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H

e opened his eyes, quickly turned his head from side to side, grimaced at the pounding pain, and rubbed his forehead. The wall color looked somewhat familiar. The ceiling? Not so much. He wasn’t sure the popcorn effect had always been there. He looked around at the surroundings – chair, dresser, mirror, ottoman, Trek bicycle – as he wandered toward the bathroom and the sink. Rectangular wicker basket on the floor between the toilet and vanity. An unorderly pile of Vanity Fair and New Yorker magazines and Chicago Tribunes.

Chicago?

Splashing cold water on his face, he looked up at the mirror and noticed the swollen purple-and-yellow bruise below his left eye. He switched to hot water for his hands. It burned. Looking down, he saw scratches – some deep and others on the surface – on his forearms and hands. Half of the nail on his right index finger was ripped, the torn piece hanging precariously.

He gazed in the mirror, and a sepia image more appropriate for a century-old photo stared back at him. Rubbing his eyes again, but the image remained. He rubbed the back of his neck.

He dried his face and hands and secured his fingernail with a Band-Aid he found in the medicine chest. He walked into the hallway and turned away from the bedroom. A noise startled him from behind the closed door on his left; he jerked his head as he reached for the doorknob. It was locked and wouldn’t turn. He couldn’t remember what was behind the door. Room, closet, or staircase?

He turned away and looked straight ahead down the hallway: island counter, barstools, sink, and cabinets off to the right. Sunlight streaming in from the left.

Maybe there are keys in the kitchen.

Fifteen steps, and he reached the end of the long hallway. Diagonally to the left was the small living room. A chair was upended, the sofa was ripped and bloodied, and his front door was wide open with the jamb broken and lying splintered on the interior floor. 

He put his hand over his souring mouth, carefully walked to the front door, and closed it as well as he could. He turned and looked at the kitchen. Keys on the counter. He walked over, picked them up, and thought he heard another sound coming from down the hallway.

In his mind’s eye, he flashed on a woman in a parking lot. Her head and hair matted with blood. And then she was gone.

He sat on the floor, rested his back against the wall, and lifted his knees to his chin. His hand ached. He looked at it; he was squeezing the keys so tightly his hand had lost color.

The noise again.

He stood and approached the locked door, uncertain whether to walk or run.

Reaching the door, he used three keys before he found the right one. He started to turn it. The bloody woman revisited his mind.

Please, God, don’t let her be in here.

He twisted the doorknob and pulled the door toward him.

It was a storage room. The automatic light illuminated.

The woman was not in it.

But tied to the floor-to-ceiling shelves and gagged were a man in his forties and a young girl.

Both dirty, bruised, and bloody, but alive.

He quickly closed the door.

He involuntarily closed his eyes, but his world did not vanish – it shifted. At first, darkness – thick and infinite. Then, faint patterns – blue and green swirled together, streaked with gold. 

Phosphenes. The visual sensations everyone gets when they press their closed eyelids against their retina.

But he hadn’t touched his eyes.

The pressure built behind his eyelids, and the colors sharpened. A kaleidoscope, and he knew it wasn’t just him anymore. He was here – the voice that had been part of his entire life. The colors were the silent message his mind was no longer his own.

–‘Are you going to kill them, too?’

He replied, ‘I don’t know why or how they got here. I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

‘Killing isn’t necessary. You need to stop. You’ve been doing this for too long. Please think this through first.’– 

THE VOICE BEGAN AS a whisper. Then, it grew steadily. Post could feel him in the way the colors moved, swirling with a purpose.

And then, just as suddenly, it began to fade. The gold dimmed, retreating into the deep blue. The patterns unraveled, the vibrant swirls softening. The presence retreated, and Post felt the silence return first, followed by stillness. The phosphenes dissolved entirely, leaving him alone in the darkness.

When he finally opened his eyes, the room was the same as before. But he wasn’t.
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H

e spent the next two hours repairing the front door and restoring the living room. It took longer than it should have because he kept walking down the hallway to listen through the storage room door. The bloodied woman also slowed him down ... she kept returning.

Who is she?

Where is she?

Why is she in my head?

Thirty minutes online surfing newspapers, blogs, and law-enforcement sites didn’t turn up any stories about an assault ... or something worse.

Was it real? There should be coverage today or tomorrow.

Was it a dream, a hallucination? How would I even know?

Was he an observer, or was he involved? I have no idea.

What he did know is that in the past few months, he was again struggling to differentiate between reality and ... whatever this other thing was. This was different, not at all like the way emotional challenges are forced into movies and TV dramas. During the day, he would remember something that he did earlier in the day. Clear as a bell. But, as he thought more about the activity, he couldn’t – no matter how he tried – determine if it had happened or had been a dream.

Hallucination? Delusion?

Figuring it out seemed like a monumental task. Although the one voice in his head was familiar, new visions and emotions were a mystery.

He briefly considered asking the man and the girl in the storage room if they knew anything about the woman. But he rejected the idea because it was ridiculous. And, even if he was thinking rationally, he didn’t want them to see him or the rest of the house. He knew he would eventually release them – that’s who he was! He assumed that the less they knew about him or where they were, the better.

He ignored the storage room for a couple of hours and sat on the sofa in the living room. Quasi-familiar thoughts raced through his mind. Grade school. Family. Doctors. Confusion. His career. Or, more accurately, lack of career. His parents, when they were alive, and now with them dead. The end of his relationship with Gabby. 

What did any of it matter? What did any of it mean?

Then, suddenly, there she was. Again. He and the woman were in a parking lot. She smiled. He looked around the dark lot, which was half-filled with cars, and he saw and semi-recognized the buildings and stores.

And he saw the sign: The Woodmont Mall. He knew it was in Schaumburg. But what was he doing there with her? 

The vision disappeared and then quickly returned. The side of her head was caved in, and she was lying on the pavement between two cars. A pool of blood formed a halo under and around her head. He stared at the halo, mesmerized by it – a halo of blood and love. It seemed to reflect light on her license plate – TWO4ONE. He glanced back at the halo but quickly turned away when he remembered seeing the same thing when he was young. 

He slowly looked around, realizing he had returned to his living room.

He walked down the hall, unlocked the door, and stepped in. The red-haired man, gagged and taped to the shelving, looked at him, his eyes wide with alarm and anticipation. Reaching for his gloves on the shelf, he inserted his hands and strangled the man until his legs buckled and his head sagged. As he killed him, he remembered he had no idea who he was or how he got into the storage room.

The young girl to the right watched and tried to scream through her taped mouth. Muffled grunts were the best she could manage. He noticed her eyes for the first time. Different colors – one iris was green, and the other was light blue ... almost transparent. He knew the term: heterochromia.

Shaking his head, he said, “Don’t scream. The bad people find the ones who scream.”

He looked back at the dead man, nodded, and then put his hands on the girl’s throat. Two minutes later, he turned and left the room. He closed and locked the door.

He returned to the living room and sat on the sofa. The woman with the matted hair sat across from him.

He asked her, “Did I hurt you in the parking lot?”

She nodded. “You killed me. I had a husband I loved. He loved me.”

“When did that happen?”

“Five weeks ago.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Don’t you know?”

“I don’t remember what happened. Just bits and pieces.”

“That’s no excuse. You’re a killer. I’m not your first, right?”

“No.”

“I hope someone kills you.”

He put his hands over his eyes.
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H

e remained seated in the living room for the remainder of the afternoon, thinking about what he knew he did (kill two people, the man, and the girl), what he thought he did (kill a third and leave her in a mall parking lot), and what he assumed he was going to do next (dispose of two dead bodies).

Why did she tell me she wasn’t the first?

He also considered a fourth issue: Why was he doing this? Had something changed in him? Yes, there have been many changes in his life recently, but did they cause this? Did he have any control over it?

Familiar? Unfamiliar?

His memory continued to be spotty at best and wholly shot at worst. The vision of the woman continued to come and go as if she were in a revolving door. 

Here, then gone.

Gone, then here.

He had no remembrance of being with her “in real life” until she told him that he killed her five weeks earlier.

He didn’t know if that was factual or not. She was a vision, and he assumed that made her a less-than-credible messenger. Where would the days have gone? On the other hand, it took him until two p.m. to determine his name and where he lived – Will Post ... Deerfield, Illinois – and he only succeeded because he had old mail on the kitchen island.

The man and the young girl also were mysteries. He had no recollection of seeing them before opening the storage room door and couldn’t figure out why he treated them differently – bringing them to his residence – than he treated the woman. And now they were dead, and Post had no way to learn anything about his actions.

He wondered about his next steps, alternatives, and implications.

He could turn himself in if that somehow answered his questions. But he doubted “official authorities” would be helpful. They never distinguished themselves in the past.

He could run away.

He could kill himself if he had the nerve and if he first could figure out why he did it. But he doubted he had the nerve.

He didn’t like the sound of any of his alternatives. He wasn’t thinking about this the right way. His thought process was entirely scattered, and he wasn’t determining priorities.

What do I need to know? What do I want to do next?

He knew he wasn’t an honest person. Lies had been a significant part of his life. Not by choice, just because they were necessary, like oxygen for breathing. He could turn himself in – he had no idea what happened with the woman in the parking lot. But what about the storage room? Fleeting memories ... that’s all he had, and did he want more?

The pounding in his head was overwhelming. He needed to make a decision.

He returned to the hallway, reopened the storage room door, and stared. The girl was petite, with small features and fine brown hair. 

Was she nine?

Why is she dead? Who killed her? I don’t understand.

He remembered the last time he was in the storage room.

He had untied her, held her shoulder to guide her to the front door, and walked out into the darkness. His car was fifteen yards away. He helped her into the passenger seat, fastened her seat belt, and told her not to move. He got in the driver’s side, started the engine, and backed out of his space. He headed west on the 90 toward Rockford and then north to Janesville, Wisconsin.

He parked in an abandoned lot near North High Street and West Milwaukee Street. He exited the car, went to the visitor’s side, and let the little girl out. She was shaking.

“I never asked you your name. What is it?”

“Izzy.” She whispered. “Isabel Rodgers.”

“Well, Izzy, it’s time for us to say goodbye. Is that okay with you?”

Her eyes darted in confusion. He again noticed the heterochromia.

“What do you mean say goodbye? What are you going to do?”

Post smiled. “I’m not going to hurt you, Izzy. I’m going to let you go, and you can get back home. Okay?”

Izzy nodded.

The Janesville Police Station was two blocks away. He explained to her how to get there and untied her hands.

“Go. Be careful crossing the street.”

Izzy walked cautiously and then started running.
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T

hat evening, just before midnight, Post fled Chicago for Western Massachusetts. Near Toledo, Ohio, he exited I-80 near the Maumee River and wound his way down to River Street and Chessie Circle Trail, a former rail trail converted into an eleven-mile paved pathway. Online research that afternoon determined where there might be cameras – there weren’t any nearby – and he pulled a hundred yards down the path to be extra cautious. He dragged the two bodies, which he had inserted into an extra-strong zippered king mattress cover, into the deeper ground cover, removed them, and buried them in the marsh and mud alongside the river.

–‘Those were innocent people; so was the woman.’

He looked around nervously but calmed when he saw the speaker.

Post rubbed his temples. ‘Innocent? You believe innocence protects people? It didn’t protect you.’

‘But I still believe in right and wrong and wish you did, too. You still have an opportunity.’– 

HE WAS BACK AT HIS truck at two-thirty and used several plastic bottles of water he had brought to rinse the dirt and mud off his clothes and shoes before reentering the truck.

Despite the day’s tension and mysteries, he felt relaxed and looked forward to reaching his destination. The remainder of the twelve-and-a-half-hour drive passed quickly as he planned and considered scenarios for the new off-the-grid life he hoped for in Berkshire County. He had visited the region several summers when he was young, and his family vacationed with his aunt and uncle. Coming from flat-forever Chicago, he loved the rolling hills and lush landscape. As a teenager, he often wondered about attending college in New England or moving there when he finished high school.

When the time came, he chose the former, attending the University of Massachusetts in Amherst as an undergraduate and for graduate school, focusing on political science. It wasn’t a smooth accomplishment as he needed lengthy personal absences approved for two semesters of undergraduate work and the beginning of his second year in graduate school. 

At twenty-four, he returned to Chicagoland to start teaching at New Trier High School in Winnetka and to work on his doctorate. At twenty-eight, he earned his doctorate at the University of Illinois Chicago. He was appointed department head at New Trier and had successfully advanced through the last four years without needing any personal leave time. 

Two years later, at thirty, he was hired as an assistant professor at Northwestern University in Evanston. When he accepted the offer and finalized the details, he believed he was about to start a meaningful, long-hoped-for phase of his life ... free of the emotional and psychological interruptions that had affected large portions of it.

It didn’t work out as he had hoped. Not even close. From the day he started at Northwestern to the recent morning waking up in his apartment, he considered his personal and professional life a train wreck. 

Post’s on-and-off relationship with Gabby Adams ended permanently after three years. He never saw it coming, but she told him she always knew it would happen. He found this statement odd but accepted it.

His parents split up after more than thirty-five years of marriage. The one thing he thought was constant – although damaged – in his life was not. And then they died within two years of each other. He didn’t even try to rationalize that. He read that it was common. He read that it wasn’t. It didn’t matter. One essentially followed the other out the door.

The transition from high school teacher to university professor also was a disaster. He and everyone else quickly knew he was a square peg on a campus – and faculty – of round holes. 

He struggled to embrace many elements of the position, including the publish-or-perish hurdle facing a university professor. He convinced himself he was surprised, although he always knew he was underperforming expectations, requirements ... and capabilities.

Failure also marked his efforts to connect with college-age students as he did with high schoolers. It was more than not connecting; he hated his students and their entitled attitudes.

The incidents – individually and collectively – were a kill shot. Post’s much-welcomed period of stability began to fray, and he again began to lose control of his emotions.

And then, he was told by the department head that tenure – the lifeblood for professors – wasn’t in his future.

~~~
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POST SAT IN THE ANTEROOM to the department head’s office. Laughing out loud, he thought about the irony. The room was as dark and dour as Mathis – Dr. Robert Mathis, who had led the Political Science unit at Northwestern for seventeen years. He had messaged Post a day earlier and asked if they could meet the following morning at ten-thirty a.m. Post assumed it wouldn’t be a positive meeting and that he would undergo another wrist-slapping for multiple issues. Mathis had hired him, but they never clicked personally and hadn’t had a positive conversation since.

Mathis cracked open the door and waved Post to come inside. As usual, Post didn’t sense any warmth in his boss’ body language. He walked through the doorway, closed the door behind him, and headed toward Mathis’s annoyingly neat mahogany desk.

Mathis looked up and pointed to a visitor’s chair. Post sat and looked at him.

Here it comes.

“Professor Post ... Will,” Mathis began, his voice and cadence carefully measured, “I need to share some information with you that I assume won’t surprise you. I’m sure you already expect it.”

“Can’t say that I do, Doctor Mathis, and I have no expectations. But certainly interested in and anxious to hear what you have to share.” He shifted in his chair and resisted the temptation to lean forward, assuming it would make him look nervous.

Mathis sighed and offered what Post assumed was a faux surprised look. “Really? That adds a bold black underline beneath what I plan to say.”

Post sat silently; he had no idea how to react to the overdone metaphor.

“I will say this as plainly and clearly as I can. We’ve reviewed your progress over the past few years, and I’m afraid I need to be honest with you.”

He paused. Post assumed Mathis wanted him to reply, but he saw no upside and continued to sit silently.

“It is highly unlikely – well, literally impossible – that you will ever be offered tenure at this university. As I said earlier, I doubt you’re surprised to hear this.”

Post wondered if he had misheard.

Impossible?

Ever?

Now, he leaned forward, a flutter in his chest. Probably doesn’t matter anymore. “On the contrary, Doctor Mathis, I’m very surprised and concerned.”

“I’m happy to elaborate—”

“—happy?”

Mathis shook his head. “Don’t take every word literally, or we’ll never conclude the conversation.”

Post bit his lip. “Are you in a hurry to wrap this up?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Never mind.” Post swallowed and tasted blood. “Sir, I’ve never known you to be anything other than absolutely precise in your choice of vocabulary. Do you actually mean impossible and ever, and can I ask how you reached that conclusion?”

Mathis leaned back and interlocked his fingers on his lap. “You’ve shown promise in certain areas, but not enough, so several key factors work against you. Your publication record, quite frankly, isn’t where it needs to be. The papers you’ve submitted are functional rather than exceptional, and there aren’t enough. They also haven’t appeared in the high-impact journals where we typically expect our faculty to be featured.”

“Shouldn’t we have discussed this along the way rather than after the fact?”

“This is not about me. Don’t go in that direction.”

“I’m not implying anything, sir. Seems like a reasonable question.”

“Like I said, I’m certain you’ve been aware of my opinion. Setting that aside. You also seem unable to develop real relationships with your students and faculty colleagues.”

Post sat frozen, his mind racing. Mathis wasn’t saying anything that he didn’t already know. But he was accelerating the timeline and bringing up the issues sooner than Post expected.

Mathis wasn’t done.

“We also have concerns about your research focus. It’s scattered and troublesome. You’ve explored some interesting topics, yes, but without a clear, cohesive trajectory. Tenure committees look for a narrative in a scholar’s body of work, a defined area of expertise you’ve consistently contributed to over the years. Your work is fragmented. There’s no connective thread. You must see, as we do, that it lacks the clear direction that we typically see from successful tenure candidates. And that means it has very little worth.”

Will opened his mouth to respond by repeating “very little worth” but turning it into a question. But nothing came out. His throat was dry, and his thoughts clouded.

Mathis filled the pause. “I mentioned your colleagues, and there’s the matter of department politics. You’ve always been a bit ... distant. There’s a sense that you hold yourself above networking and collaborating. You also have an excessive number of absences, and you never seem to be visible on campus. Will, these are important factors. Senior staff tell me they don’t feel a strong connection with you, and in this environment, that’s crucial.”

Post swallowed hard. He wanted to protest, but as the words churned in his mind, they felt useless. Every explanation sounded like an excuse ... which, of course, they were.

“I’ll include myself in that group. All I see from you is animosity toward me mixed with a judgmental attitude that, quite frankly, you’re not experienced enough or qualified to hold.”

Post looked away.

“I wish I had better news for you,” Mathis finished, his tone softening, almost apologetic. “But I thought it was best to be upfront now so you can plan your next steps. A final thought. Think of it this way. It was probably my fault for hiring you in the first place.”

Post nodded mechanically, stood, and – as he exited Mathis’ office – waved weakly without looking back at Mathis. There was nothing worth saying.

That night, in his apartment, he sat silently and reviewed the day and, more importantly, his performance at his job. A pool of quicksand pulled at him. His thoughts began to blur, and the edges of his reality softened. He tried to focus, to gather his thoughts, but he failed. He knew it. He felt it.

And then, there was nothing ...

... until he woke up disoriented in bed, not knowing his name and whether he was home.

And it was more than five weeks later.
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W

hen Post arrived in Western Massachusetts, he immediately rented a small furnished apartment in Great Barrington, a summer-winter vacation spot with just over seven thousand residents. He felt invigorated, and while he liked to tell himself the fresh air made the difference, he knew there was more to it than the local climate. 

Fresh start. Nothing but strangers. New memories to create, old ones to replace.

But first, he continued to search the internet for coverage of the killings, finally finding news a week after settling into his new apartment. 

The Chicago-area media portrayed the incident at the mall as a one-off homicide. Full stop. End of story. The woman, Shawna Forman, was married, lived in Lincoln Park, and was in the parking lot returning to her car after briefly shopping. She was a Human Resources Manager for an insurance company. Her husband worked at Northwestern Memorial Hospital. None of the stories speculated that her killing might be associated with any other violent crimes. Although the words were never used, Post thought the stories emphasized a “wrong-place-at-the-wrong-time” message.

The man and the girl had been discovered by a group of hikers a day after heavy rain washed away most of their cover. The coverage, though speculative, was fairly extensive, given that two unrelated Chicago residents were found near one another in the Toledo, Ohio, area. That included internet “crime-solvers” who immediately began surfacing conspiracy theories involving the adult male, Alan Wray, and the nine-year-old girl, Isabel Rodgers. There was no evidence, but there were law-enforcement comments about how odd it was to find the two bodies, both from Chicago, in Ohio, and close to one another.

Post was relieved reading the coverage. The killing at the mall involved a Lincoln Park woman at a suburban mall. He assumed the always-busy Chicago Police Department would be more than happy and leave the case to Schaumberg. He also assumed the CPD, the Toledo police department, and the state agencies from both states would coordinate the other two killings. A CPD detective, Kasia Nowak, was quoted in some of the articles.

At the same time, he addressed critical tasks that needed to be done immediately.

The first was to cut identifiable ties with Chicago. He quickly registered his truck, got new license plates, secured a Massachusetts driver’s license, and arranged new insurance. He also bought a new phone with a local area code. He joined a Methodist church and attended a couple of services, and he joined a pickleball club and played a few times, building a documented and discoverable attendance record at both places. 

He also established a work routine, spending the first few months at odd jobs – maintenance at a local inn, landscaping, and whatever paid in cash, which kept him away from what he assumed would be prying eyes. He believed the multiple gigs without any formal documents would be beneficial in blurring how long he had resided in the Berkshires. He avoided grocery stores, relying instead on food-delivery services and drive-through windows. He didn’t need to earn much; he had significant savings and an inherited mortgage-free house in suburban Buffalo Grove, which he had rented out for several years.

The relocation delivered some desired changes. Although not disappearing entirely, the symptoms that bedeviled him in Chicago – including the internal conversations – began to dissipate. The new life was comforting, and he remained a content semi-hermit for the initial year. Historical nonfiction and political biographies occupied four or five nights a week, and the other evenings were devoted to staying current with world and national events through news magazines and cable television. He bought a new computer to obtain a different IP address and created multiple new and obscure screen names to replace those he had deleted before leaving Chicago.

Despite believing he was feeling better, he experienced a few new episodes that made him question whether he actually was progressing.

One night, at about three a.m., a security guard woke him – while he was outside at the curb directly in front of his apartment – vacuuming the bed of his truck. The guard, George, told him he had been watching him on closed-circuit TV and that Post had been out there for ninety minutes.

Post was flustered as he got his bearings and had no idea what was happening. “Ninety minutes? How can that be?”

George raised an eyebrow and said he initially was going to ignore Post, figuring he had spilled something in the back and wanted to clean it up in case it rained overnight. “But then you kept going over the same area – and you were climbing in and out of the bed – and I thought you might hurt yourself. You walk in your sleep or something, Mr. Post?”

Post was happy to hear the suggestion and quickly built a lie around it. “Yeah, weird combo of sleepwalking and dreams. Happens a couple of times a year but usually doesn’t get any crazier than raiding the refrigerator. This is the first time I did this.”

George patted Post’s back. “Well, I’m glad you’re okay. Your front door is open, so I guess your keys are inside. Make sure they are there, and lock your door when you get inside.”

Post reached to shake George’s hand. “Thanks, man, I appreciate it. Please do me a favor and keep this to yourself. I don’t want the neighbors thinking there’s a nut case in the development.”

George gave Post a thumbs-up. “I got you. Nothing to worry about.”

Post woke up another evening with his right leg and upper torso outside his second-floor den window. He quickly and carefully maneuvered back inside, noticing a sheet of yellow-lined paper on his desk. He walked over and looked at it.

Written on the sheet were two sentences confessing to murdering three people in Chicago.

–The voice was back. ‘You wrote that.’

‘When?’ Post said.

‘Just before you started climbing out. You need to get some help, or something terrible will happen. I’m trying to help you.’
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