
[image: image]


[image: image]


All the events in this story are as accurate and truthful as possible. Many names and places have been changed to protect the privacy of others.

Copyright © 2020 by Glenn Garner

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Garner, Glenn, author.


Title: The guncle guide: a smart, stylish, funny guide for everyone’s favorite family member / Glenn Garner; preface by Daniel Franzese; foreword by Johnny Sibilly.


Description: New York, NY: Skyhorse Publishing, [2020] |

Identifiers: LCCN 2020006204 (print) | LCCN 2020006205 (ebook) | ISBN 9781510757547 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781510757554 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Uncles—Family relationships. | Gay men—Family relationships. | Nieces—Family relationships. | Nephews—Family relationships.


Classification: LCC HQ759.94 .G37 2020 (print) | LCC HQ759.94 (ebook) | DDC 306.85—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020006204

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020006205



Cover design by Daniel Brount

Cover image from Getty Images

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-5754-7

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-5755-4

Printed in China



To Mom, Dad, Christie, Mandy, Sarah Ann, Savanah, and Stephanie





[image: images]

[image: images]





PREFACE

I would venture to say being a guncle is the greatest experience you can have with a kid. Being a parent is wonderful, but you are required to discipline and raise them 24/7. Grandparents have a good deal—they get to spoil the kids and give them back. But it’s the guncle that still knows the current songs on the radio and the cool places to hang out. We get all the perks of grandparents and still get to be cool!

There is a special connection when you hold that infant in your arms. They can sense that you are family, and when they look into your eyes, there is an instant bond. They are born adoring you. As soon as they call you by name like “Unka Danny,” those words will cut through even the coldest of hearts like a hot knife through butter.

We guncles are responsible for exposing our babies to culture and experiences their parents might not. So far, I have taught my nieces the art of thrift store shopping, where to get the perfect grilled cheese, and how to appreciate and love drag queens. We recently discovered L.O.L. Surprise! dolls’ wigs fit on Ken. Barbie is shook!

I couldn’t wait for my nieces to be old enough for me to take them to see musicals. I knew one of my major jobs as a guncle was to make sure they knew their Broadway. When my niece Italina was five, I took her to see Gypsy, and she just danced and enjoyed the show—but she was too young to remember it. Now she is the perfect age!

We sat over her new keyboard last Christmas, and I started to teach her “Tomorrow” from Annie. At first, she was resistant (she wanted to sing Ariana Grande and other pop princesses). She learned the songs, and then we sat to watch the movie. The next thing I knew, all of my hard work as a guncle paid off. She knew every word to “Hard Knock Life,” and she couldn’t wait to see her next show. I have held onto this dream for years. It’s finally time the prophecy is fulfilled!
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This is where my role as guncle really comes in. I want to spoil my niece, this is true. Even more than that, I want her to have all the cultural benefits and childlike humor that we as queer people possess. I’ll sit and put together her doll house and talk about every accessory. Just like Miss Hannagin, I’ve been blessed and surrounded by little girls. I have all my nieces: Italina, Kylie, Arianna, Olivia, and baby Emilia, and now my sister is pregnant with my first nephew Gerald. I’m so ready.

I don’t know if God will one day put me in a position where I can adopt and become a parent but being a guncle is so close. I feel so happy and enriched with these loveable kids in my life. I love being a guncle.

Glenn is the perfect guncle to be writing the official book on the subject. Not only has he always shown kindness and patience, which are two of the keys to being a great guncle, but he also has twenty-two nieces and nephews. I thought I had my hands full. He’s an expert, and I hope this book keeps you smiling and excited to spoil your little ones.

—Daniel Franzese, Actor

(Mean Girls, Looking, Party Monster)





FOREWORD

I remember growing up and playing “aunt and uncle” with my little sister. We were so used to being taken care of by our own aunts and uncles when our parents would go out of town or just going to hang out with our cousins, that it felt like the perfect game. We’d drop off baby dolls and say, “I’ll be back to pick them up!” “How’d she behave?” We’d ask each other about our fake children. Those times were the best.

I still remember where I was when my sister first told me she was pregnant. I remember immediately feeling a responsibility shift, being the big brother. I was beyond ready for the task. I remember telling everyone as if the baby were going to be my own. Growing up with my mom and sister as a trio, I absolutely felt closer and more responsible than I think most uncles would.

There was also that other thing: I was gay. All I ever knew of gay men was lives of loneliness and sickness from what I saw in the media. I never knew if I’d have my own kids, but I wanted nothing more than to be a dad. That’s why it felt like a victory for me—even if I didn’t have my own one day, I’d always have her, my beautiful niece Jasmine.

Being a guncle has been one of the greatest joys of my life. My niece shows me the world through a filter that isn’t riddled with judgment and bitterness. She inspires me to be a kid again when I see her joy. I remember the first time we put on wigs together and shot a video for fun. It was our first real bonding experience where I felt totally myself.

I always joke that she’s one of the reasons for my rise in followers on social media. The guncle video I did with her years ago got millions of views, and I think that’s mostly because there is such a thirst for that relatable representation. So many queer people can relate to being that to their nieces and nephews, but the mainstream never really touches on it.

[image: images]

The joy and excitement she shows when she sees me will forever melt my heart. I’m so happy to live in a time where other gay men share their relationships with their families, so hopefully the world can learn to love queer folks more and realize that we can be wonderful role models too. I’m blessed daily to have a sister that allows me to be a big part of my niece’s growth into a wonderful young woman.

It made me so happy to read Glenn’s book and know he’s sharing his story and the story of so many of us too, that people don’t usually get to see. He’s worked incredibly hard in all other aspects of his life when it comes to his work at OUT Magazine, etc., and it’s nice to see a personal side being shown that so many of us can relate to. When we guncles stick together, we can move mountains with joy and love. Glenn has both of those and more!

—Johnny Sibilly, Actor

(Pose, The Deuce, Liza on Demand)





INTRODUCTION

Everyone has that one family member who they’re genuinely most excited to see over the holidays or at family functions. It might not always be appropriate to admit it, but lesbi-honest: we all have a favorite. It’s usually the cool older cousin or the wisecracking aunt.

If you find yourself fortunate enough, it’s likely the guncle (gay uncle, if you’re not up to date with your millennial slang and hashtags). The guncle is one of the most widely beloved yet undersung family members of the 21st century. But we’ve managed to win over many in recent years, as inclusion for the LGBTQ community becomes more prevalent.

Yes, guncles have been around as long as gay men (so as long as the human race), whether out and proud among their families or forced to refer to their serious partners as their roommates. You might have only learned about them through faint whispers at the dinner table not intended for your impressionable adolescent ears, or perhaps you’ve seen them in your favorite movie or sitcom, or maybe in adorable photos on your Instagram feed. Still, we’ve always been here. Famous guncles in history you might have heard of include (but are definitely not limited to) Oscar Wilde, James Baldwin, Tab Hunter, RuPaul Charles, and Andy Cohen.

With the 21st century, the guncle has become a more widely accepted familial staple. Thanks to social media, he’s celebrated en masse, a serious contender with cat memes and videos of soldiers reuniting with their dogs. And given the growing representation in film and television, we’re seeing ourselves on the screen more and more often.
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In recent years, we’ve even acquired our own holiday (the second Sunday in August, in case you need time to find the perfect gift). Royal baby Archie also has his own unofficial guncle in mommy Meghan Markle’s makeup artist and close friend Daniel Martin. We’ve risen from the cheap punchline and piece of shameless gossip to a (dare I say it) respected and adored part of any family lucky enough to have us.





 Chapter 1 

THE YOUNG GUNCLE

As a proud guncle of twenty-two nieces and nephews (yes, I’m serious), I’ve gained years of experience and memorable moments. With the old school and often tone-deaf nature of our baby boomer predecessors and the empowering and inclusive spirits of Generation Z, it’s often the guncle who bridges the gap, providing a unique perspective to most family dynamics. It’s a role that comes with responsibility—it’s not often easy, but the serious moments are usually rivaled by the joyful experiences.

Before I get into the anecdotes and tidbits of wisdom, it feels necessary to share a glimpse at my family tree. It’s rooted in my hometown of Jackson, Mississippi, and it branches as far as Washington State and Greece, so bear with me.

I don’t remember the exact order of events. I was only three years old, after all. But there are several details that stand out …

My dad held me up to the hospital window where the newborns were on display for doting family members. There were only two babies in there, one black and one white. He asked if I could guess which one was my niece, a question that genuinely left me perplexed, as my innocent naivety had not yet been scathed by the many social flaws of our world. I looked up at him and asked, “Both?”

When he clarified that it was in fact the baby with milky white skin and blonde hair (almost as milky white), I was suddenly distracted by her round red pacifier, which almost looked like a nose. That inspired my follow-up question, “Is she a clown?”

My first niece, Cassie, was born in late 1994. Her mom, my half-sister Joan from my mom’s side, went into labor around midnight. She gave birth to her firstborn at exactly noon that day. I didn’t join them at the hospital until around 4:00 in the afternoon.

Joan turned out to be a great mom, not to mention a great sister and one of the most supportive figures in my life. With another three kids in her future and a strong marriage, she ultimately became my first real-life example of what a “normal” family looks like, as my own parents had divorced by the time I hit puberty.
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With the addition of Cassie, as well as Joan’s husband-to-be, Luke, we were the same happy family, plus two. And although I might have been subconsciously jealous of the attention my first niece was receiving (perhaps not so subconsciously, given the tantrums preserved in time on my mom’s home video collection), I was still fiercely protective of this little girl.

Joan’s firstborn was also the first time I witnessed a pregnancy and the beginning of a new human life. While I was still wildly too young for “the talk,” I knew there was a baby growing in my sister’s belly, and I was fascinated. The fascination increased tenfold when Cassie was actually born.

Given our miniscule age difference, we were soon attending the same preschool, where I showed her off to my friends like she was the Game Boy I swiped from my sister Devyn and tried to pass as my own. As the baby of my family who desperately wanted a younger sibling, I never quite expected her to be the addition to fill that gap.

Although not even old enough to tie my shoes or properly pronounce the word “library,” I took my role as an uncle very seriously. My grandfather, who was always a joyful and humorous spirit, convinced me one day that he was going to leave and take Cassie with him. So, I did the only logical thing that made sense and locked him out of the house. A month later, my half-brother Ollie from my dad’s side was in town for a rare visit. He offered me a swing set in exchange for Cassie, an agreement I’m not proud to say I accepted. It just goes to show that everyone has their price.
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Children have never been very good at listening to their elders, but they have never failed to imitate them.

—James Baldwin

(writer, activist, guncle)



Not long after, Joan and Luke moved away with Cassie, bouncing around from one naval base to the next until ultimately settling down in South Carolina. Along the way, they accumulated two more daughters, Dakota and Beck, and a son, Nico.

The next sibling to bite the bullet was my sister Vada, my oldest sibling and only half-sister from my dad’s side. Her wedding (also to a navy man) was one of the few occasions I saw her in my lifetime, which became more and more sporadic as I got older—a result of her strained relationship with our dad, which subsequently rippled down to her relationship with me.

They also bounced around as a military family, bringing my nephews Miles and Trey and my niece Birdie into the world. I’ve only seen them a handful of times in their lives, and I could swear that they’re different people each time, every visit separated by multiple years and significant life events. Birdie manages to keep the same joyful spirits every time she sees me, while the other two are well into their teens with their own lives taking shape.

By the time I was in high school, my mom had married her fourth husband, Eddie, after several years of dating and successful cohabitating. With her new hubby came three new stepsisters: Bryce, Lina, and Tatum.

Bryce was already set in the motherhood department, with toddler triplets of her own, daughters Jaime and Rikki and son Reese. I’ve witnessed them shoot up to the tall gangly teens they are today from the adorable toddlers they were when I first met them, not to mention all the awkward years in between.

Tatum was also already a mom to a baby boy of her own, a joyfully energetic little spirit named Leo. He was followed by three girls: Stella, Violet, and Mia. But since they live in Chicago, our visits are too few and far in between.

Lina soon gave birth to her first as well, a son named Asher. I babysat him on a few occasions, and I was a total hit with my expert Elmo impression. I fell asleep once while I was supposed to be watching him, and he took off down our cul-de-sac, having recently learned to walk and operate doorknobs (don’t worry, he barely made it past the driveway before my mom caught him). When he was a little older, I woke up to a swift slap in the face from Asher after I fell asleep on the couch, so I consider us even.

A few years later, Lina welcomed Carson, who was Asher’s identical mini with an adorably tiny pair of eyeglasses as a toddler. Family members frequently compared him to the little boy from Jerry Maguire.

My brother Ollie, my only brother in a sea of sisters, didn’t have his first kid until his second marriage. His first was actually his first and second, as he fathered twin boys Gavin and Gabe, blond spitting images of photos I’ve seen of my brother as a kid. The twins were followed by beautiful baby girl Nina, a New Year’s baby.

I didn’t see much of Ollie growing up, but the few visits we did share would become some of my fondest childhood memories. I’d always hoped he would become a father, as he inherited an unmistakably warm paternal nature from our dad. I honestly felt left out that he and his wife Chloe told our dad they were pregnant first, and I had to find out with the rest of the world, but I don’t hold grudges (at least not in this case).
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They started their family from a gorgeous house in Washington State with a view of the Pacific Ocean. But being that my brother is (you guessed it) a navy man, they’ve recently hopped around to Germany; Washington, DC; and Greece, providing their kids with some rich culture and early life experiences I often envy.

Devyn, my second oldest half-sister from my mom’s side, held out for a while. I recall one awkward occasion when our mom and our neighbor tried to set her up with an apparently nice young man, randomly inviting him over once when she was drying off from taking a dip in our inflatable pool. She eventually became stepmother to Brandon and Neil when she got married to Matt. They later gave me my final nephew (so far), Kirby, a few days before I came home after graduating from Northern Arizona University. Although still an infant at the time, he became my best friend in those uncomfortable but formative post-college years.
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In case you’ve lost count (don’t worry, I often forget some of their names), that’s three half-sisters, one half-brother, and three stepsisters, resulting in a whopping twenty-two nieces and nephews spread around the United States and Europe. What can I say? I’m from the south.

I’ve always loved being part of a big family. Holidays at my grandmother’s house were rarely boring with a tribe of children always running around. But over the years, it’s often been hard not to feel alone in such a brood. No matter how accepting your family is, that’s an easy feeling to exhibit as a queer person—knowing that the people closest to you can’t fully understand what you go through, no matter how hard they try.


Guncle Wisdom

Belonging to a large family doesn’t necessarily mean having a large support system. As a queer person, it’s often easy to feel alone when nobody you know seems to understand or accept you. And we’re one of the rare minorities that are saddled from an early age with the fear that our families will disown us for our identity. A study conducted by Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago found that LGBTQ youth were 120% more likely to experience homelessness than their cisgender heterosexual counterparts.

If it feels like there’s no one to talk to, The Trevor Project is an indispensable resource for LGBTQ youth. Their confidential toll-free lifeline is open 24/7, offering a safe and judgment-free space for times of crisis. They can be reached at 1-866-488-7386 or online at TheTrevorProject.org.




Takeaways

• With 22 nieces and nephews, I’ve gained a lifetime of knowledge on gunclehood.

• Even with a big family, it’s easy to feel alone as a queer person.
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