
A CHRISTMAS TRIP 

 

Santa threw the empty bottle across the workshop. It tinkled as it rolled along the steel 

floor, liquor dribbling from its lip. He grunted as the bottle knocked into the well-

established pile that had slowly built up over the last hour. He heaved his hulking mass 

into a more comfortable position, though still slumped in the corner within easy reach of 

the wine rack. He reached his hand out to the side to pull down another bottle, but grasped 

only air. “Humbug!” His voice was slurred. 

The elf scurried into the room. “Mister Claus?” 

“Humbug, I need… more wine.” 

Humbug hurried over to Santa, without wine. He placed a miniature hand on Santa’s 

bloated one and said softly, “It is getting late, Mister Claus. You need your rest for 

tomorrow.” 

Tomorrow? Santa puffed his cheeks out and swallowed what would have become a burp. 

“I’ve bloody well told you, it’s not happening!” 

“Mister Claus, you must…” 

“I ‘must’ not do… anything. And you can damn well… stop calling me—” This time he let the 

burp out. “Mister Claus. I’m Santa.” 

“I will call you Santa, when you call me Bah.” 

“Bah…? Humbug? What’s the bleedin’ difference…” He felt his cheeks heating up. “And 

where’s my bloody wine?” 

“You have finished all the bottles in the shop.” 

“Well get me some from the line.” 

“Mister Claus… Santa, we stopped the wine line last night. It was not designed for—” 

“Bah Humbug! You are not paid to… think. None of you elves are. The line is to be used for 

wine. We have no need of Christmas Essence this year, because it’s NOT HAPPENING.” 

Santa pressed his sweaty palms against the walls and heaved his mass upwards. Humbug 

used his pathetic elfish arms to assist, but to no effect. Santa swayed, but steadied himself 

on the upper wine rack. A flash of glass caught his eye:  a wine bottle. He pulled the bottle 

off the rack. “It’s empty.” He flung the bottle across the room. It smashed through a frosted 

window, letting the cold North Pole air flood in. “Bah Humbug!” 

“Bah is fine.” 

“I will call you… call you what I damn well like. If I want to call you… Fish Bottom then I 

bloody well will.” 

“I’d rather you didn’t, Mister Claus.” 

“Fish Bottom!” 

“Sorry, I meant Santa.” 



Santa grunted. Perhaps it was a laugh, even he didn’t know. “Bah, please tell me my tabs 

are ready.” 

“We stopped the line for that as well. It’s printing wrapping paper like it should.” 

“It should be printing my… my acid tabs.” 

“We have a batch, if you insist. But I really think—” 

“Stop with all this ‘thinking’. You’re an… elf. And yes… I bloody well insist.” 

There was a silence between Santa and Bah. The elf rocked back and forth on the soles of 

his feet. “Do you think,” Bah said after a moment, “that I can have Christmas day off? It’s 

just… well my little boy’s not well and this might be… you know?” 

“There is no Christmas this year. How many times do I have to tell you before it gets 

through that tiny skull of yours?” Santa staggered his way to the door. “You will be working 

tomorrow, as always. I want this factory…” He swallowed a bit of sick. “…working at full 

capacity. Wine, acid, speed, the lot.” 

The elf looked down at his shoes. “Very well. I will have the acid tabs sent to your office.” 

It was half-past six when the sheet of tabs arrived. 

The sheet, laced with LSD, was perforated into 

little squares. Each one had an image of Santa 

riding a bicycle. Santa tore a square off and placed 

it on his tongue. 

Half-an-hour later vivid colours swirled around his 

periphery. A face flashed in front of him, then to 

his left, then his right. Santa pushed back from the 

desk, his office chair carrying him into the wall. 

The face appeared again, this time staying in his 

vision. It was a boy’s face: small, and flushed. It 

started to cry. Tears rolled down the floating head’s 

cheeks and landed on Santa’s desk; the splashes 

rose upwards and formed shapes. The child kept 

crying. The shapes of the tear splashes merged and 

produced a body for the floating head. 

“Bad… trip.” Santa shook blinked rapidly. The 

floating head and tear body had vanished. 

“I’m right here,” a small voice called. 

Santa looked down to his left. The child was sat, 

cross-legged on the floor, no longer crying. His 

body dripped, constantly shifting into different 

forms. One moment it would be skinny, the next 

chubby or short. “Who… what are you?” 

The small boy giggled. “I am a ghost—the ghost of Christmases past.” 

“Bah Humbug!” 



“He can’t hear you. Look around—do you know where you are?” 

“I’m in my office.” 

“Truly?” 

Santa looked up from the boy. He was still sat on his office chair, but not in the office. A 

roaring fire bathed the room in a soft glow causing the baubles on the Christmas tree in the 

corner to glisten. “Where am I?” 

The ghost floated up to meet Santa’s gaze. “Perhaps the better question is ‘when’?” 

Santa grasped helplessly for words. 

“Fifty years ago,” the ghost said. “Why would you have brought us here?” 

“I didn’t… you did.” Santa stood up from his chair. “Why?” 

“I am but a ghost. An acid ghost, you might call me. So tell me, why did you bring us here?” 

“I did not!” Santa fell backwards. He reached out for the wall, but fell straight through. “I’ve 

never… been here in my life.” 

“Perhaps not at this time,” the ghost floated through the wall to join Santa, “but you were 

here earlier—in this time frame, of course.” 

Santa looked about himself. It did seem kind of familiar. “Fifty years you say?” 

The ghost nodded. 

“That’s when I first went out with father. This was the first house I visited.” 

“Do you want to see what happened the next morning?” The ghost didn’t await a reply. “Tell 

me, Santa, do you remember which present you sprinkled with Essence?” 

“The little one in the purple paper.” Contrary to the popular myth, Father Christmas’s job 

wasn’t delivering presents, but sprinkling the Essence of Christmas onto one of every child’s 

presents. 

“Watch.” The ghost stepped back, revealing a small blond boy in his pyjamas running into 

the room. 

“Come quick!” the boy called, grabbing the present Santa had sprinkled. He pulled off the 

wrapping with such vigour the contents near flew across the room. The boy looked at the 

book he’d unwrapped, eyes wide with joy. “Thank you, Father Christmas!” He ran to the 

window and waved at the sky. 

Santa found himself waving back at the boy. “What’s happening?” he asked. They had been 

in the room with the boy, now they were flying through the sky looking down on the boy’s 

house. 

“We are going wherever you’re taking us.” 

“I’m not taking us…” It didn’t matter, protest or not, they arrived at a destination anyway. 

They floated above a fountain in the atrium of a large shopping centre. The place was 

decorated for Christmas, with tinsel along the stair railings and a giant, glistening tree 



behind the fountain. Children squealed with delight, and parents hurried about, frantically 

looking for last minute presents. 

Santa and the ghost swooped down and through a festive door labelled ‘Santa’s Grotto’. 

Inside, fake snow covered every surface. A line of children waited excitedly, dragging their 

parents forward every time the line moved. 

“They don’t look very surprised at our entrance,” Santa said. 

“They can’t see us. Or hear us. Or sense us in any way.” The tear-child ghost spun around 

Santa. “Do you remember this?” 

Santa looked at the scene about him. It seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite pin down 

why. He heard the voice of a young boy: “Santa sucks. He doesn’t do anything, anyway.” 

The voice of a girl joined him. “We all know Mum and Dad get us presents. Nobody believes 

in Santa anymore.” 

Then Santa saw himself sat in the sleigh. “I remember…” This had happened last Christmas 

Eve. The year-younger Santa glanced at the children. They couldn’t have been any older 

than eight. “Where’s their Christmas Spirit?” 

The little girl sitting on his lap looked up at him. “Don’t worry, they didn’t spoil anything. I 

already know Santa’s not real.” 

“Oh do you?” 

“Yeah.” The girl smiled at him. “But it’s fun to make-believe, isn’t it?” 

“Of course.” The past Santa looked into the distance, all the joy emptied from his eyes. He 

sort-of-smiled for the photo, and lowered the girl to the floor. He stood up and strode out of 

the room. The little elf-helper called out about the other children in the line. Santa turned 

back and simply said, “Bah Humbug, shut up.” The parents gasped and held their children 

closer. 

The Ghost of Christmases Past floated into view. “What happened next?” 

“I went home.” Santa lowered himself onto a seat, but fell through it. “I almost cancelled the 

delivery of Christmas Spirit that year. That damn Humbug said the preparations couldn’t 

be stopped. This year, I made sure they never started.” 

“So Christmas is cancelled?” 

“You heard what those kids said. They don’t believe in me anymore.” 

“That is true but…” the ghost faded away. 

“What’s happening?” The grotto disappeared, leaving Santa alone in limbo. Soon his office 

bled into existence. A picture on his wall stood out in vivid LSD colours. Santa pulled 

himself onto his office chair. “It was all just a trip… a very bad trip.” 

“Oh really?” A deep belly laugh emanated from under Santa’s desk. 

“Who’s there?” 



The desk exploded in plumes of purple and green smoke. Bright lights danced from the floor 

making striking patterns on the ceiling and walls. “It is I, the Ghost of Christmas Present!” 

A giant of a man stood in the centre of the room, dressed in a cloak similar to Santa’s, only 

not Coke-red, but green. “Come,” he said. “We must hurry; the present only lasts a 

moment, you know.”  

Puffy hands grabbed Santa’s shoulders and pulled him from his chair. The Ghost of 

Christmas Present launched them both into the air with an almighty pounce. Just as they 

were about to crash through the window, the office vanished and they were standing on a 

snowy street on a glacier near Santa’s factory. A row of small terrace houses stretched out 

to the edge of the ice. Some had smoke coming out of their chimneys. They stood outside of 

the end-terrace. A light shone from behind the lace curtain. “This is Humbug’s house,” 

Santa noted. 

“And we are seeing it live. Let’s have a peek shall we?” Christmas Present waved a hand and 

the lace curtain brushed open. Humbug stood in the living room. 

“Bah Humbug!” Santa cried out. “I didn’t say he could leave.” 

“Shall we see why he disobeyed you?” They walked through the window and stood next to 

Humbug. 

The elf held his jingle hat at waist level, and his head low. “Merry, my dear...”  

The female elf he was talking to spoke, “It’s OK, Bah. We didn’t expect him to let you have 

the day off.” 

“I tried, I really did. I didn’t dare ask for a pay increase.” 

“I guess,” Merry said between sniffles, “that we will just have ice for Christmas dinner this 

year, then. Now Mister Claus has docked your wages to fund his LSD line, we simply can’t 

afford food this year.” 

“What do we tell Big Tim?” Bah asked. 

As he mentioned the name, a grotesquely over-sized elf limped into the room on crutches. 

“It’s OK Dad.” He gave an ugly smile. “There’s always next year.” 

Bah turned away from his son, and Merry gave a bigger sniffle. 

“I know…” Big Tim said. “But it might not be my last Christmas. If I get that operation, I 

can have at least ten more.” 

Bah turned back. “You’re right. I will work triple shifts. I will use Mister Claus’s time 

controller to allow me to work longer than a day at a time.” His voice was stern and 

resolute. “Damn Mister Claus and his—quite frankly, medically worrying—drug habits. I 

will make him whatever he wants if it means you get to see another Christmas.” Bah 

punched the air. “I better get back to the factory before Mister Claus notices I’m gone.” He 

kissed Merry on the lips, and their son on the forehead. 

Christmas Present paced around Santa. “Are we done here?” 

“Erm…” Santa stuttered. “What? Oh, yes… yes, we’re done here.” 

“Well, you have something else to see.” 



“I do?” 

Christmas Present laughed, shaking the ground. “We should go now though. After all, 

there’s no time like the present!” He roared with laughter again, shaking them back into 

Santa’s office. 

“Finally, I’m back.” 

“Not quite,” Christmas Present said. “You are a figment of your own imagination. The real 

you is sitting there.” He pointed at a pathetic-looking lump, slumped in an office chair. 

“That’s not me.” 

“Of course,” Christmas Present said sarcastically. 

Hurried little feet scampered into the office. “Oh, Mister Claus… Santa.” It was Bah. He was 

flushed from rushing to the factory from his home. “Wake up.” Humbug shook the lump. 

“I’ll get help.” 

“I think we have seen all we need to see.” The giant ghost opened his arms out wide. 

“Wait!” Santa said, eyeing his real lump-self. “Do I survive?” 

“How would I know? I know only of the present.” 

“Can we wait to find out?” 

Christmas Present shook his head. “You aren’t going to do anything until your trip is over. I 

think you better go back and find out for yourself.” The ghost chuckled deeply and threw 

his hands up. Then he was gone. 

Santa found himself slumped against his desk in the office chair. “I survived then.” He 

should let someone know. He wanted to call for Humbug, but before the words could escape 

his lips the room went cold. 

A bony finger pressed against Santa’s flabby lips. A wisp of black blew across his face. Then 

another. And another. Soon he was covered is black wisps, the body-less finger still pressed 

against his lips. Santa was blinded in 

blackness. He didn’t need to be 

introduced to the finger to know 

whose it was: The Ghost of 

Christmases Yet to Come. 

The blackness faded, leaving Santa 

face down in a snowy street, in front 

of Humbug’s house. “I don’t want to 

see,” Santa stammered. The finger 

had left his lips. He was pulled up off 

the ground and thrown through the 

wall of the Humbug household. 

Santa scrambled to his feet looking 

for his attacker, but nothing was 

there. 



He turned around and swallowed the little bit of sick that came to his throat. Bah and 

Merry Humbug were huddled in the corner of their living room, the only light coming from 

the moon outside which cast a sinister blue across the room. They each nibbled on a tiny 

piece of frozen turkey. 

“I told you…” Bah said, between bites and shivers, “we would have turkey this year.” 

Merry nodded feebly. “Big Tim would…. be proud of you, Bah.” 

Bah shook his head. “I didn’t save him. I worked and worked, but my wage packets just got 

smaller and smaller.” 

“You should leave Mister Claus, find other employment.” 

“No.” Bah sounded firm with that. “Mister Claus needs me. He would die without me.” 

“Bah Humbug!” Merry shouted. “Your son died because of him.” 

“It was my fault. I should have worked harder. I shouldn’t have tried to persuade him to 

reboot Christmas.” 

Santa looked around for the ghost. “Where are you? I must go. I cannot see any more of 

this.” 

The black wisps reappeared, but not around his face this time. Instead, they formed a 

hunched, hooded body of sorts. A long wisp protruded from the centre, with the bony finger 

pointing upwards from it. 

“What do you mean?” Santa stepped back. 

The finger pushed forward. 

“One?” 

The finger bobbed, as if in agreement. 

“One what?” Santa stumbled and fell to the floor. “One year? Is this next year’s Christmas?” 

The finger bobbed again. 

How could it be? Santa wasn’t that cruel. He would never let Bah get in this state. 

“Merry?” Bah said, agitated. “Merry!” He shook his wife, but she didn’t respond. “Merry, 

come on. I know… I know. You’re hungry. We haven’t eaten properly all year, but not now. 

It’s Christmas!” Bah chuckled in a horrifically jovial sort of way. “No. Merry…” Bah’s voice 

trailed off. His head fell limp against Merry’s. 

“Bah!” Santa shouted, running forward to aid them. The black wisps whipped forwards, 

blocking his path. The bony finger waggled at him. The wisps engulfed Santa, and the 

house vanished. 

When the wisps dissipated, Santa was in his workshop, next to a line producing vodka. 

Hundreds of elves worked in lines, rhythmically pressing buttons, and moving levers. Not a 

single one spoke, or made a sound. Santa spun round and saw hundreds more in the other 

direction. 



The rhythmic beating on buttons didn’t even stop when the factory doors were flung open 

and a frenzied elf ran in. “I have news!” The elf shouted. Still the elf-workers kept going. 

“Santa Claus is dead!” 

The rhythm stopped. Every elf stopped what he was doing. There was complete silence for a 

minute. Then a great cheer erupted from the workforce. One elf grabbed a champagne 

bottle from another line, shook it up, and opened it, spraying other elves. The elves ran 

through the factory doors, skipping every few steps and kicking their feet together. “We will 

get a new Santa. Christmas is back!” The champagne elf shouted. 

“No!” Santa roared. “The elves respect me! I know they do!” But perhaps they didn’t. He 

never asked them. Even when Christmas was on, he never thought much about the elves. 

“How many years until this happens?” 

The bony finger appeared, surrounded with its black wisps. It tapped Santa thrice on the 

nose. 

“Three years?” Santa shook. “I die in three years?” Santa didn’t want to believe it. “Get me 

out of this hellish future… get me out of here now!” 

The black wisps surrounded him and soon he was back in his office, slumped against the 

desk. The clock struck twelve, and Santa sat bolt upright. In front of him the three ghosts 

stood, or floated. 

“You have seen many things this Christmas Eve,” the tear-child said. 

“But you can make things right,” the giant ghost chuckled. 

“How?” Santa asked. “Who can save me from my fate?” 

From amongst the black wisps a bony finger emerged, pointing straight at Santa. It 

propelled forwards, its sharp nail heading for Santa’s throat. 

Santa screamed. 

“Are you alright, Mister Cl—Santa?” Bah patted Santa’s forehead with a damp flannel. 

Santa looked around. The ghosts were gone. “Is it too late?” 

“I don’t understand?” Bah said. 

“Can we save Christmas?” 

Bah’s eyes lit up. “Of course we can!” 

 

Matthew Bird  


