                                                     TRAPPED WITHIN ME
By: Lourie John


I opened my eyes as the sunlight gleamed through my bedroom window and internally sighed at the thought of another Monday, another school day, another day trapped in that hell loop they called a secondary institution.  I still laugh at the irony of a place that was supposed to offer me protection and guidance was the place I felt most attacked and lost. I sluggishly completed my morning chores, I combed my hair and ironed my anstaltskleidung and proceeded to catch the bus to school. 
My School was the standard Caribbean secondary school, painted pistachio green with stripes of yellow and hints of navy blue, occupied daily from 8-4 with different faces that pass in and out all from different backgrounds sprouting different unique personalities. And then there’s me: I never thought too much about myself because when I did think, my subconscious would drown me like the ocean; my anxiety will pull me in like currents and I would sink, sink deeper and deeper in my own self-loathing.    
I would try my best to be optimistic, because I did like school, learning that is. I prided myself on being the smartest in the class because, well, I certainly thought I wasn’t the prettiest so I had to make up for it somehow. I also found comfort in seeing the little grain of friends I had that made my existence there a tad bit easier. My friends were amazing but even they could not see past the walls I put up and silent tears behind my masked smile. My friends were Ursula, Penny, Von and Dori. Dori was my best friend at the time, we knew each other since the third grade, we aren’t as close as we used to be because of the most ridiculous reason you can think about, a boy! Which leaves the question, was our friendship even genuine to begin with if it can be broken that easily? But that’s a topic for another day, another book maybe. All this to say that my journey epitomizes sheer self-discovery and the story I am about to tell is only the tip of a very big iceberg.  
[bookmark: _Hlk104906667]As I walked through the prison gates I saw David Simon on the top floor looking down in my direction smiling, for almost, nearly a second, as a matter of a fact a millisecond, my subconscious smiled and exploded with fireworks that quickly extinguished when I realized that David wasn’t looking at me at all but instead his attention was taken by Puffy the schools beacon of popularity standing behind me. “Maybe him not looking at me is better than him actually looking my way” my subconscious sighed, now there’s a tone I’m used I snapped back at her ‘my subconscious’. As if I wasn’t weird enough right, here I am talking to myself, but who else could I talk to? I am after all the only person who truly understands me, the only person who understood the truth, the truth that I was not as okay as I pretended to be, the truth that I wished, I wished so hard that I can be normal, I prayed so hard for a big eraser so that I can erase this big deformed birthmark that covered half of my face away. 
“Finally!” I thought as I put down that mountain of a bookbag I regularly dragged to school that gave me lower back problems, filled with books; I always wanted to be safe than sorry, “better to have them not need them than to need them and not have them” my mother’s voice echoed in my mind.  At the back of the class stood the early morning congregation lead by nobody other than Puffy, while I told myself that I was better than that and didn’t want to be there, deep within I knew I was lying. The topic of discussion was Puffy’s new wrist tattoo of her boyfriends Michael’s name. Fifteen and with a tattoo what an accomplishment! It sounds ridiculous now that I look back at it as an adult. Funny twist of irony, she is now twenty-four with a child that doesn’t belong to Michael and a butterfly over that wrist. The day passed as days do and the bell rang to free me, 3pm, “time to go home and feel less, well feel less like this!” I thought to myself. 
My school was located in a village near to our capital Queenstown and was about a fifteen-minute walk away from it. So, on afternoons hundreds of students would walk the journey to Queenstown. The prison gates opened and I stood by the side waiting for Dori to make the dreaded journey with me. As we were walking, David floated by in all his radiant splendor flanked by his buddies Kevy and Jaz one of which Dori had a crush on. I quickly put my hair in my face hoping that maybe it would act as a shield to make my loud ass birthmark a little quieter. “Out the way cow face” Puffy snarled at me in order to get David’s attention at my expense. Everyone who heard laughed and I wished that the ground would open up and swallow me. David looked at me with an embarrassed smile and I instantly looked away as his eyes met mine, and as if that wasn’t enough, as if that stab to the back didn’t cripple my already frail self-esteem his friend Kevy added to the injury “Dave look a nice girl for you dey bro, yall gon make nice little calf babies” he stabbed and laughed everyone did again, even Dori cracked a smile, a smile that she didn’t expect me to see in the corner of my eye. Sometimes I would feel as if I was a burden to Dori, as if she only stringed me along to make herself feel better, balance her conscience you know. In the same breath I loved her with all my heart and most times I feel like she loved me too, I suppose we were both focused on fitting in and blinded by anything else. 
The light gleamed through the windows again, Tuesday, “well I survived yesterday I can survive today”, I thought to myself and proceeded to once again eat breakfast, iron and comb my hair, I made sure to put a few braids in my face in an attempt to well, you know. I arrived, same process, same congregation gathered, same vicious cycle, I was serious when I described it as a hell loop. At lunch the topic of discussion in the congregation was being kissed, even Dori was there putting in her two cents on her experience smooching with her boyfriend Steeve. I sat a seat away from them with my face buried in a book pretending to write, I wrote a lot, writing was like an escape for me. I wasn’t writing this time, I was listening, and was I intrigued! I sat there day dreaming, imagining myself being kissed, imagining it was David, in my head it was all so perfect. “Aye, Cindy, Cindy what about you?” Puffy’s sidekick Clero asked mockingly, I pretended I didn’t hear them, because I was too embarrassed by the answer and deep down inside, I knew that they knew the answer too. I, Cindy Ballantyne have never been kissed. I sure did think about it a lot though, but who would ever want to kiss me? At sixteen I never felt beautiful, I never felt feminine, maybe because I never really knew how to embrace my image, how to accept being a woman, how to embrace both my sexuality and my femineity. I was utterly lost! So much so that I turned myself into a tomboy, it was easier than being a girly girl, easier than embracing the beauty I thought I didn’t possess. The only boy I’d ever kiss was David in my dreams and the only sexual adventures I’d ever have was my curious adventures exploring my body. Those were ventures I would have never shared, too embarrassed, ashamed of my reality, so much so that I eventually concocted my own reality in which I had a boyfriend who loved me, his name was Travis and he was perfect. My friends Dori, Von, Ursula and Penny all believed it too. Travis my fictional lover made me normal for a while, and of course I had the perfect little cute stories to go along with him, I’m a writer after all. My fake boyfriend survived up until he became a little too good to be true and he was perceived as a catfish. My perception of myself was about to change for the better, change in the same place where I felt trapped because of one of the most unexpected reasons ever. 
The institution I attended hosted a fundraising event, a barbeque we all had to attend. We were given the option of wearing clothing of our choice for this event, I could already see Puffy and the gang all adorned in brand name clothing and stylish hairstyles; and then again, as always, there’s me. I never fancied being feminine as mentioned so I resorted to the standard pair of jeans, a t-shirt, a pair of black sneakers and the classic snapback.
 I arrived at the barbeque, and inhaled deeply at the thought of the unknown torture that awaited me inside as I stood at the gate. As I entered the gates, I noticed that our principal Mr. Josey had called an assembly, so everyone was gathered in the upstairs assembly hall. “Good morning students, teachers and to everyone under the sound of my voice” he begun, I rolled my eyes at his predictability, this was the way he would start all his long boring speeches, “well at least you have a good view of David in the corner with his friends” I said out loud. Mr. Josey’s speech went on for fifteen minutes more until he said something that caught my attention and railed me in like a fish on a hook. “Well students, as you all know we are in the process of allocating funds and we have one more fundraising event on our agenda that we will like you and your parents to once again support. We are going to be putting on a school pageant, I know that we have never done one before, which makes it all the more exciting. On Friday auditions will be held for the pageant and seven contestants will be selected and given the opportunity to vie for the new Miss Johnsons secondary school 2013 title.” The principal explained and something new inside me sparked. I was always one for a friendly competition, winning them made me feel accomplished, it made me feel better about myself. I would often enter the school’s drama, public speaking and poetry competitions, I was well known for being the teachers pet and the school mascot.  “So, if you know any lovely brave young ladies, please encourage them to audition, and if you are in fact interested, ask Miss Finch for more details. So, Johnson Secondary School who do you think should audition?” asked the principal, the students yelled different names at him, “puffy!” yelled one student “ Clera” yelled the other and then some cruel soul yelled “ Cindy, she can play a cow for her talent”. What felt like the entire assembly hall, laughed and I began breathing fast and the place started to spin, it was almost as if I was having a mini panic attack. Then, something weird happen, it was almost as if a mysterious angel whispered in my ear “Cindy why don’t you enter, and prove all of them wrong, earn their respect” and suddenly I felt a burst of motivation, a burst that hatched butterflies in my heart and blue birds in my head. At that moment I decided that I Cindy Ballantyne was going to do it, I was going to enter that pageant and I was going to win.   
I got home that evening and practically skipped over the stairs to my house, “Mommy, Mommy I have something to tell you” I exclaimed, “well, what is it?” my mother asked, “the school is hosting a pageant and I want to enter” I explained, “what, are you sure baby?” she asked, “yes I am mommy” I responded, “But why Cindy?” my mother asked again, I thought for a second about giving her some clichéd answer like ‘to follow in your footsteps’ which wasn’t entirely a lie, because my mother was in fact my biggest role model and I did admire her ventures into modeling and the stage. When I was little my mother dabbled in bodybuilding and modeling and I was always so fascinated by her courage, beauty and overall badass strength. I wanted to be that but I never felt as if I possessed any of those characteristics. That was about to change. “I want to do it because I want to prove to them mom, prove to them that I’m worthy, prove to them all that I am more than my birthmark.” I explained to my mother with teras fulling up in my eyes and she got emotional too. Looking back at it all as an adult I now see that she hated how I felt and she sometimes she would cry herself to sleep at the thought of me not being happy, not feeling normal and it weighed on her and she blamed herself. “If you want to do it, then I will help you baby, I will be your chaperone we will do this together Cindy, you and I will show them, together” my mother explained. I then wiped my eyes and together we prepared for the upcoming auditions. 
The days flew by and the audition day was here, everyone was surprised that I had actually decided to audition. I went into the audition room and I presented my talent which was a monologue I wrote myself, I answered all the interviewees questions and I walked, I walked in heels, something that I never liked doing but I grew to love. The panel of judges for the audition sent us all out of the room as they deliberated who the lucky seven would be. My heart raced. I prayed to God that I would make the cut. “Ladies, we are ready for you” yelled Shawnda our future trainer. “Now, I want to thank each of you for being brave enough to audition today and while each of you are special there will only be seven young ladies selected to go on to the final show today.” Explained Shawnda, and the tension in the room went through the roof. “Now I am going to call the names of the seven young ladies who passed the auditions in descending order, Caty, Sabrina, Zenday, Mira, Sandra, Lacy and finally” Shawnda concluded, my stomach turned and I knew it was one of two things, its either I didn’t make the cut or I did better than all fifteen young ladies who auditioned; “and finally, Cindy Ballantyne”. My heart, my spirit and my subconscious all rejoiced in unison when she said my name. I felt an indescribable sense of accomplishment and joy. I did it! 
My journey was still far from over and the big stage, the actual pageant was three months away. My mother was ecstatic by the news “I told you that you can do anything you put your mind to” she said upon hearing the news. Over the next three months together, with my mother as my rock we battled through all the negative comments and my, were they ugly, so much so that I’ve put most of them out of my mind completely. A lot of people believed that I couldn’t do it, even some of the teachers, only my friends, three of twenty teachers and my family believed in me and honestly that was enough.    
The day of the pageant arrived and I’ll save you all the soppy details but the important part is that I not only won but I did so wonderfully. I could still feel the explosion of emotions like it was yesterday, “and your queen is no, other than Cindy Ballantyne!” the announcer exclaimed as tears of joy sprung from my eyes like a busted pipe. I did it! That moment and that pageant became a gateway for me. It became a gateway to a new me, a more confident me, a me who now viewed myself as valuable, as worthy and as a woman. It awoken the spirit of femineity inside me, encouraging me to be a beacon of light and motivation to others like me. I went on to do more pageants, even representing my country in a regional pageant. I went on to start my own modeling group that promotes self-love and body positivity and through it I have shaped lives for the better.  I built my social media platform on the exact thing I was tormented over and I created Storytime videos which I would share my journey and encourage others to have confidence.
Who would have thought that I Cindy Ballantyne would find the keys to free myself from within myself while I was trapped within me, through something as controversial as a Pageant?  

















Critical Analysis 

The task of creating a short story for this module began quite tediously. I found difficulty finding something I actually wanted to write about. Coming from a Caribbean society, most of the things I was exposed to in the Gender, Sex and Sexuality module was a bit new to me and I wasn’t yet comfortable writing about some of them.
Looking at the module through creative lenses brought me a different perspective and offered one that I can better relate with as a lover of reading and writing. I critically thought and analyzed my ideas upon being asked a question by my lecturer Dr. Reynolds “Lourie what do you look for when you’re reading?” she then explained that it is important for one to find similarities within themselves and or shared experiences when exploring creative work in order to feel more connected to what you are reading. This became the philosophy on which I built my house of creativity. 
I drew my first bit of inspiration form Jennifer Finney Boylan’s ‘The Missing Person’. In this story Boylan explores the theme of being trapped both emotionally and physically. She explored someone being trapped physically in a tangible place also briefly detailing the emotional damage that can have on an individual and someone being scared and trapped emotionally within their own selves. The title of my book was inspired by this in addition to the overall symbol of prison and the school in my short story being compared to one. I personally related to the Characters Jenny experience in feeling tapped and explored both physical and emotional imprisonment within my story. 
When it comes to sex and erotic novels, one of my favorite controversial and more recent authors is EL James. What I like most about James especially when it comes to the ‘50 Shades of Grey’ novels is the way in which she creates continuous internal dialogue within in her character Anastasia. The subconscious of the character is almost personified as she has conversations and arguments with it, it’s almost as if her mind (subconscious) has a personality and separate mind of its own. I used this technique within my work and applied it to my main character Cindy, an example of this can be seen on page two [“Maybe him not looking at me is better than him actually looking my way” my subconscious sighed, now there’s a tone I’m used I snapped back at her ‘my subconscious’.]
This piece of work was semi-autobiographical. The story is based on real life events and people. The character Cindy is based on me, the story explores my personal journey through pageantry, how much it means to me and how much it has changed me for the better.  The names of the actual people involved and the school was edited to secure their identities and make it less personal. Additionally, the story itself is summarized for the sake of a word limit. I choose this topic because I wanted to shed a positive light on pageantry, which is something categorized as hyperfeminism and is seen by some as degrading to women. I feel the opposite way, I found myself through pageantry and it allowed me to feel feminine and beautiful, which was something I lacked. Through pageantry I was allowed to build a platform in which I motivate other young ladies positively. Pageantry has helped to make me who I am and is definitely empowering to women. I wanted my story to reflect self-discovery and confidence.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The tone in my story is a conversational tone. I chose this method because I wanted it to feel like a story was being told and for my readers to connect more with the writing. I enjoyed creating this piece of work. I shared the first page with my peers in class and they liked it which makes me confident that this is a good piece of work.  
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