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The Invalid Tries to Lie Well,
Or, Plague Reading

D. Graham Burnett

As the mounting fears of early March crested to
panic (stripped shelves in the supermarket; spik-
ing price of bleach), I fell ill. It started with an
alien swallowing reflex deep in my throat, and
moved into my lungs with an inexorable, plod-
ding force. Strangely, my body did not feel like it
was fighting. I lost taste and smell, creating weird
effects (toothpaste, stripped of its mint, became
pure volatile camphor). My fever spiked. Outside,
the Doppler howl of sirens.

Each day for three weeks, trying to get better,
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I took a long bath. And read. Lying in the tub.
Always the same book: Manzoni’s The Betrothed,
that extraordinary novel of love and Providence
and history; a story of plague in Milan in 1630. My
copy, which I first read in the mid-1990s, bears var-
ious pencil annotations inside the front and back
covers, including telegraphic notes on a dream I no
longer remember: “the girl being mean to the poor
/ the crazy priest secretary / the cut peoples’ faces.”
Two doodled hands, one making a fork-fingered
gesture of peace, accompany a scribbled reference
(creatively misspelled) to the Canadian architec-
tural theorist Witold Rybczynski, whose memoir
The Most Beautiful House in the World had been

recommended to me, and which I have never read.
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A Metro-North ticket stub from the morning of
19 February 2001 suggests the volume resurfaced
for a perusal in the months before 9/11.

In the tub, trying not to cough, turning the
yellowed pages, feeling very afraid of not being
able to breathe, I suddenly became overwhelmed
with an incomprehensible desire to hear King
Harvest’s old frat-house standard “Dancing in the
Moonlight.” This was weird. It is not a song with
which I have any connection. No memories. It isn’t
an anthem of my youth. I am not even sure I like it.
But as it sounded from the little Bluetooth speaker
perched on the window-ledge, I began to sob freely.

This feels shameful to confess. The tune

lives in a miasma of early 1970s dope-rock that
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struggles to stand clear of kitsch. One thinks
of early Steely Dan and B-side Van Morrison.
King Harvest themselves were a one-hit outfit.
They knocked around Europe retailing an Easy
Rider aesthetic for French college students as
the urgency of 1968 went all pear-shaped. And
the song? Its lyrics invoke a non-specific party—
people are having an uncomplicated good time:

Dancin’ in the moonlight

Everybody’s feelin’ warm and right

It such a fine and natural sight

Everybody’s dancin’ in the moonlight
It was dark. I was afraid. Outside, the sirens. In this
context, feeling fragile, and touched by the fatality

attendant on all living things, the sense of a place



28 D. Graham Burnett

where people might dance and feel good together
achieved, for a moment, a spectral, primitive force.
Everybody here is outta sight
They don’t bark and they don’t bite
They keep things loose, they keep things light
Everybody was dancin’ in the moonlight
Loose and light. Yes. That was very much what was
wanted. Only later I would learn that Sherman
Kelly drafted those verses while recuperating from
a nearly fatal gang attack in the Caribbean, a beat-
ing that would break multiple bones in his face
and substantially change his life (his girlfriend was
raped; he was left for dead). As he would put it
later, “I envisioned an alternate reality, the dream

of a peaceful and joyous celebration of life. It was
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just me imagining a better world than the one I
had just experienced.” Some of that may actually
be in the song. And might be part of why I cried.

Looking back at my well-steamed copy of
Manzoni, I find that at this last reading I circled
a passage on page 718—which is to say, the pen-
ultimate leaf of the volume, a page I would have
read in the bath in the second week of April, by
which time I was mostly recovered. It might merit
citation here, as a gentle prod to those of us who
made it through 2020, and now face the start of
2021 (which has launched in the United States
with more grief and violence):

As long as a man stays in this world ...

he is like an invalid lying on a bed which
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is always more or less uncomfortable.
Around him he sees other beds, with the
bedclothes to outward appearances very
neatly arranged smooth and level; and he
concludes that those who lie there must lie
very well indeed. But if he should contrive
to change, no sooner is he in his new bed,
and letting his weight rest on it, than bris-
tles in the mattress begin to prick him, and
bumps begin to bruise him, so that the last
state of the patient is very much like the
first. And this shows us ... that we should
think less about lying well and more about
doing good; and this ... will make us lie

more comfortably into the bargain.
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