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Loving the Chase


Chapter 1
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“IS IT JUST MY IMAGINATION or is that guy staring at me?” I whisper to my roommate Tyra in the library.

Tyra looks up from her math textbook, then spots the aforementioned staring guy across the room. “Yeah, he’s staring at you.”

“Do I have something on my face?” In spite of the discomfort his gaze makes me feel, I can’t help but notice how handsome he is: short sleek brown hair, bright hazel eyes, clear tanned skin, and a red mouth that begs to be kissed.

Tyra rolls her green eyes. “The only thing you have on your face is a natural beauty that drives girls crazy with jealousy.”

“Shhh!” The guy from the table next to us glares at us through his round glasses.

Sorry, I mouth at him.

“Don’t apologize.” Tyra sends the shusher a pointed look. “Quiet conversations are allowed in this space. It says so on the sign.”

“Can we move?” Hazel-eyed guy is kind of creeping me out. He may be attractive—like Abercrombie-&-Fitch-model attractive—but he seriously hasn’t blinked for the last five minutes. It’s unsettling as hell.

“Sure,” Tyra says, picking up her books.

“Thank God,” the shusher mutters.

My roommate clenches her teeth. “You want to say that louder, you mother—?”

I grab her arm before she can throw a book at his glasses. “Let’s go.” I love Tyra, but sometimes her temper can match her hair—wild and red like fire. It does come in handy though when restaurants try to overcharge us.

Thankfully, she calms down and lets me lead her out of the room, but not before sending the shusher a death-glare.

Unfortunately, thanks to my cursed klutziness, I slip on some invisible thing when we’re out on the staircase. I open my mouth, about to cry out because I think my face is going to hit one of the stairs, but someone catches me before my head can hit the concrete.

I blush. My savior has a pair of nice arms. Like ridiculously nice, thin yet muscular arms. I lift my head up, ready to thank my knight in a white t-shirt and jeans; however, the words evaporate from my tongue when I look up at the face of the handsome hazel-eyed creep.

He smiles at me. “Hello.”

“Um, hi.” I know I shouldn’t care, but damn, this guy is hot. He fills out his fitted t-shirt very nicely and those previously-mentioned arms. He’s tall too. I’m 5-foot-5, and the top of my head just reaches his shoulder. “Thanks,” I say as I keep my eyes on his chest, too shy to meet his stare.

“You’re welcome, but my eyes are up here, darling.”

My blush darkens. “Oh, sorry—”

“No need to apologize.” He smirks. “Many people have a hard time keeping their eyes off my chest.”

A very audible “ugh” comes out of Tyra’s throat.

“Let’s get dinner,” he says. Statement, not a question.

What? “I’m not hungry.” Of course my stomach chooses right at this moment to growl. Loudly.

“I think your body is saying otherwise.”

“I’m trying to lose weight,” I lie. Wow, he has amazing arms. Oh my God, why am I getting myself fixated on his arms? I should get away from this criminally attractive dude.

His eyes not-so subtly study my body. “Darling, you could stand to gain a few pounds.” Then he asks, “What do you like to eat?”

“I only eat Soylent. Um, see you around.” I attempt to extricate myself from his arms, but he grabs my hand before I can leave.

“You should have some real food.”

“I’m fine with my Soylent. It’s like the future of food. It’s like post-food, which is perfect for our post-everything generation.” What the hell am I saying? I sound like a freaking spokesmodel for Soylent. I don’t even like the stuff. I tried it once and thought it tasted like vaguely nutty sludge. Why can’t I just tell him no?

“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Tyra exclaims. She snatches my hand and yanks me away from him. “Thanks for preventing my friend from getting a concussion, but we need to go.”

“What about din—?” he asks.

“She’ll call you,” she replies. Before he can point out that we haven’t exchanged names, let alone phone numbers, she briskly walks down the staircase, taking me with her.

She narrows her eyes at me once we’re out of the library. “‘It’s like post-food, which is perfect for our post-everything generation’?” 

“I babble when I get nervous,” I say meekly.

“Clearly,” she says. “Jesus, you need to work on being more assertive. If you don’t want to go out with a guy, you should just tell him no instead of making a list of dumb excuses. Though that guy seemed especially pushy—I’m not sure if his ego could’ve taken no for an answer.”

“Thanks for saving me back there.” If she wasn’t around, I would probably be eating dinner with the jerk right now, then doing God-knows-what-else with him.

“What are friends for? But seriously, you need to learn how to say no. Let’s practice. Lila, can you do my 18-page paper on Plato’s The Republic for me?”

“When is it due?”

“No! The correct answer is ‘Hell no, Tyra, you can do your own fucking homework.’” She pats my cheek. “You poor sweet thing. It’s a wonder that you’ve managed to avoid being taken advantage of by everyone in the world.”

“Can we go to the law school library? I really need to finish my Physics problem set.” Hopefully, we won’t run into the hazel-eyed creep there; the law school is on the other side of campus and usually pretty close to empty at night.

“Sure. I should probably get started on that 18-page Plato paper.”

“Wait, that’s real?”

“Sure is. And it’s due tomorrow.”

“Oh my God, I actually want to help you write your paper now—”

“No.” Then she says, “There. See how easy that was?”
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Chapter 2
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WHEN I WALK OUT OF the classroom after listening to yet another Organic Chemistry lecture that I understood maybe 10% of, I check my phone. What are you bringing to the bake sale tomorrow? Anika texted me. Nothing is not an option!

A groan leaves my mouth. I made it clear to Anika that I have pretty much zero baking skills, but thanks to her determination to see our dorm Redstone get a projector and my inability to say no, I promised her that I would make something. I give her a vague reply. Hopefully something yummy. Maybe I could whip up something courtesy of Betty Crocker. It has to be hard to mess up pre-made cake mix, right?

Because I’m walking as I’m texting, I bump into a guy. “Oh, sor—” My tongue becomes tied when I look up and see the ridiculously good-looking face of the hazel-eyed creep.

He shoots me a smug smile. “We meet again, Soylent Girl.”

Crap. Where’s a friend who can say no for you when you need one? “So we do. Um, sorry for bumping into you. Bye.” But just as I take a step away from him, he takes hold of my wrist.

“My name is Chase,” he says, completely oblivious to my unease.

Thanks for the unsolicited information. “Hey, uh, could you let go of me?” Wow, I suck at being assertive.

“That depends. Are you going to run away as soon as I do?”

My jaw drops. Did he take his flirting tips from How to be a Creepy Jackass? “Um...” A voice in my head screams, Kick his shin, then run like the fucking wind! But my cowardly feet stay still.

“What’s your name?”

As if I’m going to tell him the least bit of personal information! “I...I...”

Impossibly relaxed, he drags me out of the building. “Let’s go to Le Petit Square.”

How I should respond—I’m not going anywhere with you, you ass-hat! What I actually say: “That French place? It’s so expensive!” What. Is. The. Matter. With. Me?

“I’m paying, darling.”

I don’t want to eat food that was purchased by you! “You don’t need to...” Outside, the white buildings on campus are bathed in twilight. The cool October air sends goosebumps up and down my arms, causing me to shiver.

In one graceful motion, Chase opens his messenger bag and takes out a navy blue sweatshirt. “Here.” He pulls me into his arms and puts the sweatshirt on me. “Better?”

I finger the sleeves of his hoodie; it’s made of a soft and warm material. Then I register that he’s let go of my hand. But as soon as I think of seizing the chance to run away from him, he folds his hand over mine. Damn it. I mumble, “It’s better. Thanks.”

“You haven’t told me your name yet.”

None of your business. “It’s Lila.” Why. Can’t. I. Just. Say. No?

“Pretty name. Though looking at you, I would’ve pegged you for a Snow.”

I want to roll my eyes. Because of my long raven-black hair, fair skin, blue eyes, and reddish lips, I’ve met many guys who believed they were being exceedingly clever and sweet when they gave me the nickname Snow White. It was kind of cute the first few times, but past 8th grade, it got really tired. Instead of telling Chase that, I only say, “Oh.”

He smiles. God, it’s panty-melting. “You’re cute.”

So cute you basically had to kidnap me? “Oh.”

Once we’re a block from campus, we come across Le Petit Square. Through the spotless glass windows, I can see the sparkling chandelier, shiny white tablecloths, and suited waiters. I wince, glancing down at our outfits. He’s wearing a white tee under a beat-up leather jacket while I’m wearing a t-shirt with a smiling sloth on it under the hoodie, and he’s in black jeans while mine have unintended holes in them. “I’m not sure if our clothes are appropriate.” We’re dressed for McDonald’s, not high-class French cuisine.

“We’re fine. They love me here.” A corner of his mouth curves up. “Or rather, they love my wallet.”

A beaming host greets us as soon as we step into the restaurant. “Ah, Mr. Eastwick, it’s so lovely seeing you again. Would you like your usual table?”

Eastwick—that sounds familiar. Where did I hear that name before? I gasp. Chase Eastwick—a girl at my dorm told me about him. He’s the son of Louis Eastwick, the CEO of Eastwick Pictures, a film production company that came out with 10 Best Picture Oscar winners and 15 one-billion-dollar blockbusters. She said, “In other words, Chase’s loaded as fuck. His dad donated like 5 buildings to Middleson University.” She added, winking, “Rumor has it he’s ridiculously hot too.”

“Yes, please,” Chase says, following the host without letting go of my hand.

I glance at Chase. What does the son of a billionaire want with me? 

His usual booth is a secluded one in the corner. Once the host is gone, I find myself sitting on the red leather. Chase sits next to me, wrapping an arm around my waist. I swallow, feeling a bit claustrophobic. “Uh, one of us can sit on the other side.” I give a pointed glance at the empty leather seat across from us.

“I like sitting next to you,” he says, his hip against mine.

I don’t like sitting next to you. “Er, okay.”

“What would you like to eat, Snow?” He grabs a menu and opens it. My eyes widen. Thank God he’s paying.

I want to eat instant ramen at my dorm, away from you. “Chicken crepes sound good.”

“You want any appetizers? Perhaps some escargot?”

I wrinkle my nose. “Those are the snails, right?”

“They taste better than they look. Trust me.”

Why would I trust you, a total stranger who dragged me here against my will? I shake my head. “I’ll pass.” Huh, looks like I can say no to him. Sure, it may only be to refuse overpriced snails, but perhaps I can work my way up to telling him that I don’t want to hang out with his pushy ass.

“Suit yourself, Snow.”

“My name is Lila,” I say, the faintest hint of annoyance in my tone.

“I know, but I thought I’d give you a cute little nickname.”

You and a dozen other unimaginative guys.

After we order food, I gulp down some water, my cheeks turning red under his gaze. Jeez, how long can he go without blinking? I blurt out, “Why did you take me here?”

Not skipping a beat, he says, “I want to get to know you.”

“Why?”

He chuckles. “I have to have a reason?”

“Do you just take random girls to lunch then?”

He keeps his eyes on me. “Fine. I’ll give you two reasons. One, you’re beautiful. And two...” He pulls me even closer to him so that I’m practically sitting on his lap. My blush becomes darker. I bite my lip, stopping myself from saying, Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just happy to see me? His voice turns low, so no one but me can hear his next words: “I want you in my bed.”

If I had water in my mouth, I would spray it all over his face. What kind of guy declares that to a girl he just met? I mean, I guess he gets some points for honesty, but where is his sense of decency? “Uh...”

“Should we take our food to go?” he asks in a seductive whisper.

Thankfully, the waiter arrives with our entrees, saving me from having to respond. Once the server is gone, I tear into my chicken crepes.

“You’re hungry,” Chase remarks.

I only nod, my mouth full of creamy chicken and pastry. Wow, these crepes are delicious—almost worth going out with a douche who has no sense of boundaries.

Dinner is brief. Awkward silence—well, awkward for me; Chase seems cool and collected as ever while he digs into his foie gras—surrounds us as we eat. I breathe a sigh of relief when our plates are empty and the check comes. When Chase grabs it, I involuntarily say, “Thanks.” He dragged me here and propositioned me; I shouldn’t be thanking him.

“You’re welcome.”

After Chase pays for the meal, we walk out of the restaurant. I think this is going to be the end of our strange encounter and I’m ready to say goodbye, but then he asks, “What’s your phone number?”

I open my mouth, struggling to remember the number of the Chinese restaurant near my dorm.

“Never mind. I’ll just put my number into your phone.” Without bothering to ask for my permission, he takes my ancient Nokia out of my pocket and enters his digits into it. Just as I recall the Chinese place’s number, he gives me my phone back. “There you go,” he says. “Do you want me to walk you back to your place?”

I’m proud of myself for actually shaking my head and telling him, “I’ll be fine.” Then I ask, “Do you want your sweatshirt back?”

“Keep it.” He winks. “I like the idea of you going home with a piece of me.” He has the gall to kiss my forehead. “See you later, Snow.”

Once he’s gone, I stare at my Nokia. I groan. Hey sexy, Chase texted to “Chase Eastwick, the hottest thing on Earth.” Great. Now the creep is in possession of my number. My finger hangs above “Block number.” I know I should touch it. There’s no way that an arrogant douche like Chase could be good for me. But I drop my phone back into my pocket, Chase’s number remaining unblocked. In spite of everything, I’m still attracted to Chase. He’s that gorgeous.

God help my dumb ass.
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Chapter 3
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ANIKA LOOKS AT ME THROUGH narrowed eyes. “You made a Betty Crocker chocolate cake with Cool Whip frosting? Do you not get the meaning of ‘homemade’?”

“Hey, I mixed the batter and put it in the oven,” I say, haphazardly adding another layer of Cool Whip to my cake. “It’s homemade enough.”

Rolling her eyes, she runs a hand through her black bob. “Pre-made is not homemade,” she says in an exasperated tone. “This is homemade.” She points at her photoshoot-ready made-from-scratch chocolate-frosted vanilla cupcakes and key lime pie.

“Sorry, not all of us are Martha Stewart.”

“Well, everyone should be Martha because she is a queen.”

“Didn’t she go to jail for insider trading?” I watch Anika cut into her tray of brownies. My mouth waters. I’m tempted to snatch one of the delicious perfect little squares, but she would kill me. I made these to help raise funds for a projector, not feed you, she would say.

“It was a misunderstanding!”

I glance at my cake. Admittedly, it’s kind of a pathetic-looking contribution to the bake sale, especially compared to Anika’s visually appealing confections. But hey, I tried. Sort of.

Anika surveys the desserts on the table we set up outside Redstone: dozens of cookies, plates of sprinkled cupcakes, a selection of pies, and a handful of cakes, all made by our dorm-mates. 

A week ago, Anika complained about watching Big Little Lies on the aging TV in the lounge: “How can people fully appreciate the lovely cinematography on a 20-inch screen that’s barely bigger than my laptop?” Then our RA Ed casually suggested, “We could get a projector.” Anika immediately jumped on the idea. “OMG, yes, I could enjoy the cinematography to almost real-life proportions!” Anika exclaimed. She got giddy over the possibility of seeing Nicole Kidman’s face all blown up on the wall. Ed had to calm her down, saying, “I said we could get a projector. Projectors are expensive.” Undeterred, Anika took it upon herself to drum up enthusiasm from the rest of the dorm, having most of Redstone (reluctantly) agree to two bake sales, several car washes, and three boba tea fundraisers. “We’re getting a nice projector,” she said. “I want HD quality and surround sound.”

Anika nods. “This could give us a good start,” she says.  “Though I don't think anyone will pay more than 10 cents for your from-a-box thing.”

“Hey!” I say. “My cake is worth at least a quarter.” When my phone vibrates again,  I tense. It's most likely Chase; since our dinner last night, he's texted me three times. Today, he asked me out for breakfast. And lunch. I should've replied with a quick, to-the-point “no,” but I have a hard time saying no even over text. Instead I just chose to not respond. I asked Tyra for advice on how to fend off his advances. Her words: “Tell him the truth. And if that doesn't work,  threaten to call the cops on his ass. And if that produces no results, call me on his ass.”

In spite of myself, I take out my phone and read his message: Free for dinner tonight? I swallow. I should block his number. It's easy and it only takes like two seconds. But I drop my phone back into my pocket, ignoring his next text.

“Hi, Snow.”

I stiffen when I hear the familiar deep voice. Crap. He’s standing in front of me, a smirk on his ridiculously attractive face and hands in his black Levi’s. “Um, hi, Chase,” I manage.

“Who’s this?” Anika asks in a very audible whisper.

Chase lets out a little laugh. Anika is so not stealthy. She would make a terrible secret agent. “I’m Chase Eastwick.” Then he asks me, “Why haven’t you returned my texts?”

Crap, crap. “I’ve been really busy.”

Understanding dawns on Anika’s face. “Are you the persistent hazel-eyed creep?”

Chase knits his brow. “‘Persistent hazel-eyed creep’?”

“Have you been bothering my friend?” Anika asks.

His eyes turn into slits. “I didn’t think I was bothering her... Snow, can I talk to you?”

“Why do you keep calling her Snow?” Anika asks. “Her name is Lila.”

“I know,” Chase says, terse. To me again: “Can I talk to you?”

“We’re having a bake sale,” I say, blushing.

He takes out his wallet, a shiny black leather one that looks like it’s worth more than the entire contents of my purse. “How much for everything?”

My eyes become big as he pulls out a Benjamin. “Um...”

“Would 300 dollars cover it?”

Before I can recover my ability of speech, Anika says, “Yes!” and grabs Chase’s 3 Benjamins.

He snatches two cupcakes and my wrist. “Let’s go.”

“Hey, how do I know my friend’s going to be okay with you?” 

He grits his teeth. “She’s going to be okay.”

“I want to hear my friend tell me that.”

Save me from this creep. “I...I’m going to be okay with him,” I say.

“See?” Chase says. Without another word, he drags me away from the baked goods.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Somewhere to talk.” When he spots an empty bench under a tree, he walks us to it. Not letting go of me for even a second, he sits on the bench, then puts me on his lap and wraps an arm around my waist. I flush, the shade concealing the red in my cheeks.

His lips near my ear, he asks, “You called me a ‘persistent hazel-eyed creep’?”

“I never called you that.” Out loud.

“But you implied it?”

My blush turns deeper. “Maybe.”

He takes my wrist again. “Are you not attracted to me?”

My pulse races under his touch. “I...”

“Tell me you’re not attracted to me.”

I blink. This guy is so weird. “I’m...I’m not attracted to you.”

The corners of his lips curve up. “Your heartbeat is getting faster. You’re lying.”

“Maybe my heartbeat is getting faster because you scare me,” I mutter.

He lifts his eyebrows. “I scare you?”

Shit, I said that out loud? “A little,” I admit.

“Why are you scared of me? I’d never hurt you. Especially since you’re such a delicate little thing.”

Delicate? I bristle at the adjective, though I have to confess that it’s kind of accurate. I don’t really have any upper body strength to speak of and no one but maybe a very timid mouse would be scared to come across me in a dark alley.

He lifts a white frosted cupcake to my lips. “Want a cupcake? It should be good. After all, I paid $300 for it.”

“Ha.” Hungry, I accept the cupcake and take a bite out of it. Delicious. It’s one of Anika’s. Her cupcakes were one of the few things that kept me going through the hell that was Finals Week of Sophomore Year, Spring Semester. Some advice—never take Honors Chemistry, Advanced Mandarin Chinese, and Advanced Biology in one semester. Seriously, don’t do it.

“You have a little something on your lip.” Before I can utter a syllable, he places his lips on mine and licks the frosting off my lips. Closing my eyes, I let his tongue enter my mouth and grab the back of his gray t-shirt as he kisses me.

Letting me come up for air, he removes his mouth from mine and says, “I think you got a little something on your neck.” I gasp as his lips touch my throat.

“Don’t give me a hickey,” I breathe. “I don’t have concealer.”

He grins. “If I bought you concealer, then could I give you a hickey? On your neck and—” He touches my breast. “—and maybe other places.”

My face burns. “We’re in public.” He seriously has no sense of decency.

“Come to bed with me then.”

My mouth falls open. He’s shameless. I should tell him off. Instead, I say, rather lamely, “I...I don’t do casual sex.”

“Oh, Snow, I don’t think I’m capable of doing casual with you.”

“You don’t even know my last name.”

“Tell me then.”

Unable to resist him, I say, “Lawrence.”

“Lila Lawrence.” Then he kisses my lips again, making me forget everything,  even my own name. God, he's a good kisser. He's a creep, but I could kiss him forever. Disappointment actually fills me when he takes his mouth off mine.

He runs his fingers through my hair. “Come to dinner with me,” he says.

Still dazed from his kiss, I say, “I don’t have any money on me.” Ag, why can’t I just give him a straight-up no?

“Don’t insult me. I’m paying for dinner.”

I gape at him. “How can you still afford to spend money?” Then I remember that his dad’s a billionaire producer. Last night, when I was tired of working on my Organic Chemistry problem set, I looked up Louis Eastwick. Apparently, he produced the He-Man reboot, which featured wooden acting, expensive yet cheap-looking CGI, and plot holes galore but nevertheless managed to make a billion dollars worldwide.

“$300 is almost nothing to me, Lila.”

Almost nothing? I nearly shout. How I envy and loathe the 1%. “I have a lot of homework.” Which is true. I have to read a chapter of my Physics textbook, should get started on my Aristotle essay for Intro to Philosophy (I freaking hate that Middleson University made it a gen ed requirement), and need to finish my Organic Chemistry problem set.

“You’re giving me so many excuses, Snow.” He places a hand on my cheek. “I’m a guy who tends to get what he wants.”

I gulp. I thought drop-dead sexy obsessed alpha males only existed in romance novels and erotica. Evidently not. I’m a little frightened, but I can’t deny that I also find it kind of—okay, very—appealing. “Okay, I’ll go to dinner with you,” I say. Tyra is going to yell at me later for not kicking him in the groin and I won’t blame her, but I’m drawn to Chase.

“Great,” he whispers before kissing me again.
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Chapter 4
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“A PRIVATE ROOM?” I balk at the dimly lit room in Broken Mandarin, an upscale Chinese restaurant in downtown Middleson. There’s a candlelit table with blue china plates of walnut shrimp and lobster and two bowls of fragrant jasmine rice that still have tendrils of steam coming off them, a button near the door that we press if we want our server, and a huge white canopy bed. I glance at the button, tempted to press it and ask the server for chairs, which unfortunately are nowhere to be seen.

“You should be impressed, Snow,” he says. “They only offer private rooms to the elite few.” Making me squeak, he grabs my ass and lifts me up from the ground before laying me on the bed and sitting next to me. Another squeak leaves my lips when he puts me on his lap and flames light up my cheeks as I feel him go hard. I should push him away or slap him. He’s arrogant, rude, domineering.

But I don’t.

“You want to eat first or go straight to dessert?” He pulls down the sleeve of my shirt, exposing my bare shoulder before kissing it. A quiet moan escapes my throat and my panties get a little damp as his teeth grazes my skin.

Nevertheless, I put my hands on his chest, ignoring my desire to tear off his t-shirt. “I’m hungry.” I clarify, “For food.”

“Okay.” He grabs a plate of walnut shrimp and spears
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