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      For anyone who has carried an old love quietly in their heart.

      May you find the courage to follow the road back to what still feels like home.
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      In their final year of high school, what starts as easy friendship turns into first love — tender, hopeful, and impossible to ignore. Through stolen moments, big promises, and a future that still feels wide open, Claire and Andrew build something that seems strong enough to survive whatever comes next.

      But growing up means distance, change, and choices neither of them is ready for.

      The Road Before Love is the story of how Claire and Andrew first fell in love, what they lost, and the heartbreak that shaped the road back to each other.

      Sign up for my Newsletter⁠1 to get The Road Before Love, the exclusive prequel to The Road Back to Love.
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            WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 14

          

        

      

    

    
      ANDREW

      The Bluewater Tavern smells like fried food, lake air, and the kind of bad decisions that you only make when you’re twenty-one and convinced consequences are a myth. I pause just inside the door letting my eyes adjust.

      Wednesday night, weird choice for a bachelor party. Something about Zack, Ethan⁠1‘s cousin, having to travel and not being available before the wedding. I have to get back to Toronto by Monday. I have things to sort out.

      I head for the bar first. A buffer before I get dragged into a booth and interrogated about Toronto and whether I’m still “dead inside.” Same opening move as always: let Ethan yell, let Zack chirp, pretend I’m above all of it until they drag me in anyway.

      The bartender nods. “Draft?”

      “Yeah.”

      He slides me a pint, cold glass beading with condensation. I take a sip and turn, because I can feel Ethan’s energy without even seeing him. Ethan has never been subtle. He’s like a marching band.

      Ethan is in the back booth, half out of his seat, waving at me like he’s guiding a plane down. Sophia⁠2 sits tucked beside him, calm and polished. Across from them, Zack has claimed the outside end of the front bench, all lanky elbows and wide grin, leaving one open spot beside him.

      Ethan calls for me, loud enough that a few people look. “There he is! Toronto’s most emotionally unavailable man!” Subtle has never been Ethan’s thing.

      I lift my beer.

      Zack cups his hands. “Look at him! He’s wearing a blazer to a tavern!”

      I huff out something that might pass for a laugh and head over, because if Zack starts in this early, arguing only feeds him. Zack treats a reaction like a personal achievement. “It’s not a blazer,” I say, sliding into the open spot on Zack’s side of the booth, across from Ethan and Sophia. “And you know that.”

      “That’s even worse,” he chuckles. “It means you own so many you can’t keep track.”

      “That’s rich coming from a man who owns three shirts and rotates them like a personality trait.”

      Ethan raises his glass. “You made it.”

      “I said I would.” I shrug, but it comes out softer than I mean it to. There was no way I was missing Ethan’s bachelor party, even if showing up meant walking straight into the one conversation I’ve spent years avoiding.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Zack says. “People say a lot of things.”

      Sophia leans in. “How was the drive?”

      “Fine. Construction. Detours. A guy who treated a stop sign like a suggestion.” Even though Sophia is the newest addition to this group, she’s the only one who asks normal questions first, like she knows I need thirty seconds to remember how to be a person before Zack turns the table into amateur theater.

      Ethan’s eyes brighten. “Welcome home.”

      “Tell me you still own too many suits,” Zack says.

      “Enough that my dry cleaner knows my schedule better than most people do.”

      “Enough is not a number,” he says, pleased with himself. Zack says things like that with the satisfaction of a man who thinks he’s just cracked a major case.

      Ethan leans forward. “Okay, update. What’s the fancy title now?”

      “I’m an accounting partner.”

      Zack whistles. “Partner. Sounds like you have a private jet.”

      “I barely have legroom on Porter. Relax.”

      Sophia tilts her head. “But you do have a ridiculous watch.”

      “That’s the dream, yes.”

      Ethan grins. “Allergic to compliments. Still the same.” Which, from Zack and Ethan, is basically their highest form of affection.

      His grin shifts to something less teasing. “Seriously. Thanks for being here. It means the world to me.”

      I nod, because I don’t know how to say I’m trying without making it sound like a joke. I’ve built my whole adult life on being reliable from a distance — showing up when it’s scheduled, leaving before anyone can ask for more. Staying until the weekend feels like stepping past my own boundaries.

      Sophia reaches for Ethan’s hand and squeezes it gently. He squeezes back like it’s a reflex, like he doesn’t have to think about choosing her anymore. Watching them is like walking past a bakery when you’re starving: warm, obvious, and rude in a way that makes you laugh at yourself while it still stings.

      Zack, of course, ruins the sentiment in record time. “If you cry, I’m charging you for emotional labor.”

      “No one is crying,” Ethan says, immediately suspicious.

      Sophia arches a brow. “You cried at a dog food commercial last week.”

      “That dog was abandoned!”

      “And then adopted,” Zack says. “A perfect arc. Ten out of ten.”

      Ethan points a finger at me. “Don’t encourage him.”

      I take another sip of beer. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      The waitress drops popcorn. Ethan takes some. “Tell them about your meeting today.”

      Sophia groans. “No.”

      “Yes,” Ethan insists, grinning. “Because it was hilarious.”

      Zack perks up. “Feed me.”

      Sophia gives in. “I had a consult with a couple who wanted coastal modern but no blue.”

      I blink. “Coastal modern with no blue?”

      “When I asked what colors they like, they said ‘sand.’”

      Zack laughs. “They want to live inside a beige sweatshirt.”

      “And then they asked if I could make the ceiling higher without moving walls.”

      Zack wheezes. “Just raise the ceiling.”

      “With my magic wand,” she deadpans.

      I laugh — quiet, involuntary. Sophia’s smile brightens like she enjoys that more than she should. She’s always been weirdly pleased when she manages to drag a reaction out of me.

      Ethan pulls out his phone. “And her renderings for the venue lounge.”

      Sophia’s eyes widen. “Ethan.”

      He turns the screen toward me. Warm lighting, curved seating, the kind of space that makes people linger. Sophia’s shown some of her work since she’s been in Ethan’s life, so I know this is trust, not small talk.

      “This is…” I start.

      “Good,” Zack says immediately.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, and I mean it.

      Sophia’s smile softens. “Thanks.”

      For a few minutes, it’s easy. Wedding stories, small-town gossip, Zack auditioning for the role of best man even though he isn’t. I laugh at the right moments. I pretend I’m not watching the door every time it opens. Truth is, I’ve been bracing for Claire since I walked in — hoping she won’t come, knowing Ethan would never have planned a night that left her out.

      When the door finally swings wide and a wash of mid-summer air slides inside, my body reacts before my brain can stop it.

      Claire.

      She steps in, hair pinned up, posture sharp, wearing our high school hoodie. The last time I saw that hoodie, she was standing on the beach asking me to fight for us, and I was already halfway into the excuse I thought would hurt less than the truth.

      I swallow once and make my face behave. This was always going to be rough; I just didn’t expect my body to fold that fast over just one look at her.

      Claire pauses just inside the entrance, letting her gaze sweep the room like she’s taking inventory. When she finds us, something in her face stills. Her shoulders draw back. Chin lifts. I know that posture. It’s the version of Claire that shows up when she refuses to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her flinch.

      Her eyes catch mine.

      The noise in the pub drops away, replaced by the slow, loud thud of my pulse. I’m grateful I’m already sitting, because my legs go loose under the table anyway. Not enough to tip me over. Enough to remind me my body remembers her, even though I’ve been pretending I don’t. Not just the shape of her. The force of her. The way one look from her can still make me feel sixteen kinds of guilty all at once.

      She doesn’t smile. Doesn’t look away. Same sharp stare. Same command of space, like the room rearranges itself around her without asking.

      Sophia stands first, bright. “Claire!”

      Claire’s face softens for Sophia. “Is that sundress new? That color looks good on you. It’s very… you.”

      Sophia rolls her eyes, smiling. “Thank you. Yes, I went shopping in Toronto last weekend while we met with the band for the wedding.” She pauses, seemingly worried about having brought up Toronto. “Any updates on Kevin, the campground resident raccoon? Tell me he’s not planning to crash the wedding. He gives strong ‘steals the cake’ energy.”

      Claire laughs, small, and the sound loosens the air. “No worries about Kevin.” Then her eyes land on me again — steady, unreadable.

      She glances at the booth, at the lack of space, then reaches for the nearest empty chair. She drags it over and sits at the open end beside our table, close enough to join the circle without wedging herself between anyone. A loose strand of hair brushes her cheek, and my hands go still like they’re trying not to reach.

      “Hi,” she says.

      Her voice is steady. Too steady. The kind of steadiness that only shows up when she’s holding everything else down by force.

      “Hi,” I answer.

      One syllable. A ceasefire.

      Ethan claps his hands. “Okay. Everyone, we’re here for Sophia and me, so let’s have fun and be civil.”

      Zack looks offended. “I am always behaving.”

      Sophia gives him a look. “You’re literally never behaving.”

      Claire orders a cider without looking at the menu. Zack leans in. “Important question. Are you still the most intimidating person I know?”

      “Yes,” Claire says.

      “Great. I feel safe.”

      Even I feel my mouth tug. Claire’s eyes flick to mine like she caught it. For a second something almost softens in her expression. Then it shutters again so fast I almost think I imagined it. Almost.

      Ethan lifts his beer like inspiration has just struck and grins around the table. “Toast.” He treats any pause longer than three seconds like a stage cue.

      Sophia groans, but there’s no heat in it. “Oh my gawsh, Ethan.”

      He lifts his drink higher, fully committed to the bit. “To me. For having the excellent judgment to lock down the best woman in Ontario.”

      Sophia swats at his arm, smiling despite herself.

      “To Ethan. For somehow landing Sophia and still acting surprised about it,” Claire says.

      “To Ethan,” Zack echoes.

      I lift my glass. “To Ethan.”

      Claire raises hers last and leans in from the chair. Her fingers tremble when the rim meets the others, small, almost nothing, but I see it anyway. The instinct to lean forward hits hard. To ask if she’s okay. To fix. I don’t. Because I don’t get to.

      The glasses clink. Someone cheers. Ethan drops back into his seat, satisfied.

      Claire sets her glass down carefully, then curls her fingers around it again like she’s locking her hands into place. Bracing. Whatever she’s carrying tonight, she’s carrying it alone, and I don’t know how to sit across from her and pretend I can’t see it.

      Ethan starts talking again, already shifting the evening forward. Zack jumps in. Sophia laughs. The noise rises.

      If we’re going to spend the night pretending this is normal, I need to take the edge off before the whole table starts performing around us. “Hey,” I say, nodding toward the bar. “Come help me grab the next round?”

      It’s casual. Normal. Something no one could object to.

      Zack squints at our glasses. “I’m not empty.”

      “You’re emotionally empty,” I tell him.

      “That’s fair,” he says. “Rude. Accurate, but rude.”

      Sophia’s mouth curves like she sees what I’m doing and chooses not to comment. Ethan waves a hand. “Yes. Drinks. Go.”

      Claire hesitates, then stands.

      The space between the booth and the bar isn’t all that far, but it’s far enough. We walk side by side without touching.

      At the bar, the bartender asks what we want. I order another pint for myself and a round for the table, just to give my hands a job. While the bartender works, Claire keeps her gaze on the taps, then on the mirrors behind them, anywhere except my face. She looks like she’d rather be anywhere else, and I can’t blame her for that. But standing here saying nothing feels worse.

      “You don’t have to worry about me tonight,” I say. “I’m not here to make this harder.”

      “I don’t need your permission to ignore you.” She inhales slowly and exhales even slower. “But since you brought it up, you should know you’re not the center of my universe.”

      The words land clean. Practiced. Like she’s said them before in her head. Of course she has. She’s probably had this conversation with me a hundred times without me in the room.

      Heat crawls up the back of my neck anyway.

      “I just thought it might be less awkward if we got the first minute over with.” The corner of her mouth twitches, almost a laugh, almost disgust. Her eyes flick to me. Sharp. Measuring. Like she’s deciding whether I’m being considerate or just trying to look like I am.

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      Fair enough. Worrying from a safe distance has always been my best skill.

      Before I can answer, the bartender slides the glasses over with a clink that sounds too loud. My fingers fumble for my wallet. I pay fast, like money can smooth this over. When we turn back toward the booth, the noise swells again — laughter, shouted stories, a burst of music from the speakers — like the room is eager to swallow the moment and pretend it never happened.

      Claire moves first.

      Not rushing. Not lingering. Just stepping away like she’s choosing distance with every footfall.

      Half a step ahead.

      Close enough that I can catch the faint scent of her shampoo when she turns her head, far enough that I can’t pretend we’re walking together.

      And I hate that my chest tightens over something that small.

      Like it matters.

      Like she meant it to.

      I take a slow sip of beer like that’s a normal thing to do when my chest feels too tight over half a step and a sentence I probably deserved.
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      CLAIRE

      By the time we get back from the bar, the table has that loose, happy energy that makes you forget time exists. Sophia’s laughing, cheeks flushed, and Zack is already mid-monologue about how he personally has carried this engagement on his shoulders.

      Sophia levels a look at him, cheeks still flushed from laughing. “No one asked you to.”

      Zack leans back, one hand to his chest, grin bright. “That’s the burden of greatness.”

      Ethan points at him like he’s issuing an official ruling. “You’re banned from making a speech at my wedding.”

      Zack gasps and looks personally betrayed. “You can’t ban me. I’m part of the ambiance.”

      Sophia’s smile turns dangerously sweet. “You’re part of the problem.”

      Watching the three of them go at each other is like getting front-row seats to a sitcom I somehow ended up inside. And for a moment, I almost forget who’s sitting on my right. But I don’t.

      I sip my cider and let it be about them for a while. That’s the point of tonight. Ethan is getting married. Sophia is glowing like she swallowed a string of fairy lights. Their kind of happiness is loud and contagious, like a song you can’t get out of your head even when you want to.

      Sophia still looks a little amazed by it all sometimes, like she can’t quite believe a spontaneous escape to Bluewater Cove turned into a life with Ethan, a design business, and the old Miller House they somehow rescued from raccoons and bad wallpaper. Ethan looks at her like he knew from the start she belonged here, even when she didn’t.

      Which is very Ethan, honestly. Buy the falling-down house, fall for the brilliant interior designer, then act surprised when love moves in with the floor samples.

      I can do supportive best friend. I can do funny friend. I can also do the version of me that doesn’t make everything complicated.

      Easy.

      Next to me, Andrew is watching without staring. Same sandy blond hair, a little messier than the Andrew I remember, like he raked a hand through it and forgot to fix it. His baby blue eyes catch mine and my stomach drops, quick and stupid, like my body didn’t get the memo about the years that passed.

      I can be easy about Ethan and Sophia.

      I can’t be easy about him.

      Zack turns his attention to me with the focus of a man who has decided he needs a new target. “Okay. Update. How many cabins do you own now?”

      “Five.”

      Zack looks personally offended. “Only five?”

      “Zack,” Sophia warns, already laughing.

      “It’s a campground,” I say. “Not a theme park.”

      Ethan leans forward, proud like he had something to do with my decisions. “Tell them about the outdoor shower plan.”

      Zach’s eyes widen. “You’re doing outdoor showers?”

      “Seasonal,” I say quickly. “And private. I’m not starting a commune.”

      Zack squints. “That’s exactly what someone starting a commune would say.”

      I shake my head. “If you call my future guests ‘members…’” I let my mouth twitch like I’m fighting a smile, “… I will actually ban you from the property.”

      Zack lights up. “You have banning power now. That’s hot.”

      Sophia presses her lips together like she’s trying not to laugh. “Zack.”

      “What?” he says. “I’m supporting women in business.”

      Ethan laughs. “She needs a shirt that says ‘Campground Owner’ so people stop questioning her.”

      “I don’t need a shirt,” I say. “I need an Airstream.”

      The words land too cleanly, like I just hit send on a text I promised myself I’d delete. My chest tightens right after, irritation flashing through me — not at them, at myself. I hate that I said it out loud. I hate that a part of me is already leaning in.

      Sophia’s face softens into something proud and practical. “You’re still looking?”

      “Every night,” I admit. “I’ve seen more listings than actual humans this week.”

      Ethan makes a sympathetic noise. “That’s bleak.”

      “It’s efficient,” I say, even though my jaw aches from clenching at my phone screen at midnight.

      The Airstream isn’t a cute luxury. It’s a solution. More space. A nicer option for couples. Something that lets me charge enough to fix the things that are always breaking. Something that makes Bluewater Cove look like a place people
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