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Some works of theater, like most of William Shakespeare's plays, are
timeless. Others, like Jonathan Larson's 1995 musical "Rent," seem
already dated. Then there are plays like William Inge's 1955 comedy
"Bus Stop," which, though firmly rooted in the past, evoke longing for
an uncomplicated future.

The gentle innocence of "Bus Stop" is warmly rendered in a new
production directed by Joseph Hardy at the Old Globe. With its
unhurried pacing and exceptional cast, "Bus Stop" unwinds like a
colorful piece of cellophane-wrapped candy, with each character slowly
exposing his or her crinkles, with sweetness hidden away at the very
center.

Set in western Kansas in the mid-1950s, "Bus Stop" is the story of a
group of bus passengers stranded together overnight by a blizzard in a
rural roadside diner. Among the passengers are the perpetually drunk
Dr. Gerald Lyman, a lecherous, thrice-married college professor with an
eye for teenage girls; two Montana cowboys -- the guitar-strumming,
soft-spoken, older Virgil, and the hotheaded 21-year-old bronco buster,
Bo; and Cherie, a third-rate Kansas City lounge singer whom Bo has
lassoed as his unwilling future wife after a single night of passion.

Sharing the evening with them are Grace, the sassy middle-aged diner
proprietor; Carl, the no-nonsense bus driver who's secretly courting
Grace; Elma, the naive high school-age waitress whose love of
literature puts her under Dr. Lyman's spell; and Will Masters, the
town's level-headed sheriff.

During the course of the show (which is broken into three short acts
with two, 12-minute intermissions), we get to know the diner's
inhabitants as they share personal stories, put on a variety show to
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alleviate their boredom, and look on as the bullheaded Bo ever so
slowly convinces Cherie that they're made for each other. There are no
big plot twists or surprises; instead, the story unfolds as a pleasantly
funny and touching series of conversations and encounters that end
happily with just a touch of bittersweetness.

Director Hardy doesn't try to modernize the story or squeeze its
slightly dated dialogue structure with overlapping text. Instead, he
embraces the play as a treasured time capsule of Americana, back in
the days when love at first sight was conceivable and conversations
with strangers were an everyday occurrence.

Fresh-faced Globe newcomers Kate Steele and Ben Fox star in the play
as Cherie and Bo. Steele has the same strikingly dewy beauty of Marilyn
Monroe (who memorably played Cherie in the 1956 film version of "Bus
Stop"), and her dreadful countertop version of "That Old Black Magic" is
the hilarious climax of the play. And Fox's energy, body language and
youthful enthusiasm makes his character's fresh-off-the-farm
simplicity believable.

Stephen Payne's hollow-cheeked look and resonant bass voice are a
perfect fit for the fatherly character of Virgil, who has tenderly raised
Bo to manhood and, in the end, is left literally out in the cold. And
Globe veteran Jonathan McMurtry brings a haunted, slightly creepy
quality to Dr. Lyman.

DeAnna Driscoll and Kevin Mahoney are natural actors who are well-
matched as diner owner Grace and bus driver Carl. Karen Zippler brings
a childlike quality to the waitress, Elma. And Christian Kauffman is the
play's moral center as the town constable, Will Masters.

The production features a diner set design by Robin Sanford Roberts,
costumes by Robert Morgan, lighting by Aaron Copp and sound by Paul
Peterson.

The production runs two hours, 15 minutes, with intermissions.

"Bus Stop"

When: 7 p.m. Sundays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays; 8 p.m. Thursdays-
Saturdays; 2 p.m. Saturdays and Sundays; through Feb. 29

Where: Old Globe Theatre, Old Globe complex, Balboa Park, San Diego

Tickets: $19-$52

Info: (619) 239-2255
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