Strike a Pose
Karen Downing
 
It’s not easy to create a myth and to emulate it at the same time. . . . What is ultimately clear is that even the attempted myth must be made a model for imitating, a drama to be tried on for fit. . . . It is a mold, a prescription of characters, a plot. 
—JEROME BUTLER in The Beauty Myth
 
 
Smiling Women
 
As I pull open one of the heavy glass doors at Forum West Mall, a medium-sized suburban shopping mall, I am overwhelmed by sensations. Bells and laughs and sirens from the Fun Factory layer on top of piped-in Muzak. Large, colorful movie posters advertise Man of the House, A Goofy Movie, and The Pebble and the Penguin. People are everywhere—men and women in business suits eating lunch, several teenagers smoking by the reflecting pond, mothers running errands with babies in tow, older people exercise-walking in fitness gear. The smells of freshly baked bread from Subway, sugary caramel corn, greasy pizza, and fried tacos hang in the air. There are yellow benches and tables and leafy trees reaching toward skylights and winding staircases and two automatic teller machines and a lingerie store and a department store and an engraving stand. I experience all of this just 10 feet inside the mall.
 
          As a teenager, I would spend hours at Forum West each weekend, roaming through the stores with various best friends. Now, as a woman in my 20s, when I go to the mall, I go with a purpose. Today I am in the mall to look for tennis shoes. To get to Durham’s Discount Sporting Goods, I must pass two food stands and three other shops. I walk quickly, head down, thinking about walking shoes versus cross trainers, Reeboks versus Nikes. I pass Chopstixs, an Asian fast-food restaurant that provides plastic forks instead of chopsticks with their meals. Up ahead I see the Disney Store, or rather I hear the Disney Store—strains of the Little Mermaid soundtrack carry out into the mall. To my right, a group of middle school girls are huddled together, each clutching shopping bags that encourage “Take home a little magic—take home Disney.” They giggle as they try on Mickey Mouse ears. I pull closer toward the storefronts. Durham’s is only 12 feet away.
 
          “Hi, let me tell you about Photo Phantasies. My name is Bettie. What’s yours?” This woman was slumped against a display rack, picking her fingernails, until she saw me. I smile at Bettie and try to pass, but she keeps speaking to me.
 
          “Look! ‘Somewhere in America, a new model is waiting to be discovered. It could be you! Just ask how. Today!’” Bettie reads the words in bold print on the display as I notice the photograph under the words. It is of a girl who is possibly in her late teens or early 20s. She is smiling at the camera. Her brown hair cascades around her face and rests on her shoulders. Her brown eyes and lipsticked mouth reflect a glimmer of light.
 
          “The Photo Phantasies process is simple and fun! It’s a celebration! And you could be chosen to be a model! With those eyes, I think you’d stand a good chance! We may just have openings right now. At least take a brochure home. Talk to your friends! You should do it! It’s fun!” Although Bettie does not have a southern accent, I hear her words and cannot resist adding a slight twang to her speech.
 
          I take the brochure, smile again, and walk away. She calls out these parting words: “You’d look great! Just great! I promise!” I hear these words as I see an image on a television monitor located at the far left side of the store, just an inch or two from the threshold. The woman on the monitor is smiling at me. She’s wearing a red hat that fans out from her face. Gold and rhinestone earrings dangle from her ears. She looks like she is posing for a camera, or so I assume, although I can’t actually see a camera. She drops her shoulder and tilts her head to the right. She smiles. And then she moves. This time, the photographer steps into the image on the screen. He lowers the woman’s chin with his hand. He adjusts the bustier that she is wearing by tugging it down on the right side, his hands close to the woman’s waist. He steps out of the picture. She’s still. Ready. Looking right at me, this woman on the television monitor smiles. I fold the Photo Phantasies brochure, put it inside my coat pocket, and walk into the sports store.
 
          After I buy my $62 Reebok cross trainers from a man dressed in an umpire’s uniform, I drive to my grocery store. I pick up some bananas and 12 long-stemmed irises before checking out a movie to watch that night with my husband. I take the movie to the pharmacy counter and put the flowers down while I search for my rental card.
 
          “God, these are beautiful. How much?” The woman on the other side of the counter smiles as she picks up my flowers and brings them close to her face. I have been checking out movies here for 10 years, and she has never asked me anything other than perfunctory information.
 
          “Uh, $10, I think. Aren’t they great? And not really all that expensive. I bought them as a treat.” I grin at her with my lips pressed together. 
 
          “Are there any left? I just may get some. A treat, like you said. It’s either flowers or Photo Phantasies. I’ve been wanting to do that for so . . .”
 
          “Photo Phantasies?” I raise my eyebrows at this notion.   
 
          “God, yes.” As she turns to retrieve my movie, I see her name tag reads “Darlene.” “I mean, what could be a better treat? I wanna go in there, have ’em do up my hair and my makeup, put on all those cool clothes, take a whole bunch of pictures, and then go out on the town lookin’ so hot! I’d leave my kids with my mother and stay out as late as I wanted. Hopefully, plenty of men would be willin’ to buy me drinks.”
 
          “Yeah. Hmmm.” I don’t know how to respond to this because Darlene’s version of a treat or an indulgence is not mine. I hate the idea of having my picture taken. Period. And having my picture taken in clothes and hair and makeup that turn me into someone I’m not? Never! I know the feminist rhetoric—a woman’s body is hers to do with as she pleases. And I think I believe this feminist rhetoric, or I would like to think I do. But a Photo Phantasies makeover? What a waste of money for something that won’t last.
 
          “We’ll see. Maybe someday.” As Darlene says this, she pushes up the sleeves of her white uniform and sighs. Her two-inch red nails with chipped polish click the price of my movie into the cash register. I am on the verge of suggesting that Darlene get a massage instead of a makeover when I stop short. I see a smudged blue pen mark on her cheek and the trace of dark circles under her eyes.
 
          “No, not someday. Now. Why wait?” Suddenly, I want Darlene to leave the grocery store this instant and drive straight to Forum West. I am surprised by my encouragement, but I empathize with her, despite our differing ideas of indulgence. “This is weird, but here, look what I just happen to have.” I reach into my coat pocket and take out the Photo Phantasies brochure. “I was just at the mall. They gave me this. Here. You can have it. I think they’re doing some kind of model search. You should go. Give it a try.” It did not escape me that I sounded just like Bettie from the Photo Phantasies store. I fought off the southern twang.
 
          “A model search? Wow. No way. That’s so cool! I can have this? Really? Cool! Thanks. I just may go. I just may.” Darlene tucks the hot pink brochure into the front pocket of her white uniform and hands me the movie.
 
          “Do it!” I say, smiling. “And remember me when you get discovered.”
 
          Darlene smiles, showing the white of her teeth. “Maybe when you come back, I’ll have pictures to show you.” I think about her comment while I wait in the checkout line to pay for my $10 flowers, which I know won’t last a week. I buy them anyway.
 
Composing an Image: Before
“Hello, this is Photo Phantasies. My name is Mindy. Today’s a great day.” I am not calling Photo Phantasies to inquire about specials. I am not calling because I want to know if they have any free time today for a last-minute appointment. I am not calling to see if a $220 package of photographs has arrived. I am calling to speak to Ginny James, the manager. When I make this request and tell Mindy who I am, she says, “Oh. Hang on a sec,” in a voice without intonation. Her hand covers the receiver, muffling sounds.
 
          When I talk with Ginny, I will not say that I have an aversion to her store and the whole Photo Phantasies concept. I will tell her that I am fascinated by the photographs my high school students, always female, bring to school to show off. I will present myself as curious.
 
          “This is Ginny James. It’s a great day! What can I do for you?” Her voice rises at the end of the question.
 
          I tell Ginny my name and ask her if she has received the letter I sent four days ago requesting to visit her store.
 
          “Letter? What letter are you referring to?”
 
          I am caught off guard by her response and feel slightly uneasy. I take a deep breath before explaining my “research project.”
 
          Silence. And more silence. Finally, this from Ginny: “I’ll need this in writing. Call me back after 11:30. That’s when the mail comes. If there’s no letter, you’ll need to provide adequate documentation. You’ll have to deliver it in person.” Despite the mall noise in the background, I sense immediately that Ginny is guarded with me. Her changed tone results in sentences with periods, no longer exclamation points. I wait until 12:30 and try again.
 
          “Hello, this is Photo Phantasies. My name is Stacey! It’s a great day and we’re searching for models! How may I help you?”
 
          When I finally talk with Ginny during this second phone call, she leaves out the conversational niceties. Yes, my letter had arrived in the mail after all. “I’ll have to clear this request with headquarters, which I can do tomorrow. I’m leaving for a Photo Phantasies meeting in Chicago. What kind of class is this for? Business? Sociology? I’ll call you Wednesday night and leave a message about whether or not it’s OK.”
 
          Wednesday night, no reply.
 
          Friday morning, no reply.
 
          My third call to Photo Phantasies is on Friday afternoon. “Hello, this is Photo Phantasies. My name is Ginny! Ask me about our model search! How may I help you?”
          “Ginny, this is Karen Downing. You may help me by telling me that headquarters granted me permission to spend some time in your store.” I try to be personable and charming.
 
          “Karen Downing?”
 
          “Yes, the one that sent the letter about doing research for. . .”
 
          “Oh. Right. Well. Yes. You can come to the store, but I don’t want an extra body around when customers are here. You could come to an in-store training session from 5:30 to 6:30 on Sunday night. And I have some material about Photo Phantasies that you could read.”
 
          “Huh. Well . . . huh. Ummm . . . when could I come out to pick up the material?”
 
          “Saturdays are nuts. Sunday’s the meeting day. Monday’s my paper day . . . and I’m still catching up from Chicago. . . .” She trails off into a sigh.
 
          “How about today? This afternoon?”
 
          “Fine.” Click. When she hangs up, I realize that in three phone calls, I have never heard the official Photo Phantasies telephone good-bye.
 
          I leave the house to go to the mall at 11:30, even though I know that, technically, it’s not yet afternoon. But I have work to do in the afternoon and would rather not face more traffic and a busier mall. Before I leave, I think about what I am wearing. My standard look—black turtleneck and brown jeans, minimal gold jewelry, lipstick, powder, blush and eyeliner, curly and full hair tucked behind my right ear. I decide not to do anything different to my appearance for this particular errand, but I am aware that I am thinking about how I look a lot more than I normally would. I hear the words of my mother, the words I have grown up with: “You need more blush! And remember the lipstick! Without it, you don’t look alive!” Today, I follow her advice, advice I usually ignore, and add just a bit more makeup to be sure it’s noticeable. I am glad my husband is at work. Although he would not come right out and say I am wearing too much makeup, he would give me the slightest hint of a good-bye kiss and then say, “Lipstick.” I know just what he means.
 
          Once inside the mall, I walk through a lunchtime crowd of over 100 people who fill the tables and wait at the food stands. Most of the people are dressed in business clothes; some carry briefcases and cellular phones and Gap bags. I round the bend beyond the food court and am practically inside Photo Phantasies before I know it.
 
          “Hi! May I help you?”
 
          I wonder if this is Mindy or Sharon or Ginny or some employee I have yet to talk with on the phone. There are three other people behind the counter besides the receptionist—two women and one man. I glance at them, noting only that they all wear either black or white clothes. I introduce myself and say I have come to the store to pick up some material from Ginny James. At the sound of her name, three of the people behind the counter stop what they are doing, move over to the right side of the counter, and begin organizing and sorting papers, their bodies still half turned in my direction.
 
          “I’m Ginny. I thought you said you would be by this afternoon.” This from one of the women behind the counter, dressed all in white, probably in her early to mid-40s. She has glasses on, and her brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail tied with a white fabric bow. She glances up at the wall behind me, where I assume she reads a clock.
 
          “Is this too early?”
 
          “Yep.” She taps her pen against her chest and continues to stare behind me, eyes lifted, toward the wall.
 
          “When would be better for you?”
 
          “This afternoon. Like I said, 1:30.” And with that her eyes leave the wall, pass over me, and return to the papers in front of her.
 
Composing an Image: After
At exactly 1:30, I return to Photo Phantasies for a second time. I am told by the receptionist that Ginny is busy. I ask if I may take a seat while I wait. She points to a black vinyl chair in the corner. Sitting there, I hear crying children and Disney music and footsteps on tile, even though my back is to the mall. I am almost thankful that Ginny is busy; I have a chance to look around. I pull out my journal, glancing behind to see if the receptionist is watching. Thankfully, she is examining the face of a teenage girl under the bright lights of the makeup station’s mirror. I look around the store. Next to my chair is a black magazine rack with Glamour and Elle and Mirabella. I have already read the first two magazines, but I don’t mind the chance to page through Mirabella. The walls of the store are white and the carpet is gray with muted lines of rose running throughout in a zigzag pattern. Pop music, loud enough to cover some of the mall noise, comes from overhead speakers.
 
          The store is perhaps 30 feet by 30 feet, but each inch of space is used. There are three black vinyl chairs facing a mirrored wall and a counter where I assume makeup and hair are done. A sign hanging above the area reads “Professional Makeup Artists.” I look around for these people, but no one is working near the three chairs, nor is anyone in the store but the receptionist.
 
          Surrounding the four-foot-high mirror on the wall are round lightbulbs that remind me of a movie star’s dressing room. On the counter, an array of curling irons, blow dryers, Q-tips, mousse, Static Guard, and hair spray joins tray after tray of makeup. Above the mirror is the wall of “Phantasy Phaces”—Photo Phantasy photographs, each measuring three feet on a side, arranged to look like film coming off a movie reel. All of the photographs are of women, except for two little girls and one couple.
 
          In front of my chair are racks of clothing—denim jackets with gold studs, gold lamé blouses, a coat with red, white, and blue stars and stripes, sequined blazers, beaded bustiers, blue and pink boas, and shelves of hats. Beyond the wardrobe selections, there are three dressing rooms without mirrors or seats inside. Each one has a white mesh hamper for clothes and a white hook on the wall and a black curtain that can be pulled over the opening to the dressing room.
 
          Next to the racks of clothes is the photography sitting room. I cannot see much of that room because the door is only halfway open, but I can see part of a royal blue background and a black vinyl stool. I can only assume that the camera is in there somewhere. On the other side of the photography sitting room are three computer monitors. The computer monitors, placed in a straight row, stand off to the right of the receptionist desk and the cash register. My high school students who have been to Photo Phantasies tell me that after they have had their pictures taken, they change back into their street clothes and meet a salesperson who uses the computer monitor to display the proofs. There is no wait time—a customer can see her photographs on the monitor seconds after the pictures have been taken.
 
          After 15 minutes, the receptionist touches me on the shoulder. She looks down at the notes in my journal as I look down at the floor, feeling like I have just been caught doing something inappropriate. “Cool handwriting! It kinda looks like calligraphy! Ginny’s ready for you now.” She points toward the back of the store, past the racks of clothes to a door near the dressing rooms. The door is open. I stand there, waiting for Ginny to look up. After several moments, I knock and say hello.
 
          “Oh, right. Sit here. ’Scuse the mess. I’m still not caught up from Chicago. Let’s see, you want to know about Photo Phantasies. Well, here’s some information.” Ginny continues without waiting for me to look through material.
 
          “There are almost 400 Photo Phantasies studios in the United States. Our corporation’s name is Bright Star. Our main goal is retail. We sell an excellent product. We believe in a good work environment and pay our employees well, based on a series of incentives. I’m a manager, coach, cheerleader, and toilet cleaner. Here at Photo Phantasies we have a team philosophy. I’m here to make sure we’re victorious.” Ginny leans back in her chair, away from me. She holds a pen in her hand that she points in my direction when she wants to stress a point. She looks right at me and does not pause to allow me time to get her words into my notes. I feel like I am listening to a well-rehearsed speech. When she stops to swallow, I ask her how long she has been with Photo Phantasies. “I’ve been on board since February 6. I used to be an assistant buyer at another store, and then I single-handedly turned around the gift shop at the museum. But I reached a point where I wanted to do more than sell underwear or stuffed dinosaurs. I wanted to give something back to society. Here I am, managing a Photo Phantasies.”
 
          When I ask her about what she thinks Photo Phantasies gives back to society, Ginny does not hesitate. “Self-confidence. An escape. An opportunity to feel good about who you are. It all starts with the initial call to the store. From there on out, this place is about a party atmosphere. And that’s no hype. Those of us that work here are artists, waiting to transform.”
 
          She stops speaking for a moment and studies my face. “Your eyes. That’s what I would concentrate on if I were going to do you. They’re your best feature. I’d play those up for sure.” Part of me resents the fact that this woman who has just met me thinks she has the authority to point out my best feature; the other part of me shamelessly succumbs to her comment with a blush. “We fulfill dreams at Photo Phantasies. Everyone wants to enter a modeling contest. We make it happen. The ol’ Miss America dream—it comes alive here. I know, there’s all this talk about how that can be damaging, but I put that aside because we’re in the business of making people—everyone—beautiful.”
 
          I ask her if there has ever been a customer who has presented a challenge. She looks away and smiles. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but oh well. One day, right after I started, we were short a makeup artist. I had to run the show. So this woman comes in and wants a Photo Phantasies experience. Yeah. Well, let me just say, she was Irish. You know what I mean when I say that? She had that skin that looked like she’d spent too much time out tending sheep. She had wrinkles and a sunburn, and she was broken out, plus she had a cold sore.”
 
          I find myself laughing aloud at this, but I wonder if Ginny views my response as laughing at the woman. What I think I am laughing at is the contrast between the woman described and the woman pictured in Photo Phantasies advertisements.
 
          “She was a tough one to build up, but I did it. I looked at her like she was a lump of clay. As an artist, it was my job to shape her. See that angel up there?” She points to an angel figurine, dressed in a white robe with gold glitter on her face and in her hair. “I made that to watch over the place. And just like I made that, I made this Irish woman. I put so much base makeup on her, she looked flawless. And you know what? Those pictures turned out great, and she was thrilled. I think she spent over $100 on a package. And why not? When would she ever look as good?”
          The receptionist has been standing in the doorway, waiting for Ginny to finish talking. She walks over to Ginny and whispers something in her ear. Ginny says in my direction, “One moment, I’ve got to take this call. ‘Hello, this is Ginny! It’s a great day at Photo Phantasies. How may I help you?’”
 
          With the receiver cradled between her head and her shoulder, Ginny shuffles the papers around on her desk and says a few “uh huhs” into the phone.
 
          “No, there’s no problem at all! Let me put you on hold for just one moment, and I will consult the scheduling book, just to make sure! Thanks so much for your patience!” As she puts the phone down, she rolls her eyes at me. “Hang on. I’ve gotta sort this person out.”
 
          Alone in her office, I have the chance to look around. She is right. The office is a “mess,” and it probably does not help matters that it looks to be no larger than an oversized closet. On one side of the office, there is a stacked washer and dryer. Lint from previous loads gathers on the floor in front of the machines. On the counter, cleaning supplies, Big Gulp cups, and empty cans of diet soda surround a microwave. On the wall are two calendars labeled “Sales Goals” and “Sales Reality.” I am too far away to read the numbers that are penciled on each date. Next to this on the wall is a plaque recognizing achievement in regional sales gift certificates. Underneath this, an article from a London newspaper about the “Queen for a Day” concept in England, the Anglo version of Photo Phantasies, I assume.
 
          Underneath Ginny’s desk are five purses of varying sizes. I gather that the people who work here use Ginny’s office for their belongings, too. On the top of the desk are stacks of paper, notebooks, Post-it notes, and a fax machine. Ginny has her own Photo Phantasies photograph, taken with her wearing a straw hat and a denim jacket with sunflowers embroidered on the collar. Right beside this photograph is a picture of a witch, complete with broom and black cat. Above the witch picture, a Post-it note reads “Before.” Above the Photo Phantasies photograph, a Post-it note reads “After.” Next to these pictures is the poem “Warning” by Jenny Joseph. “When I am an old woman I shall wear purple. . . .” To the left of my chair is a black storage cabinet about six feet in height. On it is a sign-up sheet for employee meetings with Ginny, as well as some promotional material and sales material. From the latter, I read, “Remember, you need to celebrate the perfect pose. When you look at the pictures with the customer, pick out a specific feature to celebrate. Tell her that her hair is gorgeous in that pose. Celebrate! Celebrate! Celebrate!” The sales tip is stuck to the storage cabinet with a magnet that advertises a local group of surgeons specializing in plastic and reconstructive surgery.
 
Playing Your Part
Before I leave Photo Phantasies, Ginny gives me two company videos. Not until the day I need to return the tapes do I finally watch them. Somehow, having the videos in my home makes me feel oddly connected to the store, as if I work there and am watching these videos to improve my job performance.
 
          Still in my pajamas at 10:00 Sunday morning, I settle in on the couch to see just how Photo Phantasies presents itself. The first video is titled Photo Phantasies’ 12 Steps of Customer Service. To illustrate each of the 12 steps, several employees of the Bright Star Corporation act out a skit. Dressed in black T-shirts and khaki pants, the employees first model the wrong way to serve a customer before proceeding to the right way, making constant reference to the “before and after” theme.
 
          After watching the first couple of steps to effective customer service, I realize that “customer service” is actually a Photo Phantasies euphemism for “increasing sales.” The 12 steps of customer service are as follows:
 
1. The horse. A Photo Phantasies hostess should man the horse, the brochure stand outside the store, at all times, particularly when the mall is busy. The hostess should greet people as they pass and tell them about the professional makeup salon and photo studio. She should show them the “Look Book” with the before and after pictures of previous customers, give them a brochure, take them on a tour of the store, explain the Photo Phantasies process, and work to get an appointment set up on the spot. “Yes or no” questions should be avoided—the focus is on selling the concept.
 
2. The photo inquiry. When the customer calls to set up an appointment, the receptionist must be sure to use the client’s name whenever possible during the phone call. Explain the Photo Phantasies process thoroughly, reminding the customer to arrive for the appointment without makeup and with clean, unstyled hair. Receptionists should tell callers about specials, remind them to bring credit cards for immediate photo purchases, and secure all appointments with credit cards in case the customer cancels a scheduled appointment.
 
3. Booking the appointment. The video recommends that appointments be booked within seven days of a customer’s phone call so that there is less time for a change of mind. Appointments should first be scheduled during slow hours, like weekdays and mornings. Suggestion selling is important. The customer should be reassured that her pictures will look great and that she will want to buy enough for everyone she knows.
 
4. The confirmation call. Forty-eight hours in advance of an appointment employees are encouraged to contact the customer just to say how much the staff is looking forward to the appointment. The customer should be encouraged to bring a friend and share the experience. And again, the client should be reminded that she will want to purchase pictures the day of her appointment.
 
5. The front counter greeting. This step urges employees to use customers’ names immediately, for they are likely to be embarrassed, particularly if they arrived without makeup and are nervous about the unfamiliar situation. The front counter greeting should involve filling out a bio card so that employees can get to know customers better and make them feel at ease.
 
6. In the makeup chair. This step involves compliments. “You’re going to look absolutely beautiful.” The employee is encouraged to build up rapport so that the customer shares feelings. Makeup artists should write down two things about each customer and pass that note along to the photographer. That way the photographer will know what to say to increase sales. “What kind of look do you want? Something sexy?” If the customer feels like she has been listened to, she will buy more. The makeup artists should point out their own photos on their name tags and talk about how much fun the process was for them.
 
7. Transition to photo. Everyone in the store should affirm how attractive the customer looks once she has put on her wardrobe selections. “You look absolutely gorgeous. What a great color for you!” The makeup artist should introduce the customer to the photographer. The photographer should say, “It will be so much fun to be a model!” and play this opportunity up as every woman’s fantasy.
 
8. The photo session. During this step, the model theme continues with comments like “You’re a natural for this” and “You look like you could be a model. Have you ever been one before?” Suggestions sell with comments like “This shot would be perfect for your husband. You look sexy!”
 
9. The video sale. The salesperson should tell the customer she is pretty. With each picture, the salesperson needs to make a specific suggestion to the customer, for instance, by telling the customer how she might use this photograph for display at work or that photograph for gifts.
 
10. Ringing the sale. The receptionist should tell the customer that her pictures are great and tell her how much fun the experience must have been for her. In addition, the receptionist should encourage customers to upgrade to a higher-priced photo package or to buy the proofs, too.
 
11. Exiting the customer. It is recommended that employees use customers’ names when mentioning how much they look forward to seeing the proofs.
 
12. Delivering the order. The final step involves opening up the photo package and looking at the pictures. Employees should be excited because excitement is contagious. Customers should be told that they can order more photographs now that they see how good the results are. Again, employees should use customers’ names as much as possible. 
 
          The second video, Preemployment Screening, lasts only about 15 minutes. This is the video a potential employee would watch before a job interview. I am still in my pajamas on the couch and have now been joined by my husband, who stretches in the living room before his jog. Together, we talk back to the video, offering sarcastic responses to the information provided.
 
          Preemployment Screening is composed of a series of quick images set to fast-paced music. It begins with a testimonial from a Photo Phantasies manager about how employees change lives and attitudes and have a good time doing it. Customers, according to this manager, can go anywhere to have their pictures taken, but they come to Photo Phantasies for the magic. It is this atmosphere that makes them want to order pictures. Images of stores are flashed on the screen with voice-over testimonials from customers.
 
          Next, a narrator talks to the camera. She is probably in her late 20s, southern, and wearing a dress. She is filmed inside stores and inside the company’s central photo processing lab. Using the “before and after” theme, the video shows what bad employees do and what good employees do. A gum-chewing, magazine-reading employee turns into a complimentary, smiling hostess. Star performers at Photo Phantasies make seven to nine dollars an hour, based on a set rate plus commission. They are expected to look the part, which means wearing makeup, doing their nails, styling their hair, and wearing fashionable black or white clothing. Male employees must have a neat appearance and wear a tie. There are parties and trips for employees, but before any fun can be had, duties must be done. All employees clean, vacuum, wipe, dust, and scrub equipment. Teamwork is the key. If one person succeeds, then everyone in the store is successful. The goal of a Photo Phantasies employee is to bring out a customer’s potential. When the customer feels beautiful, she is self-confident. She will want to buy the image that reflects that self-confidence. Before closing with “From all of us at Photo Phantasies, keep smiling!” the narrator asks the viewer if she has what it takes to be part of the magic, to be a part of the Photo Phantasies team. Not everyone, she reminds us, is cut out for the part. 
 
          Sunday evening at Photo Phantasies. Thirty minutes after the mall has closed, only a few people pass outside the steel gate that now separates the store from the mall. I have again arrived early, this time for the staff in-service meeting. Just as before, I am pointed to the black vinyl chair in the corner and forgotten. I page through the book of thank-you notes on display next to the “Look Book.” The black notebook holds at least a dozen thank-you notes from students in local small-town high schools who appreciate the store’s donation to after-prom parties. The donations are always the same—free sittings but never free photographs. There are a few letters from organizations like dieters’ clubs and Girl Scout troops. Each thanks Photo Phantasies for a free sittings donation. I am struck by the method behind Photo Phantasies’ generosity. The audience appears, always, to be female, and the donation appears, always, to be made with the potential for profit. Only one letter comes from an individual. It is handwritten on stationery headed “From the desk of someone waiting to be DISCOVERED.” Sheila O’Riley’s note reads, “My customers asked if I was going to Hollywood. They thought I looked like a model. It was a special experience. I was able to live my childhood dream. Thank you!” I speculate about Sheila O’Riley’s occupation and wonder if any of the “Phantasy Phaces” photographs that gaze down on me is of her.
 
          At 5:50, the staff in-service gets under way. Ginny is seated on a stool at the front counter, this time dressed in a blue print outfit. There are seven staff members present, both men and women, some of whom I recognize from my two previous visits to the store. One person is eating a waffle cone, another has a large serving of frozen yogurt, and two people are drinking out of the Big Gulps I saw in Ginny’s office. The employee “look” for this meeting is jeans or leggings, tennis shoes, and sweatshirts. While I understand that this meeting is after-hours, I have a hard time believing that these are the same people who are responsible for creating beauty and self-confidence in others. Their appearance contrasts with the prototypical image of the Photo Phantasies I saw in the two videos.
 
          Ginny begins the meeting. “This won’t take long if we concentrate. First of all, I want to remind all of you of a very simple rule. We praise each other in front, and we talk about bad things in back. That’s what my office is there for. Pass this around to those people who aren’t here. Naturally, they’re the ones that need to hear it the most.”
 
          The employees show no reaction to her words. Three women slump in the chairs their customers sat in just an hour ago. Now the employees pick at their nail polish and chew gum. A photographer seated near me smells of body odor.
 
          The rest of the meeting focuses on how to make the Photo Phantasies team more efficient. Ginny gives the employees an assignment for the next meeting. “Think about ways that other areas can help you. How can the photographer help the sales folks? Let us know. We need to pay attention to each other’s needs. Communicate. If we communicate, we’re more likely to work on schedule. Maybe we need to get stopwatches at each station. Remember, this is supposed to be a two-hour process for the customer. If we’re efficient, we serve more customers. If we serve more customers, our sales average puts money in our paycheck.”
 
          “Yeah, well, I have a question,” a man with blond hair who looks to be in his early 20s interjects. “Corporate’s always talking about role playing. Role playing will make us more efficient, blah, blah, blah. When are we supposed to do this? We just don’t have time. ‘Oh, excuse me, customer, we’re going to role play now.’”
 
          “Sunday nights,” Ginny responds immediately. “Sunday nights, like right now, is the time to practice for the real thing. That’s what these meetings are for.” Her comments meet with no response from the group. A child, under a year old, sleeps on her mother’s lap. The mother, a professional makeup artist I saw in the store before, continues eating her frozen yogurt, scraping at the bottom of the cup with a plastic spoon.
 
          After glancing down at a clipboard, Ginny continues. “OK, we have an opportunity to have a whole bunch of fun on Tuesday. It’s a power day. I’ve made up copies of lists of customers who bought pictures in December who were born between 1939 and 1972. We’ll call all of these people. It’ll be telemarketing all day long. Each of you will have a booking sheet. Our goal is to set up 50 to 100 appointments. You will all be given scripts for telemarketing. This is a Corporate idea. Seventy percent of our customers said they would return in one to five years. Only 5 percent have.”
 
          Again, no response from the employees, except for the same blond man who spoke earlier. “Cool idea! The people we call will be customers that have been here and liked it.” Ginny turns toward this man.
 
          “You know, you’re doing a great job! Last week, you were one of the Booksey Twins. And we know who the other one was!”
 
          Everyone looks now at the woman with the baby. She half smiles while looking down at the carpet. Ginny says, “Keep it up!” She pauses for a moment and then finishes. “That’s what I mean. That’s the kind of stuff we need to be saying to one another on the floor. The other stuff—back in my office.”
 
          She finishes her agenda by telling the employees about the Easter parade theme that kicks off next week. Instead of black and white, the employees will be allowed to wear pastels for the week. They will wear Easter bonnets or bunny ears. Parade music will be played in the store. Children will get Easter candy, and adult customers will be given plastic Easter eggs with slips of paper announcing the current special inside the egg. A few plastic eggs will have coupons for free sittings. A customer appreciation table will be set up in the front of the store with Irish linens and finger sandwiches and fruit and coffee.
 
          In the back in Ginny’s office, the employees will have their own table with veggies, dip, and pretzels. The employees will get grab bag prizes for the most bookings or the most sales during the Easter parade. But before the fun happens, some work needs to get done. The clothes need to be arranged, the phone stations need to be organized, and makeup and hair stations need to be cleaned.

          It is 6:30 p.m., the official end of the meeting, when the first employee leaves the store with his portable phone that never rang. Several clusters of employees are talking among themselves about bunny ears and what to do if the makeup artists take too long and throw off the time schedule. Ginny gives the group one more assignment. “Those of you who are successful, if you have any tips, share them with the rest of us. That’s the way our paychecks will increase.”
 
          This assignment seems to spark something in the employees. They begin calling out ideas.
 
          “If we confirm appointments correctly, they should be ready to buy.”
 
           “Keep it rolling—that will eliminate objections.”
 
          “It’s not a negative that they pay for their pictures at the time they’re taken because the pictures come in a week. Just tell them, ‘You’ll really like the pictures. They'll be great!’”
 
          “Why should they bring a friend? Because it’s more money for us? No, because it’s more fun for the customer.” This tip meets with laughter by the whole group, even Ginny.
 
          “Remember, attitudes mean everything. When you’re about to say something negative, touch the red heart sticker on your name tag. Come out smiling, and you’ll feel better.”
 
          “It’s a party-party atmosphere here. That’s with the customer, now with one another.”
 
          “Here’s my tip. Pretend you’re the customer. What would tick you off? What would make you feel great?”
 
          As I get up to leave, I pass by Ginny and whisper a “thank you” in her direction.
She asks me what I think. I hesitate before responding and then opt for something as neutral as possible. “It sounds like a lot of hard work.”
 
          “As a customer, you’d never guess what goes on behind the scenes, would you?”
 
Putting on a Face
As I tell people about my research project, I hear this time and time again: “Oh, Photo Phantasies. My mom (sister, aunt, best friend, neighbor) went there. She loved it!”
 
          It seems there is no shortage of possible informants I could talk to about their Photo Phantasies experiences. I end up speaking with two women, both of whom are connected to Lynn, my mother’s friend. The first, Robin, will soon be Lynn’s daughter-in-law, and the second, Norma, is Lynn’s mother-in-law.
 
          I call Robin on the telephone, my list of questions by my side. At last I feel like I have some control over my research process. If Photo Phantasies will not allow me to be in the store when customers are there, I will find my own customers to interview. I manage to catch Robin between her two jobs, full-time at the post office and part-time at a lumber store. She went to Photo Phantasies a year ago with her mother, her aunt, and her cousin on the occasion of her mother’s 48th birthday. Robin was nervous about the appointment before she went because she did not really know what to expect, but she tells me now it was a lot of fun being pampered. She notes that the makeup people asked her a lot of questions, trying hard to make her comfortable with the look they created.

          They “glitzed her up,” but Robin was already comfortable wearing a fair amount of makeup, so this did not bother her. When I asked her if she had concerns about anything during the process, she admitted she did.
 
          “Before I went, I was concerned about the size of the clothes. You see, I’m not exactly petite. I worried that nothing would fit me. But they had thought about that, and with zippers hidden in the back of the tops and those loose drapes, they get around the size issue. I worried about my double chin in the pictures, but the photographer told me she would take care of that. I also didn’t like having to wear a tube top underneath the clothes. When you do the wardrobe changes, that’s all you’re in. Because the photographer was a woman, I felt OK about it.”
 
          Robin liked her pictures when she saw them on the video screen. She bought her proofs, two 8 × 10s, four 5 × 7s, and two or three sets of wallet-size pictures. She also paid for her mother’s pictures as her birthday present. Lynn brought Robin’s pictures to the house, so I had seen the photographs. I remember Robin’s brown eyes and one picture of her in which she wore a gold lamé drape and gold earrings. I ask her if she thinks the pictures look like her. “Yes, I’m comfortable with them. They do look like me, in a different way. I do myself everyday, so I wasn’t surprised by a glitzed-up version of what I see all the time. Sometimes people will look at the pictures and tell me that they don’t think it looks like me at all. I tell them that it does. What I say to myself when I hear those comments is that they don’t know the real me.”
 
          I conduct my interview with Norma, Lynn’s mother-in-law, in person. I arrive at her house at 2:00 on a Monday afternoon. She has sent her husband away “so we can girl-talk in private.” Before I set my bag and tape recorder down, she takes me over to the bookshelf and talks me through the 20 or so photographs of her family that line the shelves. She tells me who everyone is and points out a physical characteristic in each person she thinks stands out. "I know you aren’t supposed to have pictures of your family in the living room,” she tells me, “but they’re all so beautiful. I just have to.”
 
          She asks me to sit in the recliner, gives me a cup of coffee, and settles in on the couch. She tells me she is 76 years old, a fact I have a hard time believing. Her skin has only a few wrinkles. She has permed gray hair (“It’s thick, feel it!”), and she wears glasses with pink, green, and blue flecks of color on the blue frames. I ask her what prompted her to go to Photo Phantasies, and she tells me it was her husband who encouraged her to go. She saw an advertisement on television about a Photo Phantasies special, so she made an appointment, and her husband drove her to the mall.
 
          “I went without my face to the mall. I was petrified that someone might see me. I looked like a real hag. Yep, I was walking around the mall without my face on. Every morning, my husband tells me to put on my face. That day, I had an excuse why I couldn’t.”
 
          Norma rises from the couch and goes into the other room to look for her pictures. She returns with one wallet-size photograph. In the picture, her hair and makeup look much the same as they do today. She is wearing the same glasses, and she has a satiny pink drape around her shoulders, plus pearl earrings and a pearl necklace.
 
          “They snap a picture of everything that you have on, everything they put on you. Finally, after they tried a bunch of things on me, I said, ‘Would you mind if I asked for something to be put on me that is pastel?’ They had me in cowgirl clothes and hats and gloves. It wasn’t me. I felt like a little girl dressing up. Finally, I asked for something soft and feminine and pastel. I bought eight wallet-size photos so my kids and grandkids could each have one. I didn’t buy any of the ones with dangly stuff, just this one. It’s me, more me. It’s me.”
 
          I tell Norma how nice her pictures are. And I mean it. They are beautiful, and they do look just like her. After I leave Norma’s house, I have a two-hour drive to the university. For miles, I think about Norma’s comment, “putting on my face.” Surrealistic, sci-fi images come to mind, images of faceless women waking up in the morning and groping around the nightstand for their faces. I am reminded of an old roommate of mine. The first thing she did when she woke up in the morning was put on her glasses, which she always kept by her alarm clock. Without those glasses, she could not see well enough to get out of bed safely. She wore her glasses for the 10-step walk to the bathroom, where she would immediately put in her contact lenses. Her glasses went into a case for the day, until the 10-step walk to the bedroom at night.
 
          I always felt a surge of tenderness when I saw my roommate in her glasses. I was struck by the vulnerability and honesty of her situation in those moments. In much the same way, I feel this about Robin and Norma when they are without “their faces.” I talked to each of them for 45 minutes with perhaps only a quarter of our conversations dealing with Photo Phantasies. In each interview, what began with makeup, hair, and photos quickly moved into more personal territory. Robin told me about working two jobs while trying to plan a wedding. We swapped wedding horror stories about insensitive grooms, difficult mothers, and demanding bridesmaids. Norma told me about her family and about God. She talked about her grandson, who is giving his parents a hard time right now, and about a letter she wrote to him that included passages of scripture. I told her about some times when I was nasty with my parents and why I may have behaved the way I did. These women allowed me to question them about Photo Phantasies, and in a short time, they revealed much more to me. They revealed to me the part of them that is always there, underneath “the face.” In the short time I spoke with them, I moved from researcher to female, quickly putting aside any academic concerns about Photo Phantasies that I may have had at the beginning of the conversation. We moved past surface differences to a common ground our gender shares.
 
          Before Norma left the room to get her Photo Phantasies photo, she gave me a joke to read, one she carries around in her wallet. Cut out from Redbook years ago, the joke concerns a school psychologist’s visit to a teacher’s classroom. The psychologist is convinced that the students are not paying attention to the teacher. When the students leave for recess, the psychologist informs the teacher he plans to conduct an experiment after the students return. When the students come back to the room, the psychologist asks the students to call out a number and tells the students he will write the number on the chalkboard. One student calls out “14,” and the psychologist writes “41.” None of the students says anything. Another student volunteers “56,” and the researcher writes “65” on the chalkboard. Again, no reply. Another, no reply. Another student says “88,” and then pauses. The same student says to the psychologist, “See what you can do with that.” Norma chuckled over the joke and said, “Guess that little boy showed the smart psychologist just how to look at things.” I smiled back, knowing just how the psychologist feels. Sometimes things are not what they seem.
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