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        Welcome to the Azur Regent

      

      

      

      New Years Eve in New York City always bustles with tourists and locals alike enjoying the event and celebrating the winter holidays. And at the Azur Regent, Percy James juggles the chaos and crowds eagerly, happy to help those coming to her city to enjoy the sights and celebrate another turn around the sun.

      But a small disruption to the routine, one guest not checking out when they should, throws the delicate balance of the busy hotel into disarray. And when that missing guest has nefarious secrets to hide, Percy and the staff must uncover the truth…

      Before the clock strikes twelve.
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        To my boys

        And another year around the sun together.
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      The Azur Regent in the winter time is an interesting place to work. Well, to be fair, it’s always interesting. The hospitality industry in New York City can’t not be interesting, what with all the people that come in and out of here. Even the supposedly ordinary tourists are fun.

      But the winter is a particularly interesting time for our little boutique hotel. People show up in the city looking for decorated storefront windows all along Fifth Avenue. They want giant Christmas trees, and ice skating in the park, and soft snow hills, and twinkling lights, and fancy coats and scarves, and a sort of city-winter-wonderland of chic and classic.

      What they often get is rain, harsh winds, and the occasional warm day that makes those fancy coats and scarves useless, followed by days so cold and bitter you feel like your nose will fall off. As for the snowy winter wonderland… Well, yeah, sure. If it snows—which isn’t guaranteed—the first few hours are nice. Then the snow plows clear the streets, because this is New York and nothing slows us down, and the sidewalks are scraped and salted—I feel for the poor dogs with that salt getting into their poor little feet. Where I work on the Upper East Side, a lot of the dog owners, and dog walkers, ensure their pups have cute little socks and shoes on, not for the cold but to keep the salt from burning their toe beans.

      Anyway, once the plowing and shoveling starts, and the fresh snow stops falling, the slush and mucky piles start to look decidedly less “winter wonderland.” And the realities of snow in the city, slippery sidewalks, and dirty slush flung up onto pedestrians by passing cars sinks in. It gives the locals something to complain about. But as someone who works with starry-eyed tourists, sometimes their disappointment is hard to see.

      Not all of them are bothered by the realities of a New York winter, though. Those are my favorites. The ones who love passing the pine-scented piles of Christmas trees on every fifth corner and wear proper boots and cold-weather gear so they don’t freeze, and dress so that they don’t care if they get muck on their shoes. We have mats at the entrance to the lobby for stomping the muck off. It’s all good.

      This winter, I got to take Christmas off to be with my sister and her new baby, since her husband’s stationed overseas and couldn’t get back for Christmas. We did a whole big day for the baby, even though Lilith’s never going to remember it, and we were able to video chat with Pat for a little bit, which left my sister Becky in tears but also made her happy, so I’ll take it.

      Getting Christmas off was great, but it meant I had to work New Years Eve. Which was…an experience this year.

      That’s another real winter “dream trip” for people coming into the city. Spending New Years Even in NYC and watching the ball drop in person. I’m not entirely sure what the appeal is. You couldn’t pay me enough to spend hours roped into corrals in Times Square with no way to leave and no toilets and having to be there from three in the afternoon till after midnight, just to experience live what you can watch from the comfort of your own home on TV. And if it’s freezing or if it’s unseasonably warm, either way sucks to be outside that long.

      But what do I know. People come in every year for that experience. And who am I to dissuade them. They want to stand around having to pee for hours at a time just to watch that crystal ball drop and kiss a stranger, then more power to them.

      This particularly New Years Eve was stacking up to be a more or less normal one. The tourist coming in for the big night had been arriving for the last two days, spending their time out catching the last of the Christmas glamour, drinking overpriced hot chocolates, and eating spiced nuts—that’s my favorite winter treat and I do avail myself of those several times a week from Yani’s cart down the road.

      The hotel was hopping during the day with people in and out. Come January, things would die down, be a bit quiet except for business travelers and the odd person who just liked traveling off season for the good rates. But that week between Christmas and New Years was always a busy one for the Azur Regent.

      The day before New Years Eve, I was working the front desk in the afternoon for check-in—my preferred shift. And instead of my usual coworker Shanda White, I was working the desk with one of the part-timers, Regina Monroe, who fills in when people take vacations or stuff. She knows her way around the check-in/checkout procedures really well and is friendly as all get out. And since she doesn’t need to work because she married a rich man who’s super generous with the money, she only does this part-time work because she likes the people.

      She and I get along really well. We both like people in all their interesting shapes and sizes and personalities.

      Regina was always good to fill in over the holidays, when things got tight and the time off had to be carefully organized. We were even more stretched than usual this holiday season, too, because our former daytime manager got fired. There was a crime involved. I’m not sure what he was charged with in the end. But the owners of the Azur Regent don’t like controversy.

      There was some irony to that. This is a boutique hotel. There is always something going on here—like that time someone tried to sneak in a snake like it was a scarf and didn’t think anyone would notice—so there’s always some kind of controversy happening. But only occasionally the criminal type of thing. The owners like to keep those things quiet, though, since some of the more interesting stuff that happens here doesn’t look so great in a Yelp review.

      So anyway, this day, Regina and I were working the front desk and it was chaos-level busy. Lots of people in and out of the reception area. The gleaming dark woods and brass of the lobby were still decorated with lights and pine garlands with little red berries. A Christmas tree still stood fully lit in one corner, near the fireplace—which wasn’t real but it looked classy. The large silver Menorah remained in the huge front windows, all its candles lit even though Chanukah ended two weeks ago.

      The cleaning staff were having a horrible time keeping the hardwood floors in the lobby clean because there’d been just enough snow the day before to leave a layer of muddy slush outside. The place smelled vaguely of wet wool because of all the damp coats hitting the overheated lobby air. And Benjamin Smith, the fastest bellhop in New York, never slowed down, racing between front desk and elevator with his brass luggage cart in a steady stream of shuffling luggage.

      I envied him his energy. Oh, to be young again. Not that I was that old. Mid-thirties is still technically young. But Ben is in his twenties so, yeah, definitely more energy.

      I’d just finished checking in a small family down from Schenectady, looking to give their kids a real New York experience. I’d recommended some of the good-for-kids Broadway shows, the Christmas markets in Bryant Park and down at Union Square, and the zoo in Central Park for some handy, family-friendly activities that didn’t involve drunken New Years Eve celebrations. After Benjamin whipped away their luggage, leading them all upstairs, I turned to Regina who was frowning at the computer screen tucked down under the raised wooden counter of the reception desk. She had her dark blonde hair pulled up into a neat twist, which gave her cheekbones a great angle and highlighted her heart-shaped face. It was easy to see how she’d married wealthy. But I sometimes forgot that because she was also very down to earth and unassuming.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, turning my back to the busy lobby so we could talk without calling attention from the passing guests.

      “I’ve got a reservation here for a room, but according to the cleaning staff, the room is still occupied. And we’re all booked up.”

      “We double booked a room?” We tried real hard not to do that. We’re a smallish hotel. Not tiny two-floors-and-six-rooms small, but not huge Hyatt-on-Sixth either. And double booking gets bad reviews, so the owners are very insistent we’re careful about that kind
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