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Act One: Symptoms
























SCENE ONE








As we enter we’re greeted by two smokers on drips in wheelchairs and pyjamas.


A hyper-real Accident & Emergency waiting room.


The entrance on one side, and a door off to triage, resus, majors, AAU, paediatrics on the opposite side. Plastic chairs all round the room, signs and notices to other departments.


Large flatscreen TV. Jeremy Kyle Show on – with subtitles for hard of hearing – ‘Leave your violent partner – he tried to inject me with heroin.’


Lots of posters and notices:




CLEAN HANDS SAVE LIVES.


PATIENT SATISFACTION. How was your visit today? Please fill in a form.


EBOLA IN WEST AFRICA. If you have returned from Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone or cared for someone with ebola in the past 21 days and you have a fever or feel unwell – without making physical contact, tell a member of staff.





Signs to: Osborne Ward, Churchill Ward, Butterworth Ward.


A ticket machine for patients to take their number. Occasional announcements – ‘Ticket number 236 go to window 3.’


Doctors and nurses in different coloured uniforms pass through, rushed off their feet, emergencies coming in, noise and hubbub of a bustling NHS hospital.


A few patients already waiting.


An incredibly frail and bruised old lady on her own, a drunk couple eating a burger and chips, a man in his twenties with a tiny plaster on his finger and his iPad in hand, a vulnerable-looking middle-aged woman, a homeless man in hat and coat looking very dishevelled surrounded by plastic bags.


Occasional sirens outside, children crying in paediatrics, screams and shouting from elsewhere. It’s busy, chaotic, at times scary.


Marjorie, a sixty-year-old nurse from Yorkshire, appears.




Marjorie I started. I guess, when I was born. Or even in the womb and things because my father was a male nurse, so I was born into nursing, as it were. My childhood was completely absorbed in hospital work. My father being a charge nurse, would always put himself on duty at Christmas time. The ward which was the old (she laughs) Nightingale Ward was turned into a little banquet for the patients and the relatives on a Christmas afternoon … And I’d go along. I would go along. That would be my Christmas Day. We’d get up in the morning before Dad went on duty, get my presents open from Santa and then in the afternoon, after lunch, we’d go and spend some time with my father. And that set me off with the long-term goal.


Female Consultant I think it’s the emotions around the NHS that are really, really interesting.




Over Tannoy: ‘Housekeeping to cubicle nine, please.’





Junior Doctor A budget of just over a hundred billion a year.


Cleaner Not a hundred million but a hundred billion!


Senior Consultant We have an institution which is unlike any other, in that it’s an institution which actually has, sort of meaning up here (points to head) as well as meaning down here (points to heart).


Nurse Resus full again and three waiting.


Cleaner If it was a country, it would be the 33rd largest country in the world, you know.


Female Consultant Need a purple, a yellow and a blue.


Junior Doctor There were two polls done at the millennium … ‘What’s the most important event of the 20th century?’ Nearly 50 per cent said creating the NHS, and only 18 per cent said winning the Second World War.


Nurse He’s on three-fifty. He’s gonna breach.


Senior Consultant What’s the most important institution of the country? 48 per cent the NHS, 12 per cent Parliament, 6 per cent monarchy. So it’s sort of instinctively, when people think actually about defining who we are, it’s sort of the NHS comes quite near the top.


Female Consultant CT in number 6.


Cleaner The NHS is the fifth largest employer in the world. 1.7 million workers. Just behind McDonald’s, Walmart, the Chinese army, and the United States military at number one.


Marjorie When I was seven, I distinctly remember this, somebody asked me, ‘And what are you going to be when you grow up?’ And the answer came back, I remember, ‘I’m going to be an SRN, a midwife, but I’m going to be a sister tutor,’ which is what we used to call our educators, the teachers. ‘And why do you want to be a sister tutor?’ And I can remember, I’d thought this out, and this was my answer. ‘Why? Because, when I’m retired and when I’m dead and gone, I can still be helping patients because all my students will be going out and they will be nursing their lifelong patients,’ from their career experience and things.


So that was the answer …


Senior Consultant Somewhere in the middle of all this, it’s a phrase that we used to use, it’s the best gift the British people have given to themselves. Because it is, no one else has done this.


Porter One thing about the NHS is how huge it is and the scale of what it does. People will often just focus on the hospital, or the emergency, or whatever.


Man with iPad How much longer? I’ve now been waiting here for …


Female Consultant But it’s massive. From looking after the high-secure hospitals, like Rampton, through to chiropody for older people. From disabled children to people who require liver transplants.


Porter There are 300 million GP consultations per year and 22 million A&E visits.


Female Consultant We get many frequent fliers. They go from hospital to hospital. Most of them know that if they say ‘chest pains’ we have to see them.




The drunk couple are getting very amorous, kissing, hands everywhere.





Drunk Woman Get off. Not here.


Drunk Man You want it.




She pushes him off. He looks around and starts on a nearby patient.





What you looking at? Eh? Look at me once more and I’ll …




A paramedic wheels a patient through with bandaged and bloodied head.





Marjorie You can have coming through at any one time: the drunk being found off the street, doesn’t have any identity with him. The psychotic that has been self-harming and things. A dear young woman, it’s her first baby and he’s miscarrying. You can have a cancer patient on a crisis in between the chemotherapy. Chest pain, somebody that’s gone into cardiac arrest …




The vulnerable-looking woman start crying quietly.





So you’ve got everything coming through … on that … in that … through that one door.


Junior Doctor The problem – the fundamental problem of the Health Service, it’s a victim of its own success.


Porter The NHS deals with a million patients every 36 hours.


Junior Doctor Neck up and check up. Call psych.


Senior Consultant I remember I worked for a time at the Royal Berkshire Hospital, and there was a ward called the West Ward that nobody ever wanted to go because it was the cancer ward. People didn’t like going there because those who went in rarely came out, because there were no treatments for cancer.


Drunk Woman I feel sick. I’m gonna …




She goes off to throw up. We hear her vomiting off.





Nurse Whereas nowadays … you know, there are a dozen different treatments for prostate cancer, which – there were no treatments ten, twenty years ago.


FemaleConsultant And we’re now doing deep brain stimulation procedures – you know, open skull procedures – on patients who are awake!




Phones ringing.





Junior Doctor He’s gone to theatre.


Senior Consultant I just said to her, ‘I think you might be having a heart attack.’ She said, ‘Can I go outside for a smoke?’


Cleaner Why do people call 999 when they shouldn’t? Is it because we live in a 24-hour culture that demands everything now?


Senior Consultant Sick or not sick?


Nurse Not sick.


Senior Consultant Four-hour waits. In the old days, if you came to A&E with some bollocks complaint, you were at the end of the list and you stayed there till everyone more urgent had been seen. You’d soon get fed up of doing that.


Cleaner Cubicle nine is off. Needs a full deep clean.


Elderly Man (off) Help me, help me.


Female Consultant There’s a sort of interface between what you’ve just got to get on and do every day, which is see patients, make life better for them, try and make them better, and somewhere up above you, the storms are raging, but you’re not really aware of them because as long as you can actually do your job …


Senior Consultant What’s her time?


Junior Doctor Three forty-three. They won’t take her upstairs. She’ll breach.


Female Consultant But when you poke your head through the surface and just see this huge storm raging up there, you think: ‘Why didn’t I know about that?’


Marjorie We’re supposed to see everybody through in four hours … In and out, yeah. And get them off. Because it goes up on the computer. It will go up into a red zone to say, now you’re breaching and you’ll get penalised.


Nurse We can’t take any more. We’re full.


Marjorie If it goes into a red the department gets a fine.


Child (crying, off) Mummy! Mummy!


Marjorie If any … go down – like I say – if anybody wants a pee at three (she laughs) hours 57 minutes – because that spending a penny is going to cost the trust a fortune.


Female Consultant My mother has often said to me, ‘I don’t really understand how you can spend your whole life with ill people, it’d be too depressing.’ She always thought that would be the most ghastly thing to have to do with your life: spend every day with people who were sick …


Nurse Let me get her a cup of tea.


Female Consultant And when you put it like that, you do wonder why … anybody would choose to do it! And you know that you can’t make an awful lot of people that much better, unfortunately.


Senior Consultant I’m sending him home with a lozenge.


Junior Doctor Accident and emergency units – although you would think of them as very unpredictable, when you look at it there are very strong patterns. So lots of people turn up on a Monday. Been ill through the weekend, get to the beginning of the week, not feeling better, go in on a Monday morning. And everywhere across the country, Monday mornings are really busy in A&E.




On the TV screen adverts appear:


BACKACHE? Don’t go to A&E – go to GP.


DIARRHOEA? Don’t go to A&E – go to pharmacy.


SORE THROAT? Don’t go to A&E – go to pharmacy.


Use notalwaysAandE.co.uk





Senior Consultant It’s a bit like King Canute, trying to stop patients accessing healthcare is, is a forlorn hope – you may be able to direct them a little bit, but the public are not stupid, and particularly the younger population, they don’t want to wait two or three days to see a GP – neither do I.




Jonathon, a North London GP, appears.





Jonathon I had appendicitis in 1999 … and I was in London when it started and I was junior surgeon at the time and I’d done nearly six months of surgery, so seen loads of cases of appendicitis and I thought it was just psychosomatic.


So I got on a train and went to Glasgow …




The homeless man starts moaning in pain.





Then I got really sick and thought ‘Oh I don’t feel very well at all’ and then still thought it was psychosomatic, so put on my backpack and walked off into the Glen of Nevis and I was having high fevers and rigours and vomiting …


And thought I am actually really really ill. And then walked all the way back and it took me a whole day to walk back, because I was so sick and then I lay in the road hoping a car would stop and carry me to hospital but they just beeped and drove round me. So I dragged myself all the way to the door of the hospital and then thought, ‘What if it isn’t appendicitis?’ and they’re like, ‘Junior doctor, where d’you train? London? Tell me the ten signs of appendicitis and what if I can’t remember them all and I’m wrong.’ So I turned away from the door of the hospital and went and rang a friend who was a doctor, who then said, ‘What the hell are you doing? Go back into the hospital.’ So I was in tears by the time I arrived at the hospital, just afraid that I was wasting somebody’s time. And I’d left the appendicitis so long that I had an abscess the size of a grapefruit tucked behind my peritoneum. I spent ten days in hospital on intravenous antibiotics and they said … there was so much infection inside me that it wouldn’t have been safe to open me up.


Man with iPad How much longer?


Jonathon How the fuck do you know? Sometimes it’s obvious, or we think it’s obvious in retrospect once you’ve seen and examined them.


Nurse We’ve got no beds. None. Tell them to take them to another A&E.


Jonathon So if you took a hundred people turning up at hospital thinking they’ve got appendicitis and one has, does that mean that ninety-nine of them could have just seen their GP? Of course it doesn’t.




Sirens in the distance.





Give A&E the capability to be able to deal with everybody who goes there and stop telling people not to go there.


Senior Consultant The only time in my life I’d ever cut down A&E attendances is by closing the department.


Marjorie We do have quite a lot of people that are called ‘Mister Off’. (She laughs.) Because you’ll get them with no ID. ‘What is your name, sir?’ ‘Fuck off!’


‘Mister Off, is it alright if we call you by your first name?’ (She laughs.) I’ve been hit and things and that with … We’ve got a football red-card system. They’re banned from coming.


Junior Doctor I want to refer her to Dr Shipman.


Jonathon So morale is absolutely – it’s below zero – partly because there’s no beds. So people are just stuck in A&E – there’s nowhere to send them. They can’t go home, they can’t go into hospital – they’re just stuck in A&E.


Nurse Bed manager’s on the phone.


Female Consultant Veronica Patterson?




The frail old woman looks up, it’s her. The female consultant takes her by the hand and leads her out.





Let’s get you looked at.


Nurse It’s crazy, this idea of charging people who are drunk. That’s not a job I want. Head of Financial Collection in Southampton A&E on a Saturday night! ‘Excuse me, have you got your credit card?’


Jonathon Staff turnover is massive – everybody is off sick, everybody – as fast as they can employ people, they resign. It’s just hideous.




An African couple appear with suitcases – she’s pregnant.





Drunk Woman Oh, here we go. Just arrived from Heathrow. Oh yeah, come and have your baby here.




They take their coats off and have doctor and nurse’s uniforms on underneath.


Ambulance sirens as another emergency arrives.





Porter You’re far more likely to be treated by an immigrant than to pay for the treatment of one. Especially in London.


Elderly Woman (off) I want to go home. I want to go home.




The homeless man moans in pain.





Marjorie It is absolutely – after thirty-five years – it is … I have never seen it so stressed out.




The nervous woman starts crying again.





Man with iPad I know you’re meant to see me within four hours.




Screams and shouts from off, we can’t see.





Angry Woman (off) Get off me. Fuckin’ get off me.


Doctor (off) You just need to calm down.


Angry Woman (off) I don’t want her anywhere near me.




Arguing and fighting continues.





Marjorie The doctor will see you now.
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