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Comet was originally produced at the Chicago Dramatists theater in
Chicago, IL, featuring the following cast:

Anne Hargrave...................... Mary Cait Walthall
Ruth Moran.......................... Jennifer Mathews
Ramzi Dawoud...................... Alkan Sezginis
Celine Meunier...................... Zoe Deprez
Michael Matz........................ Charlie Thomson
Marcus Finley....................... Mo Reilly

Lena Hargrave...................... Kendal Romero
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CAST

Anne Hargrave Solemn woman in her 40s-50s, careful with her
words. She witnessed her sister die from a terminal
illness and made the decision to take her off life
support to end her suffering. She battles with this
guilt.

Ruth Moran Distant, serious woman in her 40s-50s. Like a
medical doctor, she considers death with scientific
detachment. Terminal illness is a reality, and a
routine one.

Ramzi Dawoud Warm-hearted, fatherly man in his 40s-50s. If
diagnosed with a terminal illness, he would try to
"solve" it: consult doctors, do chemo, surgery,
enroll in experimental treatments, change his diet.
Never give up.

Celine Meunier Harmonious woman in her 30s, quick to deescalate
stressful situations. If diagnosed with a terminal
illness, she would decline treatment and attempt to
live life as normally as possible until death.

Michael Matz Bookish man in his 30s-40s, quick with a joke but
also with sarcasm. If diagnosed with a terminal
illness, he would angrily deny it. Life is a party to
him. Illness means the party is over, and things are
about to get hard.

Marcus Finley Sincere man in his 20s, young and eager to please. If
diagnosed with a terminal illness, he would spend his last
days obsessively shoring up his reputation to verify that he
was remembered as a good person.
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Lena Hargrave Sensitive, bristling woman in her 20s. She witnessed her
mother's death while young, and resents Anne (her aunt) for
taking her away before she was ready to say goodbye.

Doctor

Nurse

Looter 1

Looter 2

Looter 3

TIME: Various times throughout the 2010s-2030s.

PLACE: Various locations in Boston, Massachusetts.
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SCENE 1

(PROJECTION VIDEO of a home video recording.) In 2032, a home office
in the suburbs of Boston, Massachusetts. Sunlight streaming through a
window illuminates an office chair and floor lamp. Against the back wall is
a bookshelf cluttered with textbooks. Clearly an academic's office.

ANNE HARGRAVE, in her 60s-70s, shuffles slowly from behind the
camera and takes a seat in the chair. She wears a medical alert bracelet
on one wrist.

ANNE. Hi, Lena. If you're watching this, I'm gone. If I'm not, please turn
this off and wait until I am. There's some things I'll say which I'd rather not
answer for. Today is March 2nd, 2032. I don't know when you're seeing
this, but it's probably not too far from now. I hope Levi and the kids are
okay. I hope you're okay. I hope that I got the chance to say goodbye to
you. But if not, I understand why I didn't. I've been thinking about your
mom a lot lately. I wish I could say I was thinking about us growing up
together, or how she was when you were a baby. But I guess, selfishly, I'm

thinking about how she died. (PROJECTION VIDEO OUT, but Anne’s
pre-recorded voice remains as a voiceover.)

SCENE 2

In 2010, a hospital room in the daytime. There is a bed with tousled sheets.
Someone was recently using it. Next to the bed is a heart monitor perched
atop a rolling crash cart, and a stiff, padded guest chair.
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In the chair, a teenage LENA HARGRAVE sits wrapped in an overly-large
sweatshirt. Her hair is messy and unkempt. She's been sleeping here. Anne,
now healthy and in her 40s-50s, is in contrast dressed professionally. She
paces around the room.

NURSE (V.0.). Dr. Salcedo, call 1499. Dr. Salcedo, 1499.

ANNE. Do you want to take a walk? Stretch your legs?

LENA. I'm fine.

ANNE. It could be a while. Nothing important is happening right this
second. You could even go back to class for a while.

LENA. I don't want to go to school right now.

ANNE. School's important.

LENA. When they bring her back, I want someone to be here.

ANNE. I'll be -- the nurse will be here.

LENA. (With a withering stare.) Busy day?

ANNE. Yes. I'm meeting with an insurance rep, and going over a bunch of
papers with the custody lawyer. And somehow my stuff is still at a port in
Jersey, so I have to call the movers.

LENA. You can go, then. You've got a lot to do. (4 beat. Anne clearly
wants to leave, but feels obligated to stay.) Why would she give you power
of attorney?

ANNE. Because I'm her sister and you're 15.

LENA. You've barely been here. A nurse asked me who you were
yesterday. That's how little you're here. She thought you were a friend
from work.

ANNE. I talk to her doctor all the time.

LENA. No you don't!

ANNE. Quiet -- just, please. Quiet. Don't make it seem like -- your mom
wanted me to make decisions for her. Because she knows...she knows I'll
do what's right for her. Nothing is going to happen right now. She might be
fine. But if things get worse, there's going to be some choices to make. I'm
the one who needs to make those choices, but [ want you to be okay with
them. (Lena reacts defiantly.) I'm here to help, okay? I don't want to hurt
you, or her. I want everything to get better. But if it doesn't...your mom
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shouldn't have to hurt anymore -- (Lena abruptly stands and leaves. Anne
watches her go.)

ANNE (V.0.). It feels awful to admit it now, but in that moment I looked
down on you. I thought I was handling it so much better. That I was
maturely passing some test that you weren't. (Anne walks offstage.) But
you were a kid. And I had work to distract me.

SCENE 3

The inside of an old observatory in the daytime. It's dome-shaped, with
curved plaster walls and a wooden floor. Through a doorway, daylight
streams in, competing with warm fluorescent lighting to illuminate a
massive wooden telescope with mottled brass fittings. It looks skyward,
balanced on a hefty granite pillar which juts through the center of the

dome. Anne and RAMZI DAWOUD enter. Both are professionally dressed.
Anne carries a folder containing her CV.

RAMZI. Did you find the place okay?

ANNE. Yes, thank you.

RAMZI. Good. There's a dance center across the road. Sometimes we lose
candidates there. (Anne smiles politely at the joke as she observes the
telescope.) The office is downstairs, but I like showing this to start. Not
every workplace has its own telescope, right?

ANNE. Definitely not.

RAMZI. Great Refractor Telescope, built in 1847. They found the inner
ring of Saturn on this thing.

ANNE. It's huge. The lens has to be, what -- a foot?

RAMZI. 38 centimeters. About the size of a hub cap.

ANNE. I saw a couple like this in France, but lots smaller. (RUTH
MORAN steps into the dome, observing silently from afar.)

RAMZI. Probably older, though. It's amazing how they used to solve
things like this. The dome was made by a whaling shipmaker. And it used
to rotate on a ring of cannon balls below the floor.

ANNE. Cannon balls?
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RAMZI. Yeah. Rustic. But at the time, it was incredible. The largest
telescope in the States for a couple decades.

RUTH. Pretty worthless now.

RAMZI. Hey! Ruth, this is the candidate I mentioned -- Anne Hargrave.
Anne, this Ruth Moran, Director of the MPC. Ph.D.s, meet.

RUTH. Hello.

ANNE. Nice to meet you. (They shake hands.) Why's it worthless?
RUTH. It was built for a different time. Boston was a lot smaller then, but
the light pollution now makes it hard to use for anything besides solar
studies. And the retractable door in the ceiling rusted over, so we barely
open it anymore.

RAMZI. Shame.

RUTH. You studied at the Nice Observatory?

ANNE. For my post-doc, yes. I was up for another, but I had a family
issue -- my sister has some health problems. So I came back home.
RAMZI. I'm sorry.

ANNE. Thanks. My family's from Boston, so MPC is a good fit.
RUTH. At an observatory, you at least have the chance of getting
something named after you.

ANNE. That's okay. I don't really need that.

RUTH. It's not exciting. We basically do bookkeeping software. We track
hazardous objects, but we don't do impact monitoring. We don't even get
scope time for ourselves; we just tell other people where to look.

ANNE. Google for asteroids. I get it. I'm not looking for exciting right
now.

RUTH. (Exchanging an amused look at Ramzi.) Google pays better.

SCENE 4

The Minor Planet Center in the daytime. It looks like a very modest
software engineering office. On one side is the "bullpen.” It contains a grid
of four desks, each containing laptops and monitors connected with a nest
of cables. Each desk contains personal effects: picture frames, books,
water bottles, etc. On one desk is a basketball, propped in a coffee mug.
Along the back wall is a whiteboard with diagrams and figures scrawled in
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dry-erase marker. On the other side is a private office, with a single desk.
In contrast to the other desks, it is very tidy. In the bullpen, MICHAEL
MATZ and CELINE MEUNIER sit at their desks, peering at their computer
screens. Ramzi hovers behind them. In her private office, Ruth sits at her
own desk, engrossed in careful work. Anne enters hesitantly, carrying a
bag.

ANNE (V.0.). When I started in 2009, the Center had only four
employees. I was the fifth. People assume there had to be an entire
division. An office building full of people, all writing equations on
chalkboards and looking through telescopes, with a control room. But no.
It was just five mathematicians in a room, tracking the orbits of every
comet, asteroid, and object ever seen through a telescope.

RAMZI. Hey, there she is! Anne! (He approaches to welcome her.)
ANNE. Hi.

RAMZI. Meet the team.

CELINE. (Extending her hand.) Celine Meunier.

RAMZI. Anne did her post-doc in France.

CELINE. Ah, pleasure to meet you. Ou avez-vous étudie? [Where did you
study?]

ANNE. Ah, Nice. L'Observatoire de Nice. [The Nice Observatory.] You
don't have an accent?

CELINE. My parents put me in an international school. But I'm so glad to
have another French speaker here.

MICHAEL. I heard that. (He waves lazily from his desk.)

CELINE. Michael is Canadian, but he refuses to learn French.
MICHAEL. Alberta, born and raised. Enchante.

RAMZI. (Gesturing to the humble office, and then to the unoccupied
desk.) Welcome to the Minor Planet Center. This'll be your desk. We call
this area the bullpen. Ruth's in the Director's office next door. She takes a
lot of meetings. (Anne takes a seat at the unoccupied desk. Ramzi fetches
the basketball from his desk.) We haven't had a new person for a while, but
we have a tradition -- not an icebreaker, icebreakers suck -- but a tradition
that when someone joins, we go around and talk about something that's
exciting to us in the field of astronomy.
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CELINE. That's an icebreaker, Ramzi.

RAMZI. Tradition.

MICHAEL. Tell you what: show us how it's done. Break that ice.
RAMZI. First -- Celine, do you want to explain the basketball? (He fosses
the ball to Celine.)

CELINE. Sure. I'm a data scientist. I have no spatial reasoning skills, so
we have to use the ball whenever we're talking about orbits.

MICHAEL. They're all dorks in France.

CELINE. Oh, quiet. (She holds the ball in one hand and uses the other to
draw an imaginary orbit around the top and bottom of the ball.) I'm
excited about WISE. That's Wide-field Infrared Survey Explorer. It's a
space telescope launching in late 2009. It'll stay in polar orbit and do a
pattern sweep, looking for asteroids that can't be seen from the ground.
MICHAEL. Celine's excited to do more of the exact job she's already
doing.

CELINE. I'm skipping you. Ramzi. (She tosses the ball to Ramzi.)
RAMZI. This one’s fun. I'm excited about Van Biesbroeck's star. It's
nothing special, just a red dwarf, but NASA thinks it has a huge planet.
Big enough that it could be larger than the star. Kind of cool to think
about: the Earth being bigger than the Sun. (He fosses the ball to Michael.)
MICHAEL. As always, I'm excited about whatever the newest person is
excited about. Bounce pass. (He bounce-passes the ball to Anne.)

ANNE. I guess...I'm excited about Spirit, the Mars rover. It’s been stuck in
soft soil for months and they haven’t been able to get it moving. But a
couple weeks ago two of the wheels got some traction, and it moved
something like 50 meters before it got stuck again.

ANNE (V.0.). I didn't realize at the time why I answered that way. But I
did later. I was thinking of your mom. Spirit never got out of that sand. It
stayed right there. And less than a year later, it lost contact with Earth.

12
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SCENE 5

The roof of the Minor Planet Center, at night. Several folding chairs are
set up in a row, facing the city skyline of Boston. The stars are only barely
visible, clouded by light pollution. Nearby, a card table is piled with paper
plates, some food dishes, and a cooler. Michael and Celine sit next to each
other on folding chairs, drinking beers. Ramzi bustles about, dishing plates

of food.

MICHAEL. So what happens when your "check engine" light comes on?
CELINE. I ignore it. Always.

RAMZI. Celine!

CELINE. I don't want to know! Usually it goes away on its own.
RAMZI. It's on for a reason.

CELINE. If I break down on the interstate, I'll deal with it then.
MICHAEL. I'm with you. I don't go to the dentist for the same reason.
CELINE. Ugh, don't make those seem like the same thing.

RAMZI. You're gonna regret not taking care of your teeth when you get
older.

MICHAEL. See, that's the thing -- [ won't. They try to make it seem like a
big deal, losing your teeth. But dentures on older people look incredible
now. They've got 80-year-olds with, like, Julia Roberts smiles. Honestly, I
wanna swap 'em out early so I can enjoy it longer. (Anne steps up into view
from a staircase. She carries a dish covered in tinfoil.)

RAMZI. Hey, Anne! Welcome to the roof. Watch your step.

ANNE. Happy Fourth of July.

RAMZI. Glad you could make it.

ANNE. I made an apple pie.

MICHAEL. Oooh, thank you. Very American.

ANNE. Very sugary. Can your teeth handle it?

MICHAEL. They'll manage.

CELINE. Glad you could join us. We didn't know if you'd have plans.
Does your family do anything for the 4th?

ANNE. Ah, no. No, we don't.
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CELINE. My family's back home. Same with Michael's. But he should
have brought the boyfriend he refuses to introduce us to.

MICHAEL. It's not serious. Ramzi's the family man here.

ANNE. (To Ramzi.) You have kids?

RAMZI. Three under five, which keeps me busy. I’ve gotta leave now,
actually; I'm meeting the wife and kids at the BU Bridge.

CELINE. Say hi to Hanan for me.

RAMZI. I will. Happy 4th, everyone! Celine, tell her the sparkler story.
(He leaves.)

ANNE. What's the sparkler story?

CELINE. It's not really a story. When I was a kid I let a sparkler go off in
my hand.

ANNE. Oh no, really?

CELINE. Yeah, there were these boys in my neighborhood who were a
couple years older. They got their hands on some sparklers -- probably
bought them out of the trunk of someone's car -- and they were showing
them off to kids in the neighborhood. Sword-fighting with them while they
were lit and pretending they were wands for Harry Potter spells, that kind
of thing. One of them gave me one and lit it. And I just wasn't ready. I
couldn't even look at it, it was so bright, but I was afraid to drop it. And no
one was paying attention to me, so I just wandered around looking for help
until it got down to my fingers and burned my hand.

MICHAEL. Aw. You were such a dumb little kid.

CELINE. I was six.

MICHAEL. Six-year-olds know fire is bad. (Michael and Celine mime
joke-arguing, with Celine gesturing to a supposed scar on her hand. Anne
watches, on the outside of their friendship.)

ANNE (V.0.). Your mom and I used to talk like this. Bickering and
making fun of each other. When she got sick, we changed. I was quieter,
more sincere. She would snap at me sometimes. I think she wanted us to
talk like we used to. (Celine shivers a bit.)

ANNE. I'm going to grab a drink from the vending machine. Anyone need
a refill?

MICHAEL. Can you get some ketchup from the fridge? This burger is

dry.
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ANNE. Sure. Celine, you look cold. I have a jacket downstairs if you want
it.

CELINE. I'm fine. Thank you though. (4nne walks away.)

MICHAEL. (Waving a hamburger bun at Celine teasingly.) This is
French. Did you know that?

CELINE. No, it 1s not.

MICHAEL. Brioche. 1t said it, right on the bag.

CELINE. This is not French. (Anne descends the stairs.)

SCENE 6

The Minor Planet Center, at night. The bullpen office is vacant, but there
is a blue glow coming from the private Director's office. Ruth is behind her
computer, working late. Anne enters. She looks first in Michael’s desk
drawer, but notices the light coming from Ruth’s office. She approaches
and knocks on the door.

ANNE. Working late?

RUTH. Yeah. It 1s late, isn't it?

ANNE. A few of us are on the roof for the fireworks, if you want to join
us.

RUTH. Thank you. (Silence. She's clearly not going to be joining them.)
How are you coming along?

ANNE. Good, I think.

RUTH. Anything we could be doing better?

ANNE. Sure...at Nice we only had our own observations and the circulars.
It might be nice to open it up so observatories could compare their sky
coverage with others.

RUTH. Sure. That's a good idea. (Beat.) I'm glad you're with us.

ANNE. I looked up your background before my interview. You worked on
Wall Street?

RUTH. After undergrad. For a few years.

ANNE. Were you a trader?

RUTH. Risk analysis. For commodities, mostly. Corn, soybeans. Pork
bellies.
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ANNE. Pork bellies?

RUTH. (Smiling a bit.) Yeah. I can tell you if you're overspending on pork
bellies.

ANNE. I took one econ class. Dropped it after 3 weeks.

RUTH. It's just math. Math and models. Easier than the stuff we do here.
But I lost the taste for it after a while. Decided to go back to grad school
for physics.

ANNE. Boys' club to...

RUTH. ...another boys' club. Yeah. (4 far-away SCREEE-BANG. The
fireworks have started.) How'd you end up in France?

ANNE. My dad was Army. There's no U.S. bases in France, but my mom
took us to visit when we were in Germany.

RUTH. "Us" being your --

ANNE. -- my sister and I. Yeah.

RUTH. How is she?

ANNE. She’s...not doing very well.

RUTH. Is she dying? (Anne is surprised; the question is frank, but still
tender.) It’s okay. It’s not a strange thing.

ANNE. Yeah. Yeah, she is.

RUTH. I'm sorry. (CRACK. FIZZ. More fireworks.)

ANNE. When she got the news -- you know, the "one year left" from her
doctor -- she planned a bunch of things. Last memories. She wanted to do
France, and Jamaica, and sky diving. Some restaurant in New York she'd
read about. Expensive stuff. She set money aside for her daughter, but
everything else...she would say, "you can't take it with you." Which never
made sense to me. We're not, you know, religious. We don't believe in
anything. So yeah, you can't take money with you, but you can't take
experiences with you either. You're dead. Money means nothing, and
neither does seeing the Grand Canyon. Hoarding money up until the end is
the same as hoarding vacations. It just...doesn't matter anymore. (FIZZ-
BANG.) Anyway, it didn't matter. It was faster than we expected...I might
have to take some time off soon. Hopefully it's...soon.

RUTH. If you don't come in, I'll know why. (Beat.) Enjoy the fireworks.
(Anne nods her appreciation, and leaves.)
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ANNE (V.0.). A month later, your mom passed. You were supposed to
come live with me, but we know how that turned out. I watched your
graduation from the back of a high school gym two years later. A year
after that, Dr. Moran took a job with the Jet Propulsion Lab in Pasadena.
When she left, she put in a recommendation that I take her place.

SCENE 7

In 2019, the observatory in the daytime. MARCUS FINLEY and Ramzi
enter. It’s once again an interview; Marcus carries a folder containing his
CV, and Ramzi mimes guiding him through the same tour of the telescope
that he once showed to Anne. Anne enters, as Ruth once did, to watch from
afar.

ANNE (V.0.). I wasn't expecting to become Director. Ramzi led the team.
Michael had been there longest. And at the time I felt like the last person
who should be responsible for other people. A few candidates came and
went, but I couldn't hire one. It felt like hiring someone to replace me -- if
they took my desk I couldn’t go back to it. Mostly, they were just so
young.

MARCUS. (Noticing Anne and approaching for a handshake.) Hi, Dr.
Hargrave. Marcus Finley.

ANNE. Anne. Nice to meet you. What do you think?

MARCUS. It's incredible. Is it -- I don't know what it's called. I don’t have
an astronomy background. One of those that uses mirrors?

ANNE. Ah -- reflecting. No, this one's a refractor. It uses a lens. But it's
pretty worthless now.

MARCUS. Doesn't look worthless. It's gotta be, what, 20 feet long?
What's it made of?

ANNE. Wood. It's a wood veneer.

MARCUS. Wood. Just wood and glass, and it -- all before electricity.
(Beat.) Who made it?

ANNE. ...the optical tube? I don't know.

MARCUS. Whoever it was...wow.
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ANNE. So you don't come from an astronomy background. Where did you
work before this?

MARCUS. Google. I worked for Google.

ANNE. (Sharing an amused glance with Ramzi.) That's a pretty big pay
cut you're signing up for. Why apply here?

MARCUS. (Gesturing at the telescope.) Software at a big company gets
rewritten in...10 years? No matter how hard you work on it, no one
remembers. I think it'd be cool to work on something that lasts.

ANNE. Ramzi, how old is our software?

RAMZI. The Fortran stuff is from 1977.

ANNE (V.0.). I was the Director for six years. I met with our funding arm
every week, wrote a few research papers, did some interviews for science
magazines. Just daily routine. Every few months, I tried to reach out. You
didn't respond, but I kept tabs. Going to school. Meeting people. Getting
several minor-in-possession tickets. I was glad. You were living life.

SCENE 8

The Minor Planet Center in the daytime. The staff is scattered around the
bullpen. Marcus and Michael are working at their desks. Ramzi and Celine
draw diagrams on the whiteboard. Anne works in her office, alone. PING.
An email notification sound. PING. PING PING PING. Dozens more.
ANNE stands to look out the window of her office.

MARCUS. Whoa, hold on --

MICHAEL. Way to go, Mr. Finley! First accidental email blast.
CELINE. Congratulations, Marcus.

RAMZI. Nicely done!

MARCUS. Did all of you get that?

CELINE. Just us. It didn't go out externally.

MARCUS. I was running observations through registration.
MICHAEL. That's tied to the notification service, buddy.
CELINE. He feels bad enough. (Patting Marcus on the shoulder.)
Everyone's done it. It's a rite of passage.

RAMZI. (Inspecting his monitor.) Ooh, there's a PHO. That's why it fired.
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CELINE. That would do it.

RAMZI. You probably ran with sandbox configs. You need to use local
when debugging. Let's take a look. (He slides his rolling chair to settle
behind Marcus’s desk.)

ANNE (V.0.). That was the first time anyone found out about the Borys-
Shroud comet. By accident, on a Monday in August, when no one was
looking for it. (Anne retreats to her desk. Everyone continues working as
they were before.) It was just a notification on a computer screen. No
alarms, no sirens. A few words in an email that I didn’t even read. I
deleted it along with the monthly newsletter and spam. For 90 minutes, I
didn’t realize it had happened. (Ramzi and Marcus approach Anne’s office.
Ramzi knocks on the door.)

RAMZI. Do you have a minute?

ANNE. Sure. (Marcus and Ramzi enter, and Ramzi closes the door behind
him.)

MARCUS. Okay...so when our clusters went down last week, none of the
observatories could submit data for a couple days. So when they came up
over the weekend, they started to backfill. I wanted to make sure that
worked, so I ran a check on the logs. To make sure all the observations
made it into the database.

ANNE. And they didn't match.

MARCUS. No.

ANNE. There's a lot of reasons --

MARCUS. I know -- sorry, didn't mean to interrupt. Ramzi told me --
RAMZI. Deletions, rejections.

MARCUS. But we log those too, so Ramzi showed me how to build them
into the search.

ANNE. And it still didn't match?

RAMZI. We're missing five observations over two days.

ANNE. Missing, like...someone submitted them, but they never got to the
database.

RAMZI. Missing like someone submitted them and they did get to the
database. Then they were deleted. Not sure why yet, but that's -- there's a
bigger issue. They're all for the same object.

ANNE. You plotted them?
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MARCUS. Not on purpose. I pulled them out of the logs and ran them
through registration --

ANNE. That's what caused the emails this morning?

MARCUS. (Genuinely embarrassed.) Yeah. I'm sorry about that.
ANNE. It's fine, Marcus.

RAMZI. It's actually good that he did. It's potentially hazardous.

ANNE. How hazardous? (Ramzi shrugs in a "just-another-day" way. Anne
checks her computer for the deleted message.)

ANNE. What's the observatory code?

MARCUS. C51.

RAMZI. NEOWISE.

ANNE. (Surprised. NEOWISE is reliable.) Has NASA complained yet?
About the missing data?

RAMZI. There's an ongoing support ticket for last week, but they haven't
sent anything today.

ANNE. Who was on support last week?

MARCUS. Celine. (Anne stands and walks out to the bullpen. Marcus and
Ramzi follow.)

ANNE. Celine, has NASA added anything to the ticket from last week?
CELINE. They just closed it. Why?

ANNE. Aren't they still missing observation acknowledgements?
CELINE. No. Ramesh just confirmed they're good. Everything's fine.
ANNE. For NEOWISE too?

CELINE. I haven’t asked. But they haven’t said anything.

MICHAEL. What's happening?

RAMZI. NEOWISE spotted an object 5 times, but it got deleted from our
system and theirs.

CELINE. It was probably a satellite, and they revoked it.

MARCUS. Revocations would’ve shown up in the logs.

ANNE. Ruth's on that team now. I can check with her. (She walks to her
office.)

MARCUS. Is there a legacy system they’re using?

RAMZI. Maybe they're reconciling their system against ours.
MICHAEL. Uh oh. Ramzi's got a ball to play with.
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CELINE. If they're missing it now they can just resubmit the next time it's
visible. It’s orbiting Earth 15 times a day (In her office, Anne opens her
phone and makes a call. On the opposite side of the stage, Ruth answers.)
RUTH. Hello?

ANNE. Hi, Dr. Moran. Sorry to be calling so early --

RUTH. -- no worries, it's 8:20 here. I just got in.

ANNE. Good. How's NEOWISE?

RUTH. It's good. A little hectic. We were down last week.

ANNE. We were too, right after.

RUTH. Not that surprising. We're both understaffed. The network people
have been looking at it. So what's the call for? Are you looking to make a
career change?

ANNE. No, no. We have a hiccup over here. NEOWISE submitted a few
observations to us last week that went missing, starting on the 8th.
Normally if that happened we'd start getting alerts from you, but we
haven’t so you’re probably missing it too.

RUTH. Okay. Any details you can share?

ANNE. Yeah, I'll send it over. Palermo of 1.84, if you believe that.
RUTH. (Smiling.) Yeah, that's hard to believe.

ANNE. It's a weird one. We wouldn't even know about it, except Marcus
found it in the logs.

RUTH. (4 beat. Looking troubled.) It was in the logs? But only in the
logs?

ANNE. Yeah.

RUTH. (Another beat.) Interesting. How sure are you that it came from
us?

ANNE. What do you mean?

RUTH. I mean...we store the auth tokens in a password manager, but it’s
shared. And people keep sending it plaintext by email. You know how
people are. Should we change it?

ANNE. Sure...let's do that.

RUTH. Is Celine still there?

ANNE. Yeah.

RUTH. I'll email her. We'll swap it out.

ANNE. Okay. Sure.
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RUTH. Thank you, Anne. Good to hear from you.

ANNE. Yeah, sounds good. (Anne hangs up.)

ANNE (V.0.). You were 24 then. We hadn't talked in a while, and 1
couldn't keep track of your life anymore. But the way Ruth spoke --
careful, softer than usual -- it reminded me of when you were younger.
How I used to talk around you.

SCENE 9

In 2009, the hospital in the daytime. Anne paces around the bed. Lena
enters with a pre-packaged pastry from a vending machine, wearing a too-
large sweatshirt. Her hair is unkempt. She's been practically living here.

LENA. Hey. (She settles into the guest chair and starts eating.)

ANNE. Hey.

LENA. How was the job interview? (4nne sits on the arm of the chair and
begins cautiously taming Lena's hair.)

ANNE. I got an offer.

LENA. Are you gonna take it?

ANNE. I think so. Is that all you're eating?

LENA. The cafeteria's closed.

ANNE. You should have a real dinner. I can go pick you up something?
Or I can run home and fix something --

LENA. Stop making excuses to leave. (Beat.) You’re taking the job
because you don't think Mom's gonna be okay.

ANNE. No. No, I’'m not. Your mom's gonna be fine. I missed it here. I
always wanted to move back.

LENA. Mom said you hate the winters.

ANNE. That's true. They're too cold.

LENA. (4 long beat. Then, hesitantly:) Are we all going to get it?
ANNE. No. No, we’re not. (Anne pulls Lena close. They hold each other
for a moment. Eventually Anne smells Lena's hair.) You need a shower.
Go ahead. I'll stay here. (Lena leaves. Anne remains.)

ANNE (V.0.). No one ever wants to deliver the bad news.
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SCENE 10

In 2019, the Minor Planet Center in the daytime. Celine and Marcus sit at
their desks. Michael hovers by the coffee-maker, making himself a cup.
Ramzi draws out a timeline on the whiteboard. Anne stands nearby, letting
the team discuss.

MICHAEL. (Dismissively.) Ruth's right. Someone stole their token.
RAMZI. We don't know that.

MARCUS. Why would someone do that, though? Use a stolen
authentication token and fake an asteroid or whatever just to make
everybody worried?

MICHAEL. For the same reason Michael Bay made Armageddon.
Because it's very very fun.

ANNE. How can we be sure it didn't come from NEOWISE?

CELINE. We can't. You can't prove a negative. I can make NEOWISE
change their token but I can't prove someone stole the old one.

RAMZI. But if someone tries to reuse the old one, we can catch it. It'll
show up as an auth failure.

CELINE. That'll only work if they try to do it again.

MICHAEL. Which they won't. Because whoever it is already played their
joke.

RAMZI. Why are we assuming this isn’t authentic?

MICHAEL. Odds.

RAMZI. The odds of it being authentic are high. The odds of it being
right are low.

CELINE. Does it matter? If it’s real somebody else will see it. Catalina,
LINEAR, NEOWISE again. There's thousands of observatories. Someone
will tell us if it's worth worrying about.

ANNE. Not if they don't know where to look.

CELINE. I'm just saying -- they raised an alarm in '97 and had to retract it
a day later. All it did was get a bunch of people scared.

MARCUS. I don't wanna get people scared, but isn't it worse to ignore
this? We're not supposed to screen the data we get, we're just supposed to
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track it. I don't want people to think we're not taking this seriously. I know
we are, but they don't know that.

MICHAEL. Can someone explain to me why this is a big deal?

RAMZI. Yes, let's do it. Let's walk through it together. (He gestures to his
timeline on the whiteboard. The first event reads: "Aug 4: Obs 1,2,3.")
Michael, the ball? (Michael picks the ball up from Ramzi’s desk and tosses
it to him. Ramzi holds the ball in one hand and rotates the other in an orbit
around the top and bottom of the ball.) NEOWISE orbits Earth every 95
minutes. On August 4th it submits 3 observations from 3 consecutive
orbits. So 1...2...3. (Pointing to a gap in the timeline, labeled "NEOWISE
down.") Pasadena loses communication with NEOWISE that same night.
So they can't observe anything at all for the next four days.

MARCUS. How often does that happen?

MICHAEL. Ideally never. But, you know, it's 250 miles straight up.
RAMZI. They reestablish communication on... (Pointing to the next event:
"Aug 8: Obs 4,5.")...August 8th, at which point we get 2 more
observations. That makes 5 observations of the same object. At that time, it
would've been assigned an ID and published out to the world at 8AM our
time. And since it's potentially hazardous, everyone would've started
looking for it. (Pointing to a gap labeled "MPC down.") But the report
didn't go out that morning because our VMS clusters went down.
CELINE. Security patch. Netops just sent a summary.

MARCUS. NASA and us both down within a week. People had to be
angry at us.

ANNE. We don’t focus on that. It’s not who’s responsible, it’s what.
RAMZI. So between August 8th and 11th, nobody can submit anything to
us. (Pointing to the next date: "Aug 11: Fix.") The 11th was Sunday.
CELINE. That's when the clusters came back up and we put out the all-
clear for everyone to backfill.

RAMZI. Yep. And a few hours later, on Monday morning, Marcus
finds...whatever this is.

MICHAEL. Which is what?

RAMZI. We don't know. It's not orbiting the Sun. It's probably never been
in our solar system before.

24



COMET

MICHAEL. That sounds awfully rare, this made-up thing that no one can
prove exists.

MARCUS. Why don’t we have more observations for this?

MICHAEL. Because it's not real.

ANNE. Michael, please. (To Marcus.) Ask again.

MARCUS. Why didn't NEOWISE see it after the 8th?

RAMZI. Okay, we can show this...Michael, you go here. Celine, take the
ball and stand here. Marcus, here. (Ramzi guides everyone into place.
Using a clock as a reference: Michael, sitting in his chair, is at the center.
Celine, holding the basketball, is at 6 o'clock. Marcus is well off the clock,
but in the direction of 11 o'clock.) Okay. Michael, you're the sun. Celine,
you're the Earth. Marcus, you're the asteroid. This i1s where we get really
unlucky. The object’s orbital plane almost matches Earth’s. On August
8th, last week, it passed Eastern elongation. Now Celine and Marcus,
move together... (Celine traces the circular orbit counter-clockwise from 6
o'clock to 3 o'clock. Marcus moves in a straight line to 12 o'clock.) ..now
stop. That's when it'll hit Western elongation, in mid-November.
MARCUS. What does that mean?

ANNE. It means the Sun is blocking our view. No one can see it for the
next 3 months. (4 sober beat. When it’s over...)

MICHAEL. Right now there's some 16-year-old kid in Korea, refreshing
the front page of CNN hoping his prank will make the news. (Celine
moves back to her seat, returning the basketball to Ramzi’s desk.) I mean,
whoever did this is brilliant. Invent an invisible asteroid that can't be
debunked? We should hire him.

MARCUS. No one would do that.

RAMZI. NEOWISE could tell us, Anne. They can check the raw images.
(Celine gathers up her laptop bag and slings it over her shoulder. A beat
while everyone looks at her: where are you going?)

CELINE. I have a dentist appointment.
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SCENE 11

(PROJECTION VIDEO of a home video recording.) In 2032, the home
office in the late afternoon. Shadows are beginning to fall. Anne narrates
from her chair.

ANNE. I want to leave you more than just a story. But I don't have that
much anymore. (She pulls out a square glass plate, about 8-10 inches in
height and width.) 1 do have this. It's not valuable, but it is stolen...so it is
valuable, in a way. It’s a star cluster called Hyades. Before film, they
developed images of the sky on glass. They’d paint emulsion on it and
hand-position a telescope for hours till it turned black where it was
exposed to light -- where the stars were. But what you’re seeing isn’t just
hours. Hyades is 60 light-years across. So this one image spans 60 years.
And every moment in those 60 years. An entire life, all at once, flattened
onto glass. Everything happening at the same time. (PROJECTION
VIDEO OUT.)

RUTH (V.0.). Hi Anne, it's Ruth. I'm sorry for the early call...I'm in
Boston. Would you like to meet?

THE PLAY IS NOT OVER!! TO FIND OUT HOW IT ENDS—
ORDER A COPY AT WWW.NEXTSTAGEPRESS.COM
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