
 

 

 

(30) CHAPTER 6 cont. 

THE PLAGUE—in London! Fools that we were, we never 
foresaw this. We wept over the ruin of the boundless continents 
to the south and east of us, then mourned the desolation of the 
western world. That little channel between our island and the 
rest, we fancied, would preserve us, alive, among the planet’s 
dead. Methinks Calais lies not so far from Dover. From either 
shore, the naked eye easily discerns the sister land; they were 
united once; what runs between them on our maps is but a 
footway trodden through the high grass of geological time. Yet 
this runnel was to save us—and the sea, yes, raising adamantine 
walls around our British Isles. On the other side, disease and 
misery; inside lay shelter from the foe—a nook of the garden of 
paradise—a patch of celestial soil, which no evil could invade—
truly we were wise in our generation, to imagine all these things! 

But we are awake now. The plague is in London, and 
England’s air is tainted; her sons and daughters strew the un-
wholesome earth. And now, the sea that was defending us seems 
to imprison us instead; hemmed in by its empty gulphs, we’ll die 
like the famished inhabitants of a city under siege. Other nations, 



with contiguity, have a certain fellowship in death; but we, with 
no neighbors, must bury our own dead, and little England 
become a wide, wide tomb. 

Though my feelings partook of this universal misery, the 
thought of danger to my wife and children possessed my whole 
being with fear. The idols of my soul—how to save and keep 
them from the plague, obsessed me. The wildest plans, to reach 
an uninfected spot and build our home there—on a wave-tossed 
raft at sea—or some healthy wild beast’s den emptied by my 
hand for the purpose—or else an aerie where a mountain eagle 
had its nest, but now my family and I would live there, for the 
next several years, suspended in an inaccessible recess of a cliff 
overlooking a rocky sea—no labor looked too great, no scheme 
too outlandish, if it promised life to them. . .O! you heartstrings 
of mine, if only you could be torn asunder, and my soul kept 
from spending itself in tears of blood for sorrow! 

Idris, after the first shock, recovered her strength of 
composure. Studiously shutting out all thoughts of the future, 
cradling her heart in present blessings, she kept the children 
constantly in sight; as long as they were near, healthy, playful, 
she could enjoy contentment and hope. I, meanwhile, was 
troubled by a strange, wild restlessness, all the more intolerable 
for being kept concealed. My fears for Adrian never abated.  
August, our hottest month, saw plague fatalities surge rapidly in 
London. All who had the power of leaving had deserted the city 
by now; and he, the brother of my soul, was still exposed to the 
perils from which most everyone we knew had fled. Alongside 



those poor souls chained there by circumstance, he stayed 
behind to do combat with the fiend, virtually unaided; infection 
might even reach him, and he die unattended and alone. By day 
and night these thoughts pursued me until I made up my mind 
to visit London, despite the risk. I had to see him, and quiet my 
agonizing worries somehow—whether by hope’s sweet 
medicine, or the opiate of despair. 

About midway there I started seeing a host of changes on the 
suburban scenery’s face. The better sort of houses were boarded 
up, along with businesses on every side. What commerce there 
was, looked to be struggling; what people I saw, shared an air of 
anxiety. I met several funerals but counted few mourners. My 
bicycle’s passage attracted wondering glances—I was the first 
person they’d seen heading towards London in days.  

Adrian’s chief effort, I knew, after the immediate care of the 
sick, had been to disguise the symptoms and progress of the 
plague in London from the city’s own inhabitants. He acted on 
the principle that fear and melancholy forebodings would aid 
the pandemic’s spread; that in both individuals and groups, 
desponding, brooding care reduced immunity to infection. No 
unseemly sights were therefore discernible: the shops were in 
general open, the major roads and attractions in some degree 
kept up. But since the third week in June, when I’d last seen it, 
the city was a different place. Grass had sprung up in the streets 
deserted by traffic. Row after row of drawn shutters gave a 
desolate look to the house fronts I bicycled past, almost alone in 
the road. Frightened stares followed me, and strange looks very 



different from the Londoners’ usual business-like glances.  
I found the streets of the fashionable neighborhood around 

the Protectoral Palace almost deserted. Adrian’s antechamber 
within, however, was crowded at this hour with petitioners. 
Hesitant to interrupt his work, I stood aside and watched several 
dozen passing in and out. Middle- and working-class people 
who’d lost the means to support themselves with the stoppage 
of trade, which had trickled down to paralyze the money-
making spirit at every level of society; in general, those waiting 
to see Adrian displayed an anxious air, and a few showed signs 
of terror at their plight. What a contrast from their look—calm, 
resigned, even satisfied—upon leaving his audience chamber. I 
could read my friend’s beneficent influence in their enlivened 
bearing. Order, comfort, and even health, rose under his 
influence, as from the touch of a magician’s wand. 

Two o’clock struck. Those who’d failed to get in this time 
went sullenly or sorrowfully away, while I entered the audience 
chamber. The clear signs of improvement in Adrian ‘s health 
struck me at once. Gone was that resemblance to an over-
nursed flower of spring, grown tall beyond its strength, weighed 
down by its own blossoms. Concentrated energy was diffused 
over his whole formerly languorous person. His eyes bright, his 
features composed, he sat at a table with several secretaries, 
who were arranging notes and petitions. Adrian was still 
occupied with a few petitioners who’d lingered. I admired his 
justice and patience in his remarks to them, and his generosity 
to one, who needed passage money for his family to get safely to 



relatives in the Midlands. 
“I’m glad you’ve come,” he said, when at last we were alone. 

“I can only spare a few minutes, and must tell you much in that 
time. The plague is now in progress—there’s no denying the 
fact—the deaths increase each week. What will come I cannot 
guess. I look only at the day before me. As yet, thank God, I can 
handle the government of the town.” My impulsive arrival, I 
learned, was fortuitous. Though Adrian had been able to keep 
him in town far past the few weeks originally asked, he’d 
received the Protector’s final ultimatum. Ryland would be 
leaving London before the end of the month. His deputy, an 
appointee of Parliament, who’d been preparing to undertake 
the remainder of his term, had died of plague the previous day. 
Parliament, Adrian explained, must name another deputy 
Protector at once. “I’ve advanced my claim,” he said, “and I 
don’t expect to have a single competitor. The House is meeting 
tonight to decide the question. Ryland’s too ashamed to show 
himself near Parliament. But you, Lionel, my friend, you 
godsend—you can nominate me—you must. Please, won’t you 
do me this service?” 

How lovely is devotion! Royally born, bred in luxury, by 
nature averse to the usual struggles of a public life: now, in this 
dangerous time, when simply to live was the highest hope of the 
ambitious, here was my beloved and heroic friend, offering in 
sweet simplicity to sacrifice himself for the public good. The 
very idea was generous and noble. Beyond this, his direct and 
unpretending manner rendered the authentic virtue behind his 



action ten times more touching. I’d have withstood his request, 
even so; but I’d seen the good he diffused; and his resolve felt 
unshakeable. So, with a heavy heart, I consented to do as he 
asked. He grasped my hand affectionately. 

“Thank you, Lionel. You’ve helped me solve a painful 
dilemma—and are, as you ever were, my best friend.” With that, 
our interview had to close. Adrian, leaving for his daily round of 
hospital visits and neighborhood inspections, told me I should 
go upstairs and talk to Ryland for a few hours. “Though he 
deserts his post down here, he could render us immense help 
back home in the north of England. Receiving and assisting new 
arrivals from London, contributing to the city’s food supply—
awaken him, I entreat you, to some sense of duty.” 

I found the present Lord Protector much altered, even from 
the wreck I’d last observed at Windsor. Perpetual fear had 
jaundiced and shriveled his whole person. A slight relaxation of 
the wince in which his face seemed fixed denoted a smile at my 
news, that Adrian would surely be made deputy that night. He 
began sorting papers to pack as we talked. Ryland couldn’t wait 
to leave London. Every day since his grudging return, he’d 
expected to catch plague; every day, he was unable to resist the 
Earl of Windsor and the gentle violence of his detention. Now, 
after tonight, he could escape to safety. His spirits rising by the 
moment, he cheerfully entered into a discussion about what he, 
as a leader in his home county, should plan to do in aid of the 
nation at large. Forgotten for the moment, I guessed, was his 
cherished and well-known resolution to shut himself up in the 



mansion and grounds of his estate, away from all outside 
contact. 

That evening, Adrian and I headed to Westminster. Along 
with way he rehearsed me in what I was to say and do. My mind 
felt strangely blank as we entered Parliament. While Adrian 
lingered to chat in the coffee-room, I went in and took my seat 
in old St. Stephen’s. The silence was unusual. I hadn’t been 
there since Raymond’s protectorate, which had witnessed high 
water marks in attendance,  eloquence, and warmth of debate. 
Tonight’s benches were at least half empty. Those customarily 
occupied by the hereditary members sat entirely vacant. The 
city members were there, and members for the commercial 
towns. I spotted few landed proprietors, and not many of those 
who’d entered parliament for the sake of a career.  

The announcement broke into the quiet: first subject for the 
attention of the House, was an address by the Lord Protector, 
who was requesting the members to appoint a deputy during a 
necessary absence on his part. 

Full silence prevailed. Everyone knew Ryland wasn’t there.  
His deputy must be chosen next. Now for the first time I saw 

the full extent of my responsibility, and felt overwhelmed by 
what I’d brought on myself. Through fear of the plague, Ryland 
deserted his post; through fear of the plague, no one else but 
Adrian wanted it. And I, the Earl of Windsor’s kin by marriage, 
was to propose his election. I was to thrust this matchless friend 
of mine into the land’s most dangerous position—no! 
Impossible! The die was cast—I would offer myself as 



candidate. 
The few members present had come more for the sake of 

settling the business by a quorum, than with any idea of hearing 
a debate. I’d risen mechanically, my knees trembling, my first 
words hesitant. “The necessity of choosing a person adequate to 
the dangerous task at hand” was as far as I’d gotten. But with the 
decision to take my friend’s place, the load of doubt and painful 
hesitation was lifted from me. My voice was firm now, my 
eloquence spontaneous. What Adrian had already done, I 
credited fully, and promised the same vigilance in furthering all 
his views. I drew a touching picture of his vacillating health, and 
boasted of my own strength. I prayed them to save, even from 
himself, this irreplaceable scion of the noblest family in 
England. My alliance with him was the pledge of my sincerity; 
my union with his sister, my children, his presumptive heirs, 
were the hostages of my truth. 

This unexpected turn in the debate was quickly commu-
nicated to Adrian, who hurried into the chamber just at the end 
of my impassioned harangue. With my soul in my words, I 
didn’t see him—only a vision of his form, tainted by pestilence, 
sinking in death; he seized my hand through the image of his 
future floating in my eyes, saying, “Unkind friend—you’ve 
betrayed me!”  

Then, with the air of one who had a right to command, he 
sprang forward to claim the place of Lord Deputy to the 
Protector as his own. He had bought it, he said, with danger, 
and paid for it with toil, during an interval devoted to the 



interests of his country—was Lionel Verney now to step in, and 
reap the profit? Let his listeners remember what London had 
been when he, Windsor, arrived: the panic and attendant 
famine, the daily loosening of every moral and legal tie. He had 
restored order—a work requiring perseverance, patience, 
energy. He had neither slept nor waked but for the good of his 
country. Would they dare wrong him like this? Would they take 
away his hard-earned reward, to bestow it on an absolute 
stranger to public life, who lacked all experience where he 
himself was a proven adept—and Ryland’s own choice for the 
position?   

Adrian went further: he demanded the deputyship as his 
right. Never before, he reminded us, had he—born the inheritor 
of England’s throne—ever once asked favor or honor of those 
now his equals, but who might have been his subjects. Would 
they refuse him? Could they topple from the path of distinction 
and worthy ambition, the heir of their ancient kings, and heap 
another disappointment on a fallen house? 

Into the murmur of sympathy that followed Adrian’s final 
words, I shouted, “Don’t listen to him! He’s lying—lying to 
himself!” But I wasn’t allowed to explain. Silence reestablished, 
Adrian and I were ordered, by custom, to retire while the House 
decided. Any hopes I had were mistaken: we’d hardly left the 
chamber before Adrian was recalled and confirmed in the 
office.  

We returned to the Protectoral Palace together.  
Adrian spoke first. “Why, Lionel? What did you intend? You 



couldn’t hope to win, and yet you give me the pain of a triumph 
over my dearest friend.” 

“Don’t mock me,” I replied. “You know why. As you, adored 
brother, uncle, friend, the one being, of all the world contains, 
who’s dearest to our hearts—you devote yourself to an early 
death, I was trying to prevent it. My death would be a small evil 
by comparison, and with my ruder health I’m likelier to survive; 
while you can’t hope to escape.” 

“As to the likelihood of escaping,” said Adrian, “ten years 
from now the cold stars might be shining on all our graves. But 
as to my peculiar liability to infection, I could easily prove, both 
logically and physically, that in the midst of contagion I have a 
better chance of survival than you.” I waited for the proof, but 
he continued in another vein. 

“This is my post, Lionel. I was born for this—to rule an 
England endangered, in anarchy—to devote myself to saving 
her. The blood of my forbearers cries aloud in my veins, and 
bids me be first among my people. Or, if this mode of speech 
offend you, let me say this. My mother, the proud Ex-Queen, 
instilled a love of distinction in me very early on. I might have 
started struggling for my lost inheritance years ago, had my 
bodily weakness and peculiar opinions not prevented it. But 
now my mother, or, if you will, my mother’s lessons, awaken 
within me. I can’t lead forces into battle; I won’t intrigue to raise 
again our throne upon the wreck of English public spirit. But I 
can be the foremost support and guardian my country, now that 
terrific disasters and ruin have laid strong hands upon her. 



“That country and my beloved sister are all I have. I’ll 
protect one—the other I commit to your charge. If I survive, and 
she be lost, far better I died too. Preserve her. For her own sake 
I know you will; if you require other incentive, bear in mind that 
in saving her, you save me. Her faultless nature, a compendium 
of perfections, is wrapped up in those she loves, their slightest 
injury hurts her. Already she fears for us; fears for the children 
she adores; fears for you, their father, her lover, her husband 
and protector. Idris needs you near, to support and encourage 
her. Go back to Windsor then, my brother—for such you are by 
every tie. Fill my place there along with yours. And let me, in all 
my sufferings here, turn my towards you all in that dear 
seclusion, and say, There is peace.” 
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