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THE YEAR OF NORAH
This past March we spent a week in Fort
Myers with our daughter Deandra and her two
children Miller and Sadie. COVID 19 was just
starting to make its way into the US and was
picking up some steam in the Sunshine State.
We successfully ignored the COVID 19 reports
during our very enjoyable vacation and made

thing we do. It’s darker under clouds, and the
constant threat of a potential storm has proven to be exhausting.
Even without a pandemic, 2020 was set up
to be a stressful one for Ellen and I. Without
getting into the whole story (another newsletter article I’m sure), by mid-September we

our way back to Canada with little worry, and on
schedule. Secretly, I was growing concerned
– Deandra was expecting her third child and I
wondered if that was an additional reason to
worry about this growing health threat.
A few days after arriving home we were
quarantined, and life hasn’t been the same
since.
We have much to be thankful for and really,
little to complain about with respect to the impact that COVID 19 has had on our lives. But
like pretty much everyone else on the planet,
the pandemic has been at times a nuisance,
often a disruption, occasionally an obstacle,
and constantly a cloud that hangs over every-

found ourselves with three homes. One we
were renovating and hoping to move into. One
we had sold and were vacating to make way
for new owners. And one we were moving into
on a temporary basis. Many times we have
said, “we have too many homes.” And far too
often one of us asked the question “where do
you suppose my ___________ is?”
A word that I have used a lot in 2020 is discombobulated. We all experience this feeling
from time to time. In 2020, it has become (for
me at least), more of the norm.
All this to say that moments of peace and
contentment for Ellen and I have been few and
far between lately. And I wondered and wor-
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ried just how the birth of our next grandchild
would fit into this year of discombobulation.
Norah Margaret Broekema was born on
Monday September 21, 2020. (She was 8 lbs
4 oz for those that feel this message is incomplete without that information.) In the current
environment Ellen and I were not able to see
her at the hospital. We were still excited grandparents when we met Norah for the first time
via Face Time, but of course we longed to hold
her in our arms and let her know that we loved
her and we were anxious to know that our own
baby girl, Deandra, was indeed doing well.
A few days later we were invited by Deandra to visit Norah in person. Ryan was going
to spend the night with Norah’s siblings at his
parents, where the children had been for a
few days, and she hoped that we would help
her during the day and overnight. That meant
some precious time alone with Norah and her
mom.
This is grandchild number five. I have written
before about how amazing I find it that love can
expand without limit to envelope new lives and
that feeling washed over me as I held Norah for

ISSUE 77 | 2020

FOCUS

BACK TO SCHOOL
“And now the time melts away.”
A warning my Dad gave me the day my eldest son, Rowan, was born. It’s the same message that my Granny gave him many years
ago when my older brother Nick was born. It’s
slightly dark (in true British fashion) but I think
it’s meant to help you realize how precious your
time with your kids is.
I was reminded of this message a few weeks
ago as we walked our youngest son, Callum, to
school. It’s not like the day had taken me by
surprise. There had been many warning signs
that he was growing up. I caught him saying
‘spagetti’ the other day, as apposed to the usual ‘sgubetti’ (which I argue sounds much more
Italian). ‘Buzonya’ has become ‘lasagna’, ‘bumember’ is now pronounced ‘remember’, and
even ‘Ol’Mick’ is now ‘Uncle Nick’. Thankfully he
still says ‘sanks’ in place of ‘thanks’.
Rowan, my six-year-old, is basically a teenager now. “DAD, I JUST DID 10 PUSH-UPS! – burrrrp – OH, DAD! Did you hear that!?!? I BURPED!!”
comes booming proudly from the next room.
The joys of being 6 and discovering one’s limitless abilities. His push-ups lack technical excellence, but they do resemble an impressive
version of the worm dance, which in my books
is far more useful.
Sending the boys to school this year was
a difficult decision. Some parents we know
opted not to, but most had little choice. In both
my careers I’ve spent a tremendous amount
of time assessing risk, but this was one of the
most difficult decisions we’ve faced. Our kids
were eager to be among their peers and we
wanted them to experience their first years of

Our favourite things aboiut fall! Leaves, pumpkins, treats, fall chores
that involve fire, and for Bill- golf (note it’s also his favourite thing about
summer, spring, and sometimes even winter).

school where lifelong friendships and memories are formed. But we also wanted them
and everyone around us to be safe. Can we
have both? In the end, we decided to trust
the school system, and so far, we’ve been impressed.
We’re incredibly grateful to the teachers that
have courageously gone back to their jobs,
embracing new challenges and bearing the
weight of this difficult time so that the kids (at
least our kids) don’t really feel it. The biggest
complaint we have heard yet was
from Rowan who REALLY doesn’t like
wearing pants, even when it’s frigid!
Masks have been diligently worn all
day, but somehow going from shorts
to pants has been the biggest bummer.
Although the kids will always be a
source of worry rooted in love, in many
ways they have been our saviour this
year. We’ve made big adjustments
and we miss many things about our
‘normal’ life. But, with a 4 and 6-yearold at home, we are not nearly as
prone to the most unnatural and difficult adjustment, which is to an extended time
of loneliness and social isolation. The boys
may drain our physical energy but concurrently
fuel our spirits with love, excitement, and hope.
Dr. Seuss said “Sometimes you will never know
the value of a moment until it becomes a memory”. Looking back, we have managed to gather a wealth of priceless memories this year
and we are endlessly thankful for it.
As we finish off 2020 still living in the shad-

TEX MEX CHICKEN PASTA

THE YEAR OF NORAH

the first time. But another feeling dominated
my emotions. Calm. The world didn’t change
that Friday in September and the clouds that
hung over 2020 were still there. But for a few
precious hours none of that mattered, none
of that even entered my mind. This small precious life was all that I could think about.
With each birth that I have been part of, our
three girls, and now five grandchildren, I am
struck by the helplessness of babies and a
fatherly and now grandfatherly instinct rises
to the surface as I whisper words to the child
to reassure her/him that I will be there, always.
Norah whispered something back. She
BELL FINANCIAL

INGREDIENTS

CONTINUED

-2-

wanted to reassure me that despite the turmoil she was born into, everything was going
to be ok.
As she slept peacefully in my arms I realized
that as much as she needed me, I needed her
more and I gave thanks that she came into our
lives at this time.
The history books will remember 2020 as
the year of the pandemic. I will remember
2020 with great fondness as the year of Norah.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

2 chicken breasts
2 cups of penne pasta
1 1/2 cups salsa
1 green pepper
1 yellow pepper
1 red or orange pepper
1 cup of frozen corn
(thawed)
• 1 cup Tex-mex cheese or
mozzarella & cheddar
cheese grated

Bill Bell
William.Bell@manulifesecurities.ca
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DIRECTIONS

1. Fry the chicken in a frying
pan until cooked through.
2. Take out the chicken and cut
it into pieces.
3. In the same pan fry the
peppers in oil. Once soften
a little add the salsa and the
corn.
4. Simmer for 10 minutes.
5. Cook pasta in boliing water
until desired tenderness.
6. Add the pasta to your chicken and pepper mixture and
top with cheese.

ow of COVID-19, how can we make these moments, as hard as they may be, into memories?
I encourage you to push just a little bit harder to
seek out and connect with others. Pick up the
phone, embrace technology, and if you must,
bundle up and take the necessary precautions
to meet up in person. When has anyone been
disappointed that they unexpectedly heard
from a friend? Talk about how you feel and
listen to what is helping others not only cope,
but thrive. For many it’s exercise, mediation,

reading, or all the above. Or maybe you need
something new. Leah recently restrung our guitars and we’ve thoroughly enjoyed reviving our
old role as amateur musicians. She tells me
she doesn’t believe in tone deafness as a way
of encouraging my participation. Truthfully, I’m
not great, but the kids still don’t know any better
and they celebrate our efforts enthusiastically.
Cal’s first year at school will not be ideal, and
we don’t know how it will play out. But so far,
he has chosen to be excited,
happy, and optimistic, and we
have followed his lead. As we
all walked to school together
the other day, he said to me
matter-of-factly “Dad, I really like being part of a family.
There are four of us….Yeah, it’s
really great…I love you guys”.
Sometimes they catch you off
guard with gems like this. And,
if I’m being honest, he said a
lot of other choice things later
that night when discipline was
being handed out. I did recognize the value of that moment
on the way to school, and that
will be the memory I choose to
bank as the years melt away.
“Thanks Cal, we love you
too!” … “Sanks Dad!”
Jon Earle
Jon.Earle@manulifesecurities.ca
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A FORCE OF NATURE

As I stepped out the door early yesterday into a
stiff, bracing wind, it was clear that the warm, breezy
summer mornings that had beckoned me outside
since late-May were over. The abrupt shift to colder
weather signaled a change in my thinking about my
immediate surroundings. After several months of exuberant growth and colour, it was time to put the perennial garden to bed: I grabbed my shears and cut back
and composted all but the seed heads of the purple
coneflowers and black-eyed Susans, which will continue to sustain the goldfinches for another month or
so. Next weekend I will mulch the fallen leaves with my
lawnmower, giving the grass a boost of fertilizer in the
spring; the excess leaves will be raked into the flower
beds to offer bees and other beneficial insects a place
to shelter from the harshest winter days. Tools will be
returned to the backyard shed, as will the patio chairs,
to be resurrected in six months’ time.
By around Thanksgiving, most of the activity just
outside our home is decidedly winding down in preparation for the snow and the sleep that accompanies it.
But not everything goes silent. I continue to feed the

GREAT MINDS, GREAT

birds throughout the year, which encourages a small
but hardy group to hang around, defying the deteriorating weather and keeping me entertained from the
kitchen window. In spite of the cold (or perhaps because of it), this ragtag group seems energized around
the feeders, jostling for limited space, grabbing whatever they can and retreating to the trees to eat their
prize and hide the rest in secret nooks and crannies for
another time.
The transition from summer into fall is an annual,
predictable event. But of course this year has been
anything but predictable. The pandemic has disrupted and warped every thought, every action, both mundane and consequential. We are fearful for our health,
for our families, for our jobs, for our futures. We all have
had to find a slice of “normal” each day just to get by.
I’ve been lucky to have had my garden to retreat into,
to periodically live in a world that is blissfully ignorant
of COVID-19.
I have never been more grateful for my garden and
its abundance of life than I have this year. And although most of the plants and our animal inhabitants
have departed until next year, I have already begun to
imagine the possibilities for 2021: dividing and moving
robust perennials that have crowded out its more retiring neighbours (when it comes to gardens you really
can have too much of a good thing); adding a couple
of new varieties that caught my eye during my most
recent visit to the nursery; overseeding patches of
lawn that suffered from the extreme heat and drought
that extended through much of the summer; moving
the front yard birdfeeders away from the young tree
encroaching on its space after an impressive growth
spurt.
Invariably, the bleakness and the cold of winter will
recede and the warmth and optimism that accompanies springtime will take hold. I choose to fix my gaze
forward to that time, when the grass begins to thicken
and turn emerald green, when shoots emerge from the
warming earth, when flowers dazzle and when birds
return to join their overwintering cohort. Even a pandemic can’t stop it.
David Frank.
dfrank@bellfinancial.ca

Thoughts
Babies are such a nice
way to start people.

Don Herold

Education is the key
to unlocking the world,
a passport to freedom.
Oprah

In the middle of difficulty
lies opportunity.
Albert Einstein

It is good to have an end to
journey toward; but it is the
journey that matters, in the end.
Ursula K. Le Guin
The Left Hand ofvDarkness

Adults are just outdated children.

Inspired by your vision

Dr. Seuss
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