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‘This is a remarkable journey. I was really moved by what she wrote and could hardly bear to read some of it……but I read it at a sitting and could not put it down actually….Sue Deacon


‘I am awestruck by this account. I love the dialogue with, and analysis about her relationship with God…Patty Baxter


‘Reading this account of her Romanian experience felt like I was sitting with her and she was talking to me. Coping with such cruelty as well as questioning her reactions. I am stunned by the day by day account, but also by the long term consequences of her love. Rosie Wicks


‘I found it completely riveting’ Anthony Kedros


‘I read it at a sitting’ Ann Atkin




PROLOGUE


Take heed that you despise not one of these little ones: for I say unto you, That in heaven their angels do always behold the face of my Father that is in heaven





Matthew18 v10.




HOW IT ALL STARTED




CHAPTER ONE



In 1996 when I was 59, everything in my life changed. Not in an obvious outward way but in an extraordinary inner way. It started when my son Sam persuaded me, somewhat reluctantly, to say a prayer led by him.


I had not come from a Christian family, and though I was christened as a baby I don’t remember us ever going to church. I had been in a church, as I had occasionally been taken to church by an elderly friend of our family. At one time my brother Bruv, who was 8 years older than me, started going to Church on his own, but he never talked about it; it was as if it was a personal and private thing. As a family we never talked about God as the whole subject seemed rather embarrassing. Neither did I take any of my children to church.


When Sam was in his early 20s he suddenly announced that he had become a Christian. We did not at first take him too seriously, we had seen Sam follow many enthusiasms. He had been for a while a traveller, living in a covered cart pulled by a strong piebald horse, travelling the country, stopping in lay-byes to cook over a small fire. Then he had been to India twice looking for answers, and at one time he called himself a Buddhist. So this latest enthusiasm seemed like something that would eventually pass away as the others had.


The only thing was that this was such an all consuming passion – we joked that whatever subject we mentioned, Sam would bring it back to God.


I was pleased for him but did not for a moment consider it for myself.


As the years passed Sam went to live in Plymouth. He married Katie, who had also become a Christian, and they had two boys. Then when my youngest son Ben became ill it seemed clear to Sam that he needed spiritual help and so he persuaded Ben to join them in Plymouth. I won’t tell Ben’s story but the upshot was that months later when Ben was back in North Devon he told me he too had become a Christian. Again I was pleased for him but again did not feel personally tempted.


I remembered how years before I had been living in Winchelsea with a broken marriage and three young children. Fanny and Joe were 7 and 6, and went to the local primary school, and because I worked part time, Sam who was 2, went to Miss Rosling’s nursery school in Rye, and because I did not drive I paid a girl from the nearby secondary school to bring him back with her in the bus. One day when I was feeling desperately unhappy I went into the Church. It was thankfully empty, and I knelt down and prayed “What must I do?’ expecting no answer, then I heard in my head the words “Meet Sam off the bus” I suddenly realised what the time was, I had been so absorbed by my own unhappiness I had not realised it was so late. I just had time to run out of the church as the bus appeared around the corner.


I found this enormously comforting, I felt certain the prompting had not been my thought as it had taken me by surprise, and I put it down to some sort of guardian angel. I thought that God might after all be real, and decided to find out more about it. So I asked the dear old Rector of the nearby village of Icklesham, to prepare me for confirmation. I went to him rather than the unknown Winchelsea vicar, because he owned the house I rented, and before we moved in he and his wife had walked over to the empty house to pray.


I did not tell him about the voice, and I am afraid I don’t remember anything of the teaching, and after it was over I went just once to the large unfriendly Winchelsea Church. The service was from King James, the congregation was elderly, and I felt like a complete outsider. and I found myself becoming angry because nothing there seemed relevant to my life. So I decided that this was not for me and never went to a church service again.


Time passed… Now with hindsight I can see that God had touched my life long before I became a Christian, I had even acknowledged it then as being something special, and again I had wondered if there were guardian angels that looked after us in some way.


Once, walking along a road near my sister’s house, thinking of nothing special, I suddenly heard a voice in my head say very clearly


“God is love.” That was all.


Now I had heard this phrase before, and had always dismissed it as the sort of soppy thing that Christians say – but this time I was completely confounded. So much so that I remember every detail of where I was at the time – the street – the low wall – the houses – and I knew that this was not a phrase it was the TRUTH. I knew with every part of me that this was literally the truth. God is Love. And for a while, (about two days), I seemed to understand this truth, and then the understanding slipped away. I tried to cling onto it, even tried to write it down, but it was no use. However, what I was left with was the certain knowledge that it was still there, even if I could no longer understand it in the same way, I knew that it had not been my own thought – It was something outside myself which had shown me briefly a great truth.


I remembered how another earlier time I had also heard this voice. It was when my husband, Peter, and I were living in a cottage in the country with our three young children. Everyone was out and I was alone. I had a little Mallard duckling that had been found at the side of the road and had been given to me to rear as we kept ducks. I kept him in the house as the other ducks bullied him, and this day I decided to introduce him to water and took him out and stood him on a brick in the children’s paddling pool. He was nervous at first and then suddenly got the idea and began to swim around very fast and excitedly. It was great fun kneeling there enjoying his antics, and then I heard a gentle voice in my head say something like.


“Enjoy this time. Don’t waste it thinking about the future. Enjoy now, because one day you will look back on this as a very happy time”


I was amazed, and realised that I had got into the habit of supposing that things would be better when the children were a bit older…when we had a car instead of just two bicycles…when we had a bit more money.. …when…when… I knew it had not been my thoughts that had spoken – it was something outside myself. It was not an angry or reproving voice, it was just gently pointing out something I was missing.


The following winter Peter fell in love with our friend Jane and our marriage catastrophically collapsed. I remembered the voice, or what I thought was a guardian angel, and in some way it helped me during that awful time.


Two days after Peter told me he and Jane were in love I had to go to the Christmas concert at Fanny’s school. She was 5. I gathered up 4 year old Joe and baby Sam and then as I got to the school the most gentle peace filled me – a calm loving stillness – and I sat through the performance enveloped in this protective peace. All the tears and talk and exhaustion were washed away. This gentle support lasted about two and a half days and then gradually faded, but as the unhappiness flooded back I was again helped.


We had a vegetable stand in the corner of our kitchen and in one of the baskets was a red cabbage. It had been there so long that it was black and shrivelled, and as my eye fell on it I noticed that where the stem had been cut there were little shoots growing. These leaves were as small and delicate as rose petals, and were a soft green tinged with pink and as I looked at them I felt hope. It was as if I was being shown that even something as dead, dark and hopeless as that cabbage could send out these beautiful little shoots and it seemed like a promise that life is not always as dark as it seemed.




CHAPTER TWO



To return to 1996, to when Sam led me through a simple prayer asking God to forgive me for the things I had done wrong in my life and asking him to come into my life.


I said it after Sam and did not feel anything, just a slight sense of disappointment because in spite of my pessimism, there had been a faint hidden hope that something might change. Sam went off, and Ben and Elke, his girlfriend, were travelling in Chile, and so I was alone.


I was quite happy living on the coast in North Devon. I had a pottery to run and also a holiday cottage that I let, and I kept busy and almost forgot about my prayer with Sam. Then I read an article in the Sunday Times about a wonderful man who had started ‘The Medical Foundation for the Care of Victims of Torture’. It was an inspiring article and I could not get it out of my mind – so much so that I began to think of offering them my holiday cottage as a place to recover. I worked out that I could manage to live on my earnings in the pottery and the basic government pension which I would start getting in January when I was 60. So I wrote to the man and offered him my holiday cottage telling him it could accommodate eight people and was fully equipped with everything needed down to the last teaspoon. I could offer it rent free but would not be able to pay the rates and expenses like water and electricity. After a while he wrote back graciously declining as they could not afford any expenses and it was too far from London.


At about this time I began to have some dreams. They were different from my usual dreams which vanished as I woke up. These felt completely real and they had a common theme. In all of them I had the care of a small vulnerable child and I could feel that the situation was not safe or benign – I knew it was not my child, but I had to protect it.


It was a different child in each dream but the sense of threat and urgency was the same, and these dreams were so real, that when I woke up I would start to search anxiously around the bed for the child until I realised it was just a dream.


Then all day the dream would linger and the sense of urgency did not go. These dreams did not come every night, but enough to make me disturbed because they made me feel that I should be doing something but did not know what. Finally, in desperation I went to a bible.


I had never read the bible so did not know where to look, and opened it at random to see if there might be an answer there. It opened at the front, and the passage my eye fell on made no connection so I tried again in the middle – again nothing – so for the last time I opened it near the end and read the first thing I saw.


It was John 21 verses15-18 and was the passage when Jesus speaks to Peter after his resurrection.


‘When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter “Simon, son of John, do you truly love me more than these?”


“Yes Lord” He said, “You know that I love you.”


Jesus said “Feed my lambs”


Again Jesus said, “Simon, son of John, do you truly love me?”


He answered, “Yes Lord, you know I love you.”


Jesus said “Take care of my sheep.”


The third time he said to him. “Simon, son of John, do you love me?


Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said “Lord, you know all things, you know that I love you”


Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.”


I did not know the background, but as I read it I felt all the hairs on my arms and neck stand up. The command “Feed my lambs” seemed to be directly spoken to me – three times he said it and I was very moved – but how did he mean me to do it?


For a few days I pondered about it while the feeling of urgency grew. I found myself pacing around the house making little grunting noises as I tried to understand.


The strange thing was that I knew about feeding lambs – literally. When we had a farm I had reared orphan lambs collected from the lamb bank and I had become completely absorbed with the best way to do it. I had been warned by a farmers wife when I collected the first one, that most hand reared lambs died quite quickly. So I studied the constitution of sheep’s milk and found it was twice as concentrated as cow’s milk, and I found that the calves’ powdered milk was right for my lambs if I used half the amount of water and fed them little and often and made sure the temperature was just right, and they thrived.


Once, when some of our hoggets and their lambs got pneumonia I had milked the young mothers by hand, and then used a tube to stomach feed their lambs with their mother’s milk, doing this every three hours, day and night. I remembered how one stormy night in March I had crawled out of bed and had put on boots and a coat over my nightdress and had gone out to the building where the sheep were housed. I climbed over the rail and milked the skittish mother (she was getting better) and then picked up her lamb that lay under a hot lamp and began to tube feed it. It was still and quiet inside but the storm was raging outside, and I began to automatically think that it was quite an ordeal having to keep doing this in the middle of the night, when suddenly I realised it was exactly the opposite – because I absolutely loved it. I adored caring for these lambs and was completely absorbed doing it.


Now, with the bible in my hand, I felt as if I was being told to do it again. Jesus had said ‘lambs and sheep’ but he had not meant Peter to do that literally. By ‘lambs’ he had meant vulnerable people, and that was what I was being told to do. But how?


This incident made me realise two things – both of them rather surprising – one was that God seemed to have a sense of humour; the last thing I expected. And the other was that he must have been with me throughout my life even though I was not a Christian. This was rather a daunting thought.


I decided to talk to our vicar, David Ford. I had met him once when he first took over our parish. He had called at the pottery to introduce himself, and he had seemed a nice sort of man and not intimidating. So I gave him a ring and asked if I could come over and see him about something. As I sat in his study I explained about The Medical Foundation for the Care of victims of Torture and my hopes for using Chapel Cottage. We had a long discussion, first about that, and then about God, and I found him very easy to talk to. So eventually I plucked up courage and told him about my dreams. He listened and did not seem surprised or sceptical and I realised that he did not think it was at all odd that God sometimes sends us dreams, even to someone like me who was not a Christian. It was such a relief to be able to talk so openly with someone, and next Sunday I decided to go to Church.


The parish church was across the valley from me, overlooking the sea, and it was a pleasant wooded walk down the lane to reach it. I found that they were using the same King James Service book that had made me feel so alien and angry thirty years before, but this time, as we spoke those ancient words, I found the tears were pouring down my cheeks and dripping off my chin. I was so moved, but I did not know why – it was as if some unconscious part of myself was responding in a way I could not understand. The next Sunday I was welcomed by the small, mostly elderly, congregation, and so I continued going every Sunday.


I was invited by David to join their home group at the vicarage where I met his lovely wife Shiela, (who was to become a very special friend). And a few other people. We sang some songs, none of which I knew, and had some prayer and teaching. Gradually I was feeling my way into being a committed Christian. As I grew to know the others I began to realise that there was far more to them than I could ever have guessed. It was a lesson I would have to learn again and again – to never judge anyone by their outside. I had not realised to what extent I was selective about other people, as I was so often shown that someone I would have previously dismissed as being boring, surprised and humbled me by their openness and depths of insight.


David had started contacting children’s homes to see if any of them needed to use Chapel Cottage for their charges, but weeks went by and nothing turned up. Meanwhile the dreams went on, not nearly as frequent but still as urgent. I had started going on an Alpha course and began reading the Bible and also Christian writers like C S Lewis and Adrian Plass, so different from each other but both very readable. It was as if I had discovered a hole in myself that needed filling.




CHAPTER THREE



One day, talking with David, we began to wonder whether it was not my house that God wanted, it was me.


The next week David handed me a leaflet that had been sent to him. It was about an orphanage in Romania. Now I knew nothing about Romania. I’m afraid that when a programme came on the television about the dreadful orphanages I had quickly changed channels. I did not want to see suffering when there was nothing I could do about it.


But I read the leaflet. It was by a few girls who had been working in a British run hospice in Chernaboda and who decided, when they had some free days, to look up a child they had grown fond of and who had been returned to an orphanage in Braila in the far East of Romania. When they got there they were appalled by what they saw.


At that time, though there was growing concern about the large number of children in the standard orphanages in Romania, it was not generally known what happened to the children who had failed to meet certain arbitrary criteria and so had been sent to orphanages for the ‘irricupables.’ Braila’s sectia RMPSC was one of these orphanages. The girls told the director, Dr Stefan, that they would like to help, and so they organised supplies of clothes, toothpaste and toys, but as well they offered to come and help personally. So two of them left the Hospice and moved to Braila to help however they could. The leaflet was to raise money to support this work. At the bottom was a London telephone number.


I rang this number and was told that Penny was away visiting her mother. I asked where that was and was told


“In Devon”


“Where in Devon?”


“Bideford”


Extraordinary – This was my local town. I rang the number she gave me and got Penny who suggested I come and meet her and see their video. I left at once and half an hour later I had met Penny and was watching a video of the two of the girls doing what they could to relieve the children’s suffering. And I knew with total certainty that this was where I must go.


Penny said that they had been praying for someone to turn up, as Susan, one of the girls there, was leaving to marry a Romanian and the other girl, Anthea, would not be able to stay on her own. I asked Penny how much it might cost to work there for a year and she said about seven thousand pounds.


Back home I considered this sum. I had no savings, just my income from the pottery and the holiday cottage. I contacted my letting agents and asked what monthly rent I could ask for Chapel Cottage with a permanent tenant, she told me, and then I remembered the state pension was due to start in January when I turned 60. And so I added twelve times the cottage rent and 52 times my pension and found it came to exactly the sum Jenny had said. Now I was certain that God was organising this move. It felt as if doors were opening, because within two hours of reading the leaflet, I had watched the video, discussed going out with Penny and now the money seemed alright, but the most convincing thing was my instant recognition that this was where I had to go. These children were my lambs that I had been told to look after.


David and Shiela were very supportive and so were Ben and Elke when they returned from Chile. Elke had also become a Christian and they were now engaged. It was agreed that they would live in my cottage and run the pottery while I was away.


Then followed a busy time, I had to get Chapel Cottage ready for a permanent tenant after the last holiday tenants had left. And I was able to fly out to Romania for two weeks to meet Anthea and Susan, and to go with them into the orphanage – though in a way it seemed immaterial as I knew I would be going there whatever it was like.


The girls rented a two room apartment in one of the square grey concrete ‘blocs’ that had gone up during the communist era. They shared the larger living room and I slept on a mattress on the floor of the one bedroom.


Each morning we walked to the orphanage, it took forty minutes. We walked through the main town to where the roads became rough and the houses were shabby wooden shacks, then down a muddy track to a building standing alone. It looked like a factory and was square with large windows that were shuttered on the inside. We rang the doorbell and were let in and immediately went into a small locked room off the hall. This was officially the isolation room but had never been used as such and was now used by the girls. It was stuffed with all the toys and equipment that they had managed to collect and bring out; boxes of toys of all sorts. There were a couple of chairs, a bed, a ball pool and children’s chairs. We put on brightly patterned overalls and gathered up a few toys and went upstairs to the main salon.
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