It hardly seems like 12 months since I started our last newsletter, time just goes
by so quickly. It has been quite an eventful year in many ways. Sadly we lost my
(Ian) Dad in April. We said in last year’s newsletter that they had bought an assisted
living flat, on the site of a nursing home, in Chorleywood very close to my brother.
Mum had been struggling at times to give Dad physical assistance with things like getting out of bed when he could
be bit unsteady and the home had suggested he spend a week with them to give Mum some of respite. He fell out of
bed there on the first night and although he did not suffer any injuries the paramedics who were called identified a
chest infection, for which he was subsequently prescribed antibiotics. We had booked our ferry to France for the
following week and were debating whether to cancel or not but the medication seemed to be working and Mum was
telling us to go as planned. We had already arranged to stay with my brother on the way. Dad was in good spirits when
we saw him and was in the dining room eating a sandwich when we left in the afternoon. We were happy to see him
like that and decided we could go to France without worrying. The next day we headed to Dover, crossed the channel
and stopped overnight in Le Mans. The following day, as we continued our journey, we had a call from my brother to
say that Dad had died that morning from a sudden heart attack. We were not expecting that but drew consolation
from the fact that he had lived to a good age, 97 and not been bed-ridden at all. We agreed that there was no point
in rushing back as my brother was on hand to deal with arrangements. We stayed in France for 3 weeks, coming back
to my brother’s once the funeral date had been arranged. Naturally it was a shock for Mum but my sister came over
from East London and stayed with her for a few days. She had plenty of support locally and continues to have, both
from my brother and his family and other residents in the flats and those in the home itself (the inmates as she calls
them!). It is her 90th birthday on the 15th of December and my brother is arranging a family celebration at his house
on the following Sunday. All the family should be there including Alistair, Josie, Amélie-Grace and their dog Willow.
They will travel down from Leeds for the day, weather permitting as we have snow here today as I am writing this.
A bit of a journey for them but the last time Mum saw them all together was at Dad’s 90th birthday, almost eight
years ago. On that occasion my brother had arranged a celebration at a restaurant local to them, it was probably
the last time Mum and Dad had travelled any distance from home in Swansea, and that was by train.
Willow is the new dog that Alistair and family have. She
is a ‘rescue’ dog from Spain and came via a charity, set
up by an English woman in Northern Spain, which rescues
Setters, Brittany (spaniels) and pointers. There is a
history in Spain for hunters to abandon surplus dogs or
hand them over to rescue organisations. In the case of
Willow her mother had been handed in to the charity who
did not know initially that she was pregnant. Alistair and
family had been looking at some older dogs but were given
the first choice of a pup from this litter. She is a Brittany/English Setter cross (photos
of the mother show her to be very much a setter) and is a lovely dog with a gentle,
affectionate nature. She arrived towards the end of March, after a 2 day trip from
Northern Spain with the rest of the litter and other dog destined for UK homes. We got to see her in early April
(photo with Amélie) and again in September. She is now just a year old. She has loads of energy, is really fast but is
likely to disappear if let off the lead in an area full of interesting scents. She will be coming to us for the first time
at Christmas. In fact because of the Covid restrictions and as they all caught Covid a few days before last Christmas,
this will be the first Christmas Alistair and family have been here since 2019.
We managed to fit in three trips to France this year, the first time we have done that since Covid struck. Shorter
trips for various reasons including fitting in around various medical appointments. I had my second cataract done in
June which went very well. Val has been suffering a lot with hip and knee arthritis which has severely limited her
ability to walk very far at all. As a result we did not get out and about much on any of the visits, although we maintained
a good social life with our friends there. It was extremely hot during the summer visit so we tended to stay indoors
in the cool then anyway. It also gave me a chance to catch up on some required maintenance work. I managed to patch
up the bottoms of the wooden garage door which had been rotting over the years. We had also had a few leaks
through the roof so I went up there several times during our visits. Not as extreme as it sounds as the rear roof
slopes down to single storey height and backs onto our neighbour’s barn so it is quite safe on that side. I do not go
onto the roof at the front.

Val’s arthritis has become worse and this year she is on regular pain killers. Steroid injections in her right knee and
hip during the year have not helped and in November she was referred to a hip surgeon at our local hospital. This was
done with the advice that if she did not hear anything within five to six months she should chase it up and that is
just for the initial consultation! The actual wait after that for a replacement operation could be two to three years!
That is the sad state of affairs with the NHS generally and our local hospital in particular. She had her hip X-rayed
in June and the results were not even available until 12 weeks after that. We decided that the only option is to pay
and have it done privately. There is no way Val can carry on as she is, walking with the aid of two sticks and with the
prospect of the pain and inability to move easily only getting worse. We researched private treatment and on a
Thursday afternoon in early December, rang the secretary of a surgeon who did work at a private hospital not too
far away. We had an appointment on the following Monday morning and agreed a hip replacement in the New Year was
the way forward. Later the same day the secretary rang to offer dates from as early as the 9th January but we
decided the 16th suited us better. Six weeks between consultation and operation and that is with the Christmas break
in the middle. It should not be necessary to have to pay for this operation but it seems that more and more of us are
having to do this or suffer for years. On a general health note we have still managed to avoid Covid and have had all
the jabs on offer.
Amélie started at secondary school this September, how time flies. She got a place at an Academy school which
specialises in performing arts after successfully auditioning for one of the 25 places that are available each year to
concentrate in that area. Fortunately her best friend, the daughter of one of Alistair and Josie’s friends whom she
has known since soon after birth, had also applied for and got one of the 25 places too so they are in the same class
at the same school. She is loving it and has really thrown herself into all the activities available. We are very proud
of her. She is a very good artist too and loves drawing and painting.
Alistair had a good business trip to the USA in July. The company are expanding out there and at one time the
possibility of him going out there for 6 months was proposed. Earlier this year he was even up for them all moving out
there long term. He spent a month out there, meeting various customers and potential clients and made the most of
his spare time seeing the sights. Eventually I think the company decided that moving them all out there was not really
practical and they are employing some people locally, although Alistair is still the main person in the UK dealing with
them. He was disappointed at first but after I had talked it through with him he agreed that it was probably for the
best. He accepted that the US was perhaps not the place he had imagined from childhood and that the current political
situation there was not good. Also with Amélie getting the performing arts school place it would be a shame to give
that up. It would be an upheaval for her and it could backfire if they all moved and then for any reason things did not
work out and they had to come back earlier than planned. We are happy with this as we could see the potential pitfalls
and complications of such a move.

Wishing you all a Merry Christmas,
hoping the New Year finds you all safe and in good health,

Ian & Val

Celebrating Val’s birthday in June

