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*** NOTICE ***

The amateur and stock acting rights to this work are controlled exclu-
sively by THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY without whose
permission in writing no performance of it may be given. Royalty must
be paid every time a play is performed, whether or not it is presented for
profit and whether or not admission is charged. A play is performed any
time it is acted before an audience. Current royalty rates, applications and
restrictions may be found at our Web site: www.dramaticpublishing.com.
Or we may be contacted by mail at: DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COM-
PANY, P.O. Box 129, Woodstock IL 60098.

COPYRIGHT LAW GIVES THE AUTHOR OR THE AUTHOR’S
AGENT THE EXCLUSIVE RIGHT TO MAKE COPIES. This law pro-
vides authors with a fair return for their creative efforts. Authors earn
their living from the royalties they receive from book sales and from the
performance of their work. Conscientious observance of copyright law is
not only ethical, it encourages authors to continue their creative work.
This work is fully protected by copyright. No alterations, deletions or
substitutions may be made in the work without the prior written consent
of the publisher. No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photo-
copy, recording, videotape, film, or any information storage and retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publisher. It may not be
performed either by professionals or amateurs without payment of roy-
alty. All rights, including but not limited to the professional, motion pic-
ture, radio, television, videotape, foreign language, tabloid, recitation, lec-
turing, publication and reading, are reserved.

For performance of any songs, music and recordings mentioned in this
play which are in copyright, the permission of the copyright owners
must be obtained or other songs and recordings in the public domain
substituted.
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IMPORTANT BILLING AND CREDIT REQUIREMENTS

All producers of the play must give credit to the author(s) of the play in
all programs distributed in connection with performances of the play and
in all instances in which the title of the play appears for purposes of ad-
vertising, publicizing or otherwise exploiting the play and/or a produc-
tion. The name of the author(s) must also appear on a separate line, on
which no other name appears, immediately following the title, and must
appear in size of type not less than fifty percent the size of the title type.
Biographical information on the author(s), if included in the playbook,
may be used in all programs. In all programs this notice must appear:

“Produced by special arrangement with
THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY of Woodstock, Illinois”
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What’d Ya Do Today, Billy Joe? was first produced at

FirstStage, Hollywood, California, and was directed by Bill

White.

* * * *

What’d Ya Do Today, Billy Joe? was recently a prize win-

ner in four national play contests:

— The Little Theatre of Alexandria (Va.)

— The Juneteenth Festival in Louisville (Ky.)

— The Pittsburgh New Plays Festival (Pa.)

— FirstStage in Hollywood (Calif.)
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What’d Ya Do Today, Billy Joe?

A One-act Play

For 2 Men, 2 Women, 1 Boy

CHARACTERS

GRANDMA TYLER . . . . . . . . . . . . . an old black woman

BILLY JOE TYLER . . . . a black boy, about nine years old

PEARL TYLER . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Billy Joe’s mother

BIG FRED TYLER . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Billy Joe’s father

REVEREND WATSON . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a white minister

OFFSTAGE VOICES - Several neighborhood children, a

few angry men and a school bus driver.
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What’d Ya Do Today, Billy Joe?

SCENE 1

SCENE: Late September 1966. A black neighborhood on

the outskirts of a small Southern town. Simple set pieces

indicating an unpainted frame house, its downstage wall

open to the audience, sits slightly UL. There are a cou-

ple of scruffy plants and shrubs in the small dirt front

yard. In the tidy main room of the house, which serves

as the living room and dining room, we see a table and

several chairs DC. A small kitchen area is UR, a couple

of stairs leading “upstairs” are ULC. A small bedroom

area, now dark, is far DL. A patched screen door leads

to the front porch, R, which has a wooden rocker with a

worn throw pillow in it. A crude cage made of chicken

wire rests on the end of the porch step, and there is a

chicken in it.

AT RISE: It is early evening. Light is fading outside. The

house inside is dark. Sounds of children playing are

heard offstage R. In the wooden rocker on the porch sits

GRANDMA TYLER. She stares into space, rocking and

occasionally humming some indistinguishable tune to

herself, seemingly oblivious to all around her.

BOY 1 (offstage). Come on, Billy Joe—

BOY 2 (offstage). Hey, come and play ball with us, man!

BILLY JOE (offstage). Don’t want to.
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BOY 1 (offstage). Why not?

BILLY JOE (offstage). Just don’t want to.

BOY 2 (offstage). Let ya pitch.

BILLY JOE (offstage). It’s gettin’ dark. I gotta go home

now.

BOY 1 (offstage). Come on—

BOY 2 (offstage). Aw, let him go. He’s stuck-up.

GIRL (offstage). He’s goin’ to a white school tomorrow,

that’s why.

BILLY JOE (offstage). Ain’t neither.

GIRL (offstage). Yes you are! And my daddy says it’s

gonna be bad ’count of him goin’ to that school.

(BILLY JOE enters DR.)

BOY 2 (offstage). We don’t wanta play with him no more!

(BILLY JOE shrugs at offstage remarks and kicks rock

in yard.)

GIRL (starts chanting offstage, then others join in). Billy

Joe’s a stuck-up! Billy Joe’s a stuck-up! Billy Joe’s a

stuck-up! (Laughter, and CHILDREN’s voices fade.

BILLY JOE walks to the cage of his pet chicken. He

makes a soft clicking sound with his tongue at the

chicken, then reaches into his pocket for some kernels of

corn and gives them to the chicken. He walks up porch

step.)

BILLY JOE. Grandma—look what I found. (BILLY JOE

takes a broken piece of transparent blue glass from his

pocket and holds it up to the fading sunlight to show her

the color. GRANDMA looks through it and smiles

broadly.) You can have it. I brought it for you.
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(She holds it up to the fading light and resumes her

rocking and humming as BILLY JOE goes back to his

chicken. BIG FRED enters from house, stands on porch

a few moments, nervously looking around.)

BIG FRED. Billy Joe, ain’t you got somethin’ you’re sup-

posed to be doin’?

BILLY. Nope.

BIG FRED. What that fool chicken doin’ here? Didn’t I

tell you to take it out back?

BILLY JOE (shrugs). I dunno.

BIG FRED. Well take it out there! (Calls in to PEARL.)

What time is it, Pearl?

(As outdoor light fades, lights come up in house. PEARL

hurries into kitchen area, buttoning her blouse in back

as she does.)

PEARL. It’s early, Big Fred. He ain’t comin’ yet. (BILLY

JOE exits UR with chicken. BIG FRED looks off with a

worried look.)

GRANDMA (forcefully, but to no one in particular). Pee

in your pants and the devil take ya!

BIG FRED. Mama, I told you not to say that!

GRANDMA (ignoring him). Pee in your pants and the

devil take ya!

BIG FRED (calling). Pearl?! PEARL!

PEARL. What?!

BIG FRED. We gotta keep Mama quiet when he gets here.

PEARL. Why?

BIG FRED. ’Cuz she’s sayin’ it again!
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PEARL. Oh no! (Quickly wiping hands on towel, she

comes to screen door and looks out.) She ain’t done that

for over two weeks now!

BIG FRED. Well she’s doin’ it now!

PEARL. Wonder why?

BIG FRED. How should I know?

PEARL. Well she’s your mama, Big Fred. You take care of

her. I got my hands full. (PEARL walks back into

kitchen area.)

BIG FRED (quietly but firmly to GRANDMA). Mama, now

you gotta be quiet. You understand me? We got some-

body comin’ over here tonight and it’s real important,

see?

GRANDMA (defiantly). Devil take ya, devil take ya!

BIG FRED (beat, as he looks at her, puzzled). Why you

say that, Mama? You never said nothin’ like that ’fore

you took sick. You woulda washed my mouth out with

lye soap if you’d heard me sayin’ anything like that.

GRANDMA (sing-song). Devil take ya, devil take ya!

BIG FRED (shakes head). Life is sure funny. You went to

church every Sunday, and never once sayin’ things like

that. And now—I don’t know. Maybe you always

wanted to say those things and never did—till now. That

it?

GRANDMA. Pee in your pants—

BIG FRED. Why’d you choose tonight to start in again?

Huh? Just plain orneryness. That’s it, ain’t it? (GRAND-

MA rocks and stares defiantly up at him.) Well, you kin

be as ornery as ya like to me and Pearl—that make no

difference to us. But I know you love Billy Joe. And to-

night is for Billy Joe! So if you want to show him you

love him, you’ll be quiet. Hear? —Mama, you hear me?!
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