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THE SANTA IN MY EAR 

Written by: Cvetka Bevc 

The youth novel The Santa in My Ear follows the story of       

14-year-old Oja who just recently broke her arm. But that is 

just one of the many twists and turns she has experienced in 

her lifetime. She was born to a Slovene mother and African 

father, although she herself is light-skinned. Her story begins 

somewhere around the Christmas of 1999. She intertwines 

the present and the past, remembering events from her 

history that left a significant impact on her life. Her many life 

experiences include military unrests in Nigeria, emigrating to 

London and then finally coming to Slovenia. 

At each event that shook her life she had to face new 

challenges, find new friends, adapt to new cultural 

surroundings, fulfil her parents’ expectations – all while 

staying true to herself. 

Oja is an excellent flautist, but her real passions are colours and painting. When she plays the flute 

and closes her eyes, a rainbow appears before her. Might it be Santa Claus, who has been constantly 

whispering in her ear since the accident, who is telling her this? 

With his help, Oja navigates between painting, music, family issues, new friends and her first love. 

Through her collage of memories and experiences in the present, Oja figures out the real reason 

behind her accident. 

Format: 14.8 × 21.5cm, black and white print, hardcover, 160 pages 

Age: 12+ 

 

Cvetka Bevc is a poet, writer and musician. She finished her musicology 

and comparative literature studies at the Faculty of Arts in Ljubljana and 

continued her education at University College Cork. She lives and creates 

in Ljubljana. 

She writes prose, poetry, dramatic and youth literature, as well as 

screenplays. Her literary opus consists of twenty books and she has 

written several novels for young adults, among others A Head Full of 

Prawns, The Ten and The Santa in My Ear. 
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Synopsis 

The story of 14-year-old Oja, who recently broke her arm, is full of ups and downs. She was born to a 

Slovene mother and African father, although she herself is white. We follow her story, which begins 

around Christmas 1999, as a collage of the present and reminiscences of the events that had a big 

impact on Oja.  

Oja is an excellent flautist, but her real passions are colours and painting. Whenever she hears music 

and closes her eyes, a rainbow appears before her. However, her parents’ expectations drive the 

young artist to the brink of despair. Her father, who persistently hovers over Oja’s music career, 

demands perfection from her. Her mother tries to support her as best she can and lets her go to an 

art class, but when her father finds out, he gets into such an argument with her mother that Oja puts 

down her brush and paints, never to pick them up again. The passion that is bottled up inside her and 

the colours that she so desperately wants to express push her to the point where she begins self-

harming herself. Oja deliberately breaks her arm so that she wouldn’t be able to play the flute 

anymore. 

The author skilfully builds up the tension and places the reader at the end of the story. The starting 

point is the moment when Oja has already done the deed, now she has to go through the agonizing 

path to admitting it. The novel features the unusual character of Santa Claus, Oja’s inner voice, an 

entirely bothersome little man who climbs into Oja’s ear and, ever since the incident, speaks to her. 

This peculiarity in Oja’s head stems from her feeling confused, lost and uprooted, and all the 

pressures she experienced. It reminds her of the truth, Oja’s sincere desire that she buried deep 

inside out of fear of her parents’ expectations.  

The author also uses unusual text structures to build the tension to a climax. Events from the present 

alternate with memories from the past (as does the narrator: the present is told in the third person, 

the past in the first). 

Regardless of the time frame of the present, the story encompasses practically all of Oja’s life.  In key 

moments it conjures up certain events for the readers that led Oja to be in the situation she is in 

now. We therefore follow the protagonist from her childhood all the way to the beginning of her 

adolescence. 

The author condenses all these topics into a novel and offers teenagers some thoughts on finding 

your own path and identity, as well as the courage needed to be able to face the weight of burdens 

and not give in to pain and sorrow. Even if the path you are on fills you with fear and uncertainty. 
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Excerpt 

1.  

 

MORNING 

 

Place: Sečovlje 

Time: 23 December 1999  

Narrator: All-knowing authoress 

 

Oja hops from one foot to the other, channelling the rhythm of the drums through her, through 

the white veil covering her face she can only make out the outlines of other Eyos, the costume-

wearing spirits. I’m one of them now, she thinks… E sunrunkun run – Fear nothing, she repeats 

the ritual chant they uttered when they made their way in a procession through the streets of 

Nigerian Lagos. But Oja doesn’t recognise anyone apart from the people clothed in white 

wearing red hats on their heads; there is no noisy crowd, no musicians, only the distant 

drumming is becoming ever louder. The Eyos encircle Oja, thumping their sticks on the ground, 

suddenly they are no longer wearing costumes but are turning into spirits of the dead. Oja keeps 

repeating E sunrunkun run, faster and faster, but the chant does not work, she feels scared, she 

is suffocating, the white veil is sticking to her face as though it is made up of layers of plaster, 

her eyes are stuck together, she wants to pull the white mask from her face but she cannot lift 

her arms. “Come on, Oja, keep trying!” someone shouts, and she hears little bells ringing. Oja 

peers through half-closed eyes and recognises the shape of Santa Claus, she does what he says 

and, with great difficulty, succeeds in lifting her left arm, but, in the same instant, a thousand 

blows rain down on her arm, Oja cries out in pain, the strikes landing on her in the rhythm of 

the drums, she can hear Santa singing a song about sleigh bells and Rudolph the red-nosed 

reindeer, the blows keep coming down until Oja shouts, “E sunrunkun run!” Fear nothing! 

 

And she awakens from her dream.  

 

Her eyes open wide in an instant. But just before she switches on the light, she thinks she catches 

a glimpse of a tiny little Santa Claus in the dim light. He – as if he had shrunk to the size of an 

ant while leaving her dreams – runs up her arm, dashes up her neck and darts into her right ear, 
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making Oja rub her ear vigorously as though she were trying to get an annoying bug out of 

there.  

 

“Dreams take time to go back to dreamland. When you start waking up, don’t open your eyes 

too quickly,” Oja remembered the words of her grandfather Kalu. Of course, if she had opened 

her eyes more slowly, she wouldn’t have to deal with that silly Santa and the white ghosts. Her 

dreams wouldn’t scare her. And more! Her reality wouldn’t frighten her either! In the dim light 

she would have recognised the shapes in her room immediately and wouldn’t have thought she 

was in the hospital again, although the whiteness of her room wasn’t all that different to the 

whiteness of the hospital. White walls, white bed, white furniture. It was as though she were 

still there, she grudgingly thinks to herself. She had been taken to the hospital, against her will, 

just over a month ago. Her wrist and two fingers may have been broken, but she hadn’t taken a 

blow to the head, although her brother Linan insisted they should examine it anyway. And it 

was because of this that she had to stay there overnight.  

 

Which was tough for Oja. She hated unfamiliar places. She hated if someone moved her to 

room with an unfamiliar smell. She hated seeing an unfamiliar view when she looked out the 

window in the morning. No wonder that she had been having nightmares since then. 

 

She shook her head half-heartedly and stared at her hand in a plaster cast. Its whiteness was in 

stark contrast to her light cinnamon skin. Dante, who had snuck into the hospital room to visit 

her, jokingly commented, “You look like a white mocha with cream. Cream.” 

 

Oja had been called White Mocha for some time. Everyone in the class had a nickname, but 

some were better than others. For example, Yin and Yang for the Chinese twins, Wei and Li. 

Or Seaweed for Cvetka. And Lucifer for Lucy wasn’t all that bad. Fatima for Mira was quite 

obvious. What else, if she’s from Bosnia, said Primož. All the women there are called Fata, 

aren’t they? It’s a good thing that nobody made any comments about her White Mocha 

nickname. Oja would have said that it was a childish, dumb and tacky nickname. A nickname 

she got when everyone at school found out that her father was a dark-skinned African and her 

mother was white. But ‒ when Dante called her by that name, she didn’t mind. It even seemed 

nice. Sweet. Because Dante was the first friend she had made in her class and she could easily 

forgive him for things like that. Especially since he never asked her what had happened. Unlike 
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like everyone else, who kept asking her about her cast. Even when Primož, the class heartthrob 

and boy of her dreams, asked her how she was ‒ although probably just to be polite ‒ she didn’t 

reveal anything and appeared to be in a bad mood, although under any other circumstances she 

would have been jumping with joy. On the inside, of course. In this particular instance she 

would have stuck to rule No. 5 from the rules she and Sunaja had come up with a few months 

earlier. Rules on what to do when a boy made your heart skip a beat. Number 5: Don’t show 

your true emotions. That means showing no signs that you have any feelings for him. At least 

for now. And in that way, Primož never found out anything.  

 

Well, at least that craziness is behind me, said Oja to herself, gets up and begins walking to the 

door. On the desk she notices a small Christmas tree. Vida, Oja’s mother, had snuck it into her 

room at night in the hope that the colourful decorations hanging on the branches of the little 

tree would put a smile on Oja’s face. 

 

“How stupid!” exclaimed Oja, putting the tree on the floor and covering it with a scarf. For a 

second she contemplated flinging it through the window.  

 

Had her mother really forgotten that Oja had wanted to use those very same decorations to 

decorate the tree about a year ago? And in another room, a much grander room that this, in a 

different town, a much more interesting one than this, in a different country, one much larger 

than this... 

 

Everything that Oja was grumbling about was true. A year ago, on her last day in London, she 

couldn’t decorate the Christmas tree. Just like she couldn’t go to Nick’s party, where she was 

supposed to go with Linan and her best friend Peggy. All because she had to rush off to the 

village of Sečovlje in Slovenia where her mother came from. Without anyone asking her if she 

even wanted to. Just like that they moved her to an unfamiliar room where, even after a year, 

she still felt like a stranger. Because of the move, Oja hadn’t gone to her flute recital for the 

end-of-the-year performance in Brixton in the south of London.  

 

“But you then played in this shabby little Slovenian hall at every chance you got, didn’t you?” 

a shrill voice in her right ear said.   

 

mailto:zala@zalozba-pivec.com


 

 
Contact: Zala Stanonik  Založba Pivec d.o.o., Na Gorci 20, 2000 Maribor, 
Slovenia 
zala@zalozba-pivec.com                                              +386 2 250 08 28, +386 41 769 706 

The voice sounded like a broken whistle in a children’s rubber toy. Oja stomped her feet. This 

is all she needed. An annoying voice inside her head that emphasises her most unpleasant 

thoughts. Thoughts she really did not want to hear. Thoughts that only some silly Santa Claus 

from her dreams that snuck into her ear to warn her not to do certain things could say. 

 

“You horrid thing! Cut it out!” she hissed to herself, taking a black box with her flute from the 

desk drawer and stuffing it into her wardrobe. She would deal with it later. First, she would 

have to wait to get her cast removed, then go to a physiotherapist to help exercise her fingers. 

Or Dr Enrico might show her some exercises. Hmm, he didn’t have a clue that, much more that 

being able to move her fingers perfectly, she needed dreams, chocolates, long chats with Sunaja 

and Dante, romantic films, to watch basketball games, go on walks with the General and, what’s 

more, to go out with a boy. Primož maybe. Definitely him. 

 

They can all think whatever they like, saying that Oja is one with the flute and that it’s a part 

of her. Actually, not everyone. Only her father Ike spoke about this at every chance he got. 

 

“Oja means Nigerian flute, your name is a reminder of the country we come from,” he explained 

to her when, years ago, she had complained that the children in the London nursery were teasing 

her about her name. He even let her wipe her nose on his shirt. Then he took a wooden pipe out 

of his pocket, played it and tried to console her. Clearly without any success as she continued 

to cry into her pillow late into the night. And she agreed to let her father enrol her into a music 

school the next day. That was just his way of trying to cheer her up. Her mother, Vida, was a 

quite different type of person. She made a party out of the accident where she bumped her knee. 

Or sprayed the T-shirt she stained with gold glitter. She would do something terribly funny. If 

things had been like they used to be, her mother would have surely helped her silence that silly 

Santa in her ear, the one currently calling her a coward.  

 

But things are not how they used to be. 

 

Oja is no longer a child. She is thirteen years old. Almost fourteen. Which is another reason 

why she worriedly asked herself why the Santa in her ear (Oja no longer doubted this fact at 

all) was quietly singing the ancient Yoruba lullaby Iya ni wura iyebiye ti a ko le fowo ra – 

Mothers are treasures that no money can buy. It was as though he had mischievously chosen 
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Oja’s favourite song, the song that reminded her of the mother that knew how to laugh, the 

mother she sometimes enjoyed sitting out in front of the house and watching the sunset with, a 

sunset that seemed almost as pretty as the view from the window of their London flat onto the 

street at night. Oh, she could tell that mother what had really happened. It’s as though that 

mother had disappeared recently, sniffles Oja. 

 

No, no, she won’t cry, she decides, using a tried and tested method to stop crying, she bites her 

tongue and makes her way to the bathroom. She stops in the hallway, listening to voices to try 

and figure out if anyone had inadvertently woken up in this early morning. Since she really did 

not want to meet certain people. She wasn’t worried about her mother. She is in the kitchen 

making tea or coffee. Her father is pottering about his woodworking workshop, Anna her 

grandmother is asleep, her brother Linan probably hasn’t even got out of bed yet.  

 

“Linan – that messed up emo!” thundered the voice of Santa, this time in Oja’s left ear. At least 

that’s what it seems. This time she agrees with Santa, oh how she agrees with him, she could 

crush her big brother into dust right now, the rage inside her grows, she opens the bathroom 

door angrily, puts her head under the open tap and sings, “Iya ni wura iyebiye ti a ko le fowo ra 

…” 

 

Because she is determined to silence Santa Claus. The cold shower will finally awaken her, 

relieve her of the remains of her nightmare and wash Santa away. So she turns her head from 

side to side, aiming the water straight into one ear, then the other, it makes her shiver with cold, 

but who cares as long as she gets rid that voice. And it works. A great empty silence takes over 

in her mind. Funnily enough, Oja misses Santa’s voice for a second, as though she has already 

got used to his presence; it’s not necessarily always bad, she says to herself, someone is simply 

wandering around inside her head, as though he has a hammock stretched out from one ear to 

the other where he rests, while relaxing he gets a wacky idea or two, may she could stop 

showering now, she decides, she’s not exactly enjoying it, brrrr, she is just about to stand up 

when someone grabs her by the shoulders and lifts her up. 

  

“Oja! Have you gone nuts?!”  
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Why do older brothers show up at the worst possible moment? And why do they always say the 

wrong things? 

 

“No, I haven’t, but I could easily send you to the loony bin!” shouts Oja. Surprised at her 

outburst, she pushes her brother away, runs back into her room, slams the door and locks them 

behind her, pushes the chair to the door and flops down onto it, ignoring Linan rattling the door 

knob and his calls ... dammit, why doesn’t he just go away, him being here just reminds her of 

her broken arm more than the pain does. Why did all of this have to happen, she thinks, then 

Santa sums up her thought and, like a broken record, keeps repeating...why don’t you say why, 

just say why... And Oja realises that no cold shower would ever get rid of him. He inhabited 

her like the voice of guilt that took on the appearance of a little man with a red hat. 

 

“I just want to talk!” shouts Linan and then adds, more quietly, “Please.” And when he doesn’t 

get any reply to this almost desperate plea, he kicks the door.  

 

Oja jumps up from her chair, not because of Linan’s kick, his softly spoken ‘please’ has a 

greater effect; he had stopped using that particular word a long time ago, and now Santa decided 

to use it, mimicking Linan’s voice, whispering: Please Oja, at least Linan is trying to 

understand. 

 

No, Santa should have not repeated that to her, Oja fumed. Linan would try to understand?! Un-

der-stand! And what the hell was he supposed to understand? The fact that, despite his dark 

skin and chocolate brown eyes, he is her brother. Not a problem. That she can fathom. Grandpa 

Kalu always says that black people come into this world in all manner of colours, there was 

nothing wrong with her having light skin.  

 

Oja repeated this last thought out loud. Then she listened carefully. She barely dared to breath. 

Nothing. No ringing sound inside her head. Hah! Maybe Santa got tired of all the wild thoughts 

running through her mind. He probably lost track of which were hers and which were his own. 

Or he was racing through snow-covered fields with Rudolph, although there is no snow here by 

the seaside, or he might have rode off on his motorcycle, Oja starts to have a little fun at his 

expense. But not for long. A roaring noise could be heard coming from under her window. She 
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peeks out from behind the curtains and sees Linan starting up his beloved motorcycle. Of course 

he’s running away again.  

 

Oja feels relieved, Linan had taken his ‘please’ away with him, she won’t worry about this now, 

instead, she switches on her CD player. Without checking to see which CD was inside, she 

presses play and recognises Ian Andersen after just a few moments, she loves his flute playing, 

classical meets rock, like a meeting between her and Linan, she thinks, but she still turns up the 

volume, loud, let it ring out throughout the house, let Ian’s flute drown out all the Christmas 

songs, let everyone downstairs know that she is not afraid of getting her cast off today and will 

carefully move her fingers again.  

 

E sunrunkun run – Fear nothing, she says to herself as she descends the stairs to the floor below, 

while Santa conjures up images from her memory. 
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