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Playwright Carter W. Lewis understands the value of misdirection, as his latest work at 

Florida Stage, the enigmatically titled The Cha-Cha of a Camel Spider, demonstrates. 

Ostensibly a darkly comic rant about America’s use of mercenary private armies, it 

becomes instead a surreal exercise in the transporting power of verbal poetry. Or maybe 

the play was always about the potency of the arts, and the initial emphasis on Blackwater-

like combat forces is just an attempt to misdirect us. 

That is the back-and-forth dance that light-on-his-feet Lewis leads us on, a multilayered 

odyssey that eventually leaves prose – and reality – far behind. Too ambitious to settle for 

merely being angry at our foreign policy, Lewis’ Cha-Cha is also interested in matters of 

the heart, even when that heart is artificial. 

The theatrical journey begins in the offices of "e," a corporate military training facility, 

where Loretta Hanrahan (an aptly stressed-out Laura Turnbull) and her daughter Bethany 

(verbally nimble Elizabeth Birkenmeier), a recent college graduate with a virtually 

worthless degree in spoken word poetry, are hacking into the company’s computer 

system to ensure they receive the death benefits owed them. 

You see, Loretta’s husband, Al, was a high-ranking "e" officer who overstepped the 

bounds of interrogation techniques in Kandahar, Afghanistan, and then had to be 

eliminated by "friendly fire" – killed by other "e" operatives. In covering their tracks, the 

company tried to eliminate Al’s records, but they underestimated the power of slam 

poetry. 

Even if he is steamed, Lewis has not forgotten the value of comedy nor vivid characters. 

Hanrahan’s hit men, Stack and Denny (Todd Allen Durkin and Eric Mendenhall), are 

bitter buddies, demoted to the dull purgatory of security detail at stateside "e" 

headquarters. Things start looking more interesting for them, though, when they catch 

Bethany trespassing and hold her captive, just long enough for Denny to become 

romantically smitten with her. 

The guards are an amusing, if grouchy and timid pair, but even better is Muslim Ahmad 

Ahmadazai, a wisecracking cabbie who may actually be dead. It is that kind of play. As 

played with dry wit by Antonio Amadeo, the character all but steals the show, or at least 

deserves his own spin-off script. 

Ultimately, this Cha-Cha sashays to a poetic climax that will probably have you 

pondering what in the world the concluding scenes are about. Relax, some of that 

confusion is entirely intentional. Just sit back, enjoy Birkenmeier performance art tour de 

force and let the poetry waft over you. 
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Among the things that are clear: Director Louis Tyrrell delivers everything Lewis could 

hope for in this world-premiere production and Victor A. Becker’s scenic design cleverly 

goes from glossy corporate offices to a wilting greenhouse in another showy display of 

Florida Stage’s new home. 

And Lewis (who has entertained this audience with such works as Golf with Alan 

Shepard, Ordinary Nation and the recent Storytelling Ability of a Boy) may be one of the 

most versatile playwrights around today. 

 


