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        Welcome to the Azur Regent

      

      

      

      Percy James doesn’t normally care which of the winter holidays she gets off. She loves working the front desk at the Azur Regent, a boutique hotel on the Upper East Side of New York City. But this year…this year she needs Christmas.

      Getting a holiday off in the hospitality business? Notoriously tough. Getting the holiday you want? Almost impossible. At least with Percy’s manager. But this year, Percy has a plan. Win the annual cookie contest, get Christmas off.

      The only problem… Two of the main players in the competition are missing.

      Something weird is happening at the Azur Regent.

      And Percy James has to figure it out.
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        To my family, and our favorite chocolate chip cookies…
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      Getting one of the big holidays off when you work in a service industry can be almost impossible. I work the front desk at a hotel that throws big parties for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s every year. Plus, I live in a town where parties for those holidays live large. New York City is always on, of course. But come holiday time, forget about it. It’s impossible to get more than one of those nights off. Sometimes, if you’re really unlucky, or you were a recent hire, or the manager wants to punish you for something, you work all three. No arguments, no appeals. If you don’t work, or try to call in sick, you’re done. And try getting another job at a decent hotel after getting sacked from ours…

      Not gonna happen.

      The particular establishment I call my work place is a privately owned hotel just off Third Avenue called the Azur Regent. Not one of the big names like the Waldorf-Astoria or even a big chain like the Marriot. Just a mid-sized building in the middle of a street full of boutique shops, restaurants, and bodegas, with brownstones and apartment buildings full of locals to the east, and posh shopping and the Park to the west. The corner Halal cart fills the street with delicious smells by noon every day. And at this time of year, when the wind off the East River bites hard if you’re dumb enough to forget your gloves, there’s a guy on the opposite corner selling spiced nuts. That cinnamon sweetness makes coming into work on a cold winter day a lot easier.

      Because it’s a scramble every year to book at least one holiday off, my manager has come up with what he thinks is a clever way to work it out. A competition. In the week before Thanksgiving, we all bake cookies, and whoever makes the best gets their choice of holiday off. Only one night. Still have to work the other two most of the time. But getting to choose which nights is the holy grail. Otherwise, you’re left to the whims of luck and Chuck Marzecki, a boss who’s been known to purposefully make you work the one and only night you really wanted off. If you don’t win the cookie bakeoff, your next best hope is to make sure Chuck has no idea what night you do need off. Luck is a thing. Sometimes it falls your way. But only if you’re very careful.

      This year, I really really wanted Christmas off. I normally don’t worry about it too much. I knew what I was signing up for when I got started in hospitality. And despite Chuck Marzecki’s less than bubbly personality, I love my job. All those people coming from all over the world. Even the rude ones are entertaining. The stories I can tell my friends later over drinks at a bar. I’ve drank for free for years off those tales, and I have to tell you, I don’t mind one little bit gossiping about the tourists.

      I’m a cute brunette, so you’d think that’d make things occasionally dicey, and it has once or twice I suppose. But mostly, I’ve got the kind of face that, when I throw it just right, drops grown men into terror-filled memories of their most brutal teacher or their fiercest Sunday School nun. A scowl to freeze the strongest man’s soul. I got that face from my dad, and I wield it to good effect. When he was alive, he was very proud of me.

      Unfortunately, I can’t risk wielding that scowl on my boss, so instead, this year I decided to woo him with the best possible cookies ever.

      See, my sister is alone with her first baby this year. Her Army Sargent husband is deployed overseas and didn’t get leave for the holidays. I’ve been helping her with the baby, it’s been a lot for her, and we don’t have any other family around to help. Just the two of us and baby Lilith. And for the most part, that’s fine. We get along well. She handles being here without her husband just fine.

      But the closer Christmas got, when she confirmed Pat wouldn’t be home for the day, the sadder Becky got. And the last thing I want is my baby sister too sad to celebrate her baby’s first Christmas. So we made a plan. I’d win this stupid cookie competition, pick Christmas, and we’d show Lilith—who won’t even remember but there’ll be pictures—the best Christmas ever. Even without daddy around.

      I wanted this so much for my sister, so much for Lilith, I spent weeks perfecting that cookie recipe. It was one of our great grandma’s but adjusted over years and years of different family bakers adding their particular spin. A spice and butter cookie unlike anything made anywhere else. Literally, you cannot find a cookie that tastes like these cookies anywhere. We’ve checked.

      I baked batch after batch of test cookies. My sister claims she’s gained fifteen pounds. But I got the recipe down pat. These cookies are the best. They will out do anyone else’s cookies. I have absolutely no doubts at all.

      Except for one.

      Agnus Hosfelder.

      Agnus has worked at the Azur Regent for as long as anyone can remember, probably since its inception in the eighteen hundreds when it was a saloon or something. She’s gone from housekeeping, to concierge, to front desk, to events manager. I think she’s working in accounting now, but to be honest, I’m not sure. Agnus is so much a part of the place, and is capable of doing so many of the jobs, I lost track of her official title. She’s considered a fixture of the Azur Regent, like if she weren’t there, the place wouldn’t even exist.

      And she is, by far and away, the best cookie baker, amateur or pro, I’ve ever encountered. Her cookies are little bites of heaven on a plate. Fluffy white clouds of sweet perfection. Dark chocolate layers of exquisiteness. Spices and fruit jams and frostings that will make you see nirvana. There is no arguing the point. Agnus is the best.

      And she wins the cookie competition every year.

      All the staff have begged, pleaded, cajoled, even tried to bribe Agnus to skip a year. Just one year, so someone else would have a chance at the prize. But nothing will budge her. She only bakes for fun, never tries to sell her cookies, won’t hear of the idea of opening a bakery. But she’s fiercely competitive. She’s been in a few of those baking competitions—not the televised ones, but the smaller ones that go on around the country—and she’s won every one she’s been in. She cannot pass up a competition.

      To add insult to injury, Agnus always chooses Christmas for her day off.

      Now, the chances of rolling the dice and getting Christmas off aren’t great. But they’re worse when the person who wins the cookie competition chooses that night. Leaves one less space available.

      My sister promised me that she’d be fine if I didn’t get the day off, if we had to do Christmas before or after the official day. But I can tell she’d be heartbroken, having to handle a four-month-old on her own in our two-bedroom apartment without anyone else around on the day. We’re not even sure she’ll be able to video chat with Pat that day. She’d feel the loss, and I don’t want my baby sister heartbroken.

      Our great grandmother’s cookie recipe was my secret weapon.

      I shared one with Jake the Halal guy on the way into the hotel that afternoon. He kissed his fingertips and promised he’d never tasted anything so perfect. I was filled with hope. This would work. Just this once, I’d beat Agnus and be able to promise my sister a family Christmas.

      The hotel’s dark wood-paneled lobby was all decked out for the season, mixing various holidays into one big festive feast for the eyes. Red and gold bunting, tinsel and glittery ornaments, green berry-covered wreaths, a huge Christmas tree in one corner, dressed to the nines, a giant menorah in another corner, primed for Chanukah, a few of the tables in the waiting area decorated with gourd-filled horns-of-plenty.

      And against the far wall, opposite the check-in desk and near the waiting area, a long table covered in a shimmery silver cloth. A centerpiece of poinsettias, pumpkins, gourds, and pinecones gave the table a real holiday feel. On top of the table, various sizes of silver
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