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Praise for Laura London:


‘This sophisticated romp takes readers into the Regency period with charming, colorful imagery that describes all the sights, sounds and smells of the period. Sharp, witty dialogue, sweet romance and unforgettable characters are all hallmarks of the classic novels by this incomparable writing team. Don’t miss this oldie, but goodie’ Romantic Times


‘From its very first sentence, The Windflower seduces the senses with lush, lyrical, evocative prose. It is a brilliantly-plotted work full of wonderful details, subtle eroticism, clever humor, and heart-wrenching emotion, yet it is the characters that really capture the reader. Not only are the hero and heroine unforgettable, but a wealth of secondary characters are drawn with a richness and depth rarely equalled’ All About Romance
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For vibrant Christine Ludan, the six months apart from her husband has been a dark time. But now dynamic Jesse Ludan, Milwaukee’s controversial reporter, is coming home.


Christine yearns for their lives to flow together once again, just as their bodies melt in passionate embrace. But she dares not speak of Jesse’s painful experience . . . and he is reluctant to intrude into her gentle world. They are united by a thousand shared thoughts and feelings, yet sometimes they seem like strangers as they struggle to reaffirm the deeply felt joy that once bound them so intimately together.






This book is dedicated to Jane Coleman, for contributions beyond value over many years.
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Chapter One


She had loved Jesse Ludan for five years. Today, after six months away, he was coming home, to her home, to her bed.


The home was Victorian Gothic, a century-old residence of creamy brick with carved gables and stained glass in the transom windows. The bed, inherited from a locomotive engineer uncle of Jesse’s, was a brass-framed antique that drank brass polish by the pint. She could put on dainty floral sheets and ruffled throw pillows and drape the frame with the granny-square comforter, but without Jesse the bed had all the comforts of sleeping on the cold stony ground.


The thought drowned in a surge of guilt. Jesse had been sleeping in a bed that was so much worse.


Christine sat alone, her feet curled against the ivory cushioned window bench that circled the interior of a small Gothic turret beyond the living room. In the garden outside the bay window, a butterfly danced in the morning sunlight, its shadow fluttering through prismatic ribbons of light thrown on the warm cedar walls by the beveled window above. The ballet slipper she had picked up to mend lay in her idle fingers. Jesse’s image filled her mind.


Jesse, I need you. I’ve missed you so. Hurry.


Again she tried to estimate how long it would be before he walked through the front door: the legal formalities, the visit—short, she hoped—with his lawyers; meeting with the waiting press; the ride home with his brother, who could be trusted to drop Jesse off and disappear. How long? It was impossible to tell. Late afternoon at the earliest, the lawyer had warned her.


Her shadow fell near the floating outline of the butterfly. Once, twice, it seemed to settle like a bow in her hair. Her hair—her mother had called it “that unfortunate red” in the same way she referred to the time Cousin Cecil broke his fingers in the power window of his Rolls-Royce as “that unfortunate incident with the foreign car.” But Jesse would dip his fingers into her bright curls and spread them upon her pillow, whispering against her skin that each strand was like a streamer stolen from the setting sun.


When it came to that, her mercilessly freckled complexion was a good deal more unfortunate. Gay splotches of rioting melanin covered her everywhere, even the soft, secret, intimate places, which had made it painful for her to undress the first time she and Jesse had made love. Wonderful Jesse—he had been so tender that night, murmuring gently teasing encouragement, covering her—freckles and all—with slow, sensuous kisses that made her feel as though her body were a special miracle filled with delight, giving delight. But six months later, in the week before their wedding, she had asked him snappishly how he would be able to stand spending the rest of his life looking at a speckled body—the question resulting from a good case of prewedding jitters, the strain left in the aftermath of an argument with her mother, and a rather immature impulse toward self-punishment. And he had answered her with that exhilarating grin of his and said, “After you, I’m afraid a body without much color interest would seem a little tame.” Laughing, he had dragged her against him, even though they were on the main thoroughfare of a shopping mall, and had whispered in her ear, “You don’t believe I think you’re beautiful? Come home with me and I’ll spend every minute left in the day showing it.”


Nice as it was to hear, she knew very well she was no beauty. The rigorous moves of classical ballet training are performed to a wall of mirrors. Every detail of her face and body was familiar to her; she had no illusions. The slight roundness of her jaw, the clear blue eyes, the straight brows, and the nose that had no qualms about tilting upward a bit at the tip gave her face, even at twenty-six, a Disney-kid look that the freckles did nothing to dispel. Bartenders still asked her for identification. In the desperate search for acceptance during her teens, she had even—horrors!—tried false eyelashes (they fell in the pizza at the sophomore dance) and bleaching her hair (her mother made an appointment for her with a psychoanalyst). There was, however, a certain expressive mobility to her face, and people seemed to notice her smile. From time to time, strangers had even crossed the room in public places to say that watching her had brightened their day, never knowing how much they had brightened hers by saying so. All her mirror ever showed her was freckles and the kind of face that begged to be chucked under the chin. People meeting her for the first time were inclined to think she was shy. She was inclined to think they were right.


Shy was, of course, the last adjective one would apply to Jesse. Jess could talk to anyone with ease. Or he could six months ago. Lately, in those too-short moments they were allowed to spend together on the telephone, he had sounded terse, at times even detached. Six months ago that quality had been as foreign to his character as California sunshine is to the pristine brilliance of a Wisconsin winter.


Jesse was a man involved with life. Milwaukee was his city and he knew every part of it. Christine had been born and shielded through childhood in the North Shore suburb of Fox Point, and to her the city to the south had seemed gray, industrial, and crime-ridden, a place entered cautiously to visit the theater, to drive through on the way to restaurants. The last thing she had ever expected was that she would marry a man who had grown up in the shadow of a Milwaukee brewery in a “rear house,” one of the tiny homes built at the turn of the century by Eastern European immigrant families on the backs of their lots to shelter newly arriving relatives. Jesse was the second of twelve children whose parents had been forced to leave Hungary during the 1956 revolution. He and his brothers and sisters had been fed and clothed on their disabled father’s Social Security check and the income their mother made cooking at a Catholic seminary. And probably the last woman Jesse had expected to marry was a neurosurgeon’s slightly insecure daughter with a diploma in fine arts from Mills College and a trust fund from her grandmother.


The attraction between her and Jesse hadn’t been instant and animal. Well, perhaps it had been a little animal on her part, but a painful crush or two in her adolescence had taught her not to toss her heart like a rose. Her smile notwithstanding, she had never been the sort of woman who drives men into a frenzy. She had assumed he would be conceited—who wouldn’t have been with his bright caressing eyes, his soft thick layers of light-brown hair, his beautiful cheekbones, his body?


A strong, incalculable pull had kept them seeing each other for the two months it took for her to realize that he was softer and more sensitive than she might have guessed—and for him to realize that she was stronger and more open than her Orphan Annie freckles suggested. But her heart had raced ahead of her common sense. She had fallen in love with him a month before she could believe with any assurance that it was safe. By some unquestioned miracle, he had begun to love her in return.


He had come to mean so much to her, this man who could transform a meaningless gray day into a perfect pearl on an endless string. With him, she had changed from a person who faced her mirror image with a look of half-quizzical exasperation into one who could walk down State Street and kiss her fingers at her reflection in the shop windows.


During his absence, she had held his image like a jewel in her mind. Jesse in a tavern after a soccer victory, his team pouring beer on his head while he laughed. And later at home, Jesse heading toward the shower until she called him back, a delicate suggestion in her voice… watching him turn, smiling; watching him come toward her, his green eyes widening slightly as she tossed her T-shirt to the foot of the bed; and he, pulling his soccer shirt over his head, laying it with gentle deliberation over hers. The thin fabric of the briefly cut soccer shorts made him seem more uncovered to her than the innocence of nudity, and she could remember the long, elegant stretch of his legs with their golden sun color; and, above the teasing interruption of his shorts, the lighter gilded tone of his chest with its subtle pattern of muscle and baby-soft frost of hair.


And she could see him in the kitchen in a white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his arms plunged to the elbows in a sink full of dirty dishes, while she sat in a chair tending her flu. He came to her with a lacework of shining soap bubbles on his arms that transferred to her hair and skin as he caught her hot cheeks in his palms and pressed a light kiss on her lips.…


And then the picture would change to a late evening on the shore of Lake Michigan. Jesse in the calfskin bomber jacket she had given him for his birthday, the wind drifting it open to show the quilted lining, the Fair Isle sweater, the thin wool scarf, the narrow hips of his faded jeans. She could taste the tang of autumn and lake breeze on her lips and the fading warmth of a distant sun as he stretched down for a stone and gracefully sent it skipping into the darkening water. That was the night he told her he might have to leave her soon.


A hollow rumble came from the sidewalk in front of the house as a gang of small children rolled from the alley on their Big Wheels in a stampede of brightly colored plastic. The jewel image of Jesse faded. A quick upward glance toward the living room dragged Christine back to the present as she noticed the telephone receiver dangling glumly at the end of its short cord. “The Phone That Rang Too Often: A Moral Lesson.” She had let it drop after the last call, saying, “Hang loose, phone.” Jesse had said he wouldn’t try to get through. She had already talked to everyone else who mattered; there was no risk. The last three days had brought a barrage of calls. The receiver would reach out to her with a fresh jangle as soon as she returned it to its cradle. News that Jesse might be coming home any time was spreading. Family called—his and hers. Friends called—his, hers, and theirs. People didn’t mean for their concern to become harassment, but the sheer number of calls had become a relentless battering on her psyche.


As frequent were the calls from the press, the geyser of questions. When do you expect your husband, Mrs. Ludan? Have you talked to him? How does he feel? How do you feel, Mrs. Ludan? She had answered them in vacuous elegies to her joy until her tension had built so high that she knew she couldn’t do it another time. Her phone—and her psyche—were both left dangling.


How do you feel, Mrs. Ludan? Terrified. Today my husband is coming home from prison as a hero, and I’m terrified.…


Her gaze refocused suddenly on her still hands, the curving fingers that held the poised needle, and she realized that she’d been deep inside herself, disconnected like the phone.


Outside, a loud motor was idling at the curb. A car door slammed. Startled, alert, she heard footsteps on the concrete path, a key grinding in the front lock. The door was opened and quietly shut. Quiet also were the footsteps that came forward, then hesitated.


“Christine?”


Jesse’s voice. Jesse’s voice, rich and soft and close, keenly real, shed of the telephone’s electronic tinge.


“I’m back here!”


Quickly his footsteps began to retrace the path of her voice. Thoughts came to her like little sparks: breathless delight, sick longing, fear; and a silly dismay that here she was in a faded pink flannel nightgown with a scrubbed face when she had wanted to rifle her closet for something stunning, subdue her hair with a curling iron, put perfume and blusher on all the places on her body where Cosmopolitan insisted they ought to go—and do a hundred other things that wouldn’t matter to him but to her were a love ritual.


Jesse stood in the frame of the arched doorway. Angled sunlight found his hair, lifting honey tones from the smooth minky layers. “Strokable hair,” her sister had called it. His eyes held the beginnings of a smile, a soft glow that gave the irises the clear color of sun-filled birch leaves. The firm lips echoed his spare smile. She knew his face heart-wrenchingly well; yet as she gazed at him it seemed as though she had forgotten the sensuality of his features, the suggestion of sexuality that made women looking at him think of swift, unplanned seductions and lazy erotic aftermaths. In certain expressions his mouth had a sardonic tilt that had both alarmed and fascinated her in their early acquaintance; she had been sure he was silently mocking her. But then he had smiled at her, an open smile of such startling charm that she remembered wondering if her spirit would burst from its fast trip upward. This smile was different. It was raw.


He had allowed his hair to grow in prison. In back it covered his collar, and that burned into her again the feeling that too much time had passed since they had been together. Under the heather-gray blazer, the ivory cotton shirt, the soft wool pants, she knew every exquisite play of skin and muscle, every dense curve of bone and tendon. She knew them, but for six months she hadn’t had access to them.


“Don’t move,” he said, and came to her, walking slowly, his gaze steady, holding her. Facing her, he rested his knee on the bench. Its hard warmth touched her thigh, igniting a sharp thrill in her senses. Only one man could do that to her and it was so good to see him, so good, that she wanted to fold him into her body. She started to tell him.


“Jesse…”


He gently touched his forefinger to her lips. “You don’t have to tell me. Not now.” The tip of his finger moved across her face, tracing her cheek. His gaze was luminous, almost wondering.


“Don’t move, Chris,” he whispered again. “I just want to look at you.”


Yet his eyes closed for a moment as his palms molded themselves to the contours of her face. His thumbs delicately outlined her eyebrows, her lashes, her eyelids; they followed the shape of her lips, and then, more playfully, the down slope of her nose, softly tilting the tip upward. One hand curled under her throat urged her chin up, and then his eyes opened into the love in hers.


She felt his full interest as though it were a material presence hovering near the edge of her thoughts, absorbing signals and clues. It was this slow gaze that had always made her want to save a hundred details from each day to tell him in the evening—and there had been six months of days. But now the urgency to speak had faded as he seemed to draw the dark loneliness from her—through her flesh, into his hands, into his heart. His love stroked her, soothing a sore place within her.


His palms moved slowly lower, warmly enclosing the sides of her throat, his thumbs offering a careful support for her chin. There was a stillness about him, a concentration that seemed more intense than anything she could remember. It was almost as though he couldn’t believe she was there. Even as she reveled in his emotion, it awed her. His thoughts were far from clear to her, but she felt the weight of them. His name was a murmur on her lips as her arms traveled the achingly pleasurable path around his waist and she buried her face in his stomach. Tears came, cooling the slight roughness of the fabric, as his hand made long slow passages over her hair.


The lilting chime of the doorbell pealed through the room, and she awoke to the sound like a dreamer, uncertain what had aroused her.


A curiously passionless frown crossed Jesse’s face. It was a numb expression, unreadable. He was quiet for a moment, his hands in a light embrace on her shoulders. The bell chimed again. He let his hands fall away and said in a mild tone, “Were you expecting someone?”


Her fear returned. Not we. You, he had said, like a casual visitor who would be leaving soon, leaving her alone with her doorbell, her life. Six months. Had she expected him to flow back into their life together as easily as if he’d stepped out to the corner store for milk? No. But being without him had been so hard that she wanted it to stop being hard now.


“I told everyone not to come,” she said, and felt a second twinge. Would he read condescension in that? Would he read control? For six months the rigid prison structure had controlled Jesse’s every move. “That is—I really wanted it to be just us today. I hope you don’t mind.” She was frustrated by her tone; it seemed defensive, babbling. She tried to correct it. “Your family wanted to come, but they seemed to understand, and I…” The bell rang a third time, its deliberately pretty chime taking on an abrasive edge. She stood quickly to answer it, to spare him the vexation. Then she thought, My God, that is condescending. She forced a smile. “Would you like to get it?”


He gave her a curious look and turned, his gaze traveling to the unseated telephone. “What’s been going on? Has someone been bothering you? The press?” His tone was curt, shot with coiled animosity.


They had been bothering her but she didn’t want to tell him. This was Jesse—her husband, her lover—and seven months ago she would have given him all her thoughts as though they belonged to him as much as they did to her. As their ordeal began, her feeble efforts to protect him in small ways had been useless. But even now she lied.


“Never. I count them as family.” She walked into the living room, with its light-colored dhurries, its airy patterned wall coverings, and chintz love seats. Padding barefoot across the oak floor to peek out through the louvered shutters, she continued, “Speaking of which, it’s channel twelve—I recognize the Action News van. Oh, and there’s Harrison P. Fosdick, complete with capped teeth. And he’s wearing a trenchcoat.”


“After the manner of Bernstein off to interview Deep Throat.” Jesse’s voice came from just over her shoulder. “Is it only Harry?”


She looked again. “No. There’s another car pulling up with that young guy from the wire service. Ben…”


Jesse’s lips carried the ghost of a smile. “Mittman. Let’s drop hot oil on them from the battlements. Remind me sometime to find an honest way of making a living. Christine?” His expression had become soft and searching. He took her hand. “You look terrified. Someone hasn’t been taking very good care of you for six months.”


Her gaze met and held his in a moment of sparkling sweetness. “Don’t worry about me,” she said softly. “Take care of yourself. When you’re all right, I’m all right.”


Solace bloomed in the light-green eyes. He lifted her hand, slowly spread her fingers, and kissed her palm. “Then I’ll try extra hard to be all right.” Releasing her, he started toward the front door, but halted as though some fleeting, potent thought had touched him. He turned. “Straighten my tie.”


He wasn’t wearing one. Christine felt her heart quicken. It was a long-standing joke between them, something to cling to, a symbol that said lightness was not a thing they would let disappear from their lives. In mime, she studied the absent tie with the formality of a valet, made infinitesimal adjustments to the knot-that-wasn’t-there, tugged fussily on his collar, and flicked invisible particles of lint from his jacket. Standing back with one eye closed, the other eyebrow in an exaggerated arch, she viewed her handiwork over an upraised thumb, like an artiste. “Nah, wait a minute.” She reached up, grinning, to rumple his hair. In a tone that suggested she was immensely pleased with herself, she said, “There,” and kissed her fingers to his tousled hair.


Instead of flashing the answering smile she had expected, he pulled her into his arms and held her tightly, whispering something into her hair that was too low for her to catch. After a moment he left her, without speaking again, to face his media colleagues waiting outside. Christine sat down on the couch, trying to rub the headache from her temples and the leftover tears from her eyes. When that failed, she climbed the creaking oak stairs to the bathroom and scrubbed her face. As she flipped through her closet, randomly dragging clothes from hangers, she discovered that her hands were shaking.


She dressed in a shetland crew-neck sweater, a shirt, and wool slacks, then decided they made her look as if she’d stepped out of the pages of a preppie handbook. Ugh. The clothes came off in a heap. She eyed the Ralph Lauren suit her mother had brought back for her from New York. No. Every press report of Jesse’s case referred to her as his “wealthy socialite wife.” The last thing she wanted to do was reinforce that image. Not only was it patently untrue, but it made her feel like the kind of strange social category that college freshmen studied in survey courses—the Luddites, the Hittites, the Socialites. When the Chicago Daily Post covered Jesse’s case, their reporter had misread the wire service rip, and she had been mentioned as his wealthy socialist wife. Jesse had burst out laughing and then written the Post a scathing letter in protest. Personally, she was convinced that somewhere in the steamy depths of Washington, D.C., her name was now on file in an FBI office.


Going outside, finally dressed in a long gray sweater that was ruffled around the neckline and a comfortably long wool voile skirt, Christine found their small front lawn busier than feeding time at the zoo. Television cameras nosed around near the front door, their short proboscises poking curiously here and there like rooting aardvarks. Reporters milled, chatting to Jesse and to one another with the gossipy intimacy of confederates. Not, of course, that they wouldn’t have run one another into a ditch to get the scoop on a story, but they were obviously feeling a little silly about interviewing one of their own kind. Neighbors were beginning to appear, descending the steep front lawns of hefty Revival-style houses. Those who considered themselves too sophisticated to stare made themselves busy raking leaves or taking swipes at their winter-ravaged hedges with clippers.


Not the Crosbys. A husband and wife team of attorneys, they lived directly across the street and drove the house-proud of the neighborhood into a frenzy by refusing to mow their lawn, under the sardonic claim that they were letting it return to prairie. Just now they were set up on the sidewalk in lawn chairs to watch the goings-on, with stadium blankets, binoculars, and scotch. They saluted Christine gaily with their glasses when they caught her wave and shouted, “It’s a happening!” Their kids were putting up a lemonade stand.


With the panting vigor of two sheep dogs, the young Action News cameraman and Harrison P. Fosdick herded Jesse from the mob. The cameraman stopped to inspect the dial of the pack underneath his arm.


“There isn’t much charge left in these batteries,” he said.


Fosdick frowned. “You should have checked that before we left. Oh, for the days of film…”


“When men were men,” Jesse murmured.


“Beg pardon?” said Fosdick, turning.


“Nothing.” Jesse smiled. “I’m ready whenever.”


“Thanks. I’m gonna ask you to sit tight for a second here while I put in my intro.” Fosdick threw Jesse a curiously glazed smile and bared his teeth at the cameraman. “There had better be juice enough in that pack of yours for this interview.” Stationing himself about ten feet from the camera, Fosdick shook out the microphone cable and clipped the tiny cylindrical mike to his lapel. Straightening, he scowled, then nodded to the cameraman, then gazed sincerely into the camera. He began to walk forward, speaking in a booming baritone.


“It is to this quiet East Side Milwaukee neighborhood that journalist Jesse Ludan returned today a free man. Jailed six months ago… ah, shit.” He’d tripped on the cable, sending the mike leaping downward to bounce off the top of one of his wing-tipped oxfords. He swept it up, glaring fiercely, and caught the grin Jesse wasn’t tactful enough to hide. “You print guys don’t have to worry about this stuff,” he chided, reestablishing himself in front of the camera and becoming sincere again. “Okay.” A pause.


“It is to this quiet East Side Milwaukee neighborhood that journalist Jesse Ludan returns today a free man. Jailed six months ago for refusing to give testimony before a John Doe investigation of an antinuclear demonstration last summer, Ludan and his case have become a cause célèbre, drawing international support and media attention…”


Christine heard the words, but she was watching Jesse’s face, remembering the nights she had carried grocery bags full of letters to Jesse’s parents’ house. They and his brothers had sat with her around the kitchen table wreathed in the warmth of their wood-burning stove as they tore open envelopes and wrote answers until two o’clock in the morning. Not everything that came in the mailbox had been friendly. Some disagreed politely. Some were derisive. Some were much worse. Jesse’s mother had said wasn’t it a shame that there were such twisted people in the world, and Jesse’s older brother Sandor began to insist on screening her mail. None of them had revealed any of this to Jesse, though he often asked. There would have been nothing for him to do about it but go insane with worry.


Media attention. There had been a network clip she had never seen of Jesse’s father and her father escorting her from the courthouse on the day Jesse was jailed, her face white and streaked with the silver weave of falling tears, her eyes shut in pain.…


Jesse, speaking to the camera, was saying, “There’s nothing complex about the issue. The components of a free press are reporters who aren’t afraid to tell a story and citizens who aren’t afraid to talk to reporters. If things people say to the press can become criminal evidence against them, people are going to learn not to talk to the press.”


Fosdick leaned closer in a listening posture. “Could you explain why you think criminals have the right to that kind of shield?”


“Could you explain why, in a nation that assumes innocence until conviction, you would stick a label like ‘criminal’ on people who’ve never been convicted of a crime?” Jesse snapped with such sudden impatience that Fosdick’s head jerked back in surprise. “If you understand the Constitution, you’ll understand that I went to jail to defend innocent men and women, not criminals.”


Disregarding the microphone—Christine suspected he was going to feed this little incident into the tape eraser anyway—Fosdick said curtly, “That’s semantics, Ludan.”


“Is it? Too damn bad you don’t know the difference between semantics and principles.” But as soon as the words left him, his expression began to change, and Christine felt her heart contract as she saw his surprise mirror Fosdick’s. She watched the man she loved as he brought his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes, rubbing gently. She knew the gesture. It meant utter exhaustion. The busy front yard grew quiet, alert with mute interest.
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