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Chapter One

It was a gray, cold February afternoon and Cecelia Vargas was teaching her Wednesday after-school class of beginners when she glanced over and saw a little girl in the doorway of the riding arena. “I’ll be right with you,” she called. The child, and the gray-haired man accompanying her, nodded in acknowledgment.

When she had the children walking out their ponies Cecelia crossed the arena to the doorway. “Jennifer?” she asked with a smile.

“Yes,” came the soft reply. Jennifer Archer was a very pretty, fair-haired nine-year-old whose deep blue eyes looked gravely back at the slim dark girl who was addressing her.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Cecelia. My father asked me to give you your lesson.”

“I thought Señor Vargas was going to teach Jennifer,” said the man.

Cecelia’s large dark eyes moved from the child to his weather-beaten face. “Daddy never teaches the beginners,” she said simply. “I’m sorry he didn’t explain that to you when you called, Mr. Archer.”

The ruddy face broke into a grin. “I’m not Mr. Archer, Miss Vargas. I’m the chauffeur. Name’s Frank Ross. I hope you don’t minda if I watch?”

“Of course not. And you needn’t worry, Mr. Ross. I’ve been teaching children for years.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Can’t have been for too many years, miss. But if your father says it’s all right, I’ll go along with it. Mr. Archer had him checked out before he allowed Jennifer to come.”

Cecelia’s beautiful mouth looked suddenly sardonic. Her large luminous eyes glinted. “Yes, Daddy has a good reputation,” was all she said though.

Frank knew he was staring, and with an effort he turned his eyes to the little girl. “Are you ready, Jennifer?” he asked.

“Yes,” the child said again.

Cecelia looked at her quiet little face and smiled warmly. Frank felt himself staring once again. “Come along with me, Jenny, and we’ll find you a hat,” Cecelia said. “If you’re going to continue riding you’ll have to get one. I have very strict rules about riding with a hat.” They moved off together across the stableyard.

*

The lesson was successful, and Jennifer made an appointment to ride again the following afternoon, Cecelia told her father about it as they sat together over dinner that evening. “She’s a very quiet child,” she added, “but she seemed to like it.”

“If she’s coming again tomorrow, she must have liked it,” her father responded.

“Gilbert Archer had you checked out before he allowed her to come.” She cocked an amused eyebrow at him. “The chauffeur expected you to handle the lesson.”

“Oh?” Ricardo raised his eyebrows in an identical gesture. They were still black even though his thick hair had long since begun to gray. “Did you explain that you taught all the beginners?” His English was fluent, with only the slightest hint of an accent to betray his Argentine origins.

“Yes. And he graciously allowed me to do the job. Gilbert Archer would probably have insisted on you.”

Ricardo finished the last of the stew on his plate, “Men like Gilbert Archer are accustomed to commanding only the best.” He put his knife and fork down and smiled at his daughter. “And in you that is what he has gotten, niña.”

She smiled back affectionately. “Do you want some more stew, Daddy?”

“Please.”

She took his plate and went over to the stove. “Poor little Jennifer,” she said. “I feel sorry for her. She seems such a perfect example of the ‘poor little rich girl’ syndrome.”

“What makes you say that?” Ricardo asked.

“Marie Rice, Major’s owner, teaches at Central

Grammar and she has Jennifer in class. She says the child is painfully quiet. It can’t have been easy on her, losing her mother in a car crash and then being sent to live with a father she hardly knew.”

“It must be difficult for a man as busy as Gilbert Archer to find time for a child,” Ricardo agreed. “But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t care for her. He moved to Connecticut so that she would be out of New York and in the country. Surely that says something. I’m sure the commute into the city is a nuisance for him.”

“How do you know why he moved?” Cecelia asked curiously.

“Jim Johnson at Berkeley Realtors sold him The Birches.” Jim Johnson had been a friend of Ricardo’s for years. “He paid a small fortune for it, I might add.”

“I imagine he must have,” Cecelia agreed. “But I wonder how much time he spends there.”

“He is a busy and important man,” Ricardo said calmly. “Such men, in my experience, are rarely home.”

Cecelia rose to clear away the dishes. “Poor Jennifer,” she repeated as she stacked them in the sink. She had lost her own mother when she was ten, which was one of the reasons she felt such sympathy for Jennifer. She smiled at her father and said, “I always had you.”

He smiled back, “What’s for dessert?” he asked.

“Ice cream,” she replied and opened the refrigerator.

*

Conversation in the kitchen of The Birches was revolving around the riding lesson as well. “How did Jennifer do this afternoon?” Nora Ross asked her husband. The Rosses had been with Gilbert Archer for the last five years, ever since Frank had retired from the army. Nora functioned as housekeeper and cook and Frank as chauffeur and handyman. Since the death of the ex-Mrs. Archer eight months ago, the Rosses’ chores had come to include looking after Jennifer as well.

“Very well,” Frank replied. “Vargas didn’t give her the lesson, his daughter did. But she seemed to know what she was doing. Jennifer talked about it all the way home.”

“Did she?” Nora was surprised; like Cecelia, the Rosses too had found Jennifer to be unusually quiet.

“Yes. She made an appointment to go tomorrow as well. I’ll check it out with Mr. Archer, but I don’t think he’ll mind.”

“He’ll be glad she’s found something she likes to do,” Nora prophesied.

Frank grinned teasingly at his wife. “I’ll tell you what, Nora. I won’t mind if Jennifer wants to take a lesson every day.”

Nora peered at him closely. “Why?”

“Cecelia Vargas,” he answered simply, “is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life.”

“You old goat,” his wife said with amused affection. “Eat your dinner.”

*

When Gilbert Archer came home that evening it was after nine-thirty, but he went anyway to peek into his daughter’s room. She was still awake. “Hi, Daddy,” she said from her pretty white-painted bed.

“You should be asleep, sweetheart,” he answered, but he came into the room and sat on the edge of the bed.

“I had a riding lesson today, Daddy,” the little girl said. “It was super.”

“Was it?” He looked thoughtfully at her suddenly vivacious face.

“Yes. I’m going tomorrow, too. Cecelia says I need a hat, though. And boots. Can I get them, Daddy?”

“Sure,” he answered. “Who is Cecelia?”

“She’s the girl who’s teaching me. She’s super too.”

“I thought Señor Vargas was going to give you your lesson,” her father said, his lair brows slightly knitted.

“Cecelia says he never teaches beginners. She’s his daughter, you know. Frank said she knows her stuff.”

Gilbert Archer could not ever remember seeing his daughter this animated. “Well, I’m glad you liked it, Jen. I’ll tell Nora to take you shopping for the proper clothes.” He bent his head to kiss her, and for a moment the two silver-blond heads were close together on the pillow. “Good night, sweetheart,” he murmured softly.

“Good night, Daddy.”

*

Two months later Cecelia was working a big chestnut gelding over some jumps in the arena when a woman appeared in the doorway. She watched with undisguised interest as Cecelia took the horse over a spread fence, then circled him and made him take it again, this time taking off much closer to the jump. “Good boy!” she said, patting him approvingly. She began to walk him out and the woman led her own horse into the arena and swung up into the saddle. “Czar is looking good,” she called to Cecelia as she began to walk her gray around the ring.

“Isn’t he?” Cecelia called back. “If I can only get him to wait on the spreads!”

Marie Rice eased her horse in next to Cecelia’s. “I’ve been meaning to tell you what a good job you’re doing with Jennifer Archer. She’s even started to lose some of her shyness in school.”

Cecelia smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. She’s a darling child.”

“She’s a very lonely child,” said Marie.

“It’s hard, at that age, to lose your mother.” Cecelia’s lovely face was somber.

“From what I hear, Jennifer’s mother was no loss,” replied Marie bluntly. “She and Gilbert Archer were divorced when Jennifer was two and she went on to play around with a whole series of other men. She was the type who spent the winter skiing at St. Moritz, the spring shopping in Paris, and the summer cruising on somebody’s private yacht.”

“But where was Jennifer?” asked Cecelia in a startled voice.

“Home with the servants.”

“Oh.” Cecelia leaned forward to feel if Czar was still hot, “From what I gather, the situation hasn’t changed much. The chauffeur brings her here and takes her home.”

“Yes. Well to be fair, Gilbert Archer is a busy man. And at least he’s spending his time doing something worthwhile, not just jet-setting around the world.”

“I suppose that’s true. News Report is a very highly regarded magazine. Daddy says it’s the only North American journal that has even an inkling of what Latin America is all about.”

“I’ve been taking it for years,” Marie answered. “Well, come on, Major, time for your morning exercise. I have to be at school in an hour and a half,” She urged the gray into a trot while Cecelia dismounted and led Czar back to the barn.

As she curried his coat, she reflected on some of the things Marie had told her. She knew that Jennifer’s parents had been divorced and, unconsciously, she had assumed the fault was Gilbert Archer’s. She had done some reading up on him since Jennifer had begun to ride at Hilltop Farm and had discovered that the founder and editor of News Report was a very powerful and influential man indeed. His magazine was one of the most widely respected journals in the country, famous for its in-depth and balanced reporting, and its editor was known for personally reporting on many stories himself. Cecelia had seen his picture on several occasions now, and had been surprised by his youth. She had supposed he must be an older man, but according to the article she had read recently in the Times he was only thirty-five.

She finished doing Czar and put him in his stall with his blanket on. She patted his nose, murmured, “You can go out and play later,” and left the barn, carefully closing the door to keep the heat in. She wondered briefly if Gilbert Archer ever planned to come by and see how his daughter was progressing.

He came that afternoon. Jennifer had joined the five other girls in Cecelia’s beginners’ class, and the ponies were all trotting briskly around the ring when a tall, leanly built man appeared in the arena doorway. “Half seat everyone,” Cecelia called, and as the children all leaned forward into jumping position, she noticed the stranger. She was just about to ask if she could help him when Jennifer called, “Hi, Daddy!”

“Hi, sweetheart,” he returned in a deep and pleasant voice.

So this was Gilbert Archer. Cecelia stared curiously at him from her position in the middle of the arena. He wore a tan golf jacket over brown corduroy pants. His hands were in his pockets and he looked very much at ease as he stood there in the wide doorway, his eyes on his daughter. Cecelia’s eyes followed his. “Flatten your back, Jenny,” she called. Then: “That’s right. That looks good.” Her eyes went to the next child. “Stand in your heels, Meredith, not your irons,” she commanded, and the lesson continued.

At five-thirty Cecelia called a halt and Jenny walked her pony over to her father. They exchanged a few words and then the little girl began to walk the pony out. Gilbert Archer remained in the doorway.

“Make sure they all have their blankets on,” Cecelia instructed the children, “and be sure the tack is cleaned properly. Meredith, Sunday gets his feet oiled.” She picked up her appointment book and began to walk purposefully toward the man in the doorway. “Hello, Mr. Archer,” she said as she reached him. “I’m Cecelia Vargas.” She held out her hand.

He looked like his pictures, but what the pictures didn’t show was the indefinable aura of easy authority and power that he exuded. His thin, chiseled face was surprisingly suntanned, his chin had a cleft in it that she had not noticed in his photographs, and his eyes were not blue like Jennifer’s but a light gray.

She looked at him with the unself-conscious gaze of a child, completely unaware of the picture she herself presented in her red sweater with her hair pulled loosely off her face and falling in a long braid down her back.

“So you are ‘Cecelia says’!…” His voice had a thread of amusement in it. He took her hand in his; it was warm from his pocket and his clasp was firm.

“I beg your pardon?” she said, puzzled.

“Every other word out of Jennifer’s mouth lately has been ‘Cecelia says,’” he explained with deepening amusement. “I have been quite anxious to meet you.”

Cecelia smiled. “Oh dear, I certainly didn’t mean to be a disruptive influence.”

He shook his head. “Far from it, Miss Vargas. In fact, I am grateful to you. You have been very good for Jennifer.”

“I like her,” Cecelia said simply.

He looked at her for a moment in silence, a small line between his brows. Then he said, rather abruptly, “I wonder if I might talk to you for a few minutes.”

“Certainly,” Cecelia responded courteously. “Jenny will be a half hour at least doing the tack and the pony. If you’d care to come up to the house with me, I’ll make you a cup of coffee.”

“That would be very nice.” He fell into step with her as she walked up the path that led to the house.

Cecelia took him in the back door, which opened directly into the kitchen. She kicked off her rubber moccasins at the door and went in stocking feet over to the stove. As she lit the gas under the kettle she said over her shoulder, “Have a seat, Mr. Archer. I’m just going to throw a log on the stove to warm the room up.”

Gilbert Archer sat down at the kitchen table and watched her slim jean-clad figure bending to the iron stove that stood in the corner of the kitchen. As she came back to the table he remarked, “Ever since I’ve moved to Connecticut I’ve seen more wood-burning stoves!”

She laughed and sat down. “It’s New England’s only natural resource.” She unsnapped her blue down vest. “I’d introduce you to my father but he’s out at a meeting of the AHSA,” she said, as if some explanation on the subject of her father were due.

“What is the AHSA?” he asked. She thought he had one of the most pleasant voices she had ever heard.

“The American Horse Shows Association,” she answered. “Daddy is a director.”

“I see.” He raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like an important position.”

“Well, it is rather. The AHSA is the governing body of the sport in the United States, you see.”

The kettle began to whistle, and she rose to make the coffee. The kitchen had begun to get warmer and Gilbert Archer took off his golf jacket and hung it over the back of the kitchen chair. Cecelia noticed with approval the color of his smoky green crew-neck sweater. She put a mug of coffee in front of him and went to the refrigerator for milk, then reseated herself and added both milk and sugar to her cup. He took his black, she noticed. “Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked.

Cecelia hated to be asked that question. She did mind but politeness forbade her saying so. “Of course not,” she said a little woodenly. “I’ll find you an ashtray.”

He put the pack away. “Never mind.” His gray eyes regarded her gravely. “I have been very worried about Jennifer,” he began. “She’s so quiet. It isn’t natural for a little girl to be as quiet as she is.”

“I know. But she’s starting to come out of her shell. She was actually giggling in the tack room with the other kids yesterday.”

“Coming here has been very good for her,” he said. She looked down at his hand, cupped now around the coffee mug. It was a slender hand, with beautiful long fingers, yet it looked as hard as iron.

“She has a natural aptitude for riding,” Cecelia said, raising her eyes to his face. “Even Daddy remarked on it the other day—and he doesn’t usually notice the beginners much. And she loves the horses.”

“It isn’t just the horses she loves,” returned Gilbert Archer. “As I said earlier, you have been very good to her.”

Cecelia’s cheeks flushed a delicate rose. “It’s been my pleasure,” she said formally.

His gray eyes were steady on her face. “She told me you went in to see her school play this week.”

“Yes, well, all the other children had mothers who would be going,” Cecelia explained. “I had fun. The kids did a terrific job.” A thought struck her. “I hope you don’t object? I certainly don’t want to push my way into Jenny’s life if you don’t like it.”

There was a pause and then he gave her an absolutely charming smile. “But I do like it,” he said softly. “I like it very much indeed. In fact, one of the reasons I came by today was to ask if you’d care to have dinner with Jennifer and me tomorrow evening.” Cecelia hesitated, strangely affected by that smile and uneasy because of it. “Jennifer will be so disappointed if you can’t make it,” he added.

“I’d love to,” said Cecelia.

“Wonderful. We’ll pick you up at seven?”

“Fine.”

He grinned, looking suddenly very young. “It will probably be that hamburger place in town—the one that has popcorn on the table. Jennifer loves it.”

She smiled back. “I know it well. Daddy always took me there too. I loved the funny mirrors.”

“The food isn’t bad,” he said ruefully. “It’s the smell of the popcorn that gets to me.”

She laughed. “Do they still show cartoons?”

“They do. And they’ve added video games as well.”

“It sounds like fun,” she said.

A smile fleetingly appeared in his eyes. “I should infinitely prefer Gaston’s. I must be getting old,” he said.

Cecelia looked back at him, the smile on her lips not matched by the gravity of her eyes. He wasn’t old at all, she thought. He was in fact disconcertingly young and good-looking. She stood up. “The children should be finished with the ponies by now.”

He rose as well. “I’ll go and collect Jennifer then. And we’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it, Mr. Archer.”

He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “Please, won’t you call me Gil? I’m afraid I can’t think of you as anything but Cecelia.”

She grinned mischievously. “As in ‘Cecelia says’…I see your point, Gil.”

He raised a hand in brief farewell, then stepped through the door and closed it firmly behind him.


Chapter Two

Gil and Jennifer picked her up promptly at seven, with Gil coming to the front door while Jennifer remained in the car. Cecelia answered his ring, waved at Jennifer and said, “I’m all ready, but won’t you come in for a minute and meet my father?”

“I’d like to,” he replied easily and followed her into a large, high-ceilinged living room that had a roaring fire going in the huge brick fireplace. Ricardo Vargas rose from his armchair by the fire and came across the room to shake hands.

“Daddy, this is Gilbert Archer, Jennifer’s father,” said Cecelia. “My father, Ricardo Vargas.”

“How do you do, Mr. Archer,” said Ricardo gravely, and looked assessingly at the other man out of eyes as dark as Cecelia’s.

Gil realized with a flash of amusement that he was being sized up as to his suitability as an escort. With sudden insight he realized that all Cecelia’s dates must first have to “meet Daddy.” And if Ricardo Vargas didn’t approve, he had a suspicion that that was the end of that particular date. “How do you do, Señor Vargas,” he said. “Jennifer and I are delighted that Cecelia consented to have dinner with us this evening. She has been so good for my daughter. I am very grateful.”

Ricardo Vargas’s rather hard aquiline features softened, “She has a tenderness for children, Cecelia,” he said. “I am glad she has helped your daughter.”

“Well, we’d better get going, Daddy,” Cecelia said cheerfully, not at all discomposed at being spoken about as if she were not present. “Jenny is in the car.”

“Of course. You must not keep the child waiting.” He took Cecelia’s coat, helped her on with it, and then accompanied them to the door. “Enjoy your dinner,” he said.

“Thank you, Señor Vargas,” replied Gil.

“We will, Daddy,” said Cecelia.

They both walked down the steps to the waiting car and Jennifer.

*

Cecelia did enjoy her dinner. It was fun being part of a family group, gratifying to see Jenny’s blue eyes sparkle with happiness, and extremely pleasant to find herself the object of Gilbert Archer’s attention. The two adults had steak; Jenny had a specialty hamburger and mountains of popcorn. Over the hamburger she conducted an inquisition of Cecelia.

“Did you go to Central Grammar too when you were a little girl, Cecelia?” she asked with unabashed curiosity.

Cecelia slowly cut herself another piece of steak. “Yes, Jenny, I did.”

“Where did you go after that? My mother always said I would go away to school. Did you go away?”

“No. I went to Notre Dame High School in the next town. I took a bus there and back each day.”

“I don’t want to go away to school either,” Jenny said defiantly and stared at her father. “I like living at home.”

“Well, we have a few years before we have to worry about your next school,” Gil said diplomatically. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Everybody has to leave home at some point, Jenny,” Cecelia said gently.

“You haven’t,” Jenny pointed out.

Cecelia laughed. “That’s true. But I’m an unusual case. And I did spend a year in Colombia when I was in college.”

“That must have been interesting,” murmured Gil.

“It was. Very. It was part of an exchange program run by the Spanish Department of my college. The nuns who run Mount St. Mary’s also have a college in Bogota. I spent my junior year there.”

“You were a Spanish major in college?”

“Yes. It was easy. I grew up speaking both Spanish and English—Daddy saw to that. So I was able to skip most of the language classes and concentrate on literature and history.”
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