
 

 

 

(31) CHAPTER 7. 

MY INTENTION when I left for Windsor was to remain there 
briefly. Determined to share his work, and to save him, if 
necessary, at the expense of my own life, I planned a stay only 
long enough to gain Idris’s consent that I return to London, 
where I would take my place beside my matchless friend. Yet I 
dreaded to witness the anguish my resolve might cause her—
especially now, at the hour of greatest need. 

Having begun my journey in anxious haste, I downshifted, 
and let my route turn circuitous. If only, I wished, I could make 
the ride last days, weeks, months; of only I could avoid the 
necessity of action; if only I could escape from thought—I wished 
vainly. What was ahead came nearer and nearer, a world 
clasped in shadow’s embrace. 

A detour through Bishopgate took me to Perdita’s old 
cottage, where I stopped and dismounted. This spot of sweetest 
recollection, with its now deserted dwelling and neglected 
garden, was well adapted to nurse my melancholy. In our 
happiest days, my sister had adorned every inch with decorative 
beauties of art and nature; in that same spirit of excess, after the 



separation from Raymond she’d caused it to be entirely 
neglected. Deer were getting through the broken fence. Grass 
was sprouting from the threshold. A broken, breeze-swung 
shutter creaked a signal of utter desertion.  The sky: blue; the air: 
impregnated with fragrance by rare blossoms that survived 
among the weeds; the trees: making nature’s favorite melody 
with their motion overhead: I saw a gay summer scene dimmed 
by the meaning of these weed-choked paths and  flower beds. 
The time when in proud and happy security we assembled at 
this cottage, was gone. Soon the present hours would join those 
past—and menacing shadows of future ones rose from the 
womb of Time, their cradle and their coffin.  

For the first time in my life, I genuinely envied the dead their 
sleep. I thought with pleasure of a final bed awaiting me under 
the sod, where grief and fear have no power. I gave a push to the 
gate with its broken hinge, and felt almost suffocated by tears. 
To hold them back, I grabbed my bicycle and sped away down 
the forest road, thinking to myself: 

O Death and Change, you rulers of our life—what was there 
in our tranquility, that excited your envy—in our happiness, that 
you should destroy it? We were happy, loving and beloved; we 
asked for nothing more, with every blessing already showered 
upon us. But, alas! And I recited a old line of Calderon’s: “La 
fortuna deidad barbara importuna, oy cadaver y ayer flor, no 
permanece jamas!” (“Fortune—barbarous, grasping deity—
today a corpse, yesterday a flower—not permanent, ever.”) 

My ride began to take me past numbers of people from the 



locality. Everyone looked thoughtful or worried; and, over-
hearing a few snatches of conversation, I stopped to ask what 
went on here. A party of people fleeing London, as many did in 
those days, had come up the Thames in a boat, my respondents 
told me. Finding no one at Windsor who’d agree to shelter 
them, they’d gone a bit further upriver and spent the night in a 
deserted hut near Boulter’s Lock; I knew the place. When they 
pursued their way the following morning, the Londoners had 
left one of their company behind, sick with plague. This 
circumstance becoming known, the deserted wretch was left to 
fight with disease and death in solitude, as best he might—for no 
one dared approach within half a mile of the infected 
neighborhood. Urged by compassion, I immediately set off that 
way, meaning to assess the man’s situation and find out what I 
could do to help. 

As I advanced, I met more knots of locals, all talking 
earnestly of the same thing. Distant as they were from the 
ghastly hut, terror of contagion showed on every face. One 
person even stepped into my path to say she guessed I didn’t 
know—an infected person was lying but at a short distance 
ahead. 

“I do know it,” I replied, “and I’m going there to see what 
condition he’s in.” I let a murmur of surprise and horror run 
through the assembly before continuing: “This poor wretch is 
deserted, dying, helpless. In these unhappy times, God knows 
how soon any or all of us may be in his place. I’m going to do, as 
I would be done by.” 



“But Verney.” Here was a man I knew. “You’ll never be able 
to return to the Castle—what about Lady Idris—and the 
children?” 

I shook my head. “My friend, all of you—don’t you know the 
Earl himself, who now fills the place of Lord Protector, makes 
daily visits to plagues cases in homes and hospitals and clinics, 
going near the infected, even touching the sick? Yet I’ve never 
seen him in better health. You labor under entirely mistaken 
ideas about the plague and its nature. But don’t worry, I’m not 
asking anyone to go with me—or even to believe me, not until I 
return safe and sound from my patient.” So I left them, and 
hurried on.  

At the hut, I found the door ajar and entered. I held up a 
cloth to my nose and mouth against the stink; the sound of 
rushing waters filled my ears. Wave-refracted sunbeams 
bounced through a broken windowpane to play across the 
walls, illuminating pernicious effluvia in every corner of the 
room. One glance assured me that the last occupant was no 
more. Cold and stiff, he lay contorted on a heap of straw. 
Various stains and marks on and around him showed the 
virulence of the disorder.  

I’d seen those damaged bodies in Istanbul, but had never 
before beheld one freshly killed by pestilence. I’d read of its 
symptoms and effects. The hard swellings at the neck and groin 
that Defoe describes in A Journal of the Plague Year, about 
bubonic plague in London, weren’t to be seen; signs of the 
“inward  gangrene” he writes of were readily apparent, however. 



This indeed was some kind of plague.   
Stepping closer to the corpse of this unhappy stranger, I bent 

to raise his rigid limbs. As chill horror began to congeal my 
blood, I marked the distortion of his face, and the stony eyes lost 
to perception. “So, you’ve died of plague.” Half insanely, I 
started talking to him. “How did that feel? Painful like torture, 
from the looks of it.” My flesh had started to quiver, my hair was 
standing on end. From his gray, suppurating lips, the dead man 
seemed about to answer me. I leapt up and escaped from the 
hut before he could. . . 

My thoughts in disorder, I pedaled off down the lane, and 
was soon in sight of the people I’d left earlier, still stuck in their 
anxious huddle. Spotting the agitation on my face, they hurried 
away, fearing me contagious. 

Conclusions which appear infallible when seen at a distance 
from facts, often vanish like unreal dreams when put to the test 
of reality. I’d ridiculed these people’s fears, the fears of my 
fellow citizens, when they related to themselves. I paused in the 
road, as the fear came home to me and mine now. The 
Rubicon, I felt, was passed; I’d been exposed to plague. What 
now? According to the vulgar superstition, my clothes, my 
body, my breath, carried mortal danger to myself and others. 
Should I return to the Castle, to my wife and children, with this 
taint upon me? Not, surely, if I were infected. Though I felt sure 
I wasn’t, a few hours for the appearance of symptoms would 
settle the question. I’d spend the time in the forest, walking and 
reflecting on what was to come, and what my future actions 



were to be. 
One immediate effect of my encounter with the dead man, 

was to drive the last forty-eight hours in London almost from my 
mind. A misty remainder of those events seemed to clear, and I 
saw new, more painful prospects before me. My very intentions 
were altered. Whether I should share Adrian’s toils and danger 
was no longer the question; the prudence and zeal of his 
government had produced order and plenty in London. My 
place, these woods, was here. What could I do to imitate my 
friend’s example, in my own neighborhood of Windsor?  

Yet another question interposed. Now that plague was 
spreading, how could I secure my own family’s health? Was it 
even advisable to stay here, so close to London? In my mind, I 
spread the whole earth before me like a map. There wasn’t a 
single spot on its surface where I could have put my finger and 
said, Here is safety. Human populations across the southern 
hemisphere had been nearly annihilated by the plague at its 
most virulent and untreatable; hurricanes and floods, poisonous 
winds and blights, filled up the measure of suffering for the 
survivors. In the north, whose sparser residents declined more 
gradually from plague, famine found the ones yet spared an easy 
prey. 

I contracted my view to England. As I’d just seen, the 
overgrown metropolis, the great heart of mighty Britain, was 
pulseless. All resort for ambition or pleasure was cut off—
commerce had ceased—the streets were grass-grown—the 
houses empty—the few Londoners who from necessity 



remained, wore a doomed aspect. The same tragedy played out 
on a smaller, yet more disastrous scale, had overwhelmed the 
larger manufacturing towns, where they had no Adrian to 
superintend and direct, and whole flocks of the poor were 
struck and killed every week.  

Yet not all of us would die. Though thinned, the human race 
would continue; one day, the great plague of 2094, like Defoe’s 
of 1665, would be a matter for historians and novelists to make 
readers wonder at. Doubtless, its spread was the greatest and 
most global ever known, up to now. All the more cause for us to 
unite and work hard to dispute its progress; treated so cheaply in 
the past, when conquerors went out almost in sport to slay their 
thousands and tens of thousands, a single human life had 
become more precious than any so-called royal treasure. Look 
at a human being: the thought-filled countenance, the graceful 
limbs, the majestic brow, the wondrous mechanism—God’s 
best work was not to be cast aside as a broken vessel. Homo 
sapiens should be preserved, and the generations carry down its 
name and form to the end of time. 

Since some people must survive, my task, above all, must be 
to guard those people entrusted by nature and fate to my 
especial care, and ensure that they be among the survivors. My 
Idris and our babes, the community at Eton, our country 
neighbors, the migrants already present and those still to come: 
there, at Windsor Castle, I’d establish a haven for the victims of 
society’s shipwreck. Its forests would encompass our world, its 
gardens feed us. Within its walls would be Health.  



The other hours of my forest mediations, I confess, were 
filled with thoughts about myself. Once again, life had linked 
me to Windsor Castle—scene, I knew, of my father’s greatest 
triumphs and regrets. I traced my own life’s course, from outcast 
and vagabond, to one exalted by friendship with Adrian, who’d 
caught me gently in the silver net of love and civilization, and 
awakened me to human kindness and human excellence. 
Though I loved wisdom ardently and aspired after good, I’d 
done nothing of any worth, when Idris, royal born at Windsor 
Castle like her brother—Idris, who was herself the person-
ification of all that was divine in Woman, she who walked the 
earth like a poet’s dream, as a carved goddess brought to life, or 
a saint stepping from the canvas of an altarpiece—she, the most 
worthy, chose me, and gave me herself—a priceless gift. Our 
children had all been born at Windsor Castle, too.  

At the end of the requisite hours for signs of infection to 
appear, I was still in perfect health, only hungry and fatigued by 
a walk that had taken me almost to Bracknel and back. The sun 
was in descent, and I resumed my ride home to Windsor 
through the flickering of the forest’s long shadows on the Long 
Road. Idris, I realized, having heard nothing from me all day, 
might well have heard from someone else of my return from 
London, and my visit to Boulter’s Lock—in which case my 
continued absence could only alarm her. My anxiety on this 
point increased when I rolled into the town market square 
below the Castle, and found it in a state of agitation and unrest. 

Wrecked hopes birthed superstitions. In a phenomenon 



observed across the world, with the pandemic’s spread, many 
fanatics arose who prophesied that the end-times were come. 
They used wild antics and dangerous rhetoric to monopolize 
the great theatre of public life, and proclaim the remaining 
particle of futurity almost dwindled to zero.  The weak-spirited 
died of fear as they listened to these prophets’ denunciations; 
those of robust form and apparent strength fell into idiocy and 
madness, racked by the dread of coming eternity.  

A man of this kind had found his way to Windsor—where the 
countryside’s present state of alarm made its people fit 
instruments to be played upon by a maniac. Ragged, emaciated, 
the poor wretch stood on the top of the town hall steps, and 
from this elevation, with many frantic gestures, harangued a 
trembling crowd. 

“I come from London, where I lost my wife and our lovely 
infant child to the plague. We were starving at the time. Until 
the work went away, I was a mechanic. But then we starved, 
and then came plague. And that room where they were lying, 
my wife and child—though wife and child no more, only dead 
clay—I left, never to return. I ran outside, no idea where to go, 
wild with hunger, with watching, with grief. All at once  there 
came a blinding flash of light—and I knew! I was sent by heaven 
to preach human extinction to the whole world.  

“So I entered the churches, and foretold to the 
congregations how speedily they’d be removing to the vaults 
below. I climbed onstage at the theatres  to tell the audiences to 
go home and die. I was arrested, locked up—but I escaped. Now 



I am a wanderer among you, and a prophet. 
 “Hear me, you people!” he cried “And Heaven, all-seeing 

but most pitiless—you listen too. Hear, O my own tempest-
tossed heart, which breathes out these words, yet faints beneath 
their meaning—hear me! Death is among us! The beautiful 
earth is bedecked with flowers, but she is our grave. The 
rainclouds weep for us—the stars are candles at our funeral. 
Gray heads, you hoped for a few more years in your familiar 
homes; but the lease is up, you must remove. Children, dears, 
you will never reach maturity. Even now the small grave is dug 
for you—mothers, clasp them in your arms. One death 
embraces you!” 

As he poured forth his eloquent despair, the maniacal 
mechanic seemed to unveil each listener’s hidden fears, and 
give voice to the thoughts they dared not express. Then he went 
further. His voice paused, and his eyes looked about to burst 
from their sockets. Shuddering, hands outstretched, he 
appeared to follow shapes, invisible to us, in the yielding air 
above our heads. He gave a cry. 

“There they are—the dead! They rise in their shrouds, and 
pass in silent procession. Their bloodless lips are still, even their 
shadowy limbs are motionless. They glide onwards. We’re 
coming with you!, I tell them. Because what are we waiting for? 
Hurry, my friends, and dress yourselves in your best burial 
clothes—you must prepare to meet royalty: Death, the ruler of 
all. Why do we tarry? The good, the wise, the beloved, are 
already gone. Mothers, bestow your last kisses—husbands, 



protectors no more, lead your partners! Come, O come! while 
the dear ones are yet in sight. For soon they’ll be too far away, 
and we may never have this chance again to join them.” 

He passed on to another theme: the horrors of the time, 
which he painted in minute detail. Heartbreaking tales of the 
dearest ties being snapped—the gasping horror of despair over 
the deathbed of the last beloved—the effects of plague upon the 
human frame, which he described with such unexaggerated but 
terrific words that groans and even shrieks burst from the crowd. 
One man in particular, standing rigid and open-mouthed in 
front, his eyes fixed on the prophet, showed every sign of the 
most intense fear.  The mechanic caught his glance, and I 
thought of how a rattlesnake’s gaze is said to hypnotize its 
trembling prey. He stood taller, his frantic features composed 
themselves into a show of calm authority. The poor man at the 
foot of the steps trembled harder. The other looked down on 
him until his knees knocked together and his teeth chattered. At 
last he fell to the ground in convulsions.  

“That man has the plague,” said the maniac calmly. A shriek 
burst from the lips of the poor wretch; then all at once he lay 
motionless. It was manifest to all that he was dead. 

Cries of horror gave place to cries of rage and fear, as 
everyone in the shoving, desperate crowd tried to escape the 
town square all at once. In a few minutes, I was alone with the 
dead man and the maniac; subdued and exhausted, he climbed 
down to sit on the sidewalk beside the corpse, his gaunt framed 
bowed. I saw some of the magistrate’s people approach, sent to 



remove the body. The unfortunate being, thinking they’d come 
to arrest and jail him again, jumped up and fled. I biked onwards 
to the Castle. 

Death, cruel and relentless, had entered these beloved 
walls. An old nanny who’d been with Idris since infancy, and 
who lived with us more on the footing of an elderly relative than 
a former employee, had gone a few days before to visit her 
married daughter who lived near London. On the night of her 
return she sickened of the plague. From the haughty and 
unbending Countess of Windsor, Idris had received little 
tenderness; this good woman had been her real source of 
maternal care. The nanny’s very deficiencies of education and 
knowledge, by rendering her humble and defenseless, endeared 
her to us, and she was the children’s special favorite. I arrived 
home to find my poor wife literally wild with grief and dread.  

She hung over the patient in an agony nowise mitigated by 
wandering thoughts of her babes, for whom she feared 
infection. My entrance she greeted as a lighthouse lamp would 
have been hailed by sailors in the midst of weathering some 
dangerous rocky point. She deposited her appalling doubts in 
my hands; she relied on my judgment, and was comforted by 
my participation in her sorrow. Soon our poor nanny expired; 
and for Idris the anguish of suspense was changed to deepest 
regret, which though at first more painful, yet yielded more 
readily to my consolation; until sleep, the sovereign balm, 
steeped her tearful eyes in forgetfulness. 

Idris slept, and quiet prevailed: in the Castle’s hushed 



repose, I was its sole wakeful inhabitant. Through the long night 
hours, my busy thoughts worked in my brain like ten thousand 
cogwheels, rapid, acute, unstoppable. All England slept; and 
from my window, commanding a wide prospect of the starlit 
country, I saw the land stretched out in placid rest. I was awake, 
alive, while sleep possessed my race. What if, not sleep, but 
Death should gain dominion? The silence of midnight, to speak 
truly, though it seems a paradox, rang in my ears. The solitude 
became intolerable; returning to Indris in bed, I placed my hand 
on her beating heart—I bent my head to catch the sound and 
warmth of her breath, to assure myself that she still existed—for 
a moment I doubted whether I could really wake her up, so 
irrational was the horror running  through my veins. Great God! 
Would it be thus—one day I’d walk the earth alone? All 
humanity extinct, except myself? Inarticulate, oracular, 
persuasive, such warning voices forced themselves upon me 
that night as Schiller wrote of (in my lost Perdita’s favorite 
translation of his Wallenstein, by Coleridge): 

 
 Yet I would not call them 
 Voices of warning, that announce to us 
 Only the inevitable. As the sun, 
 Ere it is risen, sometimes paints its image 
 In the atmosphere: so often do the spirits 
 Of great events stride on before the events, 
 And in to-day already walks to-morrow. 
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