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Glossary of Disney Terms

Backstage
Everything that guests cannot see. It’s what’s hidden behind those doors and partitions where Cast Members often disappear. It is not meant to be seen by regular guests, and is rarely seen by paying guests. It’s the grainy nuts and bolts of the park.

Cast Deployment System
Disney’s way of making sure that labor is evenly dispersed, breaks are given, and Cast Members are “bumped out” for their shift at the end of the day.

Coordinator
The Cast Member in charge of the labor rotations of other Cast Members. One step below a manager.

Costume Record
A list that displays every costume that has been checked out by a Cast Member, including the item’s bar code number and date and time of check out.

Deployment
The people who deal with labor and take all Cast Member call outs (absences). They sit in the belly of the Utilidor.

ER
Early release. Cast Members, after they have clocked into work, can request an ER to leave their shift a little bit early. They can be approved or denied, depending upon how busy or slow the day happens to be, and upon their Coordinator’s whim.

Eyes and Ears
The Walt Disney World internal cast magazine. Comes out weekly.

The Hub The Disney cast portal, which shows schedules, park information, pay stubs, costuming information, etc.

Main Gates
Disney Cast Member complimentary tickets; each Cast Member is issued four of these tickets to get guests in for free throughout the calendar year.

Onstage
The part of Disney World that all guests can see the moment they enter the park. This is the area of the park that is always kept “show ready” for guests to enjoy. It is the magical world shown on the park map, where you don’t necessarily see how things operate.

Park One
The backstage parking lot that stretches from The Confectionary to The Plaza restaurant.

Park Three
The backstage parking lot that stretches from City Hall all the way to the Crystal Palace; also connects to Jungle Cruise.

Perner
Short for personal number. A Disney ID number, used to clock in and out at the beginning and end of the day.

ROS
Release of service. An ER, but for health reasons, such as getting sick on the job. It does not necessarily count against the “point” system that Disney attendance uses.

Termed
Short for termination. The slang used by Cast Members in reference to their removal from working at the company.

Utilidor
Also known as the tunnel, or underground. The system of hallways (read: tunnels) underneath the Magic Kingdom. The word utilidor comes from the words “utility corridor”.

West Clock
The Magic Kingdom Cast Member parking lot.




Prologue

Tommy stands amid the foliage near the bank of the hippo pool. By day, the Audio-Animatronic hippos delight passengers on the Jungle Cruise, but now, after park close, the hippos are silent and still. And fake. Without movement, they lose their semblance of life.

Impatient, Tommy checks the time on his iPhone. Within the next few days, he’ll start his training to become a Disney Imagineer. He’s heard stories of the Imagineers all his life, and from the moment he began working full-time as a Disney World Cast Member, that was his goal: to join these superior beings who could make inert hippos come alive. Tommy knew the training would be difficult, and he expected some Imagineer eccentricity, but standing here in the middle of Jungle Cruise, in the dark, waiting for his Imagineering mentor to share with him the solution to a riddle about this iconic attraction, and apparently teach him the first of many lessons, was past eccentric and approaching creepy.

Tommy had received the riddle on his iPhone earlier that day. He was given an hour to solve it. Stumped, he texted back defeat. A bad start. Tommy hoped it wasn’t so bad that it would get him booted out of the Imagineering program before it even began. But the mentor wasn’t angry; in fact, he said that not solving the riddle was the start of Tommy’s first lesson, which would be taught to him at the hippo pool, when no guests or other Cast Members would be around to spy on the magic.

Using his Cast ID, Tommy managed to enter the off-limits area around Jungle, and here he has been waiting for over half an hour, becoming more and more positive that someone has played a practical joke on him.

“Tommy.”

The voice came from the forest behind him. Tommy turned, but he could see no one in the dark foliage. “Yeah—uh, hello?”

There was no answer, so Tommy lit the screen of his iPhone and shone it in the direction of the voice. He heard a crunch as the large rock shattered his nose and broke his cheekbone. His iPhone sailed into the water. “Thanks for giving me a target,” the voice said, coming closer. “All that Little League finally paid off.”

The blood streaming from Tommy’s nose made it difficult for him to speak, so he gurgled instead.

“That riddle was simple, man. So damn simple. And you think you’re cut out to be an Imagineer? But hey, relax, I brought you new clothes. You’re getting blood all over yours. We’ll change in a minute. Just breathe easyoh, my bad, you can’t. Let me take care of that...”

Tommy heard footsteps squelching over to him in the muddy dirt. He propped himself up on one elbow, and that’s when he felt the steel toe of a boot slam against his temple, and he went as inert as the hippos silently watching him from their pool.


One

“Let’s go to Disney World,” she said. “It’ll be fun.”

Not wanting to be a bad boyfriend, I agreed. I had begun casually suggesting to Jill that we head down to Cancun for spring break our senior year of college, but she had her heart sent on Disney World. She told me her family used to go every summer, and she wanted one last little piece of that magic before she had to enter the real world.

So, spring break of senior year, I let her and two of her best girlfriends plan a week-long vacation to Disney World, significant others included. At least I would have three other miserable guys to hang out with while the girls posed for pictures in front of the castle and wore sequined Minnie ears like they were suddenly back in style. In Disney World, I guess they are.

We rode some rides, and there were a few parades and Jill cried during the fireworks, and it was all right, I guess. What I took away from it is that you can’t cram six people into a hotel room that is only designed to sleep four.

We returned home from spring break, tired and sunburnt, and set to preparing for graduation. I had already begun the long daunting process of applying for jobs and had a few interviews lined up. Jill and I had talked about maybe moving to a big city, since she was determined to become a professional dancer, and I just wanted to work for a marketing company with a 401K. We were thinking maybe New York, or Los Angeles, or even Chicago.

I happened to be looking through the contents of her desk one day and found a purple folder tucked between her psychology notebooks.

“What’s this?” I asked, picking it up. It said DISNEY across the front. I figured it was a folder of pictures from our vacation.

“It’s nothing,” she said, grabbing it from me and shoving it back into the drawer.

I pushed. “What was that about Disney?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “It’s for the Disney College Program.”

“College program? Isn’t that something for when you’re in college?”

“No, they offer it to recently graduated students, too. I’m looking at all my options.”

“I thought we were going to move to a city.”

“Orlando is a city.” She pulled the folder out of her desk drawer and flipped through the pages, handing me one. “It’s going to be hard for me to break into any dance program in a big city. I figured I could try it out at Disney for a while, and then decide if it’s what I really want to do. I’ve heard success stories where parade dancers are offered union contracts. Even at, like, Tokyo Disney.”

“You’d move to Tokyo?” I looked down at the packet of information. It showed a bunch of happy college-aged kids handing balloons and popcorn to people, and smiling like they were having the time of their lives. The buzzwords on the pamphlet said things like GREAT EXPERIENCE, NETWORK CONNECTIONS, and MEMORIES!

“I’d move to Tokyo if it meant I could dance.”

“Is it too late to apply?” I asked, trying to be the best boyfriend possible. Jill nodded.

“I’ve… I’ve actually already been accepted. The application deadline was a few months ago. This packet just came in the mail.”

I stared at the girl I had been dating for over two years, my eyes wide and a blank expression on my face. I didn’t know what to say. For the longest time we had been talking about sharing our lives together, wherever that may be. I didn’t think we kept anything from each other. But Jill had kept this from me the whole time. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked, my voice cracking like I was going through puberty again.

“You can come with me!” she said, a sparkle in her eye. “I applied through the college program, but that doesn’t mean you can’t come down with me and get a job at Casting! People do it all the time! We could move down together!” It sounded like she had been waiting to broach this topic forever, but had never found the right opportunity. She talked with so much excitement in her voice that she already sounded like a Disney Cast Member.

“What’s Casting?” I asked, the word foreign to me.

“You know, like human resources. Disney calls it ‘Casting’. Because, like, all of Disney World is a show, and you have to be cast in a role to work there.”

I leaned back against her desk. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Would you really come with me?” she asked, ignoring my confusion.

I thought for a moment, trying to form a comprehensive answer. Of course I wanted to go with her, but did I really want to move to Florida? Short answer: not really. But for some reason I found myself saying, “Yeah, maybe. I’ll think about it.”

Jill threw her arms around my waist and hugged me tightly. “This will be so much fun, I promise. We don’t have to stay there forever. It’ll just be a temporary thing. Maybe, like, nine months. You’ll see. You’ll love it. I’ll figure out how you can apply at Casting, I promise. I promise I’ll get you a job at Disney World, too!”

That’s how I ended up moving to Florida after graduation.


Two

“You bump the person, not the position,” I said, for probably the fifteenth time that day. The young college program Cast Member looked up at me with with eyes full of confusion; she had eyes so wide it looked like she was auditioning to be the next Disney princess.

“Oh,” she mumbled. “I thought I needed to come here and wait for Justin to come meet me here so then I could give him his break?” She looked down at the thin piece of paper in her hand. It had her assignment written on it, but she was looking at it as if it were written in Russian.

“You need to go find Justin. Justin is over at Unload right now.”

“So, do I…?” I looked at the girl’s nametag. It said CHRISSY in big blue letters across the front, and underneath it listed her Midwestern school, some place I had never heard of. I knew she had only been here for a few weeks, but she should have gotten the hang of this by now.

Rotations are an important part of the Walt Disney World work system, and without them we’d have a lot of unconscious Cast Members on our hands, passing out from over-exposure to the hot Florida sun and dehydration. It’s not fair to keep someone standing outside for over an hour, let alone a half hour. So when the rotations through the attractions go through, everyone moves one position over. The Cast Members standing outside get to come inside, and vice versa.

But here I had Chrissy, who had unknowingly set me back an entire half hour in the Cast Member deployment system, CDS. And somewhere, poor Justin was on the verge of probably passing out, having been denied his break for a half hour and slowly melting in the hot sun. This is why I have a lot of cranky Cast Members on a daily basis.

“How about you tell Justin to go sign back into the computer, and then you do the same. I’ll stay here at Greeter. A new rotation should be along soon.” Chrissy nodded and turned away from me, disappearing into the crowd behind us.

I assume that Chrissy made it to Justin, and Justin got his break. I assume it because neither one of them comes back to me. One of them should have started a new rotation through the attraction, but it hasn’t happened. I stand at Greeter, point guests into the correct entrance for Peter Pan, and send the FastPass+ guests up a different ramp, waiting for my replacement. No one shows up.

Rotation should have come within the half hour, at the latest. It had now been an hour, with me standing in the sun the whole time. A Cast Member I vaguely recognized as being from my attraction for that day wandered by, probably on his way to strollers, but I grabbed him instead, commanding him to stand position at Greeter.

“But I have to bump the person, not the position!” he told me. At least one of these new kids knows what to do at Disney World.

“Whoever it is they’ll be along shortly. I’m going to go send a new rotation through.” I didn’t know if this was even true. A new rotation would be around. Eventually.

I ducked away from Greeter and made my way toward the exit of Peter Pan. In between guests mulling about and staring at maps, I pushed open a thick wooden door and appeared backstage. Immediately, I was swarmed with Cast Members.

“Josh, can I have an ER?”

“Josh, I can’t find my nametag.”

“Josh, it says my ER is still ‘pending’. Can you look at that?”

“Josh, a kid lost a shoe in Neverland, and the parents want to know if you can go in there and get it. I told them you could, so they’re waiting around the front.”

“Josh, can I go home early? I put in an ER.”

Josh. Josh. Josh.

“Shh, all of you. Is Katie here yet?” I asked the crowd gathered around me, and they shook their heads. “Then, can you give me a few minutes to figure out what’s screwed up? I’ve been outside for an hour.”

“Can you look at my ER?” This Cast Member was taller than the rest of the group, and that’s the only reason I focused in on him. He was another one of the new CPs that had literally been dropped on my Peter Pan doorstep, and now it was basically my responsibility to babysit him—just like the rest of them. Every single semester it’s the same thing with some of these CPs; they come, they complain, they leave. Some of them do have good work ethic, but those are few and far between. Some CPs show up and are totally committed to the Disney College program, intending to make career for themselves at Disney. Some of them go on to do great things within the company.

Others hear “free park admission”, one of the perks of the program, and they show up in droves, not caring about work, not caring about a career, just caring about how many different characters they can meet before their program is over. None of these Cast Members want to work. They just want to play at the Happiest Place on Earth and take selfies with Prince Charming. These Cast Members are the ones that make my life difficult. I need to staff the Happiest Place on Earth, and they need to show up for work. Without them, the guests are not happy at the Happiest Place on Earth, and everyone suffers. Today, my main focus is keeping Peter Pan staffed, and already I’m down half a dozen Cast Members. I need to move hundreds of guests on and off this ride every hour, and so when another Cast Member calls in sick or complains about my denial of their early release, I want to push one of them into Neverland myself. I’ve contemplated it a few times.

“All ERs are denied,” I say to the crowd, as firmly as I can.

“But Josh!” They all cry in unison, like a choir of “small world” dolls.

One girl looks like she’s going to burst into tears. “I made plans!”

“And these guests in the park are spending thousands of dollars to ride rides here that you don’t even want to operate. You go out there and tell the children in Fantasyland that you have ‘plans’ and that’s why they can’t fly to Neverland. Katie can be in charge of ERs today. Don’t ask me again.”

A few of them mumble some choice words under their breath in my general direction, but slowly all of them file out of the tiny backstage area tucked behind Peter Pan. As soon as you push the door open there’s a refrigerator, half a dozen chairs in single file lines on both sides of the hallway, and then a little makeshift closet space where I’ve got my coordinator computer set up. The entire area can’t be more than twenty feet square in total, and sometimes, when it’s crowded, it gets awful cozy back here with thirty-plus Cast Members all trying to eat their lunches at the same time. Today it’s not too busy, though. Two Cast Members continue to sit on the chairs, eating their boring lunches in colorful lunch bags, idly making conversation. Both of them look new.

Something flashes on my computer screen. A new message window appears in the bottom right corner. It’s from my manager, Morgan.

WHAT DID YOU DO TO CDS???

I minimize the message and look at my work graph. It’s a very fine science to keep Peter Pan, let alone all of the attractions in Magic Kingdom, running. I need a certain number of Cast Members to safety operate everything and a few surplus Cast Members to initiate breaks and rotations. Then, the opening Cast Members will go home, leaving me with brand-new Cast Members, and then they will go home, and my closers will come in. I’m already down six Cast Members from this morning, and it looks like two more have already called in. It’s a Tuesday. What the hell are these CPs doing on a Tuesday night that requires them to miss work? I probably could have avoided a dip in the workload for the day, had I not spent an hour standing outside monitoring the entrance to the attraction while my Cast Members sat backstage and checked Twitter again and again for new updates.

I GOT STUCK IN A ROTATION. I’LL FIX IT.

Morgan doesn’t reply with anything else. She’s probably sitting in her office across the way in Fantasyland, pretending to do work like she normally does. Not to say she’s not a good manager, she just does spend a lot of time texting other managers throughout the park. I probably would, too, if it appeared that my job description was just to “walk around” and “talk to guests”.

Though some of the more senior Cast Members won’t like it, I have to switch breaks around. I have to even things out, or everyone will get their break at the same time, and then I’ll end up working every position of Peter Pan myself. This is still only Peter Pan. I haven’t even looked at “small world” or Winnie the Pooh. For all I know, their workload could be in complete flames.

New message from Morgan:

DO YOU WANT ME TO SEE IF I CAN GET SOME KIDS IN EARLY?

YES. OR YOU MIGHT HAVE TO RUN PAN MERGE FOR A FEW HOURS.

That is something Morgan is not going to do. She sends me back a solemn sad face and sets to work trying to find a handful of Cast Members who want to start their shift an hour early. Who doesn’t want the possibility of a little extra money, especially if it’s overtime? Something like that is usually unheard of, or at least it’s never scheduled that way.

There’s a knock on my door. I look up. “Ummm,” Cast Member Dylan starts.

“What?” I know the long ummm followed by a pause is never good.

“There’s a guest yelling at “small world” about going down the exit. She was yelling at some CP, so I stepped in, and then she proceeded to yell at me for a while. I left to come get you.”

“Is she still yelling?”

“Probably.”

I’ve known Dylan for two years. He’s been in Fantasyland almost as long as I have, but he came through as a CP. He’s one of those CPs who hasn’t left. Now he’s a trainer and in charge of teaching the brand new CPs how to keep guests from forcefully yelling at you in earshot of other guests who might yell at you, too. He’s a good kid, but he’s not the best with confrontation. This isn’t the first time I’ve found him looking for help from someone else.

Out the door, across the Fantasyland walkway, and over to the “small world” exit we go, as Dylan leads the way. Sure enough, there’s a short woman standing there, flanked by a group of tired looking children, and I can tell by the way this woman is leaning against the queue poles that she is mad. Someone has clearly denied her the preferential treatment she thought she’d be getting at the Magic Kingdom.

“Are you in charge?” she asks me, before I’m even ten feet in front of her. I have one of two ways to answer. I can either tell her that, yes, I am in charge, or I can tell her no, I am not in charge. Actually, I am technically not in charge of anything other than when my assigned Cast Members get their breaks and whether any of them get to go home early. As a coordinator, I have about as much power as Buzz Lightyear has with what he thinks is a laser, when really it’s a little light bulb that blinks. That’s kind of what being a coordinator is all about; I have to convince people that I’m more important than I am.

“Yes,” I tell her. “I am in charge.”

The woman launches into a fifteen minute explanation about how “Disney World isn’t what it used to be” and how she doesn’t understand why she can’t “bypass the line” and “go down the exit ramp” because she’s a “DVC member” and she was told by “someone” that she had this “all-access FastPass” to “ride all of the rides all day for her entire length of stay”. I tune her out by the second time she points at Dylan, telling me that he single-handedly ruined her vacation because he wouldn’t let her down the exit ramp.

“Ma’am, he’s doing exactly what he’s been trained to do. Guests are not allowed to go down the exit ramp to enter the attraction. It’s a safety hazard. Everyone has to go through the regular queue line.”

“I shouldn’t have to wait in that line,” she says, with a tone that’s equivalent to her stomping her foot.

“Unfortunately, to experience the attraction everyone has to wait in line. I can’t have guests waiting here at the exit; it’s a fire hazard. If you’d like, I can offer you FastPasses to expedite your wait, but you’ll still have to enter through the entrance just over there.” I point with the customary two fingers off in the distance toward the entrance a hundred feet away.

The woman doesn’t even want the FastPasses. She turns and leads her gaggle of children away from the exit and out of my hair, for at least a little while. There’s a good chance I’ll run into someone just like her before the end of the day.

As if on cue, I spot another guest lingering near the side of the Pinocchio Village Haus restaurant, right next to “small world”, who takes a giant step toward me, mouth open, as if they’re the next in line to ask me a question on this sunny afternoon.

“Can I help you?” I ask him, before he even has time to get the words out himself. I realize it comes off a little too curt, almost sarcastic, like obviously I can help you with whatever pressing Magic Kingdom issue you suddenly have. I might as well be here in the park with a queue line behind me, answering questions as to why guests can’t cut other guests in line.

“Someone dropped this,” he say, handing me a wallet. He looks like a Magic Kingdom regular with a water bottle clipped to his waist and a visible tan line from his wristwatch on his arm. Before I have time to ask him for details, he darts away into the Fantasyland crowd and disappears into the midst of a PhilharMagic show that has just let out.

“Want me to take that to lost and found?” Dylan asks, looking toward the PhilharMagic crowd.

“Yeah, but first I have to account for any money inside…”. I open the wallet and instead of finding a few bills inside, someone’s vacation stash, a puff of dust shoots out. I get a whiff of it and cough.

“You OK?”

“Yeah,” I tell Dylan, but man, that didn’t smell good.” I hand him the wallet, satisfied that it has no money inside. We walk back to the Peter Pan backstage area. Eager to fill the silence, Dylan tells me: “You handled that lady well.”

“I didn’t really do anything. All I did was let her yell at me. Sometimes that’s all they want to do.” The backstage area is once again crowded with Cast Members doing nothing but standing around, but surprisingly none of them ask me for an ER. Maybe they all finally realize I’m not giving them out today.

As I settle in to my computer station again, I feel thirsty, incredibly
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