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  Foreword


Virginia L. Lewis has done it again: an incredible weaving together of art, history, social justice, environmentalism, and yes, romance! The characters we have come to know and love in Books 1 and 2 are back—learning, growing, creating, working, exploring, sharing, and caring. And as we travel with them to meet new family and friends across an ocean, we find out how fiber art has been a tool of resistance in centuries past, fueling the nonviolent movements for peace and equality around the world. 
With themes of forgiveness and reconciliation intertwined in everyday life, the traumas and misunderstandings of the past are remade and alliances form and strengthen the bonds of family, friends, and community to build resilience and foster thriving where before was decay and depravity. The Fiber Guild grows and continues to bring delightful surprises into the lives of the residents of Prairie Plains. The town itself takes on a new shape as it becomes a hub of activity and joy, hosting visitors from far and wide.
Get ready to immerse yourself again into the lives of Sigrun and Ben, Astrid and Anders, Lars and Simon, and meet the faculty and city officials who enrich the people who become as real as your imagination allows. And prepare to clamor for Book 4, as you share the dreams of the folk Virginia has brought to life. Certainly, I will be waiting excitedly for her to knit together yet another fabulous Romance at the Fiber Guild!
     —Jane Nelson 
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Le nouveau départ
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A New Beginning


Astrid Karlsen woke up with a terrible headache. She realized she was breathing through her mouth. Then she remembered why—her daughter had slugged her. It was a wonder Sigrun hadn’t injured her hand, hitting her so hard. 
She was alone in her bedroom—her husband must already be up. As it was Sunday, Anders was likely lounging in the living room over coffee and his beloved newspaper, with their Airedale at his side.
Astrid checked the time. Seven-forty. She needed one of those painkillers the emergency room doctor had sent her home with, and she needed it pronto. As well as ice. Lots of ice. The swelling in her nose was going to be a real issue, she could tell.
On the other hand, she’d deserved it. She’d made a career of questioning her daughter’s every move. She could forgive herself for worrying about Sigrun’s safety. But it would be hard to forgive herself for insisting the 20-year-old was incapable of making good decisions. After all, as Sigrun’s husband had pointed out, Astrid was the one who’d raised her. She repressed the urge to snicker as she got up—it hurt like the devil.
Sigrun’s husband. Her husband! The college junior had been married over a month and a half now. Unbelievable! To that reckless art student Astrid had recruited from France. Only Benjamin wasn’t so much reckless as brilliant. A creative genius. She knew that now. Having spent months trying to figure out who the mastermind was behind those gargantuan fiber murals that had transformed the south end of Main Street into a gathering spot for townspeople and tourists alike, Astrid now knew it was Benjamin Letellier, the knitting and spinning prodigy from Normandy who was all of a year older than the girl he’d married.
She also recognized she’d been working overtime to undo everything Benjamin was accomplishing. Her suspicions had told her many things about the Frenchman that were off base. They hadn’t told her he was out there working miracles in the college town she’d called home for the past sixteen years.
Astrid threw a colorwork sweater on over her pajamas—the January cold could be felt even inside the house. Forget brushing her unruly blonde hair, forget straightening the handmade quilt on her bed. She jammed her feet into her sheepskin slippers and made a beeline for the medicine chest. She could only wonder whether Benjamin himself had woken up with a painful reminder of their confrontation last night. After all, Sigrun had only slugged her after Astrid had seen fit to smack the father of her child across the face.
Astrid’s next stop was the freezer. As she wrapped the ice pack in an embroidered dishtowel, her very lanky son approached her, dressed in some death metal long-sleeve and jogging sweats, smirking the minute he took in her swollen face. Given his suicidal tendencies, Astrid was thrilled just to have him around.
“She kinda did a number on you,” Lars said.
Astrid held the ice over her nose. “Seems like I had it coming.”
He chuckled. “And now, you’re gonna be a grandmother. Pretty exciting.” Lars aimed his blue eyes at her with a peach-fuzzed grin.
She sat down on a kitchen chair. At forty-nine, she definitely wasn’t ready to be a grandmother. Yet there they were. “And you’re gonna be an uncle. Are you ready?” Lars was all of sixteen. He still had some growing up to do, especially given his struggles with binge drinking. Had Astrid had any idea Sigrun and Ben were accompanying Lars to A.A. meetings, she would have thanked them, rather than accusing them of running off with him just so they could tear their family apart.
Lars’s response was predictable. He shrugged.
“You had no idea they were married, either?”
He poured himself a glass of milk. “Huh-uh.”
“I’m glad I’m not the only one who was kept in the dark.”
“Are you mad that Slug’s changing her name?”
Sigrun Letellier. She’d announced her taking Ben’s family name like it was a victorious act of rebellion. On the other hand, it was normal—Astrid had done the same thing, shedding her last name of “Torvik” and adopting Anders’ surname, in spite of the gender equality trend in their home country of Norway. “Like mother, like daughter.”
Lars grunted. “Should I change my last name when I get married?”
Astrid eyed him from behind her ice pack. “If you so choose.”
He laughed. It was good to see him in high spirits.
It was a new year, one Astrid hoped would bring reason for optimism to their troubled family. In spite of all the fears she’d harbored regarding Benjamin, she now saw in him a chance to pursue a way forward that would spell opportunity and growth, instead of suspicion and loss.
The Frenchman had built an entire community around his fiber art, and brought the city of Prairie Plains on board with his project of mounting his murals on the wall of that abandoned bakery building on a regular basis. They’d even provided him with a space to pursue his work, a former anchor store in the town’s struggling mall. And they’d given him a title: Artist-in-Residence, with a salary to match. While plenty of artists either scraped by, or resorted to “real” jobs in order to support their families, Benjamin Letellier would be able to meet his wife and child’s needs from his fiber art alone.
But he needed a work permit first. Astrid had gone through that complicated process herself. She knew what he was up against. And she regretted her role in undermining his hope of continuing to make art in the US. It was her fault that Ben and Sigrun had been forced to hire a lawyer to protect his investment in the cultural community of Prairie Plains.
Astrid asked herself what the chances were that Benjamin might allow her to serve as an artisan in his “Yarnstormeur” workshop. It might just be the ticket to realizing those hopes she had for the new year. She might even be able to help Ben and Sigrun realize their own hopes.
In the end, she had little problem with the idea that she, the professor, could learn a great deal from the student she’d recruited into her program. She could observe how Benjamin went about things. Gain a deeper understanding of his extraordinary art. The “Silent Night” mural currently on display at Beckler’s Plaza was a stunning example of Fauvist color use and complex embroidery techniques. While Astrid herself had earned a respectable reputation as a fiber artist and had no real trouble getting promoted to full professor in Great Plains University’s art department, Sigrun’s husband was admittedly lightyears ahead of her.
More importantly, she could make amends, by furthering Benjamin’s prospects of staying in the community he’d adopted as the hub of his art.
As Astrid looked back on how she’d treated Ben these past few months, she gave herself credit for wanting what was best for her daughter. The family up the street had offered to house him during his first year as an international student, then told her he’d failed a criminal background check and pulled the rug out from under him. Fortunately for Ben, Astrid’s best friend and fellow professor, Tabitha Howell, had rescued him, providing him with a room in her spacious basement apartment with her daughter, Laurel, and Laurel’s fiancé. But Astrid had drawn damning conclusions about Ben based on the Hagens’ claims, and his comfort level around drugs and queer people. Why couldn’t Sigrun find some church-going athlete to court?
Because Benjamin had infinitely more to offer her. His concern for marginalized people had nothing to do with any criminal tendencies, and everything to do with his bleeding heart. And the fact that, being pansexual, he was one of them. He was expanding Sigrun’s horizons in a way few people ever could, and transforming her almost single-handedly from a naïve college girl into a mature young woman.
And Lars likewise had much to gain from associating with Ben. Given how troubled their mother-son relationship had been of late, Lars could definitely benefit from his brother-in-law’s mentoring.
Ben seemed quite fond of Lars. He’d even gotten him started on knitting his own sweater. That was farther than Astrid had ever gotten with nurturing any fiber-crafting interest Lars had.
Astrid set down her ice pack and looked at her son. “Did Ben ever ask if you were interested in joining his crafting community?”
Lars shook his closely-cropped head. “He never told me about it.”
“Well, Sigrun is crocheting for him. Maybe we could, too.”
Lars took a bite of his energy bar as he met her gaze, then chewed for a minute. “You really think so?”
“It’s worth a try. I know it’s important to him to be anonymous. We’d probably have to agree to avoid sharing his work with others.”
“I don’t have a problem with that.”
“So you’re interested?”
He took another bite and nodded.
Astrid deemed this good news.
The next puzzle was getting Ben to agree to their being involved. He had plenty of reasons to say no. On the other hand, Astrid had had just enough civilized interactions with him at their fiber guild meetings to recognize him as a naturally forgiving person. She could afford to be optimistic. And given the scale of the murals he created, Ben must be in need of all the artisans he could get.
Beyond that, how many of his collaborators had Astrid’s skills? She was the only person in town with a master’s degree in fiber art. As long as she vowed not to assert any authority over the work they did, surely her contributions would be welcome.
She should take the plunge. Though it would probably be best if she went through Sigrun, to avoid her deciding she was going behind her back. Astrid would take every necessary precaution to heal their injured relationship. She sent her daughter a text.
What are the chances Lars and I could help you guys out with the mural?
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L’atelier
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The Workshop


Sigrun read her mother’s message with unease. Thanks to a surprise encounter at the hospital emergency room, Astrid and Lars were suddenly privy to the entire hidden world of her and Ben’s artistic collaboration. It would take time before Sigrun grew comfortable with her mother’s predictable desire to be involved. 
She and Ben were sitting on the sofa in their basement apartment in T-shirts and sweatpants, drinking their morning coffee in the company of their roommate Laurel’s two cats. Sigrun showed Ben the text her mother had sent and asked his opinion.
In typical fashion, Ben immediately agreed to Astrid’s request. For one thing, he argued, anything that kept Lars out of trouble was welcome. He and their friend Simon Balakumar had undertaken multiple missions to rescue the drunken teen in dangerously cold weather, and they were eager to avoid repeating those. For another, he’d fully expected Astrid to seek insight into his art after overhearing their serendipitous conversation with a fan in the emergency room last night. “Tell them to meet us at the mall at seven o’clock.”
Sigrun looked into his hazel eyes, one of which remained swollen and bruised from where her mother had hit him, and moved a lock of his normally neat, light-brown hair away from his forehead. “You’re sure?”
He met her gaze. “Yes.”
“All right, then.” Sigrun took a breath and sent her mother the message.
Astrid immediately confirmed the plan. After their violent confrontation last night over the revelation that Sigrun was pregnant with Ben’s child, they would spend tonight crocheting together at the mall. Kind of insane.
Ben took another swig of his Americano. “We actually can use the help, Bijou. This mural will not be easy to get done. I think I made it harder even than the last one.”
Sigrun flashed a smile as she petted Laurel’s orange and white cat. “I noticed that. You keep throwing us new curveballs. We all have to learn challenging techniques. You’re a little hard to keep up with.” She was proud of Ben’s ambition to keep testing himself and his recruits, in spite of how stress-inducing it could be.
Ben returned her smile. “Sorry.”
“It’s OK. The town will love it. Our baby blanket dreams mural will draw people from far and wide.”
“Yes, I hope so.”
“I know so!”
Laurel Howell emerged from her bedroom with her little black dog in tow. “Long time no see!”
Sigrun looked her way. “Did you and Jeff have a good trip?” They’d spent the holidays with her fiancé’s parents the next state over.
Laurel pushed the sleeves of her GPU Pronghorns shirt up toward her elbows. “It was really nice. Jeff’s parents are so sweet. I got to know his sister as well.”
“You did?”
“Um-hum. They sent us home with some awesome Christmas gifts.” Laurel sat down in the easy chair and threw on a news broadcast. She stared briefly at Ben. “Is that a black eye?”
He smirked. “Maybe.”
Her brown eyes grew wide. “Did something happen?”
Sigrun fielded that. “My mom knows I’m pregnant.” Laurel had been in on their efforts to hide that fact from Sigrun’s overly suspicious mother, who was best friends with Laurel’s mom.
It was like Laurel couldn’t decide if she should gasp or laugh. “Oh? How’d she take it?”
“Not well.” Sigrun shuddered as she recalled the moment outside the church building when her mother had hit her husband in the face. They’d tried so hard to honor Lars’s insistence that they keep his Alcoholics Anonymous sessions confidential, and they’d failed. “But it’s all fine now. I sort of gave her a taste of her own medicine, and she realizes she should stop pretending she’s in charge of us.”
Laurel arched a brow. “Just like that?”
“Pretty much. Wouldn’t you say, Ben?”
“Sure. We are in charge.” Ben punctuated his claim with a smile. It seemed he agreed there was no point dwelling on the trauma they’d endured.
“That’s good to hear. And I see you’ve finally got your wedding rings on. That has to feel good.”
Sigrun looked at her ring finger and smiled. “It feels wonderful. No more hiding.”
“So we can finally tell my mother what’s going on?”
“Oh, yeah. Tabitha is still in the dark about everything. Shit.”
Ben released a sigh. “She really needs to know. She’s been very kind to us, letting you move in with me, and letting us live here for free. How should we tell her?”
Sigrun returned his gaze. “Don’t look at me. I have to avoid stress, remember?” Doctor’s orders—she was still in her first trimester.
“Yeah? And what about me?” Ben said. “I have had enough stress with your brother. No? And besides, look what your mother did to me!” He pointed energetically at his black eye.
“You’ve got me there.”
Laurel leaned forward, furrowing her brow. “Come on you guys. Don’t make me do it. I’ve been pulling the wool over my mom’s eyes all this time. For you.”
Sigrun had to admit, she had a good point. It couldn’t have been easy for Laurel to lie to her mother about her and Ben’s marriage, just so they could prevent Tabitha from letting Astrid in on their secret and inciting precisely the kind of eruption that had taken place last night. “And we can’t thank you enough. It really means a lot. Hey, wait. I have an idea.”
Ben and Laurel looked at Sigrun as the lightbulb went off in her brain.
“Let’s make my mom do it. She owes us, after all. Right?”
A big smile lit up Ben’s face. “That’s actually a good idea, Bijou. We can tell Astrid when we see her tonight.”
“All right then. We have a plan. Problem solved. Thanks for the nudge, Laurel!”
Laurel’s smile conveyed her relief. “My pleasure.”

      [image: ]Ben and Sigrun drove in his minivan to their new studio a couple hours early. A ton of work remained to convert the former department store into a space where they could actually fabricate murals, and Ben was feeling anxious. Not that he didn’t have other, even bigger reasons to feel anxious: the fact that they would be parents in a few short months, the fact that they needed to find their own place by then, the fact that all his efforts to make murals on behalf of Prairie Plains could come crashing down around him if he failed to gain authorization to work in the United States.
For now, focusing on what he had some control over made sense. The city had given him and his recruits an incredible space to keep going with their work. They just had to optimize the advantage they took.
Ben keenly appreciated Simon’s willingness to meet them there at five. His friend’s commitment to the murals project could not have been more steadfast. They arrived precisely on time, dressed in their My Little Pony “work sweats,” and accompanied by their Ukrainian friend, Artur, whose skinny jeans and black Solovair boots gave the slender student a surprisingly masculine allure.
There was shelving to install, an entertainment system to set up, work stations to arrange. They’d even decided to resurrect the giant jackalopes mural that had hung for two months downtown at Beckler’s Plaza and display it in their mall workshop. Ben figured it would arouse happy memories of their first illicit installation and inspire them as they worked to get the new baby blanket dreams project done.
The four of them went farther yet, arranging carpets to warm up the utilitarian space, and adding a private area for nursing mothers. Their friend, Rachel Williams, who’d played a pivotal role in helping Ben’s brother-in-law confront his budding alcoholism, had recruited a crafter with a 3-month-old. The lactation space would help not only this single mother, but would be a boon to Sigrun when their own baby came in July.
Artur drilled another pilot hole into one of the boards Ben was attaching to the brackets he’d positioned along the bare wall. He eyed Ben with a smile. “I feel lucky to be here, where I can enjoy doing crochet with you and listen to music. At home in Kharkiv, everyone is afraid.”
Ben took the screw Sigrun handed him, appreciating the glimpse of his adorable blonde wife in her handknit sweater of burgundy wool with a colorwork yoke in green and white. “We are grateful to have you here, Artur.” The student from Ukraine worked like a remarkably svelte ox.
Sigrun looked at the boring wall with knitted brow. “What if we add some string lights? It’d be fun to change them out according to the seasons.”
“That’s a fantastic idea, Bijou. I hope your father will give us a discount.” Anders Karlsen worked as a manager at the local home improvement center and was a fantastic resource.
When a couple early birds showed up, it warmed Ben’s heart to know how eager his artisans were to work at his side, which many did three nights a week for two or three hours at a time. Students like most of them, Emma and Monica had just gotten back from spending break with Emma’s family in Omaha. As they removed their sherpa-lined hoodies, they told Ben they could hardly wait to get started crocheting in this modern, heated space provided courtesy of Prairie Plains.
Emma took a gander at the brand-new tables and padded chairs arranged on Oriental rugs, as a tune by Bruno Mars boosted their energy. “Wow! I love this place!”
“A bit of a step up from the abandoned mansion,” Sigrun said.
“I know, right? I mean, that place had an awesome vibe, with all the fancy woodwork, tall ceilings, pocket doors, and the rest. But geez, it was getting cold over there!” Emma appended a chuckle as her partner’s eyes wandered from one end of the space to the other.
“We’re very lucky the mayor likes our work,” Ben observed. He keenly appreciated the role played by Mayor Gerritsen in making the former anchor store available to them. It was a welcome improvement over the mansion they’d been slaving away in for months that had no power, no heat, and no running water.
Sigrun pointed toward the snack station in the far corner. “Help yourselves. There are drinks in the fridge, a bunch of different foods to pick from, and you can even make coffee or tea.”
“Fabulous. Thanks!”
“Oh, and Simon has some paperwork for you to fill out so you can get paid.”
A smile lit up Monica’s face. “Unbelievable. We’re all for that.” Because up until now, none of them had earned anything beyond Ben’s words of praise and pats on the back for their contributions to realizing his art.
As the hour approached seven, more recruits arrived. Almost without exception, their eyes fixated on the neatly arranged bins of rainbow-hued yarn, the large round tables where Ben had set out patterns for them to work from, and first and foremost, the colorful mockup of their current project dominating the wall beyond the entrance.
Excited words met his ears: “This is awesome!”
“Oh, wow!”
“It’s nice and warm in here!”
“Look at that gorgeous baby quilt!”
Then, Astrid Karlsen arrived with Lars.
As Ben laid eyes on his mother-in-law from where he stood beside the shelf he’d just installed, taking in her brown handknit sweater with its Nordic motifs, and her overly tall son in his black parka and jeans, a series of trying memories washed over him.
There was the moment in her Volkswagen back in April when the art professor had first said he should enroll in her program at GPU.
The moment at the fiber guild meeting in August when he’d fled with Sigrun after she and her mother had argued.
The moment after that wild party in October when he’d entered Astrid’s house at three in the morning to help Sigrun through her shrooms trip.
The moment in November when Astrid had raised her fist at him in her office, threatening to have him deported over fears he would get Sigrun pregnant.
And the moment a mere twenty-four hours ago, when Astrid had followed through with her violent urge, smacking him the second she learned her daughter was indeed carrying his child.
And then there was this moment. The moment when Ben had an opportunity to start a fresh new year by welcoming his mother-in-law into his studio, and sharing with her all the art he’d been keeping from her, in the interest of shielding her from what had, until now, been the illegal nature of his installations, created while he and his friends had been squatting on private property, and mounted without the permission of the defunct bakery building’s owner.
All that illegality had now evaporated. The owner had decided their work was the perfect opportunity to make a killing by turning the bakery into a café and developing the plaza where the murals hung into a community focal point. They were out of the ruined mansion, and enjoying this comfortable space on the city’s dime. Sigrun and he were married, and a lawyer was guiding them as Ben pursued the legal right to earn money in the US. But there was no guarantee they would succeed. If a single misstep came to light, Ben could be sent back to France and lose everything he’d invested in bringing his art to Prairie Plains.
He needed allies. And now that Astrid Karlsen was in on his many secrets, keeping her on board and leveraging their collaboration to their mutual benefit had become job one. In the end, the whole reason he’d come here was to study fiber art in her program. And now apparently, she wanted to study fiber art with him. With Yarnstormeur, the YouTube star. Ben must make a good impression. Reinforce her desire to work beside him. A lot of good could come of their collaboration.
Lars made a beeline for his sister, offering to help her and Artur install additional shelving. Astrid, on the other hand, moved a few steps and stared open-mouthed at the large mockup of Ben’s baby dreams mural on the wall near the entrance.
She had to feel uncomfortable. Ben empathized with her as his eyes fell on her injured nose. He couldn’t help but picture his wife’s fist landing there. Ben would not have handled things that way.
He was relieved when Simon immediately approached the art professor, who took in the elaborate sketch before her in silence. “Ben told me you’d be coming this evening.”
Astrid turned to look at Ben’s friend with their dark, asymmetrically styled hair and My Little Pony sweatsuit. Doubtless she recognized the nonbinary accounting student as the one who’d rescued her son from the jaws of death after a night of drunken revelry, then shared dinner with them on Christmas Eve.
“I’m sorry about your nose,” Simon said. “I heard about what happened.”
“I’m sure I had it coming,” she responded with a faint smile.
Ben likewise approached his mother-in-law. He wiped his hands on his jeans, then reached out to shake the very hand she’d smacked him with a day ago. He was frankly nervous. “Welcome, Astrid.”
She flashed a crooked smile as she returned his gesture. “Thank you for having me, Ben.”
“Yes, of course. How are you feeling?”
She brushed her injury off. “I’m OK. What about you?”
“Really good. Look at this wonderful workshop! We’re very fortunate.”
She nodded as she glanced around. “I’m impressed. You’ve definitely earned this.”
“Thank you. What do you think of this next project?” He aimed his eyes at his sketch. While Ben was fairly certain Astrid had little to no history of engaging in projects on a scale demanding the collaboration of dozens of artisans to ensure their completion, he valued her opinion as a trained expert in the field.
Simon interjected their own opinion. “I think it’s fabulous!”
Astrid smiled. “I agree with you, Simon. I love thinking a quilt could really look like this.” She moved her hand, mimicking the swirls and rays vying for dominance across the colorful blanket. “The combination of these cosmic forms with the rustic allure of an antique patchwork bedspread will really draw viewers in. And the shape of the infant nestled beneath the quilt is clearly discernable. It’ll be amazing when it’s all worked up in yarn.”
“That it will,” Simon agreed. “We’re excited to have your help, Professor Karlsen. Ben hasn’t exactly made our job easy. He’s determined to finish this mural in the next two months.” They eyed Ben with a crooked smile.
“Please, call me Astrid.”
“Sounds good. Oh—and I have some paperwork for you. The city is paying everyone who helps work on the murals.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“Maybe not, but rules are rules. Ironically, the only one not getting paid is Ben himself, because of his student visa.”
Ben had to agree on the irony part. Not that he was in it solely for the money. But without his employment authorization, his days in the States were limited to the time he could spend on his current visa, and that wasn’t enough to realize his long-term vision as artist, husband, and father.
“How long do you think it’ll take before you get that worked out?” Astrid asked.
Ben cleared his throat. “Hopefully just a few months.”
“I went through that myself when I first came here from Norway.”
Simon nodded. “So you know what’s at stake, Astrid.”
“Absolutely.” She looked Ben in the eye. “I’ll do everything I can to make sure your needs are met until you start getting paid.”
Her sudden resolve to help him stay at Sigrun’s side was a huge comfort. “Thank you.”
It was nearly seven and time to get to work. The studio was hardly in a finished state, but they would make the best of things. “I think Sigrun wants to help you and Lars get started,” Ben said. “If you need anything, let me know.”
“I will. Thank you. I really appreciate your letting us come and help out.”
“We definitely need your help.” An understatement if ever there was one.
To Ben’s delight, the space soon filled with artisans eager to continue lending their talent and skill to his artistic enterprise. He made the rounds, checking in on everyone after their holiday break, sharing their enthusiasm over the warm, modern workshop, and making sure the music playing overhead met with their approval.
Then he checked on his wife. He had to wonder whether Astrid might invoke her expert knowledge and resist Sigrun’s efforts to tutor her. But based on their conversation and Astrid’s obvious willingness to listen and follow, Ben rested easy. Even Lars seemed to be enjoying himself, occasionally bouncing to the beat of the techno music they had playing.
Twenty minutes into their evening, Ben interrupted his artisans with what he was certain would be welcome announcements. For one thing, starting tonight, the city of Prairie Plains would pay them for every hour of their work. For another, thanks to their sudden access to working electricity, they had a full-service snack center with a well-stocked fridge and microwave oven. Ben knew for a fact that a few of those who crocheted for him struggled to buy groceries.
Then he introduced the newcomers. A month never passed without new artisans wanting to join them, a circumstance that aroused Ben’s gratitude. Today they had three crafters to welcome. He introduced his brother-in-law, his mother-in-law, and Mika Black Elk. Mika had brought her baby along, and Ben made it clear little Stormy was now an honorary member of their crafting community.
He knew from Rachel, who’d invited her, that Mika was a competent weaver. He fully expected her to make a valuable contribution. He looked down at her infant, clad in a cuddly lavender bunting as she lay in her car seat, and listened to her gurgle. A few months from now, he would enjoy the pleasure of looking on his own child like this.
He eyed Mika with an eager smile. “Would it be possible for me to hold her?”
“Sure.”
“How old is she?”
“Three months.”
Ben carefully lifted the child onto his arm. Her face reminded him of the baby he’d stitched into the murals he’d made during the fall. She warmed him with her angelic charm and innocence. Her brown eyes opened, and for a brief moment he imagined they were the eyes of the sister he’d lost to SIDS fifteen years back. He resisted the urge to cry. “She is gorgeous.”
“Thanks. She likes you.”
“Yes, maybe. I like her, too.”
He returned the baby to her car seat. Then he sat beside Mika and showed her how to make a chain stitch with the oversized crochet hook he’d printed on a 3D printer and three plies of bulky yarn. Within half an hour, she was ready to try her hand at making one of the simpler panels for the mural independently.
Ben then joined his family. He’d worked at Sigrun’s side for weeks now, and cherished every moment they spent crocheting and embroidering together. Now, his mother- and brother-in-law were there, too. Ben grabbed a crochet hook and yarn, and started stitching.
Astrid’s eyes fell on his hands. “I’m really impressed with what you have going on here, Ben. It’s remarkable.”
He smiled. “You think so?”
“I know so! When I think of the planning that has to go into everything—the conception, the design, turning the panels into individual patterns, teaching everyone how to execute the work, securing all the materials—it makes my art courses at the university seem almost easy. How do you do it?”
Ben flashed a contented grin. “I think you found the secret to my success.”
“I did?”
“Hard work,” he said with a laugh.
“He’s gone a lot,” Sigrun put in.
Astrid shook her head. “I feel like there’s more to it than that. But I suppose that’ll do for now.”
Ben looked over at Lars. Based on his work crocheting purple, mauve, and navy yarn into neat triangular shapes, he was off to a fine start. “How about you, Lurch. Is it going OK?”
“I think so—no one’s fired me yet.”
“Oh, good,” Ben laughed. “Because we need you. Did you ever do crochet before?”
Lars eyed his mother. “I feel like I learned this when I was in first grade or something.”
“Or something,” Astrid agreed.
“It’s looking great, my friend.” Ben glanced at his wife. “Did you tell your mother about what we were discussing this morning, Bijou?”
Sigrun arched her brow. “No. I thought you should do it.”
That was not the response Ben had been hoping for.
“What is it?” Astrid said, taking the bait.
Ben just spit it out. “We need you to tell Tabitha about our pregnancy.”
“She doesn’t know?”
He shook his head. He hesitated to revisit the whole question of how keeping Astrid in the dark had entailed keeping her best friend in the dark, and opted to say nothing.
Astrid released a breath. “I’ll arrange to meet with her.”
Ben’s face lit up. “You will?”
“Yes.”
His relief was huge. “Mille fois merci.”
“De rien.”
Every problem that found a resolution set Ben just a little more at ease. Back when they’d been doing this work at the abandoned mansion, he’d never known when the authorities might show up to put an end to their trespassing and his illicit art. At least now they had a legitimate place to make his murals, and the city’s seal of approval. He allowed himself to enjoy this evening of working alongside the friends and acquaintances who would call this warm and comfortable place home three nights a week.
When the designated hour of ten arrived, those who hadn’t taken off already put their work away, donned their winter coats, wrapped up their exchanges, and left. As Ben and Sigrun made a final swing through the workshop to make sure all was as it should be, Astrid stood around with Lars, looking here and there, as though seeking an opening to talk. It would make sense if she had something on her mind. Their explosive encounter the previous evening was just a prelude. Resolving the issues between them would entail a long-term commitment.
Ben was ready. He approached the pair as Sigrun made a pit stop. “How did you like it tonight?”
Astrid didn’t hesitate. “It was wonderful. Thank you for having us.”
“Thank you for helping.”
“Absolutely. Look, Ben, there’s something I wanted to tell you.”
Ben encouraged her with his gaze.
“As you can imagine, I’ve had a lot of discussion with my husband since yesterday.”
That was in fact easy to imagine. Ben’s father-in-law had uncovered the truth of his marriage and artistic collaboration with Sigrun a month ago. But his hope to share that knowledge with Astrid in a way that would avoid her angry eruption of the day before had never materialized.
“He told me about your having to hire a lawyer, and the pregnancy expenses and all the rest.” Astrid aimed her speech at Sigrun as well when she showed back up. “Number one, I take full responsibility for my role in driving things to that point. Number two, I’m asking that you start sending those bills to me, especially since you’re not making any money from the city right now.”
Ben knit his brow. “Astrid, you don’t have to do that—”
“We accept,” Sigrun interrupted him. “Sometimes he forgets he has needs, too.” She cast a sidelong glance at him. “If it were up to Ben, he’d walk around hungry and naked, just to make sure everyone else gorges themselves while wearing designer clothes.” She added a jaded laugh.
Ben smiled sheepishly. “Sigrun has to contain me sometimes.”
“That’s right, I keep him contained. Thank you, Mom. We accept your offer.”
“Good,” Astrid said. “And it’s good you’re looking after him. It’s clear to me based on Anders’ revelations that I caused you two a lot of hurt. The last thing I want is to get in the way of your art, or your relationship. I’m determined to make it up to you. He also told me he wants to do everything in his power to make sure his grandchild has a good life. That goes double for me.”
“We appreciate that, Mom. I’ll make sure Ben doesn’t make any trouble for you.” Sigrun raised her brow at him. “Right, Ben?”
Gratitude warmed Ben’s heart. “As long as she doesn’t hurt herself.”
“She won’t,” Sigrun replied. “But we don’t want to hurt ourselves, either. We need our sleep, so we should get out of here.”
“True, Bijou.”
Sigrun kissed his cheek.
“When do we get to come back?” Lars asked.
Sigrun smiled. “Tuesday at seven.”
“Oh, good. ’Cause I’m free that night.”
“Great. We can use the help.”
Which was beyond true. They’d overcome serious challenges over the past several months. But the challenges to come remained daunting.
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La belle-mère
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The Mother-in-Law


It was the first day of the new semester. Astrid had barely arrived in her office and removed her coat when her junior colleague, Curtis Long, accosted her. He was far from her favorite department member. But she did her best to withhold judgment and offer him support, even if she found him tedious. 
“Oh my. Did something happen, Astrid?” He inserted his very fit body into her doorway.
She could have done without the sudden reminder of her swollen face. “You could say that. How are you, Curtis?”
“Great. Great. So—what happened?”
“My nose had a close encounter with my daughter’s fist, if you really want to know.”
“Ouch!”
“Exactly. She’s stronger than she looks.” Astrid reached inside the freezer in her office fridge and grabbed an ice pack, then sat down at her desk.
“I guess. Was she upset about something?”
“Only the fact that I objected to her being pregnant.”
“She’s pregnant?”
Astrid held the ice pack over her nose and tried to convince herself it felt good. “Yes. Very.”
“I see. Is she keeping the baby, then?”
“Absolutely.”
“And you’re OK with that?”
“Absolutely.”
“Well, that’s good. I assume we know who the father is?”
She tried to assume Curtis really did care. “Her husband.”
“She’s married?”
“Yes. They eloped.”
“Oh, my! Sounds like an eventful holiday.”
“You could say that. How about you? Did you have a nice Christmas?”
“It was quiet, but I got a lot of writing done.”
“That’s good.”
He fidgeted briefly with his tie. Curtis was the only member of the art department besides the chair who regularly sported a necktie. He also had by far the neatest haircut and the most clean-shaven face of any of the men in the program. “So tell me, Astrid, what’s the latest on the mural? Any new theories on who made it?”
She smirked. The desire among the art faculty to know who was responsible for the incredible murals that had sprung up at Beckler’s Plaza was keen. “I know who made it.”
“Really? Do tell!”
“I can’t. The artist is anonymous and wants to remain that way.”
“Seriously? Sounds spurious.”
“How so?”
His carefully tailored ensemble made a swishing sound as he folded his arms. “I mean, who would make work of that caliber and just walk away without getting any recognition for it?”
“Someone who wants the work to stand on its own, with no strings attached.”
He raised his brow. “It almost sounds like you’ve met them.”
“I have.”
“You have?”
“I even work with them now.”
“You’re kidding!”
“The next time a new mural shows up downtown, a portion of the work will be mine. But you won’t know which part, because no one signs their name. That’s how the artist wants it.”
“That’s crazy!”
“I find it refreshing, actually. In essence, we’re dealing with street art.”
“Street art?”
“Right. Have you ever talked about that in your art history courses, Curtis?”
He flashed a crooked smile. “Should I?”
“You might want to consider it.”
“Sounds subversive.”
“Could be. On the other hand, there’s a lot of it out there, and it deserves attention, don’t you think?”
“Like Banksy.”
“Like Banksy, yes. Just with a very different medium and style.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Maybe we should consider adding a course on street art to the art history curriculum,” Astrid suggested.
“You know as well as I do, many of our students barely understand the difference between Impressionism and Expressionism.”
“And yet, what’s more important to them? The street art they encounter every time they see a train go by? Or the Expressionism buried in a museum in Germany?”
“The Expressionist art, of course.”
“Are you sure?” She set the ice pack aside.
Curtis furrowed his brow. “It’s like the difference between high art and low art.”
“I feel like those designations imply that the inability to access privilege, which holds true for most people, makes them inferior. That doesn’t seem right to me, Curtis.”
“Interesting thought. It’s funny, because in this moment you’re really looking the part of a consumer of that type of art.”
She looked him up and down. “Says the man who’s wearing a designer necktie and Gucci shoes.”
Curtis smirked. “I suppose you have a point.”
“We need to keep our audience in mind. Meet them where they’re at. Let me know if you decide to offer that course on urban art. I’d consider contributing. Maybe I could even get our anonymous muralist to contribute something.”
“I’ll think about it. I hope your semester goes well, Astrid.”
“Likewise.”
“Ciao.”
As Curtis exited her office, he exchanged words with someone waiting just outside. “I believe I recognize you.”
“You do?” Astrid immediately heard Benjamin Letellier’s voice.
“Yes. You’re the student from France, aren’t you? I think you’re signed up for my art history course.”
“Yes. Today at one o’clock.”
“Right. I look forward to having you.”
“Thank you. I’ll see you later.”
Long retreated to his office across the hall, and Ben knocked on Astrid’s door.
“Come on in!”
Ben entered the space where she’d threatened to have him deported two months ago, wearing a black parka, drab jeans, and black desert boots. The book he held in his hand was the text for her color theory class. “Interesting conversation.”
“You overheard?”
“Yes. Thank you, Astrid.” He pulled the door to. “I appreciate your keeping my name out of it.”
“Of course. As I said, the anonymity thing makes perfect sense to me. How long you’ll be able to sustain it is an open question. But if people find out who you are, it won’t be because I told them. You can count on that. I told Lars how important that is as well.”
“It means a lot. Thank you. Is that guy kind of like a ‘stuffed shirt’?”
“A little, yes.”
“What is his specialty?”
“Italian Renaissance.”
“Oh. Il Rinascimento. Like everything that Filippo Marinetti was against.”
The reminder of one of their past, fraught exchanges, inspired Astrid to chuckle. “Pretty much. Don’t tell me you speak Italian, too.”
His smile seemed smug. “Maybe a little.”
“So you’re taking his class?”
“Yes. I have to. The art history survey.”
“Of course. When you destroy him in there, try to do it so he doesn’t really notice. He’s a bit of a tough grader.”
“I will keep that in mind.”
“What brings you here?”
“I was just on my way to our class. My statistics class ended early.”
Astrid knit her brow. Next to none of her advisees took courses in statistics. “I saw you were taking that. Any special reason?”
“A very special reason. Sigrun is taking it, too.”
That explained it. “I noticed you rearranged your schedule. I was actually surprised to see you let me stay on as your academic advisor.”
“You should not be.” Ben settled down on an empty chair. “I always knew we would work things out. You are not some random person. You are my wife’s mother.”
Astrid smiled. “Your optimism is inspiring.”
“Good. I changed those courses because Sigrun and I wanted to find a way to be in the same classes, and we found two that would work.”
“Right—I saw the biology as well.”
“Will you approve them?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you. I appreciate it.”
“Ben, can I confess something to you?”
“Sure.”
“It frankly makes me nervous to have you in my class.”
He released a chuckle as he unzipped his coat. “That’s ridiculous.”
“You use color brilliantly in your work.”
“I can always improve, Astrid.”
“For that you need someone who’s more advanced than you.”
“No, for that I just need a teacher. And you are a teacher. You teach, I learn. That’s our job.”
“What if you know more than me? I have to imagine you and your very well educated mother have spent a lot of time discussing the role of color in your art.”
“You’re not wrong. She actually did some brilliant color studies when she did her art degree in Paris. She shared a lot of that work with me. You know how Mark Rothko did all those studies with just a couple colors at a time?”
“Of course.”
“Well, my mother would take concentric circles and put a different set of tones in each ring to see how they worked together. It was like taking Rothko and adding a step, just smaller. She did hundreds of those. I think that is why the colors she uses in her self-striping yarns work so well together. She practiced a lot.”
“That’s amazing.”
“I will show them to you some day.”
“But you’re just making me more nervous, Ben.”
He smiled. “I do not bite. I do not even hit,” he joked, pointing at his black eye.
Astrid managed to laugh. “No, you don’t. So you promise you won’t make me look bad?”
“As long as you promise that I can express my opinion whenever it makes sense. Have some debate. Just to learn from each other.”
“Sounds reasonable.”
“And that I can knit during the discussion classes.”
Astrid laughed again. “That goes without saying.”
“Great. I think our class starts soon.”
She checked the time. “We’d better get over there.”
They headed down the hall together. When they reached the classroom, Ben ensconced himself somewhere in the middle while Astrid got things ready up front. But in spite of the ice and the ibuprofen she’d downed an hour before, the pain in her nose refused to abate. Rather than launch into an energy-sapping presentation, she decided to use today’s class to poll her students on what had brought them there, arguing to herself that their answers would provide valuable clues regarding how best to guide them moving forward.
Astrid smiled as she noticed Ben start knitting on an emerald-green sock. She found herself attempting to read his mind as his classmates answered her question about why they were there, some rather lamely: “This was the only art class that fit my schedule,” and others more thoughtfully: “I’d like to find out how knowing about the rainbow spectrum could improve my art.”
Several referenced how the science behind color perception could help them manipulate consumers of their designs, provoke targets of marketing campaigns to respond to graphics in certain ways, or cause customers to spend more money in strategically-designed interior spaces. It smacked of American capitalism at its most objectifying, this notion that adhering to some “proven” theory of color would increase the bottom line of capitalist actors. Astrid knew enough about Benjamin to suspect that, if this was what these students wanted to learn in the course, he would be a thorn in their side.
After having polled a dozen others, Astrid decided it was Yarnstormeur’s turn. “How about you, Ben?”
He had a ready reply. “Personally, I am very suspicious of mixing science with art.”
“You are?”
“Yes. There is not one ‘theory of color’ in my experience. There are only theories of color, plural, and they mostly contradict each other.”
Astrid greeted his protest with a smile.
He set his knitting on his desk. “You know, Josef Albers said that ‘color is the most relative medium in art,’ and I agree with that.”
“So if you’re suspicious of science, how do you think we should approach color as artists?” Astrid was enjoying this conversation.
“Well, it would be impossible to have a useful understanding of color in art without considering the work of Mark Rothko. He is essential. But Wassily Kandinsky used a synesthetic approach to color, comparing it for example to sound, and he also incorporated the spiritual aspect of color perception in his paintings. Plus there is the poet, Goethe, who was not an artist himself, but a great critic. He argued for the association of colors with affective qualities, so I recommend him as well. These are some of the thinkers I prefer.”
“What is the role of color in your own work?”
“My work?”
“Yes.” Her interest in Benjamin had several students looking on with wide eyes.
“In my work obviously it’s all about emotions. I want to touch people. To make them feel like the artist in me truly sees them. Like I am embracing them with my canvas. I would like to show them that little slice of heaven that is a kind of window onto the meaning of their humanity. I believe we all deserve that chance to sense that our being here is a good thing.”
Astrid forgot all about the pain in her face, the nervous excitement of the new semester, and the jaded student sitting at the back of the room. This aspiration for his art really did line up with what Ben’s fiber murals achieved. She wondered: “Have you got a favorite artist?”
Ben nodded. “There are many to choose from, but I love Marc Chagall. Some of his works make me feel like I am seeing a reflection of heaven. He uses color brilliantly. He is a great role model.”
“I can see why you say that.” After pondering how well Ben’s choice matched his artistic vision, Astrid moved on to the next student, who said she’d planned on agreeing with those who’d stated they wanted to follow the science. But now she was no longer sure. Benjamin Letellier’s impact on the class was already being felt.
Ben approached her when the class ended. “I didn’t make you too nervous?”
She smiled as she logged out of the classroom computer. “No. You were great. What’s next on the docket for you?”
“Sigrun and I are eating lunch at noon.”
“In an hour, then.”
He nodded.
She’d arranged to meet with Tabitha for coffee at eleven-thirty, to share the news her daughter and son-in-law had withheld from her. She asked if he’d consider accompanying her.
Ben laughed. “Perhaps it was a little unfair of us to ask you to tell her everything by yourself. Yes, I will be happy to join you.”
Astrid sighed with relief. “Bless you.” She invited him back into her office.
Another student followed them. “I just wanted to add your course if I could, Professor Karlsen.”
Astrid was all for that. “Sure. Come on in.” She introduced the red-haired girl to Ben Letellier.
The student eyed Ben with upturned lips. “You sure know your stuff!”
He shrugged. “Perhaps it’s because I am from France. We are surrounded by art over there.”
“He’s from Normandy,” Astrid added. “The home of Claude Monet.”
Ben nodded. “Monet worked literally a few kilometers from my house.”
The girl’s green eyes sparkled. “That’s fascinating. Glad to know you.”
After meeting the new student’s need, Astrid closed her office door. She had another twenty minutes to further bond with her son-in-law, and she wasn’t going to waste them, considering the precious opportunities she’d thrown away during the fall.
As they spoke about his current work, Astrid marveled over the ability of this anonymous artist, who prided himself on giving people free access to his art, to lay his hands on money. His YouTube channel generated thousands, and soon the city government would he handing him thousands more. She couldn’t have imagined a more improbable formula for success.
Knowing Sigrun would be a primary beneficiary of Ben’s financial windfall was more than a little comforting. As shocked as she’d been regarding Sigrun’s attraction to Ben as their friendship had unfolded, now it seemed the most obvious thing in the world.
Astrid got so caught up in their discussion, she almost forgot her appointment with Tabitha. They rushed to the coffee shop and arrived a couple minutes late. They found the history professor waiting inside the entrance, a gorgeous lace shawl in shades of tan, cream, and orange draped over her camel-hair coat.
Tabitha’s eyes widened as she took in Astrid’s face. “What happened?”
Astrid gave her friend a hug. “It’s a bit of a complicated story.”
Ben echoed that.
Tabitha’s gaze fell on him. “And you have a black eye!”
“We’ll tell you all about it,” Astrid said. “Let’s get something to drink, first.”
“All right, let’s do that.” Tabitha led the way to the counter, but Astrid insisted on paying for everyone’s coffee.
They took their seats in a quiet corner.
Tabitha eyed them in turn as she removed the lid from her coffee. Astrid had made no secret of her aversion to the French student who’d accompanied her underage daughter to a raucous club, exposed her to shrooms, and gotten her so infatuated that she hadn’t ruled out bearing his child. “So?”
Ben tapped a nervous tattoo on the table. “Well…” He looked Astrid’s way.
“I’m not sure where to begin,” Astrid admitted.
“Me either,” he agreed. “Maybe we just have to start with the most important fact.”
Astrid met his gaze. “The one that concerns Tabitha the most.”
“Yes.” Ben looked at Tabitha as Astrid did likewise. Their words came out more or less together: “Sigrun is pregnant.”
Ben took a swig of his Americano.
Astrid dug around for some acetaminophen pills.
Tabitha furrowed her brow. “That’s…Really?”
“Yes,” Astrid said as Ben nodded.
“How far along is she?”
“Like, uh…” Ben scratched his head.
Astrid swallowed her pills, then tried to help him out. “About three months, right?”
He nodded. “That’s about right.”
“Huh.” Tabitha said. A smile eased her wrinkled brow. “Is it going well?”
“Very,” Ben replied. “Very well.”
“We thought you should know,” Astrid said. “Pretty soon, it’ll be impossible to miss.” She laughed as Ben released a chuckle.
“I appreciate knowing this.” Tabitha took a drink of her latte. “But how does that relate to your getting hurt?”
Astrid smirked. “I didn’t take the news so well when I first heard it.”
“Yes, you could say that,” Ben agreed. He looked at Tabitha. “She hit me.”
Tabitha looked at Astrid. “You hit him?”
“I did. But Sigrun immediately came to his defense.”
Ben punched the air with a complementary sound effect.
“You’re kidding,” Tabitha exclaimed.
Ben shook his head.
“We’re not,” Astrid said. “But it’s all good now. It turns out the two of them got married, so—”
“Married?”
“That’s right.”
Ben held up his hand to show Tabitha his wedding ring.
“Well I never...”
“It was a lovely wedding, too,” Astrid continued.
Ben looked her in the eye. “You watched it?”
“Yesterday.”
“Watched it?” Tabitha asked.
“Yes. They videotaped it.”
“You can watch it if you want,” Ben said. “Simon performed the ceremony.”
“Simon? Your friend, Simon?”
“Yes. They are ordained.”
“You’re kidding,” Tabitha repeated.
Astrid looked warmly at her son-in-law. “I thought they did a beautiful job.” She drank more of her dark roast.
“When did all this take place?” Tabitha asked.
As Ben said, “November 19th,” Astrid said, “Before Thanksgiving.”
“I had no idea.” Tabitha chuckled. “Do Jeff and Laurel know?”
Ben nodded. “We had to tell them right away. Sigrun did not feel well a lot of the time, and we thought they should know why.”
“Well, I’ll be! So basically, the two of you went out and eloped?”
Another nod. “Sigrun did not want to wait. She more or less proposed to me.”
“She did?”
“Yes. She said, ‘I’m not going to let my baby’s father get deported, we have got to get married.’”
Tabitha scowled. “Deported?”
Ben aimed his head toward his mother-in-law. “Yes. She wanted to deport me.”
“No!”
“But that’s changed.” Astrid nodded as energetically as her headache allowed. Keeping Ben in the States—that was her highest mission now. “Had I known everything that was going on at the time, I wouldn’t have felt that way. You were right to persuade me regarding Ben’s character, Tabitha. I’m enjoying getting to know my son-in-law.”
“Well that’s good to know. I suppose it must have been hard to see their relationship unfold so quickly. I know you weren’t exactly happy about it.”
“I was missing a lot of the puzzle pieces. Right, Ben?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
“But they’ve all fallen into place.” Astrid drank more coffee and breathed a little easier. She enjoyed the notion that Ben was her accomplice, and was glad the worst of their confession was behind them.
“So where did the marriage ceremony take place?”
“In an abandoned church,” Ben replied. “The one where Jeff made a video last winter.”
“I think I remember that one. Sounds rather rustic.”
“Yes, rustic,” Ben agreed. “We will never forget it, that’s for sure.”
“Well, you can always have a more formal wedding, now that everything’s out in the open,” Tabitha suggested. “I’m sure lots of family and friends would love to attend.”
“Yes, maybe. But I think Sigrun would be against it.”
Astrid knit her brow. “Really? Why?”
Ben met her gaze. “I actually talked to her about this. She told me she feels like our wedding was perfect, and she doesn’t want to ruin the memory by redoing it. Plus it would cost a lot of money, and the baby is coming in July. We need that money for a house and medical expenses.”
Astrid nodded. “That makes sense.”
“We thought we could just renew our vows sometime in the future, and invite everyone to that.”
“A house?” Tabitha asked.
“Yes. You should know, we are looking for a house. We don’t want to be a burden to you forever, Tabitha.”
“Well, don’t rush off on my account. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. Jeff and Laurel aren’t sure yet what they want to do, either. Laurel seems to think it’s best to continue working on her bachelor’s degree here, so they may put off the move to Montana.”
“What year is she?” Ben asked.
“Sophomore.”
“And Sigrun is a junior.”
“Will she take a break from school, then?” Tabitha asked.
“We don’t think so. We will have a lot of help with the baby, so she’s thinking of taking one of her courses in the summer and trying to do some of her studies online in the fall. She would like to graduate on time.”
“I don’t understand how you can afford a house and college too, especially since you only have a student visa. How will you earn money?”
Ben gently swirled his coffee. “Actually, I have some income from France. And since Sigrun and I are married, I will be getting permission to work in the US in the coming months.”
“Help me out here, Astrid. Don’t you think he’s getting a little ambitious?”
A rather loaded question. Yarnstormeur’s anonymity meant keeping even Astrid’s closest friends in the dark regarding how her son-in-law made ends meet. On the other hand, she appreciated Tabitha’s concern. “I suppose that’s up to him.”
Tabitha’s jaw dropped. “I just hope Sigrun didn’t give you a concussion, too.” Then she looked her tenant in the eye. “Look, Ben, just keep an open mind. You two can live wherever you want, but my house will always be available to you. All right?”
“Thank you, Tabitha. We are very grateful for everything you are doing for us.”
“Well, thank you for sharing all this news with me. Imagine, Sigrun is going to have a baby! How ready are you to be a grandmother, Astrid?”
She smiled. “I’m ready. Anders is, too. And Lars can’t wait to become an uncle.”
“What about your parents, Ben?”
“They are very excited. It’s like a dream come true for them.”
“That’s wonderful. I don’t know how religious you are, but if you’re looking for a godmother, keep me in mind.” Tabitha smiled warmly.
“I will tell Sigrun. That’s a really nice offer. Thank you.”
They ended their meeting, and Tabitha left Ben and Astrid with a hug.
As Astrid contemplated returning to her office by herself, she felt a pang. Over the past twenty-four hours, Benjamin Letellier had seriously grown on her. “Where are you meeting Sigrun for lunch?”
“At the cafeteria.”
She should let the two of them dine on their own. On the other hand, maybe she could risk asking to be included. It would make her day. “Feel free to say no, but would you consider letting me join you?”
To her surprise, Ben didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sure. I don’t think Sigrun will mind. She told me she is glad to have you back.”
“She did?”
“Yes. She’s not happy that she hurt you, but she’s happy with how things turned out after that.”
That inspired Astrid to smile. “Actually, I am too.”
“OK, then. Let’s go!” Ben led the way to the cafeteria, where he greeted Sigrun with a hug and a kiss. She looked radiant beneath the burgundy tam she’d knit for herself, and her blue-framed specs complemented her rosy cheeks. “Your mother wants to join us, Bijou. Is that all right?”
“Sure. She can help you monitor what I eat.” Sigrun reached out to hug her mother. “He’s quite the taskmaster. He won’t let me eat anything he thinks the baby shouldn’t have.”
Astrid laughed. “That’s love for you!”
“I’d sooner call it ‘suffocation.’ But you’re right. He only wants what’s best for us.”
As they entered the line, Sigrun confirmed her claim, asking for Ben’s opinion regarding each item she considered putting on her tray.
Ben even went to the length of eating the same things as his wife. When Astrid pointed this out, he said, “I want to eat well for the baby, too.”
As they approached the seating area, Sigrun looked behind her. “Hi, Rachel!”
Astrid recognized one of the crochet artisans from last night. Her long, red hair fell neatly over her vintage wool coat. This was the nursing student who’d helped set Lars up with the local Alcoholics Anonymous organization.
Ben’s face lit up. “Would you like to join us, Rachel?”
She agreed right away.
They found a table near the fireplace. The university had added these several years back, and they were a hit with students and faculty alike. “I want to thank you,” Astrid said. “We’ve been extremely worried about Lars.”
Rachel smiled as she took her seat. “I’m glad we could help.”
“Ben said something last night about how you were ‘couch surfing,’” Astrid recalled. “Did I understand correctly?”
She moved her chili and salad off her tray. “You did. Housing has gotten unbelievably expensive. I figured out, the only way for me to make a decent living down the road is to earn my degree now. Making ends meet has gotten impossible. Something had to go, and that something ended up being a place of my own to live.”
Rachel deserved better as far as Astrid was concerned. “It’s hard for me to imagine that level of insecurity. It bothers me to see how expensive higher education has gotten. But look, I feel like I really owe you for how you’ve helped my son. Sigrun moved out last fall, and her room is empty. If you’re looking for a place to stay until you can afford something more permanent, you’re welcome to live with us.”
Rachel looked up without responding.
“You should do it,” Ben told her. “Plus they have a really fun dog. I think you would like it there.”
She swallowed. “Wow. That’s…that’s a very kind offer.”
Astrid shot her a gaze of encouragement. She could think of no reason not to help the student who’d helped Lars. “Will you consider it? My husband is sure to be on board. He felt helpless to get our son out of his situation. He understands how
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