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Thomas Merrick was roused from his light sleep by a sweet humming. Not totally sure whether he was awake or merely dreaming, he held his eyes closed and listened.

“I’m so sorry, Sir. I assumed you were away at your lectures. I will come back later to dust.”

His eyelids snapped open. He was wide awake now. Several paces away stood a young woman with wisps of chestnut hair escaping from beneath the white cap she wore. She had such a lovely captivating face. From the distance and the dull lighting, he could see her large brown eyes and pale skin.

Even the drab prison grey dress with its cheap, scratchy-looking fabric she wore couldn’t take away from her natural beauty.

“No need for…” He stopped speaking and cleared his parched throat. For the last few months, his mouth and throat seemed always to be dry. Not an ocean of water could quench his thirst, he feared. “No need for apologies and you don’t need to come back. Thursdays and Fridays are always short days at the school. This is supposedly for the students to get an early start on their home study. But most of the lads head to the pub for drink, conversation, and laughs.”

“You are not joining them?” She twirled a feather duster over the bureau.

Certainly, since he arrived the previous term, he joined his fellow classmates for a drink or two, but not anymore. “No, not today.” He suddenly was seized by a fit of coughing.

“Oh dear,” she gasped and let the feather duster drop to the floor. “Let me get you a cup of water.” She hurried out and returned just as quickly. “Here you are, Sir, drink slowly so you do not drown yourself.”

He took a long, slow drink of the water and relished the feeling of it calming his cough. Even though it wouldn’t last long. This he knew. He drained the cup dry and she exchanged the empty cup for a clean square of linen. He dabbed his lips. “Thank you…ah…I don’t know your name.”

“Anna, Sir. My name is Anna.”

When she smiled, she lit up the entire room. He couldn’t help but smile himself. Her smile was that infectious.

“Lovely to meet you, Anna. You may call me Tom. Sir is a term for a much older, wiser, possibly snobbish gentleman. Most call my father Sir.” Just the mere thought of his father brought about a huge longing in his heart for his family. Although he had only left home less than six months earlier, it was the first time he was ever away from home except for the occasional holidays abroad they took as a family.

“Would you like me to fetch you a hot tea and honey? I understand it is quite soothing for a sore throat.”

Anna was absolutely lovely. 

A breath of fresh air compared to the prune faced maid who usually cleaned his small apartment. If he never saw that girl again it would still be too soon. “If it isn’t too much trouble, Anna.”

“No trouble at all, Sir.” She then blushed and looked away. “Tom,” she corrected herself.

“Prepare a cup for yourself as well, Anna. There should be cake in the dry larder. Let us celebrate another Thursday.” He straightened himself in the plush chair he had fallen asleep in and adjusted the wool blanket he had covered himself with earlier. To Anna, he must look like a feeble old man, not a twenty year old. Yet, he felt like he was eighty. Illness robbed a man of his dignity. It would only be a matter of time until others around him would take notice of his declining health.

She returned moments later with two slices of cake, cutlery, and linen napkins. She went back to the kitchen and brought two cups of tea in china cups resting on matching china saucers. Anna was too beautiful to be a maid. In a way, she reminded him of his mother. His mother came from very humble beginnings. His father was a man of wealth and prestige. He had owned and still did own several hotels and properties. A bachelor until his early forties, women shamelessly threw themselves at him. Women of family name and stature, but he spurned all their advances. Then he noticed Lily and she was one woman he could not ignore. Years later, they were still in love.

“Thank you, Anna,” he said graciously as she laid a linen napkin over his lap, and then placed the tea and cake on a tray before him.

“How long have you been ill, Tom? She asked as she took a seat on a wing chair across from him.

He took a sip of tea. 

She was very perceptive. 

He thought he could pass off his illness as fatigue.

“It’s been a while now,” he admitted. He wasn’t a man who could easily lie, and lying only hurt people. Sometimes, though, it was better to say nothing, as he had about his illness.

“I don’t mean to sound forward, and I know you are a student of medicine, but have you consulted with a doctor?”

“Yes, he admitted. “A doctor on the outskirts of the city. I’m not ready to share bad news with my family yet.” He then stopped speaking a moment before adding, “I may not tell them at all.”

Her beautiful doe-like eyes grew wide. “Tom, your family will want to care for you. I’m sure of it.”

“Of course, but I don’t think certain family members can comprehend or even cope with my death. It is best to stay out of their sight.”

“Death? Oh dear, I did not realize your situation was so perilous.”

“The doctor isn’t sure if it’s Bright’s Disease or it’s in the blood…maybe both,” he said grimly. It was the first time actually speaking aloud the fact that he was soon to the grave.

She folded her hands on her lap and looked down at them. “There is always hope, Tom. Never give up.”

For a few minutes, there was an uncomfortable silence between them. 

Finally, Tom forced a smile and spoke. “Let’s not hold a premature wake for me, Anna. Remember, we are celebrating another Thursday. Eat your cake and drink your tea. 

From there, it was easy. Anna was a joy to speak with. Even though she had little formal schooling, she spoke eloquently and with the manners of a fine lady. She shared her passion for dance, reading, and gaining knowledge.

“On the bureau, Anna. There is a book of poetry. Can you fetch it?” he asked.

At once, she retrieved the small volume. “Tom, you have an unopened parcel addressed to you. Would you like to open it?”

She handed him the book and the parcel. “This book is a gift to you, Anna. Please accept it and remember me when you read it.” Though he didn’t want a premature wake in his honor, it sure felt like one.

“Thank you,” she said sincerely and rewarded him with a beautiful smile.

He carefully slit open the wrapped parcel with a letter opener. It was a gift from home. All his favorite teas, biscuits, stationery, and assorted bits and bobs. Then he saw the framed photo and time stopped for a moment. 

Cami.

His little baby sister wearing a dress that looked to be sized down from a dress pattern for an adult woman, as did the flowered hat she wore. She stood perched upon a bench; the background was painted to look like a scene from a park. Beside her on the bench was the animal pull toy he had sent to her a few weeks earlier. She held the loop of the harness the animal wore. 

She was just so little and perfect. It broke his heart to leave her, and now soon he would leave her permanently. An ache consumed him. Every nerve, every bone, every blood vessel seemed on fire.

Anna rose from her chair and walked over to him. Without speaking, she placed her palm against his forehead. As the seconds slowly ticked by, the pain evaporated from his body. He didn’t really believe in faith healing or magical healing powers, but just Anna’s touch made him feel remarkably better.

“What a beautiful little girl!” she exclaimed. “Is she your daughter?”

“No, she’s my baby sister.”

“I didn’t think you were old enough to have a child.”

“Well, biologically I’m old enough to be a husband and a father. I wanted to wait until I finished medical school and was established in my career before I married. But I guess that’s not going to happen.” His mood deflated like a popped balloon. “Anna,” he fingered the envelope scrawled with his name across it. “Would you read this letter to me?” he asked. In truth, wanted to hear her soothing voice.

“Of course,” she agreed and opened the envelope. She retook her seat across from him, and began to read.




From the Desk of Miss Camilla Rose Merrick




My Dearest Thomas,




I miss you tremendously and live only for the day you return home.

I received your lovely gift and thank you. I have named him Toby, and he is now my constant companion. With my spirits so low since your departure, I have begun accompanying Papa on his travels each day to visit his properties. Since you have chosen to become a doctor, and Theo and Theron have expressed their desire to become lawyers, it is now my calling to train to become Papa’s successor when he is too old and feeble to handle the family business.

Mama called in the seamstress and she has begun sewing my work wardrobe. I must look the part. I then insisted we visit the photographer to have a photograph produced of myself and Toby for you. (Enclosed)

Papa nearly lost me the very first day I accompanied him!

We traveled to The Winged Lion Hotel. Papa and I met with the manager. and soon Papa was lost in conversation with the man while they both imbibed Papa’s favorite whiskey. Toby and I became restless and decided to inspect the bar and restaurant. Here I was greeted by the barman, Jesse. He provided Toby with a refreshment of tea on the top of the bar, while I stood on the stool and observed the conditions which were quite neat and adequate.

Soon, Papa came racing from the back, sheer terror on his face, screaming the words, “Where is my baby?” 

Jesse, ever so cool and calm, explained that Miss Camilla wanted to inspect the bar and restaurant, and that her companion, Mister Toby, required a liquid refreshment. Papa lifted me into his arms. Thomas, you should have seen the pulse beating in Papa’s neck! I thought he might collapse on the spot!”

Anyway, Papa thanked Jesse and scooped up Toby and we went home so Papa could have a much-needed rest. He has not touched a drop of whiskey since. Afterward, I insisted that Papa hire Jesse as a minder, and he has since joined Papa’s security men. I plan to marry Jesse as soon as I have completed my education.

Anna stopped speaking and covered her mouth as she giggled. Tom couldn’t help but laugh as well.

Anna then composed herself and continued.




I cannot wait, Dearest Thomas, to see you again at Christmas time. Mama and Papa have promised a grand party to celebrate your return home from school, even if it is only for a few weeks. Please write to me soon and often, and telephone me on the weekend.

Hugs, kisses, and much love, your dear sister, Cami




Transcribed into writing by Mister Theodore Merrick.




Anna passed the letter to Tom. 

Cami had scrawled her signature at the bottom of the page with a dozen little hand-drawn hearts.

“She is an extraordinary little girl,” Anna remarked.

Tom folded the letter. “Yes, she is. Everything written is exactly how she recited it to my brother, Theo. She can’t write very well yet, but I suspect that will come soon.”

“How old is Cami, about four?”

He shook his head. “She is two, almost three years old.”

Anna’s perfect pink lips formed a shocked O shape and she gasped. “Only two years old? And with such a fine vocabulary and manner? Tom, she is a genius!”

He chuckled a bit. “Yes, I may be biased, but I do believe so. She has my mother’s beauty and wit. She has my father’s drive and determination. It’s a powerful combination.”

“And she is loved so much by her family, especially her brother.”

He felt his cheeks flush. Yes, he did love his baby sister immensely.

“Before Cami was born, I never knew I could love another human being so much. After my mother birthed three strong boys who were heading for adulthood, this little girl comes along. She was the size of a tiny loaf of bread.” He held his hands up to show Anna. “We were certain she would not survive the night, but my mama said that she took after her, and that the baby was perfectly healthy.”

“She was right,” Anna commented.

“Yes, my mother is always right, but we were all shaken and concerned over Cami’s health. You know,” a wistful look came upon his face, “It is the first time I ever saw my father cry.”

“Again, it’s love.”

“Yes, yes it is. My brothers and I devised a plan where we would watch the baby round the clock. That if we never took our eyes off her, she couldn’t die. At night, we would sneak her out of the cradle beside my parents’ bed and tiptoe down the stairs with her. When she needed feeding, we would sneak her back into the cradle.”

“How long did this last?” Anna asked.

“We got away with it for one night, and then we heard Mama screaming the baby was gone and Papa came racing down the stairs. We had to fess up then.”

“I am certain your parents were very proud of their sons.”

“I suppose so. But we doted so much on Cami, spoiled her really. When I could learn no more from tutors, I had to leave the city for medical school. Cami screamed, cried, pleaded, said she would die without me. She turned very red, lost her breath.” He shook his head. “It was quite a scene. Finally, Theo and Theron took her out for ice cream, pie, and a new doll. I made my exit from the home. I never felt such guilt.”

“I think that is so lovely, Tom. So wonderful to have such a close loving family. I never had that myself.”

“I am so sorry for that, Anna,” he said sincerely.

She only nodded and began gathering the cups, cutlery, dishes, and linens. “I will wash up and be on my way, Tom.”

He wished she could stay longer. 

It had been so long since he could speak about things other than medicine. Speaking with a beautiful young woman was even better. He watched her gather up her cleaning instruments and tucked the poetry book he gifted her under her arm.

“Anna, where is your coat? It is so cold outside.”

She shrugged. “I am very warm-blooded. I will be fine without it. Take care, Tom. I hope to see you again soon.”

Before he could speak, he was once again seized with an uncontrolled cough that left him breathless. Anna reached into her pocket and pulled out a small handful of parchment wrapped sweets. “Eat these, Tom. They will help with your cough.”

“Sweets?” He asked, finding his voice.

“Cinnamon discs. I make them myself from an old family recipe. I sell them to make a few extra pennies.”

“Oh, there are some coins on the bureau.”

“No, no. they are my treat to you. Just let me know if they help you to feel any better.”

“Please come back to see me tomorrow.” Even to his own ears, he could hear the desperation in his voice.

With a wink, she left his apartment.

The air seemed to evaporate from the room when Anna departed. All that remained felt like oppressive polluted sludge that was barely breathable. Sweat broke on his forehead as he unwrapped one of the sweets and popped it into his mouth. At once, a heady burn of cinnamon followed by a sweetness, filled his senses. He closed his eyes, careful though not to fall sleep with the hard sweet in his mouth. He was already dying; he didn’t need to face an even sooner death by choking. Just the thought of that agony caused an all over shudder.    His perfect death was going to sleep and never awakening.
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