TEN SIMPLE WAYS TO PAY IT FORWARD

A One-Act Play by Gary Firestone

Prologue
A dining table with a few chairs is dimly visible centre stage.  A man, whose name is Wallace, enters and turns on the lights.  He has an envelope in one hand.  He tosses it on the table, takes his coat off and hangs it on a hook by the door.  He goes to the table and picks up the envelope.

Wallace:  I should have known it wouldn't be from Alice.  I know that she doesn't have  phone or internet access, but she promised to write.  All I ever get in the mail is bills.  This one's from the insurance company.  (He opens the letter and starts reading.)  
Off-stage Voice (a loud, amplified, officious sounding voice):  We at your Home Town Insurance Company, a division of State-wide Insurance, a subsidiary of All-American Insurance, incorporated in the Cayman Islands and headquartered in Bahrain, wish you pleasant greetings at this holiday season.  Whether you celebrate Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa or the winter solstice, we know this can be a trying and stressful time of year.  Stress can affect your health, and, as your insurance company, we want you to be healthy. (Wallace mutters "Yeah, so you won't have to pay any claims".)  One way of reducing stress is to feel good about yourself, and doing things for others is a great way to achieving self-esteem.  We can all use a little unexpected act of kindness once in a while.  Some anonymous gestures will never be forgotten.

We have some suggestions for getting out of your usual selfish rut.  We like to call it:

Ten Simple Ways to Pay It Forward!  (As this is being said, the words are projected overhead, and then as each of the 10 items is listed, it is also projected.  Each of the 10 items has a different font and a different fancy border).   

One:
Compliment a stranger – hearing a compliment about personal appearance can  make someone's day.

Two:
Pay for someone's coffee – buy coffee for the person behind you in line.  

Three:  Rake leaves for a neighbour – surprise your neighbours by waking up early and raking their leaves.

Four:  Let someone's supervisor know when you've received good customer service.

Five:  Help someone enjoy a good book – leave a book that you've finished reading on the table at a coffee shop when you leave.

Six:  
Smile at someone who looks sad – it might cheer them up.

Seven:  Volunteer for a cause close to your heart.

Eight:  Give blood – you can help save up to three lives with just one donation.

Nine: 
Return a shopping cart for a mom in the parking lot of your local supermarket.  Moms often have their hands full.

Ten:
Mentor someone – mentoring is a great way of paying it forward.
(Wallace slowly puts down the letter, looking thoughtful.)  

Wallace:  I usually think these types of lists are hokey.  But I've got to do something or I'll just shrivel away.  It's pretty clear that Alice doesn't care for me anymore, and she's the only woman who has ever cared for me.  I thought she really loved me.  But three months and not a single letter.  I've got to start living again, get out of my rut.  This list is dumb, but I'll give it a shot.
Scene One

Compliment a Stranger 

(The title of each scene is projected above the stage during the scene)
(The stage is set with several desks, and people are working at each desk.  Wallace is one of the workers.  He is working furiously, using a calculator and writing entries in a letter.  Like a modern day Bob Cratchit.  Two people enter, one of them an attractive young woman, the other is a supervisor, named Bobby.)

Bobby:  Hey, everyone, this is Sheila, she is our new accounting manager.  After she gets done with a little paperwork in HR, she'll be back to meet each of you personally.  I'm proud to say that she came to work here at Consolidated because of our excellent reputation as an employer that maintains a positive, non-hostile workplace environment.  (While Bobby is making this speech, Wallace continues to work hard, with his head down, never once glancing up.  Sheila gives a little wave to the group, and she and Bobby walk off-stage.  Wallace continues to work for a minute or two, then vigorously writes something and underlines it with a flourish.  He gets up and starts walking across the stage.   Just then, Sheila reappears from off-stage.  As he is ambling along, Wallace pulls out the letter from the insurance company, and:
Off-stage Voice:  Tip One.  Compliment a stranger.

(Wallace folds the letter, puts it back in his pocket, and looks up, seeing Sheila for the first time.  He is a little startled)

Wallace:  Um.  Hm.  Well.  You look . . . you look . . . Wow.  I mean. You sure look good.  Are you sure you belong here?
(Sheila looks shocked and affronted.  Bobby's voice booms from off-stage):  Wallace!  In my 

office!  Now!

(Wallace walks off stage.  Some indistinct muffled shouting (from Bobby) and whining (from Wallace) is heard.  Then Wallace returns, visibly upset.  He goes to his desk, collects his things, and leaves.
Scene Two

Pay for Someone's Coffee
(A coffee shop, where you order at the counter.  He gets to the front of the line, and the woman behind the counter looks at him and smiles.  
Woman Behind Counter:  Hi Wallace.  Good to see you, little brother.
Wallace:  Hi Sis.  I'll have a regular Americano. 
(Wallace pulls out the letter and the off-stage voice says: Pay for someone's coffee.
Wallace (proffering a few dollars):  So here's for my coffee (he turns to the person behind him) and I'm paying for this person too.
Person Next in Line:  So you're offering me a free coffee.  Are you trying to bribe me?  Don't you know it is illegal to offer complimentary beverages to food inspectors?  I heard you – you are related to the person running this place, and the prohibition on bribes and gifts applies to relatives too.  You're in trouble now.  I just might have to shut this place down.
Scene Three

Rake Leaves for a Neighbour
(Dried leaves and a fence.  Wallace walks to the fence, with a rake in his hand.  He leans the rake against the fence, takes the letter out of his pocket and reads it.  The off-stage voice says:
Tip Three – Rake leaves for a neighbour.  
(Wallace folds the letter, puts it back in his pocket, grabs the rake, goes around the fence and starts raking.  When he has the job about half done, the neighbours appears:
Mr. Neighbour:  Hey, what do you think you're doing?
Wallace:  Why, I'm helping you rake your leaves.  It seemed like a neighbourly thing to do.
Mr. Neighbour:  I like the leaves just the way they were.  I like the colours, and they protect the grass from frost.  They provide nutrients too.  So get the hell
 off my property.  You better skedaddle before my woman sees you.  She's not as tolerant as I am.
(Ms. Neighbour appears, brandishing a shotgun.  Wallace runs back to his side of the fence as the stage goes dark.  A flash is seen where the woman was standing, and a loud bang is heard.)

Scene Four

Let Someone's Supervisor Know When You've Received Good Customer Service
(Wallace is at a counter in a used book store with a bag of books.  The clerk behind the counter sorts the books into two piles.)
Clerk:  I can pay you for these, let's see, the total comes to eighteen fifty.
Wallace:  Can't you buy all of them?  I need the money – I just lost my job.
Clerk:  OK, but I can't pay you much – another buck fifty – so twenty for the whole batch.  
(Wallace has been looking at some of the books displayed on the counter "Smartness for Dummies," takes one and says): This book is five dollars, so can you just give me fifteen and I'll take the book.
Clerk: Sure.  Just let me ring these up.  
(He does and Wallace heads towards the door.  On the way, the store manager stops him)
Store Manager:  I hope you enjoyed your visit to The Book Barn.
Wallace:  Very much.  Your clerk was most helpful.  He took all the books I brought to trade in.   He was very kind.
(Wallace leaves the store.  The store manager goes up to the clerk, who seems afraid.)
Store Manager:  So you took all his books.  Let me see them.  (The clerk puts the pile of books back on the counter.  The Store Manager slaps his hand on the counter.)  How many times do I have to tell you, we have more than a hundred copies of Catcher in the Rye and don't need any more.   It's a good thing for you that it's the Christmas rush, otherwise you'd be outta here.
Scene Five 

Help Someone Enjoy a Good Book
Several small tables, with a few people sitting around.  Wallace is at one of the tables, reading the book he got at the bookstore.  He takes a sip of coffee, turns the last page of the book, reads for a little, then closes the book and puts it down.  He pulls out the letter from his pocket, and reads at it. 
Off-stage Voice:  Tip Five.  Help Someone Enjoy a Good Book
(Wallace puts the book on the table, gets up and walks out.  The person at the table next to his looks over sees the book, picks it up and runs out the door, yelling:
Hey, you left your book behind.  (After the person runs off stage, a screech of tires, and a thud is heard, then a babble of excited voices – Did you see that?  Terrible! etc.  Then sirens.)
Scene Six

  
Smile at someone who looks sad – it might cheer them up.
(Wallace is walking down a street.  He has the letter out.)
Off-stage Voice:  Smile at someone who looks sad – it might cheer them up.
(A young woman is walking towards Wallace on the sidewalk.  As they get close to each other, Wallace puts the letter in his pocket and offers a tentative smile.  The young woman slaps him on the right cheek.)
(The stage darkens, then lightens again. As before, Wallace is reading the letter.)

Off-stage Voice:    Smile at someone who looks sad – it might cheer them up.
(This time it is an older woman approaching.  Wallace offers a half-hearted smile.  A pink palm print can be seen on his right cheek.  The old woman slaps him on the left cheek.)
(The stage darkens, then lightens again. As before, Wallace is reading the letter – the slap marks are visible on each cheek. Now he is in a seedy bar, with several bikers and a young scantily-clad woman dancing on the bar.
)
Off-stage Voice:    Smile at someone who looks sad – it might cheer them up.
(Standing next to Wallace is a biker – a huge hulking heavy biker with a bushy beard and big muscular arms. Wallace offers a fearful smile.  The biker reaches back as if to punch Wallace, but then envelops him in a bear-hug.  Wallace falls to the floor, gasping for breath and holding his side.)

Scene Seven

Volunteer for a Cause Close to Your Heart
(Wallace is at the volunteer counter in a hospital.  He has the letter in front of him.)
Off-stage Voice:  Volunteer for a cause close to your heart.
Wallace:  Why do I want to volunteer?  Because you took such good care of my broken ribs.
(The volunteer coordinator hands Wallace a bucket and a mop, and Wallace heads down the corridor and starts mopping the floor.  Wallace is not too coordinated.  He trips a man in a cast.  He swings high with the mop and hits an old woman in the face.  A hospital employee pushes a cart with medical equipment down the corridor, and Wallace upends the cart.  The volunteer coordinator comes up to Wallace.)
Volunteer Coordinator:  Wallace, you know, I think there is something better you could do for us.  There is a blood drive down on the first floor, and you could go donate blood.  And, by the way, all our volunteer positions are now filled, so you won't need to come back.
Scene Eight

Give Blood
(Wallace is on a hospital bed giving blood.)
Off-stage Voice:  Give Blood – You Can Help Save Up to Three Lives with Just One Donation.
(The stage darkens, then when it gets light again, two doctors are talking. 

Doctor One:  Can you believe it – the new virus wasn't detected in the blood taken from the donor, so now three people are sick.  I cannot believe that there is a virus that causes people to have bad luck – but that's what the medical evidence shows.
Doctor Two:  It's pretty amazing.  I heard the donor had volunteered here and was a total disaster, but we are not going to contact him – the virus subsides after a few weeks, and knowing you have it only makes it worse.
Scene Nine

Return a Shopping Cart for a Mom
(The parking lot of a supermarket.
  Wallace returns a cart to the little corral where you are supposed to return the carts.  He takes out the letter.)
Off-stage Voice:  Return a cart for a mom in the parking lot of your local supermarket.
(Wallace walks by a mom and two small kids.  He helps her unload her cart.  The mother drives off, waving good-bye.  Wallace returns the cart to the cart corral.  As he is turning away from it, the cry of a baby is heard.  He turns back to the cart and picks up the crying baby. The mother comes running back, grabs the baby, and wallops Wallace with her very large purse.)
  

Scene Ten


Mentor Someone
(The off stage voice says “Mentor someone” while the stage is still dark.  As the lights come up, Wallace is seen talking with another adult.  There are a bunch of teens, boys and girls, hanging around, joking and fooling around. The other adult is the director of the local youth centre.)
Centre Director:   I really appreciate the work you have done this last week.  We don't usually get someone to spend so much time working with the kids.  And I cannot believe the progress you have made with Kendra.  (At this point, Kendra steps forward and one of the other girls is heard to say “Hey Kendra, where you going?”  Kendra is the girl who was dancing in the bar when the biker hugged Wallace.  She is barely recognizable – she has no  makeup on, and she is not wearing the wig she had on when she was dancing. She is wearing jeans and a baggy hoody.  She is 14, but looks younger.)
Wallace:  Well, she seems to have calmed down.  I have this strange feeling that I met her before, but I just can't place her.  She certainly is a challenge.  But I enjoy working with them.  They like acting tough, but they aren't really tough, they're just kids.
Centre Director:  Don't fool yourself.  Some of them are very tough.  And those that aren't, just given them a little time.  This neighbourhood will toughen them up in a year or two.  And they are sneaky.  You always need to be suspicious when they appear to be good.
Wallace:  I know.  But I think I can handle them.  I've been having a tough time recently, but helping these kids seems like the right thing for me to do, I haven't been screwing up like I usually do.
(The stage goes dark.  When the lights come up again, only Wallace is on stage.  He is holding a new envelope.)
Wallace:  Longfellow, Delvecchio and Cohen, Attorneys at law.  Hmmm.  Maybe some long lost aunt died leaving me a million.  (He laughs ironically, and opens the letter.)
Off-stage Voice.  Dear Sir:  This firm represents Kendra Williams.  As you no doubt are aware, she is pregnant and has identified you as the father.  Because she is 14, under the laws of this state, she lacks the capacity to consent to engaging in sexual acts with someone who is more than three years older than she is.  However, we have no intention of informing the authorities if you agree to be responsible for your acts.  On behalf of Kendra, we demand payment of $50,000 to cover the pregnancy and birth, and then $100,000 per year until the child reaches the age of 21.  We expect your answer within 5 days. 
(Wallace collapses. The lights go dim.)

Additional Scene

The Antibodies Finally Fully Overcome The Virus
(The lights go up again.  Wallace is still on the floor, crying.  He is sobbing phrases like "I just can't take it" and  "Why me?"  A phone rings.  Wallace fumbles with a cell phone, and finally answers it.)
Off-screen Female Voice:  Wallace, it's Alice.
Wallace:  Alice, is it really you?
Alice (She sounds bubbly -- cheerful and excited):  It's so good to hear your voice.  It's been so long.  Did you get my letters?  I got all yours.  Two a day!  I don't know if I would have been able to bear the isolation without them.
(A doorbell rings.  Wallace, still with the phone to his ear, opens the door, and a person in a postal uniform hands him a large bunch of letters in a rubber band.)
Alice:  Wallace – are you crying?
Wallace:  A little.  I was afraid I would never see you again.  And now a 14 year old is claiming I am the father of the baby she is carrying.
Alice: And are you the father? Wait -you don't need to answer that – I know you're not.  You're too good a man.  So why are you worried – a simple DNA test will set things straight.  (A long pause)  Wallace, are you still there?
Wallace:  Yes.  I'm so stupid, I didn't think of that – I just thought that no one would believe me.  So where are you, when do I get to see you?  (The door opens and Alice walks in.  Overhead, the words "The antibodies finally fully overcome the virus" are projected.)
Alice (walking into Wallace's arms):  Now, and forever. 
The End 
�	 For younger audiences, the word “heck” may be used.


�	 If you are doing this as a high school production, she can't be too scantily clad – you don't want to get in trouble with your principal, and neither do I.  For productions that expect an adult audience, you can get pretty skimpy as long as the actress is an adult.  If you are a bunch of people of my advanced age putting on this play, please cover up.


�	 Note- directors are going to have to be creative with this scene – you will probably have to imagine the cars, but a shopping cart or two would be useful.


�	 Note to inexperienced directors -- make sure there are no hard surfaces (buckles, clasps) on the purse and make sure it is not too heavy -- you don't want to hurt your leading actor.


�	 This could be the end of the play.  Directors -- if you want a more upbeat ending, an additional scene is offered.  I leave it to your artistic judgment and your knowledge of your audience.








