

[image: Cover for Kiss Me Like This]



KISS ME LIKE THIS


~ The Morrisons ~

Sean & Serena

Bella Andre


KISS ME LIKE THIS


~ The Morrisons ~

Sean & Serena

© 2015 Bella Andre

Sign up for Bella’s New Release Newsletter

bella@bellaandre.com

www.BellaAndre.com

Bella on Twitter

Bella on Facebook


Sean Morrison, one of six siblings and the top college baseball player in the country, is reeling from a heartbreakingly painful loss. Nothing seems to matter anymore…until the night Serena Britten unexpectedly ends up in his arms.


Serena is a world-famous model who has only ever wanted to be normal, even though her mother has always pushed her to become a superstar. Though it isn’t easy to try to leave everyone and everything she knows behind, Serena is determined to enroll in college. More than anything, she wants to turn her love for books into a new career that she actually loves. Only, she never expected to meet someone like Sean on campus—or to be instantly consumed by their incredible chemistry and connection.

But when the pressures of her high-profile modeling career only get bigger and more demanding, will it make living a normal life as a college student—and falling in love with the hottest guy on campus—impossible?


CHAPTER ONE


Serena Britten had dreamed of this forever.

Not bright lights and designer dresses and fame and meeting rock stars…but an enormous library with more books than she could possibly get through even if she stayed right here for an entire lifetime and just read and read and read. In the past two weeks, Green Library had become her absolute favorite place on earth, with its endless shelves of books.

Oh yes, she thought as she smiled and ran her fingertips over the spines of the books nearest to her, it really was just wonderful.

At 9:45 on a Friday night on the Stanford University campus, there weren’t many other students in the library. In fact, as she emerged from between the stacks, it didn’t actually look like there were any other students here. Just Serena and the woman behind the privileges desk who was looking at her watch, obviously waiting for her to leave so that she could close everything up and start her weekend.

Serena checked out the three great new books she’d found, then took a baseball cap out of her bag and put it on, tucking her long hair up into it. Due to the Indian summer in Northern California over the past couple of weeks, it was still fairly warm, but since it was too dark out to wear sunglasses, putting on a hat and a shapeless Cardinals sweatshirt helped increase the odds that she could walk past people unnoticed, particularly any paparazzi who might be lurking in the shadows. She was used to strangers wanting to take pictures with her, and most of the time they were really nice. It was just that sometimes guys made her feel uncomfortable by standing a little too close or by making borderline dirty comments about pictures they’d seen of her.

If only she could wear a disguise in her History and Theory of the Novel class. Her professor, Dr. Julian Fairworth, had actually made her skin crawl today when he’d looked at her like he was trying to see through her jeans to what lay beneath. Despite the warmth of the evening, she shivered at the memory of the way he’d walked by her seat just a little too close and had bent over the book in front of her just a little too far when she’d asked him a question.

Serena had met plenty of lecherous men in Hollywood and on photo shoots over the years, but her mother had always been there to scare them away. This was the first time Serena had to deal with them all on her own.

Which was exactly what you wanted, she reminded herself as she breathed deeply to take in the sweet-smelling night air. The freedom to make her own decisions about school. Career. Clothes. Men.

Life.

Serena’s mother, Genevieve, had taken her to her first modeling open call when she was three years old, and for the past sixteen years, she’d worked nonstop all over the world. Her mother was the quintessential “momager”…or rather, she had been until two weeks ago, when Serena had left it all behind.

* * *

Two weeks ago…

“Mom, I need to talk to you.”

Genevieve Britten was carefully studying a layout Serena had been in for a French fashion magazine, taking detailed notes of every brilliant nuance the other models displayed in the photos and where Serena needed to make improvements to stay competitive.

“You’ve looked better,” her mother said without looking up from her intent study of the pages, “but, fortunately, you still outshine the other girls.” Her upper lip curled slightly as she pointed at a sixteen-year-old model who Serena remembered had been extremely nervous about her first big job. “I still can’t believe they let this one do the shoot without losing ten pounds first.”

The girl was gorgeous and not at all in need of losing any weight. But Serena knew better than to try to debate this with her mother. Especially not when she’d finally reached the make-or-break point where she needed to tell her the big news.

“I’m going to Stanford.”

Genevieve didn’t even raise her eyes from the magazine. “Did Damien book a college shoot that he forgot to tell me about?”

“What I mean is that I’m going to be attending Stanford University. As a freshman.” When her mother finally lifted her gaze from the pictures, Serena added, “In two weeks.”

Every time Serena brought up the possibility of college during the past few years, Genevieve had laughed and asked what she could possibly want with college when, as a model, the world was already her oyster? It wasn’t that her mother didn’t have a point. Most people probably would think she was totally nuts for walking away from her career for college. But even if what she was doing didn’t make sense to anyone else, it made sense to her.

All her life, she’d loved books. Loved the smell of them and the feel of them in her hands. To read across genres and subjects in every spare moment, and dream up stories of her own. She didn’t yet know if she wanted to write books or study books or edit books or publish books or sell books, but that was what college was for, wasn’t it? To throw herself into new experiences, some that would hopefully turn out great, others that might not be quite as good…but to know through it all that she’d never regret really, truly—finally—getting to live her life.

“Is this a joke?”

Serena shook her head. “No, it isn’t.” She’d steeled herself for months to be brave and stand up for what she wanted. “You know attending college has always been my dream.” Whereas modeling and Hollywood had always been her mother’s dream. Twenty years ago, Genevieve Britten had been the hottest thing on the catwalk…until she’d gotten pregnant with Serena. All her life, Serena had felt like she was making it up to her mother for being born. But she couldn’t do that forever. She just couldn’t.

“Are you crazy?” Her mother’s tone left no question that Serena had absolutely lost her mind. “Why would you even think of giving up your career, especially when you’re not only one of the top supermodels in the world, but you are also poised to become a serious actor?”

“Smith Sullivan’s movie has been shelved,” Serena reminded her, “so it’s not like I’m walking out on a commitment to him.”

Being in a movie would have been a new challenge, but it wasn’t one she’d chosen for herself and Serena was beyond glad that the film was no longer on the calendar. It was one thing to walk away from future modeling jobs, but if she’d actually been cast in a major motion picture, she could never have walked away from it in good conscience…and then she would have had to postpone her plans for college another year. Or longer, probably, if the movie did well.

“Smith’s film will happen, even if it takes a little longer than he originally planned,” her mother insisted, her voice rising in pitch with each word, as if she’d just begun to realize that Serena was actually serious this time. “Even without it, you have runway commitments, print bookings.”

“I’ve already spoken with Damien. We haven’t yet signed any new contracts with makeup and fashion houses, and he told me there are plenty of other models who can step in to the shoots or runway shows that I’m booked for during the next few months.”

Serena could have sworn everything in the room went still, even the tiny molecules of dust floating in the air. Completely, perfectly still, as if time had frozen.

“You went behind my back and talked to your agent about this?” Every word Genevieve spoke was pure, seething fury. “How dare you?”

Serena had so badly wanted to be honest with her mother and show her the college applications, rather than secretly filling them out online. She wished she could have shared her excitement when the acceptance email had come. Probationary acceptance. Since she hadn’t ever been to any regular school, but had tested really high and written several long essays specifically for placement in the English Department, Stanford had agreed to admit her for the fall quarter with “Special Registration” status. Which meant they had given her one quarter to impress the heck out of the admissions committee with phenomenal grades and recommendations from her professors. If she did that, she’d be accepted as a permanent student.

Serena wasn’t proud that she’d kept the news from her mother for so long, but she’d been so afraid that it would all come crashing down otherwise. All her life, it had only been the two of them. She’d never known her father—when he’d found out her mother was pregnant, he’d immediately split, and had passed away a few years later. Even as a little girl, Serena had realized that her mother’s smiles, her praise, her hugs only came when she was pleased with a job Serena had done well, or when good news came that she’d booked an important shoot or runway show. She’d done everything she could to make Genevieve happy.

And maybe she could have continued like that were it not for the fact that Serena’s own dreams had begun to diverge more and more from her mother’s. Books, not fashion shows. Libraries, not movies. Quiet nights devouring a story by one of her favorite authors, not splashy Hollywood parties.

Serena wanted, more than anything, to live a life that she was passionately excited about.

She wanted to wake up each morning feeling exhilarated.

She wanted to laugh and love and feel.

“I’m sorry, I never meant to hurt—”

“When?” Her mother had risen from her seat and stalked toward Serena, standing four inches taller in her heels. “When did you do this?”

“February is when I learned that I was accepted, but I applied in the fall.”

“I can’t believe you would do this to me.” Genevieve raked Serena from head to toe with a harsh look. “Secretly applying to college. Secretly accepting a spot there. Secretly making all of the arrangements to leave me behind completely. And after everything I’ve sacrificed to help you become a star.”

Genevieve’s hand rose as if to slap her, and Serena was already flinching when her mother lowered it. But something raw and icky had her wondering if the reason the slap hadn’t come was less because her mother had an issue with hitting her…and more that she didn’t want to risk marring Serena’s money-making face before tomorrow’s shoot.

“I remember what it was like to be a teenager wanting to rebel against my mother,” Genevieve said in a voice that was suddenly too calm. Too dismissive. “I suppose I should have seen this coming.”

It was almost worse to have her mother dismiss her dreams so thoroughly that she was no longer even fighting with her about it.

“You’ll soon realize how crazy you’re being.” Genevieve’s eyes were cold. Certain. “I have no doubt that you’ll be back. Soon. Especially when you realize that you will never, ever fit in with the other students. Do you really believe that you will be able to walk around on campus like a normal student would?”

It was as if she had pointed a laser straight at the heart of Serena’s biggest fear. Not just that she wouldn’t be able to hack a full load of classes and difficult tests, but that she wouldn’t fit in with the other freshmen. She hadn’t ever had a group of girlfriends, not when she’d constantly been on planes with only her mother as a companion. Serena was utterly terrified that she would always be a freak and that she’d never be able to live a normal life outside of the cameras and the spotlight.

But Serena’s dreams had become even bigger than her terror, so big that she was finally willing to risk everything to take a chance on them.

Genevieve was almost out of the room when she turned back to Serena, eyes narrowed as if some horrible new thought had just occurred to her. “Is this about a boy?”

“No. Of course not. When would I even have met anyone?” How could I when you keep me under lock and key?

Her mother had that look in her eyes, the one that always glittered when she talked about how all men were scum, that they could only be trusted to take and use and hurt.

“If I find out that you’re tossing away everything I’ve given you for some boy who only wants to fuck you and forget you,” her mother said in a low, menacing voice, “it will be the ultimate betrayal. And I will never, ever forgive you.”

But there had never been any boy, or any man, who had stirred Serena up inside. She’d heard other models giggle about their boyfriends, their lovers, but the truth was she’d not only never been kissed, she’d never longed for a kiss from any of the boys she’d known, either.

“There’s no one,” Serena promised. “I’m going to college for me.”

For the first time in her life, she was doing something entirely for herself. And even when her mother slammed the bedroom door of their hotel suite in her face, Serena vowed to keep boldly sticking to her guns. No matter what obstacles might pop up along the way.

And all the while, Serena would also never give up hope that her mother would forgive her…so that they could finally have a loving relationship that didn’t have anything to do with business.

* * *

The music streaming out of the open dorm windows drew Serena out of her memories of the conversation with her mother and back to campus. When Serena had first moved in to the three-story building, she had expected everyone else at Stanford to be a bookworm like she was. Only to find that most other students’ bookshelves held everything but books—makeup, magazines, and a surprising number of already empty bottles of alcohol.

Thus far, she hadn’t seen too many of her fellow students crack open a book, either. How, she wondered, did they all manage to be so carefree about their classes when she felt like she was drowning already? Were they all that much smarter than she was that they didn’t even have to try? Good thing she loved the library so much, because it was clearly where she was going to be spending most of her time trying to squeeze everything she was being taught into her brain.

But as she headed for the second floor and saw groups of students chatting and laughing as they got ready to go out, she had to ask herself—had she come to college just to spend all of her time in the library? Hadn’t she also dreamed of living a “normal” life for once? Of taking risks and trying new exciting things that she never would have been able to experience in her old life? Of finally being free?

And yet, she hadn’t been to one single campus party. She’d always had a paper to write or a test to study for. But those were just excuses. And regardless of how much she loved books and the library and her classes, she knew there had to be more to living life than just studying and reading. Besides, she’d been to dozens of terrifying Hollywood parties over the years, so a campus party should be a piece of cake, shouldn’t it?

Unlocking her door, she saw that her roommate wasn’t around, but there were several girls at the end of the hall who were clearly getting ready to go out. Serena made herself smile through her nerves as she headed over to them.

“Hi,” she said as the girls turned toward her. She started to give an awkward little wave before pulling her hand back a moment too late for them not to see. “Are you guys going to a party on campus tonight?”

Jen, a pretty blonde, nodded. “Delta Tau Delta.”

When Jen didn’t say anything more, and neither did Larissa or Holly as they focused on pouring each other tequila shots, every cell in Serena’s body screamed at her to go back to her room for another quiet night of studying before she made a complete fool of herself.

No. She needed to go for it, not hide out someplace safe like she had for the past two weeks she’d been at school.

“I’d love to join you guys, if that would be okay?”

Jen made a sad face. “Actually, the three of us are already late. We are just about to head out the door.” She looked pointedly at Serena’s clothes before adding, “And you’ll probably need a while to get ready. So maybe we’ll see you there.”

Serena had momentarily forgotten about the baggy jeans, sweatshirt, and baseball cap she was wearing. Her disguise, as she liked to think of it, to throw off any photographers who might be lurking around wanting to get a picture of her to sell to the gossip sites.

“Sure,” she said, in what she hoped was an easy voice that didn’t betray how lame she felt for asking them if she could tag along, only to have the answer be no. She tried not to let her smile slip either. “I’ll see you there.”

While the girls continued to drink and laugh as if they had all the time in the world before they needed to leave, Serena headed down the hall to the bathroom. At this time of night, the showers were blessedly empty. She hung up her towel on a hook in the tiled enclosure, then stood under the warm spray and tried to let it wash away her doubts about actually going to the party.

Soon it would be show time. Only, instead of playing the supermodel role she’d somehow managed to pull off for so many years, she’d be trying to act like she was a perfectly normal college student who knew how to have a good time at a frat party on a Friday night. In the wake of the rejection from the girls down the hall, she felt like she needed to pull it off now more than ever.

But even as she thought it, she knew tonight wasn’t about proving anything to those girls. It was about proving something to herself. That she could go to her first-ever campus party and have fun just like everyone else. That she could make good on her vow to make going to college work despite how badly her mother believed it would go for someone like Serena. And, even if it wasn’t always easy, that she would never let herself forget how magical it was just to be here, on a college campus full of so many new opportunities. Opportunities she simply needed to be brave enough to reach for.

Forty-five minutes later, however, when Serena got to the Delta Tau Delta house, her feet froze on the front steps as she stared wide-eyed at the party already in full swing. A rap song was cranked up so high her ears were already starting to ring. Students were dancing and making out and drinking in pretty much every corner of the big main room that she could see into, including Jen, Larissa, and Holly, who were hanging all over some frat boys, giggling at whatever it was they were saying.

It didn’t take long for people to start doing double takes in Serena’s direction, pointing and whispering as they recognized her, despite the fact that she’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail and wasn’t wearing any makeup. All thoughts of having fun, of throwing caution to the wind and really living her life, fell away as she silently asked herself how she could have chosen the short denim skirt and form-fitting white top to wear tonight. She felt totally exposed…

It’s okay, she told herself silently as she worked to come unfrozen, you can do this. Just get out there and start dancing like everyone else.

Thank God, that was when Abi spotted her. “Hey, roomie, I’m so glad you’re here!” A few seconds later, Abi was sliding her arm through Serena’s and pulling her onto the dance floor. “Ready to work it?”

No, she was definitely not ready to work it. But, thankfully, her roommate’s friendly smile and the funny antics of the DJ spinning the tunes helped Serena finally relax into the music. Closing her eyes a little while later as she lifted her arms and swayed her hips, she could almost pretend that she was just the same as any other freshman girl at this party.

Perfectly normal.


CHAPTER TWO


Sean Morrison refilled his red plastic cup from one of the kegs in the corner and downed half of it in one long swallow, even though beer wasn’t doing it for him tonight. He’d been drinking steadily for the past couple of hours and barely felt buzzed.

The frat kept the good stuff in a locked cabinet in the back of the dining room. Heading through the crowd, he found Kurt and Zane, two of his frat brothers and baseball teammates, making their way through a bottle of tequila. Kurt held out a full shot glass by way of greeting Sean.

“We were wondering when we were going to see your sorry ass in here.” Both guys were already drunk enough to be sprawled on two beat-up leather couches.

“If I knew you were waiting on me for a tea party,” Sean said as he took the glass from Kurt, “I would have at least worn a tie.”

Used to be, a couple of shots of tequila would make his throat burn and his eyes water. But lately, he’d been drinking so much that downing it in one gulp was no sweat. He didn’t bother to wait for the buzz to hit him before he refilled the glass, and a couple more shots in, he finally got to where he was trying to go.

Numb.

Totally numb.

For the past three months, everything inside his chest had felt raw. Splintered. Broken. Hell, he thought as he reached for the bottle and splashed more booze into the glass, it had been longer than that.

One year ago, his family had gotten the news that his mother, Lisa, had cancer. She’d been supposed to beat it, only forty-seven and in great shape. She’d always eaten right and worked out, and taught her kids to do the same.

But none of that had mattered. Not how healthy she was supposed to be. Not how hard she fought with medicine and meditation and positive thoughts. Not even the fact that she had six kids and a husband who all needed her to live.

Sean had missed his finals last year, had been at her bedside along with the rest of his family when she’d finally slipped completely away. They’d known for a few weeks that it was coming, as she drifted in and out of consciousness depending on how much pain she was in and how high they’d cranked up the medicine. But knowing it was coming hadn’t meant Sean had been able to prepare for it at all.

Every moment he wasn’t with her, he’d been taking the pictures he knew she loved so much, and that had been her connection to the world outside her fifteen-by-fifteen-foot hospital room. Pictures of his brothers and sisters and dad. Pictures of the bayside path by their house where she’d always walked their dog. Pictures of the magnolia tree in their yard as its large pink flowers bloomed. Whenever she woke up, he’d made sure there were at least a couple of new pictures hanging from the lines he’d rigged up on the ceiling.

Each of his brothers and sisters had helped with something. His oldest brother, Grant, who’d founded one of the most successful social networking businesses in Silicon Valley, had taken over the day-to-day of running the household finances and managing their parents’ portfolio. Drew, his second oldest brother who had become a pretty big rock star in the past year, had wanted to cancel his European tour to sit in her hospital room with her, but his mother had made him promise not to do that, a promise he had made himself keep until those last few weeks. Olivia, his middle sister, who was a year ahead of him at Stanford, had appointed herself the one in charge of making sure their littlest sister, Madison, stayed on track for her senior year at high school and got all of her college applications in. Justin, Sean’s twin brother, who was also a junior at Stanford, had put his science brain to work on researching the best possible doctors and treatment plans. Maddie, who loved to cook, must have made her mother every single recipe in every single diet book that promised to cure cancer with nutrition. And all of them had taken care of their father, Michael, who had barely left his wife’s side.

Since her passing, Sean hadn’t taken a picture. And three months later, even with buckets of beer and tequila pumping through his veins, he could still hear his father and Maddie sobbing, Grant and Drew cursing, and the scary silence from Olivia in his mother’s hospital room.

Sean had had to get out, get away from it all. When he’d finally gotten outside into the sunshine, before he even realized what he was doing, he’d lifted the classic 35mm Canon film camera his mother had given him for his thirteenth birthday over his head and smashed it down onto the concrete. He was strong enough from years of playing baseball and weight lifting that it had shattered immediately.

He couldn’t imagine wanting to take pictures again. Not when they hadn’t helped one damned thing.

For tonight, at least, he’d managed to get to the point where nothing could touch him. Where he could pretend to be the carefree jock that everyone thought he was. Stanford had begged his brother Justin to come here based on his grades and science trophies. Sean’s grades weren’t quite as good, but when combined with his baseball skills, they were enough for a scholarship. Everyone looked at the Morrison twins and saw one as the brain, the other as the jock. Only when they were at home did those labels fall away, and they were just brothers.

For a moment, Sean wished Justin had come to the party tonight. The two of them could have hung out and turned their minds to mush playing video games upstairs. But Justin had never been into frat parties, especially not when he could be hanging out in some science lab with one of his fellow brains. Especially Taylor, the girl he was too much of a wuss to make a move on. Just think what egg-headed kids those two would have if they ever managed to get it on.

Zane finally pushed himself up off the couch and wobbled for a second before saying, “Time to go see what gifts the freshman class is offering up tonight. Give me a ten-minute head start, Morrison,” his friend said, “so that I don’t have to get second-best.”

“Third best,” Kurt said to Zane as he got up in just as wobbly a manner. “You’re going to have to get in line behind me.”

School had been back in session for two weeks, and every night so far there had been a party during rush. The main room was already overheated as everyone danced and drank. The loud music, the laughter, the sour smell of beer that never left the frat house no matter how hard the cleaning crew worked to eradicate it—all of it felt like a vise tightening around Sean’s chest. Just as he’d needed to get out of his mother’s hospital room, he needed to get out of here, too.

Sean was pushing through the crowd, hell-bent on reaching the door, when he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.

Because he was looking at the most beautiful girl in the world.

* * *

See, Serena told herself as she kept moving to the music, this isn’t so hard. In fact, she was having a really good time dancing with Abi. Serena hadn’t gotten to know her roommate too well yet, as they both always seemed to be running in different directions, but it was definitely awesome of Abi to stick with her like this. Especially considering Serena wasn’t exactly sure what she would have done if some guy had come up to her instead and wanted to dance with—

Just then, a large, warm hand curled around Serena’s waist. Her breath whooshed out in surprise as she was spun around, but when she looked up at the guy who was holding on to her, she momentarily forgot about the need to breathe at all.

Because he had the most striking green eyes she’d ever seen.

She knew she probably should have told the stranger to take his hands off her. And she should already have been pushing out of his arms, too. But when he smiled down at her and said, “Hi,” she was so drawn by his incredible magnetism that she simply echoed him.

“Hi.”

“Damn,” he said in a low voice that rippled up her spine, then down to her toes, “you’re beautiful.”

For all the times that Serena had been told she was beautiful during the course of her modeling career, it had never meant as much to her as it did right then, from the lips of a gorgeous stranger holding her in his arms.

Maybe that was why her reply made its way past her brain to her lips. “So are you.”

Again, his smile flashed, but a moment later it was gone. That was when she belatedly realized that neither smile had reached his eyes. And when she looked more closely into the green depths, the twisted-up torment she saw in them had her instinctively raising her hand to his cheek.

“Whatever happened,” she said softly, so close to his lips that she could almost taste them, “I’m sorry.”

Pain flashed through his eyes before a brutal sound tore from his throat, pain so intense that she swore she could feel it herself. The next thing she knew, his mouth was on hers, claiming her lips in a way no one ever had as he pulled her closer against him.

Time and again, she’d read books about passion so deep that the characters would throw away everything in their lives for it. Only, no matter how skilled the author, she’d never really understood it. So even though her mother had warned her over and over, all the way back to when she was a very little girl, that she should never, ever let herself be seduced and enthralled by a man’s pretty words or caresses, Serena hadn’t worried about it. Not when it had always felt like any passion, any heat, she gave off for the cameras was all for show. Inside, she’d worried that she’d always feel frozen.

But this—the thrill bumps rising across the surface of her skin, the way her tongue instinctively licked out to stroke his, the perfect fit of her curves and softness against his muscles and strength—this was the kind of passion people threw away perfectly good lives for. And it was no wonder, when just kissing him could make her feel this way.

Like she was thawing from the inside out.

Serena couldn’t believe how good it felt to be in his arms and how quickly his kiss was heating up her body. And as he showed her the passion, the wild heat, and the wonder that she’d been seeking for so long, instead of stopping him or pushing him away, she moved even closer between his strong thighs and twined her fingers into his soft, dark hair to keep his mouth against hers.

On a groan, he captured her mouth more deeply. For a few perfect moments, they were equal partners in passion. He wasn’t leading and she wasn’t following. They were both simply taking and giving to each other exactly what they needed.

A break from the cold.

A reminder of what it was to feel alive, completely alive.

And a chance to forget what they each needed to forget.

For herself, all she wanted was to forget that her life had never been hers, not until she’d set foot on this campus. And for him? Well, it was obvious that whatever it was that he needed to forget had wounded him deeply. Very deeply.

“My room.”

The air brushing against her lips as he spoke startled her for a moment. Why, she wondered, had he stopped kissing her?

There was no forethought on her part as she pulled his mouth back down to hers. All she knew was that when he kissed her, everything felt right and she didn’t want the feeling to go away. Not when she’d finally found something—someone—to make her feel this good.

Thank God, he immediately lowered his mouth back to hers. This time she was the one running her tongue along his lower lip, then nipping it lightly with her front teeth. When he groaned against her lips, she had to do it again, loving that she was affecting him just as much as he was affecting her.

“My room,” he said again, only this time he punctuated each word with another sizzling-hot kiss.

With his kisses intertwining with his words, she could almost just let them wash over her like the music. But when he pulled away enough to take her hand and lead her through the crowd, without his mouth on hers to lull her, the cautious voice inside her head that she’d tried so hard to stuff away earlier that evening popped back up, front and center so that she couldn’t ignore it.

What are you doing? You don’t even know this guy! He’s planning to take you to his room…and you can’t be such a naïve, dense virgin that you don’t know why, can you?

The voice, the words, all sounded like her mother’s. But it was true, she realized as ice-cold reality suddenly splashed over her, that if anyone had taken a picture of them making out—or, God forbid, a video—it could already be up on Twitter or Facebook right now.

It was a horribly sobering thought to think about the way the gossip sites and magazines would eat this up…but it was far worse to think that her mother would see them. Especially after Genevieve had made it perfectly clear that she’d never forgive Serena if she tossed everything away for a boy.

What had she been thinking?

But that was just the problem. She hadn’t been thinking, hadn’t been able to form a coherent thought from the moment the stranger’s lips met hers.

Just then, he moved close again, close enough that her body betrayed her by leaning into his heat rather than away from it. “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you,” he said in a low voice that rippled through all the parts of her that he’d just brought to life with his kisses.

And the truth was that she was nearly as lulled by his sensual words as she’d been by his kisses. But that was just the problem: When she was in his arms, she wanted so badly to never let go of the wonderful feelings he sent rushing through her, that she was afraid she’d do something stupid. Like giving up her virginity, two weeks into college, to a beautiful stranger at a frat party. All because she wanted to feel something real and big and true.

“I—” She faltered as he kissed her again because it really did feel so good, so perfect. She couldn’t believe how hard it was to make herself tug her hand from his and start to take a step back. “I should go now.”

But instead of moving away from her, instead of letting her go, he slid one hand around the nape of her neck. “Stay.” He stroked her skin as if to coax her to change her mind. “Come upstairs with me and I promise we won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”

He lowered his mouth as if he was going to kiss her again, but the more he tried to convince her to come upstairs to sleep with him, the colder every part of her grew.

Too late, she realized that she’d been so stupid and needy that she’d mistaken the heat of his drunken kisses for something more, for something bigger. For something she’d been waiting her whole life to feel.

Suddenly she could see that all he wanted was to take her up to his room to have sex with her, even though he couldn’t possibly know anything at all about her apart from the fact that she was famous…and that she obviously loved kissing him.

Angry with him—but also with herself for being stupid enough to think it could ever have been a good idea to go to a frat party—she put both of her hands on his chest and shoved him away. So hard that, for the first time since he’d spun her into his arms out on the dance floor, he didn’t try to kiss her again.

“What’s wrong?”

“I know you’ve probably seen my pictures in magazines and think I’m easy—”

God, she couldn’t believe her voice was starting to break. She needed to get out of here before she made an even bigger fool of herself. But she couldn’t leave without letting him know that whatever he’d assumed about her just because she was famous was wrong. Completely wrong.

“I shouldn’t have come here tonight and I definitely shouldn’t have kissed you back,” she told him. “But I still can’t believe you would actually think that I’d want to sleep with you when I only just met you five minutes ago. I would never do that.” She made sure to look him straight in the eye. “Never.”

Then she reached deep for the poise she’d used on hundreds of runways, and walked away.

* * *

What the hell had just happened?

Sean stood frozen in the spot where the girl had shoved him away and then called him out for acting like a total jerk. One second he’d been buzzing from the alcohol, the next he’d been kissing the prettiest girl in the world. And then, just minutes later, everything had gone horribly wrong.

What the hell had he just done?

The girl was gone, but he could still see the expressions that had raced across her face right before she left. First, she’d been stunned. Then, she’d been angry. But by the end, she’d simply looked hurt. And so incredibly disappointed, as if she couldn’t believe he would treat her the way he had, like nothing more than a piece of meat.

What the hell was wrong with him lately?

Any buzz the alcohol had given him, any numbness he’d managed to attain, immediately disappeared in the wake of her disappointment in him. When she’d shoved him away, when she’d looked at him like he was scum and then laid out the really good reasons why he actually was scum, it had been like having a huge bucket of ice water dumped over him.

Sean felt like he was finally waking up from a long, bad dream.

Especially given what she’d said to him when they were on the dance floor: “Whatever happened, I’m sorry.” It was as though she’d seen straight through to his heart, everything he’d been trying to hold back, to hold inside, to ignore and forget. And when she’d reached up to touch his cheek, it had been the first time he’d felt alive, truly alive, in months.

When Sean was a little kid and got into his first fight on the playground at school, his mother and father had taught him how to apologize. Tonight, though, he didn’t need his mother’s voice in his head telling him the right thing to do. He knew it already. Because he’d been a dirtbag.

An epic dirtbag.

Sean pushed through the crowd and out the door in hopes that she’d still be outside talking to friends, telling them what a total ass he was. But she wasn’t out there and he hated the thought of her heading back to her dorm alone at night, even though the campus was usually safe.

Plus, since he didn’t even know her name, how was he going to let her know how sorry he was?

“Damn,” Kurt said, shaking his head as he walked up. “I never thought the day would come when you’d strike out. Big time, too. I guess that’s what happens when you try to put the moves on a supermodel; they’re not that easily impressed.”

“What did you just say? You know who she is?”

“Seriously?” Kurt looked at Sean over the rim of his beer cup. “You didn’t know you were putting the moves on one of the hottest supermodels in the world? Everyone has been talking about Serena Britten being a freshman this year. People have been trying to spot her, but she’s been pretty elusive until tonight. I couldn’t believe it when I saw that she was here dancing. Of course, that was right when you swooped in to make your move.”

When she’d been dancing with her eyes closed, her hands raised as she moved to the beat, her long hair falling in waves over her shoulders and her legs going on forever, she hadn’t looked as young as the other girls. Sean had wondered if she could be a sophomore or junior, and had thought there was something familiar about her. But he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it. Now, though, he could totally picture Serena’s face on the cover of the magazines his sister Maddie pored over.

Suddenly, what she’d said right after she’d shoved him away made perfect sense: “I know you’ve probably seen my pictures in magazines and think I’m easy.”

Damn it, no. He didn’t think that. He hadn’t even known she was famous. And if he wasn’t absolutely sure that showing up at her dorm room tonight to apologize would only freak her out more, Sean would already have been halfway across campus to tell her all this.

When he headed back inside, it wasn’t to party or to drink any more, but to change into his shorts and running shoes. Already he knew that the only chance he’d have of getting any sleep tonight would be through pure exhaustion.

Especially when the disappointment in Serena’s eyes wouldn’t stop haunting him.


CHAPTER THREE


After baseball practice early Saturday morning, Sean headed on foot to the freshman dorms. Now that he knew who Serena was, he must have heard her name at least a dozen times since last night. Clearly, the only reason he’d missed the news of her being on campus was because he’d been so deep in his numbed-out haze of drinking every night and then trying to keep his shit together out on the field and in class during the day that he hadn’t paid attention to anything else.

As he pushed through the front doors of her dorm, though he hadn’t been nervous around a girl since his early teens, his heart was pounding hard. He had just jogged up the stairs to the second floor when one of the doors opened and someone stepped into the hall.

The girl had on baggy jeans and an even baggier sweatshirt. Her hair was tucked up into a Stanford ball cap, and she had a loaded messenger bag slung across one shoulder. But even if most people would have looked right past her, he recognized her immediately. What, he wondered, was Serena doing wearing that disguise? Because that was clearly what it was.

She kept her head down as if she was thinking really hard about something, so it wasn’t until she was nearly at the stairs that she saw him.

He didn’t wait, couldn’t wait another second to tell her, “I need to apologize to you for the way I acted last night.”

For a moment surprise lit her features, but then her expression closed up so that he couldn’t figure out what she was thinking—or feeling—at all. “It doesn’t matter,” she said in a flat voice as she moved past him and down the stairs to head outside. “Just forget about it.”

But it did matter, and he couldn’t just forget about it. Or about her.

He’d been up all night trying to figure out a way to make things up to her, but now that he was with her again, the words he’d planned to say got muddled together in his head. “Last night, I was drunk and—”

She spun around on the grass to face him, her previously restrained expression now blazing with anger. “Do you really think that saying you were drunk and didn’t know what you were doing is how you apologize to a girl for grabbing her out of the blue and trying to convince her to sleep with you two minutes later?”

Damn it, he thought as she turned and started walking away even faster, he hadn’t meant to screw things up again. Or to make things worse. Especially when beneath her anger he could still see her disappointment.

“You’re completely right that it doesn’t matter how much I had to drink or what state of mind I was in. I shouldn’t have come on to you the way I did, and I definitely shouldn’t have tried to convince you to come upstairs to my bedroom. There’s no excuse for it, and I really am sorry for the way I behaved. You should be able to kiss a guy at a party without him dragging you off to bed by your hair.” He wished more than anything that he could just hit rewind and go back a day. A year, actually. So that he could have his mother back in time to save her from cancer and not screw things up with Serena. “I have two sisters, and if any guy tried to do to them what I did to you, I’d tear him apart.”

In her obvious shock at everything he’d just said, she stumbled over a thick tuft of grass. Her bag was so heavy that she would have fallen if he hadn’t grabbed her arm. He heard her gasp softly at his touch before she pulled her arm away, but her face remained flushed…and she looked even more beautiful than she had the night before when she’d been in his arms.

He had come here today to tell her how sorry he was, not to hit on her again, but Sean still couldn’t stop his reaction to her. It was natural. Primal. Chemical. And so powerful that just being near her made him feel better—and clearer—than he had in months.

She took a deep breath, then blew it out, pulling her hat off and shaking out her hair as if she didn’t quite know what she should do next. Maybe, he hoped, it was because she could still feel their connection, too, despite what an idiot he’d been?
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