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            Welcome to the Azur Regent

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer heats up at the Azur Regents. The perfect blend of activity for front desk clerk, Percy James. She loves this time of year. The busy schedule. The myriad interesting guests. The buzz and life. Not so much the heat and humidity of the heat wave sweeping through the New York City streets. But the Azur Regent keeps the air conditioning on high, and the tourists comfortable.

      Most of the tourists anyway.

      In the hospitality game, difficult guests and troubled travelers pop up daily. Part of the life. Until those troubles bring danger. Then Percy and the staff must confront the heat. Because if things don’t cool down, someone could die.
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      For my hero and heroes in training.

      May we always brave the fire together.
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      One of the things most hotels worry about, no matter where you are, but absolutely here in New York City, is fire. When I told my parents I wanted to go into the hospitality trade when I was a teenager, before they’d passed away, they both made a point of telling me about this story that had covered the news when they were younger, a horrible fire in a giant hotel casino in Vegas. People jumping out windows to get away from it. That kind of thing. I’m still not sure if they were trying to dissuade me from my stated course, or if they were just reminiscing because I’d brought up the topic. And I can’t ask them now. But it was a memory that stuck, even while I was at college.

      Now, I love the hospitality game, and I love my little boutique hotel on the Upper East Side of New York City. The Azur Regent has its problems, like everywhere, but most of the staff are great, the owners aren’t too much of a pain, and I like talking with all the people coming and going. I work the front desk, get to help the guests check in mostly on my shift. And I love it.

      I rarely thought about some of the scary things that could happen. You train for them and then don’t dwell on it. You dwell on that stuff too much, you start to get punchy and then you can’t do your job. And it’s a job that involves a lot of weird stuff already, right? We’re a mid-priced hotel, in a good location near to a subway stop, not far from Central Park, but away from the chaos of Times Square. That sort of set up brings in a lot of interesting guests. Heading out for lots of interesting things. And of course, we’ve had our fair share of not great situations, accidents, and the occasional dead body.

      But I’m not sure I ever expected to really deal with precisely the situation I found myself in a week ago. And I can’t say it’s an experience I’d like to repeat.

      As usual for a week in the middle of summer, things at the hotel were hopping. We had hired extra staff for the season. And the day manager, Tara Long, spent as much time poking her head out of her office as she spent in the office. Behind the desk during the afternoon shift, myself and Shanda White barely had time for our breaks. It was all heads down, sort the reservations, get people checked in. Ensure rooms were ready for guests. Hand out luggage from the storage room. Get luggage into the storage room. Answer questions. Fix problems. Give direction. On my feet for the full shift without any time to just lean against the counter behind the reception desk to rest.

      Less time to gossip or chat with the guest, too, which I didn’t like. I loved talking with the people coming in and out of our hotel. So many interesting people doing interesting things. Even if all the things they were doing was going to a Broadway show I’d heard about twelve hundred times because everyone’s experience was unique. But there were also the people here for conventions and conferences on topics I never even heard of. I loved getting a chance to talk with them and learn new things. That got a lot harder to do when it was super busy. But being busy meant the day went fast. And that was nothing to sniff at. Not that I minded work. I love my work.

      In the summer, though, the best part about doing that job was that the hotel’s air conditioning. We have great air conditioning because we have to ensure the tourists are comfortable. The bosses aren’t always that interested in how comfortable the staff are, but the guests? They have to be comfortable. And when the July heat is coating the sidewalk outside the hotel, the avenue thick with sticky humidity, the hotel ends up downright cold.

      Now, I had decent air conditioning units in my apartment. With my sister and her baby living with me so I could help with the baby, we needed the place to be relatively cool. Neither of us wanted our little girl to get uncomfortably hot her first real summer in this world. But our units could only do so much against the humidity that had descended on the city over the last week. And they were best in the bedrooms, which meant when we were hanging out in the living room or kitchen during the day, it was still too hot to get up to much.

      All that heat meant Becky couldn’t really go into one of her cooking binges, which was a mixed blessing. She was an excellent cook and I did enjoy not having to think about food when I got home, but our fridge was only so big and there were only so many leftovers we could realistically manage. With the heat, though, turning the oven on was not gonna happen, so we were getting by on takeout and cold cereal.

      I honestly wasn’t sure how Jake, the owner of the Halal food truck that parked on our block, did it. At least the Sorrentinos in the pizza place next door and the Oligantes across the street in the bodega had air conditioning keeping their businesses cool-ish. Jake was inside a metal truck with a hot stove going at all times, an order window open to all the heat, and nothing to keep him cool but a bunch of fans blowing the hot air around.

      When I stopped in that day a week ago to pick up some lunch, I noticed Jake wasn’t looking the best. “You need to get this truck out of the heat and take a few days off,” I said as I tapped my debit card on his new reader. “This weather is brutal.”

      The heat was waving up off the sidewalks, creating a haze in the air. The sun was high, the sky blue and cloudless, the mid-day street was packed with cars honking and inching past. The smell of hot tarmac and car engines was almost enough to overwhelm the yummy onion and chicken smells coming from Jake’s cooking.

      He scooped couscous into my Styrofoam to-go box and shook his head. “Love to,” he said. “But I can’t afford to miss too many days out here. And according to the morning weather report, this heat wave is here for another week.”

      I groaned. I wasn’t keen on another week of the humidity. My hair was getting hard and harder to tame into something professional. And the sticky air making my uniform shirt cling to my skin was a sensation I could do without. I had my uniform jacket draped neatly over my purse, my purse hanging from a long strap on my shoulder, and in about an hour I’d be grateful for that jacket because the sweat would have cooled in the air conditioning and I’d actually be cold. But in that moment, looking at Jake’s red face, the multiple fans he had blowing on him making his black hair flutter, all I could think was that this man needed to be inside with an icy drink soon.

      “I’ll bring you something cold later on my break,” I said. “The smoothie place around the corner has some great stuff that’ll cool you off.”

      “My grandfather insists on drinking hot tea in this weather,” Jake said as he piled my cooked chicken and onions into the box. “He says cold drinks are bad for you in the heat and that hot drinks bring all the heat to your stomach and cool you off.”

      I raised my brows. I had heard this from people before but it was not my personal experience in the world. “Does that ever work for you?”

      “Never once,” he admitted as he handed me the closed box of food. “Just makes me sweat more. My grandfather insists that’s the point.” He shook his head. “What can you do? Not like I can argue with an elder, right?”

      “True. What flavor smoothy you want?”

      “Pina colada.” He grinned, swiping a handkerchief over his face. “I’ll pretend I’m on vacation in the tropics.”

      I snort-laughed as I waved goodbye. A tropical holiday would involve an ocean significantly cleaner than the East River. I did wonder as I made my way through the sweating pedestrian filled sidewalk if the beaches along Long Island and down in Brooklyn would be wall-to-wall people trying to escape the heat. Maybe we could take Lilith to the beach this weekend. Her first view of the ocean. And a good way
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