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If you happen to be sitting on any given night at a café on the Rue Mouffetard, enjoying what I’m sure is a well-earned glass of wine, you’ll probably see a sixty-something gentleman in a slightly rumpled tweed suit and shoes that started the day polished but are now decidedly scuffed. By this point of the day, he’ll probably have the look of tired resignation about him — a sense that for all his perceived energy, he’s on a treadmill.

Around him will be gathered a small crowd, hopefully hanging on his every word. Amongst the group will be a few clichéd tourists and one or two who might just pass as locals. As you sip your wine, it will be hard not to hear him address his little group and point up the street.

“Looking up this narrow street, you’ll see our dinner destination — the Place de la Contrescarpe.” Spare him a moment’s thought as his audience troops after him, some with cameras in hand, for this is me, tour guide to the mysteries of Paris.

It’s not an easy job, every day repeating the same old anecdotes and little snippets of gossip about the world’s favourite city. My script is memorised, and only occasionally a question will go unanswered. Usually, I just pretend I didn’t hear it — or do a sleight-of-hand distraction along the lines of, “Oh, look! In 1873, a washerwoman was murdered here by a famous artist, rumour has it!” Not true, of course, but prove otherwise.

I always take them to the same restaurant. The set menu is ordered: three courses and a glass of wine for a very reasonable price. The afternoon of spilling out the stories of Paris has exhausted the group — it always does. Some of them will not have spoken a word the whole time, content to wander along and listen to me. I doubt that when they all get home, they’ll remember much of what I’ve told them. Hopefully, though, they’ll at least be able to take home the story of the next few hours, because my final card is by far my best.

Once everyone is seated, has taken a little breath, and the wine has been served and is starting to loosen tongues, I say the magic words that always have the desired effect.

“So, one by one — tell us all how you caught the Paris Fever.”

A silence usually falls over the little group; tonight was no different. Early in the tour, I would have picked my mark — a person to get the ball rolling. Quite often, it’s not the confident American or the relaxed Australian; usually, it’s someone who’s already hinted at a story. In this case, my target was Hazel.

“So, Hazel, how about you start us off? You mentioned earlier that this was not your first visit to Paris. How and when did it get under your skin?”

All eyes turned to our group’s eldest member. By her accent, I’d put her down as a native of the Midwest — possibly Chicago. I estimated her age at mid-eighties, but she was surprisingly spry and had definitely not been the slowest of our group. Her clothes hinted at former glories, and there was definitely a sense of romance in her eyes. She took a measured sip of her wine and looked out past the table and deep into the street behind.

“No, it’s not my first time here.” She stopped for a moment — as if she were playing out a movie from her memory. “The last time I was here, Paris was very different, but somehow exactly the same. It was 1959, and I had just read Bonjour Tristesse and fallen completely in love with the idea of France. I had just finished high school, turned nineteen, and begged my parents to let me take a gap year and visit Europe — especially Paris. Eventually, they gave in to my sulking, as long as I joined a tour group. My mother found a suitable tour for young Chicago ladies, and in mid-April, I arrived here.”

She looked around and, with a gentle wave of her hand, appeared to take in all of Paris. To the careful observer, as she spoke, the years seemed to melt away from her face.

“I had two weeks in Paris in the most beautiful of springs,” her voice softened and trailed off for a moment. “His name was Olivier. He was a student at the Sorbonne, and he said he was studying philosophy — but I suspect he was just doing an accountancy degree.” She laughed, more to herself than for our benefit. “But I like to picture him as a philosopher rather than stuck in some little office shuffling papers.”

Hazel took a longer sip of her wine, lost in her memories before returning to us.

“So, for two weeks I barely saw the other girls,” she winked at the group, “except usually in the mornings, when I had to confess my adventures to the gathered group.”

“With Olivier, I experienced so many things that a girl from Oak Park, Chicago, had never dreamed of,” Hazel laughed. “And some of them were even the sights of Paris! We went to dark little jazz bars, and I even saw Juliette Gréco sing — and Olivier introduced us. She was everything I wanted to be, and the next day, Olivier took me to a hairdresser to get a haircut to imitate her, along with a dye to turn my mousy-brown hair jet-black. The other girls in the tour group were in awe.” She laughed again.

“It was only two weeks, but what a two weeks,” she sighed.

She drained her glass and sat up a little. “We didn’t stay in contact. By the time I got to Rome, another girl’s romance had taken centre stage, and by the time I arrived back in Oak Park, the colour had washed out, and my hair had lost its bob, never to return. And here I am — back in Paris.”

Looking at the eighty-something Hazel sitting in a Paris bistro, glass of wine in hand, it was not hard to imagine the nineteen-year-old Hazel as a Parisian La Femme Chic — an equally self-consciously stylish young Parisian man on her arm, maybe a young Jean-Paul Belmondo.

“The Paris we find in youth is still the same Paris when we return at the end,” she said with a knowing smile.

The table of strangers was drawn a little closer together by Hazel’s reminiscences. They had barely touched their wine as she told her story, but now everyone took the opportunity to drink deep and savour the moment. Gabriel, the waiter — who knew me well and knew my little game of theatre — subtly hovered and topped up glasses.

I didn’t have to prompt the next member of our table of travellers. Jason, another American, was in his sixties, and his accent suggested Boston. Well-groomed — blazer and slacks — he’d even managed to tie his scarf in a rough approximation of the Parisian style. His hair was grey with a touch of his younger dark hair holding on. Jason wore no wedding ring and was slightly overweight in a way that said he was conscious of what he ate but enjoyed good food.

“Ahhhh, Hazel, if only I had such a romantic story as yours.” his clipped accent was engaging. “No, suh! My story is rather more pedestrian,” he admitted.

“When I was a boy, I was what was called sickly, and quite often I would stay home from school with Mother. She would usually start preparing the evening meal in the middle of the afternoon, and I’d help her. Before we would begin, she’d flick the TV on. I was generally not allowed to watch TV, but we would watch a rerun of Julia Child’s The French Chef. It was the early seventies, and the show was coming to an end, but the reruns were just as magical to me.” He sighed and gestured to the waiter for more wine.

“Julia reminded me of my grandmother, but my mother would tut-tut at some of her techniques, having studied cooking in Paris herself just after the war. Sometimes she’d shake her head at the TV and say, ‘Julia, my dear, you should know better’ — but I found it all so fascinating.”

“They are some of the fondest memories I have of my mother — just her and me in the house, a shared interest, almost a secret world that Father was not a part of.”

It seemed to me that Jason had forgotten we were there and had drifted into his childhood memories, but as the requested wine was poured, he returned to us and straightened up in his chair.

“So, by the time I had finished school and was rejecting my father’s career plans for me, I decided to learn about the restaurant business and eventually opened a little French bistro in South End, Boston — and it’s still going strong. I always dreamed that Julia would walk in one day and, in a big booming voice, demand that I show her my best dishes. She never did, but Mother would come for lunch every Friday until she no longer could.” His voice trailed off in sadness, then he laughed and shook his head.

“The funny thing was that when I was going through my mother’s papers when she passed, I found a tied bundle of letters. They were all correspondence from Julia Child. It would seem that my mother and Julia had known each other in Paris in the early fifties and had remained good friends their entire lives. And to my shock, Julia would always ask how young Jason was doing in his little French bistro.”

“So you see, I’m actually here to pay a sort of tribute to the two women who shaped my life.” Jason raised his glass, looked around at the gathered group, and, with the first course arriving, blessed us with, “Bon appétit!”

His story didn’t surprise me; he was not the first to honour a mother — or Julia — with a visit to Paris.

Most of the table raised their glasses and returned the toast. Bowls of steaming onion soup were gently slid in front of each of us. I could tell that for some, it was their first taste of the classic dish. I always found it was the perfect start to these gatherings, and looking at Jason, his approval was signalled with a slight nod of appreciation.

As people scooped the last of the soup and Gabriel started to remove the bowls, it was time to encourage the next confession. Of the few men in my group, the one I couldn’t quite put my finger on was Mateo, a forty-something Argentinian. He had told me that he was married and had three children, and they were all here with him in Paris — but this was his one solo day, a day to himself.

Mateo was tall, muscular, and had a mass of dark hair, cut longer than most would consider fashionable. He carried himself with a quiet confidence, and I suspected that he knew how to handle himself. He had politely waved the wine away and ordered beer. His second glass had already been drained, and when I had prompted him for his story, he had requested a refill.

“So, my story is not so special,” he shrugged his broad shoulders. “I read a book once, and it has stuck with me.”

“At school, I was not so good. I was not good with the teachers, I was not good with my classes, and I fought a lot — mostly with the older boys and sometimes a teacher. I refused to read the books that I was told to read. I wanted to read adventure stories and magazines about fishing and hunting.” Once again, he shrugged his shoulders. I suspected that it was a habit with him, a way to brush over certain feelings. “If a teacher told me to do something, I would do the opposite,” he laughed, as did most of the table.

“By the time I was sixteen, I was determined to leave school. But an old teacher, who had been pushed out of retirement by a bank collapse, handed me a worn, jacketless copy of The Nick Adams Stories by Ernest Hemingway — and my life changed!” Mateo shook his head, and a smile crept over his sunburnt face. “Every word of every story spoke to me. It was the first time I read something that I could truly understand. His thoughts were my thoughts, his actions were my actions. I started devouring every one of his books, and somehow I stayed in school.”

Mateo signalled for another beer, and we waited, sensing that he hadn’t quite finished. Gabriel poured the beer and gave me a wink. He liked Mateo and his relaxed openness.

“One day, like so many others, I came upon A Movable Feast — and although Hemingway had talked about Paris in other books, in this one I found inspiration that surprised me. I understood that a man like me, who loves hunting and fishing, could also love a place like Paris. It has stayed with me ever since. In Argentina, in Buenos Aires, I find a little of Paris when I use my imagination. It makes my wife laugh, but she says this is why she loves me. I hunt, I fish, and I dream of Paris — and now it is not just a dream.”

He beamed and drained his beer glass again.

I would love a dollar for every one I’d met who had come to Paris because of Hemingway, but then I laughed to myself, because I do happen to get a touch more than a dollar out of these Hemingway romantics.

The table was obviously warming up and enjoying the stories, because when Mateo had finished his tale, there was a little round of applause, and he raised his empty glass in appreciation. Things were going like clockwork; it was usually by the third story that people started to truly relax. I’m never sure whether it’s the stories or the wine, but it always works out this way.

Gabriel had started serving the main course — a choice of a rather perfect steak-frites or fresh mussels in white wine, always my choice. The smell drifted over the table, and I always noted who ordered the mussels; their stories were generally the more interesting, but I might just be biased.

As the group savoured the main course, conversation started to pick up pace, the mood softening. From a bistro across the street, the sound of gypsy guitar filled the Place de la Contrescarpe. If you closed your eyes for a moment and used your imagination, the smells of rich food, the tinkle of wine glasses, and the jangle of the guitars transported you to the Paris of Hemingway’s Movable Feast in the 1920s.

Naturally, with Mateo’s prompting, the conversation turned to books and Paris. It was a perfect way to let dinner unfold, and Gabriel was busy keeping the wine and beer flowing.

The table started to settle down as the plates were removed, and I thought it was time to prompt the next conversation. Across the table from Mateo sat Kathy. English and in her thirties, she had been rather distracted the entire afternoon and not particularly relaxed since we’d sat down. But the wine had made some inroads, and I thought that now was the time.

“So, Kathy, what brings you to this fair and beautiful city?” The table turned its eyes to her. “What was your moment of inspiration?”

“There wasn’t one!” she said with barely a shrug. “I’m just here to do some shopping, and I thought a little tour would kill some time.”

It was a dismissal. She looked away and out onto the street. I sensed that she wasn’t really in the talking mood.

“I’ve really got no story — nothing that would interest anyone. Sorry, can you move on to someone else, please?” She pushed her wine glass around in front of her and gave it more of her attention than it justified.

“Okay, Kathy, not everyone has a Paris Fever moment; some people do love to come just to shop, have a lovely meal or two, and go home with a few memories.” I gave her an out and politely moved on to Rebecca — like me, a fellow Australian.

If I had to guess, I’d say that Rebecca was from Melbourne. Her accent, quiet confidence, and stripped-back, monotone style screamed inner Melbourne. She seemed at home in Paris, and on first meeting, I had assumed she had lived here, especially with her short dark hair and ability to always have a smouldering cigarette either between her bright red lips or red-tipped fingers. Her age was truly indeterminate.

She had one of those faces that made you look twice — not because she was trying to be noticed, but because she carried herself like someone who already knew how the night would end. There was a stillness to her, a coolness, the kind that made small talk feel like a bad idea. And she had the sort of striking look that reminded you of an old French film — sharp lines, cool eyes, a whisper of the 60s. You got the sense she’d seen a lot, and wouldn’t tell you any of it unless the wine was good and the stakes were high.

I gave her a conspiratorial nod, and she took the prompt with ease.

“It was all a mistake — some would even call it a lie,” she announced, looked around, and took a puff, more for effect than from desire.

“What do you mean?” Mateo asked, taking her bait.

Rebecca almost smiled, but not quite. Picking her moment, tension filling the air, she took a sip of wine that some would describe as a swig and launched into her story — and not once did she stop for breath.

“When I was little, I discovered a photo album in my mum’s cupboard. It was one of those ones from the seventies with the clear plastic and the thin lines of glue that were meant to be removable, but over the years, cemented the photos to the pages forever. The album was full of photos of my mother — young, fashionable, in what seemed like the four corners of the world — and always, always posing for the camera. I was fascinated, as much by seeing my mum so young, but also by the exotic places she’d visited. When I asked her about these photos, she would brush me off and say she’d tell me all about it when I was older.”

Finally, Rebecca took a breath and, for a moment, sat quietly with her wine. The table sat patiently, sensing she needed a moment. She lit another cigarette and, after a long drag, spoke with a slight sense of defiance.

“But she never did tell me. One night, she was gone. In the morning, my father said she had packed a bag while we were asleep, left a short note, and jumped into a cab. I never heard from her again, and in my twenties, my dad died from what would be described in a trashy novel as a broken heart. All I had of hers were a few of her dresses, some perfume, and the photo album. One day, I got curious — I was probably bored — and I tried to peel off the photos, hoping to dig deeper than my father ever had. Most of the photos were damaged as I tried to remove them; some had faded words on the back, usually something like ‘Rome ’68’ or ‘Xmas in New York’. But there was one photo that had always stood out. In it, my mother looked truly happy in a way I had never seen her.”

Rebecca stubbed out her half-finished cigarette. “My mum was in a very fashionable Mary Quant-style dress — I’d guess it was about 1965 — standing with the Eiffel Tower in the distance, and the back of the photo read, ‘Paris photo shoot’. By this point, I was convinced that my mother had been a model. All the evidence suggested a famous international model, but for all my inquiries and internet searching, I couldn’t find any information connecting her to an agency.”

She had stopped talking. The table sat in silence for a moment, until Hazel reached across the table and held her hand.

“It’s okay, dear, you don’t need to tell us.”

Rebecca shot her a glance, and Hazel withdrew her hand as quickly as she’d offered it.

“So anyway,” she said flatly, “as I said, it’s all been a mistake. I decided to come to Paris and see if I could track down her agency in person. So I was all booked — flights sorted, hotel paid for — and I thought it would be nice to finally visit Paris and maybe sort out my mum’s story. And two days before I jumped onto the plane, I got a knock at the door and an old lady I didn’t quite recognise announced that she was my mother and wanted to see me before the cancer that had consumed her lungs killed her. I almost slammed the door in her face — but didn’t.”

“And so, here I am — in Paris, a city that I have no connection to, no desire to return to, and I can’t wait to leave. You see, my mother wasn’t an international model — just a suburban dreamer who used to visit a photographer every now and then and get her picture taken in front of a backdrop. She never left Melbourne in all her life and, in fact, was only half an hour’s drive away when I missed her so badly.”

With a long swallow of wine, she bitterly laughed. “Got an email this morning — she died last night, the silly old fraud. So you see, I haven’t caught the Paris Fever, and I can guarantee you, I never will.”

We all sat in shocked silence. This was a new one for me, and for a moment I was a little lost for words. First, Kathy and her refusal to confess anything, and now Rebecca’s disaster — things were not going according to my well-tried plan.

But Paris can be a mixed bag: for some it’s like the morning sunshine, for others it brings out the ghosts — both real and imagined. In Rebecca’s case, years of being a Paris guide had taught me that some people are followed by their ghosts, sometimes across the globe. And let’s face it — I’m just a tour guide, not a ghostbuster.

A group of slightly drunk young American women — obviously on an Emily in Paris tour — stumbled into the bistro and, luckily, sat down across the terrace. Their laughter and air of fun washed some of the tension from the air, but I realised I needed more than a passing breath of fresh air.

It was time to reach for a lifesaver, someone to reset the table — and Dave from New Zealand was my best bet.

“Dave, you look like you have a confession you are dying to get out! How did this place get under your skin? What brings you from the furthest point on the globe to Paris?”

“Well, I’ll tell ya!” he said with a big, open grin. “I grew up way down on the South Island of New Zealand, and by the time I was a teenager, I had a fascination for the
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