Et Cetera and the Mantis: Pathos for the Rope-Burnt Neck 
Act One
The stage appears cold with a bare floor and featureless back wall. A low wooden table sits toward center right of stage, its long end facing front. Atop it sit four black bowlers intervallic lengthwise. Back left stands a metal foldout ladder, unfolded downstage. A white sheet hangs on its middle rung upstage.
Enter Tillot left, slow lugubrious steps, hunched forward. He wears a rumpled, white shirt, buttoned from the fourth button downward, untidily tucked into his pants. The pants are tight and black ending approximately eight inches above the ground, suspended by twisted black braces. He wears no socks or shoes. A pink tie hangs loosely around his neck. His face is painted white with eyes and lips lined in black.
Tillot walks toward the table, moaning lowly as he approaches center stage, dragging a foot as he does so. He stops behind the table turning forward, ending upon one foot, losing balance, recovering himself with little motion. Staring down at the bowlers, he puts his right hand to his face and moves head side to side. He turns clockwise in this position, pivoting on his heel. Seeing the ladder, he stretches his hands forward, palm up, confusedly, bending his spine backward.
Tillot: (irate yet not exclamatory, and still toward ladder holding position) Stapes.

Baritone offstage left singing: Stapes.

Falsetto offstage right singing: Stapes.

A crash is heard right, followed by a man’s howl left and an elephant’s trumpet above.

Stapes: (offstage left, cautious yet loud) Tillot?

Falsetto: Tillot.
Baritone: Tillot.

Tillot opens his eyes widely and adopts a visage of anger. He raises his right hand higher as he twisted toward the audience, keeping his torso straight, rotating on the balls of his feet, appearing to lose balance again but remaining upright.

Tillot: (voice rising in impatience but annunciating) Come Stapes, explain thyself.

Baritone and Falsetto: Explain thyself.

Stapes flamboyantly stumbles in stage left holding a keyboard on his upturned forearms, gripping it with curled fingers. He wears a pink leather collar around his neck and black form-fitting shorts ending shortly above his knee. His face is painted white as well with an oversized, red smile painted over his mouth points ending just below the eyes which too are lined in black. Recovering himself after the stumble, he marches to center stage erectly stamping his feet militarily as he stops. He gently lays the keyboard upon the ground and upon standing up again, exaggeratedly salutes Tillot and lifts the keyboard again, the keys facing Tillot.
Silence.

Tillot turns toward Stapes, on the balls of his feet again, not moving his hands. Beginning to turn his head and gesture toward the ladder, the keyboard catches his eye and he gazes in awe and confusion at it. Lowering and turning his right hand, he puts his fingers upon the middle E, G, and B keys. Being pressed, whole notes are played in pipe organ tone.

Silence.

Tillot stares into Stapes’s eyes. The awe in his eyes turns to rage as stapes becomes frightened and the keyboard in his arms shakes.

Tillot: (menacing) Explain thyself.

Stapes: (stuttering) I was-

Tillot: (overpowering) Chair.
Stapes runs offstage left, carrying the keyboard. He runs back on to center, stops, sets the keyboard upon the ground, runs back offstage left. As he does so, Tillot turns back toward the table, stops, and stares straight forward. Stapes returns, running with a metal folding chair, unfolds it behind Tillot, and pushes it under him as he sits. Stapes walks back toward the keyboard, bends over, and picks it up. He exits carrying it stage left.
Tillot raises the first bowler on his left with his left hand and sets it upon his head. A teabag is underneath. Tillot picks it up, examines it.

Tillot: (intrigued, with teabag in hand) Teabag.

Baritone then Falsetto: Teabag.

Enter Perry, left. He wears a short pink skirt, white face, black eyes and down-turned lips, and a black tear under his right eye. He skips in waving his arms to his sides and collapses before the ladder.
Tillot replaces the teabag. He sets back down the bowler with his left hand while lifting the next bowler with his right hand, placing it upon his head. A hot plate is underneath.
Tillot: (angrily puzzled) What is this? (waving his hand over the hot plate, angry, less puzzled) Hot (pause, less angry, matter-of-fact) plate.

Falsetto then Baritone: Hot plate.

Enter Welkin, left. He wears white under-shorts and under-shirt, a pink bow in his hair, white face, black lips, and a black stripe stretching across both eyes. He removes the sheet from the rung of the ladder and lays it over the length of Perry’s body. Perry struggles underneath noisily as Welkin stares at the convulsing sheet looking to the audience periodically.

Tillot replaces the hat with left hand and lifts the furthest right bowler with right hand, tossing it upon his head. A short tea pot is underneath. He lifts and inspects it.
Tillot: (angrier than before, almost yelling) Tea pot?

Baritone then Falsetto: Tea pot.

Tillot: (steaming, yelling) Quiet!

Perry lies prostrate under the sheet. Welkin shrieks and pulls the sheet off of him casting it flatly upon the stage, left front. Perry is on his back.
Tillot replaces the bowler from his head with his right hand. Attempting to throw the final bowler upon his head with his left hand, it falls upon the floor toward center stage. A tea cup is exposed.

Perry rolls over and crawls to the sheet during the next series of lines as Welkin watches with hands his upon waist.

Tillot: (grabbing the tea cup and holding it up, shaking, loud, no longer yelling, but irate) 
Tea cup.

Falsetto: Tea cup.

Tillot: (same tone) Stapes.

Baritone: Stapes.

Tillot: (more irate) Bowler.

Falsetto: Bowler.

Tillot: (yelling) Quiet!
Perry lies provocatively upon the sheet gazing into Welkin’s eyes.

As Tillot yells, Stapes bounds in jumping over Perry, quickly moving to the tips of his toes hearing the exclamation. Stapes creeps over to the bowler upon the ground, bends down, picks it up, and sets it upon his head. He then moves stealthily to the front of the table, turning toward Tillot, removing the hat in his presence, and replacing it after a salute. Tillot replaces the tea cup.
Tillot: (genially commanding) Bowler.
Perry: (to Welkin) Picnic.

Stapes, bowing, removes his hat and sets it gently upon Tillot’s head, patting its top as he repositions himself. Tillot scowls and moves his eyes upward as this is done. Pause. Tillot stands abruptly removing the bowler and slams it upon Stapes’s head, Stapes’s knees sinking slavishly at the impact. Tillot takes his seat again, folding his arms.
Welkin kneels upon the sheet opposite Perry, extending his hand.

Tillot: (through his teeth) Bowler.

Perry: (softer, erotic) Picnic?
Stapes: (thoughtfully) Ah. (pause, quick and emphatic) Yes, yes, yes!

Stapes removes his bowler and lays it over the exposed tea cup. 
Tillot: (content) Hot (pause, thinking) plate.

Perry takes Welkin’s hand gently in both of his. Their eyes lock.

Silence.

Tillot: (apologetically) Hot plate.
Welkin releases a loving sigh.

Stapes puts the bowler farthest to his left upon his head. Pause. Replacing the hat, he dons the right-most bowler. Pause. Replacing, he again dons the left-most. Pause. Replacing, he puts on the bowler to its right. Pause. Etc. He finally reveals the hot plate, with all other items and head covered with bowlers.

Tillot: (amiably) Tea pot.

Perry releases a lustful sigh.

Covering the hot plate, Stapes reveals the tea bag, then the tea cup, the hot plate again, the tea cup, and finally the tea pot.

Tillot: Hot plate.

Welkin moves slowly toward Perry.

Stapes begins to cover the tea pot with his bowler, as Tillot grabs it and puts it upon his own head.

Tillot: Hot plate.

Perry progresses on all fours toward Welkin. They’re faces are close together.

With the hot plate remaining uncovered, Stapes picks up hats in his previous manner (tea cup, tea bag, etc) until he reveals the hot plate, keeping the bowler that had covered it upon his head. He places the tea pot on the hot plate.
Tillot: Tea cup.
Perry and Welkin watch the following unravel.

Attempting to place his bowler on the tea pot, Stapes finds it no longer fits. He looks from side to side, clutching the hat to his chest. He turns around, stares at the audience, looks side to side, and turns back around. He returns it to his head, then lifts the bowler covering the tea bag, and stacks it atop that already on his head. Tillot scowls. Stapes turns back to the audience and gives a gesture of the shoulders and arms indicating confusion. The two hats sink in front of his eyes. Pushing the bottom rim upward, they fall backward off his head. Stapes looks fearful. With a sweep of his arm and an expressionless face, Tillot flings the tea pot off its hot plate to center stage. It is empty.
Perry: (eyeing the fallen tea pot) Tea?
Perry climbs to his feet as Stapes, nervously jittery, rushes to the pot, scoops it in his arms and runs off stage, right. Perry follows in a lumbering sprint, catching up at the wing. When both are off stage a loud crash and yelps of pain are heard.

A long, uncomfortable silence on stage, both Tillot and Welkin stare at the audience. This proceeds for an unbearable length of time; expect audience members to leave.

Welkin: (finally, standing, dismayed, looking toward stage right) My love?

Tillot turns and looks at Welkin, turning again to the audience, just now noticing him.

Falsetto: Death.

Tillot looks toward the Falsetto’s voice.

Another irksome silence, not quite so long.

Tillot: (finally, standing, fearful, looking toward stage right) My love?
Welkin looks at Tillot, who turns to the audience.

Baritone: Damnation.

Both Welkin and Tillot focus wide eyes upon the audience and clasp their hands to their chests trembling.

Curtain.

Act Two

The sheet is upon the ladder rung again. The table and bowlers have been removed from the stage but the chair remains where Tillot last sat.

Tillot wanders on stage, right, absent-mindedly, and aimlessly: the walk of a drunkard, rotating his head to analyze the scenery. He does not wear his tie or his braces and the shirt is further unbuttoned. He stops abruptly at back center stage, slamming his feet down, and grabs the thighs of his pants. He begins his walk again, moving upstage at first, and then turning toward back left.
Tillot: (muttering, but audible, stupefied chanting, trailing off) My pants are going to fall; they are falling; pants are going to fall; falling; going to fall.
Tillot wears the same tight pants; they will clearly not fall. He stops before the ladder as the chant becomes indistinguishable. He turns looking at the audience, lips still moving, showing that he is as confused as humanly possible. At this instant, Welkin enters stage left and Perry enters stage right, marching simultaneously; they both wear up-turned bowlers. They exchange sneers.

Welkin: (snide, toward zenith) My enemy?

Baritone offstage right: Death.
Welkin and Perry march two steps toward each other as Tillot makes four large side-steps to center stage.

Perry: (appalled, at a steeper angle toward zenith) My enemy?

Falsetto offstage left: Damnation.

Welkin and Perry stare into each others eyes, squinting. Tillot’s eyes wander around stage, never landing upon the other players. Awkwardness.

Tillot: (philosophical, as if making a point to the zenith) Ad nauseam.

Tillot’s body goes limp and he hunches forward, arms hanging at his sides, head down, not reactive to any “action” that follows.

Perry: (marching toward Welkin) And so on.

Welkin: (marching toward Perry) And so forth.

Perry: (marching) Toward no end.

Welkin: (marching, now face to face with Perry) With no bound.

Falsetto then Baritone: Hallelujah.

Stapes: (offstage right, beckoning) Tillot.
Falsetto: Tillot.

Welkin and Perry turn their heads toward Tillot, aligned at center stage with them. Perry spits upon Welkin and walks straight to the ladder. Welkin takes his place, brushing off the spittle, turning half around. Perry takes the sheet from the ladder, walks to Tillot, and drapes it over him whimsically; underneath, Tillot stands motionless. Welkin sneezes exaggeratedly, putting his whole body into the action. Perry walks toward the chair.
Stapes: (offstage right, impatient, as Perry stops and turns to audience behind the chair) Tillot.

Baritone: Tillot.

Welkin sneezes again, falling backward in the spasmodic action; his hat rolls off his head. Stapes, wearing a bowler as well, barges on stage right ending in front of the chair, blocking the view of Perry. Stapes looks around the stage, angrily with jerky head motions. He looks disapprovingly at Welkin struggling on his back Gregor Samsa style; he does not notice the “hidden” Tillot or Perry at his side. Stapes turns to the audience and puts a hand over his eyes to aid in scanning the scenery.

Stapes: (sing-song, a mother calling her child) Tillot.

Falsetto and Baritone: Tillot.

Stapes begins to sit upon the chair behind him, but falls upon the stage, Perry having removed the chair from behind him. His bowler falls upon Perry’s foot.

Stapes: (rolling, writhing) My enemy?

Perry: (tossing the hat to his hand with his foot) My love?
Stapes: (prostrate) Tillot?

Perry: (holding the hat at head level, straight above Stapes’s head) Welkin?

Stapes stands facing audience, his head falling under the bowler which is released upon it. He rotates counterclockwise as Perry revolves around him counterclockwise so that at the end of the polar motion they face each other in a line paralleling the back wall; Perry is on the left and Stapes the right.

Perry: (appalled at the revelation) You are no Welkin.

Stapes: (confused, disappointed, altogether dejected) I’m not? Why ever not? (suddenly bitter, commanding) Tillot, chair. (pause; distraught, turning his head to the chair already present and back to Perry, less demanding) Tillot, table.

Perry salutes and marches off stage left. Silence. A struggle is heard offstage; Perry is apparently attempting to drag the table onstage. His efforts can be heard periodically through the following “occurrences.” Stapes stands idle looking the master of the stage, with arms folded, and a watchful eye on the struggling Welkin. 

The sheet falls off of Tillot. When Stapes finally turns to view this, he gasps in excitement returning quickly to the totalitarian air as he marches angrily to the limp body. He pokes the middle three fingers of his left hand at Tillot’s chest; no response. Stapes turns to the audience dismayed, shrugging his shoulders. He goes to scratch his head but hits the bowler first. His eyes brighten; he has an idea. Stapes runs tripping offstage right.
Meanwhile, Welkin’s turtle on its back ordeal gets obnoxiously loud, slapping the floor, now yelling out in horror; the other players don’t give one damn. His hand falls upon his own hat; he stands immediately, placing it upon his head. He dusts off his shoulders and attempts to regain his “dignity.” 

Welkin: (a philosophical soliloquy; Perry’s struggle is louder, conflicting with Welkin’s speech) Why do men chase tea pots when others are left un-loved? Parce que, parce que, the invention of the moog synthesizer has an interesting history; moreover, a nun, a priest, and a praying mantis of the female variety have parked outside the house of God. The notes E, G, and B comprise an E minor chord maximally juxtaposed only to the discord of a racing heart:  a raping heart: a man left with puckered lips upon a sheet (pause).

In the brief silence, Stapes runs on stage right with another bowler in hand. He stops at Tillot and places the hat upon his head; no response. Leaving the bowler, Stapes runs off stage left.

Welkin: (continuing, not having missed a beat in his pause) . . . asks, as guardian to the seat of God “what right hast thee to petition the presence of the Almighty?” To this is responded, behind habit and collar; the starched white, the blasphemous black, “devotion to his excellence: constant prayer.” Hats are off to these secular heroes: these warriors of agnostic demoncy and atheist humanism. 

Welkin removes his bowler in a pause and attempts to speak but stutters to no avail; he stops with bowler upheld motionless. In the silence, Stapes bounds back on stage with Tillot’s braces; he attaches them to Tillot’s pants; no response. Flustered, Stapes dashes off stage right.

Welkin: (replacing the hat, begins again unaffected) From those green masticators: those beatific jaws of carnal delight: that beast of introspection, to rival Mephistopheles himself, exude the words that dominate the scene: the mind: the universe: “I devour my partner in the act of love.” The chord is struck, the discord underneath, the spittle, the death, damnation, gonorrhea, malocclusion of inspective insect mandibular decay, requital, deification before Jacob’s hierarchy toward the loop: God embraces the mantis.
During Welkin’s concluding sentence, Stapes has come onstage with Tillot’s pre-knotted tie. He has just placed it around Tillot’s neck when Welkin’s speech ends. Immediately, Tillot applauds shouting hackneyed notes of praise (e.g. “hooray,” “bravo,” “encore,” etc.); Stapes shows signs of relief. Welkin, unaffected turns and walks to the front of the ladder.
Stapes: (becoming over-powering again) Tillot, chair. (seeing the chair again, not losing his tone this time) Tillot, table.

Tillot salutes and marches offstage left. Welkin begins climbing the ladder. Perry’s sounds finally end; he and Tillot appear stage left carrying the table, empty, between them to upstage of the chair. They set the table down, first of Perry’s foot; he howls; then on Tillot’s foot; he howls; then on no feet; they look at the table’s face. Welkin reaches the top of the ladder and turns to sit atop looking at his feet. Stapes marches to behind the table affront the chair.
Stapes: (demanding) Tillot.

Welkin: (raising a fist, anguished) Perry.

Falsetto: Tillot.

Baritone: Perry.

Tillot looks toward the Baritone’s voice; Perry looks toward the Falsetto’s voice. They begin walking in those directions bumping into each other; they turn around. Perry walks offstage right; Tillot walks offstage left.
Stapes: (angry) Tillot.

Welkin: (moaning) Perry.

Tillot bounds on stage again stopping before the table, eye to eye with Stapes. A tea pot drops from above to center stage. As it rolls leftward, a noose falls from the ceiling in front of Welkin’s face.

Stapes: (commanding) Chair.

Tillot, saluting, moves behind Stapes, Stapes sits, and Tillot pushes the chair under his bottom; Tillot is content and Stapes is still at attention. More conscious as he sits, Stapes eyes the tea pot.

Stapes: (matter of fact, stating a universally important dictum) Tea pot.

Baritone and Falsetto: Tea pot.

Welkin climbs down from his ladder and moves to the tea pot as Tillot walks toward it as well. They come to the tea pot simultaneously, face to face. They gaze into each other’s eyes; Welkin is the first to break, looking at the sheet downstage, but resumes the stare down.

Welkin: (erotic) Picnic?

Tillot bends to lift the tea pot, turns away on his heals, and marches offstage left. Welkin sneezes emphatically, turns, and pouts at the audience. Stapes, who has not been watching, applauds intolerably slowly. Welkin turns his head jerkily toward the applause.

Stapes: (looking straight forward, never looking at Welkin, a hint of sarcasm) And headless, he continues the performance.

Crashes and wails of pain are heard on both wings of the stage.

Welkin: (toward left wing) My love?

Falsetto: Death.

Welkin: (toward right wing) My mantis?

Baritone: Redemption.

Welkin gives a wide toothy smile; he puts both arms, half bent, palms open, out sideward and chest outward. Still clapping, Tillot stands and looks to Welkin.

Stapes: (to Welkin, respectfully) My love.

Welkin has walked to the ladder, hands still outward, with a skip in his step as Stapes follows him in awe with his eyes.

Welkin: (beginning to climb the ladder) Death.

Curtain.

