.

The sound of clapping now. With his spikes still planted where they had landed – about two feet behind the handkerchief – Kim looked around and realized that the applause was coming from Connie, his girlfriend. She was walking towards the pit, her short, strawberry-blonde hair rippling like honey under the floodlights.

‘Thought you were a hurdler,’ she said in a crisp, patrician voice that always made Kim want to click his heels and stand to attention.

‘He is,’ Mr Riley said, picking up the rake again. ‘But it seems our Mr Newlands has been hiding other talents.’

‘Clever boy,’ Connie said. ‘Come on, then, if you want a lift.’



Ten minutes later, Kim emerged from the changing rooms, still towelling his hair, and looked around for Connie’s car, a convertible Wolseley Hornet. It was parked by the entrance gate and Connie was sitting in the driver’s seat, looking at her reflection in the rear-view mirror as she puffed on a cigar.

‘Since when do you smoke cigars?’ Kim asked as he walked towards her, frowning in an amused manner.

She let a wisp of smoke curl from her mouth, removed the cigar and picked a shred of tobacco from her tongue. ‘Since now,’ she replied.

Kim sat in the passenger seat and drew his legs up so that he could fit them into the small well.

Holding Connie’s hand to his mouth, Kim said: ‘Have I told you that you drive me crazy?’

Connie extracted her hand and angled the rear-view mirror so that she could reapply her lipstick, then nodded towards the glove compartment. ‘Have a look in there.’

Kim opened it and stared in disbelief at a pistol half wrapped in a handkerchief. His mouth formed a word, but no speech came.

‘Stole it,’ Connie said.

Kim picked up the gun, holding its muzzle between his finger and thumb. ‘Stole it from where?’

‘From a kitbag. That’s where I found this as well.’ She waggled the cigar.

‘It’s a starting pistol,’ Kim said, realizing now that the items must have come from Mr Riley’s kitbag, because he was a cigar-smoker. ‘Why would you want a starting pistol?’

‘So we can rob a bank. You can be Clyde, I’ll be Bonnie.’

‘Who are Clyde and Bonnie?’

‘Don’t you read the papers?’

‘Yes,’ Kim said.

‘I don’t mean the sports pages.’

‘Just because I didn’t go to university, doesn’t mean I don’t read newspapers.’

‘Don’t be so defensive,’ Connie said.

‘I’m not being defensive.’

‘Yes, you are. I can tell. You get a little frown just here.’ She tapped his forehead and puffed on the cigar, then started to cough. ‘Disgusting,’ she said. ‘Why do people smoke these things?’

When she threw the cigar away, Kim climbed out of the car, ground it out with his shoe and tossed it into a hedge so that the coach wouldn’t find it. As he lowered himself back into the car, Connie pressed a button and the engine started.

Kim crossed himself as they set off, a running joke of theirs because she much preferred the accelerator to the brake.

‘OK,’ Connie shouted. ‘Which bank do you want to hit first?’




THREE




Berlin

From the first-floor window, looking down Unter den Linden, Leni could count thirty-one individual flags rippling in the breeze; sixteen down one side of the avenue, fifteen down the other. After this, they coalesced into a single angry blot of red at the vanishing point. Each was thin and tall and appeared to be untethered, the poles supporting them mostly hidden from her view. She closed one eye and framed them using her fingers and thumbs, imagining what they would look like foreshortened by a 600-mm telephoto lens: the nearest out of focus, with the spidery black symbols becoming an aesthetically pleasing blur.

Keeping her arms in front of her, she rotated through 180 degrees and, with one eye still closed, framed objects dotted around the room. An antique globe. A leather-bound ledger. A Bakelite telephone on the desk. And, on the wall, a calendar with today’s date, 14 June 1933, circled in red ink. Underneath this, also in red, was her name. Not Leni Riefenstahl. Just Leni. Dr Goebbels’s presumption of familiarity annoyed her.

A man was now mowing the strip of lawn that surrounded the giant fountains below. The grass around him steamed under the mounting sun and she could hear the rattle of his cutters above the distant hum of trams and cars. She inhaled deeply and held the breath until the pressure in her lungs made her body begin to pitch back and forth and her vision grow dim. The sickly smell of smoke that had been lingering for the past month – since the students had had their little book bonfire in Opernplatz – had all but dissipated. Foaming columns of water jetted up into the blue sky before tumbling back into the basin of the fountain. As Leni shifted her weight to her other hip and contemplated them, she became mesmerized, overwhelmed by a bone-deep feeling that in this moment, in this place, she was at the centre of things.

‘I am Berlin,’ she whispered and then looked over her shoulder in case anyone had entered the room and overheard her. Once this meeting was over she would take a taxi out to Potsdam and go for a swim in the lake. She had a new swimsuit. Perhaps she could put on a show for the other bathers. She thought back to her days on the stage, before a knee injury had curtailed her career as a dancer. She had been uninhibited, provocative, experimental. ‘The German Isadora Duncan’ they had called her.

Maybe she should go right now and forget this damned meeting. It was not too late to escape. In a moment of irrationality, she leaned forward to see how far the drop would be if she left through the window. She could easily climb down. But no, people might see her. She might be photographed dangling from the window ledge, and that would make her look ridiculous. Besides, she was wearing a skirt. Even though she was a few inches taller than Goebbels – who could not be more than 5 feet 5 inches – she had wanted to wear high heels today so that she could tower above him. She had made an effort with her make-up too, in order to annoy him, because he had decreed on billboards across the metropolis that: ‘THE GERMAN WOMAN DOES NOT NEED MAKE-UP’.

She had also attempted to tame her wild hair, spending at least twenty minutes on it before she came out. A mischievous part of her enjoyed driving the Little Doctor crazy with desire. And she had to admit that she was sometimes flattered by his attention, by his constant telephone calls and letters. He had become a powerful man since they first met, when she was a motion-picture star and he a mere local government official. Indeed, he had boasted to her at their last encounter, when he had turned up at her apartment unannounced, that he had become the ‘invisible string-puller’ in the Reichstag. ‘I make the puppets dance,’ he had said.

Where was he? Was she being punished for being late for their appointment? She had kept him waiting, so was he now doing the same to her? Typical. Psychological games. That would be his way.

As she waited, Leni remembered Goebbels bragging that night. He had been following her around her kitchen, unable to keep up because of his club foot, the result, so she had heard, of osteomyelitis in his childhood. Then his mood had changed. ‘I need you,’ he had said. ‘Without you my life is a torment.’ With this he had knelt down and begged her to be his mistress. Such melodrama. It had been a pitiful sight and Leni suspected her refusal had only increased his ardour. Perhaps he enjoyed being humiliated by her. When she had turned her back on him, he had grabbed her ankle. After this, she had lost her temper and ordered him to leave, opening the apartment door and stepping forward to press for the lift. Without glancing at her again, he had left, his head bowed as though he were a naughty schoolboy.

Their next encounter had hardly helped improve relations between them. In a bid to intimidate her, no doubt, Goebbels had turned up at her production office with a couple of his henchmen and had called her a ‘treacherous bitch’ in front of her staff. He had also called her a ‘mongrel’ and a ‘mad dog’. And when he had asked her, rhetorically, what she had to say for herself, the unexpectedness of her answer had made a couple of those present splutter with laughter: ‘Woof?’

There had been several phone messages from his office since, and she knew she could not go on ignoring them, because that would be dangerous. She might not have wanted him as a lover, but that did not mean she wanted him as an enemy. Besides, she felt it might be easier to meet him here, in his office, surrounded by photographs of his blonde and statuesque wife. She looked around, and, unable to see any pictures of Magda, bit her lip and gazed once more through the open window.

Something was wrong. It seemed too quiet. She looked outside and saw that the man who had been mowing the grass had finished. Yet it was more than that. There was a conspicuous lack of ambient noise: no birdsong, no footsteps, no traffic.

Leni thought for a moment that she could make out the smell of fresh grass cuttings carrying towards her on the breeze. Realizing the odour was coming from inside the room, her attention turned to an arrangement of heavy-headed dahlias flaming and drooping in a pot on a small table to the right of the window. It seemed an improbable choice of flower for the Reich Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda.

Where was he? She checked her wristwatch and flinched as a slight movement of something, or someone, was reflected in it. When she spun around, she realized Goebbels had been standing behind her, no doubt studying the seams in her stockings and the curve of her hips. He had entered the room in silence, barely moving the air around him.

‘I hope I didn’t startle you,’ he said. He was wearing a pinstriped, double-breasted suit with a gold swastika pendant on the lapel that glinted at her like an interrogator’s lamp.

‘No, I was just …’

‘You were admiring the flowers,’ he said. ‘You must have them.’ As he stepped in front of her to scoop them out of the pot, she smelled his sharp cologne. ‘They are beautiful, are they not?’ he said, handing them to her.

Here we go, she thought. ‘Actually, I find flowers creepy,’ she said. ‘It’s the way they carry on blooming after they are picked, as the nails on a dead man are said to keep growing.’

‘Tea or coffee?’ Goebbels asked after a short pause. ‘I seem to recall you prefer tea.’

She requested coffee and, as he pressed a buzzer on the wall by the door, she tried to appear calmer than she was feeling. She felt such an idiot now for accepting his invitation.

‘As you know,’ Goebbels began, pulling back the seat behind his desk and directing her to sit in the chair opposite him, ‘the Führer has put me in charge of the alignment of cinema, theatre, art, radio and press.’

He wants to sit down so that our height difference isn’t so noticeable, Leni thought as the almost untranslatable German word for alignment, Gleichschaltung, joined Dummkopf circling in her head. Serves him right. I will remain standing.

‘I wanted to talk to you, therefore, about your future film projects,’ he said. ‘I think I’m right in saying that you have been commissioned to do a motion picture that deals with espionage. What other plans do you have?’ He leaned back and regarded her with cold eyes and a thin smile.

So he is being businesslike, Leni thought. Again, this was good. This she could deal with. She finally sat down. Drips of water from the flowers in her lap began to soak into her skirt, cooling her skin.

‘I would like to play Kleist’s Penthesilea,’ she answered carefully.

A servant arrived and Goebbels ordered coffee. ‘That would certainly be a good part for you,’ he said. ‘I can imagine you as an …’ He paused to lend suggestive weight to his words. ‘… Amazonian queen.’

‘I’m not that tall,’ she said sharply.

He was staring at her, as if trying to hypnotize her, his eyes cast in shadow, giving his face a skull-like appearance. ‘Now,’ he went on, ‘I hear you want to visit the Führer to discuss your plans with him?’

So, the Little Doctor did not know about her most recent encounter with his boss. She could use this to her advantage. ‘Did Adolf not tell you about our meeting the other day?’ she asked evenly. She was sure that, unlike her, Goebbels was not allowed to refer to the Führer by his first name.

A pause from him. Then: ‘Of course, though we have both been very busy and have not had time to discuss the matter in detail. What did you talk about?’

He is trying to establish how close I am to Adolf, Leni thought, pressing her fingertips together. He considers me a rival. ‘I mentioned that I wanted to work only as an actress and not as a director,’ she said. ‘I directed The Blue Light purely as a stopgap, because I did not have the money to hire a director.’ She was speaking more correctly now, aware that, when Goebbels had taken her by surprise a few minutes earlier, she had slipped back into the reedy Berlin accent of her youth. The studio had insisted she take elocution lessons when she made the transition from silent movies to talkies, but she sometimes forgot to practise what she had been taught.

‘It’s a great pity you do not want to cultivate your talents as a director,’ Goebbels said. ‘Because I have a wonderful project for you, and that is what I wished to discuss today.’ There was something false and ingratiating about his tone. He was talking in a singsong that seemed too loud, as an adult might talk to a child. Leni studied him uneasily. ‘It’s a film about the Führer,’ he added.

Before she could reply, Goebbels launched into a monologue about how the next Nazi Party rally, to be held in Nuremberg in the autumn, would be the greatest ever and perhaps she might be the right director to make a film about it. The prestige and the financial reward for whoever was lucky enough to get the job would be huge.

The coffee arrived and he poured her a cup with a slightly trembling hand as he continued with a talk that he had clearly rehearsed in advance of their meeting. An oily sheen was making his weak chin and prominent forehead glisten.

‘I would do a scenario and finance the production. You could work directly with me, if you play your cards right, and are chosen for the job.’

Was he trying to bribe her? A favour for a favour? ‘But I know nothing about politics. I would …’ She trailed off, then said: ‘You should ask Walter Ruttmann.’

Goebbels shook his head: ‘Out of the question. Ruttmann is a communist. We couldn’t possibly consider him.’ The tension in his gaunt face seemed to lift momentarily. ‘I like the fact that you have a mind of your own, Leni. And I like that you have physical courage. I know you scaled glaciers without safety ropes for one of your films, and climbed barefoot in the Tyrol one summer to toughen your feet.’

‘It was nothing,’ Leni said, feeling a tightness in her throat.

‘You survived being buried alive in an avalanche, emerging from it still in character, with the cameras continuing to roll. Was that nothing also? I know all about you.’ He stood up, went around the desk, and perched on one side of it, facing Leni. ‘You know, in 1926, I stood outside the Ufa Palace, at the premiere of The Holy Mountain, hoping to catch a glimpse of you, like a crazed fan.’ He laughed in anticipation of his own joke. ‘You probably pushed me out of the way, and I probably felt honoured to be pushed.’

‘Flatterer,’ Leni said, but she felt uneasy and thought about her most notorious silent role from that time, the film she not only regretted but now denied ever having been in. She had appeared bare-breasted in Ways to Strength and Beauty, wielding a fan in her role as handmaiden to a Greek noblewoman. The little masturbating creep was bound to have watched that one.

‘You’re an unusual woman,’ Goebbels said. ‘You see the world in different colours.’ Pause. ‘And you know I desire you.’ Another pause. ‘I will never stop fighting for you.’ With this he leaned towards her and his open hand hovered over her chest. Was he about to grope her? Is that what he did with his starlets? As she stared at the hand, time seemed to hesitate.

Then she tapped his fingers to one side and stood up. In one quick movement, he grabbed her arms and pinned them to her flanks. Though he was stronger than he looked, so was she. Wrestling herself free, she made a dash for the door. He caught up with her before she could reach it and, this time, he pinioned her against the wall and pressed his hard lips against her mouth.

Leni resisted as best she could and edged herself sideways along the wall until she was able to push her back against the buzzer. Goebbels let go of her, straightening his tie and checking his hair before the servant arrived. As soon as the door opened, Leni hurried out, without looking back or saying goodbye. She did not wait for the lift but instead took the stairs two steps at a time.

It was not until she was outside, by the fountains in Pariser Platz, that she stopped to catch her breath. She looked back at the building’s brutalist façade. Goebbels was standing in the window, watching her. A minute later she hailed a taxi to her villa in the Grunewald.



Back home, Leni closed the front door behind her, stripped off her clothes and turned on the shower. She remained standing under it for a quarter of an hour, and then, with her hair wrapped in a towel, she lay on her bed, staring at the spinning blades of the ceiling fan. Eventually, she poured herself a schnapps, lit some candles and, not wanting to be alone, rang one of her lovers, Hans Schneeberger, a cameraman. When there was no answer, she remembered he was away filming in the Dolomites. She tried Anderl Heckmair, a fellow climber. He picked up.

An hour later, when she opened the door to him, her eyelids were pink and swollen, her cheeks streaked with mascara. ‘I’m drunk,’ she said, slurring the words as she thrust a glass of schnapps into his hand. ‘You have some catching up to do.’




FOUR




London

As they strolled along the King’s Road on an overcast afternoon, Kim kept glancing at Connie. She looked graceful in her cloche hat and fur stole and he longed to hold her hand. It had been her idea to go to Sloane Square, to see if the new department store being built there was finished. ‘You’re dedicated to sport,’ she’d said. ‘I’m dedicated to shopping.’

The building was like a wall of glass and when they cupped their hands around their eyes and pressed them against the windows, they could see carpenters still at work with hammers and saws, and sparks being sent up from a grinder. They turned to face one another at the same moment and their noses almost touched.

At 6 feet 3 inches, Kim sometimes felt self-conscious around women, but Connie was also tall. With her he felt comfortable. More than that, when reflected in her wide green eyes, he felt admired and unstoppable. Although he had never been in love before, he knew that’s what this was now. There wasn’t anything about Connie he did not like – from her face and voice to her unpredictability. Above all, he appreciated the ease with which she laughed, and made him laugh. And he missed her when she was not around – the Connieless world seeming greyer, more banal, less fun.

A woman about their age was approaching, her long skirt swirling around her in ironed pleats. The moment Connie recognized her, she grabbed Kim’s sleeve and marched him across the road, holding up her hand to slow an oncoming car. When Kim turned and followed the rolling motion of the woman’s hips with his eyes, Connie punched his arm.

‘Hey,’ he said with a laugh as he rubbed his arm to exaggerate the injury.

‘Well, you shouldn’t have been staring.’

‘Who was she?’

‘No one.’

‘A friend of yours?’

‘Not really.’

Kim narrowed his eyes playfully. ‘Why won’t you let me meet your friends?’

Connie looked away; then her eyes snapped back. ‘Why won’t you talk about your background? You’ve never told me anything about your people. You must come from somewhere.’

‘Must I?’

It was a familiar stand-off and they both fell silent as they continued walking across Sloane Square, Connie’s heels giving reproachful little clicks on the pavement. Kim took her hand in his, but when a passer-by tutted in disapproval at this public display of affection, he let go.

They had been courting, after a fashion, for two months. She had been the one who pursued him in the first instance, having seen him in action at an Amateur Athletics Association Championship at White City. She had come along with two friends who, dressed as she was in a party frock and strings of pearls, seemed to have come across the event by accident, on their way to somewhere more glamorous. Afterwards, as youngsters formed a huddle around Kim and his fellow athletes to ask for autographs, Kim had noticed Connie noticing him. She was carrying a glass of champagne in one hand and a cigarette holder in the other, which she pointed in Kim’s direction before leaning towards one of her friends to whisper something. A short while later, she came over and asked him where and when he did his training. Two days after that she had turned up at one of his sessions, and had asked him to take her to the pictures, which he duly did – She Done Him Wrong starring Mae West and Cary Grant. She had also been the one to initiate their first kiss. ‘Come on, then,’ she’d said, ‘we both know you’re going to kiss me, so you may as well get on with it.’

He was flattered by the attention but also puzzled by it. What did someone like Connie see in him, beyond his sporting prowess? Part of the attraction, he suspected, was that he must seem enigmatic to her – he’d told her almost nothing about his family and his received pronunciation gave nothing away, so he aroused her curiosity.

As they approached the Lyons Corner House, Connie said: ‘You don’t say much, do you? The silent type.’

‘I do talk,’ Kim said. ‘When I have something to say.’

‘I never shut up. That’s what everyone tells me.’ Half a minute passed before she spoke again: ‘Bored now.’

‘What would you like to do?’ Kim asked.

‘Don’t know. Harrods?’ She asked this lightly, as if Harrods were a place that Kim might frequent.

He did not want to go because it would mean spending money. Having never had to worry about pounds, shillings and pence, Connie did not seem to appreciate that other people might have to. ‘Let’s walk a bit longer,’ Kim said.

‘Maybe you should marry me,’ she said.

Her words prompted a floating sensation in his stomach. Did she say marry, or carry? When she added ‘It could be part of your training’, he realized, with a cut of disappointment, that she had said ‘carry’. He wrestled for a beat too long with the idea of saying something about carrying her across the threshold, but the moment had gone.

They walked along, gazing at the shop windows, and then sat under an awning outside an elegant café that would have looked at home on a Parisian boulevard. Kim wondered whether he should order a glass of champagne for Connie, but having never tried alcohol himself, he was not sure whether he had enough cash to cover the expense. Besides, Connie would ask, as she always did, why he wasn’t joining her in a drink. He didn’t want to explain to her that it was because his father was an alcoholic, just as he didn’t want her to know that his late mother, who had been an asthma sufferer, was the reason he didn’t smoke.

Connie pushed a cigarette into



















































































EPUB/images/imprint_logo.jpg
)

doubleday





EPUB/images/RH_Logo_Blank.gif





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
NIGEL FARNDALE

¥

A E NN EEENENENN.

) @ e 8e %





