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        A Present for Parker is an opposites attract, forced proximity, holiday romance between a rodeo cowboy who's ready to retire and a Vermont attorney who thought his only love would be his historic farmhouse.

      

        

      
        Parker Stephens is a cowboy looking for a place to call home. His only family has kicked him to the curb, leaving him with his truck and the clothes on his back. He doesn’t even have his dog. So when he shows up at the Vermont home of his friends Skyler and Beckett, he’s got no idea what he’ll do beyond the holidays. For now, he just needs to visit and breathe.

      

        

      
        Heath Wooledge is used to being alone, working on his vintage farmhouse, and eating a frozen pizza or two. Since he’s never been invited to his business partner Beckett’s house to eat dinner, it stands to reason they’re asking him for a favor. Luckily for him, when they ask if he’ll let Parker stay at his place because their guest room is a mess, Heath can’t believe his good luck. Parker is a sweetheart of a cowboy, and he’s never been more attracted to anyone in his life.

      

        

      
        The two have immediate chemistry, but will magic of snowy holiday Vermont make the two of them accept the gift they’ve been given?
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      Parker sat in the McDonald’s parking lot, drinking his coffee and eating his breakfast burrito, and trying to wake up.

      He was waiting for it to be late enough to call Sky.

      He knew it wasn’t officially too early for Sky. The amazing son of a bitch was up at six in the morning, but he’d learned that, if he called before seven and Beck answered the phone, Beckett would threaten to kill him, which was awkward.

      Especially with the kids.

      No one wanted to be threatened with homicide when his godbabies were listening.

      So he waited until 7:05, then crumpled up his trash, threw it in the bag, leaned back in his truck seat, and punched Sky’s number.

      It took Sky two rings to answer. “Hey, Parker, what’s wrong?”

      “Does there always have to be something wrong?” Something was wrong, but that really wasn’t the point. The point was, it didn’t always have to mean something was wrong when he called. Sometimes he could just be calling to say hello.

      “Because you never call at seven a.m. if you’re not in trouble or in Australia.”

      “Hey, that time change is super hard!” He peeked at his phone. “It’s seven ’o seven now.”

      “Whatever. What’s up?”

      “I was wondering…” And he’d been wandering too.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m in Ticonderoga, and I was wondering how you felt about company for the holidays?”

      There was a pregnant pause. “Are you in Fort Ticonderoga or is there another one?”

      “Who’s in—wait, is that Parker? He’s the only one who calls this early.” Beck’s voice was in the background. He didn’t even need to hear Sky’s husband sigh, he just knew. “Parker is where? There’s no rodeo in Ticonderoga.”

      “No. He’s coming for Christmas. Cool, huh?” Sky was good to him.

      “Only if it’s cool…” He wasn’t a mooch. He was just… on the outs with the whole of his family.

      “But it’s only—Oh.” There was a short, silent pause, and then Beckett went on. “Oh, yes. It’ll be Christmas before you know it. So cool.”

      “I know. You’ll be here by suppertime?”

      “Closer to lunch. I want to get off the road and rest for a bit, you know? I’ll help do whatever. I promise.” He just wanted to be somewhere he was loved.

      “We’ll have sandwiches. I think Charlie wanted ham and cheese.” Beckett’s voice was suddenly warm. “Hey. Drive safe, Parker.”

      “I’ll call when I get close and see if there’s anything y’all need me to pick up from the grocery store.” He swallowed hard, trying to keep the emotion out of his voice. “I really do appreciate this, guys.”

      “You know you’re welcome. Looking forward to seeing you. Later, man.” Sky hung up and the call disconnected. He could only imagine what the conversation was between Sky and Beck, but regardless, he knew they were the right people to call.

      They’d finally had it out, him and Mom.

      He wasn’t going to get married, he wasn’t going to have babies, he wasn’t straight, he wasn’t a very good bull rider, and he didn’t know what he was going to do when he grew up.

      But he knew it wasn’t ‘stay in Oklahoma and raise goats’, and he’d said so.

      That had been when she told him if he didn’t want to stay, he could get the fuck out.

      And here he was.

      She had his trailer, his stuff, and his dog.

      He had his phone, his go bag, his chaps, his bull rope, and some presents for the kids.

      And his friends. He had friends. So he’d get there and get a good night’s sleep for the first time in a week.

      All he had to do was make it there in one piece and breathe.
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      Heath stared into his freezer, trying to make a decision.

      Pepperoni.

      Four cheese.

      Very veggie.

      Ham and pineapple.

      That one had been sitting at the bottom of the stack since he’d bought it, which might have been over a year ago. Did frozen pizzas go bad? Did it matter? He had no plans to eat it anyway.

      Oh. Sausage and mushroom. We have a winner.

      His phone rang as he reached for it and, when he saw who was calling, he almost didn’t pick up. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Beckett, but it was Friday, and he’d left the office early on purpose. Still, he wasn’t going to ghost his business partner. Also, Beckett didn’t understand that a text was always preferred and would just call back in an hour, so he answered it.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?”

      “Hey, Heath. Do you want to come to dinner tonight?”

      He blinked, startled by the random invitation—the random last-minute invitation. Spontaneity wasn’t really in Beckett’s wheelhouse and, on top of that, he’d had dinner at Beckett’s house exactly never in all the years they’d been working together. They’d been out to bars, restaurants, both with and without Skyler, but dinner at Beckett’s house? Never.

      “You there?”

      “Oh. Sorry. Uh… dinner tonight? I don’t—uh—” Shit.

      “Why not? You know you’re just staring into your freezer anyway.”

      “I am not!” He closed the freezer very quietly.

      Beck started chuckling softly. “Uh-huh. Sky’s cooking…”

      “Sky cooks?” Huh. He’d had it all wrong. “Is he the one who makes your lunches? I thought you did that.”

      “Oh, hell no. That’s all my husband. I can help, but I just do what I’m told in the kitchen.”

      He frowned. “Well, what’s he making? Is it good?”

      Really? Had he simply asked that just like that?

      “Enchiladas. Chicken enchiladas with homemade verde sauce. And there’s guacamole and chips and salsa. I believe he also bought a tres leches cake for dessert.”

      Oh, damn. That was way cooler than frozen pizza.

      “What time do you want me?”

      Beckett laughed. “Maybe six? We’ll have some margaritas and then sit down for dinner.”

      What was happening here? Was Beckett buttering him up for something? Retiring? Dying?

      “No one’s dying, are they?” Yep. He asked that. Heath rolled his eyes. Go him.

      “Heath, would I invite you to celebrate my impending demise over enchiladas?”

      There was a bark of laughter in the background, which could only have been Skyler, and now they both knew he was an idiot.

      A book-smart, lawyerly idiot.

      “That does seem unlikely. I will see you at six.”

      “Perfect. Come hungry. Bye now.”

      The line went dead. Come hungry? He was already hungry, he was about to cook a—no, he wasn’t. He sometimes made other things for dinner, right? Like, uh, pasta. And scrambled eggs. He made some seriously mean rye toast.

      He looked down at his after-work attire—boxers and a T-shirt—and decided he’d better go find something to wear. Did one dress for enchiladas?

      Jeans. Skyler was a cowboy; jeans were always appropriate.

      Also, it was about Christmas, so an ugly Christmas sweater was also always appropriate.

      What should he bring? They were having margaritas, so wine seemed stupid. Maybe something for Charlie, Noah, and the little one. Huh.

      “Oh!” Chocolate. He had a bag of chocolate Santas he’d bought for the office in his briefcase. He knew when he bought them that they would never actually make it to the office, but he’d expected to be sucking them down over an episode of Shrinking. It was probably better to give them to the kids.

      He looked at his watch. It was after five already, and he needed to get moving. He dashed up the stairs and found jeans, then dug out his ugly sweaters, picked the most kid-appropriate, and pulled it on.

      The last-minute invite from a non-last-minute guy was still bothering him. Not bothering in that suspicious way but bothering in the he was dying of curiosity way. Were they already having a party and he was on the B-list? Were they having another baby? Maybe they needed a last-minute babysitter and were bribing him with food.

      Which, by the way, would absolutely work.

      It didn’t matter; he was just intrigued.

      And late. He was running late.

      He finished brushing his teeth, combed his beard, pulled on his black-frame glasses, which were more casual and fun than his wire-framework glasses, and checked himself out in the mirror.

      “You are way too handsome for this sweater.” It had a big polar bear on it. It was perfect.

      Well, it would be perfect if he had someone for it to be perfect for. He was having a bit of a dry spell, which you know, he could only do so much.

      He headed down the stairs, pulled on his winter cap—it was waterproof and lined with cozy fleece—tugged on his coat and gloves, stomped into his boots, and he was out the door.

      Damn. He should have remote-started his Silverado to warm it up. It took a minute to get out of the house in the winter.

      He was going to be a few minutes late, so he texted Beckett.

      
        
          
            
              
        Heath

      

      
        Just getting in the truck.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d get there.

      And then he’d find out what was going on.
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      Sky had put him to bed in the man cave on a recliner the second he walked in the door.

      He hadn’t even had lunch.

      Just, “Here. Bed. You look exhausted. We’ll talk when you get up.”

      It’d been weird but, to be honest, he’d been awake for so long, he just crashed.

      He woke up to little Sierra patting his cheeks. “Uncle, wake up! Papa is cooking.”

      He cracked one eye open. “Papa or Pappy?”

      She giggled softly, and he hugged her, tickling her gently. “Papa.”

      “Good because Pappy should not be cooking.”

      “Oh, you’ll make Pappy cry.” She grinned at him. “Papa’s making ’chiladas. Chicken ones.”

      Oh. They were going to be so good. He hadn’t eaten real food in days. Truck-stop and fast-food burgers were not Sky’s enchiladas. His mouth was already watering. “Best I get up then, huh?” He should help. He needed to help so he felt like he wasn’t a mooch.

      He pretended to let Sierra haul him out of the recliner, groaning at how stiff he was.

      There was laughter from the other room, one of the voices so deep and resonant he knew it couldn’t be Sky or Beck. Didn’t sound like any cowboy he knew either. Shit, he wasn’t company ready. He tucked his shirt in and ran his hand through his hair.

      “Who’s here, Bug?”

      “Heath.”

      “Do I know Heath?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “He works with Pappy.”

      Oh, so Parker didn’t know him. He really wasn’t the kind of person Beck introduced to other lawyers.

      “So there I was, hip waders up to my chin standing in three feet of water and—” Beck looked up as he and Sierra shuffled into the room. “Hey, look who’s up.”

      “I told him Papa was cooking.” Sierra seemed proud of herself.

      “Thank you. Come here and give Pappy a kiss, baby girl.”

      Sierra darted over and leapt into Beck’s arms. “Pappy! Pappy, I love you!”

      Charlie rolled her eyes with all the drama of a ten-year-old going on forty. “Uncle Parker, hey, we only have one more day of school until Christmas break.”

      “I bet you’re happy. Vacation for the win, right?” He was the cool uncle, he didn’t have to be all pro-school, right?

      Charlie nodded. “Oh, yes, so happy. So tired of school. I just wanna go out and ride horses. Instead, I have to learn how to do stupid division.”

      “Division is very useful when you have to split everything by three.” Beck gave her a look and, boy, did she give him one right back.

      “Three, six, nine, twelve, fifteen, eighteen, twenty-one⁠—”

      “Okay, okay.” Beck laughed.

      She stuck out her tongue. “I want to divide my time between hiking out in the mountains and barrel racing. Right, Papa?”

      “Yes, my girl. You are my cowgirl, but you have to know your multiplication and division and how to read. It’s important.” Sky winked at Parker. “Otherwise, how do you run your own event?”

      “Fine. Two times two is four, four times four…”

      Beck pounced on her and started tickling, and she screeched and giggled.

      “Not in the kitchen, buttheads.” Sky shooed them out and Beck dragged Charlie toward the couch. It was an open floor plan, so they didn’t go far, just out of harm’s way. “Heath, this is Parker. Parker is a bull riding buddy. Parker, Heath is Beck’s business partner.”

      “Good to meet you.” Heath held up a beer and nodded to him, deep voice filling the room. Heath wasn’t all that tall, but he seemed to take up a lot of space—the voice, the solid build and broad shoulders, and a big smile framed with a neatly-trimmed beard.

      “Pleased.” He nodded over, smiled. Pretty, pretty. “It’s really good to meet you. Noah, dude, where are you?”

      A little boy came barreling across the room, Legos falling from his lap. “Uncle Parker, you’re awake! Dad said not to bother you, and I didn’t, so I get a gold star on my chart!”

      Charlie rolled her eyes. “On his chart.”

      “Charlie,” Skyler snapped, arching an eyebrow and glaring at her.

      To her credit, she backed right down. “Sorry, Papa.”

      “Deathtraps.” Behind her, Beck was already picking up the Legos.

      Heath glanced at him, making small talk. “What brings you up to snowy Vermont?”

      “I found myself at loose ends for the holiday, and I was missing my best friends, right, Charlie?”

      Charlie nodded, grinning over at him. “You needed a soft place to land.”

      Oh, such a smart, smart girl.

      “I did. Thanks for letting me come over.”

      “We didn’t let you; you’re always invited.” Beck wandered back to his beer and picked it up. “Parker is basically family.”

      “That’s cool.” Heath glanced at him and then looked at Sky. “Skyler, dinner smells amazing.”

      “Green chile and cheese are two of the things that make the world go ’round.” Skyler nodded to him. “You feel better after your nap?”

      “I’m nowhere near as sleepy.” Feeling better? Eh.

      “Long drive?” Heath asked him. “They can really wear you out.”

      “Yeah, I came up from Oklahoma, so it was a long day.” It had been a damn long day that had started as a damn long night. He didn’t want to get into it with a stranger.

      Hell, he wasn’t sure he really wanted to get into it at all. He just wanted to lick his wounds and be here, surround himself with people who were happy.

      Sky gave him a sidelong look but thankfully didn’t ask in front of Heath either.

      “Well, please. Don’t feel like you have to be polite or social on my account. That sounds like quite a trip.”

      Parker detected no lies, but he intended to find his center here, get his mind in the middle. “It was a trip, but it’s over. And I’m here, and I’m happy, and there’s going to be enchiladas.”

      “I know I’m looking forward to them. It’s my first time here for dinner. Isn’t that funny?” Heath shrugged. “We’ve been business partners for years, but we always go out.”

      “That’s because we leave the kids home for grownup social engagements.” Beck leaned on the counter near Sky. Close without quite being in the way, like two people who love each other get. “It’s tough to have people here unless they’re ready for family time.”

      “Good thing for y’all, I’m always ready for family time.” Parker loved these babies, and he wanted a family, friends. He missed riding, he missed being with all those cowboys.

      “Good thing.” Beck gave him a follow-me wave. “Come on, Park, let’s set the table.”

      “You know it.” Four adults, three little ones—that was seven plates and seven forks. Bingo.

      Beck put out placemats, and he found the plates without having to ask where they were. He’d been here so many times that everything was familiar.

      “So… Oklahoma to Vermont is about seventeen hundred miles, give or take. I looked it up. That’s more than a day of straight driving, right?”

      “Yeah. It was a long one.” His shoulders started to creep up around his shoulders. Beck was too smart for his own good.

      “You want to talk about it?” Beck was keeping busy, not looking at him, just setting the table and acting like he was just making conversation.

      “Mom threw me out. Like all the way. So I’m… here.” There wasn’t a better way to put it, really. My mom hates me. Hi.

      That stopped Beck, who looked over at him this time. “Well, fuck. I’m sorry, Park. Sky has told me a little about your mom and… how she is. You came to the right place though. We’ve got your back.”

      “Thank you. I didn’t want to spend Christmas in my truck. I knew y’all would have room for me here.”

      “Well, actually, Park, about that.” Beck turned and looked at him. “We are down a room right now. There was a leak and we had to fix… some stuff, and Sky is painting…would you be terribly hurt if I asked you to stay with Heath for a little while? He has a house not too far and extra room and—I mean, you can come here any time of course and play with the kids or whatever you want, but we’ve got pretty tight quarters right now.”

      His lips actually parted. Oh. Oh God. He hadn’t even considered there wouldn’t be room for him. “I’ll go get a hotel room. No worries.”

      “Oh. No, no. Sky would never allow that, and you know it. Heath is a good guy; I’ve known him a long time. Maybe just try it out until we get the room put back together? It won’t take too long. We’re really sorry; you know this isn’t how we want things. You’re always welcome here.”

      “Are you sure he won’t be put out? I don’t want to impose on a stranger.”

      “Heath? Oh, as soon as I told him our predicament, he offered right away. He knows you’re not a stranger. You’re family. You’ll like him once you get to know him a little better. You guys will get along great.”

      “Oh. Well, if he doesn’t mind, but I can get a hotel room. Honest.” He didn’t know what to do, to be truthful.

      “He doesn’t. We’ve worked together a long time, and he’s happy to do us the favor. No worries. And I promise as soon as Sky is done fixing things up, the room is yours. Okay?”

      “All right. If it’s all good. Only if.” Parker just wanted to be… welcome, dammit.

      “Of course it’s all good. We’re always here for you, Park. You know that.” Beck handed him a handful of forks.

      “Yeah, but there’s a difference between here for me and bothering some guy I don’t know.” And that was the truth. He didn’t want to put anybody out, just wanted to believe he was part of something.

      “Yeah, I hear you. I really don’t think it’s a bother, but I get it. How about you just try it out, and if it doesn’t work, then we’ll figure out something else. Okay? No stress.”

      “Okay, no stress. I do want to help with Christmas. I have stuff in the truck for the kids.” Quite a bit of it actually. Money wasn’t one of his problems.

      “You’re the best uncle they have.” Beck clapped him on the shoulder. “You good finishing up here? I need to check on Heath.”

      “I can totally set the table without help, and if I need help, Charlie will come.” He had no doubt.

      Beck snorted. “Knowing Charlie, she would put forks under everybody’s seat so that they would jump when they sat down. She’s in her naughty nine-ten-eleven whatever however long it’s going to last phase.”

      “Oh, I know that one. I’ll let you know when I’m past it.”

      “It’s too late for you.” Beck laughed and shook his head as he left the dining room. “Thanks for your help, Park.”

      He sighed and set the table, humming “Jingle Bells” as he worked.
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      “So, yeah.” Heath tossed his beer can in the recycling. “Once this deal closes tomorrow, I’ll have a lot more time.”

      “I’m sure you have something in the pipeline,” Beckett said, walking back into the kitchen.

      Sky glanced up from the stove. “Hey, everything good with Parker?”

      “Everything’s good. You mind if I borrow Heath? Park
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