LILY’S CROSSING

How It Came to Be


After producing stage adaptations of Lois Lowry’s Anastasia Krupnik and Judy Blume’s Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great - both of which, though they do at times concern themselves with weighty issues, are in many ways fairly lighthearted - we decided to create a production of a somewhat more serious nature.  Patricia Reilly Giff’s Newbery Honor book, Lily’s Crossing, was exactly what we were looking for: beautifully written and free of heavy-handedness, it tells the touching story of a young American girl and her experiences during the summer of 1944.  No ArtsPower show had ever before dealt with the World War II era, but we felt we were up to the challenge.


When Ms. Giff granted us permission to turn her story into a one-act play, our first proposal was that she herself work closely with playwright Greg Gunning to create the script.  She chose to trust the details of the adaptation to Greg’s writing skill and ArtsPower’s creative aesthetic. Ms. Giff did, however, provide constructive advice during the reading and workshop phases of the writing process.  From the outset, our version of Lily’s Crossing had Ms. Giff’s enthusiastic and unflagging support.  

One quality that had attracted us to this novel also presented a predicament of sorts as we considered narration and character development.  In the book, readers become acquainted with the heroine Lily Mollahan not through extensive dialogue but through Lily’s unspoken thoughts and reflections.  Onstage, then, how could she find a voice?  In order to advance the plot more smoothly and to let Lily come into her own, we decided that she should occasionally have the power to step out of her surroundings and address the audience directly.  Furthermore, we allowed the audience a glance inside her mind.  Lily’s friend Eddie, for example, exists in the book only as a photograph but comes to life onstage through her vivid memory.  Lily - who is separated from her father and from her closest companion Margaret - can talk to him, and their playful repartee makes for some of the play’s most humorous, poignant, and bittersweet moments.  

Thus, Lily’s undisputed status as the central character helped us make the necessary decisions as to which other characters would take on important roles and which would be de-emphasized in our adaptation.  While the size of an ArtsPower company (four actors) usually necessitates a certain number of careful adjustments when it comes to casting, it is the strength of the script and the exploration of the characters’ emotional lives that bring this story to life.

The Set and the Music


Much of Ms. Giff’s distinctive style stems from her powerfully descriptive language; we felt that our version should preserve the imagery of Lily’s Crossing as much as possible.  In this vein, we constructed a period set which features a cluttered living room in the Mollahan beachfront bungalow, complete with a beautifully appointed replica of a floor model radio, an overstuffed chair, and a blue star (symbolizing loved ones overseas) in the window.  Yet much of the action takes place outdoors on Lily’s favorite pier, and creating a believable version of New York’s Rockaway Beach proved none too easy.  Our solution was to place the pier on stage right facing out into the audience; as an audience member, then, one is effectually standing on the shore and imagining that the ocean is behind the actors.  The verisimilitude of our beach set is greatly enhanced by the use of sound effects characteristic of a maritime landscape:  crashing waves, screeching seagulls, and boat whistle blasts during scene transitions help establish the right atmosphere.  

Sound effects, in fact, are of paramount importance to this production.  Given the serious and evocative themes that it addresses, we did not feel that it lent itself very well to adaptation as a full-fledged musical.  In place of original songs, then, we used other aural devices to tie the plot together: authentic songs and speeches of the period (including clips from the Amos & Andy Show, the music of Tommy Dorsey, and an address by President Roosevelt) are heard on the radio, and Lily’s rendition of the Blue Danube Waltz calls up memories both of her deceased mother and of her Hungarian friend Albert’s sister Ruth.  Ruth and Albert lost each other as they were fleeing their country, and now Albert has devoted himself to finding her again. 

Furthermore, each main character’s scenes are often underscored by an orchestral theme.  These themes may be altered to reflect the emotions that the character experiences.  For instance, when Albert relives the nightmare of separation from his sister, the somber music which usually accompanies his entrances spins wildly out of control.  We allowed the underscore music to heighten dramatic tension, using dialogue rather than song for purposes of plot exposition; this interplay of music and dialogue is critical in defining the play’s internal rhythm and distinctive sound.

Themes

“Nothing ever changes around here,” Lily’s father reassures her as they arrive at Rockaway Beach.  Yet one thread which unites the complex tapestry of this story is the idea of change and loss as inevitable parts of life.  We seek to explore the different ways in which older and younger people deal with tragedy.  Ultimately, the message of Lily’s Crossing is an optimistic one.  Though adults may use prevarication to protect their children just as Lily’s father does, those children do in fact have enough strength - more strength, at times, than their parents - to cope with the undiluted truth.  


Lily, who has only a few memories of her mother, is not unacquainted with loss.  But when her father leaves to join the army, her resilience is truly put to the test.  Meeting the orphaned refugee Albert helps keep her spirits up.  Together, these two teach each other that outward differences cannot prevent a true friendship from forming between kindred spirits.  Though the world seems to be falling apart around them, their bond confirms that, in the words of Lily’s grandmother, “Even in the worst of times, something lovely can happen.”    


There has recently been a disheartening trend among several producers of theatre for young people toward single-minded concentration on the most popular book titles in children’s literature.  We feel, however, that lesser-known works are just as valuable a resource for delighting, challenging, and nurturing young minds.  Especially with September 11th still casting its pall, we must never forget the ideal upon which Lily’s Crossing is based:  no matter how much trouble there is in the world, friends and family can always provide support, hope, and love.

