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        First love. First betrayal. One last chance.

      

      

      
        
        Two years ago, Maya gave her heart to Liam Mercer… and he shattered it without saying a word. He didn’t have to—not when he let his friends and cousins tear her down while he stood by, silent. The humiliation cut deep, and she learned the hard way that some wounds never fade.

      

        

      
        Now Liam is back on Mustang Island, older, regret in his eyes, and more determined than ever to win her back. But trust is fragile, and Maya’s not sure she’s ready to risk her heart again. He says he’s changed, but the tides have a way of pulling you under before you know it. And loving him again might be the biggest risk of all.
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      The bell over the café door jingled, loud and careless, like it didn’t know the weight it just dragged in behind it.

      Maya Gonzales didn’t look up. Not at first.

      She was elbow-deep in her usual routine, pouring black coffee into Mr. Cotter’s chipped mug while he griped about tourists, tides, and how nobody respected fish traps anymore. It was her last summer behind that counter, her final season in her aunt's café before she traded the briny heat of Mustang Island for lecture halls and libraries and a future of her own design.

      She would be back, but not like this. Not with aching feet and salt-sticky skin, not wearing a name tag. Next time, she’d return with a degree, with pride. With something that said she was more than the fisherman’s daughter, everyone thought they had figured out.

      She would make this island see her. Really see her. No longer would she be the poor fisherman’s motherless daughter. No longer would she and her father scrape to make ends meet.

      The door slammed.

      She glanced up.

      And her whole body stilled.

      Liam Mercer.

      Of all the faces that could’ve walked through that door, his was the last one she expected, and the only one that could make her stomach knot with something between fury and something more dangerous. Something like curiosity. Like heat.

      He wasn’t a tourist. Not exactly. He was one of them, the summer people. The rich kids who descended every year with their parents and their money, dragging their privilege behind them, laughing too loudly, tipping too little, and treating Mustang Island like their private playground.

      Liam had been part of that world, the polished, perfect, poisonous part. The kind that made girls like her feel like dirt beneath their boat shoes. Like she was nothing more than the smell of fish, a hand-me-down body in cheap jeans, something to point at and laugh about while they lived their lavish lives, without a thought of where their next meal came from.

      While they chased sunsets and bonfires, she worked under the punishing sun, hauling shrimp beside her father, counting every dollar like it might be their last.

      And he was the worst of them.

      Taller now. Shoulders broader. That golden-boy tan sharpened by muscle and age. His sun-bleached hair curled like it was sculpted to look effortless, and his tee was rumpled just enough to scream expensive.

      But it was him. The golden boy who made her blush with one look, then shattered it all with one cruel laugh, as if kindness had only ever been part of the setup.

      The last time she saw Liam Mercer, she’d been sixteen. Still just a girl. He’d been with his cousins, shirtless and cocky, tossing a football down the beach while she hauled shrimp buckets back to her dad’s boat. They’d catcalled. Laughed. Mocked her hands, her smell, her clothes. And beneath it all, they layered crude, sexual comments, asking if every part of her stank like the bait she worked with. It was vile. Degrading. And she’d never forgotten it.

      And Liam, he’d joined in. Not because he meant it. That would’ve been easier.

      No. He did it because it made the other boys laugh. Because it made him look cool.

      Because she had liked him before that day. She’d carried a quiet crush on him, tucked somewhere between hope and foolishness. And maybe he’d seen it. Perhaps that’s why the betrayal felt personal. Because after that day, her feelings didn’t disappear. Whatever spark had existed turned to ash. She hated him for what he did... and for what he ruined.

      He’d been her first kiss under the pier. Her first real crush, and he’d ripped her heart out of her chest with his laughter.

      “Hey,” he said now, voice lower, older, but still edged in something too familiar.

      She didn’t move. Just crossed her arms, the tension in her spine wound tight as a dock line. “Didn’t expect to see you again.”

      He gave a sheepish half-smile. “Yeah… I was kind of a punk back then.”

      “Kind of?” she echoed, dry as driftwood. Punk didn’t begin to describe how she’d felt about him after that night, dangerous, evil, someone to avoid at all costs.

      His grin widened, but softer this time. More human. “I remember you,” he said. “You called me a seagull in sneakers.”

      She hadn’t planned to smile. But it almost happened. Oh, she’d wanted to call him something much worse, but knew it would only come back to haunt her.

      “You were squawking louder than one,” she muttered, glancing back toward the pot of coffee to hide the flicker in her expression. The hurt of that afternoon.

      That shut him up for a second.

      “I deserved that,” he said quietly.

      She turned back. “You still hanging with those losers?”

      “Not if I can help it. Turns out... they suck.”

      Her heart twitched, annoyingly. How long had it taken him to discover the truth?

      They stood there a moment, two versions of themselves crackling between the counter. The kids they were. The adults they weren’t yet.

      “I haven’t seen you in years,” he said. “I—I actually came here last summer, too. But you were never around.”

      “Yeah. That was on purpose.”

      Last year, she’d spent more time on her father’s boat, helping him out, until school started.

      He winced. “Fair.”

      Silence.

      “You know,” she said, voice low but cutting, “I was sixteen when you and your golden little crew decided to mock me like I was garbage. You laughed when I flinched. And I went home that day thinking I’d never be enough for anyone. So no, Liam, I didn’t want to see you again.”

      His face paled, the smile gone. “I’m sorry. I’ve thought about that day a lot. I should’ve said something. I should’ve told them to shut up. But I didn’t. And I’ve regretted it ever since.”

      She blinked. Stunned. How many boys ever apologized for that kind of cruelty? Especially in public. She noticed that all the eyes staring at the two of them.

      “Can I make it up to you?”

      “No,” she said, knowing there was no way to get the years back. No way to repair her wounded self-esteem.

      A frown formed between his eyes. “Look, I was a stupid kid who let himself get talked into being a bully. I regret it. Let me buy you dinner?”

      The kid didn’t give up.

      “I’m working. Every shift I can get. I’ve got college to pay for.”

      “Then I guess I’ll just eat here every night,” he said, shrugging. “Until you change your mind.”

      That earned him the tiniest smirk.

      A flicker.

      A crack in the armor.

      And just like that, something shifted, not forgiveness, not even understanding. But recognition. The sense that maybe this summer had more in store than either of them expected.

      A customer walked through the door, the bell tinkling, letting her know it was time to get back to work.

      “See you tonight,” he said and walked out.

      As he left, she couldn’t help but wonder. There had been real chemistry between them since the day they met.

      Picking up menus, she led the couple to a table
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