
The best thing about the holiday season is spending time with family. At the same time, sometimes the worst thing about the holiday season is spending time with family. The stories in this collection touch on that and more as Mandy Nichols, Jeff Resnick, and Judi Straub struggle through what’s supposed to be the joyous season. One family contemplates murder; another wants to end what they see as a bad relationship, while another can only see their loved one for what she can do for them. Sound familiar? 

Happy Holidays? puts the Christmas fun into dysfunction!
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The Nichols family is all in a tizzy when it's discovered their penny-pinching Uncle Albert is worth millions, and decide he has overstayed his worldly welcome. But can they bump off the old man and get away with it?
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UNCLE ALBERT

by Lorraine Bartlett

Until we put him in a convalescent home, my family had no idea Uncle Albert was worth a fortune.

“I could just kill the bastard,” Uncle Leo said, his gray mustache quivering, brown eyes flaming.

A glance around the big mahogany-veneered table in the cramped dining room told me he wasn’t the only one of the relatives who felt that way.

Aunt Donna poured coffee from the glass carafe as those assembled passed around the sheaf of papers outlining Uncle Albert’s net worth: over a million dollars. No one in the family wanted to take care of the old man after he’d fallen and broken a hip, so until he could take care of himself, he’d been sentenced to St. Anne’s Home.

“Mandy, why didn’t you tell us about this sooner?” Leo thundered.

“I knew it would cause a lot of trouble.” Which it had. Even more, if Uncle Albert found out we all knew about the money. I’d discovered his healthy bank balance after he’d asked me to bring his checkbook to him at the home. I’d also found a copy of his will, his monthly Merrill Lynch statement, and other financial papers tucked away in his desk.

“All these years,” Uncle Leo, Albert’s brother, rumbled, his face purple, “that miserable skinflint mooched off us. Hanging around for meals, borrowing tools and never returning them. Never even offered a nickel toward his own mother’s funeral.”

“Not a birthday card or even a kind word,” Aunt Donna chimed in, settling her broad bottom onto the chair at Leo’s left. It was three weeks before Christmas and she looked just like Mrs. Santa Claus in her silver-framed glasses and gingerbread-cookie print apron. 

“Why did Uncle Albert call Mandy and not one of us?” Ricky challenged in his best bully voice. As the oldest of the cousins, he always tried to manipulate us—but I hadn’t surrendered since age twelve when he’d guilt-tripped me into loaning him my Monopoly game, then saying it was his. 

“Mandy was always his favorite,” Dawn, Ricky’s sister, piped up, her perpetual whine as grating as ever. I still bristled when I remembered that not only had she sided with Ricky, as usual, but had used that whine to ask why I gave Ricky the game and not her.

“It doesn’t matter. We’re all treated the same in Uncle Albert’s will,” I reminded them. “Even though so far I’ve had to do all the work. Like finding him a space at St. Anne’s, taking care of his escalating demands—and visiting him, too.”

Leo clasped the copy of the will in his meaty fist. “The question is what are we going to do about it?” 

“What can we do?” Donna asked, meeting his gaze.

Leo glared at her. “The longer Albert sits in that nursing home, the less money there is for all of us.”

Ricky’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not really thinking about killing him off, are you, Dad?”

I blinked in astonishment. Talk about a leap in logic!

“The sonuvabitch deserves it,” Leo said, and reached behind him to the sideboard, taking out a bottle of rye and pouring a generous amount into his coffee. He set the bottle on the table with a thunk. Good old Uncle Leo—he found the solutions to all his problems in a bottle.

“Now, dear,” Aunt Donna said, patting Leo’s shoulder. “I’m sure you don’t mean that. Although....” Her voice trailed off and she looked wistful.

All eyes were riveted on her perfectly powdered, wrinkled face. I reached down to grab the purse from my lap, rearranged its contents, and placed it on the table.

“What are you thinking, Ma?” Ricky demanded.

“Well, just how much that money could mean to the family. Kathy and Ted—” She glanced across the table at my older sister and her husband. “—could pay off their boat. Dawn has that second mortgage, and Mandy has all those school loans. Leo and I have never had a real vacation. It would just be nice if the family could benefit from all that money.”

“Instead, it’ll be the damned nursing home,” Ricky growled. What kind of debt had he accumulated? Maybe the Harley, the Lexus, and clothes that never said “off the rack.”

“We don’t know that for sure. Once his hip heals, he could be home in a couple of months,” I said. “His mind’s still as sharp as a tack. If he lost weight, the doctors say he could live another ten years.”

“He’ll outlive us all,” Uncle Leo complained, taking a gulp from his coffee mug.

“I think we should just do it,” Dawn said, her voice cold.

All eyes turned on her.

“Kill him?” Kathy said, aghast. “How?”

“We could hire somebody,” Dawn said.

“Don’t be stupid,” Ricky said. “How do you know the person you hire isn’t gonna be some undercover cop?”

“Then we should do it.” Dawn reached for her huge handbag and pulled out a soft-covered book. “It wouldn’t be that hard. I saw this in the bookstore. It tells you everything you need to know.”

She passed around the maroon-colored book. Death: A How-To Guide for Writers. Had she, too, been considering murder before this little impromptu meeting?

Ricky flipped through the pages. “That’s too easy,” he said, his gaze pausing momentarily on the subhead “poisoning,” before passing the book along. 

“This kind of talk is all nonsense,” Aunt Donna said.

“Not necessarily,” Ted said. Lanky and nondescript, my brother-in-law tended to fade into the background. He rarely opened his mouth at family gatherings, and even his wife turned a surprised glance in his direction. “If we planned it careful, we could do it.”

Silence.

“How?” Uncle Leo said at last.

“It would have to look like an accident,” Kathy said quietly. Was my Girl-Scout-Leader sister’s tone actually cunning?

“That won’t be easy. The old fart never goes anywhere—or does anything,” Ricky said.

“Then a car accident is probably out of the question,” Dawn said, toying with the gold chain at her thin throat.

“The bathroom is the most dangerous place in the home,” Donna offered.

“This is crazy,” I said. “You can’t be serious.”

“Hush up, Mandy. You’ll get your share,” Kathy said.

“Ted’s an electrician—he could do something to the wiring,” Dawn suggested.

“Sure—water and electricity don’t mix. Fry the old bastard,” Ricky said, warming to the idea.

Ted looked thoughtful. “It’s possible. I’ll bet the wiring in Albert’s decrepit old house isn’t even up to code.”

“It’s all settled then,” Leo said, a note of triumph in his voice, and uncapped the rye bottle once more, offering it around the table. Everyone raised their cups in salute. Everyone but me. 

They were crazy. 

All of them. 

I didn’t go with the cousins on their errand of murder. Ted had fixed enough hazardous electrical wiring to easily duplicate what was necessary to...cook the old man.

Instead, I made a visit to the local police department. A Lieutenant Dan Martin was only too happy to talk to me.

“I have it all on tape,” I said, taking out the little recorder I’d switched on at the time of the initial discussion. 

“Why did you have this with you?” he asked.

“I use it in my job. I take field notes when I visit building sites for my employer. Then my secretary types them up.” I rewound the tape a few feet and punched the play button.

“Twenty-four hundred feet of board lumber, six thousand one-penny nails—”

My own voice broke off, and cousin Ricky’s voice came on. “What are you thinking, Ma—?”

“Well, just how much that money could mean to the family. Kathy and Ted could pay off their boat—”

The Lieutenant listened raptly, and slowly a smile graced his lips.

I had my own set of keys to Uncle Albert’s house. The next day the lieutenant and I made a visit, accompanied by his tech team. The cops collected their evidence and the arrest warrants were issued within the week: conspiracy to commit murder. Needless to say, as I was the only one who’d attended that meeting who wasn’t arrested, I was also the one they blamed.

“You sonuvabitch,” my sister swore at me over the telephone, after she and Ted had made bail. I frowned at her word choice, but got her point nonetheless. 

“You can’t go around plotting murders,” I defended myself. “It’s just not right! Especially against a member of the family.”

“We all hate him—even you do.”

“But I can’t condone killing the old man.”

“You bitch, you stinking bitch!” she’d screamed, nearly piercing my eardrum.

I let the answering machine take the next three or four calls. And I wondered as the threats piled up if I might be their next intended victim.

The last call was from Aunt Donna. “Of course you know you’re not welcome to come for Christmas Dinner!” she said, and hung up the phone.

Should I call Lieutenant Martin again? No, this was just angry family business-as-usual, every Nichols for himself. Neither Uncle Leo or Ricky would really hurt me—would they? I couldn’t help remembering from years ago Uncle Leo’s rye-scented roughhousing, and Ricky being responsible for a series of skinned knees. And Kathy—how could my own sister cut me off after all the times I covered for her while she went out with unsavory boys from the manual arts classes, then kept my mouth shut when she married one?

It was with a heavy heart that I headed for the nursing home that gray and chilly Christmas Eve. Uncle Albert was the only family I had left.

I entered the home, with a plastic grocery bag containing a holiday-wrapped box of mixed chocolates hanging from my wrist. Blasts of hot stale air assaulted me as I checked in at the nurse’s station.

“I’m here to visit my uncle, Albert Nichols,” I told the unfamiliar nurse. “How’s he doing?”

While she consulted a chart, I took in the holiday decorations of garland and a tabletop Christmas tree. The sweet smell of chocolate fudge and cookies piled high on a tray by her phone couldn’t cover the scent of disinfectant and old people, but I itched to swipe one of the confections anyway.

“Making progress. See if you can convince him to work harder on his therapy. He’ll be released much sooner if he does,” she said.

“Thanks, I’ll try.” I gave her a quick wave and headed down the corridor.

The door to the private room was open, and I saw the sweating, obese old man propped up on the bed, watching a “Cheers” rerun on the TV bolted to the wall.

“Uncle Albert?”

He picked up his remote and hit the mute button. 

“Mandy! Where the devil have you been?” he demanded. His bloated face was the color of a rotten turnip.

I forced a smile and bent down to kiss his spotty cheek. My lips came away wet and I winced. He even smelled like a rotten turnip.

“Are they treating you well?” I asked.

“They’re starving me,” he growled. “Doctor says I have to lose at least sixty pounds—maybe more.”

“Then don’t let them know I brought you this,” I said and handed him the two-pound box. As I sat down, he tore into the packaging like a kid on Christmas morning. 

“Here, hide this in your purse,” he said, handing me the crumpled paper and ribbon. He plucked one of the chocolate covered candies from its brown paper cup, stuffing it into
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