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Ah, whom can we ever turn to in our need?
Not angels, not humans, and already the knowing animals are aware
that we are not really at home in our interpreted world.

Fling the emptiness out of your arms into the spaces we breathe;
perhaps the birds will feel the expanded air with more passionate flying.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE, DUINO ELEGIES

For my father, Wazirzada Sardar Baljit Singh,
and for my friend Fritz Ertl:
birder brothers across continents and centuries.
—UNA CHAUDHURI

and

For the many canines and felines
with whom I've shared my life, and for the humans whove helped our
multispecies household thrive. Thank you, Frankie Joiris, Raissa Hinman,
Denise Tarby, and of course Esther Newton.

—HOLLY HUGHES
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by Una Chaudhuri

Introduction: Animal Acts for Changing Times,
2.0: A Field Guide to Interspecies Performance

Things are moving fast in the human-animal world. So much so that an
upgrade seems warranted on my earlier take on it, or rather my take on
that part of it that intersects with the world of performance, theatre, and
performance studies. Version 1.0 of this bulletin appeared in American The-
atre magazine a few years ago,' and the double meaning lurking in its title
has proved to be prophetic. The interspecies performances that are going
on in our changing times, both onstage and off, are also good for producing
change, not only in the ways we live with animals and the ways we think
about them but also by transforming our values more broadly, resetting our
priorities, rebooting our sense of what it might mean to be human: “animal
acts,” in short, are a powerful way to change the world.

In the past few years, a spate of conferences, scholarly monographs, criti-
cal anthologies, book series, college courses, new journals, and special issues
of journals have variously registered “the animal turn” in the humanities
and social sciences.” This academic burgeoning reflects a rapidly dawning
“animal consciousness” in the culture at large, recorded in countless re-
cent works of fiction, art, film, and popular culture. The impetus for this
heightened attention to animals (or, as we've now learned to say: to the other
animals) is, of course, varied and complex, but its link to both the animal
rights movement and to the accelerating environmental crisis of our times
is undeniable. The former, a centuries-old discourse whose current and ex-
tremely forceful phase was launched by the publication, in 1975, of Peter
Singer’s Animal Liberation, has reached deep into both social and legal prac-
tice, transforming the fields of scientific animal experimentation and animal
farming. Numerous horrifying exposés of the latter have resulted not only
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in major changes in the way so-called food animals are raised and killed but
also in a growing army of vegetarians, silently performing a daily refusal of
meat culture. While no one working on behalf of animals feels the end of
animal exploitation is near, many of us have come to hope that it is possible.

In recent decades, attention to the plight of the other animals has come
from a source that tends to be more compelling for most people than con-
cern about animal suffering: human self-preservation. The increasing rav-
ages of climate change have registered most dramatically on certain animal
species, including, for example, one of the most beloved of the “charismatic
mega-fauna” (a phrase from zoo jargon) who are responsible for bringing
in the big Sunday crowds: the polar bear. As the forlorn gazes of these and
other “poster animals” of climate-change-extinction peer at us from Time
magazine covers and Times Square billboards, we begin to acknowledge
what we've always known and also carefully “not-known”:* their lives are
contingent, exactly as ours are, on the delicate ecology of the planet we share
with them. Now, we have to be concerned about the other animals not only
for their sakes but also for ours.*

As ecological thought itself moves into a sophisticated new phase, es-
chewing the conceptually crippling binaries—especially the one that so
disastrously divided “nature” from “culture,” making the one into a distant
spectacle or recreational escape and the latter into a thing of pure, uncon-
strained artifice—the cultural conception of species is being transformed
as well.® Increasingly, it is the continuities and connections between species
that are emphasized rather than the differences. At the same time, the crude
dualism that put the human species on one side and all others—the mil-
lions upon millions of others—on another side, separated by a Great Wall
of human exceptionalism, is breaking down. The multitudes of other species
that we have so lazily and offensively corralled into one single word—"The
animal! What a word!” as Jacques Derrida famously exclaimed®—are now
roaming across the vast territories of sameness and difference that make
each one unique while each one is also multiply enmeshed in the web of all
planetary life.

Be it in the work of animal rights, in the texts of animal studies, in the
myriad animal practices found in every human culture, or in the vast field
of animal representation, “animal acts” of all kinds are changing us, are
changing our times, and will change the future of our species. The perfor-
mances and commentaries in this book invoke all these realms while also
contributing to them. They reveal the shaping force of animal discourse in
every significant cultural category: gender, class, race, nation, age, profes-
sion, sexual orientation, marital status, and, of course, species. Their scope
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and extension tempt me to resort to one of the characteristic methodologies
of traditional natural history: the taxonomy. I am tempted, for example, to
identify the many ways that class mediates the human relationship to ani-
mals, ranging from the upper-class traditions of equestrianism discussed
in Kim Marra’s piece to the desperate survival tactics employed by Sawong,
the mahout who teaches Deke Weaver to ride an elephant in Thailand. I'm
tempted to classify the many ways human gender and sexuality are policed
through animal practices, ranging from the way Marras mother struggles
to get her “out of the barn and into a dress,” to the biblical animals whom
Jess Dobkin’s unicorn will gloriously challenge: “You know this part: They
pair up. Check, check. Two, two. Two, two. Ladies and Gentlemen, dogs and
frogs, step right up. They comply. They obey”

These taxonomic temptations could launch a thousand college papers
or journal articles. But it quickly becomes evident that it is not only the
standard sociological categories that are being reshaped and inundated with
animal effects here but other, more surprising ones as well, mocking the
taxonomic impulse with their sheer strangeness. For example, is my origi-
nally serious schema going to survive intact if I include décor as one of the
categories remade by animal acts? Yet how could I ignore it? In fact, how
could I not give it pride of place, when I read that Joseph Keckler’s cat lady is
“the Dr. Moreau of interior decorating”? Or when I read this: in order to ac-
commodate their growing family of dogs, Holly Hughes’s lover suggests they
buy a sectional sofa, a moment at which, reports Hughes, “A part of me dies”

Clothing is a close second in frivolity to home decor, and it also turns out
to be an unexpectedly busy arena for animal input. But perhaps we shouldn’t
be surprised that animals—whom we have long believed to differ from us in
their inability to be naked and hence to feel shame—should make us think
about how much we signify ourselves through our costumes and adorn-
ments. No dog would ever need to wear a t-shirt like the one Hughes finds
herself in, that says “This is what a feminist looks like”; yet the chains that Jojo
the elephant, in Weaver’s piece, must not only wear but also carry to his cap-
tors might have something in common with those outfits worn by women at
agility trials, the ones that say, according to Hughes, “I just give up!”

If the range, variety, and strangeness of animal effects causes the taxono-
mizing impulse to shrivel and die, the task of selecting works for this col-
lection proved equally resistant to system and method. The usual categories
for guaranteeing diversity and inclusion—gender, race, ethnicity, nation—
quickly proved to be irrelevant. A briefly indulged fantasy of selection by
species soon appeared equally nonsensical. We decided simply to include
pieces we loved and admired for the freshness they brought to the animal
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subject (pun intended). Limitations of place made us leave out many works
that fit that description and to excerpt others. We would have loved to in-
clude more than one work by some of our artists, but in the end we limited
that impulse to the one exception of Deke Weaver, whose lifelong project,
The Unreliable Bestiary, seemed—in its focus, dedication, and methodol-
ogy—to warrant representation by more than one piece.

The process of pairing the performance scripts with scholars to comment
on them was guided by a desire to engage a variety of important voices from
the fields of animal studies and performance studies. Our request to the
scholars was for responses to the scripts rather than introductions to them,
with the assurance that we were open to whatever approach—theoretical,
analytical, personal, historical, and so on—they felt would work best for
them in the unfortunately short space we had available. Our wish was to cre-
ate as open and generative an arena as we possibly could for a conversation
that we felt was long overdue, among the fields of performance, performance
studies, and animal studies, in a way that would be pedagogically useful as
well as theoretically interesting. Both these goals were challenged by the dif-
ficult fact (so familiar to scholars and teachers of theatre and performance)
that we were encountering these words on the page—as silent, linear, one-
dimensional text—rather than in the eventful three-dimensional space of
performance for which they are intended. Some of the commentators had
the opportunity to see a performance of the piece they were writing on; most
didn’t. They did what we urge our students to do: to read for performance,
to extrapolate live effects from textual clues, to see and hear the piece in the
mind’s eye and ear. Readers of the book—and the students and teachers who
we hope will use it to study this new disciplinary intersection—will have
to do the same, but they will also have some help from the video excerpts
of most of the performances on the University of Michigan Press’s website:
http://www.press.umich.edu/p/animal-acts. The taste of live performance
these excerpts provide will, we are confident, combine with the close reading
that printed scripts make possible, and with the insights of our commenta-
tors, to offer a fertile meeting ground for the fields of animal studies and
performance studies.

The many shifts recorded in the pages that follow are bookended by two
statements that express a pair of fundamental principles of interspecies per-
formance. In the booK’s first script, Holly Hughes begins her performance
by declaring that it’s really about dogs: for her, animals are not a metaphor.
In the booK’s last script, Rachel Rosenthal ends her performance by tell-
ing us that all the animals who participated in the performance of The Oth-
ers were adopted. Thus the first article of faith of interspecies performance
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is that we are trying hard to talk about actual animals now, even when (as
very often, including very often in the works that follow) we cannot help but
also see them as symbols for our ideas and metaphors for human dramas.
One sure way of determining that a piece belongs to the category we are
defining here—interspecies performance, the new kind of “animal act”—is
that, whatever else animals may come to mean in the piece (and they will
undoubtedly mean many things), we will be reminded—or we will want to
remind ourselves—of their real existence, their actual being as members of
a biological species with a specific morphology, geography, and history. And
this will be so, I want to assert paradoxically, even when the animal being
discussed belongs to an imaginary species, like the unicorn in Jess Dobkin’s
piece, whose difference proves to be a sharp new lens, as Jill Dolan shows, for
gaging the baneful effect of dualistic thinking on all species.

The geographies of most animals today are vastly diasporic, their his-
tories surprisingly intertwined with those of humans; charting these dis-
persals and tracing these stories are a major interest of interspecies art-
ists. A primary mode of interspecies performance, then, is literalization, a
steady focus on—or regular return to—the animal or animals around whom
the performance revolves. Notwithstanding sporadic—or even regular—
manifestations of those flights of symbolism and those tides of anthropo-
morphism that have long characterized animal discourse—before Aesop
and since—the animal acts being forged today are committed to never for-
getting the animal and to always asking: “Where are the real animals in all
this?” This is no easy task, because the realities of animals’ lives have for so
long been submerged in the ugly feelings that attend cruelty to others, mak-
ing them hard to see clearly. As Rosenthal says, “The sewers of the human
psyche are clogged with the corpses of children, animals, women, animals,
slaves, animals, prisoners, animals, animals, animals . . ” Animals are and
have always been powerful metaphors; they have been not only “good to
think with,” as Claude Levi-Strauss famously said, but even better to imag-
ine with, to make poetic sense of our lives with. John Berger writes that just
as “the first subject matter for painting was animal” and that probably “the
first paint was animal blood, it is not unreasonable to support that the first
metaphor was animal”” The reason for this powerful metaphoricity is, how-
ever, rooted in the specifics of animal lives: in their shapes, colors, patterns,
movements, sounds, behaviors, habits, and habitats. The animal acts of our
changing times are interested in these specifics as much as in the vital hu-
man meanings they produce.

This is probably the place to make a crucial distinction between the kind
of interspecies performance presented in this collection and the kind many
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people think of when they hear that word: namely, performances that in-
volve actual animals doing things alongside human performers. The circus
is the classic site of that kind of interspecies performance, and its history and
stories are endlessly fascinating to the artists and scholars in this book. On
occasion, that kind of interspecies performance has spilled out of circus and
into theatre, performance art, and dance. When it has, it has brought with
it many of the questions that arise in the study of circus, about the ethics of
training, captivity, and the commercial use of animals. Those questions are
often intensified around the category of art practice that Meiling Cheng has
called “animalworks” and defined as “performances and installations that
use animals as either materials or performers”® I have long argued that the
figure of the animal requires a more capacious concept and have proposed
the term “zooésis” to refer to the vast field of cultural animal discourse and
representation. The neologism is inspired partly by Platonic “poiesis” and
Aristotelian “mimesis,” but it also owes a debt to early feminist theorist Alice
Jardine’s concept of “gynesis,” which she defined as “the putting into dis-
course of ‘womarn’ as [. . .] intrinsic to the condition of modernity; indeed,
the valorization of the feminine, woman, and her obligatory, that is, his-
torical connotations, as somehow intrinsic to new and necessary modes of
thinking, writing, speaking”® Obviously, I want this term, zooésis, to mark
the ways the animal is put into discourse, but I also share Jardine’s progres-
sive hope that it will contribute to the valorization of animals and teach us
that they are “intrinsic to new and necessary modes of thinking, writing,
speaking.”

The performances in this book, with one notable exception, do not bring
real, living, nonhuman animals onstage. Rather, they are records of and
reflections on the relationships—real and imagined—between human and
nonhuman animals. Their claim to the adjective “interspecies” derives from
their keen interest in the lives and meanings of the other animals. It derives
too from their commitment to letting the experience of those lives mold and
deepen and change the ways we understand our own—human-animal—
lives.

The one work here that includes actual living animals is the last one in
the book, placed there—without accompanying commentary'*—because it
seems to offer a multifaceted coda to the “argument” of this book, which is,
in short, that animal acts can change the times. Rosenthal was far ahead of
her time in knowing this, and The Others invoked many of the topics and
questions and discourses that animate contemporary animal studies. It also
managed to do so without raising any of the ethical questions that surround
trained animal performers" (simply because it used domesticated animals
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rather than trained animal performers). At the same time, it adumbrated
a key principle of interspecies performance by dedicating itself to actual
change.

Thus the second article of faith of interspecies performance is that, in ad-
dition to talking about real animals, we act on behalf of those animals. The
two meanings of the verb “to act”—"to represent mimetically” and “to do”—
afford enormous ethical and political potential to interspecies performance
(as they do to other activist performance). In the pieces that follow, the hu-
man artists who play the roles of other animals, or who talk about their
interactions with other animals, do so with the consciousness that when
animals are used by humans to make meaning—be it in art, philosophy,
or everyday life—that discursive use of them inevitably shapes and impacts
the real lives of the actual animals in question. As Cary Wolfe brilliantly
puts it in an early classic of animal studies, “even though the discourse of
animality and species difference may theoretically be applied to an other of
whatever type, the consequences of that discourse, in institutional terms, fall
overwhelmingly on nonhuman animals, in our taken-for granted practices
of using and exploiting them.”’> Whatever is said or implied by cultural per-
formances about the other animals will inevitably—however circuitously—
affect the way those animals are treated by humans out in the real world.
Few performances will have as immediate an effect as The Others did—each
performance producing a new interspecies family!—but the animal acts of
today unfold within an ethical awareness that deepens and complicates the
experiences they invite us to share in. Thus even though all the performances
that follow—except The Others—do not bring live animals on stage,”> many
of them allude to other performances that did involve live animals (Hughes’s
adventures in agility trials, for instance, or Marra’s horse-riding), suggesting
that animal presence—in performance as in cultural life—is a continuum
rather than an absolute. The relative distance of that presence in the scripts
that follow is not intended in any way to signal any programmatic opposi-
tion, on our part, to performing (with) live animals. Rather, that distance is a
reflection of the current (and, indeed, traditional) conjuncture of animality
with theatricality, an effect of various characteristics of this genre that are
not shared by other performance genres (like dance) and other art forms
(like sculpture, film, and photography) but that do not therefore shut down
the genre’s interest in animals or limit its potential for making valuable con-
tributions to the current reimagining of animals and of the human-animal
relationship.

A hallmark of interspecies performance today is something I would call
“epistemological crisis” Animal acts bring us face to face with our assump-
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tions about what we know and how we know it. They loosen the tightly
bound categories into which we've packed our knowledge about the other
animals—separately packaged for ease of transportation and convenient
stowing—and they reorder the hierarchies about what counts as relevant
fact and reliable truth.

The great gift that the other animals have always offered to the human
species is the gift of their radical otherness, their ultimate unknowability.
They have always faced us, as John Berger wrote in his classic essay “Why
Look at Animals?” across “a narrow abyss of non-comprehension”* Since
the early modern era if not before, their enigma is a gift we have preferred to
reject, choosing instead to launch at animals the full force of Enlightenment
inquiry—in the form of collections, dissections, taxonomies, illustrations,
definitions, classifications, natural history museums, zoos. The “scientific
facts” about animals now commingle promiscuously with mythological
remnants, old wives’ tales, superstitions, rumors, saws, and Internet hoaxes.
Do elephants really never forget (as Weaver’s elephant asserts)? Are bees
really vengeful serial stingers (as Kestutis Nakas’s piece fantasizes)? And
on what ass does the cockroach—Carmelita Tropicana’s cockroach or any
other—sit?

As several of the commentators in this volume point out, animals are the
privileged site of both human knowledge and human gullibility. And as all
the performance pieces demonstrate, humans’ interactions with animals are
mediated by slews of misinformation, prejudice, and ignorance. Thats one
reason that animals make such good metaphors for immigrants: we relate to
ethnic and national others, as we do to animals, as much on the basis of what
we don’t know about them as what we do. No wonder, then, that Carmelita
Tropicana’s cockroach adopts Manu Chao’s “Clandestino” to sing of her own
experience. At the same time, as the speaker’s neighbors in Nakas’s “No Bees
for Bridgeport” make clear, the cultural differences that divide humans from
each other are just as dangerous to animals, threatening their very existence.

Interspecies performance wades deep into the epistemological morass to
which we humans have exiled the other animals. In doing so it recognizes
both the cultural variety and the historical longevity of animal meaning.
Animals mean all sorts of contradictory things to different people. In the
Power Pointbased regimes of contemporary information, the monkey is (as
Weaver slyly shows) both “almost entirely arboreal, the loudest animal in the
New World,” and “an incarnation of Shiva, . . . a magic monkey who could
make himself smaller than a mouse lemur and thousands of times larger and
stronger than the biggest gorilla” In the ecologically correct present, as we
learn in Nakas’s piece, a “beekeeping hobby craze is sweeping the country.
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Michelle Obama has even installed a hive in back of the White House and
tends to it with her children and secret service detail”; yet Nakas’s working-
class emigrant neighbors shout in unison: “NO BEES FOR BRIDGEPORT!”

So varied and contradictory are human accounts of animals that any sur-
vey of them, including as informal a one as the works here represent, reveals
that the real meaning of animals is that they always escape the systems of
meaning we construct for them. Their infinite variety and mystery are such
that the best taxonomy remains the one that inspired Michel Foucault’s sem-
inal critique of the Enlightenment:

This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter
that shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my
thought—our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and
our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes
with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing
things, and continuing long afterwards to disturb and threaten with col-
lapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other. This pas-
sage quotes a “certain Chinese encyclopedia” in which it is written that
“animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed,
(c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h)
included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k)
drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (1) et cetera, (m) having just
broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies” In
the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we apprehend in one great
leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is demonstrated as the exotic
charm of another system of thought, is the limitation of our own, the
stark impossibility of thinking that."®

What Foucault calls the “wonderment” of this taxonomy is exactly the re-
sponse that the interspecies performances in this book strive toward: many
moments of astonishment and wonder, leading to a hope-filled embrace of
the impossible.

Ironically, the way out of the epistemological crisis of interspecies per-
formance is often through entrance into specialized knowledges and arcane
mysteries. “Beekeepers,” Nakas tells us, “good ones, have a special kind of
knowledge. A sense of ease that allows us to draw near the hive without
arousing fear or anger. It might be a gift” At the opposite pragmatic ex-
treme, Kim Marra remarks that although “riding is at the center of what
you do with the horse, [. . .] it occupies a relatively small portion of the time
spent on a daily basis. You also must feed and groom the horse, clean all the
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tack, learn how each piece of equipment works and needs to fit, muck the
stall, keep the barn clean, monitor the pasture for hazards, hold your horse
for the vet and blacksmith” Sometimes, animal knowledge must proceed
by constructing whole new disciplines—like Marras hippology, or “horse
science” At other times it proceeds by deconstructing sense itself, as when
Keckler’s mother, otherwise a “militant grammarian,” repeats the baby-talk
words “Cubs don't do ‘rithmatic! No. Him don’t do no rithmatic” over and
over again, until, as Keckler says, “As Warhol dissolved the aura of celebrity
through his serial representation of famous faces, as the Marquis de Sade
used his characters’ repetition of criminal and perverse acts to purge the acts
of their meaning, so my mother, through repetition, flushed all the logic out
of the fact that a cat can’t do math.”

Animals show us how much we still need to know, not only about them
but also about ourselves. At the same time, they show us how very hard
it is going to be to attain that knowledge, especially if we cling to our old
habits of inquiry, our old reliance on “ocular proof” and disembodied ideas.
Much of the new knowledge gained through animal acts comes from go-
ing way past the limits of logic and book learning, and accepting instruc-
tion, instead, from the life of bodies. This is, of course, why performance
offers more to animal knowledge than any other cultural form: its reliance
on physicality, materiality, and embodiment makes it especially useful for
venturing into areas where language is absent. For example, Weaver finds
out that there “are a couple of ways to get on and off an elephant,” and all of
them involve novel uses of human and animal body parts. If you follow your
mahout’s instructions, even the ones that make no sense, and if the elephant

doesn’t wrap its trunk around your torso and tear you in half, well, here’s
what happens: you [. . .] put your hands over your head. With your right
hand you grab the top of his right ear. You put your left hand on the gray-
wrinkly wall and grab a handful of elephant skin (it’s like heavy padded
canvas). The elephant lifts his right foot. You put your foot on the raised
right knee. One! Two! Three! HUP! You push down with your right leg,
your elephant boosts you up, you pull on his right ear and his right shoul-
der and swing your left leg up and over his neck.

Sometimes, the connection between animal knowledge and the human body
is simple and direct: “The key to good riding is a good seat,” Marra tells us.
At other times, as Hughes reminds us, learning about animals requires that
“first you have to struggle into your body.

Animal acts convey new knowledges through new bodily experiences in
space and time. They invite us to explore new habitats, where we might prac-
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tice more imaginative and ethical ways of life. They encourage us to develop
new habits of heart and mind so that we can return again, however sporadi-
cally, to live in that long-ago poem that Hughes talks about, in which “we
rhymed with all the other animals.”

This book is after other kinds of rhyming as well: between theory and
practice, performance and analysis, animal acts and animal studies, animal
acts and performance studies. We come to animals, as Steve Baker has said,
“as a reminder of the limits of human understanding, and also of the value
of working at those limits.”'* If one creative solution to the epistemological
crisis that animals precipitate is embodiment, another is dialogue, especially
dialogue across traditional boundaries of knowledge. We are immensely
grateful to all the artists and scholars who collaborated with each other and
with us on creating the dialogue-performance that is this book.
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by Holly Hughes

The Dog and Pony Show
(bring your own pony)

I.

This is just about dogs. I want to warn you. The title is not a metaphor. When
I say this is about dogs I mean: this is about dogs, period. Some of my friends
got excited when I said that I was writing about the dogs. They thought that
was just the beginning of the first sentence, and I would take them on a jour-
ney. I would lead them through some woods, the dogs all around, but there
was a path that led to a house I had been building and I would take them
inside and leave the dogs outside. They would stick around: if you introduce
a literary device at the top of the show it has to come back. The house would
be full of dark wood and deep meaning, and it would have a nice view of the
human condition.

But this is not about the human condition. A lot’s been said about it. I
have nothing original to add.

I was in such a house once, and it didn’t go well. I was invited to the house
of a rich art collector, as opposed to the homes of all the impoverished col-
lectors . . . See, those kinds of snide remarks are a sign that I should perhaps
have declined the invitation, but no, I went.

The house was so beautiful, you almost didn’t know it was a house; it was
so well situated in nature. This show isn't about nature either. But the house
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reserved. Royalty arrangements and licenses must be secured well in advance of presentation by contacting
Holly Hughes at hahughes@umich.edu.
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was crouched behind the garden and popped out at the last minute. Glass.
How do you get inside?

Someone opened the door I thought was a window and let me in. Drinks
appeared and I drank them and we talked about art, and we talked about art
and we talked about . . . art.

Then it was time to leave. I was shown to the door, but the hostess was not
very specific. I just took a guess, and I made a bad guess and ran into a wall.
I left the beautiful house and rushed back to my battered-up lesbian Toyota
and proceeded to bleed all over it.

See, that’s another thing this show is about. It’s about my compulsion
to insert the word “lesbian” into any sentence; it’s what I do. I have lesbian
Tourette syndrome. I am like the compulsive stenciler who sees any vertical
surface as an excuse to do some more stencils.

And I also come from another place and time. Let me set the scene for
you. I come from the place and time where vaginas roamed the earth. Not
like it is today in your culture when the vaginas stay underground until one
day in February when they all pop out to see if they catch their own shadow.

Of course that is a figure of speech. Vaginas don’t have eyes. You know
that. That’s why we have the clitoris, which is the eyes and ears of the vagina,
and watches over the vagina like a shepherd over a flock.

I come from the place where what I just said makes sense. Feminism is
on the radio; you can dance to it, everyone does. In this time, there is no
lgbtqa-what-am-I-leaving-out community; we all lie down under the tat-
tered pink canopy.

But this is not a utopia. There are deep divisions. There are the cat lesbi-
ans. There are the dog lesbians; there are the lesbians who go both ways and
the asthmatics. If you don’t align yourself with one of these groups, you have
false consciousness. Take your patriarchy and get out of here. You don’t need
an actual dog or cat or even an inhaler, you just need to say where you stand.
“I stand with the dogs!” Or: “I stand with the cats!” Or: “I go both ways!”
And: “T can’t breathe!”

II.

The word “pet” is rickety and old. The door won’t close. The animal noses
out and asks for a new word. Who is she now? Who are we to each other?
“Guardian” is the PC term. I hate it like I hate the word “partner” They
both reek of manila envelopes.
I'm the owner. I pull out the checkbook at the vet’s office, the groomer’s,
the pet supply store, and the dog show. Guardian? It’s not like she’s going to
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grow up and pay for these things herself when she hits eighteen. It’s not like
she’s going to hit eighteen.

I'look at the leash in my hand. It’s a leash, and it’s something else. What?

Esther and I decide we need a bigger couch, a sectional. A part of me
dies. But we want to be able to get all nine animals on the couch with us. It’s
a cushioned boat; we drop anchor in front of Rachel Maddow. I don't really
know what Rachel Maddow looks like because the fifty-pound poodle has
decided he’s a lap dog.

Ready, the Norfolk terrier, is perched like a whiskered parrot on the back.
We're pirates together. Lilo, Ready’s sister, is wedged between my thigh and
the armrest, giving me the look that says: “Id like to crawl inside your hoody,
burrow up so my head came out of same hole as yours.”

But the cat got there first. I'd like to walk around all the time like this, with
a cat down the front of my shirt.

My nose is healing nicely, thank you.

There was an altercation in bed last week. About who got to sleep next
to my face.

And my nose got in the way. Makeup makes it worse, so I tell the class
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Charlie Manson jokes. I consider the Norfolk terrier breed standard. And
decide it applies to owners as well: “Honourable scars from fair wear and tear
shall not count against.”

Esther is also carpeted with poodles and a dollop of terrier. We are close
but not touching. Presto, her standard poodle, is lying between us, touch-
ing us both. Occasionally Presto will growl at one of the dogs. Or even us,
suggesting we all get off his couch. Esther won’t have it. “It’s not your choice,
buddy” She’s not angry, she’s Jack Webb. She collars him and puts him into
one of the four dog crates in our living room.

Our name for this is “family time”

But this is our name. Esther warns me about the pet people: you can't
trust them.

These are the people who have animals but always insist that their pet is
“just a dog” Or “just a cat” We're not pet people. We're dog people. Gradu-
ally the people without animals have faded into the background.

Be careful when you talk about the dogs. Good advice. But I'm a care-
less person. I get introduced as the “crazy dog lady” at parties where I stand
around like the Sarah Palin supporter at the antiwar rally.

I do it to myself. I can’t resist telling a beloved former student that I'm
very excited about a “new canine exchange student” arriving. She explodes:
“You can’t have more animals! Your life is out of control” She just finished
house-sitting, so she knows what she’s talking about.

It’s not like it’s a new thing. My life is a composition only in a John Cage
sense of the word. Determined by chance and lacking music. But full of
sound and silences that I decide to call “music.” Like we decide to call this
“family time” With or without the dogs we are no kind of family. Do we even
want to be a family? We don’t know. The word makes us dizzy. For the mo-
ment, we are held together by the dark crescent of a poodle.

III.

Growing up. Michigan. The sixties into the seventies.

If you wanted to see a bunch of animals you had to get in a car. Sometimes
you would even have to pay or get a note from home. Outside of town was a
petting zoo that used to be a working farm. It was creepy. Like some Ye Olde
Timey Shoppe where they made candles. What if the bus left without you?

Seeing deer was a special event. Something we saved for warm Saturday
nights.

All of us quiet in the Buick. But not our usual Hughes quiet, no faint odor
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of disappointment. It was a good Sunday-best quiet. The one intended for
church.

But my family spent their prayers on deer. When one of us whispered,
“There’s one,” wed stop and look to see the others. Even if we couldn’t make
them out we knew the deer were never alone.

I asked my parents for a horse, and they gave me a piano. Then said I had
to share with my sister. Now what? I thought my family didn’t believe in mu-
sic. The next year I asked for a pony. Just a small one I could keep under the
bed. My parents sent us to Christian leadership camp. Which is nothing like
a pony. Even my poor sister had figured out not to ask for anything.

What did I know? I didn’t know anything. I didn’t know who we were.
We always had enough, we had more than enough. But we were just middle
class. A horse was too much. A horse was so much more than a piano.

A horse is so much more demanding than Jesus.

I heard rumors of bears. But no one I knew ever saw one. But I knew
people who knew someone who had a brother who saw a bear.

You can measure the history of last two hundred years by the growing
distance between us and other animals. You can measure it by noticing that
I have to stop and remember to say “other” animals. The animals that disap-
peared forever.

The animals that worked for us, replaced by machines. Of course this is a
small piece of history, barely enough to keep you warm at night. The history
of the industrial north.

If you look beyond that, you see our story is punctuated by theirs. Their
tracks, their bones, their nests, their scat. All of it a kind of creole. At once
familiar and foreign.

The point is our story is so knotted and tangled with theirs. If you want to
talk about history, you're going to have to talk about animals.

Is it my imagination or is the distance shrinking?

Animals keep slipping into extinction, but others are coming back. When
I drive to work in the morning I evict the deer from my parking space. I
remember when Canadian geese were beautiful. And temporary. Now they
are everywhere, laughing at us. Black bears waddle through backyards like
they’re one big salad bar, all they can eat. Last year, rumors of a coyote sighted
at Central Park. Then confirmed sightings at Columbia University. How did
a coyote get to Manhattan? When last I checked, it was still an island. On
NPR someone says he took the GWB. Says it like with an air of boredom as
though it were obvious. I can see it, a coyote pretending to be shepherd mix.
Trotting just behind a jogger so that the drivers imagine a leash.
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All my friends want to be farmers. I threaten Esther with goats. An article
about raising chickens in the New Yorker gets everyone worked up. Chickens
are cool.

Chickens are the new black.

IV.

So why a Norfolk terrier?

I wanted a piece of my childhood to take with me, something portable
and nontoxic.

And a cairn terrier might not fit under the seat. I needed something just a
little bit smaller; I turned to the smallest of the working terriers, the Norfolk
terrier.

My mother decides we're going to get a cairn terrier, announces it one
day, already a fact, like it’s a fact that the “yellow race” have their sights set
on Saginaw, Michigan. And are about to take us over.

I'm ten, and three other dogs have already bit the dust in our house. One
got hit by a car. Two went to “farms” owned by close family friends we had
never met.

My family loved animals. But love went to waste in our house. It was the
milk we forgot to put away at night. In the morning we drank it. We pre-
tended it was still good.

We were ashamed of our love for animals; our love was big, and they were
so small.

And we were supposed to love each other. But we didn't. So every once in
a while wed kick the cat.

What chance did a small dog have in this house?

The Wizard of Oz was on all the time in the background. I didn’t really
like it.

It was too scary and too boring at the same time. But you couldn’t escape
it. It got stuck in your head, this idea that once upon a time there was a girl
who did something. We're not talking about marrying a rich man. We’re
talking changing the world. And she doesn't do it by herself; she does it with
the help of her cairn terrier. Toto.

We all know Toto. He isn't a companion, a prop. She saves herself by sav-
ing Toto, and they take turns from then on, saving each other.

She learns you can survive a loveless childhood if you have great shoes.

And the other thing you know is that there is no Dorothy, there is only
Judy Garland.

A dark complicated young woman strapped into the role of a girl. She
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knows they really wanted Shirley Temple. She knows they might cut “Some-
where Over the Rainbow”

But she makes it out of Kansas. She makes it into color, into a world of
people who recognize her: “Hey, that’s Judy Garland!” She gets to the Em-
erald City with a trio of drag queens and her little dog too. Then the movie
takes a turn. What's scary is not the monkeys or the witches. What's scary is
that Judy goes back. She makes it to the Emerald City, but they make her go
back to Kansas! Judy Garland had no business ever being in Kansas.

How do they get her to go back? They guilt trip her. “Oh, your aunt is
sick” Your aunt?

You mean the woman who never loved you, that woman? You mean the
woman who collaborated with Miss Gulch in the attempted extermination
of Toto, that aunt? Fuck your aunt, Judy.

She doesn’t listen. She loses the shoes. She wakes up in black and white.
Insisting that she is really Judy Garland and that there is another world. But
no one believes her. In the last frames, Toto jumps up on the bed. She gets to
keep Toto. We get to keep our terrier.

She somehow manages to survive being loved by us.

V.

“THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE.”

Says my t-shirt. The label says: “Made in Mexico by Jerzees. 50% polyester
and 47% cotton”

Do they think we won’t notice that doesn’t add up? Do they think we
won't call them on it? Hey, Jerzees, I want my 3 percent!

This style is what I would call your basic t-shirt: it could fit anyone, com-
fortably. And no one stylishly. But anything could happen in this t-shirt. It’s
not tight, it doesn’'t bind, you can really move in this t-shirt.

I think that’s the selling point, that’s what I would push. So many peo-
ple think that feminism is really constricting, it rides up, gets stuck in your
crack, but I would point out that this is “active wear”!

You could also sleep in this t-shirt. I like to sleep in t-shirts. I like a longer
cut.

I like something that covers the pubes. I don't like the thought of getting
out of bed and seeing myself in a t-shirt that says this is what a feminist looks
like and then . . . pubic hair. That’s just me.

I got the t-shirt when I gave the keynote address at an annual feminist
conference. I was honored to be invited. One of the organizers gave it to me
and I put it on, over what I was wearing. Of course I did.
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Then I gave the speech. And as I was talking, I noticed that I was the only
one wearing the t-shirt. This was the conference t-shirt. What was up with
that?

Lets face it: it’s an ugly shirt. It's unnecessarily ugly. This shirt is to
graphic design what FEMA was to Katrina, making a bad situation worse.
Let’s discuss the font for a moment. It’s a blocky, san-serif mess that suggests
a cement factory. The lettering is dark navy blue on a dark heather grey. No
contrast. It’s illegible. It’s like you're giving a rousing speech in the middle
of nowhere. It’s not heather, it’s fog. It’s not a call to arms, it’s a cry for help,
you are lost in the fog: “Help, help, help! I'm a feminist, nist nist nist! And
I'm all alone!”

So there’s a talk back. The first question I'm asked is by an organizer of
the conference. She says that feminists have such a bad image, and younger
women think that you have to be a lesbian to be a feminist and you have to
be dowdy, and that is why she asked me, she hoped I would do something to
disrupt that image, but I have only reinforced it.

This is the woman who gave me the t-shirt. And she is also a lesbian.

I'm remembering the Wow Café in the in the early eighties. How we
called ourselves “a home for wayward girls” How we joked that we were
feminists who had been kicked out of other feminist organizations for hav-
ing the wrong haircut. How it wasn't a joke.

Listen, I don’t remember what I said, but I do remember what I wore. But
that is what we say. That is all people listen to when women speak, what you
wear. That’s my takeaway from the last two years of watching Michelle and
Hillary and Sarah: she’s got arms, she’s got ankles, you can’t wear yellow, you
can’t wear blue, those aren’t her clothes, that’s not her hair, look at that ass,
look at those boobs, she’s too tall!

So I wore a nice outfit—I got a cut and color, I got all the hair ripped oft
my face and then I painted my face back on, I went to Weight Watchers and I
hit my goal weight! You knew that I was a lesbian, that’s all I am, a goddamn
lesbian with eyeliner. I stand up in front of a bunch of people and say: “I'm
a lesbian!” That’s what I do, that’s it, that’s my shtick. I say a couple of other
obvious things, but the kinds of things I can only say because I'm leaving the
next day! I'm not yelling. 'm not! Well, maybe I am yelling. You paid me to
yell at you, to get up here and say what you couldn’t: this is what a feminist
looks like!

VI.

Esther and I aren’t the first lesbian couple to postpone reproduction till the
eleventh hour. I'd been on Esther’s case about it for a while, but she wasn’t
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buying it, always muttering something about breeders and how she wasn’t
one. But then someone she really respected, Helen or Sassie or Cathi, I for-
get, said it would be irresponsible NOT to do it. And the doctor said, well,
what are you waiting for? Like many of you, we knew wed have to rely on
technology.

In our case, wed need technology because we wanted to breed a male
dog. Our black standard poodle, Presto. The only place in the world
where females are more valuable than males is in animal husbandry. Fe-
males sell for more than males; most males are neutered and, depending
on the species, eaten. Before I wanted to breed Presto I had really wanted
to cut his balls off. The last male poodle wed had, Errol Flynn, had been
neutered late and was a problem in the dog run. He had preferences, not
about sex, but he had a look, he liked a zaftig, slow-moving yellow dog. I
thought I had it under control until I overheard a woman warning others
as [ approached the run: “Here comes the clueless lesbian with the poodle
rapist!”

The balls didn’t come off, because he was Esther’s; I took him for walks
and took pictures of him in sunglasses. Esther thought the testosterone gave
him more pizzazz in agility. Plus, she liked the look of them.

Esther, who proudly wears the label “butch,” and who has given up cor-
recting people who call her “sir;’” who winces when she remembers attempts
at heterosexuality, says: “I just like to look at them.” I, on the other hand,
the femme, with a checkered lesbian history, was . . . well, I guess I was the
castrating bitch.

I did some research online and discovered that you can buy prosthetic
testicles, called “nueticals”

“You'll never know the difference!”

Then I fell in love with Presto, he was a fast car Esther was learning to
drive, and I fell in love with agility, and Presto was such a sensible dog. The
good dad neither of us had, respected by the others, but never getting into
schemes involving the cat.

An opportunity arose. The Capital City Cluster, held every Thanksgiv-
ing weekend at Michigan State University, in the livestock pavilion. They
have conformation, aka a “beauty contest,” as well as agility and obedience.
They also have clinics, which offer low-cost examinations. Eye exams, heart
exams.

When it came to breeding, Esther and I considered ourselves green but
didn’t realize we were completely clueless. We knew enough to not call the
procedure the vet would perform a “hand job,” but rather, “collection” We
had a vague notion of what would transpire: there would be a female in heat,
called a “teaser bitch,” and Presto would meet her long enough to become
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aroused but not long enough to mate or, as we say, “cover the bitch” The
sperm would be frozen and stored in vials called straws.

We decided to put off the collection till the end of the day after Presto had
finished his agility runs. All the dogs get treats of their favorite food after
runs, called jackpots. This would be the ultimate jackpot. Plus, if he wanted
to smoke and go to sleep, he could.

In retrospect I see we were like so many other lesbian parents of boys—we
were working overtime to compensate, to prove we could nurture a healthy
sense of his masculinity. Even though we know that dogs have sex, but not
sexuality or gender.

Presto is not my son.

Nevertheless, I am very excited. So all day I'm telling him, this is your big
day, buddy! Boy, are you really going to have fun! I'm taking my son to the
whore with a heart of gold, and I'm really happy about it, we'll pay through
the nose, she won’t get anything out of it, but I want to buy everyone in Lan-
sing, Michigan, a drink.

Time comes, there’s a line, like the cafeteria line at school. Bored looks on
all, animal and human. The romance starts to evaporate, even the romance
of the idealized whorehouse. Presto seems . . . not bored; anxious, excited?
We bring him in, and a vet tech shoves the business end of a cocker spaniel
in Presto’s face as the vet grabs his penis, remarking: “Not a very impressive
erection.”

This is my son! I'm enraged. Too angry to speak. “Let’s see what you got!
Impress me! Think it's going to be easy because I'm a grizzled old dyke, you
got another think coming! I was locked in an elevator with the photographs
of Robert Mapplethorpe for ten years, and it’s going to take a lot to impress
me, Bud!”

Presto makes a sound, not a sound of lust or even a bark. He looks at
Esther: get me out of here. The vet barks, “This dog has a job to do and you
are not helping”

We can’t look at each other in the hall. We're idiots. We're the feminists
who took their son to a whorehouse and the pimp gets all the money. We're
the failed breeders. We're called back into the room, where, once more,
aspersions are cast on Presto’s virility. We are told that the sperm count is
good, the sperm seem healthy, but there isn’t a lot of ejaculate.

Esther says if we came to the vet’s office, would Presto have more time
with the bitch. “T think he wanted to get to know her, he felt rushed,” she
says.

“This is the way it’s done, ladies” The vet called us “ladies”

A couple of weeks later we are called. The sperm died when they were
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frozen. No, we won't be getting our money back; no, we won't get a free do-
over. It takes a while to face our dog friends. When we do, we are bombarded
by questions: How did they die? Well, sure it makes a difference! You didn’t
ask? Did they shrivel? Did the heads come oft?

I didn’t know there were so many ways for sperm to die.

“What kind of extender did they use? “ Apparently sperm is like the
vodka splashed into a glass and mixed with cranberry juice, or orange juice
or tonic. Sperm by itself is not a party . . . Some sperm are allergic to certain
extenders . . . What was used? There is so much I don't know. Like the fact
that sperm could have allergies.

There is more that we don’t know. We visit a dog breeder friend in the
hospital, where she is recuperating from heart surgery. Her half of the room
is crowded with dog people, all breeders. Full of advice. Carol, who’s just had
surgery, says you have to train the dogs to be collected.

“How do we do that?”

“Bring them to our place, there’s always someone in heat there. And I am
very good at it,” she says.

“Actually, I'm better,” pipes up her partner in dog crimes, Ann.

“You're a little rough.”

“Some of them prefer that”

Let me remind you, this is a semiprivate room. A thin polyester sheet
divides it in half. There is another bed, another woman; I don’t know what’s
happened to her, something worse than open-heart surgery. At which point
Carol ups the ante. She describes a Christmas at her house, with dog friends
and a few dogs. One of them sees Carol sitting in a chair with a cup of egg-
nog in her hand. Dog does the math, comes over to Carol and ejaculates
into the cup.

Says Carol: “That’s a trained dog. That’s what you are shooting for!”

VII.

In his book The New Work of Dogs, Jon Katz says dogs work as much as they
ever did. But it’s a new kind of work. The work of loving us. We are the sheep
that drift toward the unmapped darkness at the edge. Dogs bring us back
to the meadow. We take the road less traveled and find it hasn’t been well
maintained. Potholes and ruts. And no Starbucks. We are not Robert Frost
after all. Dogs lead us back to a place where we can sit for a moment. Catch
our breath. They wait till we're ready to go on.

We wake up early to seize the day. By eleven a.m., the day has soured.
Everything is hard.
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The phone rings. That is hard. Or it doesn’t ring and that’s also hard. Es-
ther is not here and it’s hard. Or she’s next to me and that is also hard. We
love each other but it's work. And sometimes we just don't feel like working.

I don’t just want to kill time, I want to take time out back and blow its
goddamn head off. Throwing your life away seems like the best idea you've
had. But your dog will bring it back, to your hand. Or try to turn the whole
thing into a game.

On Wednesday, November 3, 2004, I went to the woods with the dogs.
George W Bush had just been reelected. Assuming you think he was elected
in the first place. Antigay initiatives had passed in several states. Including
Michigan. And now gay people were being blamed for the election.

I walked by trees whose names I didn’t know. I walked by the river I
had walked by hundreds of times before. Without knowing where the river
started or where it emptied into Lake Huron. The night before a friend had
called and said she knew I felt bad about everything. But I lived in neighbor-
hood that was full of owls and bats.

Another friend sneered: “Is that what we are supposed to do? Escape into
nature?”

I picked a park where the dogs must be leashed. Esther has a reoccurring
dream where the dogs are lost. She is also lost but that’s not a problem. If she
finds the dogs she won’t be lost anymore.

I wanted to see if the world was still a place I wanted to be. If I close my
eyes, I can see the planes flying into the buildings. Now this. The story keeps
taking turns for the worse. And a big part of me just wants it to end.

The river ran by me the way it always does. The peonies never woke up.
The trees did not introduce themselves.

I stopped by the river and could not imagine standing up again. The dogs
were waiting for me to tell them what happens next. But I could imagine
that I was at a dog show, fighting the panic before I enter the ring, a friend’s
advice in my ear: “Forget about the course, don’t run the course. Try to feel
your feet”

I don’t think I've ever felt my feet. But I could see them. I could see the
place they touched the main road.

And drew no conclusions.

VIII.
At the agility trial, you get a map. It’s different every time. Same obstacles,

different order. I had no idea what I was getting into when I started. It was
just for fun. I stayed after it got hard.
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It's a world of women, a few men, but mostly it's women who look like
the women my mother was afraid of: the women who “let themselves go.”
Or the kind of lesbians I didn’t want to be: the ones who sat in the woods in
circles with guitars.

Most of the women are menopausal. Like me. They put their eggs in one
basket, and the eggs are gone. And somebody swiped the basket when they
weren't looking.

It’s only seven but we have been up for hours, there is so much to do on
the morning of the show. First you have to struggle into your body. If it were
up to us, we wouldn't have bodies, but it’s like the truck, it’s needed to haul
shit around. Except we love trucks. Not everyone has one, I don’t have one,
but everyone in this room wants one.

The bodies are tossed into clothes that say: “I just give up.” But they don't
give up.

These are the women who wanted horses. These are the women who were
horses, when their friends were becoming girls.

We're wearing t-shirts that say things like: “Dog needs younger handler”
Or: “My border collie is smarter than your honor student” You will see a
religious t-shirt occasionally. But I never see anything political. I wouldn’t
wear my “this is what a feminist looks like” t-shirt in here.

But this is the first generation of women to earn a little money of their
own, not a lot, but enough to do this. No one is wearing a skirt. I remember
when they first let us wear pants. High school. I remember asking permis-
sion to wear pants.

They are hauling in stuff, setting up. Heavy stuff pulled from vans and
trucks. Some of the women are bent with age, some of them can barely walk,
none of them ask for help. They haul in: every variety of dog containment
system, as well as bags full of I don’t know what all. But I know what you
won't find: No chocolate because chocolate is bad for dogs. No raisins be-
cause raisins are bad for dogs. No Advil or Tylenol because that can kill dogs.

The judge is talking to us, telling us to remember, “No matter what hap-
pens today, the reason we are here is to have fun!”

What unbelievable horseshit.

Who hauls themselves out of bed at four a.m. on a weekend to have fun?
No one. These women are like most of the artists I know. Working hard
at something that most other people will ignore. They love it but it’s work.
There’s a pleasure in it, but not the primary colors suggested by the word
“fun?

“Fun” is what you say to your family, your friends.

Your job is what happens when you are not with your dog.
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Your family, if you have one, recedes into the background. Herded into a
small corner of your heart to make room for the big one: you and your dog.

IX.

Dogs live in the present tense. They have memories, good memories. You
drive around a corner and the car slows down. They know it’s the lake. You
haven’t been to the lake in two years. How do they know?

They also have a sense of the future. Or at least they know when it’s din-
nertime.

But mostly they live in the present. Their vocabulary is heavy on verbs,
some nouns.

No modifiers. Unfortunately, they are overly fond of the exclamation
mark: “Chicken! Snow! Squirrel! Squirrel! Squirrel!”

How can every squirrel be as thrilling as the last?

And then there’s: “You! You! You!”

I find it difficult to be in the moment. Oh sure, I have been there a few
times.

But I don’t see what's so great about it! I think the place I was last night
was better.

I think if we kept going we could find a better place. Why settle for the
moment?

Dogs live in the moment, and I watch them. I get the gist.

Raissa’s on the phone. She’s in Ann Arbor and I'm in New York. I tell her,
“It's so amazing to be in New York! You go out of the house, something al-
ways happens! Comic, tragic, absurd, but something always happens.”

Raissa laughs. “Holly, that’s just life. That happens everywhere”

“In Ann Arbor?”

In Ann Arbor, I go to City Hall to get dog licenses. And I also have to get
a variance to own dogs. That are not Labradors or golden retrievers. I fill out
a questionnaire that asks: “Why didn’t you get a real dog?” “Don’t you know
how many dogs there are at the shelter?” “What do you do in bed?”

That is a lie, a big fat lie. Which is a crucial part of any autobiographical
monologue.

Why tell your life story if you can’t improve on it in some way? That’s just
lazy, where’s the art in that? Or as Tim Miller says: “Everything I'm going to
tell you is true. And some of it even happened.”

And what I said about Ann Arbor is untrue, another lie. You can have any
breed of dog you want. Ann Arbor is a tolerant place. They practice toler-
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ance there without getting really good at it. They will tolerate you having a
purebred dog. But not without making that “icky” face they make when they
drive by a BP station. And you will practice tolerance, too. When you go to
the party and the word gets out you have purebred dogs. And the jokes start
in about “eugenics,” then about “mutants,” and “racism,” ending with the
“holocaust” You'll laugh along. Otherwise you will have no friends, and you
will be tempted to get even more poodles.

X.

My best friend, Raissa, is on the phone. Her voice jagged. Sister, her twelve-
and-a-half-year-old malamute, has cancer. It’s a slow-growing, nonaggres-
sive tumor. But if they don't take it out, it will take her. That’s the word we
use. “Take” her.

It could be removed and Sister could have another good year or two. Or
even three, why not? Cody made it to fifteen. Or not. Something else could
get her next month.

Twelve and a half is old for a big heavy-boned dog like a malamute.

Then there’s the money. Thirty-five hundred bucks for the surgery. George
is laid off as of last Friday. Again. Raissa’s dog training doesn’t bring in much.
She could put the money together somehow. Some on a card, some from the
emergency fund. But what if something else goes wrong? When George was
laid off the last time he fell and tore his rotator cuff. Her son comes home
with Ds and slams the door. Music. She could put it together, but should she?

Some think the answer is clear, the grief misplaced.

But there’s no right answer to this question, just a bunch of hard choices.

Raissa, who grew up with four brothers, named this dog “Sister.” Sister
led her into a new life in dogs. She cruises around Ann Arbor in the winter,
a big sled strapped to the roof of her blue Ford truck, praying for snow. Driv-
ing alone for fifteen hours straight is nothing if it has to do with the dogs.
Last month she went to northern Minnesota to race with other teams on the
frozen Crow River. The bumper sticker on the back brags: “I survived Mush-
ing Boot Camp.” Sister has won more championships than I can name and is
the beginning of the line that runs through Raissa’s other four dogs. Raissa
once spun Sister’s hair into yarn then knitted a sweater. It must weigh twenty
pounds. She says it’s never cold enough in Ann Arbor to wear it.

I remember the moment I thought of Raissa as my best friend. It was an-
other phone call. She was telling me how much she likes Brokeback Moun-
tain. She said it’s her story, of a taboo love in a harsh landscape. The story
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of her love affair with her lead dog Atka, Sister’s son. Atka is big and full of
himself. He’s too much for a town with so many seminars and stained-glass
windows. I think she told me she watched the movie and cried.

And when she said that a hope sprang up inside me: I wanted her always
in my life.

Impossible, sentimental. To think that just because you love someone you
will always have them in your life.

Don't the dogs teach us this? Dogs bring death into the house. Every week
they drop some half-eaten thing at your feet. So happy, proud: “Look what
I got for you! Look! Why are you not looking! I saved you the best parts!”

They watch as you pick it up and throw it away.

XI.

Dogs are what happened when we stopped.

When we stayed in one place. A space opened up beside us. And dogs are
what happened.

Before this we lived inside a poem. It wasn’t like the poems we know to-
day. There were no images to follow that would lead you outside the poem.
You were inside the poem or you were not.

The poem was a series of actions. We rhymed with all the other animals.
We were there for the same reason the wolves were there. This is what we
did. We did the work of wolves.

We stepped outside the poem; for a moment there was a hole where we
used to be.

But the poem went on without us and all around us.

We sat down. We had no intention of moving. Like the place belonged
us. It’s too early to use the word “home.” But not too early to say the word
“mine”

For one night we were naked and meaningless under the stars. But we
couldn’t live like that, could we?

We crawled inside another poem, which was more like a story. Prickly
with points of view, thick with plots, resistant to any rhyme.

We could call it history if youd like. The first line of history: “Everything
we do makes a mess.”

Our first words shatter the night into bright heaps. Our first thoughts are
sharp and quick. I know I belong in history, I know I am a predator. I see the
bones around my bed.

All of these things are actions. The wolves that can see a squirrel change
her mind a mile away see the stopping, the thinking, the breaking, and the
knowing. The wolves close in.



THE DOG AND PONY SHOW

29

Lucky for us the definition of wolf is the marriage of hunger to fear. But
the hunger walks on four long and silver legs, one leg for each letter of the
word “fear”

So when a wolf trots out of the poem, comes toward us, instead of run-
ning away, she is, by definition, not a wolf, but a dog.

Forget what you heard, we did not make dogs out of wolves. Dogs made
us.

A dog sees our stopped, naked lives, sees the mess we are making, and
chooses us.

One day she shows up with something in her mouth. She lets us take it
from her.

Which no wolf would ever do. She hangs around as we break open the
world.

Mouth open, tongue out, and let’s call it a smile. Look what she’s brought
us. The word “home.”

She begins to invent us.
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Donna Haraway

Commentary: Agility Is Performance Art

Holly threatens Esther with goats; I threaten Rusten with miniature don-
keys. The donkeys remain a fantasy, or at best a few research interviews with
miniature donkey people and a stolen moment of eye and hand touch with
a silky sorrel jennet or a brown and white spotted wooly jack at the county
fair in Sonoma County each summer for the last decade. Maybe these par-
ticular brushes of Homo sapiens skin and Equus assinus coat are mutually
companionate, but I doubt it. These diminutive donkeys, whose ancestors
hail from Sicily or Sardinia, have no relationship with me, no work in com-
mon, no patterns of play, no routines as individuals response-able to me.
The donkeys at the county fair are working for a living; they are laborers in
the weekend affection-providing and entertainment industry. I respect them
and their people for this service, but we do not know each other.

Holly doesn't tell us anything more about the goats. Maybe she has made
good on her threats, and goats with dubious dietary habits are capering
through her life, munching with her gratitude on that unnecessarily ugly
“This is what a feminist looks like” t-shirt. Certainly, I have to agree with
her that “a horse is so much more demanding than Jesus,”* and goats would
do even more to smash the American conventional delusion that sacred and
secular are easy to tell apart—or should be teased apart.?

But the things Holly and I and our human lovers know in the flesh are the
crescent curves of dogs on the couch that fit beings in the household to each
other, the flash of dogs running well on an agility course, the pungent smell
of dogs splashing in muddy water, the queer pull of dogs into big demanding
worlds contained by no home and no family, and the keening agony of loss
for dogs dying too soon. It is all of this and more that lands me with Holly in
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the Dog and Pony Show—the show called by its citizens “a life in dogs.” The
naturalcultural edges and ecotones we live in are called dogland. “We’re not
pet people. Were dog people. Gradually the people without animals have
faded into the background. . . . Dogs made us.” Or, as a bumper sticker at one
of Cayenne Dog’s and my agility trials read, “Back Sunday; feed the kids”

Wanting dogs not children, I kept all my human eggs carefully haploid;
but still, that is some joke! Holly and Esther would understand; they left
reproduction to the eleventh hour, and Presto the Poodle could have per-
formed with dignity and gusto only if the teaser bitch and vet tech had re-
tired and the hand of a good dog woman held out an inviting cup at a Christ-
mas party. Then, Presto’s ejaculate would have been equal to that magic
canine fluid sought for his dog Queenie by J. K. Ackerley, the gay British
writer who dedicated himself for years to the dog-defined satisfaction of his
bitchy Alsatian.’

Holly writes like Joanna Russ, and The Female Man is one of my favorite
books. The four Js in Russ’s story could have lived a life in dogs. For example,
Russ’s delegate to the present from future perfect Whileaway showed up like
dogs do in our lives; “Janet Evason appeared on Broadway at two oclock in
the afternoon in her underwear. She didn’t lose her head”* The world will
never be the same again. As Holly wrote, “T also come from another place
and time. . . . I come from the place and time where vaginas roamed the
earth” This is SF—speculative fabulation, speculative feminism, science fic-
tion. In Holly’s tale, the clitoris even gets to play the role of a good herding
dog, playing “the eyes and ears of the vagina” Holly tells us that “I come
from the place where what I just said makes sense” SF readers in dogland
recognize that fact, and my Australian shepherd Cayenne perked up as soon
as she heard me read from Holly’s text that vaginas are sheep. If that were the
case, then I had her permission to read and write rather than go for a good
run. In the real-time lavender multispecies Whileaway, “we all lay down un-
der the tattered pink canopy”

Russ would have understood lesbian Tourette syndrome; she practically
invented it, probably with Whileaway’s genetic technology, and the four Js
communicated this unruly speech pattern to my community and its com-
panion species. Holly is raucously infectious. No wonder The Dog and Pony
Show is actually, relentlessly about dogs and definitely not about nature or
culture or alibis or lessons or something else. No one will show up except the
“new canine exchange student.” Live and die with that. Yes! “Dogs are what
happened when we stopped / When we stayed in one place / A space opened
up beside us / And dogs are what happened”
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But this is not easy living. A space opening up grinds and cracks every-
body who falls into it. A human woman’s learning to perform, learning to
run, with a flesh-and-blood canine partner in the mundane sport of agility
makes that clear. Space opening up is not about control or command, but
about something harder—response—and perhaps something I'd call obedi-
ence to each other if the word “obedience” were not so corrupted. In addi-
tion to everybody’s getting up before dawn to get to the trial site, a good
run requires stopping, tuning, emptying, receiving, offering. Becoming-with
each other across species-defining difference, partners do not preexist the
run. Cartoonist James Liddle, who trains for agility with shelties, got it right.
In one of his cartoons, faced with the breakdowns and failures that agility
players of both species know all too well, a frustrated inelegant human and a
puzzled dog stare at each other across a rule book, while the human intones,
“See? Right here! . . . “The dog and handler form a team’ A TEAM!!!” In
your dreams. And then, somehow, in waking reality, just for a moment. Just
for time-out-of-time in the space we call open.

Heedlessly, Holly and I both started in the sport of agility for fun; but
something else happened to us and to our dogs, something life-changing,
something for which dogs and their people train for thousands of hours but
cannot make happen, something for which there is no t-shirt, no brand, no
formula, no teleology. But there is art, performance art, running not for the
cure, not for the goal, but for each other, with each other, dog and human,
with skill natural to neither, but skill performed in the flesh, on the course,
here, now, inventing these coupled partners, in this run, in this ordinary SF
time and place. In a good run, Cayenne shone with what can only be called
joy, and so did I. I see Holly and her Norfolk terriers shining that way. I see
it when I Google them, running with each other, on YouTube.? Joy is not
tun; joy knows suffering, bearing, action and passion, failing and risking,
pleasure and terror, foolishness and skill, holding and receiving, injury and
daring. Holly knows: “It was just for fun. I stayed after it got hard. . . . These
women are like most of the artists I know. Working hard at something that
most other people will ignore” But that they—we—need.

Holly notices that agility players’ bodies and clothes tell anyone who
looks that “these are the women who were horses, when their friends were
becoming girls” Agility invites transspecies investment, literally. I have lots
of t-shirts and sweat shirts that I've worn at agility trails and classes, but I'd
hide only two of them from Holly’s and Esther’s soon-to-arrive hungry goats
and my miniature donkeys. Maybe these shirts are political, but the polis is
dogland.

The first is a sweatshirt worn by Cayenne’s and my team in the US Dog
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Agility Association trial at Santa Rosa, California, in late December of 2009.
The sweatshirt is emblazoned with a red and black contemporary Danish
anarcho-syndicalist flag, rooted in a late nineteenth-century Italian anar-
chist banner. A sketch of Emma Goldman looks out on the agility trial from
inside a red star. The words “Anarcha Aussies” pulsate in large block print.
Our team is six critters of the female persuasion, three canine and three
hominid. The dogs, Australian shepherds with a heritage of noninnocent
multispecies labor on ranches and in rodeos, are black and white (Ariel),
red merle (Cayenne), and red and white (Rubi Rocket); together, they are
red and black. With the humans all named some variant of Mary—Mary
Schultz, Donna Highstreet, and Donna Haraway—we needed a counter to
suffocating signs of Christian virginity, especially in December. Who better
than Jewish atheist Emma Goldman to carry our red and black banner to
calm our souls with her call for free love, free expression, community, birth
control, women’s rights, antiwar activism, an end to prisons, and labor soli-
darity? The banner on our shirt proclaims Emma’s credo: “Everyone’s right
to beautiful, radiant things” Red Emma did not speak lesbian or dog, but
she would have learned how from The Dog and Pony Show. She needed a
tattered pink canopy to set up her crates and treats for the ongoing freedom
struggles.

Our Red and Black Emma runs with dogs. In that spirit, Anarcha Aussies
run today with contemporary Chilean artist-activists in the working-class
area called la Pintana on the edge of Santiago, who have occupied the former
town killing-ground for dogs, creating La Perrera Center for Experimen-
tal Art. The artists mount an annual festival called Pintacanes for and with
street dogs and street people.” On streets and on agility fields, dogs are so
much more demanding than Jesus.

I got my other goat-proscribed t-shirt from a sociological gerontology as-
sociation conference, and it has a bold black bar-graph design with the label
“broken down by age and sex.” The shirt is mouse-eaten, with holes gnawed
by a doe who made a nest for her pups in my drawer. Holy and not, this t-
shirt has (barely) covered me many times as Cayenne flames over jumps and
into weaves. The shirt is a joke, just like “back Sunday, feed the kids” And
just like that other quip, the gerontologists’ joke appropriated for a good run
ricochets into the kind of truth told in dogland. We are indeed broken down
by age and sex, full of mouse holes, chewed soft to make a nest for those of
whatever species yet to come. They will not be us; we do not reproduce; if we
are very lucky, we live and die in humanimal grace.

Cayenne is now almost thirteen years old, and I am sixty-seven, recently
equipped by the surgeon with a snazzy new hip. By the time I heal, even if
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the surgeon says I can run again (Question Obedience!), Cayenne will be
nearly fourteen. With a murmuring heart, she has mitral valve disease. The
canine cardiologist says the MVD is not progressing, but time is murmuring
and mice are gnawing. Can miniature donkeys replace a good run? No, joy is
not about replacement; joy is about presence, and so it is about that cracking
space that multispecies worlds open up. We fall in.

Because “dogs made us,” we get to become-with them under multihued
tattered canopies. Finite, vulnerable, opportunistic, vivid—terra is full of
critters who are not (only) us. This is the only land worthy of love and pas-
sion; requiring response-ability, this is the only land where humanimals can
have a good run. Holly artfully performed this truth: “Don’t the dogs teach
us this? Dogs bring death into the house . . . ‘Look what I got for you! Look!
Why are you not looking! I saved you the best parts!”

Companion species, with bread, at table together, messmates: “A dog sees
our stopped, naked lives / sees the mess we are making / and chooses us”
“yes I said yes I will Yes® Presto!

NOTES

1. Quoted passages without endnotes are all from Holly Hughes, The Dog and
Pony Show (bring your own pony).

2. Suzy McKee Charnas wrote the feminist science fiction that ecstatically and re-
productively coupled the freedom-inventing Riding Women of the Grassslands and
horses in ways Jesus (and horses) might have found alarming, but Holly and I might
both have taught. I did. Divisions in feministland break down on humanimal lines.
My feminist theory graduate seminars in the early198os divided into factions over
women-horse loves, even literary ones. See Suzy McKee Charnas, Motherlines (New
York: Berkeley Books, 1979).

3. J. R. Ackerley, My Dog Tulip (1956; New York: New York Review of Books Clas-
sics, 1999) is one of the funniest stories of sex and reproduction in English literature.
It is also very moving, as is Presto’s adventure in late-life assisted sex. Sixteen-year
companionships are like that.

4. Joanna Russ, The Female Man (New York: Bantum, 1975), 4.

5. James Liddle, Agility Trials and Tribulations (Franklin, NY: Howln Moon Press,
2000).

6. Holly and Ready at the Companion Dog Training Club, May 30, 2010, running
in Excellent B class, standard run, four-inch jump height. They got a coveted “Q”;
that is, a qualifying score. See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxA9F6Z5bMw
(accessed June 11, 2012).

7. See http://perrerarte.blogspot.com/2008/06/pintacanes.html (accessed June
11, 2012). Artist and scholar Lissette Olivares introduced me to Pintacanes and the
Mapuche indigenous word “quiltro” for a mixed breed of small furry dogs. Connot-
ing racial and species mongrel hybridity, the term “kiltro” is applied today disparag-



THE DOG AND PONY SHOW

35

ingly to street dogs, street people, and mixed-race or indigenous people. In response,
in la Pintana’s world of Pintacanes, kiltros of both species and all genders now work
with feminists, anarchists, and artists for a good run at freedom and reinvented kin-
ship. See Lissette Olivares and Cheto Castellano, Kiltr@, DVD, 25 min., for dOCU-
MENTA (13) (Sin Kabeza Productions, 2012).

8. With barking thanks to James Joyce for Molly Bloom’s soliloquy in Ulysses
(New York: Egoist Press, 1922). Molly’s “Yes” is the last word in this incomparable
novel. Except for the period at the end of Molly/Penelope’s enormous sentence, there
is no punctuation in Molly’s rhythmic embrace of life and death. Presto earned an
exclamation point, but only at midnight at a lesbian Christmas party.
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by Vicky Ryder, Lisa Asagi, and Stacy Makishi
Stay!

A dog is barking. The set is comprised of a long dinner table with two chairs on

either side. The table has a bed sheet spread onto it like a tablecloth. There are

two feather pillows placed on opposite sides of the table lengthwise. On each

pillow there is one of a pair of black leather gloves and a large butcher’s knife.

Stage right there is a ladder with two pairs of shoes on the “feet” of the ladder.

One pair of shoes belongs to George; the other pair belongs to Liz. Preset down

center stage are two red boot-cleaning brushes.

George and Liz are on stage.

L1z: What a dump!

She drops her handbag.

GEORGE: What now?

L1z: 'm Elizabeth Taylor doing Bette Davis. From that film, you know the
one?

GEORGE: No, I don’t know.

LI1Z (snaps her fingers at George): Down.

George goes down on hands and knees. Liz sits on George’s back and removes

her boots.

L1z: You do know. We've watched it together. Come on, think!

GEORGE: What's that smell? Smells like chicken.

Dog barking fades out.

L1z: What happened to the black dog?

All rights are to Stay! are strictly reserved, including professional and amateur performing, motion
picture, recitation, lecturing, public, public reading, radio and television broadcasting, foreign translation,
recording, and electronic retrieval, in all media. Permission for use must be secured from the authors, Lisa
Asagi, Vick Ryder, and Stacy Makishi, who can be contacted via Nikki Tomlinson at nikki@artsadmin.co.uk
or in writing to Artsadmin, Toynbee Studios , 28 Commercial Street , London E1 6AB.
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Liz kneels down and places both hands into the boots.

GEORGE: I don't know what happened.

George stands up and takes the two knives that are on the table. She begins to

sharpen the knives. George places the sharpened knives onto the pillows.

“That’s Me without You” by Al Bowlly fades in. George picks up the script to

read the monologue. Liz, still on her hands and knees with the boots worn up

to her elbows, begins to slowly assume the pose of a dog.

GEORGE (reading as though reading a police report): At 3:37 a.m. police were
called to a residence on Black Dog Lane. A neighbor had reported hear-
ing shouting and hysterical screaming. When officers arrived at the crime
scene, the house was in complete disarray. The record player was playing
“That’s Me without You” There were wine bottles piled up to the ceiling
and dog feces shaped into obscure structures. Feathers were strewn every-
where. Kitchen knives were scattered throughout the house. On the table,
there was a drawing in charcoal of a black dog. There appeared to have
been a struggle. The window was broken. In the corner of the room the
television was playing the Elizabeth Taylor film Who’s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf?

Music: “That’s Me without You” fades out.

GEORGE: A wolf?

L1z: No, a dog.

GEORGE: Whatever happened to the black dog?

George picks up a boot brush and begins to brush her shoe.

L1z: I used to live across the street from the meanest dog in town. His owner
called him Charlie, but everyone knew him as Manson. Some people said
he was the devil himself, but not me. No, I believed that deep down inside
all dogs were good. All they needed was the right master. All they needed
was a top dog!

Liz raises her arm with the boot and slams it back down, then scratches the

boot with the brush like a scratching dog.

L1z: So, one day I went over there with a packet of baloney. As I walked
down the darkened lane, I heard a menacing growl behind me. It was him,
it was Manson. I turned around and chucked a slab of baloney at him. He
gobbled it up and inched closer to me. I held up another slab (she begins
to raise the boot again), but this time, I made him wait. (She motions “stop”
with the boot on her hand.) I made him look at me.

Then, I dropped it at my foot (she slams the boot on the floor and grabs
the boot brush) and commanded, “Leave!”(She appears to want to scratch
the boot with the brush but “leaves.”) “Leave!” (She still wants to scratch the
boot with the boot but resists— “leaves.”) The next command I taught him
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was to stay. (She puts the brush down.) And before you know it, that dog
would Leave! and Stay! on my command. I trained him good. He was a
good dog. My good dog. Well, it was getting dark and I needed to go home.
But when I stood to leave, Manson growled, “Stay.” (She places the boot onto
the chair leg.) So 1 sat. (She sits.) And I stayed. And I stayed. And I stayed.

GEORGE (clicks her fingers as if Liz is a dog): Hey! Now, listen to me. I've got
all day.

George takes the boot from Liz’s arm and places it on the leg of her own chair

and sits.

And we're going to stay right here until you tell me what happened to
the black dog.

During this section, film noirstyle music is playing while Liz performs in a

“film noir manner,” as though she’s Elizabeth Taylor playing Bette Davis.

L1z: That’s right, I collared her. Like a mutt in a cage. But don’t get me wrong,
she knows her part in all this. She was there for the taking. Like the little
doggie in the window, the one with the waggly tail. Well, she was wagging,
all right. She was asking for it. She wanted me to take her: to take the lead.
I could have killed her in the beginning. She fell in love with me in the end.
I can hear her listening; she always looks like she’s listening. But she’s not.

George is clipping her fingernails.

Darling, if you're listening, make me a drink. And make it dry. You
know I'm under the weather.

Liz sits and rests her head on the pillow.

GEORGE: She’s under the weather. Underwater. Born under the sign of water.
Pisces the fish or Aquarius the water bearer, but she can’t bear water. She
has hydrophobia, a morbid fear of water. It’s raining outside and that’s why
we can't leave the house.

Drink, darling?

L1z: Make it dry, darling?

George puts on her black glove (the left side) and brings out a martini set. She

mixes the martini and pours it over her gloved hand into the glass.

L1z: P'm dry. Dry and yearning . . . yearning to get wet. Yearning for someone
to take me, take the lead. Outside it’s raining, oh, it's drenched, but inside
I'm a desert. I'm goddamn Tucson, Arizona. And no one’s going anywhere.
And I mean nowhere, until this rain lets up!

GEORGE (places olives in glass): Olive, darling? One or two?

Liz: Two.

She makes the number two with her fingers and then pretends it’s a cigarette.

L1z: That’s right, just the two of us. A couple of doggone fools. Locked up in
this cage for seventeen years. What is that in dog years? That’s . . . seventeen
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times seven, carry the four. (She begins to count on her all her fingers.) What
does she do when I'm asleep? Does she leave or does she stay?

GEORGE (dog command): Stay!

L1z: Good dog. Faithful to the end. I could have killed her in the beginning.
She fell in love with me in the end. We met at the dance. I took her home,
to this house. Then came the rain. Day after day. Raining cats and dogs. No
cats! Just dogs. (Liz moves to the ladder.) She followed me up the stairs and
into my bed. She made an impression in the mattress that only her body
could fill. And then came the black dog.

Liz howls. The sound of dogs howling fades in. Film noir music fades out.)

GEORGE: Come on now, youre too old to be doing this. Let’s have a drink.
You look very dry.

George gives her a martini. They drink.

L1z: I want a double. I mean, a body double. All the Hollywood stars had
body doubles. I bet Elizabeth Taylor had a body double.

GEORGE: Yeah, but I bet she drank all of her own drinks.

Liz reaches into her handbag and finds a chicken drumstick. She eats and ges-

ticulates with the drumstick like Elizabeth Taylor in Who's Afraid of Virginia

Woolf?

L1z: Hold on, I think I've got it. Wasn’t Elizabeth Taylor in Who’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf? and Lassie Come Home?

GEORGE: Yes, I think Lassie was her first film.

L1z: George, I think I'm on to something . . . Wasn't Elizabeth Taylor also a
dual citizen, just like me?

GEORGE: Yes, I believe she was.

L1z (eating chicken): And she was a Pisces, just like me!

GEORGE: Where exactly is this going?

L1z (still eating): Was Lassie a Pisces?

GEORGE: Oh, dear God . . . take me now.

L1z: Was he American?

GEORGE: Actually, he was a she. And she was Scottish.

L1z: No, he wasn’t a Scottie, he was a collie.

GEORGE: I said, he was a she. You know, a Scottish lass. Lassie (pauses to
drink). Hey, did you know that they actually used a boy dog to play her?

L1z: What? That’s disgusting. Lassie had a body double? I want a double!

GEORGE: Another double with two olives!

L1z: Nobody in performance art has a body double. Do they? I wonder if
Split Britches have body doubles? But that would be a body double divided
inhalf. ..

GEORGE (interrupts): I could have killed her in the beginning. I fell in love
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with her in the end. I can hear her listening; she always looks like she’s
listening, but she’s not.

Liz holds her chicken bone in her mouth as she pours Cheerios into tin bowls.

GEORGE: She’s under the weather. I can tell she is under the weather because
she keeps telling me that I look under the weather. She'll tell you that I'm
the one that’s ill, but really it’s her. It's always her. It's always about her. She’s
the sun in the sky and the moon on the water. I keep telling her to go . . .
Leave me and have a life, but she won’t leave me. The last time I told her to
go, she brought down her suitcase and unpacked it. Me—I don’t even own
a suitcase. The only one I had was the one I bought for that Mexican cruise
that ended like the Titanic. And let me tell you, we felt lucky to make it
out of there alive. And now, a century later, we're still here. Ruled by time.
Her time. My lists. Day after day. And now she’s telling me that she doesn’t
know where the black dog is. I don’t know where it is. All T know is that she
is the sun in the sky. The moon on the water.

L1z: Dinner!

Liz slams down two plates filled with Cheerios onto the table. Liz and George

sit at the further ends of the dinner table. They fixate on the food. They stare

suspiciously at each other as if they are locked into in a strange game for the

food.

GEORGE: What did you do today?

L1z: I wrote in my diary.

GEORGE: ] wrote in my diary.

L1z: I wrote my to-do list.

GEORGE: [ wrote my to-do list.

L1z: I looked out the window, sharpened knives, and put on a black glove.

Liz quickly puts on her black leather glove. She wears the right side. George is

already wearing the left.

GEORGE: I put on a black glove.

George is satisfied as she tops Liz.

L1z: | mopped up water.

GEORGE: I poured water.

L1z: I walked to the window and drew the curtains . . .

GEORGE: Did you see anything?

L1z: No, not a sign.

GEORGE: I thought I heard something.

L1z: [ heard something.

GEORGE: You did?

L1z (draws her George in): Definitely.

GEORGE: I don’t believe you.
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A pause. George doesn't fall for Liz’s trick.

L1z: I watched the dance contest on TV.

GEORGE: I signed us up for the dance contest.

George quickly makes a grab for the knife on the pillow. Liz grabs her knife,

threatening George to drop the knife.

Liz: Leave! Leave!

George places her knife under her pillow. George begins to crawl onto the table,

keeping an eye on both Liz and the Cheerios.

L1z: Stay. Stay.

Liz crawls onto the table, and when they are both just hovering over the plates

Liz continues.

L1z: Okay. Go!

Liz and George are on the table eating their food like two savage dogs. Liz

muscles her way onto George’s plate and begins to eat George’s food. She even

tries to eat the food from George’s mouth. They keep trying to vie for “top dog”
position till Liz tops George, her neck locked over George’s to establish domi-
nance. Liz pushes George backward off the table.

L1z: Aren't you going to finish that, dear?

GEORGE: No, 'm not very hungry.

George submits while Liz eats hungrily off both plates. She licks the plates like a

dog. George watches her in disgust. George reaches under her pillow. It appears

that she’s going for the knife, but instead she takes out her diary.

GEORGE: Dear Diary, We met at the boarding gate for a Mexican cruise. I
was organizing the movement of luggage onto the ship. It wasn’t my job,
I just couldn’t help myself. She had mislaid a suitcase, and I organized its
golden retrieval. I knew that my life would never be the same after that. I
knew that she would never have to concern herself with the movement of
luggage again.

L1z: Dear Diary, How I wish we could go back to the days of that Mexican
cruise. Now, I don’t remember whether I jumped or she pushed. All T know
is that I fell overboard for her. Man overboard!

GEORGE: When the ship ran aground in the middle of the night, in all the
chaos and confusion, she jumped into the water and started swimming
north; at least I think it was north. I can’t be sure of those details.

L1z: Man overboard. In high seas. In high season. A dog in season. 'm in
season. Follow my scent. Take me doggy style. Take me like a great dame.
Liz Taylor.

Dog on a hot tin roof. Ruff.

GEORGE: In the black ink of ocean and sky I heard my voice ring out . . .

1”

L1z: “Man overboard
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GEORGE: It bounced over the waves until it reached her. “Wait!” I said. “There
is no cause for alarm.” She turned in the water and swam toward my voice.
She swam toward me. All the while knowing that true north was in the
opposite direction.

L1z: Overboard! It’s over. We're bored.
George is angry with Liz. Liz gets off the table and picks up the ukulele. She
attempts to sing the first few lines of “That’s Me without You.” Her gloved hand
can only strum. The left hand can’t “fret” the chords. Her voice keeps trying
to find the pitch, but the ukulele’s sound never changes. It’s apparent that her
gloved hand can only strum. She looks to George, who is still angry and ignores
her. She can'’t find the tune.

L1z (singing the first line of “That’s Me without You”: she still can’t find the
pitch): “Think of a flower without any rain . . ” George?

GEORGE (still angry): Yes.
L1Z (seems to be suggesting a game): Is it time yet?
GEORGE: No, not yet.
Liz places the ukulele under the table and seems to be titillated by a strange
ritual.
L1z: Is it time for the dance contest?
GEORGE: Stay. Stay. Stay. Okay, go.
L1z: Hot dog!
Honky-tonk-style music plays. Liz and George dance toward the ladder like
two dogs with their hands out like paws. George then pulls the ladder back-
ward, which makes the shoes under the “feet” of the ladder judder up and
down. George dances up the ladder with a jug of martinis. Liz places a martini
glass at the foot of the ladder. Liz freezes in a dance pose. Honky-tonk music
cuts out. George begins to pour from the top of the ladder, the entire jug of
martinis, slowly into the martini glass on the floor.

GEORGE: The dance contest. I made it up. Please don't tell her. It's my way of
having her near me, moon on my water, sun in my sky.

Romantic instrumental music begins to play.

GEORGE: I'll do anything I can to keep her near me, and I mean anything.. ..
even closing my eyes, even telling her to leave.

When I was eight years old, I almost drowned . . . in a glass of water, in
the middle of Christmas dinner. She loves to hear that story. It makes her
toes curl. It makes her look at me. And when the story is over, we feel so
happy, so happy to be alive.

George assumes a high-dive position as if to dive into the martini glass below.

As she’s just about to jump, we go to blackout, and we hear the sound of the

bounce off the diving board and the splash into the glass. Blackout. Ominous
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music called “Black Dog” begins to play. George crosses left to her chair in the

dark. She takes the boot from the chair leg, sits, and breathes into the boot

like an oxygen mask. Liz stands at the ladder and drinks the martini that

George has poured from on top of the ladder. Liz walks to George and snatches

the boot from her face and throws it behind the table. Liz takes the pulse on

George’s neck.

L1z: It’s nursing time.

George assumes a position from Paula Rego’s painting The Family. Her head is

tossed back with her eyes in a trance. Liz takes her pulse.

L1z: She’s under the weather. She’s under my weather. She says I'm like a
weather system. A natural disaster. A cyclone, a cyclops, a hurricane. But
really 'm Mother Theresa.

Liz pushes George’s legs apart. She stands in between George’s legs, then pushes

George’s chair back onto two legs.

L1z: And here I am in the middle of Calcutta. (Liz raises George’s trouser leg

up and pushes her fist into George’s trouser leg.) Calcutta. I could a. With her

fist still up George’s trouser legs, Liz begins to hump George’s leg fast like a dog.

L1z: I could have been somebody if I didn’t like to nurse. I could have been

somebody if I didn’t like to mop the floors. I could have been somebody if

I didn't like to rub you down. I could have been somebody if I didn't like to

spoon-feed.

Liz falls to the ground on all fours in the manner of the Paula Rego painting

Bad Dog. She twists her body, like a dog lifting its leg to urinate, on George.

GEORGE (after a long pause): She likes to take her pleasure silently, like some
kind of insect: like a flea or a mosquito, but she only leaves behind the
smallest mark of visitation. She doesn’t like to give what’s asked for, so I
always close my eyes, for her, and sometimes when I wake up, I itch around
the ankles.

Liz holds this pissing pose for a long time. They wait in silence.

Liz: George?

GEORGE: Yes?

L1z: Is it time yet?

GEORGE: No, not yet.

L1z: Is it time for the dance contest?

GEORGE: No. Hold it. Stay. Stay. Stay. Okay, go.

Honky-tonk music plays.

L1z: Hot dog!

Liz and George dance once again toward the ladder like two dogs, with their

hands held out like paws.

L1z (yells to audience): If you think that’s great, wait till you see this!
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Liz puts on a swim cap. George gets a jug of martinis and dances up the ladder.
Liz lies down at the foot of the ladder. She yells up to George, who is at the top
of the ladder with the jug.

L1z: Make it dry, baby! As dry as you can!

George waves down to Liz. Honky-tonk music cuts out. Liz begins to sing

“That’s Me without You” as George pours the martini into her mouth from the

top of the ladder. Liz tries to sing and drink at the same time. It sounds like a

gargle.

L1z (singing): “Picture a flower without any rain. And picture a songbird
without a refrain. Think of a lifetime of living in vain . . . That’s me without
you!”

Liz continues to sing as the entire jug is poured into her mouth. She finishes the

song. Liz sits up from the floor and dries herself. George climbs down the ladder

and notices that the floor is wet with a huge mess. She points at the mess and
reprimands Liz as if she were a dog who made a mess.

GEORGE: Who did this? Who did this? Who did this? Who did this? Who
did this? Who did this?

The questioning becomes bullying. Liz is on her hands and knees, embarrassed,

tail between her legs. George crosses left to her chair. Liz falls to the ground and

pants like the dog in Paula Rego’s painting Sleeper throughout George’s mono-
logue. George reads from her diary, which is tucked under her pillow.

GEORGE: Dear Diary, I'm still here. It’s storming inside. A flash flood, wiping
all of civilization away. And we’re trapped inside, running out of gin and
tonic, ale and air. We're coal miners in a collapsed relationship. The canary
is dead and no one knows we're here anymore. Not even us.

L1z: And, it’s all your fault!

Liz throws her swimming cap off her head. She crosses left to George. Music

“Black Dog” begins to play. George assumes a reclining pose, as in Paula Rego’s

painting Bride. Liz takes out a tray with towels and shaving cream.

L1z: Now, I told you that I was under the weather . ..

Liz places a black barber’s cape over George.

L1z: And now look what I've done.

Liz sprays a very large amount of shaving cream onto her gloved hand.

L1z: But it wasn’t my fault. It was the black dog.

“Black Dog” fades out. Liz puts shaving cream all over Georgess face.

L1z: It started off as a silly game. A game of chance with blindfolds and
sharpened knives. But now, 've gone too far. Far. A long, long way to run.

Liz crosses downstage right and sees a dog in the distance. She begins to act like

she’s Elizabeth Taylor in Lassie Come Home.

L1z: Lassie, come home! Come home to Mama!
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Liz looks over at George and is suddenly terrified at what she’s about to do.

L1z: Oh my God!

She covers her mouth with her gloved hand. Foreboding film noir Music plays.

The gloved hand chokes her neck as though it is threatening her.

L1z: Do nothing and everything will be done? But the deed was done. Before
I even did it!

The gloved hand reaches under the pillow and takes hold of the knife.

L1z: Well done, like a steak turned to charcoal.

She clenches the sharp blade and runs it through her hand.

L1z: The table with the black dog drawn in charcoal! I drew it!

She picks up the feather pillow and begins to sharpen the knife on the pillow, as

in the Paula Rego painting The Soldier’s Daughter. She then holds the pillow

as though it were a hostage.

L1z: Draw! With my own hand!

She threatens the audience down center.

L1z: Draw! Finger to the trigger.

She threatens the audience down left.

L1z: Draw! The curtains to the window!

She threatens the audience down right.

L1z: Turn away! Lock the door! Pull the trigger!

Liz slits the feather pillow with the knife.

L1z: Call the cops! (She drops the knife.) No. Shut up. Go over your lines.

Liz crosses right to left stage with the feather pillow. Feathers fall.

L1z: Hello, Officer, something terrible has happened. You see, I've been un-
der the weather lately. I just couldn’t see straight. I've been seeing double.
That’s right! It was my body double. Yeah, she broke into my house and has
done a terrible, terrible thing! Get a grip. Take a pill. Take a pillow.

She takes hold of the pillow and approaches George.
L1z: Now, take a deep breath.
George sees that she is about to be smothered. Liz smothers George with the
gutted pillow. The pillow completely envelops George’s head. George struggles,
but Liz overpowers her until she appears dead. Liz takes the pillow off George’s
head, and the white feathers stick to the shaving cream. Her entire head is
feathered. George looks like a giant fluffy white poodle. The film noir music is
coming to a climax as Liz takes out George’s knife. Liz grabs George by the hair
and exposes her neck. Her hand is shaking as it appears that she is about to
slit George’s throat. Instead she begins to tenderly shave the feathers off George
with the knife. Foreboding film noir music slowly fades out. Liz shaves George
and is in a constant battle with herself in the monologue.
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L1Z (shaves George with the knife): The black dog, I made it up, please don’t
tell her. It's my way of keeping her close to me. I want her close to me, but
out of my way. It's my way or the highway. So hit the road . . . Come back!
Back off! Give me space, but don’t be distant. And after a lifetime of the
same old housebroken-broken-record rituals, here we are . . . She’s the sun
in my sky, moon on my water.

Sad instrumental fade-in. Liz moves to center. She attempts and pushes herself

to cry real tears. She tries to perform Elizabeth Taylor’s last scene in Who's

Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

Liz: Lassie, come home, girl. Now whenever you look at me there is no Lass-
ie left in your eyes. Lassie, come back. Long for me. Want me. Wag for me.
Beg for me. Speak for me. Jump for me. Fetch for me. Leave. Stay! Heel for
me...no, don't heal, stay sick. Go on, play dead. Roll over into the next life.
No, I didn’t mean that. Oh my God, I think I've gone too far. Oh, I didn’t
mean to ... why, oh why . ..

Why did you have to?

Liz’s cry turns into a tantrum.

L1z (to the audience): I know what you’re all thinking. You’re thinking, “Oh
my, she’s not a very good actor” Well, I may not be a good actor, but 'm a
great performance artist! That’s right, an Artist, baby!

George begins to wipe the feathers off her face. She cleans her glasses and be-

gins to pour herself a martini. Liz continues to have a huge tantrum, crying

and kicking her legs.

L1z: It’s not fair! All I wanted was a goddamn body double, somebody cute
who could take the blame.

George walks over to Liz with an empty martini glass and a full jug. George

stands over the crying Liz and looks as though she’s about to offer to fill Lizs

glass but instead empties the entire jug onto Liz’s head.

GEORGE (gestures a toast to the audience): To your very good health.

Liz is soaked. She sits on the floor staring out the window.

Liz: Hey, George . . .

GEORGE: Yes.

Li1z: I think the rain’s stopped.

George takes out the ukulele. Her gloved hand can only fret the chords, she

doesn’t strum. She begins to sing “That’s Me without You.” George sings.

GEORGE: “Think of a flower without any rain and picture the songbird with-
out a refrain . . . Picture a lifetime of living in vain . . . That’s me without
you”

George pauses to see if Liz will join her. Liz gets up slowly and walks over to
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George. George’s glove frets the chords while Lizs gloved hand strums. They
play the ukulele and sing one more verse, together.
“Think of a flower without any rain and picture the songbird without
arefrain . . . Picture a lifetime of living in vain . . . That’s me without you.
Blackout. The end.



Marla Carlson

Commentary: What Happened
to the Black Dog?

There comes a time near the ending or not-ending of a long-term relation-
ship, a time after both partners have settled into routines that bore them,
when at least one partner wonders whether she will resign to the inertia or
go on to something else, whether the wish to stay derives from love, fear, or
laziness. Stay! likens such partners to “coal miners in a collapsed relation-
ship,” and its two performers rehearse the ways in which some of us rehearse
love: through the formulas of doggy obedience training and film noir. Who’s
the master? Who takes the lead? Is a relationship more than habit—or, per-
haps, is habit both enough for and essential to a happy life? The piece’s pas-
tiche of Elizabeth Taylor’s films and Paula Rego’s paintings puts its sources’
animal metaphors not only into play but also into productive conversation.
Rather than simply creating and living out a new binary (master versus dog),
these two women shift around, alternating in the roles of human and dog. At
other times they become dogs together: on hands and knees atop the table,
faces ravening in cereal bowls.

Stay!’s opening scene plays with the boot polishing depicted in Paula
Rego’s painting The Policeman’s Daughter (1987). As John McEwen writes,
in Rego’s painting, “the jack-boot strikes forward as if caught up in a march;
the raking street-light is as pitiless as a searchlight. [. . .] The girl polishes
the phallic boot. Her arm is rammed into it almost up to her shoulder. The
window is open, but it offers no means of escape. The view from it is as
empty, and as hopeless, as the interior”" A stage direction in Stay! says that
Liz “scratches the boot with the brush like a scratching dog” And in a video of
the performance, Liz (Stacy Makishi) and George (Jack Russell) can be seen
kneeling together, each with an arm inside a boot, raising and then slam-

49
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ming down the pair in unison.> Observing that the submissive domestic task
of boot cleaning (if not quite licking) also features the girl’s “violating hand”
and “muscular arm . . . brutally rammed” into the boot, which is “all that
remains of the man in this enclosed space,” Maria Manuel Lisboa analyzes
the image in relation to the authoritarian Portuguese culture in which Rego
spent her early years: “The submissive daughter, busily going about the do-
mestic activities which sustain the father’s career, becomes the raping demo-
ness who breaks every last taboo, and who, disturbingly, does so while para-
doxically continuing to fill the role of angel in the house”® McEwen, though,
draws attention to the animal in this painting: “The confined girl’s predica-
ment is symbolized by the cat: the outside world of the night calls, but the
cat cannot respond; it, too, is trapped” I take as emblematic Stay’s erasure
of that particular animal. Liz and George could leave if they wished to, either
through the open window or more conventionally through a door. But as Liz
says, “Then came the rain. Day after day. Raining cats and dogs. No cats! Just
dogs” These two are not cats confined to the house but tussling dogs who
choose to stay. The image accompanying the script in this collection (see fig.
1) mimics Girl Lifting Her Skirt to a Dog (1986), in which McEwen sees the
“frustration and anger that often smoulders within relationships based on
dependency of one sort or another. The dog looks blank, the girl is angry;
she is, at one and the same time, willing the dog to react and jeering at him
for his inability to do so.”” Photographer Vick Ryder has switched around the
painting’s viewpoint. Rather than seeing a dog’s profile and the girl’s angry
face, we view Makishi’s back as she lifts her skirt to a menagerie of taxidermy
specimens—all of them hoofed species of prey.

Liz intermittently channels Elizabeth Taylor, through whom she plays
with both the George of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and the epony-
mous collie of Lassie Come Home. Note that the character designation is not
Richard (Burton): “George” serves as a placeholder for whoever “Liz” needs
her to be, at some times making her a dog- surrogate. The Woolf material in
Stay! initially conjures for me an image of Albee’s George as the dog in that
relationship, patient and well trained, barely yelping as he endures Martha’s
teasing and abuse. Poor George, tail tucked between his legs, biding his time
as Martha seduces one of the puppies they’ve brought home (Nick), with the
Honey-puppy cast as the runt, dominated and shut out of the game. Upon
further reflection, though, George appears to be controlling Martha as she
goes through her tricks: Roll over, Martha. Play bitch. Fetch the daddy stories,
fetch our made-up son—let’s play catch with that one, it’s the most fun. But we
don’t play with it when there are puppies in the house! George obliterates this
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favored toy because Martha doesn’t play by the rules. He teaches his bad dog
a lesson.

Like Albee’s Martha, Liz also channels Bette Davis. This persona draws
Stay! into a film noir ambience, turning George into a detective. She de-
scribes a crime scene in Black Dog Lane, wreckage that might be the cumu-
lative aftermath of Rego’s paintings. Seemingly unable to resist the scenario,
Liz reenacts this domestic violence. She begins with The Family (1988),
which Mick Brown describes well: “A man in a suit sits on the edge of a
bed. A woman . . . is holding up his arm and apparently taking his pulse,
while her other arm appears to be smothering his mouth and nose; a girl . ..
stands in front of him between his splayed legs® I first read this confusing
and disturbing image as an inversion of child sexual abuse, perhaps a vision
of justified revenge. The violence is typical of Rego’s “girls,” although critics
do not always sympathize with them. Lisboa observes that Rego’s “serially
violent young female protagonists progress from attacks on dogs to crimes
against humans, in particular in the family”” I'll have more to say about this
image later, but note here that Stay’s version is from the start less malignant
because George is not a man and Liz is not a girl. Moreover, although I see a
mordant humor in Rego’s work, Stay! is funny outright. As George slumps in
a chair, inert, Liz moves through the active positions that The Family depicts.
A pulse check gives way to a stance between splayed legs. Liz extends this
moment into doglike leg humping, her fist up George’s trouser leg, while she
verbalizes her frustrated ambitions. The final complaint, “I could have been
somebody if I didn’t like to spoon-feed,” brings her to the floor in Rego’s Bad
Dog (1994) position. As she lifts her leg on George, though, the tables turn.
Instead of being degraded, George revives to deliver a kind of non sequitur
punch line that equates habitual sexual violation by Liz to an insect bite:
“She likes to take her pleasure silently, like some kind of insect: like a flea or
a mosquito, but she only leaves behind the smallest mark of visitation. She
doesn't like to give what’s asked for, so I always close my eyes, for her, and
sometimes when I wake up, I itch around the ankles” Liz “holds this pissing
pose for a long time,” responding to George’s commands to “Stay. Stay. Stay.
Okay, go”

When the piece returns to Regos images later, Liz gives in to her noir
compulsion and slathers George’s face with shaving cream. She then sharp-
ens her big kitchen knife on a pillow, slits the pillow rather than the goose
held by The Soldier’s Daughter (1987), and finally shoves the pillow onto
George’s face. What begins as smothering turns to shaving, with feathers as
whiskers and the knife doing the razor’s work from Rego’s Untitled (1984).
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Lisboa notes “the dog’s gritted teeth” and the uncertainty as to whether the
girl is shaving the dog or cutting his throat.® McEwen reads the shaving as
“the clue, if any were needed, that this is no baby but an invalid, a man in
the guise of a dog”™ Indeed, Rego has said that these six pastels from 1984
are “about” her husband, who was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 1966.
She explains that “you have to hurt the dog in order to give him his medi-
cine,” and “there’s often a violence in trying to help people. I even dressed
one little girl up as a little fascist girl. I did like doing them very much in-
deed”'® Rego painted The Family in the year that her husband died, and her
original title, The Raising of Lazarus, points to her own interpretation of the
scene depicted: “the woman is, in fact, dressing the man; the girl standing
between his legs is rubbing herself against him, trying to excite him sexually
in the hope it might bring him to life” Rego ends by noting that “of course,
it didn’t” and considers this a “shame”"!

Although for Rego these images refer to her life with the painter Victor
Willing, a biographical explanation does not exhaust their resonance. They
also speak to her experience more broadly conceived: as a woman, as a citi-
zen, as a human being. As she puts it, “I can only understand ideas in terms
of human relationships—I don’t understand political abstractions”'? The
aspects of human relationship that she depicts have political significance
and are capable of translation into forms other than the experiences that
she happens to have lived through. Stay! performs just this sort of transla-
tion. Its shaving scene leads into a revision of Taylor’s final scene in Who’s
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, but she addresses her weepy monologue to Lassie
rather than to George or the imaginary son that George has killed off. The
child was imagined in order to fill the void at the heart of this marriage and
perhaps within each of the partners. One can hardly help thinking that they
might have been better off with a collie. George and Martha are not actual
people but dramatic figures, of course, which facilitates Stay’s smooth slide
from one phantasm to the next.

The impulse toward biographical explanation turns human as well as
nonhuman characters into easy-to-read (if not very satisfying) metaphors.
George and Martha’s alcoholic, abusive, wit-ridden marriage has often
been understood as a barely disguised representation of a gay male rela-
tionship—an interpretation that Albee not only rejects as overly reductive
but expressly forbids in the casting for productions. Una Chaudhuri notes
that audiences and critics find comfort in reading the extramarital love af-
fair in Albee’s more recent The Goat; or, Who is Sylvia (2000) as a stand-in
for homosexuality, enabling them to elide the storylines explicit reference to
interspecies sex."”” Whatever else may be going on, the goat Sylvia offers to
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Albe€’s protagonist Martin an emotional fulfillment not available in his hu-
man relationships. Like Martha’s imaginary son, Martin’s goat compensates
for a lack. That Albee centers each of these plays on a dysfunctional het-
erosexual marriage may represent his comment on the inadequacy of such
arrangements, but that comment does not exhaust the plays’ meanings any
more than Paula Rego’s biography provides a fully adequate explanation for
her paintings.

The two women of Stay! are trapped within a sexual economy that they
might have expected to have little to do with their relationship. The struc-
tures of heterosexuality have formed the imaginary from which they draw
their sources, but at the same time they—and their sources—push back
against all the edges of those structures. I think of Paula Rego’s endless draw-
ing, begun as a child trapped within the polite structures of a very “proper”
upper-class Portuguese household, itself trapped within a police state. Play-
ing with the structures provides a sort of escape without the necessity of
leaving. I would propose that Stay’s conversation between Elizabeth Taylor’s
film roles and Rego’s dog-women (as well as dog-nurturing girls) brings us
new and more varied models for relationship. Stay! moves toward a doggy
aesthetic, beyond the butch-femme aesthetic exemplified for Sue-Ellen Case
by the work of these performers’ mentors, Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver."

The question remains, what does any of this have to do with animals?
Rego’s dogs function metaphorically, although I note for her at least one
Lassie-type experience (in 1963, their dog ran home to alert Paula that her
husband had suffered a heart attack), and her early collage Stray Dogs (The
Dogs of Barcelona) (1965) makes reference to actual cruelty to actual dogs
while also commenting on the authoritarian governments in Portugal and
Spain.”” Chaudhuri notes that by “refusing the animal its radical otherness
by ceaselessly troping it and rendering it a metaphor for humanity, moder-
nity erases the animal even as it makes it discursively ubiquitous.”'* The dogs
of Stay! are not dogs, although they have likely learned some parts of being
human from dogs."”

So: whatever happened to the black dog? After nursing my own black
dog, Oso, through liver failure in a month of 2008, I had to make the deci-
sion to end his life. As I was writing this essay, my niece Lisa called to talk
through the same situation with her black dog, Ruby. These decisions bring
into sharp relief our absolute responsibility for our companion animals, our
unbearable power to make such choices. We rehearse love and loss, and each
relationship is a rehearsal for the next—whether that relationship is with
another human or another species of creature. The first time that I watched
the video of Stay!, my nonblack dog Hercules was roused by the sound of
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barking. Usually he pays no attention to those sounds when I'm watching a
movie. But he came running to investigate. When his nose overruled his ears
and informed him that there was nothing doing, he resorted to his usual way
of enjoying video entertainment with me: he brought me his big nylon bone,
and I held one end while he chewed the other. For the first thirty minutes,
that is. Then he lay down in a patch of sunlight on the floor near my com-
puter, and I wiped the dog drool off my chair.
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Joseph Keckler
Cat Lady

“I am not a cat lady;” my mother declares, a bag of Whiskas under her arm
and a Maine coon at her feet. She marches through the laundry room to
answer the lament of a portly calico who is kept locked in the pantry. “No,
you stay out here, Don Diego,” she cautions the Maine coon. “Mrs. Gum-
midge has yet to reconcile herself to other cats. Thus she remains in self-
imposed exile here in the pantry” My mother manages to slip into Gum-
midge’s chamber without Don Diego. “Well, Gummidge. You didn't finish
your white albacore. Why didn't Gummidge finish her white albacore, pray
tell?” She directs the question to the calico, while referring to her in the third
person—the way, in Batman, that Alfred speaks to Bruce Wayne. Master
Wayne wishes not to entertain any guests this evening? “Gummidge desires
that I take this tiresome tuna away and present her, in its stead, with some
fresh Whiskas—or perhaps some Science Diet? Yes, Gummidge needs a new
snackie” She moves from butler talk to baby talk. “Gummidge finished with
dat tunie. She done.”

My mother emerges from pantry, the china plate of abandoned albacore
in one hand, the now slightly lighter package of Whiskas in the other. She is
wearing a calf-length pink cotton skirt and a discarded t-shirt of my broth-
er’s that bears, down the front, the word “paranoia” six times. Her hair hangs
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down to the middle of her back. Though it is gradually becoming more and
more white, for years it was a deep copper, with just two silver streaks that
framed her face. The streaks had been a lineament of her icon in my child-
hood; several of my classmates had believed her to be a witch, citing the
strange strands of silver, symbols of age that stood in contrast to her still-
youthful face. My mother has some wrinkles now, but her lips remain overly
full, defiantly young. Only months ago, a Walmart one-hour photo clerk
mistook her for my wife. She is an age chameleon.

“Sit down, Carol,” she says to my aunt, the sister of my father, who waits
for her in the kitchen. “I'm just going to run upstairs and quickly change”

“Take your time,” Carol calls. My mother is usually an obsessive hostess,
assaulting guests with hot chocolate and pillows, items of sustenance and
comfort. But Carol comes over almost every day now. She is slender, with
recently bleached blond hair and red lipstick. She had once embarked on a
Broadway career, but aborted it, opting to marry and raise a family. Still, she
is revered by community theatregoers throughout the greater Kalamazoo
area. Her husband, Jerry, recently had an affair with an amateur country-
western singer named Debbie. He is now divorcing Carol. She has taken to
self-medication, frequently preparing cocktails of vodka and various anti-
anxiety pills.

My mother returns in a purple skirt with intricate black designs, a lu-
minous gold short-sleeved shirt, and alligator boots. “Want to visit Gum-
midge?” she asks.

“Oh, not right now, Kit,” Carol replies. “In a bit, though. I'll see plenty of
her” Carol has agreed to help my mother take Mrs. Gummidge to the vet’s
this afternoon.

“She’s awfully forlorn, you know””

A one-time filmmaker, poet, mixed-media artist, and high school En-
glish teacher, my mother has not created work since our house burned down
in 1986, destroying her reels, assemblages, and manuscripts. Since that time,
she has, however, devoted herself to the twenty-four-hour-a-day interactive
performance/installation of caring for, integrating herself into, taking over
and dramatizing the lives of cats. While critics, historians, neighbors, and
the mailman all classify this piece as quintessential Theatre of the Cat Lady,
my mother often entitles it I Am Not a Cat Lady. This could be understood as
a surrealist strategy, akin to that which Magritte employed in his painting of
a pipe, accompanied by a caption that reads, “This Is Not a Pipe” Or perhaps
I am Not a Cat Lady is in line with the philosopho-religious texts of Simone
Weil, who asserted that contradiction is the test of reality. My mother, the
cat lady who is not, wishes to keep her relationship to the cats unexplained,
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Promotional image for performances of Cat Lady and Human Jukebox.
Image by John Moran and Hank Hivnor.

to create a void, a momentary evacuation of meaning where something un-
predictable might happen. A vacancy might be created and God might show
up to fill it. Who knows?

Similarly, my mother summons the void in her baby talk to cats. A mili-
tant grammarian, she is prone to suddenly deny her understanding of sub-
ject/object and past/present, affect a speech impediment, and recite Elmer
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Fuddian incantations. I remember once doing my middle school algebra
assignment at the kitchen table, in the company of my mother and our cat
Cubby, a former stray with one ear who bore a remarkable resemblance to
a baby bear cub and who had taught himself to sit up and beg and wave
for treats, play fetch, and a variety of other circus bear tricks. As Cubby
blankly watched my pencil in the erratic movement of equation solving, my
mother announced, in baby talk, “Cubs don’t do rithmatic! No. Him don’t
do no ’rithmatic.” She pushed her lips out in a half pout, half kiss, tensing
her mouth. She spoke in spite of the tension. “Himm dona doo riffmatick,”
she repeated insistently. She chanted the phrase over and over, distorting the
words more and more each time, pursing her lips more intensely; she spoke
as if she simultaneously wanted to be Cubby, make out with him, and eat
him. Just gobble him up. She would have cuddled with him if she could have
been sure she wouldn’t have let herself go in a moment of Lenny-like over-
exuberance. Instead, she cuddled, morbidly, with language itself. As Warhol
dissolved the aura of celebrity through his serial representation of famous
faces, as the Marquis de Sade used his characters’ repetition of criminal and
perverse acts to purge those acts of their meaning, so my mother, through
repetition, flushed all the logic out of the fact that a cat can’t do math.

“Don Diego is named after Zorro's alter ego, a dandyish fellow that no-
body ever suspects of being Zorro,” my mother begins to explain to Carol,
apropos of nothing in particular. “Why, no one would imagine, while watch-
ing our Don Diego in the pantry, daintily nibbling on his Fancy Feast, that
when he ventures into the yard, he becomes a virile and mysterious hero.
Mrs. Gummidge is named after the widow in David Copperfield. Our Gum-
midge also weeps, perpetually, in her own plaintive mew.”

The Dr. Moreau of interior decorating, my mother sits among strange
mixtures of animal prints, in her dark laboratory of excess. Zebra print pil-
lows populate the sofa, a deep orange leopard rug spreads across the living
room floor, and peacock feathers peak out from the ceramic Chinese um-
brella holder. The alligator boots my mother has put on her feet are the vari-
able in today’s experiment in hybridity. She strokes Cleopatra, the chubby
Siamese who sits next to her, on one of the five luxurious cat beds that have
been set up for Cleopatra in the living room.

My mother continues to psychoanalyze the cats before Carol, who nods
quietly and smiles her actress’s smile, the corners of her mouth rising up,
only to turn slightly downward at the last moment, like a firework, streaking
up to the sky, and failing to explode.

Carol is afflicted with Sjogren’s syndrome, a rare condition that makes
one unable to produce tears. When she cries, she must squeeze drops of
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saline solution into her eyes. In life and on the stage, Carol is an actress in-
capable of summoning tears. She often arrives on the porch, Visine in hand,
coming to present my mother with a new plot to sabotage Jerry—or win him
back. “Kit, I've got it. We can plant a camera in his apartment, and catch him.
In the act. . . Or maybe I should just write him a long letter, tell him that I
love him. What do you think?”

Carol brings plans to my mother like densely tangled knots. My mother
carefully unties each one. While my mother frequently talks Carol out of
her outrageous plans, she sometimes trumps Carol with cabals of her own.
Several weeks ago, enacting a plan of my mother’s, the two broke into Jerry’s
office in the middle of the night to steal financial documents.

On Carol’s more manic days, she greets my mother on a sustained pitch,
at the top of her rich mezzo-soprano voice, and the two women exchange
operatic dialogue for a few moments, before Carol inevitably goes careen-
ing into an aria about the tawdriness of Jerry’s mistress. “That Debbie is a
sluuuuuut!” she shrieks.

Carol talks about the divorce obsessively. She refers, in a histrionic south-
ern accent, to the upcoming hearing as mah trah-uhl. “Aw, Kit, you gotta
come tuh mah trah-uhl and testifah! You can say, ‘Mistuh Jerry and Miss
Debbie? Wha yee-uhs, ah saw them two—togethah!”

Today, though, Carol is subdued—not despondent and not at peace, just
still. Well acquainted with the pantheon of pussies that people my mother’s
mythologies, Carol does not mind listening to the stream of anecdotes.

“I don’t know what to do with Gummidge,” my mother sighs, rising from
the sofa. She walks to the antique cabinet across the room. It is an heirloom,
one of few that survived, having been in storage at the time of the fire. “She’s
sick. Moaning all the time. I think we’re making the right decision, taking
her out to the vet’s,” she says.

“Yes,” affirms Carol. My mother draws a silver Jacobsen’s Department
Store box from the cabinet. She sits back down and opens it. It is filled with
photographs of cats. My mother is not a linear person, and the images are
not organized chronologically.

My mother shows Carol pictures of Little Fox, the cat to whom she used
to sing her original lullaby, “Cuddle Cats,” in retaliation to my father’s saying
he abhorred the word “cuddle”

We're just a couple of cuddle cats, cuddling all day long

We're just a couple of cuddle cats, that’s why I'm singing this
song

Cuddling, cuddling, cuddling all day long
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Singing, singing, singing our cuddle cat song
(Repeat indefinitely)

My mother shuffles past a black-and-white photograph of a cat that
catches Carol’s eye. “Which one is that?” Carol asks.

“Hmm?” my mother hums.

“The gray one,” Carol says. The cat appears to be gray, but as the picture
was taken in black and white, the cat could have been, in real life, orange,
deep cream, or pale brown.

“I don’t want to talk about that one,” my mother says, abandoning her
gentle, nostalgic tone.

“Why not? What’s his name?” asks Carol. My mother speaks a Z-word
name that Carol forgets immediately. Then she pauses, and inhales slowly
through her nose.

“My second husband was a painter and a drunk. His temper was ungov-
ernable. He used to come home and throw his paints against the wall. One
night he came home and threw that cat against the wall”

“He killed it,” Carol gasps. My mother silently returns Carol’s gaze.

“There have been three people I haven't been able to save. That cat was
one of them. The first two were my best friends. David Grant. We were best
friends in high school. Then we both went to the University of Michigan. He
was an art major. He had an original Andy Warhol print in his apartment.
And Patricia Alexander. We sang “The House of the Rising Sun’ together for
the high school talent show. She went to school out of state. Each of them got
married shortly after college. And I lost them?”

“To marriage?” asks Carol.

“David was gay, but he was in denial. He left his wife and moved out
to San Francisco. But he couldn’t deal with his sexuality. He jumped off
the Golden Gate Bridge. And Patricia. One night her husband found her.
Hanged in the shower. A suicide, but I've never believed it. She wasn't the
type. For years, I've had dreams about her being trapped under the stairs,
trying to escape, and me not being able to save her. Sometimes in the dreams
I am inside her body, trapped inside her body, and trapped under the stairs,
trying to make noise, trying to call out, and not being able to .. ” she pauses.
“I think Patricia was murdered by her husband.

“I'm the one who lost myself to marriage. But I saved myself. I fell in love
with Laurence way too young. At eighteen. But he was handsome and very
well read. He started beating me as soon as we married, especially in the ab-
domen. It’s a miracle Evan wasn’t miscarried. Laurence broke my hands and
my nose. He beat me until I was unrecognizable. One time Laurence made
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me a sandwich. I thought how uncharacteristic. Braunschweiger. He had hid-
den an enormous amount of LSD inside. For hours I saw only red and green.
I stepped into the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and saw a reptile staring
back. One morning I packed up some things, whisked up Evan, and got out.
I became unrecognizable on my terms. I changed my name from Elizabeth
Hartsorn to Clare de Lanvallei, the name of an English ancestor of mine who
was among the signers of the Magna Carta. Then after the second husband
I finally married Rick. Then I had Joseph, fourteen years after having Evan.
When I married Rick I just threw all my old names together. My legal name
is Clare Christina Elizabeth Christine Hartsorn de Lanvallei McKay” My
mother chuckles at her many names.

Carol feels the urge to cry, and begins to root, nervously, through her
purse full of medications. She pulls out her Visine drops and drowns her
eyes in saline.

“The hour approaches, Carol,” my mother says.

“Let’s do it,” Carol says, dabbing at her Visine tears with a tissue. Carol
waits on the porch, as my mother has instructed. She smokes an extra-long
Marlboro Light as my mother singlehandedly wrestles Gummidge into a cat
carrier at the back of the house, and loads her into the silver station wagon.
My mother pulls up the car.

When my father, a lanky man with a few wisps of black hair remaining on
his mostly bare head, arrives home, no one else is there. He is coming from
the grocery store that he manages. He places a carton of milk, a package of
sliced turkey breast, and a bag of apples into the refrigerator and exhaust-
edly sits down at the kitchen table, a sea of the last two weeks’ newspapers.
He begins idly reading one of them through his square framed glasses. He
remains there for thirty minutes before my mother and Carol come bursting
through the door, cat carrier in hand.

“Roxy has an announcement to make!” my mother shouts.

“Who's Roxy?” my father asks.

“Roxy is a cat,” she informs him.

“You got another cat?” he asks, his expression moving from puzzled to
perturbed.

“Yes,” my mother says, proudly.

“Jesus,” he says.

“Would you like to meet her?” she asks.

“Spose s0,” he answers. My mother opens the wire door and a calico
scampers out. “That’s Mrs. Gummidge!” my father exclaims.

“It was determined today, at the veterinarian’s, that the-cat-known-as-
Mrs. Gummidge was not eight years of age, as previously imagined, but is,



62

ANIMAL ACTS

in fact, a sprightly one-year-old. It was also determined, at the veterinar-
ian’s, that the-cat-known-as-Mrs. Gummidge had a nasty sliver lodged in
her side, causing her to cry and act generally like a carmudgeon. As this cat’s
age has been clarified, and her troubles assuaged, she wishes to put forth a
new image, and asks, now, to be known only as Roxy!”

“Roxy is moving out of her cell and into my house!” Carol announces.
She had once toyed with the idea of adopting Mrs. Gummidge, figuring that
two sad women might make one another happy. The way two rawngs make
a rah-at. Now that Roxy has appeared, she seems to have revised her logic:
a happy cat might cheer her up. She places Roxy in the passenger seat of her
car and lights a cigarette. The two drive, coolly, away.

At 9:30 p.m., my father retreats to bed, as he always does. Soon thereafter,
Cleopatra rises languorously from a living room nest, and saunters up to
join my father in the king-sized bed. As always, my mother remains in the
kitchen, indefinitely, reading mystery novels and sipping flavored decaf, well
into the deep sleep of Cleopatra and my father.

My mother sets her book aside and creeps out to revel in the new space
of the pantry: the erstwhile home of a cat who suddenly switched lives and
names. New discoveries have thrown the cat’s former persona into a liminal
zone between past reality and fiction. Who lived here? my mother asks her-
self. Who was this . .. “Mrs. Gummidge”?

Mrs. Gummidge was a being with several names and a being with no
name. She was a Z-word that was hard to remember, with a face rendered
gray by a limited and artful memory. My mother swoops up the bag of Whis-
kas, nearly empty now at the end of the day. She shakes it like a gigantic ma-
raca, humming a syncopated version of “Cuddle Cats” Drawn by the sound
of food—or perhaps by the Latin rhythm—Don Diego appears at her feet.
My mother does not finish the song but pours all the rhythm, the remaining
morsels of Whiskas, into a Blue Willow bowl.

My mother turns, and begins to walk to bed. Mounting the stairs, she
pauses, thinking that she hears the distant cry of a love-hungry feline. She
continues on her way. The stairs are loud and creaky, and she barely hears
the subtle noise of her own soul, trapped and shifting beneath them.



Erika Rundle

Commentary: Theatre of the
Cat Lady Who Is Not

Joseph Keckler’s autobiographical fiction, Cat Lady, begins with a categorical
denial—“T am not a cat lady”—spoken by the narrator’s mother as she tends
to the creatures who flourish under her attentive supervision. In Keckler’s
theatrical adaptation of his story, which he performs alone on stage, the dec-
laration seems, at first glance, demonstrably true. The author, however lithe
and appealingly prim, is neither a lady nor a cat—though his delineation of
the many human characters featured in this tale of trauma and transforma-
tion is as precise and fanciful as his mother’s feline dramaturgy. Under the
persuasive force of her dramatic storytelling—nested within Keckler’s own
melodious monologue—housecats past and present (Don Diego, Cleopatra,
Cubby, and Little Fox) are themselves double cast in the vivid roles of under-
cover pulp hero, legendary queen, circus bear, and ginger baby.

The late-breaking star of this variety theatre is Mrs. Gummidge, a bereft
calico with a mysterious past who audibly performs her sorrow for the ben-
efit of the household. Ailing, and sequestered in a pantry, she is delivered to
an (offstage) veterinarian and reintroduced, at story’s end, as Roxy, a cat who
is magically younger and full of promise. She finds a new home with Carol,
the narrator’s melodramatic aunt, whose recent abandonment by her cheat-
ing husband, Jerry, provides a Williams-esque subplot of intrigue, alcohol,
and regret. Though she gave up the New York stage for a husband and family
in the suburbs of Kalamazoo, Carol faces her marital woes with a theatrical
imagination nothing short of operatic. The scenes of suffering and triumph
she recounts are both deeply felt and manufactured—like the artificial tears
she must apply in order to weep.

Every woman in Keckler’s story—even Debbie, the “amateur country-
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western singer” with whom Jerry has taken up—is a skillful performer, al-
tering her image, or environment, in order to survive. Those who can’t do
so, like the cat lady’s two childhood friends, are lost. Marriage, with its tra-
ditionally enforced gender roles, claimed one, a closeted artist, by suicide;
the other, a talented singer, is framed as a suicide by a plotting spouse. These
losses are compounded by the murder of a family pet at the enraged hands
of the cat lady’s second husband, a temperamental painter. Beyond his first
initial, Z, and the misty contours of a snapshot retrieved from an old box,
we know little about this poor cat, yet his fate calls attention to the painful
history of a woman whose changing names make her difficult to identify.
Referenced solely as “my mother” in her son’s possessive narration, she is
called “Kit” in dialogue with her sister-in-law, though in the context of their
exploits, Carol’s friendly salutation takes on the aura of a nom de guerre.
As part of her escape from an abusive first husband, whose assaults leave
her unrecognizable, the cat lady devises an alias. Her third (and current)
marriage to the agreeably skeptical Rick produces a sentence-length hodge-
podge of ancestral and adopted monikers, some of which (Christina and
Christine?) are puzzlingly similar. When pronounced, her name functions
less as a legal designation and more like a magic charm against the effacing
power of patronymics.

As the cat lady’s various guises, set into motion at the outset by her
self-canceling claim, break through the conventions of family drama, her
status as wife and mother gives way to an alter ego her students had long
suspected—that feral predecessor to the domestic cat lady: the witch. Clad
in purple, with a preternatural youthfulness that causes her to be mistaken
for her son’s wife by a photo clerk, her promiscuous self-naming evolves
from dramatic pretense to present-tense transformation, an illocutionary
act set free from its theatrical anchor like a flying broomstick. A “militant
grammarian” in civilian life, the cat lady rejects the rules of syntax and pro-
nunciation in favor of incantatory phrases that invoke an alternate reality,
where her unnerving desires for intimacy with the ursine Cubby, her canny
familiar, can be satisfied. As the effects of her repetitive chanting slowly
erode the logic of representation necessary for reading, writing, and arith-
metic, the airy, abstract motions of the pencil held by her young son, hard at
work on his math homework, are transformed into the cursive afterimages
of a magician’s conjuring wand.

Once an unwitting accomplice to his mother’s spells, Keckler is now her
apprentice. His wry, sympathetic prose—freed from its literary repose and
released into the embodied space of theatre—resembles nothing more, in
fact, than his mother’s own bewitching ventriloquism. On the restorative
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stage of Keckler’s memory theatre, new life is available even to the long dead.
Here, the aesthetics of black-and-white photography that fix the shadowy
“Z—"in a graying past are reengineered into colorful potential; he emerges
from the family archive reanimated, a cat whose abbreviated name, a marker
of his violent death, is extended with an open dash of possibility.

In Cat Lady, and elsewhere in Keckler’s growing body of work, character-
ization itself is spellbinding. The six songs on his debut EP, Featured Crea-
tures (2010), feel like an interspecies séance, in which he gives himself over
to the plaintive ruminations of iguana, parrot, mermaid, and tailypo, relin-
quishing once and for all his human status: “I am not a man, but a talking
beast” This assertion, more sincere than strategic, is backed up by Keckler’s
prodigious vocal range, which moves from a silverback baritone to the nasal
regions of birdsong. The music that emanates from his animal soul makes
even the most polished crooners seem comparably dull and predictably hu-
man. In his monologues and videos, two of which share the title Talking
Beast, species drag is everywhere the norm. In one, Keckler-as-cat appears,
Cheshire-like, from a dim chamber, his fully lit face fashioned into a disap-
proving grin as he ticks off a list of demands. In another, we find him, at
Christmas, clad in a whimsical dog costume, leaving his sleeping master at
home and seeking out fellow animals to carouse in pagan revelry around a
decorated tree. One can't help but sense that this kind of furry showmanship
is hereditary—a next-generation elaboration of “Cuddle Cats,” his mother’s
signature (and serially rendered) composition.

Cat Lady, performed with its sequel, Human Jukebox, at LaMama in 2009,
after a showcase at Dixon Place and a turn at the Dublin Fringe Festival, is
driven by Keckler’s changeable, leonine presence, mischievous and knowing.
He channels the cat lady—who is not—with seductive intonations and calm
complexity, drawing us away from the clichés upon which the stereotype is
built and leading us into a terrain that is richer, and more philosophically
inflected, than we might expect. A perceptive in-house critic, Keckler offers
a number of interpretive lenses through which his mother’s “twenty-four-
hour-a-day interactive performance/installation,” cleverly entitled I Am Not
a Cat Lady, may be read.

The first of these is a “surrealist strategy” akin to that in Magritte’s 1929
script painting, The Treachery of Images, where a realistic-looking pipe is
placed above the sentence “Ceci nest pas une pipe,” drafted in the uniform
hand of a schoolteacher. “What lends the figure its strangeness is not the
‘contradiction’ between image and text,” writes Foucault in his 1973 mono-
graph This Is Not a Pipe, “since it is quite apparent that the drawing repre-
senting the pipe is not the pipe itself”! Nor do the signifiers that comprise
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the sentence have any relation, beyond the arbitrary, to their signifieds. And
yet, in order to create a stable meaning, the conventions of language, and
painting (the field, incidentally, in which Keckler received his degree), rely
on the reader’s or viewer’s recognition of, and faith in, a referent. Without
this, we are confronted with “the impossibility of defining a perspective that
would let us say that the assertion is true, false, or contradictory.” For Fou-
cault, this is authorship as “sorcery; its formula “a calligram that Magritte
has secretly constructed, then carefully unraveled,”? like the “densely tangled
knots” of Carol’s sabotage plots, which her sister-in-law “carefully unties”—
and then “trumps.”
It is this dramatic indeterminacy that the cat lady seeks to preserve:

My mother, the Cat Lady who is not, wishes to keep her relationship to
the cats unexplained, to create a void—a momentary evacuation of mean-
ing where something unpredictable might happen. A vacancy might be
created and God might show up to fill it. Who knows.

The spiritual opening created by a “contradiction experienced to the very
depths of being” makes room for something Simone Weil (another philoso-
pher invoked by Keckler) calls “supernatural grace” But does the title I Am
Not a Cat Lady actually signal a contradiction? Does denial hinge, in this
case, on a simple opposition (cat lady/not cat lady) that retains its premise,
or does it operate more elliptically, as the crossing of a threshold to a new
identity, borne from the paradoxical artistry Foucault associates with witch-
craft?

The double nominative of the “cat lady” epithet—each word standing in
balanced modification to the other—is a linguistic chimera, an analogue to
Magritte’s later, overtly theatrical paintings, which “pivoted on the process of
transition or transformation”* Those metamorphic images of animal, veg-
etable, and mineral in performative flux—superscribed by lush, suspended
curtains or emergent proscenia—betrayed the ordered categories through
which the visible world was presumed to function. And yet, as the cat lady
ponders Mrs. Gummidge’s quick-fire change from a “lone, lorn creetur” (as
Dickens wrote) to the renegade showcat Roxy, she fails to recognize her-
self as the powerful agent of this sorcery. She retreats from the pantheistic
counternarratives of the witch to the theatrical ironies of the cat lady. Unlike
her famous forbear Lolly Willowes, who quits the family home, she remains
trapped and silent under its stairs, even as she haltingly ascends.
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Carmelita Tropicana (aka Alina Troyano)

With What Ass Does the Cockroach Sit? /
¢Con Qué Culo Se Sienta la Cucaracha?

[Note: A few scenes have been omitted here, for reasons of space; the events
that occur in them are summarized in brackets.]

The Old Man’s apartment in Havana, where Catalina, a parrot, and Martina,
a roach, reside. We hear sound on a radio—the Cuban national anthem—as
the Radio Announcer gives the time and weather and music comes on.

RADIO ANNOUNCER: Nueve de la manana en La Habana Cuba. La tempera-
tura 37 grados y ahora la musica . . . (music on).

Small spotlight on the face of Martina, a roach, who clings to the leg of an

oversized chair on the back of the stage.

MARTINA: Quick hide, quick hide. That should be my name, not Martina.
That’s what they should put in my tombstone. Here lies quick hide.

Martina runs to front of stage and addresses the audience.

The life of a cucaracha is tough. Everyone thinks roaches are dirty. But
what do they expec when we gotta hide all the time. Inside a greasy stove,
underneath a dresser with a dust bunny the size of a bullfrog. And only if
you are lucky behind a can of Planters peanuts that’s been opened so you
can lick the salt. We suffer so much anxiety. You gotta have eyes on the
back of your head. You never know where the danger is coming from. But
I shouldn’t complain. This is a good family situation for me. The Old Man
is eighty years old and slow as molasses. That's good. And Catalina is a
very generous parrot but bossy. I have to do all her legwork cause I have six

Copyright 2004 by Carmelita Tropicana (aka Alina Troyano). All rights are strictly reserved, including
professional, amateur, motion picture, recitation, lecturing, public reading, radio broadcasting, television,
and rights of translation into foreign language. In its present form the play is dedicated to the reading pub-
lic only. For further information regarding presentation, royalty arrangements, licenses, contact the author.
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legs and can run, and she has two and has to be inside her cage. Every day
at nine I gotta come into her Old Man’s bedroom to see if he’s packing his
suitcases for a trip. She is so afraid he is going to leave her. She don’t know
how to relax. She is so strick with me. We have to have vocabulary lessons
at twelve before lunch, and then at three café con leche, but not just regular
café con leche. Café con leche with a discussion. And she gets upset if I say
somepin she don’t want to hear. My grandfather used to say: Al Rey no sele
dice lo que no quiere oir. You don't tell the king what he don’t want to hear.

Lights change as Catalina, a parrot in her cage, is fluffing her feathers and

vocalizing like an opera singer. She addresses the audience.

CATALINA: Cu cu ru cu cu. Cu cu ru cu cu. Cu cu ru. Practice makes per-
fect. Virgen Santisima, I almost forgot the time. Where is Martina? I have
never met a cucaracha more resistant. Any kind of intellectual stimula-
tion is a punishment. How many times have I told her we must feed our
brains, our souls as well as our body. To think I was once like her—a wild
savage, una salvaje. I was not born in Havana, though some call me La
Sefiorona de la Habana Vieja. No, this grande dame of colonial Havana
was born in the jungle and taken by a man who took Cuban parrots to sell
in the black market. That’s how my brother Francisco, now Harry, ended
up in Chicago and I ended up with my Old Man, the Grammy-winning
singer of the Nueva Vista Social Club. Mi guapo, so handsome, big bags
under his eyes and magic fingers that can pluck a guitar and massage my
cranium. My Old Man sings Cu cu ru cu cu, and he is going to do a duet
on a CD with me. That's why I work hard to elevate myself. I try to learn a
new vocabulary word every day. Yesterday’s word was succinct. And then
I teach Martina. She should be grateful. How many roaches are there that
learn vocabulary and live in such splendor—a cage that’s the exact replica
of the Palace of Versailles, the mirrors, the Louis Quatorze chair, and my
divan. Most people are hungry in Cuba but I am like Marie Antoinette. I
say let them eat cake o pastelito de guayaba. Martina, Martina (screeching).
;Donde te metiste? My Old Man left an hour ago. 'm assuming there is
nothing to report, no suitcases?

MARTINA: No, no suitcases, no packing going on.

CATALINA: Good. Now let’s get on with our vocabulary lesson. Today’s word
is petit pois. That's French for peas. Repeat after me. Petit pois. Again,
again. Now a sentence.

MARTINA: I love my petit pois.

CATALINA: Is that it? My, you are in a hurry. Aren’t you going to stay to hear
the Animal Internet’s reporter Bertha the bee “Keep on buzzing Bertha!”
What, you think she’s dry? Don’t you mean succinct? Yes, I know you liked
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Lumumba the lizard, but you must admit Lumumba’s reporting is not what
it used to be. He’s old. You should give Bertha a chance. She comes from
one of the most reputable families in Atlanta: Los Macabees. Yes, you can
go meet Lumumba. But remember café con leche is at three, and our dis-
cussion is going to be a good one. All about . .. Ygh, esta cucaracha.
Martina leaves the old man’s apartment and goes to meet Lumumba the lizard,
in the apartment below, where she used to live before she met Catalina.
MARTINA: Lumumba? Lumumba. Poor guy his legs don’t have good suc-
tion no more. To think I used to live in this apartment with maladjusted
twelve-year-old twin boys and their mother Olga. This was a very bad fam-
ily situation for me. A lotta danger with those twin boys and no food. One
week I was on a strick diet of hair. Hair is bad for digestion. Somebody’s
at this door.
Sound of door opening mixed with low background chatter. Martina leans to
look at whos come in. She looks up as if tracking people coming in.

It's Olga’s best friend and her five-year-old boy, the mama’s boy. Now
that is a good best friend always bringing food to eat. She’s gotta tell Olga
somepin important, in the kitchen. The twins go play with the boy. I smell
ham and pork. They’re eating? ;Y yo que con la boca cuadra? Olga’s best
friend has a secret. Olga closes the curtains so the neighbors don't see
them, and she puts the radio on so the neighbors don’t hear them.

The best friend asks, “Do you believe in love at first sight?” Olga did, but
that was before her husband left her. Well I believe in the sandwich in sight,
right there I think I can get it . . . no.

Martina takes a step toward the sandwich but cannot make it and steps back.

The best friend says she has a boyfriend with a boat and has gone to Mi-
ami but he missed her so much, he came back to get her, and wants to take
her again by boat to Miami. Olga says it's dangerous. And the best friend
says love is tough and cries. This is great cause she dropped the sandwich.
Now it’s my turn. Now this is what I call a sandwich. The best. That’s why
they call it the Cuban sandwich. The mustard always gives me gas, but I
don’t complain. What’s that I hear the twins yelling they are going outside
to play. With a belly full of Cuban sandwich and the twins outside, life is
good. Estoy que reviento. I can’t run I'm so full.

As she moves across the stage, a large shadow appears. She is pinned down,
and we hear a little kid’s giggles.

A shadow all around—what—oh my antenna, hey kid your finger on
my antenna is killing me, what you're a good boy so you gotta kill me be-
cause no one likes roaches in the house? Roaches are dirty, who told you
that? That’s a lie. You're a good boy you don't lie and you play with the tour-
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ist children in the hotel where your father works. The tourist children have
bigger better toys than your Power Rangers and SUVs. But you got a rock
and a stick and they are magic because they can fly—what a smart boy, and
you like to help your daddy wash his car, so bye-bye dirty roach, I kill you!
Noooh no, kid, I'm clean so clean 'm friends with the queen. What queen
you ax? What’s your name? Elian Gonzalez. Eliancito. The queen of Spain.
Did you see the queen on TV? You love TV, me too. Take your finger off
and I tell you about the queen, no, I won’t run.
Elian lifts his finger off Martina’s antenna, and she straightens up.

What, the twins made you pee in the balcony? You didn’t want to, but
then they said it was for a contest? Yeah well, I was in a contest too. And
I won the cucaracha flamenco-dancing contest. I was the best flamenco-
dancing cucaracha in Cuba, and that’s how I got to be a roach in waiting for
the queen of Spain. Sit down, I'll tell you all about it.

Martina moves and starts to dance flamenco when the music comes on.

And I got to wear a mantilla on my head when I was dancing. Yes, that’s
right, they cut two little holes in the mantilla so my antennas could stick
out. And when we went to eat—Elian, what do queens usually have when
they eat? A crown. Yes, but she doesn’t want to wear one because she wants
to eat with the people and be more democratic, no more communist. Oh,
the politics got me confused. Queens have banquets. Tremendo banqu-
etazo. The problem is that the banquet was in a restaurant and there is
nothing that restaurant owners hate more than us roaches. So I jump on
the queen’s dress and hang on to the back of the dress and the restaurant
owner stares at me with such hate, but I stare back because he can’t do a
thing. If he whacks me, he whacks the queen. I went down the stairs on
the back of the queen’s dress waving just like the queen. Come on, try the
royal wave.

She shows him how royalty waves.

That's it. I made the headline in the A.I, thats the Animal Internet,
where we get the news. La cucarachita Martina dines with the queen of
Spain. You want to kiss me so I turn into a princess—no, nifio, that’s what
happens in fairy tales. If you kiss me I'll be a roach, but a roach in waiting
to the queen of Spain—it’s the twins—what did you say—quick hide, quick
hide—thanks, kid. Cuidate, nifio. Look at that, he’s waving at me.

Martina runs to hide and runs into Lumumba the lizard.

Lumumba, what happen? You're all wet.

LUMUMBA: Malditos nifios, those kids were peeing all over me. This old liz-
ard can’t get any respect.

Martina goes into the Old Man’s apartment, where Catalina has been waiting

to have their three p.m. café con leche.
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CATALINA: Martina, how could you? You missed Bertha and our café con
leche.

MARTINA: Catalina. Sorry. I couldn’t find Lumumba and then this five-year-
old boy almost yanked my antennas. But I told him a story and he wanted
to kiss me. Isn’t that somepin?

CATALINA: You and your excuses. We were going to have a great discussion.
All about Spain becoming the biggest investor in the Cuban economy. But
you missed Bertha’s broadcast.

Sounds of footsteps, keys. Door opens. It is the Old Man. Catalina fluffs her

feathers excitedly.

There’s my Old Man, quick hide. Hide under the sunflower seeds (com-
posing herself). Hola, guapo guapo.

Lights up on microphone in the back. Music comes on, underscoring his

speech.

oLD MAN: Catalina, how is the flower of my existence? I am so tired my hair
hurts. But now that I see you, my princess, all my pains disappear. This is
what I treasure coming home to you, mi cotorra del alma. You my rum and
cigar—this is heaven. You, Catalina, are my confidante, I can tell you my
deepest secrets. When I was a kid, I had another confidante, my cousin,
mi prima.

Catalina flies away.

CATALINA: No (screeches jealously).

The Old Man follows her, trying to catch her.

oLD MAN: No, darling. You don’t have to be jealous. Come, I show you a
photo.

CATALINA: Photo?

She flies further off; the Old Man follows her, and finally she perches on his

hand.

OLD MAN: See, that’s prima. We were teenagers. I was serenading her with
my guitar. I tried to loosen her up. I know you won’t believe me, but I had
a wild streak back then, I was la candela. Prima calmed me down. Even
when she left and went to Miami she was taking care of this Old Man.
Thank god to those who leave who send dollars to those who stay. Cata-
lina, you never had it so bad, but back then we were the only ones in our
building that didn’t have to fry grapefruit rind and call it steak. Poor prima.
When she was six she got appendicitis, she walked doubled over, shuffling,
kids called her the Old Lady. She cried. They called me palitroque, bread-
stick. But anything with a stick is good for a guy. Last time I saw prima was
at Christmas, back when we celebrated Christmas, but who knows? With
the pope coming maybe we celebrate Christmas again. It's good to believe
in Santi Claus, the Three Kings, or Miami.
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Darling, I have to tell you something very important. Very hush-hush.
I’'m going on a singing tour to Miami and Tokyo . . .

Lights change. Catalina flies off terrified and hides high up.

CATALINA: Miami! No Miami, no Miami.

oLD MAN: Catalina—come down from there. Darling, these separations hurt
me as much as you. But Papi has to sing for a living. Look at your beautiful
cage. And all the food you have, Papi has to work for that. We all have to
make sacrifices. Should I get up on a chair? I could fall and die. 'm an Old
Man and then who's going to take care of you? I don’t have many years left.

He fakes a heart attack, and she flies down to him. She lands on his shoulder.

oLD MAN: That’s a good girl. You're the flower of my existence. You know
what would cheer us both up? Your singing. Come on, sing our song, just
for Papi.

CATALINA: Cu cu ru Cu Cu (screeching off-key).

oLD MAN: What a voice! Our duet is going to be something. Our CD will
get us a Grammy. Please, darling, say you’ll let me go. It means a lot, and
you know I will get to see prima, who I haven't seen in forty years and
that’s too long. I made a deal with the officer from the Minister of Culture
to let me see her, and I have to give him CD player, Walkman, telephone
answering machine. But it’s worth it. And you know I have always wanted
to play Miami.

In the fifties I heard of Frank Sinatra, the Fountainbleu. I remember a
movie poster of a girl with shorts looking up at the moon. Moon over Mi-
ami. Well, I want to see that moon for myself. So now we have to give a bon
voyage party to celebrate the tour, and you will be my hostess.

CATALINA: Oh, Papi (sexily).

OLD MAN: But you have to watch your mouth. You don’t want Papi to get
into trouble. You can say: buenas noches. You can repeat what they tell you.
Pero ni se te ocurra mencionar Clinton, Gore, or Bush.

CATALINA: No Hillary? (coyly)

oLD MAN: No Hillary, tampoco. And no questions. You ask questions, people
get suspicious. They think you work for this side, that side. Now, mi amor,
when I go my friend the taxi driver will be taking care of you. I know how
you fluff your feathers when he calls you sefiorona. But be a good girl, no
biting. ;How about some carifito? Let’s get a cushion for my lap so your
claws don’t damage my equipment. Is mademoiselle ready for her massage?

CATALINA (screeching sexily as if about to come): Ay, si, Papi, ddmelo, damelo.
damelo, Papi. Give it to me.

MARTINA (disapprovingly addressing the audience): An old man and a parrot.

Mira, if you ax me, that relationship is not healthy. Qué va. But life is good
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for me here. All T gotta do is keep my mouth shut. Like my grandfather says:
El que sabe hablar sabe callar. He who knows when to talk, knows when to
shut up. I could use a little contemplating.

Martina runs to the chair and climbs on it. She lies on her back with legs
twitching as she contemplates.

I'm getting good at climbing the Old Man’s dresser where he keeps the
postcards. I don't try to read them cause I never know what the Old Man
means. | tried to read one postcard once, it don’t make sense. I ax Catalina
and she says: Papi has to write in a secret code so he doesn’t get into trou-
ble. Who cares, I like the photos. Ah, this is my favorite: “Rio de Janeiro.
Where Yemalla the Goddess of the sea has her feast day” I am devoted
to Yemalla because she respec roaches. Thank you Yemalla for not letting
Elian believe [ was a dirty, dumb, disgusting roach. Ah . .. there is nothing
more relaxing than lying on a postcard. I never been to the beach, but I can
imagine the sound of the ocean.

Sound effect of toilet flushing, and then music comes on.

We roaches like to contemplate. The bees and the ants are the worka-
holics. We roaches are the bon vivants: eat, drink, and be merry for the
exterminator cometh. Sometimes I don’t understand why people hate us.
People think dinosaurs are great. Well, we been in this planet since the day
of the dinosaur. Before humans. We are not extinct. Why? Cause we are
easygoing, we outsmart people. How many times they hit us with a broom
and they go to find a pan or a newspaper to pick the cadaver up and sur-
prise, and then they yell: “Coilo, where did that maldita cucaracha go?” We
know how to play dead.

We roaches are not extinct cause we are survivors. We can take any-
thing. We roaches live, even if our lives are full of insult.

[When Martina tells Catalina the Old Man was unfaithful, an enraged Cata-

lina slaps Martina so hard she accidentally falls into the Old Man’s suitcase,

bound for Miami. We also learn that Elian survived the shipwreck at sea,

which took his mother’s life; two dolphins that delivered him safely to Mi-

ami saved him.]

The Old Man arrives in Miami with Martina in his suitcase. The stage is dark

when the following announcement comes on.

VOICE 0/s: Welcome to Miami International Airport. Bienvenidos al aero-
puerto internacional de Miami.

Martina has a little flashlight around her neck that illuminates only her face

as she speaks.

MARTINA: Miami. It’s so dark inside this suitcase. I can’t even see any of my
legs. Buried in photos. I feel trapped like in a tunnel. Tunnel—mine—



76

ANIMAL ACTS

mine—shaft—air—canary! No, 'm a roach, a survivor of brooms, chancle-
tazos, and toilet bowl flushes. Viejo, where are you? Damn that Johnny
Walker, one instant and my whole life is ruined.

Martina moves from one side of stage to other as if being carried in suitcase.

Were moving. Where are we going? I hear the Old Man saying: Aqui.
Cousin—prima. Forty years, forty years. They sob and sob and sob. You
look the same, no, you look the same. They catch up on their life. He’s got
hypertension, diabetes. She’s got arthritis, cataracts, triple bypass. I don't
care who takes Lipitor, prednisone, or Synthroid.

She stops moving.

Yemalla, why did I open my mouth? I have lost everything. Catalina,
her food, the palace of Versailles, the peanut I used to sit on when she told
me the news. Why didn’t I listen? What do I know about Miami: old Jews,
loud Cubans, Raid? Cuba, my paradise lost.

Sounds of a car, traffic, and a car engine off, as if a car has stopped.

MARTINA: The car stops. The Old Lady says: “llegamos” We are at her house.
I better pull myself together. I have to go back to Havana with the Old Man.
There are only three people going into the house: the Old Man, the Old
Lady Cousin, and her Granddaughter, who carries me in the suitcase. In-
side the house the Old Lady puts the radio on so loud it hurts my antennas.

A radio commercial comes on, and Martina holds on to her antennas as if in

pain from the loudness.

RADIO ANNOUNCER: s that a bird? A rocket? A UFO? No. It’s a flying sau-
cer sandwich that’s out of this world. La Sandwichera platillos voladores
jamon queso puerco pollo planchaitos a tu gusto echa un patin y vuela
a La Sandwichera. La Sandwichera opens tonight—buy one flying saucer
sandwich and get one free—La Sandwichera te espera.

During the scene, when Martina speaks, the stage turns dark and we see her

face illuminated by a little flashlight. When others speak, there is light on stage.

MARTINA: Cofo. I'm all tangled in the silver hairbrush the Old Man didn’t
clean. When I'm hair free, 'm gonna run for my life into that Old Man’s
guayabera pocket, ooh, I can almost taste the lint. Old Man, I never heard
you so quiet say something. All I can hear is the Old Lady talks, talks,
talks . ..

OLD LADY/cOUSIN: That ad on the radio will be playing all day today. For the
grand opening of my son-in-law’s sandwich shop, La Sandwichera. That’s
why my son-in-law won’t be with us today. It will just be the three of us.
My granddaughter es mi pafo de ldgrimas, the handkerchief that picks up
all my tears. Since I got sick.

I haven't been the same. You ask me how I am. What can I say: jodida
pero contenta.
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MARTINA: All messed up but happy? Que eso vieja.

She mimes going to the Old Man, taking him by the hand, and sitting him

down.

oLD LADY/COUSIN: To have you here after these years . . . I have all your CDs,
and I listen to them on the Walkman my granddaughter gave me. With the
headphones on she says I look muy hip-hoppy. Sometimes I go to sleep
listening to you singing “Lagrimas Negras.”

MARTINA: Yeah, the Old Man’s singing puts me to sleep too.

The Old Lady mimes getting a glass of water to serve the Old Man.

OLD LADY COUSIN: Pero viejo, at your age, your success—is a miracle, a mir-
acle bigger than the Immaculate Conception. And I tell you something no
hay mal que por bien no venga. When you wrote you had an eye infection
and couldn’t buy medicine I got a job so I could send you money. I worked
in a factory making gift boxes. The kind with red felt lining. Muy fancy.

MARTINA: A red felt box, hmm, a nice place for a siesta.

OLD LADY COUSIN: One day I remember I got scared, I blew my nose and saw
red. I thought it was blood, but no, it was dust from the red felt. Remember
when they used to call you bread stick and I got called Old Lady? You never
called me that. Ah, here comes my beauty queen. Wait till you taste her fly-
ing saucer sandwiches. And she made café con leche just for you.

MARTINA: Café con leche. It must be three oclock. And soon I'm gonna have
some back in Cuba cause now I'm hair free. Old Man, don’t you want to
open the suitcase and show the Old Lady all the photos you got in the suit-
case. Come on . .. open up.

Sound of car door slamming and dog barking.

oLD LADY/cousIN: Oh, Virgen Santisima, my son-in-law. Why is he here?
He was supposed to be at the sandwich shop for the opening. We have to
go. Nifla, go get the car keys.

MARTINA: Go? Car keys? The Son-in-Law?

Lights up on a microphone in the back. The Son-in-Law appears.

SON-IN-LAW: Nifia, aytdame, I have a truckload. Carlitos, stop barking. Did
you hear the news?

Immigration officials want to send the boy back. I had to cancel the
opening of the shop. Did you hear me?

The Son-in-Law comes into the living room where they all are, and when

he sees the Old Man, he is shocked. This speech is done with a microphone

in hand. The sound is loud and there is reverb, so when the Son-in-Law is
screaming, sometimes it’s not understood, but the rage is clear.
iQué! I don't believe it. I can't believe this is happening in my house, I
hope no one saw you come in. Thank God the curtains are closed so people
can’t see in. How could you? How could you? I am speechless. I can’t talk.
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Your cousin who gives concerts and has his picture taken with a dictator
who has killed millions, ruined a country, and destroyed us. You bring him
into my house? What, you're leaving, Old Man? You can’t take hearing the
truth? Are you a traitor, or worse, an opportunist who believes in nothing?
Go, vete cofio. Go back to Cuba where you cannot say what you think. You
want to see freedom, mira—listen to me, coflo: se van todos pal carajo:
Clinton, Castro, Janet Reno, fuck you fuck you fuck fuck fuck you all.

Sound of door slamming and dog barking. The stage is once again dark, and

Martina with the little flashlight appears.

MARTINA: Cofio! This is not a good family situation for me. Waiting is an
eternity. But I know one thing, I gotta get outta here. The Old Lady’s back.
She’s dragging the suitcase. She opens it: wow, the light is blinding. I jump
and run through the shag rug, my adrenalin is pumping. The tile floor is
easy, 'm almost at the front door. Damn, a dog.

When Carlitos the dog barks, underscoring his speech are sounds of marching

foot soldiers chanting.

CARLITOS (growling, barking): Halt. Who goes there? Hands up in the air.
Name, rank, and serial number.

MARTINA: Martina, la cucarachita.

CARLITOS: A cucaracha? How can that be? We've exterminated all roaches.
Hey, you are not a traitor roach, are you? Did you come with the Old Man,
the communist who was here?

MARTINA: Noo. I'm Puerto Rican from Ponce. My cousins are all from Ja-
maica. Man (Jamaican accent), I love reggae. Do you?

CARLITOS: No, we listen to Olga Guillot and Gloria Estefan and JLo. That’s
what soldiers listen to. 'm Carlos Manuel de Cespedes, named after the
Cuban patriot. You know the Grito de Yara? Huh? That's the cry for in-
dependence from Spain in Cuba’s Ten Years War. My master showed me
(howling). I'm in the Infantry Division under the General. The General is
from Cuba, the good Cuba, not the bad Cuba under the dictator. There
things are bad, so bad. You and me, we couldn’t be Cuban. Why? There are
no animals, no pets, no insects left. Cubans ate them all. They had to. My
master told me. Our command post is in the yard. The lawn chair with the
Cuban and American flag—that’s our central command post. My master
is informed. He knows what the enemy is thinking from the communist
newspapers—Granma from Cuba and the New York Times from New York.
He reads them, I pee on them. We believe in freedom. You know what free-
dom means, roach? Freedom means having balls. Check mine out.

He lifts his legs to show her.
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MARTINA: Pretty.

CARLITOs: In Cuba only one man can have balls, but here even a bulldog like
me can have them. No one is going to take that freedom away. Not even
CNN, those communists. They report from Cuba the bad one (confused)
and the good one. Oh, I hear and see the General. I let you go this time,
roach, but don’t you ever come back here, and watch out, cause I'm on
patrol, one false move and it’s (threatening) Guantanamo for you. There
are big demonstrations planned as part of OSE—Operation Save Elian, the
little boy next door. This is not going to be another Bay of Pigs. No sir.
Freedom for Elian is freedom for all.

Carlitos leaves, howling.

MARTINA: Elian is the boy next door. I need air. 'm a little nervous, I never
been outside before.

Lights change. A beautiful melody with birds chirping comes on. Martina

walks on grass.

Wow! The great outdoors. A lawn, awesome. Hey, I'm already speak-
ing like a native. It’s hard to walk on grass. I'm gonna use a blade like a
trampoline—y voy como un candn, six, seven inches at a time. Look at
that moon, so big. But the moon in Cuba is bigger. That’s a nice bottle cap.
Well, it’s not a peanut or a divan. Wow, qué pasa, who be shoving me back
and forth? Woh, it’s a cat.

Cassandra, a cat, meows as she slowly approaches Martina.

CASSANDRA: Where are you going, roach? You're not afraid of a cat’s paw, are
you? You are not from around here. The nose knows (smelling her). Café
con leche, parrot feathers, Cuban tobacco—you’re a Cuban national.

MARTINA: Is that okay? Sorry.

CASSANDRA: Relax, roach.

Music comes on.

I'm here to welcome you to America: Land of the Free. Fat free, smoke
free, pest free. My name’s Cassandra. That was my pet name. My owner
didn’t know I was male. She never got to see me fully developed. I hit the
road Jack when I was just a kitten. And that’s how my story goes. We're
alike, roach, you and I, independents. Mucho simpatico. Hey, I could help
you relocate here. We got job openings. We're testing a new affirmative
action program, trying to give insects like you an opportunity. Were look-
ing for fast, tough bugs, bugs who've been around for centuries, noctur-
nal bugs who can work the night shift. That’s when passion stirs most in
animal and human kind (meowing loudly). Sweet smoking roach, you're
smack in the middle of the biggest news story ever: Elian.
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MARTINA: Elian?

CASSANDRA: Yeah, Elian. I have a nose for news. I'll teach you the ropes. I'll
make you a lead reporter in the A.L

MARTINA: Ah, no thanks, Cassandra. It’s a lot of work, pressure. I saw what
it did to Bertha the bee, her stinger is sagging down to her kneecap, esta
acaba.

CASSANDRA: You should consider my offer, roach. There are a lot of dangers
out here, you dig? Have you ever heard of a roach motel?

MARTINA: No, are they in South Beach?

CcASsANDRA: Cucaracha, you gotta get with it. Enter a roach motel, and you
die a painful, slow, sticky death. Then there’s that dog next door, the bull-
dog with the Chihuahua head, he’s a mean mutt.

If he knows you’re a Cuban national, meoooow. He won'’t touch you if you're
with me. Working for the A.I. Come on, I can show you to your quarters,
a deluxe Coca-Cola bottle under the shade of a palm tree. How about a
Kentucky Fried Chicken wing?

MARTINA: A chicken wing? Okay. I'm in. And on, on in five. But my chicken
wing?

A ding sound. Martina goes to report the news to the back, where there is a

microphone. She speaks into the mic. She mimes being on headphones and

hearing someone telling her where to go.

Where do I go? Here? I'm on. This is Martina from A.I. with the roach
report. Janet Reno—said that Elian’s grandmothers are in Miami but the
government will let the families decide where the two families will visit
with the boy.

She moves across the stage as if directed by a voice on headphones, and a green

light appears on the floor.

I am standing outside Elian’s house. The green you see is all the lawn
in front of the house. Marisleysis, Elian’s cousin, just walked in very upset.
She made paella for the grandmothers, but they don’t want to eat her pa-
ella. And I hear the Miami Cubans are calling the Cubans from the island
cowards. And the Cubans from the island are calling the people from Mi-
ami the Cuban Mafia. The mud is flying. And now people are coming and
chanting: “Clinton Cobarde, Miami esta que arde” Clinton, you coward,
Miami is burning. Oh, what—

Martina touches her headphones as if she’s getting a special report.

O, this is a special report.

She moves to another side of the stage.

Tico the tick who was covering Janet Reno’s conference was found in a
reporter’s hairpiece plucked with a tweezer and burnt. Oh, it’s dangerous
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out there. What can I say, I . .. I offer my (pronouncing the word slowly and
deliberately) condolences to Tico’s family. This is Martina reporting with
AL

Martina walks off and has to continue coverage.

What? I have to go on again, cause Tico is gone? But my chicken wing?
Moving to another side of stage. A yellow light comes on the floor. She points
to the sidewalk.

This is Martina with the roach report. As you can see on the sidewalk,
that yellow is melted cheese from a flying saucer sandwich that the Fox
reporter was eating. He's a lucky guy who got the sandwich after reporting
that Elian is happy with his family in Miami. The Cuban people in Miami
are strong, united, and fighting for the freedom of a little boy.

She moves to another spot on the sidewalk where there is a red light.

But over here on the sidewalk, that red scuff mark is from the shoe of
the CNN reporter, who fell as she was running away from a mob of angry
Cubans who were calling her communist. And that way over there in the
back is the silver metal leg from the walker of the old lady who tripped her.
And the old lady is trying to get a van big enough to fit two walkers and a
wheelchair because she wants to go and join the demonstrations that will
close the port of Miami. She says in Cuba people have to make a line to get
food, here people will make a line to get arrested. And she will get arrested
(to herself). Where’s the food line?

Martina goes back to where the mic stand is, puts the mic down.

All T can ask is: is ten p.m. Do you know where is your grandmother?
This is Martina reporting for A.L

A ding sound. Lights change.

CASSANDRA (clapping): Fabulous, kid. You're a natural. What a pro. But I tell
you what we need. We need to get to the source. Elian—your own inter-
view up close and personal.

MARTINA: Oh no, Cassandra. Everybody wants a piece of the kid. When I
met him in Cuba he . ..

cASSANDRA: Whoa! Back up, roach. You met this kid, you know Elian, and
you've been holding out on me? Diane Sawyer beat us to the interview! I
just can’t believe that. This is how you treat a friend who gave you every-
thing? Are you that ungrateful?

MARTINA: Don'’t say that. I hate that word. 'm very grateful. I work a lot, I
can’'t remember when was the last time I contemplated. I haven't even had
my chicken wing. Cofio, como se trabaja en este pais, all you do is this
country is work, work, work. How I wish I was back in Cuba with Catalina
having some café con leche.



82

ANIMAL ACTS

[Here the action moves back to Cuba, where Catalina loudly laments her

loneliness.]

Back in Miami Martina goes to Elian’s house to interview him. She stands in

front of the microphone. (It coincides with the day the SWAT team was sent in

to take him to his father so they can return to Cuba.)

MARTINA: This is Martina reporting live from A.I. I am going into Elian’s
bedroom.

Sound of child crying.

He’s crying. Eliancito, look over here, the window. It’s me, la cucarachita
Martina. Remember I showed you how to wave like the queen of Spain?
Yeah. You're big boy. Estds muy grande. Why are you crying? ;Qué te pasa,
nino? Tell me.

Elian has his back to the audience and is crying.

ELIAN: I don't want to go to Cuba. Don't send me to Cuba. I don’t want to
be alone in the water on a tube. Please, I promise to be a capitalist, com-
munist, communist, capitalist. No tube, please. No tube.

MARTINA: Eliancito, come down, I'm gonna tell you something. You are not
going to Cuba on a life preserver tube, no, you are gonna go by plane. You
are going to fly.

ELIAN: Really? Fly?

As he turns around to face the audience, a strong single light in the back has

Elian in a shadow, and we see his gestures in silhouette.

You are smart. You know what? I told my pretty cousin Marisleysis
about how you dance flamenco with a mantilla on your head, the two little
holes so your antennae could stick out, but she don’t believe me. But I
know you're real, like my dolphin friends Dolores and Dominique. They
can echolocate. And you know what, my cousin Marisleysis teach me to
talk on TV. She tells me to say like this (wagging his finger no): No, Papi. I
don’t wanna go to Cuba. No. I go on the radio and say tomorrow I get my
citizenship. I got Nintendo. I can watch TV all day. 'm here, here (jumping)
and on TV, here and on TV. You want me to show you how I draw?

Elian mimes getting a big piece of chalk and drawing on the floor. First he

draws a big circle and then a small one.

This is Cuba (drawing it very big). And this is the United States of Mi-
ami (drawing it small). In Cuba we sit in chairs in school. Here you can
lie on the floor. But I don’t like to cause I get my Fubu jeans messed up.
I don’t like to get messed up. I never go outside without my hair gel. You
gotta have good image if you are balsero, raft boy like me. Is important for
balsero to have good hair. 'm the gangsta of love. Jennifer and Shaquanna
and Desiree all wanna be my girlfriends, but I like girls with big breasts
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like Marisleysis. She’s so fine, when she fainted I went to give her mouth
to mouth resusci . . . resusci stuff. My papi he’s going to come and marry
Marisleysis so I can sleep in the bed with her. I like that. Sometimes I pre-
tend I'm sleepy so I can put my head on her pillow breasts. My papi says
I'm on vacation, but this vacation is so long. I got a brother Hianny, he’s
a baby. He should go on vacation far, far away. My uncle Lazaro got upset
wid me because he say: Elian show the people outside what I teach you and
I do this (he gives the finger) and I gotta do this (he gives a victory sign) but
I get confuse. This is what the twin boys in Cuba teach me. They are bad
boys and I suppose to do this. And Uncle Lazaro say that if I misbehave
the people with the cameras are not gonna like me no more. But my grand-
mothers, mis abuelitas, they like me. That’s why they come on vacation
with me. And my abuelita say: ”Eliancito, how big you grow, show it to me.”
He looks down at his crotch.

I say, Abuelita, no. Only hillbilly hicks do that. You could get arrested
for child abuse and I could sue you cause I got seven lawyers. Everybody
sue each other here. No, I'm kidding, Abuelita. Besito, besito. But if you get
arrested, Abuelita, is okay, because my uncles got DWI and two cousins
got felonies.

He sits down.

I'm sad because my puppy got taken away. Because he make doodoo
on a letter to la bruja who shake all the time. La bruja, the witch Reno, she
wants to send me to Cuba on a tube. But I don’t have to go to Cuba on a
tube. I can go by plane. And my mami is in the sky, en el cielo, and she got
that sickness where you forget so she got lost. First she had to go down,
down into the ocean, so she could jump up high into the sky, so 'm gonna
pick her up on the plane. Oh, I think I hear a plane outside. ’'m gonna go
outside and yell: Hey plane take me back to my papi Juan Miguel Gonzalez.

Sound of helicopters, sound of cars, and theme song from TV show action
sequence, cars, sirens.

MARTINA: That’s not a plane, that’s a helicopter, kid. This is Martina
with . . . quick hide, SWAT team coming in, SWAT team, Elian, I'm jump-
ing into you sneaker, don't be scared.

Lights change. She mimes going into a sneaker and, flying off, strikes a pose.
[In the final scene Martina returns to Cuba to the one family member she
has, her best friend, Catalina.]
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Commentary: Martina, Catalina, Elidn,
and the Old Man: Queer Tales of a
Transnational Cuban Cockroach

Alina Troyano’s bilingual one-woman play With What Ass Does the Cock-
roach Sit?/;Con qué culo se sienta la cucaracha? (2004) is a fascinating, highly
politicized contemporary rewriting of the Hispanic Caribbean folktale “La
cucarachita Martina” (Martina the cockroach), with close affinities to Pura
Belprés retelling in her classic children’s book Pérez and Martina (1932), but
in the context of Cuban exile politics and the Elidn Gonzélez international
crisis of 1999-2000.! The specific historical circumstances that motivate the
play include the long-standing, post-1959 tension between Cuban nationals
and the Cuban exile community in Florida; the Cuban economic crisis of
the 1990s; Elidn Gonzélez’s departure from Cuba in November 1999 with
his mother, Elisabet Broton Rodriguez, who died at sea;* the boy’s rescue
by two fishermen (here portrayed as dolphins); the Janet Reno-authorized
SWAT invasion of the home of his paternal granduncle Lazaro Gonzalez
and cousin Marisleysis in Little Havana on April 22, 2000; and his return
to Cuba in June of that year with his father, Juan Miguel Gonzalez. In her
rewriting, the New York-based Cuban American Troyano (better known
as Carmelita Tropicana) follows the model she established in earlier works
such as The Conquest of Mexico as Seen through the Eyes of Herndn Cortés’s
Horse (cowritten with Uzi Parnes in 1991) and Milk of Amnesia/Leche de am-
nesia (1994), in which Troyano portrays animal and human characters as
a way to engage social and historical contexts; as she has stated, “I have a
niche; I'm the performance artist who does animals.”

In With What Ass? the classic folktale of a beautiful cockroach who is
courted by many animals and ultimately marries Pérez the Mouse is trans-
formed into an incisive allegory about contemporary life in Havana and
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Miami. Here, instead of finding (and losing) a husband, Martina develops
a close friendship with a parrot, or cotorra, named Catalina (better known
as “La Seforona de la Habana Vieja,” or the Grand Dame of Old Havana),
who has a melodramatic attachment to her owner, the Old Man, an eighty-
year-old singer with whom both live. Martina goes on to meet the five-year-
old Elian Gonzalez in the apartment downstairs, accidentally embarks on
a transnational voyage from Havana to Florida with the Old Man, engages
Elian in Miami, and returns home in his sneaker with the goal of reunit-
ing with Catalina. The performance offers rich descriptions of daily life in
Havana, including the conditions of scarcity, censorship, corruption, and
foreign investment that have characterized the Special Period, which is to
say, the period of profound economic crisis that began in 1990 after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of Russian and East-
ern European subsidies, a topic that Troyano explores at length in Milk of
Ampnesia.* With What Ass? also shows the solidarity that exists among some
elderly Cubans across the Florida straits (particularly the Old Man and the
Old Lady/Cousin), the profound animosity between Cubans in Havana and
Miami (most dramatically articulated in aggressive speeches by the Son-in-
Law and Carlitos the bulldog), and the particulars of a small boy’s personal
experiences (not only do we hear about Elian’s saga; we also see Troyano em-
body him and talk directly about his life). The play highlights queer (same-
sex) bonds between animals and queer animal/human pairings and explores
questions of animal subjectivity. Ultimately, it serves to reframe very deli-
cate and painful political discussions through humor, as having animals and
humans represent these contemporary social tensions on stage attempts to
bridge an almost unsurpassable gap between divided communities.®
Giving a twist to Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis (1915), Troyano uses
the cockroach or cucaracha as a symbol of subaltern, persecuted minorities,
particularly of undocumented, poor transnational migrants. In a passage not
included in this booK’s version, Martina identifies with the downtrodden,
speaks frequently about her condition, and sings Manu Chao’s immigrant-
themed “Clandestino” (1998), replacing the word “marihuana” with “cucara-
cha” (perhaps an oblique reference to the herb, if we think of “roach” as code
for a joint, but more clearly an embrace of the alterity of diasporic migrants).
MARTINA: That song [“Clandestino”] is like the cucaracha national anthem.
I'm a line in the ocean, a ghost in the city, my life is forbidden, that’s what
the police say, I got no papers, I go to a city in the north looking for a job.
But I gotta run and hide cause I got no papers, peruano clandestino, ar-
gelino clandestino, cucaracha ilegal.
Martina’s articulation of a subaltern position (an understanding of life in
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the shadows, in hiding, at risk, outside of the law, in a similar predicament

to undocumented Peruvian and Algerian immigrants) continues later in

the longer version of the play when she drunkenly sings and dances to Lila

Downs’s version of the classic Mexican folk corrido “La cucaracha” (2004),

again refraining from any mention of marihuana (the verse about how la

cucaracha can no longer walk because she has no marihuana to smoke) and
exchanging it for “the forbidden drink,” American liquor, specifically whis-
key (Johnny Walker Black), which has been spilled on the ground by the Old

Man, most likely as an offering to the orishas of Santeria.

She goes back to the cage drunk, Lila Downs’ version of “La cucaracha” comes

on and Martina translates as she drunkenly dances.

MARTINA (CONT’D): Who's singing to me? Lila? Where are you? There’s no-
body left in the communist party because they all left, they want to make
millions, everybody wants to make a million dollars, where’s my million.
Oh I better go back before Catalina wakes up.

In her interpretation of this corrido (which dates to the Mexican Revo-
lution of 1910), Lila Downs criticizes governmental corruption, militarism,
lack of democracy, the perceived failure of the Left in Latin America, and the
drug trade; Downs ends with a description of the cockroach’s funeral, car-
ried by four vultures and accompanied by a sexton who is a mouse (an inver-
sion of the traditional folktale, in which Pérez the Mouse dies while Martina
the Cockroach survives). In Troyano’s version, Martina’s drunken reverie
leads her to loosen up her six legs and freely criticize the crisis or failure of
communism in Cuba; she also romantically believes that the very attractive
Mexican singer is singing to her. Most significantly, she does not die.

Music is used very effectively in With What Ass? as an integral diegetic
(plot) element: the Old Man is a Grammy-winning singer of the Nueva Vista
Social Club, a clear allusion to the Buena Vista Social Club, associated in the
play with the Cuban singer Ibrahim Ferrer (1927-2005) through the use of his
recorded songs; the Old Man plans to tour the United States and Japan and
record a duet with Paloma, an American woman whom Catalina contemp-
tuously describes in the longer version of the play as a “one hit wonder who
can hit one note. With a cheap dye job.” (Troyano’s bilingual pun entails an
inversion in which the human is called Paloma [pigeon or dove in Spanish]
while the parrot is called Catalina.) Music is also used to complement and
expand characterizations and thematic developments; for example, Catalina
is frequently accompanied onstage by Sarita Montiel’s Spanish-language ren-
dition of Edith Piaf’s “La vie en rose,” a song of profound romantic fulfill-
ment. Catalina also dreams of recording a version of “Cucurrucuct cotorra”
(parrot) with the Old Man, a funny reenvisioning of Tomas Méndez’s classic
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huapango “Cucurrucucu paloma,” greatly popularized by Caetano Veloso,
particularly in Pedro Almodévar’s 2002 film Talk to Her; this song describes
the lament of a man who has lost his female lover and is visited by a pigeon
(an embodiment of her soul) who sings to console his pain.

In a 2005 interview, Troyano indicated that she only had the vaguest rec-
ollection of the original folktale of “La cucarachita Martina™:

There is a very popular folktale throughout Latin America that uses the
character of La Cucarachita Martina. I remembered some elements of the
story but not many. I thought using a character in a fairytale that Latinos
had associations with was good, and for an American audience it is ap-
propriate because it was a story surrounding a child.®

As I mentioned earlier, Troyano’s and Pura Belprés retellings of this folk-
tale share many elements: both feature the central character of Martina, a
bilingual Hispanic Caribbean cockroach that has a penchant for everything
Spanish, including wearing mantillas and doing Spanish dances; a plotline
centered on interactions with diverse animals; a focus on labor, communica-
tions, and food; the centrality of music and song (in Belpré’s version, Pérez
the Mouse sings as he is wooing Martina, and the cockroach sings after her
husband’s untimely death); and a history of performance (Pérez and Martina
was frequently presented as a puppet show). These coincidences indicate the
importance of further exploring the early text, particularly given the strong
New York Hispanic connection between the two authors and the centrality
of bilingualism, cultural translation, and education to both texts, as both are
clearly attempting to convey and translate Hispanic Caribbean culture and
politics to non-Spanish speaking audiences in the United States at the same
time that they address Latina/o constituencies.”

Pura Teresa Belpré (1899-1982) was the first Hispanic children’s librarian
at the New York Public Library and was a pioneer in the documentation of
Hispanic Caribbean folktales in New York City. Born and raised in Puerto
Rico, the folklorist and storyteller moved to New York with her family in
1920 and began working at the library in 1921 or 1922.% Pérez and Martina
was the first of her many books, all of which were written with the explicit
goal of educating children (and teachers and librarians) and mediating ra-
cial, ethnic, and linguistic tensions between Hispanic Caribbean migrants
(particularly Puerto Ricans) and other communities in New York City.’

In Belpré’s Pérez and Martina, as in many retellings of this story,'” Mar-
tina is a highly feminized cockroach of Spanish descent, who takes great
care of her personal appearance, cleans her home, finds a coin (a peseta)
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with which she purchases face powder, dresses up, talks to many male ani-
mal suitors (in some versions a cat, a dog, a rooster, a cricket, a goat, a frog,
a pig, and a firefly), asking them how they would talk to her in the future
(at night), and turns all away, finally marrying Pérez the Mouse."" Some
versions of the story end here. In Belpré’s retelling, Martina wears a lace
mantilla, dances flamenco for Pérez after she accepts his hand in marriage,
goes on to cook Christmastime arroz con dulce (candied coconut rice), and
becomes a widow after the curious mouse falls in the boiling pot in pursuit
of an almond; Martina goes on to dress in black lace and to lament her de-
ceased husband by crying and singing sad songs. In other versions, Martina
cooks soup instead of arroz con dulce, and Pérez dies struggling for a piece of
onion. In some versions, Martina goes on to remarry. In all of these versions,
it can be argued that Martina is presented as an empowered subject, with
the freedom to choose her own husband, but also destined to experience
emotional pain. At the same time, her labor is strongly gendered (clean-
ing, cooking, looking for a partner), and a high premium is placed on her
pleasant appearance, which entails wearing nice clothes and cosmetics (face
powder, perhaps a whitening agent, as Lisa Sanchez-Gonzalez has observed,
which can only be purchased with currency found but not necessarily gener-
ated by labor).> Males’ foibles (their annoying sounds and practices) bother
Martina, leading her to reject all of her suitors but one; in some versions, the
mouse’s curiosity spells doom, and Martina is either condemned to widow-
hood or has to remarry and be more careful with the pot’s lid to avoid her
new husband’s untimely demise. Whether this widowhood is ultimately a
bad fate is debatable, as Martina has clearly demonstrated her low tolerance
for annoying habits, and meddling in the kitchen might be one of these,
as leading Puerto Rican feminist writer Rosario Ferré suggests in her 1989
rewriting of this story.”®

Troyano’s retelling adds a contemporary Cuban and queer twist, present-
ing a different life narrative for Martina, one that does not end with solitude
and that shows her as an empowered (autonomous) yet still subaltern sub-
ject with a profound self-understanding of her situation (a beneficiary of
concientizacion or consciousness-raising, a process humorously alluded to
in the roach’s practice of “contemplating”) and with a much more critical at-
titude toward work. Here, the plot focuses on a different set of tasks and ad-
ventures, including multiple conversations with Catalina and with other an-
imals and people in Havana, such as Lumumba the lizard (a retired Animal
Internet reporter, whose name can be seen as a reference to the famous slain
Congolese independence leader Patrice Lumumba and to post-1959 Cuban
military involvement in Africa) and Elidn, who in fact, tries to kill Martina
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when they first meet; she saves her life by dancing flamenco and telling him

the fictitious story of wearing a mantilla and being a cockroach in waiting

for the queen of Spain. Martina learns about Elidn’s saga at sea and miracu-
lous rescue by Dolores and Dominique (two non-American football-playing

Miami dolphins) as told by Bertha the bee; unexpectedly travels to Miami

when Catalina pushes her into the Old Man’s suitcase; meets the rabidly

anti-Castro Carlos Manuel de Céspedes (“the bulldog with the Chihuahua
head” named after a nineteenth-century Cuban revolutionary hero, who be-
longs to the Son-in-Law), as well as Cassandra the transgender cat, who
conscripts Martina to work as a reporter for the Animal Internet in Miami;
and finally, engages with Elian in Little Havana and travels back to Cuba in
his sneaker, so that she can reunite with Catalina. Many of these events are
accompanied by bilingual translation, in which Martina draws on popular

Cuban Spanish-language sayings, which she reproduces and renders into

English as a means to underscore her experiences and analysis of the situ-

ations she encounters. The very title (;Con qué culo se sienta la cucaracha?)

is one such example, albeit one that is not actually explained in the play; it
is an Afro-Cuban saying registered by Lydia Cabrera, which, as Tropicana
explains, is said “when referring to people who aspire to do something that

is not within their means” (for example, Catalina wishes to sing and record a

song with the Old Man in spite of her horrible singing voice)."

Love and labor are the two motors that motivate Martina in Belprés and
Troyano's retellings: affective relationships between individuals (be they
family members, a cockroach and a mouse, a cockroach and a parrot, or a
parrot and an old man) and work (be it housekeeping, foraging for food, or
reporting for the Animal Internet). Troyano wishes to locate Elidn’s story
(usually seen in the context of politics and family) in the broader context
of global migrations, particularly that of Third World labor migrants to the
Global North. Martina criticizes labor exploitation when she is conscripted
by Cassandra to be a reporter for the Animal Internet:

MARTINA: I work a lot, I can’t remember when was the last time I contem-
plated. I haven't even had my chicken wing. Cofio, como se trabaja en este
pais, all you do is this country is work, work, work. How I wish I was back
in Cuba with Catalina having some café con leche.

This desire for reunification with Catalina is fulfilled. Returning to Cuba

(for Elian and for Martina) brings closure to their dangerous voyages, and

reestablishes the initial status quo of the play: one full of contradictions and

challenges, but one that some people (and animals) might freely prefer to
the alternative of life in the United States.
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NOTES

1. See Herndndez, review, and Jefferson, “On the Home Front,” for reviews of
the performance; see Allatson, “With What Ass,” for an in-depth scholarly analysis.
Interviews with Troyano regarding this piece include Morowitz, “Crossing Borders™;
and Young, “Interview with Alina Troyano.” I wish to thank Paul Allatson for provid-
ing me with a copy of Young’s interview. I saw a performance of this piece on Apr. 4,
2006, at the Duderstadt Center, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

2. Her name is frequently misspelled as Elizabet [sic] or Elizabeth [sic] Brotons
[sic].

3. See Morowitz, “Crossing Borders,” 163. Scripts for The Conquest of Mexico and
Milk of Amnesia appear in Troyano, I, Carmelita Tropicana, 52-71, 173-76. Allatson,
“With What Ass,” offers extensive analysis of Troyano’s animal embodiments.

4. See Troyano, I Carmelita Tropicana, 52-71.

5. See Parikh, “Passion,” on the irreconcilable tensions of the Elidn Gonzélez case.

6. See Morowitz, “Crossing Borders,” 163.

7. See Sanchez-Gonzélez, Boricua Literature, for an anticolonial reading of Pérez
and Martina.

8. See Sanchez-Gonzélez, “Pura Belpré,” 149-50.

9. See Sanchez-Gonzalez, Boricua Literature; Sanchez-Gonzélez, “Pura Belpré;
Sanchez-Gonzalez, The Stories I Read to the Children.

10. Other versions include Ricardo Alegria’s “Pérez and Martina’; Rosario Ferré’s
“La cucarachita Martina” and La cucarachita Martina; and Carmen Agra Deedy’s
Martina, the Beautiful Cockroach.

11. See “La Cucarachita Martina,” Sabelotodo.org, http://sabelotodo.org/litera-
tura/infantil/cucarachitamartina.html (accessed May 13, 2012).

12. See Sanchez-Gonzalez, “Pura Belpré,” 86-88.

13. Sold offers a feminist analysis of Ferré’s version; see Aqui cuentan las mujeres,
40-42.

14. For a discussion of the title see Morowitz, “Crossing Borders,” 161-62.
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Kestutis does his bees.
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by Kestutis Nakas

No Bees for Bridgeport:
A Fable from the Age of Daley

Lights up on Kestutis, a man.

And so, ladies and gentlemen, that concludes my talk on how I saved the
honeybees. Are there any questions? Have I ever been stung? Well, yes.
Quite badly, in fact. I was attacked by angry bees and stung repeatedly in
and around my eyes. In fact, the eyes you see in my head right now aren’t re-
ally mine. My son donated them. Don’t worry. He’s alive and well. He’s home
in Chicago, probably listening to the radio, waiting for my return so he can
have his eyes back.

Maybe I better explain, let me take you back, way back. All the way back
to the age of Daley the Second, over three summers ago.

K spins around to indicate a change of time.

Well, I'm fifty-five years old and I'm finally happy. Maybe it’s just some
sort of delusion, but I don’t care. I'm fat, fifty-five, and finished. I can basi-
cally screw around now because all my masterpieces are done.

Don’t worry. You've never heard of them. Works of true genius are only
discovered by later generations. 'm resigned to that. But even when they do
discover my work, that’s not really immortality. Nothing lasts. Even Shake-
speare will die when the planet self-destructs. Who cares? Immortality’s
for suckers. The spiritually weak. It’s just the frightened trembling ego that

All rights to No Bees for Bridgeport are strictly reserved, including professional and amateur perform-
ing, motion picture, recitation, lecturing, public, public reading, radio and television broadcasting, foreign
translation, recording and electronic retrieval, in all media. Permission for use must be secured from the
author, Kestutis Nakas, who can be contacted by email at knakas@roosevelt.edu or in writing at Kestutis
Nakas, Theatre Conservatory, Chicago College of Performing Arts, Roosevelt University, 430 S Michigan
Avenue, Chicago IL 60616.
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craves it. See, in human consciousness, the ego is the last actor to leave the
stage. What forces him off? Silence.

Silence.

I've had plenty of that. But now, the last actor has left the stage, leaving
only an egoless, deep soul consciousness. That’s the real, essential self: the
universal soul in relaxed, attentive concentration. And it’s that concentrated
awareness that I direct toward my beehive.

Beekeepers, good ones, have a special kind of knowledge. A sense of ease
that allows us to draw near the hive without arousing fear or anger. It might
be a gift. But I think it’s something we develop over time. Lots of time. Did
I mention that I was fifty-five? Oh, I said that. Right. Fat, fifty-five, and fin-
ished. Did I say that? Sorry. So when I become one with the hive, the hive
tells me what to do. 'm no longer in charge. See, that’s what’s wrong with this
world. Certain people trying to control everything. Like some of those hate
mongers in the media. They really tick me off. That ain’t the way it oughta
be. Love, that’s where it’s at.

Acceptance plus gratitude, that’s happiness. Let go. Live in the moment.
You'll find your desires melting away, along with whatever’s bothering you.
Like my job. YOU DON’T FIRE ME, I FIRE YOU! I FIRE YOU! Stop adjust-
ing reality to suit YOU. Bloom where you’re planted.

I'm planted on the South Side of Chicago, in the Bridgeport neighbor-
hood. I live there with my wife and four-year-old son, Lukas. And I've got
a beehive in my backyard. Did I tell you I was a beekeeper? I am. With my
own hive.

The hive came in the mail as a build-it-yourself kit. It was hard to nail
those frames together. Nails would keep splitting the flimsy wood. Shit. Give
me the right-sized nails and clear instructions and I'll do fine.

Those greedy thieves at the beekeeping supplies company want to send
the new hobbyist the cheapest shit they can get away with, just to hold on to
a few pennies. Such clever minds out there thinking up ways to screw me.
That’s bad karma. After all, ’'m just trying to get ahead.

Once I get my hive built, my buddy Chip and I make a special trip out to
Indiana to pick up a young bee colony, a nucleus colony, or “nuc.” I figure the
bees ought to be easier to handle than building that stupid hive was. After
all, they’re part of nature, like me, so we'll understand each other. Sticks and
nails are not part of nature.

My buddy Chip is about the nicest guy in Chicago. He’s from California.
He takes the frames, which are full of bees, out of the nuc and sets them
gently into the hive. Soon the bees have settled into their home and are out
foraging. Lukas is staying far away from the bees, but 'm trying to teach him
to be less afraid.
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Lukas and I love to get on YouTube and watch “Honey Land,” an old
cartoon about bees. A boy and girl bee fall in love. When the girl bee is ab-
ducted by a spider, the boy bee comes to her rescue. He stings the spider re-
peatedly, but it is not enough, so he sounds an alarm, and a squad of fighter
bees in military formation hone in on the hapless spider who, after all, is
only trying to live his predatory life. The bees sting and sting and sting and
sting till the spider runs away. The boy and girl bees are reunited, and there
is happiness again in Honey Land.

But that cartoon lies. Really, boy bees—or drones—don’t even have a
stinger. And a bee can sting only once, then she dies. She leaves her stinger
in her victim, and as she pulls away she in effect disembowels herself. Some
of her guts stay attached to the stinger. Those guts are her venom sack, a kind
of natural syringe full of bee venom. Even when the bee is gone and off dy-
ing somewhere, the sack still pulsates, injecting venom through the hollow,
barbed needle of the stinger.

Also, boy bees—or drones—don’t live happily ever after. A drone’s penis is
ripped out of his body after mating, staying inside the female while he drops
away and dies. So the cartoon distorts the truth, but it helps Lukas love the
bees.

One of our neighbors loves the bees, too. He’s a kind old Chinese man.
Every time I see him in his garden, he gives me a big, beaming smile and
nods approvingly as he points to the hive. He knows those bees are pol-
linating his plants and they will bring him a bumper crop of weird Chinese
vegetables.

The neighbors on the other side of my backyard are a little less enthusi-
astic.