
  
    [image: Christmas Wedding at The Grande Pearl]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BACK COVER TEXT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        First comes love.

      

      

      
        
        Josie McFarland loves her fiancé Joe for who he is, not what he has. His money is short, but his giving spirit is immeasurable. He hears her and he sees her. And embraces her crazy wild schemes . . . even if it means bringing the North Pole to New York City to fulfill her childhood dream.

      

      

      
        
        Joe Cantonelli hasn’t been the same since a nor’easter blew Josie straight into his heart. She colors his life with laughter and makes him dream of possibilities . . . like the former doorman of The Grande Pearl marrying the grandniece of its richest resident.

      

      

      
        
        Then comes—a future mother-in-law bent on stopping the marriage.

      

      

      
        
        Josie knows Joe is the man for her. But Joe is convinced she can do better. So is her mother.

      

      

      
        
        Hogwash!

      

      

      
        
        With only a few days before their Christmas I Dos, Josie is hanging strong to her mustard seed of faith.

      

      

      
        
        She can’t change their hearts, but God can.

      

      

      
        
        He can heal the divide and give them their happily ever after.
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        Yet He is not partial to princes, Nor does He regard the rich more than the poor; For they are all the work of His hands.

        JOB 34:19

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      Mom, thanks for not stressing me out on my wedding day.
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      Christmas at The Grande Pearl was a sight to behold.

      Josie McFarland’s spirit brightened as she stepped into the entrance and gazed around her.

      She paused to take it all in.

      The ceiling stretched multiple stories high, arched over a vast open space, and hung with a massive, sparkling chandelier on a tree-like cable. Thousands of crystal-clear icicle lights were strategically placed in the foyer’s nooks and crannies, set in perfect angles to mirror the chandelier’s glimmering pearls that hung from its burnished crown.

      This could have made the space feel like a hotel but instead the baroque pearls peeking from the solid cast brass fitter gave off a warm soft glow. It was intimate and felt like home.

      The scent of fresh-baked gingerbread cookies—a new tradition championed by the high-spirited seven-year-old Garcia twins—mingled with the piney smell of trees decorated with old-fashioned ornaments.

      A special display was set up near the smallest of the three trees, showcasing a hodgepodge of antique playthings—dolls and trains and teddy bears, many of them dating back to the Victorian era. The centerpiece was a genuine antique rocking horse. An aged, nickel-plated trademark symbol of the brand was stamped near the bottom.

      Being here always reminded Josie of her childhood, with countless visits to her great-uncle Percy and great-aunt Beatrice. She’d adored them both. And they’d loved her unconditionally. She missed her uncle so much but thank God Aunt Bee was still around to tell her not to slouch.

      Josie thought back to the day, the week before Christmas, when she was a young girl of five and her aunt and uncle were showing her around, when she’d seen the magnificent chandelier for the first time. “What’s that?” she’d asked, pointing at the enormous crystal star overhead.

      “That’s The Pearl,” Uncle Percy had said, then lifted Josie so she could reach.

      She had fallen in love with the historic building at first glance and kept falling with each subsequent visit. When she’d permanently moved in last year, it was like coming home after a long absence.

      All around her was a lightness in the air and a spirit of happiness that permeated through everything. Stepping into The Pearl, as all who were familiar with its inner workings called it, settled you in tranquility. It calmed your heart and stilled your thoughts.

      “This building has fallen into squalor. Why are we carrying our own luggage? Where is the doorman?”

      Josie’s muscles tensed at the demanding voice behind her. For a single blissful moment, she had forgotten that the source of her stress had followed her back to New York.

      So much for serenity.
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      Xavier, the young doorman, jumped at her mother’s shrill voice. Josie sent an apologetic smile his way.

      She turned around, lost her smile, and added bite to her tone. “Mother.”

      “Josephine, I will not have you address me with frost in your voice.”

      Josie clenched her jaw. "Don't worry, Mother, I'd never address you with frost. Ice, maybe. But not frost. Frost would only melt before you, and I don't want to deal with the runoff."

      Claudette McFarland gasped. "Josephine, I will not have you speak to me that way! And I certainly will not have you speaking that way in front of the staff." Her mother glided ahead of her.

      Josie ground her teeth. She could feel the pressure against her molars which meant she was clenching her jaw too tight again. The mouthguard had a job ahead of it tonight to provide her with some relief. Ugh but her mother was so frustrating. She had the uncanny ability to make Josie feel at fault where she was to blame.

      Before she could do more damage to her enamel, Josie felt a strong arm wrap around her waist.

      She sighed and leaned into her fiancé Joe. A slow, steady warmth spread throughout her body. It was the kind of warmth that came from being with someone you loved.

      “Only three days until the wedding,” he whispered, which drew a wide smile from her.

      “I can't wait,” Josie whispered back. Their wedding day would be the happiest of her life.

      “Must you manhandle my daughter like some street thug?”

      “Mother!” Josie walked out of Joe’s arm to confront her.

      Her father’s booming voice stopped her approaching tirade. “Claudette,” he said, “we’ve talked about this.”

      “Talked about how Beatrice has brainwashed all of you—”

      “Auntie Bee has nothing to do with this.”

      “Of course, you would take her side over your own mother’s.”

      “Claudette, calm down,” her father said.

      “I will not.” Her mother sounded indignant. “Beatrice may see nothing wrong with accepting that my baby girl—my only daughter—is marrying some . . . some . . . man who can’t even support her. But I will never.”

      “That’s it,” Josie said calmly. “Joe has been a saint putting up with your disrespect.”

      “Disrespect? I just said—”

      “Don’t.” Josie’s quiet anger stilled her mother’s denial. “I don’t want to hear any more. But you will apologize to Joe for your rudeness and for insulting him.”

      “I will not.”

      “Mama, I love you,” Josie said. “I know this is hard for you to understand, but I love Joe. I don’t care about a fancy degree or the money in his bank account."

      "He doesn't have either."

      "Mother."

      "Claudie, that's enough," her father said at the same time.

      “Josie, it’s okay.”

      “No, Joe, it’s not okay. She owes you an apology.”

      Joe took her aside. “Honey, you’re upset. Don’t say anything you’re going to regret.”

      “What I regret is not standing up for you months ago.” She gave a rueful smile. “Maybe I should have just broken things off with us when you met her . . . could have spared you from all this drama.”

      He stepped back, a cautious expression on his face. “You want to end things?” She studied the tiny wrinkles around his eyes, the single dimple in his cheek, the lines of his knuckles. They were getting married. They were going to build a life together. She saw strength in his hand to get her through this moment, the same strength that would carry them in their marriage. She knew she could lean on it when she was weak, the same way he could lean on her. “You’re stuck with me,” Josie said. She intertwined their fingers. Her skin, the shade of a well-roasted chestnut shell, stood out against his fair complexion. She wrapped her arms around his chest, gently leaning into him. “I’m sorry that she comes with the package.”

      Josie looked up in time to see him wince. “She makes it hard to love thy neighbor.” He was so earnest in his admission, Josie smiled. “But she’s your mother and I don’t want you fighting because of me.” He shrugged. "If I have to pray for patience for the rest of our lives, that's what I'll do.”

      “I love you for thinking of me,” Josie said. “But I should have reined her in long before this.”

      They approached her mother again, and Josie held his hand tighter than before, needing his support.

      “Josephine, why are we having this conversation here?” Her mother bit out.

      “You can apologize to Joe, or you can miss our wedding.”

      “Pardon?” Her mother almost stumbled, visibly shaken. “You would disinvite your own mother to your wedding?”

      Josie bit the inside of her cheek, desperately trying to stay strong, but the thought of her mother not being there on her wedding day shriveled her heart.

      To protect Joe, if she had to, she would turn her back on the woman who had controlled every aspect of her life since she was old enough to be molded.

      “I will not be threatened,” her mother huffed. “Nor will I stand here like some commoner arguing in public for the world to see.”

      Josie’s father strode to his wife’s side, his hands up in a placating gesture, his face a gentle mask of calm control. His frame was impressive: tall and muscular and imposing, but he always seemed to be a gentle giant. He was the softie in their bunch. His stillness balanced her mother’s intense energy.

      “Maurice, did you hear what your daughter just said?” When she displeased her mother, she was his daughter.

      Where some men played Switzerland in fights between their daughters and their wives, her father accepted his role as the United Nations. In their family, he was head of the special committee on peacekeeping.

      “Come on, Claudie," he said, giving her arm a gentle squeeze. "It’s obvious we all need some cooling off time.” He gave her a tolerant smile. “We haven’t visited the city in over two years. Let’s go out and explore.”

      “I suppose it would be fun to check out some new shops.” She shrugged. “But don’t expect me to buy anything.”

      "Maybe accompany me to the theater tonight? No kids. No future in-laws. Just us. I’ll even spring for an overpriced dinner after the show.” He inclined closer to her and bent his head, his breath kissing her neck.

      Yuck. She didn’t need to see her dad flirting with her mom.

      “That sounds like fun,” her mother said, but her voice lacked enthusiasm. Like she didn’t want to go.

      Her dad moved closer.

      Josie watched her mother’s face. She attempted to remain stern, but she couldn’t quite pull it off. Her cheeks, lighter than the deep brown Josie inherited from her father, flushed pink. Her eyes softened and cast down. The tension lines in her forehead—the ones she had tried to botox into submission six months earlier—melted away under her husband's praise.

      “We can hash this out over breakfast tomorrow,” Joe said. “Xavier, can I get a hand?” He said thanks when Xavier picked up her mother’s luggage while he grabbed her father’s.

      Josie caught her father's quick nod to Joe and almost fainted with shock. The men in her family had three types of head
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