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his inspirational collection of stories demonstrates the
transformational impact that small amounts of money can have
on the lives of carers and those they care for. They break the
mould of what a short break could look like. Written in the carers own
words, each highlights the difference a tiny Short Breaks Fund grant has
made to their caring situation. The stories range from describing the
impact a typical short holiday break can make but significantly they also
demonstrate that a short break can happen within and around the carer’s
home with amazing benefits. Our thanks go to the carers for agreeing
to have their story published and for taking the time to speak with Mike
Nicholson, author and writer, who has skilfully transcribed their words
to reflect the impact the break has had.
We know carers often require considerable support and encouragement
to ask for a break. Others find it difficult to decide what it is that they
want from a short break; they don’t always know what to ask for because
they don’t know what they can ask for. The hope is that these stories
will help carers realise that it is alright for them to take a time out for
themselves and to inspire different ideas about how they might make the
most of this time.

To find out about short break options in your
area and whether there are any sources of
funding available to you, contact your local
carers’ centre or visit sharedcarescotland.org.uk

01383 622462
www.sharedcarescotland.com
A company limited by guarantee registered in
Scotland SC161033 Registered charity SC 005315

Spa Days

I

n terms of looking after my mum, it’s constant. She has Lewy body dementia
and she’s not walking much at all now. Some days she’s very very sleepy. Even
though the carers are in with her I’m still there several times a day with my
mum’s flat being connected to ours. There’s a corridor between us but we’re
all under the one roof. I’m always dotting in and out.
I knew that the grant money was for breaks but I didn’t feel that I needed a break
- not in terms of going away somewhere for a while. But I was speaking to a
friend who looks after her father and we were discussing how we could still make
use of a grant like this to make life a bit different. We came up with the idea of
getting away just for a day – a really relaxing day – a spa day with treatments.
We’ve done it two or three times now and each time the day out is just brilliant.
One of us drives there and the other gets to have a rest from doing that.
At the spa we get treatments and have lunch together. It’s time for us to catch up
and chat, as well as coming away at the end feeling refreshed. Last time we had a
stone massage and used the infrared sauna box. It was at 55C! The heat really did
get rid of all your lumps and tense muscles.
I suppose we could have done this ourselves but it’s about getting these things
organised. Would we actually do that?
Having the grant gives us the encouragement to do it. It gave us a focus. Being
away for the day was nice and we’re going to get another date soon, so we’ll be off
again. I’ll probably go for the same treatments – they’re wonderful – they work
very well and make you feel really good.
You get time to stand back. Doing something like this lets you have a
complete break for a few hours. You come home thinking “I can face this!”

M

y husband Kev and I always like doing things together so having a break away on
my own didn’t fit the bill. It was difficult for the two of us to get away. There are
lots of different issues and Kev doesn’t like to plan ahead because of these. He
was diagnosed back in 2010 and life’s been non-stop since then. I’m forever
running up and downstairs doing everything. I still work half of the week and have to
sort out a meal when I get home. We have two children – sometimes they don’t want to
go to school because they just want to be with their Dad. It’s hard.
My mum and dad are a big help but they live 40 miles away and they don’t drive.
Sometimes I would drive to collect them although that was then another thing and a
long trip to have to do to get them.
We had the idea that a grant could be used towards their travel. We got Senior Railcards
for mum and dad and some train tickets. In that way they were able to come back and
forth every week and help with tidying up. That made life easier for me - they were
able to do in thirty minutes what was taking me hours! It was a help in the house and
meant that I got a rest. I don’t know what I’d have done without them.
We still had money remaining and we’d been told by the oncologist that Kev only
had a year to live, although that’s been proved wrong. We decided to splash out on
something which the whole family could enjoy – something that created memories for
the four of us. We got tickets for Top Gear Live at the Hydro. Top Gear is something
we all love. Kev can’t do many other things, but we can all pile into bed together and
watch Top Gear.
It’s a rare occasion when Kev feels up for going out but he really made an effort to get
to this. Because of Kev we got a disabled seat – we were all right at the front. It was the
first time we have ever been at the front of anything! The cars were coming right past
us and the Top Gear challenges happening in front of us. The kids were so excited.
It was really worth doing and we still talk about it now. It was a great day and a
special time for us all.

M

y name is Helen and it’s just me and my daughter Moira at home. I have to do a
lot for her because she has paraplegia – it’s like cerebral palsy. She has a powered
wheelchair and a manual one if we go out, and in the house she uses a zimmer. We
don’t really get out much together because of her mobility, and mine’s not great
either. I had a stroke myself and don’t have much feeling in my foot.
Because of that I used the grant for something close to home. I was an outdoor
person anyway and I love my garden and with the help of the grant I was able to do
something new there. I got a greenhouse. I’ve had it for three years now – I don’t
know what I would do without it. I can get out there and potter about and I can shut
the door. It gives me a wee break from being in the house and a break from Moira
too. But even if I’m in there I’ve got my mobile and she’s got hers, so she can call me
if she needs me.
Since I got the greenhouse I’ve been able to grow lettuce, tomatoes and cucumbers.
It’s changed the way I do gardening. I’ve learned new things because I’d never
grown anything like that in my life before. I went online and got tips and used
the gardening magazine I get every week. I even bring on seeds now. I brought on
lavender in the greenhouse and then used fresh lavender for my foot spa!
I’ve got a wee sign saying ‘Helen’s Garden’ hanging outside the greenhouse. Inside
it’s like a wee house. I’ve got my shelves up and my plants in their trays. There’s a
pine chair and my wireless and clock. I’ve seen me going out there and having a wee
cup of tea. When my grandchildren come to visit they go in there with me and help.
Lots of people are enjoying what comes out of the greenhouse. My neighbours were
coming over last year and getting home-grown tomatoes and some of the family did
the same.
I’ll be honest, if I didn’t have the greenhouse I’d just be in the house more. You
can’t do much outside in the winter but with the greenhouse I can still potter away
in there and do what I want. That place has been a great great help.

The Treadmill

W

hen I first heard about the grants I wondered if it might be nice for me to have
a wee holiday. I thought about it a lot but then decided it wouldn’t be right to
go away for a week. My wife is totally disabled after being ill for two years. It’s
been a slow process but her legs are gone with arthritis. She can stumble about
a bit but leaving her for a while wouldn’t be good. I didn’t want to do that.
Then all of a sudden I took on depression from being a carer. I got really really down.
The doctor wanted me to try at first without medication. She said I should try to get out
for a walk – a half an hour a day. That worked okay for the first week but then it started to
rain and I thought ‘Oh no’ – I couldn’t keep it going.
I was looking through the paper and saw this thing for sale – a treadmill. I thought if I
had that in the house then I could walk a whole half an hour every day. I realised there
were other things that a grant could be used for – I had thought it was just
for holidays.
When I brought the treadmill home I thought it was great. I was supposed to do ten
minutes a day at the start to get used to it, but soon I was doing half an hour. That’s what
I do now. I use it every day. When I began I was doing 5370 steps, and now I’m now up to
7322. It’s amazing!
I’m losing weight by burning off all the calories. My blood pressure is down to normal
and so is my cholesterol. And the big thing is that my depression disappeared – totally
disappeared. The doctor loved it. She gave me top marks! She said
“I’m going to tell the rest of my patients!”
The treadmill sits in the kitchen. In the morning I get the papers for my wife and get her
breakfast. Then I do a wee walk. I put on headphones and get some music – it’s absolutely
perfect. It’s like you’re in a trance – it’s beautiful! When I come off it I wash myself down
and take a spoonful of glucose powder. What a lovely feeling!
This was really a godsend. It got rid of my depression totally. It’s been a way of getting
away, but still being in my own house!

iPad

M

y mother lives with me. She has dementia and her memory span is not very good.
It was ok for the first couple of years but for the last two it’s not been great. She’s
very unsteady too. It’s awkward for her getting up and she can fall very easily.
Most people use the grant for travelling somewhere, but I’d already had a chance
to get away, and it was a different idea that came to me. Whenever I was upstairs on the
computer my mother didn’t like it. She would shout at me after five minutes thinking
that I’d been away for hours. I realised that there was something which could make a
difference and I put the money towards an ipad.
It’s much less hassle than the way it was before because I can take it around the house.
I’m treasurer of a couple of things and it meant that I could do jobs like that much more
easily with less interruption.
Then I got the idea that I could put old photographs on the iPad for my mother.
I can take new photos of family snaps and the ipad makes them better and clearer. They
are much more lifelike and my mother enjoys looking at them. Then I found that there
were other things she could enjoy too. She likes to listen to sermons, and you can get
all sorts of different ones – not just your own church, but sermons from all around the
world. You can skype too – there are people we know who we can do that with and even
Google Earth has been good. We can search for people’s addresses and see their house!
My mother’s memory span isn’t that long – but for half an hour or an hour you can do
that with her. Then she’ll forget, but you can give her the ipad again later for another
look.
If my mother starts getting a bit difficult I go to the chatrooms and see what other people
in the same situations are doing – I’ve found that very helpful. I can relate to others
rather than just reading books and more books.
The iPad’s been good for both of us in different ways – it’s been very informative
for me and enjoyable for her. She’s getting something out of it and I am too. It
changes our life.

Hen House

I

t’s just me and my daughter Linda here now the others have grown up and
left. Because she has learning disabilities, the main thing is that I have to plan
everything and have everything organised for her.Linda loves all kinds of animals
but she had particularly wanted to get hens for a while. This grant helped that
to happen. For us, putting the grant towards a henhouse was a better way of using
the money than me going somewhere. It just wouldn’t work if I went away with some
others my age - she wouldn’t take kindly being excluded like that. This way Linda was
included in the way the grant was used, and it was a project on the doorstep which
got her involved and gave her an interest.
First we had to make an area suitable for the hens so they weren’t going to be
wandering about. It’s very windy here so we had to protect it. We got a few of those
wooden panels to create a shelter. Then we built the henhouse in the college at an
adult education class. Everyone else was there building things as well. I’m not much
use with a saw and hammer but the people at the college prepared the wood for us
and we put it all together. Linda enjoyed doing that.
That was two or three years ago now and it’s still going strong – it’s just become part
of life. Linda helps out with the hens, looking after them and feeding them. She
enjoys that. I think that anything which encourages an interest in how to work the
land and lets you get involved in that, is a good thing.
It’s nice getting fresh eggs – that’s a benefit as well. With your own hens you know
what you’ve fed them and where the eggs are coming from. We use them for baking
and we give some away. They’re always in demand with people nearby.
Looking back, this has been beneficial for Linda and she has got a lot of
pleasure out of it. Next she’s talking about getting a couple of piglets!

B

eing in a caring role can really creep up on you.
You don’t realise that’s what you’ve become
and you can find out that you’re no longer in
the relationship you thought. When you realise that
you’re pissed off all the time, that’s when you know
there’s been a total shift. I had got to a very low point.
My husband Keith has progressive MS so I was going
through all my usual daily routine but now I was
doing all of his stuff as well. That’s what I mean about
the caring role creeping up. You find that you are
feeding them, maybe just a mouthful or two to start
with but then it’s all the time. Alongside that, as my
children were growing up I was having to do more
and more for them as Keith could do less and less.
Going away for a break wasn’t an option. I would have
been too concerned as Keith wouldn’t have been able
to do what was needed with the children. He can also
fall a lot. But not only that, I didn’t want to be on my
own staring at a beach. I wanted to be in touch with
myself and find my identity again.
Keith and I discussed how I could best use a grant
and he encouraged me to do something with writing.
It seemed to represent an opportunity for selfdevelopment – a chance to redefine myself which
going away couldn’t have achieved.
I think it was meant to be. I went online and there
was a course running on six Sundays over six months.
I would never have considered it without the grant
but this fitted practically with life as we had friends
who could help at weekends. I was also encouraged
that the grant could even cover a taxi back from the
course.
It meant that I could get home quickly and not be
stressed about being away too long or rely too much
on friends who had their own commitments. That’s
a little practical detail but that level of extra support
was really significant for me.

To start with at the class I was really apologetic
about what I’d written. The other people all
seemed like established accomplished poets. But
their responses were always very rewarding and that
was massive for me. I was writing about my feelings
about my situation and I found that I’d been given
a voice for what I was going through. I had thought
that this wasn’t relevant but when I put it into a
poem and people responded to it I found it had
universality.
After a few months I was asked if I would read some
of my poems in a festival. Suddenly I was in the
public sphere reading what I had written and that
added another dimension.
It’s a validation of the fact that the experience you
are having is very hard. You write it, read it out,
people respond, and you don’t feel so isolated.
One of the poets on the course then offered to
be a mentor for me and with their help I’m now
working towards publishing a collection in a few
months’ time.
What a journey! It’s been the best therapy I’ve
ever had and it’s changed my relationship with
my husband. I would come home from my course
thinking my poems were rubbish but I would read
what I’d written to him and he would cry and say,
“I didn’t know you felt like that – that’s how I feel.”
For him to then come to the festival and be there
as I read my poems was really empowering for both
of us.
I wanted the break that I had to help
me find a way of being myself again.
Did it do that? Oh God yes,
beyond my wildest dreams.

Berthing a Boat
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y wife Carole and I manage to get away a fair bit together. We enjoy one another’s
company and you can find us driving for miles and miles, going up around
Caithness and Sutherland. We really make the most of living in the Highlands.
Carole isn’t able to walk now because of her MS. It’s quite hard work lifting her
and doing enemas and all the other things every day.
It’s nice to get a couple of days off from that, and it is important for me to have a
break.
For many years I had an old wooden boat and I’d enjoyed sailing all around the north
of Scotland. In recent times this was a good way for me to get away. It was pointed out
to me that a grant could help with this, because this was my way of getting a break. Sure
enough that’s what happened. My grant went towards berthing fees for my boat, which
meant that I could keep it at the harbour at Lochinver for a couple of years.
Although I’ve sold it now, without the grant I wouldn’t have been able to have the boat
for as long as I did. Having it over there on the west coast did mean that I made the
effort to get away from home and in that way I got a break.
I used to go up every two or three weeks to check on it. I’d do the wee jobs that always
needed done to keep things in order, or I’d take it out for a sail. Quite often I’d go
out on my own but sometimes a pal would come with me. We’d sail round the Summer
Isles or go on to Ullapool. What a magical place the west coast is - I love it all the way
down. There are the most beautiful little places where you can just drop the anchor
and have a few a bottles of beer.
It’s a great place to get away to,
and being supported to keep the
boat on made sure that
I took the chance to do so.

