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Thank you to my brave and courageous wife Elizabeth and my children Rachel, Lois, Megan, Anna, Joel and Joshua, who were equally called by God for the journey to China. We could only have gone to China together, all sharing the risk, challenges and sacrifices. Together we received rich blessings from our Father who continues to lead us on an exciting, exhilarating life of faith and prayer. 


Lots of love Dad




Preface


___________


‘Look up at the sky and count the stars – if indeed you can count them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’


(Genesis 15:5)


This is a story about many things, about many people. But above all, it is about the father heart of God. It is a story that shows that God has a plan for each of us and an adventure into which he calls those who are willing to risk – well, everything. 


If you go outside one night under a clear sky and gaze up at the stars, could you begin to count them, as the Lord charged Abraham to do? Would you even try? This is a story about stars, too, and fathers, and those without them. 


I was one of those. 


My father left his family when I was two. I never knew him. I don’t remember anything about him from that time. Maybe God has a sense of irony – in fact, I’m sure he does – that he should take a man who had no father and make him a father to so many. Or maybe it takes a man who had no father to know the value of surrounding every child with a loving family. 


It’s been my privilege to play a part in a story that God wanted to tell, in a plan he intended to execute, in China. This is the story I want to tell you. Why he called me, a lad from Norfolk, to help bring about a revolution in childcare on the other side of the world, I can’t say. But he did. And to a nation with a one-child policy he chose to send Liz and me, who had six children: that brought many laughs with officials in China. And now that multitude of orphans, whom he has placed in the care of loving fathers and mothers all over that teeming nation, number as many as the stars …






1: First Contact


___________


In their hearts humans plan their course,


but the Lord establishes their steps.


(Proverbs 16:9)


Even now, in the twenty-first century, you would be hard pressed to think of two places more different than Shanghai and Norfolk. One with its thronging multitudes and dusty exhaust-clogged air, every day sprouting another towering spike of steel and glass; the other with its sleepy market towns and flint-stone villages, its big, clean skies and pale, windswept beaches. But in the 1960s, there really was no comparison. They were different worlds.


I was thirteen years old when, for me, these two worlds first touched. At the time, my mother, my two sisters and I were living in a small semi-detached house on Denton Road in Norwich. I was attending a school called Alderman Jex – a place I had dreaded as a younger boy walking home from my junior school down the road because the older kids from Alderman’s would chase us and beat us up if they caught us. I had passed my 11+ examination, which in those days meant I had an open ticket to one of the grammar schools on the south side of Norwich. But, even having cleared that hurdle, my family couldn’t afford the daily bus fare across town, so it was Alderman Jex and its bullies for me. Swallowing my fears, I settled into life there as best I could. 


Then, one day, a new boy turned up in class. He was Chinese. The teacher said he came from Hong Kong and that his name was Yuk Leung Yau. One of the children at the back of the class made retching noises, thinking he was being funny, and was told to pipe down. Then our new classmate was invited to say something about his home city. It was soon pretty clear that he didn’t know much English. 


I felt sorry for him, though some of the other lads sniggered at his halting efforts and his accent and pulled faces behind his back. In the late 1960s, anything but a white Caucasian was a rare sight in Norwich. I remember a set of triplets who were the mixed-heritage children of a local Norfolk girl who had fallen for an African–American GI stationed there in the 1950s. But faces from the Far East were unknown. 


Children being children, the teasing continued after class and I could see on the Chinese boy’s face how the jibes were hitting their mark. I guessed he must have been feeling pretty lonely as it was, and the other boys were only making it worse.


‘How would you like it if you were the only white kid in a Chinese class?’ I said, squaring up to the ringleader. I was still pretty skinny myself at that age, so I think it was probably surprise that I had stood up to him more than a sudden pang of conscience that made the bully back off, and I was left standing alone in the corridor with the Chinese kid.


‘Thank you,’ he said, ducking his head of jet-black hair.


‘What d’you say your name was?’ My own Norfolk accent was pretty broad in those days.


‘Yuk Leung Yau,’ he replied.


I frowned. ‘Hmm. How about I just call you Jimmy?’ And so Jimmy he was to us, ever after.


Jimmy and I became good friends. It turned out his family had moved to Norwich to start the first Chinese restaurant in the city. Even at that time, Britain was still recovering from the effects of the Second World War, and rationing had only ended a few years before, so the idea of Chinese cuisine in Norfolk seemed impossibly exotic. 


I would visit Jimmy often. His house was full of pots of bean sprouts that his dad used as ingredients in his restaurant. He would give us banana fritters as snacks, for which I soon developed quite a passion. After all, bananas had only been available in England for a few years, but no one ate them fried like that.


‘I think I’d like to visit China when I’m older,’ I announced to Jimmy one morning in an art class. ‘You reckon you can teach me some Chinese?’ 


Jimmy was busy on his drawing. ‘Some other time,’ he said, concentrating on a particularly delicate detail. He was by far the best artist in class.


‘Go on,’ I persisted, jogging his arm. ‘Teach me something.’


He threw down his pencil and scowled. ‘Okay, okay. Say moho te sing.’


‘Mo-ho … tay … sing,’ I repeated in my flat Norfolk tones. ‘What’s it mean?’


‘“Shut up” in Cantonese,’ he replied. I guess that told me. Even so, I walked around school the next few days muttering ‘moho te sing’ to myself, trying to get it right, much to Jimmy’s amusement.


I can’t say why exactly, but something about China and the Chinese people fascinated me from early on, although they had nothing to do with my life in Norfolk. And for a long while I cherished a secret promise to myself that, one day, I’d visit there. One day … 


But all that lay some distance in the future. Meanwhile, the focus of my teenage years was not China, not faith, but – like a lot of young boys, I guess – football. 


When I was a small boy, my mother’s long-standing friend Ted, who eventually became her husband, often took me to Carrow Road. This was the home of Norwich City Football Club, better known as The Canaries, and I used to adore watching them play (I still do). At the time, they were one of the top teams in the country, playing in the nation’s First Division. The players were like gods to me – men like Kevin Keelan, the ‘greatest goalkeeper not to get an international cap’ (as he was born in India), and the brawny Scottish defender Duncan Forbes. So when I was a bit older and four of us lads from Alderman Jex first eleven were invited to try out for the Norwich City squad, I thought my moment of destiny had arrived. 


For a few sweet months, I trained at Norwich City training ground at Trowse. I was still skinny, but what I lacked in bulk I made up for in enthusiasm. Despite our young age, we trained with the senior players two evenings a week. I remember, at a few sessions, Kevin Keelan would take a ten-bob note off each new youth player and invite us to shoot penalties at him for practice. If he saved more than five penalties out of ten, he got to keep all the money. If not, he would give us back our note and pay each of us ten bob out of his own pocket, whether or not we had scored. Needless to say, we never won a farthing. Still, I loved it. This was my future, I was sure of it. But then the new season came around and the coach told me I was still too slight to be of any use to them. ‘Come back next year,’ he said, trying to sound encouraging, ‘after you’ve done some growing.’ 


I was heartbroken. Tears streamed down my face as I cycled home from the ground that day, my dream of playing for The Canaries crushed beyond repair.


There was another brief glimpse of hope when the coach of Colchester United, Ray Crawford, invited me to train with them. But Colchester were only a Third-Division side and it took me an hour on the train to journey south to play with them each session. My heart wasn’t in it. It was The Canaries or nothing for me, and when Ted pointed out that I wasn’t going to make a living playing for second-rate teams like Colchester United anyway, I knew he was right. I needed a real job.


The best Plan B I could come up with was to join the Royal Navy. I craved adventure. It was time to see the world, and the recruitment posters promised that I surely would. But first, it seemed, I had to have another dream shattered.


I had decided that, since I stood on the threshold of manhood, the time had come to meet my father. I was sixteen and I had questions that I wanted answered. The older I got, the more questions I had. Why had he left us? Why had he and Mum divorced? And, more fundamentally, what sort of a man was he? Yet, although I was curious for answers, I think some deeper part of me recognised that even having them wouldn’t make a real difference and couldn’t fill the hole he had left behind.


At the time, he was living in the market town of Ormskirk, near Liverpool. He had another family by then – two more sons, both quite young. He came to pick me up from the station. I watched an average-looking man in a raincoat with greying hair get out of a car and approach me. It was a strange, hollow feeling. Underwhelming. I wasn’t angry. In fact, I didn’t feel any emotional connection to him at all, although I had thought I would. 


The visit was pleasant enough. He tried to make me feel as comfortable and welcomed as possible. His new wife, Rhona, did the same. His two boys – my half-brothers, aged six and four – rode in the car with us. They were wide-eyed when I pulled out a carton of cigarettes and lit up on the drive to their home, thinking I was impossibly grown up. But I was just a kid like them.


For all my father’s kindness, it turned out that the years apart from each other couldn’t be bridged. He wasn’t the hero of my boyish daydreams. He wasn’t the missing piece in my heart, after all. I’d have to look for that elsewhere – if it existed at all.


That doesn’t mean this realisation wasn’t painful. Every boy needs a father, and anyone who tells you otherwise doesn’t understand the truth. There had been many occasions on the football field when I had longed to hear a father’s voice cheering me on, even though Mum did her best. And I couldn’t fail to notice how often the other children’s fathers had a word in the coach’s ear on their behalf. I’d had no one like that to speak up for me and, at that stage, I certainly didn’t know how to speak up for myself, because no father had ever taught me how, or given me the confidence I needed to do so.


Later, I found out more about him, which he didn’t tell me then. He had served behind enemy lines during the Second World War. He was gifted with languages and had spent years involved in secret operations in Belgium, Holland and France. He had seen some pretty shocking things, which he described in his memoirs. Discovering this helped me to understand the man and the choices he had later made, to understand that the notion of living a double life had been ingrained in him, so much so that when he came back to peacetime, why wouldn’t he carry on his intrigues? One life wasn’t enough for him.


For all that, perhaps my father did pass one trait on to me, after all: a longing for adventure. And that was what I was hoping for when I signed up for the Royal Navy. 


As a brand-new naval ‘rating’ – the lowest rank in the Navy – I was sent for basic training to HMS Ganges on the Suffolk coast in the village of Shotley, a so-called boys’ training establishment. When it came to the physical exercises, assault courses and so on, the intensity was a shock at first, but I soon got used to them and rose to the challenges, until finally I came to love them. As well as all the usual stuff, I was allowed to play football, first for a ratings side and soon, having been selected up the various levels, I found myself playing for the Navy against the other armed services. With this came a certain degree of respect. I stood out from the other ratings and became a known face among the senior officers. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy that. 


Things changed a bit after basic training, though. I was sent to HMS Pembroke, a naval base in Chatham, Kent, where I trained in the supply and secretarial trade. Not quite the adventure I had signed up for. Still, I hoped that when it came to my posting I would get something more exciting. My goal, of course, was still the Far East. My interest in China had not waned, and I thought that if the Navy would pay me to get out there, so much the better.


So, after my passing out, I put in a draft request for an aircraft carrier or a destroyer. A letter soon arrived from the drafting officer, saying, ‘Welcome to the Submarine Command as a volunteer.’ I quickly wrote back saying that there must be some mistake, that I certainly hadn’t volunteered for Submarine Command, and repeated my request to be posted to a destroyer. A terse reply followed, welcoming me to Submarine Command, this time as a ‘non-volunteer’. It looked like I was going to be a submariner whether I liked it or not.


And so, instead of cruising the balmy waters of the South China Sea, I resigned myself to the fact that I would be lurking in the freezing depths of the Baltic and North Seas, crammed inside a metal tube. Like Jonah in the belly of the whale. 


Out of the depths I cry to you, LORD.


(Psalm 130:1)


When I passed out into the Royal Navy, the world was still firmly in the grip of the Cold War. During the course of my service, I served on two different Oberon-class submarines – HMS Oberon herself and HMS Opossum. They were deployed to do essentially two opposite tasks. The first was to patrol British waters and locate, pursue and see off any Soviet submarines caught infiltrating friendly waters. The second was on reconnaissance in the Baltic, photographing Soviet naval movements in and out of the various naval bases they had positioned around the eastern rim of that sea, which often meant working in concert with the SBS, or Special Boat Service (the British equivalent of the US Navy Seals). In the latter case, we were the ones being chased away, usually with depth charges. And cold though the war may have officially been, the charges were real enough, and potentially deadly to any boat compromised six hundred feet below the surface. 


On each tour, we would spend several months at sea. The conditions were not designed for a man like me. By then I had grown into a strapping lad of six foot two. The highest point in the middle of an Oberon-class submarine was six feet. So you can imagine how I soon had a fine collection of cuts and bruises on the top of my head when I forgot to stoop low enough to pass through a hatch. 


Besides the confined space, there were seventy men living in our diesel-electric submarine, so conditions were not easy. Each rating had a locker assigned to him in which to keep his few possessions, but only the senior ratings were allocated a bunk. Junior ratings had to ‘hot bunk’. This meant when your duty shift was over and it was your turn to sleep, you simply grabbed whatever bunk was available. We couldn’t wash either, because after two weeks at sea, all water supplies were preserved for drinking. When the sub was on the surface, it ran on diesel and the whole place would fill with the fumes, so before long every man was coated with diesel grime and living on stale air that stank of body odour and cigarette smoke. It was grim.


The crew was pretty grim, too. The language was coarse, the jokes blue and the bullying relentless, especially for a junior rating like me, and on shore the drinking was harder than any I’ve known before or since. 


Despite all this, eventually I settled in, even if I didn’t exactly fit in. Living in close quarters with so many people beneath the ocean waves is intense. You learn what you need to do to survive. And I think this was where I learned a different approach to difficult people. I started to understand how they operate, to see what it is that makes different people react differently to the same situation. For example, not everyone could handle being cooped up with that many other men, unable to escape them, and a few of the new submariners faked claustrophobia to get out. I can’t say I enjoyed it much myself, but I stuck out my time.


The hazards were real. Above all, there was always the risk of a breach in the hull, and we drilled relentlessly for such an eventuality. Speed was of the essence. If seawater were ever to penetrate the hull at depth, the crew would have only seconds to isolate the breach by closing the hatches either side of the compromised compartment if the vessel were to survive. Once secure, the procedure was to ‘blow’ the main ballast tank, the Q Tank. That meant forcing high-pressure air into the forward tanks, forcing out the ballast water and thereby instantly lightening the fore ends of the boat so that it would rise to the surface like the kraken, at a near vertical angle. At this point, we needed to be holding on to something tight, because everything not tied down would come raining down through the upended compartments. Any man who didn’t make it out of the isolated compartment would become a regrettable but necessary sacrifice in order to safeguard the lives of the rest of the crew. Needless to say, this sharpened our reaction speed to a fine point whenever an alarm – for drill or for real – was sounded.


Many times in the Baltic on HMS Oberon, we lay on the seabed in total silence while overhead Soviet gunboats and minesweepers on patrol searched for our position. They were times to fray a man’s nerves, I can tell you. The Russians would drop speculative depth charges to try to flush us out. We could hear them explode above us, or off at some distance, and feel the reverberations shake through the structure of the sub, and we would pray that the Russians wouldn’t score a more direct hit by sheer luck and cause us serious damage. 


But the most serious incident during my service wasn’t hiding from depth charges. It came at the end of my first week at sea. I was sound asleep when I was startled awake to find water gushing into my bunk. The tannoy blared out, ‘Safeguard, safeguard, safeguard, flooding in the after ends!’ The word ‘safeguard’ meant it wasn’t a drill. I scrambled out of the bunk, knowing that, because we were at depth and if the breach were serious, this could be it for all of us. Because I had been off duty and asleep, most of the other crew members were out of the after ends before me and the door was about to be sealed. If I was too late, I would be trapped: collateral damage, better left to drown than risk the lives of the entire crew. 


The atmosphere was fraught and I was moving as fast as I could, but I remember feeling an unearthly peace come over me like a shield. ‘Help me, Jesus! Help me!’ I murmured under my breath. Even as I said it, I had a sort of vision of him standing there beside me, and somehow I knew I would be all right. The water was rushing past at knee height, but I managed to squeeze out through the hatch before they closed it. I was the last man out.


It was only later that we discovered it hadn’t been seawater filling the submarine; rather, the fresh water tank had burst. A much less serious emergency, although we still needed to surface at once, and fortunately all turned out well. 


I suppose this is a fair indication of where my faith stood at this stage in my life. In mortal danger? Yep. Time to cry out to God. Anything short of that and my faith tended to take a bit of a back seat, especially among the crew. On leave back home in Norwich, I would still attend church with my mother and I would have called myself a Christian if anyone had asked. But no one did. And it never would have occurred to me to share my faith with anyone else, least of all the tough bunch of submariners I worked with. 


However, there was another crew member who took a different approach. His name was Brown. He wore his faith on his sleeve and talked about Jesus to anyone who would listen, and to quite a few who didn’t want to. As a result, he drew a lot of flak from the other crew members and he was bullied pretty badly. One trick I remember them playing on him was ‘blowing the slop’ while he was in the ‘head’ (toilet). Normal procedure is to shut down the valves on all the toilets before doing this or you’d be standing in a shower of sewage. But that was the point. Poor Brown. He was covered head to toe in human waste. And all for Jesus.


I told him to tone down his evangelising so that the crew bullies would leave him alone, but he wouldn’t listen. Even though I thought it foolish at the time, I could see his faith meant more to him than his reputation, and a part of me admired that. It would be a long time before my faith began to look anything like his.


I decided to leave the Navy when I was twenty-one, still harbouring dreams of somehow making it as a professional footballer. For a short while during and after working out my notice, I secured a position playing professionally for Portsmouth Football Club, thanks to connections with the coach, Ray Crawford, who knew me from my brief stint at Colchester. But the glimpse of a new career and new aspirations was short-lived. Playing at home at Fratton Park, I did a slide tackle and my left knee collided with the goalpost. The blow smashed my knee and left me in a full leg cast for the next three months. When it came off, the muscles were wasted and I was told it would be another full year before I could even play football again. 


That was it, the end of my footballing career, once and for all. In hindsight, I can’t say I deeply lament it, but at the time I felt crushed, and I returned home to Norfolk to regroup. But here again was a repeat of a recurring pattern in my life. I had grand designs to forge ahead on a certain path, only to find those plans thwarted and my course turned in another direction, heading towards where God wanted me to be. In this particular case, I’m very glad he did.




2: Getting My Attention


___________


A wife of noble character who can find?


She is worth far more than rubies.


(Proverbs 31:10)


I found a job pretty quickly upon my return to Norwich, working as an accountant for a company called Anglia Windows. It sounds dry enough, but in fact the business was something of rags-to-riches story for the man who had started it, and there was certainly a buzz about the place. However, it was soon clear to me that sitting in an office under hideously stark strip lights was not for me, so I didn’t linger long.


Instead, I applied for a job in a school for difficult teenagers in the nearby town of Sheringham, perched on the North Norfolk coast. The place was called the Sheringham Court School for Maladjusted Boys. Quite a mouthful, and quite a change for me – although it wasn’t such a left-field decision as it first might seem following the Navy. 


The role essentially meant I would be the boys’ physical education teacher, which made sense, given my footballing background. But it also involved duties as a ‘house father’ – in other words, overseeing the boys’ after-school activities a couple of times a week and ensuring that, on those evenings, they all ate, washed and got to bed in good order. 


Not long after I started my new job at the school I met a fisherman called Andrew at the Crown Inn, one of the pubs in Sheringham. We struck up a bit of a friendship. He took me out on his boat once or twice over the summer to catch crabs and lobsters. Afterwards he would invite me for supper with his family, who lived in the little village of Weybourne, down the road from Sheringham. It was there that I met his younger sister, Elizabeth. With blonde hair, blue eyes and high, sharp cheekbones, she looked to me like a Norse goddess (and still does). She was only seventeen at the time, so I didn’t pay her much attention at first, being twenty-four myself. But it wasn’t long before my interest grew, and soon I realised that Elizabeth April Roper was going to be the love of my life. 


It says in the book of Proverbs, ‘Houses and wealth are inherited from parents, but a prudent wife is from the LORD’ (Proverbs 19:14). I didn’t have an earthly father in my life, but if God chose Liz for me, he certainly knew what he was doing. Meeting her was the most important event of my life, as you will see. 


As our courtship unfolded, I was learning more and more about my new career in social care. Not all of it was good: some of it was downright shocking. Sheringham Court School had boys sent to it from all over the country. So-called ‘troublemakers’ or ‘difficult children’, exiled to Norfolk to keep them out of the way – at least, that was the theory. Most of them had been referred to the school through the courts. But if they might have caused a bit of trouble before, some were certainly more likely to do so after a short stint at the school. 


Youngsters would be sent to Sheringham for all kinds of reasons, but usually it was because the problem was with the child, not with their social environment, as would be the case in other residential care homes I later worked in. Usually the boys had been in trouble with the law: shoplifting, stealing a car or joyriding, or getting mixed up with drugs. But if they arrived with one problem, they soon learned from the other boys a dozen other ways to get into trouble. Rather like first offenders entering prison for a few months for some fairly minor offence and then being schooled in far more serious criminal activity, so it was often the case with these boys. You could see them becoming institutionalised almost from the first day. The official statistics were depressing: of persistent offenders between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one, around 80 per cent had been in care. 


From the beginning I tried to adopt a fresh approach. One of the first activities I organised was a series of boxing bouts. It probably wouldn’t have passed health and safety these days. I wore one glove and gave the other to each boy in turn and we sparred for a minute or two until it was clear who was the winner – invariably me. One by one I went through them, going fairly easy on them, until at last there were only the three main kingpins from among the older boys left. These were pretty hefty lads of seventeen or eighteen, hardened by petty crime or tough living in Birmingham and London, with bulging biceps and a gleam in their eye that said they would be the one to show the teacher who was really the boss. 


Those three bouts nearly killed me! But I was determined to win their admiration and establish my authority, and one by one I gained the upper hand. By the end of the session, even Lenny from the East End – the toughest one of all – was willing to grant me grudging respect. 


On another of my first nights as a house father, I had to organise an activity for the evening. I was told that the boys were usually given things like balsa-wood model-making to do, or crafting tie-dye T-shirts. Even to me, that sounded dull as ditchwater – no wonder they were all so restless. So instead, I threw them in the school minivan and told them we were off to catch rats. I armed them all with small clubs and, of course, talked up the size of the rats on the drive over. 


‘How big?’ the boys asked, wide-eyed.


‘Oh, big as a Norfolk terrier, at least,’ I lied. I gave them each a piece of binder twine to tie around the bottom of their trousers to stop these ‘monster’ rats running up their legs. 


An hour or so of them chasing around in the dark tired them out all right, and when I got them back to their sleeping quarters, they had their cocoa and got to bed in double-quick time and were all settled and quiet by lights out. The headmaster couldn’t understand what had happened.


‘How on earth did you do it?’ he asked, stunned to find the place so quiet when he did the rounds that night. 


The simple answer was that I just asked myself what I would like to do if I were in their place. It certainly wouldn’t be making tie-dye T-shirts. I’ve often found that to be a helpful approach – to put myself in the other person’s shoes and try to see things from their side. It helped me make sense of some otherwise quite inexplicable decisions on their parts.


By now, I knew I wanted to live near the Ropers – well, near Liz anyway. So I applied for a job as a residential social worker at a children’s home a few miles along the coast from Weybourne. The Grange children’s home had about thirty children. 


These children were a little different from those at Sheringham Court. They were usually there because of social problems in their family environment, rather than because they themselves had done something wrong. Often, they were the children of parents with alcoholism or drug addiction; sometimes there had been complaints and investigations of sexual abuse, general neglect, and so on – things that, in general, were not their own fault. But it didn’t alter the fact that, once in residential care, whether good or bad themselves, they soon started to pick up bad traits from the others. 


What shocked me the most, however, was how easily children with two perfectly good parents could end up in the social care system. It felt in those days as though social workers had a hair trigger when it came to referring teenagers into institutionalised care, whereas it seemed blindingly obvious to me that it was far better for a child to be raised within the context of a family situation, even one that was far from perfect, rather than to be stuck in an institution where not only would their behaviour suffer, being exposed to and influenced by other children with a welter of other problems, but their mentality would also change. They would come to feel safer inside an institution than out of one. And, to me, that was not a good state to be in.


Worse than that, I found that some of the parents seemed to take a perverse pride in their son (in most cases, it was a boy) being sent away to a home like The Grange, as if it were a kind of rite of passage that every boy ought to go through. I remember one father railing at me when I suggested that I could see no good reason why his son should come into our care but that he should stay at home. ‘His grandfather lived in a home,’ he fumed. ‘I lived in a home, and he’s going to damn well do his time in a home as well.’ 


Many times I sat through someone listing a litany of ‘problems’ about a particular kid, and I’d have to bite my tongue to stop myself from blurting, ‘Can’t you see? He’s just a normal teenager!’ 


I couldn’t help feeling, in many cases, that parents had shirked their responsibilities to raise their adolescent children, and that the system made it far too easy for them to do this. I couldn’t get my head around the idea that parents could turn up at weekends, take their children out for an ice cream and a stroll along the seafront, and then drop them off in the home again. For children to be treated as an inconvenience was, to my mind, nothing short of scandalous.


Meanwhile, more happily, Liz and I got engaged in December 1983. We were married in April the following year in the little parish church in Weybourne, a week after Liz’s twentieth birthday. We bought a two-bedroom bungalow in Sheringham with a decent garden. Liz was training to be a nurse and I had obtained a two-day-a-week concession from The Grange to study at Norwich City College for my Certificate in Social Services. 


Our first child, Rachel, was born on 5 May 1985. I was as besotted with my little blonde-haired girl as I was with my wife. Life was good. I loved my family. I felt fulfilled in my career. It gave me great confidence to know that I was carrying myself and my young family forward in life, relying on little but my own energy and strength of will. 


But things were about to change.


Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.


(Acts 2:2)


I’d be surprised if you’ve heard of a condition called Guillain-Barré syndrome, a disorder of the nervous system. I certainly hadn’t when it struck me down. But, thank God, Liz had. 


When Rachel was about six months old, I was walking up the steps to City College when suddenly my legs gave way. Although I could still move them, I had a horrible sensation of pins and needles in my legs and hands and realised quickly it was something serious. 


By the time I’d got myself home to bed, I had developed flu-like symptoms as well as numbness. The doctor told Liz to give me a paracetamol and put me to bed for a few days. However, luckily for me, as part of her nursing training Liz happened to have done a study on an old lady who had died from Guillain-Barré syndrome. Paralysis begins in the feet and hands, and then spreads to the lungs and the heart. If it reaches that stage, it is likely to be fatal.


Liz was convinced that this was what I had, although at first she didn’t tell me of her suspicions. If I had it, she knew there was an 80 per cent chance that I would end up with a disability – or worse, that I could die. When I couldn’t get out of bed, she called an ambulance. 


Within a short space of time, I found myself languishing on a ward in the Norfolk and Norwich Hospital ‘under observation’. It was the most depressing place I’d ever been in, and made the cramped innards of an SO9 submarine seem positively airy by comparison. The air was stifling and the atmosphere morbid, and with good reason. The ward was full of old men suffering from various conditions, but in general they were mostly on the way out. Every morning another bed was empty, and when I asked the nurse where its occupant had gone, I was told he had died in the night. 


Meanwhile, my ‘observation’ entailed a consultant coming round and sticking a pin in my leg, starting at my toes and gradually working his way upwards until I let out a yelp, finally feeling something beyond the rising tide of paralysis. The odd thing about this was that it was literally the fulfilment of a recurring nightmare I had had as a child: I used to dream about a man in a white coat peering in at my window, brandishing a long and fiendishly sharp needle, which he obviously wanted to stick in me. The reality wasn’t much less disturbing.


Of course, all the while, Liz was under tremendous pressure, managing with Rachel on her own and worried about me. Neither of us had any active faith at the time, so we just sort of gutted it out for a while in our own strength. 


But then things took a turn for the worse. The doctors gave me a lumbar puncture so that my consultant could investigate more, but I had a very negative reaction to it, which meant my back was in constant pain, and each time I sat up I felt as if my head was exploding. I started acting out of character and didn’t make any sense – which put the wind up Liz and my mother when they visited me. The thing that drove my mother over the edge, I’m told, was when I used the urine bottle in front of her. ‘Something is seriously wrong,’ she whispered to Liz. ‘Robert would never do that!’


As they left the hospital, Liz turned to Mum with tears in her eyes. ‘Am I losing him?’ she murmured. 


Ever practical, Mum realised they had to do something. The following day I was due to have an X-ray on my back, so Mum decided they should call a prayer meeting at her church to pray for me. Liz, although she might have called herself a Christian at the time, had no real faith of her own or experience of God, but she was happy to go along with Mum’s plan, if only because it meant she was doing something active to help me.


The next day an attendant came to wheel me down to the X-ray unit. I was relieved simply to be getting out of the ward, even for a short time, despite the pain I was in. They left me parked in the corridor awaiting my eleven o’clock appointment, feeling tired, irritable and in constant pain. 


How had life led me to this? Everything had been going according to plan – well, according to my plan, at least – but now I seemed to have hit a brick wall. I couldn’t even get out of bed. It was humiliating. Forget about my limbs; my spirit was broken. All I could do was lie there and feel sorry for myself. 


From where I lay, waiting, I could see a big, black clock above the double doors that flapped open and shut whenever someone was coming or going from the unit. Suddenly, when the clock read exactly 11.00 a.m., the doors opened wide – but no one came through them. Only a sudden blast of sweet, fresh air washed past me. I gulped down a big lungful of the stuff. 


Ahhh – beautiful, I sighed to myself, and instantly I felt better. It was a few seconds more before I realised the headache I had been enduring for weeks had vanished. 


When Liz and my mother visited me later that day, they couldn’t believe how different I appeared. 


‘You look great,’ exclaimed Liz. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Pretty good, I have to say,’ I replied. And then I told them what had happened. Liz and Mum exchanged glances. 


‘What time was this?’ asked Liz, hesitantly.


So I told her: eleven o’clock exactly. I knew from the clock on the wall.


Their mouths fell open. ‘But that’s extraordinary,’ said Liz. ‘That’s the exact time we were praying for your healing.’


Amazing as it was, I suddenly felt ashamed. I had cried out to God in that submarine, but in this illness I had just sat there, inert as a brick, suffering, and without it ever occurring to me to ask God for help. Instead it had taken my wife and mother to do that. 


Eventually we figured out that it wasn’t just life-or-death situations that we had to pray for. Later, in China, we learned pretty quickly to cover everything in prayer. But, for now, there I was, witness to something extraordinary, something apparently supernatural that had happened – and to me. 


Although the recovery process still took a little time, it was soon clear that the Guillain-Barré syndrome had been checked. The paralysis receded and, by the time I was back to full strength, my consultant insisted that mine had been the quickest recovery from the condition on record.


I believe – we all believe – that God had miraculously healed me. And one thing was for sure: he now had my full attention.




3: Breaking In


___________


Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will.
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