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I couldn’t help but smile the minute I entered Thornwood Mall. the place had been transformed for the holidays, every pillar wrapped in twinkling lights and garlands, the air sweet with cinnamon and pine from the kiosks. In the center, Santa’s village stood out like something from a snow globe—fake snow dusted the red carpet, candy-cane arches framed the path, and oversized ornaments sparkled beneath the glow of golden bulbs. Kids and parents lingered by the picket fence, waiting for their turn with Santa, laughter and anticipation swirled like spice in the air, making everything feel just a little more magical.

I loved this job more than I’d admit to most adults. Helping kids onto Santa’s lap, coaxing shy smiles for the camera, fixing candy-cane bows and smoothing ruffled hair—I felt like I belonged in this swirl of holiday magic. Every beaming child reminded me what I wanted most: a baby of my own, someone small to love and fuss over. Tyler and I had been trying for months, counting days and hoping for signs, but so far, nothing. Each time a chubby-cheeked toddler giggled up at me, I felt the ache sharpen in my chest.

Tyler stopped by midway through my shift, handing me a coffee with a tired but genuine grin. “I thought you could use a little pick-me-up,” he said, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered, warm and comforting.

“You’re a lifesaver,” I told him, wrapping my hands around the cup. “How’s the project launch going?”

He shrugged, a sheepish smile flickering. “Long days, but I got the promotion. Maybe we can finally take that vacation after the holidays.”

I squeezed his hand. “We could use the extra money. And I like working here, honestly. Kids, families... it makes me feel like we’re on the right track, you know?” My words trailed off, my mind drifting back to the calendar at home, every hopeful mark for a day that might still never come.

He kissed my forehead, gentle and reassuring. “We’ll get there, Jess.” His faith was steady, and I tried to borrow some of it as I watched him walk away, his shoulders tense and hopeful all at once.

As Tyler leaned in for a quick kiss, a booming voice cut through the mall din. “Let your husband go and be Santa’s little helper, Jess!” Dick’s jolly baritone rang out from the throne, drawing laughter from the waiting parents. I turned, caught in the spotlight of his attention. Santa—Dick—sat enormous and regal on his crimson throne, cheeks flushed, blue eyes glinting beneath the white brows and beard. For the crowd, he was every bit the perfect Santa, but his gaze landed on me with a heat that was all man.

Tyler grinned, oblivious, and squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t get in too much trouble,” he teased, waving as he headed off. I managed a weak smile, but my heart was pounding—half nerves, half anticipation—as I turned back to Santa and caught that sly, lingering look only I seemed to notice.

Every so often, I’d catch Dick watching me, his gaze lingering. I knew exactly what he saw, even if I pretended not to. The elf outfit might have been made for kids, but there was no hiding the way it clung to my curves—the tight green velvet hugging my hips, my round bottom, the striped tights emphasizing the firm lines of my thighs. The bodice barely contained my heavy breasts, the neckline cut just low enough to tease, and I’d styled my blonde hair in soft curls to spill over my shoulders, peeking out beneath the jaunty green hat and pointed elf ears. Dick’s eyes followed every inch of me, lingering just a beat too long on my chest, then tracing the length of my legs as I bent to fix a little girl’s shoelace.

“Good job, Elfie,” he called, his voice ringing out for everyone to hear, all warm and harmless. But when I straightened, he leaned closer, mouth only just moving under the beard, and murmured softly, “Keep wiggling like that, and you’ll end up on Santa’s naughty list.” The words sent a jolt through me, his smile broad and innocent for the crowd, but his eyes gleaming with something that had nothing to do with holiday cheer.

I shot him a look, trying to play it off, but the way his eyes lingered on mine left my heart racing. He grinned—a little too knowing—and turned back to his adoring audience of children, but every stolen glance after that left a strange, fizzy ache inside me, a secret just between us.

After my shift, I tidied up the village, then ducked into the break room, planning to grab my bag and peel off the elf ears. Dick was already there, sprawled in a battered chair, his Santa suit open to reveal a stretched white t-shirt pulled tight across his belly. His beard was mussed, cheeks still ruddy from hours of “ho ho ho,” but his eyes were all mischief, glittering in the fluorescent light.

“There’s my little elf!” he called, voice booming with false innocence as he patted his thigh, the perfect mix of jolly and wicked. “Hop up here and tell Santa what you really want for Christmas.”
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