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An Uncle For Christmas


Every family has their black sheep. My family’s is my uncle Jason, my father’s eccentric younger brother who left the country for approximately ten years to travel the world.


Throughout my childhood, I knew nothing about my uncle Jason— not where he was, why he’d left or why the government always called my house looking for him. My siblings and I often invented wild tales about what he was doing— off somewhere being a ninja, fugitive, millionaire?

Naturally, I had no idea what to expect when my mysterious uncle showed up to stay at my house for Thanksgiving and Christmas. The man who showed up was crazier than anyone in my wildest imagination.

My actual uncle Jason wore tweed suits and, on occasion, these— I kid you not— red and green plaid pants that he called his ‘party pants’. He smoked one of those old-timey pipes that made him look like he should be sporting a monocle, sipping tea and talking in a British accent. 


“Hey, bud, wow, the last time I saw you guys, you were, like, babies.” He sputtered when he first met us.

That was when I realized I knew who to blame my social awkwardness for.
My family soon learned that my uncle loved to cook. Having lived all around the world, he knew how to cook some . . . interesting . . .  dishes. My uncle was positively insistent on cooking dinner for us, almost every night. Don’t get me wrong; some of the food was delicious. 

Other times, I just really wanted Pizza Rolls. 

 Having a virtual stranger who’s actually related to you can teach you a lot about yourself.  Like how desperate you can get for junk food.
 After consistently eating prison food, my whole family started to get desperate. One night, I was sitting in my room, still hungry after I’d barely eaten dinner, when my mom tiptoed into my room.
“Here,” she whispered, even though the door was fully shut. Out of her pocket, she pulled a Kit-Kat bar.

“Oh my goodness, thank you” I answered, quickly devouring the evidence. Over those few months my uncle stayed with me, events like that happened more times than I’m proud to admit.

My uncle Jason didn’t just enjoy fine cuisine; he also enjoyed fine wine. Actually, he didn’t care if it was fine or not— mostly just the wine part. One night, I sat on the sofa reading, while my very inebriated uncle continued to drink. When he drank, he became even more entertaining— I’m talking alien conspiracy theories and bitter love-life rants entertaining. 

That night, though, was particularly entertaining. It was mid-December and a thick blanket of snow covered the ground. My uncle peered out the window, seemingly peaceful until—

“Oh my god— look at that deer!” he suddenly shouted, apparently very excited about seeing one of the most common woodland animals.  I guess living out of the country can do that to a person.

“Yes, we have those in Michigan.” I answered absentmindedly. He continued to stare, like it was the most fascinating deer in the world.

“Look at that deer, bud!” he repeated. Suddenly, he turned to my father.

“John,” he said, with his sort of crazed look in his eyes, “let’s go wrestle that deer!” My father glanced up at him in disbelief.

“You want to wrestle a deer?” he repeated slowly. 

“Yes. Haven’t you ever wanted to just . . . to just do crazy something like wrestle a deer?” my father’s facial expression made it clear that such an event wasn’t exactly at the top of his bucket list.

Before my father could answer though, my uncle was bounding out the front door, apparently ready to wrestle the deer. Wearing a full tweed suit and dress shoes, he bounded down the snowy hill— tripping and falling several times— and leapt for the deer.

Needless to say, Bambi had darted off before my intoxicated uncle could attempt to wrestle him. At least, if my uncle had taught me one thing, it was the dangers of alcoholism.

Although my uncle Jason was an . . .  interesting cook and an amateur deer wrestler, he actually became an unlikely friend of mine. After all, he completely agreed with me that Horrocks is the only redeeming quality of Battle Creek.  Soon enough, just like some cheesy Christmas movie, I realized that I’d been missing out on a relationship with my mysterious uncle while he’d been gone all these years. 
 So when he told me, very solemnly, that he believed in Bigfoot, I assumed he was kidding.

“Bigfoot?” I repeated. “Really?” His eyes drifted off and clouded over dramatically, as if he was having a vivid flashback.
“Yes, bud,” he answered, his voice barely quivering above a whisper, “I’ve seen it before.” I tried to contain my laughter.

“When?” I demanded as I tried to regain composure. He was silent for a while, just staring off into the distance. After a few minutes, I gave up, figuring it was a taboo subject. Of course, that was when he began to speak.
“A long time ago. . .” he answered ominously, his eyebrows knitted together in concentration, “I was sitting in the back seat and my dad was driving. It was snowy out.” 

He paused, pressing his eyelids shut and massaging his temples with his thumbs, as if remembering was too difficult to bear. I waited, hoping that he would suddenly start laughing, alerting me that this was all a joke. 

But instead, he begrudgingly continued, as if telling this story was one of the most intense things he’d done, “Suddenly, I saw this . . . huge, dark figure . . . in the distance. He walked across the road . . . a giant.” I continued to stare at my uncle, still uncertain if he was serious or not.
It could’ve been anything, I wanted to say, do you seriously hear yourself?
But instead, all I could manage was a weak, “Wow.” 
 I left it at that and didn’t push the subject— I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to hear more. So, I continued doing my homework and my uncle Jason probably went off to cook some dinner monstrosity.

A few days later, though, I walked into my living room to find my uncle, sitting on the sofa and watching television.

“Whatcha watching?” I asked, sitting down next to him. He was leaned forward completely, his hands pressed against his face.
“A documentary, bud,” he murmured, his eyes glued to the screen. Intrigued, I sat for a moment and watched as a dark, hairy figure stalked across the screen.

“‘These Sasquatch live in colonies in Canada . . . Unlike the legend, these Sasquatch are harmless and are families. . .’” The ‘documentary’ rambled on, describing the elusive Sasquatch through interviews of people who’d sworn they’d seen the beast and scientists who weighed in on the possibility. 

I watched the entire documentary, trying not to burst into laughter.

Who would believe this junk? I thought, glancing over at my uncle to see his reaction. If I saw this ‘gentleman’ wearing a tweed suit and dress shoes on the street, I could never picture him now, hunched forward, occasionally murmuring in agreement, his eyes widening with each word at this Sasquatch documentary.
 I was both amazed and concerned to realize that I was related to such a person. As the documentary came to a close, my uncle shook his head, astonished by it all. As the credits ran, he sunk back into the sofa, mulling it all over.

 “Wow,” he murmured, as if he’d just witnessed a miracle, “That was very fascinating.”

When January rolled around, my uncle Jason packed up his tweed jackets and party pants and pipes to leave onto another adventure.

 My whole family silently wondered whether or not it would be another ten years until we hear from him. 

Luckily though, that’s not the case— he still drunk dials me occasionally.
