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Wounded Air

 

Rick R. Reed


For all those who struggle in recovery and know that hope lives on the other side.


 

“The past never leaves us; there’s always atmosphere to consider; you can wound air as cleanly as you can wound flesh. In this way, the Dream House was a haunted house. You were the sudden, inadvertent occupant of a place where bad things had happened.”

—Carmen Maria Machado, In the Dream House: A Memoir


Before: Missing Person

Chicago Police Seek Missing 27-year-old Ravenswood Man

By Jamie Guest, May 21, Chicago Tribune

Chicago police are searching for a 27-year-old man who went missing three days ago in the Ravenswood neighborhood on Chicago’s Northwest Side.

Thomas Soldano was last seen May 17 and reported missing May 20 by his roommate, Karl Dabney. Dabney reported having seen Soldano in the early morning hours of May 17, just before Dabney left for work in the Chicago Loop. Dabney said that when he returned home, Soldano was missing from their shared apartment in the 3800 block of N. Ravenswood Avenue. Soldano’s clothing and personal belongings were taken, but no note or forwarding address was left.

Dabney said it was unlike his roommate to disappear for several days without responding to phone calls or text messages. Repeated calls to his cellular phone went unanswered.

Soldano’s sister Amanda Price, who lives north of her brother in the Rogers Park neighborhood, has been unable to locate or reach her brother.

Both Dabney and Price appeal to the public for any information regarding his whereabouts.

Soldano is described as a 5-foot, 6-inch, 140-lb Caucasian with green eyes, shaved head, and a goatee. He was last seen wearing jeans, a Columbia College red hooded sweatshirt and sneakers.

Anyone with information should contact Detective Sergeant Rose Salazar of the Chicago Police Department’s Missing Persons Bureau.


Chapter One

I had been mesmerized by the apartment for months, perhaps years, on my Brown Line L train ride from Western Avenue to downtown Chicago. The place was hard not to notice, even in a city as big and crowded as Chicago. Unique things tend to stand out.

The loft apartment took up the top floor of a storefront building. Every time I passed it, I caught my breath just a little. I mean, I couldn’t help but stare at the soaring glass wall that fronted one side of the unit. It was a voyeur’s dream—or maybe an exhibitionist’s? It certainly grabbed my attention.

Sitting on the train, I would peer into the apartment, but curiously enough, I never managed to catch a glimpse of anyone who lived there. With its openness, it had the look and feel of a movie or stage set. Every time the train went by, I would look up from whatever I was reading to simply see if I could glimpse anyone in this place that had taken on such a weird fascination for me. I desperately wanted to see the person or people who lived there. Even though it was irrational and maybe even a bit stalkerish, I wondered about who they were, what their lives were like, what drew them to this unusual apartment. Or maybe it was a condo?

It had to be one of the most unusual homes on the North Side of Chicago. The loft was just one big, open room with an open stairway up to a mezzanine, where the bedroom would be. The steps were simple wood slats with a streamlined railing made of steel cable. The wall opposite the soaring glass was exposed brick, distressed, dripping mortar between the red bricks. Simple. Minimalist. Almost industrial. Ductwork was visible, silver, and a little bit corroded.

It had hipster charm for days.

I often imagined that, despite it being so open to prying L-rider eyes like mine, I would love to live there. There was something both magical and magnetic about the place. I longed for the day when I would roll on by and see a FOR RENT or FOR SALE sign affixed to the glass.

I think I even dreamed about it a time or two.

Even though I never saw them, my imagination worked overtime to visualize the people who lived there. I imagined an artist or maybe a sculptor, someone creative anyway. I’d put myself in his or her place, hoping one day I would have the opportunity to move around that large inviting space, to tiptoe up the stairs to the loft in the evening, to cook a meal in the small kitchen, to gaze out as trains rumbled by, sparks from the rails in their wake.

Inspired.

I never imagined my dream would come true.

But it did. And in a funny way, what drove me to this particular apartment led to a lot of dreams coming true.

But dreams can turn to nightmares in the space of a single breath.

Fate stepped in one day and changed everything—past, present, and future—when I rounded the bend of the L tracks and my glass-walled apartment came into view.

On that day, there was a change, a difference of two words.

Hanging as though suspended in midair was one of those black-and-red signs one can buy at the hardware store. The sign proclaimed: FOR RENT. Below the bright red letters was a white rectangle with a phone number written in black marker.

Oh my god. It’s coming true. This place will be gone by the afternoon! I can’t let anyone else have it.

I dug inside my messenger bag, groping for paper and pen to jot down the number. I’d call the moment I got to work, already feeling like I was racing against some imaginary clock hanging just above my head. Such a unique place wouldn’t be on the market for long. Hell, someone else might have already snatched it up.

I wasn’t fast enough to write the number. Of course, I wasn’t. The train had stopped for only a minute, two at the most, long enough to let a few folks off and a whole bunch on. There was a lot of chatter, the huffing of the train, the pneumatic hiss of the doors closing, and the garbled announcement for the next stop.

The apartment—and the FOR RENT sign—sailed by as it always did, and the phone number along with it. I turned in my seat, straining to try to see the number from this distance, even though I knew it was a stupid and impossible move.

I knew, as sure as anything, if I waited until the next day, with my pen poised and ready over a pad of paper, the sign would have vanished. Someone else would take possession of what I felt, in a weird and possessive way, was rightfully mine.

There was only one thing to do.

I tried to be patient despite my thundering heart, waiting until we neared the next station. I leapt up and edged my way through the crowd toward the doors. When they slid open, I stepped out and stood on the platform, giddy with my own impulsiveness. This wasn’t like me. I was usually a planner, every decision carefully considered before moving forward—or not.

Impulsive was something other people did.

On the platform, I paused for a moment, watching the southbound Brown Line train as it continued its journey toward the Loop. In the distance, the skyscrapers of downtown rose. A breeze rustled my hair. Autumn was definitely present, even though the sun peeked out through scattered clouds, drifting downward in illuminated shafts, like a religious painting. There was an undercurrent of chill that, at the time, I attributed to nothing more than the changing of seasons.

But now I wonder—was the chill an omen, foreboding? Was fate trying to tell me to get back on the next train and get to work like the safe and dependable guy I was? After all, I had a home and in it was a man I loved, a man to whom I hadn’t even whispered a word about wanting to move.

It was late autumn in Chicago and the day had all the portents of the coming winter. Gray, low-hanging clouds amassed near the horizon, some of them so dark they verged on black.

In the short time I stood there, the weather made a dramatic change, which, if you’ve ever visited Chicago, you know isn’t unusual. “Don’t like the weather?” Self-proclaimed wits were fond of saying about the Windy City. “Stick around for a few minutes, and it’ll change.”

The little sun there was vanished, beating a hasty retreat behind a bank of fast-moving and bruised clouds. Drizzle hung in the air. A needling, cold mist crept into my bones, making me shiver. This was worse than a downpour because it seemed like no matter how much one bundled up against it, the cold seeped into one’s bones, making it nearly impossible to get warm. The wind, which blew off the lake two miles east, picked up, running at a breakneck pace, westward bound, down Irving Park Road. I watched from the platform as the people below rushed to get out of the inclement weather, their umbrellas turning inside out. The wind ripped the last of fall’s leaves from their branches.

In spite of the weather, I made my way along the old wooden L platform to its northern end so I could stand directly in front of the object of my desire.

It was the first time I’d actually seen it up close. And now it almost looked unreal, as though it were a movie location dreamed up by the guy who did the set for Hitchcock’s Rear Window. My current view had that same urban, surreal feel, that same voyeuristic quality.

Looking back, I wondered if it also had that same air of menace Hitchcock was so noted for.

Close up the apartment was different.

I admit—I had idealized it. The soaring glass wall that I was so taken with was actually part of the roof and the glass had metal mesh inside it. I had imagined pristine glass; this was marred by water and mud stains, the color more a translucent gray than clear.

But I could still see inside the apartment, which looked quite small, but interesting: it was all one room, on two levels, with a large living area and kitchen down, and the sleeping area up. I don’t know if the current tenants were in the process of moving out or if they were simply minimalists. The place contained only a platform bed on the upper level and a swooning couch on the lower.

Whoever, they were, I decided, they lived much of their home lives horizontally.

I liked that.

And then I noticed one more thing—an elaborate screen pushed to one corner, near the wall that could be called the kitchen because of its stove, refrigerator, cupboards, and sink. Even through the rain-smeared glass and in the dim light of a rainy autumn morning, I could make out that the screen had been elaborately painted in a kind of graffiti style that reminded me of Keith Haring. Lurid red, white, and black leaped out at me from across the way.

I first heard and then saw the approach of another southbound train. I knew I had time to write down the phone number written on the FOR RENT sign, but inspiration, or fate, stepped in once more.

Why not just get off the platform, descend to street level, and see if I can claim this little piece of home right now?

Because my confession to not being very impulsive was somewhat true, I did take the precaution of jotting the number down.

And then I turned and descended the steps off the platform and continued through the turnstiles. Once I was in the relatively quieter environs of the Irving Park Brown Line L station, I pulled out my cell phone and called the number.

It took me by surprise when a woman picked up on the first ring. It’s almost like she was sitting by the phone, waiting for me to call. I’d expected to leave a message, so for a moment, I was a little taken aback, tongue-tied.

When I could engage brain and mouth, I said, “I’m calling to inquire about the apartment for rent.”

As soon as I said the words, I had the eerie feeling that I’d crossed a line. Nothing was ever going to be the same again. The words tumbled out and even then there was something within me, something no logic or reason can account for, that caused me to inexplicably know my fate was about to change and my wish for that apartment, placed into the universe subconsciously over many, many morning trips to work, was about to be granted. There was also a moment where an almost irresistible force compelled me to simply hang up, let go of this dream. Following it was rash, impulsive.

Before the woman even continued speaking, I knew I would be moving into that apartment the first of November. Even as the woman, her voice chipper and upbeat, perhaps a bit too friendly, invited me to come and have a look at the place right then, another thought, a clichéd one, intruded: Be careful what you wish for.

“I can be there in ten to fifteen minutes, depending on traffic. Twenty, maybe, it is rush hour after all.”

“No worries. There’s a coffee shop across the street from the L station. I’ll just hang out there until you get there.”

“Oh, Matilda’s?”

I glanced over at the hand-painted sign on the storefront window. “Yup. That’s the one.” The place actually looked inviting, what with the damp and the temperature plunging downward. Snow was not unheard of in Chicago in October. I imagined I could smell the approach of a few flakes on the draft riding into the train station.

“Say hi to Dorothy, if she’s working. And grab yourself a cinnamon roll with your java. They’re to die for. Better than Ann Sather’s.”

“That’s a tall order—” I started to say because Ann Sather’s Swedish restaurant a few stops south, on Belmont Avenue, was famous for their gigantic and super-delicious rolls.

But the woman had already hung up.

I said to my dead phone. “And your name is? What will you be driving? Will you be driving? How will I recognize you?” I laughed at myself and powered off my phone, slid it in my pocket, and headed outside.

The cold wind nearly took my breath away as I hurried across the street and into Matilda’s. Inside, the windows were steamed up, but it was warm. The espresso machine hissed noisily. Jazz tinkled softly over the sound system and I recognized Oscar Peterson’s piano. The song was “Night Train.”

I stepped up to the counter and a rail-thin woman with her salt and pepper hair pulled tightly away from her face hurried over from the machines to take my order. She looked more like Auntie Em than Dorothy.

I smiled. “Are you Dorothy, by any chance?”

“You mean as in Gale?”

“What?”

“Dorothy Gale? Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore? Follow the yellow brick road!”

I guffawed. “Um, no. Someone just told me to say hi to Dorothy.”

She narrowed her dark eyes at me, almost as though she thought I was pulling her leg. “You mean Dorothy Bartsch, I think. But whoever told you that was putting you on. Dot passed away a couple of years ago. Stroke. She used to own this place with her wife, Matilda. Matilda’s in Naperville now in an assisted living joint.” She sighed. “But that’s probably TMI when you just want your caffeine fix, right?”

“I’m sorry.”

She waved my apology away. “What can I get you? The Sumatra is excellent.”

“I’ll take that.” I pondered for a moment, my sweet tooth clamoring for attention, so I added, “And a cinnamon roll.”

“Sorry, hon. We sold the last one half an hour ago. Morning rush. We’ll have more in the afternoon.”

I laughed. “I didn’t need it, anyway.”

“We still have the pecan rolls if you want one of those? A donut, maybe?”

“Just the coffee, please.”

“You want room?”

“Nah.” I was tempted to add the old chestnut, “I like my coffee like I like my men. Black.” But one never knows how such jokes might be taken in our PC times even though the line was quite true in my case.

Once I had my coffee, I meandered with it over to the window to wait for the mystery woman who would hold the key, maybe, to the apartment—and my future. Our future. Me and, as Sophie Tucker might say, my boyfriend, Ernie’s. I hopped up on a stool, set my coffee on the little wooden bar bisecting the window, and wiped the steam away with the wrist of my jean jacket.

I waited for ten minutes, maybe a little more, when I saw her hurrying down Ravenswood Avenue from the north, head bowed against the wind. Something instinctive and prescient assured me, without a doubt, this was the woman I’d spoken to on the phone. She wore a beige raincoat, bright orange rubber rain boots, and had a mane of wild and frizzy red hair. Her glasses were rain-splattered and fogged. I wondered how she could see. She paused at the front door to clean her glasses and fluff her hair—which made it look exactly the same as it had before. If this were a movie, Diane Keaton would play her.

I turned on my stool a bit as she entered the restaurant. Out of the corner of my eye, I observed her looking at the chalkboard above the counter, and then her gaze landed on me.

She smiled. I grinned back. She was an odd character, but attractive in a weird sort of way. Her eyes were an arresting shade of green and the irises were magnified by the big round tortoiseshell-framed glasses she wore. This one was probably close to blind without her specs. Her hair framed her pale, freckled face in a way I’m sure a straight guy would find alluring. She had that kinda sexy librarian vibe.

She took a longing last glance at the counter and came over to me, hand extended. “You’re the guy who wants to look at the studio on Ravenswood? I didn’t catch your name.”

I hopped down from my stool so I could shake hands. “It’s Rick. Rick D’Angelo. And you are?”

“The real estate lady?” She laughed. “I’m hedging because no one believes me when I tell them my name. My folks had a perverse and, I might add, a very cruel sense of humor.”

“Okay.”

She seemed flustered. “It’s Olive.”

“That’s not so weird.” I shrugged. “A little old-fashioned, maybe, but normal. I like it.”

“Wait until you hear the last name.”

“What is it? Green?” I chuckled.

“Close. Branch. Olive Branch.” She eyed me and then held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

I was relieved. What can you say anyway when there’s an olive branch right in your face?

“I don’t have a ton of time, Rick, so if it’s okay with you, let’s go check the place out.”

I followed her outside. The rain had slowed to a drizzle, which wasn’t unpleasant.

We traversed the short distance to the industrial building I’d looked at from the L platform. There was a storefront at ground level that was closed, and I wasn’t sure it was still even in business. It was one of those places that sold ready-to-assemble hardwood furniture that you’d need to sand and stain or paint yourself. I didn’t see the appeal.

“They’re out of business.” She nodded to the furniture store, pointing out the obvious. “The unit’s pretty quiet.” Grinning, she added, “You get used to the trains. After a time, you won’t even hear them.” Olive unlocked a side door and swung it open. I followed her up a narrow staircase. The hallway had a musty odor. “Sorry about the smell. Someone needs to open a window.”

We got to the top and I thought I’d die of impatience as Olive fumbled finding the keys to the front door.

After a few mumbled tsks and curse words, she found the right key and turned it in the deadbolt. She swung the door open and stepped aside to let me enter.

As I walked in, I had an odd sense of déjà vu. I suppose I could attribute it to seeing the place from the train, but the sensation gave me pause.

It was akin to stepping through the looking glass. I mean, I’d peered into this very same space for so long that I felt as though I knew it. Perhaps my knowledge was a snippet left over from a dream…

I took it all in, trying to ignore the feel of Olive’s gaze on me.

The place looked familiar, yes, but also felt different. Smaller, maybe. There was the open staircase up to the loft. Here was the little kitchenette, looking more run-down than I would have imagined. The Formica countertop was scuffed and the chrome trim held spots of rust. The white porcelain sink bore brownish stains, probably from the steady drip, drip, drip of the tap. The cabinets, which I had assumed were painted white wood, were actually white metal and they too had a few spots of rust, like a cancer. Still, I told myself they’d be functional.

I looked up, marveling at the black stamped-tin ceiling, at least fourteen feet above us. Vintage.

The floor was old parquet, oak, scuffed, and in need of refinishing. Dust motes danced in the air in the sparse sunlight filtering in through the wall of glass.

I closed my eyes for just a moment to breathe in the place’s essence, to solidify the fact that I was finally here. While my eyes were shut, I felt Olive’s hand on my shoulder for just a moment—a light squeeze and then gone.

I opened my eyes and turned to look at her.

She was at least ten feet away near the glass wall, head cocked and—I suppose—trying to gauge my reaction to the place.

I shuddered. It was just your imagination, that’s all.

I moved a little toward her, looking out over her head at the view outside once more.

Olive must have seen me gazing toward the window because she said, “Privacy. You’re thinking about privacy.”

She pointed to the red and black screen I’d viewed from the train. Close-up, it looked like someone had taken part of a graffitied wall, framed it, and stood it up in here. “The previous owners left that behind, so it helps. Comes with the place, if you want it. Or I can have it taken away. But people are going by too quickly on the train to really pay much attention.” She shrugged. “These days, everyone’s looking down at their phones all the damn time anyway.”

“Ain’t it the truth?” I agreed softly. My own phone vibrated in my pocket. It was probably my boss, wondering why I wasn’t at work. I didn’t bother to check, but did a quick tour of the place. The bathroom was vintage, with black-and-white tile floors and a clawfoot tub with metal piping around the top to enclose it for showering.

I was just about to turn and to tell Olive I needed to get a move on, when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned quickly and saw the back of a person—not Olive—reflected in the mirror. I blinked.

There was nothing there, of course.

In spite of this, I told her, “If you don’t have a long line of takers, I’d be interested in a lease.”

Ernie is going to kill me.

“I knew you would. It’s a unique property.” She dug in her voluminous orange leather bag and pulled out a credit application. “I was ready for you.”

She smiled.

I ignored the fact that I sensed something predatory in that grin.


Before: The Detective

Chris Hanson had worked for the Chicago Police Department for more than twenty years, ever since he graduated from the University of Illinois, Chicago Circle, with an associate’s degree in criminal justice. The last three years he’d spent in missing persons, and he’d found that time the most depressing and yet, the most rewarding stint of his career.

Depressing because his cases often had ugly resolutions. Missing young people turned up dead. Or they’d left homes where they were, in one way or another, abused or neglected, and they were desperate to get away, at any cost.

Most depressing of all? The many, many cases that led nowhere. A missing soul vanished off the face of the earth and was never seen again. It was the cruelest outcome for those left behind because there was no end, not even a tragic one, to their personal stories. There remained only questions and an ache of longing to know something time and circumstance stubbornly refused to reveal. In cases like those, the presumption of death was the most common explanation. But when a person—or even their remains through whatever machinations—disappears without a trace, it casts a darkness that may never become illuminated again.

Of course, people who disappear never to show up again have most likely left this mortal coil, but if there’s no proof of that, hope can linger for years after the disappearance. Do they have amnesia? Were they being held captive? Who knew? And that was the problem.

Chris’s boss, Melody Shapiro, had just left his office. Her words, matter-of-fact, yet true, echoed. “You need to let this go. There are far too many missing people out there to expend the power, time, and resources to continue to follow up on Thomas Soldano. I’m sorry, Chris, I know your heart is in the right place, but we can only do so much. We have other families and friends to worry about, to help find a resolution.”

Melody, a tough-talking, no-nonsense, steel-haired woman of fiftysomething, always came down on the side of practicality. Dozens, maybe more, folks went missing every day from the Chicagoland area. Most were found within a day or two, sleeping off drug or drink binges, seeking respite from people they live with whom they saw as abusers, or simply forgetful folks who didn’t leave a message and let their phones die. But when they didn’t show up in forty-eight, seventy-two hours, Missing Persons became more concerned.

But Melody, at least, with her logic-dictated instincts, prioritized the missing by who they were when they were last seen. For example, last spring, when Senn High School senior Rebecca Montrose vanished one day on her walk home from school, Melody was in favor of pulling out all the stops to search for her. Rebecca was “a good girl,” a gifted student, class treasurer, and president of the Latin Club. Her parents, whom they had no reason to doubt, underscored their daughter’s punctuality and how she always would call, even if she was going to be as little as fifteen minutes late.
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