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In the Morning I'll Be Gone





A whisper brought her from dreams into the darkness of the
midnight bedroom.


‘Who’s there?’ Annabel matched the whisper.


No answers from the room. A fog had crept in while she slept and
touched the house from top to bottom.


Silence.


Two heartbeats away from panic, she ghosted her way from bed to
dresser drawer and found in amongst the soft garments a hard piece
of crafted steel. She lifted and felt for a second as though she
were holding an animal that might wake from sleep all fangs and
gnashing jaws.


Can I pull a trigger and if pulled, will I smell gunpowder the
rest of my life?


Do not be afraid.


The whisper came from behind, above, below and each side.


Annabel took on the pose of a mannequin in a storefront display
waiting for a magic kiss to make her real.


I mean no harm. I seek only sanctuary. A place to rest my
head.


No kisses for the mannequin, but Annabel broke her pose
as the the voice rose as a tremor along her legs and into her
stomach.


One step forward, two steps to the side, back again, she whirled
in the darkness, the snub nose of the gun sniffing at the darkness
for the intruder.


‘I’ll shoot,’ she said, not knowing if that was the
truth or not.


Not you, Annabel, never you.


‘How do you know my name?’


We have a date, sometime in the future, but a date
nonetheless.


‘I’m serious, if you don’t leave now I’ll…’ Her finger shivered
against the trigger, squeezing then slipping away.


Leave me be. Sleep. In the morning, I’ll be gone.


How to find sleep now, how to close her eyes with the voice and
the stranger inside her home? There was no sleep to be had when
questions were left unanswered.


‘Who you are?’ Annabel said. ‘Tell me!’


She shook her way onto the dark landing, the hard nose of the
gun sniffing, sniffing, but there was no scent in the midnight
shrouded house. Only the voice.


I am what shall be, what has always been, and what, tonight,
briefly, must cease to be.


A thousand TV-born nightmares played inside her head as she
reached the top of the stairs. Every late-night terror called her
name. Every future burial under some rain soaked sky waited
ahead.


‘I’ll call the police,’ she said to the empty house.


No need. Tonight there is no need for any of them.


‘I swear I’ll–‘


She dipped at toe into the blackness before her, testing the
water for biting monsters, and when nothing bit, she waded forward,
one step at a time.


Halfway down the stairs the voice returned, cutting through the
midnight black like the upturned V of a shark’s fin.


No police, no ambulances, no fire trucks. No screams and no
pain. No blood and no tears.


‘Who are you? What do you want?’ Annabel said, squinting to see
a shape in her home, but as blind as she had been since waking.


I am tired, Annabel. I want only a place to rest my head
this night. One night only. In the morning I’ll be gone.


Annabel crept forward into the winter landscape of the living
room. Everything here was touched by a white snowfall of light from
the buzzing street lamps beyond.


Her breath came out in an albino curl.


Hills rose upon the landscape of her skin, soon forming
mountains. She shivered. Shook.


Turned.


In the darkness stood a man, but not a man, the shadow of a man.
A man cut from black silk and rain clouds. Faceless, lipless, but
not mute.


You know I mean no harm, do you not? And that is why I’m
here. To do no harm.


She levelled the gun at the dark, aiming for the centre
mass of the mass-less shape.


‘I know how to use this,’ she said, not sure if she did or
not.


Bullets won’t do a thing. Or knives or poisoned tea or drunk
drivers. Not tonight. Don’t believe me, turn on the TV.


The words made no sense. Burglars and madmen were never
so polite. Ax-wielding maniacs usually wielded axes. Arsonists
struck matches and smiled as the fires burned.


But what of the devil?


Didn’t He arrive as a whisper in the darkness? The
pages of a good book were hard to recall, but not totally
forgotten. Hadn’t He whispered his way into the hearts of
men and women throughout time? Didn’t He come wrapped in
shadows?


‘I know who you are, and you can’t tempt me,’ she said.


You will know me. Everyone knows me in time. But not this
night. No one shall know me this night. See.


The TV bloomed and thawed the winter room with bright faces and
brighter smiles.


Annabel dared not look.


‘You can’t trick me,’ she said.


No tricks. For one night only I will sleep. In the morning
I’ll be gone. See. Watch.


She was turned without wanting to turn.


TV channels flipped like blinking lids, from the face of one
bright and tanned Anchor to the next. A confused silence had struck
the talking heads mute, and when finally they found their
TelePrompTer voices they spoke only of what had been and not what
was.


No war, no crashed and burning wrecks, fires went unlit,
tornadoes touched everything but those who stood in the way. Ships
stayed afloat, last rites went unspoken, a million heartbeats
continued to thump without ceasing. Channel to channel there was no
news and that should have been good news.


‘What’s happening?’ Annabel said, but the answer was already
waiting on her lips. ‘Are you telling me you’re…you can’t possibly
be…’


Where there was nothing, now a smile that was the flash of a
long and curved blade cutting countless dreams short. And the
whisper was now an older language, known to all people taking last
breaths.


Tonight I sleep. One night only. In the morning I’ll be
gone. If you’ll let me.


Her finger uncoiled from the trigger, the gun dropped from her
hand. Open mouthed, she stared at the shadow of a man who couldn’t
possibly be, but who stood before her. She thought of the past and
the future to come, and there was only one question in her
mind.


‘When?’ she said.


Do you really want to know?


‘When?’


You don’t want to know, nobody really want’s to know. Sleep
now. In the morning I’ll be gone.


The shadows shifted, and brought darkness to the room, a patch
of night that the TV could not reach, or any street lamp light. And
there the darkness rested his head upon the soft ice grey cushions
of the couch.


Sleep now.


And as if a star had suddenly blinked from existence in the
night sky, the lids of the faceless man who was darkness and
everybody’s fear, closed.


Sleep.


His whispered word drifted away and was lost like the
sound of a car far away on the night roads.


Annabel took a seat, cold to the bone.


She sat and watched the TV as the world turned, but did not
turn. She watched as the coffins were left empty, the graves not
dug, the fires never lit and nobody shed a tear. The night was long
without fear. The dawn seemed forever away.


And her mind turned to time and the ticking of a clock that was
deep within the blood.


That clock forever unwinding, an alarm set to an unknown time in
the future.


Sometime in that unknown future he would return, this darkness
now sleeping. His scythe smile would flash, the universal language
spoken, a last whisper before she was gone.


Unless…


Annabel picked up the dead weight of the gun from the floor.


She aimed the snub at the darkness.


Could you kill death? End it forever, she wondered? Would a
bullet take away all the darkness and the tears and the spilled
blood from the world? And what world would that be, where coffins
were left unfilled, graves never dug and those tears never
shed?


Her finger shivered around the trigger and then stiffened.


Would the clock stop? The alarm never ring again for anyone, for
her?


She fired.


A blinding flower of light bloomed.


The darkness was gone.


I did it. I killed death. The world will—


A cold hand touched her shoulder. A whisper brought the winter
to her ear.


It’s time.


Annabel looked to the TV.


Fires blazed. Coffins filled. Fresh graves dug. And there were
tears, plenty of tears to make the news anchors smile again.


Annabel looked down.


There, on the floor, was a woman who had hours before woken from
a dream to a strange whisper. A woman who’d pulled a trigger to
stop the world turning. A woman struck by a bullet in the side of
her head.


Annabel turned.


The darkness met her.


The world turned. The sun rose, tainting the sky gold and
orange. It was morning.


And she was gone.
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