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        Dante’s Gift (A Chicago Christmas #1)

      

      

      
        
        **Winner of the RWA Golden Quill, Aspen Gold, and Heart of Excellence**

      

      

      
        
        **Rone finalist, InD’tale Magazine**

      

      

      
        
        “Wynne has crafted a a beautiful short story guaranteed to warm your heart and make you sigh.”

      

      

      
        
        Kishan Paul, Second Wife Series

      

      

      

      
        
        “...a wonderfully poignant holiday romantic tale that intertwines two love stories...”

      

      

      
        
        Jersey Girls Book Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        “A lovely sweet romance!”

      

      

      
        
        Book Addicts

      

      

      

      Kathleen James has put her practical side away for once and looks forward to the perfect romantic evening: an intimate dinner with the man of her dreams—and an engagement ring. She is not prepared to hear that he wants to bring his grandmother back from Italy to live with him.

      

      Dominic Lawrence has planned this marriage proposal for six months. Nothing can go wrong— until his Nonna calls. Now he must interrupt the tenderest night of Katie’s life with the news that another woman will be under their roof.

      

      When Antonia’s sister dies, she finds herself longing to be back in the states. An Italian wartime bride from the ‘40s, she knows how precious love can be. Can her own story of an American soldier and a very special collie once again bring two hearts together at Christmas?
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        Love is friendship that has caught fire. It is quiet understanding, mutual confidence, sharing, and forgiving. It is loyalty through good and bad times. It settles for less than perfection and makes allowances for human weaknesses.

        Anne Landers

      

        

      

      

      The piles of discarded clothes resembled the glorious Chicago skyline at dusk. The deep sunset colors cluttered the floor and the bed, as Katie James systematically emptied out the huge walk-in closet. She shook her head in frustration each time she gazed at the mirror in a new outfit.

      This was the night. The night Dominic would pull a dazzling ring from his pocket and ask her to become his wife. He had been like a kid with a big secret for the past three weeks: distracted, smiling for no apparent reason, and cracking stale jokes. All sure signs that he plotted with the “happy gods.” Several times when she’d texted or called, he told her he was Christmas shopping. Ha! No man bought holiday gifts in October. He said to dress up because he had something special planned. There could be only one explanation—a proposal.

      Looking out the window from her Lake Point Tower condo, she watched the sailboats bob in Lake Michigan and played out the evening in her mind. Dominic would be dressed in a tailored suit that hugged his wide shoulders. His long fingers would betray his nervousness as they combed through his thick, dark wavy hair. She would shiver delicately when those smoky eyes caressed her face. He would reach for her hand—

      Good grief, get a hold of yourself. This is real life not some sappy chick flick.

      Jasmine, her best friend, plopped onto the couch. “What are you wearing tonight? I came to give my approval. I have a better sense of romance than you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Her friend snorted. “You create ledgers while I create romantic allusion.”

      “True, I could use another opinion. My room looks like a tornado hit it. I’ll pour you a glass of Merlot and put on a fashion show.”

      An hour later, both women stood in front of the full-length mirror with huge grins. Katie turned from side to side, watching the vibrant jade dress sway under the black silk jacket. A hint of cleavage peeked out from the scooped neckline. “You are brilliant. I would have never put this together.”

      “That’s why I design clothes and you add numbers. See how the darker colors showcase that deep auburn hair?” Jazzy said as she arranged the mass of waves into a loose chignon, leaving long curls to frame her oval face. “I wish you would show more leg, but this is subtly sexy. Now where are the green topaz earrings and pendant your parents bought you last Christmas? They’re the exact color of your eyes.”

      An hour later, after a professional make-up session, she gave her friend a hug. “Good luck tonight. I hope it’s everything you have dreamed of since we were girls.”

      Katie laughed. “No, you hope it’s everything you have dreamed of since we were young. ”

      “Same thing. I admit I always thought I’d find my soul mate first, though.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t believe in that. Love, yes. True love, love at first sight, fate? No. Compatibility, similar backgrounds and interests, friendship—those are the things that determine lasting love.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. But you can’t tell me your stomach never flips when he looks at you a certain way, or your legs get wobbly during a particularly passionate kiss.” Jazzy waggled her finger and ignored the second roll of eyes. “Now remember to get at least a little teary-eyed when he pops the question. Pinch yourself if you have to but let him know how much this means to you. We both know you’re lousy at saying what you feel.”

      “You make me sound like a cold fish,” she said with frown. “I don’t ooze emotion but I can show affection. Besides, I didn’t have much practice in my family.”

      “When was the last time you gave me a hug?”

      “Just now.” Katie bit her lip, knowing what was next.

      “No, I hugged you. There’s a difference. I’ll get off my soapbox if you promise to try to make tonight as special for Dom as he is making it for you. Throw sensibility to the wind and kiss him in public.” She headed for the door. “And for god’s sake, don’t forget to tell him you love him. He should not have to take it for granted when he puts a ring on your finger.”

      “Time out! I promise to wear my heart on my sleeve and follow all the rules of Miss Jasmine’s School of Romance, if you promise to leave now,” she agreed and pushed her friend toward the door. “Go pretend you hate Thomas and leave me in peace. I’ll call you first thing in the morning.”

      “Call me from the bathroom afterwards. I want to know all the details.”

      Katie shut the door. From the other side came a muffled, “And text me a picture of the ring.”

      A few minutes later, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played on her cell phone. Dom’s handsome face smiled up at her, and she quickly swiped the screen. “Hey there. Not cancelling on me, are you?”

      “Not a chance. Finished up the week’s orders and cleared some days on next month’s calendar.” He paused then continued in a low, caressing tone, “I miss you, Kathleen James. It’s been a week since I’ve held you in my arms. No more extended business trips if you want me to remain a gentleman.”

      Her pulse raced as his deep voice flowed through her like a rich cup of coffee. “Don’t threaten me, Mr. Lawrence. You’re the one working twelve-hour days. Besides,” she added, getting into the spirit of the game, “maybe I like an old-fashioned rogue once a in awhile.”

      The moan on the other end made her chuckle. “Are you still picking me up at seven?”

      “What time is it now?”

      “Grrr. It’s six-fifty.” She tapped her foot on the hard wood floor. “You’re late again, aren’t you?”

      “Is that your toe making a staccato beat? I-am-ir-ri-ta-ted. Why-can’t-he-be-on-time.” She could hear the grin in his tone. Sense of humor, check.

      “You took the words right out of my—” A knock at the door. “Hang on a minute, okay?”

      Not expecting anyone, she looked through the peephole. A charcoal-grey eye stared back at her. She quickly opened the door.

      “Boo!” He held out a bouquet of white and pink flowers.

      The aroma of white roses and star lily gazers filled the room. Thoughtful, check. Then he pulled her close, nibbling at her lips as her arms went around his neck. When the kiss deepened, the flowers fell to the floor. Katie leaned into him, allowing his strong hands to hold her up.

      Strong and sexy. Check.
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      Dominic pulled up in front of the unassuming brick building and waited for her reaction. It had taken him months to set up this evening. The head chef, with three Michelin stars and countless James Beard awards to back him, drove a hard bargain. The extra truffles he had agreed to provide would be worth the private corner and the “added extras” by the staff. The valet approached the car and he watched Kathleen’s shrewd eyes take in the scenery.

      “No way. You have tickets to dine at Alinea’s?” She shook her head. “Do you know how much—”

      He put a finger on her mouth, then brushed the long, red curls from her cheek and put his lips in their place. “You are so beautiful… let me spoil you tonight without one word about the price.”

      She smiled and kissed him back, her lips soft against his skin, then wiped her lipstick print off with her thumb. The valet opened the door and he ducked his head as he climbed out of the silver Lexus. He walked around to the other side and assisted his beautiful date onto the sidewalk.

      The restaurant, tucked away on Halsted, occupied what had once been a residential brickstone. They entered a long, darkened hallway strewn with hay and pumpkins for the season and passed a very busy kitchen. He tightened his grip on Katie’s arm before she gravitated toward the commotion and smells. A pleasant younger woman greeted them and escorted them upstairs to a secluded corner.

      “I didn’t expect this décor to be so minimal. I imagined a few priceless paintings on the wall or chandeliers.” She nodded in approval at the sand-colored walls with dried arrangements of reds and yellow and oranges for accents. “I love it.”

      Dom explained, “Most people expect lavish because of their reputation, but the philosophy is to focus your attention solely on the food.” A waiter appeared with the first wine selection. “And the beverages.” He gave his approval for the first bottle by a slight incline of his head.

      With the first course of shrimp, clams in their shells, and seaweed, the server asked to imagine a beach; the small shrimp washing ashore among the seaweed and seashells. Dominic could almost hear the ocean.

      The next two hours produced a display of mesmerizing dishes with a production and story to accompany each course. He stopped counting after ten and lost himself in the experience. The gorgeous redhead next to him lit up with each new presentation and kept her promise. She never once brought up the $600-$800 plates.

      During a hot potato-cold potato course, the waiter leaned down and said softly, “The head chef said he is especially pleased with the black truffles. He hopes you will come again soon.”

      “Tell him if he has done his job, I won’t need a return visit.” He looked over at Katie, her green eyes dark with excitement and cheeks flushed from the wine.

      A sharp pang of worry threatened the moment. He’d hit a small snag in his plans and knew he had to tell Katie about Nonna first. It wouldn’t be fair to let her say “yes” and then spring it on her. Please, please, if anybody is up there listening, help a poor guy out!

      “Sweetheart, I had a surprise phone call this week…”
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      Katie pushed her forehead against the cool bathroom tile and took a deep, shaky breath. What just happened? It was not supposed to go like this. The perfect romantic night had turned into a disaster. How can I go back out there and face him?

      She pulled away from the wall and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Tears glistened in her dark green eyes. One slipped down her cheek and onto the front of her silk jade dress. The dark stain slowly spread like the frustration that crept through her soul.

      Dominic Lawrence was perfect. His dark, good looks, and tall, athletic body had women taking a second look whenever he entered the room. They had similar interests but were opposites in personality. He was easy going to her serious nature. She liked to plot and plan; he loved spur-of-the-moment. Her thriftiness made him chuckle. They accepted their differences and balanced one another. And the man could make her blood boil with a look or a touch.

      Why now? Fumbling in her purse for her cell, she tried to put things in perspective. Calm down. He might change his mind. She might not agree. Katie swiped the screen, her finger slicing across the necks of the happy couple smiling back at her. That’s ironic.

      “Oh my god, you remembered to call me. Did he propose?” her best friend’s voice gushed over the line. “Where did he take you?”

      “Alinea’s.” She tried to stamp down the impatience she felt at Jazzy’s enthusiasm. “Listen—”

      “No way. It’s one of the most expensive restaurants in Chicago. He had to buy the tickets months ago.” Alinea’s, a premiere restaurant on the east side, did not take reservations but sold tickets instead.

      “I know. Now listen—”

      “I heard they have a green apple helium balloon. It’s clear and you put your mouth on it and suck in the flavor. Then the helium affects your voice… Are you crying?”

      “No, yes. Oh Jazzy.” She let loose a sob as another conversation didn’t hit the mark. She felt as if she were in the twilight zone.

      “Did he propose?” The excitement was gone from her friend’s voice, replaced with concern and wariness.

      “Not yet.” She held the phone away from ear, anticipating the loud reprimand.

      “WHAT? Where are you? The bathroom?”

      “Yes, but I—”

      “It’s just a little panic attack. We practiced this. Your traditional Italian man gets down on one knee. He says something so tender and sweet that you smile, get a little moisture in your eyes—”

      “He wants to bring his grandmother back from Italy to live with him.”

      Silence. A speechless Jazzy would be laughable at any other time. “Help me.” She hated the pleading in her tone, hated not being in control of a situation.

      “Give me a minute, you caught me off guard.”

      Katie heard the snap of her fingers on the other end. She only did that when she was stumped. Oh, god. “What am I going to do? You know I’m not a demonstrative person.”

      A snort burst through the phone.

      “I’m not like the rest of his family. They are in your face, hugging then fighting then hugging again. I need peace. And privacy. And personal space. What if she’s like the New York branch?”

      “You don’t need space from your hunky Italian.” Jazzy chuckled. “The Romano family is loud, affectionate and unfiltered. I adore them. But remember, there are dozens of them. Dominic was raised an only child like his father, who was raised by Antonia. His cousins are all on his mother’s side.”

      “I’ve never met her but he’s talked about her so much. His grandmother is all he has left on his father’s side. What if she’s a domineering matriarch? I can’t even cook.” She batted a wisp of hair from her eyes, mindless of the pins that threatened to fall from the loose bun. “Or worse, what if she’s a decrepit old woman? I have a terrible bedside manner. Can you see me emptying bed pans or feeding someone?”

      Laughter bubbled from the phone. “From the stories Dom has told us, she probably has more energy than you. Antonia sounds very independent and may refuse to come back with him.”

      Katie hadn’t thought of that. Perhaps all this drama was premature. “That’s a good point. But Dominic doesn’t put his foot down often and when he does, he’s impossible to sway. He says he owes his life to that woman.”

      Jazzy took on her let’s-be-reasonable tone. “She came back for her son and daughter-in-law’s funeral and stayed two years. According to his cousin, Dom would have walked away from the family business if his grandmother hadn’t intervened. He owes her a lot.”

      The tears stung the back of her eyes again and she silently nodded her head. It was time to give back, and the man she loved would never turn his back on family.

      “Do you love him?”

      “With all my heart.” The voice of reason. What would she do without Jazzy?

      “Then you can’t tell him no.”

      “But how can I tell him yes?”

      Silence. Then a chuckle. “Okay, Plan B. Here’s what we do…”
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      Dominic stared at the empty chair across from him. The whole evening was a catastrophe. He ran his fingers through his hair, sending the thick waves in uneven spikes.

      He had planned this evening for six months. The Alinea staff knew him by name. Every detail checked and rechecked, so he only had to worry about stumbling over his own words. This night her eyes would glisten with emotion and their life together would begin. Dominic had left nothing to chance.

      Or so he thought.

      Yesterday he received a phone call from his grandmother in Italy. Her younger sister had passed away, and Nonna was now living alone at the age of eighty-eight. Insisting she was healthy and mobile, she had only called to let him know of the funeral arrangements. “I knew you would want to attend, and perhaps you could help me with some of the details,” she had said then paused. “Mi manchi, Nico.”

      “I miss you too, Nonna,” he had answered with a crack in his voice, feeling like a little boy again.

      Now he looked at the vacant spot across from him. When he’d told Katie that he wanted to bring his grandmother back with him, it was as if he’d thrown a cold, wet blanket on their fire. She had sat quietly while he tried to explain, make her understand his need to care for his grandmother himself. Then she nodded, murmured an excuse, and practically ran to the restroom.

      I’m an idiot. I should have been subtler, led up to it more. But in the end, it didn’t matter what Katie thought. He couldn’t let Nonna live alone at her age. She had always been there for him. And regardless of the sacrifice, he would be there for her.

      He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, scrolled down, and touched Vince’s name. Deep breath, call the man who always has an answer.

      “Hey, Dom. Well, is it official?” His cousin’s voice boomed through the tiny speaker and put a grin on his face. In the background, he could hear the chatter of several women and his uncle competing to be heard.

      “There’s been a slight hitch.”

      “He’s getting hitched, Ma.” A muffled cheer then Vince added, “Ma wants you on speaker phone.”

      “No, wait. I haven’t—”

      “Dommi, your mamma would be so happy and your papa so proud,” gushed his Aunt Maria. “We need that Skip thing so we can kiss you through the screen. Kathleen is a lucky girl.”

      “Zia, you don’t understand. I haven’t asked her yet.”

      “Perche no? What is taking you so long?” She began making shushing noises at his cousins. He could almost see her arm flapping at the three youngest girls, Bianca, Bella, and Gemma.

      “Congratulations, Dommi,” yelled the twelve-year-old Gemma.

      “We love you.”

      “Give Katie a big hug from us,” added the teenage twins, Bianca and Bella.

      “Zia Maria, I need to talk to Vince.” His fingers clutched the phone and he tried to keep his voice down. He glanced at the closest table but they had gone through several bottles of wine and had their own show going on.

      His uncle’s voice bellowed over the racket. “Why are you calling us then? Did she stand you up?”

      Dominic ran a hand over his eyes. “No, Zio Tony. She’s in the bathroom. Now let me talk to Vince.”

      “You’re calling us while she takes a potty break? Vincenzo, take a lesson from your cousin on what not to do when you get engaged. In my day, a man…”

      He heard a click and the voices faded slightly. “Sorry, Dom. I had to retreat to the roof.” The sound of Brooklyn traffic somehow calmed his nerves after the speaker chat with Vincenzo’s family. “What’s up? It’s your big night, bro. That chef has bled you dry with special orders, promising a night to remember.”

      Lawrence Produce and Supply catered to the high-end restaurants of Chicago. If black truffles were in short supply, his business found them. Vince traveled around the world to wheel, deal, and woo international export traders for the delicacies wanted by Michelin star chefs. Dominic sold them to the highest bidder. Or gave them away to have in exchange for the most memorable night of Katie’s life.

      “He’s living up to his reputation and his promise. That’s not the problem.” Dom looked nervously at the doorway, not wanting to be caught on the phone. “It’s Nonna.”

      “Nonna’s there?”

      Air escaped his lungs and his cheeks puffed out as he gave himself a face palm. “No, she called a couple days ago, remember?”

      “Of course, how is she doing since her sister died?”

      “Fine. But I hear the strain in her voice. I’m going to Italy for the funeral and bringing her back.”

      “Yeah, we figured as much. So Katie’s not so happy, huh?”

      “She practically ran for the bathroom. I’m afraid she won’t marry me now.” There, he
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