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Chapter 1

  
  




Marcus Rivera stared at his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows of his Miami penthouse, watching the sun set over Biscayne Bay for what he hoped would be the last time in a while. At forty-two, he looked good better than good, if he was being honest. The divorce had been brutal on his heart, but it had done wonders for his physique. Turns out spite was an excellent motivator for hitting the gym.

“You could have at least pretended to be sad when I signed the papers,” he muttered to his reflection, remembering his ex-wife Sandra’s parting words: “You’re emotionally unavailable, Marcus. You care more about your servers than you do about me.”

She wasn’t entirely wrong. TechFlow Solutions had been his baby for fifteen years, growing from a two-man operation in his garage to a company that sold for eight figures six months ago. The irony wasn’t lost on him that the buyout had made him wealthy enough to give Sandra everything she’d wanted in the settlement, just in time for her to not want him anymore.

His phone buzzed on the marble counter top. Another text from his business manager about investment opportunities, another email from his lawyer about post-divorce paperwork, another LinkedIn request from someone wanting to “pick his brain” about entrepreneurship. Marcus silenced the phone and tossed it onto the Italian leather sofa that had cost more than most people’s cars.

The penthouse was perfect minimalist, efficient, everything in its place. Just like his life. Wake up at 6 AM, gym for two hours, protein shake, check emails, pretend to care about the investment portfolio, order dinner from the restaurant downstairs, watch Netflix, sleep. Rinse and repeat.

“This is pathetic,” he said aloud to the empty apartment. Even his voice echoed in the space, as if the walls themselves were mocking his solitude.

The brochure for Isla Dulce sat on his kitchen counter where it had been for three weeks, its tropical blues and greens looking absurdly cheerful next to his sleek black appliances. His college roommate Jake had recommended the place after his own “life crisis sabbatical” following his midlife divorce.

“Dude, you need to get out of that corporate tomb,” Jake had said over beers. “Isla Dulce is this little Caribbean gem not too touristy, not too remote. Perfect for figuring your shit out. Plus, the locals are amazing. Really warm people.”

Marcus picked up the brochure again, studying the photos of white sand beaches, crystal-clear water, and colorful colonial buildings. Villa Paraíso looked perfect a secluded beachfront property with enough space for him to spread out and enough isolation to avoid well-meaning friends who wanted to “help him process.”

He’d built his fortune on calculated risks, but this felt different. This wasn’t about market analysis or competitive advantage. This was about admitting that his perfectly controlled life had become a beautiful prison.

“Screw it,” he muttered, grabbing his laptop. Within an hour, he’d booked Villa Paraíso for three months, arranged for his mail to be forwarded, and put his penthouse in the hands of a property management company. His investment advisor would handle the portfolio, his assistant would field the endless networking requests, and Marcus would have space to breathe.

The next morning found him at Miami International Airport, standing in line behind a family with three screaming children and ahead of a couple who couldn’t stop arguing about whether they’d packed the right sunscreen. Marcus clutched his boarding pass for the small regional airline that would take him to Isla Dulce, wondering if he was making the biggest mistake of his post-divorce life.

“First time to the island?” asked the elderly man next to him, wearing a shirt covered in palm trees and what appeared to be a collection of every tourist cliché known to mankind.

“Yeah,” Marcus replied, adjusting his designer carry-on. “You?”

The man laughed, a warm sound that seemed to come from his belly. “Thirty-seventh time. My wife and I go twice a year. Fair warning it gets into your blood. We keep saying we’ll try somewhere new, but we always end up back on Dulce.”

“What’s so special about it?”

“The people,” the man said without hesitation. “Nicest folks you’ll ever meet. They’ll adopt you into their families before you know what hit you. Course, they’ll also tease you mercilessly if you don’t know how to dance salsa or eat your weight in mangoes, but it’s all done with love.”

Marcus nodded politely, though he privately doubted he’d be doing much family-adopting or mango-eating. He was planning on a quiet, contemplative retreat maybe some reading, some swimming, definitely some drinking of expensive rum while staring at the ocean.

The flight to Isla Dulce was bumpier than he’d expected, the small plane bouncing through Caribbean thermals like a kid on a trampoline. Marcus gripped his armrest and tried not to think about how his ex-wife used to make fun of his flying anxiety.

“Relax, hermano,” said the young man in the seat across from him, grinning at Marcus’s white knuckles. “Captain Rodriguez could fly this route with his eyes closed. Been doing it for twenty years.”

“That’s… reassuring,” Marcus managed, as the plane hit another pocket of turbulence.

“Besides, if we crash, at least we’ll crash in paradise, eh?” The man laughed at his own joke, apparently oblivious to Marcus’s horror. “I’m Carlos, by the way. You look like you need a drink.”

Carlos produced a small flask from his backpack and offered it to Marcus. “Homemade rum. My tía makes it smoothest thing you’ll ever taste.”

Marcus normally wouldn’t accept alcohol from a stranger on a plane, but these weren’t normal circumstances. He took a careful sip and immediately felt warmth spread through his chest. “That’s… actually incredible.”

“Welcome to Isla Dulce, amigo. Everything’s better here.”

The plane began its descent, and Marcus got his first real look at his temporary home. The island spread out below them like something from a postcard emerald mountains rising from azure waters, white beaches fringed with palm trees, and a small town clustered around a picturesque harbor. Villa Paraíso sat on a secluded stretch of beach on the island’s northern coast, its red tile roof visible among the tropical vegetation.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Carlos said, following Marcus’s gaze. “My girlfriend always says God was showing off when he made this place.”

The landing was surprisingly smooth, and soon Marcus found himself standing on the tarmac of what had to be the world’s smallest airport. The terminal building looked like it could double as someone’s beach house, painted in cheerful yellow with blue trim and surrounded by flowering bougainvillea.

His rental car a slightly beat-up Jeep Wrangler that had seen better decades was waiting in the parking lot with the keys under the mat, just as promised. Marcus threw his bags in the back and consulted the hand-drawn map the rental company had provided. GPS apparently being more of a suggestion than a reality on Isla Dulce.

The drive to Villa Paraíso took him through the town center, where he got his first real taste of island life. Colorful buildings lined narrow streets, their shutters thrown open to catch the trade winds. Children played soccer in a small plaza while their parents watched from chairs set up under massive shade trees. An old man strummed a guitar on his front porch, nodding to passersby with the unhurried confidence of someone who had nowhere urgent to be.

Marcus stopped at a red light the island’s only traffic signal, according to his research and watched a woman hanging laundry on a line strung between two palm trees. She caught him looking and waved, calling out something in rapid Spanish that sounded friendly even though he couldn’t understand a word.

This was definitely not Miami.

Villa Paraíso exceeded even the brochure’s promises. The house sat on a bluff overlooking a crescent of white sand beach, its wraparound porch offering views of nothing but ocean and sky. The interior was a perfect blend of tropical elegance and comfortable luxury ceiling fans lazily stirring the trade winds, local artwork adorning whitewashed walls, and furniture that invited you to relax rather than impress.

Marcus set his bags down in the master bedroom and walked out onto the porch, breathing in air that tasted of salt and freedom. For the first time in months, his shoulders actually relaxed.

His phone buzzed with messages his assistant confirming some meeting, his lawyer wanting to discuss asset allocation, his mother asking if he was “eating enough vegetables.” He looked at the device for a long moment, then turned it off and set it in a drawer.

“Three months,” he said to the ocean. “Three months to figure out what the hell comes next.”

A pelican chose that moment to dive bomb the water in front of the house, emerging with a fish that was probably too big for it to handle. The bird struggled for a moment, then adjusted its grip and flew off, apparently unbothered by the fact that it had bitten off more than it could chew.

Marcus laughed actually laughed for the first time in weeks. Maybe Jake was right. Maybe this place really was exactly what he needed.

He unpacked methodically, hanging his clothes in the bedroom’s walk-in closet and setting up his laptop on the dining room table. Tomorrow he’d explore the island, maybe find a good restaurant, possibly even attempt to have a conversation with another human being that didn’t involve quarterly projections or divorce proceedings.

As the sun set over the Caribbean, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that no Miami skyscraper could frame properly, Marcus allowed himself to hope that the next three months might actually change his life.

He had no idea how right he was.
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Chapter 2

  
  




Marcus woke to the sound of roosters crowing and waves lapping against the shore a far cry from the Miami traffic and construction noise that usually served as his alarm clock. He stretched in the king-sized bed, feeling more rested than he had in months, and padded out to the porch with his coffee to watch the sunrise paint the Caribbean in shades of gold.

His peaceful morning meditation was interrupted by the sound of raised voices coming from down the beach. Marcus squinted against the morning light and saw a small group of people gathered around what looked like a pile of lumber and debris near the water’s edge. Even from a distance, he could tell the conversation was heated.

“Not my problem,” he muttered, settling back into his chair. He’d come to Isla Dulce to avoid other people’s drama, not get sucked into it.

But the voices grew louder, and Marcus found himself walking down the beach despite his better judgment. As he got closer, he could make out a young woman gesturing emphatically at an older man in an ill-fitting suit, while several other locals looked on with obvious concern.

“ don’t care what your papers say,” the woman was saying in accented English, her voice carrying clearly across the water. “This is our family’s land, and you have no right”

“Miss Morales,” the suit interrupted, “the bank’s position is very clear. Your family is three months behind on payments. This property will be sold to cover the debt, and this… art studio… will be demolished to make way for the new resort development.”

Marcus stopped walking. The pile of “lumber and debris” wasn’t debris at all it was the remains of what had obviously been a small building, its colorful walls now reduced to scattered planks and broken pottery.

The woman Sofia Morales, apparently stood with her hands on her hips, practically vibrating with fury. She was probably in her mid-twenties, with long dark hair pulled back in a messy bun and paint stains on her sundress that suggested she was an artist herself. Even angry and disheveled, she was stunning in the way that only came from passion and purpose.

“Señor Martinez,” she said, switching to Spanish so rapid that Marcus caught maybe every third word, despite his high school language classes. Her tone, however, needed no translation.

The banker’s face grew increasingly red as Sofia continued her verbal assault, occasionally punctuating her points by gesturing at the destroyed building. The small crowd of locals murmured agreement with whatever she was saying, and Marcus found himself oddly invested in the outcome of this argument between strangers.

“English, Miss Morales,” the banker said stiffly. “There are… witnesses present.”

Sofia’s gaze flicked to Marcus, Her dark eyes were blazing with a combination of anger and what looked suspiciously like tears she was refusing to shed.

“Fine,” she said, switching back to English. “I was just explaining to Señor Martinez here that his resort developers can take their plans and shove them up their”

“Sofia!” An older woman emerged from the group of onlookers, shooting the younger woman a warning look. “Mind your language.”

“Sorry, Tía Rosa.” Sofia didn’t look particularly sorry. “But seriously, how is this legal? My family has been running art workshops here for twenty years. We teach the children, we preserve the traditional crafts, we”

“Were behind on your payments,” Martinez interrupted. “Business is business, Miss Morales. If you can’t pay your debts, you lose your property. It’s very simple.”

“Simple,” Sofia repeated, her voice dripping with disdain. “Right. And I suppose it’s just a coincidence that your cousin happens to be the resort developer who’s been trying to buy up all the beachfront property on this side of the island?”

Martinez’s face flushed deeper. “I resent the implication”

“I’m not implying anything,” Sofia shot back. “I’m stating it outright. This is corruption, pure and simple.”

Marcus found himself stepping forward before he’d consciously decided to get involved. “Excuse me,” he said, his voice carrying the authority that had served him well in boardrooms for two decades. “What exactly is the situation here?”

All eyes turned to him, and Marcus felt very aware that he was wearing expensive board shorts and a polo shirt that probably cost more than most of these people made in a week. The banker’s expression immediately shifted to something approaching deference apparently money spoke the same language everywhere.

“Just a small business matter, sir,” Martinez said smoothly. “Nothing that need concern you.”

“Actually, I’m curious,” Marcus said, ignoring the banker and addressing Sofia directly. “What kind of art studio was this?”

Sofia’s chin went up. “Traditional Caribbean arts and crafts. We teach local children pottery, weaving, painting techniques that have been passed down through generations. Or we did, until…” She gestured helplessly at the rubble.

“And the financial situation?”

“We owe eighteen thousand dollars,” Sofia said, her voice tight with embarrassment. “The hurricane last year damaged our roof, and we had to choose between repairs and loan payments. We chose keeping the children dry.”

Marcus did some quick mental math. Eighteen thousand dollars. He’d spent more than that on his ex-wife’s birthday party last year the one where she’d announced she wanted a divorce.

“And if the debt were paid?” he asked Martinez. “Hypothetically?”

The banker shifted uncomfortably. “Well, the foreclosure proceedings would stop, naturally. But Miss Morales would still need to find a new location, as this particular lot has already been promised to the resort developers.”

“Promised or sold?”

“Well… promised.”

Marcus smiled the smile that had terrified competitors and delighted investors for fifteen years. “So legally, if the debt were satisfied, Miss Morales would retain ownership of the property?”

“Technically, yes, but”

“Excellent.” Marcus pulled out his phone and opened his banking app, blessing the wonders of modern technology. “Sofia may I call you Sofia? do you have the account information for this loan?”

Sofia stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “I’m sorry, what?”

“The loan account. I’d like to pay it off.”

The beach fell completely silent except for the sound of waves lapping against the shore. Even the roosters seemed to have paused their morning chorus.

“You want to pay off my family’s debt?” Sofia’s voice was carefully neutral, as if she was talking to someone who might be having a mental breakdown.

“Consider it an investment in local arts education,” Marcus said, typing rapidly on his phone. “Martinez, I’ll need those account details.”

The banker looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant. “Sir, I don’t think you understand the complexity of the situation”

“I understand that eighteen thousand dollars will satisfy the debt and prevent the foreclosure. Everything else is just noise.” Marcus looked up from his phone. “Account details. Now.”

Twenty minutes later, Marcus found himself sitting on a piece of driftwood while Sofia Morales alternated between staring at him and staring at Martinez’s retreating figure. The banker had left with promises to halt the foreclosure proceedings and muttered threats about “outside interference” that he clearly didn’t have the courage to voice loudly.

“So,” Sofia said, “that happened.”

“Apparently so.”

“You just paid off my family’s debt to a complete stranger.”

“Technically, I paid off your family’s debt to a corrupt banker who was trying to steal your land for his cousin’s resort development.”

Sofia laughed, a sound that was half humor and half hysteria. “Right. That makes it much less crazy.”

The other locals had gradually dispersed, though Marcus caught several surreptitious glances in his direction. Word would spread quickly on an island this size the crazy gringo who threw money at other people’s problems.

“Why?” Sofia asked simply.

Marcus considered the question. Why had he gotten involved? He’d come to Isla Dulce specifically to avoid complications, and here he was, thirty-six hours in, buying art studios for beautiful strangers.

“Maybe because I like seeing corrupt bankers lose,” he said. “Or maybe because I think traditional arts education is important. Or maybe because I’m having a midlife crisis and this seemed like a more constructive way to handle it than buying a Ferrari.”

“A Ferrari would have been cheaper.”

“Probably more fun, too.”

Sofia studied his face, and Marcus had the uncomfortable feeling that she was seeing more than he’d intended to show. “You’re not what I expected when I saw you walking down the beach this morning.”

“What did you expect?”

“Another rich tourist looking for Instagram photos and watered-down piña coladas.”

“I hate piña coladas.”

“Good. They’re an insult to both pineapples and coconuts.” Sofia stood and brushed sand off her sundress. “I should probably thank you properly, but I’m not sure how you thank someone for saving your life’s work.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

“Yes, I do. You just prevented my family’s legacy from being turned into a poolside bar for drunk Americans.”

“I’m a drunk American.”

“You’re a sober American who apparently has more money than sense, which makes you much more dangerous.”

Marcus laughed despite himself. “Dangerous?”

“Oh yes,” Sofia said, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “Definitely dangerous. The kind of man who shows up out of nowhere and changes everything without warning.”

She was already walking away, calling back over her shoulder, “I’ll find a way to thank you properly, Marcus Rivera. That’s a promise.”

Marcus watched her go, admiring the confident swing of her hips and the way she moved like she owned the beach which, technically, she did again.

His phone buzzed with a notification from his bank, confirming the eighteen-thousand-dollar transfer. His investment advisor would probably have a heart attack when he saw the transaction, but Marcus found he didn’t care.

For the first time since his divorce, he’d done something that felt genuinely good. Something that mattered.

Something that was about to complicate his quiet island retreat in ways he couldn’t even begin to imagine.







  
  3

  
  
  






Chapter 3

  
  







Around noon, the sound of an approaching vehicle broke his concentration. A battered pickup truck painted in what had once been bright blue came bouncing down the dirt road to his villa, trailing a cloud of dust and the sound of what Marcus was pretty sure was reggaeton music.

The truck pulled up to his villa, and Sofia climbed out of the passenger side, followed by another young woman who could have been her sister if not for the completely different energy she radiated. Where Sofia moved with artistic intensity, this woman had the quick, efficient grace of someone who was used to juggling multiple tasks at once.

“Marcus!” Sofia called out, waving a large basket. “I told you I’d find a way to thank you properly!”

The driver’s side door opened, and a young man emerged the same Carlos from the airplane, Marcus realized with surprise.

“¡Hermano!” Carlos grinned, spreading his arms wide. “I knew you were going to be trouble when you needed my tía’s rum just to survive the flight.”

“You three know each other?” Marcus asked, walking down from the porch.

“Isla Dulce is a small place,” the other woman said, extending her hand with a professional smile that reminded Marcus of every hospitality worker he’d ever met. “I’m Isabella Santos. Sofia’s best friend and apparently the designated voice of reason in this little expedition.”

“Which explains why we brought food instead of just showing up with rum and demanding you marry into the family,” Carlos added cheerfully.

“Nobody mentioned marriage,” Sofia protested, swatting her cousin with the basket.

“Give it time, prima. Give it time.”

Isabella rolled her eyes. “Ignore Carlos. He thinks every interaction between unmarried adults is a romantic comedy waiting to happen.”

“And I’m usually right,” Carlos said, unloading a cooler from the truck bed. “Remember when I said Miguel would fall for the new teacher? Six months later, wedding bells.”

“That was different,” Isabella said. “Miguel actually lived here.”

Marcus felt like he was missing half the conversation. “I take it you all heard about this morning?”

“The whole island heard about this morning,” Isabella said. “Martinez called his cousin in a rage, his cousin called the mayor, the mayor’s wife told her sister, and her sister runs the market where everyone goes for lunch gossip.”

“So basically, you’re famous,” Sofia added. “The mysterious gringo who made Martinez look like an idiot in front of half the town.”

“I didn’t mean to make anyone famous,” Marcus said. “I just thought the situation was unfair.”

“Unfair is a polite way to put it,” Isabella said, her professional smile turning sharp. “Martinez has been trying to run local businesses out of the beachfront areas for two years now. Sofia’s studio was just the latest target.”

“But not the only one?” Marcus asked.

Isabella and Sofia exchanged a look that seemed to communicate volumes.

“My family’s restaurant,” Isabella said finally. “Casa Santos. We’re… having similar problems.”

Carlos snorted. “Having problems. That’s like saying the Titanic had a small leak.”

“Carlos,” Sofia warned.

“What? It’s true. Martinez is foreclosing on their place next month. Same game, different victim.”

Marcus felt a familiar stirring of the protective instinct that had gotten him into this mess in the first place. “What’s the situation?”

“You don’t need to worry about our problems,” Isabella said quickly. “Sofia brought us here to thank you, not to ask for more help.”

“But I’m asking anyway. What’s the situation?”

Isabella sighed, the professional mask slipping to reveal exhaustion underneath. “Twenty-two thousand dollars. The restaurant has been in my family for three generations, but we’ve been struggling since the hurricane. Tourism was down, repairs were expensive, and then my father got sick…”

“Insurance?”

“Didn’t cover half what we needed, and Papa’s medical bills ate up most of our savings.” Isabella shrugged with the resigned air of someone who’d already accepted defeat. “We’ve been making minimum payments, but Martinez says that’s not enough anymore. He wants full payment by the end of the month or he starts foreclosure proceedings.”

“Which coincidentally is right when his cousin wants to break ground on the resort,” Sofia added bitterly.

Marcus did the math quickly. Twenty-two thousand dollars. Combined with Sofia’s eighteen, that was forty thousand still less than he’d spent on his last vacation with Sandra.

“What would you do if you could save the restaurant?” he asked.

Isabella’s eyes lit up despite her obvious efforts to remain realistic. “I’m in my final year of hospitality management at the university. I’ve been working on a business plan to modernize Casa Santos not change what makes it special, but add things like online reservations, food delivery, maybe some cooking classes for tourists.”

“She’s brilliant at it,” Sofia said proudly. “Isabella could run a five-star resort if she wanted to.”

“I don’t want to run a resort,” Isabella said. “I want to save my family’s legacy and maybe turn it into something that can support the next generation.”

Marcus felt the familiar tingle of recognizing a good investment opportunity. But this wasn’t about return on investment this was about something more important.

“Okay,” he said simply.

“Okay, what?” Isabella asked.

“Okay, let’s save your restaurant.”

The three locals stared at him in silence. Even Carlos seemed to be at a loss for words.

“You can’t be serious,” Isabella said finally.

“Why not?”

“Because you don’t even know us!” Isabella’s voice was rising. “You met Sofia this morning, you’ve known me for ten minutes, and you’re talking about paying off another family’s debt like it’s nothing!”

“It is nothing,” Marcus said. “To me, anyway. To you, it’s everything. That seems like a pretty good reason to do it.”

“But why?” Isabella demanded. “What do you get out of this?”

Marcus considered the question. What did he get out of it? The satisfaction of screwing over a corrupt banker? The good feeling of helping people who deserved it? Or something more complicated the first sense of purpose he’d felt since his divorce?

“Maybe I get to feel like my money is actually useful for something,” he said finally. “Maybe I get to see what happens when good people get a fair chance. Or maybe I’m just really enjoying the look on Martinez’s face when he realizes his little scheme isn’t working.”

Carlos started laughing a deep, infectious sound that seemed to break the tension. “I like him,” he announced. “Sofia, Isabella, I officially approve of your new sugar daddy.”

“Carlos!” both women shrieked in unison.

“What? He’s older, he’s rich, and he’s taking care of you. If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck…”

“I am not a sugar daddy,” Marcus protested.

“You’re right,” Carlos said thoughtfully. “Sugar daddies usually expect something in return. You’re more like… a fairy godfather. A very rich, very handsome fairy godfather.”

“That’s somehow worse,” Marcus muttered.

Sofia was studying his face again with that unsettling intensity. “You’re serious about this. About helping Isabella.”

“I’m serious.”

“Even though it means getting more involved in our problems?”

“Apparently I’m bad at staying uninvolved.”

“Apparently you are.” Sofia smiled, and Marcus felt something shift in his chest. “In that case, we should probably feed you before you decide to buy the whole island.”

“The whole island isn’t for sale,” Isabella said. “I checked.”

“Give him time,” Carlos said. “By tomorrow he’ll probably own the mayor’s office and be planning to build a school.”

Marcus laughed despite himself. “I draw the line at schools. I don’t know anything about education.”

“Famous last words,” Sofia said, unpacking the basket. “Isabella, show him your business plan while I set up lunch. If we’re going to let him save the restaurant, he should at least know what he’s investing in.”

As the three of them bustled around his porch, turning his quiet retreat into an impromptu business meeting and picnic, Marcus realized he’d been wrong about Isla Dulce. He’d thought he was coming here to figure out his life in solitude.

Instead, he was apparently collecting a found family of gorgeous, complicated locals who had no problem turning his carefully controlled world upside down.

And for the first time in months, that felt exactly like what he needed.

“So,” Isabella said, pulling a folder from her bag, “let me tell you about the five-year plan for Casa Santos…”

Marcus settled back in his chair, watching Sofia arrange plates and Carlos steal bites of food, and tried to remember why he’d thought he wanted to be alone.

He was already failing spectacularly at the hermit thing, and they’d barely gotten started.
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Three days later, Marcus was beginning to understand that “helping” Sofia and Isabella had been like agreeing to adopt a pair of tropical storms. What had started as simple financial assistance had somehow evolved into daily visits, impromptu business meetings, and a complete takeover of his peaceful villa routine.

“You know,” he said, watching Sofia rearrange his living room furniture for the third time this week, “when I rented this place, it came pre-furnished.”

“Yes, but it was arranged by someone with no sense of flow,” Sofia replied, pushing his coffee table two inches to the left. “Feng shui is very important for creative energy.”

“I thought feng shui was Chinese.”

“Energy is universal, gringo.”

Marcus had learned that “gringo” was Sofia’s default term of endearment, delivered with varying degrees of affection depending on how much he’d amused or exasperated her on any given day. Today it sounded fond, which he was choosing to take as a good sign.

“Besides,” Isabella called from the kitchen, where she was somehow managing to prepare lunch using ingredients Marcus was certain hadn’t been in his refrigerator that morning, “you said you wanted to understand local culture. Watching Sofia redecorate is definitely a cultural experience.”

“I’m not redecorating,” Sofia protested. “I’m optimizing.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Isabella emerged with a plate of what looked like gourmet sandwiches. “Because yesterday you ‘optimized’ his bedroom by hanging those paintings above his bed.”

“The room needed color!”

“The room was fine,” Marcus said, though privately he had to admit the paintings vibrant abstracts that seemed to capture the movement of ocean waves had transformed the space from generic vacation rental to something that actually felt like a home.

“See?” Sofia said triumphantly. “He likes them.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. Your aura is much calmer now.”

Isabella snorted. “His aura. Sofia, you sound like one of those crystal healers who set up shop on the beach during tourist season.”

“Crystals have their place,” Sofia said seriously. “Though I prefer traditional methods.”

“Traditional methods like terrorizing innocent art patrons into letting you redecorate their homes?”

“Terrorizing is such an ugly word. I prefer ‘enthusiastic consultation.’”

Marcus accepted the sandwich Isabella handed him and tried to figure out how his quiet retreat had become a daily comedy show. Not that he was complaining for the first time since his divorce, he was actually laughing on a regular basis.

“Speaking of consultation,” Isabella said, settling into the chair Sofia had designated as having the best “conversational energy,” “I’ve been thinking about your suggestion regarding the restaurant’s online presence.”

Over the past three days, Marcus had found himself drawn deeper into Isabella’s plans for Casa Santos. Her business degree was evident in every carefully researched proposal she presented, but it was her passion for preserving her family’s legacy while building something sustainable that had really impressed him.

“The website mockups look great,” he said. “Very professional but still warm and personal.”

“Carlos helped with the photography,” Isabella said. “Turns out he has an actual talent behind that camera when he’s not using it to take selfies.”

“Where is Carlos today, anyway?” Marcus asked. The younger man had become a fixture around the villa, usually showing up around lunchtime with some excuse about “checking on the crazy gringo” but really seeming to enjoy the chaos as much as anyone.

“University,” Sofia said. “He’s in his final semester of marine biology. Someone has to keep him focused on his studies, or he’ll spend all his time playing tour guide.”

“Marine biology?” Marcus was genuinely surprised. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

“Carlos likes to play the lazy beach bum,” Isabella explained, “but he’s actually brilliant. He’s been working on a project about coral reef restoration that could get picked up by the government’s environmental ministry.”

“Assuming he can stay focused long enough to finish his thesis instead of getting distracted by whatever drama is happening around the island,” Sofia added with obvious affection.

Marcus was beginning to understand that beneath the surface of paradise, Isla Dulce was home to a tight-knit community of surprisingly accomplished young people. Sofia’s art had already gained recognition in galleries across the Caribbean, Isabella was clearly destined for success in hospitality management, and even the seemingly carefree Carlos was working on projects that could have real environmental impact.

“So what’s the plan for today?” he asked, having learned that there was always a plan, whether he’d been consulted about it or not.

“Well,” Isabella said, consulting the small notebook she carried everywhere, “I need to meet with the contractor about the kitchen renovations at Casa Santos, Sofia has to finish the mural she’s been working on at the cultural center, and you…”

“I what?”

“You’re coming with us,” Sofia said cheerfully. “Cultural immersion, remember? You can’t understand Isla Dulce from your porch.”

“I like my porch.”

“Your porch is lovely,” Isabella agreed. “But if you’re going to be part of our lives, you need to see how we actually live.”

The casual way she said “part of our lives” made something warm settle in Marcus’s chest. When had that happened? When had he stopped being a temporary visitor and started being… what exactly?

“Besides,” Sofia added, “Mami wants to meet you.”

Marcus felt a flutter of panic. “Your mother wants to meet me?”

“Both our mothers,” Isabella said, looking far too amused by his reaction. “Word travels fast on a small island, and two families whose debts were mysteriously paid off by the same handsome stranger tends to generate conversation.”

“What kind of conversation?”

“Oh, you know,” Sofia said airily, “the usual. Who is he, what does he want, is he planning to steal our daughters and sell them into white slavery, that sort of thing.”

“What?”

Isabella burst out laughing. “She’s kidding! Mostly. Mami Rosa is just curious about the man who saved Sofia’s studio. And my parents want to thank you properly for giving us a chance to save the restaurant.”

“And possibly interrogate you about your intentions,” Sofia added helpfully.

“My intentions?”

“Well, you did spend forty thousand dollars on us,” Isabella pointed out. “From a parental perspective, that raises certain questions.”

Marcus set down his sandwich, his appetite diminished. “What kind of questions?”

“Relax, gringo,” Sofia said, patting his arm. “They’re not going to demand you marry us or anything. This isn’t the eighteenth century.”

“Though if you wanted to marry us, I’m sure they’d be open to negotiations,” Isabella added with a grin that made Marcus suspect she was enjoying his discomfort far too much.

“I am not marrying anyone,” Marcus said firmly. “I just got divorced. I’m done with marriage.”

“Famous last words,” both women said in unison, then looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“You two are terrifying when you do that,” Marcus said.

“We’ve been friends since we were five,” Isabella explained. “Synchronized thinking comes with the territory.”

“Plus, we both have excellent taste in men,” Sofia added with a wink that made Marcus’s stomach do something complicated.

“I thought you were…” He gestured vaguely between them.

“What?” Isabella asked.

“You know… together?”

Both women stared at him for a moment, then exploded into laughter.

“Oh my god,” Sofia gasped. “He thinks we’re dating!”

“That’s actually kind of sweet,” Isabella said, wiping her eyes. “No, Marcus. We’re friends. Best friends. Sisters, practically. But definitely not romantically involved.”

“We tried kissing once when we were sixteen,” Sofia said. “It was like kissing my actual sister. Very educational about what we didn’t want.”

“Speak for yourself,” Isabella said. “I learned I definitely prefer men with broader shoulders and deeper voices.”

Both women looked at Marcus with expressions that made him very aware of his own shoulders and the way his voice had dropped an octave.

“Right,” he said, clearing his throat. “Good to know.”

“Don’t look so terrified,” Sofia said. “We’re not going to attack you.”

“Unless you want us to,” Isabella added innocently.

Marcus stood up abruptly. “I think I need another coffee.”

“We broke him,” Sofia said cheerfully.

“Poor gringo,” Isabella agreed. “He’s not used to women who say what they’re thinking.”

“His ex-wife probably communicated entirely through passive-aggressive dinner arrangements,” Sofia said.

“How did you” Marcus started, then stopped. “Never mind. I don’t want to know how you know about Sandra.”

“Small island,” both women said in unison again.

“Also, you talk in your sleep,” Sofia added. “The walls between our rooms are pretty thin.”

Marcus felt his brain short-circuit. “Between our rooms?”

“Well, yes,” Isabella said. “Where did you think we were staying? Carlos’s apartment is the size of a closet, and driving back to town every night seemed silly when you have all this space.”

“You’ve been staying here?”

“For three days,” Sofia said slowly, as if speaking to someone who might be having a stroke. “Marcus, we moved our stuff into the guest rooms on Tuesday. You helped Isabella carry her suitcase upstairs.”

Marcus tried to remember Tuesday. It was possible likely, even that he’d been so distracted by business plans and art installations and the general whirlwind of having Sofia and Isabella in his space that he’d somehow missed the fact that they’d actually moved in.

“This is my fault for assuming you’d notice,” Isabella said. “You get very focused when you’re working on something.”

“Laser-focused,” Sofia agreed. “It’s actually kind of attractive.”

“So you’re living here now,” Marcus said, trying to process this information.

“Temporarily,” Isabella said. “Until we get the restaurant renovations finished and I can move back in above Casa Santos.”

“And I’m staying until Isabella moves back,” Sofia said. “Someone has to keep an eye on you, make sure you don’t do anything crazy like buy more businesses.”

“Too late for that,” Marcus muttered.

“See? This is exactly what I’m talking about.”

Marcus looked around his villa at Sofia’s paintings on the walls, Isabella’s business plans spread across his dining table, the feminine touches that had somehow appeared in every room and realized his quiet retreat had become something else entirely.

He was living with Sofia and Isabella.

When had that happened?

And why wasn’t he more upset about it?

“Don’t overthink it, gringo,” Sofia said, apparently reading his expression. “It’s just temporary.”

“Right,” Marcus said. “Temporary.”

But as he watched Isabella efficiently organize his kitchen while Sofia added yet another splash of color to his living space, he found himself hoping that “temporary” might be a very flexible concept.

His phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. The caller ID showed his investment advisor’s number.

“I should probably take this,” he said.

“Marcus!” his advisor’s voice boomed through the speaker. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days. What’s this about forty thousand in miscellaneous transfers? Are you having some kind of breakdown?”

Marcus looked at Sofia and Isabella, both of whom were trying not to laugh.

“No,” he said firmly. “I’m having the opposite of a breakdown.”

“Because if you’re making emotional financial decisions”

“I’m making smart investments in my future happiness,” Marcus said. “Is that a problem?”

There was a long pause. “Your future happiness?”

“That’s right.”

“Marcus, are you feeling alright? You sound different.”

Marcus looked around his transformed villa, at the two beautiful women who had somehow made themselves at home in his space and his life, and smiled.

“I’m feeling better than I have in years,” he said. “And if you have a problem with that, you can find yourself a new client.”

He hung up and turned back to Sofia and Isabella, both of whom were beaming at him.

“Now that,” Sofia said, “was definitely not gringo behavior.”

“No,” Isabella agreed. “That was pure island attitude.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Oh, it’s very good,” Sofia said. “Very good indeed.”

Marcus was beginning to think she might be right.
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Marcus had never been a morning person, but waking up to the sound of Sofia singing in the shower and the smell of Isabella’s coffee drifting through the villa was making him reconsider his position on early hours. It had been a week since the women had officially moved in, and they’d fallen into a routine that felt surprisingly natural.

He padded out to the kitchen in his sleep shorts and t-shirt to find Isabella already dressed and caffeinated, her dark hair pulled back in a professional ponytail as she reviewed what looked like supplier invoices on her laptop.

“Morning, sunshine,” she said without looking up. “Coffee’s fresh, and there are mangoes from Carlos’s tree if you want breakfast.”

“You’re up early,” Marcus observed, pouring himself a mug of what he’d learned was Isabella’s perfectly balanced blend of local beans.

“Conference call with the equipment supplier in San Juan at eight,” she said, finally glancing up with a smile that was definitely too bright for someone who’d been awake for less than an hour. “Some of us have restaurants to renovate.”

“Some of us are also control freaks who refuse to delegate,” Sofia’s voice floated from the bathroom, accompanied by the sound of running water.

“I heard that!” Isabella called back.

“You were supposed to!”

Marcus settled into what had somehow become his designated chair at the kitchen island and watched Isabella work. She had a way of making even mundane tasks look graceful, her fingers flying over her laptop keys with the same efficiency she brought to everything else.

“Need any help with the call?” he offered.

Isabella looked up, and something soft flickered across her expression. “That’s sweet, but I’ve got it handled. Though…” She hesitated. “Would you mind if I used your office? The connection is better in there, and I want to make sure they can see the equipment specs clearly.”

“Of course. Use whatever you need.”

“Thank you.” She reached over and squeezed his hand, the brief contact sending an unexpected jolt up his arm. “For everything. I know I don’t say it enough, but having your support means the world to me.”

Before Marcus could respond, Sofia emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of jasmine-scented steam, wearing a sundress that seemed designed to make his brain stop functioning properly. Her damp hair hung loose around her shoulders, and she moved with the unconscious grace of someone completely comfortable in her own skin.

“Morning, gringo,” she said, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek that left him wondering when that had become part of their routine. “Sleep well?”

“Fine,” he managed, trying not to think about how the guest room walls were indeed very thin, and how he’d definitely heard Sofia moving around in the middle of the night.

“Good. You looked tired yesterday.” She moved around the kitchen with familiar ease, pulling ingredients from the refrigerator. “I’m making eggs Benedict for breakfast. Isabella, you want your usual?”

“Please,” Isabella said, already absorbed in her laptop again. “And Marcus likes his eggs a little runnier than normal.”

“How do you know how I like my eggs?” Marcus asked.

“You’ve been making breakfast for a week,” Sofia said, cracking eggs into a bowl with professional precision. “I pay attention to these things.”

“It’s her superpower,” Isabella added. “Sofia notices everything about people she cares about.”

“People she cares about,” Marcus repeated, testing the words.

Sofia glanced over her shoulder with a smile that made his chest do something complicated. “Don’t let it go to your head, gringo.”

But there was warmth in her voice that suggested maybe it should go to his head, at least a little bit.

Isabella disappeared into his office for her conference call, leaving Marcus alone with Sofia and the domestic intimacy of watching her cook. She moved with the same artistic intensity she brought to her painting, treating the simple breakfast like a masterpiece in progress.

“Can I help?” he asked.

“You can sit there and look pretty,” Sofia said. “This is my thank-you for letting us turn your peaceful retreat into chaos.”

“It’s not chaos.”

“It’s definitely chaos,” Sofia laughed. “Good chaos, but chaos nonetheless.”

She was right. The villa that had been pristine and empty a week ago now showed signs of life everywhere Marcus looked. Isabella’s business plans competed for space with Sofia’s sketches on the dining table. Bright sarongs hung over the porch railings, and the scent of the women’s various lotions and perfumes had mixed with the ocean air to create something uniquely feminine and appealing.

“I don’t mind the chaos,” Marcus said, meaning it.

“No?” Sofia slid the perfectly poached eggs onto toasted bread and drizzled hollandaise sauce over the top with the flair of a chef. “Even when Isabella reorganizes your spice rack according to some mysterious system only she understands?”

“Even then.”

“And when I hang paintings in places you didn’t ask for them?”

“Especially then.”

Sofia set the plate in front of him, and Marcus caught a hint of her perfume something tropical and intoxicating that made him want to lean closer.

“Careful, gringo,” she said softly. “Keep talking like that and we might start thinking you actually like having us around.”

“Would that be such a terrible thing?”

Their eyes met and held, and Marcus felt the air between them shift into something charged with possibility. Sofia’s lips parted slightly, and for a moment he thought

“The supplier says they can have everything delivered by Friday!” Isabella’s voice carried from the office, breaking the spell.

Sofia stepped back, busying herself with cleaning up the kitchen, but Marcus caught the slight flush in her cheeks that suggested he hadn’t imagined the moment between them.

“That’s great news,” he called back, his voice only slightly rougher than usual.

Isabella emerged from the office with a triumphant smile. “Everything’s on track for the restaurant reopening. The new ovens, the updated POS system, even the tables and chairs we ordered. It’s all coming together.”

“You should be proud,” Marcus said. “This whole renovation has been incredibly well-managed.”

“I had good help,” Isabella said, sliding onto the stool next to him. “And an investor who actually listens to my ideas instead of trying to take over.”

“Why would I take over? You know what you’re doing better than I do.”

Isabella studied his face with the same intensity Sofia often showed. “Most men don’t see it that way. They assume that because they’re providing the money, they should be making the decisions.”

“Most men are idiots.”

“Yes,” Sofia agreed from the kitchen. “They are.”

“But not you,” Isabella said, and there was something in her voice that made Marcus look at her more carefully.

“I try not to be.”

“You succeed.”

The conversation felt weighted with meaning Marcus wasn’t sure he was ready to examine. Instead, he focused on the breakfast Sofia had prepared, which was honestly better than anything he’d had at five-star restaurants.

“This is incredible,” he said. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

“Mami Rosa,” Sofia said, settling beside him with her own plate. “She insisted all her nieces learn to cook properly. Said it was the fastest way to a person’s heart.”

“Smart woman.”

“She has her moments.” Sofia took a bite of her eggs, then made a satisfied sound that probably shouldn’t have been as erotic as Marcus found it. “Though she also said the second fastest way to someone’s heart was through their wallet, so maybe her advice should be taken with a grain of salt.”

“I don’t know,” Isabella said thoughtfully. “She might be onto something. Marcus’s wallet certainly got our attention.”

“Hey!” Marcus protested.

“She’s not wrong,” Sofia said with a grin. “Though in fairness, it was more the fact that you used your wallet to help people instead of just buying yourself more toys.”

“I like toys,” Marcus said.

“What kind of toys?” Isabella asked with exaggerated innocence.

Marcus nearly choked on his coffee. “That’s not what I meant.”

“No?” Sofia’s eyes were dancing with mischief. “Because if you need help picking out toys, Isabella and I are very knowledgeable about what makes people happy.”

“I’m fine with my current toy situation,” Marcus said firmly, trying to ignore the way both women were looking at him.

“Are you sure?” Isabella asked. “Because we’ve been thinking that you might be a little… lonely… in that big bedroom all by yourself.”

Marcus set down his fork carefully. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

“Nothing inappropriate,” Sofia said quickly, though her smile suggested otherwise. “Just that if you ever want company for your morning beach walks, or help applying sunscreen to those hard-to-reach places…”

“Or someone to cook dinner with,” Isabella added. “We’ve noticed you get a little sad when you’re cooking alone.”

“I don’t get sad.”

“You get contemplative,” Sofia corrected. “Which on you looks a lot like sad.”

“It’s the same expression you had in all those photos with your ex-wife,” Isabella said. “Like you’re trying very hard to be happy about something that isn’t actually making you happy.”

Marcus stared at them. “How do you know what I looked like in photos with Sandra?”

“Isabella googled you,” Sofia said cheerfully.

“Sofia!” Isabella protested.

“What? He’s living with us and funding our businesses. Basic internet stalking is just good sense.”

“You googled me,” Marcus said slowly.

“Very thoroughly,” Isabella admitted, looking unrepentant. “You have an impressive professional profile. And terrible taste in ex-wives.”

“She was beautiful,” Marcus said automatically.

“So is a poisonous snake,” Sofia replied. “Doesn’t mean you should marry one.”

Marcus found himself laughing despite the invasion of privacy. “You two are unbelievable.”

“In a good way?” Isabella asked.

“In a way that’s going to get me in trouble,” Marcus said.

“The best kind of trouble,” Sofia said, reaching over to squeeze his hand.

Her touch lingered longer than strictly necessary, her thumb tracing a small circle on his knuckles that sent heat racing up his arm. When he looked up, he found both women watching him with expressions that were definitely not innocent.

“We should probably get ready for the day,” Isabella said finally, though she made no move to let go of his other hand.

“Probably,” Sofia agreed, also not moving.

Marcus sat there, flanked by two beautiful women who were touching him with casual intimacy, and tried to remember why getting involved with them would be complicated.

He was failing spectacularly at coming up with reasons.

“Beach walk first?” he heard himself ask.

“Beach walk first,” Sofia confirmed.

“I’ll get the sunscreen,” Isabella said with a smile that was pure trouble.

As they headed upstairs to change, Marcus caught sight of himself in the hallway mirror. The man looking back at him was relaxed in a way he hadn’t been in years, his eyes bright with something that looked suspiciously like happiness.

Maybe Isabella was right. Maybe he had been lonely.

And maybe, just maybe, he didn’t have to be anymore.
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The evening sun painted the villa’s porch in shades of gold and orange as Marcus found himself in what had become his favorite part of each day the post-dinner wind-down with Sofia and Isabella. They’d developed an easy rhythm over the past two weeks: Marcus would cook or one of the women would take charge of the kitchen, they’d eat together on the porch overlooking the ocean, and then settle in with drinks to talk about everything and nothing.

Tonight, Isabella was curled up in the corner of the outdoor sofa, her feet tucked under her and a glass of wine in her hands. Sofia sat cross-legged on the floor cushions, sketching in the small notebook she always carried. Marcus had claimed his usual chair, a rum and Coke within easy reach.

“My father called today,” Isabella said, breaking the comfortable silence.

Marcus looked up from the book he’d been pretending to read. Isabella’s tone was carefully neutral, which he’d learned usually meant she was upset about something she didn’t want to discuss.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

Isabella laughed, but there was no humor in it. “He wanted to know when I’m coming home to help with the restaurant preparations. Apparently, he’s been telling everyone in town that his daughter is working with ‘some American businessman’ to save Casa Santos.”

“That’s good, right?” Sofia asked, looking up from her sketch. “He’s proud of you.”

“He’s proud of the money,” Isabella corrected. “There’s a difference. He spent twenty minutes on the phone asking about Marcus’s business background and net worth. Not once did he ask about my business plan or what I’ve been learning.”

Marcus felt a familiar stirring of protective anger. “Your business plan is brilliant. Any father should be proud to have a daughter with your vision and work ethic.”

“Should be, yes,” Isabella said softly. “But my father has very traditional ideas about women’s roles. In his mind, I should be grateful that a successful man is willing to help our family, and I should focus on making myself appealing enough that he might want to marry me.”

“He wants you to marry Marcus?” Sofia asked, her sketch forgotten.

“He wants me to marry someone wealthy and stable who can take care of me,” Isabella said. “The fact that Marcus fits that description is just convenient.”

Marcus set down his book entirely. “What do you want?”

Isabella met his eyes, and he saw vulnerability there that she rarely showed. “I want to prove that I can save my family’s legacy on my own merit. I want my father to be proud of my intelligence and my business skills, not just my ability to attract a wealthy husband.”

“He will be,” Marcus said with quiet certainty. “When Casa Santos is thriving and you’re running one of the most successful restaurants on the island, he’ll understand what you’re capable of.”

“You really believe that?”

“I know it. I’ve seen what you can do, Isabella. You’re going to be extraordinary.”

The smile she gave him was radiant and grateful, and Marcus felt something shift in his chest. When had her happiness become so important to him?

“What about you, Sofia?” he asked, partly to distract himself from the warmth spreading through his system. “How are things with your family?”

Sofia’s pencil stilled on her notebook. “Mami Rosa is thrilled about the studio, of course. She’s been telling everyone who’ll listen about her brilliant niece and her mysterious benefactor.”

“But?” Marcus prompted, hearing the hesitation in her voice.

“But my parents are… less enthusiastic.” Sofia closed her notebook and hugged it to her chest. “They think I should be focusing on finding a husband instead of wasting time on art. In their opinion, a woman’s creativity should go toward making a beautiful home for her family, not ‘silly paintings that nobody wants to buy.’”

“That’s ridiculous,” Marcus said. “Your art is incredible. I’ve seen the pieces you’re working on they could hang in galleries anywhere in the world.”

“Try telling that to my mother,” Sofia said with a bitter laugh. “She thinks art is a nice hobby for unmarried girls, but a waste of time for women who should be concentrating on their ‘real purpose.’”

“Which is?”

“Marriage and babies, preferably in that order and preferably soon,” Sofia said. “She’s been introducing me to ‘suitable young men’ since I turned eighteen. Accountants, teachers, her friends’ sons who have ‘stable jobs’ and ‘good prospects.’”

Marcus felt an unexpected spike of jealousy at the thought of Sofia with any of these faceless suitors. “None of them were… suitable?”

“They were perfectly nice,” Sofia said. “Boring, but nice. The problem is that they all wanted the same thing my parents want a wife who’ll give up her dreams to support theirs.”

“And you won’t do that.”

“I can’t do that,” Sofia said fiercely. “Art isn’t just what I do, Marcus. It’s who I am. Asking me to give it up would be like asking me to stop breathing.”

Isabella leaned forward, reaching for Sofia’s hand. “Your parents love you, Sofia. They just don’t understand what makes you happy.”

“No, they don’t,” Sofia agreed. “They think happiness comes from security and social approval. They can’t comprehend why I’d rather struggle as an artist than be comfortable as someone’s wife.”

Marcus thought about his own parents, who’d always been supportive of his ambitions even when they didn’t fully understand them. He couldn’t imagine the pressure of having family members actively discouraging his dreams.

“What about your ex-wife?” Isabella asked. “Did she support your business goals?”

Marcus nearly choked on his rum and Coke. “Where did that come from?”

“You’ve been listening to our family drama for weeks,” Sofia said. “Turnabout is fair play, gringo.”

Marcus considered deflecting, but the open curiosity in both women’s eyes made him realize they genuinely wanted to know about his life. When was the last time anyone had asked about his feelings rather than his business strategies?

“Sandra wasn’t… unsupportive, exactly,” he said slowly. “She just had different priorities. She wanted the lifestyle that success could provide the house, the cars, the vacations, the social status. But she wasn’t particularly interested in the work it took to maintain all of that.”

“Did she work?” Isabella asked.

“She had a job at an art gallery when we met, but she quit after we got married. Said she wanted to focus on ‘supporting my career.’” Marcus took a long drink. “In practice, that meant hosting dinner parties for potential clients and making sure I always looked successful enough to attract investors.”

“That sounds lonely,” Sofia said softly.

Marcus looked at her in surprise. “Lonely?”

“Being married to someone who loves what you can provide but not who you actually are,” Sofia explained. “That would be incredibly lonely.”

The accuracy of her observation hit Marcus like a physical blow. He’d never thought of his marriage in those terms, but Sofia was right. Sandra had loved the idea of being married to a successful entrepreneur, but she’d never shown much interest in Marcus the person.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “It was.”

“Is that why you haven’t been interested in dating since the divorce?” Isabella asked. “Because you’re afraid of attracting someone else who only wants your money?”

“Maybe,” Marcus admitted. “Or maybe I’m afraid I don’t have anything else to offer.”

Both women stared at him as if he’d announced he was considering a career in professional clowning.

“Are you serious?” Sofia demanded.

“You think the only thing you have to offer is money?” Isabella added, sounding genuinely outraged.

“I’m not saying it’s rational”

“It’s not rational, it’s insane,” Sofia interrupted. “Marcus, you’re kind, intelligent, funny, protective, supportive, and…” She gestured vaguely at him. “Look at you. You’re gorgeous.”

“Sofia’s right,” Isabella said. “Any woman would be lucky to have you, money or no money.”

Marcus felt heat creep up his neck. “You’re biased. I did pay off your debts.”

“Before you paid off our debts,” Sofia said firmly. “We liked you before you helped us, remember? The money just made it possible for us to get to know you better.”

“Besides,” Isabella added with a mischievous smile, “if we were only interested in your wallet, we’d be a lot nicer to you.”

“You’re not nice to me?”

“We mock your clothing choices, rearrange your furniture without asking, and Sofia drew a mustache on that awful corporate headshot you had framed in your bedroom,” Isabella said. “If we were gold-diggers, we’d be much better behaved.”

“You drew a mustache on my professional photo?”

“A very handsome mustache,” Sofia said. “It gave you character.”

Marcus found himself laughing despite his embarrassment. “You two are impossible.”

“We’re honest,” Isabella corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“And we care about you,” Sofia added. “The real you, not the successful businessman version.”

The simple sincerity in her voice made Marcus’s chest tighten. “How do you know there’s a difference?”

“Because the successful businessman version never would have gotten involved in our problems,” Isabella said. “He would have seen the mess with Martinez and walked away because it wasn’t his concern.”

“But you didn’t walk away,” Sofia said. “You helped because it was the right thing to do, not because you had anything to gain from it.”

“That’s who you really are,” Isabella said. “Someone who sees people in trouble and wants to help. Someone who listens when we’re upset and offers solutions instead of just telling us what we want to hear.”

“Someone who makes us feel safe,” Sofia added quietly.

The word hung in the air between them, weighted with meaning that Marcus wasn’t sure he was ready to examine.

“Safe,” he repeated.

“Safe to be ourselves,” Isabella clarified. “Safe to have dreams that other people think are impractical. Safe to be vulnerable without worrying that you’ll use it against us.”

“Safe to fall” Sofia started, then caught herself. “Safe to trust someone again.”

Marcus looked between the two women, seeing affection and gratitude and something deeper in their expressions. Something that made his pulse quicken and his carefully maintained boundaries feel very fragile.

“You make us happy,” Isabella said simply. “When was the last time someone told you that?”

Marcus tried to remember. Sandra had certainly never said anything like that. She’d told him he was successful, that he provided well, that he looked good at social events. But happy? Had anyone ever told him that his presence made them happy?

“I can’t remember,” he admitted.

“Well, you do,” Sofia said. “Every day, just by being yourself.”

“Even when I’m being gringo-ish?”

“Especially when you’re being gringo-ish,” Sofia laughed. “Your earnest confusion about island life is adorable.”

“I’m not confused,” Marcus protested.

“You tried to tip the mailman,” Isabella pointed out.

“Mail delivery is a service!”

“He’s Carlos’s uncle, and he owns half the fishing fleet,” Sofia said. “He probably makes more money than you do.”

“How was I supposed to know that?”

“You weren’t,” Isabella said gently. “That’s what makes it sweet. You see someone providing a service, and your instinct is to show appreciation.”

“Most people just expect service,” Sofia added. “They don’t think about the person providing it.”

Marcus felt that warmth in his chest again, stronger this time. These women saw him really saw him in a way that was both terrifying and intoxicating.

“I should probably get some work done,” he said, standing abruptly before he could say something that would complicate everything.

“Running away, gringo?” Sofia asked with a knowing smile.

“I’m not running anywhere. I’m going to my office.”

“Which is twenty feet from here,” Isabella pointed out.

“Still not running.”

But as Marcus retreated to his office, he could hear both women laughing softly behind him, and he suspected they saw right through his tactical withdrawal.

The problem was, he was starting to suspect they were right about more than just his motivations for helping them.

He was starting to suspect they were right about everything.
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Marcus had always prided himself on his self-control. It was one of the qualities that had made him successful in business the ability to keep his emotions in check, to make rational decisions even under pressure, to maintain appropriate professional boundaries.

That self-control was being tested in ways he’d never anticipated.

It started with small things. Sofia’s habit of touching his arm when she laughed at his jokes, her fingers lingering just a moment longer than necessary. Isabella’s tendency to stand close enough that he could smell her perfume when she showed him something on her laptop. The way both women had started wearing less around the villa shorts that showed off their long brown legs, tank tops that revealed tantalizing glimpses of skin, bikinis that made him forget how to form coherent sentences.

“You’re staring again,” Sofia said without looking up from her easel.

Marcus jerked his attention back to his book. “I’m reading.”

“You’re reading the same page you’ve been reading for the past ten minutes,” Isabella observed from her spot on the porch swing. “While staring at Sofia.”

“I was not staring.”

“It’s okay,” Sofia said, finally turning to face him with a smile that was pure mischief. “I don’t mind being stared at. Especially by someone with such good taste.”

Marcus felt heat creep up his neck. “I was thinking about the composition of your painting. The way you’re using color to create depth.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Sofia said, clearly not believing him for a second. “And what conclusions did you reach about my… composition?”

The way she said it, with a slight emphasis on the last word, made Marcus suspect they weren’t really talking about art anymore.

“It’s very… appealing,” he managed.

“Just appealing?” Isabella asked, abandoning all pretense of reading her own book. “That seems rather faint praise for Sofia’s talents.”

“I’d say stunning,” Sofia mused, dipping her brush in paint. “Or maybe captivating. What do you think, Isabella? What word would you use to describe something that holds someone’s attention so completely they can’t look away?”

“Irresistible,” Isabella said promptly.

Marcus cleared his throat. “I think I need another drink.”

“Bring us some too,” Sofia called as he escaped to the kitchen. “All this artistic discussion is making me thirsty.”

Marcus stood at the kitchen counter, gripping the edge and trying to regain his equilibrium. This was getting out of hand. The casual flirting that had started as innocent fun was becoming something more dangerous, and he was losing his ability to pretend otherwise.

The problem was that Sofia and Isabella seemed to be doing it deliberately. Every touch, every smile, every double entendre felt calculated to chip away at his resolve. And it was working.

“You know,” Isabella said, appearing in the kitchen doorway, “we’ve been thinking.”

“That’s usually dangerous,” Marcus said, not turning around.

“We think you’ve been alone too long,” she continued, moving to stand beside him at the counter. “It’s not healthy for a man your age to be so… isolated.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you?” Sofia asked, and Marcus realized she’d come up behind him, close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her body. “Because you seem a little tense lately.”

Marcus found himself surrounded, with Isabella on his left, Sofia at his back, and the kitchen counter preventing his escape. The smart thing would be to ask them to move. The smart thing would be to maintain boundaries.

Marcus had apparently run out of smart things.

“I’m not tense,” he said, his voice rougher than he’d intended.

“No?” Sofia’s hand settled on his shoulder, and Marcus felt the contact like an electric shock. “You feel pretty tense to me.”

Her fingers began working at the knots in his shoulders, and Marcus had to bite back a groan. When had a simple massage become so erotic?

“Sofia’s right,” Isabella said, moving closer so she could see his face. “You’re carrying a lot of stress here.” Her hand joined Sofia’s, kneading the muscles along his neck.

Marcus closed his eyes, torn between the desire to lean into their touch and the knowledge that he should stop this before it went any further.

“Better?” Sofia asked, her breath warm against his ear.

“Much,” Marcus admitted, because lying would have been pointless when his body was clearly enjoying their attention.

“Good,” Isabella said softly. “We like taking care of you.”

“You don’t need to take care of me.”

“We want to,” Sofia said, her hands moving down to his lower back. “You take such good care of us. Let us return the favor.”

Marcus opened his eyes and found Isabella watching him with an expression that was definitely not innocent. “Isabella…”

“What?” she asked, stepping even closer. “We’re just giving you a massage. Nothing inappropriate about helping a friend relax.”

“This doesn’t feel like friendship,” Marcus said honestly.

“Doesn’t it?” Sofia asked, her hands stilling on his back. “What does it feel like?”

Marcus turned around, which brought him face-to-face with both women in the small kitchen space. They were close enough to touch, close enough to kiss, close enough that he could see the flecks of gold in Isabella’s brown eyes and the faint freckles across Sofia’s nose.

“It feels like trouble,” he said.

“The best kind of trouble,” Isabella said, echoing Sofia’s words from weeks earlier.

“I’m supposed to be the responsible one here,” Marcus said, though he made no move to step away.

“Says who?” Sofia asked.

“Says… everyone. I’m older, I’m the one with money and power in this situation. There are rules about this kind of thing.”

“Whose rules?” Isabella asked. “Because as far as I can tell, we’re all adults who can make our own decisions.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Only if you make it complicated,” Sofia said. “Some things are actually simple, gringo. Like the fact that we care about you.”

“And the fact that you care about us,” Isabella added.

“And the fact that we’re attracted to each other,” Sofia continued.

Marcus’s breath caught. “Sofia…”

“What? Are you going to tell me you’re not attracted to us?” Her eyes held a challenge. “Because if you can honestly say that, we’ll back off right now.”

Marcus looked between them, these two incredible women who had somehow become the center of his world in just a few weeks. The smart thing would be to lie, to deny the attraction that had been building every day since they’d moved in.

But he was tired of being smart. Tired of being responsible. Tired of denying himself what he wanted because it didn’t fit into neat categories of appropriate behavior.

“I can’t say that,” he admitted.

Sofia’s smile was radiant. “I knew it.”

“But that doesn’t mean we should act on it,” Marcus said quickly.

“Why not?” Isabella asked.

“Because…” Marcus struggled to find words for concerns that were starting to feel less important by the minute. “Because you’re young, and I’m not. Because I’m financially supporting you both. Because people will talk.”

“I’m twenty-six,” Isabella said. “Old enough to know what I want.”

“I’m twenty-four,” Sofia added. “Old enough to make my own choices.”

“And as for people talking,” Isabella continued, “let them. Their opinions don’t matter.”

“You might feel differently when you’re dealing with the consequences,” Marcus said.

“What consequences?” Sofia asked. “Being happy? Being with someone who treats us well? Being part of something real instead of settling for what other people think we should want?”

“Sofia…” Marcus started, but she stepped closer, close enough that he could count her eyelashes.

“I’ve dated nice boys my own age,” she said softly. “Boys who wanted me to be smaller, quieter, more conventional. Boys who saw my art as a cute hobby that I’d outgrow when I got serious about being their girlfriend.”

“And I’ve dated ambitious men who wanted a supportive wife to help their careers,” Isabella added. “Men who talked over me in business meetings and expected me to be grateful for their protection.”

“But you’re not like that,” Sofia said, her hand coming up to rest against his chest. “You see us as we actually are. You support our dreams instead of trying to change them.”

“You treat us as equals even when you’re helping us,” Isabella said, moving to his other side. “You make us feel strong instead of dependent.”

“You make us feel beautiful,” Sofia added, “but not just beautiful. Intelligent and capable and worthy of respect.”

Marcus felt his carefully constructed walls crumbling under the weight of their words. “You are all of those things.”

“We know,” Isabella said with a smile. “Because you helped us remember.”

“So stop worrying about what other people think,” Sofia said, “and tell us what you want.”

Marcus looked down at Sofia’s hand on his chest, then up at Isabella’s expectant face, then back to Sofia’s dark eyes that held so much warmth and promise.

What did he want?

He wanted to kiss them both. He wanted to forget about age differences and social expectations and the complicated ethics of their situation. He wanted to give in to the attraction that had been building for weeks and see where it led.

But before he could voice any of those dangerous thoughts, his phone rang, the sharp sound cutting through the tension like a knife.

“Ignore it,” Sofia said.

The phone rang again, and Marcus reluctantly stepped back to check the caller ID. It was Carlos, which was unusual the younger man typically just showed up without calling first.

“I should take this,” Marcus said. “Carlos doesn’t usually call unless something’s wrong.”

He answered the phone, trying to ignore the way Sofia and Isabella were looking at him.

“Marcus,” Carlos’s voice was tight with urgency. “I need you to listen carefully. There’s a hurricane coming.”

“A hurricane?”

“Category 3, maybe stronger. It’s moving fast, and the latest projections have it making landfall tomorrow night. You need to start preparing now.”

Marcus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. “How long do we have?”

“Twenty-four hours, maybe less. I’m already heading to your place with supplies. Don’t let Sofia and Isabella leave the roads are going to be dangerous, and you’re in one of the safest spots on the island.”

The line went dead, and Marcus stared at his phone for a moment before looking up at the two women who were watching him with growing concern.

“What’s wrong?” Isabella asked.

“We’re about to be stuck together for the next few days,” Marcus said. “Hurricane’s coming.”

Sofia and Isabella exchanged a look that seemed to communicate volumes.

“Just the three of us?” Sofia asked.

“Just the three of us.”
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Hurricane Isabel arrived with all the fury that nature could muster, turning the Caribbean paradise into a howling nightmare of wind and rain. Marcus had weathered storms before, but nothing had prepared him for the raw power of a Category 3 hurricane making landfall.

The villa’s hurricane shutters transformed the interior into a dimly lit cave, with only the backup generator providing power and the constant roar of wind making conversation difficult. Carlos had arrived hours before the worst of it hit, helping them secure everything that could be moved and boarding up what couldn’t.

“This is as safe as anywhere on the island,” he’d shouted over the increasing wind before heading back to town to help his family. “The villa was built for this. Just stay inside and wait it out.”

Now, twelve hours into the storm, Marcus was discovering that being trapped in a confined space with Sofia and Isabella during a natural disaster was its own kind of test.

They’d gathered in the living room, which was the most central part of the villa and furthest from the windows. Candles provided additional light, casting flickering shadows on the walls that Sofia had decorated with her vibrant paintings. The generator kept the refrigerator running and provided minimal lighting, but they were essentially camping in luxury.

“The wind is getting worse,” Isabella said, looking up from the book she’d been trying to read by candlelight.

As if summoned by her words, a particularly violent gust shook the entire structure, followed by the crash of something heavy hitting the roof.

Sofia moved instinctively closer to Marcus on the couch. “What was that?”

“Probably a tree branch,” Marcus said, putting his arm around her in what he told himself was a purely protective gesture. “The villa’s built to handle this. We’re safe.”

Isabella abandoned her book entirely and moved to join them, settling on Marcus’s other side. “How long is this supposed to last?”

“Carlos said the worst should pass by morning,” Marcus replied, very aware of the way both women were pressed against him. The innocent contact that had been building for weeks felt different now, charged with the intensity of the storm and the intimacy of their situation.

Another violent gust rattled the shutters, and the lights flickered ominously.

“If we lose power completely, we’ll have to rely on candles and the solar battery backup,” Marcus said, trying to focus on practical concerns rather than the way Sofia’s hand was resting on his chest.

“Good thing we have plenty of both,” Isabella said, though her voice was tight with nerves.

A tremendous crash from outside made all three of them jump, and Sofia’s grip on Marcus’s shirt tightened.

“It’s okay,” he murmured, tightening his arms around both women. “We’re safe in here.”

“I know,” Sofia said, but she didn’t let go. “It’s just… I’ve never been through anything like this.”

“Neither have I,” Isabella admitted. “In town, you can at least see what’s happening. This is like being inside a drum while someone beats on it.”

Marcus felt their fear and realized that his protective instincts were kicking into overdrive. These women had trusted him to keep them safe, and he was going to do exactly that, no matter what the storm threw at them.

“Tell me about your first hurricane,” Sofia said, apparently seeking distraction.

“I’ve never been through a hurricane,” Marcus admitted. “We had thunderstorms in Miami, but nothing like this.”

“So we’re all hurricane virgins together,” Isabella said with a nervous laugh.

“At least we’re well-supplied hurricane virgins,” Marcus said, gesturing toward the emergency supplies Carlos had helped them gather. “We have food, water, batteries, and enough rum to keep us calm through anything.”

“Speaking of rum,” Sofia said, “maybe now would be a good time?”

Marcus reached for the bottle of premium rum they’d been saving, along with three glasses. The alcohol might help all of them relax, and Lord knew he needed something to take the edge off being this close to both women while adrenaline coursed through his system.

He poured generous measures for all three of them, and they clinked glasses in a toast to survival.

“To riding out the storm,” Isabella said.

“To being safe together,” Sofia added.

“To whatever comes next,” Marcus said, then immediately wondered why he’d chosen those particular words.

The rum was smooth and warming, and Marcus felt some of the tension leave his shoulders. Outside, the storm continued its assault, but inside their candlelit sanctuary, he was beginning to feel like they might actually weather this.

“You know,” Sofia said, her voice slightly husky from the rum, “I’m glad we’re here with you.”

“Instead of where?” Marcus asked.

“Instead of at my parents’ house, listening to my father complain about the storm ruining his fishing schedule and my mother worry about whether the roof will hold,” Sofia said. “Or at Isabella’s family’s place, crowded in with her cousins and aunts and everyone arguing about whether they prepared enough.”

“Family drama doesn’t stop for natural disasters,” Isabella agreed. “At least here, we can focus on the important things.”

“Like what?” Marcus asked.

Isabella met his eyes, and he saw something there that made his pulse quicken. “Like being honest about what we want.”

Another tremendous gust shook the villa, and the lights went out completely, plunging them into the flickering golden light of the candles.

“Well,” Sofia said into the sudden atmospheric change, “that’s dramatic timing.”

“The generator will kick back in in a few minutes,” Marcus said, though he wasn’t entirely sure that was true.

“Maybe we don’t need it to,” Isabella said softly.

Marcus looked between the two women, both of them gilded by candlelight, both looking at him with expressions that were unmistakably hungry. The storm raging outside seemed to have stripped away the last of their pretenses, leaving only raw honesty and desire.

“Isabella…” he started.

“We could have died tonight,” she said simply. “Any of us. This storm could have been worse, the villa could have failed, anything could have happened.”

“But it didn’t,” Sofia added. “We’re here, we’re safe, and we’re together.”

“And I’m tired of pretending I don’t want you,” Isabella said, her voice barely audible over the wind.

“Both of us,” Sofia added. “We’ve talked about this, Marcus. We know what we want.”

Marcus felt his careful control finally cracking under the weight of their confession and the primal intensity of the storm. “You’ve talked about this?”

“Extensively,” Isabella said with a small smile. “We’re best friends, remember? We talk about everything.”

“Including how we both feel about you,” Sofia said. “And how we think you feel about us.”

Marcus set down his rum glass with hands that weren’t entirely steady. “How do you think I feel about you?”

“Like you want us,” Isabella said simply. “Like you care about us. Like you’re tired of being alone.”

“Like you’re scared of wanting something you think you shouldn’t have,” Sofia added.

The accuracy of their assessment hit Marcus like a physical blow. “And what did you conclude?”

“That life is short,” Isabella said. “That happiness is rare. That love whatever form it takes is precious.”

“That we’re all adults who can make our own choices,” Sofia said.

“That we want to be with you,” Isabella said. “Together. All of us.”

Marcus looked between them, these two incredible women who had somehow become essential to his happiness in just a few weeks. The storm outside was nothing compared to the storm of emotions churning through him.

“This is crazy,” he said finally.

“The best things usually are,” Sofia replied.

“People will talk.”

“Let them,” Isabella said. “We’ll be too happy to care.”

“I’m supposed to be the responsible one.”

“You are responsible,” Sofia said, moving closer. “You’re responsible for your own happiness. For our happiness. For making the most of whatever time we have.”

“I don’t want to hurt either of you,” Marcus said, his last defense crumbling.

“Then don’t,” Isabella said, reaching for his hand. “Don’t hurt us by pushing us away because you’re scared of what other people might think.”

Sofia took his other hand, and Marcus felt the last of his walls come down. “I do want you,” he admitted, his voice rough with emotion. “Both of you. I’ve been going crazy trying to pretend otherwise.”

“Then stop pretending,” Sofia said softly.

The wind chose that moment to deliver another massive blow to the villa, and the building shuddered around them. But instead of fear, Marcus felt only determination. If this storm was going to strip away everything nonessential, then he was done hiding from what mattered most.

“I love you,” he said, the words coming out in a rush. “Both of you. I don’t know how it happened or when, but I do.”

Sofia’s smile was radiant in the candlelight. “We love you too.”

“Both of us,” Isabella confirmed, squeezing his hand.

Marcus pulled them both closer, until they were pressed against him in the flickering golden light while Rain hammered the shutters like fists. “I have no idea how this is going to work.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Sofia said, tilting her face up toward his. “Together.”

“Together,” Isabella agreed.

And then Sofia was kissing him, soft and sweet and full of promise, while Isabella’s hand tangled in his hair and the world outside ceased to exist.

When they finally broke apart, Marcus looked into their faces and saw his own wonder reflected back at him.

“So,” he said, his voice unsteady. “What happens now?”

Sofia and Isabella exchanged one of their wordless communications, then looked back at him with matching smiles that were pure mischief.

“Now,” Isabella said, “we ride out the storm.”

“All of it,” Sofia added, her meaning unmistakable.

Outside, Hurricane Isabel continued her assault on the island. But inside the villa, Marcus was discovering that some storms were worth weathering together.

And some new beginnings were worth any amount of chaos.
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The morning after Hurricane Isabel finally moved on brought an almost surreal calm to Isla Dulce. Marcus woke to brilliant sunshine streaming through the gaps in the hurricane shutters and the sound of waves lapping peacefully against the shore, as if the previous night’s fury had been nothing more than a vivid dream.

Except for the two women curled up on either side of him on the living room sofa, still fully clothed but undeniably intimate in the way they’d arranged themselves around him during the night.

Marcus lay still for a moment, processing the weight of Sofia’s head on his shoulder and Isabella’s hand resting on his chest. The confessions and kisses of the previous night came flooding back with crystal clarity, along with the dawning realization that everything had changed between them.

“You’re awake,” Sofia murmured without opening her eyes.

“How did you know?”

“Your breathing changed,” she said, finally looking up at him with a sleepy smile. “You’re thinking very loudly.”

“Am I?”

Isabella stirred on his other side, stretching like a cat before focusing on his face. “Morning, handsome. Sleep well?”

“Eventually,” Marcus said, meaning it. Despite the storm and the emotional upheaval, he’d slept better than he had in months, surrounded by their warmth and the security of their mutual confessions.

“No regrets?” Sofia asked, and Marcus caught the slight note of vulnerability in her voice.

“About last night? No.” He reached up to brush a strand of hair from her face. “But I think we need to talk about what happens next.”

“Talking is good,” Isabella agreed, sitting up and running her fingers through her tousled hair. “Though maybe we should check on the damage first? Make sure we still have a villa to figure things out in?”

They spent the next hour opening shutters and assessing the hurricane’s impact. The villa had weathered the storm remarkably well a few missing roof tiles, some debris in the pool, and a palm tree down in the yard, but nothing that couldn’t be repaired.

“Carlos was right,” Marcus said, surveying the relatively minor damage. “This place really was built for storms.”

“Unlike us,” Sofia said with a wry smile. “We’re definitely not built for emotional storms.”

“Speak for yourself,” Isabella said, already making coffee in the restored kitchen. “I think we handled last night pretty well.”

Marcus accepted the mug she handed him and settled at the kitchen island, watching both women move around the space with easy familiarity. In the clear light of morning, they were even more beautiful than they’d been by candlelight Sofia’s hair catching the sun as she rummaged for breakfast ingredients, Isabella’s movements graceful and efficient as she restored order to their temporary sanctuary.

“So,” he said, because someone had to start the conversation. “We should probably discuss what we said last night.”

Both women paused in their activities, exchanging one of their wordless communications before turning to face him.

“You mean the part where we all admitted we’re in love with each other?” Sofia asked.

“That would be the part, yes.”

Isabella leaned against the counter, cradling her coffee mug. “Do you want to take it back?”

“No,” Marcus said without hesitation. “But I think we need to be realistic about what we’re talking about here.”

“Which is?” Sofia prompted.

Marcus took a deep breath, trying to organize thoughts that had been churning since he’d awakened. “I’m forty-two years old. You’re both in your twenties. I’m financially supporting both of you, which creates a power imbalance whether we acknowledge it or not. And we’re talking about a relationship that most people would consider… unconventional.”

“Most people don’t matter,” Isabella said firmly.

“They will if this affects your futures,” Marcus replied. “Your families, your careers, your place in the community. I can afford to be the eccentric gringo who does whatever he wants. You two have to live here.”

Sofia set down her coffee mug with more force than necessary. “Marcus, are you trying to talk us out of this?”

“I’m trying to make sure you’ve thought it through,” Marcus said. “All of it. Including the parts that won’t be easy.”

“We have thought it through,” Isabella said quietly. “More than you might think.”

“Have you?” Marcus looked between them. “Because last night felt pretty spontaneous.”

Sofia and Isabella exchanged another look, this one longer and more meaningful.

“Should we tell him?” Sofia asked.

“Tell me what?”

Isabella took a breath. “We’ve been talking about this for weeks, Marcus. About our feelings for you, about what it might mean, about whether it could actually work.”

“Weeks?”

“Since the day you paid off my family’s debt,” Sofia said. “We both realized that what we felt for you was more than gratitude.”

“And more than friendship,” Isabella added.

Marcus stared at them. “You’ve been planning this?”

“Not planning,” Sofia said quickly. “Discussing. Wondering. Hoping, maybe.”

“We needed to be sure we were both on the same page,” Isabella explained. “That neither of us would be hurt if things developed between you and the other.”

“And that we wouldn’t let it damage our friendship,” Sofia added.

Marcus felt something shift in his understanding of the situation. “This isn’t just about me, is it? This is about all three of us, together.”

“Finally,” Isabella said with relief. “Yes, it’s about all three of us.”

“We don’t want you to choose between us,” Sofia said. “We want to share you. And we want you to share us.”

Marcus set down his coffee mug, his hands not entirely steady. “You’ve really thought about this.”

“Extensively,” Isabella confirmed. “The logistics, the emotions, the practicalities. How it might work, what we’d need from each other, what boundaries we’d want to establish.”

“And you’re both… comfortable with that idea?”

“More than comfortable,” Sofia said. “Excited. Happy. Hopeful.”

“We love each other, Marcus,” Isabella said. “All three of us. Why shouldn’t we be together?”

Marcus looked between them, seeing certainty and affection and something that looked suspiciously like relief in their expressions.

“You really think this could work?” he asked.

“We think it’s already working,” Sofia said. “We’ve been living together for weeks, supporting each other, caring for each other. The only thing missing was honesty about what we all wanted.”

“And physical intimacy,” Isabella added with a small smile.

“That too,” Sofia agreed, her cheeks pinking slightly.

Marcus felt a warmth spreading through his chest that had nothing to do with the coffee. “What about the age difference? The cultural differences?”

“What about them?” Isabella asked. “You’re not our father, Marcus. You’re a man we care about who happens to be older and from a different background. Those differences don’t diminish our feelings they add depth to them.”

“You challenge us,” Sofia said. “You make us think about things differently, experience things we wouldn’t have otherwise. Isn’t that what good relationships do?”

“And we challenge you too,” Isabella pointed out. “We’ve pulled you out of your comfortable isolation and made you remember how to laugh, how to live in the moment, how to care about something beyond your bank account.”

Marcus couldn’t argue with that. They had changed him, in ways he was still discovering.

“What about your families?” he asked. “Your futures?”

“Our families will adjust,” Sofia said with more confidence than Marcus felt she actually possessed. “And as for our futures we want you to be part of them.”

“All of us, together,” Isabella confirmed.

Marcus studied their faces, seeing determination and love and hope in equal measure. “You really mean this.”

“We really mean this,” Sofia said.

“So the question is,” Isabella said, moving closer, “do you?”

Marcus looked at these two incredible women who had somehow become the center of his world in just a few weeks. The smart thing would be to point out all the reasons this was complicated, all the ways it could go wrong, all the social and practical obstacles they’d face.

But Hurricane Isabel had stripped away his need to be smart about everything. It had reminded him that life was unpredictable, that happiness was rare, that love in whatever form it took was precious.

“Yes,” he said simply. “I mean it too.”

Sofia’s smile was radiant. “Really?”

“Really. I love you both. I want to be with you both. And if you think we can make this work…” He shrugged. “Then let’s make it work.”

Isabella moved to his other side, and he was surrounded by their warmth and enthusiasm again.

“There are going to be rules,” he said, because his business brain couldn’t completely shut off. “Boundaries we need to establish, things we need to talk through.”

“Absolutely,” Isabella agreed. “Communication is going to be essential.”

“And honesty,” Sofia added. “If anyone starts feeling uncomfortable or left out or jealous, we need to address it immediately.”

“Agreed,” Marcus said. “What else?”

“Protection,” Isabella said practically. “We’ll all need to be tested, and we’ll need to figure out birth control.”

Marcus felt heat creep up his neck. They really had thought this through.

“Also,” Sofia said, “we need to decide how public we want to be about this. At least initially.”

“Probably best to ease into that,” Marcus agreed. “Let people get used to the idea gradually.”

“Carlos already suspects something,” Isabella said with a grin. “He’s been making comments for weeks.”

“Carlos suspects everything,” Sofia laughed. “He thinks the mailman is having an affair with the bank president’s wife.”

“Is he?” Marcus asked.

“Probably,” both women said in unison, then burst into laughter.

Marcus found himself laughing too, and the enormity of what they were discussing felt less overwhelming and more… possible.

“So,” he said when they’d all calmed down. “Where do we start?”

Sofia and Isabella exchanged one of their looks, then turned back to him with matching expressions of mischief.

“Well,” Sofia said, moving closer, “we could start with a proper good morning kiss.”

“You kissed me last night,” Marcus pointed out.

“That was a hurricane kiss,” Isabella said, joining Sofia. “This would be a conscious, deliberate, clear-headed morning kiss.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Only one way to find out,” Sofia said, reaching up to cup his face.

Marcus looked between them, these two women who wanted to love him and be loved by him, and decided that overthinking was highly overrated.

“In that case,” he said, “good morning.”

And then Sofia was kissing him, soft and sweet and full of promise, while Isabella’s hand found his and the morning sun streamed through the windows of their storm-battered villa.

When they finally broke apart, Marcus looked into their faces and saw his own wonder and happiness reflected back at him.

“Good morning indeed,” he said softly.

“The best,” Isabella agreed.

“And it’s only going to get better,” Sofia promised.

Marcus was beginning to think she was absolutely right.
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The rest of the morning passed in a haze of nervous energy and stolen glances. Despite their mutual confessions and Sofia’s good morning kiss, there was still a sense of uncharted territory between them as if they were all waiting for someone else to define what happened next.

Marcus found himself hyperaware of every interaction. When Isabella brushed past him in the kitchen, her hand briefly touching his back, he felt it like an electric shock. When Sofia leaned against him while they surveyed the hurricane damage in the yard, the casual contact sent heat racing through his system.

“You’re being weird,” Sofia announced around lunchtime, finding him standing awkwardly by the pool while she and Isabella cleaned debris from the water.

“I’m not being weird.”

“You’re standing like a scarecrow,” Isabella observed. “All stiff and unnatural. What’s wrong?”

Marcus looked at both women, who had abandoned their cleaning to focus on him with matching expressions of concern.

“I don’t know what I’m allowed to do,” he admitted finally.

“Allowed to do?” Sofia repeated.

“We said we wanted to be together, but we didn’t really define what that means. Am I supposed to treat you the same as before? Differently? I don’t want to assume anything or make you uncomfortable.”

Isabella and Sofia exchanged one of their wordless communications, then burst into laughter.

“Oh my god,” Sofia said. “You’re asking for an instruction manual.”

“That’s actually kind of adorable,” Isabella added.

“I’m being practical,” Marcus protested.

“You’re being anxious,” Sofia corrected, wading out of the pool toward him. “Which is sweet, but unnecessary.”

She reached him and stood there dripping, wearing a bikini that was doing nothing for his peace of mind.

“Marcus,” she said gently, “do you want to touch me?”

The direct question made his mouth go dry. “Yes.”

“Then touch me.”

Marcus reached out tentatively, his fingers brushing her damp shoulder. Sofia smiled encouragingly, so he let his hand settle more firmly, his thumb tracing the curve of her collarbone.

“See?” she said softly. “Not complicated.”

Isabella emerged from the pool as well, moving to stand on his other side. “We’re the same people we were yesterday, Marcus. Just more honest about what we want.”

“What do you want?” Marcus asked, his voice rougher than he’d intended.

“Right now?” Isabella asked, moving closer. “I want you to stop overthinking and kiss me properly.”

Marcus looked down at her, water droplets clinging to her skin and her dark eyes warm with invitation. “Are you sure?”

“Very sure.”

Marcus cupped her face in his free hand, marveling at the softness of her skin and the way she leaned into his touch. When he finally kissed her, it was soft and exploratory, nothing like the desperate passion of the night before.

Isabella tasted like sunshine and possibility, her lips soft and responsive under his. When they finally broke apart, Marcus felt like he’d been holding his breath for weeks.

“Better?” Isabella asked with a smile that was pure satisfaction.

“Much better.”

“My turn,” Sofia said, tugging on his hand until he turned toward her.

Kissing Sofia was different more playful, with little nips and teasing touches that made him want to chase her mouth with his. She laughed against his lips when he pulled her closer, her wet body pressing against his chest and soaking through his shirt.

“Now you’re all wet,” she said when they broke apart.

“I don’t mind.”

“Good thing,” Isabella said, “because we’re planning to get you much wetter.”

Marcus’s brain short-circuited for a moment. “Are we talking about the pool?”

Both women grinned at him with expressions that were definitely not innocent.

“Among other things,” Sofia said.

“But first,” Isabella said, “lunch. All this honesty is making me hungry.”

They ate on the porch, the three of them crowded around the small table in a way that required constant contact legs brushing under the table, hands reaching across each other for drinks, casual touches that would have seemed innocent to an observer but felt charged with new meaning.

“So,” Isabella said as they finished eating, “we should probably talk about logistics.”

“What kind of logistics?” Marcus asked.

“Sleeping arrangements,” Sofia said. “For starters.”

Marcus felt heat creep up his neck. “Right. That.”

“The guest rooms are nice,” Isabella said thoughtfully, “but they’re not really big enough for three people.”

“Your room, on the other hand,” Sofia said with a meaningful look toward the master suite, “has that lovely king-size bed.”

“You want to share my bedroom?”

“We want to share everything,” Isabella said simply. “Including you.”

Marcus took a long drink of his beer, trying to process the casual way they were discussing upending his entire living situation.

“What about your things? Your privacy?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Sofia said. “Maybe turn one of the guest rooms into a combined closet and getting-ready space. Keep the other as an office for Isabella’s restaurant work.”

“You’ve really thought about this,” Marcus said.

“We told you,” Isabella said. “We’ve been thinking about it for weeks.”

“And planning?” Marcus asked.

“Hoping,” Sofia corrected. “Planning would have been presumptuous.”

“Though we may have done some light research,” Isabella admitted.

“Research?”

“On polyamorous relationships,” Sofia said. “Communication strategies, boundary setting, that sort of thing.”

Marcus stared at them. “You researched us?”

“We researched relationship dynamics that might apply to us,” Isabella said. “We wanted to be prepared if this conversation ever happened.”

“And now it has,” Sofia said, reaching across the table to take his hand. “So what do you think?”

Marcus looked around the villa that had been his private retreat just weeks ago, trying to imagine it fully shared with these two incredible women. The idea should have been overwhelming, but instead it felt… right.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that we should probably start with one night and see how it goes.”

Sofia’s smile was radiant. “Really?”

“Really. But we go slow, we communicate about everything, and anyone can call a stop at any time if they’re uncomfortable.”

“Agreed,” Isabella said immediately.

“Absolutely,” Sofia added.

Marcus looked between them, seeing excitement and affection and just a hint of nervousness in their expressions. “In that case, would you like to see our bedroom?”

Both women were on their feet before he’d finished the sentence.

“Lead the way,” Sofia said.

Marcus’s bedroom had always been his sanctuary sleek, minimalist, designed for solitude. But as he led Sofia and Isabella into the space, it felt full of possibility rather than emptiness.

“This is nice,” Isabella said, running her hand over the silk duvet. “Very you.”

“A little sparse, though,” Sofia added, already eyeing the walls with an artist’s critical gaze. “It could use some color.”

“I like it the way it is,” Marcus said.

“You liked it when you were planning to be alone,” Sofia corrected. “Now you’re planning to share it.”

She had a point. The room that had felt perfect for one seemed like it could benefit from some feminine touches.

“We’ll start slowly,” Isabella said, settling on the edge of the bed. “Maybe just move our clothes in first, see how that feels.”

“And our bathroom things,” Sofia added, joining Isabella on the bed. “If that’s okay with you.”

Marcus looked at them sitting on his bed, and something in his chest settled into place. “It’s more than okay.”

“Good,” Isabella said, patting the space between them. “Because we have another question.”

Marcus sat down carefully, hyperaware of their proximity and the way the afternoon sunlight was streaming through the windows.

“What question?”

“Are you planning to make us wait until tonight?” Sofia asked. “Because that seems unnecessarily cruel.”

Marcus felt his mouth go dry. “Wait for what?”

“To really touch us,” Isabella said softly. “To see if this works the way we think it will.”

“To find out if we’re as good together as we hope,” Sofia added.

Marcus looked between them, seeing invitation and desire and trust in their expressions. “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

“We’ve been ready,” Isabella said. “The question is whether you are.”

Marcus thought about all the reasons he should say no, should insist they wait, should maintain some semblance of the boundaries that had kept him safe for so long.

Then he looked at Sofia and Isabella, these two women who had somehow become essential to his happiness, and decided that safety was overrated.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “I’m ready.”

Sofia’s smile was brilliant. “Finally.”

“Finally,” Isabella agreed, reaching for the hem of her tank top.

And as the afternoon sun streamed through the windows of their bedroom, Marcus discovered that some risks were absolutely worth taking.







  
  11

  
  
  






Chapter 11

  
  




The late afternoon sun streamed through the bedroom windows, casting everything in golden light as Marcus found himself facing a moment he’d been both anticipating and dreading for weeks. Sofia and Isabella sat on either side of him on the bed, their presence both comforting and electrifying.

“We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for,” Isabella said softly, apparently reading the nervousness in his expression.

“It’s not that I’m not ready,” Marcus said. “It’s that I want this to be perfect for both of you.”

“It will be,” Sofia said, reaching up to trace his jawline with her fingers. “Because it’s us.”

Afterward, they lay tangled together in the rumpled sheets, breathing heavily and marveling at what had just happened between them. Marcus held both women against his chest, feeling more complete than he had in years.

“Well,” Sofia said eventually, her voice slightly hoarse. “That was…”

“Incredible,” Isabella finished.

“Better than incredible,” Marcus agreed, pressing kisses to both their heads. “I never imagined anything could feel like that.”

“Really?” Sofia asked, propping herself up to look at him. “Never?”

“Never,” Marcus confirmed. “I’ve never felt so… connected to anyone. Let alone two people at once.”

“It’s because we love each other,” Isabella said simply. “All of us. That changes everything.”

Marcus tightened his arms around them, still hardly believing this was real. “I love you both so much.”

“We love you too,” Sofia said, settling back against his shoulder. “More than we ever thought possible.”

They lay in comfortable silence for a while, watching the sun sink lower toward the horizon through the bedroom windows. Marcus felt like he should say something profound, should somehow mark the significance of what had just happened between them.

“So,” he said finally. “What happens now?”

“Now,” Isabella said with a contented sigh, “we figure out how to do this every day for the rest of our lives.”

“Is that what we’re talking about?” Marcus asked. “The rest of our lives?”

Sofia lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Is that what you want?”

Marcus looked between them Sofia with her tousled hair and artistic intensity, Isabella with her warm brown eyes and quiet strength and felt something settle into place in his chest.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “That’s exactly what I want.”

“Good,” Isabella said, “because you’re stuck with us now.”

“Completely stuck,” Sofia agreed cheerfully. “No escape.”

“I don’t want to escape,” Marcus said, meaning it completely.

The sound of a car approaching broke through their peaceful bubble, and all three of them sat up as they heard a familiar voice calling from the yard.

“Marcus! ¡Hermano! Are you still alive in there?”

“Carlos,” Isabella said with a groan. “Perfect timing, as always.”

“We should probably get dressed,” Marcus said reluctantly.

“Probably,” Sofia agreed, making no move to do so.

“Marcus!” Carlos called again. “I brought beer and food! And news about the island!”

“Coming!” Marcus called back, finally forcing himself to leave the warm cocoon of their bed.

They dressed quickly, stealing kisses and touches as they pulled on clothes that seemed unnecessarily complicated. By the time they made it downstairs, Carlos was already making himself at home on the porch, having apparently let himself in through the unlocked front door.

“There you are,” he said, looking up from the cooler he was unpacking. “I was starting to think the hurricane got you.” His eyes flicked between the three of them, taking in their mussed hair and slightly swollen lips, and his grin turned knowing. “But I see you weathered the storm just fine.”

“Carlos,” Isabella warned.

“What? I’m just saying you all look very… relaxed.” Carlos’s grin widened. “Must have been a very bonding experience, being stuck together during the hurricane.”

“How’s the rest of the island?” Marcus asked, trying to change the subject.

“Not bad, considering. A few houses lost roofs, some flooding in the low areas, but nothing that can’t be fixed.” Carlos cracked open a beer and offered it to Marcus. “The harbor took some damage, and the main road is still blocked by a couple of trees, but we’ll have everything cleared up in a few days.”

“What about our families?” Sofia asked.

“Everyone’s fine. Both your families weathered it well, though your fathers are complaining about the fishing boats that got damaged.” Carlos studied their faces with obvious amusement. “I’m supposed to check on you and report back that you’re all safe and sound.”

“We’re safe,” Isabella said.

“And sound,” Sofia added.

“Very sound,” Carlos agreed, his eyes dancing with mischief. “I can see that.”

Marcus felt heat creep up his neck. “Carlos…”

“Relax, hermano. Your secret is safe with me.” Carlos raised his beer in a mock toast. “To weathering storms together.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sofia said, but her cheeks were pink.

“Don’t I?” Carlos looked between the three of them again. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you three have figured something out.”

Marcus, Sofia, and Isabella exchanged glances, and Marcus realized that keeping their new relationship completely secret might be more difficult than they’d anticipated.

“Hypothetically,” Marcus said carefully, “if something had changed between us, what would your reaction be?”

Carlos’s grin turned genuine and warm. “Hypothetically? I’d say it’s about time. You three have been circling each other like planets for weeks.”

“You’re not… shocked?” Isabella asked.

“Shocked? Please. This is Isla Dulce. We’ve seen everything.” Carlos took another swig of beer. “Besides, you’re all adults, you clearly care about each other, and you make each other happy. What’s shocking about that?”

“The fact that it’s all three of us,” Sofia said quietly.

Carlos shrugged. “So? Love comes in all shapes and sizes. Who are we to say what’s right for other people?”

Marcus felt a wave of relief and affection for the younger man. “You really mean that?”

“I really mean that,” Carlos confirmed. “Though I do have one request.”

“What’s that?” Isabella asked suspiciously.

“Next time you want to have a life-changing emotional breakthrough, maybe warn me first? I could have brought champagne instead of beer.”

They all burst into laughter, and Marcus felt the last of his tension drain away. If Carlos who knew everyone on the island and was plugged into all the local gossip was this accepting, maybe their unconventional relationship wouldn’t be as scandalous as he’d feared.

“So,” Carlos said when they’d all calmed down, “what’s the plan now? Are you going to keep pretending this isn’t happening, or are you going to own it?”

Marcus looked at Sofia and Isabella, seeing determination and love in their expressions.

“We’re going to own it,” he said firmly. “All of it.”

“Good,” Carlos said, raising his beer again. “Because life’s too short to waste time on pretending.”

As the sun set over their storm-battered paradise and they settled in to hear Carlos’s news about the rest of the island, Marcus reflected on how much his life had changed in just a few short weeks.

He’d come to Isla Dulce looking for solitude and peace. Instead, he’d found love, purpose, and a family he never could have imagined.

And as Sofia curled up against his side while Isabella laughed at one of Carlos’s stories, Marcus realized he wouldn’t change a single thing about the beautiful chaos his life had become.
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Three weeks after Hurricane Isabel, Marcus woke to what had become his favorite sound in the world: Sofia humming in the shower while Isabella made coffee in the kitchen below. The morning routine they’d developed felt as natural as breathing now, despite how radically different it was from anything he’d ever experienced.

He stretched in the king-size bed that now permanently smelled like jasmine and vanilla from the women’s various lotions and perfumes, and smiled at the sight of Sofia’s paint-stained clothes draped over the chair where Isabella’s business plans were neatly stacked. The room that had once been a sterile showcase had become a lived-in space that actually felt like home.

“Morning, sunshine,” Isabella called from the kitchen as he padded downstairs in his sleep shorts. “Coffee’s ready, and there are fresh mangoes from Carlos’s tree.”

She handed him a mug and kissed him softly, a casual gesture that still sent a little thrill through his system. Even after weeks of this new arrangement, he sometimes couldn’t quite believe it was real.

“How did you sleep?” she asked, settling beside him at the kitchen island.

“Better than I have in years,” Marcus said honestly. “Every night gets better.”

“Good, because Sofia was worried she was hogging the covers again.”

“I don’t hog covers,” Sofia protested, emerging from the bathroom in a cloud of steam and one of Marcus’s dress shirts that hung to her mid-thighs. “I redistribute them more efficiently.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” Isabella laughed.

Sofia stuck her tongue out at her best friend and moved to Marcus’s other side, pressing a good morning kiss to his cheek. “Don’t listen to her. She’s just jealous because you like cuddling with me better.”

“I don’t have favorites,” Marcus said diplomatically, though privately he had to admit there was something particularly appealing about waking up with Sofia curled around him like an octopus.

“Liar,” both women said in unison, then looked at each other and burst into laughter.

“You two are terrifying when you do that,” Marcus said, as he had every time they’d synchronized their responses over the past few weeks.

“We’ve been practicing,” Isabella said with a grin.

“It’s our secret weapon,” Sofia added. “Complete unification in the face of male confusion.”

Marcus looked between them, marveling again at how seamlessly they’d all adjusted to their new dynamic. He’d worried about jealousy, about competition, about the logistics of managing relationships with two women who were best friends. Instead, he’d found that Sofia and Isabella seemed to take genuine pleasure in each other’s happiness, celebrating rather than competing when one of them had his attention.

“Speaking of unification,” Isabella said, consulting the small notebook she carried everywhere, “we need to talk about the restaurant reopening.”

“When’s the target date?” Marcus asked.

“Two weeks from Friday. All the new equipment is installed, the staff is hired and trained, and I’ve got the marketing campaign ready to launch.” Isabella’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “We’re calling it the ‘New Era’ celebration honoring the restaurant’s history while showcasing the improvements.”

“That’s brilliant,” Marcus said. “Your parents must be thrilled.”

Isabella’s expression dimmed slightly. “They’re… adjusting to the changes. Papa is happy about the improved kitchen facilities, but he’s still not entirely comfortable with me taking the lead on business decisions.”

“He’ll come around,” Sofia said supportively. “Once he sees how successful you’re going to be.”

“I hope so,” Isabella said. “I’ve scheduled a family meeting for this weekend to go over the final details. I want to make sure everyone’s on board before we go public.”

Marcus heard the slight note of anxiety in her voice and reached over to squeeze her hand. “You’ve done incredible work, Isabella. The business plan is solid, the renovations are beautiful, and you’ve thought through every detail. Your father would be crazy not to see how talented you are.”

“What Marcus said,” Sofia agreed. “Plus, if your father gives you any grief, I’ll paint a mural on the side of his house depicting his most embarrassing moments.”

“You know about Papa’s embarrassing moments?” Isabella asked with interest.

“Honey, I’ve lived on this island my whole life. I know everyone’s embarrassing moments.”

“Including ours?” Marcus asked.

Sofia’s grin turned wicked. “Especially yours. Though yours are more recent and much more entertaining.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Only if you don’t want the whole island to know that you once tried to tip the mailman fifty dollars,” Isabella said.

“Or that you asked Doña Carmen if she needed help carrying groceries when she was actually just very pregnant,” Sofia added.

“Or that you referred to Carlos’s uncle as ‘señor’ for three weeks before someone told you his name was actually José,” Isabella continued.

Marcus groaned. “How do you know about all of that?”

“Island gossip network,” both women said in unison, then dissolved into laughter again.

“Don’t worry,” Sofia said, taking pity on him. “Everyone thinks your gringo mistakes are charming.”

“Charming,” Marcus repeated.

“Very charming,” Isabella confirmed. “Especially the part where you’re clearly trying so hard to fit in and be respectful.”

“Plus, you’ve got excellent taste in women,” Sofia added with a wink.

Marcus felt that familiar warmth in his chest that came from being thoroughly known and completely accepted. “Speaking of which, what’s on the agenda today?”

“I have a conference call with the supplier in San Juan at ten,” Isabella said. “And then I want to do a final walk-through of the restaurant to make sure everything’s perfect.”

“I’m working on the new mural for the cultural center,” Sofia said. “The one depicting the island’s history. It should be finished by the end of the week.”

“And I,” Marcus said, “am going to pretend to work on my investment portfolio while actually watching you two be amazing at your respective careers.”

“Sounds like a perfect day,” Sofia said, stealing a piece of mango from his plate.

“Hey!”

“Sharing is caring, gringo.”

“In that case,” Marcus said, pulling her closer, “I should probably share this.”

He kissed her thoroughly, tasting mango and coffee and the sweetness that was uniquely Sofia. When they broke apart, Isabella was watching them with obvious satisfaction.

“What?” Marcus asked.

“I just like seeing you two happy,” Isabella said. “Both of you light up when you’re together.”

“We light up when we’re with you too,” Sofia pointed out.

“All of us together,” Marcus added, reaching for Isabella’s hand. “I never imagined anything could feel this right.”

“Even with all the complications?” Isabella asked.

Marcus considered the question. There had been complications figuring out sleeping arrangements, navigating the different rhythms of three people sharing intimate space, dealing with the curious looks and whispered conversations when they appeared in town together. But somehow, every challenge had only reinforced how much they belonged together.

“Especially with the complications,” he said. “Easy things aren’t usually worth having.”

“Deep thoughts before noon,” Sofia observed. “Very attractive.”

“Everything about him is attractive,” Isabella said. “That’s our problem.”

“I don’t see it as a problem,” Sofia said, sliding her arms around Marcus’s waist. “I see it as our good fortune.”

Marcus looked between these two incredible women who had somehow decided he was worth sharing, and felt like the luckiest man alive.

“Our good fortune,” he agreed.

His phone buzzed with a text message, and Marcus glanced at it without much interest until he saw it was from his ex-

“Who is it?” Sofia asked, noticing his expression change.

“Sandra,” Marcus said, his good mood evaporating. “My ex-wife.”

Isabella and Sofia exchanged concerned looks.

“What does she want?” Isabella asked gently.

Marcus read the message, his frown deepening. “She says she’s going to be in Miami next week and wants to meet for coffee. To ‘discuss some things.’”

“What kind of things?” Sofia asked, moving closer to him in a gesture that was both protective and possessive.

“She doesn’t say.” Marcus set the phone down,  feeling like his peaceful morning had been invaded by ghosts from his past. “We haven’t spoken since the divorce was finalized. I can’t imagine what she’d want to discuss now.”

“Maybe she wants closure,” Isabella suggested, though her tone was doubtful.

“Or maybe she heard about the sale of your company and wants to renegotiate the settlement,” Sofia said more cynically.

Marcus winced. He hadn’t considered that possibility, but it wasn’t entirely unlikely. Sandra had always been motivated by financial security, and the company sale had happened after their divorce was final.

“You don’t have to respond,” Isabella said. “You don’t owe her anything.”

“Actually, I think I do need to respond,” Marcus said slowly. “If only to close that chapter completely.”

“You want to see her?” Sofia asked, and Marcus caught the slight edge in her voice.

“I want to put the past to rest,” Marcus clarified. “Sandra was a big part of my life for a long time, and the way things ended… there are things that were never resolved.”

Isabella nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. But you don’t have to go alone.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Sofia said, her artistic mind clearly spinning with possibilities, “that you could bring moral support.”

“You want to come to Miami with me to meet my ex-wife?”

“We want to support you,” Isabella corrected. “Whether that means coming with you or staying here and being ready with rum and sympathy when you get back.”

Marcus looked between them, seeing love and concern and just a hint of territorial protectiveness in their expressions. The idea of facing Sandra alone had felt daunting, but the thought of having Sofia and Isabella’s support even from a distance made it seem manageable.

“What would you want to do?” he asked.

“Honestly?” Sofia said. “I’d like to meet the woman who was stupid enough to let you go. Purely for anthropological purposes.”

“Sofia,” Isabella warned.

“What? I’m curious! I want to see what kind of person walks away from Marcus.”

“A smart person might point out that she’s the reason we have him now,” Isabella said diplomatically.

“True,” Sofia agreed. “In which case, I should probably thank her.”

Marcus laughed despite his anxiety. “You two are unbelievable.”

“In a good way?” Isabella asked.

“In the best way.” Marcus pulled them both closer, drawing strength from their warmth and certainty. “Okay. I’ll respond to Sandra and set up a meeting. Just coffee, just closure.”

“And we’ll be here when you get back,” Sofia said firmly.

“With rum,” Isabella added.

“And probably questions,” Sofia said with a grin.

“Definitely questions,” Isabella agreed.

Marcus kissed them both, feeling his equilibrium restore itself. Whatever Sandra wanted, whatever complications she might try to introduce into his life, he had something now that he’d never had during their marriage: a love that was genuine, supportive, and unshakeable.

“I love you both,” he said simply.

“We love you too,” Sofia replied. “All of you. Including the parts that come with complicated history.”

“That’s what family does,” Isabella added. “We deal with the complications together.”

Family. The word settled into Marcus’s chest with perfect rightness. That’s what they were now not just lovers, not just partners, but family. A family they’d chosen, built from mutual affection and shared dreams.

Whatever Sandra wanted to discuss, whatever echoes from his past needed to be resolved, Marcus knew he’d face it from a position of strength. Because he wasn’t the lonely, emotionally closed-off man he’d been during his marriage.

He was someone who was loved completely, by two incredible women who saw all of him and chose him anyway.

And that, he reflected as Sofia stole another piece of his mango while Isabella laughed at them both, made him invincible.

“Now,” Sofia said, apparently considering the Sandra issue resolved for the moment, “who wants to help me pick out paint colors for the master bathroom? I’m thinking we need something that reflects our new tropical paradise lifestyle.”

“Please tell me you’re not planning to paint palm trees on the walls,” Marcus said.

“I’m not planning to paint palm trees on the walls,” Sofia said innocently.

“What are you planning to paint?” Isabella asked suspiciously.

“Oh, you’ll see,” Sofia said with a mysterious smile. “It’s going to be perfect.”

Marcus looked between his two partners because that’s what they were now, officially and completely and realized that whatever artistic vision Sofia had in mind for their bathroom would probably be beautiful, possibly scandalous, and definitely a perfect reflection of the colorful, chaotic, wonderful life they were building together.

“In that case,” he said, “let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into before lunch.”

“The best kind of trouble,” both women said in unison, then dissolved into laughter as they dragged him upstairs to plan their latest domestic adventure.

Marcus followed willingly, grateful beyond words for the beautiful complication his life had become.
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