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June 16, 1991, 

Two months before the accident 

 

Frederick made a date with her at the Union Square Café, showed up ten minutes late, no 

apology. Whereas Esther is always on time, i.e. five minutes early. He ordered a tuna melt, 

tuna on a toasted muffin topped with melted cheddar, and two glasses of orange juice. She 

finds odd Frederick’s choice of tuna and cheddar. 

Now he faces a young woman whose questions elude him. The Franco-American 

mayonnaise coming out of her mouth, the accent, the fanciful words, the shaky syntax and 

sheer velocity of her speech make it unintelligible.  

She speaks in haste for fear of forgetting something, and also to force her 

interlocutor to spend in her company a few extra seconds that he might have put to better 

use elsewhere. 

Frederick seems amused at how nervous he is making this young Frenchwoman. 

She keeps her eyes lowered, fidgets with her tape recorder. 

Frederick, 41, is a professor of French literature at NYU. The Richard Avedon 

portrait that accompanied his New Yorker profile — “Gustave’s Friend” — attracted more 

attention than the profile itself, since the New Yorker, known for its cartoons and line 

drawings, seldom welcomed photographs in its pages. The journalist told Frederick’s life 

story. His grandfather, grandson of a slave, a Chicago barber who made a fortune importing 

razors, brushes, and ox horn combs from Great-Britain, then perfume from France. His 

father who had moved to the South of France in the late fifties. His mother the Caribbean 

poet. His birth in Aix-en-Provence, his childhood in Bonnieux, a village in the Luberon. He is 

described “walking barefoot, amid the loamy scents of tomatoes and acidulous lavender,” 

then finding himself in Chicago on “icy avenues reeking of frying fat and exhaust pipes.” In 

Chicago, at the age of eleven he was suddenly made aware of the fact that he inhabited a 

world of privilege light years removed from the rest of the country, with his grandfather’s 

lavish boutique, the grand house on Park Manor, the neighborhood where the most affluent 

black families flocked, The Lab, Hyde Park’s progressive high school with two black students 

per class. No longer the son of exotic expatriates, he was now an African American teenager. 

He had “the conversation” with his grandfather. Don’t talk too loud, if you want to stay safe 

don’t run in the street, step aside when you see a white woman coming your way so as not 

to frighten her, remain as inconspicuous as possible to avoid arrest. Starting now, no matter 

what he did he would always look suspicious. And if worse came to worst, and he was 

arrested, he should make sure to bow his head and say “Yes Sir.” 

 

That morning Esther heard on the radio the joyous news that will be repeated daily — “Clear 

skies today in the Big Apple!” — until the thunderstorms of August. 
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The sky is different from the milky dome above Paris. Here it is so high that even 

the skyscrapers and their weighty shadows cannot slow the frantic pace of the streets. 

Frederick was just now at his publisher’s, Random House. He is late for a reason he 

can’t accept, it still makes him angry, a reason best not shared with white people like Esther, 

it tends to seem a little fishy to certain white people — he is being paranoid, no proof, 

happens to everybody, he shouldn’t complain. Despite the New Yorker profile with the 

Richard Avedon photograph. Despite his beige, professorial Brooks Brothers twill suit jacket, 

his white shirt, his lace-up Paul Stuart shoes, he still has a hard time hailing a cab. 

He raises his arm, waves, and remains invisible, the driver looking straight past him 

at the white man whose arm is also raised. 

Frederick always takes the subway, though he could easily afford a cab. 

Union Square is famous, that is why he chose it to meet the Parisian woman who 

wanted to interview him, it’s easy to find. Entering, he hesitates, looking around, is this a 

real diner? or a yuppie imitation, using all the correct diner codes? Waitresses in white 

scalloped aprons, Formica tables, chairs and counters in bright colors, light blue, red, yellow, 

the waitresses are mostly students, not very professional, you regularly hear the crash of 

dropped platters, broken dishes and glasses, a cheeseburger will set you back $8.50. An 

imitation, all right.  

Esther is hungry but shy about ordering something to eat. She is still young enough 

to worry about the impression she makes on strangers. It won’t do to order something to 

eat during an interview. Frederick Armitage will think she is taking advantage of the 

situation, since she is French he will think she expects him to pick up the tab, she is aware of 

how pricy everything is. 

He is smaller than she thought, and very handsome with fine features, straight 

nose, green eyes, long lashes. She is surprised to find him as handsome in real life as on 

television.  

Frederick takes off his jacket, the top three buttons of his white shirt are undone, 

the very fact of Frederick’s body is attractive to Esther. 

Though Frederick was no doubt flattered when a major French daily contacted him 

to do an interview, on this June 16, 1991 he is disappointed at the sight of Esther. They sent 

him an intern. 

She wants to begin, this is her very first interview, she feels intimidated and the 

sooner it’ll be over the better... 

He on the other hand is in no hurry. He eats his tuna melt and stares at her. She 

puts the tape recorder on the table and takes small sips of orange juice, fiddling too often 

with her glass, she is pretty, he thinks, her face constantly expressing surprise. 

Her full cheeks, freckled nose, curly shoulder-length chestnut hair, Frederick can’t 

make out the color of her eyes, she keeps closing them, and opens them only to train them 

on her notebook. 
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She wears black tights and a red low-cut jersey leotard. He has noticed her breasts. 

Her outfit is inappropriate to the situation and the impression she would like to make, that 

of a young and conscientious journalist working for a major publication, though Frederick 

finds it attractive. He notices the blood pulsing at her temple and wrists when for a brief 

moment her hands become still. 

He knows he’s got to be careful, he is a professor, in a hierarchical position, he has 

signed a charter promising to uphold a certain standard of behavior, but he can’t help toying 

with her. She is not his student though she could be, age-wise, professionally speaking they 

are on equal footing. In her notebook her questions have been traced in tiny, nervous pen 

strokes, so French, he notices, nothing like the round cursive American script. 

He lights a cigarette, knuckles it with his index finger, blows smoke rings, she 

laughs, he relaxes. She had forgotten that he speaks French fluently and when he realizes 

that her English is not quite up to par, he switches languages. She is surprised not to hear a 

trace of American accent though his French is littered with inflexions she has difficulty 

pinpointing. He describes the dry streets of Bonnieux, grade school in Apt, remembers 

reading Maurice Druon’s Tistou: the Boy with Green Thumbs, Marcel Aymé’s Magic Pictures, 

and Wonderful Farm, and Babar, and so does she. 

The teaching of French literature at the university level is undergoing changes, and 

is now of interest to politicians, the press, the administration is up in arms as are the 

intellectuals, the canon must be reformed, space must be made for Francophone authors 

from the Caribbean and North Africa and though he finds the question valid he deplores the 

victimized posture some of his colleagues have adopted, the outright rejection of the 

classical literature that nourished him. He refuses to play one literature against another and 

opposes those who would level charges of oppression, of imperialism against one literature, 

one language, French. He is forty-one years old and refuses to join the bandwagon. This is 

who he is, through his birth, his French childhood, his social status, the black Chicago 

bourgeoisie, and even through his career choice: he did not specialize in Afro-American 

studies, after all, but in French literature. His fondness for Flaubert has come under attack. 

Whose side are you on? he has been asked. The white man’s? 

During the first twenty minutes Esther fails to grasp that an interview is short 

questions and long answers, it is not a debate. She interrupts him in her usual manner, 

hastening to say I agree, or I don’t agree, or to add an example. He is compliant. 

His self-assured, serene demeanor becalms her, he pursues his point, together 

they find a rhythm. He is not certain of what one should think, and Esther likes this. She 

listens. They remain face to face in this café for three hours, lost to time. Seduction is in the 

air. She acquiesces to his every word, smiling as he stares at her. 

Esther brings up the latest scandal, involving a French professor at Yale University 

called Pierre Capretz.    

A Frenchman, Capretz produced a series of short films designed to help the viewer 

learn French, and these have enjoyed a certain success on American campuses. In these 

shorts one follows the romantic mishaps of Robert, a young American student with a Yale t-
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shirt under his blazer, and Mireille, a French student who likes to go braless in white tops 

with plunging back lines. 

In one of the episodes, Mireille sits on a park bench while a Frenchman, Jean-

Pierre makes a heavy play for her. 

Standing, Mireille rebuffs him and leaves the park. 

Three female Yale students have lodged an official complaint, stating that “the 

blatant sexism of these French in Action episodes makes it impossible for us to learn French 

properly.” They requested that Pierre Capretz delete the segment. He refused. “In order to 

learn French,” he countered, “you need to know the idiom for the situations in which you 

might find yourselves when in France. No French person would think anything of this kind of 

scene.” 

Wishing to grasp what is scandalous about these episodes, Esther has obtained 

videos of them. Then she wondered if she were not an unwitting victim of a patriarchal 

vision of male-female interaction. She was not shocked by Jean-Pierre’s heavy-handedness. 

She knows how she would have dealt with it: like Mireille, she would simply have “fucked 

off.” 

She has recently read an American feminist for whom penetration signifies 

submission. Esther does not agree, though she finds the idea interesting. How can someone 

think that? What does it mean? 

Once the interview was over, at the Union Square Café Frederick took her hand 

and held it much too long, then leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, and breaking her every 

rule she did not resist, worse even, she would have liked to prolong this moment, this 

contact with his skin, and then she imagined more.  

Does this mean she’s rotten to the core? 

 

Esther and Frederick are at the onset of something, a light-hearted game, each certain of 

being in command of coming events. Frederick is married, Esther will return to France in ten 

weeks. Both believe they are making a choice. Though the subconscious has a role to play 

(Frederick is in therapy), Esther thinks it a marginal one, she also considers herself very 

lucky, and is beginning to fantasize about having a “great destiny” (a notion that fills 

Frederick with mirth). 

 

 

 

 


