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Santas Son

A Christmas romance novel – a heartwarming fantasy romance about healing, trust, and second chances

––––––––

[image: ]


Lyvra Aveline

Introductory words

Welcome to the winter world of Santa's Son—a story about courage, closeness, and a new home.

This novel tells the story of Ava, who finds security and her own voice, and Lucian, who learns that love sometimes means slowing down. You can expect winter magic, quiet intimacy (“closed door”), tender moments, and a happy ending.

The chapters alternate: Ava begins, then Lucian, and so it continues. Feel free to read at your own pace—some pages are meant to be read slowly.

Content note: The story touches on topics such as past domestic violence, fear, and healing. None of this is presented in a sensational or explicit way; the focus is on hope, self-determination, and care. If you are sensitive to such topics, listen to yourself and put the book aside whenever you like.

I am still at the beginning of my journey as an author. Thank you for allowing your time and your heart to take a seat here. If this story warms you somewhere between snow, a cabin, and the northern lights, then it has achieved what it was written for.

Enjoy reading,

Lyvra
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Chapter 1 – Ava
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The winter evening hung over the city like wet fabric. The snow, which had swirled harmlessly in the afternoon, now lay in gray edges on the sidewalks. The wind whistled through the gaps in the old windows and made the thin glass rattle, as if someone outside was tapping against it with a finger, just to check if anyone inside was still breathing. There was no light in our kitchen. I hadn’t turned it on because the bulb had been flickering for days, and the flickering made me nervous. So I stood by the window, my forehead pressed against the cool glass, staring down into the courtyard, where a trash can stood open and a cardboard box slowly filled with snow.

Behind me, the faucet dripped into the rusty sink. The sound was so regular that it felt like a metronome for the evening. Drip. Drip. Drip. I raised my hand as if I could catch the drop in midair, but it struck the metal and burst into many tiny sounds that immediately vanished into nothingness.

My fingers were cold. I pulled the sleeves of my sweatshirt over my wrists until the fabric nearly covered them completely. My skin was yellowish in some spots, bluish in others; old stains, behind them a story that no one wanted to hear. I tried not to look. Where there were no words, there was sometimes no pain either. I had convinced myself of that at some point, and sometimes it worked.

A clicking sound came from the door. I froze. For a moment, it became so quiet that I thought the wind had left the city. Then came a scraping, a curse, a kick against something. I knew what was coming: the rattling at the broken lock, the second curse, the door finally bursting open, the heavy step across the hallway, that quick, impatient breathing that made me feel smaller.

I pushed myself away from the window and turned off the faucet. It was a silly, mechanical gesture, but it gave me the feeling of controlling something, at least that drop, at least that sound. I tucked my hair behind my ears to not look so disheveled and simultaneously wished I hadn’t wished that at all. Wishing was dangerous. It made you soft.

The apartment door flew open. Cold air rushed into the hallway and found its way into the kitchen. He stood there, his coat open, his cheeks red from the cold, his eyes glassy. I could already tell by the smell how the evening had gone: not good. Not for him and definitely not for me. His boots left a slimy mixture of salt and water on the tiles. I stared at the traces as if they were maps marking my next mistake.

“No light?” he asked, and his voice was surprisingly calm. I nodded, looking for an excuse but finding none. “Bulb’s broken,” I finally said. That wasn’t entirely a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either. He looked up at the ceiling as if to check the wiring with his eyes, then back at me. “Always something broken with you,” he muttered. He tossed the key onto the sideboard; the metallic sound ran through my back. “Did you cook?”

I pointed to the pot on the stove. Potato soup, thin as always, but warm. “It’s still hot,” I said, stepping aside so he could pass. He exhaled through his nose, took off his jacket, and tossed it over the back of a chair. A drop broke free from the sleeve, fell onto the seat, and spread out like a small black stain. I wished I could spread out too, make myself into a spot that no one noticed.

He positioned himself by the stove, lifted the lid, and smelled the soup. “Salt?” he asked. “Yes.” “Pepper?” “Yes.” He took a spoon, tasted it, snorted. “Tastes like nothing.” I nodded, even though I knew that wasn’t true. It tasted like what I had become in the last few months: too thin, too stingy, too much trying to please someone.

He sat down, put his feet on the empty chair opposite, as if the chair was a stool meant only for his boots, and slurped the soup. I stood at the countertop, my hands wrapped around a glass of water, and breathed quietly. My thoughts weren’t racing that evening. They were sluggish like the snow. A part of me waited for something to happen while simultaneously hoping that nothing did. That was the noose in which I lived.

“Money?” he suddenly asked. I shook my head. “Not yet. Tomorrow.” He set the spoon down, looked up at me. “Tomorrow? Tomorrow is always tomorrow. Today is today.” I nodded, swallowed, wanted to explain that the boss no longer scheduled me at the register because I was too slow, that I was trying to get shifts in cleaning, that I really, really— “Stop nodding,” he said, without raising his voice. He didn’t need to raise his voice to scare me. “You’re annoying me with your nodding.”

I forced my hands to let go of the glass. My fingers left damp half-moons on the glass. The wind whipped through the hallway again at the door, a thin whistle, then it was silent again. He drank the bowl empty, set it down with a curt sound, and grabbed his phone. “I’m going out again later,” he murmured. “You clean up here. And make sure the bathroom doesn’t smell like mold anymore. I don’t want to smell it. Understood?”

“Yes,” I said, waiting for the next word. None came. He stood up, brushed past me, not roughly, but intentionally, as if we were passing each other in a narrow hallway that was much wider than our movements suggested. He smelled of cold smoke and metal. The bedroom door slammed shut. The sound ran through my body like a wave.

I stayed in the kitchen until my legs began to tremble. Then I exhaled, a long, cautious breath, as if even the air in this apartment were not meant for me. I washed the plate, even though he had said I should clean up later. It comforted me to see one plate after another come clean. I rubbed the edges with the rough sponge until the skin on my fingers burned.

When I was done, I laid the dish towel over the faucet and stepped back to the window. The courtyard still lay in the same gray heaviness. A light came on across the street, warm and yellow. A silhouette moved past a shelf, stopped, leaned forward. I imagined how it would feel to step into such a warm light, a cup of tea in hand, a book on the table, and no one asking why the light was on or why one was drinking tea or why one was allowing oneself to breathe without permission.

My thoughts flitted back like shy animals into the past. Each memory was a room I quickly left again before someone discovered me there. But I always remember winters. Winters felt as if adults were allowed to believe in miracles for a moment. In the orphanage, it smelled of cardboard and glue during Advent. Our caregivers made stars and chains with us. We got an orange. I always held my orange too long in my hand until the peel became soft and warm because I didn't know when I was supposed to eat it. Those who never had enough rationed even an orange.

There was a ritual that carried me through December each year: the letter. We had no fireplaces, no stockings to hang, no whispering from the roof. But we had paper. The older of the two caregivers set the box of patterned sheets in front of us, and the younger ones distributed dull colored pencils. “Write what you wish for,” they said. “You can write anything. It’s your letter to Santa Claus.”

In my first year, I wrote “a pet,” because that was what the others wrote. In the second year, I wrote “a real family.” I got a book. In the third year, I wrote “shoes that don’t pinch.” I got shoes that were a size too big so I could grow into them. In the fourth year, I wrote nothing at all. I sat in front of the blank page and stared at the lines that weren’t there, but I saw them anyway: lines into which I was supposed to fit. A caregiver sat beside me, placed her hand on my back, so carefully, as if I were a deer. “You can wish for anything, Ava,” she said. I lifted my head. “Also that someone comes and picks me up?” She looked away. “Just write what you want,” she said softly. I wrote “light.” In the fifth year, I got a flashlight.

Maybe that was what was supposed to save me: that I learned to breathe in a small light. I held my flashlight under the blanket and painted on the ceiling as if there were stars. Sometimes I imagined that behind the ceiling, there really was the sky, and if I stared long enough, a star would fall down and land in my hand.

Now, here in this kitchen, I stood again before an invisible sheet of paper. I felt the old box, heard the dull colored pencils scratching over the rough surface, smelled the glue that became sweet over time when left open. It was ridiculous. I was eighteen. I didn’t live in an orphanage; I lived in an apartment that didn’t belong to me, with a man who didn’t love me. I knew there was no Santa Claus. I knew there was no caregiver who would place a hand on my back and tell me I could wish for anything. I knew no one was coming.

The bedroom door opened. “I’m leaving now,” he said. “Don’t do anything stupid.” He put his jacket back on, grabbed the key. His gaze slid briefly over my face. I lowered my own. I heard the click of the door. Then silence. A piece of silence that was too big for this small apartment.

I waited. First five minutes, then ten. I stood at the peephole, seeing the empty stairs, the thick heating pipes, the wallpaper tears I knew in my sleep. No footsteps. No keys. He had really left. I breathed out, and the breath felt foreign in my chest, as if it were a guest I would have to bid farewell to right away. My heart raced in my throat, faster than I wanted it to.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” he had said. I had to laugh, quietly so that no one would hear it. What was stupid? Was it stupid to turn on a light? Was it stupid to pack a bag? Was it stupid to no longer wait for something I had long known was never coming?

I went into the bedroom and stopped at the door. The room smelled of perfume that wasn’t mine and of old carpet. I reached for the backpack under the bed, pulled it out, and placed it on the blanket. My movements were quiet, practiced. A few underwear pieces, a sweater, the toothbrush, the worn wallet. I took the little book I had received in the orphanage back then, in the second year. Someone had written on the first page: “For Ava. For your light.” Someone with round, unremarkable handwriting, a handwriting that didn’t push to the forefront. I had never found out who it was. I had never dared to ask.

I tucked the book in, then sat down with the backpack in my lap, listening to the silence. My thoughts wanted to scream “Go,” but my body remained. Something held me back, like a thin thread that couldn’t be seen but cut when you pulled against it. I placed my hand on my stomach. The trembling was back. I waited until it settled. I waited too long.

When I stood up again, the kitchen had grown colder. The wind had changed its direction; it now blew from the courtyard side against the windows. I set the backpack next to the door so I could grab it in case of emergency. Then I sat at the small table and opened the drawer. Inside lay a pad. A cheap one, with rough paper that resisted when writing. Next to it was a ballpoint pen with a cracked cap.

I took both out, placed the pad in front of me, and inhaled. My hands wouldn’t calm down. I rested my elbows on the table, pressed my forehead into my palms, and tried to sort my thoughts. I tried to feel clever. But then I saw my reflection in the dark window: my white face, the dark circles under my eyes, my hair, which was too short at the back and too long at the sides because I had cut it myself. I saw an eighteen-year-old pretending to be older and a childhood that had sunk its claws into my heels.

“Letter to Santa Claus,” I said softly. The words sounded ridiculous. But they were there. They were the only door I knew, even though I didn’t believe it led anywhere.

I put the pen to paper. A line. It broke. I pressed harder, as if I could write through the paper and into the table, as if that could turn the table into a secret that heard me.

Dear Santa Claus, I wrote.

I stared at the words. There was so much I couldn’t write afterwards. “I know you don’t exist”—but I didn’t write that. “I don’t know where else to write”—but I didn’t write that either. I let the page speak, the emptiness between the lines that I didn’t yet have.

I exhaled and realized my eyes were burning. I blinked away the moisture, wiped my sleeve over them, carefully so the paper stayed dry.

I don’t know why I’m doing this, I wrote. Maybe because I used to always write. Maybe because today the first snow has stayed, and I remembered the smell of paper. Maybe because I have no other address.

My hand grew steadier as the words landed on the paper. It was as if they were sharing my weight, each word a small plate on a scale that might someday no longer tip against me.

I am Ava. I am eighteen. I know you were just a game, an idea, a comfort in rooms that held too many beds. But if you are an idea, perhaps I can still write to you. Ideas are sometimes stronger than people.

I wrote without thinking the word “writing.” I wrote about the orphanage, the oranges, the smell of glue, the letters that our caregivers stuffed into a big envelope we never saw again. I wrote about the flashlight light that had taught me that one can hope quietly too. I wrote about the apartment I now lived in, about the man whose name I no longer wanted to say in my mouth, as if it had thorns. I wrote about the soup that was thin, and the drop that always falls even when you turn it off, and the boot prints on the chair that looked like a stamp.

I didn’t write about what he did. I wrote about what it did to me: that I was forgetting myself, that I could hardly feel myself anymore, that sometimes I felt like a noise in the hallway that no one wants to hear because everyone hopes it’s just the wind.

I don’t know what I want, I wrote. I don’t know what one wishes for when one has never learned to keep wishes. Maybe a door. One that opens. Not forever, just tonight. Maybe proof that there’s something outside waiting for me without demanding anything.

I laid the pen down for a moment, rubbed my fingers. The cold crept into my joints. I stood up, got the old blanket from the sofa, draped it over my shoulders, and sat down again. The blanket smelled of detergent and a winter I would have liked to have invented.

My handwriting became rounder. I allowed the paper to guide my hand, not the other way around.

If you’re not real, it doesn’t matter, I wrote. If you are real, then please keep reading. I can’t take it anymore. I’m tired of feeling like my life belongs to someone else. I have no family. I have never had a school. I have no friends. I have no money. I have learned to be quiet and not stand out. I have learned that one can speak without a voice, but today I want to say something. Just once. I need help.

I paused because the word “help” shone. It had shone like my flashlight under the blanket. A small, stubborn light. I laid my hand on the word as if I could warm it.

I don’t know who I want this help from, I continued writing. Maybe from a person. Maybe from an idea. Maybe it’s enough that I’m writing this letter to remind myself that I’m still here.

I looked outside into the courtyard again. The snow was falling thicker. It dampened the sounds of the few cars on the street. A beam of light moved over the wall, disappeared, moved back. I felt my heart slow down. The pen felt light in my hand.

Please, I wrote, if you exist, send me a sign. Something small. A reason to believe I won’t be sitting in this kitchen forever counting how often the faucet drips. I don’t want to be invisible anymore.

I didn’t sign my name. I knew that names could open doors, but they could also put locks on them. Instead, I drew a small flashlight at the bottom, a shapeless thing that looked more like a short cone. I laughed softly because the drawing was so bad. It felt good to laugh, if only for a breath.

I folded the letter in half, then again. The pad ripped at the edge, the paper frayed. I searched for an envelope, found one with an old address crossed out. I rubbed my palm over it as if I could wipe away the old writing. Then I wrote in large letters:

To Santa Claus.

I paused. No address, no place. I sat there with an envelope that looked like a game. Maybe that was okay. Maybe “game” was the only thing I still allowed myself. But something in me suddenly wanted to become concrete. I didn’t want to just write into the void. I wanted a path that led through the world. I remembered a scene from the orphanage: a caregiver had laughed and said one could also address the letter “To the North Pole,” and the post would know what to do. We had laughed because it sounded like magic, and because magic was easier to believe in a house with stained walls than anywhere else.

I wrote underneath: North Pole.

The envelope now looked absurdly serious. North Pole. I placed it in front of me, smoothed the paper until the creases softened. Outside, the snow swirled. I sat there and listened. My head was empty in a calm way, as if the silence had finally found a room in me.

I stood up, put on my jacket, and stuffed the envelope deep into my pocket. Then I picked up the backpack. I stopped once more, my hand on the light switch. I didn’t do it. I left the kitchen dark, let the flickering be. I walked down the hallway, passing the place where the plaster had chipped, went past the apartment door because I still feared that he might suddenly be standing there, and stepped out onto the stairs.

It smelled of dust and wet wool. My footsteps echoed on the steps, and I tried to make them lighter, but they still sounded like something that wanted to be noticed. Outside, the cold greeted me with an honesty that almost brought tears to my eyes. I pulled my scarf higher and walked down the street to the mailbox at the corner, red enough to laugh at the darkness.

I stood in front of it. My fingers trembled as I pulled the envelope from my jacket. I held it between my thumb and forefinger as if it were fragile, although it was only paper. A car passed behind me slowly, the headlights gliding over the wet asphalt, making it gleam. I took a breath, counted to three, and slid the letter into the slot.

The metal clicked softly. The envelope was gone. I held my hand at the slot for a moment, as if I wanted to hold onto something that cannot be held. Then I pulled it back, tucked it into my jacket pocket, turned around, and stopped. The street was empty. The yellow lights of the lamps formed small islands where I could pause briefly before moving to the next one.

On the way back, I counted the islands. One, two, three. I didn’t stop in front of the house. I walked on, past the next corner, just like that. For a moment, my heart beat freer. I walked two more blocks without a goal until my feet were wet and I felt the cold rising through my socks into my bones. Then I turned around. The apartment was waiting, whether I wanted it to or not.

Once upstairs, I put the key in the lock, turned it twice, stepped inside, and closed the door quietly. My glass of water still stood on the sideboard in the kitchen. I picked it up, took a sip, set it down. The backpack leaned against the door. I left my jacket on, sat down at the table, and laid my forehead on my arms. My eyes burned again, but this time I let it. I let the tears come, not loud, not dramatic. They just ran down, and I once again heard the drop in the sink, even though I had turned off the faucet. Perhaps there was still a remnant somewhere that wanted to fall.

I thought about the letter, how it now lay in a dark metal belly, alongside bills, catalogs, Christmas greetings from people who remembered each other. I thought about the word “North Pole” in my handwriting. I imagined that there was indeed a place where letters arrived that weren’t addressed to real people but to the possibility that someone is listening. I imagined someone taking my envelope in their hand, weighing it, looking at it, examining the poor drawing of a flashlight, and not laughing.

I closed my eyes and inhaled through my nose. The air smelled of cold metal, of wet boots that weren’t there, of my blanket lying on my lap, of paper still on the table. A part of me wanted to pause time. Another part wanted it to finally go on.

I didn’t know if I would sleep tonight. I didn’t know if he would come back, if he was drunk, if he would raise his voice. But for the first time in a long time, I had done something that belonged only to me. It was small, perhaps ridiculous. But it was mine.

I lifted my head, brushed my hair from my face, and listened. The wind had calmed. For a brief moment, the city was so quiet as if it had held its breath to wait for an answer that somewhere far away might have already begun— as if a hand at the edge of the world were reaching for my letter.

I placed my hand on my book. “For your light,” it said. I whispered the words back to check if my voice was still there. It was there. Softly, but there.

Then I stood up, pulled the backpack closer to me, and left the light in the hallway on, just for a moment. A small, warm light. I saw myself in that light, how I truly was: tired, uncertain, but not gone. I turned it off again, went into the bedroom, and closed the door behind me as quietly as I could.

Outside, snow was falling. Inside, the envelope was no longer on the table. And somewhere, far away, a story began of which I knew nothing yet. I had written it at the end of this evening, with trembling hands and still just enough to recognize it again tomorrow. Perhaps that was all I could do. Perhaps it was enough.
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Chapter 2 – Lucian
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If the wind at the North Pole gathers enough momentum, it sounds like an organ someone is playing with cold hands. The long ice tongues under the eaves then hum in soft tones, and the snowfields themselves seem to respond, a deep, calm rumble that goes through marrow and bone. I grew up with this sound. For others, it might just be weather, but for me, it is the voice of a place that loves me and holds me at the same time.

That morning, I woke up before the first light. Not because there is much light up here in December, but there is a difference between night and what we call “twilight time” – the hour when something bright breathes under the ice at the horizon. I dressed in warm pants, boots, a sweater that had gotten loose at the sleeves from working, and went out into the crisp cold. It doesn't strike the face; it rises slowly, like water. I breathed in and let the cold do its work. It reminds me that I have a body, not just duties.

Our village lies nestled between snow crests that arch over us like half-closed eyelids. My childhood home – I call it that, although it has been more of a workshop and post office than a home for centuries – stands at the edge, where the snowstorms knock first. The chimney smokes even on days when no fire is laid: magic has its own rules. Next to the house is the longhouse, where the reindeer sleep when they are not practicing in the running winds. Behind it is the hall of lists, which looks like a snow wall to outsiders. Those not invited do not realize that the wall has a door.

Inside, it was warm and smelled of resin, cold metal, and cinnamon. In the great hall, the tables had a long night behind them. There are tables here that sort letters at a knock, and tables that only rest until the right pair of hands wakes them. Some call them alive. I call them reliable. In the corner, the sled batteries hummed, a deep, soothing buzz that turns into an excited choir every year just before the big evening. Today it was still the old, relaxed tune.

"You’re early." My father's voice came from above, from the gallery that circled the space. He leaned his hands on the railing. His beard hung heavy and white, his gaze even heavier. When he laughs, that look becomes bright like snow in the sun. But he rarely laughed in the weeks leading up to Christmas. Responsibility is not a good joke.

"I couldn't sleep," I said.

"Then work," he said, without harshness, but also without question. That is his way. For him, work is the language in which he loves best. There was a time in my life when I did not doubt this language. Now I sometimes stumble over its grammar.

"Morning, Lucian." My mother passed by him, a steaming cup in hand. "Have some tea. You look pale." She touched my hair, a brief, warm pressure. In her eyes, there is always something that reminds me of summer, although she has lived up here for centuries. She has the ability to make warmth out of little. Perhaps that is the strongest form of magic I know.

"Thank you," I said, took the cup, and went to my table. It is a long table made of light wood, the edge cracked in one place – my crack, at five, when I ran into it with a wooden sled because I wanted to learn what speed feels like. My father did not scold me then. He looked at the crack and said, "Now it remembers you." I liked that. I wanted things to remember me.

I placed my hands on the tabletop, and the table recognized me. A soft jerk, as if an animal were shifting in its sleep. The first box of letters slid toward me as if the table itself had decided to shift its weight to my side today. I opened the box. The smell of paper, in a hundred varieties: cheap, rich, perfumed, shy. Handwriting from children, adults, some scrawled, some so even you can feel the ruler behind it. Wish lists are like voices. If you listen long enough, you hear not just what someone wants. You hear who someone is.

I began to sort. We work in fields: toys, books, instruments, animals (the trickiest category), "Nothing Material," and "Miscellaneous." I have spent most of my life in "Nothing Material." Perhaps because I understood myself best there. "Let me be braver" is written on many notes, the older the writers, the more frequent. "Make Mom laugh," or "Please let us be together again," or "That he gets well." This box is the most difficult, and there are rules that are almost as old as my father: Nobody interferes with fates that bind others. Nobody changes the world by repainting it. We remember, amplify, nudge. We are drafts, not wrecking balls. So say the elders. Sometimes I believe them. Sometimes not.

"The running winds are too fast this year," my father said from above. "We need to readjust the sleds." He actually means, "Help me with that." I nodded, although he could not see it.

I continued sorting, hand movement, gaze, stack. One hour became two. I fell into the steady rhythm that work has here. It is kind. It lets thoughts run without driving them. I thought of the last night, of the conversation at dinner. It had not been an argument. But it had not been a conversation either. My father had listed plans he has been listing for decades: routes, shift schedules, safety. I had listened and internally heard something else: a question I do not ask him because I fear the answer. What if it's not my path that fills your boots?

"Lucian?" My mother’s voice came now from the side, quieter. She stood beside my table, looking at my stack of "Nothing Material." "Sit with me later," she said. "I tried new gingerbread."

Gingerbread is her code word when she senses that I carry the world with too straight a back. "Yes," I said. "I’d like that."

I reached for the next handful of letters. Among the envelopes was one that was different. Not by the paper – it was cheap, coarse paper, torn at the edge – but it had no sender. Only: "To Santa Claus. North Pole." Without hesitation, without adornment, without an attempt to make it pretty. On the back, a small drawing, barely more than a line cone. A flashlight, I thought. I don't know why I knew that, but I knew it.

I opened the envelope slowly, as one cuts open an echo they don’t want to frighten. Inside was a folded sheet. The smell of street cold, metal, a hint of detergent. I sat down, though I was standing. One always sits for things that could touch the heart.

I read.

"Dear Santa Claus ..."

I read many "Dear Santa Claus." I read them so often that the phrase sometimes exists in me only as a pattern, like wallpaper. But here the phrase was a window. What followed was nothing I hadn’t read a thousand times before, and yet it was something only she could have written. It was the way the words didn’t want to fall and yet dared to. It was the gap between the sentences that said more than the sentences themselves. It was how she had written "I need help" without explaining why the world left her so little space. I felt the cold of the paper in my fingertips and at the same time something warm beneath it, as if she had laid her hand on it while writing.
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