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“So, checking in for business class, one King size bed,” confirmed the hotel receptionist as I checked into the Comfort Inn Conference Center in Tampa late one Thursday night. She looked at me strangely, and that’s when I realized she was asking a question.  

“Oh, yes. Sorry, it’s been a long flight. I know I booked a single, but is there a possibility you have a double room available?” I asked, wondering if my distressed appearance would win me points somehow. Instead of the three-hour nonstop I had expected, my harrowing flight from Philadelphia had taken over six due to the toxic combination of a lightening storm and an overbooked airstrip that almost left us in Miami.

“Well, looks like all we have are smoking rooms---sound OK? ” asked the receptionist.

“Sure, that would be fine.”

I had just quit smoking for about the fifth time, but was in the part of my quitting process where I had begun to sneak cigarettes here and there. And, the stress of my new job, where everyone smoked, didn’t make things easier. 

“Great. You’re in Room 227. Do you need one or two keys?” she said eyeing me up. 

I don’t know why I was so nervous about meeting up with Ellen on this trip. I didn’t want to push the boundaries of my new job as editor of National Emergency Number Association’s trade magazine, (creatively named NENA News), but my oldest friend lived two hours from Tampa and I hadn’t seen her in years. We had a complicated relationship, but I was hoping she was doing better since moving to Florida. Her family had cashed in on the high real estate values in North Jersey after 9/11, and moved everyone south, “to hell” as Ellen called it.

Taking my keys, I lugged my suitcase towards the elevator and was just pressing the second floor button when my cell phone rang. When I answered it, all I heard was this hideous rendition of “Smooth Operator” in broken English, couple by the sounds of a crowd booing.

“Hello? Is anyone there?”

“Robyn! Are you here yet? I can’t wait to see you. I’m a couple blocks from your hotel and am coming over if you are,” screamed Ellen into the phone. It sounded like the whole state of Florida was with her. 

“Ellen, Where are you? It’s almost midnight and I have to get up really early tomorrow. I’ll call you tomorrow and we can grab lunch,” I shouted back. “I’m looking forward to seeing you and hope you can hear this. Good night!”

I hung up, exhausted. I couldn’t wait to go to my generic business room and just lie down.  I had to meet my boss, Phil, by 6 a.m the next day to help set up the NENA exhibit booth. Then, I had to interview NENA’s head members, and the keynote speaker, John Walsh, from America’s Most Wanted fame, who apparently was huge in the world of the 911 operators. 

While unpacking my first outfit, I made a mental note to get up extra early to iron my now wrinkled clothes.  This was going to be a busy weekend. Not exactly the glamorous magazine job I had imagined, but at least I could expense a couple of martinis on my shiny new company card. Plus, the former editor went on to work at a Conde Nast trade publication, so if I did well with the 911’ers, I could maybe move on to Footwear News, like he did.

I was just in the middle of a dream where I was on a plane sitting next to John Walsh when I heard it---the knock. The stewardesses said it was God knocking on the plane, and we all immediately understood, and went back to doing our crossword puzzles. John was taking me to the islands for the weekend to fight crime, and I was excited to work on my tan while catching the bad guys. 

“Robyn? Are you in there?” 

Snapping back to consciousness, I awoke feeling totally unsettled, and it took me a few seconds to realize I was in my uncomfortable, Comfort Inn bed. 

“Wake Up!” Ellen said through the door with glee, even though it was after 1 a.m. Then, she said much more gently, “Kitten, I know you’re in there. Let us in---I want to see you.”

Stumbling to the door, I looked out keyhole to make sure I was actually awake and this was real. There was Ellen, who I hadn’t seen in over 2 years, making out with some tall, sleazy looking squatter guy who had to be at least ten years older than us. 

“What is going on? How did you guys get here?” I inquired as I opened to the door, the same dizzying moment as Ellen came rushing into the room. I stood in astonishment as the guy followed, smiling at me, and saying “Hey”, as if everything was perfectly fine. 

“I am so happy to see you! This is my friend, Derek. I met him at the Green Iguana, this really horrible bar in Tampa that I hung out waiting for you to get here. I had a car accident on the way down, but I’m fine…the car, not so fine. Derek, this is my friend Robyn, we’ve known each other for a really long time. Like forever,” Ellen said in one breath. I stopped to look at her. She was more coked up than I’d ever seen her, and her face was completely swollen and bruised on her left cheek. 

“You what?! Car accident? What happened?”

“Well, I wanted to see you, so I kind of borrowed my mom’s car. But, she drives stick, so it didn’t work out so well. I got the car towed to Tampa, and met Derek at this weird Karaoke bar. Don’t worry, he’s totally cool,” Ellen said as she turned to look at Derek, who was going through my half unpacked suitcase. 

“Um, Derek, what are you doing?”, I said glaring.

“Oh, I like your suitcase. That’s all,” he slurred, then backed up to sit in the office desk chair and grabbed the remote. “Hey, I think Iron Chef is on. Ellen, do you like Iron Chef?”

“I love that show!,” said Ellen, running for the minibar and grabbing an armful of tiny bottles. “Time for Alabama Slammers! Just like old times. Robyn, this is going to be so much fun---I’m so glad you came to Tampa!” 

Looking at the clock, I saw that I had to get up in less than four hours. It was going to be a long night. Hurricane Ellen had arrived.

