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For Wendy with love and gratitude.


Fortiores Una.
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Preface


It’s Christmas 2024 in Italy, high in the Abruzzo mountains, and I am ensconced in my ancestral village. For days it has snowed heavily, the air crisp and the sky an unholy blue. In the distance sits the Maiella Mountain, called the Mother Mountain by the ancient Oscan people, and named for Maia, the Goddess of Spring, warmth, and growth. The glittering snow blankets her like polished diamonds, the light so bright it hurts your eyes, and the need for sunglasses a necessity, not just Italian brio. At dusk and dawn the calling of the wolves bounces off the mountains and echoes through the icing sugar-coated pine forests. My days are filled with chopping wood for the open fire, then carrying it up the outside spiral staircase into the house, and checking that the feral orchard cats, who save us from summer snakes, are warm, fed, and tucked away in their straw-filled, homemade “cat apartments”.


Some of my father’s friends and cousins watch me as I energetically excavate a car from a huge mound of snow. Sweating and flushed, only as it is completely uncovered do I see that it is the wrong car! My mother’s Fiat Panda is sitting under the adjacent icy hillock. They tease me relentlessly but usefully tell me to just uncover the number plate next time.


I am happy, fit, and healthy.


In mid-January I return home to London with a sore knee that is difficult to bend. A few weeks later, I discover a lump in my left groin. An appointment is made with my GP, who assures me that it’s probably nothing and I, too, believe I have just overdone things. By mid-February I have been diagnosed with malignant tumours under my left kneecap and groin. My world changes, and the word lymphoma becomes part of my new vocabulary.


For the first chemo session, my consultant advises that I need to be hospitalised and monitored for any adverse reactions. I have never been an inpatient before; ultimately, it will be a three-and-a-half week stay. I decide in gratitude and respect to the staff who are caring for me that I will learn to say “thank you” in each of their languages.


My experience in hospital is sometime heart-wrenching, but other times gut-bustlingly funny. Occasionally, the Janus nature of humanity, fragility, and strength surfaces; a sharp reminder least you forget your predicament. I find that to surrender your adult self into the hands of complete strangers, who then cradle and care for you at you most vulnerable, is both humbling and frightening. There is camaraderie with fellow patients, so emotive and deep. Then, devastatingly, you realise you will be unlikely to see them again or know what happens to them.


As I regaled my friends and family with these tales, they cajoled me into writing them down. So here is my little book, which I hope that you will read: tales of humour, humanity, and humility on just one South East London Hospital ward.


		

	

		

A Note on my Chosen Nom de Plume and Book Title


A Lazaretto is a quarantine station for travellers, which can be a building, ship, or isolated island. I read Michael Rozen’s poem “Island of Strangers”, and this very much fitted with my experience of my care by the staff in the ward, so the use of Lazaretto seemed fitting.


I have called the book Wool-Gathering with The Wolf. The idiom wool-gathering can mean daydreaming or aimless thought. In thirteenth century England, and still in modern-day Italy, the perceived connection between the devouring behaviour of the wolf and the progress of malignant cancers was so evocative that “wolf” was and is still used as a synonym for cancerous disease. As my Italian relations and friends heard of my diagnosis, each uttered the phrase “In bocca al lupo” which translates to “into the wolf’s mouth”. The expression compares a challenging situation to being caught between the jaws of a wild beast. The standard reply is “Crepi il lupo”, meaning “May the wolf die”. It seemed appropriate to have the name of the “lupo” mentioned in the title of my book. Dramatic yes, but if you can’t be dramatic in times like this, then when can you be?


		

	

		

The Goat and The Fish


It’s 6.30am, and the world has a pinkish glow from the rising sun climbing over the London streets. The curtains are still pulled around our bed bays as the night shift nurses bustle around trying to finish up before their fresh-faced colleagues arrive for the day shift by 8am.


Across the way, in the opposite corner bay to mine, Eszter, the wispy Hungarian recovering crack addict, is humming. This is not a good sign. She has learnt via Duolingo to say “I am not a morning person”, and she means it. “The prickers” are about to arrive in our bay. They arrive promptly each morning to prick our fingers for blood sugar levels, stick thermometers under tongues, and thrust needles into our unsuspecting still sleepy veins. Often, they get short shrift from Eszter, who berates them like some wizened Zaza Gabor.


“Vi you vake me up? You come later – oh my life.”


So, the humming is ominous, like a beehive just before a swarm.


As a distraction, I call out, “Jo reggelt” (Good morning in Hungarian), hastily learnt on Google Translate. The humming stops abruptly.


“Vatever,” comes back the reply, but I can hear the intrigue in her voice.


Eszter has a lot on her mind. Elfin-like, she gives off a tough, slinky-malinky vibe but has a vulnerability that breaks your heart. Arriving here six months ago, barely alive, and just 38kg with a stomach that was about to disintegrate, she is homeless, and all her meagre possessions are pooled around her bed. She knows that she needs a complex operation to survive and to avoid eating pap for the rest of her life. Although her English is not bad, and she tries to improve it through Duolingo, the “medispeak” of the doctors confuses her. And she knows when she is discharged, she will be sent to a hostel full of “junkets”, as she calls them. She is terrified. So, the “vatever” reply is good.


There is a pause, then she says, “Bed 11, vat are you?”


“Eh, what?” I reply.


“Zodat. Me, I am fish.”


I understand. “Oh, zodiac signs. You are Pisces, fish. I am a Capricorn. A goat, Eszter.”


There is no reply, but I hear muffled sobbing.


“Are you ok?” I ask.


“Too much. Dis my live, vat can I do, where I go, I will die!” she says.


“Eszter, perhaps try to think of just one thing at a time, otherwise it’s too much. Look, be more like a goat, like me. One step, one step slowly up the mountains, instead of a fish swimming about crazy in the water.”


She seems to take this to heart, and for the rest of the day all is calm.


The next morning, just before “the prickers” arrive, Eszter calls out, “Bed 11, today I will be goat!”


I agree enthusiastically. “Good, Eszter. More goat, less fish!”


When a passing nurse raises her eyebrow, with a look of “what are these crazies up to now?”, Eszter catches my eye, and we dissolve into giggles.


		

	

		

Fishcakes and Cauliflower


“Ere, ere, you next door – you got a phone charger?” comes a voice from the next-door bay. There is a curtain between us, so I can’t see the owner of the voice.


“Yes,” I say. “I don’t know if it will fit your phone, but we can give it a try.”
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Proceeds from this book will be donated to the charity:
Blood Cancers UK
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