
PROLOGUE:

ALL THIS FROM EATING SUSHI?

“BY GOD, I’M going to do it!”
Charles Abel Baker, Charlie to his friends, sat at a 
corner table of a midtown Japanese restaurant, daring 

himself to launch an adventure.
“Do what?” asked Trish Truex, sitting to his immediate 

left, near the window.
It didn’t matter that it was raining. It didn’t matter that the 

summer was gone. It didn’t matter that he was living alone on 
Social Security and a modest pension. Here he was at Suehiro’s, 
surrounded by friends, chewing his lower lip and looking to 
commit himself.

“Do what?” asked the fellow across the table from him, 
Jake Cash, small, wiry, a musician who worked as a headhunter.

The eight people at the table were not friends whose bond 
was a shared past, but comrades sharing a common present: 
a yen to write. Eight souls with only a handful of published 
short stories among them, and a novel—each was convinced—
simmering fruitfully on the back burner. They gathered here 
each time their workshop had completed on the second and 
fourth Thursday of every month. It was a leaderless group, but 
Jonathan Belknap, who sat nearest the window, was primus 
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inter pares, by virtue of the fact that they met in a conference 
room of his midtown public relations firm. It was a rare evening 
when two of the eight didn’t feel as if his or her only child had 
just been put through a paper-shredder. But then they would 
reassemble their egos and repair to Suehiro’s with the others, 
nursing their wounds over drinks and late-night supper.

“Do what?” Jonathan asked, flourishing his chopsticks to 
seize a morsel of caramelized clam.

Charles fitted his own chopsticks carefully into his hand 
and stabbed at the wasabi. “My translation project.”

Xavier Krill, a lawyer, now retired, downed a swig of 
Glenfiddich single malt. “What are you translating?”

Charles took a sip of water.
“Not me. Most of my adult life I’ve had this hankering 

to see a short story translated successively into ten different 
languages, then back into English, to find out how different it 
would be from the version one started with.”

“Hah!” said Buffy St. Olaf between mouthfuls of chicken 
yakitori washed down with Sapporo. “Like telephone, you 
mean?” Buffy had raven hair and lustrous white skin, and was 
head of her own small cosmetics firm. She and Jake were the 
only members of the group under forty.

“Exactly. Like the old children’s party game. What happens 
when so many people have fondled a story in all those different 
languages? Does the end product bear any resemblance to 
the original?”

Cash was chewing thoughtfully on some sort of salad 
studded with pieces of marinated eel. “How will that help 
your writing?”

“Hey, I just want to do it. Back when I was an academic—”
“Oh, no!” protested Cash. “Here we go again!”
“No, no, Jake. This is just  .  .  .  . You see, my ex-wife, an 
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anthropologist, introduced me to a concept called the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis: language structures thought.”

“Profound, my boy,” said Jonathan, crunching an 
edamame. “Deeply moving.”

“How the nature of one’s language shapes one’s view of 
the world. I myself did some translating while working on my 
dissertation, and, well, whenever I translated Russian to English 
or English to Russian, I marveled at how different the ‘sense’ of 
each was,” Charles continued. He made a gesture with his arms 
as if embracing a small cloud. “Some things translate okay, and 
some don’t. By the way, do you know about the origins of the 
expression ‘okay?’ It’s an interesting story. Back in slave-trading 
days . . .”

“Charlie!” shot back Cash. “Does this story have an end? I 
feel the need to relieve my bladder.”

Charles, formerly an Assistant Professor of Russian history 
at a university in New York and the only academic in the 
bunch, sometimes thought Jake resented his past. Though at 
other times, Jake seemed an equal-opportunity attack dog.

“Well, to be brief, that’s when I started thinking about 
what might happen when a short story went through many 
different languages before being shoe-horned back into its 
mother tongue.”

“Who’ll do the translating?” asked Becky. A small dark 
woman who taught English as a Second Language at a public 
school in the Bronx, she put check marks beside passages she 
found enjoyable in the writing group’s stories, just as she did 
with her students.

“Damned if I know,” said Charles. “But my first step is 
to take it to a publisher because there’s gotta be a book in it 
somewhere, don’t you think? And maybe—” He hesitated. 
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“Maybe they’ll ask me to fly to different parts of the world to 
supervise. Wouldn’t that be great?”

Krill belched, covered his face with a napkin, and blushed.
After a pause, Charles tiptoed into the silence that followed, 

“I mean, they claim to be hurting these days, publishers. But 
there’s a book in there. Somewhere. Don’t you think?”

Jonathan sniffed and looked away a moment. “Speaking 
for myself, Charlie, I’m not sure I do. But it’s your project, my 
man! Take your best shot!”



Part one





1

TAKE THAT, CHARLIE!

CHARLES STOOD OUTSIDE an etched glass door 
on the twenty-eighth floor of the Fifth Avenue address, 
lips twitching. He was not timid, but neither was he 

comfortable in the role of pitchman. The whole idea of talking 
to a well-known editor he found intimidating. That he had a 
scheduled meeting here at all he owed to that previous spring’s 
enrollment in a New School writer’s conference where Derek 
Wainscot was speaking. Hastening down the aisle at the panel’s 
conclusion, Charles had yelled to the editor—a desperate bark, 
which he was embarrassed about as soon as he uttered it—just 
as Wainscot was about to disappear backstage. Wainscot had 
stopped in his tracks. Pivoting, smiling unconvincingly, he 
approached the lip of the stage, hunkered down uncomfortably, 
and cupped his ear to hear what Charles had to say. Although 
the man’s entire body language betrayed an eagerness to be off, 
to backpedal though the curtains and vamoose, Charles had 
managed to wangle a card out of him and a hasty, dismissive 
“call me when you have something to show me.”

A week after the last meeting with the writer’s group, 
Charles had made the call. Now, standing at the door, he exhaled 
sharply. He hoped he looked presentable in his off-the-rack 
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charcoal suit. Ribbons of gray threaded their way through his 
fading blonde hair; a small paunch overhung his black belt. A 
weight-lifter’s past, long abandoned, showed through in the 
broad shoulders, while the neatly trimmed beard, reserved 
manner, and dark-framed glasses suggested a scholar, a mold 
he’d once tried, with limited success, to fit into. He was no 
longer happy with that image but had no idea what to put in 
its place, nor how to achieve it if he did. There were moments 
in his past when he’d shown considerably more self-confidence, 
but then he’d usually been drunk. He’d abandoned the drink 
long after the weightlifting.

He took a deep breath, turned the knob and entered 
the office.

A few minutes later he found himself seated in a large 
conference room, quite possibly the largest he’d ever seen. The 
receptionist, trim and neat in a steel-gray blouse and dark skirt, 
had led him down a long corridor, made one turn to the right, 
and asked him to wait, assuring him that Mr. Wainscot would 
be with him shortly.

Charles looked at the paintings on the wall. Large and 
correctly spaced, they looked tastefully modern. Geometries 
of broad lines and bold colors, two of them in a style that was 
popular in the sixties. The others betrayed an older parentage, 
overlaid with swoops and smatters of idiosyncratic shape and 
color, owing a lot, he supposed, to Arshile Gorky.

“Do forgive me,” Derek Wainscot said, bursting in a 
moment later. “No, no, don’t get up.” He extended his hand. “I 
was detained on a transatlantic call.”

Sitting, he folded his bony hands in front of him and 
smiled. “But now I’m all yours. How may I help you?”

Charles willed himself to feel comfortable. Wainscot was 
all angles and planes, the very image of Ichabod Crane from 
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childhood texts. His nose was beaked, his forehead went on 
forever, and the hair was sparse and brown. The eyeglasses 
hanging around his neck on a black lanyard made him look 
even more scholarly than Charles. It was rumored that he 
translated poems from some Eastern European language. That 
was hopeful, wasn’t it? Someone who was not only an editor at a 
major publishing house but a translator?

This should go well, he assured himself. He cleared his 
throat and began.

Wainscot corralled one of the yellow tablets spaced at neat 
intervals around the table, plucked a fountain pen from the vest 
of his three-piece Armani pin-stripe, and rapidly jotted notes. 
After a few minutes, when Charles started to run dry, he placed 
the pen on the table and sighed. He slipped on the glasses to 
scrutinize his notes, riffling through them as if weighing the 
gravity of their message, then splayed his long fingers flat on the 
polished mahogany surface.

“Mr. Baker,” he said, and paused, as if considering an 
alternate form of address.

“I want you to know how much I truly appreciate your 
coming down today. You have outlined a most unusual, a most 
interesting idea. Let’s think for a moment. Did you have in mind 
a particular short story to begin its labyrinthine voyage through 
the languages of the world?”

“Ah, well. That’s an important question, of course. Could 
be something by Deborah Eisenberg or Tobias Wolff? Reaching 
back, Katherine Anne Porter comes to mind. One could go 
farther back, of course, to Faulkner or Steinbeck. Hemingway 
might be too simple and Carver too much of a challenge, in 
terms of . . . . Well, I’d guess it’s important that it’s not too short 
nor too long, you know what I mean? And, I don’t know. Alice 
Munro may be the best around right now, but she’s Canadian 
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and I was pretty much thinking American, though from the 
standpoint of an English-language starting point—”

Wainscot held up his hand like a traffic cop. “So many 
choices, clearly. But tell me. It never crossed your mind to 
suggest a story of your own?”

Of course it had. Charles was thrilled and surprised that 
Wainscot had broached the subject, since he’d felt too timid to 
raise it himself.

“Yes, but I’m not exactly a household name among the 
literati, which might be a disadvantage in terms of generating 
publicity for whatever book might result . . . .”

“Or perhaps not a disadvantage when you consider cost—” 
Wainscot stopped himself, waved his large hands in the air 
dramatically. Chuckling, he placed them palms down on the 
table where they’d been before.

“Look at us!” he exclaimed. “How we do go on! It’s so 
appealing, isn’t it? To sit and speculate about such things? To 
dream? To dream bravely in the face of the most implacable 
economic logic?

“But, Mr. Baker. I’m sure you’re aware of the state of the 
economy now and how it’s affected publishers, among others? 
Fresh and tempting as your idea is, much as it sends me off 
on my own voyages of imagination, I regret I’m going to have 
to decline. I’m sure others have told you this before. It’s just 
too expensive a proposition, balanced against such minimal 
expectations of gain. There would be little chance, probably one 
might say, no chance, of this project’s ever having a profitable 
outcome. And that’s what we have to be concerned about 
ultimately, is it not? We do not publish books for free. We sell 
them, alas.”

He looked off into the distance. Or perhaps at one of the 
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paintings. “Ah, so many regrets in a short lifetime! The roads 
not taken.”

His gaze returned to Charles. He stretched out a hand. “I 
do apologize,” he said. “And I thank you. It was nice to dream 
awhile. You’ve given me a real affective boost this morning.”

Charles rose as the editor rose, shaking his hand distractedly. 
It was over so quickly. His eyes scanned the room, longing 
desperately to establish some kind of bond with this man—a 
translator, after all! a publisher!—even as his dream lay gasping 
in the sand.

“Hey!” he asked jauntily, “Who did the Frank Stella look-
alikes on your wall?’

Wainscot’s smile fled; he stuffed his hands in his suit coat 
pocket. “That would be Frank Stella. A family friend. A fellow 
Phillips-Exeter man.”

“Ah!” Charles said, turning crimson. A nervous squeak 
of laughter. “And I suppose those are real Arshile Gorkys?” A 
wink-wink tone to his voice.

“They are indeed,” said the editor. “Have a good day, Mr. 
Baker. Stay as long as you like. I’m sure you can find your 
way out.”

Charles stood there a moment after Wainscot’s exit, feeling 
like the last dregs in a cup of day-old coffee. Then he gathered 
his notebook to his bosom and sought the nearest elevator.

•     
Alone in his office, Wainscot sat for a long moment, drumming 
his fingers on his desk. Finally, he pushed a button on his 
telephone console.

“Beverly,” he said. “Would you see if Jocelyn Lynne Barley 
is available for lunch?”


