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Meghan Lowther as Carmen Allen and Stan Peal as Buddy Strum

THE EXPANDING SKY

By Stan Peal
Cast

MILTON HUMASON 
EDWIN HUBBLE (also plays) GEORGE HALE and BUDDY STRUMM, 
HARLOW SHAPLEY (also plays) LOUIE DURANG, VESTO SLIPHER and LEMAITRE
HELEN DOWD-HUMASON

MARTHA SHAPLEY (also plays) MISS HANNAH, HENRIETTA SWAN LEAVITT, LAB TECH and NEWTON
CARMEN ALLEN (also plays) NETTIE THE WAITRESS, EVELINA HALE, LAB TECH and EINSTEIN
A black stage. On the first note of the song, Milton appears at center. As each cast member begins singing, they appear, or are illuminated, in such a way that the scene expands from the center outward…

MILTON

These hands.

Made from the dust

Dust from the earth.

Dust which fell from the sky.

These eyes

Dust from the sky.

Expelled from the stars

Stardust blossoming in time.

ENSEMBLE

All of the dust

Elemental dust

Elements of us

Elements of life

All of what we are

Silicon and carbon

Oxygen and iron

Nitrogen, sodium

zinc and chloride

All of it comes from the stars.

All of us made from the stars.

HELEN

These hands

Digging into dust

Tilling up the earth

Planting by the signs we read in the sky

MILTON & HELEN

These eyes

Looking to the sky

Following the stars

Charting where we are in space and time

ALL

Where have we been?

Where do we go?

Why are we here?

What is waiting?

Pondering what we are.

Fires in the sky

Planets whirling by

Galaxies, nebulae

constellations

Stars calling back from afar

We are

Starstuff pondering the stars

EDWIN, HELEN AND HARLOW form a trio – others exit. Music starts for “Father of Discovery.”
TRIO

What makes us wonder? What makes us care?

What drives us finding out the how, why, when, where and what?

Observing, measuring… why investigate?

What drives the explorations we initiate?

If necessity’s the mother of invention,

Then it isn’t stretching metaphor too far

To say that Passion is the father of discovery

And Love shows you the stars!

The ending chord of the music suddenly deflates like a record slowing to a stop. Lights change, revealing a hotel setting. MISS HANNAH is trying to fix an old cylinder-style gramophone. 

HANNAH

This blasted thing. Why is it that nothing ever works around here?

NETTIE

Miss Hannah, can I have the night off?

MISS HANNAH

Case in point.

NETTIE

In case of what point?

MISS HANNAH

Nettie, this is a hotel restaurant, and in case you haven’t noticed, half of Pasadena’s on their way into the dining room, and since Janey left, I’ve got one waitress.

NETTIE

Who.

MISS HANNAH

You.

NETTIE

Oh yeah.

MISS HANNAH

You know anything about gramophones?

NETTIE

My grandma just sends telegrams.

MISS HANNAH

Terrific. (looks around, calls offstage) Hey, Milton. Humason! I don’t pay you gamble. Get over here.

MILTON

(from offstage) Just a second!

MISS HANNAH

Now! Back-talkin, dropout hooligan.

NETTIE

Why you keep him on if you don’t like him?

MISS HANNAH

Who said I didn’t like him? He’s a hard worker and he’s smart. 

NETTIE

You said he was a dropout.

MISS HANNAH

That don’t make him stupid! ‘Course he keeps gambling and carousing with them half-toothed idiots, he’ll catch dumb like the plague.

NETTIE

Them mule train drivers? I thought they left a week ago.

MISS HANNAH

Well, they’re taking another load up the mountain, and they’re hungry. So you can have your night off after dinner.

NETTIE

What are they haulin up there?

MISS HANNAH

I don’t know, but I heard it’s a three year deal, so get used to ‘em.

NETTIE

Three years? That’s gonna be… (counting on her fingers) … nineteen-oh-seven!
MISS HANNA

Oh eight.

NETTIE

Nineteen-o-eight, with them dirty, tobacco spittin mulers. They’re disgustin.

(MILTON enters)

MILTON

Ain’t these fellas great? 

MISS HANNAH

It’s a bout time.

MILTON

Sorry, I had a full hand. 

Slaps NETTIE on the backside, she smacks him and exits.
MISS HANNAH

Stop molestin the other help, and get that tobacco outta your mouth, it’s disgustin.

MILTON

Men chew tobacco. Women gotta get used to. That there’s the natural order.

MISS HANNAH

What genius taught you that?

MILTON

That fella there. With the funny lip.

MISS HANNAH

Bell-hops ain’t supposed to sit with the guests. That’s fine with them ruffians, but you behave yourself around the well-bred folk.

MILTON

Ruffians, well-bred. You know, my dad said we all get born the same way and we all take the same dirt nap. Come from the same place, go to the same place, all the in-between’s just distance.

MISS HANNAH

Well, just distance yourself from the folks with money, unless they need luggage hauled.

MILTON

You know what them mulers are building?

MISS HANNAH

Dust in my carpet.

MILTON

A giant telescope. Observatory. Biggest ever.

MISS HANNAH

Why they gotta go to the fuss of haulin it up there? 

MILTON

Something about fewer clouds to look through. Atmospheric interference.

MISS HANNAH

Look who picked up some four-dollar words. Alright, Newton, you ever seen one of these things?

MILTON

Nope. What is it?

MISS HANNAH

Gramophone.

MILTON

What’s it do?

MISS HANNAH

There’s music recorded on this here plate, and when it turns around the music plays out of this horn thing.

MILTON

Oh. Yeah, looks like this needs to go here.

He fixes it. The sound of a record starting up – it plays the TRIO from earlier. Milton dances with Miss Hannah.

TRIO (recorded)

Love shows you the stars!

Love shows you the stars!

No matter who or what you are,

Love shows you the stars!

MILTON

Pretty nifty! 

MISS HANNAH

Well, you just earned your day’s pay.

MILTON

Yeah, uh... speaking of my day’s pay, could I sorta… have it?

MISS HANNAH

(She changes platter on gramophone) I’ll get you Monday like usual. You gotta learn to save up.

MILTON

Well, it ain’t that.

MISS HANNAH

You lose it all playin poker?

MILTON

Naw, I’m killing them guys. Thing is… I’m gonna have to quit. 

MISS HANNAH

Quit?

MILTON

I’m gonna be a muleskinner. They need another guy. Crack o’ dawn.

MISS HANNAH

Really. 

MILTON

You know they sleep under the stars? Spend half the time up top of the mountains? You ever go up there? The higher you go, it’s like the sky just gets bigger and bigger. And they go all over the valley, Rail City out of Pasadena...

MISS HANNAH

You stay outta Rail City, them gamblers’ll break your knuckles, and them women’ll give ya…

MILTON

I can take care of myself, Miss Hannah. Have since I was thirteen.

MISS HANNAH

Ain’t gonna change your mind?

MILTON

No ma’am.

MISS HANNAH

Stay long enough to bus dinner tables?

MILTON

Of course.

MISS HANNAH

Well, I hate to see you go. I’ll tell Nettie to give you your pay out the register.

MILTON

Thanks Miss Hannah. (kisses her on the cheek, exits.) 

MISS HANNAH smiles and starts the gramophone again. A jaunty piano vamp underscore plays as a comedy team enters and starts fast Abbot & Costello/Jimmy Durante style banter. Miss Hannah and the gramophone disappear.  

BUDDY STRUMM

Good evening ladies and gentlemen, I’m Ptolemy.

LOUIE DURANG

I’ll say, high-pockets, you look tall to me, too.
[or: Well, you don’t look very tall to me, shorty!]

BUDDY

I’m here to talk about astronomy.

LOUIE

And isn’t that just like a Capricorn.

BUDDY

Not astrology, astronomy. The study of the stars.

LOUIE

Like Groucho Marx?

BUDDY

No, the ones that twinkle outside.

LOUIE

Don’t they have indoor plumbing?

BUDDY

Cut that out! Now listen, did you know that up until my day, in the second century, most people figured that the whole universe wasn’t much bigger than the earth, that the Sun and all the stars were just up beyond the atmosphere. They used to call it the firmament.

LOUIE

The what?

BUDDY

The firmament.

LOUIE

Oh, my wife gets that done at the hairdresser, she’s in that chair for hours. It’s like she lives there.

BUDDY

No, that’s a permanent.

LOUIE

I wish, but she always comes back home!

BUDDY

I’m talking about the sky, the stars. Most people thought the entire universe was geocentric.

LOUIE

We all go a little crazy sometimes.

BUDDY

Not eccentric, geocentric. It means the Earth spins at the center and everything revolves around it. 

LOUIE

No wonder we’re all so dizzy!

BUDDY

Speak for yourself, I’ve got inertia.

LOUIE

You got what?

BUDDY

Inertia.

LOUIE

Sorry to hear that, my uncle’s got a truss you can borrow.

BUDDY

Just say goodnight and get outta here!

LOUIE

Fine. (looks at audience) Goodnight and get outta here!

Scene changes to outdoors. Music starts for “Love Shows You the Stars – pre-prise 1,” HELEN appears, singing.

HELEN

Just what makes the stars abound?

Just what turns the moon around?

Makes the sun go up and down?

It’s Love!

Milton appears, instantly in love with her. She is a little embarrassed, but also seems to like him.

MILTON

Hey there.

HELEN

Hey.

MILTON

No need to stop singing. I like that song.

HELEN

What are you doing out here?

MILTON

Oh, I was looking for my dog.

HELEN

The terrier?

MILTON

Oh, you’ve seen him before.

HELEN

Oh yeah, I love the way he sits on your shoulder when you’re driving the mules up the trail. You’re so cute. HE is! I mean. Uh, I hope he isn’t lost.

MILTON

He’ll turn up, always does. I’m not worried. Just an excuse to take a walk I guess.

HELEN

What’s his name?

MILTON

Wilson.

HELEN

Oh, after Mount Wilson?

MILTON

Yeah. I love it up here. It’s beautiful. Quiet. Away from everybody in case you want to sing or something.

HELEN

Oh, yeah, I was just… enjoying the view. There’s a pretty waterfall over there, past that canyon. I think some birds are building a nest there.

Milton moves next to her to see what she’s looking at.

MILTON

Oh, sure. Eaton Canyon Falls. Wow, you got good eyesight. We water the mules there now and again. It’s a little off-trail, but it’s pretty. (realizes how close they are, gets a little shy) Well, I’ll, uh, leave you alone…

HELEN

You don’t have to. It’s nice to have someone to talk to. You know, closer to my age. Seems like everyone else is either a boring old scientist, or a scruffy old tobacco-spitting muler. Ugh, that tobacco, it’s disgusting.
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