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In memory of my mother and father, who met in a special operations unit of the RAF during the Second World War and played their own part in Hitler’s downfall.




Author’s Note

While there was much speculation both during and after the Second World War regarding Hitler’s sudden about-turn in going to war with Russia, this novel deals with it purely under a ‘fiction’ heading. Indeed, part of that speculation was that ‘outside forces’ had a hand in guiding Hitler, but the suggestion of SIS (British Intelligence) involvement in The Fortune Teller of Berlin is, in turn, equally ‘speculative’ fiction rather than fact. Similarly, I have taken a few historical liberties for the sake of the plot.





Hitler had two Fortune Tellers …

One foretold his rise to power …

The other aimed for his demise.






Prologue

Deià, Mallorca, October 1973

She always stopped at the same point on her walk up through the village.

It might have been due to the steepness of the walk, which now she was over sixty left her slightly out of breath, but she liked to think it was mainly because of the view: a small ridge with a drystone wall and a field beyond of fig and olive trees, flanked by the terracotta roofs of village houses, then a haphazard patchwork of other rooftops interspersed with green, pink, burgundy and yellow from bougainvillaea, palms, grapevines and hibiscus before dipping into the deep blue Mediterranean beyond.

Teresa Delmar stopped to catch her breath as she admired the view. Early October, it was still warm, mid-seventies, the oppressive high-summer temperatures tailing off, the first hint of cooler breezes rising from the ocean. One of her favourite months of the year. The villa she was heading for, owned by Deià’s most notable long-term resident, the writer Robert Graves, had more of a mountain and valley view.

She lingered a moment more on the sea view, in part to compose herself, because this time she’d be sharing her story with an audience of two. ‘I have a good old friend visiting who I know would love to hear your tale,’ Graves had told her when she’d met him in his favourite village shop, Estanco, two days ago. ‘I think it would be of particular interest to him.’

Always a lover of intrigue, Graves didn’t tell her who this ‘visiting friend’ might be.

She took a last couple of calming breaths before continuing on, the road dipping down after that point, then the last three hundred metres of narrower village lanes and a farm track leading to Graves’s villa, Ca n’Alluny.

Graves rose from his chair on the terrace and greeted her effusively as she approached. ‘So glad, Teresa, that you could come and see us today.’ He held a palm towards a more diminutive man with a shock of tight-curled greying hair who rose from his chair a second after. ‘Allow me to introduce my good old friend, Jacob Bronowski – although he’s usually termed affectionately as “Bruno” by friends.’

She nodded, smiled and shook his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you too.’ Graves pulled a chair out for her and they sat down at an oval terrace table. A bottle of white wine and a jug of water were on the table alongside three glasses, two of them half-filled with wine.

‘Will you join us?’ Graves gestured.

‘Just some water, thank you.’ She smiled as Graves poured from the jug. ‘A bit early in the day for wine for me.’

‘I used to follow the “sun over the yardarm” rule too – until I lost track of what time of day it was.’ Graves eased a sly smile.

She’d heard stories in the village about Graves’s increasing senility but if he could acknowledge it yet jibe about it at the same time, at least it hadn’t reached too advanced a stage. There was little about Graves’s life that wasn’t the subject of village gossip – part of it in fact also involving Jacob Bronowski. Of course, she’d instantly recognized the eminent scientist from his recent Ascent of Man programmes on the BBC, but she hadn’t realized he was now back in Deià. Graves and Bronowski had been firm friends years ago, and stories had abounded in the village of the wild bohemian parties held at Graves’s villa. Quite commonplace in the Swinging Sixties, but these parties had run through the 1940s and 50s, as if Graves and his circle of friends were laying a blueprint for a new generation to follow a decade or two later. Deià had ever since been known as a haven for artists and hippies.

But there had been a falling-out between Graves and Bronowski years ago, and the smidgin of recent village gossip that there’d been a reconciliation between them she hadn’t paid too much attention to – until now, with the proof before her.

‘I thought that Bruno would be particularly interested in your story,’ Graves said, ‘because he lost half his family in the Holocaust.’

Bronowski nodded, but flushed slightly. ‘That isn’t a tale I like to spread too widely or frequently, for obvious reasons.’

Teresa met his gaze sombrely. ‘I understand.’

Graves held one hand up, as if in apology that he might have been indelicate. ‘The point I’m trying to make is that Bruno here has far more interest in a story about that bastard Hitler’s downfall than the rest of us.’

Bronowski smiled at the attempted patch-up, took a sip of wine. Allowances were obviously already being made for Graves’s dementia and uneven behaviour, Teresa thought. She’d in fact only previously shared the bones of the story with Graves before he’d deferred hearing the full version. Perhaps already thinking of Jacob Bronowski to share it with, or it could have been the couple who’d disturbed them at their café table just as she was getting started.

‘From what little I have been told by Robert, it sounds a fascinating story regardless.’ Bronowski shrugged, held a hand out. ‘But, yes, perhaps I have more interest than most because of my family’s tragic plight.’

Teresa nodded sympathetically, took a sip of water. ‘Where best to start, though?’ She looked into the distance for a moment, and suddenly she was back on her favourite village ridge looking towards the sea. But the sea had turned a deep cobalt blue, almost black, as if she were back looking at the dark concave glass speculum and its murky, shifting images beneath. ‘Yes … Paris, 1940. I think that’s the best place to start for the tale of Edith Creutzen,’ she said almost breathlessly, feeling those shifting images come to life, drawing her in. ‘The young woman who single-handedly changed the course of the Second World War.’
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Paris, June 1940

It wasn’t much of a choice.

If he missed, the return fire would kill him. And if he hit his target, the same; or, worse still, he’d be captured and tortured to inform on his co-conspirators before being executed.

Either way, he was going to die. Un choix qui n’en est pas un, a Hobson’s choice.

Henri Benoît contemplated his fate as the seconds ticked by, his hands starting to tremble and sweat increasingly on the Lee Enfield rifle in his grip. At just twenty-six years old, he felt he was too young to die. But then no doubt many had said the same in this war so far; what made him so special?

It would be three or four minutes before the motorcade carrying his target arrived, the last radio message had informed him. He adjusted the wavelength on his radio for the next message, if there was one. The rumbling vehicle carrying Adolf Hitler and Albert Speer might just appear two hundred metres to his right, the first visible point, and he’d have to concentrate on timing and steadying his aim.

Hitler’s visit to Paris had come suddenly, without warning, only eight days after the French capital had fallen to the German invaders. Over half of the city’s inhabitants had fled, and those who remained mostly stayed indoors, fearful of being stopped and questioned by the SS or the Gestapo. The streets of Paris were like those of a ghost town. The city of light had suddenly become a city of silence and darkness, especially with a 9 p.m. curfew now enforced.

The sun had risen almost two hours ago, but still the streets were eerily silent; with little other traffic, the rumble of a motorcade would be clearly heard.

Nevertheless, the radio alert came: ‘They’re approaching. You’ll see them soon. And important to note: our target is in the front passenger seat of the third car.’

The suddenness of Hitler’s visit had caught the Resistance unawares, scrambling to make preparations – which had obviously been the intention. Hitler’s assassination in the city would be a gigantic coup that would wipe out the glory gained by the Nazis’ takeover, so Reich Security wished to avoid that at any cost. The Resistance had only heard of Hitler’s impending visit the day before, but had no idea which route he’d take. The only places they felt sure Hitler would visit on a lightning tour were the Eiffel Tower and Napoleon’s Tomb – so it was agreed Benoît would be positioned on the route between the two landmarks with his rifle at the ready. An empty ground-floor apartment with a clear view over Avenue de la Bourdonnais was quickly found.

The radio signalling had been particularly tricky. If messages were intercepted, Hitler’s convoy would simply change direction or halt. But radio signals usually took eight to ten minutes to pick up on, and what was actually said couldn’t be heard until you’d tuned in. So the Resistance radio signallers changed location every five minutes and as an added precaution also changed wavelengths. Only those receiving the messages, like Benoît, had been given the sequence of wavelengths for each signal.

Benoît heard the growl of vehicles approaching, gauging the convoy’s distance and speed before returning his focus to his rifle sights. His barrel poked through a small gap in the open window, net curtains shielding his presence. He glanced again at the approaching motorcade – no more than twenty or twenty-five seconds before they were upon him.

He gripped the rifle tighter to try and quell the trembling in his hands. Yes, he’d probably die from the return fire, but think of the glory. The man who killed Hitler! His name would go down in history.

But the SS and Reich Security had been equally cagey with their preparations. His Resistance colleagues had soberly informed him that there might also be two decoy convoys with Hitler lookalikes. So the man he was planning to shoot now might well be one of those. His own life lost for nothing.

His stomach sinking at the thought, he tensed harder as the motorcade came closer, starting to track it through his rifle sights fifty metres to his right, willing himself on. No, it would be Hitler. Glory, glory … glory!

Thirty metres, twenty. He got his first clear view of Hitler in his light-grey trench coat through the glass of his Mercedes, as notified sitting in the front next to his chauffeur, an SS Officer and two Führerbegleitkommando security men in the back. Hitler’s profile was suddenly clear: trademark toothbrush moustache, a forelock of black lank hair trailing down before being smoothed back into place.

He fired as the Mercedes came directly in line but – whether from the pressure and enormity of his action, sudden second thoughts, or the kick of the rifle – his shot was fractionally too high, zinging off the roof of the Mercedes. He quickly fired off a second round as the car passed, but this also missed.

Two motorcycle outriders were suddenly in motion, one with a rifle, the other with a machine gun, swinging round and halting – using their sidecars as part protection as they fired a volley of shots his way. Benoît ducked down below the windowsill as shattered glass and window-frame splinters fell around him like a blizzard. Hitler’s Mercedes had stopped briefly, the SS officer emerging, gun raised, before the car continued steadily on.

‘Stop! I am on your side,’ Benoît shouted. ‘I have information that can help you.’

A last couple of shots rang out from behind the sidecars before the SS officer raised one hand. ‘Throw out your rifle and raise your hands,’ the officer commanded. ‘Then come out so we can see you.’

Benoît nodded and did as instructed, clambering over the windowsill and raising his arms. The SS officer kept his gun trained keenly on Benoît, his expression scowling and sceptical.

‘If you are on our side, why the shots?’

‘I was put up to it, didn’t want to do it … that’s why I fired high,’ Benoît said. The SS officer nodded thoughtfully, but still didn’t look wholly convinced. ‘But I have valuable information on the people who –’

Two gunshots – one to Benoît’s shoulder, the other through his neck – cut off any further speech as he slumped to the ground.

Xavier Achard felt both sadness and regret firing the shots, especially as he’d introduced Henri, only three years younger than himself, into the Resistance, and they’d become firm friends over the past eight months. Only the day before, he’d argued strongly on Henri’s behalf, saving him from other Resistance colleagues who’d wanted to kill him there and then.

‘Stop! I’m on your side. I have information that can help you …’

But those words had proved Xavier wrong, so there had been no choice.

It had been a week of dramatic change and shifting allegiances. Those who feared the worst or felt in danger, which was over half of Paris’s population, had promptly fled when the German army rolled in. Most of the remainder were either apathetic or slightly for or against the occupiers – none of them presented any danger to the last hardcore ten per cent, the Resistance, who had vowed to stay and make life as difficult as possible for the Nazis.

But a few previously strong Resistance members now felt they should switch sides – even going so far as to build favour with the Nazis by providing valuable information on their comrades – and they did present a danger. Henri Benoît had fallen into that category.

The damning information on Benoît had been delivered by the assistant Préfet de Police for the 11th Arrondissement, Philippe Joubert, who presented himself as a Nazi sympathizer, so was one of the first people those wishing to defect would contact. But Joubert was playing a double game, providing vital intelligence to the Resistance on possible defectors who might present a danger.

Benoît was picked up the very next day and questioned by a group of six key Resistance members, including Xavier Achard. Benoît had protested that he was still a devout Resistance member, that he had just been ‘testing the water’ with Joubert. His account hadn’t washed with the group. The vote was in favour of him getting a swift bullet to the head, but Xavier had argued that he should be given a chance to prove himself.

The leader of the group, Pierre Meunier, mid-forties with already a touch of grey, became thoughtful. ‘It stands to reason, Xavier, that you would stand up on Benoît’s behalf – because you’ve become closest to him. But you risk putting the rest of us in danger, including yourself.’ Meunier held out a palm. ‘And what sort of test did you have in mind for him to prove himself?’

Xavier took Meunier into a side room and laid out his case. Hitler arriving the next day had caught them on the hop. They had a raised-level sniper, himself, to fire from a third- or fourth-floor window, but still lacked a street-level sniper. Meunier nodded pensively. Two snipers offered better odds. Firing from a raised level was more difficult, with the higher angle and greater likelihood of the bullets deflecting off the glass – but the chances of getting away were good. With the street-level shot, the odds were higher on penetrating the glass and hitting the target – but the chances of getting away were virtually nil. In essence, it was a suicide mission.

‘If he accepts the task, at least he will have proved himself,’ Xavier concluded.

‘That he will. Along with becoming a household name for ever.’ Meunier looked up at Xavier. ‘And you’ll still take the higher-level position, in case he lets us down?’

‘Yes. About eighty metres along. But probably best he doesn’t know about that – he might simply use that as an excuse to chicken out.’

‘Or let him know that it’s ostensibly a suicide mission?’

‘I think he’s bright enough to work that out for himself. But on the off-chance he’s not immediately killed by return fire, if he does a practice escape beforehand up to the second floor and out through a window at the back – he might have a twenty per cent chance of escape.’ Xavier shrugged. ‘Far better than his odds now.’

After Benoît had accepted the mission, they’d kept him close under their wing for the remaining eighteen hours, never letting him out of their sight. Not only to go through final preparations but also in case he got cold feet and ran off to tell the Nazis all about their grand plan.

But after Benoît had made his plea to the SS officer and come into the open, Xavier was faced with a dilemma. He was the back-up sniper to take out Hitler, and Hitler’s car was almost level with him. Yet if he left Benoît, he’d no doubt be hustled away after that first shot, and within days their Resistance unit would be ripped apart.

No time to decide! He angled towards Benoît and took two shots, then swung back to Hitler’s Mercedes, already thirty metres past by that point. Two starbursts appeared in the rear window as he took the shots, but Xavier wasn’t sure if they’d penetrated.

With the shots that felled Benoît, the SS officer had looked back at his men at first, wondering if one of them had been too trigger-hasty. But the following shots to Hitler’s car immediately pinpointed where they’d come from.

The return barrage was instant. Machine guns and rapid rifle fire, the SS officer now also firing his pistol as he ran at full pelt towards the apartment’s entrance below, three other guards from Hitler’s security entourage joining the chase. Xavier leapt away from the window as it shattered in a hail of bullets behind him and started his run. He left his radio where it was – too cumbersome – and threw his rifle down after only three paces – a man carrying a rifle was an open target. His only remaining weapon, a Browning HP, was tucked deep in his jacket pocket.

He bolted along the corridor outside the apartment and up the stairway at its end. Halfway up, already he could hear the rapid clattering of boots heading up the same stairway three floors down.

At the top, he risked a glance back, caught the glimmer of an SS helmet. Probably the young guard who had leapt off his bike after his shots at Hitler, so with a twenty-metre lead on his colleagues.

A bullet came his way, but he was already out of sight and heading along the corridor on the fourth floor. He knew his escape route off by heart by now: into the second turn-off dog-leg in the corridor, out the window at its end, then down the four flights of fire escape to his bicycle in the passage below.

But the young guard leading the pack of soldiers was quick, and had already appeared at the top of the stairs before he’d reached that dog-leg turn-off. A shot was fired his way, just missing him, and he instantly drew his gun, turned and fired back – only realizing his mistake a moment after. In that split-second, the guard had seen his face before leaping for cover behind the wall facing the stairs.

Xavier fired twice more. It was vital he kept the guard pinned down, so that he didn’t see exactly which way Xavier had gone – too risky a gauntlet to run down the four flights of stairs under fire – then he leapt into the dog-leg, along and out of the window, making his way frantically down.

He was three flights down before the first shots zinged past, one bullet kicking up brick dust close by. He fired back a couple of times as he ran down the fourth flight, but with a spidery network of iron steps in between, the shots were mostly pot-luck; the main aim was to get the guard to pull back in and stop firing for a moment – give him a breathing space to leap on his bike and escape.

Thankfully, the soldiers with rifles and machine guns were a bit behind – though the flurry of bullets did kick up cobblestone chips and dust uncomfortably close as he pedalled frantically away and into the first passage turn-off twenty metres along, out of sight and gun reach.
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Xavier knew he still had one hell of a gauntlet to run. Half of the SS and Reich Security would be tracking him down in a city they now controlled. The man who’d tried to kill their beloved Führer. Or perhaps those shots had reached their target, that hunt even more acute, and in addition his face had probably now been seen!

A wave of hopelessness washed over him, his breath already falling short from his frantic pedalling. He should slow down soon, so that he didn’t stand out from any other Parisian heading to work or home.

Almost five-foot ten, broad shouldered with an unruly mop of chestnut hair and hazel eyes, Xavier was good looking, but not startlingly so; he could blend in and get lost easily in a crowd. Even more so with his garb now: black cloth trousers, worn and soiled brown wool jacket, dark-grey cloth cap pulled sharply down – the dress of many Parisian factory workers. And pedal bikes, with fuel shortages already biting, were by far the most common form of transport. Motorbikes and cars were increasingly sparse, most of those driven by SS or Wehrmacht soldiers.

As Xavier turned into the first main thoroughfare, Rue de Monttessuy, he tempered his pace, hopefully appearing like any other Parisian casually making his way along. As he approached the two guards at the sentry post on the corner of Avenue Rapp, his nerves bristled, but thankfully they were busy examining the papers of two young men – one in a suit, the other with a sports jacket – and paid hardly any attention to him as he rode past. He doubted any radio alert would have reached them yet, let alone a description.

As he turned into Avenue Bosquet and then, shortly after, Rue Saint-Dominique with its pavement cafés, he was more on edge. Half the patrons there were German officers, sipping at coffee and biting into morning pastries. Portable radios were still extremely rare – but some of these officers might be high-level enough to carry them to receive urgent security messages.

They were also quite large, half a metre long, and he couldn’t see any on the tables. He noticed two cyclists ahead wearing clothes not too different from his own and they didn’t seem to attract any attention, so hopefully he’d be the same. Unless any security alerts were yet to come through.

Then Xavier’s nerves leapt as he noticed a middle-aged Reich Security officer take out a radio from a holdall at his side and start talking. But the officer appeared to be gazing unfocused into the mid-distance, nodding at intervals as he responded – didn’t appear to pay any attention to Xavier on his bike as he drifted past.

Xavier let out his breath as he passed all the main cafés, took the next turn into Rue Malar. A quieter street, the safe-house rendezvous point was only two-thirds of a kilometre away now. But still he remained alert, in particular for anyone that might be following him.

That was practically Pierre Meunier’s first question after Xavier had tucked his bike into a downstairs hallway alcove and made his way up to the second-floor apartment.

‘No, I made sure nobody was tailing me,’ Xavier answered, recovering his breath after the tense ride. ‘In fact, there was hardly any other traffic at all in the last half a kilometre.’

Still, one of the other three Resistance men there glanced out of the window anxiously for any vehicles pulling up in front while Xavier filled them in on what had happened.

Meunier nodded soberly. ‘You shouldn’t feel any guilt over Benoît. It gives me no pleasure to be proven right. At least at the final moment you did the right thing.’ Meunier held a hand towards his colleague, Bernard Calvier, mid-thirties and resembling a Latin matinee idol with warm brown eyes and slicked-back black hair, hunched over a 50cm square radio set. ‘And of course we’ve been able to piece together much of what happened from the messages coming in.’

‘Was Hitler hit?’ Xavier pressed. ‘Did I get him?’

‘No, it appears not.’ Calvier sighed, looked up. ‘We’re not even sure he was wounded – unless the SS and Führerbegleitkommando are keeping that under wraps. Or you hit a decoy Hitler.’

Xavier looked dejected and Meunier patted his shoulder. ‘Don’t feel discouraged. You did your best, and we knew the odds from the start, with the more acute firing angle.’

Calvier was in fact the only one of their unit who was Jewish. When the Nazis rolled into his hometown of Amiens, he moved to Paris. He was a master radio technician, but Meunier had to balance that benefit to their unit against the risk of having a Jewish member. Not an easy decision, but as an extra precaution they’d had Calvier’s identity papers changed to those of a devout Catholic from Corsica – which more or less matched his looks.

It was Calvier who had devised their system of five-minute-maximum broadcasts, then immediately to shift location and wavelength for the next. They never used the safe house to broadcast from, only to receive messages.

‘Where is Hitler and his entourage now?’ Xavier inquired.

Meunier answered. ‘We expected him to go next to Napoleon’s Tomb. But it appears he’s taken an unexpected diversion.’ He grimaced. ‘Perhaps a clandestine meeting with Marshal Pétain he didn’t want anyone to know about.’

Calvier consulted a notepad by his radio. ‘An address in Rue Oudinot, to be precise.’

Xavier felt his breath catch. ‘Which number?’

‘Uh … number forty-seven,’ Calvier responded, a shade off-balance with Xavier’s sharp tone. ‘A small theatre, it seems.’

All eyes appeared to be on Xavier as his expression darkened. ‘I know that theatre. It’s where Edith Creutzen holds her sessions.’

‘Sessions?’ Meunier quizzed.

‘Yes. She’s a clairvoyant – a fortune teller.’

Meunier still appeared puzzled. No doubt a difficult mental leap from a meeting with Pétain to a fortune teller. ‘And how do you know this Edith Creutzen?’

‘Because she’s best friends with my girlfriend, Teresa Delmar.’
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An added darkness seemed to appear in the speculum as the six men entered the small auditorium. It could have been a trick of the light – the lighting in the room was finely balanced, and some figures briefly obscuring the faint glow from the entrance could have cast that extra shadow.

Half of the theatre’s auditorium had been curtained off, the remaining space ideal for a small group of thirty arranged in a semicircle around the main illumination in the room: a large spotlight suspended low over a central speculum. The light reflected off the concave dark glass, giving a ghostly glow to the front rows.

As the six men moved into the room and took seats at the back of the semicircle, I tried to shift from my mind that it was a portent, an omen. Even in that fleeting glimpse from the entrance light, the figures were unmistakable: Reich Führer Adolf Hitler, Albert Speer, Arno Breker and three Führerbegleitkommando security guards. No doubt another four or five Führerbegleitkommando were outside guarding the theatre entrance. Where the six men sat now, they were in near darkness.

A few in the audience had turned to look at the approaching group but had quickly averted their gaze back to me and the centrally lit speculum, as if openly staring at the Führer might invoke some hitherto unforeseen punishment.

The mood, the spell, had been broken briefly. I needed to bring it back.

‘I’m sorry …’ A moment more staring into the dark speculum before lifting my eyes to the middle-aged woman in front of me – hazel eyes, auburn hair touching the shoulders of her burgundy velvet jacket – I lightly touched the back of her hand to make the connection again. Yvette Massin, the second subject of this morning’s session. ‘I don’t see your brother here.’

Yvette nodded slowly, cast her eyes down. ‘I know. I feared as much. He died seven months ago.’

It could have been a trick or a purposeful test – it wouldn’t be the first time that had happened – but I let it ride simply as confusion. ‘If you’re keen to know how he’s faring or wish to make contact with him, then perhaps you should have sought a medium. I deal only with lives here – in this case your life and what it betokens.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’ She looked to one side awkwardly. ‘It’s just that I talk to him now and then still while alone in my room. I miss him so.’

Her contrition appeared to be genuine. I smiled understandingly, cast my eyes back to the speculum. ‘But I do see another man here – though he’s only recently arrived in your life, so certainly not your brother. But he is quite close to you and appears to have strong influence over you.’

Yvette sat forward keenly. ‘Yes … yes. That would be Claude. My brother Pascal did so much for my mother and me that, when we lost him, an enormous gap was left in our lives. And then Claude came along, almost as if heaven sent, just when we needed help. Do you think that Claude will help fill that gap?’

It would be so easy just to tell people what they wanted to hear, let them leave satisfied. But as I looked back into the speculum, that wasn’t what I saw. ‘Of course, nobody can replace your brother. And this new man appears different, has his own aura.’

‘In what way?’ She seemed concerned at first, but then clung quickly back to the hope she desperately sought. ‘Will he not in the end be good for me and my mother, even if in a different way to my brother?’

I couldn’t dance around it delicately any more. I might be putting her and her mother at risk by misleading her. I looked across levelly. ‘I’m afraid not. I see this other man as quite charming, but also manipulative.’ I looked back at the dark shifting shadows in the speculum. ‘He could well take advantage of you and your mother. I don’t see his end intentions as good.’

But I wondered whether some of those darker shadows were due to the other presences now in the room, and I was being unfair to her, my reading maligned.

Yvette looked down for a moment, gently shook her head. ‘But he seems so nice.’

I felt sorry for her, clinging to this last vestige of hope. ‘Yes, he would need to be, in order to take you and your mother into his confidence.’

And now some other images in the speculum: flames licking around the edges of a large building. But I knew that it had little to do with the woman before me now, my memory leaping back to the Reichstag fire.

The main event that had led to the death of my mentor, Erik Jan Hanussen, Germany’s leading mystic and fortune teller. His execution ordered by the man now sitting at the back of this audience, Adolf Hitler.

‘What do you suggest I do?’ A look that carried the weight of limited options rather than hope. ‘Should I simply ask him to leave and not see him again?’

‘That I can’t advise either way. You could, though, wait to see the signs of these traits I’ve foreseen – then make your decision. But meanwhile don’t put yourself and your mother in a position where he could take advantage.’ I grimaced tautly. ‘So certainly don’t give him any money or sign anything over to him.’

Other speculum images now too: Hugging two of my fellow Hanussen protégés after his funeral, myself the youngest of the group by two years, a slim, willowy blonde nineteen-year-old. All of us tearfully lamenting his death, but me holding back on why I might feel that loss more than they.

Was that what Hitler was doing here now, having obviously sought me out? Not content with ordering Hanussen’s death, he was now hunting down his remaining acolytes. I hadn’t been in touch with the others in over five years. Were they even still alive?

‘Thank you. It’s been very enlightening.’ Yvette nodded, seeming to finally accept. ‘I will take your advice.’

‘I hope things work out well for you.’ I smiled graciously and held one hand out to indicate the session was finished, and as Yvette Massin made her way back to her auditorium seat, some murmurs of approval and light applause broke out from the small crowd.

As it died off, a voice I recognized as Albert Speer’s broke through boldly from the back. ‘The Führer has asked whether you see a success of the Reich’s recent takeover of France?’

I realized why Speer had voiced the question. His French was fluent, and while Hitler would know that, as a Berlin-born and raised girl, my German would be fluent, he wished this exchange to be aired also for the benefit of the audience.

I felt my stomach tighten. This could be a test. If indeed the Führer had sought me out as one of Hanussen’s protégés, perhaps my final test. I looked into the speculum briefly again and answered cautiously.

‘There has been some opposition, of course – which you will no doubt have seen first-hand yourselves. I see an unsettled period continuing for a while – but part of that is fear of the unknown. As things settle down, I see that improving.’

Some words were exchanged between Speer and Hitler, then Speer looked my way again.

‘Will that opposition perhaps be too heavy? Or do you see us finally prevailing?’

Another momentary glance at the speculum before looking back at Speer and Hitler. ‘I see continuing strong opposition. But you have much support too, a number in Paris who see bright days ahead under the Reich. So, yes, given the might and strength of the German army, I see you prevailing.’

Speer related my comments in German to Hitler. He remained stony-faced, thoughtful for a moment, then with a brief nod to me he stood up, his entourage following as they made their way out.

Hitler’s expression had given nothing away. Hanussen had no idea that he was about to be executed after the Reichstag fire – in fact, having predicted the fire, he felt that he was still very much in favour with the Führer. And no doubt the same lack of prescience would apply to me if I’d unwittingly sealed my own death warrant with my last words.

Xavier didn’t tell Meunier about possibly being seen until towards the end of their brief rendezvous.

‘Was it just the one guard?’ Meunier asked, his expression concerned. ‘Or did other guards get a look at you?’

‘Just the one. He was ahead of the rest of them, and it was only fleeting.’ Xavier gestured. ‘I had to look his way to fire back, keep him pinned down for a moment while I escaped.’

Meunier took out a pack of Gitanes and lit one as he sank into thought. A heavy smoker, his habit increased even more when he was anxious. He offered Xavier one almost as an afterthought. Xavier smoked no more than a few a day, so usually he’d decline. But Xavier felt anxious in that moment too, so took one with a tight smile, lit up and eased out some of his wire-taut nerves – which had been like that for almost two hours now – on his first exhalation.

‘I doubt there will be any artist’s sketch until tomorrow.’ Meunier took a heavy draw. ‘But best you don’t stay at your own place for a while, in case neighbours recognize the drawing.’

‘There’s been a radio alert already, what little we’ve been able to pick up on the airwaves,’ Calvier commented. ‘But it’s a fairly vague description – twenty-five to thirty-five, black trousers, brown jacket, grey cap – it could fit half the working men of Paris.’

Meunier nodded. ‘Still, might be safer to wear a different coloured jacket and style of cap.’

‘Or perhaps even dye your hair,’ Calvier interjected. He smiled tightly. ‘Light blond is increasingly popular now.’

Xavier shrugged. ‘With rationing, hair dye is becoming as rare as gasoline.’

‘Yes. Perhaps we can use bleach for the time being,’ Meunier said. ‘And do you know somewhere else you can stay meanwhile where you won’t be recognized?’

‘I don’t know.’ Xavier looked uncertain. ‘My parents don’t have any spare room, nor my girlfriend. Besides, I’m at her place so often, I’d risk having the same identification problem there with her neighbours.’

Meunier sank into contemplation again, appearing to search for options when Xavier hit on a thought.

‘Though Teresa’s friend Edith might be a possibility – the fortune teller I mentioned earlier. She has a large apartment with a music room for her young daughter and a spare bed there. She might be able to put us up for a while.’

Meunier paused a moment more, his lit cigarette held suspended a few centimetres from his mouth. ‘And would you be safe there if anyone untoward were to call by?’

‘It’s a large place with a lot of back rooms where we could tuck away,’ Xavier commented after a moment’s thought.

Meunier nodded. ‘It would only be for four or five days, a week at most, until we can find you a more permanent new place. Do you think she can handle that?’

‘I think so. I can get Teresa to ask her, at least.’

‘OK. But approach Teresa about it tonight, so that you’re at this Edith’s place by tomorrow morning, before any artist’s sketch might appear in the newspapers.’ Meunier finally took a draw, a wry smile touching his lips. ‘And while there, perhaps you can ask Edith why the almighty Führer might have deigned to pay her a visit? Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.’
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My life, I felt, had been forged by five main events: my acceptance into a select Swiss music academy when I was only eleven, contracting meningitis and almost dying when I was fourteen – my fight against it toughened me for the battles ahead – being appointed as one of only five Erik Jan Hanussen protégés when I was just eighteen; the death of Erik, shortly after my boyfriend, Christof Lange, had been killed in a motorbike accident, and finally the birth of my daughter, Louise. I always lumped Christof’s and Erik’s deaths together, because they were so close together – only two weeks between them and not connected, but the effect on me had been the same: I felt as if I’d been thrown into a grey bottomless pit, which it took me over a year to crawl out from.

My first action to get out of that pit was to move from Berlin – too close to what had happened with Christof and Erik, and I no longer felt safe there. Hitler was on a rampant rise, and I didn’t like what I saw coming – even though my mentor had predicted it. I had a good friend in Paris, Teresa Delmar, who had been at the same Swiss music academy as me. I asked Teresa if I could stay with her for a while until I found my own place. ‘I’ll only stay in Paris a year of so … two years at the most. Hopefully, Hitler’s star will have faded by then.’ But of course it didn’t fade, only grew stronger, and by the time of his visit to my session earlier that day, I’d been in Paris seven years.

My daughter, Louise, had in fact been born in Paris, and it was she who had finally lifted me out of my grey slump – or rather my jaded reaction to her. If it hadn’t been for Teresa’s help at feeding times and with changing nappies, I’d have been sunk. My own breast milk was unreliable – possibly still a reaction to Christof’s and Erik’s deaths – and Louise had to be heavily supplemented with bottle feed. Then one evening when I was switched off and had forgotten Louise’s feed, Teresa had finally snapped: ‘You can’t stay in this grey mood for ever, Edith. Your baby needs your love and attention. Don’t let the shroud of Christof’s and Erik’s deaths hang over your baby as well.’

That had woken me up like a jolt from an electric cattle prod. My eyes filling with tears, I picked up little Louise and hugged her tight, vowing never to neglect her again. And I didn’t; from that moment on, she became the primary focus of my life. Having Louise also carried the benefit that I gained weight; a curse I know to many women, but in my case it was much needed. Until then I’d been painfully thin, and it put a pleasant roundness to my hips and bust, turned me from a waif-like girl into a woman.

Folding some of Louise’s dainty clothes and putting them in a drawer, I smiled contentedly as strains of the Moonlight Sonata came from the next room. If I hadn’t been able to pursue my own music dreams, I’d make sure my daughter would be able to.

Swiss born from Basel, my father had been a leading bookbinder, but the demand was far stronger in Germany so he’d moved his business to Berlin – which was where he’d met my mother. When I was only seven, my father had given me a potted history of how the Gutenberg press had transformed the book business: ‘Even now, I stitch many books the original way rather than just using glue.’ I recall vividly going into my father’s workshop, the smell of printed paper and glue heavy in the air. A noxious smell to many, but I revelled in it – still to this day open and lift a newly printed book and inhale its aroma.

When the depression hit in 1929, my father’s business was affected. He could no longer afford the music academy fees, and I moved to a Berlin state school. Any German or French family worth their salt had a piano in a spare room, so when I’d finally got back on my feet in Paris with my clairvoyance sessions and started to attract regular audiences, I’d chosen an apartment with extra-large rooms and opted for a grand piano. Nothing was too good for my little Louise!

A strong regret upon leaving Berlin had been that I’d also be leaving behind my younger brother, Tobias, an ‘acute case’ mongoloid. My parents had raised and taken care of him, and as I’d grown he’d remained trapped in that same childlike wonderland we’d played in as children. I recall one day not long after Hitler had come to power, an SA official calling at our door, commenting, ‘I see you have a mongoloid person with you. Shouldn’t he be in a special home or asylum?’

My mother had found and handed over the papers from our family doctor that assigned Tobias to my parents’ care – pointing out that she preferred us all to refer to Tobias’s condition by its medical name, Down syndrome rather than ‘mongoloid’. Already rumours were circulating about Aktion T4 euthanasia programmes to rid the nation of the mentally ill and infirm, and my parents were desperately afraid that Tobias would be taken and sent to an asylum for ‘special care’. People like Tobias were seen as much if not more of a problem than Jews because, to the Nazis, they stood as uncomfortable proof that the Aryan race might not be perfect after all. It was the one area where, despite their praise for what Hitler had done to improve Germany, my parents were critical of the Nazis. ‘We are quite capable of taking care of him, thank you,’ my mother had responded firmly.

The choice between my own and little Louise’s welfare and staying to help my parents with Tobias had been a close one.

And through it all, my clairvoyance skills, which took me a while to recognize. A gift or a curse?

The first signs of my ability came when I was only six. My mother was holding my hand crossing a main road, but it was me holding her back at the last minute. Then a second later a van careened around the nearby corner and swept past. She hugged me tight.

‘Thank goodness, Liebling. You heard it when I didn’t.’

Except that I hadn’t heard it. I’d had a clear vision of the van swinging round the corner before it actually appeared.

Then I also had clear visions of Tobias staying in a childlike state as he got older, even before his diagnosis – which didn’t happen fully until he was five years old, although there were tests along the way. I’d been nine at the time and had been getting those images for almost two years, but hadn’t said anything to my parents, fearing that they might find it strange, or perhaps clinging to the hope that the images meant nothing, that I was wrong.

But the main transition was my near-death experience when I contracted meningitis, as if almost dying opened up an extra portal. After that, I’d get far darker, more troubling visions that often related to people nearby to me, albeit briefly, rather than myself or my family. I had trouble making sense of these at first, and there was little I could do to prove them real. I could hardly reach across to the woman on the tram whom my gaze had been drawn inexplicably towards and ask her if she had an infirm sister she was concerned about. Even if I had, the last thing she’d want to hear was that her sister would soon die.

So I’d simply shut my eyes against the images, try and shake them away.

My first opportunity of proving they had any substance was when I’d joined Erik Hanussen as a trainee – seeing his advert in the Berliner Tageblatt as almost preordained, meant to be. Question-and-answer sessions with applicants quickly put them to the test; eighty per cent of trainees were rejected within two months.

Hanussen had commented after observing me in that first period, ‘You’re a natural.’

I countered that it was nothing compared to his own feats, and he admitted to part of those being carefully crafted showmanship, which left me slightly puzzled.

‘If you have a real skill, why bother with showmanship?’

‘Because when I draw on those skills, it leaves me drained, and I wouldn’t be able to sustain a two- or three-hour show. You don’t seem to tire in the same way.’

But the main thing I learned from Hanussen was how to read the speculum – my presumption that it was mainly for showmanship or to lend atmosphere quickly fading as I became skilled at interpreting its rapidly shifting shadows and shades like a sea captain reads waves.

After settling into my tutorship under Hanussen’s wing, one day he asked what was my first recollection of having clairvoyant skills, and I’d told him about seeing the careening van in advance and pulling my mother back sharply.

But as I told him, it was suddenly me in my mother’s place and a little girl pulling at my hand. I wasn’t to realize until later that it was my own daughter, Louise, or the significance of it striking me in that moment.

As two knocks came on my apartment door, I broke off from putting Louise’s clothes away and went over to the spyhole: Teresa and Xavier. I was delighted to see them, but their expressions looked heavy, concerned.

‘Yes, of course you can stay for a week. A month or two, if necessary.’ Given our friendship and how Teresa had helped me after Louise’s birth, it was the least I could do. ‘The only thing I ask is that when you both wake up, you spend most of the day in the main lounge here, so Louise has her music room free again for her practice.’

‘I’ll probably just spend some nights over,’ Teresa commented, ‘because you only have the single bed there.’

‘You can stay over as much as you like.’ I glanced towards the music room. ‘I have a spare mattress tucked under the bed you can pull out. I got it two years ago when my parents and my brother Tobias came to stay.’ Their first opportunity to see little Louise, I’d been delighted to have them, but part of their visit had also been stressful, my mother asking when I was returning to Berlin. ‘Hitler’s not as bad as made out in the foreign press. At least he’s lifted us out of depression and got the economy moving again.’

I hadn’t wanted to go into the detail of how and why I could never trust Hitler and his henchmen after they had ordered Erik Hanussen’s death, so simply explained that I’d built up a good business and income in Paris and Louise was settled in a good local school, ‘So probably not for a few years.’

The reason for Xavier having to lie low for a while had alarmed me at first, but now I looked at him admiringly, raised a brow. ‘So, the man who tried to kill Hitler. Fame at last.’

Xavier shrugged and gave an awkward smile. ‘It would have been a more deserved fame if I’d actually succeeded.’

I noticed Xavier’s eyes linger on me for a moment. Something else was clearly on his mind. But he averted his gaze as Teresa asked, ‘Shall I get some of our things, then?’

‘Yes, of course,’ I said. ‘Bring over whatever you need.’

It was agreed that Teresa would make the collection. Xavier had already packed a case and left it at Teresa’s – the less he was seen in public on the streets or close to her place, the better – and meanwhile I’d make a fresh pot of coffee for everyone and refresh hers on her return.

I broke off to put Louise to bed. ‘Tante Teresa will be staying for a while. Isn’t that exciting?’ Louise beamed back. Teresa was like a second mother to her, and Teresa blew Louise a kiss and gave a little wave as she went out the door.

But having settled Louise down to sleep, after a while sitting alone with Xavier over coffee, the small talk and niceties – ‘So kind of you to let us stay like this, how’s Louise getting on at school? Good. It took almost a year for her to really settle in’ – ran out of steam, and I could tell that whatever had been on his mind was back.

‘I’m sorry to bring this up,’ Xavier said on the back of a sigh. ‘And tell me to mind my own business if you don’t want to talk about it. But some of my comrades earlier told me that you had a surprise visit from Hitler.’

‘Yes, I did.’ My sigh in turn was more laboured. I should have guessed that Xavier’s Resistance colleagues would have tracked Hitler’s every move. ‘But it came as more of a surprise to me, I can tell you. Over seven years since I’ve seen that ogre of a man, only weeks before he’d ordered my mentor Hanussen’s murder. And suddenly there he is before me.’

‘Any idea why he decided to pay you a visit?’

‘He didn’t declare any reason while he was there, simply watched my session for a while, had Albert Speer ask a couple of questions in French towards the end – then left.’ I held a palm out. ‘So I’m as much in the dark as you.’

‘Do you think it might be connected with Hanussen?’

‘Yes, I’m sure. I can’t think of any other possible reason.’ I went on to explain about Hanussen being Hitler’s coveted fortune teller before he had him put to death. In fact he had foretold Hitler’s dramatic rise to power, ‘And now only four of Hanussen’s protégés remain, plus me.’ I shook my head. ‘I feared at first that, not content with Hanussen’s death, Hitler was now hunting the rest of us down. But then realized I was probably just being paranoid based on his reputation.’

Xavier looked at me solemnly. ‘There are as many who regret underestimating Hitler’s ruthlessness, including your past mentor.’

I waved one hand over my coffee, a dismissive motion. That was a fear I didn’t want back on my shoulders. ‘Or it could just be curiosity. My posters have been over the city for a number of years now, with the bold proclamation at the bottom: Protégée of the Great Erik Jan Hanussen.’

‘I suppose.’

Xavier didn’t look wholly convinced, but then neither was I, if I was honest about it. The reason for Hitler’s visit to me remained a mystery.

Teresa arrived back shortly after, and I spent the next half hour with them sorting out wardrobe and drawer space. Then, with a mixture of tea and bleach, Teresa and I set about trying to lighten Xavier’s hair. Pure bleach would have left his hair too white – we were aiming for dark corn-blond, which after an hour we more or less attained.

The next morning Teresa went out and bought a dark-green jacket, maroon beret and brown trilby. She’d also bought a couple of newspapers, one of which carried an artist’s sketch of ‘Hitler’s would-be assassin’. She slapped it down on the kitchen counter at our side, waggling one hand. I let Xavier look at it first before I moved in to study it closer.

‘Some semblance, but not close enough to be worried about,’ I voiced. ‘Particularly now with your hair lighter and different clothes.’

From the next room came the syncopated cadences of Louise fifteen minutes into her piano practice.

We were halfway through judging Xavier’s new look, getting him to stand in front of a long mirror as he tried on his fresh clothes – still basking in the reprieve of that less-than-accurate artist’s sketch – when three heavy knocks came on my apartment door, making my heart leap suddenly into my mouth.

I went to the spyhole: an SS officer in his fifties, some grey at his temples, stood there, a younger junior officer just behind. My stomach sank: obviously a neighbour of Teresa’s or mine had seen a likeness in the sketch which we hadn’t seen, and sent them here!

Having shooed Teresa and Xavier away and whispered a couple of possible hiding places – my voice hopefully masked by Louise’s piano playing – my stomach still in knots, I turned back to the door with trepidation and opened it.
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