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About the Author

MICHAEL ROSEN is renowned for his work as a poet, performer, broadcaster and scriptwriter. He is Professor of Children’s Literature at Goldsmiths, University of London and visits schools with his one-man show to enthuse children with his passion for books and poetry. In 2007 he was appointed Children’s Laureate, a role which he held until 2009. While Laureate, he set up The Roald Dahl Funny Prize. He currently lives in London with his wife and children. www.michaelrosen.co.uk




For Emma

For Joe, Naomi, Eddie, Laura, Isaac, Elsie and Emile

For Dr Katie

For all the doctors, nurses, physiotherapists, occupational health therapists and NHS staff who saved my life, looked after me, and helped me recover.



 

Day 12. The year’s seasons roll by in a night: sweats, freezes, sweats, freezes. Wondered whose mouth I had: I didn’t remember it as made of sandpaper. Water is as good as ever.



Tweet from @MichaelRosenYes, 27/03/2020
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28/03/20

12:40

Hi guys,

Quick update: we’ve just spoken to an advanced paramedic on the phone.

He thought Mick doesn’t need to go to hospital because his breathing rate is good enough and he can talk in full sentences. He thought the short breath on exertion is the effect of getting over a viral illness. (Mick has been in bed for 13 days and was getting slowly better in the last few days.)

If anything changes and the breathing rate gets more rapid, then we should call 999 – in fact he advised Michael to get to the hospital himself – I will take him of course, and not wait hours for an ambulance.

The good thing is he doesn’t have a temperature and is not coughing.

What the paramedic said about getting over a viral illness is what I was thinking too, so hopefully the paramedic is absolutely right.

Take care all

Lots of love

Emma & Michael, Elsie & Emile xxxx





Get tested, says my friend John.




The GP has closed.

A recorded message at the surgery

says to not come in

and not go to A and E.

If you think you might have Covid-19,

call 111, it says.




I call 111.




I get through to the Ambulance Service

and talk to a man

who asks me some questions.

No, I’m not coughing, I say.

No, I don’t feel worse today

than I felt yesterday.




He tells me to keep taking the paracetamol and ibuprofen.




I do.




In the spare room at home

I say to Emma

it feels like I can’t get enough air.

There isn’t enough air.

‘I can’t catch up,’ I say.

There are moments I feel hotter

than I’ve ever felt before

and moments when I am colder

than ever before.

I shudder as if I am naked

out of doors.




We look at the instructions:

Don’t call the GP

Don’t visit the GP

Don’t go to A and E

Ring the ambulance service.

I get through.

He asks me if I’m feeling worse than yesterday.

No.

He asks me if I’m coughing.

No.

He says he thinks I’m fine.

Keep taking the paracetamol and Nurofen,

There isn’t enough air.

I can’t catch up.




The doorbell rings.




Emma has asked our friend, a neighbour

who is a GP, to visit.

She gives Emma

a contraption to check if

I’m absorbing oxygen and

waits outside on the doorstep.

Emma hands it back to her.

She calls out:

‘You have to go to A and E right now,’ she says.

‘I can’t really walk,’ I say, ‘I get the shakes

just going to the loo.’

‘You have to go now,’ she says, ‘bump downstairs

on your bum,’ she says, ‘I’ll ring them to tell them

you’re coming,’ she says.




Emma drives me to A and E

I am panting.

It’s night.

The road is empty.

The moment I go in

I am surrounded with people in masks.

They put an oxygen mask over my face.






After Michael left hospital, a local GP and family friend wrote to him to describe the events of the night he was admitted. They had recently worked together on the anthology These Are the Hands: Poems from the Heart of the NHS, giving a voice to NHS staff and raising money for NHS charities. Neither realised at the time that the staff at the heart of the NHS were about to face their hardest challenge or that Michael’s life would soon depend on their care.

12th October 2020

Dear Michael,

I know that you have been piecing together the story of your hospital admission and wanted to write to you about that evening.

As the pandemic took hold in the UK, I had seen you were unwell from your Twitter feed and said to your son Joe that I’d be happy to help.

On the day that Emma called me, a parcel arrived containing an oxygen saturation probe. Evidence was emerging of the importance of checking oxygen saturations when assessing people with COVID-19 – I had one in my doctor’s bag at work, but had decided that it would be a good idea to buy one to keep at home. I did not realise at the time how important that decision and the timing of the delivery would be.

You had been feeling weak and becoming breathless. I spoke to you and Emma, checked your breathing and heart rate over the phone and said that I felt you needed to be seen and assessed. All calls were going through NHS 111 and I felt relieved to hear you were going to be checked over by a paramedic, thinking that this would be in person.

When I called back to check, Emma said a paramedic had assessed you over the phone, told her that you were likely at the tail end of the illness and advised you to stay at home unless you deteriorated. Although you had not worsened since then, I had a gut feeling at this point that I had to do something more. It sounds unscientific, but I’ve learnt to trust this instinct in life and in medicine.

I didn’t have any PPE but decided that I needed, at the very least, to check your oxygen saturations and drove straight round. I stood at the doorway and showed Emma how to use it on my own finger and waited for her to come back.

Emma came down the stairs and said, ‘It’s 58’.

At first I thought this must be a mistake – that maybe she had confused this with your pulse which is also shown on the display. But when she told me that your pulse was 115, I knew there was no mistake: oxygen saturations are given as a percentage so have a maximum of 100 – a normal level is at least 95%. I had never seen an oxygen saturation this low in someone conscious.

‘We need to get Michael to the hospital now,’ I said, trying to remain calm and called 999. I knew that the ambulance service were overwhelmed and it would be quicker to drive you to the hospital but wasn’t sure if you were going to manage getting down the stairs. While Emma and Elsie helped you down one step at a time, I continued to try and get through to the ambulance but was put on hold as the service was so busy.

With support you managed to get down the stairs, but when you got to the bottom, your legs gave way and you sank in a heap at the bottom step, resting your head on your knees. I will never forget the image of you at the bottom of the stairs, your head on your knees and your daughter Elsie gently stroking your back and whispering words of encouragement to you. I could see that you were close to collapse and gravely ill and knew I might need to step forward and try and resuscitate you without PPE. For some reason, your son Eddie* came into my mind at that point. I clearly remember thinking, ‘I cannot let him die.’

A consultant at the Whittington subsequently said to me that any later would have been too late.

Emma and Elsie helped you into the car. I called ahead to A&E and spoke to a doctor to make sure they were ready for you and avoid any delays. I could see you were frightened and tried to be reassuring, saying how much better you would feel once they gave you some oxygen at the hospital. You did not have the strength to lift your head up fully or talk but gave a slight smile and a thumbs up sign before I shut the door.

Although I could see that Emma was worried, I was struck by how incredibly calmly she dealt with it all. As she drove off to the hospital, I stood at the edge of the pavement holding the oxygen probe before getting into my car. I have to admit I had a cry before pulling myself together and driving home. When I got home, my youngest daughter, Lottie ran up to me for a hug but I stopped her, realising I needed to change and shower before she touched me.

During the weeks that followed, I would speak to the doctors at the Whittington Hospital regularly. I knew the staff on ITU were rushed off their feet, so would get all the detailed medical information, updates and answers to questions and then go through them in an unrushed way with Emma. I recently found the pages of notes I made from these conversations with the incredible medical staff who were looking after you – it really brought back the rollercoaster of your journey to gradual recovery and how seriously unwell you were …

‘getting tired on CPAP … deteriorating … agreed to ventilation … ITU … pulmonary embolism … tinzaparin … needing proning … on inotropic support … enrolled on clinical trial … dexamethasone … bad night … spiking temperatures … raised inflammatory markers … CRP 250 … secondary bacterial pneumonia … responding to antibiotics … renal and liver function improving … taking spontaneous breaths … tracheostomy … weaning off sedation … delirious … for CT brain … now off all sedation … calmer … no longer needing oxygen … transfer for rehabilitation …’ 

It really felt like a miracle when you started being able to breathe on your own again.

While you were on ITU, your poem ‘These Are The Hands’ became a kind of anthem for the NHS and was read on the radio, printed in newspapers and even painted onto walls. I felt profoundly moved when I heard that the staff in ITU had put it above your bed next to photos of you and your family.

Throughout all the time you were in hospital, I was constantly impressed by Emma’s quiet courage and strength and her fierce protectiveness and love for you. She was always making sure that you got the best possible care and that your dignity and privacy were protected.

It was so hard for her not being able to visit you, but I remember the first time she was able to see you on a screen and her joy, that, despite all the tubes, ‘He is still very much Michael’.

She showed me what quiet, real, enduring love means and how vitally important it is in these difficult times.

I am sure that, with the support of Emma and your wonderful family, you will continue to recover from this terrible illness.

With love, Katie x

* Michael’s son Eddie died of meningitis aged 18
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