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“PETE?”

“Yes, Miss Malone?”

“Pull over here, would you?” Mandy edged forward on her seat as the limo approached her old high school. The schoolyard was empty now, in the middle of the summer. The grass was already making its annual comeback; it would be lush and green by the time September rolled around, and the cycle would start all over again.

Her gaze drifted to the trees at the far end of the yard. Noticeably taller now, they’d spread until their branches interlocked. She and her friends had spent many an hour under those trees, discussing whatever they’d decided was the vitally important topic of the day. She smiled at the memory.

“A bit farther, Pete.”

The limousine inched along and Mandy lowered the tinted windows.

“Now what are you doing?” Simon had been silent thus far, which was surprising. But his need for control won out. “We have to get out to the Sage Bowl and do a sound check.”

Mandy ignored him. They had plenty of time and he knew it. “I’ll get out up here, Pete.”

“Christ, Mandy. If anyone recognizes you, we’ll be mobbed.”

It was all she could do to keep silent. Her manager loved any type of mob scene. As a matter of fact, she was fairly sure that he instigated them from time to time to drum up interest in her performances. Foolish, really, as her concerts consistently sold out within a day of the tickets going on sale. She still pinched herself every time one of her songs raced to the top of the charts, and more than once she’d wondered if she really deserved the adoration of her fans, or the accolades for her work. But having the best songwriter in the business didn’t hurt...

A low stone fence rimmed this end of the playground. Every fifty feet or so there was a break to walk through and she did that now, admiring the craftsmanship of the stonemason. The rounded river rocks were achingly familiar, and she ran a hand over the smooth, warm surfaces before continuing into the schoolyard. The School Board had wisely decided to preserve the fence, which had been built in the first half of the twentieth century by a family of Italian craftsmen who had settled in this part of the Okanagan Valley. She wandered along toward the swing set and then sat down on the fence, lost in memories of those days spent here in Gold Creek.

Stirred by a gentle breeze, the trees whispered a welcome, and for a moment she drifted back in time. She was sitting on a swing, pushing listlessly against the ground with the toe of her sneaker, listening as the opposing side presented the final argument on the topic du jour. The memory was so real she could feel the sturdy chain links of the swing support under her palms, hot from the sun.

On that particular day, it had been her turn to lead the team arguing the ‘pro’ side. She couldn’t even remember what the discussion had been about, but she’d lost the argument, and her friends enthusiastically applauded the winning side.

“Matthew wins!” chirped her best friend Sunny. “You have to forfeit.”

“Thanks a lot.” Mandy pretended to sulk, but she’d known from the outset that she was arguing a lost cause. She turned to Matthew. “Forfeit, huh? What’s it to be?”

“I think a kiss would be appropriate.” He shoved up his glasses, but not before she saw something bloom in the depths of his eyes.

“A kiss?” It was all she could do to get the words out. Matt Williamson had come to Gold Creek in mid-year, and she hardly knew him. Tall and lanky, he seemed uncoordinated, and yet there was something about him that made her think a kiss from him might not be such a hardship.

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” The crowd supported Matt’s choice.

Her fingers tightened around the chain of the swing as he approached. She imagined herself to be a bug trapped in amber... yet she was a willing bug.

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” Her schoolmates weren’t letting up.

Matt grasped the chains of the swing, covering her hands with his. This close, she saw the flecks of gold floating in the chocolate of his eyes, and her breath caught in her throat as he leaned closer.

“We don’t have to do this, you know.” His gaze held hers, then moved slowly down to her lips. “Although I can’t think of a forfeit I’d rather have.”

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” The words echoed across the schoolyard.

“Break it up, people. What’s going on here?”

Mandy was vaguely aware of the Vice-Principal’s voice as he strode toward the group. How could she be expected to hear anything when her heart was pounding so hard? She and Matt looked at each other for several long seconds and then he pulled away to face ‘Adolph.’

Steve Manley was the Vice Principal from hell. Pumped up by his imagined self-importance, he marched as he patrolled the halls of the small school, and had adopted a silly-looking moustache that resembled the one worn by Hitler. The nickname was inevitable.

Mandy stood, surprised that her legs would hold her. “Nothing, Mr. Manley.”

He glared at Mandy, then Matt, as though trying to make up his mind. Waving a hand in the air, he dismissed them. “That’s enough for today. You kids go home now.”

Matt opened his mouth to argue. After all, school was over for the day. But Mandy had given him a subtle shake of her head, which he acknowledged with an imperceptible nod.

She hadn’t thought about that day for years. 
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“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, Miss Malone?”

Startled, Mandy looked up and acknowledged the limo driver. “Yes, Pete. I was remembering when I went to high school here.” She rose. “It sure doesn’t seem like seven years ago.”

His glance took in the entire area in one sweep. “I’ll bet it was nice, going to a small school like this.”

“It was.” She stretched, and they started walking side by side back to the limo. “We used to hang out right here, by the swings, and discuss the problems of the world.”

She didn’t know why she was being so forthcoming. She’d found over the years that it was better not to share personal stories. There were too many tabloids willing to pay for snippets of conversation, which, by the time they were printed, rarely resembled any conversation she recalled.

Simon was fuming when she finally crawled back into the limo.

“What was that? A walk down memory lane?”

His caustic tone, coming on the heels of such a gentle memory, was too much for her. She rolled up the glass partition between the back and the driver and turned to her manager.

“Simon, let me remind you. You are my manager. You work for me, and if you weren’t damned good at what you do, I would have fired you long ago.”

He tried to look offended, but valued his job enough to remain silent.

“I made the mistake of getting personally involved with you, only to discover that you can’t keep your pants zipped. That part of our relationship is over, thank goodness, so all that’s left is a business arrangement. And that does not include me putting up with snide remarks.” She reached for a bottle of water and took a long drink. “If you can’t handle that, then I can and will get another manager.”

“You need me,” he blustered.

“No, Simon, I do not.” She held his gaze until he backed down. “And in case you’ve forgotten, my friend Sunny is stopping by the sound check this afternoon, and I don’t want any theatrics from you while she’s there.”

He mumbled something unintelligible.

“What’s that?”

He stared out the window for a few moments. “I was going to tell you later, but since you’re in such a pissy mood, I’d better fill you in.”

She opened her mouth to object to his comment, but he’d piqued her curiosity. “Tell me what?”

“Well.” His shoulders went back and he gave her a triumphant look. “You’re finally going to get to meet the songwriter.”

Was this one of Simon’s distractions, or the truth? If what he said was true, it was something she’d wanted for several years now, ever since the first song from the elusive songwriter had skyrocketed her to stardom.

Back then, when she and Simon still liked each other, she’d tried to explain how Close Enough To Care had affected her. That, and every song which followed spoke to something deep inside her. It was as if the songwriter had written those first songs specifically for her, that he understood what moved her in a way no other songwriter could hope to equal.

When she’d asked to meet the man whose music and lyrics captured her deepest emotions, Simon had acted strange, informing her that he desired to remain anonymous.

“But that’s ridiculous,” she’d argued. “What if one of his songs gets nominated for a Grammy?”

He frowned, and from what she could tell, he was genuinely puzzled. “He’s let it be known that he doesn’t want to be nominated.”

“You’re making this up, right?” She gave a nervous laugh. “Nobody would do that.”

“I agree, and I can’t explain it.” He spread his hands in defeat. “But that’s the way it is.”

No wonder Simon was uncomfortable discussing the songwriter. He’d finally come up against someone he couldn’t manipulate.

As Mandy’s star grew brighter, she became less comfortable with the situation. Finally, at the beginning of the year, she’d managed to get a few minutes alone with her producer in his studio. Simon might be a jerk in his personal life, but he’d surrounded her with the best professionals in the business.

The legendary producer shook his head. “I swear, Mandy. I don’t know who he is.” His fingers drifted over the soundboard as he spoke. “His agent acts as go-between, and as you know, we rarely if ever need to ask for re-writes.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand it, either.”

“But how can he keep his name a secret? I mean, what about getting paid?”

“That’s easily enough arranged. He uses his company name.” He tapped a score. “You must have noticed his company name. SwingTime Sound.”

Mandy made a sound of disgust. “Sounds like a name from the forties. Glenn Miller or something.” She gave the producer a look of mock horror. “What if he’s some old geezer? Maybe I don’t want to meet him after all.”

“Hey, don’t knock Glenn Miller. He was classic.”

Mandy’s gaze lingered on the music. “I know, I’m just frustrated.”

The producer raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t be complaining if I were you. This guy is probably the best songwriter I’ve come across in the past twenty years. And if I’m not mistaken, he writes exclusively for you.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“I agree, but he must be content. Besides, with your sales, he’s doing just fine.”

“I suppose so...” Her voice drifted off.

A group of musicians arrived and pushed through into the studio. Mandy knew her time was up. “Thanks, Benny,” she’d said, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll let you know if we have any luck tracking him down.”
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