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New York City

The magazine landed beneath her nose with a whuff, the cover page flipping back in the wind of its fall, and a female hand smoothed it flat. “Beautiful pic, Whit. You look like a diva.”

Whitney Hobart forced a smile to her lips. “Funny you should say that. That’s actually the word the photographer used. I believe he said, ‘Be the diva of Denver.’”

Her friend, Jennifer eyed her, her gaze sharp. “Well, it looks great, although ... not like you at all. You’re too sweet.” Retrieving the magazine, she ran her thumb across the seam. “How’d they do the ice? Looks real ... like you spent an overnight in Alaska.”

“Some flour concoction. Made my skin dry for two days.”

“Amazing ... and now, you’re off to Florida?”

Whitney smiled, her insides twisting. The fact that she was leaving at Christmas had sent her parents into a tizzy. The fact she’d lied about why jabbed at her conscience.

“You’re going to miss all the parties,” her friend whined.

Her guilt building, Whitney looked away. 

Missing Christmas parties was kind of the point, more specifically, the party, the one that would put her back next to him. Having a fling with her agent had been the worst decision she’d ever made. What felt good at first, quickly became sordid and lethal. She’d broken it off and made her feelings clear on his behavior. In response, he’d taken pains to soil her public reputation. That had led her to this. She had to get away. So as far as her parents knew, this was work-related.

Bringing her gaze to the magazine photo, Whitney chewed on her cheek. 

They’d been hot and heavy when she’d made that. Mid-July, no snow, no ice, and definitely no ski slopes. What looked like Christmas had been sandwiched in between crawling into bed with him, only she hadn’t known then what a dog he was.

“I’ll have sand and waves and sunshine,” she replied, her voice cheerful. “Probably meet some hot guy in a speedo on the beach.”

“Ew on speedos, but okay on the hot guy. You deserve that.” Her friend dug her cell out of her pocket and checked the time. “One hour ’til take off. You’d better run. I’m going to miss you.”

Whitney reached across the table, the noise of the airport restaurant filling her ears, and curled her fingers over her friend’s hand. “I’ll send pics,” she said.

Her friend waved back at her, dismissive. “Sure, you will, but it won’t bring my best friend back before December twenty-fifth.”

Whitney didn’t comment, but stood to her feet, hooking her carry-on bag over her shoulder. Turning aside, she headed for the check-in counter. “Florida, here, I come,” she mumbled beneath her breath. 

Florida, where she’d be thousands of miles away from anyone remotely related to her career, where hopefully, she’d forget that it was the biggest day of the year.
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“The hot model of the fashion world is coming to our little abode.” Tossing himself into a pool chair, fellow hotel employee, Ray Garcia, reclined.

Fletcher Collins folded the final towel in the stack and stood, depositing them in the plastic bin just inside the pool gate. “Yeah?”

Ray nodded, a shock of jet black hair falling between his eyes. “Whitney Hobart. I saw her in a lingerie spread, and let me tell you ...” 

His language descended into rapid Spanish that Fletcher could only partially translate. He laughed and shook his head. “You’re hopeless. Go sweep the pool.”

This brought Ray back out of the chair. Gathering the broom, he moved to the edge of the coping and poked the long-handled pole in the water. 

“Why’s she coming here anyhow?” Fletcher asked. “I’d think she’d stay in one of the more upper-end spots. We’re too small time.”

With only a couple dozen rooms spread over three floors, most of their guests were repeat vacationers. They’d stayed at the hotel once and liked its small-town appeal. Yet it was close enough to the big city, you could take a day trip if you wanted.

“I heard ...” Ray replied, “she requested it. She specifically asked we protect her privacy.”

“Well, she’s safe here ... I have to go in,” he added. Without waiting for a response, Fletcher exited the gate and headed for the hotel lobby. Wending his way down the narrow concrete corridors, he pushed through a pair of heavy glass doors, and the fragrance of Christmas potpourri assaulted his nostrils. 

He wrinkled his nose. “What is that stuff?”

Casandra Frye turned her head, a length of gold metallic garland looped over her fingers. “I forgot you’re allergic to smells.” She made a face.

Searching out the source, Fletcher unplugged the room freshener and toted it between two fingers to the trash can. He then moved the can to the closet and shut the door.

“It isn’t just me,” he said. “The guests will complain ... and why are you hanging that?”

“It’s Christmas. Or had you not noticed?”

He’d noticed but couldn’t find much to celebrate. Last year at this time, his dad died, and lately that was all he thought about. He missed him so much—his smile, his laugh. His dad had loved the holidays, been the annoying person in the neighborhood who strung too many Christmas lights and ran them at all hours. Electronic deer, a plastic Santa, even music piped through outdoor speakers, he’d done it all.

Seated back behind the desk, Fletcher clicked on the computer screen and did a search of upcoming guests. Sure enough, reservations for Whitney Hobart were listed from December the eighteenth to the thirty-first. 

That was odd. Didn’t the magazine world take time off?

“I see you’ve heard,” Casandra said in his ear.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah. From Ray. He probably wants to get in her pants.”

“Good luck. I don’t think even Ray can tame that one.”

Curious, Fletcher revolved his chair.

Sticking several lengths of transparent tape to her fingers, Casandra re-ascended the ladder where the garland dangled to the floor.

“Rumor says she did her agent, only he was also pumping two other models. She’s been in hiding ever since.”

“How do you know this?”

Casandra blew out her breath. “Saw it on a tabloid at the market.”

“You can’t believe those things.”

She didn’t comment, so he returned his gaze to the screen. Clearing it, he sat back in his chair. 

Maybe she simply wanted to escape for a while. If the story was true, then he couldn’t blame her. If not for this job and lack of funds, he might do the same, though he’d learned his memories went with him everywhere. Come Christmas Day, his dad would still be gone, and he’d still be wishing he wasn’t.
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Eighty degrees in mid-December? Whitney shut her eyes and soaked in the heat, her long-sleeved blouse suddenly too much. The thin fabric moistened and stuck to her chest. 

This was bikini weather. A towel, a bottle of sun cream, and a pair of shades, and she was set for the duration. 

The cabbie slowed for a traffic light, and her gaze crept out the window. Mile upon mile of sky high buildings lined the streets, the sea of glass reflecting a blue sky and distant turquoise waters. 

She was a kid in a candy store, only she was shopping for peace of mind. Right now, it seemed she’d find it. Tomorrow ... maybe not.

Her elation dived. Who was she kidding? With one trip she’d solve all her problems? Foolish. She’d return home and he’d be there, more determined than ever to destroy her success.

She shouldn’t care. What was her success anyway? All she’d managed to do was get a finger into a difficult world rife with others desperate for that same rush and willing to do anything to get it. 

Her parents had supported her, then encouraged her to get out. You’ve changed. She’d heard that a lot and knew it was true. She’d lost her innocence, lost touch with the young girl someone had called “a pretty face” and became, instead, an object, perfectly placed on display. 

If she told herself the truth, some days she wanted to be someone else. But other days, the thrill of it all – the travel, schmoozing with celebs, attending parties she’d never have been invited to before – sucked her in. She was caught up in a vortex almost impossible to escape. 

She wouldn’t know what to do if she escaped anyway. She wasn’t good at anything. Move home? Depend on mom and dad? She loved them, but couldn’t imagine that.

The rocking motion of the cab dulled her thoughts, and she gave into the numbness infiltrating her mind. Eventually, the big city faded, replaced by smaller businesses and a lot of coastline. They’d drove for a good forty-five minutes when the cabbie pulled into the hotel lot.

She tossed him a bill, “Keep the change,” and, her bag in hand, made her way toward the front doors.

It was small, quaint, but clean. Double doors led into a round lobby lined with slightly outdated red chairs and a circular counter directly ahead. Behind it, an ebony-faced woman with thick, black hair rearranged a kitschy Christmas tree about one foot high.

“Good afternoon, and Merry Christmas,” she said, in a cheerful voice.

Whitney did her best to smile, though she wasn’t feeling it. “Whitney Hobart, checking in.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ll do that right now.”

The woman’s large hands moved to the computer keyboard and typed on several keys. She then opened a drawer and extracted a keycard. “Room three-o-two,” she said. “You’ve requested daily cleaning?”

Whitney nodded. “Fresh towels and sheets. Make the bed.”

“We’ll definitely do that. I see we have your credit card on file, so any charges will be tallied at the completion of your stay ... Oh, and have no fear, Ms. Hobart, your privacy is our utmost concern.” 

Grateful, Whitney widened her smile. She slid the key card into her pocket.

“Would you like any help with your things?” the woman asked.

“No, thank you. Just the direction of the elevator.”

Pointing one finger to her left, the woman waggled it. “Around that corner. Please, let us know if you require anything.”

Whitney walked away, her heels clicking on the tiles. Depressing the elevator button, she waited. With a whoosh the doors shot open, warm air blowing across her cheeks, and she inhaled the scent of machinery and oil. Her finger pressing the number three, she stood back and the doors shut. The elevator lifted.

One. Two. Three. The numbers flickered. However, at three, with a clunk, the elevator stalled. 

Whitney mashed the three again, but nothing happened. She then banged on the door. “Hello?”

A male voice came from the other side. “I hear you. This is Fletcher Collins, general manager. I’m calling for maintenance.”

“Thanks,” she shouted back.

The air fell silent, over time, the stillness ringing in her head. She dropped her bag to her feet and reclined.

Muted voices and the thud of tools finally broke the quiet.

“Miss Hobart?” came Fletcher’s voice.

“Yes?”

“We’ll have you out in about fifteen. Please, bear with us.”

She sighed. Fifteen minutes stretched to half an hour, a painful, elongated period of time that sent her to a seat on the dusty floor. Then the doors cracked, and she shot upright, meeting the gaze of a blue eye on the other side.

“Miss Hobart? You okay?”

“Bored, and now, thirsty.”

“We’ll fix that, on us,” he said. His gaze
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