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Searching for more age gap romances? Check out The Boss Bias, Montana Protector, and Protected by the Mountain Man here!



For all the Hallmark fans who need a little more steam! 
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EMERY

It’s not every day you meet a movie star.

At least not for a girl like me.

But thanks to my friend Krista, this weekend I’ll be surrounded by celebrities famous for their holiday movies at this year’s MerryCon—a fun-filled convention for the Christmas-crazed, romantic movie lovers of the world.

Which includes me because I can’t get enough of romance or Christmas.

Activity buzzes through the convention center as volunteers and vendors set up booths for the first day, holiday cheer ringing through the air. From my place in the volunteer line, I spy hundreds of snowflakes and ornaments hanging from the rafters while Christmas trees adorn the floor space. A winter wonderland meant to transport guests to the North Pole.

Enthusiasm pumps through my veins for the weekend to come, and I make a note to thank Krista again. As an early Christmas present, she’d signed me up to volunteer, hoping I’d get paired with my favorite actor: Calder Mayfield. Ever since he starred in my first Hallmark Christmas movie, I’ve been hooked—on him and the movies. A bevy of nerves flutters around my stomach at the possibility of meeting him.

Normally, I’m a practical kind of girl, understanding that the odds of matching with the man of my fictional dreams is as far-fetched as me managing to fit into size twelve jeans. But Christmas is made for miracles, right? Magic and miracles. So where’s the harm in a little dreaming?

Especially since I haven’t had much luck meeting a man in real life for years. Unfortunately, the majority of my time these days is spent working from home—not much of a chance bumping into the love of my life there.

“Next.” The woman at the check-in table motions me forward and asks for my name.

“Emery Michaels.”

Searching through layers of lanyards covered in reindeer, she pulls one out with my name and hands it over. “You’re in C13 with Thatcher North. Here’s a packet of instructions and the itinerary for the weekend.”

Butterflies of hope plummet in my stomach as disappointment takes their place. Not the best way to start MerryCon—having my dream of being paired with Calder dashed so soon. But I knew it was a longshot. At least I can still try to snag a meet and greet photo if I have free time.

Buoyed by the thought, I navigate my way towards C13. Arrows direct people to an area lined with booths, and mine’s empty except for a plastic container stacked on a table with two chairs. A backdrop of red and white stripes hangs behind the table, promoting a candy cane theme. Charmed by the sight, I smile and break the seal on the welcome packet to read what’s expected of me, the first sheet detailing how volunteers need to use the supplied holiday decorations to garnish the table. Seems easy enough.

Shrugging out of my cardigan before becoming a sweaty mess, I tug uncomfortably on my shirt, wishing Krista had chosen a men’s tee instead of the women’s when she’d filled out the volunteer form. This thin red fabric adheres to all the wrong places—emphasizing my roundness from breasts to hips. Attributes I’ve learned to flaunt to my advantage with the right clothing. But clingy tees are not it.

“Nothing for it now,” I mumble, resigned to my fate, before unpacking the box of decor. Christmas trees intermingle with a hodgepodge of reindeer, Santas, and village items, all needing to be organized in some semblance of order. “This will be fun...”

While in work mode, my mind wanders to Thatcher North.

He’s new to the made-for-TV romantic movies scene, but I’ve liked the two he’s made—one for Hallmark and the other for the Hearts of America Channel or HAC.

Though a bit older than I prefer my leading men, he’s still attractive with silver threading his dark hair and a beard shadowing his jaw. Don’t forget his eyes. Whiskey-colored and just as warm, defined by heavy brows. A ripple of awareness assails me as I catalogue his handsome features.

Good grief! What are you thinking?

Shaking off the strange reaction, I resume the task of table decorating, burying any inappropriate musings. A notification from my phone pops up with Krista’s name. “Hey, how’s it going so far? Meet any hot actors yet?”

Snorting in amusement at the message, I type out what’s happened so far, relaying the missed opportunity of being partnered with Calder.

“That’s too bad,” she sends with a frowny-face emoji. “But maybe you’ll run into him while on break!”

Ever the optimist.

Though it’s not far-fetched considering where we are. Bolstered by the possibility, a jaunty holiday tune hums in my throat. Who knows what the weekend has in store?
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CHAPTER TWO
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THATCHER

I regret my decision to attend MerryCon as soon as we drive under the welcome banner held by oversized nutcrackers, their air-filled bodies swaying in the winter breeze.

“Are you sure this is necessary?” I ask, a grim set to my mouth.

“Yes, you need this, and we’re lucky someone else dropped out so you could take their spot. MerryCon is like the Super Bowl for people like you, Thatch. Where else can you meet super fans like these? Super fans who can petition to see you in more projects.” My new manager, Leon, continues typing on his phone as he patiently answers the question I’ve asked multiple times before.

Unfortunately, he’s right.

I need this weekend to boost my image and gain wider exposure to the fans of Hallmark, Lifetime, and HAC. But as more and more holiday decor fills my view along with the lines of people dressed in red and green, I contemplate how far I’ve fallen.

Growing up, I’d been one of the stars of a popular sitcom called The Headley’s—used to red carpets and flashing lights—a far cry from this spectacle. Then the show ended, and I made poor decisions, choosing bad scripts until it became a chore finding someone willing to hire me as anything more than an extra.

Thankfully, my college degree came in handy for supplementing my income with remote coding work for various companies. It just wasn’t my dream to sit behind a desk all day. I figured my acting career was over until an old buddy from the show reached out about a potential career reboot through movies popular on Hallmark and the like.

With his help and the hiring of Leon, it seemed things were back on track after booking two movies in one year. But I know as well as anyone how quickly that can change. Thus, MerryCon.

Be grateful they even want you.

Tension bunches in my shoulders at the reprisal. It’s not that I have anything against a convention focused solely on the feel-good films, but what if no one recognizes me? What if a random exec sees me alone with no fans and decides the people don’t want to see more of me on their screens? I’ll be finished before really getting started... again.
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