
  
    [image: Betting on the Bird]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Cassandra Medcalf

	    

      
	    
          
	      Fixer Upper Romance

          
        
          
	          Betting on the House

          
        
          
	          Betting on the Bird

          
        
          
	          Hot Rod Hookups

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      For the Love of Titans

          
        
          
	          The Kraken's Castaway

          
        
          
	          Bride of the Kraken

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Minnetaur Dairy

          
        
          
	          Milking with the Minotaur

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Fowl Play

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      BETTING ON THE BIRD

      FIXER UPPER ROMANCE #1.5: A SAPPHIC CHRISTMAS ROM COM

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CASSANDRA MEDCALF

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Cassandra Medcalf

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This novel is a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities is entirely coincidental.

      Cover created by Ashley Santoro.

      

      ISBN

      E-Book: 979-8985531756

      Paperback: 979-8-9855317-6-3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Thank You for Reading!

      

      
        Also by Cassandra Medcalf

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To all the readers and reviewers who left me feedback on my first-ever book as a self-published author: this is dedicated to you. I hope you enjoy Bonnie and Natalie’s much-deserved Christmas romance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Natalie Roche thrust her hip into the pantry door, packing away the broom, Clorox wipes, and vacuum after cleaning up in anticipation for Bonnie’s return from the grocery store. She’d finally managed to clear off the dining room table of all the junk mail, hardware store catalogs, and moving debris from the past three months, and even dug out the festive tablecloth and silver candlesticks from the attic in preparation.

      This Christmas dinner was going to put Norman Rockwell to shame.

      She ran once more through the December checklist on her phone while taking one last loop around the downstairs.

      Singing Reindeer wreath hung on the front door? Check.

      Chimney swept and wood stacked for a delightful holiday fire? Check.

      Bonnie’s present tucked safely away in the hall closet behind the wrapping paper and the baby stuff she’d picked out for Ethan and Clara?

      Check, and check.

      Natalie looked around at her grandmother’s sparkling clean house, almost ready for the holidays. Later this week, Shawn would be coming over to get the lights strung outside (something Natalie had wanted to finish weeks ago, but had been forced to wait while Shawn replaced the gutters). And once her seven-foot pre-lit tree came in the mail—damn holiday back orders—this place would sparkle with the festive spirit Natalie had come to crave like clockwork every holiday season.

      When she’d first read her grandmother’s letter after accepting her inheritance, she hadn’t been so sure that she’d be able to fulfill her dying wish to make this house her home, especially after being away for so long. But she’d be darned if the spirit of Christmas wasn’t really making it come to fruition.

      It was different, here, in the Blue Ridge Mountains. There was a definite chill in the air now that it was December, and Bonnie had even taken Natalie to the Outlets last week to get her “an actual winter coat.” After living in L.A. for most of her adulthood, Natalie had been woefully unprepared for a real winter. Jean jackets and designer cardigans didn’t cut it for a winter in western Maryland, so Bonnie had taken it upon herself to revamp Natalie’s wardrobe to get her ready for the holidays.

      Meanwhile, Natalie took it upon herself to educate Bonnie in the traditions of a Southern California Christmas: decorating.

      The outlets had given her a taste of some Christmas energy, but Natalie missed the ginormous trees and light displays of the Glendale Galleria. She longed for a spa weekend in Vegas to take selfies with the holiday-themed Venetian Glass displays and the Bellagio fountains. As a young adult finding her way in the world, the obnoxious consumerist displays of Christmas and expensive workplace holiday parties had been enough to help her forget that she wouldn’t have a white Christmas or family to open presents with.

      In fact, this was the first year since she was in college that she’d be seeing her family at all for the holidays. At last, she was going to fulfill the other part of her grandmother’s dying wish: rebuilding her family. All Sophie Roche had wanted was for her grandkids to get along: a big, happy family that got together for the holidays and celebrated with big dinners and warm traditions. This was Natalie’s first Christmas with her half-brother, Ethan: her big chance to reunite her long-lost family for the holidays. To win him over for good and honor her grandmother’s memory.

      She wasn’t asking for too much. Truly. She was just insistent that everything be absolutely perfect and live up to every single one of her expectations for the big day.

      “Nat, can you help me with this?”

      Bonnie was balancing six reusable grocery bags in one hand, a giant cardboard package in the other and about to break off the heel of her shoe in an attempt to nudge the door open.

      “On it!” Natalie called as she lunged for the front door. The new front door.

      She jostled the box out of Bonnie’s arm and twisted out of the way as she ushered her in through the door, lingering in the foyer as she checked the return address. “I think this is the tree!” She called out to Bonnie, who rushed the heavy bags to the kitchen.

      “Cool, can you help me put away the frozen stuff?” Bonnie called back.

      Natalie set the box down in the foyer and hurried to help unpack all the groceries. Though it made her girlfriend a little nervous, Natalie had insisted on hosting the Christmas dinner this year with her new-found family. It was going to be Bonnie, Natalie, her half-brother Ethan, and his pregnant wife Clara. She was going to cook a magnificent feast, starting with a beautiful organic heritage turkey she’d ordered special for the occasion, and ending with her signature peanut butter crème pie. She was going to gift Ethan the boxes of their dad’s old baby things she’d found in the attic. And she was going to unofficially-officially come out to them and introduce Bonnie as her girlfriend. Which she’d only avoided doing because she’d been waiting for the dust to settle on the inheritance battle that Bonnie (as their grandmother’s estate attorney) had overseen.

      It was going to be perfect. Flawless! It was a flawless, perfect plan. Even if she had had to move things around to make sure everyone could attend. They’d decided it wasn’t actually going to be on Christmas Day, but on December 23rd instead. Which was even better, actually. Christmas was on a Monday this year, after all, and who wants to plan a momentous holiday dinner for a Monday?

      This Saturday, she was going to use those casserole recipes she found on Pinterest to serve along with the turkey and pie to make the greatest Christmas dinner anyone had ever had, and they were going to be a perfect happy family and live perfectly happily ever after. Just like Sophie Roche has always wanted.

      Because it was Christmas. And that’s how Christmas worked.

      Bonnie tapped the toe of her shoe on the brittle linoleum floor as she looked at all the bags.

      “Oh shit. We don’t have a turkey,” she said, slapping a hand to her forehead.

      “We do! It’s coming in the mail. I got us one of those fancy, eighteen-pound heritage turkeys from Maine.”

      “Eighteen pounds? It’s only going to be the four of us.”

      At that moment, Natalie’s cell phone rang in her pocket. Mom.

      “Hello?”

      “Natalie, darling,” Michelle’s voice rang through the phone. The white noise that accompanied it let Natalie know that her mother was calling while driving. “I just realized that this Sunday is Christmas Eve.”

      She pulled the phone away and put her on speaker so the car noise didn’t blast directly in her ear. “Yeah?”

      “So that isn’t going to work for our usual Sunday dinner, is it?”

      Since Natalie had returned from L.A., she and her mother had been working to patch their frayed relationship by having weekly dinners every Sunday. It was one of the only days Michelle didn’t insist on working.

      “Um… well, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to spend Christmas Eve together.” She shot Bonnie an annoyed look. She shrugged.

      “But all the restaurants are closed.”

      Of course. Michelle and her beloved restaurants. Natalie wasn’t sure she even owned a refrigerator in her posh Bethesda condo.

      “Well, you know…” Natalie took a breath and looked hopefully at Bonnie. Recognition dawned on her face, and immediately her girlfriend started crossing and uncrossing her arms across her chest, vehemently miming the universal sign for ah, hell no! “Um, I was going to make a Christmas Dinner on Saturday for Ethan and his wife, and a few of my… friends. You’re welcome to come to that.”

      A moment of silence stretched across the line. Bonnie gaped at her, horrified.

      “Ethan has a wife?” The background noise had lessened slightly, and it only highlighted the iciness of her tone.

      “Yes, Clara. They’re expecting. So I thought, it would be nice for them if they didn’t have to cook a giant…” Natalie drifted off. Her mother likely didn’t actually care at all about Ethan’s family, considering he wasn’t actually related to her at all. Ethan was part of the collection of secrets that Natalie’s father had kept from Michelle, decades ago, that had destroyed their family.

      “Well. That’s very… gracious of you.” She couldn’t tell if Michelle’s tone was complimentary or sarcastic.

      “Thanks. Well. ‘Tis the Season, and all.”

      “Right.” Another pause. “I’d love to come.”

      “Really?” Nat squeaked. Bonnie groaned.

      “Yes. I’ll see you then. Kisses.”

      “Bye, mo–” the phone screen flashed “Call Ended” before she could finish. She turned to Bonnie. “I…guess there will be five of us on Saturday.”

      “No. Nat. No. Please tell me you didn’t just invite your vindictive mother to Christmas dinner with Ethan and his very, very pregnant wife!” Bonnie wailed, holding two packs of thick-cut bacon threateningly. “That’s a terrible idea!”

      “Vindictive is a little strong,” Natalie defended. Although she could understand why Bonnie felt that way. It was Michelle’s fault that Natalie had lost touch with her father’s side of the family and never even knew she’d had a half-brother in the first place. If she’d shared that little detail with her earlier in her life, she may have actually made an effort to come home and visit during her twenties. Maybe. “I mean, she’s getting better. You got everything on the list didn’t you?”

      “Yes, I did, because you asked me to. But…” Bonnie’s brow furrowed. She paused, crossing to the fridge to pile cream cheese into the deli drawer, and then turned back to face her girlfriend. She pinched her nose and took a deep breath, and looked like she was holding back much more than she actually ended up saying.

      “I worry you’re placing a little too much importance on this Christmas dinner.”

      Natalie knelt down and dug into the bags to unearth the rest of the frozen items and put them away. “Why would you say that?”

      “Christmas is just a day, Nat. It doesn’t have to be more or less important than any other day. And your family… well, there’s a lot to unpack with your family. More than one dinner can accomplish.”

      Natalie closed the freezer and sat back on her heels. “Bonnie. I’ve told you how important this is to me.”

      The beautiful lawyer tapped over and took a knee beside her girlfriend, “I’m just saying, this doesn’t have to be some big, perfect family reunion. You don’t owe your mother a Christmas dinner. You don’t have to come out to your brother if you don’t want to yet. And you certainly don’t have to tell him that you’re romantically involved with the attorney that helped convince you to keep his grandmother’s house!”

      Her voice had risen. Bonnie paused and rubbed her hands over her face and her expression softened slightly. “I’m really nervous about how your family is going to take this. Can’t I just be your friend until next year?” When she said the word “friend,” she used air quotes. Natalie cringed. “Until you’re more comfortable with your mom. Until you actually have a relationship with your brother. We’ve only been dating a couple of months, and I worry that you’re putting a lot of pressure on yourself—on us—when you don’t have to.”

      Natalie snorted. “I mean, Bonnie, we basically live together. We’re not just friends–we’re serious. Serious enough that I should tell my family.”

      “If they already knew you were gay, I’d agree with you,” Bonnie placed a hand on Nat’s knee, “But… well… you’re planning to come out on Christmas Eve.”

      “Christmas Eve Eve,” Natalie corrected.

      Bonnie continued as if Natalie hadn’t said anything. “And introduce your first real girlfriend to your brother. And mother. And try to keep the peace between them. And cook a ridiculously complicated feast that would overwhelm even Martha Stewart. That’s a lot.”

      Natalie stood up. She wasn’t going to let Bonnie lecture her.

      Since she’d been fired from her job and moved back to Hagerstown, her whole life had been about restoring this house and rebuilding her family. Those weekly dinners with her mom, while not the Disney-fairytale feel-good solution she’d thought they would be at the outset, were helping the two of them make progress. Getting her brother and his wife to agree to Christmas dinner had been a huge deal to her. She loved this time of year, and for once, she had the opportunity to share it with the people who were supposed to be closest to her.

      For her whole life, she hadn’t even known she had a brother. And now he was about to have a baby, her little niece or nephew. She’d set aside her whole life to come back to the east coast after her grandmother’s funeral, and the woman’s dying wish had been for the broken Roche family to come together.

      Natalie didn’t have a career or anything else to focus on at the moment. Why couldn’t she focus on this? Wasn’t Christmas supposed to be about family and miracles?

      She gestured to the half-unpacked pile of grocery bags. “Do you got this? I want to unpack the tree.”

      Bonnie fell silent, nodded, and watched with a worried look as her girlfriend walked out of the kitchen.

      Natalie didn’t want to worry about all of the ways Christmas dinner could go wrong. That was counterproductive. Instead, she’d soldier on with making this old house sparkle with holiday magic.

      After she gathered up the package from the hall, unpacked its contents and assembled them, she plugged the giant fake fir into the wall and admired her work. It was her very first full-size, pre-lit tree. The recently repainted corner of her Grandma’s living room bounced back a halo of warm, white lights.

      Perfect, Nat thought, Now for some color.

      With the red, green, and gold decor, the new paint, and the various improvements Natalie had done on her grandmother’s house, it was finally starting to feel like her home. Once again, she thanked her lucky stars that she’d made a handy friend that had been able to help her with the giant project of fixing up the place.

      The past few months had had Shawn in a tizzy over making sure Nat’s house was ready for the impending winter. Besides the daunting tasks of moving, organizing, dump-running, and yard-sale-ing, there had been several structural improvements she’d needed to make.

      Her first gas bill in September had been astronomical. Shawn had suggested switching over her propane furnace for a mini-split, but she’d balked at the initial quote. Then there had been a few problem windows and exterior doors that had needed replacing, roofing tiles that needed patching, and porch supports that needed sprucing. She watched as her renovation budget shrank before her eyes.

      As it was, the $125,000 her grandmother had left her was beginning to seem like a much smaller cushion now that Nat had a house to pour it all into. And she was feeling more and more guilty about skimping on Shawn’s pay the more time he spent fixing up her house. He refused to accept any money. All he wanted in return was a little help with his online business marketing and the vintage Chevrolet Bel Air that he’d found in Nat’s garage that summer.

      Oh right. My other Christmas project.

      She carried out the cardboard to the detached garage and shivered at the wind that swished through the stark branches of the trees in her backyard. She was grateful that she and Shawn had compromised on the heating system debate by installing some electric baseboard heaters. The living room felt delightfully warm and cozy whenever she returned, carrying boxes labeled X-MAS DECOR from the reorganized garage. Eight boxes in all: five from Natalie’s former life on the west coast, and three that she’d salvaged from the attic on Thanksgiving.

      Bonnie walked in and stood in the archway that connected the living room with the foyer. She crossed her arms and assessed the tree appreciatively.

      “It looks nice.” Her lips tilted in a slight smile.

      “Just wait until it’s got all the lights on it.” Natalie beamed, opening up a box of vintage bubble lights she was excited to test out. “This whole room is going to sparkle.”

      “I bet.” Bonnie gave a soft laugh, before her face turned serious. “Hey Nat–”

      “What are some of your holiday traditions, Bonnie?”

      Natalie had her face buried in the box, digging out the antique ornaments she knew were in there somewhere, so she could avoid Bonnie’s stare. She wasn’t ready to re-hash their conversation from the kitchen. But now that she was decorating again, picking through the vintage lights and baubles she hadn’t seen in decades, she realized that the two of them had yet to discuss what Bonnie liked to do for Christmas.

      Bonnie walked her way over and kneeled next to the boxes. “Well, first of all, back when I was with my ex, we made a point of decorating the tree together.”

      Natalie looked up at her, surprised. Because Bonnie hadn’t mentioned anything about the tree, she’d assumed she wasn’t that interested in it. “Oh, I thought…”

      “Yeah, I know. I never told you—that was my bad. And I still want to talk about Christmas Dinner.” Bonnie’s brow smoothed as she lifted a few antique ornaments curiously. Then she met Natalie’s eyes. “But this is also our first Christmas together, Nat. I don’t really have much of a family to spend the holidays with. It’s always been my chosen family. My best Christmases have been with just me and my partner, watching cheesy Hallmark movies, exchanging a couple gifts, and ordering Chinese food.”

      Bonnie reached for her hand. Natalie grabbed it, and squeezed the sensibly manicured fingers. Her heart ached a bit for all that Bonnie had lost when her ex had left her. Was she enough to replace all of that?

      “That sounds nice.” Natalie coughed through the thickness that had gathered in her throat, “Do you… have any ornaments you’d want to bring over? To hang on our tree?”

      Bonnie squeezed. “I think I have a couple, actually, if you don’t mind?”

      “You should bring them over tomorrow night, and we’ll do ornaments together. Just the two of us.” Natalie smiled. This could be a new tradition, just for them. More than ever, she was convinced that the gift she had hidden in the closet for Bonnie was the right one.

      Bonnie smiled and pulled back her hand. “Okay, but we have to make hot chocolate.”

      “Obviously,” Natalie snorted.

      “And watch Rudolph.”

      Natalie laughed, “The Rankin and Bass Rudolph?”

      “The original Rankin and Bass Rudolph. With the old songs.”

      The look of absolute seriousness on Bonnie’s face spurned Natalie into another fit of laughter. “You didn’t strike me as so sentimental!”

      Bonnie’s face reddened. “It’s a classic, thank you very much! And, well…” Bonnie fingered one of Nat’s grandmother’s mercury glass ornaments. Natalie couldn’t be certain, but in lights of the tree, it looked like there may have been the beginnings of tears glistening in her eyes. “Once upon a time, when Bonnie was a good little straight-passing honors student at Catholic School… she used to watch Rudolph with her family when they decorated their tree.”

      She was taken aback at Bonnie’s honesty. She still hadn’t divulged much about her family. All Natalie knew was that Bonnie’s coming out hadn’t been on her own terms, and her parents had not been interested in hearing Bonnie’s side. She’d been raised Catholic, but didn’t go to church anymore (not that Natalie made much of a point of going to church either these days). This was the second puzzle piece of her past that Bonnie had placed on the table in just this one conversation.

      Nat was grateful Bonnie was finally sharing with her. She didn’t want to mess it up.

      “So I don’t think I own Rudolph,” she confessed, “But I will run to the store first thing tomorrow and buy a copy just for you. For us. And tomorrow we will make hot chocolate, gather all the ornaments we care about, and watch Rudolph while we decorate.”

      “And have nachos?” Bonnie’s stomach growled as she asked. “Actually, I think I want nachos tonight—I’m not sure I can wait ‘til tomorrow.”

      “You did get sour cream, right?” Natalie’s stomach gave an answering gurgle. When was the last time she’d eaten today? “Because I could absolutely house some homemade nachos with you tonight.”

      “Yes, and yes,” Bonnie grinned, reaching across the floor to wrap her arms around her girlfriend. “And Homicide Hunters?”

      Natalie nuzzled into Bonnie’s neck and planted a kiss on her shoulder blade. “Do they have a Christmas episode?”

      She felt Bonnie snort against her hair.

      “Only you would want to spoil the respective sanctities of Christmas and Homicide Hunters by insisting we combine the two.”

      “And only you would complain about it by referring to their ‘respective sanctities.’”

      “Well, you can take the woman out of the law firm…”
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      Natalie snuggled into Bonnie’s arms when her alarm went off at 6:00 the next morning. She twisted around to face her and gave her a soft kiss on the lips.

      “‘Morning, sunshine,” she murmured.

      “Mmm.” Bonnie grumbled. It was so funny to her how long it took Bonnie to wake up in the mornings, despite working nine to five for her whole career.

      Natalie shuffled out of bed and reached for her phone. The promised winter chill of mid-December was at last beginning to settle into the quiet streets of Hagerstown, and Natalie, for one, was eager to see her first snow since she’d been back. But she still wasn’t used to having to check the weather before she got dressed in the morning.

      After hunting around in the closet for a loose-knit sweater and some skinny jeans, She went through her checklist for the day. Run to the store for more lights and a copy of Rudolph. Clear out at least another few feet of crap in the garage to unearth Shawn’s Christmas present. And finish off the night by putting ornaments on the tree with Bonnie and snuggling with hot chocolate and some claymation reindeer.

      She wasn’t sure when she and Shawn were going to do their gift exchange (or rather, when she was going to gift him the antique car that was sitting in her grandma’s garage). There were some logistics to work out. She’d love for Shawn to actually be
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