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			Prologue 

			I was walking through the science wing during freshman orientation, trying to find my earth science classroom. The map they’d given me in the office was utterly useless, and the supposed tour guides were nowhere to be found. My parents were busy talking with the librarian about purchasing some new books from our family bookstore, so I was left to wander around the school by myself. Opening my school-issued agenda, I tried to see if it was any more helpful than the map. The room numbers weren’t any help either, since half of the teachers didn’t even bother to display them outside their rooms. My fingers flipped through the agenda, trying to figure out where the counseling office was so that I could at least ask for directions. 

			Finally, I found the page showing the way to the counseling office, when someone ran into me. My body tumbled backwards, landing on the floor. My books had fallen out of my bag and were all around me. Looking up, I saw a tall boy standing in front of me. A stupid, inconsiderate boy. He was probably going to laugh at me and call me clumsy, just like everyone else always did. 

			“I’m so sorry,” he said, extending a hand to help me up.

			My hand took his hand, allowing him to pull me up off the floor. His eyes traveled over me as I brushed the dust off my knee-length denim skirt. A few popular girls, one who I remembered as Athena, were laughing at me. A sigh escaped my lips, as there was no reason to get upset over the usual. My legs bent as I leaned over to pick my books up off of the floor, not wanting anyone to step on them. 

			“Here, let me do that,” the boy said. He quickly picked my books up from the floor, dusting them off before handing them back to me. 

			“Um, thanks,” I said, quickly putting the books back inside my backpack. 

			He smiled at me. “Well, it was my fault you fell over.”

			“Yeah, I guess.” I looked over at the girls and noticed that they were still laughing. “You should probably go. You don’t want to be associated with me.”

			He followed my gaze, looking at the girls. “Don’t worry about them, they’re just jealous.” He smiled at me.

			I laughed sarcastically. “Oh yeah, definitely jealous.” 

			My eyes drifted to a large book sticking out of the leather messenger bag hanging off his shoulder. Leaning over, I attempted to look for the title. The book was Mansfield Park, by Jane Austen, my favorite author.

			“You read Jane Austen!” I said excitedly.

			“Doesn’t everybody?” he asked jokingly.

			“I wish.” I brightly smiled at him.

			“My name is Jack White, what’s yours?” he asked.

			“Lily Rhodes.” 

			He looked over at the girls, who were whispering to each other while staring at us. He winked at me and grinned. He took my hand, brought it up to his mouth, and lightly kissed it. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, obviously trying not to laugh. 

			I smiled at him, biting my lip to keep from laughing. Holding my hand in his, he led me behind a pillar and put a finger over his lips, grinning widely. His hand motions indicated for me to come closer, so I did. There was a brief sensation of shock as he placed his hand on my waist, keeping me from falling as I looked back at the girls from behind the pillar. They all looked shocked, whispering to each other in urgent tones of utter amazement. Jack pulled me back behind the pillar, and we both started laughing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 - Sense and Stupidity

			Mr. Johnson, the most boring twelfth grade English teacher at Oak Valley High School, was bashing my favorite novel, Sense and Sensibility. 

			“Marianne Dashwood is the most naïve and ridiculous character in all of Jane Austen’s novels. Compared to Emma, or even Elinor, she just looks stupid,” he said. 

			I rolled my eyes, wondering why this man had ever decided to become an English teacher. “But that’s the entire point of the novel,” I said. “Marianne learns from her mistakes and grows to become more mature.”

			The entire class, even a boy who had been sleeping with his head under his backpack, turned in my direction with annoyed expressions. Everyone knew that if Mr. Johnson’s literary opinions were ever criticized, he would go on ranting for the rest of class. Mr. Johnson glared at me but quickly turned his attention to Athena Jackson. She always agreed with him, mostly to get extra credit. I watched as he engaged Athena in a detailed conversation about how some people simply didn’t understand Austen’s writing, and I turned my head away in frustration. 

			Sitting on my right side was my best friend, Jack White. He looked at me sympathetically, knowing how angry I usually was after English class.

			“I know, I know,” he said. “I agree with you, but that man never will, and you just need to let it go.”

			I sighed and looked behind me to see that Mr. Johnson was still talking to Athena. The two had now moved on to discuss Pride and Prejudice. I turned back around to see that Jack was looking at me gently but also slightly amused. 

			“You know, Lily, this might be one of those times when I have to remind you that most people will never appreciate books the way you do. I mean, you did grow up in a bookstore,” Jack said.

			“Just because my parents own a bookstore does not mean I am the only person here capable of understanding the plot of a well loved and respected novel,” I replied, slightly annoyed. 

			Jack opened his mouth to respond, but the bell rang before he could say a word, and we both headed out the door.

			As Jack and I sat down together in the cafeteria, he pulled out from his backpack an apple, along with a copy of Dracula, his personal favorite. He quickly became absorbed in his book and left me alone to my thoughts. I started eating a bag of pretzels and looked back at Jack. His black hair fell over his silver eyes as he looked down to turn the page. He’d always loved reading, almost as much as me. That’s what had drawn us to each other at first. Most people had always assumed we were more than friends, that we were secretly in love, but I’d never felt more than friendship for him. Jack and I had been best friends since our freshman year, and he was like the brother I’d never had. My parents had always been too busy with our family bookstore to ever consider having another child—they barely seemed to have time to worry about me. But Jack had always been there. He was the one constant thing in my life. He was my only true friend, but he was all that I needed. 

			When I arrived home from school, I opened the front door to my house and walked in. I saw a note lying on the kitchen table next to a plate holding two chicken salad sandwiches. The note read, “We won’t be home until late, don’t wait up for us.” This was typical of my parents. The Rhodes Family Bookstore had been in my family for three generations, and my parents cared for it more than they cared for our own house. They were good people, but I sometimes felt that they cared for the store more than me. 

			After carrying the sandwiches upstairs, I sat on my bed. My fingertips flipped open my laptop and scrolled through my grades, which were all A’s, as usual. On a whim, I decided to check the class standings. My grades were always the best, but who was in second place tended to fluctuate. My eyes were unable to look away from the screen. The strangest feeling erupted in the pit of my stomach as I tried refreshing the page, but it came back with the same result. For the past four years, I had always had the highest GPA of all three-hundred students in my class, but according to this list, I was now number two. Someone named Rowan Marx had taken my spot. 

			Intensely curious as to who he was, I searched my mind, trying to see if I remembered him from any of my classes. Suddenly I remembered that he was in my gym class. He was a loner, the guy who never talked to anyone. But at the same time, everyone was slightly afraid of him. He had an arrogant demeanor, the kind that seemed to say, I could be the coolest guy in school, if I wanted to. I’d never really paid much attention to him before, but now I was certainly interested in finding out how he’d managed to top my grades. After being number one in the class for four years, I’d gotten used to my academic status and wasn’t very happy to give it up. 

			My hands reached for my phone. I planned to call Jack to ask him if he knew anything about who Rowan was. Beginning to dial Jack’s number, I remembered that it was Thursday. Jack’s family always had dinner together on Thursday nights. There wasn’t much of an option—I would have to wait until tomorrow to tell him. Sighing, I went to my closet and pulled out a T-shirt and sweatpants, quickly putting them on. Then I grabbed my copies of Sense and Sensibility and Wuthering Heights from my nightstand and pulled all of my blankets on top of me. Throwing my hair up in a jumbled tangle of a messy-bun and holding a book in one hand, with a chicken salad sandwich in the other, I was prepared to stay comfortable until I could tell Jack about my newfound source of curiosity. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 - Obstacle Course

			The next morning I went to school in a good mood, but that quickly changed. It seemed like everyone was asking me if I had seen the updated class standings. I’d thought that most of them had been annoying before, but I hadn’t known how much more annoying they could be when they were talking about something I actually cared about. I attempted to extract sympathy from Jack, but he seemed relatively unbothered—that is, until I told him who had taken my place. As soon as I told him that Rowan, a guy neither of us had ever spoken to before, was now top of the class, Jack became uncharacteristically upset. He told me he’d heard some “less than reputable things about Rowan,” and that he thought it would be safer if I just forgot about it. 

			Jack’s response to hearing Rowan’s name made me even more curious, so I decided to ask for some other opinions. I asked Kayla Robinson, a girl I’d known since kindergarten, if she knew anything about Rowan. Unfortunately, the only information she could give me was that he had “dreamy eyes” and “beautiful hair.” Her comments encouraged me to ask for some male opinions of Rowan since I wasn’t particularly interested in hearing about his physical attributes. I asked Brian Davis if he knew Rowan, or knew anyone who did. All he managed to tell me was that he hadn’t even heard of him. Brian then proceeded to “explain” to me that I shouldn’t be interested in an “unpopular idiot” such as Rowan, and that if I wanted a boyfriend, he would happily oblige. I decided never to ask Brian for his opinion on anything, ever again. 

			I continued to ask around to see if anyone had ever actually talked to Rowan before, but it appeared that he had gone through his entire high school career without actually speaking to anybody. This was a pretty impressive feat that not even I, the bookworm of the school, had been able to accomplish. Before, I’d wanted to meet him because I was honestly impressed that his GPA had become higher than mine. But now, I was curious as to why an attractive, smart guy like him would avoid making friends. I was determined to find out more about Rowan Marx and why he was so reclusive. 

			My inquiries so far had been rather useless. Thankfully, I still had gym class with Rowan. Maybe I would have the chance to discover more about him, maybe even the reason that he never talked to anyone. Moving as quickly as I could, I changed clothes and was the first one out of the girls’ locker room. My gaze searched the gym floor, trying to spot Rowan. Deciding that openly staring at all of the boys coming out of the locker room might look slightly strange, I decided to watch from behind the bleachers, hoping it would be more inconspicuous. After several minutes of waiting, I felt someone touch my shoulder and turned around to see who it was. Athena stood behind me, with her perfect blonde curls pulled up in a ponytail and her lips coated with an impeccable layer of dark-red lipstick. She looked at me with a sour expression on her face, which wasn’t anything unusual.

			“I heard you were looking for Rowan Marx,” she said, her hands on her hips. “But honestly, Lily, I didn’t think that even someone as socially inept as you would go so far as to spy on a boy to try to get his attention.”

			“I’m not trying to get his attention,” I responded, rolling my eyes. “I’m just trying to….” I stopped, wondering exactly what I was trying to do.

			“There’s no shame in being interested in a guy, Lily. Although really, we all thought you’d been with that Jack kid for the past four years.” 

			Suddenly there was the familiar sensation of blushing heavily. There was no way I was interested in Rowan, not in that way. No, I just wanted to know who he was. 

			“I’m not interested in him—” I started. 

			Athena held up both hands and said, “Say no more. I’ll introduce you to him. It’s part of my duty as captain of the cheerleading squad to help individuals of a lower social standing become more acquainted with those of us higher up on the social ladder.” 

			There was absolutely no way I could prevent myself from sighing in exasperation. Of course I knew that there wasn’t really any point in arguing with her. Athena grabbed my arm and led me over to the far wall of the gym, where Rowan appeared to be standing. Shock flooded through me—I had no idea how he’d managed to get out of the locker room without my noticing him, but it was hardly the time to worry about that now. Athena marched us both right over to where Rowan was standing and stood directly in front of him. Predictably I was already mortifyingly embarrassed, and I could feel my face becoming even more red. Rowan appeared not to notice us, or just didn’t care that Athena was standing approximately two inches away from his face. He kept his eyes directed toward the ground, apparently very interested in the newly polished gym floor. 

			I now saw why people said he was attractive. He had golden hair, with deep brown eyes and a perfectly shaped jaw bone. His entire face was symmetrical, and he looked like a real life version of Hercules. He was really very beautiful. 

			After an extremely long period of awkward silence, Athena proceeded to clear her throat. Rowan raised his eyes, but instead of looking at Athena, he directed his gaze right at me. I blushed, realizing that at this point, I must look like a tomato. 

			“Hey, Rowan, I’m Athena, and this is my good friend Lily,” she said as she quickly pulled me in for a side hug.

			I didn’t even bother to attempt to hide my only slightly dramatic eye roll. Rowan apparently noticed, because he was clearly suppressing a laugh.

			“Lily would like to be your partner today for the obstacle course,” Athena said. 

			I was about to interject and opened my mouth to say that this was completely not true, but Athena kicked me and shot me a death stare before I could say anything. My mouth fell wide open as I gawked at her, probably looking like an idiot. 

			Rowan was now openly grinning and attempting to cover his laugh with a cough. I rolled my eyes, thinking about how ridiculous this entire situation probably looked. Seemingly out of pity, Rowan agreed to be my partner. Athena, obviously exceedingly happy with herself, turned around to leave. While walking away, she simultaneously fluttered her fake eyelashes and gave me a very obvious wink with her right eye. 

			Rowan and I stood side by side, neither one of us speaking. Considering how hard I had tried to find an opportunity to meet him, it was ironic that I didn’t actually have anything to say to him. He turned to me and smiled warmly. “I’m guessing you didn’t ask her to introduce us.”

			“No, I didn’t,” I said, more sheepishly than I’d ever said anything in my entire life. I inwardly slapped myself for being so stupid, but at the same time, wondered why I cared so much about what he thought. 

			He seemed to notice my inward conflict and opened his mouth to change the subject, but was interrupted by the whistle. 

			Mrs. Foster was our ex-military gym teacher. She seemed to think that gym class was the equivalent of boot camp and thus conducted every class with a large, shrill sounding whistle. She gave us directions and took us over to what looked like an extremely complicated, military-grade obstacle course. Every single one of the girls in the class looked absolutely horrified. The boys looked like they were about to have the time of their lives, except for one boy, who stood behind Brian, cowering in fear. Rowan stood silently by my side as we waited for our turn to race through the course. For reasons that even I didn’t understand, I actually felt motivated to try to win this race. I wasn’t sure where my sudden athletic enthusiasm had come from, but I suspected that it was related to all of the blushing I had done earlier. 

			When we reached the front of the line, I tried to prepare myself in order to have the best possible start. There was a small seed of interest blooming inside me when I saw that Rowan was standing beside me, looking rather smug, as if he already knew that he was going to win. Mrs. Foster blew the whistle, and we dashed off into the course. I made it through the bean bag toss and jump-roping areas without difficulty. Predictably, I was elated that I was only a few seconds behind Rowan, but then, unfortunately, we moved on to the hurdles. My eyes watched Rowan as he dashed over the first hurdle with obvious ease. In a dreadful lapse of judgment, I decided that if he could do it, I could too. My feet took off running as fast as I could and jumped just before I reached the hurdle. Like in some cheesy comedy, my foot caught on the top bar, and I fell face first onto the ground. A shooting pain went up through my left ankle, and I felt hot tears running down my face. This would be the story of the day. Of course, I could already hear all of the future gossip in the back of my mind. Just what I needed, to officially be the most mocked girl in school. 

			I felt two strong arms go underneath me, and I looked up to see Rowan holding me in his arms. My head was pounding, but I heard enough to know that Rowan was carrying me to the nurse’s office. My ankle hurt so badly, but I was determined not to show it. I winced in pain and felt Rowan’s arms tighten around me. He whispered that I was going to be fine and to try to relax. I decided that at this point, there wasn’t much I could do except give in. I was resigned to the fact that I was injured and in the arms of a handsome man I barely knew. Exactly what I HADN’T needed today.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 - Fracture

			The room seemed to be spinning, and I couldn’t exactly remember where I was.

			“Don’t worry, honey, it’s only a fracture,” I heard Ms. Williams, the school nurse, shout from the back of the room. 

			Then I remembered everything that had happened up until that point—the obstacle course, the hurdle, and Rowan. Above all else, I remembered Rowan. Ms. Williams came over and gave me a plate of crackers, which tasted like they were about ten years old. She then left to retrieve my parents from the office, who had been called right after I gracefully fell face first onto the floor. My mom hurried in with a panicked expression on her face, mumbling about how clumsiness had always run on my dad’s side of the family.

			Meanwhile, my dad sat in the corner of the room, examining a stack of newly released books that he was apparently considering carrying in the store. Straining to hear, I heard Ms. Williams tell my mom everything that had happened. Relief flooded through me as I heard that my ankle was only slightly fractured and not completely broken. However, I was disappointed to hear that I would be on crutches for a month. In an attempt to make the entire incident more bearable, I happily decided to consider the entire situation Athena’s fault, as I wouldn’t have even tried to jump the hurdle if she hadn’t paired me up with Rowan. Yes, it was all definitely Athena’s fault. 

			I arrived home in a wheelchair, with my mom pushing me and my dad carrying a new pair of crutches, along with some take-out Chinese. If it had been under better circumstances, I would have been happy about all of the extra attention. My mom rolled me inside, and I scooted my way backwards up the steps for what felt like an eternity. When I finally reached the top, she helped me into bed and brought me a plate full of sesame chicken. She explained that she was sorry, but they had to go back to the store for a prearranged book signing with some local authors. 

			As soon as they left, I grabbed my phone, eager to tell Jack all that had happened. He picked up on the first ring, sounding very distressed. 

			“Lily, what happened?” he asked. “Athena was telling everyone that you fell and broke your leg!” 

			I rolled my eyes, thinking about the smirk that had probably been on Rowan’s face as he listened to all the gossip. 

			“No, Jack. I only fractured my ankle. I’ll be back on Monday,” I said, trying to relieve the obvious anxiety in his voice. 

			“What happened?” he asked, sounding more suspicious than concerned.

			I retold the whole story from beginning to end, leaving out the parts about Athena and how I’d met Rowan. Considering how much Jack seemed to dislike Rowan, I thought that omitting how I’d somewhat tangled myself up with him intentionally was probably best. Jack told me that he hoped I felt better, and promised to carry my backpack for me until I could walk again. 

			I ended the call, grateful to have such an amazing best friend, but also confused as to why he seemed to be so against the idea of my talking to Rowan. Jack had never had a problem with any of the other guys I had talked to before, and I couldn’t understand why Rowan was any different. I wasn’t even interested in him in that way. Granted, I’d only been around Rowan for about fifteen minutes, but he’d seemed like a somewhat decent guy, especially since he hadn’t made fun of me after I fell. Truthfully, he wasn’t that bad at all. If I’d met him under different circumstances, we would probably have become fast friends. In a rather strange way, he reminded me of so many of my favorite fictional characters. There was something about him that made him a classic and mysterious man, just like Mr. Darcy. Yet he was also gentle and understanding, like Colonel Brandon. 

			While comparing him to all of my literary heroes, I realized something else about him, something far more interesting. The one thing he had in common with all of the different characters I loved was that he appeared to be timeless. For some reason I didn’t yet understand, he didn’t behave like a modern teenage boy. Somehow he seemed older, more mature. Everything about him implied that he was a complete gentleman, but was also able to laugh at a good joke. In a way that fascinated me, he also seemed to be completely free of any influence from modern culture. I admired that he was his own independent person who did what made him happy, not what other people pressured him to do. It seemed as if Rowan Marx had stepped right out of one of my books and into my life, and that’s exactly the type of man I had been waiting for. 

			I returned to school on Monday, and as promised, Jack carried my backpack to all of my classes. We had almost every single class together, except homeroom and gym. While dropping my backpack off in the gym before heading to his class, Jack looked around the room, surveying the area. I thought it was strange, especially since he hadn’t done that in any of my other classes. After a few seconds of searching, he seemed to be satisfied and headed off to his next class. I hobbled into the gym, trying not to topple backwards with the weight of my backpack. I sat down on the bleachers and set my crutches down beside me. 

			Mrs. Foster walked over to me with her whistle in hand, as usual. “How are you today, Ms. Rhodes?” 

			“Well, my ankle hurts less than it did on Friday, but these crutches make my arms hurt worse than my ankle ever did,” I said.

			She clucked her tongue, as she usually did when she disapproved of something and turned her eyes toward Rowan. He was walking out of the locker room, looking more attractive in his gym clothes than I did when I tried to dress up. 

			“Mr. Marx,” she shouted. “Would you be so kind as to keep Ms. Rhodes company for the remainder of time that she is incapable of participating in this class?”

			Rowan, who was now standing right in front of me, smiled and said, “Of course. I’d love to sit with Lily.”

			At that, Mrs. Foster blew her whistle, which made half of the class reach to cover their ears, and directed the rest of the class towards their task for the day. 

			“Well,” he said. “Considering the level of extreme awkwardness of our first encounter, I suggest we start over. I’m Rowan Marx.” 

			He held out his hand, smiling at me. I took his hand sheepishly and shook it, furious with myself for being so nervous.

			“I’m Lily Rhodes,” I said in a voice that I hoped sounded confident. My inner self rolled her eyes, already annoyed with my obvious inability to communicate with another human. He looked down at my lap, where my hands were nervously clutching my copy of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. 

			“So, you like to read,” he said. “What types of books are your favorites?”
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