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Uncle Jack is not my uncle, but he tells me I should call him such. I don’t feel comfortable referring to anyone who is not my uncle as “uncle,” but Uncle Jack insists and holds out a glass of wine that he fermented in his own basement. Two different kinds, all made in the same oak, he has told us a million times this afternoon. “There are tricks,” he says, “to getting American wood to taste like French.”


We are staying with Uncle Jack for two weeks, all four of us. My husband, Stephen, and Lillian and her husband, Kenneth. After my father died, Lillian, being the good friend that she was, said, “I have an uncle in Germany.” I never had an uncle anywhere interesting, but I always had friends who had an uncle in Lake George, an uncle in the Hamptons. There are uncles everywhere, if you look hard enough. I have an uncle in Woonsocket, Rhode Island, and an uncle in Hartford, Connecticut, and neither of them invites me to visit. I don’t know if this is their fault or mine. 


We are drinking on wine barrels in Uncle Jack’s basement underneath Köln when he suggests that we go to the belfry of the cathedral, the second tallest one in Europe. He swirls his wine in his glass, catches me looking at the streaks, and explains them.


“Legs,” Uncle Jack says. “It’s how you know it’s a good wine.”


“Better yet, a good woman,” Stephen says. 


We laugh. We have been laughing nonstop all week, on Uncle Jack’s boat, on his veranda, eating tiny sausages off toothpicks. I’m not sure if it’s because of the wine or if we have become funnier over here in Germany, but I am starting to feel laughed out. I can feel a sort of sadness creeping up my body like a fungus. I look down at my legs and think of how Uncle Jack told me they were wide at the knees, like an athlete’s. I told him I wasn’t an athlete, but he insisted that I was.


“Oh, Uncle Jack,” Lillian says. Lillian is the kind of girl who flirts with her uncle, but only because she doesn’t know how else to behave. She flirts with me, most of the time. I’m sure when her children grow up, she’ll flirt with them, too. She left the kids back in the U.S. with her mother, who laughs off her brother as “the eternal bachelor,” like Uncle Jack’s being alone is a joke he is playing on us all.


As I understand it, Uncle Jack was married to a Frenchwoman for one year in his thirties. He dated a woman from North Carolina for seven. He didn’t ask her to marry him, and so she asked him, and he said no. Then long stretches of skill building. He bought a boat and learned how to sail it. Bought wood and carved out guitars. He planted French tulips around his house, so many that it felt as if I were vacationing in one of my dreams.
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