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Author’s note


These stories are part fiction and part non-fiction. In Nuns and Spies, one of the common legends of World War II – that German spies were dropped into England dressed as nuns – is explored. For further discussion of this widespread belief see James Hayward, Myths and Legends of the Second World War. Donald and Yevgeni is based on the life of several historical characters, including Archie Clark Kerr, a British ambassador, and Donald Maclean, a British spy. There is a very informative biography of Clark Kerr: Donald Gillies, Radical Diplomat. This biography addresses the question of the unlikely Russian valet, Yevgeni Yost. For further details of the career of Donald Maclean, reference may be made to Roland Phillip’s excellent A Spy Called Orphan. Finally, on the Vatican Secret Service, see the exhaustive treatment of the topic in The Entity by Eric Frattini. There is an immense literature on the filioque controversy. The history of this remarkable issue is discussed in A. Edward Siecienski’s scholarly The Filioque: History of a Doctrinal Controversy (Oxford Studies in Historical Theology).









Nuns and Spies


Conradin Muller was an unusual spy. He was recruited in Hamburg in June 1943, much against his will, and sent on his first, and only, mission in late September that year. He failed to send a single report back to Germany, and when the war came to an end in May 1945, he fell to his knees and wept with relief.


‘I never wanted any part of this,’ he said to his friend, Sister Cecilia. ‘This whole awful, disastrous mess. Never.’


She knew what he meant, and she believed him. ‘There, there,’ she said, patting his wrist, as she often did when things became too much for him. ‘There, there, dear Conradin. All over now. The Lord works in mysterious ways – few can doubt that – but He usually achieves the results He wants. Of that, there can be no doubt whatsoever.’


‘I have much to thank the Lord for,’ he said to Sister Cecilia. ‘For this place. For you and the others. For everything that happened to me. I am constantly grateful.’


And he was. His gratitude, in fact, knew no bounds, and he reminded himself each morning of his great good fortune. He had been a spy in wartime, and had it not been for the kindness of Cecilia and all the other sisters he would have met the grim fate that such spies meet. He owed them his life. He owed them everything, in fact, and one day, he hoped, he might be able to repay them. They were kind English people, and he would not hear a word against the English. Not one word.


Until that fateful day in 1943, Conradin had lived a blameless, if somewhat dull life. He was the only son of Gustav Muller, the owner of a small printing business, and his wife, Monika, a piano teacher and an invalid. Gustav was an alcoholic, and unreliable; Monika could walk, but could do so only with difficulty; she relied on Conradin to do the shopping and the housework. When not helping at home, Conradin, who was naturally gifted when it came to foreign languages, had a part-time job teaching English to science students at the university. He also taught occasional classes in Spanish and French, although English was his main subject. He had studied for three years at King’s College, London, before the war, and before returning to Germany had taught for two years at a boys’ boarding school in Devon, a place of bizarre traditions and minimum academic standards that went bankrupt when Conradin was on the staff. These five years in England meant that he felt perfectly confident in the language, a fact that unfortunately caught the attention of a local Abwehr colonel, whose brother-in-law was a professor of physics at the same university at which Conradin taught.


On the outbreak of the war, of which the Muller family thoroughly disapproved, Conradin was thirty-eight years old. Men of that age were being taken for military service, and Conradin was interviewed by the local recruiting office. The interview, however, was conducted by a retired army officer whose wife was distantly related to Conradin’s mother. This relative had explained to her husband that Conradin was the most dutiful of sons and that if he were to be taken by the army, Gustav would be unable to look after Monika. Gustav’s own health was shaky – his drinking had eventually taken its toll – and he, like his wife, relied on Conradin’s help. The officer himself was sceptical, but he dared not contradict his wife, and Conradin, to his considerable relief, was duly exempted from enlistment.


This exemption was to prove short-lived: when the colonel discovered that Conradin spoke perfect, idiomatic English, he summoned him to his office and informed him that he was happy to report that his offer to work for German Intelligence had been accepted.


‘But there must be some misunderstanding, Colonel,’ protested Conradin. ‘I have not offered to do anything.’


The colonel fixed him with a steely gaze. ‘It would be very unwise to contradict my recollection of events,’ he said. ‘I take it that you understand me?’


Conradin swallowed hard. He had understood only too well. ‘What do you want me to do?’


‘You are to be trained as a field agent,’ said the colonel. ‘You will undertake a three-month course, during which you will be shown how to behave like an Englishman.’ The colonel laughed. ‘You have to be able to drink tea in a special way if you are to avoid detection in England. In a very effeminate way. Like this.’ The colonel lifted a cup with his little finger extended, in a mockery of affectation. ‘See?’


Conradin nodded dumbly. This was the end. He would be captured and that would be the end of him. He had no future now – none.


‘And you will be thoroughly trained in the operation of radio,’ continued the colonel. ‘Have you ever operated a short-wave radio?’


Conradin shook his head.


‘It is most important that operators should understand how these things work,’ said the colonel. ‘Not only are there issues of radio wave propagation, there are matters connected with antennae. The correct length is vital for a functioning antenna, you know. There is mathematics involved in that.’


Conradin swallowed again. Was it best to be blindfolded when you faced a firing squad? Or could you simply close your eyes?


‘So,’ said the colonel. ‘That’s settled, then. The orderly has prepared the papers.’


He clicked his fingers and a uniformed orderly appeared. ‘Sign here,’ he said. ‘And then here. And here.’


Conradin noticed the orderly’s fingernails. They had been bitten back to the quick. He shuddered.


‘You are now enrolled in the Abwehr,’ the orderly said in a low voice. ‘Congratulations.’ His accent, Conradin noticed, was Bavarian. There was a faint whiff of beer. They were like that down there, he thought. They liked their beer-halls. Brutes.


Although he was far from being a volunteer, Conradin found some parts of the course stimulating. There were lessons in the geography of Britain, in history – German agents were capable of listing all English monarchs, in order, since Richard III (a ‘very fine king’ said the instructor) – and in the right way of addressing a duke, an earl, or a baronet. They were also given rudimentary training in Morris dancing and in the various types of English beer. At times, the attention to detail in their instruction was impressive, as when the prospective agents were obliged to sit through an hour-long lecture on the correct way of entering a post office, greeting the postmistress, and purchasing a stamp.


‘Do not compliment her on her dress,’ said the lecturer. ‘Do not address her as gnädige Frau, or anything of that sort. Do not talk about anything except the weather. Have you got that?’


There were nods of assent, although many of the recruits were secretly puzzled. How much could anyone say about the weather? Did the English really have nothing else to talk about?


But their lecturer had more to say on the subject. ‘And when it comes to talking about the weather, always say that it is fine, even if it isn’t. The difference between English and German is that while German is a rational language, in which what is said is what is meant, English is the opposite. In English, if something is large, you say it is small; if a problem is a major one, it is described as being a “little difficulty”. And so on. There are many examples – too many to enumerate. Also, remember that the English do not comment on bad conditions, except when it is raining very heavily. Then you must say, “Nice weather for ducks.” Do not say anything else. That is very important.’


The instructor thought of something. ‘Everything I have been saying applies only to the English. Do not forget that there are also Scotsmen. They are different. If something is bad, then they will say that it is very bad. If it is good, they will usually say nothing, just in case it becomes bad. That is also very important, but you need not worry too much about that, as we are not going to drop you in Scotland – unless there is a navigational error.’


This was a joke, and there was laughter.


The instructor grinned briefly, and then continued, ‘If the French are mentioned in conversation – let’s say you’re in a pub and somebody mentions them – then you must roll your eyes and say, “Mon Dieu!” That will be quite sufficient.


‘If Germans are spoken of, then you must be very careful. Just say, “So much for Jerry,” and leave it at that. If British forces are mentioned, then say, “Good for our boys.”’


The instructor surveyed them. ‘Is that crystal clear?’ he asked.


‘Jawohl,’ they replied in unison.


The instructor sighed. ‘You must be careful not to say that,’ he warned. ‘The English are not stupid. You should say “jolly good” or “right-oh”. Understood?’


The instructor looked at them. They were doing well, but there were certain habits that had to be drummed into them time and time again.


‘Let me repeat,’ he said. ‘If you want to sound like a local, you must use certain words that are very important. Jolly is one of them. You can add this to anything – and that is just what they do. So if you are asked how you are, you must reply, “I am jolly fine.” If you are asked what the time is, you should say, “It is jolly nearly twelve o’clock,” or whatever. If something unfortunate occurs, then you should say, “This is a jolly bad show.” You cannot use the word too much.’


‘Jolly right-oh,’ they said.


‘Jolly good,’ said the instructor.


Conradin was sceptical about this use of the word jolly, but he had not been in England for some years and new usages were emerging all the time. It would be best to be receptive to the insights of these instructors, who presumably knew what they were doing.


*


During the war, as in any time of confusion, rumours about German spies abounded in Britain. Officialdom discouraged these, but it was too much to ask that people would not pass on stories that, even if implausible, were not beyond the bounds of possibility. In particular, tales of the disguises affected by German agents were eagerly listened to, embroidered, and then passed on. To some extent, this was the fault of the authorities themselves in encouraging distrust. If people were warned to question the identity of others, then it was not surprising that they might question whether the policeman directing traffic was really a policeman, or whether he was a German agent in police uniform. The Germans, they were told, would stop at nothing in their attempt to infiltrate: the rules of the game, it seemed, had been suspended for the duration.


Historians of wartime myths often cite one particular example of a widespread false belief of the time – that German spies were being parachuted into Britain dressed as nuns. This story was widely circulated, and believed, although it was never backed by any concrete evidence. Like most such legends, the source of the belief is untraceable, although the Dutch Foreign Minister of the time, E. N. van Kleffens, must have helped the rumour on its way when he announced in the early stages of the war that German paratroopers dressed as nuns had been dropped in the Netherlands.


That had not taken place. And yet, with the recent discovery of Conradin Muller’s diary in a second-hand book shop in Cambridge, we now have a reliable first-hand account of just such a case. On his first mission in September, 1943, this frightened and unhappy German agent was dropped by a Luftwaffe aircraft over a Suffolk field. He was dressed as a nun, and he carried with him a pouch of maps, a small short-wave radio, a battery, and a Roman Catholic missal. As the drone of the aircraft that had brought him across the North Sea faded away, Conradin looked up past the canopy of his billowing white parachute. He could make out the stars in the night sky – innocent, neutral witnesses of the foolishness of men. It was a strange moment for him. He wanted to cry. He wanted to raise to the heavens a roar of frustration and denial. What had he done to deserve this? He had not asked to be here. History had caught him up in its skirts. And, to top it all, he had to endure the absurdity of this fancy-dress, this nun’s habit, complete with elaborate wimple, so ill-suited to the business of falling through the sky towards the unwelcoming earth below. They had told him that it was the best possible disguise; that nobody would suspect a nun; that even the most officious policeman would think twice before challenging a nun and asking her to produce papers. ‘Nuns are above suspicion,’ they said. ‘That is why you are safest if you dress as one. This is confirmed by all sources.’


Conradin disagreed. ‘Why don’t they dress us up as pantomime horses?’ he whispered to the man sitting next to him at their final briefing. ‘Nobody ever asks a horse for his papers.’


‘It is unpatriotic to joke about these things,’ his colleague reproached him. ‘Remember, we Germans do not have a sense of humour.’


Preparations for departure went ahead. His nun’s habit, when it was delivered, was found to be several sizes too large, but was adjusted by a local seamstress. She carried out the final fitting in her atelier, observed by her young son, who watched wide-eyed as Conradin slipped the habit over his normal civilian clothing.


‘Mutti,’ said the young boy, ‘can I be a nun when I grow up?’


‘If the Lord calls you,’ muttered the seamstress through the pins she was holding between her lips. She winked at Conradin. ‘Children,’ she said.


‘This was not my idea,’ muttered Conradin.


Two days later, after a bumpy and frightening flight, with the pilot flying at wave-top height to avoid radar detection, Conradin was bundled out of the aircraft into a cold and rushing darkness. As he dropped down, he thought of his mother. She loved him. Just about every soldier had a mother somewhere, who loved him and who would be hoping for the war to end. Down below, though, in the unlit countryside, were people who did not love him at all, but who wished him dead. He had done nothing to them, but they would happily kill him if they had the chance – nun’s outfit or no nun’s outfit. How could people hate those whom they had never met? Only too easily, it seemed.


He landed heavily, winding himself badly. As he lay on the ground, his parachute collapsed over him like a white silk tent, Conradin struggled to reflate his lungs. He thought he must have broken something, and was wondering whether it might be a leg. If so, he would have little chance, even of giving himself up, as he would be unable to move very far and would have to wait until ignominious discovery occurred the following morning. And that, he thought, would be the end of that. There would be a summary trial – if he was lucky – and then the imposition and exaction of the ultimate penalty. The fact that he was dressed as a nun would only make matters worse. The English would not approve – he had no doubt of that. It would be different if he were to change, but he would have no chance of finding a German uniform which he might don. Even civilian clothes would be hard enough to get hold of.


He sat up before gingerly rising to his feet. There was no pain, no sudden collapse of his legs once he put his weight on them. He was uninjured, it seemed, and could walk. The discovery cheered him: it could have been far worse.


He looked about him. He had landed in an open field, which was fortunate, as there were woods nearby and he might easily have floated down into those. There were no lights to be seen anywhere – he had been told that the drop area was four miles from the nearest village and that all he was likely to find would be farmhouses and barns. None of these, of course, were lit at three in the morning, which was the time at which he arrived in England.


He bundled up his parachute. Strapped to his radio bag was a small field shovel, and he now used this at the edge of the field to dig a hole in which to bury the parachute. This took almost two hours, as the ground was hard, and full of roots. Eventually, though, he was able to finish the task and to cover the disturbed area with leaves. Then he thrust the spade into a ditch, where it was concealed by mud and water, and started down a small lane that he hoped would lead to the village. He had been told that there were two buses a day that would take him to Ely, from where he could catch a train to Cambridge, where a contact would meet him.


It was summer, and by the time he reached the outskirts of the village, the sun had floated up over the horizon. It was a fine morning, and had he not been dressed as a nun, in enemy territory, he might even have enjoyed the walk along the quiet lane. An inquisitive cow watched him from a field; sheep looked up from their grazing; a bird sang to him from a hedgerow. He wanted to cry. He would readily have changed places with any of these creatures, to be free of this world of conflict and danger that human beings created for themselves.


He had been assured that he would be dropped in exactly the right place and that the very best navigators were chosen for these flights. That was not the case. The navigator allocated to his flight was facing disciplinary proceedings. He was drinking excessively and had received several warnings. His calculations were out by miles, and the village outside which Conradin had been dropped was not the intended one. And it happened that this village was home to a convent of Anglican nuns, the Little Sisters of Charity. These nuns, who followed the Rule of St Francis, ran a large pig farm, a substantial vegetable garden, and a home for those who, in the language of the time, were known as ‘fallen women’. The fallen women were taken in by the nuns, looked after during their confinement, and then sent back to their families with the baby, if they wished, or after the baby had been put up for adoption, should the mothers opt for that. Unlike many such homes at the time, they did not exert any pressure on the mothers to surrender the baby. Nor did they seek to lecture the women or make them feel guilty. ‘You are all loved – no matter how bad you have been,’ was a motto worked on needlepoint kneelers in the chapel.


It was outside this convent that Conradin found himself, turning a corner in the lane, just as a line of nuns emerged from the gate, crossed the road, and began to make their way down towards the pig farm. He stopped in his tracks. To his front was the line of nuns; to his left was a millpond. Above him was a clear, empty sky. It was blue, and free. He looked up. God existed. He must do, or something like this could never have happened. He took his radio bag off his back. He held it for a moment, as if weighing it, and then dropped it into the millpond without making a splash. It floated for a moment, and then sank, disappearing in the murky green water. A duck on the other side of the pond flapped its wings.


The line of nuns was now some distance away, and Conradin had to run in order to catch up with them. But he soon reached them and, as he did, one of the nuns turned and smiled at him.


‘I was almost late myself,’ she said to Conradin. ‘Sister Angela gave me an awful rocket about it the other day.’


Conradin nodded sympathetically. ‘I overslept,’ he muttered, keeping his voice as high-pitched as possible.


‘Easily done,’ said the nun. She looked at him curiously. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’


‘Jolly new,’ said Conradin. ‘Just arrived.’


They walked on. There were six of them, Conradin noticed, all wearing a habit that he was pleased to see was very similar, if not identical, to his own. They were of different ages, he saw – some looking young enough to be novices, while others were in their fifties or sixties. But they all looked very well-fed, he noticed; indeed all of them looked as if they might have benefited from a diet.


‘What is your name, Sister?’ asked his new companion as they approached the gate to the pig farm.


Conradin hesitated. ‘My name?’ he asked.


‘Yes, your name.’


‘Sister Conradin,’ he stuttered. As he gave his answer, he realised that here was a glaring defect in his masters’ preparations. They had given him identity papers under the name he would assume in Cambridge, but they had said nothing about his identity as a nun. If that was their level of incompetence, then it was no wonder that they lost so many agents.


‘I’m Sister Cecilia,’ said the nun. ‘I’m named after Saint Cecilia, although I’m definitely not musical. My singing is hopeless. I try, but I just can’t hold a note.’


‘We all have our talents,’ said Conradin. ‘I’m sure the Lord has sent you other gifts.’


They were approaching the pig sheds. ‘Dreadfully smelly places,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘It’s not the pigs’ fault, of course, but they are a bit smelly.’


‘Jolly smelly,’ agreed Conradin. ‘But they are all God’s creatures.’


‘Don’t overdo it,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘Some are, maybe, others – I’m not so sure. There’s a very ill-tempered sow. She’s called Arabella, and you have to watch her. She’ll give you a nip if she gets the chance – a serious bite, in fact. Don’t let her get near you. Use your slap board to fend her off.’ She paused. ‘I’m looking forward to eating her, actually. Mother says that we can slaughter her next month and make bacon. It won’t come a day too early as far as I’m concerned.’


‘I love bacon,’ said Conradin.


‘And sausages,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘Mother has a recipe that was given to her by the Bishop of Ely. He loves a good sausage, they say.’


They were now at the pig sheds and a senior nun was allocating tasks. Sister Cecilia was instructed to clean the feeders littered about the field and then unblock a ditch that ran alongside one of the sheds.


‘I’ll help you,’ Conradin said quickly before he could be singled out by the senior nun.


‘You’re very kind,’ said Sister Cecilia, offering him a peppermint. ‘These are very strong, these mints. They’re not on the ration, actually. I exchange them for rashers of bacon down in the village.’


‘Needs must,’ said Conradin.


They set to work.


‘You’re very strong,’ observed Sister Cecilia halfway through the morning. ‘I bet you’re as strong as any man.’


Conradin bit his lip. I should have been more careful, he thought. ‘I come from a strong family,’ he said. ‘My mother was a strong lady in a circus. You know the sort of thing? She tore up telephone directories. Lifted motorcycles, and so on.’


‘That’s amazing,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘You’re lucky. Some of the sisters find the farm work just too much for them. Mother will be very pleased to have you if you can do all these hard tasks. She often says it would be so good to have a few men round the place – but all the men are off in the army or are unfit for anything very much. So, it’s just us and the girls.’


‘The girls?’ asked Conradin.


Sister Cecilia mopped at her brow with a large white handkerchief. ‘The fallen women,’ she said. ‘Has nobody told you?’


Conradin shook his head.


‘We run a home for fallen women,’ Sister Cecilia said. ‘They come here when they find out they’re going to have a baby and their families kick them out. People are so cruel. But we look after them and help them to get back up on their feet. We usually have about five or six girls at any one time. We give them light duties in the vegetable garden or they do sewing under Sister Agnes. We have a contract to make pyjamas for the air force. We can’t produce all that many – twenty pairs a week, most of the time, but it’s our contribution – one of them – to the war effort.’


Sister Cecilia looked up at the sky. They had almost finished clearing the ditch and it was time, she said, to go back for lunch. The other sisters would come back a bit later.


‘Have you met Mother?’ Sister Cecilia asked as they walked back towards the main convent building.


Conradin shook his head.


‘You’ll like her,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘She’s strict, but she’s really kind at heart. Some consider her to be a bit of a schemer, but then she wouldn’t have got where she’s got if she was unable to hatch the occasional plot.’


‘I look forward to meeting her,’ said Conradin. He was unsure what to do, and had decided he would simply let events flow over him. He had abandoned his mission at the moment that he dropped his radio in the millpond. There was no going back now. He would simply see what happened. If they shot him, they shot him – so be it. For the moment, he would continue to be a nun, which, on balance, was far better, he decided, than being a spy.


Seated at her walnut desk, under a painting of Richeldis de Faverches, the English noblewoman to whom the Virgin had chosen to appear in Walsingham, Mother sighed.


‘They keep doing this,’ she said, a detectable note of irritation in her voice. ‘Mother House keeps sending us sisters without giving us proper warning. Then, when you complain, they say that they did write to us but the letter must have been destroyed by enemy action. That excuse will work once or twice, but after a while it wears a bit thin.’


The Mother Superior looked over her half-moon glasses at Conradin, seated on a hard-backed chair in front of her desk. ‘I take it you were in Salisbury?’


Conradin nodded. He did not want to lie; he had had enough of that. There were so many lies back home, and now he had no heart for them. But he could hardly start telling the truth now, at this late stage, seated here in this convent, in a nun’s habit. ‘Yes. I was there. Then they sent me here.’


Mother shook her head. ‘They really are the limit, Sister Bernadette and the people in her office. But, not to worry – the important thing is that you’re here. I gather that Sister Cecilia has been showing you the ropes. She said you were very useful down at the pig farm.’


‘I enjoyed working with her,’ said Conradin.


‘That’s very satisfactory,’ said Mother. ‘Some of the sisters don’t like working with pigs.’


There was a silence. Conradin noticed that Mother’s eyes were on his shoes. ‘Those are good, stout shoes,’ she said. ‘Very useful.’


He swallowed, and reflected on the fact that he was bound to be exposed. It was a miracle that he had not been seen through straight away; it was inevitable.


‘I wish I could get a substantial pair of shoes myself,’ said Mother. ‘Everything on offer these days – even if you have the coupons – seems to be made of very thin leather. Wartime economy, I suppose.’ She looked at the shoes again. ‘You take quite a large size, Sister,’ she said.


‘I always have,’ said Conradin quickly. ‘At least as an adult.’ He paused. ‘When I was young, I took a smaller size.’


Mother looked thoughtful. ‘That’s the way of things, I suppose,’ she said.


She rose from her desk. ‘Well, Sister Conradin, we are so looking forward to having you among us. Sister Cecilia will show you your room – we don’t call them cells any more, although some of the older sisters still use that term. I shall see you, no doubt, at dinner in the refectory. We eat very early here.’


He rose too, and inclined his head to Mother in a gesture of obeisance She smiled back at him. ‘Blessings, my dear Sister Conradin,’ she said. ‘And I am so pleased that you have dropped in.’


Dropped in … The words hung in the air, as if suspended between them. Did Mother know? Was this her way of saying that she knew that he had arrived by parachute, and, if she did, was she now on her way to make a furtive call to the local police? In the chapel tower, a bell was being tolled. Would the next thing he heard be the siren of a police car racing to the convent to arrest him?


Sister Cecilia was waiting for him outside. She drew Conradin aside and whispered into his ear, ‘Mother likes you. She told me as she came out. She said she feels you have been sent to us by the Lord himself – to help with the pig farm. She is very pleased.’


He smiled weakly. He had been thinking of something that he would have to discuss with Sister Cecilia and that could not be put off.


‘May I ask you, Sister – what are the bathroom arrangements?’


Sister Cecilia did not seem surprised by the question. ‘We have bathrooms on each floor. There are more than enough of them.’


He waited a moment, and then asked, ‘And are they nice and … private?’


Once again, Sister Cecilia did not think the question inappropriate. ‘Yes, very private. Our order has always stressed modesty. You need have no fears on that score, Sister Conradin. We have never approved of communal washing facilities.’


He felt immensely relieved. Now all he would need to do was to lay his hands on a razor. If the worst came to the worst, he might be able to find a knife in the kitchen that could be sharpened sufficiently to allow him to shave. He would have to do that soon, he thought – no later than tomorrow afternoon. The occasional nun may have a voice as deep as his, but there were very few nuns, he imagined, who had to worry about five-o’clock shadow.


He was exhausted that first night, and sleep came quickly. As he lay in the darkness, in his narrow bed, he felt only relief that he had survived the day. The dread that he had experienced during the flight from Germany, the terror of the parachute drop, the fear of exposure that had attended every moment at the pig farm – all of these seemed to melt away. He was alive, and nobody seemed intent on changing that. He had fallen amongst people whose approach to the world about them was not one of confrontation and anger – as it was back in Germany at present – but of acceptance and love. It was so different, and even he, an intruder, an impostor, felt embraced by that feeling.


Before he had retired, he had participated in the later offices of the day – Vespers and Compline – and had found comfort in the gentle, almost whispered liturgy. Tiredness had caught up with him by Compline, and he found himself drifting off during the reading of one of the psalms, only to be kept awake by a friendly nudge from Sister Cecilia. Then there had been the confession of sins, and as he uttered the words, he realised that he was truly sorry for the wrongs he had done – not that his sins were numerous. He had never sought to harm anybody; he had never wanted to be a spy; he had never accepted the venom of his times; he had done his best to keep away from that poison. But he was nonetheless engaged in a gross deceit, perpetrated every moment that he wore his nun’s habit. He was not entitled to that. He was not entitled to the friendship and charity of these women amongst whom he found himself. But what were his alternatives? Were there any at all, other than the firing squad or the noose or whatever fate awaited a captured spy in wartime? His instructors back in Hamburg had said little about that; they had not spelled out the consequences of discovery. He found himself wondering what God, if he existed, would want him to do. God would understand limited options; God would appreciate that not all of us can be brave. God, he knew, would see through his disguise, because God, of all people, could tell the difference between a real nun and a fake one. You can’t fool God, he thought … and with that in mind, he drifted off into sleep, to dream of pigs who spoke English to him, and a parachute that disinterred itself and floated slowly up into the sky, and of some of those other things, snatches of memory and association, that make up the landscape of dreams.


Sister Cecilia had provided him with fresh clothing. She complained about the lack of attention to these matters by the order’s headquarters in Salisbury. ‘They should have given you a suitcase with fresh linen,’ she said. ‘They always forget to give people the things they need. Fortunately, we have plenty here, but it really isn’t our job to give new arrivals the things they should have been issued with by what’s her name … Sister … Sister …’


She looked to him for help, and he thought quickly. ‘Oh, I know the one you mean. Her.’


‘Her, yes, her. Sister …’


‘Oh, I keep forgetting her name. She’s so …’


Now Sister Cecilia came to the rescue. ‘So bossy. Not that I should be uncharitable, but sometimes …’


‘Yes. Bossy. She’s jolly bossy.’


Sister Cecilia nodded. ‘You know something? I don’t think she can count. No, I’m not making it up. I’ve seen her using her fingers to add things up. And what’s the use, I always say, of having a sister in charge of stores and supplies who can’t count for toffee?’


Conradin agreed wholeheartedly. ‘She’s useless,’ he said.


‘Well, it doesn’t matter,’ said Sister Cecilia, pointing to the neat pile of clothing she had delivered to Conradin’s room. ‘Once you’ve put those things away, we can go and feed the pigs. There are slop buckets outside the kitchens. It’s dirty work, and I can’t stand it, but we have to carry those down to the farm. It takes hours, and the pigs are so greedy, pushing and shoving to get their snouts in the trough. They really are disgusting.’


‘I don’t mind doing that,’ said Conradin. He glanced at Sister Cecilia and saw her face light up. Now he insisted. ‘You really must let me. I love doing that sort of thing.’


‘Would you mind?’ asked Sister Cecilia. ‘It would free me up to go and have a cup of tea with the girls – the fallen women, you know.’


‘Of course.’


‘Personally, I don’t like to call them that, but that’s just me. Mother uses the term and so do the government people who come round here to check up on them. Even the girls themselves use it. It’s such a shame.’


‘It seems unkind,’ agreed Conradin. ‘Lapsed, perhaps? Lapsed women?’


‘Like lapsed RCs?’ Sister Cecilia shook her head. ‘I don’t think that’s any better, really. And it’s so unfair. The men who cause the problem in the first place aren’t called fallen anything, are they? They get away with it. Do they have to go off to a monastery for nine months? They do not. They just carry on – tra-la-la – getting girls into trouble as if nothing had happened.’


Conradin shook his head. ‘Men are beasts,’ he said.


‘Not all of them,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘Some, not all.’


‘Of course.’


Sister Cecilia thought of something. ‘When you go to collect the slop buckets, be careful not to take the ones with red handles. Those are scraps for the girls’ refectory. Don’t take those down to the farm.’


Conradin frowned. ‘You mean that the fall—the girls get slops too?’


‘Scraps,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘Not slops. There is a difference. Mother doesn’t hold with waste. Things like crusts of toast and bacon rind and so on – those go to the girls. It varies their diet, you see. They are all on the ration. And that can be a bit measly, you know. One egg a week and so on, although they get a bit extra because they’re expecting. Still, it’s not all that exciting and so we give them the scraps from our table too.’


Conradin asked whether the sisters were also on the ration.


‘Oh no,’ said Sister Cecilia. ‘We have our books, same as everyone else, but we have bags of extra supplies. Mother feels that the rules don’t apply to nuns. She’s a bit of an historian and she says that goes way back to Plantagenet times.’


Conradin had noticed that dinner the previous evening had been a large meal. There had been lamb chops, piles of mashed potato, beans and homemade mint sauce. There had been a starter of smoked trout and a dessert of rhubarb and ice cream. And there had been second helpings all round, with some nuns, including Mother, having three. Breakfast had been slightly less substantial, but had nonetheless involved copious quantities of scrambled egg, rashers of thick bacon, and fried mushrooms.


‘We produce it ourselves,’ explained Sister Cecilia. ‘So why shouldn’t we eat it ourselves?’


Conradin shrugged. ‘I don’t see any reason why not.’


Sister Cecilia made a dismissive gesture. ‘The Ministry of Food sends inspectors from time to time. They snoop around farms to see that you aren’t taking any stuff you’re not meant to. But those people are no match for Mother. She runs rings round them.’


‘How does she do that?’ asked Conradin.


Sister Cecilia tapped the end of her nose with a forefinger. ‘Best not to ask. What they call the Rule of Silence in Cistercian circles. Know what I mean?’


Conradin did, and asked no further questions.


Over the next few days, Conradin settled into a new routine. He found that the ordered nature of convent life – the regular meals, eaten while one of the nuns read aloud from a life of the saints or a book of devotions, the hours of work at the pig farm, the domestic duties of scrubbing and polishing – all of these lent themselves to a sense of stability and calm that was just what he needed. The war seemed a long way away, the only reminders of conflict being RAF activity at the airfield some twenty miles away. Conradin had been trained in the identification of aircraft as part of his education in espionage, and he found himself gazing up at the sky and automatically counting the bombers as they headed off towards the North Sea. Apart from this, it might have been peacetime for all the impact that the war had on the sheltered life of the nuns and their young women. Conradin relished that sense of detachment. He detested the war and all that it meant, and here he could allow himself to pretend it was not actually happening. Of course, there were moments when he suffered pangs of guilt: terrible things were happening in Germany and elsewhere, and he was doing nothing to stop them, and yet, when he gave the matter further thought, he realised that he had done something after all. He had effectively deserted, and that was an act of opposition by any standards. He expected no credit, but he did entertain the idea, half-seriously, that there should be medals for deserters. Surely they deserved them even more, perhaps, than those who simply obeyed.


He had very quickly made himself indispensable at the pig farm. Not only did he cheerfully take on dirtier tasks, such as the clearing out of the sties, he had also assumed various maintenance duties that the nuns had ignored in recent years. None of the nuns, he discovered, was prepared to climb a ladder; he did so willingly, tucking the skirts of his habit into the black tights with which Sister Cecilia had issued him. The roof of one of the barns was in a bad way, and Conradin soon worked out how to replace or rehang the slates that had worked free of their nails. Poking about in the dustier corners of a barn, he found supplies of paint, and he used this on the wooden sides of the agricultural machinery store. He excavated ditches long clogged up with weeds; he repaired fences tested and breached by generations of pigs; he cleared away all the clutter and detritus that inevitably accumulates in any farmyard, a task that in most cases is talked about at great length but rarely done.


He found himself getting on well with the pigs. ‘These are intelligent creatures,’ he said to Sister Cecilia. ‘You can see them thinking, can’t you?’


‘They seem to like you,’ she said.


‘And I like them. Pigs are just themselves. They don’t try to be anything else.’


‘That can’t be easy,’ said Sister Cecilia, looking directly at him. ‘It can’t be easy to be something that you’re not.’


‘They don’t try,’ Conradin remarked.


She looked thoughtful. ‘Do you think they have souls?’


He was not sure. ‘They might do. But how would one tell?’
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