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To my Heavenly Father whose Spirit daily contends with more Trammels than I would like to mention.   

To my brother (and fellow writer) Luke. I doubt that anyone’s position in this process was more prominent than his. All of the imaginative games that we played as children, the endless discussions about theology and literature, the proofreading that he did for me, and his various suggestions have all helped to make Theory of Mind what it is today. His being the first person to ask what the current day is (whether today, tomorrow or yesterday) was also indispensable.   

I owe many thanks to my mother on account of the fact that she always encouraged me to keep at it. It was her who suggested that I submit this book to a publisher, and I am obviously glad that she did. I ought also to mention the eleven-and-a-half years that she spent as my home schooling teacher. My mother’s teaching was next to none, even though she despised English class.   

My dad was also very supportive of my writing endeavors. I learned quickly that if I was thinking of giving up, he wouldn’t hear of that.   

To everyone at my two writers’ groups, I wish to offer thanks for all of the suggestions that they made which helped to improve this work (and many others).   

Finally, I would like to thank all of my friends for being just that. Without their friendship many things might be different, and this book is no exception. 
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I suppose that I’ve kept a good many secrets throughout the course of my life. In truth, I suppose that most of us have. Most of us probably wouldn’t give much thought to it, were it not for the nature of some of those that we’ve held. There is also the troublesome fact that when one has entrapped one within his mind the very first thing that the little sprite attempts to do is to break free. This, if you ask my opinion, is the chief reason for which one entrusts one to a friend: he gets to be rid of it, and his friend now bears the temptation to let the zephyr dance. You know, it is a funny thing that I should mention temptation for what I shall soon — oh, now I don’t need to get ahead of myself.   

Don’t trouble yourself, though. You’ll soon discover the meaning behind what I’ve just said for I am going to tell you my secret, one that was first entrusted to me many years ago. I have borne it for the better part of forty years now, and it has ever been gnawing at me, biting and scraping against me in a constant attempt to free itself. If you should find that keeping this secret has the same effect upon you, then I do beg your forgiveness.   

The story which I have now begun to tell you was first given to me by its protagonist, my late colleague, the farmer Samson Gylkov. He told me the tale while both of us were fishing at a deep, narrow stream in southern Michigan. The two of us were sitting on the hood of his red Chevrolet pickup truck with our shoulders propped up against the windshield. Each held his fishing pole in his right hand and a can of cola in the other. We fished without speaking to each other, the 
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only noise about us being that which was made by the brook. I think that we were silent for an hour, watching our bright-orange bobbers strain against their tethering lines as the flowing water attempted to carry them out to the River Raisin. After that nearly motionless progression of time, Sam raised his soda-can to his lips, took a drink and then set the thing down upon the hood of the truck. He sighed and then proceeded to ask me the following question: “Can I tell you something?” 

In an instant the cold, rising emotion that we call dread filled my chest and I said what one usually says at such a time as this: “Of course you may.” 

“Thank you,” he replied with small tears in his eyes. The young man sighed again and then covered his face with his left hand.   

“You’re not going to believe this,” he said with an air of despondency. “And if you do, then you shall hate me.” 

“You know that I won’t,” I replied firmly.   

“I hope so,” he said. And thus he began his story.
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It began April 28, 2018, a little less than three months prior to our discourse. Sam’s good friend Albert Daxby had joined him for dinner that night to celebrate the former’s twenty-third birthday, though he’d admitted that there was another motive behind his coming. Sam had prepared for his guest the sort of modest dinner that his skills as an unmarried farmer afforded him, namely breaded pork-chops, hardly-seasoned fried potatoes and red cranberry juice. Albert arrived fifteen minutes late (he too was a bachelor) and after a lot of “how are yous,” “I’m goods,” and “thank yous,” the two friends held a prayer. Then they dove into the food, talking as they chewed.  

 

“Well, I don’t suppose that there’s any sense in talking about the weather or about football,” Sam said, poking a piece of pork into his mouth. “You’ve wished me a good many ‘happy birthdays’ so come on, let’s have it. What did you come to talk about tonight?” 

“All right, all right, I shall,” Albert said, laughing. “I have come to ask your advice. It’s about the deadline I’ve been given—” 

“Well, my advice is that you should meet it!” Sam exclaimed jocularly.   

“Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it? It’s been six months, and I’ve nothing to show for it. They’ll take my advance if I don’t write something soon!” 

“So you would like me to help you write a story? Well, then why didn’t you say so?” 
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“No, that’s not it,” Albert said. “I have come up with something, but I would first like to hear what you advise. All right, here it is. I am going to write a roman-a-clef about my sister.” 

Sam thought for a moment. While he did know a great many words—more so than any other young planter in the town of Verwood—the young man did not know precisely what a roman-a-clef was. The context in which his friend had used it did offer a suggestion, one that Sam vainly hoped was wrong. 

“What is that?” he asked, as if his inquiring would change the answer.   

“A roman-a-clef? It’s when one takes an actual event and writes it in the form of a story. The author changes the names of all parties involved, of course…” and here he cast his glance down to his plate and watched, instead of Sam’s reaction, the oil swirl about the dish.   

“So, I am going to use the whole matter of Jessie’ — well, you know, her exploits in Arizona, as inspiration. Obviously I’m not going to print her name. This story will be about a girl named Kimberly and it’ll take place in North Dakota.” Albert exhaled laboriously and then continued. “So, what do you think?” 

Again Sam was quiet. He merely stared forward without uttering a word, and Albert, who was dearly hoping that he would bless the project, sat tensely within his maple chair and waited while the affair endured for quite a time. Sam turned over every leaf that he could, seeking the best words when he knew that none would do the job adequately.   
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As this desperate search went on within Sam’s mind, Albert had emigrated to one of the many realms of fantasy where he conjured every situation in which Sam might agree with him, yearning that any one of them might soon become a reality. One could hear the clocks ticking. Finally, the farmer could hunt no longer and so he sighed heavily.   

“I was hoping that you wouldn’t say that,” he moaned. “I figured that you would, but I did hope against it.”   

“Why?” 

“Now, please don’t misunderstand me; it is a good story, a publishable story, but to write it would devastate your sister. You don’t want to do that, do you?” 

“I don’t think that you fully understand the concept of a roman-a-clef.” 

“Listen to me, most people will think that it’s an original narrative, but anyone who actually knows anything about the situation will realize what the story truly is. You sister is sure to know! Even if you, she, and I are the only three people upon this earth who’ve any notion that your tale is based on what she did, she will still feel wretched upon its publication.” 

“If anyone did realize the truth they’d take her side,” Albert muttered.   

“Oh, you think so, do you? You know how society reacts to these things! Even if they do keep it at its proper proportion they’ll still balk and I charge you to remember the last time when they didn’t inflate a piece of news! The journalists will destroy her for sport!”   
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“Truly?” Albert sneered. 

“Look, if you publish this tale, some story-hungry idiot is going to paper every wall with it and Jessie’s reputation will be ruined. Come on, she’ll have her position in the hospital in less than a year! Do you want to end that for her? Think, man!” 

“I don’t believe you! Here I have to put a book together in less than a year’s time without any plot to speak of — save for this one — and you tell me not to use what I’ve got?” 

“How greatly does your sister’s heart matter to you? Would you stamp on it to keep your contract?” 

Al slammed both of his hands down upon the table. “I don’t have to listen to this. If you are just going to lecture me throughout the night then I see no need to remain here. Good night!” 

And with that Albert stood to his feet, donned his ball cap and stomped across the floor to Sam’s door. He sneered and then exited the house. Sam made no futile attempt to calm Albert as the man tramped out of his home. Rather, the wounded host remained eating his breaded pork. As he consumed his dinner, Sam grew more and more distressed until the man came to a point at which he could no longer eat.   

The farmer put the leftovers in his refrigerator and then trudged over to his couch and promptly laid down upon. Gradually a light, temporary depression set in. It was never any fun to offer advice contrary to the asker’s desires, but worse still when he sought justification and agreement over true advice. Sam spent the rest of the evening thinking upon it, and his mood soured like the pickling cabbage in the 
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stoneware crocks lying about his basement. Eventually, he stood and prayed aloud.   

“Dear Lord, please don’t let him do this,” he prayed aloud. “Do help him, God, please help him. He’s unable to see what You’ve shown me. You know what it will do if he goes ahead with it. Please...” 

It was at this point — about nine in the evening — that it came: a rapping upon the door, which issued forth from the front of the house. Few things can cure (or at least mask) a case of grief like a good unsettling mystery. Sam first thought that it was Albert returning to apologize to him, but there was something hiding behind that assumption which seemed to suggest otherwise. But then again, who else would visit Sam at this hour? In order that he might find out and that his tact be preserved, Sam walked over to the door and pulled it open.   

Upon unbarring the portal, Sam was greeted by a rather short and somewhat rotund man. He was an elderly gent who wore a white beard and mustache, as well as a snowy circlet of hair about his bald head. If Sam had looked upon the man’s face alone he would have seemed a bright, happy fellow, but Sam looked upon the whole man and thus beheld his guise. This person had donned black trousers that buttoned at the cuff, a white undershirt, black waistcoat and a black overcoat. In his left hand, he held a black top hat and in his right he clutched a brass-handled cane of ebony.   

It appeared as if the visitor had stepped onto a train in 1885 and then stepped off in the present. Sam would have spent the entire evening (and quite possibly the rest of his life) standing behind his threshold and staring forward — had his 
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