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“Ready?” Zach glanced over at Jade as he pulled into the roundabout in front of the restaurant. “There’ll be even more paparazzi tonight.”

“I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready for this, but I’ll handle it.”

“Welcome back, Mr. Crawford.” The doorman opened the passenger door of the Range Rover and offered a hand to Jade. “There’s a whole gaggle of photographers tonight.”

“Thanks Chad.” Zach was at Jade’s side in several long strides and gathered her hand in his, looking down at her with a heart-melting smile. “It’s good to be back.” He squeezed her hand. “We’ve been upstate filming a movie.” For a few precious moments they were shielded from the photographers.

“Jade! Over here!” The chorus started the moment they stepped out from behind the Range Rover. “Zach! When are you going to introduce us to your new lady?”

Zach held her casually at his side and paused just long enough for the photographers to get their shots. “Come on guys, give us a break. We’re just having dinner.” He gave them the famous Zach Crawford smile which always seemed to appease them.

Jade flushed under the scrutiny but managed a smile. She’d learned quickly that it was best to maintain a Mona Lisa-like silence. Besides, Zach was far more adept at handling the constant attention that was focused on them every time they went out together. She was seeing a side of Hollywood that she’d only heard of before.

Another solicitous greeting from the maître d’ and they were shown to a booth where they were visible to only a few other diners. Zach nodded to a few people and then slipped in beside her and gave her a long, searching look. “Is everything all right?”

How did he expect her to answer when he looked at her like that? Those dark, probing eyes seemed to look inside her soul and her heart did a little tap dance against her ribs. “I’m fine. Just not used to all the attention, I guess.”

“You don’t like people yelling at you and blinding you with their flash?” His dimple showed.

“It’s you they want to get close to.” She glanced up sharply. “Don’t take that the wrong way, but it’s the truth.”

He looked at her as if she were some new species he’d discovered. “Most women I know love the attention; they go out of their way hoping to be noticed.” He cocked his head to the side. “Why is that, do you think?”

“Beats me.” She softened the words with a smile. “I just know that I prefer to stay out of the spotlight.”

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” he said, “us getting together.”

“Maybe not.” Her tone held a challenge and for a moment she thought she saw disappointment in his eyes. “But I’m willing to stick it out for a little longer if you are.”

He lifted her hand and brushed his lips against the back of her knuckles. Good thing she was sitting down, as her legs might not have held her upright. “That’s my girl.” He looked up as their server approached. “Hello Darrel.”

The young man grinned broadly. “Mr. Crawford. Good to see you again.” He smiled at Jade. “May I bring you something to drink?”

Zach turned to Jade, his eyebrows raised.

“A glass of white wine would be nice.”

“Sounds good. A bottle of Sauvignon Blanc please, and I’d like a Heineken to start.”

“Zach! I can’t drink a whole bottle by myself.”

“No? I might have to help you out by having a glass with the meal.”

Darrell returned with their drinks, menus tucked under his arm.  “May I tell you tonight’s specials?”

After some discussion they ordered and Jade went back to their previous conversation. “So tell me. Has it always been this way for you...the attention... the paparazzi?”

“Heavens, no. In the beginning I couldn’t get arrested.” He smiled at a distant memory. “I remember a couple of times I wanted to impress a girl by taking her to the ‘in’ restaurant at the time and I couldn’t get a reservation.” He turned thoughtful. “I remind myself about that from time to time. Keeps me grounded. That and my friend Kevin. He’s an Aussie stuntman. We work out together and believe me, he doesn’t let me get away with anything.” He picked up his beer and looked at it reflectively. “It’s good to have someone in your life who’ll slap you down if you get too big for your britches. I’ve worked with a few actors who could use a friend like Kevin.”

She looked at him thoughtfully. “It’s hard to think of you as anything other than a big movie star. How did you get your start?”

He grinned. “You really want to hear this?”

She met his question with a steady look. “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t interested.”

“Fair enough.” He took a drink, gathering his thoughts. “I think I already told you that my first speaking role was as an extra in a gang movie. I had something like three lines, but it was a game changer for me.”

“In what way?”

“I got to watch some real pros at work. I soaked up everything about their performance, as well as how they interacted with the other actors, the director, and the crew. It took only a few jobs to realize that the genuinely successful actors are gracious; they appreciate everyone around them.”

“I’ve noticed the same thing.”

Zach raised an eyebrow and Jade lifted her shoulders in response. “Some actors get into my makeup chair and forget that there’s a person working on them. Their true nature comes out, especially when they talk on their cell phones.”

He turned to her, dark eyes flashing. “Trust me, I was always aware of you as a person.”

She lowered her head. “I wasn’t speaking about you.” She searched her mind for something else to talk about. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

His mouth tightened for a moment, then he relaxed. “No. How about you?”

“I was an only child as well. Tell me about your mother. You mentioned her a couple of times when we were in Chance but I didn’t want to pry.”

The look of love that swept over his face made her heart melt. “My mother was the best,” he said with a catch in his throat. “She was born in Puerto Rico but her family moved to the States when she was small. She married an American who left when I was four. I never saw him again.”

Jade tried unsuccessfully to hide her disgust.

“It’s okay,” he said with a sad smile. “I agree that it was a cowardly thing to do but the truth is, he’s little more than a faint memory. His absence didn’t affect me at the time. It was only later that I realized Mom scrambled to make ends meet for many years. Eventually I was old enough to get a job and was able to help out financially, but I always wanted to do more for her.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “She was so thrilled for me when I got my first real role. She was my biggest fan. I was determined to buy a house for her and as a result I accepted every job that came along, which of course meant a lot of time out of town.” He sucked in a breath of air. “I should have noticed that she was losing weight. She always put on a bright face when I was home between projects. It never occurred to me that she had cancer.”

“Oh Zach –” Tears sprang to Jade’s eyes.

He reached for her hand. ‘I came home from shooting a movie in Vancouver and I couldn’t believe the change. She died a month later and even though the doctor said they did everything possible, for a long time I beat myself up, believing that if I’d been around more I could have done something.”

“Sounds to me as though you were a good son; something that fills every mother with pride. How long ago was this?”

He watched a drop of condensation roll down the outside of his beer glass. “It’s been six years.”

“You haven’t slowed down much.”

“You noticed, huh?” Sometimes I think I’m still trying to make her proud of me.”

“I’m fairly sure she is.”

He took a long swallow of beer. “I’d like to think that’s true. How did we get on this subject anyway?”

“We were talking about our families, and your busy schedule.”

He gave a short, dry laugh. “I can only blame myself for that. I told my agent to keep me booked. That was around four years ago and I’m beginning to regret it but you know how it is in this business. Projects get scheduled so far ahead.”

“Especially for actors as popular as you.”

He acknowledged the compliment with a wry smile. “I have a small project next month, then we’re in talks with Stardust Studios. They’ve bought the rights to Dylan Hawkins’ latest series and they’d like me to play the lead.”

“He writes thrillers, right?”

“Have you read his stuff?”

“No, but his books are everywhere. I think you’d be good as a detective type.”

“Think so?”

She nodded.

“I like the idea as well. Besides, as I said they’re looking at one of his series. If the first one’s popular I wouldn’t mind tackling a few more. Some good paydays and I’ll be closer to my ultimate goal.”

“Buying a ranch.”

Their meals came, but neither of them paid much attention. Zach nodded when their server offered to pour him some wine. He held the glass, but didn’t drink, gazing into the distance. He finally turned to Jade, a resolute expression on his face. “This may sound like I’ve seen too many westerns, but I’ve always wanted to have a ranch.” He smiled as her eyes lit up. “Not a huge one... not like Lianne’s spread, but maybe a hundred acres or so. Enough to go riding, let my dogs run, maybe even raise a few cattle, but that’s not important.”

“You have dogs?”

He laughed. “Not yet. They’re part of the dream.”

Jade took a slow sip of her wine, sat back against the banquette, and studied the man next to her, realizing that she didn’t know him at all. Had she done as so many others had done, and fallen in love with the image... the man on the screen who donned a new identity with every role he played?

The realization that she was in love with Zach Crawford had come to her several days ago, after she’d retired to her room. He’d been talking on the phone and she’d been torn apart, wondering if he was talking to another woman, perhaps discussing how much longer he had to keep up the charade with Jade.

Because it was a charade. At least on his part, and just thinking about it tied her stomach in knots.

It had never occurred to her that she might fall in love with him. Okay, she’d been attracted to him while they were shooting in Chance, but not because he’d encouraged her. Zach was that rarest of creatures – a genuinely nice actor who treated everyone around him with kindness and respect. The few women who were part of the crew and had worked with him previously assured Jade that he’d been this way from the beginning of his career. He had a reputation for not sticking with a woman for very long, and yet not one of his former girlfriends had a bad word to say about him. How he’d remained single this long was anybody’s guess. Not surprisingly there were plenty of women in Hollywood who given the chance would eagerly take him off the market.

Jade watched his eyes flash as he described his ideal hobby ranch and thought back to when it had all begun for her...
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Chapter Two
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Eight Years Ago

“What do you think?” Vanessa appeared beside Jade and gave her a dig in the ribs. “Are you going to give it a try?”

Jade gave her friend a quick smile then continued to study the bulletin board outside the auditorium. A colorful poster announced upcoming auditions for the Theatre Department’s production of The Mikado.

Vanessa nudged her again. “You’d make a great Yum-Yum.”

Jade rolled her eyes. “I don’t think so.” She gave a little shudder. “You know how I feel about people looking at me.” It was all she could do to walk into the cafeteria by herself and search for her friends. Thankfully they always sat at the same table, or she’d probably never eat.

Vanessa narrowed her eyes. “You must know that you’re as attractive as anyone else at this school. What made you develop such an inferiority complex?”

Jade refused to look at her friend. “It’s nothing.”

“Jade Dawson, it’s me you’re talking to. We’ve been friends going on four years now. Isn’t it time you trusted me?”

Jade continued to look straight ahead. “It sounds like such a small thing in retrospect. I’m almost embarrassed to tell you.”

Vanessa frowned. “Now you have to tell me.”

Jade sighed. “I had a babysitter for a little over a year. This was between Grades 1 and 2.” Her bottom lip trembled. “Nothing I did was right. She constantly put me down. It got so bad I stopped talking while she was there.” She gave a wry smile. “I think that suited her just fine. Anyway, I lost all confidence in myself.”

Vanessa shook her head. “And you didn’t mention it to your mother.”

“No. She had me believing that I was worthless.” She glanced quickly at her friend. “Such a small thing and yet it’s had a lasting effect.”

“I hope I never meet this bitch. I’d give her a piece of my mind.” Vanessa’s normally placid features had turned fierce. “What happened to her? Did you finally tell your mother?”

Jade nodded. “Mom realized there was something wrong and by then I was ready to talk. She was fired of course and their family left town shortly after.”

Vanessa’s eyes flashed. “People like that make me so angry. I know she probably had something going on in her own life, but it’s just so... I can’t even find the words.” She was silent for several long moments. “So I guess that means no Gilbert and Sullivan for you?”

“I don’t know.” Jade stepped closer to the bulletin board and tapped a notice. “There are lots of other things I could do besides acting. Behind the scenes type stuff. I think I’ll go to the meeting on Friday night and see what they have to say.”

* * *
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JADE MADE HERSELF INCONSPICUOUS at the back of the auditorium. Steven Caruso, the head of the theatre arts department, had provided everyone with a two-page list outlining everything from roles to be filled to set design and selling ads for the program. The number of people required to mount a production of this sort surprised Jade and as she listened to Mr. Caruso speak, a tingle of excitement began to creep up her spine.

After the babysitter experience, Jade’s mother had gone out of her way to establish a good mother-daughter relationship. An intelligent woman, she exposed Jade to a variety of activities, but the one thing they could always fall back on, whether the weather was fine or miserable, was the movies. Donna Dawson preferred dramas, but soon realized that her daughter was partial to old musicals as well as westerns. Every Thursday evening while Jade’s father met with his poker-playing buddies, mother and daughter indulged themselves in their mutual love of movies, followed by ice cream sundaes at Baskin-Robbins where they discussed the performances of their favorite movie stars.

Jade had been fascinated with movies ever since.

* * *
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THE AUDITORIUM EMPTIED slowly, the students chatting among themselves about the possibility of becoming involved with the production. Jade hadn’t joined in the scramble to sign up for various parts, or behind-the-scenes work, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t interested. Mr. Caruso picked up the various sign-up sheets, glancing at the names with a faint smile and nodding to himself as he slid them into his briefcase.

Jade finally rose and made her way to the front. The director looked up, seemingly startled at her sudden approach. “Hello,” he said with a friendly smile. “I saw you sitting at the back.” His glasses had slid down his nose and he pushed them up with an automatic gesture. “Will you be joining us for this year’s production? As you heard it’s a large cast.”

His manner set her at ease. “I wasn’t thinking of auditioning, Mr. Caruso.” She looked down at the list in her hand, although she knew exactly what interested her. “I’d like to help out with hair and makeup.” She grinned. “That sounds like quite a challenge for this production.”

“It is, it is.” He nodded, sending his glasses slipping back down his nose. “Have you had any experience in past years?”

“No, but I’m a quick learner.” She flushed. “I guess you hear that a lot.”

“You’re right about that, and it’s not always true.” He hopped up onto the stage and turned off the lights. “What prompted your interest in hair and makeup?”

“Lon Chaney.”

“Aha. Quasimodo.”

“Exactly.”

He picked up his briefcase and headed for the door. “I’m running a bit late. Walk with me to my car.”

Jade scurried beside him to keep up. “My mom and I went to the movies a lot. The Hunchback was one of her favorites.” She looked up at him with a shy smile. “Don’t tell her, but I didn’t really enjoy it, so I started trying to figure out how they transformed him and I’ve been fascinated ever since.”

“Then you know that hair and makeup for The Mikado is one of the big challenges we face. That’s why I’ve asked a friend of mine to help. He’s freelance and works for most of the major studios.”

“Oh.” Jade couldn’t hide her disappointment.

They’d arrived at his car. “Don’t get me wrong. We’ll need several students as well. Larry’s in demand but luckily for us, he’s working here in town during the run up to the production and while the play is being performed. So he’s agreed to be in charge of that aspect.” He fumbled for his keys. “Sorry I can’t offer you a ride, I’m off to meet him now.” He pressed the door opener. “What’s your name?”

“Jade Dawson.”

He shoved up his glasses then stuck out his hand. “Jade Dawson, welcome to The Mikado. Let’s have fun.”
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Chapter Three
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“My goodness, what’s that?” Jade’s mother looked over her shoulder, one hand braced on the back of Jade’s chair.

“Oh Hi Mom.” Jade acknowledged her mother’s presence with a quick smile. “I’m doing some research on Japan.”

Donna Dawson pointed to the computer screen. “I love the pattern on that fabric.” She leaned a little closer “That’s a man!”

“Yeah, Mom. You’ve seen a kimono before.”

“You’re right, I have. Is this something to do with that play at school?”

“The Mikado, yes. I‘m going to be working on hair and makeup.”

Her mother leaned closer to the screen for another look. “If those pictures are anything to go by, you’ll have your work cut out for you.”

“It’ll be a challenge.”

“This is a great idea though, folding a history lesson into the play.”

“This isn’t a history lesson. This is just me wanting a little more background.”

“When was it set?”

“I don’t know if they actually specify. It was first produced by Gilbert & Sullivan in 1885, but I haven’t been able to find a reference to the time frame of the events in the play. I suppose it doesn’t matter; it’s not exactly a scholarly piece.”

“Is there somewhere you can learn about the makeup?”

“Mr. Caruso has a friend who works in hair and makeup for the big studios in Los Angeles. He’s going to help.”

“Have you met him yet?”

“Not yet, but he’s supposed to be there tomorrow.”

* * *
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JADE SPOTTED HIM THE moment she entered the auditorium. Several inches taller than Mr. Caruso, the word rangy came to mind to describe Larry Hyland. Long grey hair was held back in a braid and when he turned, she couldn’t help but smile. Beneath a beautifully fitted raw silk jacket the color of curry powder, he sported a black Foo Fighters t-shirt.

Mr. Caruso spotted her and beckoned her with a wave.

“Jade, this is Larry Hyland who has kindly offered to take charge of hair and makeup. I told him you’d expressed an interest.”

“Hi.” Jade couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she stuck out her hand. “I’d really like to work with you.”

“First of all,” he said, watching the teacher walk away. “You have to call me Larry. If you can do that, we’ll get along fine.”

And they did. Along with three other students, Larry and Jade formed a tightly knit group which before long became the envy of the entire cast and crew. Larry was generous with his knowledge, was quick to praise and yet didn’t hold back when their efforts lacked professionalism. Gales of laughter often flowed from their corner, blending with the chorus who were practicing the familiar lyrics. At one point Steven Caruso was heard to say that this was the most cohesive and enjoyable production he’d ever been involved with.

Community support coupled with the outstanding marketing efforts of the students resulted in demand for an additional two performances which were promptly added, pushing the closing night forward by one week.

“I can’t be there for the final performance,” announced Larry. “But my team can handle it fine without me.” He nodded to Jade and the other students. “You guys are good with this, right?”

Jade glanced at the others. “You taught us well so yes, we’ll be fine.” She tried to hide her disappointment. “We’ll miss you at the after party, though.”

Larry grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll stop by, even if only for a few minutes.”

That was good enough for Jade. By the time the final performance was upon them, she and the hair and makeup crew had worked out a smooth routine. As the curtains were drawn on the last performance, she was already feeling the loss of the camaraderie that had developed with the entire cast and crew. She felt comfortable here and an affectionate glow settled in her heart as she watched Larry congratulate everyone when he finally put in an appearance at the after party.

He made his way slowly to her side.

“How did it go?” she asked. He’d been at a high level meeting with a producer who was in the process of making a final decision on a romantic series set in eighteenth century England. Worried that it might be too soon after Downton Abbey, he had called together all of his production people to get their thoughts.

“Turned out to be a good meeting. They’re keeping the basic story lines, but changing the setting. The writers assured Gene it will work and the author doesn’t seem to mind as long as she gets paid.” He looked down at her with a wry smile. “Typical Hollywood. Nothing is set in stone until the last edit.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that.”

The school custodian lingered at the door, waiting to close the building.

Mr. Caruso spotted him. “Looks like Roger wants to close up. Let’s come back tomorrow and gather up our personal stuff,” he said to Larry. “Are you good with that?”

Larry nodded. “Perfect.” He turned to Jade. “I’d like to talk to you a bit more. Are you free for lunch?”

“Yes.”

“Great. See you back here around eleven, then.”

Jade had a hard time sleeping. The excitement of closing night would have been enough, but Larry’s invitation to lunch had her awake most of the night wondering what he wanted to talk to her about.

* * *
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DRESSED ALL IN BLACK, Larry looked dapper as usual as he escorted her into the restaurant. They both ordered salads and settled down to wait.

“I was impressed with your work,” he said without preamble. “I think you have a real knack for this sort of thing.”

She blushed. “Thanks. I certainly enjoyed it.”

He lifted his iced tea. “I could tell from a few things you said that you’d done some research. That shows a level of initiative I hadn’t expected.”

She acknowledged the compliment with a smile. “I enjoyed it. Oops, I already said that.”

He looked up as their salads arrived, but didn’t eat right away. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I’d like to suggest that you consider this as a career.” He picked up his fork.

Prickles of excitement danced down her spine. “You mean work in the industry? Do hair and makeup?”

He raised both eyebrows. “It’s a viable career. With some experience you can make good money. But most importantly, it’s fun.” He sat back. “Well... most days.” He chased a cherry tomato around his plate. “Some actors think the sun shines out of their butt, but I try to avoid those.”

“I guess with your experience you can avoid most of those.”

“Darling, a guy’s gotta eat.” He stabbed the tomato and popped it into his mouth. “But you’re right, I try to avoid the ones I know are trouble.”

Jade toyed with her salad, then set down her utensils. “I’d love to become a professional but is there a course I can take somewhere? I have a reason for asking.”

“Is it a secret?”

“No, but I don’t want to sound manipulative.”

He rolled his eyes. “Out with it.”

“It’s just that my mom places a great deal of importance on education. If I told her I was taking a course, she might be more likely to agree.”

Larry considered her words for a moment. “Maybe you should give her more credit. Why not just be honest with her? If you like, I’ll speak to her and answer any questions she may have.”

Jade wasn’t sure it was that simple. “The first thing she’d ask is if there’s a course I can take.”

“That’s understandable. If she goes online she’ll find several places that claim they can turn you into an industry professional.” He pointed his fork at her. “There are lots of people dying to take your money, but honestly the best way to learn is by doing.” He tapped the face of his watch. “The school year is just about over, right?”

Jade nodded.

“So here’s my proposition. Work with me this summer as my assistant. I’ll try to get the studio to give you a salary but I can say with a fair amount of certainty that it will be a pittance. This way you can get a feel for what it’s like in the trenches. I can’t think of a better way to find out if you’re really suited for this work.”

Jade sat back, dumbfounded at the generous offer. “I’d love that, but why are you doing this?”

“I see something in you, Jade Dawson. You have work ethic, you have imagination, and you’re a team player.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “Also someone believed in me when I was young and gave me a leg up. I’d like to pay it forward.”

She looked at the older man with affection. “Larry Hyland, you’re an old softie.”

“True,” he said, turning back to his salad. “But don’t tell anyone.”

* * *
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“THAT SOUNDS LIKE AN amazing opportunity.” Jade’s mother had listened intently as she repeated Larry’s offer.

“Really? You don’t object?”

“You’ve always been free to choose your own summer activities.” Donna Dawson grinned. “This year you’re just taking it up a notch, that’s all.” She paused. “I’d like to see them pay you what you’re worth, but that’s because I don’t want you to get in the habit of selling yourself short.”

“But you’re okay with it?”

“Yes, of course. I haven’t seen you this excited about a project for years. Wouldn’t it be amazing if this turned out to be an actual career?”
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Chapter Four
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“It’s about time, Darling.” Wind tugged a few wisps of hair loose from Larry’s braid as he accelerated past a slow-moving vehicle on the PCH.

Jade glanced over at the man who had become so much more than her mentor. Larry Hyland was her best friend, and rarely let her forget it. “Time for what?” she asked, although she had a good idea what was coming.

“Time to set yourself up as an independent contractor,” he said, pulling off the main highway and heading up into the hills. Their current movie, set in wine country, was almost finished. “I taught you everything I know a long time ago. You know it’s true.” He waved one hand in the air, the other loosely on the steering wheel as the car whipped around a corner. Jade closed her eyes, preferring not to watch if they plummeted off the road. Or was she avoiding looking into the future?

“Let’s talk about this later, okay?”

Larry narrowed his eyes. “You’re not afraid to go out on your own are you? It’s been over five years. It’s time.”

“I’ll miss you, dammit!” She hadn’t intended to raise her voice, but it was true. They’d worked together from that first summer and had become a highly sought after team.

Larry had been wise enough not to make their partnership legal. He’d recognized her talent many years ago and knew that her services would always be
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