Synopsis/Sample of 

A Round of Slaughter
by

Michael Bettencourt

67 Highwood Terrace #2, Weehawken NJ 07086
(201) 770-0550 • m.bett@verizon.net • http://www.m-bettencourt.com
(Copyright © by Michael Bettencourt)

DESCRIPTION

The conflict between artists of different purposes.                                                                                         

CHARACTERS (in order of appearance)

SIGNET

OLEAGE

SILL

BALKIS

CICISBEO

CINCHONA 

DISMAS

SECULOR

CISTA

GRIG

ANZAC

SPUR

GROAT

SETTING

The stage is divided into four playing areas.  Upstage center is SIGNET's writing studio, with a long workbench and some stools.  Stage left is the bedroom, with bed, small table, and a clothes-pole.  Stage right is OLEAGE's office, with desk and chairs.  Downstage is open and used for various other scenes.

* * * * *

SIGNET, in a separate light reading a letter, wears a long overcoat with pockets, camouflage-style pants, pull-over shirt, heavy shoes.  OLEAGE, dressed officially, in a separate light downstage center, recites what the letter says.

Oleage

(as if in mid-sentence)

-- having rendered the most extraordinary service that any one person can give to one's country.

signet

Bucket-shitter.

oleage

And that is the service that you have rendered as a playwright, as an artist of the stage, often in defiance -- 

signet

Shite-spreader.

oleage

But always rendered with authority and as our public conscience.

SIGNET walks into OLEAGE's light, and OLEAGE turns his attention to her.

oleage

We understand, of course, that our recent history has been unkind to artists like you --

signet

Ha!  And bollocks.

oleage

Unkind to artists who have not been appreciated fully for their power and purpose.

signet

Such buttery crap, Citizen Oleage.

oleage

(smiling)  

But given our state's remarkable and recent translation to democratic rule --

signet

The barbarians spreading it on -- 

oleage

-- we can now think --

signet

Smooth the mortuary face plaster -- 

oleage

-- what had once been unthinkable.

signet

Had been made unthinkable.

oleage

Thus our invitation to you -- nay, our solicitation, our suit -- 

signet

You want me back.

oleage

(smiling, breaking from the "officialese")

We want you back, Citizen Signet.

signet

You want me to whitewash the blood -- 

oleage

We want you to bloody the whitewash.

signet

I'll start with a quart from you.

SIGNET holds out his arm and slaps it twice, as if to raise a vein -- then continues.

oleage

Teeth or needle?

signet

As if those were my only bloodletters.

oleage

(back to the "officialese")

Our solicitation -- our suit?

signet

Go ahead.

oleage

Our solicitation -- our suit -- for you to return to the land of your home so that you can, through your craft, grace the ears and eyes and hearts of your compatriots -- 

signet

Free to rollick on home.

oleage

Yes.  Grace us with your incomparable works of the stage as well as the fullness of your heart.

SIGNET begins to circle OLEAGE as he speaks.  Within a few steps he turns and offers her his hand, and, palm to palm, they continue to circle as if dancing.

OLEAGE

Therefore, we wait in great anticipation for your reply.

signet

Already winging.

oleage

Now we can arrange our common lives --

signet

I begin today.

oleage

-- so that the affairs of state and the affairs of art speak in a cognate language.

signet

Is that likely?

oleage

Come join your words to us as we shape the future.

signet

We shall see.

OLEAGE and SIGNET look at each other for several beats.

signet

Close your eyes.

SIGNET licks her thumb and makes the sign of the cross on each of OLEAGE's eyes.

signet

I will make you all see so much better.

oleage

And you.

SIGNET closes her eyes.  OLEAGE does the same thing to SIGNET but makes an "X."
oleage

For us: "X" marks the spot where we put the coins.

SIGNET roughly pushes OLEAGE away, who smiles and exits.  Music for transition: rock and roll.  SILL enters and takes off his clothes, hanging them on the clothes-pole.  SIGNET takes off her clothes and throws them into the bedroom area.  She then runs and jumps into SILL's arms, and they fall onto the bed wildly.  Music stops, and so do they.

* * * * *

Bathrobes for SIGNET and SILL hang on the clothes-pole.  They are the same size, so that they can be worn by either person.
signet

Let me get the letter.

sill

Don't get up -- 

SILL reaches for SIGNET as she gets out of bed but can't reach her.

sill

Don't break the moment -- 

SIGNET gets the letter from the coat.

sill

Then while you're up, throw me that.

SIGNET throws him the robe while looking over the letter for a few beats, shaking her head.  She takes her own robe and puts it on.

sill

(as he puts on the robe)

I can't believe you kept this.

signet

(half-hearing him)

Why not?

sill

It would require sympathy on your part.

signet

(not hearing him)

They will re-publish everything.

Sill

Is that what it says?  That's very good.

signet

Everything. 

sill

You deserve it.

SIgnet

Even material not yet published.  Yet conceived.

SIGNET looks at SILL closely.

sill

What?  Not enough?

signet

It's fine.

sill

What are you looking at?

signet

(holds up the letter)

In the midst of this so-called winning -- perusing this offer of enough while rotting in my city of exile -- what is my first thought -- my first pulse -- when I think about touching our blessed soil?

sill

Rhetorical or actual?

signet

Is it a fast hand held out to my scarred fellow writers?

sill

Subject for a tedious breakfast -- come back to bed -- 

signet

To re-visit geographies of anguish and bliss?

sill

There's no need -- 

signet

No.  None of those my first pulse.
sill

Then what?

signet

It's to bed you -- 

sill

Well, why not?

signet

In swift and pounding savagery -- 

sill

Signet's patent -- the flying buttress.  Come back.  I am a fellow playwright -- so that's one -- and a scene of bliss, yes?  That's another.  This pounding feels so old-hat and welcome. 

signet

I'm not finished.

sill

No, of course not.

signet

My first thought -- my first free thought -- is, in swift and pounding savagery, to bed the one whom everyone has named "coward."  Even as they're pouring gifts into my lap -- you.  Whom everyone has named.

sill

Everyone.

signet

My lap did not feel any weight of the gifts -- just the wetness of your name.
sill

It was not cowardly to stay.

signet

Give me your robe.  Give it to me.

SIGNET takes hers off, takes SILL's.  SILL puts hers on.

signet

Better.  When I was holed up in that dreary rain-soaked city called "asylum" we all read your -- work --   

sill

The klatch in exile -- 

signet

We could get your -- work -- yes -- we monitored.  How many repeats of the same official formula, we wondered -- 

sill

The luxury of wondering from safe nurseries.

signet

How many of those polished bootlicking plays, we mused, would Sill the laureate write before his fingers rebelled?  We worried, we did, about the health of our country's laureate.
sill

You have no idea what it was like here to be here.

signet

Not the Sill we knew -- had known.

sill

No idea.

signet

But even closer to me -- always me, Sill -- closer to the question --

(grabs his crotch)

-- at hand -- 

sill

Stop it -- 

signet

-- that's not how you wrote when I was climbing you -- when we all gathered -- 

sill

Hiding like animals -- 

signet

-- ideas and spit flying like dawn swallows feeding.  That's what we would use, remember, you and me -- spit -- 

(takes his hand and spits in it, rubs their palms together)

-- writing and fucking all abusing the same fluids.  Do you remember?  I do.  I did -- many nights, fingers buried between my legs and then my smell littering the pages as I wrote after coming, licking my fingertips to get the taste of the loose words spilling on the page the way you spilled onto me.  Do.  You.  Remember?

sill

I remember.  I remembered.

SIGNET grabs his crotch again.

signet

I can feel your member remembering -- good.

sill

Stop it.  So I stayed -- and that plagued everyone?

SIGNET shrugs.

signet

That hardly matters now -- 

sill

Did it plague you?

signet

(ignoring his question)

They are wanting to destroy you -- 

sill

Did it?

signet

-- sharpening their jealous tongues for slitting your ribs.  Mouths full of righteousness, Sill, and it intoxicates them -- all of them now as smug and lean as risen Lazarus.

sill

And what about you?  You were with them.  What is in your mouth?

SIGNET sits on the bed.

signet

I know better what is better.  I have memories of Sill's composition.  Of that Sill before this Sill.  This is why I oozed -- as much weeping as desire, as much desire as anger -- because I remembered.  From this mouth, you ask?  I am going to bring Sill back to Sill -- I am going to save him.

sill

Really?

signet

It's what you need.

sill

You've returned to save me?

signet

(waving the letter)

With the gut of this letter, Sill -- not publications, not recognition, but a commission -- a commission from the people (I wonder how many of the people actually saw this?) -- 

sill

Commission?

signet

A play for a command performance on any subject I want.  On the occasion of their one-year self-congratulation for joining the rest of humanity, yes.  Studio, actors, dramaturds, stage -- 

SILL grabs the letter, reads.

signet

By all means, read.

sill

I cannot believe -- 

signet

Dearest chuck -- 

sill

I cannot believe this -- 

signet

Is that venom on your lips?

sill

(throwing the letter down)

Nothing.

signet

A nothing with fangs.

sill

That -- that was meant to be mine.  Promised to me!
signet

You couldn't do this.  You couldn't.  Not now.  Not without some deep scourging. They know that.

Sill

I am better than you are -- 

signet

You're worried about "better"?

sill

Better craftsman, better thinker -- 

signet

"Better" hardly matters. 

sill

Because I had -- have -- the discipline of the art!  Not like you -- you -- giving in to impulse and this lavender exquisiteness -- sensual beyond any thought of how to control -- and then ambitious, yes, and immodest in your ambition -- 

signet

Because I want to be heard -- that is the point, after all.

sill

Oh, the people hear you, all right!

signet

And that means nothing to you?  They hear me because I give in to the impulse to sniff their shoe bottoms and smell the garlic of fear on their breaths and hate the cowed barking of their voices and their gray clouded eyes and word all of it so that even a deaf-mute -- even a politician -- even a laureate! -- would be smacked down and enraged -- 

sill

And they all love you.

signet

Except those with the guns and the hearts of leather -- the ones who loved you up.

sill

And now the guns give you commissions -- 

signet

And don't love you anymore.

Moves closer to him.

signet

My thought --

sill

That was mine --

signet

My hope was that we could work this together.  My way to save you.

sill

Save me so I can feel their thrust, the same way they're giving it to you?

She moves away.

signet

Guess what, Sill?

sill

I'm sorry.

signet

Guess what, laureate?  I am no longer wet and in a saving mood.  Leave.

sill

I'm sorry.

signet

No you aren't, even if you are.  Get out.

sill

I don't want to argue -- 

signet

We will not argue.  You have suddenly run out of room.

SIGNET roughly, violently, pushes SILL out of the bed.  As she speaks she takes SILL's clothing and smacks him deliberately and coolly with each piece as she hands it to him.

signet

Take your spite and stuff it into your classical forms -- procreate more pristine trash.  The commission is now mine.  Why did I even think to think of you?  Stupidities that love of an old love pukes up.  Well, I am now cured.  Get.  Out.  Now.

Enter BALKIS, who stamps on the floor to simulate knocking on the door.  He wears clothing similar to SIGNET's, including the overcoat.

BALKIS

I am here, Citizen Signet.

Signet

You drain my spirit.  You starve my heart.  I will not ever stop loving you, but I will love you no more.  So much for welcome, and so much for home.  Go!

SILL leaves, brushing past BALKIS, who politely notices and does not notice SILL's state of undress. 

signet

Tectonic plates grind -- 

balkis

Citizen Signet?

signet

Grind and grind -- what point is the effort?  what point is a heart?

balkis

Citizen Signet?

signet

Do I look older to you?

balkis

We all look older because we are older.  Every day.

signet

Yes, but from when I used to be here.

balkis

I never knew you were here when you were here, so -- 

signet

Who are you?

balkis

Citizen Balkis.

signet

Citizen Balkis -- what grinds your heart to ambitious dust?

balkis

Nothing.

signet

Why?

balkis

Because I have purpose in life.

signet

And what's your purpose today?

balkis

To speak to you.

signet

I don't even know who you are.

balkis

You summoned me.  "Come at ten," you said.

signet

Yes.  Yes.  The -- 

balkis

Interview, you said.

signet

Yes.

balkis

Something about a play -- 

SIGNET gets the journal from the overcoat and pulls out a chair.

signet

Yes.

balkis

Though I don't go in for them much.

signet

Interviews?

balkis

Plays.

signet

Neither do I.  Sit.

BALKIS sits.

balkis

Now, it's only been recently that my talk has been allowed about what we are going to talk about, so naturally I am a bit nervous about speaking as to the likes of you.

signet

You don't like my likes.

balkis

Also, there is a cost for the presentation.

signet

You charge?

balkis

Freedom to make contracts as one desires -- in the new Constitution.  And since naturally I have no talents beyond this particular display --

SIGNET fishes coins out of the overcoat pocket and drops it in his hand.

signet

Will this do?

balkis

This is worth at least a double take.  Thank you.

signet

Well?

balkis

I must warn you -- 

signet

Warn me.

balkis

It is not for the faint.

signet

I have never been one of "the faint."

balkis

I can give you your money back now -- but not after.

signet

Not to be rude, citizen, but shut up and show me your contract freely entered into.  And talk to me while you enter said contract -- ignore me while I take notes.

BALKIS takes off his coat; under his shirt, on his back, are two noticeable lumps.  He takes off his shirt and two white angel wings pop into view -- small, clearly unable to lift him, but otherwise perfect.  SIGNET quickly jots notes, sketches.

signet

Talk to me, Citizen Balkis.

balkis

Medical experiment, they said -- 

signet

To do -- 

balkis

They never said why or what.  To me, at least.

signet

What did they do?

balkis

For the new state, the doctor said -- made no sense to me.  But the money was good -- 

signet

Food?

balkis

Enough for a year -- full family, with second cousins.

signet

They bought you.

balkis

Of course -- me being ready to be bought by those who had brought me low.

signet

The new state.

balkis

As they laid me down on the table -- new state, new state of man, bring down the angels, lift up the slime of human nature -- to be honest, Citizen Signet -- 

signet

By all means, be honest -- 

balkis

I could scarcely hear them through the fog of the medicine -- all I remember hearing is "angles" -- "angles" -- bring down the "angles" -- 

signet

And when you woke up?  Could you turn a bit -- excellent.

balkis

When I woke up -- 

signet

Lift your arms --   When you woke up -- 

balkis

I really did feel different.

signet

I'm sure.  Put them down.

balkis

No, not in that way.

signet

You've said this before.

Balkis

And it's still true.

signet

Not something you've convinced yourself of?

balkis

How do you convince yourself which of the lies you tell in your plays is true?  It's the ones that feel true, right, that are the right lies -- right?  This felt true.  I felt -- chosen.

signet

Except that the wings couldn't lift you up.  

balkis

Of course not -- too small.

Signet

May I?

balkis

Included in the price.

SIGNET touches/fondles/pulls on the wings, occasionally taking notes.

balkis

You're not sickened?

signet

By these?  No.  By -- other things.  They're so beautiful and so useless.

balkis

True -- no lift.

signet

And can't be moved because the muscle connections atrophied.

balkis

They didn't promise much.  But still -- 

signet

But still -- useless.

balkis

And beautiful, like you said.

signet

I will tell you why they did it.

balkis

That would be nice.

signet

I will tell you why you are going to be central in my play.

balkis

Central.

(indicating his shirt)

Are you finished?

signet

No -- a double take, remember?

balkis

All right -- but it is cold.

signet

The new man -- you, Citizen Balkis.  Useless.  Twisted into a horrible beauty.

balkis

Not that horrible.  I'm chilled.

signet

Sit.  Not the shirt.

balkis

You are being cruel.

signet

I paid for it.  The state, taking your nature and ripping it -- and you, Citizen Balkis, as accepting as a sheep's throat to the knife.

balkis

I had family -- 

signet

Go ahead -- try to move them.

balkis

You know I can't.  Could you close your robe?

signet

Family -- the eternal excuse, isn't it?  

balkis

Your robe.

signet

"I had family."  And what of your own self?  No dignity?

balkis

I actually believed -- 

signet

Ah, that's the hook, isn't it?  They got you because you "actually" believed.  They made you a freak because you "actually" believed.
balkis

I am cold.

signet

That's why you will be the icon of my play, Citizen Balkis.  The belief that twisted men into "angles" perverse.

balkis

I'm honored -- it's cold -- my shirt -- 

signet

No.

balkis

You're hard.

Signet

Go ahead -- move them.

balkis

I can't.

SIGNET moves close to BALKIS.

signet

Aren't you disgusted with yourself?  Don't you feel any anger at those who made you a monster?

balkis

I make a good living -- 

signet

(hissing)
For your family -- I'm sure they love the support of a freak.  You're no different than the ones who died in the meat-grinding wars.  Sons of the Republic!  The Heroes!  Everyone enlisted in patriotism while the upper pigs suck down the plenty.

(checking the wings)

No movement yet.

balkis

They can't!

signet

Every sideshow needs a freak, and you are going to be mine.

(checking)

Not yet.  The "new man" of the new society -- ecce homo! -- our ideal cripple -- 

balkis

I have tried to do my best -- 

signet

My play is going to bury you -- 

balkis

My shirt -- 

SIGNET says nothing.  BALKIS fumbles to put on the shirt but struggles with it -- arm wrong-side out, etc.

signet

And you aren't the only one, Citizen Balkis -- 

balkis

(muttering)

I've got to put on my shirt -- 

signet

You're just one of an army of freaks -- some not so nicely outrigged like you, to be sure -- whole battalions of trussed-up, crook-backed, club-footed, contorted-six-ways-from-Sunday "new men" --

balkis

Goddamn this shirt!

signet

All of you are going to be in my play!  Citizen Balkis -- what do you have to say to those who did this to you?

(looking at the wings)

Not yet.

BALKIS does not reply, gets the shirt on.

signet

You can say it in my play.  You can tell them what you think about what they did to you -- 

balkis

Stop this!

signet

The freaks shall inherit my earth!

balkis

I've got a nice life!

signet

The rachitic angel -- the failed experiment -- what a destiny!

balkis

Don't -- don't -- 

BALKIS looks at SIGNET in deep distress, and SIGNET faces BALKIS, looking searchingly.  Then BALKIS' face changes to a mixture of surprise and fear: the wings have moved a little.

signet

What?

BALKIS turns his back to her; there is a slight quivering under the cloth of the shirt.

balkis

Look.

signet

I can see.

balkis

Look.

signet

You are coming to terms, Citizen Balkis.  Like all of us.

balkis

What am I supposed to do?

signet

What do you think Gabriel did when he first flexed his wings?

balkis

I don't know.

signet

Go home and find out.  If nothing -- then incorporate it into the act.

balkis

Your heart does not bleed.

signet

Oh, it bleeds all right, Citizen Balkis, but not without training -- you will have front-row seats on opening night.

BALKIS put on his overcoat.

balkis

They won't stop twitching.

signet

Mine never do, either.

balkis

I do not feel as peaceful.

signet

That's why you want to go home to your family and get out of my company.  

(digs more coins out of her overcoat)

For your extra service.

balkis

You are cruel to make me feel so unpeaceful.

signet

Hold on to that opinion -- but I hope to change the adjective for you.

SIGNET lightly touches his face.

signet

Go home, broken angle.  Your extra service has shown me a way.

BALKIS leaves.  Music: rock and roll.  SIGNET dresses as OLEAGE moves into his office.  OLEAGE holds a sheaf of manuscript pages: the first draft.
Synopsis/Sample • ROUND OF SLAUGHTER • Bettencourt • Page 23

