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CHAPTER 1

UNEXPECTED ROOMMATE

I was attending a medical conference in Chicago some years back as head of Corporate Communications and Investor Relations for a Seattle biotechnology company. When I checked in at the hotel by the river, a woman at the front desk confirmed my reservation and handed me a key. Just to be sure, I said, “This is a non-smoking room, isn’t it?” 

The woman frowned, checking her computer screen. “No, it is a smoking room.”

“I asked for non-smoking.”

She looked up, gazing into my eyes. “Your roommate requested a smoking room. We can’t change that.”

My jaw dropped. “I don’t have a roommate.”

She nodded. “Yes, you do. It’s a double bed room. You have the same confirmation number.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Who is it?”

“Dr. Agarwal.”

“But I don’t know him. I’ve never met him. How could this happen?” I pulled out my hotel confirmation number and showed it to her.

She shrugged. “That’s the same confirmation code we have for the two of you.”

“But there’s been a mistake. I need a different room. I can’t share with him.”

She looked at me like I was being difficult, and she’d had a busy, trying day. “I’m sorry, but the hotel is fully booked, and we can’t change your reservation.”

“The computer must have made a mistake. Please, find me another room. I’ll sleep in the basement if I have to.”

She shook her head, looking past me to the next person in line, and I stood my ground, narrowing my eyes. I didn’t want to share my room with a stranger, even if he was well-regarded in oncology circles. I’d read his articles in scientific journals. 

The idea of being forced to have an unexpected roommate made my jaw tense, and I marched away, determined not to share a room. I went up to two people I worked with who were staying at the same swanky hotel. 

Leni’s eyes opened wide. “Dr. Agarwal is your roommate? He’s really well-known.”

Another woman nodded. “He’s giving a presentation at this conference. I’m going to hear him speak.”

I swallowed hard, because my secret roommate was a hit with everyone but me. They were impressed and acted as if it might be a boon for me.

A woman joked, “Keep the room, get to know him better.”

I half-smiled. “He’s a smoker. And I’ve got Jerry at home anyway.”

Eventually, a friend who was in charge of an event at the hotel appealed to her contact, and the hotel found me a hotel room in the basement down a dim hallway. I was content in a room to myself, until the next strange hotel episode took place.

CHAPTER 2

YOU ALREADY CHECKED IN

I stood in line and finally got to the front counter at a major hotel in New York City. “I’m checking in, Susan Specht.”

A young woman in her mid-twenties tapped away on a keyboard and frowned. Seconds passed. She asked for my hotel confirmation number, which I provided.

I held my breath. Not again. A mistake couldn’t happen a second time. Everyone else in my group checked in and left for their rooms,

She glanced up, holding my gaze, “You already checked in, so we gave your second room away. I don’t know why there were two reservations. It was a mistake.”

I blinked, standing at the check-in counter at night after flying in from Seattle. We had a big event tomorrow with investors, and I needed to sleep.

“I’m sorry, what did you say? I had two rooms? And you cancelled one?”

She nodded. “Yes, you had two reservations, and when you checked in this afternoon, we canceled the other one.”

I showed her my hotel reservation confirmation number, but she shrugged.

I said, “I didn’t check in earlier today, because I was flying from Seattle. There must be another person with my name staying in this hotel.”

She shook her head. “That’s very unlikely.”

“Would you please check? Who is the other person who has my name?”

She tapped at the keyboard. “Are you Susan Specht from Rhode Island?”

“No, I’m Susan Specht from Seattle. There’s been a mistake, and I need a room.”

She pursed her lips. “Can I see some identification?”

I showed her my driver’s license, and she squinted at it. “We don’t have anything available. The hotel is fully booked.”

I suppressed a groan. I needed to get a bed, not with the other Susan Specht, but all by myself. “Please,” I said, “please find me somewhere to sleep here tonight and soon. I’ve had a long day. I’ll take anything you have.”

I ended up in a smoking room right by a chiming elevator that came and went all night. But it didn’t matter, because I could close the door and sit on the bed all by myself. Perhaps my secret roommate, assigned by a Chicago hotel computer, would have enjoyed it. But I didn’t invite him.

CHAPTER 3

THE ENGINEERS

I was in New York City another time for business meetings, staying on a hotel near Times Square. I walked in, locked the door and slid a chain across for security. When I opened my suitcase, someone used a key card outside and turned the door knob.

My heart thudded, and I strode to the door. “This room is taken. Go away.”

The key card clicked a second time, and the door slowly opened, but I held a foot against the door, and a chain across the opening kept the stranger from entering.

I slammed the door shut with my hip. “Go away. I’ll call security.”

Hearing male voices speaking in low tones on the other side of the door, I peered out through the peephole at two middle-aged men in green coveralls with ball caps pulled down over their eyes. A lean man on the other side of the door said in a gruff voice, “Engineering. Let us in.” A shorter man nodded and put his hands on his hips.

“Go away.”

The skinny, taller man pushed a key card in the slot on his side of the door again. The door clicked open, but I pushed back. My hands were sweating. My knees were trembling.

“Engineering.”

In a trembling voice, I said, “I don’t think so. Go away.”

The men spoke to each other, and the stout one leaned in, saying, “We’re here to fix your TV.”

“I didn’t call for that. Nothing’s wrong with the TV. Go away.”

They murmured to each other and shuffled away, heads down.

I whooshed out a breath and called the front desk, saying what had happened.

A man said in a concerned voice, “They weren’t our staff. We’ll look into this.”

CHAPTER 4

CHIPPED TOOTH

In elementary school, I played flute in band and during a school concert, I stood with Janet and Sally. Rehearsal had gone well, but when I gazed at the assembled students and teachers, my hands went cold. The music teacher started playing the piano and the audience stared at us.

Janet and Sally started to play. My face heated with a blazing fire of embarrassment. I grasped the cold nickel flute with trembling hands. My body broke out in a sweat.

I blew into the flute, but no sound came out. I tried to join in, but in my head, I was wallowing in a lake of self-doubt and shyness.

My lower lip was moist with sweat. The flute slipped off my mouth. I held the instrument and managed to get two notes out of it at the end of the piece. People in the audience clapped. Sally and Janet gave me doubtful looks, and our music teacher later said, “I thought three flutes were supposed to be playing, but I only heard two.”

I think the problem was, my body matured early. I developed breasts and wore a bra in fourth grade. Boys chased me during recess, trying to snap my bra, while I ran away. Teachers on duty glanced over and did nothing. I never told my parents about the bullying. I was ashamed about my body being different from other girls.

One day, things got out of hand. Alan chased me, calling me names. “Broad girl, broad girl, I’m going to get you.”

“BG,” yelled another boy, coming after me.

I fled for the far side of the fenced school yard, near where my teacher was standing smoking a cigarette and talking with another teacher. Randy ran after me, and Gordon went around a jungle gym before advancing on me.

They closed in on me, and I was trapped, standing by a metal circle in a play structure. Alan, who has now passed away, I noticed in the obits, shoved my head inside the metal circle and before I could react, he karate chopped my neck, the force of the side of his hand drove my head down hard. My front tooth met metal with a mighty crack. 

I cried out, and the boys vanished. My neck hurt, and I rubbed it. I ran my tongue around my mouth. Part of my front tooth was gone. I started to cry, standing there in the playground at recess in the fourth grade. Two teachers strode over and asked what was happening. 

“Part of my tooth is missing. He karate chopped me.”

I was sent to the school principal, who sat me down and glared, as if the incident was my fault. I explained what happened, and he stood up. “I suppose,” he said with a heavy sigh, “we should go look for the rest of your tooth.”

We hunted around in dirt and debris, but we didn’t find the end of my front tooth. My parents never talked to me about it, that I recall. My mother took me to a dentist, who said, “The tooth might grow in. I recommend we leave it and see what happens.”

You might guess my experiences of being bullied in grade school made me a cheerleader for underdogs in my books, and you’re right. You can see my chipped front tooth in author chats on my YouTube channel (Susan Specht Oram Author).

CHAPTER 5

CHECK BETWEEN HER TOES

My girl-boy twins were in seventh grade when I got a call from the middle school counselor. “Two parents called me to say your daughter is dealing drugs at school. Their children told them about it.”

My daughter was home with a fever, and I’d taken the day off work to be with her. I screw up my face and said, “What exactly did they say?”

“That she’s shooting
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