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…No star is ever lost we once have seen,

We always may be what we might have been.

~ Adelaide Anne Procter (1825 – 1864),
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CHAPTER 1


An Effing Disaster

Landers Cove, Nova Scotia, Canada ~ Present Day

Murky, grey fog enveloped the town of Landers Cove like a soggy blanket with no hope of drying. The muted air was an odoriferous combination of harbourside seaweed mixed with recently mown grass. It was June, and locals expected if the sun deigned to shine, the fog would burn off, and the quiet hum of daily life would become more evident.

In the lavish office of Arlee Antle, the administrator of the Wigmaq Community Theatre, two women who were close in age sat across from one another. The office was conservatively decorated, as a nod to the theatre’s former incarnation as a parish hall for Saint Ignatius Loyola Church.

“What did you think of the first reading by the cast?” Arlee asked Stephanie Whittaker, the visiting playwright and director of a new stage version of Anne of Green Gables, which she had titled Anne’s Odyssey.

“There are kinks to work out, obviously, and I’ll carefully re-evaluate some parts of my script. Some scenes may be a little too adult for a few of the pre-teen actors, although kids these days know so much more about life than we did when we were their age,” Stephanie said with a nervous chuckle.

“The reading was an unmitigated effing disaster, that’s what it was,” Arlee said flatly.

Stephanie’s face fell. “Excuse me? I don’t know if I’d put it quite that way,” she said, accompanied by an awkward smile. “I mean, most of the kids will require a great deal of direction; they’re all novices, for heaven’s sake. You can’t judge how the play will be received based on the first cold reading by everyone.”

Arlee crossed her arms. “Yes, I can. I didn’t get a good impression from the reading whatsoever and you must remember that I have funders to whom I answer. I’m given some leeway when it comes to profits and losses, but I cannot and will not oversee a flop of a production,” Arlee continued, examining her manicure.

“I understand, but you read my script three months ago and apparently liked it enough at the time to invite me here to mount a first production of Anne’s Odyssey. The Wigmaq has purchased the first performing rights to the play. I’m gobsmacked you’ve already decided it’ll bomb before we’ve even had our first rehearsal.”

Arlee planted a grim smile on her face. “Not everything has been signed, Stephanie. Am I seeing a bit of a Toronto prima donna coming out? Look, I spoke with one of the parents who was backstage during the reading, and who also happens to be an expert on everything Lucy Maud Montgomery ever wrote. She told me that not only would the play end up as a bust here in Landers Cove, but it would also probably be boycotted across the country if it ever got that far. It’s a real risk for us to highlight the play as it’s written right now. Our excellent reputation can’t be put on the line.”

Stephanie sat back in her chair, stunned. “But I can’t suddenly rewrite a three-act play to suit the concerns of one Landers Cove parent whose sensibilities are shaken. We’re on a tight schedule this summer.”

“That’s my point exactly. I think we should cut our losses now and cancel the production.”

Stephanie felt her heart pound. “Wait, wait, wait. I’ve invested a great deal of time, energy, the proverbial blood, sweat, and tears, and not to mention an airline ticket to Nova Scotia, to see my play produced. And because of one complaint, you want to pull Anne’s Odyssey entirely?”

“If it’s as good as you think it is, Stephanie, there are other community theatres out there who might want to mount it. An avant-garde village playhouse might be willing to take a chance on it, perhaps on Prince Edward Island where the story was originally set.”

The playwright was silent. It wasn’t the end of the world, and in her sixty-plus years she had become acclimated to too many disappointments to count, both in her professional and personal life. Only this time, it was heart-wrenching and personal.

“I wasn’t expecting this whatsoever, considering the work we’ve done, and time spent already finding volunteer actors and crew. Arlee, we’re almost ready for the Wigmaq to mount a reimagining of one of Canada’s most beloved children’s books.”

Stephanie’s gastric system was in knots. This situation has escalated to a point that makes little sense. Surely my fellow Nova Scotians aren’t that sensitive and ready to boycott a play that’s an homage to Anne of Green Gables?

“I’m surprised you didn’t workshop the play in Toronto, where you live, and where you apparently are friendly with so many people in the artistic community,” Arlee said.

Stephanie looked defiant. “I did, and I am—in a manner of speaking. I had a couple of table readings with actor friends and acquaintances, and they were supportive. But then my old friend Rory Rafferty asked me to housesit for him for a year here and keep an eye on his restaurant. He told me about the Wigmaq, so I sent the script to you. You accepted it. I subletted my apartment. Your theatre venue is known for its quality entertainment, and I hoped the stars would align in Landers Cove, and Anne’s Odyssey would premiere here, in one of the Maritime provinces.” She took an intake of breath. “Arlee, I’m a Cape Bretoner. I might not be from P.E.I., but I grew up and lived on an island. I’ve identified with Anne Shirley since I was a kid in Glace Bay.”

“Okay. I have some empathy for a writer in your situation, but I’m not a very emotional person,” Arlee said as she twirled a garish cubic zirconia ring around her left ring finger with her thumb. “I’m highly intuitive, though, and when I first read your play, I did think of the perfect producer and playhouse for it.”

Surprised, Stephanie sat back in her chair. “Seriously?”

“Someone I’m very well acquainted with,” Arlee answered with more than a touch of smugness.

I’m not going to compromise, Stephanie thought. “Do tell,” she said.

“It’s a professional company,” Arlee said, prolonging the suspense.

“I’m listening,” Stephanie said, and in an unconscious movement, leaned closer to Arlee’s desk.

“In Portland. In Maine.”

Stephanie was confused. “But that’s in the States.”

Arlee sighed. “Yes, the last time I checked, it was.” She instinctively rolled her eyes for a second.

“Well, I’m surprised because Anne’s Odyssey is so Canadian. Period.”

“Uh-huh,” Arlee spat in grudging agreement. “But I thought you’d be grateful for the contact because it would get your play produced.”

Stephanie was wary at best and ready to flee at worst.

“Look, it would simply be an American adaptation,” Arlee said. “They’d consider keeping the original Canadian script intact, and you’d probably retain ownership and publishing rights. You must be familiar with negotiation.”

One side of Stephanie’s brain couldn’t fathom the idea of Anne’s Odyssey being staged in an American theatre, at least for its premiere. Am I having a knee-jerk reaction?

“I appreciate your, uh, feedback and the suggestion, Arlee. I need to go back to Rory’s place and think seriously about how to move forward with all of this.”

Arlee stood up. “The offer won’t last forever.”

Stephanie was puzzled. “You mean the company in Portland has already heard about Anne’s Odyssey?”

“Of course, silly. My mind is always open to all possibilities. We’ll chat again tomorrow. I’ve got a few calls to make now.”

Feeling dismissed and manipulated, Stephanie exited the office. In the year leading up to this moment, she had become so immersed in writing Anne’s Odyssey that one night she had dyed her hair chestnut in quiet tribute to Anne Shirley’s famous red hair. The novel and the lead character had become an integral part of her persona.

What would Anne Shirley think of having her life portrayed on stage in New England?
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After Stephanie left her office, Arlee opened her laptop and went into a private video chat room. It was one where end-to-end encryption was the norm, and calls would self-destruct when the last person left the meeting.

“Jason. I’ve got an update for you,” Arlee said to the older man on her screen who resembled every Hollywood grandfather archetype, as if he were about to audition in front of a casting director.

Bored, he asked, “What is it this time?”

“She’s a stubborn thing. Most people would jump at the chance to sell their intellectual property for a good price, but she’s determined to have her play produced here. That would be a waste of talent, if you ask me. Anne’s Odyssey is brilliant.”

“I trust your instincts, Arlee. You’ve got a good track record in getting us excellent material out of the U.K.”

“Most of those screenwriters and playwrights were putty in my hands compared to these Canadians. It’s as if the money means nothing to her.”

Jason scoffed. “Sure, until it’s the right amount and then she’d agree to a Faustian bargain.” He shuffled in his chair, pleased with himself. “How’s that for a theatre metaphor?”

“Nice one. What do you think I should do now?”

“Work her. Wear her down. Make her think her play is the worst piece of crap on the planet, and she’s damn lucky to have an offer on it. Tell her it’s unproduceable; that she’s washed-up. You said she’s in her sixties, right?”

“I think so. Okay, will do.”

“That’s my girl.”
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Three hours later, Stephanie and the chief cook of Harold’s Seafood Place, Rod Amirault, sat inside the restaurant’s otherwise customer-free dining room. They had finished dinner and were enjoying tea and warm blueberry pie with vanilla ice cream. Stephanie glanced out one of the picture windows into the twilight and the home next door owned by her old friend Rory Rafferty.

“Foggy weather usually matches my mood,” she said. “Good Lord, Rod, I’m fit to be tied. I can’t stand that woman at the Wigmaq.”

She had met Rod on a previous visit to see Rory, and she hadn’t formed a definitive opinion on the man. He was amiable enough, and good-looking, she thought, but an ambiguous air surrounded him.

“She’s known around town as not being the friendliest creature. But she oversees our only live theatre venue, so everyone leaves her alone.”

“I’m cooling and not warming to her at all. Who owns the theatre, anyway?” she asked.

“I’m not sure, but Arlee’s the figurehead. I’m sorry you’re having a hard time with her.” He pushed his chair back and stretched out his legs as he folded his arms.

Stephanie appraised Rod’s sympathetic eyes, and then noticed his double-breasted chef’s jacket, loose-fitting trousers, and white apron. The uniform was impeccable.

“You know, Rod, I’m grateful she initially thought my version of the Anne story could be produced here, but it’s like she has two different personalities. Today she decided not to go ahead with the production, and her reasoning was based on one person’s opinion.”

“My gosh; I’m so sorry to hear this,” he said. “Why did she change her mind?”

“It happened so quickly my head spun. I’ve been in this business for over forty years. I’m not saying I know it all, by any stretch of the imagination, but I know my material and all the drafts I had to write, and all the actors in the Toronto theatre community who helped me to get to this point of readiness. On the other hand, I know nothing about Arlee Antle, and I should have at least Googled her.”

“I wish I knew her better to offer an opinion.” Rod got up and started clearing the dishes from their table.

Stephanie joined him. “She told me today she thinks the play is more appropriate for a theatre company in New England. I don’t want the first production of Anne’s Odyssey to be seen by Americans with American actors. The idea is crazy!”

Rod shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

Stephanie decided to set Arlee Antle aside for the rest of the evening. The comment from her about Stephanie acting like a prima donna had stung. “That’s enough about my tale of woe,” she said. “How do you like overseeing Rory’s restaurant? He could be gone for a full year.”

“I know, but we’ve got a great staff who always go above and beyond the call of duty. And right now, at this very moment, I’m glad the place is closed tonight to give us a chance to talk.”

“Yes, me too. I’m sorry I unloaded on you,” Stephanie said and chuckled. “How Canadian is that of us? You’re sorry to hear the latest non-development about my play and I’m sorry for being a downer.”

She liked Rod and was grateful the handsome cook was a diversion from the Wigmaq. Still, she wanted so badly for Anne’s Odyssey to be a success. Today had been one of those days when she felt it was her last chance to achieve the recognition as a playwright and a director she had spent years seeking.

They stood in the dishwashing section of the restaurant’s kitchen. Stephanie passed the glassware and dishes she had removed from their table to Rod. While using a pre-rinse sprayer on the dishes, he said, “Incidentally, I wasn’t a big reader as a kid, and I only remember a little bit from the Anne of Green Gables TV show that I watched when my children were young.” He turned off the sprayer. “What’s your new version of Anne all about? Why are you convinced it’s a winner, hmm? I’m playing devil’s advocate, of course.”

“Put me on the proverbial spot, why don’t you?” Stephanie asked and smiled. “I’m kidding. The play has to stand out and be unique. And after I tell you what Anne’s Odyssey is, I want to know about your kids.”

A cloud briefly landed on Rod’s face. “Deal,” he said.

Satisfied, Stephanie walked into the main kitchen, with Rod at her heels. “Well, I’ve written several plays, and I’ve acted in many roles over the years, including in a couple of movies in Scandinavia. But my dream is to see Anne’s Odyssey produced in my home province.”

“Okay,” Rod said, “that’s natural. Go on, then.”

Stephanie cleared her throat, feeling nervous after Arlee’s stark evaluation of the script reading earlier that day. Was it genuinely good enough, she wondered.


CHAPTER 2


Anne’s Odyssey

“It took me forever to decide on the title,” Stephanie said. “I wanted this version of Anne to be representative of modern-day Canada. In other words, a small group of pre-teen girls who are from different ethnicities who happen to have wildly different personalities.” She took a deep breath, knowing some Canadians might instinctively disagree with reimagining the iconic Anne Shirley character having different multicultural roots.

“Think of several clones, Rod, alike but different. Landers Cove, and all of Nova Scotia has grown so much since we were kids. It’s not as white bread as it used to be in the sixties and seventies. If I’m lucky, the kids who are finally cast will have parents who emigrated from different countries. My goth, romantic Anne could be of Asian descent; the neo-conservative Anne personality might be a Filipina-Canadian; the super-romantic Anne may be a local Mi’kmaw or Black girl, and perhaps the outsider Anne is of Acadian ancestry. The activist Anne could have family roots in India. I’d also like to see a non-binary Anne, whose family background doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, I get it. Do you think that some of Anne of Green Gables’ most diehard fans won’t be happy with this version?” Rod asked.

“That’s exactly what Arlee suggested today. Maybe that’s why she thought an American theatre company was better suited to stage my play, as there probably wouldn’t be many Anne of Green Gables purists around. To my knowledge, there’s only been one complaint so far. We’d auditioned dozens of kids already, and several adults for the adult roles. Everyone has been excited about the production. I simply don’t see hordes of angry fans of the original book boycotting the play, but maybe I’ve been delusional. Whatever, Rod, I’m not stopping now.”

“You go, girl,” Rod said, “if a guy in his fifties can actually say that out loud without sounding ridiculous.”

“Oh, I’ll accept it, this time.” She laughed and felt relief. “It’s your turn now, spill the beans. You’ve got kids…and their mother is…?”

“Deceased,” he replied, devoid of emotion. Stephanie instinctively touched his arm in sympathy.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

“Thank you. We were separated for quite awhile before she passed. We had gotten married right out of high school. She took the three kids with her out west, so now they’re independent young adults in Calgary.”

“Do you see them very often?”

“No, not really. Even when they were small, they were always more taken with their mother’s Alberta roots and didn’t have much interest in their dad’s Acadian background. It was always about cowboys and the Wild West.” He paused and continued. “What about you? You married, or—?”

“I’m happily single, with no ex-husbands and no kids. It wasn’t in the cards for me, and I’ve long come to terms with that
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