
21. Where To From Here

Anne-Marie. 

Still the slightest wisp of a thing, she was a stunningly 
beautiful woman in her early thirties. Like every other of her 
gender in France, she had been magically born with a sense of 
style and self unmatched anywhere else in the world. “How did 
they do it?” I had so often asked while K and I were living here. 
“How do they do it?” K would echo. “I sure wish I could.”

Anne-Marie’s dark brown hair was fashionably cut, erotic in 
the way it lightly caressed her neck and chin when she smiled. 
My goodness, how her smile had seduced me, drawn me in when 
we first met! How I had wanted to dive into those mysterious 
eyes and reach down to the center of her soul, to be warmed by it, 
to be taken in. 

****** 

Sitting at the Café Flore, I felt so alone, barred at the gate of 
the very local community that had once opened its arms wide to 
take me in, to make me one of the quartier,38 to accept me as one of 
their own. 

And then, suddenly there she was, stepping in silence over to 
the tiny sidewalk table, more shocked to see me there, I guess, 
than I had been spotting her crossing the boulevard. Why should
I be surprised? After all, this was her hometown, not mine, and 
she lived only a few streets away, just off Rue Bonaparte. 

She belonged here; I didn’t. I had quit Paris a year ago. Who 
was I now other than one more nameless American tourist, a man 
between countries, a hotel-bound passer-by. No matter that I was 
on my way to live in Prague. I was Mr. Cellophane here at the 



café, and the people on this evening’s rain-swept Latin Quarter 
streets could not be blamed for looking right through me. 

For most of this unhappy day, I had been up to my elbows in 
the muck of wretched, self-pitiful yearning, including right now, 
as I stared up at the balcony of our old sixth-floor walk-up. Ah, 
how my wife K and I had so smugly looked down at this very 
café night after night where I was now so rootlessly seated. How 
we mocked all the paeans lusting in their fleeting, pyrrhic 
moment of triumph having found a seat across from Saint 
Germain Des Prés while all we had to do was brew our own and 
watch the same world go by…and then some…from our Latin 
Quarter perch in the sky.  So, so lost in my reverie of those two 
years that once were, back when K and I had been living the good 
life of transplant Americans in Paris, that it was only by mere 
chance that I saw Anne-Marie before she saw me.

Anne-Marie. 

Still the slightest wisp of a thing, she was a stunningly 
beautiful woman in her early thirties. Like every other of her 
gender in France, she had been magically born with a sense of 
style and self unmatched anywhere else in the world. “How did 
they do it?” I had so often asked while K and I were living here. 
“How do they do it?” K would echo. “I sure wish I could.”

Anne-Marie’s dark brown hair was fashionably cut, erotic in 
the way it lightly caressed her neck and chin when she smiled. 
My goodness, how her smile had seduced me, drawn me in when 
we first met! How I had wanted to dive into those mysterious 
eyes and reach down to the center of her soul, to be warmed by it, 
to be taken in. 

“Look, think, dream whatever you want,” the ambassador 
had warned all of us, “but don’t touch!” Even though there were 
moments when I couldn’t keep it down, I kept it zipped up, 
following his rule to the letter. 

But his rule did not apply to me now, not any more. Newly
minted as an unattached divorcé, I was answerable to no one 



except maybe a doctor, and then only if I picked up an STD. But I 
wasn’t running that risk, celibate that I was after breaking up 
with my girlfriend back in D.C. Time to go it alone for a bit.

But there she was, coming to sit with me, wanting to be with 
me, to talk to me, to hear my voice, so sad in her moment of 
apparent delight in finding me there. But there was to be no 
fantasy in this moment, not any, even as she exclaimed how 
overflowing her sudden sense of joy had been on seeing me from 
midway in the crosswalk of the Boulevard. 

Talk about me being in a world of French-English confusion. 
I had been convinced that my initial lust for her was surely
unrequited. Earth to Cliff: just how asleep at the wheel had I 
been? What part of her message now wasn’t I believing? What lay 
hidden within her words, her seductive allure, the lilt in her tone, 
the artistry of her tenderness, the stirring curve of her mouth, her 
lips … the way her hair so graced the back of her neck…

I didn’t have to wait much longer to find out. After being 
married for only three years, she unfolded a sordid tale about the 
too many times Etienne had cheated on her. “The bastard!” she 
exploded. He had been a serial womanizer. He hadn’t loved her 
at all. “Imagine! Me, Anne-Marie, no more than an expensive 
watch he could wear whenever he chose to flaunt the wealth he 
had come into by marrying me!” A saga so new to her, a sorry 
tale so often told by the rest of humankind since the dawn of 
society.

I can still remember how much I had wanted to touch her 
when we had first met at the embassy reception. But the memory 
of our first encounter was suddenly being tainted with a grey 
mold of unwelcome closeness, of smothering intimacy, of the rot 
of her cloying, of her hands reaching out across the marble 
surface of the small round table. I did not want to touch her or be 
touched by her. I wanted to get away, to break free of her hold, to 
push back against the jaws of a powerful vice squeezing the life 
out me. 



“I am so sorry, Anne-Marie, so sorry to hear this sad news. I 
so wish you well, but you will excuse me, I hope, for I must go.” 
Thank God I had already paid the tab.

How my lonely eyes were opened wide in that lonely 
moment of that lonely evening on my lonely way to 
Czechoslovakia. How shaken I was to discover for the first time 
what so many others had already well understood: you can’t go 
back, Cliff, you can’t recreate it, you can’t live as you did. No one 
can.

Frank Sinatra sings of being in “the autumn of my years” in 
his marvelous rendition of It Was a Very Good Year. That’s where I 
find myself these days, unreservedly boasting that life has been 
good to me. Life was good. Life is good. I do debate with myself 
every now and then: what is on my bucket list? Where are the 
places that I must see just one more time before I check out for 
good? 

This debate with myself is sharp, not friendly, framed by the 
reality that there is no going back to where I was and seeing 
something a second time as if it were the first. There’s no going 
back for any of us, no matter how much we are captivated by the 
illusion of our memories. 

Yes, memories touch us, shape us, allow us to recall the 
tentative steps we took along the path of becoming who we are 
right now. 

But there in Paris that evening, I learned intimately what it 
means to move on. Life had moved on, and it was now time for 
me to move on along with it, and to deliver the goods that I had 
promised to myself.



                                                            
38 French, for “neighborhood, but in reality meaning the local 
neighborhood where you “belong” and luxuriate in a special 
form of self-identity. Cool, all of that, and in just one word when 
you use it the right way!


