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What happens when a single working mom
meets a well-known—and handsome—TV star? They get along very well,
but Jenna has to wonder if they have more strikes against them than
they have points in common. East coast vs. west coast.... famous
vs. private.... wealthy vs. not-so-much. Is the relationship worth
pursuing?
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“Where do they hide the prices on
these damn things?”

The man was muttering to himself more
than directing the question to anyone in particular, but as he was
standing a few feet from her, Jenna Lansing couldn’t help but
overhear, and turned to look at the man who’d spoken.

Her breath caught in her throat as she
gasped. With an effort she kept her jaw from dropping to the floor,
but not before an astonished “Ohmigod!” escaped her
lips.

A hundred fleeting thoughts raced
through her mind in the space of a half-second (amazing how that
could happen, she thought, upping the total to a hundred and one):
Is that really him, or just an incredible lookalike? It can’t
possibly be him, that’s ridiculous! But who else could it be? Who
else has those incredible blue eyes? No idea why Kinsey Sutton
would be at my local mall in North Carolina, but it doesn’t matter.
Just don’t do anything to draw attention…. Say something witty and
clever. Oh god, I don’t think I can speak! Witty and clever, witty
and clever….

“Excuse me?”

That was it? That was the best she
could do? So much for witty and clever.

Luckily for her, he was oblivious to
her inner turmoil. He frowned, causing adorable lines to appear on
his brow. “These books. How the hell are we supposed to know how
much they cost? I can never find the blasted price.”

Instinctively Jenna reached for the
book, a paperback copy of Dumas’ “The Three Musketeers.” She
flipped the book over and pointed to the numbers above the barcode.
“Five ninety-five,” she said. “Also, I think the bookstore
discounts by 10 per cent.” Oh god, she sounded like a sales clerk,
shilling for the company.

Once again, he didn’t seem to notice.
He took the book back, nodding to acknowledge her comment, which
was about as ‘witty and clever’ as a financial disclosure
statement.

“Thanks,” he said, in that husky voice
that Jenna knew so well. “I wouldn’t have known to look
there.”

That voice. Oh, that voice! It was
like a warm blanket you just want to wrap around yourself. Not
exactly smooth, but coarse, sort of like an army blanket--it wasn’t
soft, but it was warm.

Jenna was suddenly aware that she had
a foolish half-smile on her face. She had allowed herself to be
mesmerized by his voice. She blinked once or twice to break the
spell and tried to say something intelligent. “Well, you don’t work
at the elementary school book fair three years in a row without
learning something.” Oops, that wasn’t the intelligent thing she’d
meant to say; it had just popped out. She could kick
herself.

He smiled, and Jenna thought how
unfair it was that some men get better looking as they get older;
laugh lines and eye crinkles look good on them. Really good. It was
totally unfair.

“Well, and now I’ve learned something,
too.” He looked at her speculatively for a moment--she wondered
that she was able to keep from falling to her knees under his
gaze--and said “I know this is presumptuous, but I’ve had enough
browsing for a while; would you like to get a cup of coffee with
me?”

Jenna hesitated for a second…and it
really was just a second, one-half of which was due to the surprise
of the invitation.

He noticed it, however. “If you’d
rather not, or if you don‘t have time….”

She shook her head firmly. “No, I have
time. I’d love to join you. I only hesitated because you mentioned
coffee. I don’t drink coffee.”

“Don’t drink coffee? What, aren’t you
a red-blooded American? I thought it was the national beverage.”
More eye crinkles as he smiled. “Well, I’m sure we’ll be able to
find something for you to drink.”

As they made their way to the
bookstore’s coffee bar, Jenna, who had the strange feeling that she
was in a waking dream, could stand it no longer; she just had to
ask. “You are who I think you are, aren’t you? I know that’s a
stupid question, but I’m having a little trouble dealing with it. I
mean, what are the odds?”

He laughed. “I guess my cover’s blown.
Yeah, chances are I’m who you think I am.”

Wow. Jenna was glad they’d reached the
café; walking amid the tables and chairs gave her the opportunity
to use her hands to steady herself. The surprise at first seeing
him, not to mention hearing him speak in that wonderfully husky
voice…. It was a lot to take in.

Kinsey Sutton—right here at her local
mall!

The son of an actress and a movie
director, Kinsey had spent his childhood on a TV sitcom, then, in
his teens, he moved to feature films. By the time he turned twenty,
he’d been in two blockbuster movies.

About this time, Sutton had outgrown
the teen roles and began to hang out with other young actors--sort
of a second-wave Brat Pack. But then his star-power began to fade,
and he suffered through a series of box-office flops.

Kinsey retreated to his Wyoming ranch
to regroup, and found that country life agreed with him, and so he
stayed away from the hustle and bustle of Hollywood. However, a few
years ago he decided to come back to acting, and the opportunity
arrived via an unexpected vehicle--a weekly television
show.

So, for the past year and a half,
Kinsey had starred in “Hard Day’s Night,” a critically acclaimed
drama in which he played hard-nosed government agent Mackenzie
Hunter, who sometimes had to bend the rules in order to get the job
done.

And now, here was Kinsey Sutton, right
in front of Jenna. She was about to sit down with him for a cup of…
something. It was bizarre.

Kinsey held a chair for her to sit
down, and he took the seat opposite.

For the first time since this whole
episode began--and it had only been a few minutes--Jenna was able
to get a good look at Kinsey Sutton as he sat across from her. His
short dirty-blond hair was spiking in a hundred different
directions, which looked both neat and casual at the same time. His
pale blue eyes sparkled as they glanced around the café. He was
wearing a long-sleeved, dark blue t-shirt, with a pair of
sunglasses hooked into his collar.

He looked casual. He looked
comfortable. He looked adorable.

“Well, what would you like to drink,
since you don’t like coffee?” His low, quiet voice startled Jenna
out of her reverie, and she hoped she hadn’t been
staring.

“A soft drink, any kind.” He went to
the counter and returned a minute later with their orders. As he
sat down she asked, “Are you generally able to go places in public
without being recognized and mobbed?”

He tilted his head in a manner that
suggested a shrug. “It depends. People tend to see what they expect
to see. Here, in a mall in North Carolina, people probably don’t
expect to see an actor. If anyone does notice, they might just
think it’s a coincidence, somebody who resembles me. But in certain
parts of LA, people expect to see celebrities now and then, so
they’re more aware of who’s standing next to them.”

“In other words, it’s easier for you
to go unrecognized in Duluth, Minnesota, than it would be in New
York or Los Angeles.”

“Basically, yeah.” He took a sip of
coffee. “So, you’re a veteran of school book fairs. I take it that
means you have a child, or children?”

Jenna nodded. “A son, Christian. He’s
thirteen.”

“I have a daughter, just a year
younger. I’m not looking forward to those teenage
years.”

“I know. It’s such an important time
for them—can help shape their whole future--and yet as parents we
have to step back and allow them to start taking control of their
own lives.” She sighed. “I just know I’m going to end up with
ulcers at the end of it.”

He chuckled. “That’s what Valium is
for. By the way, I just realized you’ve got the advantage of me;
I’m sitting here having coffee with a woman whose name I don’t even
know. Not to be rude, but-- what is your name?”

It was Jenna’s turn to chuckle. “Jenna
Lansing, and I’m pleased --if somewhat shocked--to make your
acquaintance.”

“Well, Jenna Lansing, I don’t see any
packages at your feet. Have you just started your holiday shopping
and I waylaid you? Or have you already taken a load of bags out to
your car?”

“Neither, actually. My shopping is
done. I’m only here--much against my inclination--to get a last
minute stocking stuffer. Generally, I avoid the mall—especially the
weekend before Christmas. But, if I hadn’t come,” she said,
smiling, “I wouldn’t have been here to solve your book-price
dilemma.”

“That’s true,” Kinsey replied, holding
up his coffee in a toast. “I’m grateful for whatever inclination
brought you here.”

Jenna decided it was her turn to ask a
question. “So what are you doing here?”

“You mean here in North Carolina, or
here at the mall?”

“Either. Both.”

“Well, I’m in town for a project I’m
involved with—just meetings at this point, financing, location
scouting, that sort of thing. And I’m staying at the hotel here
right next door to the mall, so I thought I’d come over and kill
some time.”

Jenna nodded toward “The Three
Musketeers.” “And the book? Research for that project?”

“No, I just happen to like the
story.”

“Yeah, so do I. They don’t write
novels like they used to.”

“I know. They’re a great way to
escape.”

“I agree. But unfortunately that
old-fashioned style of writing isn’t for everyone. Authors like
Jane Austen could write three pages describing the outside of a
house; you know that won’t fly with people who use ‘I.M.’ as a
verb.” She switched gears. “And what about you? Other than
swashbucklers, what do you like to read? Assuming you even have
time to read.”

“Well, I don’t have as much time as
I’d like, certainly. And actually, a lot of the reading I do
consists of scripts or projects that get sent to me for
consideration.”

“Wow. I can’t imagine having so little
time to myself that even my reading is work-related.”

“Yeah, well, like anything else, at
one level or another it’s a matter of choice. If I want to stay
active in the business, I have to make certain time commitments. If
I want to spend my time in other ways, I have to understand that
it’ll affect my career.”

“So in other words, you’re either in
it full-time--and by that I mean most of your waking hours--or
you’re in danger of not really being in it at all.”

Kinsey nodded. “Again, like any other
career, the more of yourself you put into it, the more you get out
of it.”

Jenna shook her head. “I just don’t
get it. I can’t imagine spending eighteen hours a day, six days a
week, at my ‘job.’ I can’t see sacrificing my personal
time--sacrificing my very self--just to stay in the public
eye.”

He shrugged. “You don’t do it just to
stay in the public eye. You gotta love it. If you love it, it’s not
that big a hardship. If you don’t enjoy it, you get
out.”

“I suppose.” Jenna still didn’t
understand the allure of the celebrity lifestyle. For those in the
entertainment industry, their ‘work’ is public, and they appear in
public to promote it, cultivating a fan base . Yet they seem
surprised when their private lives can’t stay private. Why would
anyone choose to live that way?, she wondered. Recent history has
shown that it’s very difficult to separate the public from the
private. Fame is not a selective characteristic; celebrity does not
go off the clock.

Kinsey finished his coffee, seemingly
oblivious to the fact that numerous other patrons in the café and
bookstore were staring or at least glancing his way. “Well, Ms.
Lansing, I certainly have enjoyed chatting with you.”

“Thank you. I’ve enjoyed it also.” Oh,
please, she thought, striving to get a mental grip on herself,
please don’t act like an idiot now. Just say goodbye in a dignified
and gracious manner and let him go. That’ll be enough.

She gathered her purse and
stood.

“I was just thinking,” Kinsey
continued as he arose also, “would you like to join me in walking
through the mall? I’ll feel a little less conspicuous if I’m with
someone. Plus, maybe I can help you pick out that stocking
stuffer.”

Her eyebrows rose, but otherwise Jenna
was able to control her surprise. “Um, sure. If you’d like.” She
pushed in her chair and threaded her way through the café tables,
trying to ignore the interested and curious glances that followed
them.

This was way more than she’d bargained
for when she’d set out for the mall this afternoon. She and
Christian had eaten lunch, and then she had left him and a friend
playing video games while she headed out on her errand. Of course,
she had planned on being at the mall just long enough to pick out a
gift and go. Little had she known she would end up playing tour
guide for a TV star. For heaven’s sake, look how she was dressed!
Jeans which were overdue for the washing machine, and a burgundy
long-sleeved shirt that Jenna usually wore only around the house.
Over that she wore her black knee-length raincoat, belt-straps
dangling; tennis shoes completed the very un-stylish
ensemble.

She and Kinsey made their way to the
bookstore checkout line, where he paid for his book without
incident. The cashier barely looked up as she handed him his
change, and then Jenna preceded him out into the mall.

Almost immediately they were swallowed
by the stream of holiday shoppers and melted into the crowd. It
seemed to Jenna that Kinsey relaxed once they were in the throng,
seemingly taking comfort in the anonymity.

“Wow,” he said, “I haven’t been to a
mall at Christmastime in years… and now I remember why.”

“What do you do, shop online or by
mail?” Jenna slanted a teasing glance at him. “Or do you have
someone who shops for you?”

“No, I do most of my own shopping,
thank you very much. I just try to shop early so I don’t have to go
near a store that last week before Christmas. I do some shopping by
mail order because it’s convenient, and also online, but that only
works when I know exactly what I want. And even then I have to have
somebody help me, because I’m a computer idiot.”

“Well, believe me,” Jenna replied,
“I’m no fan of shopping, especially at Christmas. But I’m sure I
would feel that I missed something if I didn’t experience
first-hand the jammed store aisles, the jostling crowd and whining
kids, not to mention the packages being flung every which way, and
which could knock you down if there was room enough for you to tip
over.”

He laughed. “Careful, your sarcasm is
showing. You must not hate shopping that much, or you wouldn’t be
here now.”

“What can I say, I lost my head. But I
will say I don’t go Christmas shopping lightly. Like you, I have to
know what I’m looking for or I won’t go. There’s no ‘browsing’
under these conditions.”

“So what is it you’re looking for? For
your stocking stuffer?”

“I have no idea,” Jenna admitted
blithely, “I thought I’d ‘browse.’” She managed to avoid bumping
into an older woman who had stopped suddenly right in front of her.
“If worse comes to worst, I’ll buy a calendar. You pretty much
can’t go wrong with a calendar, especially if the person you’re
buying for loves horses or lighthouses or Star Wars.”

“And what if you don’t know what they
like?”

Jenna shrugged. “For a guy, go with
fighter jets. For a woman, castles. Or possibly
flowers.”

Kinsey laughed. “You’ve got it all
figured out. But if you want a calendar, shouldn’t we head back to
the bookstore? There was a whole aisle full of them.”

“Nah, that’s not necessary. We’ll just
look at the kiosk.”

“Kiosk? You think they have one here
with calendars?”

“Are you kidding? Every mall has at
least one calendar kiosk this time of year. I think it’s a state
law.”

Kinsey and Jenna were separated
briefly when two kids burst between them, followed by a harried,
apologetic mother. Kinsey had sought refuge out of the way against
the window of a bridal store. He waited while Jenna navigated
through traffic to join him.

“Well, you’re right,” he said as they
watched the throng stream by, “crowds like this make it difficult
to browse. Are we even going the right way?”

Jenna raised her eyebrows.
“Considering we’re not going anywhere in particular, I’d say we’re
headed in the right direction. So, are you ready?”

Kinsey took an exaggerated deep
breath. “Let’s do this thing.”

Once again they joined the stream of
people moving along the mall. Jenna was reminded of film footage
she had seen of blood cells making their way through veins and
capillaries. Or maybe it was a representation of food particles in
the stomach in an antacid commercial. In any case, there were
hundreds of cells all going in the same general direction, but at
many different speeds. In addition to the various speeds, some
cells would dart off to the left or right into branching
capillaries, adding to the general chaos. That’s what we are, she
thought, we’re blood cells fighting our way through the vein of the
mall. Heaven forbid we should wind up in the wrong
capillary.

Jenna and Kinsey made their way past
store after store. They tried not to bump into people who crossed
in front of them, or step on the heels of those who stopped
suddenly. It didn’t make for quick progress, but they eventually
found themselves at the calendar kiosk, which was actually two tall
rows of merchandise parallel to each other, with an aisle in
between. People browsing the outer sides of the shelves found
themselves being brushed by moving traffic, but between the two was
a relative haven in which one could enjoy the calm while surrounded
by rows of seascapes, horses, dolphins, and about six different
breeds of dog.

“Well, which is it going to be,”
Kinsey asked Jenna, “fighter jets or castles?”

Jenna pursed her lips. “Actually, to
tell you the truth, I’m not sure I want to go the calendar route.
I’m still hoping something else will occur to me.” She glanced at
the cat calendars, as well as the offerings related to the latest
science fiction movies, but then she and Kinsey rejoined the other
blood cells and made their way back into the vein.

They found themselves standing near
the window display of a jewelry store. Since Jenna liked bright,
shiny things, she couldn’t resist glancing at the vault-like
display, which featured expensive watches, earrings, and opulent
diamond rings.

“Pretty, aren’t they?” Kinsey
asked.

“Yeah, but then I love me some shiny
baubles. Look at that ring, it’s gotta be at least five
carats.”

“Six-point-four, according to the
tag.”

“Ugh, tacky. There comes a point, even
for diamonds, at which big becomes too big.”

“Let’s see yours; are you wearing
one?”

Jenna held out her hand, showing the
diamond ring on the third finger. Under the bright light from the
jewelry display, the small stone sparkled in a pastel rainbow.
“See, compared to these, mine is minuscule, but I’ve always liked
it.”

“Yeah, it is pretty. Wait, is that on
your right hand? What does that mean?”

“It means that I like my ring and I
want to wear it.”

“Then it’s not an engagement
ring.”

“Well, it is, but since it’s not on my
left hand, it doesn’t signify an engagement.”

“Isn’t an engagement ring usually
accompanied by a wedding ring?”

“It is if you’re married.”

“And you’re not?”

Jenna held up her left hand. “What
does that tell you?”

“No ring, so….. No
husband?”

“Bingo. There’s no fooling
you.”

“Well, just thought I’d ask. These
days you can’t tell.”

“I think it’s easier for men to ‘tell’
than it is for women.”

“Why do you say that?”

She shrugged. “A lot of men don’t wear
wedding rings, so not seeing a ring on a man doesn’t necessarily
mean he’s single. But married women almost always wear their
wedding rings; I don’t think I’ve ever met one who
didn’t.”

“Ah. Good point.”

“What about you? Did you wear a
wedding ring when you were married?”

“I did, when I wasn’t working.
Otherwise it would be just another personal item I’d have to take
off or change out of when I got to the set.”

“Hmmm, I wonder,” she said. “You
always hear about celebrities who have been married three, four,
five times. Do you think they have a drawer full of wedding rings
from those marriages? I wonder if they can even tell which ring was
from which spouse.”

Kinsey laughed and shook his head.
“You’re a nut. All I know is, I kept mine, and one day I’ll give it
to my daughter. She can wear it, or put it on a chain, or do
whatever she wants with it.”

“That’s a nice idea. Somehow I don’t
think Christian would want mine, though; it’s way too small for him
to wear. Unless he has it made into an earring.”

“Oh, does he have a pierced
ear?”

“No, but after watching ‘Pirates of
the Caribbean’ I’m surprised he hasn’t asked about it. But that’s
okay, as long as he doesn’t start using eye-liner...”

Kinsey laughed as he guided her back
into the crowd. They eventually found themselves back at the
bookstore where they had met. They perused the rows of calendars,
bookmarks, and personal journals until Jenna finally found the gift
she’d been looking for.

Jenna and Kinsey were browsing the
humor section of the store when she sensed he was about to speak,
and when she turned questioningly to him, he said, “You know, I
hate to even ask you this, but I’m going to ask anyway. Even though
I probably shouldn’t.”

Jenna’s eyebrows rose. “What? You want
me to scratch your back for you? Put drops in your
eyes?--what?”

He laughed. “No, nothing like that.
It’s just something I’m going to ask.”

“Well, okay then, go ahead and ask
already. What the heck do you want?”

“I was wondering--if you don’t already
have plans for this evening--if you’d like to hang out some more.
With me.”

Her brows rose again--by now she
thought they must be halfway up her forehead. “Where?” she blurted
out. Oh, crap, that sounded great! “Hang out where?” And please
don’t say ‘my hotel.’

He shrugged. “Here, I suppose. Lord
knows there are plenty of places to eat at the mall, so we can get
dinner. Bring Christian, if you’d like—maybe he’d enjoy the arcade
games and big-screen TVs.”

Of all the things that had run through
her head that he wanted to ask her, that hadn’t even been in the
top ten. “Loan me some money.” “Mail a package for me.” “Pick up a
package for me.” “Where’s the nearest strip club?” All these Jenna
could have imagined him asking.

But that he would ask her to eat
dinner and ‘hang out’ with him…. On purpose, no less!

With an effort, she brought her brain
back on track. “Er, uh, yeah, I guess, but…”

He looked at her questioningly.
“’But…’?”

“But wouldn’t your manager do stuff
like that for you, or the group you came here to meet with? You
know, arrange entertainment, I mean.”

“Probably,” he said dryly, “but I
shudder to think what my manager would come up with.”

“Well, you could always ask the staff
at your hotel. I’m sure they’re familiar with all the local, uh,
entertainment.”

It was Kinsey’s turn to raise his
eyebrows, his blue eyes widening. “I’m not interested in that, for
God’s sake. Well, in general I am, but-- Not today. Not right
now.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean
to imply-- I just figured you’d want to spend the evening
with--”

Kinsey interrupted her and took her by
the shoulders so that she faced him. “What I want,” he said
patiently, “is to hang out and spend a pleasant evening. I’ve
enjoyed talking to you this afternoon, and I hoped we could talk
some more. Now if you don’t want to, or if you have other
plans--”

“I don’t.”

“Okay, then at least consider it. And
bring your son, if he’d like to come. Like I said, we’ll just hang
out. It’s not a big deal.”

‘Not a big deal.’ Yeah, right. Maybe
not for him. Jenna felt like she was at the edge of a cliff. To
jump or not to jump. Throw caution to the wind and do something
totally different from her ‘usual’ life—or stick with the customary
and safe. To quit while she’s ahead and have a great story to tell
of an interesting afternoon--or take a chance on an evening of
getting to know somebody totally foreign to her world.

Jump? Or not jump?

Hmmmm. What to do, what to
do.

Jenna jumped.

 


 


 




 


CHAPTER TWO

​


“We’ll just hang out.”

Those words kept reverberating in her
head as Jenna drove home fifteen minutes later. Kinsey Sutton
wanted to ‘hang out’ with her. This was totally unreal.

She had finally agreed to meet him
later, at 6:30, in front of the bookstore. She would ask Christian
if he wanted to join them. She hoped he would--if nothing else, he
could verify that she wasn’t dreaming the whole thing up--but she
wasn’t sure about it. Christian could be mulish on occasion, and
was very shy around new people; heaven knew how he’d react to
meeting a famous movie/TV actor! But she thought she could probably
talk him into it. Just in case there was a problem, though, Kinsey
had given her the name of his hotel and told her he was registered
under the name Rick Dempsey. She could call him if something came
up.

Of course, she had no illusions about
her role in this day’s screwball events. Kinsey Sutton had found
himself in a strange city, far from home, with nothing much to do.
He wandered around the mall and struck up a conversation with a
perfect stranger. (Well, okay, Jenna admitted, she wasn’t quite
perfect. *slap* Back to reality.)

The point is, if it hadn’t been Jenna
in that particular aisle of the bookstore, it would’ve been someone
else. He hadn’t exactly chosen her to speak with; she just happened
to be there. No particular compliment to her; it was the luck of
the draw.

And the fact that he had asked her to
come back that evening, well, it just proved that the poor guy
didn’t have anything else to do. (Of course, neither did she, Jenna
thought glumly.) Her marital status wasn’t a relevant part of the
equation. In fact, things might have worked out better if she’d
been married--he probably would’ve invited her to bring her
husband, and Kinsey would have had someone with whom he could talk
about sports or cars or whatever.

Well, too bad for him. He had already
asked her and she didn’t know diddly about sports or cars. Well,
okay, she knew some, but not enough for “guy talk.” And neither did
Chris… like most 13-year-olds, he just played recreational sports
and liked to look at sports cars; if something doesn’t contain
microchips and 4G wireless standards, he’s not interested in
it.

So now he was stuck with Jenna for the
evening. And Christian too, of course.

Chris and his friend were outside
playing basketball when she pulled in the driveway. She joined them
for a minute or two and then picked up the mail and went inside.
Man, how much her life hand changed since she left the house a few
hours ago!

Christian came in a short time later.
He was already as tall as his mother--which was no big challenge,
as Jenna was only five-foot-one--and had brown hair which wasn’t
quite as dark as Jenna’s.

“What’s for dinner?” he asked as he
opened the fridge to pour himself some Kool-Aid. “Can we get a
pizza?”

Pizza. The standard staple of
teenagers. Christian would eat it three times a week if she’d let
him. “No, we’re not getting a pizza. Here, if you’re hungry now,
eat some pretzels.”

He took the pretzel bag and headed
into the living room to the computer desk. “So what’s for dinner?”
he asked again and popped a pretzel stick in his mouth.

Jenna picked up the hooded sweatshirt
Christian had tossed onto a chair and folded it. “Funny you should
ask….”

~~~~~

Christian agreed to accompany her and
meet Kinsey Sutton. He had been incredulous when Jenna told him the
story, and probably now, as she once again drove to the mall, still
thought she was pulling his leg. Poor kid, she could hardly blame
him. If she were him, she probably wouldn’t have believed it
either.

At least this time, Jenna thought with
some satisfaction, she had been able to dress appropriately for the
occasion. Instead of old, faded jeans and a grungy shirt, she wore
a pair of nicer, newer jeans and a burgundy pullover which she
thought looked well with her olive coloring. She wore her
shoulder-length dark brown hair in her usual style. As for make-up,
Jenna had debated with herself as to what to do. When she had met
Kinsey, she was in “weekend make-up” mode, which amounted to almost
none: just the barest minimum required to help her look human (and
alive). Therefore she didn’t want to apply too much make-up now and
come off looking like a painted clown.

Luckily, Jenna’s theory on make-up was
that the main goal of wearing it was to look like you’re not
wearing any. In other words, the natural look. No purple eyeshadow
or red lipstick for her. So, when she applied her make-up as she
usually did for work each day, she still (she thought) looked
natural. She didn’t normally wear perfume, either, but tonight she
couldn’t resist using a bit of scented powder. Hardly enough to be
noticed, she was sure.

She had stopped at the ATM and gotten
some cash, just in case she needed it. She assumed that, since had
Kinsey asked her and Christian to join him for “a bite to eat,” he
would pick up the tab for it, but a) she didn’t want to make any
assumptions (even though she already had), and b) you never know
with these Hollywood types. Jenna had once read that some
“super-rich” people are as cheap as Scrooge McDuck, and expect to
get restaurant meals and other services for free just because
they’re famous. She really didn’t think Kinsey Sutton would be like
that, but--again--you never know, and she’d rather be prepared for
any eventuality. Besides, even if he did pay for dinner, she
certainly didn’t expect him to foot the bill for Christian to play
video games at the arcade.

Kinsey was already at the mall by the
time Jenna and Christian arrived. As they approached the bookstore
she could see Sutton standing outside, trying to look anonymous and
inconspicuous as he waited. A few people did double-takes,
recognizing him as they walked by, others passed by and then turned
to look, but for whatever reason, none approached him.

Next to her, Jenna felt Christian
stiffen suddenly. Ah, so now he finally realized that she hadn’t
been joking, she had really met Kinsey Sutton. Even though Chris
didn’t watch “Hard Day’s Night” as avidly as she did, he’d seen
enough of the show--not to mention a few of Sutton’s movies--to
realize that he was no bit actor from a second-rate show. Both
Sutton and HDN had been nominated for some prestigious television
industry awards in the past year--and even won a few. In short,
Chris had the good sense to be impressed. Not to mention slightly
intimidated.

As they approached and caught Kinsey’s
attention, Jenna was gratified to see a spark of “something” in his
eyes when he looked at her. Admiration, perhaps, or
appreciation--whatever it was, it was complimentary and flattering.
But she mentally pushed that aside to be dealt with at a later
time; she greeted Kinsey and then performed introductions for him
and Christian. Chris shook hands with the actor and became shy. No
matter; he would be drawn out soon enough.

She suggested they move on quickly,
before they drew further attention to themselves. The three of them
strolled toward the food court, making their way in the ebb and
flow of the crowd; blood cells once again, Jenna thought.
Conversation was necessarily suspended while they were in transit,
but soon enough they reached their destination.

Beringar’s was a chain of amusement
restaurants of a type that was becoming very common in malls. It
offered a bar, table service, a casual atmosphere, numerous
large-screen televisions (almost always turned to some sporting
event), and an array of video and arcade-style games. If anyone
ever said he was bored at Beringar’s, Jenna thought, it was his own
darn fault.

Kinsey spoke to the hostess who
checked her list and nodded for them to follow her. Jenna saw the
young woman slant an appraising glance at the actor, and it was
obvious she knew who he was. She seated them in a booth toward the
back, and smiled lingeringly at Kinsey as she told them (told him,
actually) to let her know if they needed anything before their
server came.

Jenna had been afraid that
conversation would lag or be stilted. However, she and Kinsey began
talking, and Kinsey soon drew Christian into the discussion. She
was impressed with the way he spoke to her son--he didn’t just ask
the usual questions an adult might ask a child (“Do you like
school?” “What do you want for Christmas?”), but he expressed an
interest in what Chris had to say. ‘Either he really is that nice a
guy,’ she thought, ‘or he’s a better actor than I
thought.’

Dinner was an amusing affair.
Christian, of course, ordered pizza, and Jenna and Kinsey both had
burgers--he with steak fries, she with onion rings. ‘If he still
wants to talk to me after I eat these,’ she thought, ‘it’ll be a
miracle.’

They talked and laughed through the
whole meal, and Jenna learned bits and pieces about Kinsey’s
childhood that she hadn’t known. It seems he had been a bit of a
hellion, with a lot of, er, ‘adventures,’ which were fun to hear
about, but wouldn’t be too fun as a first-hand experience.
Ambushing passing cars with eggs and rotten tomatoes; sprinkling
powdered laundry detergent into a neighbor’s empty swimming pool
the night before it was going to be filled; painting graffiti on
the local ice rink and then freezing more water on top of it--these
were all amusing stories from an adventurous childhood. But Jenna
knew it wouldn’t be amusing if Christian had done any of these
things; she would be angry and mortified--not to mention legally
and financially responsible. Luckily, for every escapade he
divulged, Kinsey also mentioned the punishment he received from his
exasperated parents or grandparents, with whom he lived when his
parents were working.

In any case, Jenna was glad to see
Christian open up to Kinsey so easily. The two seemed to get along
famously, and right after finishing his pizza, Chris challenged
Kinsey to a race on the Road Racing Thunder driving
game.

“Here,” Kinsey replied, putting a
handful of tokens on the table. “You go get warmed up while I
finish my fries. You’ll need to practice, ‘cuz I’m gonna whup your
butt from here til Tuesday.”

“You don’t have to play with him if
you don’t want to,” Jenna said after Christian had left.

“I know,” he replied, “but I do want
to. I love that racing game; I almost bought one of them a while
back.”

Jenna shook her head. “Typical guy.
Like they say: the only difference between men and boys is the cost
of their toys.”

“You know it,” Kinsey said, smiling.
“We love our expensive toys. Especially ones that go
fast.”

Jenna watched as Kinsey and Christian
raced against each other, not once, not twice, but three times,
talking trash to each other and laughing at each other’s wipe-outs.
At the end of the third race Jenna handed Chris a bunch of tokens
for more arcade games.

“Well, did you enjoy yourself, playing
out your Mario Andretti fantasies?” she asked Kinsey as they
returned to their booth.

“I did,” he confirmed, “even though
Christian beat me two out of three. I’d’ve challenged him to a
fourth race, but there were kids waiting to use the
game.”

Jenna glanced around. “I’ve never been
inside this place before. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised at how
crowded it is on a Saturday night, but back in my younger days, the
mall was not considered a hang-out spot for Saturday night--except
for the movie theatres. Other than that, people didn’t generally go
to the mall for recreation or socializing.”

Kinsey scrunched his face in imitation
of a toothless old man. “Well, times have changed, maw. I hear-tell
that these days they got them movin’ pitchers, and something called
telly-vision, where you can see handsome men in a little
box.”

Jenna cupped her hand to her ear. “Eh,
what’s that, paw? Dancing men wearing socks? They better be wearing
somethin’ more ‘n socks if they don’t want to catch cold.” She
cleared her throat. “Ouch, it hurts to talk like that.
But--handsome men on television, you say? Who knew?”

Kinsey laughed and stood up. “Come on,
I’ll challenge you to a game of air hockey or Stealth Fighter
II.”

She allowed him to help her up,
groaning dramatically. “Do I have to? Like I don’t see enough video
games at home.”

“Oh, come on, it’s fun. Or are you
chicken?”

She stopped and gave him a look that
said ‘excuse me?’ “Oh, no, you did not just call me chicken! Okay,
Mr. Hot-Shot TV Guy”-- she paused, striking a famous pose from “The
Matrix” complete with hand
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