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For my brother, Daniel, and my friend, Kane. It shouldn’t have been so hard. 
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  Foreword


In this fourth installment of the Romance at the Fiber Guild series, we are again transported into Yarnstormeur’s world. As Ben and his family settle into their historic mansion and begin to learn more about one of the town’s former prominent citizens, their personal lives become entwined with those of their home’s original inhabitants. Virginia Lewis skillfully interweaves the events of the past with the prairie community’s evolving future, while continuing her careful descriptions of the art, craftsmanship, tools, and incredibly beautiful creations made possible with fiber. 
While delving into the real world of building spinning wheels and looms, making yarn, weaving, knitting, and crochet, the plot simultaneously challenges our understanding of other aspects of reality. We are drawn once more into the hearts and minds of the people of the Northern Plains as they explore avenues for living fully conscious lives, utilizing art to guide people toward environmental responsibility and social justice. The Spinning Wheel Maker captivates readers with its depiction of modern-day Midwest America, and as with the previous three novels, inspires us to examine how art and social action can be joyfully, magnificently, and effectively realized in our own lives. In the meantime, avid readers like me will be anxiously awaiting Book V!
     —Jane Nelson






  
  1
Das Rätsel
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The Mystery


Sigrun gawked at the disorderly stacks of yellowed papers, worn journals, faded ledgers, and Victorian greeting cards overwhelming the brand-new dining table they’d received as a wedding gift. “All right, they’re out of that big trunk. Here’s hoping we haven’t roused a ghost by suddenly unpacking its contents.” She released a nervous chuckle. “What now, Ben?” She snugged their infant son against her chest as she met her husband’s gaze. 
Ben reached up to rub his neck. The drab yellow of his polo formed a noteworthy contrast to the rich pinks, creams, and greens of the wallpaper surrounding them, with its elegant images of peonies and dahlias in bloom, while oddly harmonizing with the antique documents. “Well…now we organize.”
Sigrun adjusted her glasses and grabbed another carrot stick for herself, while also slipping one to their collie pup. “Good idea.” She took in Ben’s furrowed brow. When push came to shove, they just wanted answers. And if she were being honest, romance was the object of their quest. This disorganized heap of papers and journals was supposed to reveal why the guy who’d built their Queen Anne mansion back in 1890 had also ended up building exquisite, ornate spinning wheels. “I just wanna know one thing. How?”
Ben intervened as their little striped cat attempted to jump onto the table and wreak even more havoc than they were already dealing with. “To be honest, Bijou, I don’t have a clue. Besides, it’s still warm in here. Let me turn up that thing.”
That “thing” was a portable air conditioner, necessary because their 135-year-old mansion lacked central air, and they were in the midst of another hot summer. Keeping cool themselves Sigrun could bill as a luxury, but keeping their precious baby comfortable was imperative. It set them both on edge when Vincent showed the least sign of overheating.
“The way I see it,” she said as Ben returned to his seat, “we have three options. We can organize them by date, by language, or by scrawl.”
“What is ‘scrawl’?” Ben struggled to pronounce the word correctly. The r’s and l’s in his native French operated far differently from the American English he was gradually mastering.
Sigrun held up a few random papers. “‘Scrawl’ is the illegible handwriting we’re dealing with here.”
“Illegible to us. But Kunz could read it just fine.”
“Why do you suppose they wrote German in that weird handwriting? It’s kind of pretty, but every third letter just looks like ‘n.’”
Ben chuckled. “Actually, I was looking up information about that. You know, they used that kind of writing in your native country, too, Bijou.”
“In Norway?” That was news to Sigrun.
“Yes, until the end of the nineteenth century. Under the government of Prussia, this kind of writing was the standard in schools since the early 1700s. And the kind of pen people wrote with also helped determine the way they wrote by hand.”
Sigrun couldn’t help smiling over how much information her husband had gathered regarding these old documents. For a college art major, he was a remarkable fountain of historical knowledge. “So the guy that built our house must have gone to school in German. Does that mean he was born in Germany?”
Ben greeted that with a teacherly smile. “Germany didn’t even exist when Lemuel Kunz was born. Kunz was almost fifty years old when he made this house, so he was born decades before his home country was born—that was in 1871. We can only hope his birth certificate is among all these papers here.” He swept with his hand to remind her of how much they had to sort through. “Otherwise, we may never know his birthplace.”
“Or birth year.”
“Actually, your father told us he was born in 1843. He found that information in the books he was researching at the library about famous residents of Prairie Plains.”
“One of these days, you’ll be in that kind of book.” Sigrun flashed a warm smile at her ambitious spouse, whose short, golden hair and neatly trimmed beard gave him a sophisticated allure. “If you ask me, you’re the most famous resident of Prairie Plains today. That sunflowers mural we installed last month is certainly drawing the crowds.”
Ben waggled his eyebrows. “Just wait till they see the lace mural we will mount in September.”
“It’s gonna knock their socks off!” Sigrun was a hundred percent sure of this. The giant crocheted tapestries they and their artisan friends were crafting for that newly established gathering point on Main Street had been having a huge positive impact on the town for months now. So huge, in fact, that grateful business owners and townspeople had donated countless hours and a veritable treasure of materials to help them restore this once derelict mansion that they’d purchased for a pittance.
Ben’s mother walked in on their work. Even in shirt sleeves and skinny jeans, Vivienne Letellier, who was a yarn dyer by trade, looked refined. Sigrun met her brown-eyed gaze and realized how having this charming French woman around to help with their baby enhanced the elegance of the beautifully restored home they now called “Kunz Castle,” with its spacious rooms, elaborate wood trim, embossed tin ceilings, inlaid floors, and Victorian wallpapers. “Lunch will be ready soon.”
“Thanks. It smells wonderful!”
“We’re making soupe à l’oignon. Have you ever had that, Sigrun?”
“Only once, and it was delicious. But I’m sure yours will be way better. You and Manon are excellent cooks.”
“We’ll know in a few minutes.”
Sigrun exchanged looks with their collie, who was aiming his snout toward the kitchen for the umpteenth time. “Actually, Vivienne, Ulven here seems pretty confident your cooking is amazing.”
That prompted a smile. “Let’s hope he is right. So, what is your strategy here?”
That was a damn good question. “We’re trying to figure out how to sort Kunz’s papers so we can study the most important ones—we only have so much time with fall semester less than two months away.” She shifted Baby Vincent yet again in an effort to keep him from sweating. “Personally, I just wanna know why he built those fancy spinning wheels we found upstairs. If someone else wants to learn about his work as the town coroner, or explore his political influence in the state, fine. But I’m just in it for the spinning wheels.” She laughed.
Ben laughed, too. “I agree that is the most interesting mystery. Those local history books your dad looked up tell lots of things about Kunz’s other work and his importance for the town. But they don’t mention a word about those beautiful salon wheels, and they are very special to my mind.”
“Exactly. It’s just so crazy this dilapidated mansion where we started making the murals, surrounded by drafty walls draped in cobwebs, with no electric or running water, and that colony of bats up in the attic, turned out to have not just several antique wheels, but an entire workshop on the property for building them. Have you ever seen anything like them, Vivienne? With all those turned spindles and decorative details of porcelain and bone?”
“Actually, I have not. I knew about such parlor wheels, yes. But they’re rather hard to come by now, even in Europe.”
Ben agreed. “If Queen Victoria saw Kunz’s wheels, even she would be impressed.”
That made sense to Sigrun. Queen Victoria was one of the most famous spinning wheel users in history. Her passion for the fiber arts had elevated them from essential occupations of the poor to popular leisure activities for the rich. “And yet, I have to imagine making beautiful spinning wheels didn’t do a whole lot to advance Mr. Kunz’s career in politics or the funeral business. How could it have?”
Ben drew a blank. “That’s a good point. He needed a special motivation.”
“Plus, it’s not like people were spinning fiber to survive in those days. According to my mom, they were doing it more or less for the same reasons we do. To make things with their hands because it brought them enjoyment.”
Ben scooped up their devious cat as Ashley lunged at the faded ribbon adorning one of the antique greeting cards. “It was the same for Queen Victoria. Fiber crafting made her happy. But it also helped her through her grief after her husband died.”
“Really?”
“She grieved his death for forty years. She spun a lot and she knit lots of socks.”
“Like you.”
Ben flashed his adorable dimples as he stroked their cat. “Like me, exactly. Working with fiber helped me deal with my sister’s death. And Queen Victoria’s spinning wheel looked almost the same as ours.”
“That’s actually true—I’ve seen pictures of her spinning flax.” Sigrun decided it was time to get the ball rolling. “Well, I have a proposal.”
“That’s good. Let’s hear it.”
She adjusted the sleeve on Vincent’s tiny T-shirt. “OK. First off, let’s set everything aside that clearly relates to Kunz’s business dealings. We can look at those papers when we have more time, if we decide we should write his biography or something. Heck, maybe my dad would be interested, since he relates to Mr. Kunz as a fellow woodworker. Then, let’s arrange everything else by date. We can group things by decade, and within those groups we can organize the documents according to who wrote what, based on the handwriting. What do you think, Ben?”
“That’s the best idea I’ve heard so far.”
“That’s because it’s the only idea you’ve heard so far.”
Ben laughed. “True!”
They took a break for lunch. There was just enough room at the far end of the dining table to allow the family to squeeze in and enjoy the yummy cuisine of Ben’s mother and sister-in-law.
Half an hour later, they’d laid Vincent in his crib for a nap and were ready to start sorting.
The documents that lay heaped across the table presented a dizzying array. As she began separating ledgers from the rest of the pile and set them to one side, Sigrun recalled the moment when she and Ben had discovered that giant old trunk in a bedroom upstairs. He’d had to whip out his Swiss Army knife to even get the thing unlocked. Then they’d found it stuffed to the gills with the better part of what they had stacked on the table in front of them. The rest they’d found in the bottom drawers of an old-fashioned secretary desk located across the hall from the trunk.
It was exciting to finally have the energy to deal with this project. The renovation of their huge home had been stress-inducing to say the least. Then, in the midst of moving in, they’d had final exams to deal with, and a trip to Norway to visit Sigrun’s relatives. More daunting yet had been their marriage green card interview at the start of July, which had finally granted Benjamin assurance he could continue making his murals and live in the States on a permanent basis.
And after a taxing pregnancy, their son had arrived safe and sound. They now had Vivienne and Manon to help look after him for a few weeks, and they were ready and raring to solve the mystery behind Lemuel Kunz, the spinning wheel maker. With any luck, they could learn what they wanted before the new semester got underway.
As they sorted, they quickly established which papers were most relevant. Handwritten letters, journals, and cards they set aside. Business correspondence and financial statements they returned to the trunk. They made a separate pile for legal documents—those could yield crucial details regarding Kunz’s personal and professional timeline, marital status, family composition, property, and citizenship. They’d already learned Kunz had had eight daughters and zero sons. They also knew that 92-year-old Bonnie Dittendorf, founder of the local Flatlands Fiber Guild and owner-operator of Dee’s Yarn & Fiber Emporium, was the man’s great-granddaughter. Now they would learn so much more!
They devoted the rest of the afternoon to organizing the many creased and stained personal letters. The majority were written on sturdy rag paper and had survived the decades remarkably well. Some of them dated as far back as 1860 and beyond. And most of them were neatly penned. Though Sigrun couldn’t make out more than a few words, the angular writing was graceful and even. Ben assured her based on his own growing skills in deciphering the script that Kunz and his fellow epistlers had been reasonably well educated, based on their use of standard—if antiquated—spelling and grammar.
“It’s just a good thing your German’s so fluent,” Sigrun said.
Ben chuckled. “I had an excellent teacher at the lycée.”
“And it doesn’t hurt that you spent that year getting to know the urban art scene in Berlin.”
“It’s true.”
“Does that mean it’ll be a straightforward process to make sense of these letters, assuming you can get past the handwriting?”
“The handwriting actually isn’t the problem, Bijou. I’ve been studying the alphabet for Kurrentschrift and it’s really not hard. After all, Kunz probably learned it when he was eight years old.” He laughed.
“You’ve got me there.”
“The problem is how many letters there are to look at.” Ben gently thumbed through one of the stacks he’d made to demonstrate his point. “I’m a full-time student, a full-time artist, and now…a full-time father. How can I possibly interpret all this correspondence on top of everything else?”
Vivienne’s wrinkled brow told Sigrun she shared her son’s concern. “You will need help if you want to be done by the end of the summer.”
Ben met her gaze. “Exactement, maman.”
“Do you know very much German, Sigrun?”
She shook her head. “Ben’s the one minoring in German. And Norwegian is just different enough to not be of much help. But you know who’s been studying German?”
The others arched their brows.
Ben flashed a crooked smile. “Lars.”
“That’s right. Maybe my brother could help us. He loves German. And the teacher at the high school has a good reputation for actually helping the kids learn something.”
“Maybe he finds knowing Norwegian more helpful than you.”
Sigrun smirked. “Could be. Plus I’m sure he could pick up this old handwriting at seventeen if Kunz could learn it when he was eight.”
Ben chuckled as he added another letter to the stack on his left. “Of course. Lars is very smart. And there is also Jeff Nietmann’s grandmother. Remember when he told us about her?”
“Vividly.” Jeff was their former roommate. They’d been showing off Kunz’s spinning wheels to him and his fiancée while trying to sell them on using their mansion as a wedding venue. “We should definitely take him up on his offer.”
“His grandmother already knows how to read stuff like this. She has been studying their ancestry for a long time.”
“True. Say, what about your German professor, Ben?”
“Professor Steiner?”
Sigrun nodded.
“I have actually contacted her. She’s an expert in the Holocaust. She told us one time about her work studying handwritten prisoner records at the concentration camps. I think she will be happy to help us.”
“That’s good.”
“That’s wonderful,” Vivienne exclaimed. “Now you have four people to help study these letters instead of one. You just have to figure out how to divide the work.”
They managed to sort through all the most relevant documents that hot July afternoon. Sigrun surprised herself by quickly becoming an expert at recognizing the dates on the letters, most of which had at least the year written somewhere obvious. They decided to stack them from oldest to latest, so they could decipher them in chronological order.
Ben designated the most difficult missives for his German professor. “We will give Dr. Steiner the hardest puzzles to solve. She actually knows what she’s doing.”
Sigrun chuckled. “And Lurch can help us out with the greeting cards. I think he’d enjoy that.”
Vivienne held up a Victorian card with the word “LOVE” written in red roses on the front. “They’re so beautiful. I think he will have fun reading them.”
“How can we involve Jeff’s grandmother?” Sigrun asked.
Ben reached down to pet their collie pup. “We will have to take pictures and send them. Maman, do you think you could be in charge of that?”
“Bien sûr. I will be happy to.”
This left the three handwritten journals for Ben. Knowing how smart and driven he was, Sigrun had no doubt he would get those read before the summer ended. She was eager to learn what they revealed about the cabinetmaker, undertaker, local politician, and most importantly, spinning wheel maker, Lemuel Kunz of Prairie Plains.
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Der Flüchtling
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The Fugitive


When the doorbell rang Tuesday morning, Ben knew exactly who it was, and he was more than ready for her assistance. His effort to get at the bottom of Lemuel Kunz’s early life was meeting with a stumbling block or three, and he was counting on the German professor’s input. 
He let Dr. Steiner out of the July heat and inside the mansion. It was just a good thing she was dressed for the summer weather, because even though the ceiling fans were really moving the air through the place, it was still warm. “Welcome to our home. That’s a nice T-shirt—very practical.”
Steiner smiled. Her piercing brown eyes and no-nonsense hairdo hinted at her ability to push her students and make them learn something. But her tender heart and regular reminders that she cared about their success enhanced the German professor’s reputation. “You like it?”
Ben admired the pronghorn logo that was found on every branded product representing Great Plains University. “You’re very patriotic.”
“True. Who’s this little guy?” She reached down to let Ulven sniff her hand.
“He’s our collie. We got him in the spring.”
“He’s adorable.”
Ben agreed. The pup’s short, blue merle coat made Ulven stand out from the crowd. “Thank you.”
“How old is he?”
“Six months. We named him Ulven after the constellation called ‘Lupus.’”
“Let me guess: ‘Ulven’ is the Norwegian name.”
Ben nodded. “Richtig.”
“Beautiful.” Steiner petted the dog’s fuzzy head, then looked around her. “Wow. You weren’t kidding about how amazing this place is.”
“Yes, we’re very fortunate to get to live here. The guy who built it was quite talented.”
She looked up at the high tin ceiling, down at the inlaid floors, then over at the chestnut-stained staircase and banister. “Incredible. You say the community helped you with all the renovations?”
“That’s right. But my wife’s father did more than anyone else. He’s a gifted carpenter.”
“And Lemuel Kunz was the builder?”
Ben followed her gaze as it wandered over the William Morris wallpaper. “Builder and owner. They used to call it ‘Kunz Castle.’ It makes me glad you know how to pronounce his name, Professor. I read that at one time some of the family even spelled it like K-O-O-N-T-Z, because everyone pronounced it wrong.”
Steiner laughed. “I believe it. By the way, just call me Sharon. I know you’re my student, but I feel like we’re colleagues, especially in this endeavor. Would you consider giving me a tour?”
“Of course. We can start with our favorite room, the library. It’s just here to the left. We keep it closed because of the window air conditioner. You will meet my wife and son. Come on in.”
As Ben opened the oak door, Sharon gasped over the bucolic wallpaper with its depiction of rustic scenes, and the elegant wood shelving lined with books and bins of wool. “This is something else.”
Sigrun looked up from her work of spinning a cloud of gray wool on one of the period spinning wheels, while Vincent slept wrapped against her chest. The sight of her wavy blond hair glistening in the sunlight never failed to turn Ben on.
Sharon approached her, extending her hand. “Don’t bother getting up.”
“It’s nice to meet you. We really appreciate your willingness to help us solve our mystery.”
“No problem. I’m excited to see what we find out. I might even be able to get a research project out of it. Ben says you’re not terribly interested in Kunz’s business dealings, but that might interest local and state historians. I’d love to see you consider donating some of his papers to the library for researchers to study.”
“That actually makes sense. What do you think, Ben?”
“Sure. Once we learn what we want, it would be a good idea for the city to have them.”
That had Sharon smiling. “Awesome.”
They left Sigrun to her spinning, and Ben showed his guest the rest of the main floor, enjoying how Sharon oohed and aahed at the elaborately carved millwork, inlaid wood floors, and elegant wainscoting, all of it the work of Lemuel Kunz.
“He certainly was a brilliant cabinetmaker.”
“Definitely. We even have a few pieces of furniture from him.” Ben invited the professor upstairs, where more eye-popping wallpaper and stunning woodwork had her looking left and right. Then he showed off their newly restored sleigh bed, the elegant armoires, the highboy with its hand-carved ball and claw legs, and the secretary desk Kunz had likewise built.
That ended the tour for now—he could always show off the coach house and woodworking shop later. Their immediate concern was the cabinetmaker’s journals, which awaited them back in the dining room.
“I’ve made a lot of progress with the first one,” Ben reported. “But some of the things it says seem kind of weird, so I definitely need you to tell me if I’m understanding everything correctly.”
“Let’s take a look.”
They were interrupted by the arrival of Ben’s mother and sister-in-law, their arms loaded with groceries. Everyone introduced themself, Vivienne and Manon retreated to the kitchen, and Ben and Sharon settled down to work under the watchful eye of Ashley the cat.
He immediately reached for a journal with a worn leather cover. “I’m still confused about who even wrote this. I know it’s number one of the three that are here, but there’s nothing about Kunz as a child. It starts off when he was a teenage kid.”
“Interesting.” Sharon gently leafed through the first few pages. The handwriting didn’t seem to faze her in the least. She flipped it over and went straight to the back page. “Check this out.”
Ben leaned over and read: “Friedrich Wannemacher, Pastor. So a priest, but not Catholic.”
“Right. That tells me Kunz was probably Lutheran.”
“So this Wannemacher guy wrote these journals about him?”
“Apparently so. Makes you wonder why, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, of course.”
Sharon scanned a few more pages. “If he was serving our Mr. Kunz as a spiritual guide, he may have found keeping this record of his ‘progress’ a useful way of tracking his own success as the shepherd of a lost sheep, so to speak.”
“Like checking that he was doing a good job?”
“Quite possibly.”
“Maybe that makes sense. Based on what I saw so far, Kunz was kind of a troubled teen.”
“No kidding.” She looked around her, her eyes falling on the countless decorative details adorning the dining room. “Seems that was all just a phase if Kunz accomplished what he did here.”
“Pastor Wannemacher did his job well,” Ben quipped.
“Seems to be a safe bet. You know, I half wonder if Wannemacher was one of those Germans who came to America after the failed 1848 Revolution. A lot of idealists left the German lands when their efforts to unify and install a freely elected parliament ended in defeat.”
“Maybe that happened to Kunz, too.”
Ashley perked up her ears as she draped her body across a neat stack of old letters. She likely wondered if there’d been a cat in Kunz’s life.
“Or,” Sharon speculated, “it could have happened to his family, if he was born in 1843 like you said.”
“Oh, yeah. We still don’t know where he was even born. Maybe it was here in the US.”
“Could you imagine being a little kid and spending two months on a ship just to get here from Germany back then?”
Ben found that challenging. “If he did that, I hope he didn’t get seasick.”
She wagged her head back and forth. “That’s for sure. Another mystery to solve. Well, what have you learned so far?”
He’d actually learned a fair amount. “I read in the first several pages that a lot of thefts were taking place in the area, which I think was in the north of Iowa.” He stroked Ashley as he shared his findings. “Some men figured out it was this vagabond kid who was hiding in the woods. He was more or less a runaway.”
Sharon snickered. “Our city father started out as a runaway?”
Ben nodded. “That’s basically what ‘Landstreicher’ means, right?”
Sharon followed his finger to the word in question. “Vagrant. Drifter. That’s right.”
“His story is already unique.”
“It certainly is. What else did you learn?”
Ben went a few pages into the journal. “It says the thief was finally caught after lots of people were looking for him. They were really scared. He’d been stealing food and clothes from their houses and farms for weeks, and no one could find him. Some people even thought it was an evil spirit. So when they finally did catch him, they were very angry. They threw him in an icehouse, because they didn’t have a jail yet.”
“Wannemacher wrote that? About the jail?”
“Yes. He said the village was still kind of primitive.”
“And this was before the Civil War?”
“1858.”
“Poor guy. No wonder he wanted a mansion.” She laughed. “Well, obviously Kunz didn’t perish in the icehouse if he went on to build this place.”
“Yes, and also those beautiful spinning wheels. That’s because a man named Michael Baxter got him out of there. He saw that Kunz was just a teenager, and he was starving and freezing. Baxter thought the people were being cruel, which Wannemacher agreed with, and he decided to help the kid, in spite of what other people would think. He brought Kunz out to his farm. But when they got there, he couldn’t communicate with him, because Baxter only spoke English, and Kunz only spoke German.”
“I should tell this story to my students, as a reminder of why learning another language is useful.”
Ben smiled. “You definitely should, Sharon. But that wasn’t the only problem. Baxter’s wife was upset with him for bringing that thief to their home, because they had three children, and she thought the teen could be a dangerous criminal. But according to the Pastor, Baxter was a Christian man who was acting on his faith. He believed he was doing the right thing to help Kunz out and give him food and shelter. But he decided to keep him in his barn to ease his wife’s mind.”
“It makes you wonder if our Mr. Kunz would have made it without Baxter rescuing him.”
“Maybe not.” It was something Ben would rather not think about. This mansion, which had stood abandoned for the past forty years, had served as the starting point for his artistic career here in Prairie Plains, as the gathering space for his ragtag team of artisans, where they’d crocheted the huge murals they’d mounted at a burned-out lot on Main Street.
Once the city had decided to give its blessing to his illicit work, the murals spawned a public plaza and successful eatery. People came from near and far to take in the creations of his Yarnstormeur studio, and Prairie Plains was now paying Ben a generous salary to make new tapestries every quarter. “Kunz Castle” stood fully restored to its former glory, and Ben and his family called it home. He owed Lemuel Kunz for building this miraculous house.
Sharon looked over his shoulder and pointed out another key word: “Tischlerei. So there’s already mention of carpentry here. That became Kunz’s main occupation?”
“I think so. Baxter had some cows and he grew wheat—Weizen. But on the side he did carpentry. And he figured out that the teenage thief actually had learned how to do carpentry.”
“At age fifteen? That seems young.”
“Yes, but he was really good at it. And he started to help Baxter with the work, because the farmer had a lot of people in the area needing him to make furniture for them. The community was growing, with people coming in from the East, but also from Europe.”
“Did they ever find out how Kunz ended up there in the first place? Why he’d run away?”
“Actually, yes.” Ben paged about midway through the journal and showed her a passage that answered her question. “The more I think about it, the more it makes sense that this was written by a German pastor. He probably got involved because he could speak to the kid in his native language. It says here he got Kunz to do a kind of confession with him. Kunz confessed that he was overwhelmed with guilt, because he believed he’d killed his own mother.” Ben eyed the professor with arched brow.
Sharon inhaled sharply. “Killed his mother?”
“Yes. By being born.” Ben took in her empathetic frown. “Kunz felt responsible, because his father had told him his mother died while giving birth to him. Apparently, his dad blamed him for taking away his wife. Can you imagine something like that, Sharon?”
She shook her head. “It’s definitely difficult. But it’s also wrong. A baby has no control over their own birth.”
“Of course. But Kunz did not see it that way. He was extremely depressed, and he ended up running away from his father. He even wanted to die. But Baxter and the pastor were like second fathers to him. They tried to help him accept that he was alive for a reason and could do some good in the world. They said God was the one who had made him, and God didn’t make a mistake.
“So Kunz kept working for Baxter building furniture. And because he worked really hard and was so good at it, Mr. Baxter started to make serious money. His wife even allowed Kunz to have a place to sleep in the house, so he didn’t have to stay out with the cows at night.”
“Well that’s good to know. Poor kid. First he’s thrown into the icehouse, then he’s relegated to sleeping in the barn. It makes me wonder, did Baxter ever consider adopting him at all?”
“I’m not sure. He was already like fifteen or sixteen. And now I can tell you, things got complicated for him, because he started to like one of Baxter’s daughters. She was the middle child. Her name was Elizabeth. And I know she ended up becoming Lemuel Kunz’s wife, because in the history books his wife was Elizabeth Kunz.”
“Oh, wow. So he fell in love with Baxter’s daughter? And married her?”
“I mean, he must have. But so far in this journal I only read that her mother—her name was Sarah—was dead set against Lemuel’s relationship with Elizabeth. She did not want them to be together. In her mind, that kid was still a criminal because of what he did before, even though he worked hard and helped them make money with his skills. But Michael, he felt just the opposite. He already forgave Kunz for his crimes, because he thought he only did them because he was trying to survive.”
Sharon cemented her friendship with Ashley, running her hand down her striped back. “That’s the way I would see it. I guess I can understand why Sarah was concerned. She didn’t want that miscreant teen to be a bad influence on her kids. On the other hand, it doesn’t seem like Lemuel had much of anywhere else to turn. It makes me wonder if they ever figured out how to get along with each other.”
“Maybe we will find out later. For now, the family was split in two, and it was very hard on them. And Lemuel Kunz was even hard on himself. The journal says that, on the one hand, Kunz felt guilty. He felt he did not deserve Elizabeth’s love. But on the other hand, he couldn’t deny his feelings for her. And this is where we finally get to the topic of spinning, which is what my wife and I are most interested in.”
Sharon smiled. “The plot thickens.”
“Here, I’ll show you.” Ben paged further in, and pointed out a few instances of the word Handspindel.
“Seems like it was important if it was mentioned multiple times.”
“Exactly. The family spun wool to make socks, mittens, and hats to keep warm during the winter. After all, they were living in Iowa. There were blizzards and it could get extremely cold. Now, Sarah Baxter used a spinning wheel. But their daughters didn’t have that. They used drop spindles instead.”
“Seems like an arduous way to make yarn.”
Ben shook his head. “Actually, it’s really practical. It’s not as fast as using a wheel, but you can use a spindle anywhere. It’s very portable. But still, we are talking here about a guy who was in love. He was probably thinking, my Elizabeth should have a spinning wheel like her mother. And I am good at making things with wood, so I want to make her one. You see?”
Sharon nodded. “Makes a lot of sense.”
“The problem was, Kunz did not have his own materials. It seems like he didn’t tell Baxter what he was up to. So when the farmer found out his boarder was taking wood from his supply for his own project, he got angry. It says Baxter thought Lemuel was turning to theft again. But then the pastor told him, no, Lemuel wants to build your daughter a spinning wheel to make her work easier, and Baxter changed his mind. He even helped him keep his secret, and Lemuel surprised Elizabeth with the wheel for her birthday.”
Sharon sighed softly. “That definitely sounds romantic.”
“It makes me wish I could do the same. But I don’t have much experience in building things from wood.”
“It must take a lot of know-how to build a spinning wheel from scratch like that.”
“It’s possible. But you know, a lot of men built wheels and looms back then.” Ben dredged up knowledge gained from multiple conversations he’d had with his mother regarding fiber crafting traditions while they’d worked on restoring antique spinning wheels back home in France. “The knowledge was handed down from the people before them, because it was essential for making clothes until they started doing it in factories. And it was only after the Civil War that people on the American Frontier started to buy yarn and fabric and clothes from stores. On the other hand, the pastor wrote several times what a beautiful spinning wheel Kunz gave to Elizabeth. Apparently, it was very special.”
“He must have had a rare talent.”
“I think so.”
“So do you think that wheel is one of the ones you found here in the house?”
Ben shrugged. “I wish we knew for sure. We will have to do more research. Plus, one of the wheels has a few parts missing. My mother-in-law wants to help us restore it.”
“Professor Karlsen does?”
“Yes. We will work on it while she stays here to help us with the baby. My mother will take Manon to see some national parks at the end of the month, and Astrid will stay here while they’re gone.”
“Do you think she knows how to date these wheels?”
“She told me she’s working on it. Some makers put a mark and even a year somewhere on the table usually. But they can be hard to find if the wood got worn down. We have to keep looking.”
“I see.”
The door to the library opened, and Ulven trotted into the dining room, followed by Sigrun with their baby. “How’s it coming?”
Ben admired his wife’s flushed features—their pink hue turned her cheeks into alluring magnets for his eyes. “Good, Bijou. We know that Kunz made his first spinning wheel as a gift to Elizabeth, the woman he later married.”
“So there is some romance involved in all this. I knew it! Anything else?”
“Not yet. But we will keep reading.”
“Great. Maybe you’d like to join us for lunch, Dr. Steiner. Vivienne is making ratatouille. We’ll also have a nice salad and some French cheese. We’d love to have you eat with us.”
Sharon smiled. “Sounds like an invitation I’d be foolish to turn down.”
“I’ll let you know when it’s ready. I’ve gotta go change him. Be right back.” Sigrun disappeared with Vincent upstairs.
Sharon eyed Ben again. “So we still don’t know where Kunz came from.”
“No, not yet. I agree, it’s an important question.”
“Would you like to keep reading?”
“Yes, of course.” Ben was grateful for his professor’s willingness to give him her time. She’d refused to charge him a cent, claiming her curiosity overrode any interest in getting money out of this. He waited as she scanned the next few pages.
She set the journal down after a few minutes. “Interesting. So he left with Elizabeth, but the word ‘losgezogen’ doesn’t tell us whether they just ran off, or maybe even eloped, or left together with the family’s consent.”
“I got a little past this last night. I think Lemuel decided he needed to reach an understanding with his father, so he took Elizabeth back home with him.”
“Home—where?”
Ben turned the page and pointed out the clue he’d found. “It looks like they went to a place called ‘Amana.’”
“Amana? As in the Amana Colonies?”
“Have you heard about that?”
Sharon’s brown eyes lit up. “This is getting more and more fascinating. I’m no expert, but I do know that Amana was the site of a group of Pietists who were originally from Germany and had arrived in Buffalo, New York, in the early 1840s. They set up their religious society after being persecuted in Germany, because they were pacifists who refused to serve in the military, and their religious beliefs went against established Lutheran principles. Eventually they resettled in Iowa—that was in the late 1850s.”
“Which is right when Kunz ran away.”
“Wow. So he ran away because he was overwhelmed with guilt over having ‘killed his mother,’ who died giving birth to him. Right?”
Ben nodded. “It would be impossible to fix something like that. It’s like he would be guilty forever.”
“In his mind, maybe. And yet, that kind of thing happened fairly often. Before modern medicine, giving birth was an extremely dangerous undertaking. I know it’s not anything I ever want to do.”
“You don’t want to have kids?”
“No, I don’t. More power to you and Sigrun. You seem to really know what you’re doing. My wife and I plan to stay happily childfree.” Sharon chuckled.
“She doesn’t want children, either?”
She shook her head. “It’s one of the things that drew us to each other. But back to Mr. Kunz—if he was from Amana, and he was born in 1843, then he was born right around the time their religious community was making their way from Germany to New York. He could have been born right there in the Buffalo area, or maybe even on board a ship bound for America.”
Ben suddenly had a theory. “Maybe it was hard for his mother to give birth on a ship, and that helped to kill her.”
Sharon glanced at the next page. “We may never know. But I see the word schwanger here.” She put her finger on it. “See that?”
“I noticed that, too. My wife was ‘schwanger’ until July, so that word really stood out for me.” He laughed.
“So did you gather Elizabeth Baxter was pregnant with Kunz’s child when they went to Amana?”
Ben knit his brow. “Maybe Kunz also wanted to get his father’s blessing for their relationship or something. I didn’t find much information about it. It’s possible the pastor only knew that Lemuel left with Elizabeth to go to his family home. Once they were gone, Wannemacher didn’t know any details, because he stayed back in the north of the state. And that’s where this first book ends.”
“It sure does.” Sharon gently closed the worn leather binding. “Maybe that’s a good stopping point for us. We can take up the second journal later this week.”
“Tell me about the letters you’re working on. Did you have time to look at them, Professor?”
“I did. It looks like they were all written by Kunz himself. It’s odd, because none of them shows any sign of having been sent anywhere. Why would he write letters without sending them?”
Ben smirked. “I didn’t think of that. That’s weird.”
“They’re all addressed to someone named ‘Lizzie.’ I want to assume that was his nickname for his wife. But I haven’t figured out yet why they weren’t sent. It makes me wonder if she passed away, or they had a falling out…quite the mystery. Especially since you said Elizabeth became his wife. I’ve only read through a couple pages so far. I’ll share more information as soon as I have it.”
“Sounds good. And we know he didn’t only make just one spinning wheel. He made several. So we should keep digging.”
“Definitely.”
The timing was perfect—Vivienne showed up and announced they should make room for their meal. They carefully pushed Kunz’s papers down toward one end of the table so everyone could eat at the other.
As they dined on Vivienne’s delicious roast chicken under Ashley’s watchful eye, Ben shared the mystery regarding the “Lizzie” letters Professor Steiner was looking at.
Vivienne listened to his account with furrowed brow. “You know, Benjamin, it’s possible that his wife could have been dead. Maybe he wrote those letters from grief.”
“Sharon said that, too. But the history books tell us his wife lived longer than he did.”
“Elizabeth? This same wife?”
“Yes. Her name was Elizabeth. She died in 1925, and Kunz died in 1921. And remember, they had eight daughters!”
“Then I must be wrong. Still, it doesn’t make sense…”
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