
  
    [image: Christmas at The Grande Pearl]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      A cranky doorman who doesn’t mingle with money.

      

      A wealthy guest who pushes past his defenses and into his heart.

      

      A Christmas party with polar bears and adorable children to bring them together.

      

      Joe Cantonelli has a chip on his shoulder the size of The Grande Pearl—the pre-war building where he serves as doorman. He doesn’t fraternize with the residents or their guests…until a nor’easter blows in Josie McFarland—the grandniece of The Pearl’s most influential occupant.

      

      It’s been two years and Josie hasn’t stopped missing her beloved great-uncle. When she returns to The Pearl to see for herself how his widow—her favorite great-aunt—is coping, she doesn’t expect love at first sight with grumpy Joe.

      

      As they work together to decorate The Pearl for its annual shindig benefitting leukemia patients and their families, can Josie smash the wall Joe’s spent years building between him and the rich?

      

      This sweet Christmas holiday romance will warm your heart all year round.
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      And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the Lord and not to men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance; for you serve the Lord Christ.

      

      —Colossians 3:23-24

    

  


  
    
      For grandma and Papa.

      

      And in memory of Audrey. God didn’t answer our prayers the way we wanted, but he answered the way you needed. We’re grateful that you’re no longer in pain.
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      Joe Cantonelli inched away from the reception desk holding his breath. He balanced the set of crystal table-top fir trees in his hands, praying against the misstep that would shatter each intricately designed figurine.

      “Phew,” he said and placed them on the equally delicate table. “It would take a year’s salary to replace the decorations just in this corner.”

      Now that this tiny section was done, it was time to tackle the real beast.

      He moved boxes around, careful not to block the entryway as residents filed in and out of the building.

      “Please add more lights, Mr. Joe,” said seven-year-old Emma snuggling a doll with her matching outfit.

      “We can’t thank you enough. You’ve made Emma’s year,” her mother added and waved goodbye.

      Joe’s spirit brightened considerably.

      “Christmas has come early to The Grande Pearl,” he declared.

      “Don’t let Bitter Beatrice hear you say that.”

      Joe turned to find Mr. Arthur marching toward him, much too spry for a man knocking ninety.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” Joe remarked. “I trust you enjoyed your walk, despite trudging through the mound of snow.”

      “Joe, you should know better. No self-respecting New Yorker hides from a blizzard.”

      Mr. Arthur adjusted his cashmere scarf and wrapped it a little tighter around his neck.

      Joe chuckled quietly. The weather doesn’t care how thick Mr. Arthur’s accent is.

      “So they finally did it, huh?” Mr. Arthur continued.

      “Did what, sir?”

      “Got that old biddy to agree to move up the date for decorating.”

      Joe hid his laugh. “Everyone compromised for the kids.”

      “Diplomatic, just like Joe Sr.” Mr. Arthur laughed at his own joke. “Never a bad word about any of the residents. You know she’s difficult.”

      “He knows no such thing, you cockalorum,” said the approaching voice of Mrs. McFarland.

      “Woman, don’t you know any one-syllable insults?” Mr. Arthur responded to her.

      “I should get back to work,” Joe said and rushed to the other side of the foyer. Those two can’t be in the same space together without threatening to set the other on fire.

      When they finally realized he was gone, they followed him, bickering with every step.

      “Well, honestly, Joseph, what are you doing?” Mrs. McFarland demanded. The octogenarian lifted a bony finger encased in an off-white lace glove.

      Joe swallowed his smile, lest she should believe he was enjoying his work. “Decorating the lobby, ma’am.”

      “It’s much too early. Why, it’s not even the first of December.” She raised her tone slightly, yet so soft spoken, it barely registered. “If I must endure these tinsels and garlands strewn about this lobby, I insist it does not happen until the agreed upon time.”

      “Leave the man alone, Beatrice.” Mr. Arthur defended him. “It’s not his fault the co-op board has finally put an end to your tyranny.”

      “Ma’am, they voted to change from December to right after Thanksgiving,” said Joe.

      “I am aware of that wretched vote.” She bristled. “After all, I am the board president. It is shameful how all of these young people cannot abide by tradition.”

      “I know, Mrs. McFarland, but the rest of the board meant well. The young families have been requesting the change for a while. The children were jumping for joy when we made the announcement.” Joe repeated the same thing he’d told her days ago.

      “The parents need to teach their children everything in its proper place and its proper time.” She harrumphed. “Now I must go. My grandniece Josephine is due any minute from Boston. I cannot possibly receive her in such a disheveled state.”

      “Beatrice, there hasn’t been a hair out of place on your head since the War of 1812,” said Mr. Arthur, his hoarse laugh catching in his throat causing a momentary coughing spell.

      “Must you behave so ungentlemanly?” She scolded.

      Joe agreed with Mr. Arthur. Mrs. McFarland could never look anything but put together. He remembered her the same way from his childhood, when he would come into work with his father, Joe Sr.

      Today, her gray hair fell in soft curls that fanned the collar of a creamy lace blouse tucked neatly into a tea length pleated skirt.

      “Come off it, Beatrice. You’ve dressed in your Sunday best since the day you stepped foot in this building seventy years ago—on a Tuesday.” Mr. Arthur continued to aggravate her.

      She was not rising to the bait.

      Joe listened to the gentle tap of her low-heeled, buttery soft, red leather shoes and the thud of her cane on the freshly polished marble floors as she walked towards the elevator.

      “Mrs. Mac—” Joe quickly corrected his mistake before she could chastise him for his familiarity. She hated the nickname the six-year-old Garcia twins had given her when they’d moved on her floor this month. “Mrs. McFarland, do I have your permission to send Josephine up when she arrives, or would you rather come down to meet her?”

      She leaned on her cane ever so slightly. He knew she was exhausted but she was a stubborn woman fighting the effects of time on her fragile bones.

      “I’m surprised young Josephine’s flight made it in,” said Mr. Arthur. “Joe, isn’t that why you’re stuck decorating? Didn’t that decorator lady coming in from Boston get grounded? No flights in and out?”

      “That nor’easter developed quicker than anyone expected.”

      “My darling Josephine is sensible and plans ahead of time. Her taxi will be here within the hour. Please send her up.”

      “Will do,” Joe answered.

      “Enjoy your visit, Mrs. McFarland,” said Mr. Arthur, stressing her name.

      If this last year working here had thought him anything, Joe knew this was Mr. Arthur’s way of jostling Mrs. McFarland’s composure. She hated the way he said her last name more than she hated the way he addressed her by her first.

      “What a silly thing to say. I certainly do not need you to tell me to enjoy the time with my niece.” She tsk-tsked and pressed the elevator doors shut.
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        * * *

      

      That lady sure keeps the building interesting.

      “That old bird keeps The Pearl alive,” Mr. Arthur said, mirroring Joe’s thoughts. “I’ll let you get back to your decorating business. Irritating Beatrice takes energy. I’m not as young as I used to be, Joe.”

      “You’re as young as you feel, sir.” Joe waved goodbye as Mr. Arthur labored up each step until he reached his apartment. Thankfully, his was only one flight up.

      He should be taking the elevator, but he’s as pigheaded as Mrs. McFarland. They hated people pointing out their age limitations.

      “I have more time sensitive things to worry about right now.” Joe reviewed the notes the decorator had emailed him. He looked around the empty lobby and scratched his head. How hard can this be?

      He whistled his favorite Christmas tune and went back to work.

      “Deck the halls with boughs of holly,” he sung, “fa la la la la, la la la la…’Tis the season to be jolly, fa la la la la, la la la la.”

      He placed mini hand-designed ornaments on the branches of the smallest of the three trees adorning the entryway. He pulled out his phone and compared his work so far with the decorator’s vision in the pictures. Yikes.

      “God, do you have a decorating angel you can send down here to help?” He joked.

      “I’ve come down from New England, and I have planned my family’s Christmas decor themes since I was five. I don’t want to say I’m your answered prayer but…”

      Joe was mesmerized by the stranger’s rich melodic laughter.

      She shivered and shook the snow off her hat and coat. The icy blast lingered in the lobby, but he felt nothing but warmth.

      “Can this angel warm up before you put her to work?”

      Joe snapped out of his trance and remembered his role. He straightened to his full stature and addressed the visiting angel. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Welcome to The Grande Pearl. May I help you?”

      She laughed and the sound embraced Joe in a hug. “I turn thirty and inherit five gray hairs, and now all of a sudden I’m ma’am.”

      “My apologies, ma’—” Joe’s face colored crimson. “I mean, miss. Are you here to visit a resident? Here, let me take that for you.” Joe walked over and waited for her to give him permission to take her suitcase. “Please have a seat. Warm up and I’ll call your party to come down and get you.”

      She sat in a nearby chair, and Joe watched her gloved finger trace the ornate design on its arm.

      “Whom shall I ring for you?”

      “I see this building has not fallen to reprobates, despite my grandaunt’s insistence.”

      “Josephine!” Joe cried. “I’m sorry, I mean, Miss
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