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LI: Hello and a very warm welcome to the Talking About Bereavement podcast, brought to you by the Bereavement Education Programme at NHS Education for Scotland. I'm Lynne Innes, one of the education team, and thank you for joining us today. Here on the podcast, we believe bereavement education really matters. It's all about giving people, whether you're a professional or supporting someone close to you, the understanding and skills to help others through the profound experience of loss. We'll be talking about how compassionate conversations, and practical guidance can make a real difference, and how bereavement education helps us build environments where those who are grieving feel seen, heard and supported. We'll also explore how this kind of education prepares us for the complex emotions and challenges that come with loss, so that the care we offer is sensitive and truly effective. Ultimately, investing in bereavement education strengthens our ability to support each other, build resilience in our communities, and promotes wellbeing through tough times. We'll be joined by guests who will share their experiences, insights, and the meaningful work they're doing to support others through grief and bereavement. And whether you're a professional, a carer, or someone with a personal interest, we hope that there's something here for you. 

LI: Hi again, and welcome to this episode of the podcast. I'm really pleased to introduce my guest today who is Mark Evans. Hi, Mark, how are you today?

ME: No bad. Thank you, Lynne. Yourself?

LI: Yeah, I'm, I'm okay. I'm good today, thank you

ME: Good.

LI: for asking. So Mark, I know you've been a, a guest on the podcast already so people might remember you talking the last time, but I wonder if you would just like to tell us a wee bit about yourself and your life and work even though we, we might already know you.

ME: I’m Mark, I'm currently Head of Service for Spiritual Care and Bereavement at NHS Lothian. Been here just about a year now in Lothian after almost 20 years in NHS Fife. In between that I served as the National Lead for Spiritual Care at the Scottish Government. And my portfolio there covered rare diseases, spiritual care, a bit of bereavement, a bit of other bits and bobs. I still do one day a week for the Scottish Government as a professional advisor. So that's my work life, regards to me as a person, I'm married to Dave, we've been together 30 odd years. I've thought about retiring, but I'm no allowed.

LI: Ah but would you really want to retire?

ME: Well that's, that's another question. Yeah, at the moment maybe not.

LI: Thank you, Mark. So at the, the most recent NES Bereavement Education Conference, which I think was November 2025 so just a few months ago, you opened the conference with your thoughts and reflections on bereavement as a kaleidoscope. And I know there's been a really fabulous response to your opening. It really touched people what you spoke about and, and the way in which you spoke and about your relationship with your friend Pete. And so we kind of wondered of doing a slightly different podcast today asking you to reflect on almost what you talked about that day at the, at the conference. I suppose delving a wee bit deeper into your insights from that session, if that's okay with you.

ME: Of course, of course.

LI: So it was, it was actually really good to watch and listen to the session again this morning in preparation for this afternoon and, and kind of hear it again and hear what you were saying. And I think I messaged you to say I'm feeling a bit emotional listening to you talking about this because, and that's, I think, it’s partly the way you talk about it and you can kind of hear your relationship with Pete and what he meant to you, but also the words that you say, which are, are very poignant and, and profound. So we're going to just kind of explore that a wee bit. So the first thing I noticed was that you recalled a childhood memory of your granddad's wooden box, where there was lots of memories in there from aunts and uncles and your granny and other relatives. But one of the things that was in that wooden box was a cracked kaleidoscope, which you said allowed you to see the world in new and colourful ways that inspired you, and I might be paraphrasing, but inspired you with wonder and the possibility of adventure. And I suppose I wondered, you know, as you think about that memory and as you recall it, how, how, how is that memory affecting you or inspiring you or stimulating you?

ME: I suppose in some ways it's a, it's a constant reminder that the world we see and the world how it is isn't always the same. And I think it also reminds me that even in the darkest, you know, when life's really difficult, when life's really dark, that there's always that promise of light. And I think when we talk to children, they see a world full of light and fun and adventure and excitement and, and possibilities. And I think as we get older, maybe it's just me, but I think as we get older, we see the, the world far more black and white and grey. And there's something about that kaleidoscope that takes you back to a time when actually the world wasn't so black and white. So I even look at, you know, my own professional life, you know, that's changed as well. That, you know, maybe 10-15 years ago, I had very firm views about this was right, this was wrong. This is the right way to do something. This is the wrong way to do it. Very black and white, very fixed. And in all joking apart, the closer I get to retirement, I just think actually, you know what, who cares? Does, does some of that really matter. It's not what you do in some ways, it's how you do it. So we've, we've recently been talking about care standards. I was saying, you know, I understand why we have all these standards, be it in bereavement, be it in spiritual care, be it in nursing, whatever, this happened to be about nursing. And I'm saying, you know, they measure what we do, they don't measure how we do it. And what happens is we end up measuring the science of nursing, but we don't measure the art of nursing. And I think there's a real difference between they two and, and, and sometimes I think if, if we invested more into art as opposed to science of practice for any profession, I wonder what the difference that would be to the patient in front of us. But, but that that kaleidoscope did bring, you know, and at that time, I could just sit for hours as a kid and use that, and, and interesting, in, in my granddad's box there was also a whole pile of lenses and prisms and, and things that if you, if you looked through them, distorted the world, bent the world, concave, all that. And I think that's something that's always, I've always held on to it, that regardless of how bad the situation is, there is always the chance, there's always the possibility of it getting better. And one of my favourite quotes is by Mother Julian of Norwich, who writes ‘All shall be well and all manner of things shall be well.’ And that's a, a line that has stuck with me personally and professionally throughout my whole working life. And I think it's something which is embodied and, and made real through something as simple as a child's kaleidoscope.

LI: So I suppose I'm, I’m, there's a few things that I'm picking up from there. I've not written any of them down so I'm now trying to remember them.

ME: Sorry.

LI: So in terms of the kaleidoscope I was thinking about, I was imagining a kaleidoscope, cause’ I remember having one as a child as well, and every time you looked at it, it's different. Every single time. It's never the same. And it probably is the same, but it felt as a child it was never the same. And that that bereavement care is always different and the way that we experience bereavement is always different. And it's not the same for us all. It's not the same, for all, we're all individual and it will be different for each one of us. So that was one of the things that came to me. The other thing that came to me was you were talking about we don't measure what we do. We don't measure how we do it. We measure what we do. And this is something I, I have probably had, I'm a nurse as well as a chaplain, so I've had that frustration around that probably most of my career. But it didn't, nobody seemed to be interested in how we did it.

ME: No.

LI: But in spiritual care, it feels like we're more interested in how we do it than the, than what we do. And that's because the, the way in which, in how we do it is actually almost more important than how,

ME: Yes.

LI: than what we do. And so, but it's still really tricky to measure. And we've really, we really struggling with how we measure that and how we, how we in a, in a data-driven environment, organisations that we work in, how, how do we, how do we reflect that? Because we're talking about how we do something rather than what we actually do. So that was the things that have came up for me when you were talking there 

ME: Yeah that, 

LI: around that.

ME: I would agree with you.

LI: I, I know we're kind of deviating, but this is what the podcast does.

ME: It’s fine.

LI: It's, it's okay to do that. I know that we're, we've been involved in spiritual care and that's one of the things we've really struggled with is because we actually want to say how we do it rather than just what we do.

ME: Yeah.

LI: We've seen 20 people today, actually how have we done that? And what is the quality of the care that we've provided? And, and we want to talk about that. So it's about telling stories as well, isn't it? It's, it's about, and I wonder if the kaleidoscope helps us in sharing our stories because our stories are all different. 

ME: I think it's interesting that you say, you know, every time you look through a kaleidoscope is, is so different. And I suppose the, the, the very basis, you know, of, if you ever take a kaleidoscope to bits, it's really interesting. It's a tiny wee section of what you see, you know, so it’s, it's a triangle, usually an eighth of the full circle. And within that triangle, you've got 5 to 15 bits of, of coloured glass. So every time you turn it, the glass falls into a different pattern. But then because it's then refracted, reflected, refracted into a circle, you then get these amazing pictures as well. It's like the other thing that always amazes is, is microscopic photos of snowdrops, in as in snowflakes not the flower, about the beauty and the fragility and the uniqueness of each snowflake. And this might be controversial, but I think there is a beauty about bereavement. As in I say that there's a beauty in it because it is in the depths of our bereavement that we reconnect with the person who's no longer there with us. And the death causes us to reflect what actually, what did that relationship mean to us? Where did it fit into our lives? What did this person mean to us? And I think the other interesting thing for me is the people you think are there for you, the people who you would’ve expected to have been there for you, are not the people who are there for you. And that then causes you to reflect and to review the world around you. And it, it also causes you to reevaluate and reconsider about other relationships. So I mean, I know you, you spoke about Pete. So it was his 2nd anniversary on Saturday.

LI: Oh really, was it?

ME: Yeah.

LI: Oh right.

ME: You know, he died on Valentine's Day. And, and we always laugh because he was a tight sod. And we always said you know, instead of him Valentine's Day flowers. But on Friday night, we had a knock at the door, and it was a bunch of flowers. And it was white roses and it was thistles and eucalyptus, which just so happened were the flowers that we bought for Pete's funeral. Because the other irony Lynne was his, one of our big parts that, that bonded us together was our love for rugby. And for Pete, the big game of the year was the Calcutta Cup. So of course, you know, for his funeral we got him roses and thistles. So this turned up on our door - no name, no message, no nothing. And we just thought, you know, oh, and we came down to one person who's another friend. And eventually, on Friday night I text him and I went ‘these arrived today’. He went ‘oh, they're nice’. I went ‘thank you’. And he just wrote back and said ‘you're welcome’. That was it. That was the whole conversation. But actually that simple, you know, 4 lines in a text message meant the world to us. And it didn't matter about the flowers, it was somebody remembered.

LI: Yeah, yeah.

ME: And somebody recognised what his death and his absence meant for us.

LI: Yeah, yeah. So Pete was a friend of yours. You've been friends for a long time. You had a really strong relationship with him, which was one of maybe being a mentor, being a confidant, being a colleague, but also being a close friend. And you supported each other through your, your highs and lows of life

ME: Yeah.

LI: the birth of his children or his child. You've shared a lot of kind of meaningful experiences with him. But what I noticed certainly on watching back the, the session from the conference was you spoke about in a way that there was a real bond between you both. And that was maybe characterised by your mutual support of each other, your trust of each other and your ability to see the world through each other's perspectives, but also through different lenses. And that, I, I kind of, my observation on that is that sometimes we find it really difficult to be friends with people who see things differently

ME: Yeah.

LI: because we want to all agree with what's going on. So I wonder if you could tell us a bit more about those different lenses or perspectives that you and Pete had and how they came about.

ME: We had three things in common - our love for rugby, our love for good malt whiskey and our faith. And, and actually, when you, when you sit and look at it on paper or you, if you looked at us as individuals, there was no reason why me and Pete should have been friends or close or, you know, because we had nothing in common. But one of the things we learned very early on was one of the things we both had in our personality was sometimes we both needed somebody there - not to give advice, not to fix it, not to sort, sometimes not even to speak, just to be there. So if I was going through a difficult patch, we'd go for a walk and we'd have a coffee, usually at the Botanics in Edinburgh and we walked that and we could walk the whole of the Botanics and say five or six words. If it was him, we would go to the pub, we'd sit with a pint and watch the football and we'd hardly say a word. And, and that might sound really bizarre to people. But sometimes that's just what we needed. Now other times we would sit and talk about problems, we, you know, we, we consoled each other, as you said, we, we challenged each other. But there was, there was just that bond. And, and Pete had, like, lots of, of mates and lots of, you know, he was a really popular guy. And certainly after, you know, he got married and had the family, he would be out with the boys more than me. But there was something about when we did meet, it was like it had been two days before.

LI: Yeah, yeah.

ME: But it just worked, you know, and I think it, it was a deep relationship, and I think because of all the differences, I think because of that, people didn't realise how deep the relationship was. I also think it was how people reacted when he did die. I felt there was a clear, the expectation was that it was almost like a, a chaplain patient relationship.

LI: Oh, right, okay.

ME: And even really, people really close to me didn't recognise just how much that actually hurt. And I don't think it was, again, it, it wasn't, you know, nasty or spiteful or…and part of that might have been my personality. So interesting, before Pete died, he said to me, ‘this is going to be really difficult for you because people will just assume they expect you to cope and fix things. So I'm telling you now and I want you to promise me you will not take my funeral service because everybody will expect and want you to take it. You can do an address, or you can do a prayer, but that's it.’ And I went, ‘why?’ and he went ‘it'll be too hard for you, and it will break your heart and I don't want that to happen’, you know, so he, he was, he was quite upfront.

LI: And very aware and emotionally intelligent, wasn't he

ME: Yeah.

LI: in terms of knowing that how, that would impact you?

ME: So, so the day he was diagnosed, I was told, you know, he, he had months. We went in to see him and he went, ‘I want you to make me a promise. I want you to promise that you will be the hard man. You're going to be my honest broker’ and I went ‘what do you mean?’ He went, ‘I need somebody who's going to tell me just how it is. No sugar coating, no fluff, no stardust, no glitter, just the facts and I want the truth. And I don't want you crying in front of me’. He says ‘what you do before’

LI: No pressure then.

ME: He says ‘what you do before you come in the room and what you do once you leave the room is up to you. But I need to have somebody who I can have honest discussions with who I don't end up comforting’.

LI: And how and how did that impact you, Mark? How did that make you feel?

ME: In some ways honoured, you know, because I did feel it was a privilege, but it was hard as well. But I remember one day we had, something had happened and I went, ‘Pete, people are just sad give them a break’ and he said, ‘I know it's hard and I know it's hard for you, but I'm the one that's dying’. And when he said that, that kind of brought everything back into perspective again.

LI: Yeah, yeah. And I think you, you talk, you say that in the, the conference session, but there was also something you said about Pete saying I'm grieving too.

ME: Yeah.

LI: And I, and I was kind of struck by that because we, you know, we, we think when people are bereaved, we're thinking about the family, the friends, the carers, and obviously people themselves are grieving but actually, I'm not sure how much we talk about that, that, that grieving that goes on for the person themselves. And so I was struck by that, when, when you said that.

ME: I think that whole journey and conversation with Pete radically changed my views about bereavement, about bereavement care. You know, we, we talk about pre-bereavement care, but actually what we really talk about is usually preparing the families for the death.

LI: Yeah, yeah.

ME: Is it anticipatory grief? I don't think it is because I think it is, it is grief and, and, and it doesn't always fit into the model or, you know, if there’s such a thing of anticipatory grief, because actually for, for, for the patient, the person, it will end with death. So there's no going back and actually going through the grief journey. That, that is their grief journey. And Pete used to get really angry about it, you know, because he, he would say to me, ‘for God's sake, you know, that was so and so, so and so came in and they came and they took one look at me and he burst into tears’. Do you know, now Pete was, he was, he was a poser. I mean, you know, he was a, he was a, he was, you know and we used to slag him off for posing, a label queen, all his clothes had to be the right label. You know, he had to look a certain way. His, his beard and moustache had to be all trimmed. And his joy and pride was his hair. So if you wanted to upset him you just ruffled his hair. He would say ‘don't touch the hair, don't touch the hair’. And of course, those last few weeks, he, you know, he didn't look his best, you know, and he says, ‘do people no know I look bad. Them coming in taking one look and burst into tears really isn't helping’, you know, and he was saying it's just a constant reminder that he was dying. But then it, it, it strikes me, I think it was Cicely Saunders, you know who, who in one of her books wrote the line ‘part of our job is to allow people to live until they day they die’. And one of the best things we done for Pete was, it, it was Scotland and France and he was too ill to come to watch it at the pub. So we went into the ward in early hours before the game with French flags and Scottish flags and a hamper. And, and because of the type of cancer, he, he never had a big appetite. But it was also, it was wee bits of tablet, wee bits of pâté, wee bits of French bread, Irn-Bru, a glass of, you know, a wee miniature bottle of red wine. And we just made up the hamper and, and we sat and watched the game with him. Now he slept half the game, but he loved it. And we never spoke about his illness. We never spoke about the cancer. And it's interesting cause’ all those wee things like his birthday party, like the rugby, they've all became memories for us to hold on to. 

LI: Yes, of course.

ME: You know, and, and when we were doing it, that wasn't the purpose, but that's what's been left.

LI: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. And he enabled that didn't he, he enabled

ME: Yeah.

LI: that for you all to do that, yeah. 

ME: Yeah.

LI: Cause’ you're now sharing those memories and, and as we share memories, we, we live through them again and we remember the things that happened and how we, and how we felt.

ME: So it's interesting. So one of the things he, he said to me when we were sitting one night, he says, ‘when I die, I want you to use my story in your work. I want you to, you know, when you're teaching, when you’re telling people about bereavement, tell my story’.

LI: Okay.

ME: And I went ‘why? You know, what ,what makes you think you're, you're going to be so popular?’ and he said ‘because people like a story and they like a story based on truth. Plus, for as long as you teach and mention my name, there’s part of me stays alive.’

LI: Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely. Yeah.

ME: So, you know, he, he wasn't stupid.

LI: Yeah, yeah, yeah. And you talking about him just now and certainly talking about him at the conference but talking again just now is, I'm getting a sense of who he was

ME: Yeah.

LI: you know, even in the fact that he liked his labels and he liked his hair a certain way and his beard and all of that. You know, you start to get a sense of who that person was and that person. So talking about people who have died is so, is so important but do we always do that? Are we, are we, are we good at talking about people who have died or are we frightened people get upset so we're best not to talk about them.

ME: So I think, again, I don't know who wrote it, but one of the books I read years ago about bereavement talks about how our life is reduced to the dash between two dates.

LI: Yes, yeah, yeah.

ME: And, and we joked about that with Pete. And one of the things he said was my life is no dash.

LI: Yeah.

ME: I want my life to be bigger than numbers.

LI: Yeah, yeah. And my, one of my friends, her mum died, it’s a couple of years ago now. She was 95 when she died. She'd just had new curtains that she had ordered, cost apparently a fortune. They hadn't even been put up. They were lying in her bedroom. She died suddenly when she died and the curtains were lying in the bedroom and they found the receipt for them, and they found how much they had cost. She'd just had a new patio laid outside her back door and whatnot. And I thought, that's the kind of life we want, isn't it?

ME: Yeah.

LI: Our life's interrupted because we're in the middle of living it. So it's not just a dash, it's actually much more than that.

Me: Much more.

LI: And, and you know, Pete's life was a life interrupted. He was, you know, would have been, would’ve wanted to watch the rugby that day.

ME: Yeah.

LI: You know, he was, his life was interrupted. And I suppose the other thing I wondered about, you talked about this a wee bit as well in, in the session, was that because your connection with Pete, maybe didn't fit the traditional labels, and I kind of wondered if your grief felt like disenfranchised grief because it was, it was unacknowledged by other people and it didn't fit that societal expectations. Or, or not really, is that not really how it was?

ME: Yes and no. So if Pete was my son, I'd have got time off of work, you know, because he was ‘nothing’, you know, I was entitled to have time off for the funeral. How other friends reacted with us was really different, you know, so, you know, oh, that's a shame, you know, oh, sorry to hear that. But I, I don't think it would’ve been the same response if it was a partner or child. The person who was brilliant was his wife. So she said to us from day one, ‘I want you to carry the coffin’.

LI: Okay.

ME: ‘You're coming in the car beside me. You're sitting in the front row.’ So she, you know, and she didn't have to do that, but there was just something, you know, she, it was her recognising what we both meant to each other. But other friends, I don't think did recognise it as much, you know, so and, and I, I still believe that the best thing we can do when somebody dies is talk about them. You know, so in my role or my former role as a hospital chaplain, you know, I, I, I would often say to, to the relatives, you know, if it was a, a couple, ‘where did you first meet? Was it love at first sight? What aftershave did you wear? What perfume did you wear? What, what did you dress? What was your first dance?’ For mums who have had a pregnancy loss I often say ‘can you remember what it was like when you heard the scan? How did you feel when you were, you were told you were going to be a mum?’ And other healthcare professionals look at you thinking, oh my God, he's off his head. But I think there's something deeply therapeutic about taking people back to the, the happy times, the good times which then allows them to deal or at least manage where they are at the moment. It reminded us, because other people remembered or, or recognised the closeness in relationship, it reminded us that the relationship was close. It allowed us to laugh. It almost gave permission to laugh.

LI: Yes, yeah, yeah.

ME: And the, the other thing, I suppose was reminding us that actually, regardless of what, we weren't alone. Other people might not have been in that darkness and grief with us, but they knew we were in that darkness and they were standing in the light waiting to help and support us. And, and, and it's they wee things that make the difference.

LI: Yeah, it's a, it's lovely to think about that, isn't it? They saw you in the darkness and they were standing in the light

ME: Yeah.

LI: waiting to support you. And there's something really comforting about that.

ME: Yeah.

LI: Yeah, yeah.

ME: And it comes back to what I was saying, you know [inaudible] because the darkness won't last forever. You know, and the fact that there's people who will hang around to waiting until that darkness starts to subdue, says something about them.

LI: Yeah. Yeah, it does, absolutely. I suppose, I'm kind of aware that we're coming to the end of, of the podcast. And the final thing that I thought I might ask you was, well ponder with you is, are there any additional words in, in terms of what you've already shared with other, that you would share with others who are navigating their own unique journey through loss? So what, what words would you share? Or even, I suppose we don't as chaplains, we don't give advice, so I didn't want to put advice, I don't want to say advice, but any thoughts that you would share with, with other people who are navigating their own journey through loss and knowing that everybody's journey is unique?

ME: I think for me the hardest thing was I was so scared to let go of the grief.

LI: What do you mean by that?

ME: Grief was so overpowering and so overwhelming, you almost drowned in it. But as time went on, you had times where maybe it wasn't so bad, or you might have went an hour or two without thinking that he had died, he wasn’t there you know so I still 2 years down the line, I still have his texts on my phone. I just can't bring myself to delete them. And then you would feel guilty because you hadn’t thought for him or you didn't feel bad or you, you hadn’t cried. But actually, I started to realise that I was holding on to that grief because I was scared if I let the grief go, there'd be nothing. And it was only after I started to let the grief go, all the good and the happy memories started to come back.

LI: Okay.

ME: Because the grief focused, I suppose what you were saying earlier Lynne, in the depths of that grief, your, your whole mind, your whole being is focused on his death. And in fact, he's no there anymore. And because all of your emotional energy goes into the death and him not being there, you don't have the capacity to think of all the life that happened before. And I think there's also, for me, as you said at the beginning, we all grieve differently. For me, it was that recognition that everything we meant, everything we had shared was not diminished or taken away by his death. It didn't end. It wasn't taken away. It, it stopped growing, but it was still there. So for me that that was a big learning thing. And I think my, you know, again, advice or words or insight for healthcare professionals, for the bereaved, just be there, you know, you don't need to know the right words. Anything's better than silence. And for the dying person, recognise that they're grieving.

LI: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

ME: But yeah, they, they would be the words I would, the things I've learnt through this experience. And finally, I would say don't be constrained by norms. So, you know, two years down the line, I have never been to Pete's grave.

LI: Okay. 

ME: No interest. You know, even thinking about it doesn't mean anything to me. You know, it, it's nothing. There's no emotion to it. But on Friday, I went back to the church where we first met. And outside that church, there's a bench. And I still occasionally go up and I sit on that bench and I talk to him. So find your own way.

LI: It's like, find your own place, isn't it and your own way yeah.

ME: Find your own place how you can

LI: Yeah, yeah.

ME: make that reconnection. 

LI: Yeah.

ME: And it will happen in your own time when you're ready. Thank you so much, Mark. That was very generous of you to share all of that. And it's lovely to hear a bit more about Pete.

I do remember him dying. I remember that when he, when he died, I remember, I can't remember if you were, you were still here at that point

ME: Yeah.

LI: so, but, but beyond Mark's friends died, that was probably all I kind of really knew so it's been nice to actually find out a bit about him and thank you again for, for your generosity and, and sharing him with all of us. 

ME: And thank you for listening.

LI: Thank you.

LI: If you find this episode helpful, please consider subscribing, sharing it with a colleague or friend and leaving us a review. Your support helps us reach more people and keep these important conversations going. If you'd like to listen to more episodes of this podcast, you can do so on Podbean or Spotify, just search Talking about Bereavement. Or if you'd like to find out more about the NES Bereavement Education Programme or have any questions, please get in touch or check out the Support Around Death website at www.sad.scot.nhs.uk/podcast.
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