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3 Tales of Love, Death and Paranormal Encounters
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Nightmare Heights



Chapter 1
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“WE NEED AN AIR CONDITIONER.”

Raya gives Alisha that look. That quit-your-complaining look.

“I mean it, Raya.”  She’s dizzy and light-headed.  She can’t argue any more fiercely than this, not at the moment. She needs to sit down.  The bed is the closest thing.  “This heat, babe. It’s really getting to me.  Feels heavy on my chest.  I can’t stop sweating.”

“Maybe you’re sick,” Raya replies.  “Maybe you have a fever.”  She angles the fan on the dresser so it’s blowing directly at Alisha. 

“Get that off me!” Alisha cries, hitting at the air.  “Feels like a hair dryer shooting heat at me.”

Raya turns off the fan.  “Why don’t you get some sleep?  I’ll bring you water to drink, and a cold cloth for your forehead.”

“We need an air conditioner,” Alisha grumbles.

She doesn’t mean to be mean.  She just feels so sick, so overheated, so sweaty and confused.

Her head hits the pillow and she’s out.

When she wakes up, she’s taking a beating the likes of which she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.  Not that she has any enemies that she can think of. In fact, she can’t think. She doesn’t even know where she is.  She doesn’t even know who she is. All she knows is the pain of behind struck in the face, again and again. Is that a fist she’s being hit with?  Or a baseball bat?  Or a foot, perhaps?

Is she on the floor?  Is she being kicked?  Her mouth feels swollen and gummy.  Where are her teeth?  There’s a coppery taste.  She’s gagging on fluid, something thick and warm.  Thick. Warm.  Even the thought of thick and warm makes her gag.  She vomits all over the place, whatever place this is. The floor, hard floor.

Now it isn’t her face that’s being mutilated by punches, by kicks.  It’s her stomach.  She’s being punished for throwing up.  But kicks to the stomach don’t work as a deterrent. She vomits again, without even trying. This time it’s not just the contents of her stomach coming up. It’s everything. Not just stuff she’s consumed, but things that are supposed to stay on the inside. Body parts. Organs. Is it possible to throw up a kidney?  Because that’s what this feels like.

She can’t see a thing.

She bolts straight up in bed. 

A wet cloth falls limply in her lap.  

The fan on the dresser is on again, blowing warm air toward Raya’s side of the bed. 

The night is dark.

What just happened?

Raya rolls over, groggily asking, “You okay?”

Alisha looks around for the body parts she’s vomited. But there’s nothing to see. Nothing on the sheets, nothing on the floor.  She touches her face. It does feel a little tender, a little swollen, but that could be the heat.  She’s been feeling out of sorts since the heat wave started.

“You okay?” Raya asks again.

Alisha hesitates.  “I don’t know. I guess it was a dream?”

“What was a dream?”

“I don’t know.”

Raya stares at her. She wishes she could provide a better answer.  She keeps flashing back to the dream. It wasn’t visual, so she’s flashing through sensations.  Emotions, sure, but also physical sensations.  Both are unpleasant, and that’s a massive understatement.  

Flipping back the sheet, Raya slides out of bed.  “I’m going to make you a nice cup of tea.”

“It’s too hot for tea.”

“Tea will help.”

Alisha follows her wife out of the bedroom.  It’s cooler out here.  Raya snaps on the kettle, then goes to the balcony door, sticks her hand outside like she’s feeling for rain.  “Cooler out there than in here.”

“Should we go out?” Alisha asks.  They’re in their pyjamas, but who’s going to see them at this time of night?  This is a quiet building, mostly old folks.  

“You sit out for a bit,” Raya says.  “I’ll bring tea when it’s ready.”  

“I want to stay with you.”

Raya feels her forehead.  “You’ll need a painkiller, too.  Bring down the fever.”

Alisha feels her own face.  “Do I have a fever?”  She can’t tell. Her hands are too clammy.

“I would say so.”  The kettle boils and Raya pours hot water into two mugs.  “Do you remember your dream yet?”

The taste of copper reappears in her mouth.  She feels the punches or the kicks—the beating, at any rate—but not so physically now.  It’s more like feeling a memory.

She tells Raya what she remembers. The taste in her mouth, the feeling of being taken by surprise, of her head swinging back like a bobble-head, and the immediate crack, the searing pain in her neck.  The trauma of it all: physical, psychological, emotional.  She’s not even sure how the words come out, or whether they make any sense to Raya. 

But they must make some sense, because Raya says, “That sounds like a very bad dream indeed.”

“It felt so real.”

Raya adds heaps of sugar to Alisha’s tea and tops both mugs off with milk.  Alisha steps outside in bare feet and holds the door open for her wife.  The night air is nowhere near cold, but it’s cooler than daytime.  Small mercies, small mercies. 

It’s still pretty humid out.

They need an air conditioner. God, do they need an air conditioner.

Raya sets both mugs on the little patio table.  “Feels nice out here.  Cooled off a bit.”

“Yeah,” Alisha replies half-heartedly.  “It’s a bit cooler.”

She sips her tea.

The sugar helps.

Raya always knows what she needs.  So why does she usually resist?  One of life’s little mysteries.

“Good?” Raya asks.

“Yes, it’s perfect.  Just perfect.”

There are no noises at night.  There aren’t too many noises during the day, not around here, but lots of birdsongs.  Now the birds are asleep, the humans are asleep, just Raya and Alisha still awake.  

You can see all the way to the lake from here, if you look at the right angle.  The night sky is dark.  The water is dark. A smattering of stars, though most are blotted out by cloud cover.

Alisha doesn’t feel right.  She feels... jumpy.  Ill-at-ease.  Like something bad’s about to happen but she’s not sure what.  She’s waiting to find out.

“Do you want a Tylenol?” Raya asks.

Alisha presses one hand to her head, but her hand is hot from the tea. Is her head hot or not?

“For the fever,” Raya clarifies.

“I know. I just...”  It’s sweet of Raya to take care of her like this. Even in the middle of the night.  “I guess it couldn’t hurt.  Thanks.”

Raya sets down her tea and heads inside, leaving Alisha alone on the balcony.  Something doesn’t feel good out here.  She feels on edge.  No, it’s more than that.  When people say “paralyzed by fear,” this is what they’re talking about.  She wants to go inside, follow Raya around the apartment like a puppy.  But she can’t.  Her muscles are locked.  

She can’t move.  She can’t even sip her tea.

The squeal of hinges echoes into the night.  Someone has opened their balcony door.  Alisha snaps her head around to see who it might be.  Not that she wants to make eye contact with a neighbour while she’s wearing pyjamas.  But she can’t help looking in the direction of the sound.  It’s hard to follow a sound with your eyes.  That’s what she finds.  She’s not entirely sure where the squeal came from, high or low.

“A glass of water and a pill for my love.”  Raya places the glass on the table and the Tylenol on Alisha’s tongue.  She then extracts the mug from Alisha’s hands—Alisha’s been grasping it all this time—and gives her the water to take a sip.  Petting Alisha’s hair, she says, “I hope you feel better.”

“I hope so too.”  In fact, she feels considerable better now that Raya’s back.  Why does she never say stuff like that?  Give her love a voice.  She doesn’t, not nearly enough.  She feels these things, but she doesn’t say them.  She really ought to.  That’s what a good wife would do.

Flashing lights appear on the horizon.  Alisha spots them at the top of the hill, which they can see clearly from their position on the fourteenth floor.  Raya points, but says nothing.  Alisha nods.  Sometimes they don’t need to speak.

There’s that squealing sound again, a balcony door opening and closing.  This time Alisha’s pretty sure the noise is from someone closer to ground floor.  

The flashing lights continue their approach. Probably an ambulance heading for the long-term care facility next door.  They get plenty of visits from emergency services, over there.

“No sirens,” Raya comments.

“Because it’s the middle of the night and this is a residential neighbourhood.  I think they only turn the sirens on if they have to.”

Fire trucks are always first on scene, but this one’s got an ambulance on its tail.  Both vehicles turn on to their street, as predicted.  But the fire truck stops short of the old age home.  It stops on the road, right in front of their building.  The ambulance turns up the drive and parks under the awning, meaning Alisha can’t see the paramedics getting out of their vehicle.  But she can see their lights casting splashes of blue across the sign out front: Nightingale Heights 1 bdrm, 2 bdrm, wait list.

“They’re coming in,” Raya says.  “What do you think happened?”

A police car arrives on scene and Alisha’s world goes black.  Her mouth tastes of copper.  Her neck snaps back.  Her head screams in pain and her teeth are nowhere to be found.  She’s going to vomit every organ from her body.  She’s sure of it.

She’s remembering her dream.

“Leesh?” Raya asks.  “Look, the police are talking to the firefighters.”

“Oh yes,” Alisha replies.

A chill runs through her, like her spine is infused with ice.  She wants to go inside, but she can’t take her eyes off the flashing lights.
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Chapter 2
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“WAKE UP, MY SUNSHINE,” Raya whispers.  “I let you sleep a little late, so you’ll have to hurry if you want to be on time for work.”

Alisha views the gauzy yellow light of day through slits in her barely-opened eyelids.  At first she feels fine. She wonders why Raya is taking that saccharine tone with her.  Did they have a fight last night?  Raya sounds like she’s apologizing for something.

And then Alisha remembers the strange night they’d shared.  The nightmare that felt so real, too real.  Tea on the balcony, lights but no sirens.  The first responders who’d entered their building, goodness knows why.

Part of her wants to call in sick.  Another part doesn’t want to stay home alone.

She glances at the clock.  “Raya!  You should have left for work half an hour ago!”

“So I’ll be late. So what?”

This is not Raya.  This is not how she operates.  The Real Raya is punctual to a fault.  The only reason she would go in late to work would be to make sure Alisha was okay.  Of course, that makes Alisha feel guilty as hell.  

And cherished. Very, very cherished.

They leave the apartment together.  They’ll both be late for work today, but only one of them will be secretly stressed out about it. 

There’s no one in the elevator at first.  No one at all until the fourth floor, when a slim woman in her fifties or sixties gets on.  Rampant orange hair, an impressive amount of eye makeup, a walking stick in one hand, a dog in the other—or, at least, a dog’s leash.  The dog himself has to be dragged aboard, whining.  He’s only a little thing, some kind of terrier maybe.  A small dog, but not cute like a small dog should be.

Raya coos over him regardless.  She’s always wanted a dog.  This has long been a point of contention between the two of them.  But Alisha doesn’t want to be tied down.  They both work, which means they’d have to hire someone to walk it, midday.  They wouldn’t be able to take off on vacations at the drop of a hat.  They’d have to co-ordinate who could work late and who’d have to rush home to see to the mutt.  It would become a constant and daily consideration.  

Plus, Alisha doesn’t consider herself a dog person.  You’re not allowed to say that, these days.  You say you’re not big on dogs and the world is ready to pillory you and five of your closest friends. 

Anyway, it’s good that Raya is fussing over this ugly mutt so Alisha doesn’t have to.

The dog lady asks, “Did you hear that unholy racket?”

“When?” Raya asks.

“Last night,” she says, dramatically, “Must have been nigh on three in the morning.  Woke me out of a deep sleep.  I tell you, I was dead to the world, and then Jerry here starts yapping—”

Jerry the dog?

“—and I wake up telling him to cool his jets, then I realize what he’s on about: Them Upstairs must be having the tussle to end all tussles.  What I heard going on, well, it was nothing to spit at.  Called the police, I did.  Sure he was going to kill her.”

The world goes black.

Alisha’s mouth tastes of copper.  Her face takes a punch and her teeth disappear. Her neck feels like it’s hanging on a thread.

“Leesh,” Raya says.  “This is our stop.”

Jerry and company must have gotten off at lobby level.  The doors are open on B2. 

“Are you coming?” Raya chuckles.

Alisha hasn’t quite snapped into reality when Raya pulls her from the elevator.  She’s not sure if she’s fit to drive.

* * * *
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CASUAL MEETING IN THE boss’s office. The whole team likes to congregate around Val, sipping coffee or water. They start out brainstorming, riffing on each other’s ideas, and they end up joking around. Then someone takes it too far, they resort to childish name-calling, then that blows over and they’re be back to joking again.

But something’s different today. 

Everybody’s looking at Alisha.

Usually, she fades into the background. No one takes notice of her. She laughs along with the jokes, and recedes when the name-calling begins.

Today, the others are looking at her.  Too much.  

No, wait, they’re not looking at her. They’re specifically not-looking. That over-the-shoulder glance when someone wants a glimpse of you without being caught.

When the meeting breaks up, Val asks Alisha if she wouldn’t mind staying behind for a moment. Oh noes. Either she’s done something wrong or she’s really done something wrong. Or it could be anything, who knows?

Val closes the door.

Val never closes the door.

“Ali,” she says, perching her firm behind on the corner of her desk.  “We’ve known each other a long time.”

Only four years, but Alisha says, “Sure.”

“You know you can talk to me. About anything.”

Alisha isn’t sure how she’s meant to respond, so she says, “Okay?”

“I mean it. If anything’s on your mind, you can come to me about it.”

“Thanks...?”

Val obviously has something on her mind. Alisha can’t imagine what.

“Tell me, Ali, is everything okay at home?”

“At home?”

Val nods expectantly. Her hair is perfectly coiffed, like a news reporter. Her ruby lips gleam like jewels, setting off her beautiful skin, dark brown and flawless.  

Is her boss coming on to her?  Is that what’s happening here?

This all seems very suspicious. Alisha feels dizzy, concussed, like she’s been knocked about. The world is going black.  Not again!  Not in front of the boss!  Her legs aren’t working too well.  They’re not holding her up like they should.  Val must notice this, because she hops down from the desk to support her little worker bee. This is a relief. Embarrassing, but it would be more embarrassing to crash down to the ground.

“Come,” Val says. “Let’s get you to the restroom. Splash some cold water on your face.”

“Okay, yes.”

As her boss leads her along the corridor, she hears the others whispering. She can’t make out what they’re saying. She doesn’t need to hear.

Val turns on the tap. Cold water. Cold, cold, cold. Alisha splashes it on her face and then opens her eyes, splashes it into her eyes, making her vision blur.  She can’t get enough water on her skin. As she scoops it into her hands, it runs down her forearms, soaking her shirt. Who cares? It’s just clothing. It’ll dry.

Val hands her a stack of paper towel. As she dries her face, her boss says, “I wish you’d confide in me, Ali. I’m not some ogre. And I don’t live under a rock.  I know it’s not just straight couples that go through this.”

Alisha looks at herself in the mirror for the first time since arriving at the office. The face that looks back is hers, but only just. It’s hers, but battered and bruised.

“What the eff?” she says, because her boss is standing over her shoulder.  She touches her skin, apprehensively, like she’s expecting to feel someone else’s face against her fingertips. Or a mask. Anything but her own skin.

It hurts, where she touches.

How could she not have noticed this earlier? How come she didn’t feel it before?

Guilelessly, Val asks, “What happened to you, Ali?”

“I don’t know.”

“Be straight with me.”

Amusing choice of words, but Alisha doesn’t smile.  “I am!  I don’t know how this happened. I swear to...”

Something shifts in the mirror. At first she thinks it’s Val, but no. It’s behind Val. A black shadow. Val’s shadow?  No, it’s moving independently. It’s smoky, dark, shapeless and oozing.

Alisha turns, but it’s gone. Just like that. 

“What’s wrong?” Val asks, turning too.

Alisha stares. She stares at nothing.

“What do you see?”

“Nothing.”

That’s the truth, after all.

She’s very dizzy now. Very dizzy.  She reaches for the sink, but it’s slippery. Water, water everywhere.  Her hand slides.  She goes down. Val reaches out to catch her, but too late this time.  She’s on the floor. 

Val crouches beside her. “Ali!” Holding her head. Tapping her face. Not slapping. Just gentle.  “Ali, speak to me. Say something.”

The door opens.  Alisha looks up but sees only bright lights and legs. 

“Taryn, call an ambulance,” Val barks.

“But I have to pee!”

Alisha laughs. That’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard.

It takes forever to convince her boss she doesn’t need an ambulance. She doesn’t need a hospital.  A good night’s sleep should do the trick.

Val won’t let her stay at the office.  Alisha doesn’t exactly want to go home, but she knows she needs the rest. Plus, she doesn’t want her co-workers staring at her brutalized face.

If she’d really been battered by Raya, as the whole office seems to believe, wouldn’t she have tried to cover it up?  Wouldn’t she have had that much sense?

Her boss wants to drive her home, but she pleads, “Val, I can make it.  I’ll be fine, I swear.”

Val won’t let her go before reminding her, “You’ve got my number.  You can call me any time, day or night.  I mean it.”

“Okay, thanks,” Alisha bleats.

She presses the Door Close button on the elevator seven times.

Home again, home again.
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Chapter 3
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THE APARTMENT IS HOT as hell. And the garbage stinks.  It’s the organic waste, of course. Not the ordinary garbage that goes down the chute. No, that would be too easy. Organic waste needs to be taken to the dumpster at the side of the building. It would be easier to toss it down the chute. Easier. But bad for the environment.

Plus, anything to get out of this sweltering apartment for a couple minutes.

Alisha isn’t as dizzy as she was at the office.  On the way home, she kept forgetting why she was on the road in the middle of the day. And then remembering.

She tosses the stinking organic waste into the reeking dumpster.  Flies dive-bomb her and she races toward the shade her building casts across the grass. The lawn is kept green and lush thanks to little sprinkler heads that pop out of the ground when everyone’s asleep.

Lightheaded from the heat or the smell, not sure which, Alisha tumbles into the grass.  An ugly little dog barks at her from a balcony four floors up.  She looks past it, up into the clear blue sky. Summer sky.

The gossipy lady from the elevator gazes over the side of her balcony to see what her dog is barking at. Alisha. That’s what.

“You okay?” the dog lady asks.

Alisha sits up in the grass.  “Yeah, fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

Oh. She forgot about her face.  She probably should have
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