

[image: Illustration]




BEFORE & AFTER


The Incredible Story
of the Real-life Mrs Wilson


ALISON WILSON


Constable • London




 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Constable


Copyright © Alison Wilson, 2019


Foreword copyright © Gordon and Nigel Wilson, 2019


Afterword copyright © Ruth Wilson, 2019


Photographs from the Wilson family archive


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47213-234-5


Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




Foreword by Gordon and Nigel Wilson


In March 1993 our mother, Alison Wilson, presented us with a document she wanted us to read. It turned out to be the ‘Before’ section of her extraordinary life story, the second part of which we would not see until after our mother’s death in 2005. Having reflected long and hard on the right time to reveal the truth, she had invited us to dinner and given each of us a copy of the first part of the text she had written, six years earlier, while sequestered at a Carmelite Monastery in Wales. What we learned that night turned our view of our own lives – and that of our parents – upside down. We discovered that Alec – our father, and our mother’s beloved husband – had not only been a prolific thriller writer and an MI6 agent but also, shockingly, a bigamist. The two ‘distant cousins’ who had attended our father’s funeral were, in fact, our half-brothers. Completely stunned by the revelations, at this point we did not try and contact them. However, all that was to change later, as further unsettling information came to light.


Our mother, Alison McKelvie, was born on 6 August 1920 in Moresby, Cumberland (as Cumbria was then known). Most of her young life was spent in Drigg, near Whitehaven, where her father George McKelvie practised as a solicitor. She first met Alec – Alexander Wilson – in 1940, when she was working at what is now called MI6, intercepting all the telephone calls from foreign missions in London. Thrown together in the war-torn capital, Alison quickly fell in love with her dashing suitor. ‘He was likeable, kind, gentle, quiet, abstemious . . .’ Alec made no secret of the fact he had been married and had a son aged around ten, but claimed that his wife had walked out on him and that his divorce was being finalised. He had connections to the prestigious dukes of Marlborough, he told Alison’s parents; he owned a large house but it had been requisitioned, he said, to explain why it would not be available until after the war.


In the heightened atmosphere of a London under attack by German bombers, the relationship between Alec and our mother developed rapidly. Having miraculously survived a direct hit on her flat Alison, now homeless, moved into Alec’s boarding house. They soon became lovers. Alec, under pressure from Alison to extricate himself from his previous relationship, eventually claimed, falsely as it turned out, that the divorce had been granted. Our mother was pregnant with Gordon when, on 8th September 1941, she and Alec got married in a Catholic church.


The story of what happened next was set out in the remarkable document that our mother handed us that evening in 1992 and which is now reproduced here. For both of us the revelations were at once shocking and intensely moving. For the first time we were able to gain an understanding as to the extent of her sacrifices and suffering, and of her extraordinary sense of integrity, duty and responsibility. Amid all the other emotions that swirled through us that evening, we both felt incredibly blessed to have had a mother who, in a quiet, undemonstrative way, had shown such exceptional strength of character and purpose. Despite the hugely adverse circumstances in which she found herself, Alison had given us a rock-solid foundation from which to embark on our own lives, a security and stability that came at enormous physical, emotional and mental cost to her. We are both very conscious that we owe everything that we are today to her.


If we had been asked, when growing up, what our mother most loved, apart from her family, we would probably have said three things: poetry, Cumberland and horses. We remember how delighted she was whenever we saw a horse on our rural walks. She used occasionally to go out to ride, sometimes on Rotten Row in Hyde Park, usually with her best friend from school, Judith. Gordon remembers well her love of poetry in his younger years and after her death he recovered from her files several large exercise books full of poems, mostly by other authors, but also some she wrote herself. She always spoke so eloquently of her love of Cumberland, which imbued in us too a love of the region. In 1966 we went, together with Gordon’s fiancée, for a delightful summer holiday, driving and walking around Cumberland. She regaled us with tales about her life as a young girl in the county, and we could all see the pleasure she took in revisiting it. Years before, as schoolboys, we had been invited to spend a month every summer in the magnificent house belonging to Gordon’s godmother, who was like a real fairy godmother to us.


For our mother these must have been brief moments of light and luxury in a life with precious little of either. Alec was a maverick character; the persona he had adopted of a highly respected retired Indian Army officer proved to be very far from the truth. Unbeknown to us, his lack of responsibility and reliability caused huge problems for Alison throughout our childhood; often she had to hold the family together single-handedly while not knowing where the next penny was coming from. At times she could be quite short and, in the account of her life that follows, she expresses regret about her temper, but considering the stress she must have been under, it seems amazing that she was able to function at all on this knife-edge between stability and disaster. With us in tow, she was forced to move rented accommodation on average every year for seventeen years. So after Alec’s sacking from the F.O., she must have felt that nothing worse could follow, but she was wrong. ‘I was responsible for a two-year-old child and seven months pregnant with another. I had no money and nowhere to go. But far, far worse than the fear of my material predicament were the implications regarding A., too horrible to acknowledge.’ However she was devoted to our father, and loved him unreservedly throughout his life. She stuck with him through thick and thin, beyond a level of tolerance that few would countenance these days.


From our perspective, Alexander was a loving, caring and concerned parent, and together they instilled strong principles in us, with great emphasis on courtesy and good manners, integrity and conscientiousness in all we did, underpinned by firm guidance and direction in the practice of our Catholic faith, even though Alison at this stage had not converted. Sport was an important dimension of our lives and, although it was just us and our father who kicked the football around in winter, our mother joined us for cricket games in the park, bowling and strapping on the pads and batting in her turn with a considerable level of competence acquired at Wycombe Abbey.


Alexander died on 4th April 1963, and the impact on Nigel – who was still at school and living at home – was huge. Nigel was playing in the later stages of the prestigious schools seven-a-side tournament at Rosslyn Park that day, and was amazed to see our father turn up, as he had not given any indication that he would be there. It was the last time he would ever see him. Subsequently, he treasured this opportunity he had been given to have that last conversation with Alec, which meant so much to him. In the aftermath of this tragedy he was thrown together with our mother, who had only just come out of hospital herself, having suffered a severe infection after an operation. During this time, Alexander had written a number of loving letters to her, which became even more significant in the aftermath of his death.


For Gordon the situation was very different. He had joined the Navy in May 1960 and by the time of Alec’s death he had left Dartmouth and was in the brand-new frigate, HMS Eskimo, conducting sea acceptance trials in the Channel. The first lieutenant broke the news to him very sympathetically and relieved him of his night watchkeeping duties, Gordon remembers feeling very unemotional, and guilty that he did not feel more distressed. However, when he thought about it later, he remembered – on his last leave – having gone for a walk with our father, who’d had to stop every few yards to catch his breath. He realised he’d been half expecting the bad news.


Once home in Ealing, Gordon was eager to provide as much support to our mother as possible, and one of the ways of doing this was to register his father’s death. Gordon had quite forgotten about this when, just over forty years later, Tim Crook, our father’s biographer, used the register to locate him. Tim was later to be instrumental in reuniting the families.


As he grew older, Gordon came to doubt quite a few of the claims our father had made, and he decided to go to the register of births at Somerset House two weeks after his death. What he found shocked him. The only truth of what he had been told was that Alexander had been born in Dover Castle, but there was nothing to link him to the dukedom of Marlborough, as he had claimed, his parents being Second Class Staff Sergeant Alexander Wilson of the Medical Staff Corps and Annie Wilson, formerly O’Toole. His names were Alexander Joseph Patrick, very different from those listed on Gordon’s birth certificate. Gordon did not tell his mother about this, not wishing to add to her grief, and nor did he tell Nigel, feeling that he was too young to have his image of his father destroyed.


The funeral arrangements were bizarre, and are covered in detail in the memoir. Alison was clearly very stressed in this period, desperate to hide the truth from us both. Neither of us had ever been to a funeral before, let alone one in which a single phrase out of place might have exposed the reality of the situation. This ended the first half of Alison’s life, which changed dramatically when, a few months after our father’s death, she was received into the Catholic Church, with just us present. On her first Communion the next day, she declared her intention for herself: ‘that I would progress in the spiritual life’. For Alec ‘she had only one wish, one concern, one prayer: for his forgiveness and salvation’. Love was still there, despite everything that had happened, and she prayed for Alec every day after that.


Our lives went on as normal. Gordon returned to his ship, from which he came home for occasional weekends and a period of leave before it deployed to the Indian Ocean for a year. During his periods at home he would often go out with Alison and both were amused to be frequently taken for brother and sister. Nigel remained near at hand and, during his time in Oxford, kept in close contact with our mother, initially very worried about the state of her mind after the death. She describes in the first part of her memoir ‘a crushing burden . . . a sadness that seeped into every part of my being. There was no one with whom to share my grief.’ Alison continued to support Nigel through university, including an extra year at Oxford doing a Dip. Ed., giving him the time to win his rugby blue, in front of a full house including Gordon and our mother, at Twickenham.


Through a friend, Alison was introduced to Father Corr, co-founder of the Servite Secular Institute and, according to that friend, ‘a pied piper of souls’. Alison eventually came to the firm conclusion that joining the institute was God’s will, and she took her first vows in August 1967. As Nigel was graduating from university in 1968, Alison was taking the final steps in leaving her past behind – giving up her job, selling the house, journeying into the complete unknown of studying Catholic theology for the Licentiate in Sacred Theology (S.T.L.) at the Jesuit College at Heythrop. From that time on, our mother confounded herself and everyone around her by the way she took on challenges that she would formerly have considered impossible – the will, she felt, was provided by the Holy Spirit. She was the first laywoman to enter the field of Catholic theology in England; she completed five years of study and gained two degrees, and later set up her own course on Christian mysticism, eventually becoming a real expert in all forms of religious mysticism. From the time she took a vow of poverty, she never had to worry about money; there was always enough support for her from charities and other fellow Catholics.


Having encouraged her to study for the S.T.L., Nigel attempted to fill the role as her guardian by listening to her and trying to reduce her stress. One of the final steps our mother took in leaving her past behind was to sell her house. In the memoir, Alison herself describes the serious dilemma she felt at this stage: she needed to push on along the path she had designed for herself, but that sense of need was countered by a real concern about how Nigel would cope with the loss of his domestic base. Both recall the awful symbolism of Nigel’s disappearing down the escalator of the tube station to which she had taken him, waving goodbye to her.


So how did we feel when the revelations about our parents’ lives were uncovered? We both remember feeling stunned, but above all we felt huge waves of compassion towards Alison for all she had suffered. We appreciated how hard it must have been for her to have carried all those secrets throughout her life, and realised what a relief it must have been to unburden herself and tell us the truth after so long. More complex feelings of betrayal, shock or anger towards our father, and admiration and gratitude for our mother, gradually emerged during the following months and years.


It was only after Alison’s death, aged eighty-four, that the second half of her story was revealed in what she called ‘After’. Because of the passion and detail with which she expresses herself in that testimony, no further words here are needed – suffice it to say that our mother saw the second half of her life as the inevitable outcome of the first, that ‘Before’ inexorably led to ‘After’, and that her life thus came full circle and with complete fulfilment.


Those who knew Alison in the latter half of her life would remember her as quiet, modest and a caring but firm grandmother, and a loyal and valued friend to many. She never drew attention to herself, and rarely voiced strong opinions, but nonetheless navigated life with serene dignity, compassion and wisdom, as well as an infectious sense of fun. Only a very few knew the depths of passion, pain and sorrow that she had experienced earlier in her life, or the intensity of her spiritual life which followed. She suffered a whole stream of illnesses with great fortitude, seeming to treat them all as a kind of penance or purgatory on earth. Despite these, her overall physical health was not bad, and once she had recovered from a hip replacement she was still very active in getting around independently. She was often busy for eighteen hours a day, and remained a wonderful guide, rock and friend for Gordon, Mary and Nigel.


She was a grandmother to eight children and great-grandmother to six; she particularly took to the latter role like a duck to water. There is a lovely photograph of her with each of Gordon’s first two grandchildren, born within two months of each other, sitting on each knee. It was so appropriate that – several years later – the last picture ever taken of her was an equally precious photograph, featuring Nigel’s first grandchild, a boy, sitting on her knee a day or two after his birth.


At the end, when she had to have a major operation, she was well prepared. ‘I know the end; He is the end; and I know Him and have ‘‘seen’’ Him.’ We later learned that she had told her parish priest: ‘If called, I am ready to go.’ In the period before her final operation, she had appeared to be as well as she had been for a long time – mentally and physically fit and very lively. When Nigel left our mother in the hospital ward on the late afternoon of 1st August to travel to Matlock for the preparations for his second son’s wedding, he turned back three times wondering whether he should return and tell her that he loved her – but he did not because he did not want her to think it was more than saying goodbye. Gordon had a similar experience the next day, when they were joined for a while by a Catholic priest who said some prayers in a very fulfilling mini service, although she could not receive Holy Communion as she’d had a tracheotomy. Before he left our mother had a look in a mirror and expressed concern that her face did not look too good as a consequence of her operation. Gordon reassured her, but wished that he had gone back to emphasise strongly that in a few days it would be back to normal. However, she knew that she was loved and, to her, death was a release, a reward and a fulfilment; we felt that she had decided that it was time for her to go. She died in the very early hours of the following morning.


It was very important that Alison’s gravestone should be special and fitting, and so the family chose, from a stonemason in Norfolk, a large tablet of Cumberland Green sandstone, with just her name, and an inscription ‘Thy Will Be Done’. She is buried in Addlestone Cemetery, near the little house where she lived in great contentment during her last few years.


There are just two minor errors in the text of her memoirs, which is amazing since she burned all her diaries after 1940 and it is all drawn from her memory. She stated that it was a ‘buzz bomb’ (V-1) that hit her hostel in 1941 (page 26), but these weapons did not enter service until 1944. It is more likely that it was an inert bomb that did its damage by pure momentum: had it exploded we would not be reading this history. Later, she mentions the West Middlesex Hospital (page 48), but this should have been the Central Middlesex: Gordon vividly remembers occasionally visiting Alexander there as a schoolboy.




Prologue


This is the true story of my life. It is true as preserved in my memory and as it reflects my attitude. However, allowance has to be made for the fact that it is over forty years since it all began and over twenty years since the sledge-hammer shock of God’s gentle coming. The only records are my 1939/40 diaries and letters written to my spiritual director after 1963, and in the second part I have quoted quite extensively from the latter, as they often give a more vivid and accurate account of events and my reactions than memory can provide so many years later. Chronological exactitude cannot be guaranteed. Moreover, memory plays tricks, retaining and erasing seemingly at random, in one instance, as one of the letters showed, even entirely obliterating evidence of one of the most traumatic incidents which I would have expected to remain etched there for ever. What has been captured are those events which stand out as high and low points, great heights and great depths which I have been privileged to experience. All life, for all of us, no matter who we are, is a learning to love. Love is our driving force and it is by love and its correlate suffering that we are moulded. This story of my life is, then, a love story. Loving is the essential element which I have isolated, leaving out all the rest as being of secondary importance.


The spur which finally goaded me into action was my daughter-in-law’s question: ‘Why bring God into everything?’ This account is the answer, which I hope will enable her to understand. I have tried to relate the facts as briefly and concisely as possible with no literary embellishment. The first part is, therefore, recorded in stark simplicity; the second has proved more difficult, requiring a certain amount of labour to grasp the ungraspable, describe the intangible. The first part is written for and belongs to my sons, who lived and held fast to their faith long before their errant mother at last entered the fold. They were for me the first and most incisive example of the faith lived, in whom there was much to emulate. Now, as I look back, I see how throughout their childhood and formative years they were overshadowed and protected by God’s grace. It is as if they walked unscathed through a minefield. At any time a slight alteration in the combination of events and circumstances could have exposed the whole disastrous situation, shattering their lives and the stability of home and background. Nevertheless, they must have many questions they have patiently refrained from asking. That same faith and grace will now enable them to accept the unpalatable truth which is the answer.


The second part is for God, written in homage, adoration and thanksgiving. It belongs to his Church. Neither part is complete without the other.


Apart from my director, to whom all the facts of both parts were confided in full, I have never felt any urge to disclose anything about the wonders of God’s intervention, and none of it has previously been revealed. Certain facts about the first part have been disclosed, where necessary, to make the situation clear to certain authorities. I have never confided in any friend or relative. The instinct of love is to shield rather than reveal. Yet I have always known that ultimately the whole story must be recorded in witness to the victorious power of grace and in homage and thanksgiving to the God who loves and pursues us through all the sinful episodes of our life in order that he may give himself to us totally in everlasting love.


There are, then, two parts to my life: ‘Before’ and ‘After’; before God’s coming and after God’s coming. The two parts are as completely and cleanly separated by this coming as if they had been severed by a guillotine. Yet it is one life, and neither part can be fully understood except in the light of the other. Both parts are extraordinary, ‘Before’ on the natural level, ‘After’ on the supernatural.


The reading of ‘Before’ will be painful, distressingly so to those immediately concerned, but – where sin increases, grace abounds all the more.


‘Before’ is a tragedy, but it was not the end, only the beginning: a dark night, whose dawn was the tender touch of God, whose light perpetual joy. In the instant of his coming, the grief of the past was transformed into the joy of the present; the past was as if it had never been. ‘After’ could not keep his feet upon the ground, such joy his heart had found.


Do not grieve over the story of ‘Before’; it is only the prelude. ‘After’ follows.
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BEFORE




Chapter 1




O God, unloose these cursèd bonds and chains,


Set free the captive force within my mind,


So then my yearning soul may reach the stars


And bring to earth the dust of eternity;


Let fall the cross of grief upon my heart,


And then shall wake a stirring, throbbing anguish.


Known, but only half revealed to man


To find expression through this hand of thine.





I was nineteen when I wrote those lines. God answered my prayer, as always in a manner beyond our power to conceive – in full measure and running over. Now, nearly fifty years later, it is time for me to undertake my part: to record the history of that grief for which I had prayed, which was abundantly given and which, in fact, heralded God’s coming; to pay homage to the marvels of God’s work in my life.


At nineteen I was a romantic, immersed in books, poetry, dabbling on the edges of philosophy, dreaming of beauty, truth, goodness and, above all, love – but only real love would do – eternal, unbreakable, prepared to suffer all the anguish without which love would not be love. My mother was an inveterate reader, consuming novels from the nearest Boots and Smith’s libraries at an amazing pace. From her and my father, whose relaxation was to shut himself up in his study with the Greek and Latin classics, I inherited a love of reading. However, I followed my mother rather than my father, going for the better novels, Brett Young, Walpole, Charles Morgan, Claude Houghton, L. H. Myers, Ernest Raymond being my favourites. I read avidly, curled up in a chair, lost to my surroundings; the world of poetry and fiction with its incipient philosophy was much more inspiring and engrossing than the material world. At that time my greatest delight was to shut myself in the drawing-room, where I would be sure of solitude, put a record on the gramo phone, Handel’s Largo, Ketelbey’s ‘Monastery Garden’, Richard Crook singing ‘I’ll Walk Beside You’ or, when I had acquired it, Tchaikovsky’s 5th Symphony, spread myself out on the settee and dream my dreams.


Except for three years at my first boarding school, my childhood was very happy and serene. Yet I was a solitary and very withdrawn child. My parents were old, my father in his fifties and my mother turned forty, when I was born. My father would not allow my brother and myself to have any formal schooling until we were seven, although prior to that we had some lessons from a governess. In complete opposition to today’s practice, he thought the child’s mind should lie fallow in the early years. At seven my brother was sent away to a preparatory school and I had two years of solitary freedom. Just as later I was able to transport myself into a fictional realm, so as a child I transported myself into the realm of imagination.


I had one great grief, which was that I had been born a girl and not a boy. The result of my parents having married so late and their first child being still-born was that when my brother arrived, after another very difficult birth, he was doted upon. I was not intended, since my mother was not supposed to have any more children. Nevertheless, I was very much loved and welcomed. However, that knowledge could not annul what rubbed off from their attitude towards my brother. It was made quite clear to me that the eldest and boys had privileges which the younger offspring and, worse, girls, could never hope to acquire. I desperately wanted to be a boy and I would spend days and weeks role-playing male parts. All my games and toys were boys’. Long before it was an accepted thing, I insisted on dressing in boys’ clothes, wearing my brother’s shorts and dressing up in his discarded school suits, caps, cricket flannels, whatever I could lay my hands on. I would select one of his school friends and for weeks, in imagination, step into his shoes and become him. In the garden at home, dressed in the school uniform, I would play happily for hours, completely entering into my role. I would take the name of the boy I had chosen, write it on my books, ‘be’ him. In the holidays I played cricket with my brother on the lawn, frequently breaking the greenhouse windows, and in the winter football in the back yard. Whatever he did, I did.


Although so introvert, I was not entirely friendless. There were one or two children who could be reached by bus or bicycle with whom I was allowed to play. One, David, a vicar’s son, was a much loved childhood companion, until to my sorrow, his father moved to another living. In the neighbouring house, across a field, there was a family with four undisciplined, riotous boys with whom I was strictly forbidden to play. They caused a mild form of havoc in the neighbourhood and any damage was traceable to them. I was often sent to the farm, five minutes’ walk away, to fetch cream, which I would carry back in the jug without any danger of spilling; it was so thick you could turn the jug upside down. On one occasion I met the eldest of the next door boys. Whether he taunted me, I don’t know, but an altercation took place and the stones started to fly, one of my stones hitting him on the temple. This, not surprisingly, resulted in a visit from an angry parent and a considerable amount of discord as each parent defended their offspring. Although I had hit him, the accusation was that he had been the first to throw a stone. This I affirmed and stoutly maintained but, looking back through the mists of time, I would not like to take an oath on it now. I think my father was secretly delighted that my feminine aim had been better than my male opponent’s, but the incident did not improve the already strained relations between the families. Not long afterwards tragedy hit them. The youngest boy, during one of their escapades, badly bruised his leg and shortly after died of an embolism. A spruced-up horse and cart from the farm carried the pathetic little coffin to its resting place in the churchyard a mile away. Differences were forgotten in mutual sorrow and compassion.


When I was seven I was allowed to share a governess with the vicar’s children and one or two others. This meant a bicycle ride of a mile or so to the village where the classes were held above the smithy. To get there I had to pass the village school. No doubt the children resented my different status in having private lessons and not mixing with them, because when I returned home during their lunch-time play period often they would line the walls on to the road jeering at me as I rode past and, on at least one occasion, stoning me. I used to ride past as quickly as I could.


Lying was nipped in the bud quite early. I remember, at about five or six years old, going into the cold, slate-slabbed larder at Christmas time and seeing about two dozen mince pies laid out on racks to cool. Too tempting to be resisted I was afraid to help myself to one, being sure it was known exactly how many were there and that it would be missed, So, instead, I took a small bite out of each one, turning the missing portion to the wall, so that it would not be immediately evident to anyone entering the larder. When it was discovered, as the first suspect, I was questioned, but firmly denied any knowledge of it. Suspicion was then, no doubt to my relief, diverted to mice, until it was realised that no mouse was ever so symmetrical in its thieving. The full tide of censure then broke upon me. I was despatched to my room in utter disgrace, deprived of my meal and made to understand that the enormity of the offence was not the thieving but the lying about it when challenged. After that, and with the emphasis on honour at school, truth became almost a fetish.
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