PLASTIC PARKS
I hung around the parks too much when I grew up. Always too drifting to be truly mindful. I would hate myself till I didn’t care, as I was thrown out of places where there were any social circles.
I have never been a runaway - but I might as well have been. The way other’s viewed me was likened to that of a street kid. However put me near a street kid and I wouldn’t have lasted two seconds with interest in their company. I wasn’t the rough n tumble kind of kid – I was just someone who didn’t fit.
So that’s how I got myself here, to this place. The castle for the wannabe Cinderella’s of the world. Where there’s nothing but high polished lacquer to make the room look professional and clean – artificial - like the people around me.
I don’t fit in here either – but I have nothing to loose, so I figure why not try something absolutely impossible for that chance to welcome a change in my normal ground-level, grass-munched, life.
Now as I wait for my audition, I glance around at the people around me and see such a difference. Their clothes are trendy, their make up is perfect, their skin is flawless - or made up so much it looks agonisingly flawless; and their teeth are pearl jewels shining bright in wax-white splendour.
I cringe and keep to myself feeling as though I am a germ off the urban floor. My eyes tell me that I have nothing on me that makes me impressive. I’m just the normal hill-billy kid, with wind-teased hair, soap-washed skin, and a touch of vanilla scent splashed on to lift me up a step from complete barbarian. No one wants to know me, and I have no inclination to want to get to know them. I just want to make myself walk into that room down the corridor and see if there’s anything to me at all that might keep me in the running for a possible future which doesn’t include broken taps, moulded ceilings, worn-me-down clothes, budgets, and rank odours of the unbearable kind.
I have been waiting and waiting for hours - my little green squat bag serving as my cuddle toy sits warmly on my lap. Girls have passed me, then have come back out into the halls to strip into their bathing costumes or lingerie underclothes; then gone back in, and have then finally come out with sun beams on their faces.
I can tell by their expressions that they have been given encouraging comments. However I also know that only around twenty will actually be chosen, so the fact that so many beautiful, beautiful, girls beam out and walk away as though they are going to be the next big thing in the industry of the plastic money orders, doesn’t completely deter me. I just keep on painting that fraction in my mind, and it keeps my coward wits from running out of the entrance door.
“Andrea Huggins!” Cries a woman with a clipboard from up the hall suddenly.
“Finally!” I think to myself, as I move into action.
I grab my bag, swivel it onto my back with stylish flair, and then saunter in the audition room as casually - and as comfortably - as I can, trying not to get thrown off by my nervousness.
I try to keep mindful of my posture, and the timing of my walks - but as soon as the judges see me, my ego that has been filled with my self-made helium lies suddenly begins to deflate exceedingly rapidly.
A couple of judges to my right laugh, a couple to my left pull weird faces of detest, and the one in the middle blinks her eyes rapidly as though I’m simply some sort of hallucination she can just blink away.
To ensure her that she is not actually in the throws of a very real hallucination, I say my greeting which is a quick, grounded, “Hi”.
A couple of scoffs immediately sound, and one of the people on the left gives me a mindless wave, while the one in the middle simply stops her blinking and stares at me like a robot staring into space.
A moment of silence rises, and I hear the moaning of the floorboards underneath me. A cameraman to my right sweeps his camera my way, and that’s when the middle judge wakes up from her thoughts and finally begins to ask me her list of questions.
I tell her my name, my age, my height, and my guesstimated weight (well she’ll never know if it’s on or off a pound or so will she?).
“So what makes you want to be in this competition?” She asks hardly able to take her eyes away from the paper in order to look at me.
My mind switches on to propel and I think about telling her the truth about my sordid upbringing – which includes my dismal failure at fitting in with others, and my failing to become liked by them. But then I realise I could go on for too long once I start on that road, and it could be seen as being a little too open and deep for anyone’s likes. So I decide to swing to the plastic answer for the plastic judges, who head the very plastic-themed competition.
“I think much of this competition is based on one’s ability to shine through their personality to accentuate what one sees visually about that person. I know myself very well, I know my abilities, and I think that my strength to be able to show a different side of me in different conditions would impress if I got chosen to be one of the competitors.” I reply with my heart hammering so loud that I can hardly hear my own voice.
The judges stir in their seats and look at one another - some with raised brows, others with twisted mouths. I stand there and wonder if what I have actually said has made any sense at all. I become really scared that it hasn’t as the silence lingers, and eyeballs dart about from the judges, to me, then to the judges again.
I contemplate about revealing a little more about myself, but I am saved as one of the judges breaks the ice in the room before my tongue moves.
“Take off your clothes.” The person says.
I look and see the speaker is the short looking guy on the far right who has made the prompt request.
“Are you serious?” I ask, half astonished that they don’t want to just push me away immediately, and half terrified of their reaction as their views are opened to a body that is less then perfect.
“Don’t ask questions - just shut your mouth and strip!” The man snaps with a severe underline of impatience.
My instincts urge me to just walk out of there as my eyes widen in coexistence of a flash of hot red anger which broils about being snapped at by someone with a personality which is clearly just plain rude. However my common-sense comes back to level my temper, and I remind myself the reasons why I have forced myself into this building.
So I begin to undress – not for them, for me.
My comfy blue cotton top goes first. I wear its five-dollar sheath everywhere. To part with it is like parting with my second skin, and I feel emotionally sore and naked as I fling it away in disposal. I next kick off my slip-on shoes, and then part with my pay for less junk-chuck jeans. They are world’s most beautiful jeans - so soft and un-denim like; I wear them through all sorts of weather, even on my fat days. Unlike the trendy skin jeans, which wrap around the butt and thighs and makes you look so much bigger then what you actually are, these ones actually give you an ego boost as they take away your legs and give you a teeny little waist.
I give the items a kick with my foot and stand there before the judges, almost naked.
Laughter instantly rises in front of me as I stand there in my underwear trying to comfortably show off great patches of bare skin.
One of the judges on the far left holds their hands over their eyes, another on the right looks as though she is about to cry. My fingers immediately urge for me to make a grab for my clothing and leave before I distress any more of these mod-fashion babies; however the short one on the far right speaks again as he sits there in his cut-down form rather stiffly, his fingertips resting limply on his ballpoint pen – the scribe of my fate;
“Strip it all.” He orders as calmly as though he is ordering a meal at a restaurant.
I look behind me and think of the girls who have gone before me. They, I am sure, were never asked to remove everything. However I remind myself that I have pledged that I will do anything for my chance, that there are indeed only a few people in the room, and that I have already shown myself to more doctors then people in the room; so I start to move.
I am almost set to strip - but a deterrent catches my eye. It’s the cameraman, on his knees, with his video camera lens pointing directly at me.
“Were the other’s asked to strip?” I question as hesitation stalls my movement.
“Don’t stand there asking questions. You either do what we say, or go, and stop wasting our time!” That pug man says as he points to the door.
With a sigh I shrug, and then fighting much reluctance I finally began to do it, I take my underclothes off - article-by-article - until I stand in all nakedness feeling so ugly, as stern eyes glare. Some mouths gape, others stay sternly closed.
I become thoughtfully merged into instant wonder as I contemplate whether or not going along with orders was in fact the right thing to do.
“Thank-you for your time.” The pug man says as he writes down something on the pad in front of him with his two-dollar pen.
The others look down and write on their pads also, as I feel in the atmosphere the final brush off. I haven’t been a success, and I know it.
With disappointment hollowing deep within my heart I quickly redress, and take my feet away to rush down the corridor red-faced and filled with that caustic emotion shame.
I keep a very low profile for the next couple of days as I give myself time for full recovery from the distressing event. I sleep for hours, upon hours; I eat microwave popcorn until I just burst, as I weep over the clippings of my dire life.
It is a great surprise when I receive a phone call on the third day after the tragic event, having just crawled out of bed at the early time of 12.10pm, and helped myself to some vinegar potato chips.
At first I can’t believe the fact that someone from that Cinderella factory has actually called me. Then, after a moment of listening, I find that it is not just a call, but THE CALL! I have made it through the first round of cuts!
I stand in a frozen orb of pure elation as I am given the address to which I am to bring a fully packed bag for half a month’s worth of stay, and the details of when to arrive.
Within an hour I am fully packed and eager to go – the only problem is that I have to wait three more days until I actually leave to go and venture into paths unknown.
So with busting adrenalin I sit and wait, and wait - literally counting the hours away. Sometimes time runs fast - other times it runs incredibly slow.
Then the day comes - I pick up my bag, and race to catch a taxi, which is the cart to take me to the secret meeting place where the pumpkins grow.
I meet with the small gathering of other girls at a city bus station. From there we depart on a bus towards a place out of town.
The area is lovely - all green, with Hollywood style gardens. It think maybe it is just an every day country abode, and I am just want to think of it as something super special - but no amount of scepticism is able to stop my glitter-gazing for a second. To me, this is the big fantasy stuff you only ever see on television.
We are taken to a hostel - which is a suburban mansion - and are informed by the organiser in the front seat that this is where we are destined to stay for the next two weeks.
We shuffle heavy bags inside, ogling every crack and crevice of the fancy inlays. Then we meet the dorm rooms where each girl is to bunk with two other girls in one singular room.
I can handle the not too surprising arrangements okay – but some of the other girls pick up a such fuss that the flurry lasts fifteen minutes!
“There’s not enough cupboard space!” One girl cries.
“I can’t stand to hear snoring!” Another screams.
“I don’t want anyone to be able to mix my vitamins with rufies!” Another challenges.
But the organiser is quick to regurgitate the rules, which clearly state that we have to bunch up in order to comply.
The argumentative girls stroppily quieten and run to save themselves an individual bunk. Some girls are pushed off the beds they have meekly sat on, and are told to scram as the intruding girl clutches the bed with all their might. The organiser's eye is the only thing that stops to girls from getting into nasty cat-fights.
When a girl rushes to complain to the rather stone-faced organiser, the organiser gives them a free bed. When this is realised the complaints also stop, and the girls quietly get themselves into order.
The next thing I know, we are all being told to attend a meeting in the foyer of a very nice hotel building that is situated only blocks away. We are told that once there we are going to be introduced to the judging suite.
I see the excitement and the nerves show on all the other girl's faces. Warm and scared glances pass from contestant, to contestant, like a plague.
We are quickly gathered, and are then led to the hotel where we are to face what is going to eventually be our greatest fear - the judges.
The meeting is rather pleasant - despite the fact that the panel of fashion experts staring at us are going to be the ones to make or break our hopes and dreams.
We all get to sip on a free cup of water, as we are taken through a thorough induction.
We introduce ourselves, the judges introduce themselves, we are told the rules and regulations, and are taken through the expectations and a list of do’s and don’t’s. By the time this is done, it is clear to the judges that were are merely standing still trying to breath over our nerves as the information passes over our heads. One judge sneers as another walks forward to give us an agenda of what we are expected to do the next day.
As soon as we get the pass to leave, we all go back to our hostel where we worry the night away, as we fantasise what it will be like to appear on the set of the very first shoot.
I try to think of poses, and expressions, as my body itches for me to try them out in front of a mirror. But I can’t do that in this place, I have to just keep it in my mind. This is the place past the mirror posing - this is the real deal, where the posing is kept for the limelights, (the spot where you show just how much you know or are able to pull off!).
It is then that another thought encompasses my mind;
“’Do I really know enough?’” I think as I frown to the dark roofing above as my heart nervously beats within my chest.
After all, this gamble wasn’t completely thought through when I entered it. I just sort of made up my mind to do it, and not think about it for a split second. It was part of a ‘take action’ movement, which I decided to brand upon my life after I realised how pathetic it was.
I shrug and close my eyes, just the way I closed my eyes when I entered school for the first time, and when I sat on the body of a roller-coaster for the first time, and when I nursed a broken finger for the first time.
I consult to myself that wait and time is all I have to suffer through before I am finally sent back home, where I can laugh at this joke at a stranger’s distance.
The next morning at five am, all of us girls are called to appear at our first photo shoot. We have a mere thirty minutes to get ourselves together, and the state in the house becomes supreme madness.
Girls bang on bathroom doors, dive into the pool on the veranda for a wash, fight over breakfast dishes, and over the short supply of hand-mirrors that are needed to apply make-up.
After I take a dip in the pool, I dress myself in my favourite slacks and long-sleeved top. I then quickly put together my hair with the aid of a headband, and am then ready to meet the crew.
Some of the other girls pressure me to paint my face, but I obstinately stand by my decision to wear no make up at all. I reason within my mind that make-up is going to be applied to our faces by professional make-up artists once we are at the shooting area, so why bother?
The girls give up on trying to nag at me, and leave me alone as they go on throwing crazes in order to get themselves together.
On the bus everyone buzzes with excited energy as we sweep out of the main country/city area, and into what looks like a desert with windblown shrubs that stand out from the sand like skeletons.
We approach the designated sight and find that a set-up with camera, and reflector, has already been prepared. We look at the patch the camera is directed at, and see a very weathered briefcase, a cowboy hat, and a weathered map.
“Hey girls!” Greets an extremely flamboyant man dressed in a long-sleeved tan shirt, and beige khaki pants as we emerge from the bus.
The girls around me giggle whilst I direct a lip curl as I remember him as being the talkative judge who rudely orated his direction for me to strip naked.
“Today you girls are going to be runaways. We’re going to dress you in short, tight, sultry outfits, and you are going to pose on that spot over there while you imagine that you are waiting for a ride to who knows where.” He announces with a fan of his hand, which comes across as being the movements of a typical gay stereotype.
The other girls release giggles, and blushes of gargantuan proportions at the manoeuvre. I feel like making a face, and slapping their dreamy eyes off their faces with the words that state the obvious facts of modern life which I know they don’t want their ears to ever hear. But I know it’s not my place to do that; I am not in this competition to demolish their oh-so-obvious attractions to a most likely gay person - so I choose the humorous side of the whole situation, and inwardly beam for the amusement it feeds me.
“The make up artists are in the van behind you – go in there, get into your outfits, and come back out - pronto. “ He says before he claps his hands together as signal for us to move.
My outfit I find is hideous. It consists of torn fishnet stockings, red shorts - covering so little skin they may as well be given the name denim-underwear ; and lastly a shirt that is so torn my skin is just about showing on every inch of the fabric.
“I may as well be wearing nothing.” I think to myself as I glance over my body in the mirror.
Within moments my hair is fixed on the side of my scalp in a horsetail - an old-fashioned style that was given great attention in the fashion market in the eighties and early nineties. It is then teased until it looks like a mess of tangles.
I am instantly unimpressed as I think of how many knots the new do has brought me - but a hand pushes me to move before I get really angry, and my thoughts are stopped from their reflections.
I go outside and stand in a cue where the sunlight hits the bodies of all around.
Girl, after girl, goes to do their first pose as the day beats on. There are prop problems, wind issues, photographic problems - and the girls left waiting in cue for their first shot get sun-struck with mental issues.
My skin burns underneath my caked make-up, and I get dizzy from dehydration as I watch the current girl finish her photo shoot. I count five more girls ahead of me, and make up my mind to wearily approach the nasty short judge guy, (who I find is actually quite a bit taller then myself).
“Excuse me Sir.” I say as I approach.
His head snaps my way with a split second flick, and his dark hazel eyes focus on me.
“Don’t speak at me with such formality!” He snaps, as his eyes dart to the next girl in-line before he voices her to approach the set. “I’m so sick of people wanting to be anything other then themselves!” He stresses as the next girl trips on a hidden rock, and stumbles to the sand. “You’re gonna have that sand on you in your shots you know – if it looks bad, I’ll place a bet you’re going home!” He screams to the teary-eyed girl.
“I need a drink.” I say as he pauses for breath.
“Alcohol?” He asks with interest as his eyes come back to me.
I notice his posture leaning back a little in study, as he wipes his vindictive eyes over me.
“Water.” I say with stress before he creates a false image of me in his mind, which he can gossip to the others about, and hold it as a stamp against me in the judging suite.
“Have you been through your shoot?” He asks with a frown as the first picture is taken without his supervision.
His eyes dart to the model, and he snorts a sound out at her failing to know what a good pose is even after watching all the other girls ahead of her.
“No.” I reply.
“Then get in line till I call you.” He says without even bothering to turn his eyes back to me.
“But I’m dehydrated – I could collapse.” I object as I feel my inner fury rise.
“You could miss your call, and get sent home. Play or miss – it’s up to you.” He states before he walks towards the set shouting an objection to the girls’ pose.
I stand there briefly in irresolution, and then shrug. Of course I’m not going to miss! I have gotten myself this far, and now that I am here, I have snagged onto the hunger to go further.
“’I’ll just have to go without for a while longer.’” I think to myself as I move to stand next to the other weary contestants.
I wait, and wait, and wait, and wait. The sun burns me with its hot UV rays. I see red on my arms and legs, and think about the awful tan-line I am bound to receive. It is a strong determination that keeps me standing as my body suffers under the heat.
More screw ups come; the photographer takes a toilet break (which ends up being a luncheon break!); girls trip; some girls need make up retouches, and others need pauses as they come to near collapse! The day wears on.
Sweat shines on my body like oil by the time I get my call.
I stiffly walk over to the spot, aware of the trip spots by the footprints in the sand below me. My eyes blur from tiredness, and then focus again as I slowly move to pick up the map and hat.
“Now I want enthusiasm!” Says the horrid pygmy judge as he holds in his hands a long glass of some kind of watery drink topped with three blocks of ice.
‘Oh, how I want that drink!’ My mind shrieks as I strain my arm to get the hat on my head.
The first shot comes without me being ready. I blink at the cameraman who smiles behind his equipment. Something inside me tells me that he did that on purpose, and I get a little mad.
I gather myself together for the next pose, and am only halfway in position when the flash comes again. My heart beats rush as I grow angrier with the photographer. However I know I can’t yell, so I gather my thoughts to make another movement - I want to make a shot where I am gazing at the map in wonder of where to go – but all I do is move my eyes to the map when the next shot snaps.
“More enthusiasm, more energy!” I hear from that horrible little man as he takes a breath between long, languorous, sips.
“’Give me that drink, and I’ll give it easily!'” I think as I strain into another position.
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