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Fill my pocket with posies and I will treat the rosie. The rosie rash. And the plague. 

Ring around the rosie, and a pocket full of posies. 

This city is dead. And so are these people. They might still be groaning, might still be 

moaning. But they’re dead, all the same, and there’s nothing I can do about it. So we leave 

them there — I leave them there — on the straw beds covering the dusty floor. They will die 

soon, pitiful and alone. 

I’ve put on my costume — my black long robe, my bird-like mask, my cane — before 

I enter the room. It’s a dark room; we don’t waste too much light on dead people. A few 

heads turn around and, when they see me, their moaning grows. 

Doctor… doctor… 

Help… doctor… 

Doctor… 

Inside my mask, I take a deep breath. Then I walk across the room, ignoring all the 

calling. 

Am I going to die… 

My wife… Is my wife all right… 

Doctor… doctor… 

Sometimes I have to use my cane to keep these dead people away. I try not to look 

at the black boils on their skin, at the pools of blood and vomit that decorate their beds. I try 
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not to look at the black decaying skins on their fingers, their lips, their noses. I try not to 

think of the scent of death that’s lingering over this quarantine room. 

This city is dead, beginning with these people. 

Why won’t you help us… 

Please… I don’t want to die… 

Doctor… 

At the back of the hall, there are several doors leading to smaller individual rooms. 

We never have enough rooms. Only people who come first — and will die first — can get a 

room. The rest have to share this Moaning Pit.  

I reach the room at the very end. I open the door, and see the little girl inside turns 

her head at me. She smiles, weakly. 

‘Hello, father,’ she says.  

Black boils cover her body, her face. The tips of her fingers are black. 

 

This city is dead. I told her this once and I didn’t lie. No one wants to leave their 

houses, for fear they would get infected. And those who are on the street always walk very, 

very fast, with their heads tucked in their coats, avoiding eye contact with anyone else. After 

all, what should they do if the person they see is infected? What should they do if that 

person begs for help? Do they dare to look at those agonised eyes — eyes that seem to 

mirror death itself? Should they stop to help — and in turn get infected themselves? 

This is not how a city should be — no human interaction, except for the cries for help 

and the attempts to ignore them. No. This is how Hell should be. 

So, I told her, whenever you see someone crying for help, just ignore them. Pretend 

you’re deaf. Don’t ever stop, even if they’re your best friends, your family — or me. 
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But, she protested, that doesn’t make sense. They’re still our people. Our city. We 

have to help them if we can. 

I said, No, they’re no longer people. They’re corpses. They just don’t realise it yet. 

But — father, you’re a doctor. You should be the last person who says such things! 

No, I’m just someone who’s forced to be a doctor, because the payment is good. 

There’s no cure for this city. 

But, father — 

No, dear, that’s an order. Never stop to help people, even if they’re someone you 

love. Even if it’s me. Walk out the door and leave me to die. Just like what I’ll do if it’s you. 

 

I take a chair and sit next to her. I glance at the boils on her skin again. There are 

more of them than yesterday. 

She let out a little cough. ‘So…?’ 

‘Hmm?’ 

‘Aren’t you going to leave me to die?’ 

I answer nothing. I glance at the glass next to her bed. I pick it up and examine the 

content.  

‘Did you… did you drink only fresh water as instructed?’ 

‘Yes, father.’ 

‘Did you finish the herb medicine I gave you?’ 

‘Yes, doctor.’ 

‘Good, good…’ I put the glass back on the table, and try not to look at her — in case 

there’s glimmer of death in her eyes too. 
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‘Then… we’ll just let some more blood out again, shall we? We need to remove all of 

the excess blood from your body.’ 

She nods, briefly. I touch her arm with my gloved hand, careful not to touch any of 

the boils. When I find the external artery, I take a bloodletting stick from my belt and 

puncture her skin very, very softly. Blood begins to flow out of her arm, red like the devil’s 

tail. 

She remains silent. She doesn’t even wince, like she used to do whenever she got 

hurt. I watch the blood dripping one by one, until everything in my head turns crimson. 

 

Where did the plague come from? Who caused it? Sometimes, after I’ve seen one 

black boil too many, I wonder about it myself. And so does everyone else. 

One person says, It’s caused by the Jews — they poisoned the well! Another person 

says, No, it’s the Roma — they bring this disease with them! Yet another person says, No, no, 

it’s the witches — they put a curse on us! There are other, more ridiculous answers, but all of 

them always follow the same pattern: It’s their fault; no, it’s their fault. Us? No, not our 

fault. It’s their, their, their fault. 

Sometimes, when I walk on a street that’s yet to be empty, I can see a mob of people 

circling around someone they hold responsible for the plague — Jews, Roma, old ladies that 

look like witches or other people ‘who aren’t exactly our kind’. The mob hurl stones and 

curses. The victim sobs and pleads. But nobody listen, because they believe she’s evil and 

therefore deserves to die. There’s blood in everyone’s eyes, and they won’t stop until it’s also 

on their hands. So they take a torch and let the victim burn, burn, burn. 
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I always watch the burning from the very back of the crowd. I imagine the flame 

makes my bird mask glistening fiery orange. I hear the sobs and the pleading lost in the 

chanting of the mob — Kill, kill, kill, burn, burn, burn. And I do nothing about it. 

This city is dead — first the sick, then the innocent. So I sit back and watch it dying 

from the back of the crowd — and do nothing. 

 

‘Father,’ she says, ‘am I going to die?’ 

I keep my silence and continue bandaging her arm. I try to ignore the black boils that 

devour her body, bit by bit. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, forehead wet 

and cold with sweat, with the image of those black boils filling my head — writhing, crawling 

on her skin, as if alive. 

‘Father?’ 

‘No. No, dear, you’ll be fine. Everything will be okay.’ 

For once I’m grateful for the bird mask that hides my face. It means I don’t need to 

fake a smile. 

She says nothing. But she smiles, humourlessly. 

‘Once I get better,’ she says, ‘I’ll gather all my friends to play. I’ll tell them to grab 

each other’s hands, form a ring and begin singing.’ 

‘Oh? And what will you sing?’ I say absent-mindedly. 

‘I’m still working on it,’ she says. ‘But it’ll be something to remember the plague.’ 

My hands freeze. I look at her. ‘Why would you want to remember something like 

this? Don’t you think it’s better to let it pass and forget all about it?’ 
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She smiles again. ‘Not so,’ she says. ‘If I forget about something that makes me sad, 

then I’ll have nothing to make me happy. It’s better to remember, so that we know we’ve 

got over it, and now we’re happy. You taught me all this. 

‘This city is dead, father, you said so. But I want to think we have a chance. That’s 

why, once it’s over, I want to hold everyone’s hands and form a big, big ring, to show that 

we’re still one city, and then we’ll sing something like this: 

‘Ring around the rosie 

A pocket full of posies 

A-tchoo, a-tchoo 

We all fall down!’ 

Once the tune echoes away, she looks at me, expectantly. 

I open and close my mouth, once, twice, inside my bird mask. ‘That’s… a good song,’ 

I manage. 

‘I’m still working on the lyrics,’ she says, ‘but it’ll be ready soon. I want to make it 

really easy to sing, so even children can remember it. Maybe two or three verses will do —’ 

She sneezes. Again and again. I jump to my feet, almost knocking the chair down. 

Eventually the sneezing stops. She lies back on her bed, breathing very slowly. I 

hesitate for a moment, and then, with a gloved hand, I stroke her forehead. 

‘Why don’t you take a rest for now? We’ll need you to finish that song.’ 

She smiles, weakly, and closes her eyes. ‘Do you know, father,’ she goes on, ‘why the 

last lyric says, “We all fall down”?’ 

‘No. Why?’ 

‘Because we won’t survive, father, you said so. This city is dead. I want to finish the 

song, but it’s impossible because we’re all dead. Unless you do something about it.’ 
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I close the door to her room. Then I rest my forehead on the door, thinking. 

The groaning grows again around me. I look around at these sick people; the song 

still echoes in my head.  

We all fall down! 

I take a deep breath, approach the nearest patient and begin to work. There’s a city I 

need to cure. 
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