
[image: cover]


[image: Title Page]


Contents

Title Page

Introduction by Adam Kay

Graham Norton

Lee Mack

Dame Emma Thompson

Louis Theroux

Malala Yousafzai

Frank Skinner

Emma Watson

Stephen Fry

Sir Michael Palin

David Tennant

David Baddiel

Caitlin Moran

Dawn French

Pam Ayres

Joanna Lumley

Jo Brand

Jonathan Ross

Kevin Bridges

Marian Keyes

Naomie Harris

Chris O’Dowd

Ed Sheeran

Dame Jacqueline Wilson

Paul McCartney

Monica Ali

Jimmy Carr

Benjamin Zephaniah

John Niven

Jack Whitehall

Sandi Toksvig

Peter Capaldi

Emilia Clarke

Jamie Oliver

Nish Kumar

Katie Piper

Bridget Christie

Lorraine Kelly

Andrew Marr

David Nicholls

Konnie Huq

Kathy Burke

Sir David Jason

Juno Dawson

Jilly Cooper

Emily Maitlis

Bill Bryson

Reverend Richard Coles

Sir Trevor McDonald

Greg James

Mary Beard

Ricky Gervais

Maxine Peake

Nick Hornby

Mark Haddon

Kate Tempest

Charlie Brooker

Anne Fine

Shappi Khorsandi

Stanley Tucci

Dermot O’Leary

Peter Kay

Jojo Moyes

Dame Julie Walters

Matthew Syed

Sali Hughes

Kit de Waal

Mark Gatiss

Frankie Boyle

Jackie Kay

Stewart Lee

E L James

Marina Hyde

Robert Webb

Ian Rankin

Lauren Child

Alex Brooker

Kate Atkinson

Candice Carty-Williams

Josh Widdicombe

Victoria Derbyshire

Chris Evans

KT Tunstall

Irvine Welsh

The Hairy Bikers: Dave Myers

The Hairy Bikers: Si King

Rob Brydon

Danny Wallace

Daisy May Cooper

Dolly Alderton

Mark Watson

Katarina Johnson-Thompson

Martin Freeman

Greg Wise

Kate Mosse

Fearne Cotton

Sue Perkins

Lee Child

Matt Haig

Johnny Vegas

Paul Sinha

Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson

Reni Eddo-Lodge

Professor Green

William Boyd

Victoria Hislop

Phil Wang

Miranda Hart

Catherine Mayer

Alexander McCall Smith

Acknowledgements

Credits

Copyright


Introduction



I’m very proud to share with you Dear NHS: 100 Stories to Say Thank You. In the pages that follow, 109 well-known people recount their personal experiences of the health service. Yeah, about that. It’s not a typo. One hundred and nine. Asking people to be involved was a bit like posting out invites to a wedding: you send a few too many because you assume there’ll be a bunch of people who can’t make it. Well, practically everyone said yes and we’d already announced the title.1

This is slightly embarrassing because my role as editor involved two simple tasks – assembling 100 stories and writing 500 words of introduction (I went over on that one too). I didn’t even have to edit out spelling mistakes – the publishers did that for me.2

Unlike when my wedding proved more popular than expected, however, I couldn’t just shove an extra table in the corner of the marquee for the least important guests. (Apologies to any of my family who read this.) My first thought was to play bouncer in a shit nightclub and do one-in-one-out, but that felt slightly unfair. Then I realised that if I could count both Hairy Bikers as one entry, I could attempt to persuade you that there’s a pop group comprised of Ian Rankin, Emma Watson, Trevor McDonald, Lorraine Kelly, Joanna Lumley, Johnny Vegas and Malala.3 Instead, I approached it as I would a 4 a.m. kebab and just crammed the lot in. The fact that so many people said yes is simply testament to the love we all rightly have for the NHS: a love we inherit from our parents and which burns brighter with every hospital appointment. Whoever we are, however famous, we’ve all been touched by the health service and we all want to say thank you. Now more so than ever. 

The stories in this book aren’t just testimonials; they are memories relived, secrets shared; the comedies and tragedies of everyday life that we all recognise. They’re by turns funny and heartbreaking, uplifting and moving, and all deeply personal and utterly heartfelt. They were also a stark reminder to me that they never teach you at medical school what to say when you see a famous patient. Is it more professional to pretend you don’t recognise them or to gush that you simply loved them in that film?

In my first year as a doctor, I found myself checking over a singer (A-list) who was on tour in this country and had a funny turn with no identifiable cause whatsoever, save for the enormous quantity of drugs he had just consumed (A-class). When I asked his occupation, he just raised an eyebrow at me that said, ‘You know who I am.’4 I still slightly regret not having my stethoscope signed. Anyway, as I read the star-studded submissions to this book, I couldn’t help but put myself in the doctor’s shoes and wonder what the hell I’d say as I, for example, extracted a hoover attachment from within Sue Perkins or deflated Louis Theroux’s swollen testicle.5

It means a lot that you’ve bought a copy of this book. I’m so grateful to you. As well as saying thank you in one hundred(ish) separate ways, Dear NHS also says thank you in a very practical way, by raising money for NHS Charities Together and The Lullaby Trust. Now that Captain Tom has set the fundraising bar fairly high, you might need to buy a few more copies, to be honest.

I’m also hugely grateful to every single contributor for their generosity – not only in giving up time to write their chapters but for opening up so honestly about often deeply personal and painful matters.

But most of all, I’m grateful beyond words to the NHS. To all the doctors and nurses and midwives and paramedics and pharmacists and physios and OTs and ODPs and optometrists and carers and speech therapists and radiographers and cleaners and social workers and dieticians and health visitors and admin teams and district nurses and porters and podiatrists and managers and kitchen staff and healthcare assistants and ward clerks and biomedical scientists: thank you. The NHS is our single greatest achievement as a country, and the NHS is you. The 1.5 million people who go above and beyond the call of duty every single day. The ones who give us hope and make sure there’s a tomorrow. 1.5 million people for whom the extra mile is the standard distance. Selflessly, generously putting others before yourselves. You’ve been there for me so many times, you’ve saved the lives of many people I love and you’ve done the same for every single person reading this book. This is our way of saying thank you.

Adam Kay

1 I’ll probably tell you the people who said no if you buy me a drink.

2 Incidentally, the group of people who made the most spelling mistakes were the professional writers. Absolute shambles.

3 Tell me you wouldn’t buy a ticket?

4 It’ll cost you three drinks minimum to get this person’s name.

5 Spoiler alert, sorry.


Graham Norton



I avoid the news. Stay Home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives. This is all I need to know. Anything else just increases the mysterious weight pressing against my chest. An unnamed dread, a sense of doom. Even the bright spring weather, normally so cheering and welcome, doesn’t help. I feel as if we have laid out a beautifully prepared banquet but inadvertently used the wonky trestle table, the one that collapses if you put any weight on it. We are all staring helplessly at quivering jellies and glistening bowls of coronation chicken, hoping against hope that the table holds.

I can’t avoid the news. I wake to see a tweet from a nurse. She describes her day at work and how she had to hold up a phone to the ear of not one, not two, but four patients, so that their loved ones could say goodbye. I begin my day in tears. A virus so cruel that it doesn’t just kill, but first finds brutal and unexpected ways of punishing people. No doctor, no nurse is trained for this.

I find it impossible to imagine what it must be like for those working on the front line. Happily, my experience of hospitals, thus far, is very limited. I’ve visited friends, of course, and surely in the thirty-six years I’ve lived in this country I must have sat in an A&E department at some point, but I genuinely can’t recall doing so. My only extended visit to hospital took place in the summer of 1998.

There had been a party at my drama school in Swiss Cottage in North London. Afterwards, the drunk me had a choice: get a taxi home or walk and spend the taxi fare on fried chicken. Chicken won the day. I stumbled down the hill towards Kilburn and then headed across to Queen’s Park, where I had a flat. Licking my greasy fingers, I didn’t notice the point at which I began to be followed.

I was very close to home, on the street that edged the north side of the park, when I noticed a man walking on the pavement opposite me. He crossed the road and began walking in front of me. Suddenly he turned and seemed to be brandishing something. A bat, a bar? I wasn’t sure.

Turning to get away, I ran straight into his accomplice, who had been right behind me. I heard a strange hollow banging sound, like someone hitting a large plastic pipe. It was only afterwards I realised that was the sound of my skull being beaten. After I handed over my empty wallet, they made me lie on the ground as they emptied my rucksack. A dog-eared copy of The Winter’s Tale flopped in the gutter beside me.

They ordered me to stay on the ground as they made their getaway. I heard their footsteps echo as they ran away through the deserted streets of Queen’s Park. As I waited for them to leave, I noticed a cut on my right hand. They must have had a knife. How strange that I hadn’t noticed. Oh well, it was just a nick.

I pushed myself off the ground to stand. Odd. It felt as if I was almost peeling my T-shirt off the pavement. I looked down to discover that I was covered in blood. I pulled my top away from my body and saw that I had a hole in my chest. Even in my drunken state I knew that this was serious. I collected my belongings and put them back in my bag, because it takes a moment to understand what matters. I felt very tired. I wanted to lie down. That would be a bad idea.

I stumbled on, calling for help. The houses that lined the leafy street were in darkness. I rang a doorbell, but no one came. Back on the street I walked a little further and then, to my right, there was a light. An old man in a dressing gown stood framed in his front doorway. His wife was huddled behind him. I stood at their gate. Obviously an explanation was required. I lifted up my T-shirt and pointed at the open wound in my chest. ‘I’ve been stabbed.’ It had echoes of ‘I am run through’ from Shakespeare or John Lennon’s ‘I’ve been shot.’ Something so obvious, but it still needs to be articulated because it is so surprising.

I am not sure if the elderly couple said anything, but I felt I had been rescued. I walked down the tiled garden path and lay bleeding on their doormat. The man must have gone to phone an ambulance because I recall being left alone with the old lady. Weariness overtook me. All I wanted to do was sleep. No. That wasn’t true. There was one more thing I needed. I looked up at the lady in her dressing gown and asked, ‘Will you hold my hand?’ Clearly taken aback by the request, she hesitated, before kneeling down and taking my hand. She was the nurse in that tweet holding the phone up. The contact that meant I was not alone, at that moment when nobody should be alone.

I was taken to the St Charles Hospital in Ladbroke Grove. It transpired that I had lost over half my blood. Even after I was informed of this, I still didn’t fully understand the seriousness of the situation. I was still the boy in the street with a hole in his chest, stopping to gather up his books. It was only when a nurse asked me if I wanted the hospital to contact my parents that I got an inkling of how touch-and-go things were. I thought about her question. I didn’t want to worry them unnecessarily, but equally I knew how annoyed they’d be if they didn’t get to say goodbye, so I simply asked the nurse, ‘Am I going to die?’ The long pause before she gave her uncertain response, ‘No,’ made my flesh hug my bones.

The recovery from a violent mugging takes a long time. It’s not just physical, but also mental. Your lungs regain their strength long before you stop flinching when a stranger gets too close on the street. Oddly, the very existence of the NHS helps.

My father would never have said such a thing, but he must have felt vindicated by what had happened. London was a very dangerous place and so of course I had been stabbed. He couldn’t understand why I would stay in such a death trap. I was one of those farmers who continue to live and work on Mount Etna. What I found hard to explain to him was how my two-week stay in hospital hadn’t made me more fearful about life, it had reassured me, made me feel safer. When I was a boy learning to ride a two-wheeler, I had been frightened and excited, but I knew that right by my side was my father waiting to catch me if I fell. That is living in the UK with the NHS. They are always there to catch us.

As I write this, I have no idea how long our current situation will last, or what life will be like in the world that comes after this, but of one thing I am confident. We will gather together again, pass plates, break bread, raise glasses. The feast will still be there to be enjoyed, because, despite our fear and our doubts, the table will hold.


Lee Mack



You Can Leave Your Hat On

‘Is it socially acceptable to leave your hat on when someone is sticking their finger up your bum?’ is a question all of us never ask ourselves on a daily basis. But it’s a question I once had to ask on a visit to an NHS doctor.

This story starts many years ago when I was in the ITV Christmas panto with One Foot in the Grave’s Richard Wilson. We were having drinks in the pub after rehearsal and I noticed that every time it was Richard’s turn to go to the bar he would put a baseball cap on his head. Then, when he returned, he would take it off. He explained that the wearing of a hat was extremely effective for anonymity and the difference between people shouting his catchphrase at him and not. I told him I didn’t believe it. He didn’t laugh.

Cut to many years later and I had now started appearing more on television myself, so I too had started getting recognised. Although I sometimes wonder if they were mixing me up with someone who had the catchphrase, ‘How on earth do you get away with it, you chancer?’

Now, to be clear, my attitude towards being recognised has always been, on the whole, that it’s perfectly fine. Occasionally it can be a pain in the arse (we’ll be getting to the NHS doctor bit in a moment), especially when, for the fiftieth time that week, somebody says, ‘I thought you didn’t go out,’ which is obviously a comment about my sitcom Not Going Out. In fact, if in 2006 I could have magically predicted the coronavirus lockdown fourteen years later and the following torrent of online jokes, perhaps I’d never have called my sitcom Not Going Out in the first place.

Because I don’t consider myself household famous like, say, Piers Morgan, Simon Cowell or Dennis Nilsen, being recognised is not so regular an occurrence that I have strong feelings about it either way, but there are definitely times I want my anonymity. And for some reason, a hat is the most effective way of achieving that. I think it’s something to do with changing the shape of your face. Or perhaps it’s more to do with the fact that people are saying, ‘A man wearing a fez in Tesco is very odd, so keep your distance, kids.’

And one of the times that sort of anonymity is important is when you’re having your first prostate examination with an NHS doctor.

I was going to see the doctor about an altogether different matter, although I can’t remember what that was. And I honestly can’t remember. I don’t mean I do remember but I don’t want to tell you because it’s embarrassing. Because of course, I am a stand-up comedian. And, as we all know, stand-up comedians would happily get erectile dysfunction if it meant they had something new to talk about at this year’s Edinburgh Fringe. Although I guess erectile dysfunction would be quite an ironic subject for stand-up.

I was about to turn fifty and I kept being told that is the age when you need to ask the doctor to stick his finger up your bum and check for anything dodgy. They are not the exact words you use, and it is usually him that asks you, so probably best you don’t walk in to the GP’s surgery and quote that verbatim. At the very least, say hello first.

So, I had decided that, while visiting the doctor for something that definitely wasn’t erectile dysfunction, I was going to bring up the subject of the prostate exam.

Sitting in a doctor’s waiting room is a perfect example of what I would class as ‘anonymity important’. The thought of other people thinking, ‘Oh, it’s that bloke from Eight Out of Ten Ways to Mock the Week. I wonder what he’s here for? I bet it’s a rash. Or erectile dysfunction.’ Have I perhaps mentioned erectile dysfunction too many times? Doth the lady protest too much? To be clear, I absolutely one hundred per cent promise I am not a lady with erectile dysfunction.

I had to wait quite a time in that waiting room. The clue’s in the name, I guess. During this time, I started having the most intense internal debate in my head about what would happen once in the room with the doctor. What if the doctor said, ‘I’ll do the prostate examination right now’? I was nervous; I’d never had one before. And I would like to pretend that I am the kind of mature person who thinks, ‘It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. This is an important thing to do.’ But I’m not that person. I am a person so incredibly immature that I have actually made a living out of it. So instead I got into a right tizz about the whole thing.

And during this tizz (I have literally never used the word ‘tizz’ in my life and I have now just used it three times in two sentences. I think it might be PTSD brought on by reliving the incident), I decided that, once in the room with the doctor, it was probably best that I leave my hat on in case the prostate examination happened. It seemed to make sense to me. If Richard Wilson felt it appropriate to keep his hat on to stay anonymous when buying a drink, then surely it was fair enough to keep my anonymity when somebody I have never met has a part of his anatomy in mine.

But then the social etiquette pendulum started swinging massively. For anonymity reasons, the one time you definitely want to keep your hat on is when someone has his finger up your bum, but it can also be argued that the one time you should definitely take your hat off is when someone has his finger up your bum. If social etiquette forces you to remove your hat in a place of worship, then surely those rules apply to a prostate exam. I mean remove your hat, I don’t mean you should never have a prostate exam in a place of worship. Although you shouldn’t.

I knew in my heart of hearts it wasn’t a debate. Surely the right thing to do was ‘hat off’. Especially given it wasn’t a baseball cap, which is a bit of headwear you see people wearing all the time. Mine was more of a fedora shape. And if you don’t know your hats, then imagine a 1950s detective about to solve a case. Now imagine him with his trousers round his ankles and someone putting their finger up his bum.

Of course, there was no guarantee that the hat would work. What if he did recognise me? That is then surely ten times worse. I imagined him sitting with his family over dinner saying, ‘I had that bloke in today from Eight Out of Ten Ways to Mock the Week.’ ‘Oh yeah, what was he like?’ ‘He asked for a prostate examination and guess what? He left his bloody hat on!’ ‘Wanker. I’ve never liked him.’

So, what did I do? Well, I’m afraid this story ends rather flatly. I did decide I would keep my hat on, but the prostate examination never happened. Well, not on that day anyway. When it did happen, to avoid the same internal debate, I decided not wear a hat at all.

Which I know was the right thing to do, but also a bit of a shame. One of my comedy heroes is Stan Laurel. Part of me wanted to learn that thing that he used to be able to do, which was to make his hat rise up in the air slightly, seemingly on its own. If I could have done that at the exact moment the doctor’s finger went in, it would have been my greatest comedic achievement ever.

See, I told you I was immature.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
100 Stories to Sa ay
Thank You

Edited by

ADAM KAY

All profits from the sale of this book go to NHS Charities Together and The Lullaby Trust





OPS/images/title.jpg
DEAR NHS

100 STORIES TO SAY

THANK YOU

EEEEEEEE





