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chapter one

Before Disney

When I was a kid, my parents brought me and my two younger sisters to Disney World often. We only lived about three hours away, and vacationed there during almost every holiday.

Every Disney vacation started out the same for us. Our van would get off of Interstate 4, and chuck across Orlando until we were on the road that led to the most magical place on earth. I would eagerly stare out the window, searching for any sign that read, “Walt Disney World.” My mom was always the first to point out the signs that I was looking for.

“Look, girls, that sign says Animal Kingdom! Oh look, that one says Epcot!”

She would read them aloud to us, and her voice would grow in pitch the closer we got. My mom always had a way to boost excitement to the highest level, especially when it came to Disney World. The best, though, was the sign that read, “Walt Disney World, where dreams come true.” Mickey and Minnie would stand on either side with arms open wide, waiting to greet you.

My mom would scream, “Slow down, Mitchell, I have to get a picture of the sign!”

My dad, who always drives when we go to Disney, would patiently slow the car down so that my mom could take a quick picture of the sign, even though we already had at least thirty-plus pictures of the exact same sign. You could always use another one, right?

Sometimes we would stay on property at one of the Disney hotels, and sometimes we would stay at a hotel a few miles down the road from the theme parks. Sometimes it would be just me, Mom, Dad, and my two younger sisters. Sometimes we would bring my grandparents and cousins with us. We would squeeze up to eight of us into the hotel rooms, that were only meant for a family of four. But no matter the number of people we had with us, we always had fun.

My mom always told us that Disney World was the happiest place on Earth, and that nothing could go wrong at Disney World. Not even cramming in a small hotel bed with my two sisters and my grandma who snored.

Magic Kingdom was my favorite park when I was a kid and we usually began our vacations there, but no matter what park we chose, our trip always started off the same way. My dad would pull me and my two younger sisters to the side to talk to us about the rules. No talking to strangers, no running off, no stealing things, etc.

After he was done, he would ask a random cast member to come over and talk to us for a moment. The cast member would walk over to us with a big smile on their face and a gleaming white name tag pinned to their shirt. My dad would point to the name tag and say, “If any of you get lost, and you can’t find us, I want you to find anyone in the park wearing a name tag like this one.”

I would look up at the cast member standing in front of us and try to memorize the name tag, always keeping it in the back of my mind just in case. After we had agreed to all of the rules, my dad would thank the cast member, and we would be on our way.

Looking back now, I had no idea that one day I would wear that name tag on my costume, and work at Walt Disney World. Every time I would clip on my name tag, I always thought back to those trips that my parents took us on, and all the times my dad would show us what a cast member’s name tag looked like in case we got lost. I was now on a magical journey to become that cast member, with the pristine white name tag that I would proudly wear every day.

That isn’t why I became a cast member, though. Not exactly.

In January of 2014, my family and I took a trip to Disney World once again. The weather during that time of year was perfect, and the parks weren’t crowded. I remember putting on a long sleeve shirt to go to Magic Kingdom, which was the first time I had ever done that in my years of vacationing at Disney World.

Usually we would start the day off in Adventureland, work our way to Frontierland, then Fantasyland, and end the night in Tomorrowland. My family and I stuck to this plan for all of our Magic Kingdom visits. This vacation was different. Since my sisters and I were all older now, my mom decided to switch the day up a bit and go backwards.

We started the day off in Tomorrowland, where my mom and dad and sisters got on Space Mountain while I walked around Tomorrowland by myself. I’m not a fan of roller coasters, but I don’t mind waiting while my family and friends enjoy them. Sometimes I will even get on the line with them and then get off just as they’re boarding. I usually prefer to walk around, though. It gives me some time to marvel at the beauty of whatever park we were in that day.

After Tomorrowland we made our way into Fantasyland where we got on Peter Pan first. Ever since we were little, my dad would get on the ride with my two younger sisters, and my mom would get on the ride with me. She would say, “Here we go!” with Peter Pan as the pirate ship took off into Neverland.

My favorite part, even now as an adult, is when the pirate ships comes across Wendy as she’s about to walk the plank and become the crocodile’s dinner. During this scene, my mom would always shout, “Don’t do it, Wendy!” Just as she had done when I was a kid, she still said it even though I was an adult. It’s something I cherish when we go to Disney World.

After spending some time in Fantasyland and venturing on a quick trip through the Haunted Mansion, we ended up in Adventureland in the late afternoon. We stopped to eat at Tortuga Tavern, where they sold taco salads and nachos. My sisters and my dad went to find a place to sit, while my mom and I waited in line to order.

When it was our turn, we walked up to the podium and started to give our order to the cast member standing there. My dad instilled in us when we were kids to look for the name tag if we were lost, and I still found myself looking at the name tag whenever I saw a cast member, even though I was an adult now. The tags had the employee’s on top, and where they were from on the bottom. The cast member behind the podium had his college displayed there instead of where he was from.

“That’s cool,” I said, still gazing at his name tag.

“What?” he asked.

“Your name tag. It says your college instead of where you’re from. How did you do that?”

“Oh, I’m in the Disney College Program. We all have our colleges on there.”

“College Program?” I asked, and he told me what it was.

“The Disney College Program is a set of housing off property where college students could take a semester off of college, and live, work, and learn at Disney World. You live with other CPs, and you travel to and from work with them.”

“That sounds like so much fun!” I exclaimed.

The cast member shook his head. “No it’s not. It’s terrible.”

“I bet you I would have fun if I did it!”

“I bet you wouldn’t,” he said.

“I bet I would.”

And that’s why I became a cast member.

On a bet that really didn’t mean anything, except I had to prove to a stranger, who probably forgot about me as soon as I walked away, that I could have fun being a cast member. I thought about him for the rest of our vacation, and vowed to not forget a word of what he said until I had looked up this program online when we got home.

We finished the rest of our vacation by going to Epcot and then to Downtown Disney, now known as Disney Springs. My family and I ate at a restaurant there, that was stone empty, and is now gone. They all ordered hot dogs, and I ordered a tuna fish sandwich.

I was sick as a dog for days after eating at that restaurant, but I still googled the Disney College Program to learn more about it. The website explained the program to me in almost the same manner that the cast member had, but I wanted nothing more than to be a part of the magic. I applied on the last day that they were accepting applications, and eagerly awaited any response I got from Disney.

Less than six hours later, I got the email that they wanted to interview me over the phone. Less than two weeks after that, I was being interviewed on the phone by a nice lady who worked at Disney World. I smiled during the entire interview, trying to show that I could be a happy Disney employee even though she couldn’t see me.

She asked me a lot of questions, but mostly she asked why I wanted to become a cast member. I thought back to that day with the guy at Tortuga Tavern. I was not about to tell her that I had applied because of a bet. Instead, I told her that I wanted to make magic, and be a part of all that Disney had to offer me in the program.

About forty-eight hours after the phone call, I was sitting in my Honors English college course. My professor was going over what would be on our final exam. Everyone was scribbling frantically in their notebooks, eyes constantly going back and forth between the white board and their papers. Then, all of a sudden, my phone lit up on my desk. I quickly glanced up at it, promising myself just to see who it was before going back to my note-taking.

On the screen in big bold letters read: CONGRATULATIONS! I looked at the sender, and saw that it was from the Disney College Program office.

I screamed, in the middle of class, in front of about thirty other students, and in front of my very strict professor, who then proceeded to kick me out of class for disruption. I didn’t care, I was thrilled! I immediately called my mom and my sisters to tell them the good news. I was so happy that I was walking to my car with tears streaming down my face, screaming into my phone that I got accepted to work at the most magical place on earth!

Sitting in my car, wiping away the tears from my face, I opened the email to check what role I was accepted into, and found to my delight that I got Attractions. It was my number one choice. I burst into tears and then called my mom, again, to tell her what I got.

After being accepted, I immediately went home and began to answer all of the emails that Disney was sending me. Once you accept your offer, there are some forms that you have to complete, and then send back. I started to go through them, carefully answering any question they had for me, and then submitted everything. Now all I had to do was wait.

I went to Facebook to post about being accepted. I told my boss, my friends, and anyone else within ear shot that I had been accepted and was going to work at Walt Disney World. Everyone started to guess where I might be placed when I got there.

That’s what everyone wanted to know: what attraction would I get?

My mom thought I would get the Haunted Mansion, my favorite ride.

My sisters thought I would get “it’s a small world,” and be stuck listening to that song all day. I had a different feeling than any of them. Somehow I knew I would be in Hollywood Studios.

I was right.


chapter two

Arrival

Being accepted into the Disney College Program was the best thing that had ever happened to me at that moment in my twenty-year-old life. I had no idea of the roller-coaster year that was to come.

I would stay awake all night, wondering what it was going to be like as a cast member. I looked up videos on YouTube and read blogs from alumni that had gone through what I was about to. Almost every single video and blog that I saw, told me to stay away, go back, run for my life.

There were warning signs and horror stories advising me to turn down the program. I ignored every single one of them. I wanted to go to Disney and be a cast member. I felt bad for anyone who didn’t get acceptedor worse, anyone who got accepted and turned it down.

I knew a few people from college who had been accepted to the program, but then chose not to attend because of work, school, or family. I felt bad for them. They were about to miss a big adventure that not everyone gets to experience.

My check-in day to the program was May 19, 2014; a Monday. My mom booked us a hotel off property and down the street from College Program (CP) housing. We were going to check in on Sunday, move me into my new place on Monday, and then my family would go back home. It was only February when I got accepted, and the thought of waiting was driving me crazy.

Every day after work, I would come home and watch a Disney movie. Usually it was Frozen, but I also watched Brave, Peter Pan, and 101 Dalmatians. Those were my favorite Disney movies, and helped ease my anxious mind.

Finally, the month of May arrived, and soon after was my last day of work. I said goodbye to all of my coworkers, with the promise of seeing them in eight months.

We left on Sunday morning, driving past the school where I worked, waving goodbye as we headed toward the highway. My mom put on Frozen in the car, and before I knew it we were in Orlando, with less than twenty-four hours until my check-in time, at 7 am.

My family and I dropped off our luggage at the hotel, and then got back in the car for a drive around CP housing. My idea of the program’s housing was some place hidden, where no one but Disney cast members could go. It’s not.

It’s out in the open, where any Wendy, John, or Michael could go walking right up to the gates. Except this housing was patrolled by security, and no one was getting in unless you had a pass that said you could. I got to see it from the car, though, and that was good enough for me.

There are four places you can stay during the program: Chatham Square, the Commons, Patterson Court, and Vista Way. I was assigned to the Commons with three other girls that I had yet to meet in person, only through text messages and Facebook posts. As we slowly drove by the Commons, I was thinking how it would be my new home for the next eight months. You didn’t find out where you would be living until check-in day, and the Commons was my first choice. I was so nervous that I forgot how excited I had been the day before, and the past few months.

My dad took us out to eat after we had driven around Orlando for a little bit. We ate at a nearby Cici’s Pizza and then headed to Downtown Disney. I felt better once we were on Disney property. I was starting to feel excited again, especially when I saw the name tags on the cast members and their universities. I spoke with a lot of those cast members and asked about their experiences.

“Oh, you’ll love it!” one girl said.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Yes, absolutely! My program is almost over. I wish I was in your shoes.”

I waved goodbye to the cast member and went with my family to eat at the Rainforest Café for dinner. Fire from the volcano was bursting into the warm night sky while we waited for our names to be called. When we finally sat down, I was excited again. I was fidgeting in my seat until our server came to take our order.

After dinner my mom and dad gave me a present to mark the start of my program. It was an Alex and Ani silver bracelet with Cinderella Castle in the middle, and read Magic Kingdom underneath. I slipped it on my wrist and wore it for the rest of the night, dreaming of my future home.

I woke up the next morning almost an hour before I was supposed to. I was too nervous and excited to go back to sleep, so I jumped into the shower and prepared for my check-in day.

I was supposed to be at Vista Way for check-in at exactly 7 am. Not before, and not after. We were there at almost 6 in the morning, waiting outside the gates of the apartment complex, and we were the first ones to arrive. Outside Vista Way was where I met my roommate Amber and her dad. We talked awkwardly for about an hour, both of us clearly nervous, until we were allowed inside.

All of us marched into Vista Way like we were about to enter into battle. Me, my mom, my dad, Amber and her dad, followed a cast member into the housing area. From there, we were separated into CPs and parents. I felt like a kindergartener going to school on the first day when the cast member led me away from my parents. I waved goodbye and followed the cheerful woman into an air-conditioned building with Amber by my side.

From there we were herded into groups, and then put into long lines with tables set up every few feet. Amber was led away from me, leaving me on my own. I made it to the first table, where they give you a guide book on the program, and what the rules are inside housing. On the back was a blank square with the words “Number of bedrooms,” “Property,” and “APT#.”

“Someone at the next table will circle all of that for you,” the cheerful cast member said.

“Thanks.” I smiled back and moved on to the next table.

The next cast member took my book and turned to the back of it.

“Last name?”

“Drucker,” I answered. “D, R, U, C, K, E, R.” People always had a hard time spelling my name, so I just spelled it after I said it, even if they didn’t ask.

“Drucker, Drucker…” she flipped through her binder until she found my name. “Oooh, you’re going to love it!”

“What is it?” I asked excitedly.

“The Commons!”

“What floor am I on?”

“The second,” she answered, and then gestured to the next table. “You’ll find out where you’re working there.”

I walked over to the next table with shaky hands. For months I had wondered where I would be, and now someone I never met was going to tell me.

“Hello,” I said quietly, when I arrived at the next table.

“Good morning!” the man said, motioning for me to give him my book


































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
y \

EARNS
EARS

My Secret Walt Disney World
Cast Member Diary

Samantha Diener Drucker

Earning Your Ears: Volume Ten






