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On the night of September 4, 2006, I was at home in Cork, Ireland, utterly unable to sleep.
Across the room, my enormous purple suitcase was packed to the zips with summer clothes, anti-frizz hair products and bottles of sunscreen. Leaning against it, my carry-on bag. This held my computer, my journal, two books, twice as many magazines as I could feasibly read during an eight-hour flight, and a fetching pair of fluffy pink slipper socks. Stuffed into an envelope were my passport, my US visa documents and proof of my imminent employment in a Walt Disney World hotel. Photocopies were hidden in various other places; I was taking no chances with the Department of Homeland Security.
The alarm clock was set for five, allowing plenty of time for me to get up, get caffeinated, get my hair straightened and get to the airport, only a five-minute drive from my home. My first flight would take me to London Gatwick, the second all the way to Orlando, Florida.
I’d got the job offer in May; it had been a long, impatient wait riddled with excitement. I had never even been to Florida before and I couldn’t wait to see the sunshine, palm trees and long, sandy beaches that my Rough Guide promised would be there in abundance.
But it wasn’t only anticipation that was keeping me awake.
Just before I went to bed, I made the mistake of reading my horoscope for the coming week online. It predicted that on Wednesday - my first full day in Orlando - I would learn something that would ‘change everything’ and that for the next month I’d be spending a lot of time at home on my own.
Say what now?
The following evening I would land in Orlando with one suitcase and no place to live, knowing just one other soul on the entire continent – my cousin David would be 900 miles to the north in Towson, Maryland. Yet I was convinced that it would be mere days before a smiling, suntanned and inexplicably skinnier me would be skipping around Magic Kingdom, wearing a Tinkerbell T-shirt and towing behind me a gaggle of new, fun friends. Someone would think to snap a candid photo of our happy faces which, later, I’d place in a Mickey Mouse-shaped frame and hang somewhere prominent, a reminder of the darned fantastic time I’d had in the happiest place on earth.
I thought that building a whole new life for yourself in a foreign land thousands of miles from home would be just like preparing a Pot Noodle: easy and instant.
Of course, it didn’t work out that way.
Unbeknownst to me, I was about to be whacked across the face with a cold, wet fish called Reality. For the first time in my life I’d struggle on a daily basis. It would be months before I’d set as much as a toe in Magic Kingdom and, worst of all, that stupid horoscope would be proven to have been exactly right.
Lucky for you, as this would have been a ceaselessly boring book otherwise.
PART I: An Irish Girl in a Disney World
Chapter One: THE CALL OF THE MOUSE
Once upon a time, in a land that could be far, far away from you depending on your current geographical location, there lived a little girl who believed that the best way to stand out from the crowd was to dream big – to dream specific – and not to let a little thing called reality get in the way.
Our story begins in the week before Christmas, nineteen hundred and ninety-five.
I was dutifully following my parents around on a last minute shopping trip when somewhere among the pungent deodorant gift sets and the festive biscuit tins comprised mainly of varieties that people didn’t care to eat, I spotted an interesting paperback.
It had a quote on the cover from Mr. Stephen King who claimed that the book was ‘the most horrifying true story’ he had ever read. The previous summer I had laboured my way through King’s The Stand and had been sufficiently terrorised by it to now conclude that this book must indeed be truly horrifying. So I picked up a copy and initiated Operation Nag Dad. He (eventually) agreed to buy it for me and the rest is history.
Or at least, the rest is the rest of this book.
It was The Hot Zone by Richard Preston, a somewhat sensationalised account of an outbreak of the Ebola virus in Reston, Virginia, in 1989. According to Preston, a highly virulent and deadly disease that just loved to liquefy internal organs and turn eyeballs into a bloody mush had reared its head ‘in the shadow of the White House.’
It was actually a strain that only infected monkeys, Reston is over twenty miles from the White House and the entire incident was confined to small animal storage facility, but still.
Before I’d even reached the book’s end, I knew I had just stumbled upon my vocation. There was no doubt about it; I simply had to become a virologist.
But not just any virologist, oh no. I had to be the kind that worked with viral haemorrhagic fevers in the Biosafety Level 4 laboratories of the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases (USAMRIID) in Fort Detrick, Maryland.
I would find ways to overcome the more obvious hurdles – not being an American citizen, not being in the US Army, being too squeamish to handle raw chicken – and then my dream life would be mine, just like that.
I shared my plans with anyone who would listen, and some who didn’t care to.
I was thirteen years old at the time.
By now you’re probably wondering what in the name of Donald Duck this has to do with me working in Walt Disney World, and I can hardly blame you. Virulent haemorrhagic fevers and Mickey Mouse are hardly bedfellows, unless you consider the rodent angle. But I can assure you that my Disney decision does indeed have its roots in disease.
Telling Grown-Ups that you’re going to be a virologist is not like telling them that you’re planning to get a job in a bank or the civil service. After you explain what it is – the initial reaction is invariably a blank stare and a, ‘What’s that?’ – they start to look at you differently. Eyebrows go north; faces become thoughtful; there is many an intrigued listening noise made. Aunts and uncles look vaguely horrified as you tell them about how you want to be encased in a biohazard suit and locked in an airless chamber with a cousin of the bubonic plague on a daily basis for all the working years of your adult life. They shoot a look at your mother who just rolls her eyes and shakes her head because this is, let’s not forget, the same daughter who demanded to be taken to see Philadelphia when she was only eleven and so this is exactly the kind of precocious, crazed behaviour you’ve come to expect.
I felt special, singled out from the crowd. While everyone else was blabbing on about careers that all basically boiled down to paperwork and coffee breaks, I was saving the world – although, alas, not innocent monkeys – from microbes which had had starring roles in Outbreak. When I told people what I wanted to do with my life I got a reaction. If I ever were to actually become a virologist, I could solicit that same reaction from every person who ever asked what it was I did for a living. It was like telling people that you were a NASA astronaut or an FBI agent. I would be interesting; a hit at dinner parties; the clear winner in any game of What Does Your Daughter/Sister/Wife Do.
And so I began to prepare.
I assembled a small collection of virologist memoirs (yes, there are such things), bought Outbreak on video (squealing every time at the shot of USAMRIID) and used our brand new home internet service to download such wondrous things as the Weekly Morbidity and Mortality Report published by Atlanta’s Centres for Disease Control (CDC). I managed to turn every English essay assignment into a story involving disease. My entry into the 1998 Young Science Writers’ Competition traced the origins of AIDS along Central African highways. When Dr Robert Gallo, co-discoverer of HIV, came to University College Cork, I sat in the front row of the lecture hall, resisting the urge to scream like a tween at a Jonas Brothers concert and failing to hear a single word he said; I was so awed by the presence of a real, live virologist that the sound of my own frenetic heartbeat drowned out that of his voice.
When I was in my fourth year of secondary school and aged sixteen, each of us had to visit our career guidance counsellor and declare what it was we planned to do with the rest of our lives. After I told her about my future as a world-renowned virologist, the counsellor took off her glasses, sat back in her chair and said that in the course of her long and illustrious career at Regina Mundi College, no one else had ever told her anything like that.
And there it was: confirmation. I now had evidence, as I saw it, that I was somehow better than the hundreds of other girls who had sat in that same plastic chair, tugged nervously at their ugly purple uniform and confided that they intended to join the trouser-suited masses; to be paid to complete routine administrative tasks such as answering the telephone and stapling things together; to use their unimpressive salaries to buy boxy semi-detached houses near their parents; to marry some guy with a trade who would have developed a beer belly before they even got back from the honeymoon, with whom they’d dutifully produce two or three miniature versions of themselves with whom they’d take a cheap sun holiday every August for the next eighteen years or so; to arrive in twenty years’ time to our class reunion in a reliable family car with crumbs in the back seat, a low-maintenance haircut they got at a chain salon on student night and a colour they’d put in themselves, and they wouldn’t touch the cheesecake because it had too many Points in it and they’d a Communion coming up, and – most pathetic of all to my teenage mind – they would be satisfied with all this, maybe even happy.
I hadn’t so much decided to become a virologist as I had rejected the idea of doing anything less spectacular. There was no way now I could consider a future in which Adult Me was a bank teller, a nurse or an office worker trapped in a generic cube farm.
When people dared to question how I could possibly go from being an average student (‘could do better’ was the theme of my entire academic career) in a small suburban school in Cork to being a world famous virologist with a PhD from Johns Hopkins and dual Irish-American citizenship, I turned my ears off. I knew it was going to happen; the logistics were unimportant. I was in pursuit of my wild and exotic dreams – and with them, wild and exotic diseases – and had no time for any protests on reality’s behalf.
We were to be the class of 2001, the first graduates of the New Millennium. We were perched on the very cusp of greatness, destined for bright and wonderful futures filled with limitless possibility, awesome adventure and ultimately, complete fulfilment.
Why, in the face of all that, would we turn around and become a travel agent?
Of course these days, I’m not quite a virologist.
That’s why the name of this book isn’t Fever Pitch, My Germ-Filled Life, or Gee, I Really Hope I Don’t Accidentally Stick Myself With a Needle Full of Ebola Virus Today; or any of the other fabulous titles I had prepared for my own virologist memoir. It’s not because I stopped wanting to be one, though. It’s because when the time came to actually do something about my dream besides practising signing my name with a ‘Dr’ in front of it, I took the easy road and decided to give up the dream instead.
As we daydreamed our way through the end of our schooldays my friends and I imagined that soon, everything we wanted would be ours. We spent lunchtimes discussing our plans for world domination. Step one: Go to college. Step two: Land dream job as Irish civilian virologist at US Army facility. Step three: Wake up one morning skinny, rich and alongside gorgeous quantum physicist husband who reads, has excellent DNA and shows no real interest in televised sports. Once I’d all that sorted out, I’d then accidentally stumble upon a brand new virus, a vaccine and a cure for it, all in the same day. (Maybe even all before lunch.) There’d be a library named after me in no time.
But back in reality, things didn’t work out that way.
The beginning of the end was my impressive failing of the Leaving Cert Biology exam. Never one to do things by halves, there was no mediocre C or low D; I just about got an E, the Microbiology section a suspicious outburst of knowledge in an otherwise unused answer book. Since I’d spent the first five years of my secondary education daydreaming about joining the CDC’s Epidemiology Intelligence Service and becoming the virologist equivalent of Special Agent Scully, and then the last year of it daydreaming about a boy, the rest of my results were hardly anything to write home about either.
People, justifiably, were confused. Hadn’t I just spent my entire adolescence talking about becoming a virologist? Isn’t that the kind of thing that someone who got straight As, or a maximum score of 600 points, or the best grades in all of Ireland would do, and not some dreamy slacker who failed Biology, never did her French homework and only got a B in Ordinary Level Math?
I still managed to get into college, albeit by the skin of my teeth. I had applied to a university in the north west of England for a place on their Combined Science degree course, where I had planned to double major in Biology and Psychology. They had extended a conditional offer: a place in exchange for 430 Leaving Cert points and a pass in five Higher Level subjects. Not only had Biology been one of those Higher five, but my total points score amounted to a paltry 395.
The morning of the results, my mother called the university’s Admissions Department.
‘Ah, yes,’ the nice Admissions lady said after a minute. ‘Catherine has been offered a place on our Combined Science degree program.’
This left my mother a tad confused, as she had just had me on the phone wailing about being thirty-five points short of a university education.
‘But she was told she needed 430,’ my mother pressed. ‘She only got 395.’
There was a long, pregnant pause before the woman said, ‘Mrs Howard, Catherine has been offered a place on our Combined Science program. I don’t know what to tell you, but I’d recommend you don’t ask any questions.’
She didn’t, and neither did I. When the offer came through online I printed out a couple of copies, just in case. Then, on the last day of September 2001, I flew across the Irish Sea and took up my place in university.
Three weeks later, I dropped out.
(Although as one of those three weeks was the alcohol-fuelled, lecture-free Freshers’ Week, I technically only stayed for two.)
At the time I claimed there were many complex reasons behind my dramatic exit from third level education, but really there was only ever one. I had found out that it was hard to get the things we want and that the universe wasn’t necessarily going to do us any favours while we pursued them. In the harsh light of this new information, I decided I just couldn’t be bothered even trying and abruptly gave up.
If I invited in reality, I was forced to acknowledge that it was extremely unlikely I would ever get to do the kind of virology work I dreamed of doing. Even with a lifetime of hard graft, sacrifice and perseverance it might never happen, and I wanted a guarantee before I went and put in all the effort. In other words, I wanted a Commander’s seat on the Space Shuttle before I even filled out the Astronaut Corps application.
And I did let reality in. I thought being realistic was what being an adult was all about.
So I trudged back to Cork, moved in with my then boyfriend – who didn’t even read newspapers – and took up a minimum wage job as a sales assistant in a greeting card store as well as my new role as the black sheep of the Howard family.
The girl who had once considered herself destined for biohazard suits and the World Health Organisation was now dressed in an ill-fitting department store’s own brand blazer and attending staff meetings of great importance, such as the one in which we discussed what size paper bag to use for a standard-sized card, because if you made a slit down the side of the smallest bag, you could fit a standard card in there and then tape it back up, avoiding the use of a medium-sized bag and saving the store untold amounts of money, perhaps as much as tens of euro annually.
(Seriously. There was an actual meeting about that and, worse still, that was the meeting’s only topic.)
Every morning I wanted to gouge out my eyeballs with a blunt pencil just so I’d have a valid excuse to stay home from work. We couldn’t afford the apartment we were renting and began to dig ourselves a hole of credit card debt. Socialising was far too expensive so we grew distant from our friends and soon the highlight of our week was a Mexican dinner and an episode of The West Wing. I started to pile on the pounds and actually did, one New Year, resort to joining WeightWatchers.
One day I woke up to find I’d become my own worst nightmare. Through inaction, I had chosen a path along which there seemed to be no opportunity to make a U-turn. I doubted there was anywhere else I could go anyway. I tried to make peace with this new reality, the one in which my one-time dizzyingly bright future was now decidedly more grey and commonplace. I began to believe that this was the only outcome that had ever been on the cards and to think any differently had indeed been dreaming.
Stay with me. We’ll have our Mouse Ears on soon, I promise.
I turned twenty-two in the summer of 2004 and was by that point so bored with my own life that I would have changed the channel if that’s what had been showing on TV. I was working as a secretary in an auctioneers’ office, The Boyfriend and I had just passed the four-year point in our relationship, and I was finding it harder and harder to get out of bed in the mornings – it just didn’t seem worth the effort.
With all my dreams stowed away in a drawer, I was unsettled by the utter predictability of it all. Unless I did something drastic, I more or less knew where I’d be one, two, ten years from now and so did everyone else. I’d be right here in Cork, doing the same thing I was doing today. I might have a wedding band, a child, or an obsessive scrap-booking hobby, but the big picture would remain the same.
And I knew I could never ever make my peace with that.
My best friend, Sheelagh, whose adventurous single life I envied even more than her tiny waist, had recently upped and moved to the Greek island of Crete. One night I took a deep breath and before I could think too much about the consequences, I asked The Boyfriend how he would feel if I went and joined her there for, say, three months.
Can open, worms everywhere, to steal a line from Friends.
Having met as teenagers, our fledgling adult selves now wanted different things than we had when we were seventeen – hell, we wanted things we didn’t even know about when we were seventeen – and whatever they might be, it certainly wasn’t each other. And so, after the most amicable break-up in the history of mankind, I was young, free and single and thanks to my credit card bills, totally broke.
For a few days I was fine; my world was all possibility and Beyoncé songs. But two weeks in I found myself gripped by a sudden panic. I couldn’t afford to quit my job and move to Greece, so nothing had really changed. I was still stuck in Cork, only now I was stuck there alone. I spent three straight days on the sofa with a stack of romantic comedies and a box of Kleenex, crying in cycles: silent tears, heaving sobs, ghoulish wails. Of course, it didn’t help that The Ex-Boyfriend had taken to singledom like a duck to water (or like a twenty-three year old guy single for the first time in his adult life) while I sat at home with only calories for friends. Needing to get away for a while, I coerced my family into letting me tag along on their Keycamp holiday to Paris.
Keycamp is a company that operates self-drive, family-orientated holidays on campsites throughout Europe. Not to be confused with actual camping, this usually involves driving yourself, your family and a fortnight’s supply of Cornflakes onto a plush passenger ferry which deposits you hundreds of miles from your destination, leaving you to find your own way to the needle in a French haystack that is your chosen site (and this, ladies and gentlemen, was before the days of Sat Nav) where you’ll spend the next two weeks in a fully-equipped mobile home pretending you are roughing it. Every couple of summers during my childhood we were taken on one of these holidays and although we may have failed miserably to fully appreciate them at the time, they were undeniably brilliant.
On this occasion however, not so much.
The sky was overcast every day, we only went into the city once and there were five of us – Mum, Dad, my brother John and my sister Claire – squeezed into a ‘Classic’ mobile home, one hundred and fifty square feet if you included the shower tray.
But, not to get all dramatic about it, this holiday would change the course of my entire life.
The campsite was staffed with friendly college-age kids who were inexplicably called ‘couriers’. They cleaned the accommodation, welcomed you to the site and were generally available at all times of the day and night to provide you with directions, change your gas bottle or lay claim to that box of steak haché you were planning on leaving behind. They were paid a pittance, which was compensated for by the provision of on-site accommodation, a fetching uniform of T-shirt and shorts and the warm, self-satisfied feeling that comes from spending a summer living and working abroad.
One morning my mother returned from reception, where she’d been annoying our couriers for directions to Versailles and admiring photos of the team enjoying a day out in Paris.
‘I bet they have a great time,’ she remarked casually.
The sentence echoed in my mind; I thought so too. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I thought I should apply to be a courier the following summer. That would give me time to pay off my bills while having something up ahead to look forward to. I’d be living and working overseas, I’d meet loads of new people and with any luck, I’d return home with a tan. I sent in an application and thus my adventures began.
Oh, and the wailing on the sofa?
That was just PMS.
We’re getting close!
At the interview with Keycamp’s parent company, Holidaybreak, I was offered a better job than the one I’d applied for: administrator at the courier training facility in the Netherlands. Not only was this more money, but it was a job that a) I was qualified to do and b) didn’t involve changing gas bottles. Moreover, it started sooner – in February – and Sheelagh, having moved from Crete to Amsterdam, would only be an hour and a half away from me by train.
I went on to work not one but two seasons in Hoeven, a tiny village/glorified crossroads in the south of the country where each year around fifteen hundred new couriers are trained for their onsite roles. Having never worked abroad before, I got a serious case of The First Seasons: deliriously happy with my ten or so new best friends, our Dutch life and the exoticness of living in a foreign land, albeit one that had the BBC, Waterstone's and English-speaking citizens. Even though elements of the job were nightmarish, we could always say, ‘Well, at least we’re not at home!’
And it had been so easy. I wanted the job; I applied for it; I got it; I packed up and moved to the Netherlands. It was like a whole new life presented as an IKEA flat pack, but better; there was no assembly required.
It occurred to me that maybe all those other things I had wanted to do could be as easily achieved as well.
I thought back to the childhood and teenage dreams I’d accumulated over the years, other than becoming a virologist. Chronologically they went something like this: to be a writer, to be a NASA astronaut, to be a professional dancer, to work for the FBI in their Behavioural Science Unit at Quantico, Virginia, to be a personal assistant to a Formula 1 driver, to work for Microsoft, to be a White House aide, to work for Disney in one of their theme parks.
I can also pinpoint the origin of each of these fanciful notions: learning to read; the movie Space Camp; Top of the Pops; Patricia Cornwell novels; realising that F1 World Champion Jacques Villeneuve was absolutely gorgeous; finding Hard Drive: Bill Gates and the Making of the Microsoft Empire marked down in a second-hand bookshop; a present of a West Wing box set, and an episode of Changing Rooms where the designers transformed the Parisian apartment of two Disneyland employees with interesting-sounding jobs.
There were also the more generalised ambitions of seeing the world, sporting a permatan and maybe, one day, living and working in the United States – a country I considered to be my spiritual home based solely on daydreams and ten days in New York.
But I didn’t want Virology Round 2 – I had no interest in setting myself up for disappointment – and a few of those dreams required that I become an American citizen, or least find an American citizen to marry, as well as a few other talents I was guessing I didn’t possess. (For one thing, I don’t think nervous flyers make very good astronauts, and there’s a lot further to fall.)
Which left me with just one thing, and that was working for Disney.
I thought it would be a fun, interesting thing to do. I thought it sounded cool. I’d been to Disneyland Paris twice and all the staff I’d encountered there had just looked so goddamn happy. Alas, mon francais était horrible, since I’d spent six years of French classes drawing Ebola virus particles on the pages of my Bienvenue en France textbook.
Disney World, however, the Florida-based home of Disney’s kingdom, would not only satisfy the Disney requirement but would have the added bonuses of sunny weather and the United States. And although it wouldn’t be astronaut training or a summer at Space Camp, it’d put me a mere sixty miles from Kennedy Space Centre.
And then there were the Grown-Ups. I was one myself now too – allegedly – but I still looked to the older crowd for validation, for the nod that would confirm I was indeed on the right path. Thus far, I had failed to keep my word, dropped out of college after only three weeks, lived in sin with my boyfriend for nearly three years and not yet seen much more than the minimum wage on a wage slip. Those days when I’d been able to bask in approval and admiration were long gone, if they’d ever existed in the first place. Working in Holland had elevated me somewhat but there were still a lot of adults out there who I’d failed to impress.
I was convinced that I’m going to go work in Disney World would be the line to do it.
I searched the Disney World website for information. The resort ran two main recruitment programs that kept its parks and hotels staffed with an army of fun-loving youths prepared to work for pennies in exchange for an all-access Disney pass and the Florida sunshine: the College Program and the International Program. The College Program (CP) does exactly what it says on the tin, recruiting graduates from relative fields of study – business, hospitality, culinary, etc. – to work in various positions around the resorts; it was why the girl whose job it was to wave at you as you departed on your ride up Big Thunder Mountain had a degree in Operations Management under her Minnie belt. Meanwhile, the International Program (IP) added a layer of authenticity to Epcot’s World Showcase by hiring youngsters aged eighteen and over to work as ‘Cultural Representatives’ in their nation’s respective pavilions with accommodation and embarrassing uniforms – ‘Costumes’ in MouseSpeak – thrown in for free. The forum postings on an unofficial IP website all testified that doing the program amounted to ‘the best year’ of the participants’ lives.
Clearly college dropouts couldn’t apply for the CP. When I contacted the nearest regional recruiter, Yummy Jobs of London, I found out that, since there was no Irish pavilion in Epcot, I could forget about the IP as well. (This turned out to be a blessing in disguise because, judging by the existing member nations of the World Showcase, working in a Disneyfied Ireland would have required dressing like a leprechaun, dancing jigs on demand and greeting guests with a heartfelt ‘Top of the morning to ya!’ No feckin’ way.) But Yummy Jobs were very helpful and encouraged me to apply for something called the American Cultural Resort Program instead. This would place me in a hotel or resort somewhere in the United States on an eighteen-month J-1 work visa.
I emailed a CV sometime in January 2006 and then promptly forgot all about it.
If it wasn’t going to be Disney then it just wasn’t for me.
We’re nearly there.
Five months later I was settled into my second season in the Netherlands and halfway to my goal of drinking my own body weight in Heineken. My contract was due to end in August and I had decided not to do a third season. Instead, I planned to move to Paris where I hoped to secure a job teaching English; I had paid a deposit on a Teaching English as a Foreign Language course only the day before. (‘Yeah, I’m studying in Paris,’ I imagined myself telling people. ‘Afterwards I’m thinking of teaching English in Vietnam.’) Things were kind of slow for me and my fellow administrator Kate so we were passing the afternoon chatting, getting coffee, and periodically checking our personal email accounts.
As I logged in, I saw I had one new message from an address I didn’t recognise. What in the world was the Duck and Tuna*? I decided it was probably spam and moved the cursor across the screen to the Delete button.
[*Footnote #1: I should point out that it was not called the Duck and Tuna, stunning and all a name as that is for a hotel. I just don’t need a lawsuit right this minute, thanks. But somewhere in this book is the name of the hotel like, for reals. Let’s see if you can spot it. You know, for kicks.]
Just then, a little voice in my head said, maybe this is something to do with the CV you sent to Yummy Jobs.
So I opened it instead.
It was from Kelly, the front office training manager, thanking me for my interest in a position with them and asking me if I’d be able to participate in a telephone interview.
Hmm...
I closed the email and typed ‘Duck and Tuna’ into Google.
When the results flashed up, my heart skipped a beat.
It was a resort smack bang in the middle of Walt Disney World. The Duck was one wing of the hotel, the Tuna the other. The website showcased a crescent-shaped lake, a grotto pool, quirky architecture and, in the background, the familiar golf ball-like appearance of Epcot’s Spaceship Earth. Although located on Disney property, the hotels were not owned by Disney but operated by a company that I'll call International Hotels, Inc.
It sounded like the best of both worlds, not to get all Hannah Montana about it.
The interview was held at nine o’clock Dutch time the next night. I’d been up since seven that morning and at work since eight, so by the time the interview began I must have been on my eighth or ninth cup of coffee; or, in other words, only one cup away from a coronary. Luckily, on a transatlantic phone call my caffeinated giddiness was construed as ‘having a good personality’, and by the end of the conversation, I’d been offered the job.
Cue Catherine screaming like a lunatic.
Back then, I was the kind of person whose spirits soared at the sight of People magazine on a news-stand. On a trip to New York, I was more excited at the prospect of shopping in The Gap, Victoria’s Secret and Pottery Barn than I was by the Empire State Building or Central Park. Once, at the cinema, I overheard a girl behind me telling her friend that she had dual citizenship of Ireland and the US – the dream! – and I was subsequently so sick with jealousy that I didn’t realise Bruce Willis was dead until someone pointed it out to me afterwards.
I remember thinking to myself that, whatever happened in Florida, it would be okay, because every morning I’d be waking up in the States. I’d have the New York Times, a Starbucks on every corner, the Academy Awards shown at a more reasonable hour and – dare I hope – an annual pass to my own personal Mecca, Kennedy Space Centre.
If I had anything at all to say in my defence I would put it here, but all I have is someone to blame.
When I boarded my Orlando-bound flight that day in September, I was putting the last link in a chain that had begun over ten years before, when someone’s endorsement caused me to pick up a book – the same book that opened my thirteen-year-old eyes to the idea of spending my life doing something extraordinary, or at the very least, unusual.
He had to go and put his two cents on the paperback cover of The Hot Zone and little me – who, for all we know, was destined for a career of monotony in the insurance industry – had to go and see it. By the end of the following day – the end of the book – I was a certifiable dreamer whose head was firmly in the clouds.
Along with the rest of her.
And so, in conclusion, the blame for what follows lies at the feet of one Stephen King.
What happened next is all his fault, in my opinion.
In September 2006, the Walt Disney World Resort occupied forty-seven square miles on a tract of land twice the size of Manhattan, just south of Orlando, Florida.
It boasted four theme parks, two water parks and five championship golf courses. Its nineteen themed resorts and hotels hosted an average of 100,000 guests every night and helped make Orlando one of the most popular convention destinations in the United States. It had more hotel rooms than New York City. Downtown Disney and Disney’s Boardwalk conspired to keep guests from venturing into the neon and plastic that awaited them outside the gates, their outlets keeping everyone fed, watered and entertained well into the night. Events were regularly held at the 220-acre Wide World of Sports complex and Disney’s Vacation Club maintained a presence with the Saratoga Springs Resort near Downtown Disney’s Marketplace. A high-speed Monorail system, water taxis and a fleet of shuttle buses transported guests around the property while a dedicated fire service and security force kept them safe. At one end of World Drive was Magic Kingdom; officially the most popular theme park on the planet (and the site of the largest parking lot in the United States). At the other end of it, 11,000 people were living in Celebration, the town that Disney built.
To keep all this running – and running smoothly – Disney relied on their army of 54,000 employees or ‘Cast Members’, and shortly after 6pm on the evening of September 5th – the day after Labor Day – they got their newest one.
Me.
The air was hot and thick as I walked out of Orlando International Airport and into my new life as a Walt Disney World Cast Member.
The hotel had sent a car to pick me up. Not only was this rather nice of them, but it helped me realise my lifelong dream of seeing someone in an Arrivals Hall holding up a sign with my name on it. In this case, the someone was Rob, a kindly grandfather type with whom I happily chatted on the short journey to the hotel.
The ride wasn’t very scenic, but I was mesmerised by my first glimpse of Florida: boxy apartment buildings, vacant condominiums and monotonous mall clusters, all connected by miles and miles of unsightly power cables and framed by a bright blue sky. Every so often I even spotted the odd palm tree. I assumed we were on the outskirts of somewhere; I would spend the next eighteen months searching fruitlessly for its centre.
‘Here we are,’ Rob announced, after twenty minutes or so. ‘Those are the gates.’
Up ahead the road ran beneath a set of purple arches, topped with multicoloured flags and a fairy-tale castle. A sign read, ‘Walt Disney World: Where Dreams Come True,’ while a storey-high Mickey Mouse stood to one side, welcoming me with a smile and a wave of his white glove. As we crossed onto official Disney soil, a feeling that was either excitement or airplane food-induced nausea – or perhaps both – broke over me like a wave.
I’m really here. This is actually happening.
Beyond the gates the road signs turned purple. One of them directed guests to the Epcot Resorts Area, where the Duck and Tuna was listed as one of the hotels. As made-up as it had sounded, the hotel actually did exist.
Well, that’s a relief.
As we came off an exit ramp and onto Buena Vista Drive, Rob pointed out that Epcot was just beyond the trees to our right. The only thing I could see was a sign for the park’s ‘Backstage’ entrance. After a garage of Disney’s emergency vehicles and a picturesque canal, Disney-MGM’s Tower of Terror suddenly loomed to our left. Across from it was my hotel.
A majestic turquoise pyramid rose into the sky, dividing a lower, rust-coloured building in two beneath it. It was flanked on either side by two enormous, um, tuna fish, striking a haughty pose with their tails in the air. In the foreground, closer to the road, a smaller, longer structure was painted the same colour but topped with two giant, um, ducks. They seemed to be ignoring the tuna fish, and each other.
By the time Rob pulled up to the doors of the Tuna wing of the hotel, I realised my face ached from smiling.
Let the magic begin.
Even if you’re not an excitable, overly-emotional and jet-lagged twenty-four-year-old Irish girl whose dreams are coming true, the Tuna lobby would still take your breath away.
After Rob bade me good-bye and good luck and I'd convinced the valet that I could manage one suitcase on my own, I floated in the doors on a fluffy cloud of delirium. On the other side was a small foyer whose ceiling sparkled with hundreds of tiny, twinkling stars, and beyond was the magnificent Rotunda Lobby.
Later on, I would learn all sorts of things about this space. I would know how to direct guests to the convention area, the sweet shop, the concierge, the escalators, the Disney buses, the long way to the pool, the West Elevators (located, somewhat confusingly, behind the sign for the Central Elevators). I would always show the way with a two-fingered point, because using one is considered rude in some cultures. I would come to think of this triple-height lobby as the hub, connecting the hotel’s various wings and spaces, and home once a year to one of the weirdest Christmas trees you’re likely to ever find on Disney property, a tower of mint green and salmon-coloured leaves topped with a mirrorball.
But for now, it was all brand new to me. I was merely a guest, seeing it for the first time and being well and truly impressed. Underneath the circus tent-like ceiling, guests were relaxing in plush armchairs lit by soft lamps, while at the lobby’s apex sat a tiered fountain featuring – yes, you’ve guessed it – more tuna fish.
Rob had told me I’d find the front desk just inside and to the left, but now almost a quarter of the lobby was lined with different counters manned by people wearing suits and non-threatening facial expressions, and they were all to my left.
At the desk closest to me two burly individuals sported mint green Island Casual shirts and tended to a luggage cart; I used my best detective skills to deduce that this was the bell stand. At the next one over, two guys in suits stood in line with their eyes fixed on their Blackberries, while behind the counter two agents tapped quickly on unseen keyboards and stared at unseen screens. I guessed this must be the front desk and joined the queue.
When it was my turn, one of the agents – a guy about my age with short, dark hair – welcomed me to the hotel with a wide, seemingly genuine smile, and asked me if I was checking in today.
‘I hope so,’ I said because not yet a front desk agent myself, I was unaware that this was the same lame joke cracked by approximately 83% of all guests in the Trying To Be Funny bracket.
But I was hoping. The sum total of my Mission Impossible-like instructions had been to fly to Orlando the day after Labor Day and locate my driver at Baggage Claim. It had been Rob who’d brought me to the Tuna wing; I wouldn’t have known not to go to the Duck. And I wasn’t sure if I’d have a normal reservation like a regular guest or if, instead, my mug shot was tacked up behind the counter with instructions to issue me the key of and directions to a disused linen closet in the basement.
Maybe that was why they needed a passport photo...
‘Your name?’ the agent asked.
I told him.
There was much tapping of keys. ‘Ah, here you are. A room for fourteen nights?’
‘Sure. Why not?’ This comment earned me a quizzical look, so I felt compelled to add, ‘I’m a J-1. I’m going to be working here.’
‘Really? What department?’
‘Ah, front desk, actually.’ For some reason I felt enormously embarrassed saying this to a current front desk agent.
‘Wow, really?’ He stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Ted, the front office trainer. I’ll be the one training you when you start.’
‘Oh, okay.’ Ted seemed disproportionately excited about this so I added a, ‘Great.’ Later, when I got to know him, I would come to understand that this was his genuine enthusiasm for his job and not forced Disney giddiness.
‘You have a really nice room,’ he went on, his tone conspiratorial now that we were practically colleagues. ‘It has a balcony, and a view of the lake. And’ – more key tapping – ‘I have a letter for you, too.’ He disappeared momentarily behind a partition, reappearing with a small Duck and Tuna notecard. Inside was a hand-written message from someone called Caroline in ‘Casting’ – MouseSpeak for Human Resources – with whom I’d been exchanging emails since getting the job in May. In it, she welcomed me to the hotel, hoped my flight was okay and asked that I meet her tomorrow morning at eleven.
Handing over my room key, Ted asked if I knew when I’d be starting work.
‘No idea,’ I admitted. ‘But apparently I’m going to Casting in the morning, so I guess I’ll find out then.’
Up on the fifth floor, my room did indeed have a balcony. Unfortunately it also faced directly onto another wing of the hotel, i.e. a wall, but if I turned to the left I could see a slice of the lake, the lap pool at the Duck and the Tower of Terror – a ‘partial lake view’ in high-priced hotel language. But I could hardly complain, seeing as it was free and I’d only be complaining to my future colleagues.
After I unpacked a few things, tried out the bed (heavenly!) and flipped through the TV channels, I grabbed some dollars and set off to explore. I managed to find the lobby again – on Level 3, just to shake things up – and in it, the gift shop.
As I’m physically incapable of passing by a good gift shop, I stopped inside to have a look. The smiling sales assistants wore lanyards adorned with colourful Disney trading pins and the same you can approach me, I’ll be happy to help you expressions as everyone else. I admired the Cinderella music boxes, the Minnie plush toys and the Disney World 2006 apparel. One corner of the store was filled with all things shaped like Mickey’s head: plates, cushions, oven gloves, novelty straws, photo frames, watch faces and – insert your own joke here – mouse pads.
I left with just a copy of People magazine which was more than enough excitement for me.
I knew from my obsessive stalking of the hotel’s website that the two wings were connected by a palm tree-lined walkway that stretched across an inlet of the manmade lake. Opposite the front desk, escalators led down to ground level, so I hoped for the best and headed that way.
In the minute it took me to walk from the gift shop to the rear doors, I passed by two elevator banks, a sweet shop, a piano, a coffee bar, a spa and three restaurants – four if you counted the one in the corner I could see but didn’t technically pass. The sheer size of the complex was overwhelming. Combined, the hotel boasted 2,265 guest rooms, eight restaurants, two cafes, five separate swimming pools with two pool-side eateries, a white-sand lakeside beach, two gyms, a spa, two business centres, a twenty-four-hour convenience store and over 300,000 feet of dedicated convention space.
Orientation was going to take forever.
Having located the doors, I walked outside into the Orlando evening and one of the most stunning manmade vistas I had ever seen. The waters of the lake were still, a perfect reflection of the hotel’s idiosyncratic design sitting on its surface. This mirror image was interrupted only by the walkway, lined with luscious palms and decorated with colourful flower beds. I walked halfway across before turning to look back at the five-tiered fountain of upturned shells that sat at the pyramid’s base, the largest one held aloft by the tails of four two-dimensional tuna fish while the water poured into a pond below.
At the other end of the walkway I noticed, in the distance, a sign made entirely of light bulbs directing guests towards Disney’s Boardwalk. The only person I had ever met who had worked in Disney World was a girl called Claire whom I knew from my time with Holidaybreak. She had been on the International Program, stationed at the UK pavilion, and had told me that one of her favourite Disney places was a duelling piano bar called Jellyrolls. I was pretty sure she had said it was on the Boardwalk, so I headed that way.
You probably won’t be shocked to learn that the Boardwalk, as the name suggests, is an actual boardwalk that sits on the shores of Crescent Lake. It’s opposite Disney’s Yacht and Beach Clubs and all three complexes have white clapboard facades reminiscent of an Atlantic Coast seaside resort. Shops, restaurants and bars crowd the Boardwalk’s promenade amid twinkling fairy lights, flashing neon signage and piped jazz musak. At the far end a bridge leads to Epcot’s International Gateway entrance which deposits guests somewhere between the UK pavilion’s red telephone boxes and France’s miniature La Tour Eiffel. Disney water-taxis – the ‘Friendships’, if you can keep your dinner down – ferry guests to and fro.
As I stood there, the Boardwalk seemed to enjoy a quiet, relaxed calm. There were no long lines, life-sized cartoon characters or squabbling children. As the promenade’s twinkling lights drizzled onto the lake below, the musak played and boxes of salt water taffy sat in store windows, I found myself nostalgic for a place I’d never been and wistful for a simpler time which I was far too young to remember.
I loved it.
I passed the Atlantic Dance Hall, as much of a nightclub as the Boardwalk’s theme would allow (although, in the months that followed, the only people I ever saw doing any kind of Atlantic dance were the unfortunate Cast Members who manned the doors; they seemed contractually obligated to dance whilst on duty). Next to it was the famed Jellyrolls, silent and dark; a sign promised it would be opening shortly. When I came upon the Big River Grille and got a whiff of hot food, it suddenly occurred to me that somewhere beneath all this excitement, I was totally starving.
‘Only you?’ the hostess asked, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice. Lone diners were apparently a rare sight in these parts. I took a table outside with an unobstructed view of the promenade and the lake beyond it, ordering a Coke because I was thirsty and a cocktail because I was celebrating.
Smiling inside and out, I was struggling to process all that was happening. Was I really here? Was I actually in Disney World?
By the time I had finished my burger and ordered a second cocktail for dessert, it was almost nine o’clock. With Florida lagging five hours behind Ireland, my body was under the impression it was almost two in the morning, and I’d been up since five. People magazine’s celebrity cellulite photos were beginning to blur before my eyes and so, with my comfy bed beckoning, I asked for the bill.
Suddenly there was a loud pop and a blossom of gold unfurled in the sky. My waitress informed me that it was Illumi-NATIONS, the laser show and fireworks display that closed nearby Epcot each evening. For the next twenty-five minutes I sat open-mouthed as each batch of pyrotechnics outdid the one before, until the finale filled the sky with simultaneous explosions of colour and light and sparkle.
I left with my dinner bill and a massive lump in my throat. There was magic in these moments. Not long ago, I’d been stuck in Cork with a future so bleak I couldn’t bear to look at it, but now it was as beautiful and bright as a night sky full of Disney fireworks.
I had clearly already inhaled my first batch of pixie dust.
And I hadn’t seen anything yet; I’d barely left the grounds of the hotel. On the walk back, I stood and looked at the Tuna from its left side – four fingers stretching out into the lake, illuminated cup-shaped fountains atop each one. In the daylight it was a stunning palace surreal against the sky but at night, words failed.
I leaned on the railing and took it in, or tried to. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve coming to a place like this, but it must have been something pretty good. This morning I’d woken up in dull, dreary Ireland, only to have my Disney dream delivered to me by the end of the day.
Standing at the foot of the hotel that night, I was probably as happy as I’d ever been.
I had no idea that in a few short hours, my Disney bubble would be well and truly burst.
The next morning, and after a breakfast of thirty-dollar Mickey Mouse-shaped chocolate chip pancakes and a flip through my complimentary copy of USA Today, I made my way to the basement of the hotel, home of the Casting Department, where I found Caroline sitting at her desk.
‘Hi,’ I said as brightly as I could muster midmorning, ‘I’m Catherine.’ I just about resisted the urge to add, ‘I’m he-ere!’
I allowed Caroline a moment to compose herself, thinking she was about to come at me with outstretched arms while the trumpets, ticker-tape shower and party poppers began. I had, after all, just travelled half way around the world to take up employment with these people; surely there would be some sort of welcome ceremony to mark my arrival.
But Caroline just smiled and asked me to have a seat.
Maybe, I thought, she just wants to get the formalities out of the way before the party starts.
Presently another Casting person – or was it Casting Agent? – emerged from behind a partition and motioned for me to go and join her back there. This ‘Michelle’ individual then proceeded to interview me for the job I already had, as if I’d just walked in off the street that minute. If I’d known that was going to happen, I might have worn something other than my ‘Love Stinks’ T-shirt (complete with cartoon skunk) and I definitely would have tied back my humidity-challenged hair.
I watched with silent dismay as Michelle circled ‘Fair’ next to Appearance on her interview checklist.
Fifteen minutes’ worth of questions later, I was sent back out to the main office. Perhaps now all that was out of the way, Caroline would give me a hug, apologise and take me out for Starbucks or something. But instead she sat me at a computer terminal and had me fill out a twenty-page online form (‘for Corporate’), after which she announced that it was time for my mandatory drugs test.
These people could really do with some professional help in planning their welcome parties.
I was escorted back up to the entrance where I was then bundled into a Lincoln Town Car and driven to an undisclosed location somewhere in the vicinity of Sea World. I tried to take mental pictures of the sights we passed en route (an outlet mall, Dolly Parton’s Dixie Stampede, a steak house that looked like a movie theatre) just in case I’d later be recalling this journey for the authorities.
The medical practice where the testing was to take place was a nondescript storefront office in a building of equally nondescript storefront offices, all off-white walls and dirty blinds. It would have been the perfect place for an abortionist or bail bondsman to set up shop. I left my driver with his Christian radio and took a seat in the waiting room, silently praying I’d be able to pee on demand.
Having never been screened for drugs before, I was nervous. Just like the illogical thoughts that manifest themselves whenever a security guard seems to be walking towards you – you know you haven’t done anything, but you begin to wonder – I feared I had somehow managed to accidentally ingest illegal drugs despite my efforts to stay at least ten feet away from anything that could possibly be considered an illegal substance, however remote the chance. Subsequently I hadn’t picked up as much as a Magic Marker in over four months.
But then there was all that Xanax I'd popped on the plane yesterday...
When my turn came, the lab technician – a squat, dark-haired man with a thick Eastern European accent – eyed me with suspicion as I secured my purse in a locker. He handed me a small plastic cup and a pair of latex gloves, directed me to a bathroom, and locked me inside.
Bright yellow tape emblazoned with, ‘DO NOT TOUCH’ was wrapped around the sink, taps and toilet handle, and almost everywhere was covered with a layer of clear plastic. It looked like the world’s cleanest crime scene.
Feeling very CSI, I pulled on the gloves and unscrewed the cup’s cap. I’ll spare you the details, but it was surprisingly easy to do on target – men must actually be trying to coat the entire toilet seat – and when I was done I gave a firm knock on the door, indicating that I was ready to be relieved, no pun intended, of my plastic cup.
Mr Lab Tech took the cup in his gloved hands, checked the lid was secure, and then held it up to the light, studying it. Now, I didn’t really know enough about drug screening to argue, but I had my doubts that this was standard procedure.
Then he said, ‘You did not tell me you were pregnant.’
Wha...?
For a beat, the world ceased to spin on its axis, the air became still, the only sound that of blood rushing in my ears. I momentarily forgot that (a) my being pregnant was a biological impossibility unless I had been unwittingly chosen for the lead role in The Immaculate Conception II: The Atheist and (b) the medical community had not yet, to my knowledge, devised a way to determine pregnancy by assessing the colour of a woman’s urine.
But a moment feels like a long time when a member of the medical community – however tenuous that membership may be – tells you that you are pregnant, especially when that wasn’t even the question you asked.
‘I’m not pregnant,’ I said hopefully.
Lab Tech stared at me for a long second before his face broke into a huge, toothy grin. ‘I just a make joke!’ He laughed. ‘I say the same thing to all the ladies! I tell them all that they are pregnant! Good one, no? It’s funny. What? You don’t agree?’
Back at the hotel and thankfully, not impregnated, I found Caroline at her desk, writing my name on a little green card.
‘This is your staff cafeteria pass,’ she said, handing it over. ‘You can eat three meals a day there while you’re staying at the hotel.’
I mumbled thanks and tried to look grateful, but I very much doubted that they were serving Mickey Mouse-shaped pancakes in there.
‘If you need any help finding an apartment, let me know,’ she went on. ‘I have a few telephone numbers I can give you.’
‘That’d be great, thanks.’
‘And we have to wait ten days after arrival before you can apply for your Social Security Number, so...’ She consulted a desk calendar. ‘Come back and see me on Friday, okay?’
‘This Friday? Like, the day after tomorrow?’
‘No, next Friday. Ten days from now.’
‘But...when do I start work?’
‘You can’t start work until you have your Social,’ she said, leaving the word obviously unspoken at the end of the sentence.
‘So, in two weeks?’
‘No...’ Caroline looked confused by my confusion. ‘You can’t apply for it for another ten days and then it can take up to six to eight weeks for the number to come through.’
‘Oh.’
I had had a vague notion that I would be starting work within a few days of my arrival, but where had I got that idea? I quickly did a mental inventory of all correspondence between myself and the hotel, but couldn’t pinpoint exactly where I’d picked that up. But then I was fairly certain that if anyone had mentioned a two-month delay, I’d remember it – that was, after all, the kind of detail that stuck in your mind. Now I might have to go for eight weeks without earning any money? My mind ran frantically through my finances and came back with a Code Red.
I took a deep breath. There was no need to panic.
‘Is there any chance it’ll come through sooner?’ I asked.
‘Oh, sure,’ Caroline said, absently shuffling papers on her desk. ‘There’s always a chance...’
I told myself that this was not a disaster. Tsunamis, earthquakes, the AIDS epidemic – those were disasters. This wasn’t even a hiccup in the larger scheme of things. And I did have a free room in a fabulous hotel in Walt Disney World. Okay, so I didn’t have the money to actually go into any of the parks, but there were still plenty of other things to do instead.
Weren’t there?
By Friday lunchtime – forty-eight hours later – I’d exhausted most of my recreational options. Thursday morning I’d sat on my balcony with a coffee and a book. On Thursday afternoon, I’d sat by the pool with a Coke and a book. On Thursday night, I’d sat on the Boardwalk with a coffee and a sandwich, because I was hungry and because I’d finished my book. So I was excited, finally, to be heading out, ‘off property’.
My cousin Aisling happened to be on holiday in Orlando at the time, and we had arranged to meet up at her hotel on Friday afternoon. I could barely contain myself at the thought of seeing somewhere other than Epcot Resorts, and talking to someone who wasn’t serving me food at the same time. I vowed that I and the credit card my parents had given me for emergencies would make the most of our time outside the Disney gates.
I was desperately in need of reading material and a hairdryer, so I hatched a cunning plan. I decided I’d take a taxi first to Florida Mall, from where – after a couple of hours of, ahem, window shopping – I’d take another cab to Aisling’s hotel, the Universal Crowne Plaza. According to my Avis road map of Orlando, both locations were quite close together.
Only inches apart, in fact.
I left my hotel just after lunch. All morning the sun had been shining but as soon as my Town Car drove beyond the gates, a giant thundercloud appeared above us, looking not unlike the alien mothership from Independence Day. It then proceeded to unleash meteorological hell. The car was hammered with thick sheets of drenching rain, obscuring any view I might have hoped to have had of the greater Orlando area. The sky cracked with thunder and lightning, visibility was almost nil but not once did my driver slow to below sixty.
When we reached Florida Mall, I ran from the cab to the door. In the two or three seconds it took to do that, the ends of my jeans managed to soak up an entire puddle which then leaked slowly back into my shoes for the next hour.
The Florida Mall is a popular shopping spot with tourists and locals alike, a home to all major brands (The Gap! Victoria’s Secret! Banana Republic!) as well as a couple of department stores, a food court and not one but two Starbucks outlets. The mall is also connected to the lobby of the Florida Hotel, voted the Number One Hotel in the World by Shopaholics’ Quarterly. (Okay, so I made that up, but if such a thing did exist, wouldn’t it win it?) It also boasts the world’s largest M&M store, although I’m not entirely sure that’s anything to boast about.
I picked up a hairdryer and a pair of straighteners in JC Penney’s electrical department, then hit Walden Books for some literary sustenance. Curtis Sittenfeld’s Prep was practically shrieking at me from a shelf just inside the door, so I grabbed it and made for the cashier, justifying my purchase with the favourable US Dollar/Euro exchange rate. But then I wondered when I might be in a bookstore again, so I picked up another two books, three magazines and a pretty notebook, just in case things got so bad that I had to start writing my own reading material.
After the requisite Starbucks stop, I hailed a taxi and made my way to Aisling’s hotel. I had no idea what part of Orlando I was in – or even if this was still Orlando – but wherever it was, it looked like The Town That Town Planning Forgot. Nothing was more than a storey high or not shaped like a box. The unifying theme seemed to be the juxtaposition of overhead power lines and traffic lights. I passed a tacky gift shop, a parked helicopter, pirate-themed miniature golf, a water park, an upside-down museum, a movie theatre, a Hooters, a British pub and a branch of every fast-food restaurant known to man. Hordes of dazed, sunburned tourists were drifting into these places like zombies, wallets open, credit cards out.
Aisling and I hung out at the hotel for a while before moving to a place nearby called O’Shucks, a storefront bar with sad shamrocks in the windows and sawdust on the floor – O’Shucks indeed. But karaoke was scheduled to start at nine and there was a special on pitchers of Bud Lite, so we found a seat and ordered one. I was chuffed to be asked for ID, not realising that I would have to produce it every time I wanted as much as an R-rated movie ticket for the next year and a half.
It was past three in the morning before I returned to the Tuna. Utterly sober at the bar, my condition had deteriorated somewhat in the cab on the way back. I shushed myself as my shoes clacked loudly across the lobby’s tiled floor, earning me a questioning look from the lone Cast Member vacuuming near the elevators.
I fell into bed fully-clothed and waited for the room to stop spinning so I could close my eyes and sleep. It had been nice to get out of Disney for a while, nice to see Aisling, nice to relax with a few beers.
But it was also nice to be back in the safe arms of the Mouse, back inside the manicured lawns and pleasing aesthetics of the place where they said magic lived. The real world, with its tack and its neon and its plastic, could stay outside.
Chapter Four: APARTMENT LIVING
As my second week in Orlando drew to a close, I dragged myself away from my hectic schedule of sunbathing, reading and being monumentally bored, and started thinking about where exactly I was going to live for the next year and a half.
This was no easy task. My only sense of the city and its surrounds was my Avis road map and, with no transportation, driving licence or friends to ask for advice, I didn’t even know where to begin, or how. Casting Caroline hadn’t been much help either; she’d given me the telephone number of some guy who rented rooms (and who, she claimed, ‘a lot of J-1s’ used) and nodded in the direction of a stack of Apartment Finder magazines. I figured that renting a room, as opposed to renting an apartment, was my only option, as without a Social Security Number, a bank account or a job I could barely rent a bicycle, let alone sign a lease. So with homelessness imminent, I placed a call to this Some Guy.
His name was James. Although apathetic and disinterested in the trials and tribulations of my Orlando life, he did have good news: an en-suite master bedroom was available in nearby Plantation Park.
According to the all-knowing Internet, Plantation Park was a gated complex on Vineland Avenue, about a mile from the Mouse. Theoretically I could walk from there into work along State Road 535, as well as to a Publix Supermarket and the Premium Outlet Mall, and so be fed and clothed. Not only was living within walking distance of anything pretty rare in Orlando but rumour had it that these routes even had sidewalks as well. In such an anti-pedestrian autopia, this was nothing short of miraculous.
On the developer’s website I studied the floor plans and artistic renderings as if they were crime scene photos and the outcome of this case was going to make or break my entire criminal justice career. There was a large swimming pool (still a novelty this early in), a twenty-four-hour gym in case motivation struck for the first time in twenty-four years, and a clubhouse whose interior could have come straight out of a Pottery Barn catalogue, and probably did.
The cost was $600 a month including utilities. In addition to my first month’s rent, I also had to pay a security deposit of $350. To put these amounts in perspective, I was going to earn around $1,200 a month and, right now, I had no idea when I was going to start earning it.
But I had no choice. I needed to check out of the hotel and I needed to live in a place where I could walk back to it. And it was certainly better than the alternative: living out of my suitcase in the shelter of a freeway overpass.
So I told James I’d take it and thus my fate was sealed.
James and I had three telephone conversations before I moved in, during which he told me that at present, the apartment was occupied by one guy who was due to move out before I’d arrive. There could, sometime in the future, be up to four other people living in the two other bedrooms and sharing the living space with me, but for now at least, I’d have the place to myself. The unit was fully furnished with bed linen and towels provided, and the kitchen was equipped for all sorts of culinary adventures. James gently dissuaded me from viewing the place before I moved in, claiming he couldn’t show it until the current occupant had left, and his departure practically overlapped with my arrival, leaving inadequate time in between for a grand tour.
(ALARM BELLS! ALARM BELLS! ALARM BELLS!)
But I was at ease with my decision. The complex looked great, the location was perfect, and James didn’t sound like a kidney thief. What was the worst that could happen?
I decided to move my stuff in on Monday, September 18, then go back and stay at the hotel for one last night. James promised to meet me outside Plantation Park’s clubhouse at one o’clock, but it was forty-five minutes after that when he arrived. Although I didn’t think he could be older than thirty, he already looked middle-aged with both his waistline and hairline headed in the wrong direction. He heaved my suitcase into the back seat of his car and drove us the fifty feet to my new home.
The first sign that something was awry was his casual mention that two girls were already living in the apartment.
‘But they’ll be moving out soon,’ he added quickly.
Either they had the shortest rental agreement in history or this was a different apartment to the one I’d been promised.
Well, there goes my plan to spend the foreseeable future pottering around in my pyjamas.
The apartment was on the ground floor of a building near the entrance, within sight of the tennis court and mailboxes. James knocked but got no answer. After a second knock failed to rouse a response, he started to dig in his pockets for a key. But then there came a scurrying sound from somewhere inside and moments later a tiny, dark-haired girl who looked to be about twelve (but who was actually eighteen, I’d later learn, and from Kazakhstan) slowly opened the door.
‘James!’ she said, a little louder than I thought was really necessary.
As she stood to one side so we could enter, I noticed that there was an inordinately large collection of shoes lined up against the wall behind her. There must have been ten pairs.
And at least five different sizes.
A short hallway led to two of the three bedrooms, and from this darkened corner emerged the second girl. She looked very much like the first but taller, was dressed only in a bath towel and apparently mute. She gave us a little wave.
With another step the living room came into view, as did the two guys sprawled casually across its only furniture: a large couch of indeterminable colour and a coffee table that had been tortured with hot cups. They looked decidedly bemused by my arrival.
The kitchen, separated from the living room by a breakfast bar, had all the basics, or at least it looked like it might somewhere beneath the piles of encrusted dishes, scattered crumbs and empty food cartons. I counted seven pizza boxes on the floor by the trashcan.
And two hastily-rolled sleeping bags slung on top of the dryer.
My bedroom was next on the tour although now I wasn’t so sure that I wanted to see it. I followed James through the door off the living room and into a large, square room. It had both the promised en-suite bathroom and enormous walk-in closet but what it didn’t have was much of anything else. There was a bare twin mattress sagging on a box-spring and pushed into a corner next to a misassembled chest of drawers. Through the open bathroom door I could see yellowing tiles claiming to have once been white. A used bar of soap was stuck to the sink, complete with dark curly hairs of an unknown origin. A naked bulb hung from the ceiling below a fan whose blades were furry with grey dust; the switch on the wall activated neither.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw James watching me.
‘It’s fine,’ I said weakly.
But it wasn’t, and neither was I. I was feeling sick. My naiveté rose up and smacked me in the face like a garden shovel I’d accidentally stepped on. It wasn’t that the photos online had lied, or even that James had. I just hadn’t been expecting this.
Yes, it was spacious and I suspected that should the living room blinds ever be opened, the space would fill with natural light. But with so little furniture, right now it looked like an abandoned office from the Eighties, right down to the dusty Venetian blinds and fluorescent lighting.
To summarise, my new home had all the charm of a French public toilet. And I don’t mean one of those flashy Parisian ones with the electronic door – I mean the kind you find by the beach that consists of a hole in the floor and an invitation to squat.
I resisted the urge to succumb to hysterics while James outlined the details of the twelve-month lease. I handed over almost all the money I had in the world, signed my name and ignored the audience out in the living room who watched the proceedings through the open door, whispering amongst themselves and giggling.
James told me then that it was my responsibility to report any ‘extra’ people living in the apartment. That was when I realised powers of observation weren’t exactly his strong point.
After he left I ventured into the living room and attempted to make small talk. The girls just looked at me blankly while the guys – their boyfriends, I was not shocked to discover, and also from Kazakhstan – had at least some grasp of the English language.
‘You from Ireland!’ one of them exclaimed on learning of my superlative nationality. ‘You like to drink, no? Guinness, yes? You drink Guinness?’ He said this with the sort of admiration one normally reserves for Pulitzer Prize winners, Olympic gold medalists and Nobel Laureates.
Before I could respond, two more girls wandered into the living room followed by another guy, this one younger again and sporting a head of dark curly hair.
‘Hi,’ I said, ‘I’m Catherine.’ I believe you’ve been using my bathroom..?
‘We hide,’ Curly-Haired Guy said. All three of the newcomers stared at me, awaiting a reaction. ‘From James,’ he clarified. ‘We hide from James.’
I wasn’t too sure I wanted to know, but I had to ask. ‘You live here too?’
Everyone looked towards Curly-Haired, evidently the elected spokesperson. ‘Oh, no,’ he said, shaking his head. Then, ‘Yes.’
‘You do or you don’t?’
‘What?’
‘Live here.’
‘How long you came here?’ he said, ignoring my question.
‘I arrived two weeks ago.’
‘No.’ He rolled his eyes, exasperated. ‘How long you came here?’
Several different ways of saying it later, I realised he wanted to know how long I was going to be living in Orlando.
‘A year and a half,’ I said.
‘A year and a half!’ He was incredulous. ‘You get work visa?’
I nodded. ‘I’ll be working in Disney World.’
This seemed to mildly impress him, even though at least every other person around here worked there too. ‘I work at Hilton,’ he said. ‘Housekeeping.’ He jerked a thumb in the direction of the other girls, hovering by the breakfast bar. ‘They work in Pizza Hut.’
Well, that explains the pizza boxes.
‘But finish now,’ he continued. ‘We leave twenty-fifth. Ticket to Miami!’
‘Twenty-fifth of this month – like, September?’
‘Yes, twenty-fifth.’ He face broke into a grin and I gestured at the other six strangers scattered around my new living room. ‘All of you? All of you leave on the twenty-fifth?’
‘Twenty-fifth, yes.’ He made a thumbs-up sign. ‘Ticket to Miami!’
Having clearly breached the limits of our capacity to communicate, I left all seven of my possible apartment-mates and retreated to my room, where I sat on the bare mattress, reviewed the situation and tried not to cry.
When I’d first arrived in Florida two weeks ago, the world was a much happier place. So okay, Caroline hadn’t been as excited to see me as her exclamation mark-riddled emails might have implied she would be, and she had somehow neglected to mention that it could be two months before I started work, but that wasn’t the end of the world. Being stuck in Disney with no funds, friends or transport hadn’t exactly been a picnic, but there were people who paid vast sums of money to spend a fortnight lying by a pool in the sun. And I had had something to look forward to: moving into my new Orlando apartment, where I could get settled and comfortably pass the time until I had a job to go to or friends to see.
But now I found myself the only non-Russian speaker in a depressing yet expensive squatters’ den. It was anyone’s guess how many people I was actually sharing the place with – or, for that matter, who those people might be – and I couldn’t lock my bedroom door from either side. The last shreds of positivity I’d been clinging to for the past fortnight seeped out of me and I was left feeling utterly deflated.
I had planned to spend the afternoon happily unpacking but now the dirty white walls started to close in on me. So I grabbed my key, told my Kazak friends I’d see them tomorrow – cue seven blank stares – and headed back to the secure comfort of my hotel room, where I’d spend the night lying awake in the dark, trying to recall all the good reasons I had for coming to Orlando in the first place.
First thing the next morning, it was off to nearby Kissimmee to apply for my Social Security Number, the magic digits that would unlock the door to paid employment. Outside, the ground baked in white-hot heat and swarms of pairs of little black fornicating ‘love bugs’ descended on anything stationary.
I was back at Plantation Park by lunchtime, and happy to see that things were looking somewhat cleaner. Although the front door was unlocked – I walked straight on in to an empty apartment – the dishes had been washed and put away, the trash removed and the carpet vacuumed. My bathroom, thankfully, was now free of pubic hairs and almost toxic with the smell of bleach.
I put on some music and began the sad process of unpacking. I removed the plastic wrap from my bed linen – Wal-Mart’s finest – and made up the bed with the thin sheets, starchy comforter and wafer thin pillow; I’d had thicker slices of toast. Then I sat on it with my back against the wall and had an innocent search with my laptop for any unsecured wireless networks that might be lurking in the air nearby.
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