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This book is for my three wonderful sons, Christopher, David, and Andrew—the wild, brilliant trio who made every day an adventure and gave me more reasons to laugh, cry, and keep going than I can count.
To Jade, Christopher’s fiancée, and Rhiannon, David’s wife—thank you for bringing so much happiness, pride, and joy into our family, and for filling our days with more laughter than should be legal.
To my late brothers, Billy and Michael — gone far too soon but never forgotten. 
To my brothers, Gerry and Anthony, and all the sisters-in-law, Ann, Tricia, Rosa, and Amy. 
Thank you all for tolerating my endless drivel, daft tales, wobbly moments, and wild impulses—you’ve made the madness worthwhile.
To my ten nephews, their wives, and my beloved great-nieces
and nephews — you’re the future of the McQuades.
To my mum and dad (Granny and Grandpa), along with Bunty, Margaret, and Sheila, who helped shape the woman I became.
To every carer, nurse, and friend I’ve ever worked with — especially my bestie Marion (Mazz), my partner in crime, and her partner George, for putting up with me as the third wheel.
This isn’t a textbook. It’s not sugar-coated either.
This is the brutally honest story of how I, Bernadette McQuade — youngest of five, born in a Hospital toilet in Glasgow, mother of three wild but wonderful boys— somehow survived motherhood, marriage, divorce, and nursing. More than that, I lived it, laughed through it, swore plenty, and shared it with my mad, brilliant family.
I’ve cared for strangers, wiped arses, cried in sluice rooms, and snuck in the odd square sausage. I’ve made it through loss, through grief, and the worst handovers (or hangovers) in history. And now, you’ve got this book. A survival guide for student nurses, carers, and anyone brave enough to wear a lanyard and walk onto a ward without pissing themselves.
This is for all of us who laugh when we shouldn’t, care even when we are broken, and know there’s no stronger bladder than a nurse’s on a 12-hour shift.
Let’s begin...



Introduction

Part One
From Toilets to Temperatures
My story begins in the toilet of the Southern General in 1968 – not exactly glamorous, but it set the tone. This first part takes you through family life, chaos, raising my boys, and up to 2011 when I returned to nursing. It’s the kind of backstory you couldn’t make up. Don’t worry, though—once we’re past this bit, it’s all fun: bedpans, belly laughs, and nursing tales you wouldn’t believe.















1968
I made my grand entrance into this world in the toilet of Ward 24 in the Southern General Hospital, Govan, Glasgow. It wasn’t your typical arrival, but then again, I’ve never been one for the easy route. It was a quick delivery—and by that, I don’t mean fast, since Mum was only in labour for three hours. Quick, in the sense that she thought she just needed the loo. You’d think she would know the difference by then! She got up and waddled to the toilet, and my head appeared halfway down the pan. Being born in a toilet was just the start of the rollercoaster that would be my life.
So, seemingly, Mum waddled back out of the toilet, demanding attention from a nurse—any nurse—that her baby was coming. The nurse, still convinced that Mrs. McQuade was exaggerating, didn’t bother to check if I really was sticking my head out over the parapet. Instead, she shoved Mum onto a gurney to wheel her to the delivery suite, “to have a look.” All the while, she wasn’t exactly careful with her precious cargo and managed to bang Mum’s head off every swinging door along the way.
It was 3:27 am on July 13th, 1968—three hours and 27 minutes after the Twelfth of July. For anyone unfamiliar with the significance of July 12th, it’s the day when Orangemen (yes, that really is what they’re called) don their best suits, bowler hats, and sashes and march through streets and towns, accompanied by giant drums and a flute band. In some parts of Ireland and Scotland, it’s a day when pavements and lampposts get more dressed up than your Auntie Maggie going to a wedding. It’s the day they celebrate the Battle of the Boyne, fought in 1690 in a muddy field between King William of Orange (a Protestant) and King James II (a Catholic).
This was not a day out that a staunch Catholic would ever RSVP “yes” to. So, Mum—Winnie—always insisted that I (aye, right, Winnie, as if I had any say in the matter) held on until the Orangemen had hung up their sashes, suits, drums, and flutes. In a staunch Catholic household like ours, being born on “The Twelfth” was not an option. Honestly, knowing my family, I wouldn’t doubt it. Mum was probably thinking, “Thank God I dodged that bullet.”
As the youngest of five, I entered a family already well established. Billy, my eldest brother, was independent, sensible, and working, while my three other brothers were causing chaos, running around Penilee in Glasgow, with Michael leading the charge. By the time I arrived, everyone thought it would be a change having a wee girl in the family. But oh no—I came out with my own ideas!
I was named Maria Bernadette McQuade. Mum always said if she ever had a girl, she’d be called Bernadette. The “Maria” was last minute, added because my Auntie Bunty—a member of the Glasgow Lourdes Hospitality—was flying to France that morning. I’m named for Saint Bernadette, but everyone calls me Bernadette, Bernie, or Beenie, especially family and friends.
Auntie Bunty was a force to be reckoned with—a ward sister who could silence a whole Nightingale ward with just one look. She was my rock, my confidante, and my best friend until she passed away at the grand old age of 95 in 2016. Along with my other aunts, Margaret and Sheila, she taught me what it meant to be strong and unmistakably independent—a woman who didn’t need a man in her life to get ahead. Perhaps too independent and headstrong, since I never quite got the hang of the whole marriage thing. It turns out I was too busy living life on my own terms.
Growing up among fierce women and hard-working men—with enough tea to flood the Clyde (they bought teabags in catering-sized containers)—I quickly learned that humour and resilience were essential. We didn’t have much at times, but we were never short of a laugh or a story, especially when the family got together. I could spin a tall tale or two before I could even write my name.
Somewhere along the line, I realised I was meant to care—not just to nurse, but to survive life with a laugh. (Although I’ve been known to cry once or twice a day, as my sons used to joke. If I didn’t cry, I’d have withdrawal symptoms.)
This book doesn’t just explore nursing—it presents a tapestry of life itself. Starting with the tough bits, it delves into the unexpected moments and the mad experiences that make you question your every decision, often while you're up to your elbows in some form of bodily fluid.
So, if you’re a nurse, a carer, or anyone who’s ever survived a 12-hour shift with a full bladder and aching legs, this might be up your street.
And if you’re not? Buckle up. You’re about to step into my world, where dignity is optional, humour is essential, and getting through it all is nothing short of a miracle—but somehow, you always do!













Between Two Houses
Where the telly was loud in one, and the love was quiet in the other.

I never really understood why it was like that — why I lived between two houses — but I accepted it. When you’re wee, you don’t know what’s normal and what’s not. You just live it. For me, it was my mum and dad’s in Penilee, and Granny and Grandpa’s with Bunty, Margaret, and Sheila in Drumoyne. Two different houses. Two different rhythms. One little girl, bouncing between them like a well-worn shuttle in a family loom.
Penilee was noisy. My mum was… volatile, to put it kindly. She worked hard, but her patience was worn thin most days, like seven-denier tights. She had her religion, her routines, her temper, and her tiredness, and I always felt like I was walking on eggshells — never quite sure what version of her I was coming home to. My dad tried his best. He was quieter, gentler, but even he couldn’t shield me from the moods that rolled in like storm clouds.
Now, Drumoyne — that was a different world entirely. The aunts and Granny ran a tight ship, but it was a calm one. No shouting, no slamming doors. Just a quiet order. Toast and honey with plenty of tea. Mass on Sundays. Sheila would sit with me while I read books, and Bunty would tell me stories from the hospital or from the war, her voice always quiet but strong. And Margaret — she could be sharp, but she adored me. I was the youngest, the wee one, and the girl in a house full of seasoned women who had seen it all.
And I liked it. I enjoyed being the centre of attention.
At home in Penilee, I was just another voice in the din. But in Drumoyne, I was special. I had a drawer of my own. My own cup. My own bedtime routine. They even bought teabags in catering tubs because, apparently, McQuades survived on tea alone.
I’d go between them with my wee bag, like the littlest hobo — between the pandemonium and the peacefulness. I never asked why. I just knew some nights I was in one house, and some in the other. Maybe it was childcare. Perhaps it was survival. Maybe it was just how things were. But that bouncing between homes left a mark — not a scar exactly, more a subtle bend in the spine of my growing-up story.
And when we all moved to Kilmarnock in 1972, five doors apart? That’s when the shit really hit the fan.
Now they were all close — too close. No buffer. No breathing space. Mum and the aunts were orbiting each other, both doing their own thing, and I was bouncing back and forth between them like some confused tennis ball. Honestly, I never really knew where I was supposed to fit in. And then it hit me — my friends didn’t deal with this. Their lives seemed way simpler. Just one house, one bed, one set of rules. Meanwhile, I had two places to call home, two piles of clothes, two toothbrushes, and this nagging sense that I was always being yanked in opposite directions. How is anyone supposed to feel whole when you’re basically living in two different worlds at once?
It made me fiercely independent. But also wholly insecure. I didn’t rely on anyone fully, because no one person felt like the whole home. It was bits and pieces — Margaret’s calm, Bunty’s sass, Sheila’s companionship, Mum’s unpredictability, Dad’s quiet. I loved them all, but I was always half in and half out. Always trying to be enough in each place.
And that… well, that follows you. Into adulthood. Into relationships. Into motherhood. Into nursing.
I became the woman who didn’t fully trust love to stay put. Who second-guessed herself, even when she was right. But I also became the woman who could walk into any chaos and find the calm, who could make a home wherever she landed, who could care for others because she knew what it felt like to crave care and attention for yourself.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Growing up between two houses teaches you how to read a room before you even open the door. It teaches you to pack light, love hard, and hold your own hand when nobody else can. You might feel divided at times — but it also means you’re never entirely broken. You’re made of double the survival, and maybe double the love, too.

















Kilmarnock

It was 19th December 1972, I was four, nearly five, and when you’re that age, your life just kind of happens to you. One minute you’re in Penilee, bouncing between your mum and dad’s house and your grandparents’ calm sanctuary in Drumoyne. The next, you’re suddenly in Kilmarnock, wondering why both sides of the family have decided to relocate within spitting distance of each other — like the world’s most chaotic extended sleepover. What I do remember very clearly was the compulsory tea, toast, butter, and honey that Grandpa McQuade made every morning for Granny and me. We would then walk to the shops for the daily newspapers, 40 King Size Kensitas Club, and a packet of Wotsits for me.
But here’s the thing: this wasn’t just any move. It was a step up. For the first time, it wasn’t just a flat or a rental — it was a bought house. A proper home, with a wee garden out front, a driveway for my dad’s new Morris Minor (which he later sold because he never did get that licence), and neighbours who smiled and actually said hello. You could feel the shift. There was a bit of pride in it. It wasn’t flash, but it was theirs. And when you’ve come from not much, that means everything.
The street itself had a nice feel to it. Quiet cul-de-sac. Clean. People cultivating and planning their new gardens. There was a woman two doors down who always put her milk bottles out rinsed and sparkling — the sign of a well-run household, according to my gran. Clean windows, fresh white net curtains, and the front step polished with Red Cardinal every Saturday morning. And for once, there was no threat of waking up to the noise of the drills building the new flyover to the M8 and Clyde Tunnel. It felt… safer. More settled.
We weren’t just in the same town, mind you. We were five doors apart. You’d think that kind of setup would be ideal — built-in babysitters, family dinners, and safety in numbers. In reality? It was like living in a soap opera — only with more rosary beads and fiercer opinions about politics and religion.
In the 1970s, no parent or adult sat their children down to explain the logic of a move. You were just told, and you just went. But I think, deep down, it was about being near each other while still trying to carve out a wee bit of breathing space. It was a gamble — and a good one, mostly — but it brought with it a whole new kind of chaos.
There was a clear difference between my mum and dad’s house and Granny and Grandpa’s. My mum — God love her — was full of fire. You never quite knew what you were walking into. Her moods had weather systems of their own. She could go from serene to full-blown thunderstorm in a heartbeat.
But let me be very clear: she was also deeply holy. Probably even holier than the aunties. The kind of woman who kept holy water at the doors and prayer cards tucked behind mirrors. If you had a sore throat, you got Vicks and a blessing. There were statues in the bedrooms, novenas said in earnest, and rosaries that seemed to multiply overnight. Her faith wasn’t for show — it ran through her like marrow. And even when she was barking at us, she did it with love rooted in God. Her belief was her backbone.
My dad was more laid-back — quiet and steady, with soft eyes and a kind heart. He was the one who’d walk into a room and bring the temperature down with a wee smile or a daft joke. But he worked long hours, and the weight of providing showed on him even back then.
Over at Granny’s house, things were different. Quieter. Slower. The kind of place where time had its own pace and the kettle was always on. Bunty, Margaret, and Sheila doted on me like I was the second coming — brushing my hair, reading to me, fussing over how much I ate, and monitoring bowel habits as if it were a full-time job. It was like living in an episode of Call the Midwife — but with better baking.
I was a confused wee soul. I knew I was loved — deeply. But I didn’t understand why I moved between the two houses so often. Why one felt like a storm cloud and the other like a soft blanket. Why, on some days, I was the centre of attention, and on others, I was under someone’s feet.
I didn’t have the words for it back then, but looking back now, I think I was just trying to keep everyone happy. I learned from a young age how to read a room — when to speak, when to stay quiet, and when to crack a joke to break the tension. Skills that would later serve me very well as a nurse — and even better as a mum.
I loved my parents. Truly. Even when I didn’t fully understand them. Even when I felt tugged in two directions. I never doubted their love — I just sometimes wished life had been simpler, quieter… more settled.
But I also saw them trying. Trying to make a new start. Trying to give us something better. That bought house was more than bricks — it was hope, pride, and a fresh shot at a future.
Of course, moving all your family onto the same street is a bit like shaking up a bottle of Irn-Bru and praying it doesn’t fizz over. Spoiler: it did.
Fallouts over borrowed casserole dishes, loud opinions about who was keeping up with Mass and who wasn’t, arguments about whether Bunty’s stew was better than my mum’s — it was never-ending. I once witnessed a three-day stand-off over a borrowed hoover and the incorrect return of the attachments.
You couldn’t breathe without someone noticing. You’d storm out of one house, only to be spotted by an auntie walking her dog, who would then report it like a wartime dispatch. Privacy was a myth.
But underneath it all, there was love. Shouting, judging, interfering love — but love all the same. It was a strange mix of smothering and support, but it’s what shaped me. And whether it was through whispered prayers, raised voices, or a wee cup of tea shoved into my hand, I was never alone.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You can move to a nicer street, buy a house, plant a new garden — but you still bring yourself with you. And if your family comes too… well, buckle in. Growing up five doors apart taught me everything I needed to know about loyalty, stubbornness, faith, and survival. It taught me that love can be loud, and safety can come in many forms — expressed very differently.
And even now, when I catch myself folding a bath towel the “wrong way,” I half-expect Margaret or Bunty to appear behind me, shaking their head and offering to just do it themselves — because apparently, it only counts if it’s folded in three.

















Abandonment Issues

I didn’t have a suitcase. Not a real one, anyway. But I lived like I did. Always halfway in one house, halfway out of another. Like a visitor with a permanent pass. One night here, two nights there. Sometimes I stayed longer, sometimes I was sent back without warning — depending on who was arguing with whom, or who needed a break.
They all loved me. I knew that. But love, when it’s scattered across two houses and five doors, doesn’t always land the way it’s meant to. You start to learn — not with your brain, but with your bones — that love can be conditional. That presence is fragile. That one raised voice might mean it’s time to pack up your toys and shift down the road.
That was my normal.
To everyone else, it probably looked like I was lucky — surrounded by aunties, grandparents, a mum and dad, siblings, cousins, all living within shouting distance. But when you’re the youngest, the quietest, the one with no say in the decisions, it doesn’t feel like safety. It feels like driftwood.
And it messes with you. Quietly. Deeply.
I became good at reading people. An expert in subtle changes. I could tell within two seconds of walking into a room whether I was welcome or just being tolerated. I could hear the sigh in someone’s voice and know if I needed to be funny, helpful, invisible, or gone.
I don’t say any of this with resentment. It’s just a fact. When your place in the family is flexible — moving between homes, trying to fit into different dynamics — you become an expert in versatility. And being versatile becomes survival.
I tried to be the good girl. The helpful girl. The quiet one who brushed her hair without being asked and made her bed with corners neat enough to please a nurse.
But inside? I was always waiting for the next shift. The next decision I had no part in. The next emotional eviction disguised as a suggestion.
“Maybe you’re better staying with your Gran tonight.”
“I think you should stay in Glasgow this weekend.”
“You’ll only be under my feet.”
“She’s missing you.”
“She needs a rest.”
“I’m going to bingo.”
“If you do that again, you’re back to Glasgow, my lass.”
Nobody meant harm. Nobody saw it as rejection. But over time, you stop asking where home actually is. Because the answer always changes.
Let me say this straight: I loved my mum. Fiercely. Still do, and did till the day she died. And she loved me. But our love story was complicated. Her love was wrapped in rosary beads and emotional storms. She was volatile, funny, intense, and deeply religious. And tired — bone-tired. She worked very hard.
I truly believe her own upbringing scarred her, too, and she didn’t know how to physically show love. She wasn’t cruel. She was overwhelmed. By life. By five kids. By a marriage held together with love, hard work, and the grace of God. And I was the youngest — the tag-on child at the end of a long rope. By the time I came along, she’d already been through decades of raising babies and keeping house, and she was done in.
So sometimes I got the best of her. Her stories. Her prayers. She laughs and has questionable cooking skills. For example, she used to wash mince before cooking it for at least eight hours. Or the time she gave us all a spoonful of Pot Noodle as an accompaniment to our chicken dinner.
Other times, I got the sharpness. The distance. The “Not now, Bernadette.” The look that made me know I’d misread the room again.
It made me love her harder. Work for it. Perform. Smile when I was aching. Because maybe this time, she’d keep me longer.
Abandonment doesn’t always come with slammed doors and packed bags. Sometimes it comes softly — through absence, silence, inconsistency. It doesn’t wound you loudly. It whispers: You’re too much here. Not enough there. Stay alert. Don’t settle. Don’t get comfortable.
So I didn’t. Even as an adult, I kept one emotional foot out the door. Relationships? Fleeting. Friends? I expected them to drift. If someone didn’t reply to a message, I’d already written the rejection letter in my head. If a man got too close, I started the countdown.
Because somewhere deep down, I believed love left. Even when it was good. Even when it swore it wouldn’t.
The Mother I Became
When I had my boys — Christopher, David, and Andrew — something shifted. I didn’t want them to feel what I felt. Not even once. So I told them I loved them. All the time. Not in forced, flowery ways. Just naturally, easily, in the middle of the mundane. “Night night, love you.” Every night. Without fail.
I went the other way. Over-corrected, maybe. But I didn’t want them growing up watching for signs, second-guessing affection, or wondering where they belonged.
They belonged. End of.
But let me tell you — even now, even with adult sons and a full life and love that I trust — that abandonment ghost still rattles around. If someone doesn’t wave back. If I sense distance in a text. If I get invited late or not at all, it lands hard. Like it’s happening to five-year-old me again, suitcase in hand, waiting for someone to decide where I go next.
Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You can be loved deeply and still feel abandoned. You can grow up surrounded by people and still feel like a guest.
The toing and froing between houses taught me flexibility, awareness, and independence. But it also left a scar. A quiet one. A scar that says: Don’t hold on too tight — nothing stays forever.
But here’s the truth I’ve learned, even if it took me decades:
You don’t have to keep moving to stay safe.
You don’t have to earn your place in the room.
And love — the real kind — doesn’t ask you to prove yourself over and over again.
It just stays. Even if it’s only in memory.





The House That Wasn’t Home

I was eight when we moved back to Glasgow.
Back to the city that shaped my parents. Back to familiar streets, old neighbours, and the kind of life they probably hoped would help things settle down again.
But nothing ever really settled. Not for me.
I was still just a wee girl — hair in a ponytail, school bag too big for my back, trying to act brave while everything around me shifted like sand under bare feet. And that move? It might have been meant as a fresh start, but for me, it just felt like the beginning of a very long, very confusing journey through what I now know were formative years without foundation.
Not So Much Moved… As Shifted
People say, “we moved back to Glasgow,” like it’s a clean break — one life boxed up, another unpacked.
But it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t a sharp cut. It was a slow blur. There was no moment where I thought, Right, this is my new home now. Because it never felt like home. It was just another house. Another place where I tried not to be in the way. Another space where I wasn’t sure if I was staying for a night, a week, or forever.
And even though we were technically back under one roof — me, Mum, Dad, and Anthony — I was still drifting.
There was always a reason I was sent back to Granny’s.
“She needs a break.”
“She’s got too much on.”
“You’ll be better with them for a few days.”
And off I’d go — suitcase in hand, back down the road like a parcel with no return address.
I was never unwanted. Not really. But I was never fully kept either.
The Death of My Grandparents
If there was ever one place that did feel like home, it was my grandparents’ house. The one in Kilmarnock. The quiet, warm house with tea always on the go and someone humming in the background. The one where I didn’t have to try to be anything. I was just… me.
So when my gran died in November 1980, something in me splintered.
I was only twelve. She had always been a steady presence — no drama, no shouting, just softness and faith and quiet strength. And then she was gone. Just like that.
I don’t think I’d even finished processing it when, exactly sixteen weeks later, my grandpa died too — in March 1981. That house that had once been full of life and comfort and order was suddenly silent. Shuttered. Cold in a way that went far beyond temperature.
My three aunts were devastated. They had lived their whole lives with their parents and dedicated themselves to their care. And suddenly, it was all gone. It felt like the last thread holding everything together had snapped.
I felt it. In my core. That was the moment I stopped believing things were going to “get better.” Because the two people who had made me feel the most secure were gone, one after the other. No explanations. No warning.
I wasn’t just back in Glasgow. I was back without the two people who had made the world feel vaguely okay.
But I did still have my family — unconventional, imperfect, and not without our problems — but to this day, they remain the most important thing to me before everything else.
School Days and More Unanswered Questions
In August 1980, I was allowed to stay at school in Kilmarnock. I was still able to go to the same secondary school as some of my old pals. That should have brought comfort. Familiarity. A sense of continuity.
But of course, it didn’t go smoothly.
I was now a Glasgow girl at a Kilmarnock school — caught between two postcodes and belonging fully to neither. My attendance was patchy. My homework often late. I’d fall asleep on the bus, then arrive at school pretending I wasn’t exhausted. Teachers asked awkward questions. Classmates asked even worse ones.
“Where do you actually live?”
“Are you moving again?”
“Do you even go here anymore?”
I smiled and shrugged. Pretended not to care. But every question just fed that little voice inside that whispered: You don’t really belong anywhere.
The Teenage Tightrope
Teenage years are hard enough — hormones, heartbreak, body changes, and trying to figure out who the hell you are. But try doing all that while living in limbo — half in one world, half in another. No consistency. No emotional anchor.
By the time I was 13, I felt I was competing with Mystic Meg the psychic, trying to predict what the next move would be. By 15, I could pack a bag faster than most folk could tie their laces. And by 17, I knew how to keep every version of myself in check: the quiet girl, the polite girl, the do n’t-cause-trouble girl, the do n’t-ask-questions girl.
I wasn’t allowed to fully be a teenager. Not in the way other girls were. I didn’t get to lounge about my room listening to tapes or invite pals over without checking three family calendars. I didn’t know what it was like to just… exist. To feel secure. To know for certain that tomorrow looked even remotely like today.

Looking Back — and Seeing the Cracks
It’s taken me years to admit this:
I was a child raised by people who loved me deeply but didn’t realise I needed stability more than anything.
I didn’t need fancy things.
I didn’t need endless praise or pocket money or matching socks (still don’t).
I just needed one house. One bed. One kitchen where I could have my tea, toast, butter, and honey without asking if I was using what was meant to be kept for dinner.
And yet… I survived. I found ways to carry on. I found humour. I found nursing. I found resilience I didn’t know I had.
But I also found fear. Abandonment. That unshakable sense that people might leave. Those things could change at any moment. That I’d better not get too comfortable — because comfort never lasted.
Especially not after 1985.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Moving back to Glasgow wasn’t a homecoming. It was a continuation of the stop-start shuffle I’d been living since I was born.
Then my gran died.
Then my grandpa.
And the two people who had made me feel safe vanished in the space of sixteen weeks.
Consistency isn’t just a routine. It’s a sense of safety. Of mattering. And when that’s missing? You learn to make your own structure. To become your own safety net.
I did that. I had to.
And in doing it, I promised myself — one day, my children would never have to wonder where home was.
They’d know. Because I’d be there. Every day. Every night.
And I was.
Because I know now what I didn’t then:
Love isn’t enough if it’s always moving.
And grief doesn’t always look like tears — sometimes it looks like a twelve-year-old girl, quietly folding her clothes into a bag again.








Was it My Destiny?
Born with Bandages
Before I ever stepped foot on a ward as a nurse, I was already one in my head and in my bones.
I didn’t know what a blood pressure reading was, or what the difference between saline and Savlon was — but I knew how to care. I knew how to watch for signs, how to hold someone’s hand gently, how to make a person feel like they mattered.
It started early. Young. Too young to even understand what “nursing” really meant. All I knew was that I loved hospitals — the smell of them, the soft shuffling of shoes along the corridors, the way everything had a purpose. And I loved being beside Bunty.
Bunty and the Wards
Auntie Bunty was a nurse — not just any nurse, but a ward sister. And in my eyes, she was halfway between a saint and a superhero.
She carried herself like someone who knew things. Calm, strict, and practical. Always clean and tidy, with a certain air about her — not from makeup or glamour, but from goodness. People listened to her. Even the other nurses.
There’s a Facebook page called Worked and Trained in the Southern General Hospital. I once posted a picture of Bunty there, and the comment that has stuck with me ever since was: “Oh Sister McQuade, I swear to God she definitely wore her pearls under that uniform.” One sentence, and it summed her up perfectly.
Sometimes, when I was lucky, I got to go up to the hospital with her. She always found a way to let me see what it meant to care. She’d walk me past the doors, point out the equipment, and explain why certain rooms had extra sinks or how the trolley system worked. I soaked it all up like a sponge.
And then I’d go home and recreate it all in our living room with my dolls, and with Granny and Grandpa as my “patients.”
Playing Nurses (Seriously)
Other kids played shops or mummies and daddies. I played nurses.
But I didn’t just prance about with a toy stethoscope, pretending to take your pulse or temperature. Oh no. I had a proper kit — real dressings, real bandages, cotton wool, and techniques drilled into me by Bunty and Margaret.
They didn’t let me play with it like it was a joke. They showed me how to roll a bandage properly, how to secure it without cutting off circulation. How to check the toes after a leg dressing. How to speak calmly, even if someone is scared or in pain. They made it real. Respectful.
And everyone around me — bless them — let me practice.
Uncles. Brothers. Neighbours. I wrapped so many arms and ankles, it’s a miracle nobody lost circulation.
I’d bring people into my “ward” (aka the back room), make them sit quietly while I checked their pretend notes, did their observations, and asked, “Are you feeling comfortable, Mr O’Malley?” — like I was fifty years old and on the late shift.
I think they saw early on: this wasn’t a phase.
This wasn’t playing.
This was who I was becoming.
But it wasn’t all bedpans and bandages. I was also taught the basics.
I was taught the “proper” way to make a hospital bed — tight as a drum, so you could bounce a coin off the mattress, with perfect hospital corners and the top sheet turned down exactly eighteen inches. The pillow openings had to face away from the door.
Yes, I know, Florence Nightingale herself introduced this during the Crimean War, so the sand wouldn’t blow into the pillowcases. I can honestly say I never once encountered a sandstorm in Kilmarnock, but I still did it by the book.
And let me tell you, right up until the day Margaret and Bunty went into the nursing home, that was exactly how their beds had to be made. Oh, there was no chance of a fitted sheet ever crossing that threshold — not with those two stalwart, seasoned nurses.
Margaret’s Quiet Influence
Where Bunty was the confident matron type, Margaret was quieter — gentler in her caring. She had a way of watching you, assessing you silently. When she showed me things, it was with patience and precision.
Her hands were so white and soft, yet sure. She was always kind, never rushed.
She taught me that nursing wasn’t just about tasks — it was about observation. About noticing when someone looked pale, when their eyes flicked with worry, when they weren’t eating their Rich Tea.
Between the two of them, I got the perfect training: one taught me technique, the other taught me tenderness.
Sheila’s Academic and Practical Input
When I was young, it was always me, Sheila, and Bunty — our own wee trio. Sheila, in particular, gave me two gifts that have never left me: a love of cooking and a love of reading.
She had this way of making the simplest meal feel special, and she’d let me hover at her elbow in the kitchen, teaching me how to turn the plainest ingredients into something worth sharing.
Then there were the books — she always seemed to have one on the go, and it was Sheila who slipped novels into my hands and showed me there were whole other worlds waiting between the covers. Looking back, I realise those quiet afternoons with her and Bunty shaped me every bit as much.
The First Time I Knew
I don’t remember the exact moment I realised this is what I want to do. There wasn’t a choir of angels or a sudden lightning bolt. It was more like… breathing.
It was always just there.
When I used to empty my gran’s bedpan.
The first time I helped clean a cut without flinching.
The first time someone said, “You would make a fabulous nurse, Bernadette.”
The first time I instinctively reached for someone’s hand when they were upset.
It all just made sense.
I didn’t want to be famous. I didn’t want to be rich. I just wanted to help people and make a difference. To look after them when no one else would. To be the calm voice in the storm.
And more than that — I think I wanted to be needed. Because when your life has been full of inconsistency and shifting sands, there’s something powerful about becoming the person others can count on.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Some people grow into nursing.
Some people are pushed into it by life.
And some people — like me — are just born bandaged.
I was lucky. I had Bunty and Margaret showing me the ropes before I ever filled out an application form. They didn’t just teach me nursing — they taught me dignity. How to do the job without ego. How to treat every patient as if they were family. And how to keep your own feelings tucked away until the shift was over and the lights were out.
If you’ve got someone in your life like that — someone who saw your future before you did — thank them. They planted the seed. They gave you a head start.
Mine just happened to wear a nurse’s cap and keep a box of dressings in the kitchen drawer.








Back to Nursing : The Paid and Unpaid Kind

My twenties and thirties weren’t spent building a career or sipping wine in Paris — they were spent caring. Not the fancy kind with uniforms and ID badges. The real kind. The unpaid kind. The exhausting, relentless, job-on-top-of-a-full-time-life kind.
First, it was my mum and dad, both of whom were unwell and needed full-time care. Then, it was my dad’s three sisters. Elderly, full of life, but utterly reliant. I juggled their medication like a pharmacist, their three o’clock prayers like a timekeeper, and their moods like a hostage negotiator. Add in a few great-aunts for good measure — yes, my family really do live that long — and there you had my unofficial job description: Chief Family Carer.
At the same time, I was raising three boys on my own — Christopher, David, and Andrew — each one with their own stories, struggles, and brilliance. We didn’t have much, but we had each other, along with laughter, takeaways, and family nights where I’d tell them stories from “the good old days” of nursing. Mostly about shit. Literally. Poo, wee, farting — the golden trifecta of mum humour.
And the girls they brought home. Not a high-maintenance one among them, thank God. Jade and Rhiannon are now part of our family, and they still howl at my inappropriate dinner table stories. I like to think they passed the Beenie test.
So why did I go back to nursing? Honestly, I’m not sure. Maybe I just lost the plot for a bit. Maybe I missed the buzz, or maybe I’d just blocked out how tough it really was.
In 2011, I signed the forms, dusted off my Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) pin, and found myself back at it!!
WTAF was I thinking?
I lacked confidence. I doubted myself. And yet, I knew I could care — empathetically, genuinely, fully committed and instinctively. I figured if I could survive parenting, loss, and years of community care with my sanity mostly intact, I could probably handle nursing. Probably.
What the fuck was I thinking? I wasn’t; it was another impulsive decision. But I didn’t want to wake up one morning with no relatives, no one left to care for, no job, and end up doing cold calling!
And so, the madness began.
When I returned in 2011, I was already running on empty. Emotionally, physically, mentally — the lot. I didn’t go back out of ambition. Honestly, I went back because, well, what the hell else was I supposed to do? Time was up. It was just me and whatever scraps were left of who I used to be — like the leftovers nobody wants. I had to make a move before I faded out completely, poof, like I was never even here.
Dad was fading fast by then. Alzheimer’s had stolen nearly everything — his memories, his voice, his ability to recognise even my face. He still had moments, tiny flashes. Sometimes, he’d sing old Irish tunes under his breath or ask for the football scores, especially Celtic’s. But more often, he sat in silence, staring through people as though they were ghosts.
Mum was lost. They’d been married 61 years, and suddenly she was living with a stranger in his body. She was 81, heartbroken, and utterly unsure how to love a man who didn’t know her anymore. I found her one afternoon standing in the kitchen, crying while washing his Celtic mug. “He doesn’t even know I’m his wife,” she whispered, as if the world had played a cruel joke.
I didn’t know what to say; I felt the same. My dad remembered that he had four sons but no daughter. I just hugged her. That was all that was left.
Sheila had just died — the first day of 2011. I kicked off the year organising a funeral. Margaret was in a nursing home by that point, quiet and distant but still breathing. And I’d moved in with Bunty. She was older now but still sharp as a tack, still kind, still holding the house together like she always had — with biscuits, holy water, and the occasional flying slipper when the boys were too noisy.
And then there was me.
A woman in her forties. No partner. Three sons. No clue what came next.
Christopher was 21. David, 17. Andrew, 16. Each of them at different stages of becoming men — clever, funny, mouthy wee shits, the lot of them. But they kept me grounded. I’d come home from uni shattered, only to be met with empty crisp packets, bad jokes, and someone asking if they could borrow a fiver (which I never saw again).
We didn’t have much, but we had us.
There were days I thought I’d break. Uni was brutal. The workload was relentless. I was older than half of my lecturers. Placement shifts were a shock to the system — long days and nights on my feet, dealing with patients younger than me who called me “hen” and assumed I’d been qualified since the Cold War.
But I pushed on. I had to.
There was no time to wallow. There was no time to panic. Just one foot in front of the other. Still being a parent, still being a daughter, still being a niece. Get the assignments done. Get to the care home. Get back. Make tea. Fold washing. Study. Try not to cry. Sleep. Repeat.
One night, I was still up at 2 am, printing off an essay that was due by midday. The printer jammed. I kicked it. The drawer fell off. I burst into tears, sat on the kitchen floor, and ate a stale Custard Cream out of pure despair.
That was my rock bottom of 2011. But I’d had worse.
And yet… I made it. And I would again.
I graduated. I got my PIN. I got back on the wards. I found my footing.
Because even when I thought I had nothing left, I still had the heart of a nurse, buried under years of caring, chaos, and grief.
I held the line. For my dad. For my mum. For my aunties, for my boys. And finally, for myself.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
There’s no perfect time to go back. There is no ideal moment to rebuild your life.
You do it while everything’s falling apart. While you’re grieving. While you think you’re failing. While you’re skint. At the same time the printer’s on fire and the dog’s just spewed in your work bag.
But you do it.
Because deep down, under the rubble of everything else, you’re still in there.
And you’re stronger than you think.






The Long Goodbye

By 2011, my world was changing fast — not just because I was back at uni, re-learning how to write essays, struggling with Harvard Referencing on no sleep and burnt toast, but because everything at home was falling apart in ways that couldn’t be fixed with a bandage, a cup of tea, or even a glass of wine.
My dad, Michael, was in the late stages of dementia. He didn’t know me anymore. He didn’t recognise my voice, he didn’t recognise my face, and he didn’t even remember he had a daughter.
Some days he’d sit in silence, staring past me as though no one was there. Other times he’d lash out in fear or confusion, angry at a world that no longer made sense to him.
He had been the strongest man I knew — a gentle giant, the kind who never needed to raise his voice. Married to my mum for 61 years, devoted to her, to his five children, and to the family that came after. And now? She was 81, broken by what was happening. Grief without a funeral.
She didn’t know how to act with him. She didn’t understand dementia. She would argue, correct, disagree — all because she just wanted the man back who had been her husband. How do you kiss your husband goodnight when he doesn’t even know you’re his wife?
She clung to normality — sandwiches and cheese and cups of tea. The running joke in the family was that Dad told Mum when they got married he loved “pieces and cheese” for his lunch. He got them for the next 50 years.
And always in the same Celtic mug. His favourite. God forbid it ever went missing. That mug had seen it all — victory, loss, family dinners, quiet mornings, and now… this slow, cruel goodbye.
But those last months? They were awful. You see, my dad had been a Commando during World War II. He fought in Europe. As his mind deteriorated, it dragged him back to the battlefield. He wasn’t in his chair anymore — he was in the trenches. He was on the front line, reliving the day he was captured and had to discard anything that marked him as a Commando, because Hitler had a shoot-to-kill policy for any British Commando taken prisoner.
He was running through foreign fields, muscles burning with fatigue, ears ringing with gunfire. Bombs falling from the sky. He would shout in terror, cry in confusion, scream the names of friends we’d never met. In his mind, he was fighting Nazis again.
Reliving the horrors — watching pals die, burying the dead in long-forgotten fields, liberating concentration camps, seeing things no man should ever have had to see once, let alone replayed over and over in his final days.
It wasn’t just memory loss. It was torment.
And Mum, along with my brother Michael and his wife Tricia, watched it all. They were there every single day.
The strong, silent husband and father — who had never spoken much about the war — now shouting in fear at shadows on the wall, reliving his life as a Commando, the first over enemy lines.
During that time, I moved in with Bunty — after Auntie Sheila died on 1st January 2011, and Auntie Margaret had gone into a nursing home. Everything felt like it was unravelling. But somehow, we held on.
Christopher was 21 and working. He was devastated by his grandpa’s illness. From the day he was born, my dad and Christopher had been pals. My dad was the father figure Christopher longed for, and he could not have had a better role model.
David was 17 and Andrew was 16. They saw it all. They watched their grandpa change from a proud man to a frightened shell — and they never outwardly flinched.
They were brave, but I know they were frightened too. Even so-called grown-ups can’t make sense of dementia, let alone teenagers who were forced to live with it and watch their grandfather decline before their eyes.
It’s funny what you remember.
Like the day we found Dad sitting in Mum’s fluffy pink pyjamas. She’d been sorting washing and he’d just… put them on. Sat there like it was the most normal thing in the world. Andrew helped me change him, neither of us saying a word about it. Just got on with it. That’s what we do.
And Mum — God love her — still kissed him goodnight every night. Even when he looked at her like she was a stranger.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Dementia is theft.
It steals the person you love in slow motion, leaving the body behind to remind you of what’s gone.
But what it didn’t steal — not completely — was our love for him.
Even in those moments when he snapped or called us names, we held his hand, whispered his name, poured his tea, and smiled through the tears.
We all loved him to the end.
And I carry that with me now, every single shift.
Because when I care for someone else’s mum or dad, I remember mine. And I do it right. I do it as I would care for my own. Even if all I can offer is the right mug, a warm voice, and a bit of dignity on the worst day of their life.
At that time, thank God, little did we know that my brother Michael too would one day be stolen from us by this same awful disease.

Bunty’s House
Laughter, tall tales, and the quiet hero of my life

Some people stay with you long after they’re gone.
Their voice, their scent, their way.
For me, that was my Auntie Bunty.
She was born Mary Josephine in November 1920, but I don’t think anyone ever called her that past the baptism. She was just Bunty — and she was unique.
She wasn’t loud, and she wasn’t dramatic, but she was full of stories and fun, and half of the stories were pure nonsense.
She’d spin a tale so well, you’d believe every word until the rug got pulled with a daft punchline and her wee face lighting up, chuffed she’d caught you again.
I spent my whole life bouncing between my parents’ house, my grandparents’ house, and my aunt’s.
Why? I don’t know. I never really did.
It was just… how it was. They raised me together, in their way — Mum and Dad in one house, Bunty, Margaret and Sheila in the other.
It wasn’t a question. It was life.
That house was like another world — full of soft voices, rosary beads, folded towels, and the sound of the kettle always just boiled.
No matter what age I was, there was always a seat at the table, a cup of tea coming, and a story ready to be told.
Bunty never judged anyone.
But she wasn’t passive either — she’d always find a way to help.
If you came in broken, she’d put the pieces down gently on the table and start sorting them for you.
“Right. First things first.”
When I moved in with her again later in life, with the boys flying in and out, my head full of Dad’s decline, Mum’s heart breaking, uni deadlines and bloody placement rotas — she just absorbed it all.
She’d laugh with the boys. She loved having them around.
Her house was filled with energy, noise, wrappers left on worktops and boxers on the bathroom floor — and she never minded.
She’d say, “It will all be the same in a hundred years.”
We’d sit and drink tea, and she’d share stories — some real, some absolute nonsense.
And I’d fall for them anyway because that was the joy of it. That twinkle in her eye. That cheeky grin.
When she decided to move into the nursing home with Margaret, it was entirely her choice.
No fuss. No drama. “I think we need to be together again, just the pair of us.”
And they did.
They were together till the end.
Margaret, in her wheelchair, Bunty by her side, in hers.
She died in 2016 — but to me, she’s still here.
Every time I dress a wound.
Every time I have a glass of Port.
Every time I tell a daft story and wait for the laugh.
Every time I sit with a patient’s family and offer comfort in silence, just like she used to do.
Bunty was love.
In her blue and white polka dot dresses.
With a hidden tin of biscuits.
And a story that made you smile before it made you cry.
She didn’t raise her voice. She raised me.
So, let’s get back to the nonsensical aspects of my working life.

100 Not Out
Auntie Margaret, the Queen’s card, and the bitch from hell

Auntie Margaret turned 100 on 27th February 2017.
Born in 1917. A nurse since 1934. A quiet, holy woman who used to mutter the rosary under her breath while hanging out the washing. She’d lived through two world wars, rationing, and the rise and fall of three different styles of support tights.
When she was moved into a care home after a stroke, we worried she’d fade away. But no. Turns out Auntie Margaret’s filter had gone completely. The woman who once told me off for saying “bloody hell” or “Oh my God” was now referring to the staff as “clatty wee bastards” and calling me — her beloved niece — “a bitch from hell.”
I nearly wet my pants the first time she said it. We were halfway through a visit when she looked up from her recliner, eyes narrowed like Al Pacino, and spat out, “You. You’re the bitch from hell.” No context. No warning. No explanation.
I said, “Love you too, Margaret,” and gave her a wee After Eight.
Now, we were no royalists in our family, far from it. But even I was excited about her 100th birthday and the card from the Queen. I contacted the Lord Lieutenant’s office, filled out the forms, and phoned the care home regularly to confirm the date. I was like her personal events coordinator.
The card came. The Lord Provost came. The Queen’s representative came. Cream envelope. Official. Delivered by hand.
“Auntie Margaret, look what came today!”
She looked at the photo of the Queen, squinted, and said, “Is that Bunty?” Yes, it’s an urban myth in our family. We have a long-running theory about the royals — something to do with my great-great-grandmother having an illegitimate child while working at Balmoral. Nobody can prove it, but the story gets better every generation.
Her 100th birthday was something else. The staff decorated the lounge in the care home, brought in a cake big enough to sink a canoe, and invited every living relative — and probably a few who were technically dead or not even related.
The staff did absolutely fab. They had her hair done. She wore a cardigan with gold buttons. For about 45 minutes, she was on form — laughing, smiling, telling us about the time she once sneezed in Sister Bunty’s face and blamed a junior doctor.
Then she farted loudly during “Happy Birthday” and shouted, “That’s for you lot!”
I don’t know what hit harder — the noise or the smell.
But here’s the thing: she was still her. Somewhere behind the confusion, the dementia, the swearing, and the mad outbursts, Auntie Margaret was still there. A nurse. A sister. A woman of faith. And a McQuade.
She got her telegram. She made it to 100. And she did it on her own terms.
Not quietly. Not politely.
But with flair, farts, and absolute determination.
Then it was my Big Half Century!


50 And Feral
The birthday year, Belfast, bomb scares, diabetic rescues at 40,000 feet, and my arse in a golf buggy.

In 2018, I turned 50. And because I’ve never been one for doing things quietly, I decided a single day wasn’t nearly enough. I declared it would be my birthday year.
After all, I’d earned it: fifty years of nappies (not mine yet, thank you very much), cleaning up other people’s mess, feeding families, wiping arses, changing catheters, dressing wounds, and holding broken lives together. If that doesn’t earn you a victory lap, what does?
So, I set out to celebrate properly—with chaos, laughter, and a good dose of trouble. Which is how my birthday year came to be defined by Belfast, bomb scares, diabetic rescues at 40,000 feet, and my arse in a golf buggy.
Belfast Bomb Scares
My best pal Mazz (a.k.a. Marion) and I kicked things off with a “girls’ trip.” After scrolling the whole world on Google, where did we end up? Belfast.
“Why Belfast?” people asked. Simple. We were after mayhem. And believe me, two Glaswegian women let loose in Belfast can stir up more drama than a soap opera Christmas special.
Much to my mother’s horror, we booked our jaunt right before the Glorious Twelfth. We arrived on the 6th of July—me, born the day after the Twelfth, practically destined for drama.
Now, your average tourist might think of the Titanic Experience, cocktails, shopping. Not us. With no kids, no wheelchairs to push, and fifty-year-old brains convinced our bodies were still twenty-five, we were dangerous.
Mazz, in her infinite wisdom, arranged to meet some “friends from the internet” in a Falls Road bar. But when it came to actually getting there, she chickened out of asking a taxi driver. Instead, she smiled at a cheery chap by a white taxi. Next thing I knew, we’d been sweet-talked into a political taxi tour.
Picture this: Mazz with bright green hair and a crucifix the size of a cathedral, me looking like a woman questioning all her life choices, being driven straight through Shankill. She looked like a walking tricolour. I looked like a hostage.
At the mural of King Billy, the driver slowed down. Mazz provided a running commentary like it was an episode of Location, Location, Location. “He’s getting out the front and in the back—to murder us.” I was crying with laughter, but deep down, I half-expected to end up on top of the 50-foot bonfire they were building nearby.
We made it through alive—though not without a Facebook Live where our friends back home were convinced we’d be headline news.
That night, in the infamous Rock Bar, we danced through blood, brawls, and a leopard-print lady who wet herself mid-song but kept going like it was part of the routine.
I turned to Mazz and said, “This is a busman’s holiday.”
Then we danced anyway.
Because if there’s one thing I know, you don’t let other people’s piss ruin your birthday year.
My Arse in a Golf Buggy
For the official family celebration, I was whisked off to a posh golf resort. All dolled up—sunglasses, earrings, thinking I was the dog’s bollocks—I expected pampering.
The manager offered us a golf buggy to get Mum to our lodge. Lovely, I thought. Champagne in hand, I sat back. But then came the SOS over the walkie-talkie: “Injury on the course.”
Of course. Even on my birthday weekend, I couldn’t escape being a nurse. Off we went, champagne abandoned.
Two pished golfers had managed to flip their buggy. One was pinned underneath, roaring like a wounded bull.
“Call an ambulance,” I told them firmly. “Orthopaedics is not my thing. I’m medical through and through.”
And there it was: my glamorous birthday break, me standing in designer sunglasses, champagne going flat, while my arse was parked in a golf buggy waiting for paramedics.
Diabetic Rescue at 40,000 Feet
In October, it was America—me and Mum.
By check-in, she’d told the desk attendant our full family history: one of fourteen children, with every sibling’s medical file thrown in for good measure. By boarding time, the poor woman knew about Kerry’s false teeth, Josephine’s piles, and Anthony’s job. Out of sheer sympathy (or desperation), they upgraded us to business class.
But my chance to sip champagne in style didn’t last long. Shortly after take-off came the dreaded call: “Is there any medical personnel on board?”
I ignored the first two announcements. Nurses who answer these things sometimes end up in lawsuits. But by the third, guilt got me. Up I went.
The patient: a woman, barely conscious, sugar levels plummeting. The crew rummaged for glucagon—nothing. Empty kit.
That’s when I remembered my emergency stash. In my handbag: five kilos of Scottish tablet for the American relatives. Pure sugar gold.
As I rubbed tablet into her gums, Mum’s voice bellowed across the cabin: “Bernadette! That’s for Auntie Katie and Anthony!”
I gave her the death stare. She kept going. “That’s for Auntie Katie and Anthony!”
Ignoring her, I kept working until the woman came round, sipping juice and nibbling carbs, crisis averted.
Meanwhile, Mum was already regaling the passengers: “My daughter saved a woman with a tablet!”
I spent the rest of the flight back in economy, babysitting my patient, while Mum sipped brandy in business class.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
That birthday year taught me this: you can plan parties, trips, and milestones, but life will always find a way to knock your champagne out of your hand. Sometimes it’s bomb scares, sometimes it’s golfers under buggies, and sometimes it’s a diabetic collapse at 40,000 feet.
But here’s the thing—chaos isn’t the enemy. It’s the seasoning.
After fifty years of madness, I’ve learned to roll with it, laugh at it, and even raise a toast to it. Because no matter where I am—Belfast, America, or a golf course in the middle of nowhere—life will keep me on my toes. And that’s okay.
I’ve had fifty years of building muscle. Fifty years of chaos, compassion, and crisis management. Fifty years of surviving—and still laughing.



Part Two 
Typically Me
Now the fun really begins. From wards to waiting rooms, night shifts to nursing home chaos, this part is full of the scrapes and stories I somehow always land myself in. The mess, the madness, and the moments that had me howling with laughter (and sometimes despair). Nursing isn’t glamorous, but it’s never boring — and this is the proof.

Back to the Beginning

So here I am, back at it. I’ll never forget the gynaecology ward. Not because I had a burning passion for uteruses (uteri?) or because I’d found my life’s calling in speculum’s and sanitary pad stock rotation. No — I remember it because that was where I got my groove back. Right there, wedged between a woman recovering from a hysterectomy and the world’s most enormous pile of post-op vaginal packing.
Let me set the scene.
I’d only just returned to nursing after what felt like a lifetime. I felt like an impostor, waiting to be found out. I’d wiped more bums at home than I ever had on the wards. Add in raising three boys with the appetite of a football team, and by the time I stepped back onto the ward, I wasn’t sure if I was a nurse… or just someone really good at making toast and recognising the smell of impending diarrhoea.
So there I was: name badge freshly printed, shoes polished, smile as fake as Katie Price’s boobs but still hopeful.
And they handed me her — the post-op patient in bed six. Routine procedure, nothing dramatic. Just needed her vaginal pack removed and observations done.
“Nice and easy,” they said.
That should’ve been my first clue it was going to be anything but.
Now, for the non-nurses reading this — vaginal packing is inserted during certain surgeries to reduce bleeding and support healing. I put on my gloves, explained the procedure, and started pulling.
And pulling.
And pulling.
It just kept coming.
Miles of white gauze. Think magician’s endless handkerchief trick, except from the vagina, with more blood and groaning. At one point, I seriously considered calling down to theatres to check if someone had accidentally packed the Christmas tablecloth up there.
The patient looked at me with weary eyes and said, “Is it meant to feel like I’m giving birth again?”
Honestly? I didn’t know. But I nodded like I’d been doing this every day since birth and said, “Yes, there’ll be some pressure.” Inside, I was the one under PRESSURE.
That’s the golden rule of nursing: never blag the critical stuff, but always look like you’ve got your shit together when there’s a metre of bloody gauze winding its way out of someone’s undercarriage.
Finally, after what felt like a full Netflix box set, it was done.
The packing was out.
No haemorrhage.
PHEW!
I’d officially earned my first stripe back.
I stepped outside, peeled off my gloves, and took a deep breath. Then I laughed. Not a wee chuckle, but a full-bodied “What the actual fuck just happened?” laugh.
That was the moment I knew: aye, you’ve still got it, Bernadette.
There’s something about bodily fluids that grounds you. I don’t care how many degrees you’ve got or how many LearnPro modules you’ve completed — nothing humbles you faster than dodging projectile vomit while trying to plug in a sats probe.
Blood, sweat, shit and tears — it’s all part of the uniform.
And I’ve worn every stain.
Sweat from sprinting down corridors during crash calls.
Blood from tricky veins and burst boils.
Shit from, well, everywhere.
And yet, weirdly, I loved it.
Because behind every mess was a moment — a person needing help, needing dignity, needing you.
You don’t forget the wee woman who sobbed because she couldn’t reach her buzzer. Or the man who tried to apologise for soiling the bed, as if it were a personal failure. You look them in the eye and say, “It’s alright. You’re safe. Let’s get you sorted.” My personal favourite? “We’ve all peed our pants at one time.”
Then you change the sheets, and the pads, and probably your own shoes — because being a nurse isn’t about the mess; it’s about being there.
When I got home that night, I flopped onto the couch beside Bunty, still smelling faintly of blood, sweat and tears.
She sniffed and said, “You need a new perfume.”
I told her the story of the endless vaginal packing and waited for her to be horrified.
Instead, she just looked at me and said, “Well, at least you’re good at pulling things out of tight spots.”
That was Bunty. Always with a line.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You’ll be elbow-deep in some poor bugger’s bodily fluids more times than you’ll ever admit at parties. But every blood-soaked glove and sweat-drenched tunic is a badge of honour. You’re doing the jobs others couldn’t stomach, and you’re doing them with heart. Just remember: double-glove, breathe through your mouth, and never — ever — trust the phrase “quick and easy procedure.”

Irish Twins
When my boys were still toddlers, my husband left.

Just like that — gone. No dramatic goodbye or big fall-out (well, not on that particular day). One day there were five of us, the next it was just me and three wee faces looking up at me — two still in nappies, all still needing fed, cuddled, cleaned, and calmed.
One day he said he was going to Ben Nevis to take photographs. That was it. No flung plates, no shouting match, no warning. Just, “I’m heading out to take some pictures,” and he never came back.
I was 27 years old, skint, and scared stiff. Christopher was my eldest, and then came David and Andrew — both born in 1993, but not twins. Commonly known as “Irish twins.” Two babies close enough in age to share the same dinner from one spoon each in their own high chair, but still manage to fight like grown men over a football. I was exhausted chasing after them, never mind thinking straight. There wasn’t a quiet moment — not in the house, and not in my head.
I remember one day vividly. I was sitting on the floor of our flat on the South Side of Glasgow, slumped between an overflowing laundry basket and toys of every description scattered everywhere in every room. My head was pounding, my purse was empty, and the tears just came. Real, hopeless crying. Proper heartbroken tears. I’d hit a wall. I had no idea what I was doing, no money to get through the week, and I felt like the biggest failure going.
But I wasn’t alone that day. Bunty, Margaret and Sheila were there. Thank God for those three. They were folding washing, ironing, sorting the mess, and seeing what I couldn’t — that I was drowning. They didn’t stand back and pretend it wasn’t happening. Bunty crouched down beside me and put a hand on my shoulder, while Sheila, always the straight-talker, told me it was OK to cry but that I’d need to get back up again after. They were all chatty, loving, and warm, and they wrapped me up in a kind of comfort only they could give. Not just tea and sympathy — though there was plenty of that too — but strength. Quiet, ordinary, fierce strength. The kind that doesn’t shout, but lifts you from the floor and says, “Right, we’ll get through this.”
I didn’t have time to fall apart. There were packed feeds to make, Calpol to dose out, and lost socks to find. I became the CEO of chaos. The bills, the bath time, the broken boiler — it all landed on me. But we got through it. Not always gracefully, mind you. There were nights I cried while scraping baked beans off the carpet, and mornings Christopher got sent to nursery in mismatched shoes and a Spiderman outfit because he wanted to. That was just survival.
But I never let the boys see me crumble. Not properly. Not fully. Because when you’re the only grown-up in the house, you don’t get the luxury of falling apart. You just carry on. Some days you storm it. Some days you cry when you are in the bath. But you keep going.
And now, when I think back to that girl — 27, broken, sobbing in the living room — I wish I could sit beside her. I’d tell her, “Aye, it’s shit just now. But you’ll get through it. You’re tougher than you think. And you’ve got Bunty, Margaret and Sheila — so you’ll never be truly alone.”
Because we did get through it. Somehow, between the Calpol, The Singing Kettle, CBeebies and the chaos, I raised three brilliant boys. Not without mistakes, not without moments I wanted to run away myself — but with love, with banter, and with a whole load of stubbornness.
We didn’t have much, but we had each other. And I often thought back to that day when we had happy times, so instead of sitting crying on the floor I danced and jumped when the boys got job offers, or passed exams, or brought pals round who treated me like one of their own.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
That day he left? It wasn’t the end. It was the beginning of us — just me and my lads. And maybe I didn’t realise it then, but it was the day I started building the life I have now. One day, one wipe, one scream and one laugh at a time.
So from Irish Twins to Hospital Twins.

Hospital Twins

On an unusually sunny day in Glasgow (commonly known as OUR SUMMER), I found myself squinting at the sky in disbelief. Sunlight in Glasgow was such a rare event that we all treated it like a national holiday — coats off, arms out, pretending it was the Costa del Clyde.
At the time, I worked in a hospital perched halfway up a hill. Who in their right mind thought that was a good idea? We used to joke it must have been a man, because who else would build a hospital full of patients over 75 and expect them (and their poor visitors) to scale Mount Everest just to get in?
Anyway, I’d nipped out on my lunch break to run some errands. I didn’t leave myself much time for actual food, so I inhaled half a roll and sausage while speed-walking back up that bloody hill. I was mid-puff when I spotted her.
There she was. Brown bobble hat, fur coat, full face of make-up. Standing at the foot of the hill like she was waiting for a taxi, only it wasn’t a taxi she had her eye on — it was the bus.
“Where are you off to, darling?” I asked.
She turned to me, calm as anything, and said, “I’m away to get the bus, hon. I’ve had enough.”
Just like that. Cool as a cucumber, ready to hop on the number 54 to Paisley Road West.
Now, I admired her confidence — God love her — but I wasn’t about to lose a patient to a Stagecoach escape plan. So, I slid into my best calm-but-firm nurse tone (the one I’d perfected on my boys, my aunties, and more than a few arsey consultants).
“Come on now. Not today. You’ve still a doctor to see. Let’s get you back inside.”
She heaved the loudest sigh, as though I’d ruined her grand adventure. “Aye, alright. But I’ve been here too long anyway. I’ve still to get the mince on fur ma dinner — and it’s the good steak mince through the mincer!”
So, up the hill we went. She chatted away like we were old pals — her dog, her favourite biscuits, her glory days at the post office. Familiar stuff. Up in the lift, down the corridor, into the bay. I tucked her into bed. Job done. Crisis averted.
Or so I thought.
Out pops the healthcare assistant from the loo.
“Bernadette, who’s that in bed 5?”
“That’s Mrs. Gaddis,” I said proudly. “I just brought her back. She was away to get the bus.”
The HCA froze, then slowly pointed past me. “No, you didn’t. She’s still in the bathroom.”
I blinked. Walked into the loo. And there she was — the real Mrs. Gaddis. Sitting on the toilet, mid-conversation, absolutely fine.
Which meant the woman I’d just escorted, settled, and tucked into bed was … her identical twin sister.
Same hat. Same coat. Same sharp tongue. Completely different person. She’d popped in to visit her sister, got bored of the hospital chat, and decided to bolt. I’d intercepted her daring escape, frog marched her back in, and bloody admitted her.
I was mortified. The Caddis twins? Howling.
The real Mrs. Gaddis roared, “I’ve not laughed so much since granny caught her tits in the mangle!”
Her sister snapped back, “That’s what ye get for sneakin’ aff without tellin’ me.”
Next thing I know, they’re bickering over whose hat was whose, while I stood wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole.
And you’d think, after a carry-on like that, the twin business would be done for the week.
But no.
The very next morning, I walked in … and what did I find? Another set of twins. Not the Gaddis’s this time. A fresh pair.
One had been admitted after a fall, and her sister — who had dementia — was admitted for social reasons. This was pre-COVID, when we still had the luxury of common sense in hospitals.
There they were, side by side in bay 2. Matching flannel nighties. Bed jackets. Cups of tea perched in front of them like props in a sketch show. They looked like they’d been wheeled straight off the set of Still Game.
“Awrite, hen?” the loud one shouted. “You got a hairbrush? I look like a bloody witch. My hair’s hinging out like straw in a midden.”
“Don’t listen to her,” the quiet one muttered. “She ‘thinks we’re on a bloody cruise.”
At this point, I didn’t even flinch.
“Naw,” I said. “Just wear your hat and be on deck four. Lifeboat drill at noon.”
We all played along. Orders were placed like it was room service. “Tea with two and a coo,” shouted the loud one — translation: tea, two sugars, milk, and a Tunnock’s Tea Cake.
When she lost her hearing aids, we turned the entire bay upside down — only to find them lodged under her arse.
They didn’t need a high dose of medical intervention. What they needed was time, kindness, and someone to laugh with — and occasionally duck when the walking stick came flying.
Amid the chaos, the quiet one suddenly reached out, took my hand, and whispered, “Thanks, doll. You were born for this shit. You’ve got the touch, hen.”
And you know what? That meant more than a glowing ward round, a pat on the back from a consultant, or a shiny certificate.
Because nursing isn’t always about charts, dressings, and doses. Sometimes, it’s about keeping an eye on the twins — the patients and the visitors — and making sure the right one gets back into bed.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Sometimes, it’s not the clinical care that matters most. It’s knowing which twin is trying to make a break for the number 54 bus and which one’s nicked her sister’s brown bobble hat. Aye, watch your patients — but watch their visitors even closer.

Brief Encounters Twins

Morning visits are meant to be straightforward. A wee blether, a check of the blood sugars, quick insulin dose, then on to the next patient. But nursing has a funny way of turning even the most straightforward job into a story you’ll never forget.

That day started like any other. I trudged up the path in that drizzly rain, you know the fine rain that actually soaks you right through! Hair getting frizzier and bigger by the second, trousers already sticking to me before I’d even made it past my first visit. I knocked on Mrs McGill’s door, expecting the usual routine.

She was ninety years young, a tiny wee bird, but with the kind of stare that could cut through steel and you just knew she had been a force to be reckoned with in her day.Some days she’d be sweet as honey, other days she’d remind you she was born and bred in Bridgeton, and had lived through rationing, the Blitz, and more nosy neighbours than she cared to count.

“Morning, hen,” she said as I walked in. Then, with a wee sigh, “Carer’s no due for another half hour… and I’ve had a wee accident.” She said sheepishly.

My heart ached for her. That look of embarrassment — shoulders slumped, voice small and quiet— I’d seen it so many times. And it never gets easier. It’s not the mess that gets you, it’s the shame people actually fear. People can face wars, heartbreak, and loss, but nothing strips dignity quite like not making it to the toilet.

“Don’t you worry,” I said, rolling up my sleeves and putting on another pair of blue gloves. “We’ll get you sorted before the carer’s here. Nobody needs to know a thing.”

She gave me a grateful look, like I’d just promised to cover for her in some mysterious crime, and together we shuffled into the bathroom.

Now, helping someone at ninety get washed and changed isn’t glamorous, but it’s real nursing. The textbooks don’t cover the steadying of arms, the balancing on wobbly knees, the way you keep the chat flowing so they don’t feel exposed. That’s the real skill. That is where trust is earned.

We chatted as I helped her out of her wet pyjamas and pants.
“Your hair looks lovely today,” I said. “Did you get it done?”
“Aye, yesterday. Cost me twenty quid. daylight bloody robbery she complains. I used to get it set for three bob.”
“You and me both. My hairdresser practically robs me blind, and I still come out looking like a scarecrow.”

She laughed, and the tension eased. We kept up the patter while I wrapped her in a towel and reached into her drawer for a fresh pair of knickers. And that’s when it happened.

I froze. 

White cotton. Wee blue flowers.
The exact same pair I was wearing.

I stood there like a statue, holding the pants aloft like they were made of uranium. Surely not. Surely I wasn’t about to put a pair of knickers on a ninety-year-old woman that matched the ones stretched over my own fat arse.

But there was no denying it. The bloody M&S multipack with no VPL.
My brain went into overdrive. Don’t laugh. Don’t react. Just get them on her and pretend nothing’s happened.
Inside, though, the panic was real. Of all the drawers in all the houses in Ayrshire, I had to pick the one with pants that match mine. And worse still — what if she notices? What if she looks me up and down and says, “Snap!”
I nearly died on the spot just imagining it.
Mrs McGill narrowed her eyes. “You’ve gone awfy quiet, hen. Ye alright?”
“Oh aye, just fine,” I squeaked, trying to plaster on a smile.
I pulled the offending pants up her legs with the care of a bomb disposal expert, praying she wouldn’t glance at my waistband. Imagine the horror. Nurse and patient, standing in solidarity — literally — in matching briefs.
And here’s the kicker: they suited her better. She stood there, all neat and tidy, while mine were clinging to me under my uniform, damp from the rain and doing me no favours.

Later that day, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Out of everything I’d ever learned in nursing — aseptic technique, drug calculations, wound care — nobody had prepared me for the existential dread of being knicker twins with my patient.

But do you know what? Once the mortification wore off, it made me smile. Because in that moment, it hit me — strip away the uniforms, the pyjamas, the years, the titles, and we’re all just people trying to get through the day with a decent pair of knickers (incase we are in an accident of course)and a bit of dignity.

Still, I did swear never to buy that packet again. But payday rolled around, and there I was, skulking through M&S like a criminal, tossing the same multipack into my basket. Let’s face it — they’re comfy, and at a tenner for five pairs, you can’t argue.

Wee Tangent: The Curse of the Multipack

Here’s the thing about knickers. When you’re younger, you buy the lacy ones. Tiny scraps of fabric that look good in the drawer but are pure torture to wear. By the time you’ve had three weans, survived nursing shifts that last fourteen hours, and wrestled with washing machines that eat half your socks, you move on to multipacks.

Multipacks are where glamour goes to die — and comfort moves in with its slippers on. My boys used to slag me rotten if they ever saw them hanging on the radiator.
“Mum, you could parachute off the Titan Crane with those.”
“Aye,” I’d say, “and land safely, because they’ve got good coverage.”

So the idea that Mrs McGill and I were both strutting about Ayrshire in the same flowery knickers? That tickled my fancy. Generations apart, but united by full briefs and elasticated waistbands.

The Reflection Bit

Later that night, I told Marion the story over a cuppa. She nearly spat her tea out laughing.
“Only you, Bernie. Only you would end up pant twins with your 90 year old patient.”
“Well,” I said, “at least it proves we’re all equal in the end.”
“Aye, equal comfort. M&S should use you in the advert.”

And she’s right. Life throws curveballs, but sometimes it just throws knickers. You’ve got to take the laughs where you can.

Bernadette’s Wisdom
If you ever think you’re miles apart from your patients, just wait until you realise you’re both wearing the same knickers. Nothing brings you back down to earth quicker. And if they come in a five-pack for £9.99? Even better.


Matron McShaggy
Ooh, Matron – It’s definitely not you that’s awful.
DISCLAIMER – BOYS AND FAMILY HAVE NEVER HEARD THIS STORY

So, through this book, you’ll see the laughs, the stories we share as a family. Just know — until now, this one has never crossed my lips outside of nursing circles. Why? Well, there are just some things a mammy does not discuss with her children, even when they’re grown men on a games night.
I didn’t ask to be called Matron. I wasn’t even a Ward Sister.
And it certainly wasn’t on my bright yellow name badge. I didn’t storm into the ward with pearls under my tunic and a perm perched on my head, demanding to see fingernails and hospital corners. No, no. But there’s something about catching two visitors in the middle of their own X-rated version of Heather Does Hospitals that earns you a certain… reputation.
It was a Wednesday afternoon — hump day, as some call it. Midweek, mid-shift, and I was mid-sip of my now flat, lukewarm Red Bull. That’s when I clocked it. Curtains drawn tight around bed 5.
Now, back then visiting times were strict: 2–3pm and 7–8pm. If someone needed the commode, visitors had to leave the bay to allow for a bit of dignity. So when curtains stayed closed too long, you learned quickly: it was either something seriously wrong… or something very, very not right.
And then I heard it. The unusual rhythm of bodies shifting against not-so-fitted sheets and the hospital-issue thermal blankets that spark you with static if you so much as roll over. The shadows cast against those thin polyester curtains left little to the imagination.
Training kicked in. A nurse develops a sixth sense for trouble — you don’t hesitate, you act.
I swept that curtain back as if I were auditioning for Stars in Their Eyes with Matthew Kelly.
What I was not expecting, however, was the big hairy bare arse of a man, mid-thrust, over a woman who most definitely was not the wife who’d been visiting faithfully for the past six weeks.
Quick thinking.
I channelled my inner Auntie Bunty — calm, firm, dignified — but what came out was pure Hattie Jacques.
In my most clipped, poshest telephone voice — one I didn’t even know I had — I roared:
“What on EARTH is going on here?”
Time stopped. Even the monitors seemed to hold their beeps for dramatic effect.
The pair scrambled. Her skirt stuck halfway between thigh and arse, his face looking like he’d just won the Euro-millions.
“We were only cuddling,” she mumbled, eyes wide with mortification.
Cuddling my arse.
I muttered it under my breath while doing the world’s fastest risk assessment, then booted her out with a glare sharp enough to sterilise a bedpan.
By teatime, the hospital drums had started beating. By Friday, a picture of Hattie Jacques was stuck on my locker. By Monday, even the junior doctors were saluting me.
I let them. Mortified, aye, but sometimes owning the chaos is better than pretending it didn’t happen.
Because here’s the thing: ward life has a way of dragging every part of you out — the nurse, the mammy, the prude, the disciplinarian, the comedian. You can catch folk mid-shag and still make sure they’ve had their meds, fluids, and dietary intake before you leave your shift. That’s dedication.
Around this time, I was juggling it all — night shifts, being a present mammy, and caring for Bunty as she grew older. The so-called “sandwich generation,” only my sandwich came with extra chaos stuffed in.
Andrew needed yet another pair of football boots.
David was supposed to be revising but had a part-time job — and a new girlfriend, Rhiannon.
Christopher had moved out to Glasgow, finding his own way.
And Bunty, bless her, was crocheting blankets for the parish sale while still finding time to tell me I’d “put on weight.”
My answer? “Aye, alright slim.” That was us — sharp, cheeky, and rooted in love.
One night on break, feet up on the table, toastie crumbs down my tunic, I thought: This isn’t glamorous. But it’s me. Not Matron. Not Sister. Just me — nurse, mam, carer, part-time therapist, full-time juggler of other people’s drama.
And then — months later — who ends up back on our ward? Curtain Lady. Broken hip. Cheeky grin.
“We were just having a cuddle!” she exclaimed, then leaned over, squeezed my hand and whispered, “Still keeping the riff-raff in check, Matron?”
Aye. Always.
Bernadette’s Wisdom
Being a nurse isn’t about the badge or the title. Call yourself staff nurse, sister, or senior unicorn for all I care. What matters is how you show up when the shit hits the fan (and sometimes literally does).
You’ll catch people in all sorts of compromising positions — physical, emotional, and metaphorical. Respond with dignity, humour, and a touch of steel in your voice.
And if you get lumbered with a nickname for life because you caught folk mid-performance? Wear it like a bloody badge of honour.


Matron McPicnicky
Matron Bunty Style - Mother’s Pride and the fall of Open Visiting 

The Bunty Years: Southern General, Circa 1960s
Long before I was ever handed a uniform, there was Bunty.
To most, she was Sister Mary Josephine — a proper force of nature at the Southern General Hospital. This was back when ward sisters wore starched veils and belts like the army, and had a stare sharp enough to silence a consultant mid-sentence.
She didn’t walk — she glided. Clipboard in one hand, pearls tucked discreetly under her uniform, rosary beads rattling in her pocket. Her wrath, however? That was never hidden.
So when open visiting hours were introduced in the mid-sixties — supposedly a move towards modern compassion — Bunty nearly combusted on the spot.
To grasp the gravity, you need to understand nursing in the 60s. Beds had hospital corners sharp enough to slice a finger. Day Room at 2. Nap at 3. Tea at 4. By 6 pm, the ward was silent as a crypt. Visitors were allowed, of course — but only one at a time, properly dressed, quiet, clean, and under no circumstances bearing loaves of bread.
Which brings us to the infamous Mother’s Pride Incident.
It was a Saturday morning. Rangers were playing Celtic at Ibrox. Mid-shift, lights low, calm across the ward — that kind of eerie calm that makes every nurse twitchy.
Bunty was mid-round, checking corners, pillows, obs charts, and fluid balances, when she spotted a portable curtain drawn round one bed. She peered behind it — and stopped dead.
There, propped up like Queen Victoria, was a woman in her late fifties — which, at the time, was practically ancient — surrounded by what could only be described as a picnic spread.
A full sliced loaf of Mother’s Pride. A tub of Stork margarine. Robinsons strawberry jam. And at least six weans running riot, playing hide-and-seek under the bed like they were at a birthday party in the Pearce Institute.
One had jam smeared across his chin. Another was swinging on the walking frame like it was gym equipment. One earnest little soul was feeding her a crust while another ripped open a bag of broken biscuits from Woolworth’s. It was like a Glasgow remake of The Sound of Music — only no one was singing, and everyone was sticky.
And the patient? Beaming. Absolutely delighted.
That’s when Bunty let rip.
“What on earth is going on here?!”
Every wean froze.
The woman looked up as if she’d just been caught having a fag in confession.
Turned out, the parents had gone off for a wee afternoon sesh at the Fairfield Club, leaving granny — fresh from gallbladder surgery — to babysit. They’d simply told the kids, “Go see Gran, she’s in the hospital up the road.”
Bunty did what only Bunty could.
She marched straight to Matron.
No hesitation. No tea break. No polite discussion.
She demanded — not suggested — that open visiting hours be abolished immediately. “We’re running a hospital, not a bloody nursery,” she barked, starch glinting under the corridor lights.
And to Matron’s credit (or maybe sheer terror), they were stopped that very day. Just like that. No more casual drop-ins. No more loaves. And certainly no more jam-fuelled toddlers doing laps round the ward.
It wasn’t as dramatic as my own Matron moment — no one mid-shag, no bras flying under sheets — but it’s still one of the great family legends. Because it wasn’t just about the chaos. It was about how nursing was already changing, even then. And how women like Bunty were never afraid to challenge the daft decisions made by people who’d never so much as set foot on a night shift.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
If you want to know what real nursing looks like, forget PowerPoint slides and away days. Picture a five-foot Glaswegian wummin with a clipboard, storming into Matron’s office, jam on her shoes, and absolutely no time for nonsense.


Friends For Life 
Nursing gives you plenty of things — grey hairs, bad knees, and more stories than you’d dare tell in polite company. But if you’re really lucky, it also gives you friends for life. For me, that’s Claire, Laura, and Tricia.

Claire was the boss — not just by rank, but by presence. At work, she was tougher on me, Laura, and Tricia than anyone else. Everyone knew we were close, and she wasn’t about to let anyone accuse her of favouritism. She kept that line sharp. And you know what? We respected her for it. But outside the ward? She was simply our Claire — the one who could have you howling with laughter one minute and talking about the meaning of life the next.
Me and Claire had another bond too — Ed Sheeran. His music, his lyrics, the way a single line could hit you right in the chest. Though to be fair, I’d have mortified her beyond belief if I’d ever dragged her to karaoke.
But it was at his concert in Leeds in 2019 that Claire saw a side of me she never had before. We laugh about it now — we even laughed that night — but at the time, let me tell you, it was anything but funny. Leeds, what can I say? They need more taxis.
It was the middle of the night. We’d walked 16 kilometer after a full day out and Ed’s gig, and still no taxi in sight. I tried everything. I was practically hailing down random cars, offering Uber drivers small fortunes just to take us back to the hotel. Nothing worked. Not one would stop. So we walked. And walked. And walked some more.
Finally, I snapped. I mean, fully lost my cool. And that’s when Claire turned to me, calm as you like, and said:
“Wow! That’s the first time I’ve ever seen you angry, Bernadette.”
And then we both burst out laughing. The tension melted. We ended up in some dodgy all-night pizza shop, sitting there with blistered feet and greasy fingers, waiting until we actually could get a taxi. Classic us.
Laura was the calming influence. The steady hand, the voice that could bring you down from the ceiling when everything was spiraling. Every ward needs a Laura — the one who doesn’t just keep patients steady, but keeps the staff sane too.
Tricia, on the other hand, was the high-maintenance one — but she was also the sustenance officer. The woman always had what you needed: coffees at work when you were flagging, wine when the day had chewed you up and spat you out. When your blood sugar was crashing, she’d have a steaming mug in your hand before you’d even realised what you needed. She looked after us in those quiet, practical ways that meant more than she probably realised.
And then there was me. The oldest of the four. But truth be told? The most vulnerable. I doubted myself. I overthought everything. I sometimes leaned on the others more than I’d ever admit out loud. And yet, not once did they make me feel weak for it. They just… got me.
We weren’t just colleagues thrown together by rotas and night shifts. We became each other’s safety nets. The people you vent to, cry with, laugh until your ribs ache with. The kind of friends who’ve seen you at your absolute best and your most catastrophic worst — and still show up anyway.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Friendship at work isn’t just about who you like — it’s about who keeps you going.
The boss who pushes you harder because she knows you can take it.
The calm voice that steadies the storm.
The one who always has a coffee in hand.
And the reminder that even when you feel vulnerable, you’re never really standing alone.
Except, of course, when you go to a department store with Winnie… but that’s another story.

Diarrhoea in a Department Store

Anyone who knows me knows I’ve got real problems with my belly — and when I say “belly,” I mean bowels. It’s not glamorous, but it’s the truth. I’ve spent more time than I care to admit mapping out the loos in every shopping centre and town centre in Scotland. 
On my days off, I’d often head through to Glasgow to take Mum out. Usually Braehead or Silverburn — a bit of shopping, a nice lunch, maybe a coffee if we were feeling fancy. But never a quiet day. Mum spoke to everyone. The security guard, the woman spraying perfume samples, the bairn in the pram next to us in the queue — nobody was safe.
And when she really got going, I’d sometimes stand just behind her and, in my best stage whisper, pretend she had dementia. I know, I know — bad, bad Beenie. But honestly, it kept me sane.
This particular day, though, my bowels staged a full rebellion. We were in Debenhams when I got that rumble. You know the one. There’s no mistaking it, and there’s certainly no politely ignoring it. I didn’t even have time to give Mum instructions — I just legged it. Left her exactly where she was, confident she’d have made at least three new pals before I returned.
And sure enough, when I casually strolled back from my not-so-casual sprint to the loo — trying my best to look like I’d just been browsing the handbags — there she was, mid-conversation with a man. Smart jacket, polite smile, maybe mid-fifties. Poor sod had no idea what was about to hit him.
The moment Mum clocked me, she lit up like Blackpool illuminations.
“Oh, here’s my daughter now!” she beamed. “I told you she was beautiful, didn’t I?”
I smiled politely at the man, about to say hello, when she delivered the death blow.
“But God knows why she’s so fat, the amount of time she shits!”
And that was it. My soul left my body.
For a split second, I honestly considered walking straight past them, right out the door, into the multi-storey car park. Maybe even just driving away, reinventing myself somewhere new — somewhere no one had ever heard of me or my digestive tract.
Instead, I stood rooted to the spot, cheeks flaming, while the poor man’s eyebrows shot so high I thought they’d never come back down. I muttered something about needing to check the sale rail and practically dragged Mum away before she could start handing out a full case history.
That was my mum: zero filter, maximum volume, and an unerring ability to broadcast your most personal details to the nearest stranger.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
If you’ve got a mother like mine, never assume you can leave her for five minutes without her announcing your medical history to a complete stranger. And if you’ve got a belly like mine, always — always — know where the nearest loo is. Because embarrassment fades. Bowel urgency? Never.

The Commode Catastrophe
This Story I always thought was comedy gold but it was a Bunty Tale – SO it might be embellished or who knows it could be 100% true.You decide!

Back in the days of Nightingale wards, when Bunty was ward sister in dermatology at The Southern, the whole place had a certain… aroma. A permanent mix of Jeyes Fluid, damp plaster, and overcooked veg — normally cabbage or Brussels sprouts. The windows still rattled in the wind from Clydebank Blitz damage, and “privacy” was nothing more than a thin cotton curtain on squeaky wheels.
On this particular day, Bunty had a young student nurse on rotation. She was the picture of enthusiasm. Hair scraped so tightly under her new pristine cap that it shaved a decade off her face, not a crease on her fresh white dress and apron, and eyes like saucers. Keen as mustard. She carried her own textbooks, had flashcards for every skin disease, and said things like, “I just want to make a difference.”
One shift, an elderly lady rang her bell and politely asked for the commode. The student lit up like Florence Nightingale herself had summoned her. “Of course!” she trilled, her lovely Highland lilt bouncing down the ward, and off she skipped to fetch the commode.
Now, here’s where things took a very big — and very funny — turn.
What none of us realised was that this poor girl had been feeling queasy all afternoon. But desperate to make a good impression, she hadn’t said a word. No complaints, no breaks — just the tight, determined smile of someone praying they could power through unnoticed.
She wheeled the commode back with all the cheerful determination of a first-year, parked it neatly by the bedside… and then her face changed. The colour drained. Then flushed. Then drained again. That look of panic. The hot and cold sweats. The dawning realisation that you have absolutely nowhere to run.
She stopped. Wobbled slightly.
And then, without a word — dress up, knickers down — she sat on the commode.
Yes. On the commode. Right in front of the patient.
And proceeded to have a full-blown, medically impressive, echo-down-the-ward eruption. Honestly, it could’ve registered on the Richter scale. Patients’ magazines slowly lowered. The entire ward went silent. Even the old lady’s eyes widened to saucers.
The poor student sat frozen, lips trembling, whispering, “I’m so sorry… I’m so sorry,” as though sheer apology might somehow rewind time and stuff the whole disaster back where it came from.
When she finally finished (and finish she did), she stood up, smoothed her dress down with what little dignity she could muster, and wheeled the commode away to the sluice like she was just doing her duty. A short while later, she reappeared — pale, red-eyed, and pushing a clean, fresh commode for the original patient. No words. No smile. Just the ghost of the nurse she’d been only hours earlier.
And do you know what the old woman did? She didn’t scold, didn’t flinch. She just nodded, reached for the arms of the commode, and gently said:
“Next time, love… bring two.”
The ward nearly collapsed. Even Sister McQuade — iron-willed, no-nonsense Sister McQuade — cracked a grin. This was the same woman who often said, “We’ve all nearly shat our pants at least once in our lives,” or her other favourite, “We all sit to shit.”
That broke the tension. We laughed until we ached. And the student? She carried on. Embarrassed, yes. Changed forever, absolutely. But she came back. And she kept nursing.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Nursing will humble you in ways you didn’t know were possible. But it’s in those moments — the absolute shit-shows, sometimes literally — that you learn what this job is really about: compassion, grace under pressure, and a damn good sense of humour. That student went on to be one of the best nurses Bunty ever trained. Because if you can shit yourself in front of a patient and still come back with a clean commode… you can handle anything.


The Catheter Catastrophe
It was one of those days where you know before you even get out of bed that the shift is going to test you. The rain had been hammering against the window since the middle of the night, and by the time my alarm went off at 6 a.m., the wind was howling so hard I could hear the wheelie bins doing a tour of the street.
Community nursing is never glamorous, but on a day like this it borders on miserable. My uniform was damp before I even left the house, and my hair — which I’d wasted ten minutes straightening — was frizzing up like I’d been electrocuted. By the time I got to the car, it was already warm and stuffy from the rain on my coat and the blast of the heater, the windows steaming up before I’d even left the driveway.
At base, the office was its usual morning chaos — laptops open, printers spitting out discharge letters, phones ringing, nurses weaving in and out with their bags. I logged in, checked the caseload, and restocked from the trolley. My colleague and I did a quick run-through of the list: who needed to be seen first, who could wait, who might be on the phone to the office if we were even five minutes late.
It had already been one of those mornings: a short supply from the pharmacy meant a last-minute prescription dash, a patient’s key had vanished completely, and another wanted reassurance about a rash that turned into a mini consultation and ten minutes of documenting.
Just as we were beginning to claw back some time, a new electronic referral pinged on the laptop:
Blocked catheter – urgent visit required.
I groaned. “Of course. Just when we’re back on schedule.”
My colleague leaned over to read it and winced.
“Guess who?” she said.
When I saw the name, I almost laughed. “Oh no. Not him.”
She nodded. “And his wife.”
We looked at each other and sighed in unison.
Now, don’t get me wrong — she was utterly devoted to him and kept him well cared for — but she was intense. Capital letters, bold font, underlined. During COVID she had gone far beyond government advice. She emailed the office daily to confirm we’d be wearing full PPE, she sanitised every surface after we left, and she insisted he was seen last on the round so no one’s “outside germs” contaminated the house.
“She’ll have the full kit laid out for us,” my colleague said, pulling a face.
“If she had hazmat suits, she’d have us zipped into them before we crossed the threshold,” I muttered, and we both laughed.
By the time we reached their street, the rain had somehow got heavier, and we had to sprint from the car to the front door. Before we’d even knocked, she was there, waving us inside like we were late for a contamination drill.
“Shoes off, girls!” she said before we’d even crossed the mat. “Shoe covers on, straight away. Hairnets — I’ve got fresh ones here — and don’t forget your goggles.”
We exchanged a glance, already fighting the urge to laugh, and began the ritual. Aprons and gloves were standard, but she went further: shoe protectors, hair nets, goggles, and at one point I’m fairly sure she offered us hand sanitiser for our elbows.
By the time we were ready, I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. I looked less like a nurse and more like a contestant on The Cube.
Her husband was sitting comfortably in his chair, looking quietly amused.
“You’d think she was about to launch a space shuttle,” he said with a grin.
I smiled behind my mask. “Feels like it,” I murmured, and began setting up.
My colleague laid out the sterile kit with military precision. I prepped the irrigation solution. This was a straightforward job — check the catheter for kinks, connect the solution to the bladder port, flush gently, check for resistance, done.
But with Mrs Hazmat standing so close behind me I could feel her breathing on my neck, my brain just… froze.
In a move that will haunt me forever, I connected the solution — not to the bladder port — but to the drainage bag. And then I began flushing like this was perfectly normal practice.
My colleague’s eyebrows shot up so high they nearly hit her hairnet. She made a series of frantic eye movements, the universal nurse language for What on earth are you doing?
And then it hit me.
The wave of horror was instant. My stomach dropped, and I could feel the heat rush up under the goggles.
But I am nothing if not quick on my feet. Without missing a beat, I said in my calmest, most professional voice:
“Hmm, that’s not working, let’s try this instead.”
I disconnected from the bag, switched to the correct port, and carried out the procedure exactly as it should have been done. To anyone watching, it would have looked like I was performing some advanced diagnostic manoeuvre — not frantically saving face.
Job done. Bladder flushed. Catheter working. Patient smiling. Wife still glaring.
We stripped off our layers of PPE like two workers leaving a contamination zone.
“Thank you, girls,” she said, still eyeing us as though she’d caught us trying to smuggle germs in under our aprons.
The second we were back in the car and the doors were shut, my colleague completely lost it.
“You nearly irrigated the bag!” she howled. “I thought I was going to choke trying not to laugh in there!”
I was laughing too, half from relief. “She was right behind me — I could feel her breathing on me! My brain just switched off.”
We laughed the entire way to the next visit, that giddy, shaky laughter that bubbles up when you’ve just survived something mortifying.
And that’s the thing about nursing. You can be the most experienced nurse in the world, but on the wrong day, under the wrong pressure, with someone metaphorically breathing down your neck — or literally, in this case — you can second-guess yourself and make the daftest mistake.
We’ve all got one of those moments. Some of them are funny like this one, some of them make you cry on the way home. The ones that keep you awake at three in the morning, going over every detail in your head, wishing you could rewrite that one minute of your day.
But we learn from them. We become safer, stronger, and better nurses because of them. We support each other through them — because every nurse, no matter how experienced, knows what it feels like to get something wrong under pressure.
If anyone tells you they’ve never had that moment, they’re either lying or they haven’t been in the job long enough.

Bernadette’s Wisdom
Never doubt yourself about something you do every day with your eyes shut. Pressure, nerves, and an audience can make you second-guess the basics — but trust your training, take a breath, and carry on. Learn from the mistakes, share them so others can learn too, and then let them go. You’re human — and good nurses stay humble precisely because of days like these.

Maggie Mayhem

Every nurse has that patient. The one who lives rent-free in your head, not because of their tragic backstory or miraculous recovery, but because they’re absolutely, unapologetically off their rocker.
For me, that patient was Maggie. Now, Maggie wasn’t her real name — but since she was obsessed with Rod Stewart, it seems only fair. In fact, I’m pretty sure if you cut her open, she’d bleed tartan in the colors of a Celtic top, singing “Do Ya Think I’m Sexy?”
I first met Maggie on a hectic Monday morning shift. I was doing my usual rounds when I heard this raspy voice from the side room shout:
“Oi, nurse! You look like you could use a good shag!”
Now, I’ve been called many things in my time, but this was not the typical small talk exchange I was used to. I walked over, trying to keep my face neutral, and there she was — sitting bolt upright in bed, hospital gown flapping open at the back, cigarette behind her ear (how she’d managed to sneak that in I’ll never know), and grinning like she’d just won the lottery.
“You heard me,” she said, “Miss Penelope Prim. You’ve got that look about you — uptight. Go on, get yourself a man. Or a woman. I’m no’ judging.”
From that moment on, every time I passed her room, I got either a detailed critique of my love life (real or imagined), or a running commentary on Rod Stewart’s hips in the Hot Legs video.
The Rod Stewart Shrine
Maggie would talk about Rod like other folk talk about their family.
“Oh, he’s a legend,” she’d sigh, clutching her chest dramatically. “Those spiky wee hairs. Those tight trousers. He’d know what to do with a woman like me.”
Her room was like a shrine, even though Infection Control was having a field day — posters, t-shirts, even a signed beer mat she claimed was from when “me and Rod had a wee drink in Baird’s Bar, up the Gallowgate before a Celtic match.” I didn’t have the heart to point out it was written in Biro and his name was spelt wrong.
The Night the Agency Nurse Nearly Quit
One particular night shift, I was working with an agency nurse — new to the hospital, lovely girl, very professional. We’d just settled in for the long haul when Maggie started up again.
“Oi! You with the nice arse! Over here!” she shouted. The agency nurse froze like a rabbit in headlights.
“Is she talking to me?”
Before I could answer, Maggie continued:
“Come here, love, I want to tell you about the time I nearly shagged Rod Stewart.”
The agency nurse gave me the what fresh hell is this? look. I just shrugged. “Best to let her finish the story.”
Except Maggie didn’t stop at the story. Oh no. She went on a full thirty-minute rant about the sexual frustration of hospital life, her glory days in the 70s, and how she still had “all the moves” — then demonstrated one by sticking her leg in the air in a way no human hip should bend after the age of 80.
The agency nurse, bless her, whispered to me:
“Does this hospital have a psychiatric ward? Can we not transfer her to it?”
I nearly spat my frothy coffee over my care plans. “No, love. This is the ward.”
Maggie’s Legacy
The thing is, for all her filth and fury, Maggie was funny. Proper, belly-aching funny. And weirdly charming in a “could start a fight in an empty room” sort of way. Patients came and went, but Maggie stayed in my memory — mostly because you never forget the first person to yell “slag!” at you in the middle of a ward round, where Consultants and Junior Drs just stared.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
In nursing, never underestimate the inappropriate old woman. She’ll offend, embarrass, and bewilder you — but she’ll also give you the kind of stories you couldn’t make up if you tried.

The Death March & Other School Bells
Still working but still being a mum

They were all clever boys, every one of them. That’s not just me being a proud mum — well, maybe a wee bit — but it’s true. Bright, funny, switched-on.
But Andrew? Andrew seemed to think school was more of a networking opportunity than an actual place of education.
While Christopher was quietly mapping his route to university and David was blitzing through coursework like a stealth ninja armed with a spreadsheet, Andrew was… let’s just say present in the building. Not necessarily in the classroom. Just… somewhere on the premises.
He knew every janitor and every dinner lady. He had the gift of the gab, no doubt about it. But the actual attending-classes part? Homework? Studying? Optional, apparently.
It got so bad that every time the school phoned, my stomach would churn. I started dreading the sound of my mobile ringing. So I changed the ringtone for the school’s number to the Death March. You think I’m joking? Not a bit. Dun-dun-dun-DUN-DUN-DUN-DUN… That grim wee tune haunted me, sometimes even in my dreams.
By the time I’d answer, I’d already be imagining what fresh nonsense had occurred. Was he caught chucking his homework and bag in the skip, again? Arguing over a religious debate? Starting a protest about the uniform policy? All of the above had happened at least once.
Because remember, Granny Winnie knew all things religious — so Andrew thought he did too. We used to joke, “God knows everything, but Andrew thinks he knows more.”
Sometimes, the teachers would try to be diplomatic: “Andrew has a lot of… potential, Miss McQuade. But he’s… very sociable.”
Aye. Tell me something I don’t know. He treated high school like it was a social club with occasional maths. Although, to be fair, he did excel in Drama, Religious Education, and Art. Career option? Singing priest, maybe.
And every time I tried to give him a row, he’d flash that cheeky grin, shrug, and say something ridiculous like, “But I made a lot of people laugh today, Mum.”
I’d be furious, exhausted… and secretly laughing into my cuppa ten minutes later.
Thing is, he might not have been glued to his textbooks, but Andrew was clever — emotionally smart, quick-witted, fearless in a way the rest of us envied. And somehow, despite the Death March years, the grey hairs, and the school office knowing me on a first-name basis, he got through it. We all did.
Eventually.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Never underestimate a social butterfly — they might fly a different route, but they’ll still find their way home.
And if your phone makes you twitch when it rings, change the ringtone. It’s cheaper than therapy.
But oh, I needed a night out. And what I got? Let’s just say, I wished I’d stayed home.


Maggie Mayhem – The Return
You know how you sometimes bump into people outside of work and it feels like you’ve crossed into some kind of parallel universe?
That’s exactly what happened the night I walked into Grants in Glasgow and came face to face with Maggie Mayhem — my most outrageously inappropriate patient of all time.
She clocked me the second I came through the door.
“Well, if it isn’t my favourite slag!” she roared, loud enough to turn every head in the place.
I died a little inside, wishing the ground would open up there and then.
Maggie was in her element. Leopard-print blouse buttoned to a level that left nothing to the imagination, tartan trousers, hair lacquered to within an inch of its life, and a glass of vodka the size of a small goldfish bowl in her hand.
“Bernie!” she waved me over. “Rod’s on later!”
I assumed she meant the karaoke machine, but with Maggie you could never be sure.
Rod at Grants
Sure enough, halfway through the night the karaoke started, and Maggie was first up. No shyness, no warming up — straight to the mic like she’d been headlining Hydro tours since 1972.
“I’ll be doing Sailing — in the original key, thank you very much,” she announced to the baffled DJ, who just nodded and pressed play.
From the very first note, she was all in — swaying, arms outstretched, eyes closed as if she was Rod Stewart and this was her farewell tour. But by the second chorus she’d decided the backing track was “all wrong,” ripped the mic from the stand, and launched into an a cappella version so loud you could probably hear it from Sauchiehall Street.
Between verses she shouted to the crowd, “This one’s for Rod! He hears me, you know! We’re spiritually connected!”
By the time she hit the final “I am saiiiiiling,” people were on their feet — partly applauding, partly in shock.
The Aftermath
As she came off the “stage” (a sticky bit of carpet by the fruit machine), she grabbed me in a vodka-fuelled hug.
“See, Bernie? I’ve still got it. And if Rod had been here tonight…”
She winked.
“Well, let’s just say he wouldn’t have been sailing home alone.”
And that’s Maggie Mayhem for you — whether in a hospital bed or a Glasgow karaoke night, she’s always centre stage, always outrageous, and always entirely herself.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Never underestimate an old woman with a microphone, a vodka, and a crush on Rod Stewart. Glasgow and I will never be the same.
And remember — never put too much trust in inanimate objects either. A karaoke machine, a golf buggy, or even a dodgy ringtone… they’ve all got a way of teaching you lessons you didn’t ask for.

Airflow Mattress’s
The Incident– Aka “Houston, We Have ………… Movement”

We had a wee old lady in — frail and fragile, like a fine porcelain doll. She’d been admitted after a fall at home. At this point, every bed in the hospital was fitted with an airflow mattress for pressure relief. You know the type — humming away in the corner, making folk look like they’re levitating. Brilliant bit of kit… when used properly.
Her family were sitting with her, quietly holding her hand. Lovely people — devoted and devastated in equal measure. They wanted to keep her here for them, but they didn’t want her to suffer either. You could see she meant the world to them. Eventually, they came out to where I was writing my notes and said, gently, “We think she’s gone.”
Now, these moments never get easier. You enter the room, feel for a pulse, listen for breath sounds, and then confirm what everyone already knows. Even then, there’s always that tiny sinking dread that maybe, just once, you’ll get it wrong — that you’ll have to walk back out to the waiting relatives and, in your best Cilla Black impression, shout, “Surprise, Surprise! She’s ALIVE!”
And on this particular shift… well.
I went in with the doctor to confirm. We both stood there watching. Her chest appeared to be moving — rising and falling, ever so slowly. We nodded and looked at each other. I crouched lower, practically horizontal on the floor beside her, staring for any sign. Was she still with us?
OMG. What was I supposed to say to that poor grieving family?
The doctor checked his notes. I fluffed the pillow. We had a quiet chat. Then I leaned in, pulse check again. Nothing. Not a flicker. Cool to the touch. No heart sounds. And yet — her chest still moved.
I looked at him. He looked at me. We both stared.
And then it clicked.
The mattress.
That bloody airflow mattress, quietly alternating pressure under her body, giving the perfect illusion of gentle breathing.
Turns out she was already gone — and most definitely dead. I opened the window to let her spirit leave, hopefully with one last chuckle at the two of us faffing about like extras from Holby City meets Unsolved Mysteries.
We laughed too. Not because death is funny — but that nervous, “what just happened?” laugh that nurses perfect over years of practice. Then I had to do the hardest bit: walk back out to her family with a straight face and gently confirm what they already knew.
And no, I didn’t say, “Sorry, the bed was pretending to breathe.”
Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Moments like that stick with you. Not for the cock-up, but for the grace of families who sometimes know before we do — and wait patiently while we catch up.
Nursing keeps you humble. One minute you’re the calm, competent professional. The next you’re standing beside a dead patient, arguing with a mattress that has better rhythm than you do.
Always trust your gut. Sometimes, trust the family too.

Night Shift Gambit
Nursing Bingo: Pished, Puking and Pushing Boundaries

There are shifts…
And then there are night shifts.
If you’ve never worked one, it’s hard to explain the anarchistic, sleep-deprived weirdness that descends on a hospital after dark. Time warps. Patients get restless. Staff go feral. You start hallucinating that the vending machine is whispering your name and trying to lure you into buying another Red Bull. And that’s before you’ve even had your first ‘incident’.
By 2 a.m., the ward is less of a calm clinical environment and more of an episode of Naked Attraction meets Casualty, with a soundtrack of snoring, machines beeping, and ominous groans drifting from behind curtains.
On this particular night, we ticked every box on the unofficial NHS bingo card:
Drunk patient – Tick
Projectile vomit – Tick (contents included a punnet of strawberries and a kilogram of Toblerone)
Public nudity – Tick
More bodily fluids than you’d find in a GCSE biology lab – Tick
Someone’s granny threatening to “punch fuck oot ye” – TICK
It all began with the drunk man.
He was delivered to the ward after rocking up in A&E wearing one shoe, clutching a Greggs sausage roll, and demanding an audience with “King Charles.” Triage, in their infinite wisdom, did the basics — band on wrist, observations done, parked him in a wheelchair — and then passed him on to us as “alert and orientated,” before he could set up a direct debit for bed and board down there.
Reader, he was not orientated.
He was pished. Not merry. Not tipsy.
Pished. Blootered. Steaming. Oot the game.
You could smell him before he even hit the double doors.
He staggered into the bay belting out “Sweet Caroline” at full volume before collapsing across the bed like he was auditioning for Britain’s Got Talent.
I clocked his bloods, which included a blood alcohol level that could fuel a Ryanair flight to Benidorm, and attempted to insert a cannula. He looked me square in the eye and slurred:
“Are you married?”
I said, “Aye, a few times — I collect husbands like Tesco Clubcard points.”
Before I could roll my eyes properly, the chaos spread.
The woman opposite him — confused, agitated, and apparently still living in 1963 — decided it was the perfect moment to strip naked and fold her gown into what looked suspiciously like a nun’s wimple.
Before anyone could stop her, she stood proud, bare as the day she was born apart from the headgear, and declared:
“I am Our Lady of Lourdes, and I need to bathe the sick!”
Then she made a beeline for the sink.
I sprinted across the bay, grabbing her before she could baptise herself, while the drunk man shouted, “Bless me, sister! Bless me! I repent!”
Then promptly vomited.
Everywhere.
On the bed. On the floor. And — lucky me — all over my scrubs.
By 3 a.m., I looked like I’d been caught in the crossfire of a toddler’s food fight.
There was piss in the hallway.
A sick bowl overflowing.
Something unidentifiable squelched under someone’s shoe and made its way right into the staff room.
And the agency nurse — bless her soul — vanished after witnessing the nun’s spiritual performance. When she reappeared, she asked, deadpan, “If I work through my break, can I leave early?”
“No,” I said. “And nice try.”
As if we didn’t have enough drama, paramedics rocked up with another mystery admission — an unconscious woman, half-dressed, no ID, and dumped outside Curry’s like she was a faulty Dyson. Their report? “She was like this when we got there.” Cheers, lads.
By 5 a.m., routine care rounds had gone out the window. We were firefighting pure chaos armed only with gloves, humour, and wet wipes.
And then — like divine intervention — birdsong drifted through the windows. Daylight cracked across the blinds.
The day shift began to arrive, smelling of shampoo, skin like they’d slept in silk sheets, eyes shining with optimism. I waved them in like a war veteran and whispered, “Welcome.”
During handover, I looked at my fellow night shifters — one with vomit dried in her hair, one scrubbing blood off her fob watch, and the agency nurse rocking in the corner muttering “I’m never coming here again” — and I thought:
This is a team.
No pretending. No glamour. Just survival.
We were wrecked. We were filthy.
But we had done it.
And if that isn’t the spirit of nursing, I don’t know what is.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Night shifts will break you. Humans aren’t designed to stay awake all night, keep a smile plastered on, and function at full throttle. But they’ll also remake you into someone who can recite the months backwards in their sleep, navigate darkened bays like a ninja, and detect the smell of shit from ten feet away. You’ll laugh, cry, dry-heave, and wonder how the hell you ended up here. But you’ll survive — because you’re a nurse. And no one does a night shift better than you.


Crystal Tips
Crystal Tips, Cardiac Bras, and Improvised Heroics

Let’s just be honest — nothing in nursing (or my life) ever goes to plan. It’s not plain sailing and it’s definitely not glamorous. It’s not all fake tans, hospital romances, and snogging doctors in linen cupboards.
Disclaimer: I have never once kissed a doctor in a cupboard.
I usually start my day full of good intentions. Hair neat, socks matching (kidding — that’s a step too far), packed lunch labelled with my name (normally made by Andrew) like I’m in Primary 4. I walk onto the ward, all smiles, determined to keep my cool and maybe even stay hydrated for once.
Fast forward two hours and I’m holding back a fart in the linen cupboard while scoffing a melted cereal bar that expired during the Scottish Independence Referendum.
We’ve all been there.
Crystal Tips Has Entered the Chat
I’ve always had curly hair. Big, bold, “you’ll-know-I’ve-entered-the-room-before-you-see-me” curls. But curls don’t like heat. Or humidity. Or stress. Which makes hospital wards a total disaster zone for the follicularly challenged. (Although, back in the 1980s, it was a complete blessing.)
One summer, the ward was like a sauna. Radiators blazing, windows jammed shut, me running about like a headless chicken trying to cover for two off-sick staff, a student, and a nurse who insisted her spiritual gift was “not doing dressings.”
By mid-morning I caught sight of myself in the reflection off the wall-mounted oxygen cylinder. I swear I looked like Crystal Tips after licking a plug socket.
Then the clinical nurse manager strolls in, pristine as ever — not a bead of sweat on her, lipstick untouched. She glanced at me and said, without humour:
“Bernadette… can you do something with your hair?”
Right. Of course. Let me just pop into the hair and beauty salon we’ve got behind the sluice.
But being me, I wasn’t about to let a manager — or a bad hair day — win. Out came three pens, two pencils, and a paperclip. I twisted, tucked, secured, and hoped for the best.
Ten minutes later, I had a hairstyle that could survive a hurricane in Tornado Alley. Did it look professional? Debatable. Did it survive an explosive bowel evacuation? Absolutely.
The Bra That Tried to Kill Me
The same could not be said for my work bra.
Wardrobe malfunction 1: I was mid-CPR, adrenaline pumping, compression going like a woman possessed — when I suddenly felt stabbing pain in my chest. My first thought? “This is it, I’m next.” My second? “Oh no. I’ve got my scabby bra on. Odd socks and granny pants. Brilliant.”
Turns out, the underwire had given up the ghost, burst through the stitching, and was stabbing me like I owed it money. I kept going, trying to adjust telepathically, face contorted — which, thankfully, nobody questioned. Later, when I explained, every woman just nodded in silent, underwired solidarity.
RIP to My Trousers
Then there was the unforgettable day I bent down to help a patient with compression socks and heard the unmistakable sound of fabric dying.
RIP to my oldest, most comfortable work trousers.
The tear was biblical. Bum to ankle. I retreated backwards like I’d committed a crime and had to finish the shift in an auto-valet spare pair. Three sizes too big. Elastic gone. Crotch swinging at my knees.
Every step I took, the friction nearly started a fire.
Improvisation Is Our Love Language
But here’s the thing: nurses are masters of improvisation.
Even now, as a District Nurse, my colleagues laugh. I’ve got everything in my car for every eventuality. Apart from an operating table — though I do keep screwdrivers and WD-40 handy.
I’ve tuned in televisions. Installed key safes. Moved furniture. Changed more light-bulbs than I can count. Fixed a zimmer frame with micropore tape and a hair bobble. Stemmed bleeding with an incontinence pad until I got a proper dressing.
I’ve written notes for relatives in eyeliner or felt-tip pen (because I always lose mine). Comforted families while hiding my own tears. Reassured patients while internally screaming. And sometimes I’ve cried with them too. Because I’m not just a nurse — I’m human. And caring doesn’t stop because you’ve got messy hair, dodgy underwear, or trousers that have given up on life.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
If anyone asks why your hair looks like you’ve been electrocuted — tell them it’s clinical static.
It’s contagious when you’re working flat out.

Teenage Dirt Bag Years (And A Sporran Full of Pants)
You think the toddler years are hard…

You think the toddler years are hard — nappies, tantrums, food flung across the room. But let me tell you, nothing, nothing, prepares you for three teenage boys testing the boundaries, your patience, and the local police force all at once.
Christopher was the eldest, so naturally he became the guinea pig for my parental panic. He was a good lad, smart and thoughtful, but when he hit his teenage years, the hormones turned him from a sensible big brother into a walking Lynx Africa cloud with no concept of volume or subtlety.
One of the first times he came home pished, he fell straight through the back door, soaking wet. My heart stopped.
“Have you PISSED yourself?!”
He looked up at me, dripping, with complete affront at the accusation.
“Naw! I fell in the dog’s water bowl!”
And sure enough, there was the overturned bowl, a puddle spreading across the kitchen tiles, and his jeans clinging to him like seaweed. I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or put him through a spin cycle. He tried to act sober, knowing I was raging. And then, for reasons known only to teenage boys, he decided this was the perfect moment to invent a new party game: swear words from A to Z.
“A—arsehole. B—bastard. C—”
By the time he got to “M” and proudly announced “manky-balled magician,” I cut him off before we descended into X-rated territory.
David, on the other hand, had the moral superiority of a monk. “I don’t like alcohol,” he’d declare. “It’s just not for me.” And to be fair, even now he’s not a big drinker. But the one night he decided to dabble, he went full tonto.
It was his 6th year prom. He left the house like William Wallace in a kilt, sharp as anything. I reminded him, “Look after your wee brother — it’s Andrew I’m more worried about.” He nodded solemnly. Aye, Mum. Of course, Mum.
Fast forward a few hours, I get a phone call from the headmaster: could I collect David, as he was being sent home? He’d gone green, then white, and was now hurling like a broken washing machine.
I arrived at the hotel to find him being half-carried by two weary teachers, clutching a Tesco carrier bag that was definitely not fit for purpose. He was sick the entire journey home. By the time I got him upstairs, the bag had fully surrendered.
And then came the pièce de résistance. While wrestling him out of his hired kilt — because sick plus hire shop equals disaster — I noticed his sporran was unusually bulky. I opened it. Inside? His boxer shorts. Don’t ask. I never have.
And where was Andrew in all this, the one I was actually worried about? Living it up on the dance floor. He walked in the next day, cool as anything, gave me a wee nod and said, “I looked after him.”
Course he did. Just shows you — it’s not always the one you think.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Toddlers might trash your living room, but teenagers will trash your nerves. Between hormones, hangovers, heartbreaks, and my house doubling as a 24-hour crisis centre, I was referee, taxi driver, therapist, and the one-woman AA.
And you know what? I wouldn’t trade a minute of it. Well… maybe the sporran full of boxers.

Enigma 
Prostitutes, Hitler’s Worst Nightmare, and Dirty Dave

Hospitals are great levellers. Once you’re in that gown with your arse hanging out—or in the case of the two young ladies in this story, men’s NHS pyjamas hacked into a crop top and pedal pushers—it doesn’t matter if you’re a barrister or a brickie, a bingo caller or the bouncer at The Garage. Everyone’s in the same boat: equal parts terrified, pissed off, and freezing.
And it’s funny. Folk who’d never even glance at each other in the street end up swapping biscuits and bog roll like they’ve been neighbours for twenty years.
This ward was the usual mixed bag: frail old dears, confused patients shaking off the booze, the odd stroke, and sometimes folk the police had kindly deposited while still handcuffed to some poor probationer constable. But this particular bay? It was one for the books.
Two young women were admitted early on a Saturday. Off their faces, voices loud enough to be heard from the car park. One had a limp, the other still clutching a half-bottle of Buckie that would’ve needed a crowbar to separate her from it. Within minutes, she asked if I had eyelash glue with the same confidence other patients ask for paracetamol.
They were still dressed in what I can only describe as… workwear—the kind more at home in Moulin Rouge than on a Glasgow ward. One still had leopard print heels on, with a tattoo of the Playboy bunny on her left tit. Subtle, it was not.
They’d been brought in after taking dodgy blues. God knows what was in them—horse tranquilliser, talc, rat poison—but they were twitchy, gobby, and bursting with stories.
And across from them sat a wee lady called Daphne. Grey bun, pearls round her neck, tartan slippers on her feet. She held her handbag to her chest like it contained the crown jewels. Plummy accent, sharp as a tack. “I worked in Whitehall,” she told me. “Helped with code-breaking during the war. Later, Downing Street. Under Wilson, not that Thatcher woman,” she sniffed.
So you had Daphne, eighty-nine years old, folded copy of The Times on her lap… and two half-cut lassies arguing over who’d last shagged “Sleazy Stevie behind the old snooker club.”
It should’ve been a disaster. Instead, it was pure magic.
When the girls asked what Daphne used to do, she deadpanned: “I worked in Downing Street.” The pair nearly fell out of bed laughing. And when one of them said Dirty Dave once tried to pay her in scratch cards, Daphne howled so hard she was wiping tears. “I haven’t laughed like this since Churchill resigned!” she gasped.
They played cards on Daphne’s bed, shared Blue Ribands, and let her pick the music—Dusty Springfield, Patsy Cline, “no rap, please, it makes me twitch.” One of the girls painted her nails bright pink. “To match my spirit,” Daphne said, waggling her fingers at the consultant, who didn’t know where to look.
But it wasn’t all laughs. One night at 3am, one of the girls had a full-on meltdown, convinced the curtains were “judging her.” It was Daphne who climbed out of bed, sat beside her, and settled her. She told her she’d messed up too, once. “Just never got caught.” And I’ll never forget the look on that lassie’s face—like someone had just handed her back a bit of herself.
By the time discharge came, they hugged like old pals. Daphne patted their cheeks: “Stay off the rubbish. And don’t settle for a man who wouldn’t lend you a hot water bottle.”
I like to think they stayed in touch. Maybe not forever. But for a few days, they were exactly what each other needed: a daft, terrific, mismatched wee trio—brought together by hospital beds, prescription meds, and a bit of Dusty.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You never know who you’ll share a hospital bay with. A codebreaker. A sex worker. A woman whose husband once snogged Lulu in 1973. For a few days, they’ll laugh, cry, and pass each other the commode chart like it’s normal.
Because it is.
People are people. Doesn’t matter where they’ve come from. In a ward, everyone’s just trying to get through the night—and if they’re lucky, make a pal or two along the way.
So after all the stories of Dirty Dave and Chubby Churchill, why was I letting my three bouncers—sorry, my three boys—scare me off dating? Maybe… just maybe…

Guide to Surviving Dating Apps
West of Scotland Edition – Swipe with Caution

I’ve survived childbirth, nightshifts, and a patient who once mistook morphine for lactulose, but nothing prepared me for the horror of online dating. Seriously, it should come with a health warning: “Side effects may include second-hand embarrassment, rage and excessive Wine consumption.”
I still don’t know what possessed me. Maybe it was Jade and Rhiannon winding me up, maybe it was Mazz saying, “Come on, B, it’s time you got back out there and got yourself a man,” or maybe I’d just lost the plot after one too many lonely nights with a Chinese and Netflix. Whatever the reason, one day I downloaded the apps.
The boys thought it was pure comedy. They’d lean over my shoulder as I swiped, acting like the proverbial nightclub bouncers. “Nope. Naw. Definitely no him. He looks like he’s on Crimewatch.” Christopher would peer over his glasses like a headmaster catching me smoking behind the bike sheds, David would mutter about ‘red flags,’ and Andrew would just keep saying Gimp????. Honestly, I had my own personal security personnel, and they were stricter than the Vatican.
But if my boys were bad, Marion was even worse. Out on a night with her and George, she became my self-appointed forth bouncer. You’d have thought I was Thee Madonna, the way she sized up any man daft enough to glance in my direction. A nod here, a shake of the head there, and if looks could kill, half the blokes in Ayrshire would’ve been six feet under. “He’s a wanker B,” she’d declare, even before I’d had a chance to clock if he had teeth. George would roar laughing, then back her up: “She’s right. “ Between the two of them, I couldnae get near a man if I’d tried or even wanted to.
The apps themselves were like a zoo. A parade of bathroom selfies with bog roll holders photobombing, topless men clutching fish they’d caught or holding a cute wee dog and fellas who still had their ex-wife in the profile pictures. I remember one bio that read: “Like long walks. Don’t like fat burds.” Charming. Another one called himself “tall, dark and handsome.” In reality, he was five-foot-six, ginger, and built like a brick shit house as they say in Glasgow..
And then came the chat. The late-night “U up?” messages. The endless “Hi hun” brigade. The lad who opened with “Wit size are yer feet?” — not even a hello. The widowers who uploaded entire photo albums of their late wives. I’m not heartless, but I was starting to wonder if I’d signed up to a dating app or joined The Samaritan’s as a volunteer.
Eventually, I braved a few actual dates. Which is how I found myself at Frankie & Benny’s with Mr. Lasagne and a disastrous date with someone who had spent time curtesy of Her Majesty’s Pleasure.

Mr. Lasagne - We’d agreed to meet at Frankie and Beeny’s— not my choice, but I thought, fine, can’t go wrong with pizza or pasta. I arrived five minutes early, sat in the car having a serious word with myself. “Right, Bernadette, smile, be polite, don’t down the wine too fast.”
He walked in late, shorter than advertised (standard), with the swagger of a man who thought he was God’s gift to Ayrshire. He spotted me, grinned, and gave me a hug that smelled faintly of desperation.
“Right doll,” he said, taking charge before I’d even sat down, “I’ll order for us.”
Order for us? Who did he think he was, Don Corleone?Eh mate – Im an independent professional here and that’s why Im probably divorced, but I kept these thoughts to myself.Smile!
The waitress arrived, and before I could open my mouth, he slapped the menu shut. “She’ll have the lasagne. I’ll take the steak.”
I wanted to say, Actually darling, I fancied the chicken Caesar Salad, but I just smiled sweetly, the way nurses do when patients try to tell us Google knows better than the BNF.
The chat wasn’t awful at first — he told me about his job “running a wee business” (translation: flogging car parts on Facebook Marketplace), and his love of “travelling” (translation: two weeks in Berwick every July). I nodded politely, sipped my wine, and wondered how long I’d need to stay before I could make a dignified escape.
Then it happened. Halfway through the lasagne, he leaned back, fiddled with his mouth, and — I swear on holy rosary beads — he lifted out his full set of dentures, plonked them in his water glass, and gave them a swirl. Like he was rinsing dried peas.
I felt as if the whole restaurant and time seemed to freeze. The waitress nearly tripped over her own feet sending her tray flying. A couple in the next booth tried to look anywhere but at us, staring down at their shoes like they’d suddenly discovered new laces, while their faces went the colour of Shrek The family across the aisle gave it the full double-take — dad’s fork suspended mid-air, mum’s hand clapped over her mouth, and the teenage daughter muttering “Oh my God” “Oh my God”, “Oh my God” repeatedly into her Diet Coke.
I froze, fork in mid-air, lasagne steaming under my nose. Inside my head, I was screaming: do not laugh, do NOT laugh. So NOT Gag, Outwardly, I managed a polite nod, but my stomach was heaving.
“Bit of a habit,” he said cheerfully, swirling away, “I canny really eat with ma teeth in and keeps them clean too.”
Clean? They were bobbing about like a bhoy in the Atlantic
I drained my glass, muttered something about an early start, and legged it before dessert. I texted Marion from the car park: Teeth. In. The. Glass. She phoned immediately, howling with laughter. By the time I got home, the boys were waiting. Christopher folded his arms: “Well? How bad?” I just said one word — “Dentures.” They burst out laughing,I said “the only thing missing was the strident” they fell about the living room crying with laughter, and from that night on, every time anyone ordered lasagne, they’d shout: “watch your teeth!” and then -


Let’s be honest — dating in your forties and fifties is a minefield. And if you’re a nurse? Forget it. You’ve already seen more bodily fluids and bizarre behaviours than Tinder could ever throw at you. So when a man’s profile says, “Just ask x”… believe me, I already know too much.
When I first dipped my toe back into the dating pool, I wasn’t expecting fireworks. But Jeso, I wasn’t expecting tags either.
Let me rewind.
It was a Tuesday night. I was on the couch in my comfiest jammies, hair scraped into a messy bun, not a scrap of make-up, plucking my eyebrows while scrolling through profiles like I was reviewing clinical notes. Swipe left: gym selfie with a quote from Lewis Capaldi. Swipe left: holding a puppy. Swipe left: “Just out of a long relationship, not ready for anything serious.” Mate, you’re on a dating app, not the Samaritans Facebook page. Swipe left!
Then — ding.
A message.
He was funny, charming, not too pushy. Claimed to be into “family values” and “nights in.” Alarm bells? Not yet. We chatted for a few days, then he asked me out for a drink.
“Would you be free to meet early afternoon?” he said.
“How early?”
“Maybe 12:30. I like to be home early.”
At first, I thought: a man with a routine. Dogs, maybe. Kids, maybe. Or just keen. Meeting early meant more time together, right?
Wrong.
We met at a pub near the train station. He was already there, jittery, eyes darting like a ferret in a disco. We ordered drinks. Before I’d even taken a sip, he blurted out:
“Just so you know, I need to be back in my house by 7:30…”
“…Oh?” I said.
“…because I’m on a tag.”
I nearly spat my red wine. “A TAG? As in an actual tag?”
He nodded. “Aye, but it’s nothing bad. Just breach of the peace. Long story. My ex. You know how it is! Caught her with another guy.”
(Family values, indeed.)
No. No, I did not “know how it is.”
I left at 1:15 — which, ironically, gave him plenty of time to get home for his curfew. That was the moment I realised: I was not emotionally equipped for the West of Scotland dating scene.
Back at home, I had my own personal convent… run by three bouncers. Christopher, David, and Andrew — God love them — made it clear no man was getting within fifty feet of me without full interrogation. I was living under witness protection, except my witnesses were hormonal lads with protein shakes.
Between the ankle monitors, the oddballs, and my boys treating me like I’d taken a vow of celibacy, I came to one clear conclusion: dating apps are not for the faint-hearted. And not for me.



Bernadette’s West of Scotland Dating Rules:
Bernadette’s Guide to Surviving Dating Apps (West of Scotland Edition)
1. If his profile picture is him holding a fish, swipe left.
You’re dating him, not his haddock.
2. “Six foot two athletic build” translates to five foot six and a dad bod.
Carry a tape measure if you must.
3. If he mentions his “psycho ex” more than once, congratulations: you’re about to become the next one.
4. Don’t fall for glamour shots taken in 2004.
If the wallpaper behind him is Artex, that photo’s older than your youngest child.
5. Beware the late-night “U up?” brigade.
That’s not romance, that’s heartburn.
6. Teeth should stay in at all times.
No exceptions.
7. Always meet in public.
And by public, I don’t mean his mum’s front room.
8. Trust your pals.
If Mazz says he’s no good, she’s right. If your boys fold their arms in unison, run.
9. Remember — dating apps are like A&E on a Saturday night.
Full of oddballs, timewasters, and the occasional miracle.
10. If he asks to meet early, ask why. He might be on a tag. Or worse — a life coach.
11. No photo? No chance. I’m not playing Guess Who: Ex-Con Edition.
12. If he says “family values” — dig deeper. Some mean they adore their gran. Some mean they live with their gran, and she holds his bank card.
13. Never trust a man who lists “banter” as a hobby. Banter is not a personality trait. It’s usually code for “my ex was a psycho” and you’ll be splitting the bill.
14. Swipe sober. Never after a night shift or a bottle of red. That’s when you start thinking a bar stool with nice teeth looks like a catch.

After that, I started keeping proper records — not just notes, but full nursing-style paperwork. Thus, the Dating Discharge Form was born.

The Dating Discharge Criteria
Patient Name: Forgettable (delete as appropriate).
Presenting Complaint: Lonely, desperate, or pretending to be 20 years younger.
Past Medical History: A string of “psycho exes” according to him.
Treatment Given: One pint of lager, two G&Ts, one awkward hug.
Outcome: Fit for discharge, not fit for dating.
Follow-up: Blocked on WhatsApp.

Even with all the disasters, there was always a silver lining — the stories. Nights out with Marion and George turned into debriefs where we howled with laughter, dissecting every awful detail. Mazz would shake her head: “You’re too good for tall they eejits.” George would add, “If he cannae even keep his teeth in, he’s no keeper.”
And at home, the boys loved hearing the tales. Though to be fair, their reactions were less supportive and more “Mum, that’s pure mingin’, why’d you even go?” They still liked to think of themselves as my three bouncer boys, standing guard with imaginary earpieces. “She’s on the move lads — protect the perimeter.” Honestly, no man in Ayrshire ever stood a chance.
Looking back, I don’t regret it. Aye, there were awkward nights, plenty of wasted lipstick, and moments I wanted to crawl under the table. But there was also laughter — and proof that even when life’s messy, it can still be bloody hilarious.
Still… never say never.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Modern love is like a clinical trial: full of red flags, questionable ethics, and unexpected side effects. But if you go in with your sense of humour, your self-respect, and your three bouncer-sons on speed dial, you’ll be fine.
But in my humble opinion is you are still daft enough to try dating apps, treat them like a nursing shift: go in prepared, expect chaos, and always have an exit strategy. And remember — if a man whips out his dentures mid-lasagne, that’s not a red flag. That’s a bloody fire alarm

Swipe smart. And if he’s on a tag — run.

Hospital Glamour
Fake tan, stolen slippers, and fabulous cellulitis.

Some patients you never forget. Not because they were complicated or critical, but because they walked — or were wheeled — into your ward like they owned the place… in pink velour, sequins, and with a stolen Asda trolley full of attitude.
It was a wet winter morning. The kind of day that soaks through your socks and your Bridget Jones pants before your shift even starts. The heating in the ward was broken, the linen trolley had a wheel missing, and the student nurse had called in sick with “emotional exhaustion” — otherwise known as “couldn’t be arsed.”
Then she arrived.
The stretcher rolled in. Massive false lashes like Daisy the Coo, leopard-print handbag, gold hoops you could hula-hoop with. The paramedics looked traumatised. One of them leaned in and whispered,
“She asked if the ambulance had Wi-Fi.”
Diagnosis? Cellulitis. Leg like a gammon joint, red and angry. But she was completely unbothered.
“Ah cannae stay long,” she said, inspecting her acrylic nails and freshly filled lips. “Av’e got ma cousin’s birthday at the weekend. It’s a joint party — she’s turning 30, and her wean’s wan.”
I nodded, as if that explained everything.
A few hours later, her pal turned up — blonde extensions, bright orange tan, and false boobs so big even Katie Price might have said, “Steady on.”
“Alright, hen!” she shouted, striding in like it was Monday Club at Wetherspoon’s.
Turns out the pair of them had been banned from the local Asda for stealing slippers and swapping them for fags in the car park. Classy.
And yet… they were brilliant.
No pretence. No shame. Just pure, unfiltered Glaswegian gallusness. They joked with the other patients, flirted outrageously with the junior doctors and porters, and even offered me a can of Irn-Bru from the handbag “in case you’re gasping.”
She got her IV antibiotics. Kicked off when I suggested she give up smoking.
“Whit? You tryin’ tae ruin my social life?” she huffed. “Only chance you get to flirt these days is when you’re oot for a fag. It’s called smirting, you know.”
Smirting. New to me.
By the time her second dose was running, she was desperate to leave. It took some persuading, but she agreed to stay — on one condition: I had to let her keep her lashes on and allow Vaseline for her lips.
“You can take ma blood,” she said solemnly, “but you cannae take ma glamour.”
Two days later she was discharged — in a borrowed wig (long story), wheeled down the corridor in a borrowed Asda trolley because the porters were busy with the lunch trolleys.
I still get the odd postcard from patients and families, but none as memorable as the one that said:
“Tell the blonde nurse she can borrow my bronzer and lashes any time. Love, Govan’s finest.”



Bernadette’s Wisdom
Nursing will teach you a lot about medicine — but far more about people. Some will break your heart, some will test your patience, and a few will roll in with gold hoops, a trolley, and a packet of fags. If you’re lucky, you’ll learn to love the lot of them.

A&E After Dark
If you’ve never worked an A&E night shift, let me set the scene

If you’ve never worked an A&E night shift, let me set the scene.
It’s loud. It’s bright. It’s wild. It’s chaos. And it smells faintly of hash, Joop, Deep Heat, sweat, shit, vomit — and impending doom.
The nights are always just a little bit off, like everyone in the hospital’s been touched by madness. And when it’s a full moon? Forget it. Lock the doors and brace yourself. And believe me, the full moon theory is true. It’s no urban myth. Ask any night shift healthcare worker.
So let me tell you about this one shift. The board was full… AGAIN. Ambulances queued up like taxis outside Central Station.
One guy came in with a TV remote lodged somewhere it wasn’t meant to be. When asked how it happened, he said, “I fell.”
Aye. Right. Never heard that one before.
My new student nurse whispered, “Is this normal?” I nodded and said, “Yeah, and he’ll probably start changing TV channels with his arse soon.”
But the real story that night wasn’t the remotes, or the fights in the waiting room, or even the guy dressed as Spider-Man who was running around A&E threatening to catch me in his web. (Yes, really.)
This night started differently. Quietly. Too quiet. And as nurses, we don’t use the Q word. That eerie calm where you feel like you’re in a horror movie, and the predator hasn’t shown up yet. I was halfway through a sad vending machine chicken soup when the call came in.
The ambulance crew were en route with an elderly woman found unresponsive by her carers when they’d arrived for their evening visit.
On arrival, the lady was taken straight into Resus — the section of A&E reserved for the seriously ill. Our hearts sank. We were getting nothing. Totally unresponsive, no response to pain. The paramedics had started high-flow oxygen, which we continued. Bloods were taken, a cannula inserted, monitors attached, and an urgent CT scan arranged.
She appeared stable-ish… but as flat as a pancake.
What had happened?
Then, lo and behold, she opened her eyes, stared at me blankly — and roared:
“Where am I? Who are you? And what the fuck’s happened?!”
After much explaining about how her carers had found her slumped unresponsive at home and called 999, the truth came out. Turns out she’d been constipated, backed up for days, and in a moment of pure desperation had reached into the kitchen cupboard for what she thought was a bottle of lactulose — a laxative.
It wasn’t.
It was morphine. Liquid morphine. In a nearly identical bottle. She hadn’t had her glasses on.
So she’d given herself a DIY cocktail of opiates to relieve her constipation. We were laughing so hard I nearly needed the bed next to hers. And Margaret? Once she’d had a sandwich and a bowel movement, she told the entire team she’d had “the best sleep she’d had in years.”
But that wasn’t even the maddest bit.
An hour later, a man rolled in, screaming about snakes in his underpants. Security weren’t sure if he’d taken drugs, was drunk, or if it was wishful thinking on his part. Either way, he stripped off in the ambulance, desperate to audition for Love Island.
By midnight, we had:
– A full waiting room.
– No beds or spaces in any bay.
– A growing sense that the moon really does mess with people.
At one point, I was helping one of the new nurses find an ECG machine when we heard an almighty crash.
A drunk man had tried to walk out with the sharps bin, thinking it was his lunchbox. When we stopped him, he burst into tears and asked if we could ring his ex and tell her he’d changed.
You couldn’t make it up.
A&E at night isn’t just a place — it’s a whole different dimension.
Time doesn’t pass normally. Your whole body forgets how to function. The bin bags are always full. Someone will always call you “Doctor” while you’re elbow-deep in something grim.
By the time the morning staff arrived, I looked like a crime scene. Mascara streaked down my cheeks. A melted Bounty bar in one pocket. A poo sample in the other.
The student nurse looked at me and said, “You look like you’ve been through hell.”
I replied, “I have. It’s called night shift.”

Bernadette’s Wisdom
A&E after dark is a battlefield. You won’t always be able to explain what you’ve seen. You might start questioning the moon, the stars, and your own life choices. But in between the madness, there will be moments of pure humanity, wild laughter, and the occasional bowel-relief epiphany.
Wear it like armour. And never — ever — trust an unlabelled bottle in an old lady’s bathroom.

The Bank Nurse and Social Media
You never really know what you’re going to get with bank staff. Sometimes you strike gold — a retired nurse with fifty years of wisdom, hands like Mother Teresa, and the kind of calm that could stop a war. Other times, you get someone who clearly got their degree in a lucky bag, with no idea what end of a catheter goes in the patient.
But 99.9% of the time, we do strike gold. Still… there’s always that exception. And, of course, I had to be on shift during the 0.01%.
This was one of those days.
We were short — again. Nurses off with stress (again). Surprise! (again). So they sent us a bank nurse to “help ease the pressure.”
I say “nurse” loosely.
She arrived in a cloud of perfume strong enough to floor a patient due for surgery, wearing pristine white Skechers and a face like she’d wandered in from a nightclub. Within five minutes, I knew we were in for a shift of “it.”
Now, fair enough, she didn’t know where anything was — not her ward, I get it. But she also didn’t know how to work the obs machine, the Baxter pump, or follow a drug chart. She wasn’t entirely sure of the difference between paracetamol and Primula cheese.
I said, “You alright?”
She smiled. “Yeah, I’m just not really used to this version.”
“Of what? Medication? The NHS?”
She laughed. I didn’t.
I asked her to do basic obs. She took a blood pressure with the cuff on backwards. Then noted the pulse down on the respiratory chart. At numbers that don’t even exist. I honestly thought she was winding me up.
So I shadowed her like she was a first-year student nurse. Except students ask questions — good questions. This one just smiled, nodded, and made terrible decisions with absolute confidence.
At one point, she disappeared completely.
Gone.
I checked the loo, the sluice, the kitchen.
Eventually found her sitting in the relatives’ room scrolling through TikTok.
I said, “You alright?”
She said, “Yeah, just taking five.”
“You’ve had seven fives since you started.”
She offered me a Werther’s Original like that would fix it.
Later, she asked a palliative patient if she “wanted a wee shower to freshen up.” The poor woman hadn’t spoken in three days. Her daughter looked at me like I’d just invited the Grim Reaper in for tea.
I pulled Banky McBollocks aside and gently explained: “We don’t offer showers to people who are actively dying. We offer compassion, silence… maybe a cool flannel on the brow.”
She nodded, eyes wide. “Oh. I thought she looked a bit pale.”
Pale? She’s halfway to heaven.
When she finally clocked off, I nearly cried with relief. I told the coordinator she needed support. Training. Or possibly a new career path altogether.
But the kicker? She asked me to be her “reference” and said she’d love to work with me again. I’ve never un-volunteered for anything faster in my life.

Bernadette’s Wisdom
Nursing isn’t just about patients — it’s also about managing the staff you’re given, whether they’re diamonds or dust. Some will lift you, some will test your patience, and a few will have you praying to HR.
Everyone has bad days, and everyone deserves support. But if you’re on the bank and don’t know your arse from your elbow, for everyone’s safety: ask. Learn. Listen.
And don’t disappear mid drug round to scroll TikTok. You’ll end up in my book.
(Actually… too late.)
Because for every one Banky McBollocks, there are ten others worth their weight in gold. And those ones remind you why this job, for all its madness, is still worth showing up for.

Tea, Toast & Total Bedlam
The kettle’s boiling, the toast is on fire, and the HCA’s in tears. Just another shift.

You know that feeling when you walk into work and something’s off? The calm before the storm. The silence that only exists because everyone is holding in a scream?
That was the vibe at 07:42 that morning.
I walked in, hair still wet, mascara doing its best, and saw Margaret — one of the best HCAs I had ever worked with — standing in the corridor with her hands in the air like she’d just surrendered.
She looked at me and said:
“Don’t. Ask.”
So of course, I had to ask.
Turns out it had started at 06:30. Patient in bed six had pressed the buzzer twenty-seven times in under five minutes. Not because she needed help — no, because she wanted her bed cooler but not cold, and these thermal blankets were apparently “not thermal enough.”
At the same time, bed four’s catheter bag had burst like a pishy water balloon across the floor, and the early care round was running 40 minutes late because someone had lost the keys to the linen cupboard.
Then came the final straw. The toaster caught fire. Who was actually making toast?
Proper fire. Smoke. Smell. Fire Brigade. One wee bit of it looked like ash from a volcano.
Margaret ran to the toaster, tripped over an obs machine, knocked over a jug of water, and landed knee-first in the leaking urine bag’s contents on the floor. She stood up drenched and furious, holding the blackened toast aloft like an exhibit during a trial at the High Court.
By the time I got to the nurses’ station, two buzzers were going off, one relative was demanding an audience (I mean meeting) with the consultant as soon as they came in, and a confused patient was shouting “Bingo!” every time the obs machine beeped.
The ward sister arrived late, covered in glitter — apparently from her daughter’s school show — and asked why the patients’ back boards behind their beds weren’t updated.
Yeah OK, Claire.
Then came the tea trolley. Finally. Margaret poured three cups before the lid fell off the milk jug and a tidal wave of UHT hit the floor.
We all stood in silence. Watching the puddle spread. No one moved.
Then someone said, “At least it’s not pish this time,” and we all absolutely lost it.
Laughter. Tears. And snotters. The kind of breakdown that binds a team together tighter than any training day ever could.
That day, nobody got their toast the way they wanted it.
But everyone got looked after. Eventually.
And when we finally sat down at 3:14pm for our first cup of tea, it was cold, tasteless, and utterly glorious.
Because survival, in nursing, is about the little wins.
Even if that win is simply not slipping in piss while holding a fire extinguisher.

Christmas
No Room at the Inn

Christmas in the NHS isn’t all twinkly lights and carols and turkey dinners. It’s tinsel taped to the crash trolley, Rudolph made from a bed pan and male urinal and one red bauble for a nose, mince pies nicked by porters, and a queue of patients longer than a Boxing Day sale at Primark.
The ward was full. The board was red. Discharges had stalled and the Bed Manager was phoning every fifteen minutes begging for beds. I was on my third coffee and second paracetamol before am.
There was no room at the inn — literally. We were running out of pillows, blankets, and patience. And yet, the festive madness marched on.
One woman in side room 2 was insisting she was well enough to go home. She’d brought her party outfit in and kept asking if the ambulance driver would take her via Asda for Baileys. Another had gone full festive meltdown — told her son to “get to fuck” and threw a wrapped Nivea set at the wall.
Meanwhile, the decorations were tragic. Someone had Blu-Tacked a bald Santa to the wall with half a beard and one leg missing. The tree was leaning at a dangerous angle, held up by a drip stand and sheer will. There were exactly four baubles, one of which had ‘Merry Chritsmas’ spelled wrong in glitter glue.
The new Health Care Assistant, Hayley, had brought in her guitar. “To lighten the mood,” she said.
Now, Hayley can play about three songs — badly. None of them Christmas-related.
She started strumming out “Stand By Me” in the middle of a medication round.
The rest of the day descended into musical mayhem. One of the students tried “Jingle Bells” on her phone and dropped it into a commode. We lost it to the sluice, and a moment of silence was held.
And then the choir arrived.
Yes — the local church choir. Four of them, ‘bless’, with their hymn sheets and matching woolly Santa hats and Christmas jumpers. They appeared in the corridor like a saintly procession. Started singing “Silent Night” just as a patient in bay four sharted and set off his own bed alarm.
Nobody moved. Nobody flinched. They just kept singing through the chaos like professionals. The rest of us were speechless.
Later that shift, we finally got the green light to discharge three patients — only to have their transport cancelled because of snow. I phoned the discharge lounge.
“Any news on transport?”
“Aye,” she said, “Santa’s sleigh’s delayed. Rudolph’s burst a hoof.”
Oh aye, everyone’s a comedian.
By the time 8pm came round, we were no further forward. The tinsel had fallen off the crash trolley, the tree had given up entirely, and someone had drawn a penis on Santa’s face in biro.
I slumped into the staff room, pulled a mini roll out my pocket, and raised it like a glass.
“Merry Christmas,” I said. “Now who’s on nights?”

Bernadette’s Wisdom
Christmas on the wards is equal parts heartbreak and hilarity. You’ll cry behind a linen trolley, then laugh till your ribs hurt over a fart that ruined “Silent Night.”
You make the best of it. You sing bad carols. You eat twelve Ferrero Rochers in ten minutes. And you keep showing up — even when there’s no room at the inn.
Because someone has to hold the line. Might as well be us with a ukulele and a packet of wet wipes.

You Can’t Make This Shit Up
All the things they never covered in training… and you’d never believe if you hadn’t seen it yourself.

There are moments in nursing that feel like they’ve been plucked straight out of a sitcom. Moments so bizarre, so mortifying, or so hysterically surreal, you almost expect a camera crew to pop out the treatment room and shout “Cut!”
This chapter is for those moments. The ones that don’t quite fill a chapter on their own, but have lived rent-free in my head — and probably will until the day I shuffle off this mortal coil.
When you know you are officially old
Now I like to think I still have it. Don’t ask me what it is — I know it’s a phrase, but I think I still DO. I still watch Married at First Sight, I like going to see gigs like Robbie Williams and Ed Sheeran in concert along with a few comedy gigs flung in. So at times I still think I’m young, hip, and funny. That is, till you crack a joke and nobody gets the reference.
So here we have it, I have a young guy about 20ish who I visit daily for anal packing. Every day he is lying face down in bed, naked with bum in air. So after a few weeks I think, “Ok, he trusts me now, we get on.” So I joke, “I don’t have a bike to park, son.” Nothing. He just stares at me blankly. The joke was completely lost on him. He had obviously never watched Billy Connolly on Parkinson.
Singing
Now, there is definitely no right or wrong way to grieve. We have seen it all. Extreme heart-crushing grief, people vomit in shock at their loved one’s passing. Then there are the ones who appear nonplussed, and some are glad. We do not judge. Although you nursed that person during their most vulnerable time, you have no idea what that person was really like.
But one man stands out in my mind. I had not even finished the sentence or offered my condolences when he disappeared. You may not find that strange; some people need to grieve privately. But from nowhere, I hear this loud, reedy, wheezy sound and next thing he enters singing Hit The Road Jack! I just sat there. Do I applaud at the end? Ask questions? I opted for just saying, “Lovely.”
Naked Tai Chi
One man I used to visit every morning without fail carried out this ritual. You would open his front door, shout the obligatory script of every District Nurse, “Morning, it’s the Nurse,” and there he was as always — stark naked — doing what can only be described as interpretive yoga in the middle of the living room.
He would turn slowly and say, very seriously, “I’m realigning my inner bowel.”
Mate, at least put on a pair of pants before you start that nonsense. Especially when you know we rock up at 08:30 every morning.
The Woman Who Swallowed a Teaspoon
Some people can completely blindside you. You never pick up anything at all that is cognitively askew. That was until she swallowed a spoon. She thought it was a vitamin. Honestly. She took it with her morning tea and then said, “That pill tasted metallic.” Well… aye. Because it wasn’t a pill, it was a bloody teaspoon. We had to wait for it to exit naturally.
The Glove Thief
I once had a patient — a middle-aged man, nothing unusual on paper — who stole gloves like they were going to be souvenirs from his hospital stay. I’m talking handfuls at a time. We’d refill the boxes, and within an hour, they were empty. We couldn’t figure out where they were going.
One night shift, I walked past his room and caught him with both arms shoved under the mattress, looking guilty as sin. I lifted the covers and found one hundred and forty-seven gloves stuffed into pillowcases, socks, and one down the leg of his pyjamas.
He just looked at me and said, “I like the way they smell.” What the hell do you even say to that? I told him if he fancied stealing anything else, at least nick something that he could sell on Facebook Marketplace.
The Woman Who Thought She Was at McDonald’s
Late one night, we had a woman come in steaming drunk, handbag full of sachets of salt, pepper, and sugar and loose coppers. She insisted she’d ordered chips and was furious they hadn’t arrived. She’d confused A&E for a 24-hour McDonald’s and kept shouting, pointing to one of the junior doctors, “The wee guy at the till over there took my order.”
When I tried to explain where she was, she grabbed my name badge and said, “Bernadette? Right, Bernie hen, can you make that two large fries, weans cheeseburger, nay mustard or gherkins and a Fanta? I’m bloody starving.”
She had been sitting in the waiting room, obviously still waiting for me to produce the goods every time I called for my patient to be triaged. Next thing, she appeared at the reception window. She had peed in a cardboard sample tray and tried to hand it over, shouting, “You forgot the ice, hen. This Fanta is lukewarm.”
Honestly! You. Can’t. Make. This. Shit. Up.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
There are some things you’ll never forget — not because they were traumatic, but because they were so bloody weird. These moments remind you to laugh, even when you’re knackered, sore, and fed up. Because sometimes, laughter is the only thing holding your arse — and your sanity — together. And if that doesn’t work… always bring a spare pair of pants (not always for yourself).

End of an Era
In 2018, things were finally looking up, or so I thought.

I’d secured a promoted post — one of those big, shiny, grown-up jobs that made you feel like maybe, just maybe, the years of hard graft were paying off. I’d handed in my resignation to my current post with a wee bit of pride and a whole lot of nerves. I was ready. This was meant to be a fresh chapter. Something for me for a change.
But life, as usual, had other ideas.
Around the same time, my mum had started having more and more off days. You know the kind — days where she just wasn’t right. Slower, quieter, more fragile than I’d ever seen her. And something in me knew — really knew — that she couldn’t be on her own any more, not properly.
So we made a decision. She would come through and stay with me. Just for a while, we said. Until she felt better. Until we knew what was going on. Until the worry eased.
At that point, it was just me and Andrew in the house. Christopher and David had already flown the nest, setting off into their adult lives, while Andrew — my youngest, my “socialite” — was still coming and going, feet always tapping and music always playing from the upstairs bedroom. The house had quietened down in a way that sometimes felt peaceful, sometimes lonely. But suddenly, with Mum coming to stay, there was a shift again.
I cancelled the new job. Or rather, I let it go. Quietly. No big announcement. No drama. Just a silent surrender to what I knew deep down I had to do. I couldn’t look after vulnerable patients all day and come home to someone even more vulnerable under my own roof. That was the reality. And if I’m honest, it wasn’t even really a choice — it was instinct.
People talk about sacrifices like they’re these big, noble, dramatic gestures. But this wasn’t that. This was just love. Familiar, quiet, sometimes frustrating, often funny love. And as hard as it was, it was also a privilege. Because how lucky was I to have this time with her? To give her back just a fraction of the care she’d given all of us for decades?
Andrew and David, bless them, adapted in their own way. They came in from work, university or a night out and talked to Granny like it was the most normal thing in the world to have his 80-something-year-old gran on the sofa watching Emmerdale with a blanket over her knees and a cuppa in hand. They developed this weird, funny bond — full of sarcastic digs and shared biscuits.
That time in the house was tender and strange. It wasn’t the life I’d planned. It wasn’t the job I’d prepared for. But it was the life I had, and in many ways, it was more important than anything else I’d ever done.
Plans can change. They do change. But sometimes what you get instead isn’t lesser — it’s just… different. Quieter. Slower. But still full of meaning.
It was a quiet night — the kind you forget until everything changes.
One evening Andrew had been downstairs with my mum, keeping her company while I was up getting a few things sorted. He came up to get me, nothing dramatic, just a worried face and, “Mum, I don’t think Gran’s right, something’s wrong.”
I knew the second I looked at her. There’s something about being a nurse; you go with your gut — it never switches off. Even when it’s your own family. Maybe especially then. The breathing, the skin tone, and the way she held herself. Something wasn’t right.
I checked her oxygen levels. Too low. Far too low to be sitting at home in her dressing gown watching the telly. I tried to keep my voice calm, reassuring, but I knew we had to go. I gently persuaded her to come with me to A&E, even though every part of her didn’t want to be any bother.
Everything moved too quickly after that.
The chest x-ray showed a shadow. I knew even before it was confirmed, my gut had told me all along there was something wrong. She was moved to the respiratory ward. Then the CT confirmed what I already knew but didn’t want to believe. It was a tumour.
That’s where it ended. Not the tumour — the tests. Because my mum, with her unquestioning faith and holy way of hers, decided she didn’t want any more. No more poking and prodding. No treatment. No hospital beds. No long explanations. Just home. “Take me home, and you look after me, hen.”
And so I did. For all our years of ups and downs, uncertainty on my part, there was never a question of who was going to take care of my mum.
There was no discussion. No pleading. I knew better than to argue with her when she’d made her mind up. That stubbornness had served her well all her life — and in that moment, I respected it more than ever. She wanted dignity. Familiarity. She wanted her rosary beads, her St Anthony’s Treasury, her Emmerdale and her own china cup. She wanted to hear Andrew coming down the stairs and to smell toast being made in the morning. And she wanted me.
The nurse in me stepped aside and the daughter in me took over.
I brought her home, set her up in her own room, and we began what would be the final chapter. Quietly. Gently. Full of small comforts — the telly on, usually YouTube with Sister Angelica’s Holy Rosary, the smell of Chanel No 5, her favourite perfume, and family constantly dropping in one by one. She never wanted a scene. Funnily, no drama. Just peace. And to make sure she had the priest for the Sacrament of the Sick.
It’s strange how quickly everything shifted — from promoting myself in my career to preparing myself to lose my mum. Life doesn’t ask if you’re ready. It just happens. And when it does, you cope. You cry quietly. You make the dinner. You hold their hand and sleep beside them when they’re scared. You become everything they need because you love them enough to let them go.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You don’t always get the life you planned — but if you’re lucky, you get the one that matters.
And if you’ve got a gran, a mum, family and a cheeky youngster, and a kettle that works, you’re already halfway there. When someone you love says no more, you listen.
Because sometimes the bravest thing isn’t fighting — it’s knowing when to come home.

2019
Marching Orders

Every now and then in nursing, you get a patient who leaves such an impression you find yourself telling the story years later — usually at 3 a.m., over your second bottle of wine while trying not to pee your pants.
This one’s burned into my memory forever.
It was an unusually quiet day in the care home I worked, which is exactly the kind of statement that guarantees chaos is about to erupt. Most of the residents were pottering about, watching telly or waiting for their tenth cup of tea of the day. I was mid-way through updating a care plan when I noticed a disturbance from the lounge.
Shouting. Thumping.
I ran down and found one of our residents—a woman in her eighties, usually calm but a bit confused at times—standing by the water station, wild-eyed, hair askew, with a plastic dinner tray held over her head like a riot shield.
“They’re coming!” she shrieked.
“Who’s coming?” I asked, gently taking the tray.
“The bloody Japs!”
Turns out, a wedding had started in the function suite across the road from the home — bagpipes, drums, loud music, the lot. The sound had filtered up through the open windows and in a way that clearly triggered something in her long-buried memory. To her ears, it wasn’t a wedding — it was a full-blown enemy attack.
She ran. Out the room, down the corridor, trailing a tablecloth behind her like a prisoner making a break for freedom.
I bolted after her. In my trainers. Down the stairs. Past the chef who looked like he’d just witnessed someone possessed.
I found her trying to climb into a linen trolley in the laundry room, shouting, “You’ll never take me alive, you bastards!”
It took three of us to coax her out, calm her down, and convince her that no one was goose-stepping towards her. We brought her a tea and a biscuit, and I stayed with her back in her room until she settled.
Once she was safe and sleeping, I sat and reflected on what had actually happened this day. Not just looking at her fear — that was real, and awful. But because it struck me just how surreal and totally unpredictable this job can be. One minute you’re documenting fluid balance, the next you’re preventing a wartime flashback escape via the fire escape.
But more than that… I thought of her. I reflected on something that had been said to me a long time ago by a Senior Charge Nurse in the good old days.
The one who once said to me I was “too emotional, too quiet and cared too much.”
A sister/manager/senior charge nurse or whatever titled she wanted to be known as — not a colleague. She didn’t get to know me, not as a person and definitely not as a nurse, someone who should’ve known me better. Should’ve seen my worth.
I wasn’t emotional. I was surviving.
I wasn’t quiet. I just didn’t waste words on people who made me feel small or insignificant. And if you want to fault me for being too caring, crack on. I’d rather be faulted for that than not caring — because if that ever happens I will give it all up in a heartbeat.
That sister’s words stayed with me for years. “Quiet. Didn’t speak.” Like that was the sum total of who I was. (She certainly didn’t know me!)
But she didn’t see me now — Deputy Manager, chasing survivors from the Japanese prisoner of war camps down corridors, comforting strangers like I’d known them my whole life. Laughing through the chaos. Standing my ground when I was advocating for others, when they couldn’t do this for themselves. But finally, speaking up for myself.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
People will write you off. As quiet. As daft. As the one who’ll never manage. Let them.
You don’t have to explain yourself to folk who only saw the rough edges.
Because they didn’t see what life had thrown at you, or how much you’d survived.
You weren’t emotional — you were resilient.
And now you’ve got marching orders of your own.
Straight into the next bloody shift.

Part 3
Still Standing
If Part Two was all about the chaos, Part Three is about survival. District nursing, community calls, and the kind of patients and families you never forget. It’s equal parts heartbreak and hilarity — from emotional goodbyes to the sort of carry-on that would make a sitcom look tame. Through it all, I’m still here, still standing, still laughing.

Community Nursing
Where I Was Meant to Be – Looking After Mum

I never got my promoted post.
It had been lined up — a big move, a chance to step up after years of grafting. I’d earned it. I’d been ready for it. But when my mum became unwell, all of that faded into insignificance.
At the time, it felt like a door quietly closing behind me. No drama. No regrets. Just a gentle shift. I’d gone from planning a new chapter in my career to planning how to make her final days as peaceful and dignified as possible. And I would make the same decision a hundred times over. Because I believe things happen for a reason. I really do.
My mum passed away on the 28th of May, 2019. Even now, that date sits in my bones. A line drawn in the sand between before and after. She died at home, where she wanted to be — surrounded by love, faith, and familiarity. And though there was heartbreak, there was peace too. I had done what she asked of me. I had kept my promise.
After she was gone, I felt adrift for a while. The house was quiet in a different way. Not just physically, but in the way that grief hushes everything. I didn’t know what came next.
And then, almost without planning it, I found myself back out in the community. Doing visits. Meeting people where they lived. Stepping into their stories — sometimes briefly, sometimes deeply. It wasn’t the job I’d been aiming for. It was better.
Because this? This was where I was meant to be.
In the homes of people like my mum. With the families trying their best. With the carers doing everything they can. I understood them — not just as a nurse, but as someone who’d lived it. I knew what fear looked like behind a smile. I knew what it felt like to not want to let go. I brought compassion with me — not from textbooks, but from experience.
Community nursing became more than just a job. It became my anchor. My calling. My way back to myself after loss.
So no, I never got that promoted post. But I got something else. Something richer, messier, more human. I found my place.

Bernadette’s Words of Wisdom:
Sometimes the plan falls apart — but what’s waiting for you instead might be exactly where you belong.
Sometimes the most important work happens one doorstep, one cup of tea, and one quiet conversation at a time.

Twister
In my first few weeks whilst still trying to navigate my way through my new role as a Community Nurse I had my first tasters of things to come.

ALTERNATIVE TWISTER 

“Right-hand urine, left foot vomit…”
If you ever think community nursing is all about dressing legs, sticking a plaster on a finger, or changing catheters, allow me to dispel that lovely fantasy and myth.
There was one house that still haunts me to this day. I’d been going in all week. The place was bogging (dirty). Honestly, I should’ve worn wellies, crime scene tape, and a hazmat suit.
The patient was supposedly “unable to care for himself,” which, in district nurse terms, usually means he’s pished, proud of it, and hasn’t washed since the last millennium.
I knocked. No answer. Pushed the door open with my foot — because I’m not daft (don’t use your hands). And oh my God, I was hit with a wall of heat, body odour, and something that could only have been shit… or urine… or both.
There he was. Slumped on the sofa, pants around his ankles, surrounded by what I can only describe as a combat zone of bodily fluids — and half the drinks aisle from the local corner shop.
Shit on the floor.
Vomit on the cushion.
A puddle of something under the table that was still definitely warm.
And in the middle of it all, he looked up and grinned:
“Awright, nurse! Yer just in time — need ma legs redressed and washed again.”
Wash? I needed an exorcist.
But I did what we all do. I pulled on my gloves, took a deep breath, and started cleaning. Head down, arse up, so to speak. Wiped here, mopped there, lifted an old takeaway tub full of… I don’t even want to know. Slipped slightly. Regained balance. Kept going.
By the end, my notes might as well have read:
Right hand: urine
Left hand: puke
Right foot: shit
Soul: broken
It was like playing a game of Body Fluid Twister — only the mat was linoleum and smelled of stale beer.
I remember getting back to the car, after peeling off my gloves like a war veteran shedding battle gear. Drove straight to the nearest Tesco toilet and washed my hands like I was about to perform major open-heart surgery.
I told a friend later, “I’d have refused to go in.” They said, “Fair.” But I didn’t.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You don’t flee difficult situations — that’s the job. You don’t always get thanks. You definitely don’t get hazard pay. But you do what needs to be done — and then go home smelling like you bathed in slurry.
And that, my friends, is the unsung glamour of district nursing.

God’s Calling
Holy water, dodgy flooring, and a near-death experience for Father McGinty.
Every nurse has those surreal days — the shifts where you stop and ask yourself, “Did that just happen?”
For me, it was the day the priest fell through the floor.
It started calmly enough. I was on a palliative support visit — regular patient, end-stage COPD, lovely wee woman with a crucifix and palm above every doorway, and the central heating set to tropical.
Her family had asked for a priest to come and give the Sacrament of the Sick. Not urgent — just one of those “better sooner than later” situations. She was awake, alert, still sipping weak tea and calling everyone “love.” But you could feel it — that stillness in the room that comes when the end is near.
Enter Father McGinty.
He was new, just out of seminary, tall, eager, nervous. Looked like he’d Googled “How to Catholic” on the way over.
He came in with a wee smile, held the patient’s hand, and said all the right words. Then he stood up to bless us all.
And that’s when it happened.
He stepped back onto the floorboard beside the fireplace — the one we’d all avoided for weeks because it was loose and creaky as hell — and with a loud CRACK, he disappeared.
Just gone. Right through the floor, robes tangled, rosary beads swinging.
I gasped. The daughter screamed. The patient laughed — a full, belly laugh, tears rolling down her face.
“God’s got plans for him!” she cackled.
Honestly? That woman hadn’t laughed like that in months.
We scrambled to get him free. The more we pulled, the more his robes got caught. He was stuck thigh-deep in rotten floorboards, head in the bedroom, feet in the living room, and god love him, still trying to bless us all while shouting:
“I’m alright! I’m alright!”
…whilst trying to remember the Patron Saint of dry rot.
It took two neighbours, a crowbar, and a rope from someone’s uncle to finally get him out. He stood up, dusty, flustered, one shoe missing, Prayers for the Sick in tatters.
But bless him — he finished the sacrament. Shaky voice and all.
After he left, the patient turned to me and said, “Well, if that’s not a sign from God, I don’t know what is.”
And maybe it was.
Because she passed peacefully that night, still smiling, as if she knew God had already sent someone to test the floorboards for her on her way out.
But where was God when I needed His intervention and support?

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Some days, nursing feels like chaos, comedy, and tragedy all rolled into one. And sometimes, the most extraordinary moments are the ones that remind you life is unpredictable — and that laughter, even in the strangest circumstances, can be a blessing.

The Customer Is Not Always Right
“I came to do a dressing, not a conversion.”

There are patients you’ll never please, no matter what you do.
You could float into their home with golden bedpans, angel wings, and a tray of freshly baked scones — and they’d still ask why you were five minutes late.
Some are just grumpy. Others are broken. But a special few are downright abusive.
I’ve been called everything — fat cunt, specky bastard, useless bitch. One patient’s daughter once told me I was “nothing but a glorified arse wiper with a BP cuff.” Another ‘husband,’ half-pished before lunchtime, told me I looked like his Auntie Betty — and then asked if I “gave extras.” Extra what??? Enemas!
But none of that compared to one house in an old mining village I won’t name (mainly because I’d still like to keep my tyres and kneecaps intact).

As a nurse, you’re trained to be neutral, non-judgemental, friendly, respectful, professional. We open every door the same way:
“Morning! It’s the District Nurse.”
Then we smile, introduce ourselves, step in, and crack on.
That day, I was there to see an elderly woman with chronic leg ulcers and a sacral wound. Her son answered the door — red-faced, shifty-eyed, already radiating aggro.
I did my usual:
“Hiya, it’s the District Nurse. I’m Bernadette.”
He stared at me. Hard.
Then he said:
“Are you a Fenian?”
Now, this isn’t the first time I’d been asked that — my name does scream Catholic in the West of Scotland. Maria Bernadette. You may as well tattoo a Celtic cross on my forehead and give me rosary beads as a lanyard for my ID badge.
I laughed, as I normally do, trying to lighten the mood.
“Ha-ha, how did you guess?”
He didn’t laugh. He looked me dead in the eye:
“I want you to leave. Just leave.”
Rooted to the Spot
I was frozen. My professional smile still fixed like a mask, but my brain spinning.
“Sorry?” I asked, half thinking I’d misheard. “I’m just here to do your mum’s dressings…”
He shook his head and stepped forward.
“I don’t let Catholics in my house. And the fact you’re already in is sacrilege.”
Sacrilege. As if I’d kicked in the door and started somersaulting up the hallway while reciting a Hail Mary and using Lourdes water to clean the wounds!
I stood there, rooted to the spot, trying to explain that his mum needed her wounds dressed, that I wasn’t there to bless the house.
But he wouldn’t budge. In that moment, I realised — I wasn’t just unwelcome. I was unsafe.
So I turned and left. Walked back to the car, hands shaking, trying to figure out if I’d just been racially abused, religiously insulted, or spiritually evicted. Maybe all three.
And that day, I didn’t go back.
But Then There Was Maureen…
Just when I started to question — again — is this all worth it? — along came Maureen.
Maureen was 84, lived on her own, and had a weekly visit booked for palliative support and leg dressings. I’d only met her a couple of times, but I adored her immediately. Her house smelled like lavender and lilies. She had white hair permed within an inch of its life, tartan slippers, and swore like she’d served in the navy.
The first time I visited, I knocked on the door and she shouted:
“If you’re the nurse, come in. If you’re the Provy Man, fuck off.”
I knew I was going to like her. Give me that personality every day!
Her tea trolley was a masterpiece — milk in a wee china jug, sugar bowl, all covered with lace, and a three-tier cake stand probably reserved for visitors and funerals.
I knelt down to do her dressings and she held out her leg like she was getting a spray tan.
“It’s no’ nice,” she warned me. “Looks and smells like a packet of Quavers left out in the sun too long.”
She wasn’t wrong. But I’ve seen worse — and smelled worse — so I got to work.
As I peeled back the old dressing, she leaned in and whispered:
“You’re very gentle. Are you Catholic?”
I froze. Not again.
I nodded.
“Aye, I am.”
She lit up.
“Brilliant. You’ll know how to make a proper cup of tea then. None of that wishy-washy Protestant pish.”
I nearly dropped the bandages in the soapy water. But for the sake of interfaith harmony, I agreed.
Every week was the same: patching her legs, her slagging off the neighbours, and both of us howling with laughter.
She told stories about her late husband, gave me recipes, and once asked me to trim the whiskers on her chin while holding up her rosary, prayer book, and holy water — just in case I accidentally cut her top lip.
She didn’t care what church I went to. She didn’t care where I was from. All she cared about was whether I’d brought the good bandages and fancied a bleather.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Because for every shit who tells you to leave, there’s a Maureen waiting — with a story and a leg that looks like a dried-up Quaver.
Don’t let the gobshites harden your heart. There are still folk out there who remind you why you chose this job — one visit and one leg ulcer at a time.
You can’t fix stupid. You can’t cure hatred. But you can protect your peace.
And if that means turning on your heel and walking out of someone’s living room — do it. Head held high, dignity intact.
We’re nurses. Not martyrs.

Palliative Privilege and Pigs
Palliative care isn’t just about death, It’s a Privilege ❤

People often comment that they couldn’t do this part of our job. But for me, it is a privilege.
And it truly is. I always remember an old doctor once saying, “Make it count; you only get one chance to get this right.”
It’s about presence. About being there, entirely, when someone is at the end of their life, and the world around them is either too fast, too loud, too busy, or too absent to give a shit.
It’s not glamorous. It’s not always peaceful, with angel choirs, harp music, and scented candles.
Sometimes, it’s a high-rise flat in Glasgow with no working lift. Enter two nurses, sweating proverbial buckets in full PPE… and a full-sized pig in the bed.
Yes. A pig. Not a cuddly toy. Not a euphemism. An actual, snuffling, snoring pig — sharing the covers with a dying man.
Let me take you there.
It was during COVID. I’d picked up a weekend shift covering a community area I didn’t usually work in. Staff Nurse Hay — brilliant, straight-talking, the kind of nurse who’d turn up at a fire with a bucket and extinguisher — and I got a last-minute referral.
“Palliative visit. Gentleman, mid-sixties. 12th-floor flat. Situation… unique.”
That’s nurse code for: bring gloves, bring patience, bring extra wet wipes.
We climbed the stairs — no lift, naturally — and arrived at a door with a handwritten sign taped to it:
“Knock once. Enter. Beware. Pig asleep.”
We looked at each other. Surely not.
Inside was… well, hard to describe. Cluttered but clean-ish, a bizarre mix of 1970s bachelor pad meets petting zoo. And there, tucked under a tartan throw, was our patient—pale, frail, clearly near the end—and nestled right beside him, snoring gently, was a giant black pig.
“Is that… real?” I whispered.
“Yep,” said Nurse Hay, lifting an eyebrow. “Full-sized. Bought off some guy in The District Bar, probably told it was a miniature.”
The pig opened one eye, clocked us, and let out a low grunt. Protective. Not aggressive. Just… mourning.
It was the strangest, most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. This man was dying, and the pig — his only companion — was right there with him, heartbeat to heartbeat.
We introduced ourselves gently, checked his syringe driver, confirmed he was comfortable. He didn’t stir. Shallow breathing. Relaxed body. I whispered, “He’s close.”
So we sat. Quietly. No need to speak.
And after a few minutes… he slipped away. Peacefully. Softly. Dignified.
The pig — honest to God — let out the saddest little cry I’ve ever heard. Low, guttural. Eyes wet. It nudged his arm with its snout, then curled back into him.
I don’t care what anyone says — that pig knew.
We stayed a while, letting the moment sit. When the funeral director arrived later, we warned him gently about the pig. He didn’t flinch. “Aye,” he said. “We’ve had birds, cats, snakes. First pig, though.”
Nurse Hay gave the pig a wee stroke before we left. It didn’t move.
We walked down those stairs in silence, tears brimming — not exactly out of sadness, but because we’d witnessed something rare. Raw. Daft. Heartbreakingly human.
I went home that night and Googled it: “Can pigs grieve?” Turns out they can. They form deep emotional bonds. They cry. They mourn. And that pig loved its human.
And I, for the first time in weeks, felt like I’d made a difference.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Palliative care is not just a job. It’s a privilege.
You walk into someone’s final chapter and become part of their story — however weird, wonderful, or heartbreaking it may be. Some people leave behind photos, letters, or regrets. Others leave behind pigs.
All you can do is show up, with compassion, a steady hand, and the kind of heart that understands the value of silence.
Because in that space between life and whatever comes after, you are everything.

The Hoodie
Nursing will humble you in ways you never expect. 

Another day, I was in the middle of a community run that had already gone tits-up before I even left home that morning. Flat tyre, tractors on the road (I live in the country), patients not in, and someone’s Jack Russell tried to hump my leg before I’d had my morning coffee. I was tired, skint, and one disastrous visit after another.
Then I met her.
She was my new palliative patient, terminal, non-curative cancer. Her treatment was to try to buy her some time.
You know how sometimes a patient gets under your skin? Not in a soppy TV-drama way, but in a “this one’s got balls” kind of way. She had the kind of laugh that should’ve been bottled and sold on prescription. Even when chemo was kicking her arse, every time she went for treatment she left the house in full makeup, big earrings, and a handbag that could double as a suitcase. I often wondered what she took with her.
But the thing people always noticed — she looked exactly like a certain celebrity. Bold clothes, big voice, everywhere on TV.
At first, she waved it off. “Ach, folk keep asking for photos. I tell them I’m no her.”
But then I saw it — the glint in her eye. Mischief. I pushed it.
“Next time, just smile and say ‘thank you’. Maybe sign an autograph or two. Take a few selfies.”
She laughed so hard I thought she’d pee her pants. “You think I should play along?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “Go for it.”
And that’s how the hoodie plan was born.
We did a reverse Google image search, found the exact hoodie the celebrity always wore — big, garish, loud. Perfect. Ordered it online. She was going to rock up next time with a Sharpie in one hand and a smirk on her face.
I remember thinking how proud I was of her — not just for the joke, but that this woman, in the middle of the most brutal fight of her life, still had room for daftness.
But life, being the shit it is, had other plans.
She died suddenly. The very next day.
I was floored. Devastated.
I’m not good at hiding grief, not even in this job. We’ve got our poker faces — sometimes. But that one hit hard. Still does.
And then, two days later, so I heard, the hoodie arrived.
Bright pink. Glitter detail. Something you’d wear to a hen do in Blackpool. Exactly what she wanted. Exactly her.
I sometimes wonder what her husband thought. Did he open it? Laugh? Cry? Put it in a drawer? Stare at it? I’ll never know. He probably thought, “What the fuck was she up to now?” And that’s how she would have wanted to be remembered.
But I know this: I’ve carried that story with me every day since.
Because it reminded me why I do this job. Not for the pay (what pay?), or the “perks” (what perk?), but for people like her. People who let you into their lives, at their most vulnerable, and still manage to take the piss. That’s power.
And it’s personal.
Because I know what loss is. I’ve buried more than my fair share — my mum, dad, brothers Billy and Michael, three beloved aunties. I’ve done late-night calls, silent waiting rooms, A&E at 3 a.m., the “you’d better sit down” conversations. So when a patient like her gave me joy, I held onto it tight.
When I told the story to my brother Gerry, his wife Rosa, and the rest of the family one evening in Portugal, I couldn’t get the words out without laughing and crying at the same time. Gerry nearly choked on a chicken wing. Rosa, one of my biggest supporters, just went, “That’s so you, Beenie.”
They know me.
My house has always been one where inappropriate laughter is welcome — as long as it involves pee, poo, or vomit. But even I drew the line at telling them the shagging story from the ward. I saved that for the book.
My boys — they’ve always supported me through night shifts, tears, and chaos. They tell me my stories are the best part of family nights.
And I hope that when they read this book — when they read about the woman who never got to wear her hoodie — they’ll understand just how proud I am of what I do too.

Bernadette’s Words of Wisdom:
You can’t always fix people. But you can make them laugh. You can see them. And you can leave them with something that feels like hope — even if it’s a bloody hoodie that never gets worn.
If you’re lucky, they’ll leave some hope behind for you too.

Doug the Deed Dug
Some houses you walk into and know straight away…

This was a visit you’ll never forget.
It was a community visit — routine on paper. Wound care. Middle-aged man. Lived alone. Bit of social isolation, according to the notes. “Be prepared — hoarder,” they warned.
Hoarder, my arse.
Kim and Aggie wouldn’t have lasted five minutes. Colin and Justin wouldn’t have gone past the gate. Even the rat that legged it under the kitchen unit gave me a look like, “You sure you want to be here, hen?”
I opened the door and was met by a smell that could strip wallpaper.
A wheelie bin was in the hallway. Not beside the door. Not outside. In the hallway, blocking half the corridor as if it had paid rent. And was it full of rubbish? Don’t be daft. The rubbish was everywhere else.
Pizza boxes. Empty tins. Mouldy toast. What looked suspiciously like the remains of a Scotch pie on the skirting board. A family-sized bottle of Irn-Bru fused with the carpet. A pair of trousers on the bannister — still with legs in them, I swear.
I forced my way into the living room. The curtains were closed, the lights off, fly tape hanging from the ceiling of every room, and the patient was sitting nonchalantly in an armchair that had clearly seen more bodily fluids than any A&E mattress.
“Alright, nurse,” he said cheerily, puffing on a roll-up. “Mind the carpet, it’s a bit damp.”
Damp! It was squelching.
I offered to help him into the bedroom for wound care. He waved me off.
“Nae bother, hen — we’ll dae it in the kitchen.”
Oh, aye. The kitchen.
Where the cooker had been repurposed as storage for tins of dog food, and a line of washing was strung diagonally across the ceiling, dripping over the sink.
I cleared a space on the counter. Moved a plate. Something wriggled underneath. Looked in the sink — something was growing. I’ve done bed baths in worse places, I told myself. But nope, I was lying.
Then came the bathroom. Because I had to see.
Inside, there was — I kid you not — a lawnmower in the bath. Not beside it. In it. A full, grass-stained Flymo, extension lead coiled round the taps. Beside it? A bottle of Head & Shoulders, and a dead spider the size of a Scotch egg.
I stood there, questioning my life choices. Nursing degree? District nursing course? Years of experience? Nope.
Then came the final horror.
I’d been visiting this house daily for a week. Wound checks, dressing changes, the usual. Every day I stepped over an old army blanket and stained brown duvet in the hallway. Never asked. Never moved it.
One day, I caught a new scent. Not the usual stale beer, damp dog, and general chaos. Something different. Something wrong.
I bent down, pulled back the blanket, and screamed.
Under it, curled into a matted little ball, was a dog. Not just any dog. A deed dog. Not fresh, not recent. Dead. Long enough to make your stomach lurch.
I backed out of the house gagging, bumped into the wheelie bin, almost knocked myself unconscious escaping the hallway of horror. Social workers were phoned. Environmental Health dispatched. The council informed. Even the fire brigade got involved.
And the patient? Pure chill.
“Aye, that’s Doug. Found him stiff one morning. Didn’t want to part with him yet.”
Part with him? He was decomposing in your hall!
I went home and scrubbed until my skin was raw. Bunty asked what was wrong.
“There was a deed dog! Doug the Deed Dug!”
She paused. “Is this a metaphor?”
“No, Bunty. Literally. Dead dog. In the hall. Under an army blanket. Next to a wheelie bin. Next to a St Martin’s statue. Inside the house.”
She stared at me. “You need a holiday.”
She wasn’t wrong.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You’ll walk into homes and see things you can never unsee. Smell things you’ll never unsmell. But you do it because someone needs help — even if there’s a lawnmower in the bath and Doug the Deed Dug under a tartan blanket.
You don’t just nurse in hospitals. You nurse in chaos, grief, squalor, and stories that make your mates’ toes curl. And you keep going, because that’s what we do.

Poltergeist
Ghostly Patient

I’d never met her before. No handover. No warning. Not even a scrawled “bit eccentric” beside her name on the visit sheet — which, let’s be honest, in district nurse speak, is FRUIT LOOP. I had an address, a postcode, and the promise of bi-lateral leg dressings.
I parked, straightened the car (three tries), and trudged up the path, bag in hand, bracing for the usual: a bit of chat, a politely declined cup of tea, maybe a whiff of cat. Nothing major.
I knocked. Waited. Knocked again. No answer. Checked the number on my phone, knocked once more.
Then the letterbox rattled violently. A muffled voice called out:
“Don’t open the door! Wait till I’m out from behind it!”
Now that’s not a sentence you hear every day.
Ten minutes of shuffling slippers and dragging something heavy later, the door creaked open. There she was: four foot ten, if that, built like a pipe cleaner, wild white hair standing in tufts as if she’d just been tasered by the spirit world.
“Come in, hen,” she said. “Do you believe in ghosts?”
Alarm bells clanged. Normally, I ease into a visit with “how’s your legs?” before diving into the paranormal. But here I was, halfway over the threshold, already on Most Haunted: Live.
“Eh… aye, I suppose so?” I stammered.
She nodded gravely and ushered me in. The living room was the love child of Steptoe’s yard and a tattoo parlour. No visible floor. Every flat surface piled with porcelain dolls, empty Limeade bottles, and about thirty-seven full ashtrays. Walls covered with certificates, photo collages, and what I swear was a signed photo of Paul Daniels.
And there she stood — stripped to shorts, fully tattooed from bunions to bingo wings. Dragons, cherubs, cats, Elvis, and a wee Pope Francis on her shoulder blade. Doing wound care here felt like handling the illustrated edition of the Da Vinci Code.
“I’ve got a poltergeist,” she said matter-of-factly, tugging a stool from under a shrine to Dale Winton. “It likes tipping over the cat food and flushing the bog.”
“Right,” I said, hands slightly shaky, pulling out the dressing pack. “Any allergies?”
“Only men,” she said. “And possibly only-men poltergeists.”
I didn’t ask for clarification. I just worked fast — fastest four-layer compression and double-leg wash of my career. I practically heard the Guinness World Record guy shouting: “She’s done it! She’s only gone and bloody done it!”
I left so fast I nearly reversed over her garden gnome.
A week later, back on shift, I saw her name in my diary. I considered phoning in dead. Duty called. I trudged up the path, past the now oddly-tilted gnome, knocked, and waited.
The letterbox rattled.
“Don’t open the door! Wait till I’m out from behind it!”
Eventually she shuffled open the door. Bless her, she didn’t recognise me — new jacket, probably looked less traumatised than last time.
And do you know what she said?
“Do you believe in ghosts?”
I locked eyes, took a breath, and calmly replied:
“No.”
And that visit? Lovely. Not a ghost, ghoul, or goblin in sight. Just a proper natter about Bradley Walsh and The Chase, a rant about that “cow” on Loose Women, and a heated debate on whether Ken Barlow was secretly hot in the 80s.
No haunted kettles. No floating cats. Just her, me, and two perfectly dressed legs.

Poltergeists to Pizza
Poltergeist and pizza

You’d think that after a week of dodging spirits and sprinting out of hoarder houses, I’d get some peace at home. Feet up, a wee glass of wine, a scented candle, maybe even watch Downton Abbey without someone asking if I believe in the afterlife.
Aye, right.
My house — especially when all the weans are home — is its own kind of ward. Less NHS, more In-betweeners meets Still Game, with a hint of The Living Dead thrown in.
It was one of those rare nights when the stars aligned: all my boys under one roof — Christopher, David, Andrew — plus Jade and Rhiannon, meaning at least two functioning adults were present. Thank God, because I’d been up since 6am, washed legs belonging to three different folk (none related, none wearing pants), and narrowly avoided slipping on what turned out to be a rogue dog jobby in someone’s kitchen.
I dumped my nursing bag in the hall — it never goes far; it’s like my fourth child at this point — and walked into the living room to a scene straight out of a takeaway apocalypse. Pizza boxes everywhere. Open dips drying out. Half a garlic bread hanging off the dog’s bed. And Christopher had brought a bloody ukulele.
“Are you on call tonight?” they asked, stuffing pizza like they hadn’t eaten since the ’90s.
“I’ve just come off call,” I said, watching David’s OCD kick in as he reached for a bin bag and Febreze.
“I’ve just been in a haunted house,” I added. “Literally. Full-body tattoos. Ghost that flushes toilets and chucks books about.”
David blinked. “It wanted a nurse to do its leg dressings from beyond the grave, then?”
Andrew, horizontal on the couch as usual, piped up: “Or maybe it just wanted company and to watch Loose Women.”
You’d think I’d get sympathy — maybe a foot rub, a glass of wine, a proper sit-down. But no. Jade and Rhiannon were too busy crying with laughter at my description of the tattooed ghost granny and Pope Francis on a shoulder blade. I was halfway through miming Guinness World Record dressing speed when Christopher hit a chord on the ukulele — my cue to shut up about ghosts and rotting leg ulcers.
Then came the moment you can’t script: the doorbell rang.
Everyone froze.
David whispered, “It’s her, isn’t it? The poltergeist. She’s followed you.”
“Or worse,” said Christopher, deadpan. “The District Nurse supervisor here to audit your ghost-hunting documentation.”
Andrew got up (a rare event) and peeked through the spyhole. “It’s the Domino’s guy. Again. Rhiannon forgot she already ordered. That’s four pizzas now.”
I looked at my family — my grown-up boys, their partners, the chaotic energy — and felt it. That mad, overwhelming mix of love, exhaustion, and disbelief. The same three who once refused to eat anything green unless it was sweet. The same three who helped me push Granny and Grandpa through airports while I shouted at Mum to stop handing out Diazepam.
Now they were passing garlic bread like Communion, arguing about ghosts, and fighting over the last slice of pepperoni.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You can survive haunted houses, leaking leg ulcers, and patients who think their kettle is possessed — but nothing, nothing, prepares you for family pizza night in a house full of adult children and their partners. It’s loud. It’s messy. It’s brilliant. And it’s mine.
From surviving poltergeists to pizza chaos, some battles are fought at home — and they’re just as wild, just as rewarding.


Breathalyser
There are days when you’re smashing it — documentation on point, patients settled, all care plans done before lunch.

And then there are days when you get breathalysed in a hospital car park… in uniform… on the way to a job interview… three days before Christmas.
It was one of those mornings.
I’d been working in Ayrshire for a while and had applied for a community post closer to home. Confident — not cocky, just capable. Years of chaos, death, piss, grief, pubic lice, faecal impactions, and flat-out idiocy had steeled me. Nothing was going to faze me. Except, apparently, Police Scotland.
Hair tied back, navy trousers pressed, fob watch polished, I turned into the hospital car park — via the exit, of course — and was met by a full police van, lights flashing. Every car stopped.
One officer leans in with the question of doom:
“Have you had anything to drink this morning, miss?”
I blinked. “I’m a nurse.”
No nod of understanding, no sympathetic smile. Just:
“Aye,” he replied, completely nonplussed.
Before I could argue, I was told to pull over and step out of the vehicle — ID badge swinging, Sketchers squeaking, still clutching my folder of certificates and interview notes. A breathalyser was shoved under my nose.
Visitors stared. Patients pointed. One wee auld wifey shouted, “She’s pished! Look at the state of her!” I was mortified.
Of course, the test came back negative. I hadn’t even had a sip of wine that morning. But my confidence? Shattered. I got back in the car, composed myself like a professional, then promptly started crying into a packet of menthol tissues — and £50 lighter for using the wrong entrance. Merry Christmas, Sergeant.
By the time I arrived at the interview, I looked like I’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. My answers were nonsense. They asked how I’d manage a new-onset OCHD and I just blinked like a startled rabbit. What even is OCHD? I thought we weren’t allowed abbreviations!
Needless to say, I didn’t get the job.
At home, the boys found the whole thing hilarious.
Andrew asked if I’d been arrested.
David wanted to know if the cops had confiscated my Red Bull.
Christopher, ever the supportive eldest, offered to make me a fake reference that read: “Not pished and always professional.”

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You’ll have days when you’re polished and professional, and days when you’re drenched in bodily fluids, crying in a hospital car park, wondering what the fuck you’re doing with your life.
Both are valid. Both are part of the job.
The trick is remembering who you are under the uniform. Even when you’re breathalysed in front of a crowd, you still showed up. And that, my dear, is what makes a nurse.
So back to the job I go.

The Underdog
The Underdogs and the Ones Who Stay

It’s not something they taught us in training. No module. No competency checklist. But from the very first day I set foot on a ward — and in life, really — I realised something: I always go to the underdog.
It isn’t conscious. I don’t seek them out. But my heart does, like a wee radar set to “Who here’s been forgotten?”
You know the ones: the lonely ones, the smelly ones, the shouty ones, the ones with dried food down their front and a confused look in their eyes. The ones with no cards on the locker, no one at the end of the phone. The ones other staff quietly avoid, or sigh about in handover.
And there I am, walking straight toward them. Like an eejit with a Florence Nightingale complex and a warped sense of boundaries.
The Lonely Ones Always Find Me
I could be halfway through a task, eyes down, focused — and I’d still hear them.
Not out loud. Not necessarily. But you feel it. You feel the silence around them. You feel the lack of warmth when you walk past their bed. You notice how the other patients look away, how even the cleaner skips their corner.
I couldn’t help it. I’d double back. Straighten their sheets. Refill their water. Make daft conversation to pull them out of whatever fog they were lost in.
They never made it easy. Some were gruff. Others downright vile. I’ve been called a “fat cow,” a “bloody nun,” a “nosy bastard” — all before breakfast. But I didn’t take it personally. People who’ve never been shown love rarely know how to receive it.

The Ones No One Visits
There was a man on one of the wards. Quiet, older, diabetic, gangrene setting into one foot. No visitors. No family. Just silence — and the smell of rot.
People did the bare minimum: a quick wash, dressings, observations. Nobody truly saw him.
One day, I found he’d been moved down the bay — “his foot was stinking,” someone said, “and upsetting the others.”
I snapped. I cleaned him up. Sat with him while his lunch went cold. Told the charge nurse I’d do his care myself. Every shift. No matter what.
And you know what? He started talking. Just little things. Where he’d grown up. What his wife used to cook. The dog he missed. He died three days later. Peacefully. Dignified. And I’ll never forget him.
I’m No Saint — It’s Instinct
Some say it’s a complex — that people like me who gravitate toward the broken are just trying to fix something in themselves. And maybe there’s truth in that.
Maybe when you grow up being passed about, feeling unwanted or uncertain, you develop a sixth sense for other people’s emptiness.
But I don’t see it as a bad thing. I’m not a saint. Half the time I’m moaning about my back, swearing under my breath, or threatening to run away and sell candles at a market in Portugal.
But when someone’s lying in a bed, half-naked, frightened, confused, stinking of loneliness — I’m not walking past them. Not now. Not ever. And if I do, I’ll give it all up.
Not All Happy Endings
Sometimes you give everything, and it still doesn’t make a difference.
There was a woman on a palliative caseload. She’d been an alcoholic for years, her body ravaged by cirrhosis, legs like tree trunks with weeping wounds, house like a landfill. Every nurse hated going. She was rude. She was rough. She smelled like death and gin.
But I couldn’t help myself.
I started sitting with her. Talking to her like she was someone’s daughter. Someone’s mum. Someone’s person. She never softened. Not really. But the day she died, I was holding her hand. And just before her last breath, she whispered, “You stayed.”
And that’s it, isn’t it?
Sometimes your whole job — your whole purpose — is to just stay when everyone else has given up.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Sometimes the greatest care isn’t in cures or treatments — it’s in showing up, staying present, and giving attention to those the world has forgotten. That’s where real nursing lives.

Real Life On The District
Real Life on the District – The Underdog We All Backed

There was this man we used to see on the district caseload — I’ll call him Frank, though anyone who worked community nursing in that patch back then will know exactly who I mean.
Ex-miner, mid-seventies, living alone in a cottage that hadn’t seen a lick of paint since the days of black-and-white telly. The kind of patient where even the sat-nav gives up and tells you to turn around. Heating? One spluttering calor gas heater that gave off more fumes than warmth. Food? If it wasn’t tinned or delivered by accident, it didn’t exist.
His legs were shot to hell — chronic wounds, both of them. Raw, infected, and on more than one occasion, crawling. We’re talking actual maggots, and I do not mean the medical kind — the kind that make your stomach lurch if you’re not in the right headspace.
But we went. Every shift. As a team.
No One Backed Off
Now, let’s be clear — nobody wanted to be the one going into Frank’s house on their own. We all took a sharp breath when his name came up at handover. But not one of us ever refused. Not once. Because Frank, in his own way, mattered to us.
Sometimes it was me. Sometimes it was others. Sometimes it was one of the newer nurses, learning the ropes the hard way. And always — always — the healthcare support workers had our backs. Holding a leg up while you tried not to vomit. Keeping the patient chatting while you tried to prise dressings off without peeling off skin. Swapping glances when the smell hit like a freight train. Gagging silently behind a facemask and mouthing “help me” while the other stifled a laugh.
It was never a one-woman job. We all took our turn. We all did the hard bits. And we did it without moaning — well, not seriously. We moaned to each other, aye, but not in a way that meant we wouldn’t go.
Because Frank was ours. And he deserved a bit of dignity.
A Person, Not a Wound
People like Frank get labelled — “non-compliant,” “difficult,” “low mood,” “declining services.” But he wasn’t a label. He was a man who’d outlived his family, watched his mates die in the pits or the pub, and who now sat in a freezing chair, watching telly too loud because it was the only voice in the house.
We didn’t just go in, dress the wounds, and bolt. We sat. We blethered. Sometimes we made him tea — well, Staff Nurse Hay did, because she was the only one brave enough to tackle his kitchen. One day, one of the girls brought him a proper fleece blanket from a charity she knew. Another time, one of the lads went out to his shed and fixed his stair rail. Nobody logged it. Nobody asked for thanks.
It’s just what we do.
I brought him a wee radio from my garage one day and tuned it to Clyde 2. Next visit, it was still on. He’d propped it up on a stool beside his chair and told me it was the best thing anyone had given him in years. But I know fine well someone else had already been in before me that day and cleaned the chair he was sitting on.
We all did our bit. And none of us did it for the praise.
The End Came Quietly
Near the end, you could feel him slipping. His colour changed. He was more tired. Less talk, more sleeping. The GP had been in and flagged it, and we all quietly knew — the next visit might be the visit.
It ended with me and Hay. It just happened that way — our shift. Our turn.
He was pale, breathless, and his hands were like ice. We called it in, stayed put, and sat with him. No panic. No drama. Just presence.
He wasn’t responsive by then, but I swear — just before the last breath left his body — he squeezed Hay’s hand. She looked at me, and I nodded. We both felt it.
No last words. No grand moment. Just dignity. Peace. And someone there.

Bernadette’s Wisdom
Some patients aren’t grateful.
Some don’t change.
Some will break your heart.
And some will smell so bad you’ll taste it in the back of your throat for the rest of the shift.
But do it anyway.
Go to the underdog. The forgotten one. The one who makes everyone else groan.
Because that’s real nursing. That’s where the holy work happens — not in perfect wound dressings or pristine drug charts, but in the quiet act of saying, You matter.
Caring for the underdog isn’t glamorous. It’s not a social media moment. There’s no badge or pay rise.
It’s team effort.
It’s gagging behind a mask but carrying on.
It’s fixing a heater with duct tape.
It’s buying a biscuit tin with your own money because you know he’ll use it.
Frank wasn’t my patient. He was ours. And that’s what community nursing is — showing up for people who’ve run out of options, and doing it without needing to be the hero.
If you’re lucky, you’ll work with people like that.
If you’re really lucky, you’ll become one.
And if nobody else has told you that today — you matter too.
Especially if you’ve ever felt like the underdog yourself.


Part 4
Guide to Survival (Personal & Professional)
This part is my survival toolkit – the unspoken rules of nursing and the daft wisdom I’ve picked up in life. From hospital hacks to dating disasters, from keeping your sense of humour to knowing when to bite your tongue, it’s how I’ve managed to stay upright, laughing, and (mostly) sane.

The Portugal Years
So, Did I Really Need A Holiday?? - Of course I did

Let’s see
We always holidayed in Portugal, year after year. Gerry and Rosa had bought a villa in the Algarve a long time ago, and I’ll be honest: once you’ve had that, a week in a caravan park with a damp deck of Uno cards just doesn’t cut it. I never took them for granted, but those holidays spoiled us for anywhere else — sun, family, and more stress than a long day on the wards.
For years, the holiday roster was just me, the three boys, and my parents, both of whom were in wheelchairs by that point. Looking back now, it wasn’t just me sacrificing my tan and poolside cocktails to care for Mum and Dad — it was also my three young lads. They probably thought that was just what holidays were meant to be: airports, wheelchairs, crushed toes, and a daily rota of who’s pushing whom uphill. They need to know: I was — and still am — immensely proud of them for every single trip. They showed more grace, compassion, and patience than most adults twice their age. And they never complained. (Well… grimaced, but never complained.)
One of those trips is burned into my memory forever. It was just me, David, and Andrew — Bunty had now joined the entourage, so we had a full complement of chaos. There we were, walking through Prestwick Airport, each of us wheeling an oldie like some NHS-themed conga line. David looked like he wanted the ground to swallow him, and Andrew just laughed, laid-back as always.
Then I turned around to see my mother casually handing out diazepam, as if it were Tic Tacs. “Just to keep them settled,” she whispered, as if we weren’t five feet away from a security check and a potential strip search. Those were prescribed for my dad, who by this point didn’t know who any of us were, but he didn’t mind sharing. I was now fully expecting sniffer dogs and handcuffs by Gate 3.
To top it off, just as we hit Duty Free, my dad suddenly stood up — a miracle in itself — and pointed across the terminal. “That’s my apprentice!” he shouted. Of course, I’m mortified, and I go into my usual apologetic spiel: “Sorry, he has dementia…” only for the guy to nod calmly and say, “Yes, he’ll know me.”
Oh no. Another nutter. Just what we need — we’re a walking circus and now we’ve picked up a groupie.
Except — it wasn’t random. It was the actual snooker legend John Higgins. I stood there, stunned. My dad, in all his confusion, had a moment of absolute clarity and somehow managed to identify a world champion snooker player across a bloody airport. And it wasn’t even 9 a.m. We hadn’t even passed the Toblerones.
The rest of the holiday? Picture ten days of still making bacon and eggs for breakfast, mince and potatoes for dinner with heatstroke, inappropriate swimwear, Catholic guilt, and two traumatised teenagers with the patience of saints.
One day, my dad launched himself into the pool, convinced he was escaping a Nazi U-boat attack. He’d genuinely believed he was back in the war, and the ship had been bombed. We spent ten minutes convincing my dad to come out of the water and reminding him that the villa was not the Reich’s Headquarters.
Then there was my mum — God love her — who came to the pool fully dressed in a see-through beach cover-up while only wearing Tena pants, white socks, sandals, and a hat that hadn’t seen daylight since The Epsom Derby 1991. She sat poolside, saying the rosary while the boys tried not to scream. Their eyes were burning from the trauma. David gasped. Andrew started praying along.
And Bunty. Our game wee bird, now completely crippled with arthritis and powered entirely by grit and stubbornness. One morning, as we were leaving the villa to go to yet another pottery outlet, she turned to us all and said — with utter sincerity — “Can you see my tits in this top?” OMG! What? Just what?
There was silence. Then horror. Then Andrew dropped the case of water that had to come everywhere with us and muttered, “Oh my God, take me home.” Honestly, I nearly choked on my tongue. David, his face went scarlet, eyes wide and popping out his head, like he’d just witnessed something no nephew should ever have to. He stammered, “Bunty, I don’t think I’m qualified for that question!” which only set Bunty off into hysterics.
By the time we headed back, we were done. Sunburnt, emotionally scarred, and clinging to our last nerves. But the drama wasn’t over yet.
Faro Airport. Security check. Bunty — bless her soul — was never a petite woman. Rotund, I think the polite term is. And let me tell you, Portuguese security scanners are not designed for 92-year-old retired ward sisters with large bones and a larger bust. She approached that machine like a soldier, calm as ever, unbothered by the flapping staff and beeping chaos.
The rest of us? Fumbling with belts, flinging coins, and sweating buckets. I’ve never seen David move so fast in his life — not at the pool, not at the buffet, never. There was Andrew with Bunty in her wheelchair and two walking sticks stuck in the security scanner. It was like a game of hokey cokey — in, out, shake it all about. But somehow, we eventually got back on that plane from Faro to Glasgow.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Those holidays weren’t relaxing. They weren’t quiet. They weren’t even sane. But they were ours. And watching my boys rise to the occasion, year after year — pushing wheelchairs in blistering heat up cobbled paths, lifting bags, comforting their gran in Tena pants — made me prouder than any certificate or job title ever could.
They’ve seen it all, done it all, and worn the t-shirt.
You can keep your Club 18-30.
This was Team McQuade on tour.

The Portuguese Brassiere
Algarve Antics: Sun, Wool, and Mum’s Unfiltered Commentary

It was one of those blistering-hot Algarve days where the sun doesn’t just shine — it hammers you like it’s got a personal vendetta. My mum and I were at the villa at the same time as Marion and her other half, George, who were on holiday in Praia Da Rocha. Now, George is one of life’s gentle giants — tall, quiet, mild as fairy soap — the complete opposite of me and Marion, who could talk the legs off a table and still keep going.
Mum, Winnie, was with me. By that point, I’d accepted she was best navigated with a wheelchair if we were going any distance — not because she couldn’t walk, but because it was the only way to stop her wandering off, talking to strangers, or disappearing into shops we didn’t have time for. The day’s mission? Find a wool shop. God only knows why Mum needed wool in the middle of a Portuguese heatwave, but there we were, traipsing through backstreets while I pushed her, sweat dripping down my back like I was on some endurance charity event.
By the time we finally stopped for lunch, I was a glowing shade of beetroot, George and Marion were wilting in the heat, and Mum… well, Mum was in full voice. And that’s when it happened.
With absolutely no concept of volume control, she announced — to our table and half the restaurant —
“The sweat’s lashin’ aff me! Ohhh, I wish I was a guy so I could take my tap and brassiere aff!”
Forks paused mid-air. George went rigid, staring straight ahead like a man pretending to read the menu. Marion nearly spat her wine across the table. And me? I was already braced for the next part — because Mum never stopped after one statement.
She carried on, in full theatrical misery:
“It’s stranglin’ me. I feel like I’ve got a boa constrictor wrapped roon me ribs. See if I was a guy, I’d have my tap aff by now. Ohhh… it’s torture.”
Poor George. His ears went pink. He’s the sort of man who would politely leave the room if a woman so much as hinted at buying tampons, and here was my mother basically giving a talk on the perils of hot-weather boob containment.
And then — the pièce de résistance. A table of people next to us started giggling. Not just a polite smirk — full-on belly laughs. Mum noticed, and in that affronted, theatrical way she had, she demanded to know what was so funny. That’s when one of the women leaned over and, in a perfect Glaswegian accent, said:
“We’re fae Clydebank. We understood every word.”
Marion was wiping tears from her eyes. George was staring into his soup like it might open up and swallow him whole. And Mum? She just laughed and said, “Oh well, at least it’s no just me that’s melting.”
I can still see it — the heat, the food going cold, George’s shoulders tense with quiet horror, and Mum, completely oblivious to the fact she’d just shared her undergarment woes with half of Praia da Rocha.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
Never assume you’re safe to speak freely just because you’re abroad — in Portugal, you’re never more than two feet away from someone who knows your cousin’s neighbour’s sister. And if you’re going to talk about your bra in public, maybe give the quietest man at the table a fighting chance and wait until dessert.
At this point, I was still single — so single that if I’d won a holiday for two, I would have asked if I could have gone twice. But maybe, just maybe, I would dip my toe back in that pond.


Covid - Behind the Mask
The Quiet Storm: Trauma, COVID, and the Weight We Carry

It is thought that trauma changes you. But trauma’s shrewd — it doesn’t announce itself with fireworks or fanfare. It sneaks in quietly, when you least expect it, in the stillness between breaths. At the time, I didn’t think I was traumatised. I just thought I was exhausted. Done in. Worn out, just like everyone else.
It was March 2020 when the world shifted on its axis. Nobody was exempt. I was still working in hospital, caught up in the days of absolute chaos — a tidal wave that never really receded. There were whispers first. Then panic. Then PPE… or, more accurately, the lack of it. I remember distinctly, every day while working, keeping an eye on announcements and updates from Nicola Sturgeon on Scottish statistics and Boris Johnson from Downing Street. It was surreal. Ordinarily, you would never have your mobile on you while on duty, but we all needed to know. We were watching scenes of horror from hospitals all over the world and waiting for the onslaught.
I still remember the first patient who showed signs of it - COVID. Or COVID-19, as we were still calling it then - as if naming it properly somehow kept it at a distance. They were admitted to our ward with a completely unrelated condition. Then, in an instant, the patient deteriorated, struggling for every breath. You could feel the atmosphere shift. Every nurse looked up. Everyone went quiet.
We stood there, suspended in a moment that seemed to stretch on endlessly, each of us grappling with the same silent fear.

They were taken straight to intensive care. No dithering. It was like watching a storm gather pace right in front of us - you could almost hear it coming.
I remember sneaking into the toilet, locking the door, and texting my family. Just a few words: “It’s here. We’ve had one. They didn’t make it.” Then I stared at the wall for a minute, took a breath, and went back out. That’s what we did. We didn’t cry, not yet. We just kept going.
And then, not long after — it got me.
It was the first week in April. One minute I was fine, working away, probably half-watching Nicola or Boris on someone’s phone, and the next I was burning up. Temperature at 40.9. I could hardly catch a breath. I suddenly felt ill. I had to sit. I placed myself in the nearest wheelchair.
I didn’t even get the chance to argue. I was practically frog-marched off the ward and told, “Go home. Now.” That’s when it hit me — this wasn’t just something happening to other people. The drive home was three miles. It felt like three hundred. Every second dragged.
Next came the phone call. I was to drive — again, alone, masked, windows up — to a testing site hastily set up like something out of a sci-fi film. Healthcare professionals in hazmat suits swabbing my throat and nasal passages while I sat there shivering.
By the next morning, the result was in: positive.
I was ill. Not “a bit under the weather” ill — properly ill. I lost days. I don’t even remember chunks of that week. It was like someone had unplugged me. The nurse in me wanted to monitor everything — the fever, the oxygen levels — but the human in me just lay there, drifting in and out, barely able to sit upright.
I was lying in my darkened room, burning up and wheezing, and I knew — deep down — I probably should’ve been in hospital. My breathing was shocking. My temperature through the roof. But I wasn’t going. No chance. People were dying in there. I thought, if I go in, I won’t come out.
So I stayed in my bed. Alone. Terrified. Stubborn. Probably a mix of Catholic guilt, nurse pride, and pure Glasgow bloody-mindedness. I white-knuckled my way through it, sweating, praying, hoping I didn’t become one of the stats I’d been obsessively checking only a week before.
When I returned to work, everything had changed. The ward didn’t look the same. The rules were different. So were the people.
Masks. Visors. Gloves. Gowns. No gowns. Only for certain patients. Aerosol-generating procedures? Then maybe. Red zone? Green zone? Who knew?
We were exhausted, and we hadn’t even hit the peak yet.
Even on shift, we’d have phones open on desks or tucked behind patient profiles, watching for the next live update. Nicola Sturgeon’s daily briefings became our emergency bulletins. Boris Johnson would appear, and we’d groan, waiting for the next vague waffle about “world-beating systems.” Meanwhile, we were begging for lockdown. Not for time off — for lives. For the madness to stop. For someone — anyone — to take it seriously.
One patient that stays with me still was an elderly woman. Dementia. Kind eyes. Always asking for her daughter. “She’ll be in soon, won’t she?” she’d whisper, eyes full of hope. I’d smile under the mask, trying not to let my voice shake. “Aye, she shouldn’t be too long.”
She died the next night. I held her hand. By then, she thought I was her daughter. And I didn’t correct her.
Because what’s the right way to die during a pandemic?
We weren’t just nurses. We were daughters, sons, husbands, priests, celebrants, chaplains, interpreters. We were grief-carriers. Witnesses. We stood in for the people who should’ve been there but couldn’t be.
There was a man I’ll never forget — same age as one of my brothers. Fit, healthy, loved his garden. He started off chatting away, asking me what team I supported. I said Celtic, and he rolled his eyes. Two days later, he was on a ventilator in ICU. Then silence. Then gone. His wife hadn’t been able to come in — they had a shielding grandchild at home. She sent a voice note. I remember holding his phone up to his ear. I cried the whole time. Not gasping sobs, just quiet tears rolling down my cheeks. I don’t know if he heard it. I tell myself he did.
That’s the cruelty of it. You weren’t always sure what counted as a good death anymore.
And all the while, outside the hospital, people argued about masks and lockdowns and 5G towers. I remember watching the news in the staff room and thinking, What planet are they on? We were knee-deep in death, and people demanded a pint and a haircut.
By September 2020, I started my new post in community. I thought the chaos of the hospital would stay behind me. I was wrong.
Same war. New battlefield.
Now the trauma wore different clothes: lonely tenement flats, forgotten pensioners, palliative patients discharged too early, families paralysed with fear. People too scared to open the door, or worse — too scared to let us leave.
I carried PPE in my car, my boot, my bag. Doffing in driveways, donning behind bins. I once used a bottle of hand sanitiser that had frozen overnight in the glove box. It squirted out like a slushy.
We were seeing the aftermath, the forgotten ones. Those left behind, holding onto the echoes of what once was. 
One patient, a woman dying of cancer, had nobody left but a neighbor who passed her milk through the letterbox. I sat with her on a Saturday night, knowing she wouldn’t see Sunday. And she didn’t. But I stayed. It was peaceful in the end—only because we brought the peace.
At the time, I didn’t think I was badly affected. I was heartbroken for the patients, yes. But I thought I was coping. I wasn’t waking up screaming. I wasn’t having panic attacks. I was laughing with colleagues, rolling my eyes at the latest PPE update, cracking dark jokes just to stay sane.
But trauma’s sneaky.
Fast forward to 2024. I decided to watch the ITV drama Breathtaking, thinking it would be interesting. A drama about the effects of COVID. It wasn’t. The minute I saw the opening scenes — the PPE, the eyes behind the masks, the inadequacies, the inconsistent information — I froze. Couldn’t breathe. My heart raced. I had palpitations. I paused it, sat still. Changed channels.
That’s when it hit me. I hadn’t escaped. I’d just buried it deep.
All those nights I couldn’t sleep. All the dreams of patients calling out for people who never came. All the weight I felt when I put the uniform back on — even years later. It had been in me the whole time.
We lost a lot during COVID. Not just people. Not just normality. We lost pieces of ourselves — the bits that softened over time, chipped away every time you told a family they couldn’t come in. Every time you made a call you never wanted to make. Every time you cleaned a body and hoped to God they knew they were loved.

Bernadettes Wisdom: Trauma doesn’t always scream. Sometimes it just waits. And when it finally speaks, you’d better listen. Don’t brush it off. Don’t downplay it. Healing doesn’t come from pretending you’re fine; it comes from finally admitting you’re not.
Sometimes, when things go quiet at home and the laughter gets a bit too loud, it feels like we’re all just trying to make things lighter. Maybe we’re dodging what’s really on our minds, or just hoping a daft joke will patch things up for a while. Every bit of banter is a way to remind ourselves we’re still here for each other, even when it’s hard to say what we really feel.
Some griefs are too personal, too share and try to unpack on a page. But I will tell you this — it changed me. Knocked the breath from me and took the ground from under my feet. Everything changed.

My brother Billy passed on 14th December 2024. Quiet, kind Billy, who’d built his life around his wife Ann, their boys, and their growing clan of grandchildren. His passing left a silence I still sometimes walk into by accident. We hadn’t always been close — there was such a huge age gap between us — but like most families, when the chips are down, we were there. And in the summer of 2024, before Billy’s diagnosis, he was there for me.
Earlier this year, on 18th April 2025, Michael passed away quietly. With the same quiet strength he always had — not just my brother, but someone who had shared a hundred secret conversations with me, through my marriage breakup in the 90s and moments no one else knew about. The boy who once shouted at me for talking through Ben-Hur. The man who could make me laugh mid-funeral. His death was too much — the straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak. I felt it everywhere. I still do. His wife, Tricia, has been a constant in my life — then, now, always. I’ll never be able to repay her for the love she’s shown me through the darkest times. Michael and Tricia had three wonderful sons and two beautiful granddaughters. His family’s still here — and so is his presence, in a million ways I can’t explain.
That left three of us.
Gerry, Anthony, and I.
Gerry — my constant in this life. He keeps me in check, he is there for me through everything, and I will never be able to repay him. Gerry and I — we’ve always been close. Always have been, and always will be. His wife, Rosa, is the biggest supporter I’ve ever had. She cheers me on like I’m still fourteen, sitting my first exam. She believes in me even when I forget to believe in myself. I owe them both more than I could ever say. Their family — two sons, two daughters-in-law, two grandsons, and two granddaughters — have given our name laughter and life all over again.
Anthony, across the water in West Virginia. His wife Amy, their two boys, daughter-in-law, and a grandson who lights up their world. Distance doesn’t dim the connection. Family’s funny that way. It stretches, bends, but never snaps.
I took time off after Michael died. I had to. My cup was empty. People say nurses are resilient — but sometimes, you’re just done. I couldn’t plaster over it or patch it up with sarcasm or a funny story. I needed space to breathe. Or cry. Or scream into the void. Some days, all three.
You may have been reading this book and, at times, felt like you wanted to be sick in your mouth. But for all the love and respect, we are just a normal family. We fall out. We don’t speak. But when shit hits the fan, we are there — right beside each other. One thing is for sure: we are not the Waltons, and I’m definitely nothing like Ma from Little House on the Prairie. I’m probably a cross between Edina (Ab Fab), Mrs Doubtfire, and Jo Brand.
But here’s what brought me back — not fixed, not finished, but back.
My Family and My Work
My colleagues, the girls I work with every day. Not the management or HR department. Our team — each of them a mix of madness and magic. We are a small team, and yes, there are times when we annoy the hell out of each other, but we are a team. They never asked for explanations. They just held the space. Let me be quiet when I needed to. Laughed with me when I could manage. Let me come back in my own time, on my own terms. Not always easy, as we are all so different. But they were there.
And my work — the daily stuff. Leaky legs, wound dressings, visits, chatty patients, daft questions, burnt toast, hugs at the door. All the ordinary chaos of community nursing. It saved me.
It gave me back normal.
Not the old normal. That’s gone. But a new one. A version of me that’s bruised but still breathing. Changed, but still standing. Still useful. Still needed.
And maybe, most importantly — still me.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You don’t always come back the same. That’s okay.
Sometimes grief rips you to bits. But if you’re lucky — if you’ve got good people, strong tea, and just enough strength to keep showing up — you begin to stitch yourself together again.
Not perfect. Not polished. But present.
My family and my friends — you’ll never know how much I needed you.
To myself — I’m proud I’m back. But most importantly, I’m still me.

Still Set a Place at the Table
Grief doesn’t shout any more. It just sits quietly beside me, picking at the pieces.

You expect grief to arrive all at once — loud, dramatic, like a wave crashing over your head.
But what nobody tells you is this: the real grief starts after the funeral, once the sandwiches are eaten and everyone else goes back to their life. It’s not the sobbing at the hospital bed or the reading of the will that undoes you.
It’s months later, in Aldi, when you reach for a packet of Rich Tea biscuits and suddenly remember your dad dipping them into his tea — or that bloody Celtic mug he wouldn’t drink from anything else.
It’s when you’re hanging out washing and instinctively think, Margaret would’ve said this was a drying day, before you realise she’s not there to say it anymore.
Grief doesn’t scream.
It just waits quietly for you to notice it.
A House Full of Ghosts (The Good Kind)
I’ve lost a lot of people.
My dad, slowly and painfully, to dementia. My mum, when she decided no more treatment — just home. Bunty, Margaret, Sheila — my holy trinity of aunties who raised me just as much as my own parents. Then Billy. Then Michael. Loss, loss, loss, like a tap dripping on a cold floor.
Each one took a different part of me with them.
And left something too.
I still hear Bunty’s voice when I tidy the linen cupboard — “Fold it like you’re on the ward, not a bloody jumble sale!”
I still see my mum in the mirror when I brush my hair a certain way, as she hated me straightening my curls.
Anthony has the Celtic mug. Don’t use it. Just… keep it.
When It Hits
Sometimes grief hits you out of nowhere.
Like when someone plays “The Fields of Athenry,” or when I smell someone wearing Old Spice aftershave and have to sit in the car until the lump in my throat goes down.
Other times, it’s gentle. A soft ache. Like someone sitting on the edge of the bed while you sleep. You feel it, but you don’t flinch.
I’ve learned that this, too, is love.
Because grief is what love becomes when the person you love isn’t physically here to receive it. It lingers — in memories, in cups of tea, in daft wee sayings you pass onto your kids.
Letting It Live Beside You
I don’t try to “get over it.”
I don’t “move on.”
I’ve learned to live with it, like a shadow that’s always walking just behind me. I don’t turn around too often — it can knock the wind out of you if you’re not careful. But I let it walk with me now.
Sometimes I set a place in my head.
At the table. At family parties. On holidays.
I imagine Bunty still holding court, Margaret nodding quietly in her cardigan, Mum still trying to feed everyone.
They’re never really gone. Not completely.
I still carry them — in my laugh, my stubbornness, my absolute refusal to be silenced. In the way I care for my patients. In how fiercely I love my boys.
That’s how you keep people alive.

Bernadette’s Wisdom:
You don’t “get over” the people you love.
You become someone new, with them stitched into your soul.
So if grief still sits beside you years later, that’s not weakness.
That’s love refusing to leave the room.
And honestly? I wouldn’t have it any other way.

The Three Who Made Me
I’ve cared for hundreds of people and held hands at the end. Mopped brows, cleaned wounds, shared tears and tea and the kind of laughter that only comes from working too close to grief.

People used to say, “I don’t know how you do it.”
Single mum. Full-time nurse. Full-time carer. Studying, working, bathing, feeding, surviving. Repeat.
Truth is — I didn’t always “do it.” Not gracefully, not quietly, and certainly not without tears, swearing, and the odd screaming match over unwashed cereal bowls and dirty boxers on the bathroom floor.
But I got through it — because of them.
But no shift, no placement, no award, no experience in my entire nursing career compares to the absolute, wild, brilliant privilege of raising my three sons.
Christopher. David. Andrew.
My boys.
Each of them is their own person.
Christopher, my firstborn in March 1990 — calm, thoughtful, the steady one, always a wee bit wiser than his years. He made me a mother, and somehow also made me brave. I had to do it on my own. By the time I went back to university in 2011, he was already a young man — steady and dependable. He’s grown into someone I’d trust with anything — someone who holds things together without making a fuss. His fiancée, Jade, fits right into the madness. Strong, kind, intelligent. She keeps him on his toes — and thank God, because somebody needs to.
David, my January boy, born January 1993. The quiet storm. Sharp, loyal, deep as the ocean, but absolutely not to be underestimated. My second-born. Fierce, protective, full of opinions, and always ready to argue his point — even at three years old.
We used to call him “The Debater with OCD flung in for good measure.” I’d tell him it was bedtime, and he’d demand an appeal.
He’s the one you’d want beside you when shit hits the fan — because he’ll get it sorted, then make you laugh about it, all mapped out on a spreadsheet. His wife, Rhiannon, is his match in every way. Beautiful inside and out, and no stranger to graft herself. Together, they’re solid. Real. They make it look effortless, even when it’s anything but.
Then there’s Andrew — my November wildcard. Born November 1993. My youngest and the third musketeer.
Only ten months younger than David — so in some ways, it was like having twins, just without the two-for-one discount on nappies.
He’s funny, emotional, and sharp as a tack. The one who’ll cry at a film, then slag you five minutes later for greeting.
The funniest, quickest, daftest, softest soul I know. He says he couldn’t be a nurse because he “couldn’t deal with shit,” but I’ve seen him handle more chaos, calamities, and responsibility than most folk twice his age have ever had to deal with. He’ll always be my baby. Even if he towers over me and thinks I’m ancient and daft.
When I was at my lowest — living with Bunty, Dad with end-stage Alzheimer’s disease, Mum lost and broken after 61 years of marriage — it was my boys who kept the house filled with music and nonsense.
Through everything — the chaos, the poverty, the screaming (oh, the screaming), laughter on game nights, the endless pee, poo, and vomit jokes — they were my why.
Not saints, not perfect. But mine.
And even on days I felt like a total failure — knackered, sore, with dried Weetabix in my hair and an overdue essay or red gas bill — I’d look at them and think…
Aye. I did alright.
The three of them — ma three boys — they are my greatest achievement. No job title, no certificate, no badge will ever come close.
They’ve put up with me studying at the dining room table, working shifts through Christmas, collapsing on the couch with compression socks and donner kebabs. They’ve seen me cry after hard days, shout at printers that wouldn’t connect, and still made sure I knew I was Mum first.
They’ve seen me at my worst and the madness I create, and still want me around.
That says it all.
They’ve carried me through the worst of times. And now I get to watch them building lives, homes, and futures of their own — full of love, laughter, and the kind of resilience they inherited without even realising it.
To my sons — thank you. For putting up with the moods, the madness, and the mum who sometimes brought home too much of the job. You three were the reason I kept going when it all felt too hard. You’re the reason I could write this book. You’re the reason I’m still standing.
And to Jade and Rhiannon — thank you for loving my boys. For becoming part of our family. For laughing with me, and sometimes at me, but always with kindness.
Family life in our house was never quiet — and that’s just the way I liked it. There’s always a game of Uno on the go, someone shouting, “You picked up four!” like it’s a personal attack, or a full-blown pub quiz where the prize is bragging rights and a half-drunk can of juice. Then there was that one memorable night when Rhiannon decided to bring round Cards Against Humanity. Oh, the looks on their faces when they realised they might actually scandalise their mother. Well, let me tell you this:
1. I know you rigged the cards, so I got the most embarrassing and most offensive ones. And
2. I was only pretending to be embarrassed. Truth is, I’m just shy about talking about some subjects with you all, even though you are now grown men — but believe me, in nursing, I’ve seen more bodily functions, unnatural objects, and misplaced body parts than that game could ever dream up. Nice try, troops. You’ll need to do better than that to shock me.

This book is for every single mum, nurse, unpaid carer, and daft bugger who’s been through it.
But most of all — it’s for you.
My boys.
The three who made me.
I didn’t just raise these boys.
They HELPED raise me.







END

Part Five
I am so lucky to have been able to give you a glimpse of my life and nursing career. Unfortunately, Bunty left the writing of her memoirs too late. But I thought I would add this in as we found this written down when clearing out her room in the nursing home where she spent the last 3 years of her life with her sister Margaret. 



Bunty - My Life Story!

Christopher was always telling me to write about my life. I have written about my family, and I had a very happy childhood, thanks to our wonderful Mum and Dad. Mum was the heart of the family, and Dad was the head. My father handed my mother his pay packet on a Saturday, unopened. When my two brothers got married, he told them to do the same — and they did!
From the age of seven, I knew I would always be a nurse. On rainy days when we couldn’t go outside to play, I would pretend to be a nurse. Billy, my younger brother by eighteen months, would be my patient. I’d tie a dish towel around my head, bandage him, or have him lie on the sofa while I fed him bits of bread or cake as “pills.” Using an egg cup as a medicine glass, I gave him milk, salty water, pepper water, or sometimes lemonade as medicine. One day, he finally said, “No! I’m fed up with all these medicines,” so I switched to using my dolls instead. It wasn’t as exciting, but it didn’t stop my determination to become a nurse.
I loved our house where I grew up; those walls held all my earliest memories, and I have carried them with me to this day.
It all started one Sunday during a family walk. We passed Lightburn Fever Hospital, and against its wall was a clump of earth. I stood on it to see over the wall. In a pavilion nearby, I saw a nurse standing beside a child’s cot. She lifted the child and cuddled them in her arms. That’s when I knew: I wanted to be a nurse.
Sunday walks were a regular part of family life. We had no wireless or TV, but Sundays were busy. Dad went to Mass at 7 a.m., then helped Mum get us ready. Mum took the school-aged children to the 9:30 a.m. children’s Mass, while Dad watched the younger ones and made breakfast. Afterwards, we washed up and tidied the house — Mum, Dad, Michael, and Gerard in the pram; Billy, Margaret, and I walking ahead in our best behaviour — and went for a long walk. Other families did the same; even low-income families were out walking. After our walk, we returned home around 4 p.m., had tea at 5:30, and then Margaret took Billy and me to Benediction at St. Paul’s. While we were at church, Mum bathed the babies and got them ready for bed, and Dad prepared for his early morning start — he had to rise at 5 a.m., catch the tram at Coatbridge at 5:45, and walk a mile to work.
Despite the routine, life was far from dull. There were many hardships. Margaret was rushed to the Royal Infirmary with a stomach ache, suspected appendicitis — a frightening prospect at the time. She later contracted scarlet fever, then diphtheria. At school, she caught illnesses and passed them to Billy and me: measles, chickenpox, whooping cough, mumps. Michael, at age two, developed pneumonia and was admitted to Lightburn Hospital. I later learned he probably had meningitis too. He was dreadfully ill — there were no antibiotics, and all we could do was hope and pray.
He lay unconscious, screaming for days. Dad stayed with him, then Mum, in shifts. Mary Travers came to stay with us while they visited.
One night, Mum was ready to go to the hospital while Dad stayed with Michael. Another family friend, Bella Docherty, stayed with us. Mum was crying, and I followed her around, saying, “He’ll get better!” She replied, “Of course he will,” though I knew she was calming me more than herself. She had been praying to St. Philomena and applied St. Philomena’s holy oil to Michael’s head. She walked to the hospital — there were no buses — and Dad was waiting when she arrived.
The nurse took Mum to Michael’s cot. He lay unconscious, screaming, and the nurse told Mum and Dad that it was just a matter of time. She left them, promising to return shortly. Feeling helpless, Mum went to the cot and emptied the holy oil over her son’s head. Suddenly, the screaming stopped. Michael opened his eyes and said, “Mama.” The nurses, who had thought he had died, rushed in, astonished. They brought him a drink, and Mum and Dad were allowed to stay briefly before being sent home.
Ten days later, when Mum returned to the hospital, a sister told her she could stay only a little while because a team of doctors was coming to examine Michael — his case had been written up in a medical journal. He returned home 14 days later. Dr. O’Flacarty, his doctor, was amazed at his recovery and kept a soft spot for Michael, gifting him a small tobacco tin with his name engraved and a threepence inside.
Michael and the doctor formed a bond. One day, as Dr. O’Flacarty was leaving, Michael asked, “Would you give us a hurl?” The doctor replied, “Jump in!” and took him for a ride. From then on, whenever the doctor visited, he would ask Michael if he wanted a ride, which he always accepted.
Gerard and Sheila also had serious illnesses — Gerard with diphtheria (and later scarlet fever) and Sheila with pneumonia at age two — but thankfully, they recovered. Billy and I made it through childhood without going to hospital.
In 1933, we moved into a brand-new house. It had an outside toilet, a bathroom with a bath, hot and cold water, electric lights, a back and front door, and a back and front garden. The soundproofing, however, was very poor — you could hear conversations through the walls or ceiling. Mum hated the house, but we stayed on Kilross Street for about two years before moving to Bellahouston.
I had left school at 14, too young to start nursing, as the minimum age was 17. Mum suggested I take up dressmaking in the meantime, saying it would be helpful in the years to come. I began working at D&F store at Glasgow Cross, a rather posh shop, which I continued at for roughly two years. I then left to stay at home and help Mum, who wasn’t very well — I think her thyroid was beginning to affect her, and she often felt drained. For the first time, she was alone from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., and I was growing impatient, fed up with waiting until I turned 17 to begin nursing.
One day, Mum met a friend by chance in Glasgow for a cup of tea. This friend, Myra Deany, had been a matron in a small cottage hospital until she got married. When Mum mentioned my desire to become a nurse, Myra told her she had a friend who was matron at a women’s nursing home in Glasgow’s West End. She was confident that her friend would take me on as an assistant nurse, giving me practical nursing experience. She said she would write to her friend, and soon after, I received a letter from the matron of Redlands Private Nursing Home.
Redlands was staffed by female doctors and surgeons, and all patients paid for their care. I had to go for an interview, and since I was only 16, my mother had to come with me. The nursing home was a huge mansion in Kirklee, just off the Great Western Road, with a front entrance framed by large pillars and a massive glass door, accessed via a long flight of stairs. We were taken to the matron’s office, and after a short wait, a tall, slim woman of about 50 entered. She wore a grey dress with a small white lace collar and a grey waist-length cape lined with red, which she removed before sitting behind her desk.
She asked about my occupation, and I told her, “I would love to be a nurse.” She carefully explained the less glamorous sides of the profession — sore feet, a curtailed social life, six-week night shifts, and homesickness — and asked if I still wished to pursue it. I said “most definitely.” She then sent us to a shop on Great Western Road, run by Miss Fellows, to purchase my uniform: two wrappers, twelve aprons, four caps, cuffs, belts, collars, black shoes, and stockings. The list felt endless, and it took every penny in Mum’s purse, leaving no money for a bus or tram home. We notified Dad at his district office, and he drove us back. That day, my mother and I would never forget.
I started on 1 August 1936. On the evening of 31 July, Dad drove Mum and me to Redlands. Both parents stood at the foot of the steps, waving me goodbye. I climbed the stairs, rang the bell, and a maid opened the door. Once inside, I nervously wondered if I had made the right choice. The deputy escorted me to my room, hoping I would enjoy my time as an assistant nurse, and told me supper would be at 7 p.m.
The room contained four beds, my bed positioned behind the door. I felt a draft from the bottom of the door but was otherwise okay. Left alone to unpack, I felt a bit homesick, missing my bedroom at home. I didn’t yet realize all the fun and laughter that awaited me in the months to come, sharing life with an enthusiastic group of nurses, who in my words, were “daft.” I decided to stick it out for two weeks in case I felt too homesick to continue. I enjoyed myself so much that I could hardly wait to get home and share my excitement with the family.
On my first day on duty, the staff nurse showed me the entire ward: the toilets, kitchen, and sluice — all the places I would work as a junior nurse. I learned to give a bedpan, make beds, distribute jugs of water and tumblers at 10 a.m., 2 p.m., and 6 p.m., and set up lunch and supper trays. I was asked to help bed-bathe a patient — a task that felt like heaven. Within days, I performed these duties without supervision. On my first day off, I returned home to recount all I had learned in such a short time. I wasn’t homesick and looked forward to returning in the evening, where I had to be in by 10 p.m. after a half-day or day off.
After duty ended at 9 p.m., we nurses would shower or bathe, put on nightgowns, and gather in our sitting room to play cards, knit, smoke, and chat. I didn’t smoke at first, but soon started, a habit that continued for many years.
The matron often had me in her office to lecture me on patient care and explain the long waiting lists of girls wanting to pursue nursing. She asked which hospitals I had applied to, and I admitted I hadn’t written to any, believing I had to wait until 17. Since I would be 17 in less than a year, she suggested I apply to fever hospitals, which had shorter waiting lists. I mentioned that my sister was at Knightswood Hospital, and I would like to go there if possible. Matron agreed I should also apply to Belvidere and Ruchill hospitals, all infectious disease hospitals, and hope for a place at Knightswood.
While at Redlands, I experienced many hilarious moments. I was not yet 17, and one of the other nurses — an Irish woman, 23 and the second youngest — had a boyfriend in Dublin. They had broken up, and she came to Glasgow to get away from him. Shortly after, she received a letter from him, which she ignored for a while. At bedtime, she played with the letter for ages, hesitant to open it. When she finally did, she read small passages to the sisters. One part, in which her boyfriend demanded she return immediately, she found serious — but we found it hilarious, much to her confusion.
When I first arrived at Redlands, everyone on day duty was already at breakfast. We had one long refectory table, and as the youngest and newest nurse, I sat at the top, looking down its full length. When the maid poured my tea, I asked for milk, but no one passed any to me. I learned to enjoy it without milk and never used milk again after that.
We were required to do six weeks of night duty, with no nights off, though we had six days off at the end. Even as an assistant nurse on the ground floor, I was in charge of 20 surgical patients and 20 medical patients. The night sister was in a nearby duty room in case we needed assistance, and she walked through my two wards every couple of hours to ensure patients were comfortable and sleeping well. We moved on tiptoe so as not to disturb anyone. If a patient couldn’t sleep, I would provide them with a warm milky drink, which often helped.
Redlands had a second and third floor as well. On the second floor, there was a four-bedded room, a six-bedded room, and a two-bedded room. The matron had a flat with a sitting room, bedroom, and bathroom. The night sister completed her rounds on the second floor before visiting the third floor, which had two two-bedded rooms and four single rooms. All patients at Redlands paid for both their doctors and their board.
In the basement was the furnace. The furnace man stoked it at 6 p.m. before finishing for the day, returning later to keep it running and provide heat and hot water. During the night, we had to stoke it ourselves at 2 a.m. The task required two of us because the pole was enormous. We dared not let the fire go out, as the patients needed hot water to wash. I hated going down into the dark basement with only a small light at the foot of the stairs, which barely illuminated the room. There was a small window in the furnace room that made the space feel eerie.
One night at 2 a.m., the Irish nurse and I were stoking the furnace when a face appeared at the small window. We dropped the poker and ran up the stairs, hearts pounding. We frantically told the night sister what had happened when the front doorbell rang. All three of us went to the door to find a policeman who had only popped in to say hello. It was harmless, but it remained the most terrifying experience of my nursing career.
Another memorable night involved taking a deceased patient down to the mortuary across the road. The mortuary had a large table that could hold six bodies. When we transferred the patient to the table, we accidentally touched another body, which emitted a gasping sound, causing us to think it was alive. The night sister reassured us that it was simply excess air escaping from the body — a false alarm, though it was frightening at the time.
I left Redlands when my mother fell ill. The hospitals hadn’t responded to my applications yet, and the doctor suggested I might need to stay home to care for her, given my nursing experience. Once my mother recovered, I began my formal training at Knightswood Hospital. Both matrons — at Redlands and Knightswood — kept in touch, guiding me along the way.
At first, the general hospitals wouldn’t accept me, but after completing my exams, I nursed TB patients at Law Junctions and later cared for wounded prisoners, including German soldiers. I fell ill for a time, returned home to recover, and then resumed nursing at Southern General, where I remained until my retirement in 1976.
I retired to care for my parents, who were still alive. For three years, I spent time taking them out, shopping, and helping them as much as I could. When my mother became ill, I cared for her until her passing. My father’s illness came suddenly within a week, and Margaret cared for him thereafter.
This marked the start of a 40-year career in a profession I had always dreamed of. I thoroughly enjoyed every day of my working life. I thank God for giving me the opportunity to do what I loved, and there is nothing in my life I would change if I had to live it over again. My family brought immense joy — after all, so many elderly people are alone, waiting for carers day in and day out. I was blessed to have a family, and though we might have disagreements now and then, I would not change them for the world.
I was fortunate to grow up with two amazing parents: my father, the brain of the family, and my mother, the heart. They worked together as a team, and I remain grateful for the love, support, and guidance they gave me throughout my life.



About the Author


Bernadette McQuade was born in Glasgow in 1968—famously arriving in a hospital toilet. After years devoted to raising her family and navigating personal challenges, she returned to nursing, rediscovering the humour, heartbreak, and humanity that come with the profession.
Now a district nurse in Ayrshire and a proud mum of three sons, Bernie shares her stories with the honesty and Glasgow wit that have carried her through life. From Bedpans to Belly Laughs is her first book—a heartfelt memoir of survival, family, and finding laughter in the most unlikely places.

