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            Foreword

         

         I have never caught a fish in my life but I am hooked on this tale. Mick May’s inspirational story darts, leaps and surprises in a trajectory as exciting as that of any brown trout or Atlantic salmon in a fighting mood. His concise chapters often leave the reader gasping, sometimes with laughter, occasionally in tears and constantly with admiration for this book’s hero and author.

         I have a small walk on part in this story akin to that of an assistant ghillie. Right at the start of Mick’s terminal mesothelioma diagnosis in 2013 he called me 8in an elaborate off-hand way to ask: ‘Are you doing anything this afternoon, Jonathan?’ I sensed something was wrong. Half an hour later I was at his bedside in the Cromwell Hospital. On my arrival Mick said: ‘I asked you to come because you are my only friend who knows the first thing about God’. So we talked. At the end of my visit I said: ‘I’d like to do for you what some friends did for me when I was in deep trouble. I will come and see you once a week from now on.’

         Our regular meetings were not pious encounters. As always with Mick there were laughs, stories, jokes, eccentricities, anecdotes and many fishermen’s tales. Yet the dark cloud of medical realism always lurked in the background. Mesothelioma is invariably a fatal cancer, which usually kills swiftly at best within a year or two. My assignment as Mick’s confessor seemed destined to be a brief one.

         But it was not. In his ordinary routines as in his cancer struggles, Mick is a life-enhancing optimist whose resilience derives from an inner core of steely courage. So he fought harder and hung on longer than anyone expected. At one point in these pages I am quoted as saying to Mick just as he was about to undergo chemotherapy for the first time: ‘I hope you are going to be steady on parade’.

         This crass drill sergeant’s exhortation is described by Mick as ‘the finest non-medical advice I received in all the times of my illness’. Generous, but wrong.

         In fact, the prize for sustaining Mick goes not to any of his advisers – practical, spiritual, familial or even 9medical. I suspect to understand this the reader needs to enter Mick’s beloved hinterland – his mystical world of Pisces.

         The characters in and around Mick’s Piscean universe are worthy of a Balzac novel. They start with the author’s eccentric father, ‘Crackers’ May DSO OBE MC, and his similarly individual mother, Liz. On his beloved River Test, Mick introduces his exuberant Tigger-like surgeon, Professor Loic Lang-Lazdunski, to his first ever day of fishing. The mayflies are hatching, Loic swiftly catches three fine trout and is so enraptured that he has now become ‘a regular on the river’.

         This book sees many fishing expeditions and to a range of destinations. You will, for example, travel often with Mick to Scotland and indeed much further afield to Iceland, Argentina and Russia. There, on the Varzuga River, the local guide, unable to master even the simplest English, bestows on Mick a supremely appropriate title in Russian: ‘The one who is always happy’.

         On any fishing day, indeed almost at any time, Mick is always happy. His joie de vivre, his contented family life, his laughter and the love of friends are surely part of the explanation why this ‘compleat’ and contented angler has survived, indeed thrived, during his mesothelioma struggle of more than seven years.

         But the clouds hang always in the background. Throughout the story the ecstasy of the riverbank is counterbalanced by the agony of the hospital room.

         Despite round after round of chemo and being a guinea pig on new treatment trials in hospitals from 10Lille to Leicester, the killer tumour in Mick’s lung is ever-present and the challenge is to stay one step ahead of it for as long as possible. This he has done with astonishing and ground-breaking success thanks to his own courage and with his doctors’ revolutionary treatments, which may yet have far-reaching implications for many other mesothelioma victims.

         What a story! And to my mind it would have been impossible had not Mick’s Pisces met his Cancer. This is an extraordinary book, a fisherman’s tale with a difference about the hero who got away to laugh cheerfully and live on against all the odds.

         This well-written tale of humanity and humour in the face of a daunting prognosis combines so much entertainment, encouragement and inspiration that it deserves to be a bestseller.

         
             

         

         Jonathan Aitken

29 April 2020
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            My world changes: 20 May 2013

         

         ‘Mick, might you go and see a chest specialist in London this afternoon?’

         ‘Medic, it’s Friday and I’m looking forward to a quiet weekend in the country. Do I really have to flog into London?’

         ‘Yes, you do, and I’ve booked an appointment with Brian O’Connor at 3pm.’

         I had been driving around the M25 when I took this call from my dear old friend (and GP) Simon ‘Medic’ Moore. I had seen him three days prior having felt a little out of breath and, as a precaution, he had prevailed on me to have an X-ray. My immediate reaction was to surmise what a worrier my doctor is.

         Brian turned out to be an amusing and likeable Irishman with cramped quarters in Pennant Mews behind the Cromwell Hospital. I sat in his waiting room with two or three other unfortunates, bored out of my 12mind. Eventually I was ushered into a consulting room in which you couldn’t swing a cat.

         He showed me a picture – the X-ray from the previous day. I remember the rib cage being clearly visible. The bottom right hand side of the picture was just a hazy cloud. I cast my mind back to a medical in late 2010 when another X-ray had shown up a small shadow in a not wholly different spot.

         ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘the relic of a bout of pleurisy in the early nineties’.

         ‘Not so sure’, he replied. ‘I’d like you to come into hospital tonight so we can have a look at you’.

         ‘Desperately sorry, but I’ve got to pick up Daisy, my ten year old, in an hour or so; my wife’s away at the moment and I’ve a quiet and relaxing weekend planned.’

         ‘Well, Monday then.’ Brian persists.

         ‘Desperately sorry again; I’m off fishing.’

         At that point, he and Medic consulted by telephone, apparently over what an unreasonable patient I was being, but something, somehow, advised them that fishing should win out, so the tests were set for Tuesday. Off I set for my weekend, aware that a cloud might have arrived on the horizon, but nothing more than that.

         Monday 20 May saw hardly a break in a resolutely overcast sky – a real match for my mood. Over the weekend I had pondered a little more on what Brian had said and I didn’t like the sound of it.

         Four brown trout on the bank diverted my ruminations for a while. Nonetheless, the nagging but unascertainable doubts were never that far absent.
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            The beast and the beauty: late May and early June 2013

         

         Mesothelioma – a word I had never previously heard of. And, as my notes of that year will bear witness, one whose spelling alone defeated me for roughly a month or so. But a word I was to hear increasingly, especially when prefaced with another – ‘malignant’.

         So here’s a quick and necessarily black-and-white explanation of what this beast is, namely a particularly vicious form of cancer. It is invariably fatal and the median life expectancy from diagnosis is around ten months. It is the only form of cancer solely caused by exposure to asbestos, most usually in the workplace. The disease principally affects the pleura (the external lining of the lung) and less often the peritoneum (the lining of the digestive tract). Many cases are diagnosed at an advanced stage as symptoms (for example, breathing trouble and unexplained chest pains), are 14typically non-specific and appear late in the development of the disease. Sufferers tend to die a painful death, lungs constricted by an ever-hardening lining.

         It turns out that the UK has the highest incidence of mesothelioma per head of population in the world. It claims 2,500 deaths a year of which eighty-four per cent are men and sixteen per cent women – a reflection of more traditional working patterns in the heavy industrial and construction sectors of three or four decades ago; the average period between exposure to asbestos and the manifestation of the disease is between twenty-five and forty years.

         The progression from some hope to none (apparently) was swift. On 21 May I went to the Cromwell for a procedure known as ‘drainage’ to remove what everyone presumed from the X-ray was liquid on the lung. From the amount and analysis of it the experts would have a good idea of what was troubling me. Things can often move glacially in hospitals and so it was that about four hours after arrival and under local anaesthetic a doctor shoved a tube into my back and plugged the other end into a bag. All very peaceful to begin with until at some point I sat up in bed and everything changed. What had been a trickle transmogrified itself into a torrent, filling successive 600ml bags with rapidity. In all, nearly five of them; just about three litres of the stuff. Another way to think of it is that I went home three kilos lighter, having lost four per cent of my body weight in about thirty minutes. This was accompanied by a concern, 15which was more than nagging, that everyone had been expecting a lot less fluid.

         Just before I left the hospital, Brian O’Connor referred to some ‘irregularities’ in samples he had just looked at. The following day he called me again and firmly asked me to come to London immediately. I drove up in something of a lather; good news surely would have been given to me over the telephone. As soon as I was shown into his room he suggested we ask my wife, Jill, to join us, saying something like: ‘It’s often better on this sort of occasion’. Good Lord! This must really be serious, I thought.

         Jill beetled over from her new assignment at the Competition and Markets Authority, looking the epitome of professional competence. There was no beating about the bush from Brian. The recommendation was a biopsy, and then a question: had I ever been exposed to asbestos at an early stage? In my stupefaction, all I could recall was a single chemistry lesson at my prep school when the teacher held a piece of asbestos over a Bunsen burner. Unlikely to cause any harm, he thought. Had we ever heard of mesothelioma? Neither of us had; then he explained it was a form of cancer directly linked to that material. This was done with great gentleness, but the brutality of the probable diagnosis was there right before us. That this was a lung cancer we had each separately deduced, and, from the little we then knew, an unpleasant one. And, with another indicator of the gravity of where we were, he pleaded with us not to check it out on the internet. First, we had to establish 16whether his worst fears were correct and, secondly, there was every chance that the prognosis for me was likely to be better than the statistics quoted there. Each sentence of his felt like a blow to my stomach. I looked across at Jill. She was weeping quietly.

         What next? Well, he would book the biopsy for that Friday. Oh, and by chance the surgeon, Professor Loic Lang-Lazdunski, was across the road in the Cromwell right then. My initial reaction, mercifully unspoken, was that if this was what meeting doctors brought you, I wasn’t sure I could face another.

         And so, in the early evening, we sat down with Loic for the first time. I’m not sure exactly what I was expecting a surgeon so eminent, ground-breaking even, to be like. I was certainly prepared to encounter high levels of confidence, possibly bordering on arrogance. And, in my understandably frail emotional state, I anticipated having to face further devastating truths, most probably insensitively delivered.

         Into a smallish consulting room walked an early middle-aged man; the first thing I noticed was a beaming smile. Next his low-key manner became apparent – the very opposite of what I was expecting, coupled with a clear sympathy with his patients. My spirits picked up, and, looking across the desk, I had a sure premonition that he was going to play a pivotal role in the remainder of my life. Indeed, indeed …

         The next ten days or so seemed to pass in something of a blur. Each morning I would wake up certain I had just had a nightmare and for a blissful five minutes my 17normal life opened up before me. And then with a dull thump my new and real world returned.

         I had my biopsy and sure enough I had mesothelioma – by this stage it would have been unthinkable that I didn’t. But it was ‘epithelioid’, advised Loic, the best type to treat. Plus I was young, and fit, and so on and so forth. His optimism appeared boundless, which, fed to one of nature’s Tiggers, created in my mind a condition akin to pulmonary diabetes.

         And my condition was operable. I was going to have something called a ‘radical pleurectomy and decortication’. In layman’s terms, Loic was going to scrape all the cancer off the pleura, the gap between my lungs and my ribcage. This radically altered things, I was advised. First, it would offer me remission; there would literally be no cancer in my body for a time. It would come back though, that much I knew. However, the statistics were impressive. Sixty per cent of his patients lived for three years or more and forty per cent for five years plus. I’m having that, I thought.

         The operation was scheduled for 12 June and, as the prospect of it loomed ever closer, I tried to view it as most of my recent male relatives must have anticipated military action. And so I called it ‘my own personal Capuzzo’. I have always preferred not to think of my cancer as a battle, even then. The notion gives hope to a vast multitude, I know, and certainly it is better to show bravery than to become a gibbering wreck. My view is, however, that we sufferers just have to get on with our lives as best we can. So it is, in truth, self-preservation. 18

         So why Capuzzo? This is a fort in North Africa, near the Libyan–Egyptian border, which played a significant role in the Western Desert campaign of the Second World War. It is where my father won his Military Cross in 1941, leading his men from the Durham Light Infantry in a heroic charge. At his funeral, one of his former soldiers spoke to me glowingly of the courage and sangfroid Dad had displayed that day; looking back on that conversation I decided that it was these virtues to which I aspired.

         This did not mean that I was always calm in this period. Anything but. I tried to be upbeat. But from time to time my emotions boiled over in anger and frustration at how this could be happening.

         And in the midst of all of this and as if in a form of recompense, came 2 June, a day of almost indescribable peace and beauty on the River Dun, just above where it flows into the larger River Test. The weather was near-perfect, a warm sunny day with the odd bit of cloud cover. The buttercups were in full bloom and the birds were singing loudly. And that best of omens, a kingfisher darting upstream in a flash of deep turquoise as we lugged our lunch and other gear to the picnic table. It was 11.30 and already the mayfly hatch had begun, tentatively at first, but we knew it would pick up during the day.

         As he was there on this epic day, it is time to introduce Graham Wood. Angling is predominantly a solitary activity. You fish on your own and one of its primary joys is the solitude and peace. However, a day spent 19with someone else is always richer, not least because the easy pace of life is a sure route to understanding people better. In consequence, I have always taken greater pleasure in sharing my days on the riverbank. I have at least a dozen good mates who share my passion; but I also love seeing others, and especially members of my family, get the bug. To do that you need to ensure that your guest will actually catch something. So from the early days of my time on the Test I have taken a ghillie along to coach others (and me too, more often than I care to admit).

         About a dozen years ago I was introduced to Graham. Over time we have struck up a sincere friendship. He is highly knowledgeable about birdlife, insects and of course trout. He is also a natural teacher, combining technical skill with ability to explain and impart it. And as a bonus he is patient and a true ‘people person’ with a wicked sense of humour. As a result he crops up frequently in this story, not least because any expedition in his company is always going to be more fun.

         On this memorable day, my guest Dulce and I set off in differing directions, she upstream with Graham Wood to guide her, and I downstream into the shady wooded part of the beat. Within a very short while I was in another world, mentally further from the Cromwell Hospital than I was geographically. Swiftly I was to be rewarded for my strategy of casting to the opposite bank underneath overhanging branches, one which comes with great risk of many lost flies. Nothing ventured … I spotted a biggish shape in the water and 20cast to it with a Mayfly Emerger. This it inspected but wouldn’t take. So I switched to another Mayfly and bingo! A four-and-three-quarter-pound brown trout landed some minutes later. Perfect.

         At lunchtime we were joined by Jill and our daughter, India-Rose. A happy conversation ensued, mainly on diet. Dulce had beaten breast cancer, taking to heart what she ate and ascribing her survival in part to it. Graham nodded and tucked into a pork pie.

         Then it was on with the fishing. India volunteered to give it a go, and was rewarded with a two-and-a-half pounder followed by another a little later. Jill then had a shot, and in spite of what Graham described as a ‘fine but muscular style’ struck lucky too. So, by 4.30–5.00pm the tally was eight and I found myself a little surprised that Jill hadn’t forcibly rested me in the deckchair we had brought along for the purpose. I suspected she had been too busy arranging my life. During the afternoon, Loic’s office confirmed that the big operation was set for the following week. With a sinking heart, I hastened back to the river lest I became depressed.

         By early evening Graham and I were alone and fishing the upstream (sunny) side of the Dun, where the hatch was the best he had seen all season, he said. Two more on the bank, then a rest and back down to the glade. By this point I was pooped and making lots of silly mistakes, something of which Graham was more than aware, though he was way too gentlemanly to comment. His only aim appeared to be to get me off the river by 8.00pm, the time he had promised Jill. I had little 21intention of departing a moment before. The pool below the bridge by the picnic table had always enticed me, though I had never previously been successful. I saw two rises, and put a fly over one then the other. Further joy!

         At about 7.45 we filled in the fishing book in the hut. Technically – that is, according to the club rules – I had hit my limit of seven fish, but the girls, combined, had caught only four. My reasoning was, therefore, that ‘we’ were three short of their seven. On the basis that the club secretary will never read this memoir or, should that happen, understands the context within which I bent the rules a smidgeon, we headed up the river at 7.00pm. By 8.15 I had hooked and released just that number.

         Every so often a violent storm intrudes on a beautiful sunny day. When it does, the brightness of the landscape in the near and middle distance is enhanced by the cobalt blue of the threatening sky. In a similar manner, the joy of this near-immaculate afternoon and evening was only heightened by the impending medical tempest.22
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            Why?

         

         Why on earth would anyone write a recollection linking one’s suffering, in my case cancer, and fly-fishing?

         It was something I had never considered until at some point author and former politician Jonathan Aitken, whom I know well, suggested it to me as a project. Immediately I dismissed it as patently ridiculous. One brings to my mind sunlit hours on some glorious riverbank; the other tends to summon up images of misery. Surely they are completely unsuited bedfellows?

         And yet, and yet … as time progressed the idea started to become increasingly less daft, until I realised on Easter Day 2019 – on, strangely, a paddleboard in Salcombe Harbour – that it made perfect sense.

         First, because as I have moved through the chapters of my illness one way or another a day’s fishing, or the prospect of one, has never been too far distant, and 24mercifully often very close indeed. And time spent angling in a variety of settings has always raised my spirits when they needed lifting, thanked those who needed thanking and provided the perfect impetus for withstanding the rigours of treatment.

         Secondly, this passion of mine happens to be the UK’s biggest participant sport, enjoyed by hundreds of thousands of souls, and millions worldwide. Statistics being what they are, therefore, it is a sad likelihood that tens of thousands of lovers of the sport in this country alone will be afflicted by tumours each and every year. Curiously, though, there would appear to be no specific works linking them.

         Finally, of course, fishing may be viewed just as a metaphor. I have recorded some of the thrills and triumphs I have enjoyed from the riverbank, but for others these might be replaced by their different passions. It is merely a case of what ignites the individual.

         And as I have written this very personal (and probably ridiculously idiosyncratic) memoir I have greatly enjoyed the process. It has been made fun, and from time to time very painful, because I have been able to move between four sets of records – what the mediaeval historian in me might call ‘sources’.
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