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PRAISE FOR


LOVE, ME


“A second-chance romance on steroids, I tore through Love, Me in a single sitting. It had me breathless and unsure until the last word—I loved it.”


—Annabel Monaghan, bestselling author of Same Time Next Summer


“In Love, Me, Jessica Saunders has created a highly relatable protagonist, a charming cast of characters, and the most alluring book boyfriend. A perfect escape from everyday life; the warmhearted, accessible prose will draw you in from the get-go and keep you reading late into the night.”


—Jacqueline Friedland, USA Today bestselling author of He Gets That From Me


“A sweet and honest look at first loves and second chances with a dash of sexy celebrity mixed in. Jessica Saunders is a new writer to watch!”


—Allison Winn Scotch, New York Times bestselling author of The Rewind


“I loved Rachel Miller, the super-relatable star of this book whose very normal life becomes extraordinary overnight and throws everything off balance. More than just a romance, Love, Me is a love letter to anyone who has ever been at a crossroads in their life and had to dig deep to find their inner compass.”


—Jessa Maxwell, author of The Golden Spoon


“Full of ’90s nostalgia and heartwarming tenderness, Love, Me is a sincere look into the connection, depth, and magnitude of first love.”


—Neely Tubati Alexander, author of Love Buzz


“If ever there was a book to make you wonder What if ? about the choices you’ve made in life, then Jessica Saunders’s debut is the one. Love, Me is a poignant, honest story about the complexities of modern marriage, the pain of betrayal, and the undeniable pull of a second chance with a first love. A heartfelt book to be binged in a sitting!”


—Amy Poeppel, author of The Sweet Spot


“Utterly bingeable and smartly written, this radiant debut contains all the alluring elements: young love, lost love, and second chances. You, too, will root for lawyer-mom Rachel and swoon for Hollywood star Jack Bellow. A total joy to devour!”


—Karen Winn, author of Our Little World


“A delectable foray into love, marriage, and the fantasy of reuniting with the one that got away. I could not put it down.”


—Leigh McMullan Abramson, author of A Likely Story
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PROLOGUE







“Man of the Hour” by Liz Randolph, Hollywood Reporter


Jack Bellow is waiting for me in the lobby of the Chateau Marmont. I can count on one hand the number of actors who have beaten me to an interview, and it throws me off to see him sitting there. My uneasiness is misplaced. Mr. Bellow immediately greets me with a big hug, despite having spoken only once before, over text, to schedule this meeting. He offers to grab me coffee so I can get myself organized. He’s in no rush, he tells me, so I should take my time.


Mr. Bellow is quite literally the most disarming celebrity in town. I immediately tell him so, and he laughs. “I figured out pretty early on that being nice scored me more points.” Where better to start this interview than his childhood.


“We were as middle class as they came. I grew up on Long Island, divorced parents and a younger sister. We mostly lived with my mom and stepfather and they were pretty relaxed. I generally did the whole play-outside-until-Mom-called-me-in-for-dinner thing.”


Mr. Bellow is notably still close friends with Alexandra Hirschfeld, a screenwriter and up-and-coming filmmaker with whom he went to high school. “What you see is definitely what you get with Jack. He’s an easy guy. I don’t think he thinks of himself as particularly interesting, or even all that good-looking, so he never takes his success for granted.”


To an outsider, Jack Bellow is anything but ordinary. He graduated from the State University of New York, Albany, and then attended Juilliard for its renowned MFA drama program. Mr. Bellow referred to Albany as his lost years, spent mostly partying and showing up for classes when it suited him. He majored in English, and it was a lack of direction upon graduating that led him to pursue acting, something he had loved during his high school days. He was vaguely aware of Juilliard when he applied, but had no idea how exclusive a program it was. Mr. Bellow reflects on his Juilliard experience as life-changing. He knew nothing about the craft, and while he denies that he employs any kind of method acting in his work today (“Stanislavski who?” he joked), he credits his education as giving him a better command of his body and an appreciation for putting in the work.


Success came relatively quickly for him, when he landed a role on the legal drama Sanctions, soon after graduation. From there, he was cast as David Crump on the much-beloved sitcom Plus Size, which ran for several years in the 2010s, and he became a household name. Mr. Bellow as David, along with his co-star Jenny Pelch as Margaret, were the most “will they or won’t they” couple since Ross and Rachel. I let him know that my friends and I were obsessed with Plus Size, and even went in costume as the four leads for Halloween in college. I quickly regretted my admission, but Mr. Bellow, as I am learning is typical for him, loved this and promptly asked to see a picture, which I dug up on my phone.


Being a child of divorce must have been difficult for him. He denies this, not surprisingly. His parents were better off apart, he says, and he and his sister had each other when shuttling between their houses. “I’m sympathetic to kids that go through it, I know it can be traumatic. In my new movie, I play a divorced dad, so I was able to channel those emotions and put myself back there. But for us, it ended the tension that we had been living with on a daily basis. Sometimes I do think it makes things better for the children, not worse.”


Seamless, which will be released this Spring, is the story of two divorced couples who essentially swap spouses. The script resonated with Mr. Bellow because he had yet to play a father and he wanted to step into those shoes for a bit. “It was exciting to see how relationships can shift over time, and that even though the characters behaved badly, their decisions were guided by love,” he said, almost wistfully.


Ever since his divorce several years ago from actress Fiona Drake, Mr. Bellow is notorious for refusing to speak about his love life. Nevertheless, his current relationship with Cassandra Willis, the former supermodel turned actress, is well documented. One gets the sense that perhaps this gorgeous star is finally looking to settle down again. Mr. Bellow is between films right now and has the freedom, he says, to select projects that mean something to him. He said he made a few mistakes early on (though I can’t think of any), taking on nearly any role offered to him. For now, he has a stack of scripts on his desk he’s working his way through.


I ask him a question I’ve wondered about many successful actors: Is being a celebrity all it’s cracked up to be? He lives a life most of us only dream of—does he ever think about what life might have been like if he’d become, say, a teacher?


“And married my high school sweetheart?” he responds with a laugh. “Honestly, all the time.”


In true Jack Bellow fashion, that’s all I can get him to say.
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Present Day


RACHEL MILLER WAS AWOKEN AT 3:00 A.M. BY THE SOUND OF her seven-year-old whispering in her ear that she needed to go to the bathroom. Rachel tried to stifle her annoyance as she untangled herself from the sheets, careful not to disturb her sleeping husband.


“Come on, kiddo,” she whispered, reaching for Emma’s hand and leading her back down the hall to the bathroom directly adjacent to her daughter’s bedroom. Rachel tucked her in shortly after, and returned to her own bed, only now she was, frustratingly, wide awake.


Four hours later, an exhausted Rachel stood naked in her closet debating between two nearly identical black Theory pantsuits. She grabbed one down, and then reached for a cream-colored blouse, debating whether the tone washed out her pale skin. She put it back and selected an emerald green silk tank. She knew it brought out her eyes, and green was a lucky color, wasn’t it?


“Brush your teeth! Are you brushing yet? Twenty minutes, guys,” Rachel called out to the ether, as she clasped her bra around her waist.


Emma, fresh as a daisy, came bounding in, her reddish-blond curls shooting out all over her head. “Mommy, I see your boobies!”


“Emma, sweetie, did you do your teeth?” Her daughter breathed out her proof. “Okay, go downstairs and eat.”


Rachel’s ten-year-old son, Max, shouted from down the hall that he couldn’t find his Chromebook.


“Dan, help him, please. I can’t do this this morning,” Rachel shouted in response, as she walked into her bathroom to continue getting ready.


“It’s down here,” Dan called from the kitchen, otherwise paying no mind to his family bustling around him.


Rachel stared into the mirror and began to diligently apply her makeup. She had gotten away with little more than blush and mascara when she was younger. The circles under her hazel eyes now required serious concealer and she had swapped out her sheer lip gloss for actual lipstick. She pulled back her shoulder-length auburn hair into a sleek bun, thankful as always for the advent of keratin treatments. Aside from the extra ten pounds that she hadn’t been able to shake post Emma, Rachel was mostly satisfied with her appearance. She grabbed her favorite heels, giving her petite stature three extra inches for confidence, then walked downstairs and into the kitchen.


“I didn’t hear you come to bed,” Rachel said to her husband, as she poured herself coffee. “Did you stay up late?”


“Nope,” Dan said, looking up from his phone. “You probably passed out five minutes after you went upstairs, like you always do.”


Rachel ignored his comment and sat for a minute next to him at the counter, silently running through the argument she had to deliver in court that day. “Damn, I forgot to make lunch.”


Dan looked up again, briefly considering her, perhaps wondering if this involved him, then returned to scrolling on Instagram.


Rachel jumped up and quickly assembled two turkey sandwiches, and threw them into her children’s lunch bags with a clementine and a pack of mini Oreos each. That would have to do.


“Finish up, sweetie,” she said, looking at her daughter slowly eating her Cheerios. “We need to get a move on.”


“Max, we’re leaving now,” Rachel yelled up the stairs. A few minutes later, Max made his way out of his messy bedroom and ran down the stairs. Rachel handed him a muffin to eat in the car and pointed at his backpack to remind him to take it.


“Bye, Dan,” she called out to her husband as they left, shutting the door behind them.


Rachel pulled her car out of their garage, hurt that Dan hadn’t offered to manage drop-off that day or help in any capacity. He didn’t even wish her luck. He knew how important this motion was, didn’t he?


Seven minutes later she arrived at Sutton Elementary, in their picturesque Westchester, New York, town of Ridgevale, and lined up behind the other SUVs.


“Max, honey, don’t forget you have Hebrew school today. Becca’s doing carpool. And, Em, Justine is bringing you and Olive home to our house for a playdate. Sound good?”


Her kids shook their heads yes and jumped out of the car.


Rachel rolled down the window. “Okay, bye, guys, be good today. I love you.”


“Bye, Mommy! I love you,” Emma called out behind her for all the world to hear. Her fifth grader gave a wave and walked off toward his friends.


Rachel had a half hour to be in court. She turned on the radio and zoned out. Was her son acting more distant? she wondered. He used to be so attached to her. Maybe she should plan a trip to Legoland for the two of them or something. Do ten-year-old boys still like Legoland? Rachel sighed, and tried to focus on the motion she had to argue.


She found a parking spot and checked her phone before walking inside the courthouse. There were a few unimportant e-mails and one from Jerry Rich, her boss, which she looked at quickly. “Good luck today.—J. R.” Rachel knew this was not Jerry offering his support. Her client, Carraway, had the potential to give them much more business and Jerry was already salivating. She hoped that landing more work from them would propel her into equity partnership and maybe, finally, get Jerry to treat her as a peer. Rachel shook off her nerves and walked into the White Plains Courthouse, greeting Marcelo, the same security guard that had been assigned to the attorney check-in point for as long as Rachel had been practicing.


“Ms. Miller, how’s it going?” Marcelo asked.


“Doing well, Marcelo. And how many times have I told you to call me Rachel?”


She handed him her cell phone before walking through the X-ray machine, though it pained her to relinquish it. She reminded herself, as she did before every court appearance, that the school would call Dan if they couldn’t contact her, and then her mom if they couldn’t find him. If something came up, which it wouldn’t, she silently reprimanded herself, it would be dealt with, even if she didn’t know about it when it was happening.


Rachel entered the lobby of the sprawling courthouse and crammed into the rickety old elevator, momentarily holding her breath as it shuddered on each floor. She got off on three and headed over to the list outside the courtroom to sign in. There it was. Randall Preston v. Carraway, Inc., et al. Mr. Preston’s attorney, Lou Vasquez, had already signed in for the plaintiff and was standing in the hallway flanked by a colleague and his client. Seeing Lou, one of the preeminent plaintiff’s lawyers in New York, was intimidating, but she knew her case was solid. He spotted her across the hall and gave her a salute.


Rachel sat down on the bench outside the courtroom and flipped through her notes, until she saw her old law school friend, Gabe Lancaster, coming out of the elevator. Gabe was an in-house litigator at Carraway, and when the company was served with a personal injury lawsuit in New York, he asked Rachel to handle it.


Gabe gave her a quick hug and asked her if she was ready. She could sense his nerves. There was a lot riding on this motion for both of them, but Gabe seemed far more anxious about it than she was.


“It’ll be fine,” Rachel said reassuringly. “The arguments are solid, and the expert Vasquez hired is shit. We know this.”


“Thanks,” he said, the admiration for her coming through. “Why can’t all my outside counsel have your confidence? Okay, distract me. What’s been going on in your life?”


“My life.” Rachel smiled. “We’re so boring. The kids are great, gymnastics, soccer, you know how it goes.”


“And the husband?” he asked.


Rachel laughed. They had all gone to law school together and Gabe had never forgiven Dan for stealing Rachel out of his study group third year.


“He’s fine. He’s Dan.”


“Still the life of the party, then?”


She laughed. “You know him, still doing keg stands.” And generally ignoring his wife, she thought to herself.


Rachel saw her opposing counsel walk into the courtroom, so they followed suit and grabbed seats toward the front. She took in her surroundings, which was more like a school auditorium than a courtroom, with its wooden pews and high-hat lighting, and flipped through her legal pad one more time. The Honorable Edith Bronheim entered, and Rachel and her fellow attorneys rose in tandem. Once papers were shuffled and the judge was comfortably seated, the court secretary called Rachel’s case first for oral argument.


Rachel took a deep breath and approached the podium. “Good morning, Your Honor. My name is Rachel Miller for the defendant, Carraway, Incorporated, and may it please the court.” She went on to argue that the Carraway pain-blocking device implanted in the plaintiff’s back was not defective, challenging the plaintiff’s lack of evidence and lackluster expert. “This is a case that should have been thrown out months ago, Your Honor, but for the requirement that we undergo needless discovery before getting to this point. Carraway was forced to undergo significant legal expenses and as such, we are seeking an immediate dismissal, as well as costs. Thank you, Your Honor.”


Rachel stood silently, waiting for the judge to ask her questions. Instead, Judge Bronheim nodded to her and called the plaintiff to argue his case. Rachel sat down at the defense table, satisfied, and listened to Lou Vasquez blather on about the defect in the warnings and that the device implanted in his client’s spine caused him further injury. He was clearly searching for any possible fact to hang on to that might necessitate trial.


The judge interrupted him about five minutes in. “Okay, Mr. Vasquez. Thank you. I’ll take this under advisement and will issue a written opinion. What’s my next case?”


Rachel knew this was a good sign. Lou looked at his colleague, who grimaced, confirming Rachel’s assessment. She gathered up her things and led Gabe out of the courtroom.


Once outside, Lou walked up to them. “Nice performance in there, Ms. Miller. Should we sit down and talk about settlement?”


“Well, I don’t see why not, Lou.”


Less than a half hour later, Carraway agreed to pay the plaintiff $130,000 for his troubles. Lou Vasquez walking away with a third of that was a significant loss for him and a great day for Rachel.


“I think this means you’re in,” Gabe said, as he and Rachel walked downstairs together. Carraway, like most companies, had several lawsuits around the country, and Rachel’s firm, Silver and Frank, was vying for lead counsel.


Rachel smiled gratefully at Gabe as they approached the front desk to retrieve their phones and exit the courthouse. “I really appreciate you trusting me with this, Gabe.”


“Of course, Rach. You did great.”


“Ms. Miller, I mean Rachel, sorry,” Marcelo interjected, a bit bashfully, “here’s your phone. It’s been buzzing like crazy.”


Rachel took her phone from him and glanced at it quickly. She had seventy-six missed text messages on her Ridgevale mom text chain and three missed calls from her best friend, Becca. She frowned. At least it wasn’t the school calling.


She gave Gabe a peck on the cheek. “I gotta go. I’ll check dates and we’ll set up a meeting.”


Rachel walked toward the parking lot and looked at her phone again. She couldn’t figure out where the mom text conversation started and scrolling up from the bottom wasn’t making sense. Screw it, she thought, as she turned on her car and plugged in her phone. Becca could fill her in. Rebecca Darner, Rachel’s best friend since freshman year of college, and a fellow Ridgevale mom, was way more in tune to the goings-on of the other mothers anyway, and frequently distilled the gossip for Rachel.


“Oh my god, Rachel. Finally!” Becca said when she answered her call on the first ring.


“Why do I have eight million text messages on my phone?” Rachel asked as she pulled out of the court parking lot and headed to her office.


Becca took an audible breath. “I was at drop-off this morning and Michelle asked me if it’s true you dated Jack Bellow in high school.”


“Okay …”


“And then Amy walked over and showed me her phone.”


“Wait, all these texts are about me?” Rachel’s stomach had started to drop.


“So you haven’t looked at your phone at all?”


“I was in court and didn’t have it with me. What’s going on?”


“Please don’t freak out,” Becca said. Then she dropped the bomb. “It’s about you and Jack.”
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Fall 1997


RACHEL STONE SAT IN THE BACK OF THE AUDITORIUM WAITING for the auditions to start. Her heart was racing. This was definitely a mistake. Her parents had been all over her about building up her resume now that she was a junior. She’d already joined the school paper in September, but according to the college counselor they had dragged her to, one extracurricular wasn’t enough to get into a top school.


“You have a beautiful voice,” her mom said pointedly. “Try out for the musical. Isn’t it Grease this year?”


“You’d be terrific, honey!” Her dad was always in support of her mother’s ideas. They launched into a duet of “Summer Nights” and Rachel rolled her eyes but couldn’t help but join in.


She mostly agreed to audition because her best friend, Alex, was in the drama club. It wasn’t a crazy idea; she used to love taking musical theater classes and voice lessons. She had even starred as Dorothy in the middle school production of Wizard of Oz, but then Michael Shultz started a rumor that Rachel had a crush on the Tin Man and that ended her theatrical career.


Where is Alex? she wondered. She felt like she needed to pee for the third time since she entered the auditorium. She stood up to leave, smoothing down the mane of reddish-brown hair she had spent hours blow-drying straight that morning, grateful for the cooperative October weather.


“Rach!” Finally. Rachel turned toward the voice of her oldest and best friend, Alexandra Hirschfeld. Alex lived three houses away from Rachel, and there was rarely a day the two of them weren’t together. Alex was standing next to a tall, good-looking boy with crystal blue eyes who was wearing a faded gray T-shirt and carrying a guitar case, his JanSport casually slung over his shoulder. He was perfection. Rachel was suddenly self-conscious of her tight baby-doll shirt, which showed off her newly arrived size C-cup chest. (Her mom had said she had “finally blossomed” just that morning.)


“H-h-hi,” Rachel managed to stutter.


“Hey, you.” Alex smirked. “Have you guys met?”


The boy smiled at her then, his eyes glittering, and shook his head no.


“Rachel Stone, meet Jack Bellow. Jack, meet Rachel. Rachel has been my best friend since practically birth.” Alex pulled on Rachel’s arm to move her away from her seat and up to the front with the other kids.


Rachel knew exactly who Jack was, and Alex of course knew that. They’d been calling him HDG, for “hot drama guy,” since Rachel spotted him passing by her locker on the first day of freshman year. She had seen him with his friends in town, too, but she’d never said hello. Alex had become friendly with him in drama club the year before and had promised to finally introduce them if Rachel auditioned for the show. A little extra incentive.


“Glad you decided to try out,” Jack said, as they walked down the rows of auditorium chairs.


“I hope I’m not terrible,” Rachel said nervously. Talking to her crush was heightening her anxiety.


She sat down next to Alex, behind a heavyset girl with her hair piled on top of her head doing scales, loudly. Rachel looked around and noticed that the drama club was a bit of a motley crew, as her dad would say. Other than Jack, there were only a few guys that might be considered good-looking. She saw two girls from her precalculus class, who always dressed like witches, as if they were starring in the movie The Craft. They were talking to a skinny blond girl wearing a Tori Amos T-shirt who Rachel didn’t recognize. Next to them was a senior Rachel knew from her neighborhood who was on the football team. She gave him a quick nod, surprised to see him there.


Jack leaned over Alex and said to Rachel that he was surprised they hadn’t met before. “Sorry if this sounds super weird, but could I have maybe seen you at the diner with your parents?”


Oh my god, she thought. He thinks I’m such a loser. “If it was a Saturday morning, probably.” She tried to play it cool, particularly since she wasn’t ready to give up her weekly pancake ritual with her family.


“I thought so. It’s nice that you all spend time together.”


“They’re not too bad. You’re a junior too, right? Which elementary school did you go to?”


“Parker. You went to North with Alex?”


“Yup. It’s funny going to such a big school. I have camp friends who’ve known every single person in their grade since, like, kindergarten,” Rachel said.


“That’s why you need to hang out with us drama freaks. Meet more people.”


Rachel was momentarily embarrassed. The wealthier North Avenue kids in their Long Island town had a reputation for sticking to their own.


“Ha, we’re not freaks.” Alex hit Jack’s arm. “Well, maybe just you. Anyhoo, I told Rachel she has nothing to worry about. She has a sick voice.”


Rachel smiled at her weakly, feeling the butterflies again.


“You’re fine, Rach. It’s so easy. You sing, like, one verse of a song, everyone does a choreographed dance that you’ll obviously be fine with, and then pairs of people get called up to read scenes. Plus, you’re gorgeous. You’ll get in.”


“Then why don’t you audition, Al?” Rachel joked, deflecting the compliment.


Alex laughed. “Oh yes, maybe I can be Sandy.” Alex was a self-professed nonactor. She had always dreamed of being in the movie business. Their playdates as children usually involved her directing Rachel in a play or using her dad’s camcorder to make movies with their dolls. She joined drama to get experience backstage and was thrilled when she was asked to assistant stage manage the production.


“Okay, I guess I better go find Brenda and get this thing started.” Alex grabbed her backpack and mouthed good luck to Rachel as she went in search of their drama teacher.


Rachel and Jack sat there quietly for a second. “So, you play guitar?” Rachel asked dumbly, pointing to the guitar sitting next to him.


“Sort of. I’ve been teaching myself.”


“That’s so cool. I’ve always wanted to learn.”


“Once you figure out the chords it isn’t that hard. I can show you,” Jack said.


He was cut off as Brenda Danziger, the drama teacher, walked onto the stage. She greeted them loudly with a voice that projected all the way to the back of the auditorium. Although she was a teacher in the school, she insisted on everyone calling her by her first name.


“Hello, friends! Welcome to the auditions for Grease! Most of you know the drill. I call your name, you go to the stage and perform a few bars until I tell you to stop. We clap for everyone, and remember,” she said in a singsong voice, “we do not talk when others are singing. Let’s get started. Noah Rittenhouse, you’re up,” Brenda said, pointing at a short, stocky freshman with visible acne.


Noah was followed by a succession of sophomore girls and then Ben Danforth, who Rachel knew from her advanced placement English class. Jack gave him a thumbs-up as he walked onstage. Rachel immediately pegged Ben as an obvious Danny Zuko.


“Ben’s my boy,” Jack whispered. Ben had a ton of confidence and Rachel sensed that most of the girls were probably very into him. As he left the stage, Rachel heard her own name, and her stomach went ice cold.


Jack leaned over to her. “You’ll be great! Seriously. Pretend we’re all naked.”


Rachel stumbled over her bag getting out of her seat and Jack put his hand on her back to steady her. She smiled at him, then walked up the stairs to center stage. The spotlight shone bright and Rachel stood in the circle it created. It was hard to see the people in the audience, which helped.


Brenda called out, “Say your name, what song you’re performing, and go.”


Rachel took a deep breath. “Okay, Rachel Stone, singing ‘On My Own’ from Les Mis.” She heard a chuckle in the audience, but someone shushed them. It was a little ridiculous—she was maybe the seventh girl that day singing the song—but it was the only one she’d prepared. She took another breath and began to sing.


She commanded the stage, her voice powerful and clear. All her nerves dissipated the moment she opened her mouth to sing. Why did she ever stop performing? As she started the second verse, Brenda cut in. “Okay, nice job. Cindy Cullen, you’re next.”


Rachel got a smattering of applause as she left the stage. Alex gave her an exaggerated thumbs-up, and Rachel stuck her tongue out in return. As she went back to her seat, she saw that Jack had moved up a row to talk to Ben and she was disappointed.


When it was Jack’s turn, he sang “More Than Words.” He had a nice, mellow voice and played his guitar. His light brown hair draped over his eyes as he leaned forward, and Rachel couldn’t stop staring. She hoped no one noticed. He got a lot of applause, and a few people even cheered. After he sang, he came back to the seat next to her. Rachel’s heart rate immediately sped up again.


“How bad was I?” he whispered, although she sensed from his smile walking off the stage that he was pleased with his performance.


“You’re kidding! You were so good. Maybe you’ll get Danny Zuko.” Rachel laughed nervously, slightly embarrassed by her effusiveness.


“Wow, thanks. That’s totally Ben’s role, but maybe I’ll be one of the guys he hangs out with,” Jack said. “You were awesome, by the way. Alex was right.”


They were starting to get looks so they stopped talking as the rest of the auditions continued. Jack’s arm was an inch away from hers on the armrest between their seats. Rachel felt a magnetic pull that moved her own arm directly next to his as Jack moved even closer, so their pinkies touched. Rachel felt a straight shot to her belly. They didn’t make eye contact, just looked straight ahead as their arms were glued together.


When the singing finished, everyone, including Jack, jumped up to go onstage for the dance portion. “You coming?” Jack asked Rachel. Rachel was flustered from being in such close contact with him and waved him on as she grabbed a sip from her water bottle.


“Hey!” Her old friend from elementary school, Nicole Mensky, was standing in the aisle, apparently waiting for her. “I forgot you could sing!”


Rachel complimented her on her own audition.


“Come stand with me onstage. I need someone to help me with choreography.” Nicole was probably remembering the ballet and tap classes they had taken together as little girls.


“I’m sure I’ll be the one following you,” Rachel said modestly.


“I saw you sitting with Jack,” Nicole said curiously as they walked up to the stage. “I didn’t know you were friends.”


“Oh, we aren’t. I mean, I don’t really know him. Alex just introduced us.” Rachel felt her cheeks turning red. “He seems nice.”


“The nicest! He used to go out with Jen, but they broke up a few weeks ago, right before school started,” she said, nodding at the girl in the Tori Amos shirt.


Jack didn’t have a girlfriend. She wondered if Alex knew. Before she could ask for more details, the choreographer came onstage to get them started.


Nicole was still a terrible dancer, but Rachel had no trouble keeping up and was more than happy to give her old friend a few pointers. When it was time to read scenes, Rachel was paired with the pimply freshman, Noah.


After auditions, she went to gather her things and spotted Jack and Nicole talking and looking at her. She awkwardly waved goodbye to them and headed out of the school, where her mother was waiting out front as promised.


That night, Rachel was on the phone with Alex as they watched Dawson’s Creek together, their Tuesday-night ritual. They were both in love with Pacey, and a little bit with Joey, too. At the first commercial break, Rachel asked Alex about Jack.


“I knew it! I mean, I wasn’t going to bring it up because I literally wanted to see how long it took you.”


“Alex! Was I so obvious? Could he tell?” Rachel was mortified and grateful that Alex couldn’t see her face.


Alex laughed her off. “No, I’m totally kidding.”


“It’s just that he’s so freaking cute. I know I’ve been saying this for, like, a year, but he’s even better up close.”


“You’ve actually been saying this for two years,” Alex teased. “But yes, he’s definitely hot. And the good news is, you’re like Cindy Crawford compared to most of the girls in drama.”


Rachel laughed. “Like a foot shorter, and missing the mole, but we’re practically doppelgangers.”


“You know what I mean. I’m sorry it took me so long to introduce you. Thankfully, he and Jen finally broke up.”


“I saw you eyeing her, Alex,” Rachel said with a smile in her voice, giving it right back to her friend. Rachel was the only person Alex had told that she liked girls. In true fashion, Rachel had taken to pointing out pretty girls to her friend and mulling over their dating potential.


“Shut up. Let’s talk about your boyfriend.”


During commercial breaks, Alex gave her friend the lowdown on Jack and Jen, and the politics of the drama club. The girls squealed together when Dawson ran after Jen Lindley and Rachel thought to herself, for the first time, that high school might be getting interesting.
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Present Day


“OKAY, SO AMY SHOWS ME A PICTURE OF YOU—WELL, YOU CAN’T totally tell it’s you, but you’re definitely with Jack—and you’re not wearing a shirt, and his hands are covering your boobs. I think it was taken in, like, a school bathroom?” Becca’s voice was animated as she described the photo.


Rachel could see it in her mind perfectly. They were posing like that Janet Jackson album cover. Alex had taken the picture of them in the girls’ dressing room. She and Jack were both always on Rachel to let go a little.


“That’s weird. How does Amy have that picture on her phone?” Rachel asked, trying to stay calm.


“Oh, Rach.” Becca paused, her voice sympathetic. “I hate to tell you this. It was posted on the Daily Mail. They put up a bunch of pictures of you and Jack.”


Rachel felt her heart stop. “Wait, what?”


“There are some letters, too,” Becca said quietly.


“I don’t understand.” Rachel’s voice sounded strained, even to her own ears. The blood was rushing to her head.


“I guess because he’s so famous now, people find anything about him interesting, even stuff from over twenty years ago? I don’t know, it’s not like he’s Meghan Markle.”


“What are people saying?” she whispered, still looking to her best friend to boil it down to the most salient points.


“Nothing bad, I promise. Everyone is flipping out that you used to go out with the Jack Bellow, obviously. I mean, a few questions about how this stuff got out there and if you knew beforehand. Things like that.”


Rachel was having trouble catching her breath. “How did this happen?” she asked, her voice getting stuck in her throat.


Becca was silent.


“I can’t go to my office. Oh my god. What am I going to say to Dan?”


“This will blow over, Rach. You know how celebrity gossip is.”


“Yeah, and I also know how much our friends enjoy a scandal.” Her mind flashed to the endless discussion following their friend Sarah when her husband had an affair.


Rachel ended the call, her stomach churning, as she drove home instead of to her office in the city. She immediately tried Dan, but he didn’t pick up and she didn’t bother leaving a message. What would she say, anyway? Becca had texted her the link, and Rachel almost pulled to the side of the road to look at it, but she needed a few more minutes of semi-normalcy. A bunch more texts from her friends had come in as she drove, and she willfully ignored them. She finally pulled up in front of her house.


Rachel rushed inside, her heart beating rapidly. She grabbed her laptop out of her bag and sat down on the floor in her foyer, not able to wait another minute. She typed in the website address and there it was, right on the home page. Her head was spinning as her eyes bounced around the page.



Exclusive: The Unseen Photos of Jack Bellow.


Always a heartthrob, see our favorite Hollywood nice guy cavorting with his high school gal pal and the love letters he sent her. Is she the reason Jack isn’t ready to settle down? What will Cassandra Willis have to say?




Rachel landed on the photo of her and Jack with his hands partially covering her breasts and gagged. She had to force herself to keep going. She quickly scrolled through the slideshow of other pictures and saw one of Jack kissing her, and another of them at the prom. She flipped past a group photo of all of them at the diner, with Jack and Alex and a few of the other drama kids. There was a picture of Rachel and Jack in her and Becca’s old dorm room, naked under that stupid flowered Laura Ashley comforter. Jesus. And the letters!



Dear Rachel,


I can’t believe you’re going away all summer. I have a pit in my stomach as I write this. I know it’s partially because I’ll miss you, but also I guess I’m wondering what will happen to us. I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. These last eight months have been crazy and amazing.


What are you going to tell your friends about me? Are you going to write me? Are you going to forget me? What if another guy asks you out? I’m embarrassing myself, right?


Here is what I love about you. And yes, I used the word love. I love how your hair smells like coconut. I love your toes. They are so cute. I love how you’re so much smaller than me. I love your boobs. I can’t help it! I love them. I mostly love the way you are so easy to be around, you always know exactly what to say to make me feel better about things. How do you do that?


Promise to write me, okay? I’ll be at my dad’s for the first two weeks and then back home the rest of the time. I know you know this. I already made plans to see your parents while you’re gone. Your dad wants to take me fishing, apparently. I wish we were going to be together.
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