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Reality Check

It was one o’clock in the morning...and she was still screaming.

Gracie could not stop screaming on account of her ear ache. It wouldn’t have been so bad if they were at home. But, as fate would have it, Gloria and Scott Meachum were in a Four Seasons Hotel. They were married six years with a two year old daughter. They were just entering their thirties but times had been tough. Tougher than needs be, as Scott used to say.

They had booked this hotel on their last dime because of a potential job prospect. With the rug being pulled out from under Gloria with her job as a data analyst being shipped overseas, it was now up to Scott to become the sole breadwinner.

But still the screaming continued. Gracie sure had a set of pipes. Her constant unending jags of high notes caught the attention of the patrons in the two rooms next to them, the custodial staff and even the front desk. They’d called to see if the “racket” could be controlled.

“Well, what do you expect?” Scott had said with the phone in a white-knuckle grip. “The kid has a concert in the morning.”

That got a tired laughed from Gloria as she held their child, rocking back and forth, trying to settle her. Her blue eyes were pleading as she looked through her red-ringlet curls of long hair. She was in a grungy teal sweater and sweat pants. Gracie was in a pink shirt, her eyes squinted in pain, her hands clutching her own brunette hair.

They had called the doctor, he was irritable, which was just great.

He suggested an ear drop medicine with a complicated name and too many vowels. Scott scribbled it in a huff on the hotel’s stationary.

Once he hung up the phone he waved the paper as if it were an answer to their prayers. But, as the doctor had admitted over the phone, there was a good chance that their daughter may wake up again for an encore.

It was nearing 1:30am and already the neighbor to their left was pounding on the wall, as if he would break through with a jackhammer.

“She needs it badly,” Gloria said over the screams.

“I know she does, babe.”

“Well, you going to stand there all night?” Gloria said.

“Oh, I dunno. I figured I’d get a spoon and tunnel out of here.”

They both groaned as Gracie started up again.

Scott knew that Gloria didn’t mean anything by snapping at him. They were both tired and his interview was at 8am. They’d had many arguments in the past but they always petered out. Now it just seemed like they were compounding, one unresolved case after another. Enough to make a man retire, Scott thought.

Gracie was sputtering now, holding her head, building up energy for another explosive crescendo of jagged waves to cut the air.

“Please, Scott, I know it’s hard. But please go to the store. Get the drops.”

“Yeah, sure, what store is...?”

Before he had a chance, Gloria started right in. “There’s a Target Great land in the strip mall across the parking lot. I saw it when we parked. Just go there. They’re open twenty four hours. Please.”

Scott got his coat from the hanger, stuffed the folded paper in his pocket and put it on. Gracie was already gearing up as Gloria sent him a pleading look.

“Jesus Christ,” Scott thundered before he slammed the door, “Just shut her up!”

***
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The elevator ride down to the lobby was a calm respite. But Scott was still seething.

By the time he reached the lobby, his anger was still raw.

The elevator doors opened and a black man stepped in, must’ve been seventy years old all told. He was dressed in a navy blue three-piece suit. He had a deep baritone voice and a James Earl Jones delivery. “Haha! Winner, winner, chicken dinner!” he laughed. He was slapping several shiny scratch off tickets.

“How’d you make out?” Scott asked.

“Like a bandit. Seven thousand dollars. Um, you getting off?”

“Not just yet. Dealing with something.”

“I can get the next one.”

“Nah, that’s alright. You’re right. I should step off now.”

“Well, hope to hell that you find what you’re looking for.”

“Yeah, me too.”

As the doors closed the old man said, “There’s a winner every time.” 

Scott faintly heard an electronic whoosh come from the elevator as the doors closed. He stared back. A blinding light came from the crease of the doors and then faded. That startled him. Maybe the damn thing was on the fritz. Only time would tell. Maybe the elevator launched the poor guy up to the heavens, Scott thought.

Scott chuckled at that as he made his way around the corner to the lobby entrance. The lime green walls gave him an eerie feeling of melancholy. Green was supposed to signify wealth, prosperity, the end of troubles. Now the color just seemed to magnify them. On his way he spotted a fly that someone crushed but didn’t wipe off the wall. Just great.

He nodded toward the front desk woman. A tall drink of water with glaring eyes. He waved off any attempt at a discussion and walked out the doors. Then, in a desperate attempt of normalcy, he thirsted for some coffee, almost trailed back in, but then realized he was wasting time. Plus, their coffee sucked. Royally.

The cool night air greeted him and he saw the Target just across the way. Nothing had seemed farther. It was at least an eight minute walk to the store and back. Eight minutes could change your life, he mused.

Hands in pockets, he walked with a furious gait. True, he had thought of stepping out. Away from it all. But those thoughts were just not him. They were what he called barking thoughts. Thoughts that seemed to come from another space, another time, another dimension, perhaps. Thoughts hollered across the cosmos only to smack into his brain because, hey, he was just in the line of fire. Happens to everyone, right? But he had always felt like he was in the line of fire. He always had the feeling that his life, the experiment it had been, had been nothing more than one big cosmic joke.

He glanced over his shoulder, back at the tower of Four Seasons, wondering if Gracie was still screaming her head off.

Poor kid.

Gloria was stuck up there trying to calm her down.

Poor wife.

This job had to pan out, otherwise they were up shit’s creek without a paddle.

Poor life.

As he passed a western union, the neon yellow sign blared WINNING IS A HABIT, SUCCESS IS A CHOICE.

“Yeah,” Scott grumbled, “And God presses his sheets with irony.”

The automatic doors opened and right away he was accosted by a blue-haired, red-shirt kid with a wide smile of teeth and overenthusiasm up the wazoo.

“Morning, Sir. What can I help you find?”

Scott squinted; the lights were so damn bright in the store. Or maybe he was getting beamed by the reflection off this guy’s teeth.

“I’m fine.”

“Now, come sir, there must be something I can...”

“Back off okay. I got a sick kid.”

“Ooooh, so sorry to hear that sir. Perhaps I can...”

“Get Lost!”

His voice echoed across the store.

Some sparse customers turned their heads for a moment.

Sir-smiles-a lot did not hesitate. Didn’t drop his veneer.

“Very well sir.”

He walked off and disappeared behind an aisle of chips.

“Now,” Scott breathed, unfolding the paper. “Where the hell is this stuff?”

Scott walked aimlessly for a while. These stores were always so huge it was easy to get lost in them. He guessed that was the point. Stick around long enough and you may get the impulse to buy more. Capitalism at its finest.

At one point he got turned around into the home and comfort aisle. There were three shelves full of candles of multiple colors and scents. But only one out of the many was blue. And it hypnotized Scott for some reason. He felt his legs getting wobbly like he would lose his balance. He was transfixed by the candle with a picture of a beach on it.

Slowly, Scott snapped out of it and regained his balance as he held onto the shelf. “Well,” Scott mused, “Whatever that was I better get it checked by a doctor tomorrow.”

He walked on and finally found the sign for the pharmacy. As he scanned the shelves he tried to read all the names and match up the all the letters to...

“Is this it?” He held up the bottle to his eyes. “Goddamn this is expensive. And this is generic?”

It was.

Well, he could afford it. For now
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