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The world of this story is a bit of an alternate reality space. Here, St. Nicholas has been operating for many generations as a Santa Claus figure, and the village where Jane’s family lives in the north has had some association with him as a living ageless being for many years. 

The story does not follow the actual time lines of Christmas evolution and myths. 

I hope you will enjoy it in the spirit of good fun, and tarry for a spell with the romance around how Nicholas may have come to fall in love. 

Cheers,

R.S. Kellogg
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by R.S. Kellogg

Nicholas had left his sleigh in the woods not far from the home of Jane, whom he had been dating now for many months. In his heart of hearts, he’d been hoping things were headed toward a proposal, and he’d been happy as he’d walked the short distance to Jane’s family home, humming to himself as he went. It was coming up on Christmas, and he’d expected to see garlands in the windows and a wreath on the door when he’d rounded the corner to see the home where Jane lived with her father Peter and her younger sisters. 

Instead, when he’d come clear of the trees, he felt a ripple of shock pass through his body. His heart pounded and his jaw dropped. 

Instead of a home decorated by Jane to suit the holiday season, the house was blackened and abandoned. The chimney remained tall, and three of the four walls seemed mostly intact, but one on the side had crumbled and there was no glass in the windows. The bricks were scorched black, the roof burned off, the wood siding nearly entirely gone. 

The ornamental trees in the garden had, eerily enough, remained. Their boughs waved in the wind, like ghosts mourning a loss. 

There had clearly been a terrible fire. 

Nicholas swayed where he stood. 

The taste of ash on the wind spoke of loss, and grief. Nicholas could smell scorched brick and he could see where a few of the interior walls had fallen down. How could this have happened? And when? 

What a beautiful home it had been. What a loss. 

Shaking his head, Nicholas tried to wrap his mind around the sight before him. 

For a few beats he felt frantic. Had Jane escaped? What about Peter and the other daughters? 

They’d have had no way to send word to him of course. Where would they have gone? Perhaps to the village? 

He’d been here as recently as a week prior, and Jane had giddily told him of the plans she’d made to decorate the house for the season—she’d confided in him that she’d thought that the previous Christmas would be her last in her father’s home, and so she felt that her being here this year was a terrific gift. One she intended to make the most of. 

She had planned to craft a new design of ornamental flowers from paper and adorn the garlands on the stairs and on the mantles. 

She had planned to decorate the kitchen with a wreath accented by cinnamon sticks to bring the scents of the season into her cooking space. 

And she had planned to dress the library with dozens of festive candles for a party she’d planned to hold for the neighborhood. 

He had a bad feeling remembering the plan to light all the candles. 

Open candles were of course a fire hazard, and it wouldn’t be the first time that a home had burned down at holiday time when the festive décor of a family went up in unexpected flames. 

How terrible. 

He shook his head and shivered, wrapping his arms around himself as if to hold his beating heart in place. 

In that moment of terrible shock, something stood out loud and clear:

If Jane had fallen to the fire, it would be an unbearable loss. 

This knowledge pierced his heart with the clarity of a bell, and he put a hand to his chest, feeling the heaviness of his heartbeat. 

He was breathing deep, if shuddering, breaths, and his system had slowed down and calmed somewhat. 

This sight was certainly a shock, but he was Nicholas, Santa Claus, and he dealt with all manner of unexpected twists and turns on a regular basis. 

His skills for regulating himself kicked into gear naturally once he’d had a few breaths to connect to where he was, acknowledge what he was seeing, and come home to himself. 

Still disquieted, but calmer now, he frowned, staring at the former home of his beloved. 

Somehow, he sensed that she was safe, somewhere, that if she had fallen he would have known. 

She and her family had gotten away. 

With this intuition, he also knew within himself that he must find Jane’s family—to see how all of them were doing but, especially, how Jane herself was faring. 

Centering himself in all of the patience he had cultivated in his long life as a very patient and present man, he considered the house before him. Pacing alongside one of the walls, though it gave him great sadness to see the state of the house, he noted the charred remains of furniture through the vacant window. The fire must have come up quickly with no chance to put it out. Either that or efforts failed. 

Reaching the end of the wall, he silently grieved this house—one which had been in Jane’s family for generations and where he had visited several generations of her grandparents before falling in love with Jane. 

It had been a beautiful house, filled with so many memories. 

He’d loved the people who had lived there. They had been among his dearest friends. He remembered the hearty spiced soups and fresh bread of so many dinners in the dining room, laughter and the scent of books and the heat of a fireplace during long conversations in the library, rousing debates in the somewhat stuffy study that had left him feeling boisterous and happy. Getting outfitted for fishing trips with his friends, from which they’d come back stocked with trout, sunburned and worn out. 

Gone. The fabulous house was all gone. 

The tables laden with works in process in the workroom of the brilliant toymaker Peter. The woven rugs of the dining room. The chandelier above the great table, which had been the pride of generations. 

Up in ruins. 

Nicholas steadied himself next to a charred fencepost. 

“I wish that I had come here more often,” he said aloud, softly. “But I’m so glad my memories remain.” 

Shaking his head at the great loss, he headed back up to the road with a sigh. 

Thoughtfully, he found his sleigh, climbed aboard, and started the reindeer forward. 

He would go into town, inquire at the inns, see what was known of what had happened to the family. 

The small smile he often wore on his face had been upended by a heart-aching frown. 

But as he travelled along through the deepening evening toward the town, under a cloudy sky that felt heavy like his own thoughts, he saw a single figure hurrying up the road. 

A woman, wearing a long coat, a muff on her hands, and a hat over her head. 

He thought he recognized that form. 

As she drew closer and the lamps on the front of the sleigh illuminated her more brightly, light snowfall was beginning to tumble from the sky. 

“Jane?” called Nicholas. 

“Oh my goodness, it is you!” said Jane. 

Nicholas stopped the sleigh, and gave Jane a hand to come up. 

“I had a feeling you would be coming tonight,” said Jane. “I couldn’t stay inside—I had to come out and see you.” 

She slid close to Nicholas and tucked one of her arms around his, a pleasant gesture which Nicholas welcomed and which brought him a half-smile. 

“What happened at the house?” he asked. 

“It was a kitchen fire,” said Jane. “It got out of control before we could stop it. Everyone escaped from the house, even the cat.” She sounded as if she were being cheerful for his sake, but then her tone broke into grief. “But all the books are gone. And all my mother’s things are gone. And my father’s workshop.” 

“I’m so sorry this happened,” said Nicholas. 

“I know,” Jane said. “It’s hard, isn’t it? But then we never really know what things will happen, do we? We’ve been making the best of things. Staying with one of my father’s friends in town. Two of my sisters have hired out as governesses already, so it’s just the three of us—not so very many.” Jane managed a light laugh. 

“I was so worried for you all,” said Nicholas. “I’m so glad that you’re all right.”

He threw an arm around her shoulder, and held her tight. Just simply held her for a few moments, tight and firm against him. He could feel the warmth of her presence, and something that felt like she was taking reassurance from him. After a minute, she sighed with a shudder. 

“I’m so happy that you’re here right now,” she said. “I know that you’re heading into your busiest season, and that it isn’t so easy to get away from Santa’s Circle this month. It just means a lot to me to get to see you.” 

“Oh Jane,” said Nicholas. “What a terrible thing to lose the house before Christmas.” 

“Well,” she said brightly, after a pause. “I did think last year, before that holiday, that it would be my last holiday at my father’s house. I just—” here, her voice wobbled. “I just didn’t think it would play out this way. I thought I’d be getting a position elsewhere and going off to work on an exciting adventure.” She sniffed. “I suppose this is an adventure as well, though, isn’t it? And the family that we’re staying with is simply lovely. It’s an older couple and their son, and the house is quiet and excellent for reading.” 

He patted her arm. “You always do look on the bright side of things, Jane.”

She shivered and leaned more into him. “Well, you do tend to bring out that side of me, Nicholas.” 

He snorted. “Glad to be of service,” he said. 

She leaned back a bit and glanced up at him curiously. “What brought you out to visit us tonight anyway?” she asked him. 

Sighing, he started the reindeer forward again. “That’s probably a conversation for a different time,” he said. “I think I’d better get you back to your family. Suffice it to say, I’m very glad that my presence is some solace to you tonight.” 

They traveled through the lamplit roads of the village as the snow fell a little more thickly, and as Jane said only enough to direct him which roads to turn on to get to the house where her family was staying. 

As they traveled, Nicholas reflected to himself how differently he’d expected this night to go. 

After he’d arrived at the house, with its wreath on the door and candles in the windows, he’d planned to go up to the porch, with a box of candies in hand. He’d knock at the door, and be met by Peter or one of the daughters. 

Jane would come to meet him in the entry, and after he’d taken off his red coat, he’d twirl her into his arms in a great hug. She’d laugh and hug him back. 

Though it was last-minute, the family would lay an extra place at the table and insist that he join them for dinner. 

Whatever was being served, it would be wonderful. Jane’s cooking always was. 

After a joyous conversation over a Christmas-quilt table runner and among the magic of the red and green candles, dinner would wrap up. Jane’s sisters would go upstairs, and Peter would discretely retreat to his study. 

Nicholas and Jane would sit together—perhaps by the fireplace in the library, which had been Jane’s favorite room of the house. 

He’d tell her all of the things he found so wonderful about her—the way she cared so much for others with
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