	It’s been a long time since our family went on a vacation—a really long time.   However, early last year was extremely difficult for my sister and I, so we decided to go to the beach for a weekend.     We thought the change of scenery would give us a fresh perspective.   Well, it definitely changed how we saw things.  
	We tried to plan our little adventure as wisely as possible.   We asked people who had been to the area where the safest, family-friendly beaches were located.   I even e-mailed some churches in the beach area to see if they could recommend a nice place to stay.   We frugally planned our budget.   We saved our grocery store gas rewards so we could fill our tank for as little as possible.   (Hey, $2.15 a gallon is pretty thrifty!)   My sister prepared food to eat so we wouldn’t have to eat out, and I searched the internet for a great deal on lodging.    That’s where the problem started.  
	After we decided where we wanted to go, we started looking for a place to stay.   We decided on a hotel that looked fabulous on the internet.   We took the virtual tour and I was overwhelmed at the beauty of this place.     When they offered us a “special rate” we jumped at the chance.  After all, it looked so beautiful on the internet.      How could we go wrong?  
	First of all, we didn’t ask enough questions.   We didn’t ask questions like, “Were the pictures on the internet actually taken at your hotel?” or “Exactly how much photo shop work was done on the pictures before they went on the website?”    Let me tell you, this was not what I was expecting.      
	From the moment we arrived, something seemed a bit off.   We checked in and asked if we could get help getting our bags to our room.   They answered, “Sure, you see those carts over there?   Take them outside and load your bags.   Then go to the underground garage and use the service elevator to take your bags up to your room.   After you are done, use the same elevator to bring the cart back here, we’re going to need it later.”  
 Are you serious?   It’s one thing to load your own bags, but we had to use the underground service entrance?        The carts didn’t even work.   The wheels were all bent and didn’t want to move.   This brings me to the first question I am going to ask before I ever make another hotel reservation: “When you claim to have service with a smile, does that mean you laugh while I struggle to serve myself?”    
	Then there was the matter of the elevators.   They were tired.     Every time we got into an elevator I wondered if we were going to make it to our destination or crash.   Seriously.   Halfway between the first and third floor the elevator would take a break to regroup and gather its strength to finish the ride.   It’s like it had to take deep breath and say, “Okay, now we can make it to the top.”  I’m sorry, but I don’t like being in an elevator that reminds me of the little engine that could.   I prefer a sense of security to “I think I can, I think I can.”   
	Another problem with the elevator is that the doors would open before it reached the top.   First the doors would open, and then you would watch yourself ride the rest of the way to the right floor.   That was scary!    Then, the doors were on a timer that corresponded to the time the door opened, not the time you reached the right floor.   So, only 1 person could get out of the elevator before the door would slam into you.    Really, I don’t mean gently close on you.   These doors would slam into your body.   Then you had to use all of your might to hold them open while you got the rest of your cart and another person out of the elevator.   One time the doors slammed into the cart and the fire extinguisher door popped open!   I guess it thought we crashed.    I was just hoping that my sister and I could both get out of the elevator before that crazy thing started to move again.    
Oh, one last thing.   The elevator didn’t always go to the right floor.  It was like elevator roulette.   If you pushed the button for the first floor, maybe you’d get there—maybe not.   Maybe you’d go to the second or third floor.  It seemed to have a mind of its own and stop on whatever floor it chose.   We’d get off the elevator, realize we were on the wrong floor and then get back on.   That thing was insane!   
	After we got off the elevator, we went to the room.     Now I know why they don’t help you carry your bags to the room.   They didn’t want to see it anymore than we did.    This was not what the rooms looked like on the virtual tour.   For example, they told us that we would have a view of the bay from our balcony.   I thought, “That will be great, we’ll be able to eat our meals there and enjoy the view.”   I would like to hear their definition of “view of the bay”.     Obviously, in their language it means “the pool at the hotel across the street” because that’s all we could see.   No, I’m sorry; we could also see the street where the delivery trucks dropped things off and a parking lot.   The bay was nowhere in sight.   In fact, it was on the other side of the bridge about 5 miles away.   You could kinda see the ocean if you stood in the very corner of the balcony and leaned out over the railing.    This was not how I intended to eat dinner, so my plan was out.  
	The other thing I would like them to define is “cleanliness”.   Although the room reeked of cleaning products, there was little sign that any cleaning had actually been done—especially in the bathroom.    I think the maid just sprayed Lysol around the room and walked out.   Now I admit to being a cleaning freak, but this room freaked me out.    The bottom of the tub had black spots marks on it.   There was mold throughout the room.   Oddly enough, the toilet paper was hidden in this disgusting little cubby hole.      Where the toilet paper should have been, they had tissues.   Not that the sight of the bathroom didn’t make you want to cry!      They did have a retractable clothes line…we didn’t know if it was to hang clothes or ourselves after seeing the filthy tub!  If these were the first class amenities that were advertised on the website I needed a new definition of first class.    It wasn’t just the bathroom—the rug had spots on it, the light fixture was broken, the comforter was torn.   This was not what I saw on the virtual tour!  
	Despite all of these problems, we decided to try to stick it out.   After all, we’d driven all the way there and we were tired.    At least we could enjoy the beach and the pool area.   Well, surprise again!   The beautiful, relaxing pool area was not to be enjoyed.   Why?    There was no water in the pool!   Seriously, there were 2 pools—one to wash your feet off and one to swim in.   The foot-washing pool had more water in it!     I didn’t realize that if a hotel advertised a swimming pool you had to ask if there was water in it!   So much for that idea!   The only thing to do was sit on the dirty beach chairs at the side of the pool and look at the big cement hole.   Of course, by this time I was so tired and disappointed that’s exactly what we did.    Anything to stay out of that hotel room!
	It wasn’t until later that night that we discovered the biggest problem with the hotel room.   This was what finally made us check out bright and early the next morning.   The problem was the door.   It was too little for the doorway.   We didn’t notice during the day, but at night it became very obvious.   There were large gaps all the way around the door.   From inside the room, you could see the hallway.   It was like someone ordered a 28 inch door to fit a 30 inch space.   Instead of fixing the problem, they decided just to add an extra latch to the door.   This door didn’t make me feel any safer or have any more privacy.   
	Because of this problem, you heard everything that went on all around you.   I heard when the ladies down the hall left in the middle of the night and when they came back.   I could tell you a lot of what happened while they were gone.   We all heard the couple at the other end of the hall get into a big fight.   Fortunately, they made up an hour later—we all heard that, too.    That’s when I knew that a “friendly atmosphere” meant you would really get to know everyone around you because there was no privacy.    We were up until 4:00 a.m. waiting for the rest of the hotel guests to quiet down and go to sleep.  
We spent the time filling out the survey card for the hotel.  That was fun!   My favorite part was when they asked us to rate their bell hop service.   We wrote, “There was none!  We did it ourselves.”   Apparently, the bell hops had seen the elevators and they were afraid to ride them, too.    
	We were packed up and out of there by 6:30 a.m. the next morning.     It was easy to be out so early because we had all night to pack up!    After we left the hotel, the trip got a lot better.   The ocean was beautiful and the ride home was nice.   And we did get a new perspective.   I realized I love my house.     It’s beautiful, it’s clean, and all the doors shut completely.     There’s no place like home.  	
	One more thing, when we got home we decided to take another look online to see if we missed something on the virtual tour.     No, the virtual tour was still beautiful.   It made me wonder if we went to the right place.     It’s amazing how the internet can spruce up a hotel even when the maids refuse to do it.  But what are you going to do but learn to laugh.
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