
  
  
      
        
          Christmas Punch

          A Midlife Holiday Romance

		      
          Rose Bak

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
CHRISTMAS PUNCH 

© 2022 by Rose Bak  

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No portion of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system in any form by any means without express permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact the publisher at rosebakenterprises@msn.com.

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, organizations, or locals is entirely coincidental. Trademark names are used editorially with no infringement of the respective owner’s trademark.  All activities depicted occur between consenting characters 18 years or older who are not blood related.  

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Cover Design by Love the Cover







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        About This Book
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Sign Up for Rose Bak's Newsletter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Christmas Punch Recipe
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Liz
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Epilogue – Nathan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Special Preview: Disaster Planning by Rose Bak
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Other Books by Rose Bak
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        About Rose Bak
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
About This Book




Last year Liz got divorce papers for Christmas. This year, she’ll get the gift of love… 

When an unexpected divorce leaves her with nothing but an empty house, Liz Delaney decides to finally pursue her lifelong dream of opening a café in her small town. By day she’ll serve fancy coffee drinks and by night there will be themed cocktails, music, and art. The only thing standing in her way? A grinchy bureaucrat named Nathan Holly.

Despite his festive last name, Nathan hates Christmas. He also hates businesses that serve liquor. He grew up in a town that was devastated by unemployment, alcoholism, and violence, and now he’s on a one-man mission to protect other small towns from suffering the same fate. The grumpy county employee comes to the mountains ready to deny Liz’s liquor license, but to his dismay, things don’t go according to plan. First, he’s stranded by a winter storm in a town without a hotel, then he falls head over heels in love with the feisty café owner who grudgingly offers him a room.

Will Santa bring these two jaded souls a holiday romance that lasts?“Christmas Punch” is a steamy instalove midlife romance featuring inventive drink recipes, nosy matchmakers, a weird little town that insists on having a winter festival in a blizzard, and a sweet happily ever after. This book is a standalone holiday romance in the Midlife Crisis Contemporary Romance series.








  
  
Sign Up for Rose Bak's Newsletter




Want more more midlife romance stories? Join Rose Bak’s mailing list at https://books.authorrosebak.com/Getaway

Subscribers will receive a free book and be the first to hear about all the latest releases, freebies, and special sales.








  
  
Dedication




For every woman who needed to postpone your dreams.  Here’s hoping that one day, somehow, you make your own dreams come true.











  
  
Christmas Punch Recipe




Christmas Punch is an easy to prepare drink that goes well with holiday meals. It’s a great option for parties and dinners. This recipe can be made “adult” by adding rum, but it tastes delicious without it. For best results, use high quality, fresh, and organic fruit and juices. Enjoy! 

Prep time:   10 minutes

Serves:  15-20 servings

Ingredients:


	6 cups of sweetened cranberry juice, or a cranberry juice blend (pomegranate or grape work well). Use a 100% juice blend for best results.


	3 cups of pineapple juice


	1 tablespoon of almond extract


	3 liters of ginger ale or Sierra Mist (regular, not diet)


	2 fresh limes, cleaned and sliced


	4 fresh oranges, cleaned and sliced


	1 12-ounce bag of cranberries


	Optional: 2-3 cups of white rum, depending on preference





Instructions:


	The night before, fill 1-2 empty ice cube trays with frozen cranberries.  Add water and freeze to make cranberry ice cubes.


	In a large bowl or other liquid-safe container, combine juices and almond extract and stir gently.


	Add in frozen cranberry ice cubes.


	Add in optional white rum.


	Pour ginger ale into the mixture slowly.


	Add sliced limes, oranges, and any remaining cranberries.





Keep chilled until serving.  This recipe is best served within a few hours of assembling while the ginger ale is still carbonated.  Enjoy!








  
  
Liz




“They denied your liquor license? I don’t understand. I thought you said it was just a formality?” 

I shook my head, even though my best friend Renee couldn’t see the movement through the phone.  

“I thought it would be.  I couldn’t believe my eyes when I got the letter. The letter said that they’ve determined that there’s too high of a concentration of liquor-serving establishments here in Pine Bluff.”

“I didn’t realize there were that many places to booze it up in your tiny little town.”

“There’s not, that’s the weird thing. We have one bar, one tiny little liquor store, and one restaurant that’s only allowed to serve beer and wine.”

Our dining options were also pretty limited in my small town.  It was one of the reasons everyone in town was excited about my idea to open a café and art space.  Besides the one restaurant we had a deli that doubled as the post office and a hardware store with a bakery counter in the back – we liked to have multipurpose businesses here in Pine Bluff – that was it.  We didn’t even have a coffee shop or a pizza place.  No one liked having to drive fifteen to twenty minutes to the next town over when they wanted a decent cup of coffee.

For years I’d been itching to find a way to combine my culinary training with my love of music and art.  I’d spent most of my adult life raising my kids, helping my ex-husband with his business, and picking up the occasional catering jobs.   Now my kids were out on their own, my husband was remarried to a girl half his age, and it was finally “Liz Time”.  Or it would be if I could convince the faceless bureaucrat at the county to approve my damn liquor license.

He wouldn’t be faceless for long though.

“I submitted an official appeal and requested a site visit,” I told Renee.  “In fact, he’s supposed to come today.  I posted in the group telling everyone to be on their good behavior.”

Pine Bluff had a very active resident-only Facebook page where we shared announcements, news, and local gossip.  I’d warned them all not to be too crazy when the liquor license guy got here.  Sometimes our little town was a bit over the top and I wanted to make a good impression on the county inspector who apparently thought he’d find a town full of drunks.

“Let me know how it goes,” Renee said.

“I will.  Now what’s new with you?”

“I picked up a new personal chef gig.”

Renee and I had met years ago when we were both in our twenties and living in New York City.  As the only two women in our culinary training class, we’d bonded immediately.  Our friendship had held strong over the years, even after we both got married, had kids, and I moved to Colorado.  Hardly a week went by when we didn’t check in with each other.

“What’s the gig?” I asked.

“I’m going to do cooking lessons for a guy who had a massive heart attack. He needs to learn how to cook something besides microwave burritos and burgers,” she explained.  “His kids actually hired me.  They’re worried about him so I’m his Christmas gift.  He gets ten cooking lessons at his house, and I’ll try to convince him that it’s possible to adopt a heart-healthy diet.  He’s strictly a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy.”

“Is he on-board with lessons?”

“Not really.  We’d been warned by his kids that he was stubborn, and they weren’t kidding. This one’s going to be a challenge, I can tell already.” 

“Well, if anyone can whip him into shape it’s you,” I laughed. 

Renee was the strongest woman I knew.  She’d probably been a general in her last life. 

I heard the bell ring on the entry door and looked down over the shop from my position up on the mezzanine that separated the first floor retail space from the hallway leading to my upstairs apartment. 

“I’ll be right down,” I called to the man who’d entered.

He looked up and I swear I forgot how to breathe for a minute.  He was tall and lean with broad shoulders that strained against his navy blue puffy jacket.  His dark hair was short, thick, and neatly styled, framing his strong face.  I took in the square jaw that was slightly shadowed with scruff, and the chin dimple that was so deep I could see it from up here.  Brown eyes stood out against the slash of his thick eyebrows.  He was easily the handsomest guy I’d ever seen in real life.

“Whoa!” I whispered, awestruck.

“What?” Renee asked.  “What are you whoa-ing about over there?”

My eyes stayed glued to the stranger’s.  I’m pretty sure I forgot how to blink.  

“I’ve gotta go, Renee.  Someone’s here.  I’ll call you later.”

Finally breaking eye contact, I ended the call and made my way to the stairs, realizing belatedly that the hot guy must be the person from the county coming to evaluate my liquor license appeal.  He stood in the center of the space, looking around with a disapproving look on his handsome face.  

I tried to see the space with fresh eyes.  After my divorce, I’d sold my house and bought this retail property on Snowflake Lane, our main street.  At one time it had been an industrial site, then someone had separated half of the second level to create an upstairs living quarters.  I’d moved into the apartment upstairs and had spent the last six months remodeling the main floor to make it perfect.

It was a large, open space with brick walls and lots of high windows that let in sunlight from above.  I’d spent a small fortune to add windows and a retail-style door at the street level, and to build out a small commercial kitchen.  

I’d finished the floors myself, spending hours unearthing the natural beauty that had been hidden by concrete tiles and years of dirt.  A friend who was a woodworker had designed a lovely display case for baked goods and a countertop area for the cash register and coffee machines.  The café tables and chairs had arrived last week and were currently stacked up on one side of the space along with boxes of dishes and cutlery.

In anticipation of a soft opening in mid-December, I’d put up a huge Christmas tree and hung Christmas decorations throughout the space.  Even though we weren’t open yet, people in town had been stopping by to grab a coffee or sample the baked goods. 

To start with, the café would have just a small menu, consisting of mostly artisan sandwiches, special quiches, soups, salads, and baked goods.  I was planning to expand the menu later as the business grew.  I’d purchased a high-end espresso machine so we could offer specialty coffees and had sourced beans from a Colorado coffee roaster.  

The café was going to be open from seven a.m. until two p.m. during the week, with longer hours on weekends. At night we’d offer specialty cocktails along with nighttime musical performances and art shows highlighting local artists.  I also planned to rent the space out for events. It was going to be great.  But I needed a liquor license for my nighttime offerings.

Liz’s Café was beautiful, and I was proud of the space I created.  It was a dream come true, me making lemonade out of the lemons of my divorce.  I just needed to get this county guy to see my vision.

“You must be Nathan Holly,” I said, extending a hand to the man.  “I’m Liz Delaney, the owner of Liz’s Café.”

The man nodded, and when our eyes met again he looked almost dazed.  As he shook my hand, his expression turned into a frown. He released my hand quickly as if I’d burned him.  I wondered if he’d felt that odd little jolt when we touched, the same as I did.  

He cleared his throat.  “Yes, I’m Nathan Holly.  This place is very…Christmassy.”

It didn’t sound like a compliment.  By his tone “Christmassy” seemed to be one step above “a rat-infested hovel”.

“Christmas is a big holiday here in Pine Bluff,” I told him.  “We celebrate all month.”

The look of distaste crossed his face so quickly I thought I might have imagined it.  

“Shall we get down to business?”  

His voice was deep, but his tone was formal and stiff and  almost…fussy.  Or maybe judgmental was more accurate.  Since the small talk part of our meeting was apparently over, I pointed to a table and chairs I’d assembled and set up for the meeting.

“Let’s have a seat.  Can I get you a drink?” I asked politely.

His eyes widened, the frown back firmly in place. I had the impression it was his default expression.

“Are you seriously offering me a drink when you’re not licensed to serve alcohol on-site?” he asked incredulously.









