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F rom the tip of his neat 
but slightly hipster beard 
to his polished brogues, 
Mike Dicks looks creative. 

If you saw him on a train heading 
into London from Brighton, 
The Guardian under one arm, 
you’d imagine he was heading 
to Channel 4 or a big media 
advertising company, head filled 
with ideas about ground-breaking 
television digital media campaigns 
– and, until a few years ago, what 
you imagined would have been 
entirely accurate. 

Nowadays, although Mike looks 
every bit the media executive, his 
trips to London are more likely 
to end at The Royal Marsden 
hospital. Diagnosed with chronic 
lymphocytic leukaemia in 
October 2014, Mike knows he is 
unlikely to die from his condition, 
but it is something he’ll have to 
contend with for the rest of his 
life, and he will probably die with 
it, rather than from it.

“My lymph nodes fill up with 
useless white cells that trick the 
body into thinking it can fight 
infection, but it can’t. So I’m in 
danger from simple infections, 
and building up a resistance to 
antibiotics. When it flares up 
again, I’ll be faced with a choice of 
another round of chemo, but I’ve 
been promised stem cell therapy 
in future, and I’m holding on 
to that hope. Chemotherapy is 
horrendous.”

Mike’s diagnosis and the 
treatment didn’t bring forth 
the typically imagined levels of 
courage and fortitude so often 
portrayed in the media.

“I felt like a bad cancer patient. 
I wasn’t going to die, I didn’t want 
to run marathons, and although 
I knew I was going to survive, 
psychologically it hit me hard.”

Health benefits
Mike’s wife Debbie suggested 
he get a dog; it would give him 
a reason to walk, and help 
improve his physical and mental 
health as he approached his first 
round of chemotherapy. Rolo, a 
Dachshund, arrived in early 2015.

“I’d never been a dog owner 
before. My previous experience 
of pets had been a guinea pig that 
committed suicide, and a cat that 
didn’t like me. I had fairly low 
expectations, but I adored Rolo in 

a way I never thought I would.”
As if dealing with 

chemotherapy wasn’t enough, 
Mike’s life took a further brutal 
turn when Rolo was killed by a 
car when she chased after a deer 
while they were out walking.

“A man in a wheelchair 
struggled into the woods to let 
me know where she was, but 
the driver who ran her over just 
sped off. She died in my arms 
in the middle of the road. I was 
distraught.”

Scarred by Rolo’s tragic death, 
still undergoing chemotherapy, 
and feeling very vulnerable, 
Mike’s active career as a freelance 
producer and speaker came to an 
end. He became socially isolated, 
and then completely unrelated 
to his own illness, his teenage 
stepdaughter developed anorexia. 

“My wife was completely 
swamped. Physically and mentally, 
I could not contribute to family 
life. I had no job, I couldn’t be a 
father, I was certainly no use as a 
husband. Support was all around 
me from wider family and friends, 
but I rejected it all. My self-esteem 
was so low.”

A tiny sliver of good fortune 
towards the end of 2015 saw the 
family able to purchase a flat 
in Brighton, something they’d 
dreamed of for many years. 
Debbie took her chance and 
insisted that Mike move into 
the flat to recuperate and build 
a new career, while she stayed in 
London.

“She knew I had friends in 
Brighton, knew I loved the place, 
and would have the chance to 
exercise and socialise far more 
than I would have in London. 
Debbie was overwhelmed with 
looking after my stepdaughter, 
and she knew that all the time 
I was floundering in London, I 
wouldn’t get over the depression 
caused by the chemotherapy. It 
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Rescue dog Scrabble gave author and 
designer Mike Dicks a reason to be 
creative again, despite his illness. He 
talks to CATHERINE PICKLES about 
the different ways that dogs bring 
purpose to our lives
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was a huge risk on her part, and 
it broke our family up, but the 
mother in her knew what she was 
doing, even if I didn’t.”

Sorry state
Feeling a need to prove himself 
a responsible adult, and still 
desperately needing to exercise, 
Mike started to look for another 
dog. He found Scrabble at Allsorts 
Rescue Centre in Sussex. Despite, 
in Mike’s words, “the sorry state 
of me,” the rescue centre decided 
that Scrabble and Mike needed 
each other.

“Losing Rolo felt like I’d lost a 
child, and I really wasn’t prepared 
to put myself into the same 
emotional situation with another 
dog. I needed a different kind of 
relationship with a new dog. 

“I was allowed to take Scrabble 
for a walk as part of the decision-
making process. We walked to 
the top of a hill, and I sat on a 
bench and started to talk to her 
like a human being. She seemed 
to approve and I realised that 
it would be possible to have a 
different kind of relationship 
with a dog. There wasn’t an 
immediate falling in love, as with 
Rolo. Scrabble was more like a 
clever big sister! It was exactly 
what I needed and I thought 
it could work. Fortunately, the 
rescue centre agreed, and I took 
Scrabble home with me.”

Mike’s new big sister, however, 
threw up all over the car on the 

way home, and then promptly peed 
on the floor of the flat. But instead 
of allowing himself to see these 
issues as a problem, in his head 
Scrabble was just taking charge. 

“Inevitably, I started to 
anthropomorphise. She threw 
up in my car because I needed to 
clean it. She peed on the floor 
because she expected me to wash 
it. It was, I decided, her way of 
telling me to stop moping, and to 
get on with life.”

Frequent walking with Scrabble 
soon dragged Mike into a dog-
related social life in Brighton.

“Scrabble is feisty and she has 
needs that must be met. She 
didn’t want to hang around the 
flat all day; she wanted to be out 
meeting other people and dogs. 
Suddenly I had a routine and a 
purpose, and walking every day 
gave me time to think. My health, 
both physically and mentally, 
started to improve.”

Mike’s muse
Although his media job in 
London may have ended, Mike 
still had the skills and creativity 
that had led to that high-flying 

career in the first place. He started 
to draw again, and then to create 
the digital media images that were 
his speciality. Scrabble became 
not only his big sister and drill 
sergeant; she became his muse.

“I aimed to produce one image 
every day, and then after a while, 
I started to put them on to 
various social media platforms. 
Other people seemed to like 
them and share them, which 
encouraged me to carry on.”

Eventually, Mike’s work was 
spotted by a designer from 
publishers Hubble & Hattie, who 
produce animal-related books. 
The designer showed his boss, 
and from there Mike was offered 
a contract to produce his first 
book about Scrabble. Another is 
already in creation.

Mike is self-deprecating about 
the book, saying it’s an “ideal 
book for people who don’t want 
to read a lot of words.” However, 
with his powers of observation, 
dry sense of humour, and unique 
and often very funny images, the 
number of words is unimportant 
and there is a queue of people 
hoping that either they or their 
dogs will soon feature in one of 
Mike’s designs. Those who follow 
Mike and Scrabble on social 
media will have also spotted that 
Mike’s wife Debbie is beginning 
to make a regular appearance, 
and although they are still 
technically living apart, it’s clear 
they are very much a couple.

“In the future, I’d love to have a 
small studio near the seafront in 
Brighton where I can watch the 
world and their dogs go by. Then I’ll 
draw what I see, and what makes me 
smile, and imagine what Scrabble 
would think of the situation.”

So if you happen to see a parade 
of dogs and people, all walking up 
and down in front of a shop, then 
heading inside, join the queue 
and follow the crowd. Maybe 
you will be the one lucky enough 
to capture Mike and Scrabble’s 
imagination! c

Find out more
Mike&Scrabble: A Guide To Training Your New 

Human is published by Hubble & Hattie, an 
imprint of Veloce Publishing Ltd. Price £9.99 

(ISBN 9 781 78711 000 7).
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