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Harking back to a time of simpler values, A Bill to Pay shows a young man and his grandfather grappling with the changes each faces. One is coming of age and deals with issues of relationship, agency, and purpose. The other wants to retire and invokes matters of succession, closure, and, ironically, romance. Both the past they’ve shared and their future confound them; their present needs are a humorous source of conflict. They are family, after all.

 

A Bill to Pay finds fun in showing audiences the price of life's little decisions. Set in 1988 to 1990 in Waterloo, Ontario, this comedy fixates on a big concern for all—the new U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement (FTA), calling to mind what was lost and the price Canadians continue to pay.
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Characters



    

      
        	
          Pappie Porter

        
        	
          WWII veteran, age 70

        
      


      
        	
          Pearl

        
        	
          A spinster, age 80

        
      


      
        	
          Andy Porter

        
        	
          Pappie's grandson, age 22

        
      


      
        	
          Kate Gooderham

        
        	
          Andy’s girlfriend and waitress, originally from Toronto, age 23

        
      


      
        	
          William Courtney

        
        	
          Kate’s former boyfriend, a wealthy American entrepreneur, age 24

        
      


      
        	
          Fran

        
        	
          MBA student and waitress, age 23

        
      


      
        	
          Heinz

        
        	
          Pool shark and tool & die apprentice, age 26

        
      


      
        	
          Wesley

        
        	
          A female, New Wave/punk reporter. Wears black, has orange-red hair or something with equal effect. Sunglasses

          This small part may be played by the actor who plays Heinz. This duo role would be revealed to the audience at curtain call

        
      


    

  

 

 

Others mentioned:

Frederick Porter     Andy's father       Born 1947, died 1969

Ania Porter             Andy's mother     Born 1945, died 1969

Eva Porter               Pappie's wife       Born 1925, died 1966

 

Set Design

The story takes place in a quaint restaurant and living quarters in Waterloo, Ontario, 1988-90. Oriented to a proscenium stage, the set consists of a restaurant, a kitchen and a flat, respectively, angled from downstage left (the restaurant) to upstage right (the flat), with the kitchen in between. 

Part-walls divide the three in-door areas, as follows:

The restaurant: features a soda fountain with stools. On the upstage wall are saloon doors to the poolroom located backstage. The restaurant has four round cafe tables with chairs. 

Part of the front of the restaurant is visible to the audience at extreme stage left. Beyond, in the wings, the audience sees the flashing neon sign of The Lone Star, which is diminished in size to give the impression it is located across the street. When lit, the sign communicates night time.

The restaurant kitchen: is a narrow galley behind the soda fountain, between the restaurant and flat. A service door leads to the flat, and a swinging door is next to the soda fountain.

The flat: is one or two steps above the kitchen, and it consists of a small room with a table. Two bedroom doors are on the angled stage right wall. A door on the back wall leads backstage.

In front of the proscenium arch are two outdoor areas:

Front stage right: a park bench set under a lamppost.

Front stage left: an open area for scenes such as Kate's apartment and a coffee shop at the local airport; alternately the telephone booth from which William calls.

On the upstage and side stage walls are flats dressed like the tops of neighboring buildings with windows, chimneys, fire escapes and false facades typical of the late 1800s and early 1900's. When not lit, they disappear, denoting day time.

 

Musical Prelude

While music can play an important role in theatre productions, the music and the lyrics are protected by copyright. The law around Fair Use is complicated. Theatre producers need to navigate copyright issues and obtain the permissions they require when staging this play as they would for any play.

For readers, the situation is different. The text of this play can identify the names of songs without infringing copyright law. If you don’t recognize songs based on their titles, I encourage you to listen to them using your usual music app. In this way, identifying songs in the text can benefit musical artists.

Throughout this play, I have identified music that I feel would be effective to draw the audience into the drama. 

Following are my suggestions for music prior to raising the curtain.

Van Morrison: “Precious Time”

- More of this, and a reprise at end

 

Coldplay: “Yellow”

- Some

 

Zac Brown, Jimmy Buffett: “Knee Deep”

- A little is just enough

 

Weezer: “Island in the Sun”

- Big, loud ending. Upbeat & fun
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  A Bill 
 to Pay


  ACT ONE – Saturday


  I, i The letters


  Pappie & Pearl


  It is early, a Saturday in May. Lights up on the upper flats of old buildings. Morning light in windows. Birds singing. An alarm goes off.


  Buttoning-up a colourful, plaid, long-sleeved shirt, PAPPIE enters the flat from his bedroom and drums his fingers on the table. He hums a World War II tune, such as the 1943 song Mairzy Doats.


  Pappie:      (Humming a random tune in his own quirky way.) Doo-do-doot, doo-di-doot, diddely do-do-doo …


  PAPPIE knocks on the other bedroom door.


  Up, up and at 'em like an atom bomb.


  No response.


  (Humming.) Diddely, diddely, diddely do …


  PAPPIE knocks again.


  Andy! Opportunity awaits you! (No answer) Humph.


  PAPPIE peeks inside, raises his arms in exasperation, frowns, and exits from the flat through the kitchen and restaurant, which are dark and still. He exits the front door, picks up the morning newspaper, and calms himself as he takes a morning stroll with the paper tucked under his arm, whistling a random tune. 


  A spot light comes up on a park bench at front stage right, where PEARL sits. PAPPIE steps into the light and joins her on the bench.


  Pappie:    Beautiful morning to you, Pearl.


  Pearl:       There's a certain peacefulness in the way a city awakens.


  Pappie:     Yeah, a person can think clearly without all the bustle of people. 


  Pearl:       The bustle? I don't mind that so much. Truth is, I don't want to waste time sleeping. There's too much to do.


  Pappie:     Some people don't handle retirement quite as well as you do. Once they have a pension, they act different. Never around anymore, always off somewhere. Out on the golf course. Or wintering in Florida.


  Pearl:      You couldn't pay me to chase around a golf ball, or to live in Florida.


  Pappie:    That's what I say. I wouldn't trade this for any place.


  Pearl:      There are those who are trying to catch up, and there are those trying to turn back time.


  Pappie:     I want to slow down a bit. Like you, Pearl.


  Pearl:       Me? Slow down? I want to speed up, not slow down. 


  Pappie:     Well, take things a little easier.


  Pearl:       Things? Like what?


  Pappie:     Like parenting, for one.


  Pearl:      One can’t retire from being a parent, Pappie.


  Pappie:     It's hard to let go.


  Pearl:      I remember things now I hadn't thought of in years—standing at the kitchen window, watching the cows hanging over the fence just beyond the apple trees in the yard, while my mother baked pies. The screen door would bang shut whenever my brothers came in or out. We were outside a lot— beyond the fields—we climbed the hills and explored the forests—


  Pappie:     Sounds wonderful.


  Pearl:      Oh, it was. Our chores were very important, my mother made sure we knew that. One time, the boys wanted me to guess how many flies were stuck on the fly-paper hanging from the ceiling. Mother ended that quickly. If we had time to be counting dead flies, she would give us more work. It didn't pay to be a wastrel.


  Pappie:      Like my Andy.


  Pearl:      What is so important to worry about? You're handing him the restaurant on a silver platter. 


  Pappie:       I want him to have a good start. Make him a success. 


  Pearl:       That's not the only thing a boy needs.


  Pappie:      If he could just make this year a good one, he'll set a pattern for the rest of his life.


  Pearl:      Why don't you let him take over?


  Pappie:       He didn't come home last night. Stayed at Kate's. I'm afraid he's getting involved in a wrong way. It isn’t right for a man to—


  Pearl:      Sleep with a woman? Pappie. Have you become a prude?


  Pappie:        He should get married.


  Pearl:       What’s the rush?


  Pappie:       Twenty-two is a precarious age. 


  Pearl:      You should try eighty.


  Pappie:       He keeps to himself. There's no need for a secret life.


  Pearl:      Do you expect a full report when he comes home? 


  Pappie:       Don’t I have the right? I raised him, didn't I?


  Pearl:      We all have secrets. You certainly have yours.


  Pappie:       What? My life is in the open.


  Pearl:      Is it? What about those letters? 


  Pappie:       Letters?


  Pearl:      Don't play the fool with me, Pappie Porter. The letters from Frederick. Why don't we have a chat about them right now?


  Pappie:       I will give the letters to Andy when the time is right. 


  Pearl:      You've never told him, have you? 


  Pappie:       He knows they died in a car accident.


  Pearl:      Are you sure?


  Pappie:       Hey, what are you driving at?


  Pearl:      Andy never knew his father. Those letters are a link to his past. 


  Pappie:       I want to protect him—from threats, from—


  Pearl:      From women?


  Pappie:       From the past. I don't want it all played out again.


  Pearl:       The facts speak for themselves. Pappie, you've never been frank with him. 


  Pappie:       I just need the right time. Then I'll tell him.


  Soften spot on PARK BENCH and fade slowly to serve as an image.


   


  I, ii Andy’s dream


  Pappie & Andy


  PAPPIE enters the flat via the front door of the restaurant and removes the letters from his hiding place in the flat and proceeds to look through them at the table.


  KATE and ANDY enter the restaurant, embrace, and turn on the lights. KATE goes into the kitchen. She is sluggish and indifferent. ANDY goes through the kitchen into the flat. 


  PAPPIE casually sets aside the letters with other papers, unnoticed by ANDY.


  Andy:       Hi, Pappie.


  Pappie:       It's a wonder young people can keep such hours and work the next day. When I was your age—


  Andy:       I know. You were in England.


  Pappie:       That's right. We flew at night—I'd much prefer to have been out gallivanting around.


  Andy:       I wasn't. Got too late to come home, that's all.


  Pappie:       I didn't mean YOU. I was talking about ME. I wish I could've been free and easy when I was your age. 


  Andy:       I know, but there was a war on. 


  Pappie:       Everyone was mobilized, even those who didn't go to war worked in factories. Great Britain needed uniforms, food, equipment, and munitions.


  Andy:       So you flew bombers?


  Pappie:       After the war, I married your grandmother. I grew up quickly. Marriage has a way of doing that.


  Andy:       Pappie, are you saying I should get married?


  Pappie:       (He laughs.) Heck no, you're too young. 


  Andy:       How old were you?


  Pappie:       Twenty-five.


  Andy:      That's about the same.


  Pappie:       Young people have it easy. There's no pressing urgency for your generation.


  Andy:      You were lucky to fly—even if there was a war. I'd give anything to learn to fly.


  Pappie:       Yes, Andy, flying is quite a thing. So. How's the loan account?


  Andy:       The bank said we would be more profitable if we put more money into it.


  Pappie:       The bank just wants to give you a loan.


   


  Fade lights marginally in the flat.


   


  I, iii What women want


  Fran, Heinz & Kate


  KATE goes in the kitchen to make the coffee she'll drink at end of scene. 


  FRAN and HEINZ arrive at front door from different directions. FRAN wears a tweedy jacket and wire-rimmed glasses, and carries text books and binders. 


  KATE stacks clean dishes on a tray and listens in the whole time.


  Heinz:       Morning, Fran.


  Fran:       Morning, Heinz. What brings you out so early?


  HEINZ indicates his pool cue case.


  Fran:       Ah, the instrument of sloth and decadence. This country would be in better shape if people devoted even one evening to volunteer work.


  Heinz:       Oh yeah, as in 'Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.'


  KATE emerges from the kitchen with clean dishes.


  Kate:      That's John F. Kennedy.


  Heinz:      That’s right, Sugar!


  Fran:       (Scowling) That's the idea, but keep it separate from your American patriotism.


  HEINZ laughs and notices that KATE snickers to herself.


  Fran:       Canadians like JFK … we share his belief that government is meant to help people.


  Heinz:       A government can't perform miracles. 


  KATE frowns as she returns to the kitchen.


  Fran:       That's not true, Heinz. My concern is for people, not for a patriotic construct you call a country.


  Heinz:       You’re down on Americans, aren’t you?


  Fran:      I grew up LOVING the United States. I went to Disneyland in L.A., and I have family in the U.S. But all the gun violence! It isn’t safe. 


  Heinz:      Fair enough.


  Fran:      If they’re not careful, they will lose the respect of the world. 


  Heinz:      So what?


  Fran:      Who wants to support an ethic that can’t be admired? Emulated? Their movies, music, literature, culture – everything they stand for – will be shunned. That includes their consumer products. America worked so hard to attain a leading role. All the goodwill of the Marshall plan in the 1950s – everything – will be lost! 


  Heinz:       Let's not get into politics.


  Fran:      Too late for that. Are you playing Andy today?


  Heinz:       I'm here early to practice.


  Fran:      That's like cramming on the morning before an exam—but what would you know about exams?


  Heinz:       You don't need to be a "professional" student to learn.


  Fran:      What would you know? (FRAN flicks her wrist.) 


  Heinz:       I like to play, which is more I can say about Andy.


  Fran:       Huh. Andy is a natural. He can shoot pool like he flips burgers—with his eyes closed.


  KATE rolls her
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  Andy & Fran, Wesley
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  II, i A branding proposal


  William, Pappie
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