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Before I Wake, My Soul to Take

Susan Ryan

Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake,

I pray my soul the Lord to take,

And if I wander for too long,

In my lover’s arms I do belong.

Before I wake, my soul to take.

Before I wake, 

My Soul to Take
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Jonathan Mandrake pushed aside the papers he’d signed. He wrote the date, 1889, then stared down at the document. Theresa Mandrake, his beloved wife, had died, and before him now stood the physician who pronounced her dead. Jonathan signed as a witness to her demise.

“A cold, I told her. I said it was only a cold,” Jonathan’s voice sounded strained and filled with pain. 

“Jonathan, she had pneumonia. You can’t blame yourself for that. No doctor can predict who will live or die when stricken with disease. Pneumonia is a challenging condition for anyone to battle, regardless of their overall health.  We pray the lungs can handle the fluid buildup. Theresa’s couldn’t.” 

He stood, a tall, dark figure of a man, and gazed at the doctor. “That, Henry, is my consolation? I think not,” Jonathan answered, and again, the agonizing pain of loss so evident in his voice. 

“Jonathan, I’ll have Maisy come by.  You need to rest. Theresa needs to be readied for burial. Maisy will take care of that, too. Do you want any friends and any of her family to come for the last viewing?”

“No, just get her ready. Please arrange to procure a coffin. I’ll have her buried in my mausoleum. I have no use for either of our families.”

Jonathan took one last look at his dead wife. Her auburn hair hung damp, and her once peachy skin was now lifeless.  The beautiful woman he once loved had faded into darkness with the release of a breath. He stood motionless, staring at her lifeless form, realizing the fragility of life. He found the pain in his chest unbearable. He wanted to be by her side and wanted death, too. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to look at his old friend. He’d known Henry Matthews all his life, and now he’d ask a favor.

“Have Maisy put her in her wedding dress. She loved that dress. We joked,” He found it hard to finish the sentence because the jest had become a reality, a harsh, unwelcome reality. 

“Jonathan, Maisy will do whatever you want. However, please get some rest. Theresa always worried about you. I believe she still is.”

He turned back to his dead wife.  She’d only been twenty-eight years old, and they’d made passionate love days before. She wanted a baby, and he finally agreed. He was a few months shy of forty, and she had wanted him to become a father. As he looked down at her motionless, slender body, the pain of knowing her dreams would never happen crushed his heart. 

He went to move from her when he saw a flicker of movement in one of her fingers. He froze. His eyes became riveted to her hand, and he waited for another ominous hint of life, but nothing. As he tried to take his eyes away, they deceived him, torturing him with another slight twitch of her finger. He blinked; he had to attribute all this to his sorrow and his need for her. Now his nerves were shattered, and he thought that perhaps she wasn’t dead. Or maybe he’d lost his mind. Jonathan knew better, yet reason played no part for him. He wanted her back.

He turned to the white-haired doctor, his face ashen, and the lines of stress so evident. “Henry, she’s not dead. Dear God, she’s not dead,” he whispered. He moved back in fear, maybe this was all a dream, and he’d wake up soon. Obviously, his mind was playing tricks on him.

“Jonathan, please stop. Of course, she’s dead,” Henry said, the compassion in his voice apparent. “Perhaps some Laudanum may calm you down. You know better than anyone the tricks a mind can play. Please relax.”

“No, no, I saw one of her fingers move. I’m not losing my mind. Damn it, I saw it!” Now, his whispers became rants. He fell to his knees before the large four-poster bed and grabbed her hand.  He touched the finger he’d seen move, and it challenged his sanity even more because her hand was still warm. Grief overcame him as he put her lifeless hand to his lips and cried, his tears falling shamelessly. His sobs racked his body as he shook her hand, trying to animate life back into it.

“Please wake up, my love, please wake up,” he pleaded through tears.

Jonathan realized her hand had already begun to stiffen because of her weakened and depleted state. He dropped it and stood, then turned to his friend and nodded.  Having studied to be a surgeon years before, he realized rigor mortis had begun; what he’d seen was nothing more than an involuntary muscle movement. He fought to gain composure. She’d never approve of his behavior. She would have asked him to carry on and insist that he do so with dignity.  Until her death, he never realized the depth of his affection for her. 

“Sorry, Henry. It took me years to find her and minutes to lose her. How can that be fair? I’m not a bad man. I’ve always lived my life respectfully. How ironic that she had a sultry past and more carnal knowledge than most women. But it mattered naught to me. After meeting her and seeing her performance at the Adelphi Theater, I became enthralled and mesmerized by her. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, and she was American. I’d made up my mind that evening. I wanted her, and to my surprise, she fell in love with me.”

“Jonathan, I’m so sorry. She adored you, and every breath she took, she took for you, up until her last. It would be best if you looked at the years you had with her. They were happy years, and she never once voiced any displeasure or remorse. She never missed the stage. Once she met you, Jonathan, you became her life. Not many men can say that or even boast of such devotion. As far as the sultry past, bah, we men put too much emphasis on that. I envied you and still do. You have more memories than most. Do her justice. Pull yourself together. It’s what she would have wanted.”

His bloodshot eyes focused on the doctor. “Ah, Henry... And those words should comfort me? It should help me grieve. God played a bloody, dirty trick on me. Our vows were until death do us part. Why did it have to be her death? It should have been mine.”

He watched Henry’s face, and he could see from the furrow on his forehead that he was worried. Jonathan stared at his old friend, who had every right to be concerned because he wanted to join his dead wife and would as soon as he got his affairs in order. He had lived long enough. He had no desire to live without his soul mate. 

Until recently, their life together had been picture-perfect. He never had any cause to worry. He believed that Theresa would live to see a ripe old age. Since he was older, he always teased her that she’d be a wealthy and pretty widow. She scolded him when he teased her, telling him how much she hated his jests. 

The thought of not being with her, of not loving her, was inconceivable. But as the years drew near, a dark and cold presence began to creep into the threads of their lives.  Finally, it struck. Karma, destiny, fate—call it what you like—had other plans for Jonathan Mandrake and his lovely wife. He had no idea his beloved spouse had made a pact with the devil.
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Theresa McKinley had always wanted to be an actress. Leaving New York was the most significant step she’d ever taken in her life. But to her, being on stage at one of London’s finest and most renowned theatres is where she wanted to be.

A gorgeous aqua-eyed Southern Belle doesn’t take off with a man she’d know for only two months and leave for New York City, not without sullying her reputation. He promised her the moon and the stars and delivered nothing but heartache. He promised her a part in a play in New York, which never materialized. He took her virginity, her innocence, and introduced her to the decadent world. She acquired a taste for wine and a penchant for opium. Her life began spiraling downward until she met a dark and ominous stranger. 

***
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Draco Balducci was a darkly handsome man, an Italian tenor, who was now all the rage at the opera houses. But Draco was a loner. He found her one night, drunk and opium-drugged in an alley outside of a well-known bordello. He picked her up and stepped into his carriage, laying her down on the leather seat. He pushed aside her hair, revealing astounding beauty. As he scanned her lovely face, he wondered how such a stunning young woman got herself into such a situation. He sniffed in the scent of wine; it pleased his senses. The opium offended his nostrils and burned his sinus passages as he took a
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