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      Every great play needs a drama queen. Preferably alive. The French city of Avignon is known for many things: its Papal Palace, the annual summer theater festival, its Medieval bridge of nursery rhyme fame…and now murder. When a popular actress is killed during Avignon's famous summer theater festival, all the evidence points to the police needing a fast resolution--regardless of the truth. It will be up to Maggie to find the killer who wanted the city’s most popular actress dead—and before he turns his attention on her. As Maggie desperately scours this beautiful medieval city for clues to uncover the killer's identity, it soon becomes clear that failing will put her center stage with her most ruthless adversary yet--with the final curtain about to come crashing down on everything she holds dear.
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      No matter how long she lived, Maggie would always associate the sound of a train’s brakes squeaking with the anticipation of adventure. She felt a thrill of expectation as she waited for the train to pull all the way into the Gare d’Avignon Centre.

      She tried to remember the last time she had a whole weekend to herself. Except for the weekend where she and Grace had gone skiing in Grenoble a few years back which didn’t count because she wasn’t alone, she was sure that time was before kids came on the scene.

      It was a deeply calming feeling, not having to worry about anyone else’s needs. Her two teens—three if she counted Luc which of course she needed to—had their own lives and schedules these days but still seemed to need Maggie nearly as much as when they were small.

      Once the train doors slid open she stepped down from the train onto the cement platform, dragging her suitcase behind her. She smiled at the memory of her fourteen-year-old son Jemmy seeing her off at the Aix train station this morning. True, he barely looked up from his smartphone long enough to kiss her goodbye, but he might notice her absence this weekend even so. Like his sister, Jemmy still counted on Maggie to wake him up in the morning, sort his laundry, schedule his school projects and orchestrate his after-school sporting events, although those had become much less frequent.

      Maggie’s twelve-year-old daughter Mila was more independent but even she vaguely recognized the role her mother played in making her life as comfortable as it was.

      As Maggie maneuvered off the platform in the direction of the signs for Sortir, she felt a flinch of discomfort at the thought of Mila. She would be in Atlanta by now. She, Laurent and Luc had left the day before yesterday. Laurent had dropped Mila off with her grandmother in Atlanta before heading west so that he could get Luc settled in his summer internship program at Salvador Vineyard in California.

      The buoyant, restless excitement that Luc had demonstrated as he packed the car for the drive to the Marseille Airport had been very different from Jemmy’s lackluster farewell at the train station. Luc couldn’t wait to start his new life—specifically, his new life in America. Maggie had gotten used to that idea gradually after Luc had won his scholarship to Napa Valley College last spring.

      It was hard to look into the face of all that youthful elation and not feel at least a little excitement too. But Maggie was a mother. And watching her chicks leave the nest prompted much more angst and apprehension than anticipation.

      Maggie paused outside the train station to take in her first glimpse of Avignon. It had been years since she’d last been here and then she wasn’t alone.

      There is something intimate about traveling on your own, she thought as she walked across the wide square in front of the station. There was nobody else’s feelings to attend to, nobody else’s dinner preferences to heed.

      Just a whole exciting city and a full weekend to explore it at my own pace and in my own way.

      She strode to the end of the street and then hesitated, pulling out her cell phone to check the route to her hotel. Squinting at the screen and then looking around to find a corresponding street, she saw a glimpse of the top spire of the Palais des Papes.

      Considered the biggest and most prominent medieval Gothic building in all of Europe, the Palais des Papes was the heartbeat and soul of Avignon. Built in 1252, as a papal palace it had a rich history that extended into the present with Avignon’s summer theater festival staged in its courtyard.

      Maggie walked in the direction of the palace. It wasn’t close to her hotel but she was eager to see it. The streets were crowded even for early afternoon and several times she had to stop to allow a group of people to overtake her on the sidewalk.

      She passed several cafés and felt the urge to stop and relax in one of them. But she had plenty of time to do that during her visit. It would be better to get rid of her suitcase first.

      She slowed down as she passed the block nearest the palace when she saw that the crowds had swollen even more.  It would be hard enough to manage them without having to drag around a piece of roller luggage. She was rethinking her decision to catch a glimpse of the famous cathedral when the air was suddenly blitzed by the sounds of it bells, ominous and  yet at the same time thunderous in their joyous sound.

      Spurred on by the impressive ringing of the church bells, Maggie hurried down the sidewalk until she came to the end of the block.

      She stared up at the impressive structure, a marvel of engineering and architecture—especially for the time it was built in the Middle Ages. Really consisting of two structures connected, the Palais featured high stone walls and eight towers that marked the structure as the extraordinary edifice that it was—complete with Gothic fortifications that hinted at its turbulent history.

      As Maggie tried to take it all in, she marveled at its beauty and majesty. There was little doubt why for the past sixty years it had been the main venue for the famous Festival d’Avignon—at least the official one. The alternate festival, called Off, played out in impromptu readings, musical performances and street plays all over the city in cafés, parks, streets, town squares and empty classrooms—any place where an event could be staged.

      The biggest performing arts market in France, Off was four weeks of living art taking over the city of Avignon in a breathless Mardi Gras style of dance, music and theatrics.

      It was the reason Maggie had come to Avignon.

      When her phone vibrated in her purse, she paused on the sidewalk to dig it out, making sure she rolled her luggage off to the side so as not to impede any pedestrians behind her.

      She glanced at the screen before answering, half thinking it might be Laurent calling to say that Mila had been successfully deposited with her grandmother. The screen showed the call was from Maggie’s friend and Avignon contact Suzette Bissette.

      “Bonjour, Suzette,” Maggie said into the phone.

      “Bonjour, cher Maggie,” Suzette said, her voice high and chirpy with her indefatigable energy and good humor. “You’ve arrived?”

      Suzette was one of the promoters of the Off Festival. While she and Maggie had met a few times at various events around Provence, they hadn’t really gotten to know each other. That was a part of what this weekend would be about.

      That and adding twenty thousand new subscribers to Maggie’s expat newsletter.

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “I just got in.”

      “Bon! And you are staying at the Hôtel du Bois-Avignon?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I will give you an hour to change, shall I?” Suzette said in her faint Australian accent. “And then meet you in your room. Say four o’clock? I want you to feel the full brunt of apèro time in Avignon in the summer.”

      “Sounds good,” Maggie said, quickly reversing course back the way she’d come.

      She and Laurent had brought the children to Avignon during the festival a time or two but life had always been too hectic to play the proper tourist. While she seriously doubted that apéro time would be all that different from the ones she enjoyed in Aix-en-Provence, she was happy to experience what differences there might be.

      “I have tickets for tonight’s avant-garde performance of Romeo and Juliet Re-Imagined,” Suzette said. “You’re up for that, yes?”

      “Absolutely,” Maggie said, tucking the phone between her cheek and shoulder and continuing in the direction of the Rhone river and her hotel. It was hot in July and she was already looking forward to a shower and a little A.C.

      You can take the American out of America, she thought wryly, imagining what her husband would say if he knew how much she was ready for her air-conditioned hotel room.

      “Bon. I will pick you up at four o’clock sharp! A bien tôt!”

      After disconnecting, Maggie glanced at her phone and the GPS map showing where she was in relation to her hotel on the rue Rempart de l’Oulle.

      It was already nearly two in the afternoon. Maggie would have preferred to have had a bit more time to herself before meeting Suzette and jumping right into the evening’s activities. But Suzette was going the extra mile to welcome her to Avignon and Maggie was determined to be appreciative.

      20,000 subscribers.

      The Hôtel du Bois-Avignon was perched by the Rhone river on the edge of the ring road around Avignon. Featuring its own exquisite gardens, the hotel showcased forty boutique rooms, each individually furnished and decorated. In a city known for its antiquity, the Hôtel du Bois-Avignon fit perfectly into the neighborhood of medieval castles and papal mansions.

      Maggie was quite happy with her room. It was roomy, spotlessly clean, and had a nice view of a small park across from the hotel. She’d been tempted to book a room facing the Rhone but the price had been nearly a hundred euros more a night.

      Maggie quickly unpacked and then texted her best friend Grace to tell her she’d arrived safely. Grace was a fellow American who ran a bed and breakfast outside Aix and—give or take a few road bumps along the way—had been Maggie’s dearest friend for the past fifteen years. Grace lived in the gite with her fifteen-year-old daughter Zouzou and another good friend, Danielle Alexandre, a seventy-eight-year-old widow who helped Grace manage the property along with their paying guests. Jemmy was staying with Grace while Maggie was in Avignon and Laurent was in the States.

      Grace texted her back.  <All is well here. Enjoy yourself!>

      Maggie smiled and dropped her phone onto the bed. She knew she’d been behaving like a Grade-A Basket Case all spring long with Laurent spending more and more time involved in his many separate businesses and the strain of knowing Luc was leaving in the summer. Probably for good.

      But Grace was right. This weekend was a good time to relax and think about what was important and also how Maggie might want to change things.

      Specifically my future.

      Why should Luc, Jemmy and Mila be the only ones excited about their futures unfolding? Why should Laurent be the only one eager to jump out of bed every morning as if he couldn’t wait to get to work? It wasn’t like Maggie’s story was told yet. How could it be? She was only forty-four. There were many more horizons to reach and mountains to climb.

      Weren’t there?
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      After a quick shower, and mindful that Suzette would be arriving at any time, Maggie put on one of her new sundresses she’d bought for the weekend. It was hot in Avignon in July—hotter it seemed than in St-Buvard, the nearest village to Maggie’s home.

      In any event, Maggie hoped that the apéro venue that Suzette had in mind would be a shady one on a terrace. Add a cool glass of Sancerre, and thoughts of the relentlessly sticky heat would soon dissipate.

      She ran a comb through her shoulder-length dark hair, pulling it back with a sleek headband and added gloss to her lips before turning to pick up her phone to see if Laurent had left a message.

      There was nothing.

      She was mildly annoyed that he seemed so comfortable disconnecting like this. On the one hand, there was the time difference and getting Luc settled, but there was also the five-hour flight from Atlanta to Sacramento when Laurent would have plenty of time to send her a text to see how she was doing or update her about their journey so far.

      She didn’t expect it of Mila—the girl’s mind was always somewhere else than where her body physically was—but Laurent would surely know that Maggie was waiting to hear from him.

      Unless he thought I was just having so much fun, he didn’t want to bother me?

      But she knew that didn’t make sense.

      The fact was Laurent had gotten in the habit of letting Maggie call the shots in the family—at least where the children were concerned. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Luc had specifically asked that Laurent accompany him to California and not Maggie, Maggie would have jumped at the chance to go.

      She didn’t blame Luc though. Like Laurent, the boy was taciturn and quiet. He probably didn’t relish the idea of enduring hours of a one-sided conversation across two continents if Maggie had taken him to his summer internship.

      Maggie sat down and secured the ties on her espadrilles and checked her watch. Suzette would be here any minute. She wondered for a moment why Suzette had suggested meeting here and not the café?

      After living in France for the past fifteen years, it wasn’t like Maggie needed her hand held to get from the hotel room to a café in an unfamiliar French city.

      But Suzette didn’t really know her. If she spent much time with many American tourists, she was probably assuming that hand-holding was called for with Maggie.

      Maggie looked at her phone again.

      Should she call him? She computed the time difference. It was a quarter to four France-time which meant it was nearly noon in the US—depending on what part of the US Laurent was in. She tried to remember his schedule.

      Maggie stood up in agitation to check her purse to make sure she had lip gloss, money, her passport, mints and tissues.

      The fact was, Laurent was almost always busy even during the months when they were nowhere near the harvest months. With the year-long management of the vineyard itself, the area monastery work with monks to help refugees coming into the area, and managing the mini-houses Laurent had built to shelter the refugees who worked his vineyard, he was always on the go. With little time left for anything or anyone else.

      Now that the children were older and beginning to need Maggie less, she could already see how that tendency was going to be a problem for her.

      She heard a light tap at the door and hopped up to open it. Suzette Bissette was on the other side, smiling, her arms outstretched.

      “Maggie Newberry Dernier!” Suzette said enthusiastically, kissing Maggie on both cheeks and stepping into the room. “What a weekend we are going to have!”

      Suzette was a small woman with a silver pixie haircut and dramatic eyebrows. She dressed self-consciously but perfectly in linen slacks and a sleeveless silk blouse. Her trademark red checkered beret, worn at a rakish angle, was starkly dramatic against her silver hair.

      “You look amazing,” Maggie said as she closed the door. And she did, too. There was a vibrancy in Suzette—from her affect to the way she moved—that tended to make people feel bathed in her personal glow. She was a salesperson to be sure. You couldn’t be as successful as Suzette was in organizing the annual summer festival if you weren’t.

      Someone like Suzette could easily move among the various vendors, and financial backers, not to mention speak the language of the creative types themselves—writers, actors, directors, sculptors and painters.

      “Oh, it’s this amazing weather,” Suzette said sitting in the only chair in the room and crossing her ankles. She wore simple raffia sandals. “I like it hot, don’t you?”

      “Well, I’m from Atlanta,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, I love Atlanta!” Suzette said. “So much amazing history!”

      “That’s rich coming from someone who lives in the shadow of the Palais des Papes,” Maggie noted wryly.

      “Good point, chérie,” Suzette said with a warm laugh.

      Everything about Suzette said quintessential French except for the fact of her birth. She’d changed her name from Shirley to Suzette and the man she’d met and married as a student in Paris, Albert Bissette, had given her her very French last name. While the marriage had lasted only months, Suzette’s new French personae had been born. Goodbye Shirl Carruthers from Melbourne, Australia, and hello Suzette Bissette, polyglot citizen of France.

      “So what’s on the agenda for the weekend?” Maggie asked, sitting across from her on the bed.

      “I have so many people for you to meet,” Suzette said, clasping her hands to her chest in the picture of delighted anticipation. “When do you leave?”

      “I’m on the eight o’clock train tomorrow night,” Maggie said.

      “Such a short visit!”

      “I know but I still have a kid at home who needs me.”

      “Surely he is fourteen, chérie?” Suzette said with a laugh.

      Maggie blushed because she knew Suzette was right. The last thing Jemmy needed these days was his mother.

      “No matter,” Suzette said, ebulliently. “I’m excited to see what you think of the play tonight. It is very different.”

      “You said Romeo and Juliet,” Maggie said.

      “Ah, yes, but not as you have ever seen it before, mon chou. It has been reimagined by a brilliant new dramaturg—whom we are meeting for drinks in just a few minutes.”

      “Reimagined how?”

      “I think I will let Clive describe it to you. Are you ready?”

      Just as Maggie was about to say yes, her phone began to vibrate and she saw Laurent’s photo appear on the screen. She held a finger up to Suzette to signal she would be a minute and took the call. Suzette pointed to the bathroom and disappeared inside.

      “Hey,” Maggie said. “Are you in Sacramento?”

      “Layover in Denver,” Laurent said. “Have you talked to Mila?”

      “No, why? Should I?”

      “Non, non. She is fine. And your mother is fine.”

      There was a pause on the line.

      “And Luc?” Maggie asked. “How’s he?”

      “He received an email from the woman running the internship saying there would be a drinks party for the interns tonight. He is expected to attend.”

      “Won’t he be too tired to do that? After all, you’re flying the full width of the country.”

      “He is eighteen. He will not be too tired.”

      “They do know he’s underage, right?”

      Laurent snorted.

      “This is America,” he reminded her. “Luc is more used to drinking wine than any of the interns, je suis sûr.”

      “I guess you’re right. So what will you do?”

      “I am invited as well. I might see if there are any venues for our Domaine St-Buvard label here.”

      “In Napa?” Maggie said. “Why would the birthplace of California wine be interested in a label from France? That’s like selling popsicles to Eskimos.”

      “I am not knowing what that reference means but I still think it is an opportunity for our label.”

      She nearly said Don’t you have enough to keep you busy? but managed to refrain in time. The door to the bathroom opened and Suzette stepped out and tapped her watch meaningfully.

      It was just as well. Laurent wasn’t much of a conversationalist at the best of times and Maggie could tell he was ready to hang up.

      “I have to go,” Maggie said. “Give Luc a kiss for me. I love you, Laurent.”

      “Moi aussi,” he said and disconnected.

      “Was that the hubster?” Suzette said as she walked to the door. “I’m surprised you let him out of your sight. From what I’ve seen, he is seriously gorgeous.”

      Maggie laughed good-naturedly as she collected her bag and tucked her phone inside it. But she felt a sliver of unease. There had been something off between her and Laurent. Something that the thousands of miles between them had made more apparent. Something… estranging.

      She stepped out of the room and locked the door behind her, tossing the keys in her bag just when she heard the musical chime on her phone that heralded an incoming text.

      Hoping it might be a postscript from Laurent that would take the flatness out of their perfunctory goodbye, she hurriedly pulled her phone out and looked at the screen.

      It wasn’t from Laurent.

      <Have you thought more about my offer?>

      Maggie felt a queasiness in her stomach as she put the phone back in her purse again.

      “Are you ready, chérie?” Suzette asked as she moved down the hall toward the elevator.

      Maggie followed without answering.

      Because that was one question she most definitely did not have an answer for.
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      Even in late afternoon, a fine haze had already begun to bleach the sky white, with the promise of the heat to come.

      The entire walk to the café was lined with tourists and performers, sometimes completely indistinguishable from each other. Actors sat on benches and overturned flower planters that lined the street putting on makeup and pulling on costumes. Some sang together in harmony, others played musical instruments. There were mimes, with their exaggerated gestures and expressions, acrobats as well as small thespian groups giving energized and often incomprehensible performances—some that Maggie recognized as Shakespearean, and some that were clearly original plays.

      Colorful posters and flyers touting the various performing troupes and their shows covered every inch of every wall and shop window from Maggie’s hotel all the way down the street to the café where they were to meet Suzette’s dramaturg friend Clive Benson.

      Maggie instantly liked the looks of Café Triplette. Because it was so close to the river and the line of upscale hotels, it was more of a classic Parisian brasserie than a café. It had polished wooden floors, recessed paneling and comfortable basket-weave backed chairs and tables scattered across the terrace which was crammed with people—tourists, students and performers as Maggie and Suzette made their way to a table where a man stood waving at them.

      Clive was tall with a square chin and defined cheekbones. He had a thick head of blonde hair which he wore cropped close. He gave Suzette a peck on the cheek.

      “Maggie, Clive,” Suzette said as she signaled to the waiter.

      “I am so glad to meet you, Maggie,” Clive said in his clipped British accent as he leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Maggie sat facing the street. A gang of colorfully-masked dancers was prancing down the street. Behind them came a man on a bicycle pulling a small platform with a piano and a man playing it.

      It was truly a carnival atmosphere.

      “Have you been waiting long?” Suzette asked Clive as the waiter came to take their orders. She ordered a bottle of champagne for her and Maggie and then turned back to Clive.

      “Not that long,” Clive said. “But I had to beat half the population of Avignon off with my menu. I guess saving seats is frowned upon during festival month.”

      “It’s just extraordinary,” Maggie said, watching a series of acrobats—dressed in shiny metallic spacesuits—bouncing and tumbling down the street in front of the café. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Wait until you see it at night,” Suzette said, turning to watch the street dancers as they pranced in front of them.

      “So tell me,” Maggie said to them both. “The shows that belong to the official festival all happen at the Palais des Papes, right?”

      “Yes, and they are well worth going to,” Clive said but Suzette slapped him playfully on the arm.

      “Don’t send her to the competition!” she said. “She’s only here for the weekend. She doesn’t have time for anything but the Festival d’Avignon Off.”

      “Oh, I completely agree,” Clive said, nodding at Maggie. “So you’ve never been?”

      “Well, my husband and I came a couple of times when the kids were small,” Maggie said. “We basically saw the kiddie shows and the juggling.”

      “So you’ve never been,” Clive said with a wry smile.

      “I guess not,” Maggie said, laughing. “It’ll be nice to be here without having to negotiate détentes over who got the bigger ice cream cone.”

      “I can’t promise that,” Suzette said. “Clive and I do love our ice cream.”

      They all laughed.

      “So tell me,” Maggie said to Clive, “about this new version of Romeo and Juliet that Suzette said you’ve put together?”

      Clive rubbed his hands together.

      “It’s a really ground-breaking concept,” he said. “If I may anticipate the critics’ word choices tomorrow morning.”

      “Sounds exciting,” Maggie said as the waiter set down two glasses and poured from a bottle of champagne. He also set down a saucer of olives next to Clive’s beer. “What’s different about it?”

      “It will blow your mind,” Suzette said as she sipped her champagne. “Clive’s a freaking genius.”

      “What I did,” Clive said leaning toward Maggie conspiratorially, “was to reimagine the classic love story instead of between two young lovers as between two people in middle-age. Can you see it?”

      His eyes glittered with excitement as he himself imagined it.

      “Originally I wanted to do it with same-sex actors and there were plenty of directors who were up for that,” Clive said.

      “But in the end,” Suzette said, “it felt like there was enough going on—ground-breaking wise—with it just being older doomed lovers. Who knows, though? Maybe next year.”

      “That does sound interesting,” Maggie said.

      “Not only that,” Clive said, “but the role of Juliet is being played tonight by Vivienne Dubois.”

      Both Clive and Suzette looked at Maggie expectantly. Vivienne Dubois was a very big star in France and had even done some crossover Hollywood work such that her name would likely be recognized by many American moviegoers too. Vivienne Dubois was talented, breathtakingly beautiful, and easily fifty years old.

      Famous French movie star or not, Maggie instantly saw that everyone was taking a risk on Clive’s special vision—not the least of which would be the star herself.

      “Wow,” she said. “How did you get her to be a part of it?”

      “Well, it’s a great opportunity,” Clive said, looking mildly stung by the question. “More than fifteen hundred people a day gather for the Festival in Avignon.”

      “Does she need that kind of visibility?” Maggie asked. “Is she not getting work?”

      “Yes, she’s getting work,” Clive said testily, glancing at Suzette as if silently asking her to jump in and support him.

      “Clive’s approach is considered experimental,” Suzette said. “That’s what Off is all about and most actors want to be a part of something new and fresh.”

      “Oh, sure. I can see that,” Maggie said.

      A juggler came close to their table, flinging his colorful clubs high in the air, and Maggie involuntarily inched away from him. But after the gasps, when the man smoothly caught all of them, the café terrace patrons broke into enthusiastic applause.

      It occurred to Maggie that everything about her trip so far had been a little off-kilter.  It was just possible that “getting with the program” for her might mean looking at her life back home at Domaine St-Buvard with a new lens.

      “But the words in the play are the same?” she asked.

      Clive laughed. “Even I don’t have the brass to mess with the Bard’s words,” he said. “But it still works.”

      “Well, I’m officially excited to see it,” Maggie said, and realized that she really was. A totally new take on something she knew well might be exactly what she needed.
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      Located at the corner of Rue Carnot and Rue Favart and easily blending in with the antiquity of the city, the front of the theater Maggie now stood before looked more like a castle than a place for the performing arts.

      A hand-painted sign was nailed to the massive wooden door and read, Le Théâtre des Amis. Maggie wondered what the theater was called when it wasn’t in the middle of Avignon’s famous summer theater festival. Or if it even was a theater.

      A smaller door next to the largely ornamental and bigger entryway was open, allowing access into the theater. Maggie followed Suzette and Clive inside.

      They stepped into a large atrium which held a box office, a bar and a large standing-only waiting area. Attendants stood at the door and the exit points handing out programs. The bar had several bottles of wine and beer on the counter as well as popcorn and candy bars.

      Off to the side of the waiting room a set of stairs led up to the balcony seating areas and private boxes.

      Suzette stopped briefly at the box office and was waved on. She turned and motioned for Maggie to follow as she and Clive made their way down the narrow hall off the waiting area.

      Maggie waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimmed lighting and then walked until she bumped into Suzette standing on a landing looking down on several tiered rows of uncushioned seats.

      The stage had only a threadbare velveteen curtain drawn across it to hide the backstage. There were already about a hundred people in the audience, which surprised Maggie. They weren’t the only ones who’d gotten in for free and she briefly wondered how the production made any money.

      Suzette and Clive made their way down the middle aisle to a row halfway toward the stage. Maggie hurried over and sat down next to Clive. People around her talked without whispering. Maggie didn’t know if that was because they couldn’t respect something they got for free or if it was just an Avignon Theater Festival custom.

      “Is the director famous?” Maggie asked Suzette in a low voice.

      “Not at all,” Suzette said. “His name’s Marc Wong, but there’s more than one up-and-coming director who made his name at the Avignon festival. The town is crawling with promoters from all over France. If one of them likes Marc’s work, it can be the making of him.”

      “He’s really good,” Clive said. “He’s easy to work with and the cast respects him. If I can play a part in helping to launch him, I will be very pleased with myself.”

      Maggie opened up the program which was just a sheet of paper folded in half and put her finger on the name of the man playing Romeo. Unlike most play programs, there were no photos next to the actors’ names.

      “Who’s Yves Abelard?” she said. “Great name, by the way.”

      “It should be,” Suzette said. “He made it up. Yves has been around for a while but never got the kind of recognition that would break him out.”

      “True of about ninety-five percent of all actors,” Clive said.

      The light flickered indicating the show was about to start.

      “You were smart,” Suzette said to him. “You got out early.”

      “You were an actor?” Maggie asked. That made sense. Clive was handsome and he had a great voice.

      Clive grinned. “For about half a minute. I loved the words and the drama and the world-building so when I stopped acting, I fell into the study of drama and found it almost as satisfying.”

      “Almost?” Maggie said.

      “Well, there’s a certain charge that you can only get from being on stage,” he said wistfully. “I knew my limitations as a playwright so I didn’t waste time going down that road. I’m not sorry. I’m involved in theater and that’s what matters to me.”

      Maggie wanted to ask him if he was able to make a living as a dramaturg. She knew the French were squiffy about talking about money and the English were only slightly less so.

      “Do you live in France?” she asked instead.

      “I wish. I teach English Literature at a little village school outside London. But every summer I rent a place in Avignon and that gives me what I otherwise would be missing.”

      “Not married?” Maggie asked.

      He laughed and was quickly shushed by the people sitting behind them. The small band in the orchestra pit had started to warm up, alerting the audience again that the play was about to begin.

      “Not anymore,” he said ruefully, his eyes twinkling as he regarded her.

      “Okay, you two,” Suzette said, “we can talk after the show.” She turned to Maggie. “Clive’s doing the opening night cast party at his place tonight. You’ll get to meet everyone then.”

      “Great,” Maggie said as somebody else shushed her and she and her companions turned to the stage as the dark velvet curtain began to go up on Romeo and Juliet Re-Imagined.

      The first impression that Maggie registered about the show was that Clive’s Verona was much as she’d always seen as the setting for any Romeo and Juliet production—especially considering the budget the producers had to work with. The costumes were worn and in some cases nonexistent. Lord Capulet wore a t-shirt advertising a local beer.

      Some effort had been made to establish the opening scene as an Italian square. There were flowers everywhere to give a courtyard feel to the setting.

      While Maggie knew the familiar storyline was about to take a sudden and dramatic exit from all productions she’d seen in the past, she found herself looking forward to it. It was as if by seeing Juliet find her Romeo—at any age—she was seeing a love story that everyone could get behind.

      The director, Marc Wong, had clearly taken a few liberties—beyond what even Clive had done—with the staging and blocking in order to ease the audience into accepting the new world view of an older Juliet.

      Maggie was sure the fact that tonight’s Juliet was Vivienne Dubois—a beloved French actress—helped immensely. The moment she stepped onto the stage, Maggie felt the magic begin.

      The star power of certain people resided not so much in their fame or dossier, Maggie realized as she watched the actress command the stage—but in the magic inside themselves. There was a charisma that surrounded Vivienne Dubois in her every gesture, every tilt of her head and her every uttered word. She wasn’t like anyone else on that stage—young or old.

      In an amusing twist, Wong had cast a young ingenue to play Juliet’s maid—usually the dowdy, dumpy nurse. The warring parents were replaced by rich and powerful older siblings since both Juliet and Romeo were too old to have parents telling them what to do.

      Within just a few minutes of Vivienne Dubois and Yves Abelard’s presence on the stage, Maggie completely forgot about their ages. She was so taken with their story of forbidden love and their desperate longing, that the fact that they moved slower and spoke more hesitantly of their grand plans for the future seemed to imbue the play with another layer of emotion.

      Yves Abelard played his Romeo as a feckless and generally clueless older man who becomes grounded when he meets and falls in love with Juliet. The fact that such a transformation was happening for him in late life actually gave the metamorphosis an even more dramatic impact.

      Mercutio was middle-aged, as was Paris and Lord Capulet who was Juliet’s older brother not her father. And all of it worked.

      The language of course was exquisite and did its part to further promote the idea of who Romeo or Juliet were intrinsically apart from their ages.

      There were however a few opening night problems that even Maggie noticed. Dropped lines, fumbled ad-libbing, and a faint electro-pop music base that seeped in from a concert happening down the street lent a low-grade urgency to the show that eventually began to feel annoying. When Juliet drank her potion to mimic death but really only put her into a deep sleep and then awoke to find her beloved Romeo truly dead, Maggie felt her eyes grow hot. Even now, centuries after Shakespeare wrote it, the tragedy was solid and universal.

      And then it was over. The crowd roared its approval, leaping to its feet to demand curtain call after curtain call and Maggie clapped until her hands stung.

      “It was amazing!” she shouted to Clive over the clamor. “Well done!”

      He nodded, his eyes glistening with pride and gratitude as the audience cheered the cast and then the director, a slight Asian man with a long flop of black hair who stood up from the front row.

      “Yes, bravo,” Suzette said first to Clive and then toward the stage, her voice rising above the clamor of the crowd. Suzette’s eyes glittered with fierce pride but also something else that Maggie couldn’t quite define.
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      In spite of enjoying the show, it was a relief to step outside into the cool night air. Suzette had succumbed to the call of several people she knew and told Maggie she would text her Clive’s address and meet her there.

      Clive himself had already left the theater. Maggie couldn’t imagine how painful it must have been to leave while the actors and the director were all sopping up the thrill of the night’s triumph.

      Too bad, she thought as she stepped out onto the open street. Tonight’s show was Clive’s brainstorm yet he was destined to get very little if any of the glory. Still, just seeing what a success it was must be its own reward.

      An attractive young Asian woman approached Maggie and smiled uncertainly.

      “Hello,” she said. “Are you Maggie?”

      “I am,” Maggie said.

      The woman wore an emerald green silk blouse with a shimmering jangle of ebony bracelets against her golden skin. Her eyes were warm as she regarded Maggie.

      “I’m Jenny Wong,” she said. “Suzette asked me to take care of you.”

      “Oh!” Maggie said. “The director’s wife.”

      “One and the same. You’re going to Clive’s, right? Shall we go together?”

      “That would be great,” Maggie said. “Fabulous show, by the way.”

      “Tell Marc,” Jenny said with a grin. “The man can never get enough applause.”

      “Well, tonight it’s well deserved,” Maggie said as she joined the woman in the crowded street.

      “Is this your first time at the festival?” Jenny asked.

      “Pretty much,” Maggie said, deciding that the prior visits didn’t count compared to what she’d seen tonight. “If this was a performance in the Festival Off, I can’t imagine what the shows are like at the Palais des Papes.”

      “They’re good,” Jenny said. “Of course they are. But I like the intimacy of Off. Did you notice when Yves forgot his lines?”

      “It was hard to tell,” Maggie hedged.

      “I mean, it’s Shakespeare, for crying out loud,” Jenny said, shaking her head in disbelief. “And he just wings it?”

      Maggie laughed. “Well, it takes a lot of nerve to ad-lib Shakespeare,” she said. “But it didn’t seem to hurt the overall performance.”

      “Still, the critics will roast him tomorrow.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, definitely. Personally I thought he was drunk. I overheard Bisous after the last curtain call already asking Marc for a private meeting.”

      “Bisous?”

      “The girl who played Juliet’s maid.”

      “Oh. She was good too. You think she was talking to the director about firing Romeo?” Maggie asked.

      “Who knows? Maybe she’s just complaining. Do you know much about actors?”

      “Not really.”

      “They’re insatiably self-absorbed. Truly.”

      Maggie laughed.

      At the next corner, they waited at the traffic light. Maggie saw the hint of a church spire jutting out from the middle of a low-slung line of shops and café fronts.

      “Suzette said you’re going to write a piece about the festival for your newsletter?” Jenny asked as they turned down a narrow street of residential apartment buildings.

      “I am. But mostly I’m going to use Suzette’s contacts to beef up my subscriber base.”

      “Well, Suzette knows absolutely everyone in Avignon. Truly.”

      “She’s a great contact,” Maggie said. “What about you? You don’t work on the festival?”

      “Me? No. I support Marc of course but that’s it.”

      “Did you ever act?”

      “Oh my goodness no,” Jenny said with a laugh. “No, Marc and I met through our families back in Hong Kong. Well, this is it.”

      They stopped in front of a classic Haussmann style building complete with mansard roof, black wrought-iron Juliet balcony and creamy exterior. Maggie seemed to remember that Avignon’s city fathers had deliberately broken with the Provençal style of architecture typical of the area in order to showcase a more Parisian feel. This definitely illustrated that. This building could have been on any upscale neighborhood in Paris.

      Jenny turned to look at Maggie and pursed her lips in thought. “How well do you know Clive?” she asked.

      “I just met him tonight.”

      “Well, he’s a darling. I always tell Marc what a waste it is that Clive is content to be a teacher and only do what he loves once a year. Truly.”

      “Well, acting is a precarious business,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, I would never suggest he act,” Jenny said as she went to the front door and pushed the security panel buttons for entrance. “But he should write. He’s definitely gifted at making things up.”

      Jenny held the door open for her and Maggie had the strongest feeling that Jenny had just told her something important.

      And not very pleasant.
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      “Welcome!” Clive said, opening the door to his apartment. “Come in, come in!”

      The walls of Clive’s apartment were cream-colored which showcased the artwork on them dramatically while not upstaging what looked like the building’s original 17th century stone flooring beneath an oversized Aubusson rug. The room was furnished elegantly with matching toile love seats facing a lacquered black coffee table, something one might find in any elegant million euro apartment in Paris or Lyon.

      The rent on this place has to be five thousand euros a week!

      The small foyer featured a simple table and a Tiffany lamp on it. The irresistible aromas of onions, garlic and ginger wafted out of the kitchen and the sound of cutlery clinking against glass and pot lids clanging gave Maggie a twinge of homesickness for Domaine St-Buvard.

      Just the smell of the garlic and onions was enough to make her think of Jemmy and Mila scurrying about setting the table and feeding the dogs while Laurent orchestrated the dinner from his kingdom in the kitchen.

      Clive stood in the doorway of the kitchen with a giant platter of charcuterie in his hands.

      “Can you help yourself to drinks?” He gestured toward a hall table in the foyer that had been set up as a makeshift bar with several bottles of wine and spirits on it.

      “I’m just putting the finishing touches on dinner,” he said.

      “Can I help?” Maggie asked, walking toward the kitchen.

      “Do you cook?” Clive asked
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