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SYNOPSIS
     This off-beat fantasy, set in a world with very little technology, presents a chance encounter between two inquisitive, former school acquaintances who are now living rather marginalized lives. Bates has a passion for star gazing and Colby is a struggling inventor.
     No one knows how many stars there are, but Bates is determined to find out, and has been counting them the only way that people in their backward civilization know of – by visually counting them one by one! Colby is skeptical about the project but nevertheless offers a recent invention to help it along, a device Colby calls a “magnifying glass.” Aiming the magnifier at the night sky, they’re both shocked to see that it reveals far more stars than they ever imagined could exist. Now, there are just too many stars to count!

     Bates’ effort suddenly seems doomed to failure. As they both come to grips with this dilemma, however, they experience unfamiliar depths of feeling and an unexpected bond is formed between them.
CHARACTERS
(2 Either, 2 Total)

BATES
The star counter. Thoughtful, gentle, determined. Either gender, 18-24.
COLBY
The inventor. Insecure; impulsive when excited. Either gender, same age.
STAGING

The set is bare. The only prop is the hand-held magnifying glass.
SETTING:
Outside in an open place on a dark, clear night.
AT RISE:
BATES is On Stage, looking up at the stars, counting them silently while pointing from one star to the next. COLBY Enters.

COLBY

Hey, Bates! Haven’t seen you in a while.

BATES

(Turning toward COLBY in surprise.)
Now there’s a voice I remember. How are you?

COLBY

Oh, about the same, I guess.

BATES

Are you still inventing things down in your basement?

COLBY

Well, my folks sold the house a few years ago, but yes, I’m always working on something.

BATES

You know, I remember – I guess we must have been in the sixth grade back then – you built this little toy wagon with rubber bands that made it move all by itself somehow, and you brought it into class.

COLBY

You remember that? Actually, I think I still have it, too…someplace. (With a dubious tone of voice.) So, what are you up to out here in the middle of the night?

BATES

I come here because it’s usually a lot darker than it is downtown.
COLBY

You’re not a mugger, are you?

BATES

(Delighted by the absurdity of the question.)

No, luckily for you. But just look up. (Pause.) Look at all these stars! Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?

COLBY

Nice. So, you’re – what -- waiting for the mother ship to come back and take you away?

BATES

No, I don’t think that sort of thing really happens. Actually (Gesturing upward.), I’m counting them.
COLBY

Counting what?

BATES

The stars, Colby. The stars.
COLBY

Really? (Pause.) Why?
BATES

At the very least, to find out how many there are, don’t you think?

COLBY




(Disapprovingly.)

I guess so.

BATES

Come on, don’t you get excited when you find out something new? You can never tell what it will lead to, and if it’s something that’s really new, something that no one else already knows – what could be better than that?

COLBY

But somebody must know how many stars there are. They’ve been there forever.

BATES

Yes, you’d think so, wouldn’t you? But I’ve looked through a whole lot of books and even some old newspapers, and all I could find was a few vague estimates, every one of them quite different because no one really knows. I wasn’t clever like you and some of the others, but I still wanted to do something important, and you can’t always tell which things will be important ahead of time, so you just have to pick something big and go do it. The only reason we don’t know how many stars there are, is because no one’s ever made the effort to find out.

COLBY

Until now.


BATES

Yes!

COLBY




(Unenthusiastically.)

Quite a project, I’ll give you that but doesn’t it get boring? I mean 837 stars, 838 stars, 839 stars – 
BATES

Actually, I’ve found that really caring about the goal makes the process move along surprisingly well.
COLBY

I bet you get a stiff neck, though.

BATES

From time to time.
COLBY

Maybe you should try it lying down with a nice, soft pillow under your head.
BATES

Or maybe, if you really wanted to be helpful, you could help me count for a while.

COLBY

Me? I’m no astronomer.
BATES

None of us are really much of anything, now are we. until we try? What do you say?

COLBY

I don’t know… (Yielding to BATES’ enthusiasm and innocence.) Well…maybe for a while, sure. What do I do?


BATES

Well, there aren’t any short cuts, unfortunately. I just look up, point my finger and start counting. I keep a set of charts so I know which parts of the sky I’ve already done, and every once in a while, I stop for a bit, write down my total, and then pick up the counting again, but starting over from zero. Now, you see that bright yellow star over there? (Pointing carefully.) You just start with that one and go to the right.

COLBY

“…and go to the right.” Got it. (Loudly counting stars while pointing.) One, two, three, four, five, six – 
BATES

Colby!?

COLBY

What?

BATES

Would you mind very much just counting to yourself? 

COLBY

Oh, sure. Sorry.

(A brief silence as they both silently point and count.)

Hey, Bates?

BATES

Yes?

COLBY

Some of these stars are so dim, I swear they keep disappearing on me. I can’t even tell if they’re really there.

BATES

Well, the way I see it, something can’t disappear unless it’s really there to start with, so just count them all.
COLBY

Ok…but why should we count the dim ones just like they were the same as the really bright ones?
BATES

Think of it like we’re counting people for the census. Everyone doesn’t get to stand out, but they all get counted equally, don’t they?
COLBY

 I guess it depends on who’s doing the counting, but yeah. Ok.
(They both count in silence for another moment.)

Hey, Bates?

BATES




(Starting to get annoyed with the interruptions.)
Yes, Colby?

COLBY

Do you ever wonder what the stars really are?

BATES

Oh, sure, but I ‘ve got no way of finding out.

COLBY

Want to know what I think? I think they’re all just a bunch of pinholes in an enormous piece of black cardboard.

BATES

Pinholes? Then where does the starlight come from?
COLBY

Well, behind the cardboard, there’s this really big fire.

BATES




(Laughing.)

I’ve never heard that one before. Alright then…what makes the stars turn in the sky?

COLBY

The wind from the fire, I guess.
BATES

And where did this fire come from?

COLBY

Oh. (Pause.)  I’m still working on that part of it.
BATES

Well, I have to hand it to you. You’ve got quite an imagination.
COLBY

You can’t be an inventor without imagination, you know. Hey! That just reminded me. I’ve got this little invention I finished working on awhile back. It’s little more than a toy, really, but – do you remember my stamp collection?



(BATES gives COLBY a doubtful look.)

Well, I use this thing to help me see all the little details on the stamps, and it just hit me, maybe you can use it, too.

BATES

I really don’t see how I’ve got the time right now to start collecting stamps.
COLBY

No, no, I mean use it with the stars. What it does is, it makes things bigger. I call it a “magnifying glass.” Maybe it can make these faint, little stars of yours bigger, too, so you can get a really good look at them.

BATES

Now that’s something I’d like to see.

COLBY

Well, I was just using it at home a while ago and I think… (Starting to fish around in one pocket and then another.) it’s still in one of these pockets someplace – yup, here it is. (With a chuckle, holding up the magnifying glass.) What do you think?
BATES

You’re kidding. Something that small can make things big?

COLBY

Here, I’ll show you. Let me have your arm.

(Trying to take BATES’s arm but it’s pulled away.)

Hold still. It’s not going to hurt.

BATES

No thank you. I don’t want my arm made any bigger than it already is.

COLBY




(Laughing.)

No, no, you don’t understand. It just makes things look big, that’s all. Here, I’ll do it on my own arm, ok? (Baring a forearm and holding the glass over it.) Here you go, take a look.
BATES

(Peering through the device at COLBY’s arm.)

Well, what do you know? This is…amazing!
COLBY

I thought you’d like it.

BATES

Like it? Colby, you are a genius!

COLBY




(Quite touched.)
Well, thank you, but… (Impulsively.) Hey, you know what? Here! 
BATES

What?
COLBY

It’s yours. I want you to have it.

BATES

Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly –

COLBY

Sure you can. I can always make another one for myself. (Grudgingly; waving toward the sky.) And besides, this has to be more important than my stamps.
BATES

Why…thank you.

(BATES accepts the instrument and holds it up to the sky.)

COLBY

Well? What do you see?
BATES




(Adjusting the distance that the glass is held in front of the eye.)

Just a minute now. Let me get it into focus. (Profoundly shaken.) Oh, NO!

COLBY




(Frightened by BATES’ tone.)

What? What’s wrong?

BATES

The stars!

COLBY

Aren’t they any bigger?

BATES

They certainly are, but – now there are more of them. There’s a whole lot more of them!

COLBY

How can that be?

BATES

I don’t know. It’s your invention.

(COLBY takes the magnifier from BATES, looks through it.)

COLBY

Where did all these extra stars come from?!
BATES

Exactly, and some of the new ones are just as dim as the old ones use to be. But more to the point, what am I going to do about them? Ever since I started this, I’ve thought that I was counting all of the stars in the sky. That‘s the whole point of it. But now, “all the stars” just aren’t all of them anymore. (The rarely felt flame of anger is now kindled.) But that’s why I’ve spent all these nights standing out here in the wind and the cold, with my arm pointing up at the sky like an idiot, while everyone else is home with their families, asleep.

COLBY

Oh, Bates. (Pause.) I…I was just trying to help.

BATES




(Somewhat calmed by the sincerity of COLBY’s concern.)

I know. (Pause.) Really, it’s not your fault.
COLBY

 (Very gently.)

Can’t you just start over?
BATES

After all this time? Maybe if we were still back in grade school, I don’t know.
COLBY

Then I’ll count them too, how’s that? This time, I really mean it.

BATES

You know, right now, Colby…I can’t even bear to look up at them.
COLBY

Oh, don’t say that.

BATES

And how long will it be before you emerge from your workshop again with an even better instrument, something that shows us that there are even more stars? I’m very much afraid I’ve taken on a task without an end.


COLBY

All right then, if you won’t do it, I will. The bright yellow one, you said? Right? (Now pointing emphatically and silently counting but without the using the magnifier.)
BATES

No, no. Use your magnifying glass.

COLBY

(Holding it up now, but quickly becoming overwhelmed by what it shows, frustrated and angry.)
Oh! What have I done?!
BATES

 (Sadly, but without irony.)

I’ll tell you what. You’ve created something truly wonderful…and you’re going to advance the frontiers of knowledge because of it. I wouldn’t be surprised if someday your face winds up on one of those postage stamps you’ve been collecting. And besides, you’ve opened my eyes to what’s really out there, and I guess it’s better that it happened now than later, when I was almost finished. But there are just too many stars now, so many of them that I completely missed. And yet, I’ve come this far, how can I just walk away?
COLBY

You know what? I’m sorry I ever made this thing. I’m just going to break it.

BATES

Oh, no.

COLBY

I mean it. I’ll smash it into a dozen pieces.

BATES

You’d actually do that for me?

COLBY

Yes. I’m surprised to even hear myself say it, but yes. No one will ever know it existed, and you can go on just like before.

BATES

But it wouldn’t be “just like before.” It couldn’t be. I don’t see how I can lie to myself like that, and afterwards, I certainly couldn’t lie to everyone else about what I’ve done.  And what about you? You’ve really invented something…big.
COLBY

I guess I have. But it’s not worth it to see you hurt like this.
(COLBY has extended a hand toward BATES, palm up, to emphasize the point. BATES reaches out and grips COLBY’s forearm or hand briefly in a constrained but deeply felt gesture of emotional bonding. It is the only time they touch.)
BATES

Thank you…my dear friend. But I could never let you do that.




(Releasing COLBY’s hand or arm.)




COLBY

Then I’ll make a hundred of them, and we’ll train people to count the stars all over the world. Or, I’ll make giant magnifiers, something twenty people or more can all use at the same time.
BATES

But no one else is interested and neither one of us has the money to pay someone to do it. Any way you look at it, it’s just you and me. (A longish pause as BATES paces a bit  and then turns to COLBY.) Listen… You take your magnifier and keep it someplace very safe. It’s a great step forward but it’s just not meant for me. I can’t start over and I don’t see how I can possibly stop, so all that’s left is to just keep going the way I have been. But now at least I’ll really understand what I’m doing. So, I won’t be counting all the stars after all, just the ones that can be seen with the naked eye. (Shrugging.) No one’s ever done that before, either.
COLBY

It will be a great achievement.
BATES

It’s the best that we can do for now, and once we’ve done it and we’ve published our results, someone else is bound to take an interest, don’t you think? And that’s the person you’ll give the magnifier to. We can say I laid the foundation, and then your ingenuity will point the way forward, so that that person can accomplish our goal. What do you think?
COLBY

So you’re not mad at me?

BATES

(With reviving enthusiasm.)
Who can be angry with a genius? (Looking up, then gesturing toward the sky.) And look at this! We’ve got a sky full of stars…just calling out to us! (BATES begins to count again and after a brief moment COLBY joins in, facing the other direction.)
(The End.) 
