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      Danielle sat in front of her laptop as she did most days, her finger hovering over the trackpad while she waited for her mother to answer a video call. Her heart pounded with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. The weight of the new diamond engagement ring on her left hand still felt a bit unfamiliar, but also exciting. How would her mother react to her engagement? There was no way to predict that.

      The screen finally flickered to life, and she saw her mother’s perfectly coiffed silver hair and crisp white blazer appear before her. Even though she was a little bit pixelated on the video feed, Cecilia Wright always looked like the most elegant person in the world. She had poise, and her sharp eyes immediately zeroed in on Danielle’s face.

      “Danielle, darling, to what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected call?” Her voice had the faintest hint of Southern drawl, which was just a charming remnant of her Atlanta upbringing that even her decades in New York hadn’t fully erased.

      Danielle sucked in a deep breath, unable to contain the smile spreading across her face. “Mom, I have some huge news. Bennett proposed, and I said yes. We’re engaged.” She held up her hand, grinning.

      Cecilia looked surprised, stunned even. Her perfectly arched eyebrows - that she had done in what she called the “best salon in New York City”- arched upward. Then a smile bloomed, lighting up her elegant features.

      “Oh my gosh! Congratulations, sweetheart. I’m so happy for you.” She leaned closer to the screen. “Now tell me everything. Exactly how did he propose? Goodness, we have so much planning to do.”

      As Danielle recounted the proposal to her mother, she could practically see the gears turning in her mother’s head. Cecilia had always wanted a big, grand society wedding for her only daughter. While Danielle appreciated her mother’s enthusiasm, she felt a knot of anxiety forming in her stomach.

      She and Bennett had envisioned a simple, intimate ceremony on Wisteria Island, surrounded by the community they loved so much.

      “Actually, Mom, Bennett and I are planning to have the wedding here on the island. You know, it’s become the most important place in the world for both of us, and we want to celebrate with our friends here,” Danielle began, watching as her mother’s expression changed.

      Cecilia waved dismissively, her perfectly manicured nails flashing across the screen. “Oh, nonsense, darling. A wedding on that little island with a bunch of retired people? Come on, you deserve a real celebration. You just leave everything to me. I’ll book The Plaza and call that amazing wedding planner, Lydia Harrington. She did the wedding for Angelique’s oldest daughter, and it was beautiful. Somehow, she made that plain Jane daughter look beautiful, so I know she has some tricks up her sleeve. Oh, and we’ll need to fly to Paris for your dress…”

      Danielle’s heart sank as her mother prattled on about guest lists and color schemes. She should have known her mother would have grand plans that didn’t align at all with the intimate island wedding she and Bennett dreamed of. Danielle loved her mother, but their visions for the perfect wedding couldn’t be more different.

      She braced herself for what she knew would be an uphill battle.

      Just then, a knock sounded at the door.

      “Oh, Mom, I need to go. We’ll talk more later. Love you,” Danielle said, ending the call before her mother could say anything else.

      She opened the door to find Eddie, the island’s jack-of-all-trades, looking uncharacteristically somber.

      “Hey, Eddie, what’s going on?”

      “Oh, sorry to bother you, Dani, but Bennett wanted me to let you know that a new resident has arrived, and she seems a bit lost. He was hoping you might check on her and make sure she’s settling in okay.”

      Danielle nodded, her previous concerns about the wedding momentarily forgotten. Tending to the island’s residents always took top priority.

      “Oh, of course. Let me go grab my bag, and I’ll head over. What’s her name?”

      “Clara Whitman. Recently widowed, retired orchestra conductor. Bennett says she’s been struggling since her husband passed away.”

      “Oh, poor thing. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Danielle grabbed her medical bag and pushed thoughts of wedding plans aside as she headed out to welcome the island’s newest resident. She was determined to help her however she could.

      She walked the short distance to Clara’s cottage and spotted a figure slumped in a rocking chair on the front porch. The woman appeared to be in her late sixties, with her silver hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. She wore a plain black dress that hung loosely on her thin frame. Even from a distance, Danielle could see grief emanating from her, a heaviness that seemed to weigh down her tiny shoulders.

      Danielle approached slowly, not wanting to startle her.

      “Clara, I’m Danielle Wright, the island’s nurse. I just wanted to come and see how you’re settling in.”

      Clara looked up. Her dull blue eyes were rimmed with red, evidence of recently shed tears. She tried to smile, but it just came out as a grimace.

      “Oh, hello. I’m, um, fine, thank you. Just trying to get my bearings around here, I suppose.”

      Danielle sat in the chair beside her, sensing that that was far from the truth.

      “Listen, Clara, I understand it can be really overwhelming moving to a new place, especially under these difficult circumstances. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      At the mention of her husband, Clara’s eyes filled with tears. Her lower lip trembled as she tried to maintain her composure.

      “Thirty-six years. We had thirty-six wonderful years together. I don’t know how I’m going to do life without him.”

      Danielle reached out, took her hand, and offered a gentle squeeze.

      “You’re not alone, Clara. These people, this island—well, we all care for each other here. We’re family, and I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but you’ll find your way again, a new way. Until you do, we’ll be here to help you. There are lots of men and women on this island who understand losing a spouse. Please try to make friends and get some support that way, too.”

      Clara looked at Danielle. “Thank you. I think that I’m going to need a lot of help. Probably more than I realized.” She paused for a moment. “So, would you like to come inside?” Clara asked after a few moments. “I mean, I can’t offer much. I just moved in. I haven’t even unpacked the kitchen yet, but I think I might be able to manage making some tea.”

      Danielle smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

      The inside of Clara’s cottage showed her grief. There were half-unpacked boxes stacked haphazardly all over the living room, some labeled in a precise masculine hand that had to have been her late husband’s, and then a grand piano dominated one corner. Danielle couldn’t imagine how they had gotten it onto the island. It was clearly untouched since her arrival, with its polished surface already collecting some dust.

      Clara entered the small kitchen, filled a kettle, and set it on the stove. She was performing the movements like it was something she just remembered but no longer enjoyed.

      “That piano is beautiful,” Danielle said, hoping to start a conversation.

      Clara looked over at it. “You know, Robert gave me that on our twentieth anniversary. I haven’t been able to bring myself to play it since…” She trailed off, looking at the teacups.

      “So, music was a shared passion.”

      “Oh, it was our life,” Clara said, a hint of happiness returning to her voice. “We met during a summer program. I was conducting a youth orchestra. He was the guest conductor for a symphony orchestra. He came to one of my rehearsals and told me he had never seen anyone command a room the way I did. He said my hands spoke a language he’d been trying to learn his whole life.”

      “Wow, he sounds like a remarkable man,” Danielle said.

      “Oh, he was. And handsome, Hollywood handsome.” The kettle whistled, and Clara poured steaming water into a teapot. “But enough about my troubles. Tell me about this island. It’s very different from anywhere I’ve lived before.”

      Danielle sat with Clara and told her things about the island. She told her about some of the biggest personalities, like Morty. She told her about the activities they did and how it worked with her being the island nurse. But mostly, she just kept Clara company for as long as she could.

      As Danielle sat with Clara, listening as she shared stories of her husband and their beautiful life together, she felt a renewed sense of purpose. This is why she became a nurse - not just to treat people’s physical ailments but to provide support, comfort, and even a listening ear when somebody needed it the most.

      The wedding planning could wait.

      Her most important role right now was to be there for Clara and the other residents of Wisteria Island as they navigated life. Together, they would help Clara heal and find her place among them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morty was hunched over his laptop, his reading glasses perched precariously at the end of his nose. The screen’s glow lit up his face as he scrolled through page after page, his eyes widening with each new discovery.

      “Oh, my stars,” he muttered to himself.

      He could barely contain his excitement. He had never gotten to do anything like this.

      “This is perfect. It’s absolutely perfect,” he said, throwing up his hands.

      On the screen before him was Pinterest, which had turned out to be a virtual treasure trove of wedding inspiration. From color palettes to centerpieces, boutonnieres to bouquets, Morty was deeply in his element. He had taken it upon himself to help plan the wedding of the century for Danielle and Bennett, the two people who had become like family to him on their little island.

      “Rustic chic. Oh, no, no, no. That simply will not do. Oh, but this—a beach boho theme,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Oh, my goodness! Look at those touches of coastal glam.”

      Morty was practically bouncing in his seat as his mind raced with ideas. He began feverishly creating Pinterest boards, pinning images of driftwood arbors draped in gauzy fabrics and tables covered in seashells and sand dollars. He imagined barefoot bridesmaids wearing flowy seafoam green dresses. In his mind, this would be unlike any other celebration Wisteria Island had ever seen.

      “Oh, my goodness, Danielle is going to love this,” he said to himself, grinning so hard that he feared his cheeks would hurt later. “Oh, and Bennett, too. I just can’t wait to show them.”

      Nobody was there, but Morty was accustomed to talking to himself. He’d done it since he was a little kid. And the great thing was, he always agreed with what he said.

      He knew some people might find his enthusiasm a bit much, but he couldn’t help it. He’d never had the chance to plan a wedding before, let alone for the two people that he cared about so deeply. This was his chance to show Danielle and Bennett just how much they meant to him and the whole island community.

      A knock at the door interrupted Morty’s planning frenzy. He pushed his laptop aside and walked to the door, still muttering something about fairy lights to himself.

      “Oh, Janice, what a wonderful surprise,” he said, finding the pink-haired square dancer on his doorstep.

      “Good evening, Morty. I saw your lights on and thought I’d drop by for a bit. Good lord, what’s got you all worked up? I could hear you talking to yourself from the sidewalk.”

      Morty pulled her inside, unable to contain his excitement. “I’m planning Danielle and Bennett’s wedding. It’s going to be spectacular. Beach ceremony at sunset, reception under the stars, I might even create a dance floor right there on the sand—but don’t tell them, they don’t know anything about it.”

      Janice’s eyes lit up. “Oh, a wedding, how wonderful. You know, I used to be a florist before I retired. I made arrangements for more than a hundred weddings back in my day.”

      “You did? Oh, Janice, then you have to help me. I was thinking about using local wildflowers with touches of wisteria, but I’m not sure about the logistics of that.”

      He trailed off, and then the two friends huddled over Morty’s laptop, discussing boutonnieres and table centerpieces. He needed all the help he could get, but he didn’t want Danielle and Bennett to know anything about his plans.

      After a bit, Janice had to leave to go to square dance practice, and Morty got back to it.

      He continued to plan and pin things as his heart swelled with joy and excitement. The wedding was weeks away at least, but he knew that with a little creativity and a lot of love—and maybe a few sequins, because honestly, why not?—it would be a day that none of them would ever forget.

      As the sun began to set over Wisteria Island, he looked out over the beach and thought about the wedding day filled with joy, laughter, tears, and probably more than a few unexpected twists and turns. But the one thing that he was certain of - that on their little island, love and friendship would always find a way to shine through.
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        * * *

      

      Bennett stood on the deck of his cottage, watching as the sunrise painted the sky in beautiful shades of pink and orange. The waves lapped at the shore, as they always did, providing a soothing soundtrack to his morning coffee ritual.

      He couldn’t help but smile as he thought about his recent engagement to Danielle.

      “Engaged,” he whispered to himself, still hardly believing it.

      He had assumed he might be a lifelong bachelor after so many years of not finding the right person to spend his life with, but Danielle was definitely that person. After all, her name was Miss Wright. Every time he thought about it, it made him laugh.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out. Naomi’s name flashed across the screen.

      “Good morning, Naomi. You’re up bright and early.”

      “Good morning,” she said. “I just wanted to confirm that you’re still available for that budget meeting at nine. Oh, and I’ve also scheduled some interviews with three potential temporary nurses for next week. You know Danielle’s going to need coverage during your honeymoon, so I assume you still plan on whisking her away to parts unknown?”

      He laughed. “Yes, to all of the above, although I’m starting to think I should just close the island for two weeks and take everybody on a vacation.”

      “Well, that would certainly be easier than finding someone willing to step into Danielle’s very hard-to-fill shoes, even temporarily,” Naomi said. “Oh, also, Morty has requested a - and I quote - urgent meeting with you about wedding plans. Those were his words, not mine, but he seemed very enthusiastic.”

      Bennett groaned. “I can’t remember a time Morty wasn’t enthusiastic. Tell him I’ll stop by his place after the budget meeting.”

      After ending the call, Bennett took another sip of his coffee and let his mind wander to thoughts of Clara Whitman, the island’s newest resident. It always surprised him how much he cared about everyone living on the island. The moment they moved there, they became like family. He worried over them like they were his kids—or more like it, his grandparents.

      Danielle had texted him last night after spending hours with the grieving widow. She was clearly struggling, so Bennett made a mental note to check on her himself later in the day.

      One of the things he loved most about Danielle was her immense compassion. Where others might have just seen a sad woman, she saw her pain—saw someone who needed support, someone to sit with her and listen. Danielle offered the residents so much more than just medical treatment. She offered friendship. She offered a listening ear, and the same compassion had won over even the most stubborn residents of Wisteria Island, like Dorothy and Ted.

      Bennett finished his coffee and then headed inside to prepare for the day. He couldn’t help but keep a smile on his face as he got dressed and tidied up the cottage before leaving.

      Today would be just another day on Wisteria Island, but in the back of his mind, he couldn’t help looking forward to the day he would stand before an officiant and marry the love of his life.
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      Clara Whitman sat at her weathered kitchen table, looking at the unpacked boxes stacked against the wall. After thirty-six years of marriage, she had certainly accumulated a lifetime of memories, but they were all now condensed into sad cardboard containers labeled with her husband’s neat handwriting.

      “Kitchen – Fragile,” one box read.

      Her Robert had always been so organized, so methodical. He would have had this cottage unpacked and arranged in less than a day, but she’d been here for nearly a week and had barely even managed to unpack her clothes. She just couldn’t seem to force herself to do it.

      She reached for the framed photograph beside her - a picture of her beloved Robert conducting the symphony orchestra, his face full of passion, his arms raised up in mid-gesture. That’s how she always wanted to remember him: as this person who was so vibrant and alive, not as she’d seen him in the final days of his life, so withered and weak from cancer that claimed him far too soon.

      They had met a little later in their lives and never had children—something that bothered Clara even today. Oh, how she wished she had a big family. How she wished she had kids and grandkids and was simply waiting for great-grandkids. She wished she lived on some big property somewhere where all her kids and grandkids would gather around her and have big Sunday dinners. She sometimes dreamed of sitting on her front porch on some big piece of land, watching one of her grandkids run toward her with arms open wide.

      But now she lived on a tiny island with a bunch of other people who either didn’t have families that wanted them around or just needed a place to go in their older years that didn’t reek of lemon-scented cleaner and sadness.

      She’d quickly learned that Wisteria Island was full of the same kinds of people. There were the people who wanted to be there. Some people needed to be there, like her, simply because they had nowhere else to go. And then there were the people whose families had sent them there because they didn’t want to deal with them, because they were too eccentric or problematic.

      It sometimes seemed times had changed a lot from when she was a kid. Back when elders were revered instead of ignored. Back when their wisdom was important to younger generations. Or maybe she was just wallowing in self-pity and anger that her life had been so destroyed by the death of her husband. Her best friend. The rock she’d held onto for so many years. She felt adrift now, like a tiny leaf in the wide open ocean.

      She was thankful that she’d had the choice and the funds to come to a place like this, to grow old with people around her to care for her, at least in some way. She was thankful the island had a nurse, and she had people who might become her friends one day.

      But right now, she was so stuck in her grief that she didn’t know when that could happen.

      A knock at the door startled her.

      “Mrs. Whitman, it’s Bennett Alexander. I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she heard him say from the other side of the door.

      She quickly wiped away a stray tear and smoothed her hair before opening the door.

      “Mr. Alexander, please do come in. And you can call me Clara.”

      “Well, only if you’ll call me Bennett,” he said, smiling as he stepped into the cottage. “I just wanted to see how you’re settling in. Danielle mentioned that you might need some help unpacking. I can certainly come over here after work.”

      Clara felt a rush of embarrassment. “I’m afraid I’ve been a little slow to get organized,” she said, forcing a smile.

      Bennett seemed very kind, with no trace of judgment.

      “You know, grief moves at its own pace, Clara. There’s no timeline you have to follow. Many of the people on this island have experienced grief, just like you have.” He looked around the cottage. “But you know, if you want some help, we have a bunch of volunteers here who can help you get settled. They’ll be efficient and understanding, I promise.”

      Clara hesitated, feeling her natural independence bubbling up to the surface. But it was at war with the overwhelming fatigue that had been her constant companion since losing the love of her life.

      “You know, I…” she said, trailing off. “Actually, that would be very kind. Thank you.”

      Bennett nodded. “Consider it done. I understand you’ve been in the world of music for a long time?”

      “Yes. Robert and I actually met when we were both conducting. I was a rare female conductor, so I stood out like a sore thumb. We both played instruments as well, but mostly piano.”

      “Music has always been a real passion of mine, though I lack any real talent,” Bennett said, laughing. “We do have a small music program here on the island. It’s nothing fancy, but some residents get together and play. They’ve been looking for someone with experience to guide them.”

      She felt a flicker of interest for the first time in months. “Really? What sort of ensemble?”

      “Well, they’re quite a motley crew, to be honest. I think we have a violinist, a cellist, a clarinetist, and a very enthusiastic but somewhat unorthodox pianist. They call themselves the Wisteria Philharmonic, which seems a little ambitious given their number.”

      Clara found a small smile forming on her face. “That sounds interesting.”

      “Well, they meet on Thursday afternoons at the community center. There’s no pressure at all, but if you want to, go ahead and stop by, even if it’s just to listen.”

      When he left a few minutes later, Clara stood at the window watching him walk down the sidewalk. She felt a little spark of possibility for the first time since she arrived on the island.

      Maybe there was still some music left in her life after all.
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        * * *

      

      Danielle finished examining Gladys’s blood pressure and then smiled. “You’re looking good, Gladys. That medication change is working really well.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried I would have to give up my pickle addiction,” Gladys said, rolling down her sleeve.

      “Well, moderation is still key,” Danielle reminded her. “But yes, your numbers are much better than last month.”

      She made notes in Gladys’s chart as her phone buzzed with a text from her mother. She quickly glanced at it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Called several venues in New York. The Plaza is available June 15th. Perfect timing for a summer wedding. Sending you their brochure and pricing. XOXO, Mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      Danielle sighed and put the phone aside without saying anything or responding to her mother.

      “Wedding troubles already?” Gladys asked. As irreverent as Gladys could be, she was perceptive.

      “My mother has some ideas about what my wedding should be like.”

      “Oh, I see. And they don’t match yours?”

      Danielle smiled. “Not even close. She wants this big, grand New York City society affair, and I want a simple beach ceremony right here on the island.”

      Gladys patted her hand. “Oh, mothers and daughters. Always complicated relationships. Well, my own mother insisted I wear her wedding gown. A monstrosity of satin and lace that made me look like a walking meringue.”

      “Did you wear it?”

      “Oh, good Lord, no. I accidentally” - she used air quotes - “spilled red wine all over it two weeks before the wedding.” Gladys winked mischievously. “Sometimes you must be a little crafty to get your way.”

      Danielle laughed. “Well, I’m not sure sabotage is exactly the answer, but I think I need to start being more firm with my mom.”

      “You just remember this, dear. It’s your day. It’s not hers. And that handsome man of yours only has eyes for you, whether you’re in a fancy gown at The Plaza or barefoot out there on the beach. Just watch out for those jellyfish that keep washing up.”

      After Gladys left, Danielle looked at her schedule and saw she had a short break before her next patient. She would use that time to call her mother to establish boundaries. But just as she was about to dial, there was a knock at her office door, and then Morty entered in his normal flamboyant way.

      “Oh, Danielle, darling, I have the most fabulous news.”

      He looked like he was practically vibrating with excitement as he clutched a tablet to his chest. Of course, Danielle couldn’t take her eyes off his hot pink golf shirt and his brightly striped knee shorts. Sometimes, she needed sunglasses to look at him.

      “What’s up, Morty?”

      “I’ve been working on your wedding plans. Now, before you say anything, look at what I’ve put together,” he said, holding up his hands.

      He thrust the tablet into her hands, revealing a meticulously organized Pinterest board titled Beach Boho Glam Wedding Extravaganza. Danielle scrolled through the images and was surprised to find that many of them actually aligned with what she’d envisioned—a simple ceremony on the beach with natural decorations that had elegance, and then a big reception under the stars.

      “Morty, this is beautiful despite the title that goes a little over the top. And way fewer sequins than I would think.”

      He beamed with pride. “I just knew you’d love it. I’ve already spoken to Esther at the bakery about the cake. She’s thinking of a naked cake with fresh berries and edible flowers. Now, you tell me if you want buttercream, and I’ll make it happen. Edwin has offered to play violin for the ceremony. Oh, and I just thought we could set up the reception on the beach behind Bennett’s cottage, because then we can string the lights in the trees and just set the tables right up on the sand.”

      As Morty continued to detail his vision, Danielle actually felt a new wave of affection for her quirky, generous friend, who had just thrown himself into planning this special day without her input at all.

      “Thank you, Morty.”

      “This means a lot to me to be able to do this for you. You and Bennett gave me a family when my own turned their backs. This is the least I can do for you.”

      She hugged him tightly, realizing that his vision for a simple island wedding, surrounded by their Wisteria family, was exactly what she wanted. Maybe not some of the décor he had in mind on the Pinterest board—but still, close enough.

      She just needed to convince her mother of it.
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        * * *

      

      Bennett found Danielle sitting on the deck of her cottage early in the evening, staring out at the ocean with a troubled expression on her face.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked as he sat beside her and took her hand, admiring the engagement ring he had put on her finger.

      “Just trying to figure out how exactly I’m going to tell my mother that we’re not having a grand New York wedding without causing World War III.” She showed him a series of texts from her mother, each one even more elaborate than the last.

      “Ah, the formidable Cecilia Wright,” he said. “You know, we could just elope.”

      Danielle smiled. “Don’t tempt me. But no, I want our friends here to be part of that day.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “I wish my mother understood how important this place is to us.”

      Bennett was quiet for a moment, thinking. “Well, what if we invited her for a visit? We can let her see the island, meet all the people we care about, and understand why we love it here so much.”

      She looked at him skeptically. “My mother on Wisteria Island? Oh my gosh, can you even imagine?”

      “I can, actually. She might surprise you.”

      “Or she might try to redecorate every single cottage and organize a black-tie gala at the community center.”

      Bennett laughed. “Well, I’d pay good money to see that. This place could use some sprucing up. But really, Danielle, this is about more than just the wedding. You know she will be a part of our lives, and maybe it’s time we build some bridges - for our future children.”

      She considered his words.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “I’ll invite her to visit. But if she even starts measuring the community center for an art museum, I’m blaming you.”

      He kissed her softly. “Deal.” He stood and pulled her to her feet.

      “Come on. Clara is joining us for dinner over at the diner tonight. I told her about the island’s music group. I think she might be interested.”

      “Oh, how wonderful. She needs something to spark her passion again.”

      They walked hand in hand toward the diner, and Bennett felt a sense of peace. Whatever challenges lay ahead for them - whether it was the wedding, planning with her mother, or helping Clara find her way through grief - they would face it all together, supported by the unlikely band of misfits they called family on Wisteria Island.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilia Wright stepped off the boat onto Wisteria Island with the grace of someone accustomed to making an entrance. She wore cream linen pants and a matching jacket that remained miraculously unwrinkled despite the journey across the water. Her designer sunglasses glinted in the morning sun as she surveyed her surroundings with the critical eye that Danielle had come to know and dread.

      “So this is the famous Wisteria Island,” she murmured, adjusting the silk scarf around her neck.

      “Mom!” Danielle called, hurrying toward her on the dock. “You made it.”

      Cecilia hugged her daughter, but it was obvious she was being careful not to smudge her perfectly applied lipstick. Although she was a doctor, her mother would’ve made an even better socialite. She loved fashion over stethoscopes, and her knowledge of the art scene in New York City couldn’t be rivaled.

      “Darling, of course I made it, though I must say that boat ride was quite an experience. I don’t think I’ve been on anything smaller than a yacht since that disastrous fishing trip your father insisted we go on in ’95.”

      Danielle laughed and linked her arm through her mother’s. “Well, welcome to island life. It’s a bit different from Manhattan.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” Cecilia said, eyeing the golf cart festooned with a plastic flamingo that zipped past them. “It’s charming, I suppose, in its way.”

      They made their way toward Danielle’s cottage, and Bennett appeared, walking toward them with a warm smile.

      “Dr. Wright, it’s a pleasure finally meeting you in person. Welcome to Wisteria Island.”

      Cecilia extended her well-manicured hand. “Mr. Alexander, I’ve heard so much about you, of course. Please, call me Cecilia.”

      “Well, only if you call me Bennett.”

      Cecilia studied him with the keen eye of a mother assessing her daughter’s choice of life partner. Of course, Danielle knew exactly what she was thinking. Did he have a firm handshake? Did he look her directly in the eye? Was his smile genuine? Her expression softened slightly. Her mother always assessed these things in everyone she met.

      “Well, Bennett, I must say your island so far is very… unique.”

      “That it is,” he agreed, laughing. “I hope by the end of your visit, you’ll see why we love it here so much.”

      Her eyebrow arched elegantly. “I look forward to the grand tour, but I must admit, I am having trouble envisioning a wedding here that would do justice to my daughter’s standing.”

      Danielle shot Bennett a look that clearly said, See what I mean?

      “Mom, why don’t we get you settled in before discussing wedding stuff? Bennett had the guest cottage prepared especially for you.”

      “Oh, I’m not staying with you?”

      “Trust me, Mom, it’ll be much more comfortable in the guest cottage, and it’s near my cottage. It has a proper soaking tub and a queen-sized bed.”

      What Danielle really meant was that she couldn’t take spending twenty-four hours a day with her often overly-critical mother. She needed evenings to recharge, so having her mother stay in the guest cottage was best for both of them.

      As they continued toward the cottages, Cecilia took in every detail. Danielle saw her looking at the vibrant wisteria blooming along the pathways and then raising her hand slightly to wave at residents who waved cheerfully as they passed. She could see her mom’s mind working, cataloging everything for later analysis. That’s what Cecilia Wright did.

      When they finally reached the guest cottage, Cecilia seemed pleasantly surprised by the tasteful decor and modern amenities.

      “Oh, this is quite lovely,” she finally admitted. She ran her hand over the marble countertop in the kitchenette.

      “Well, I’m glad you approve,” Bennett said. “I’ll leave you ladies to catch up. Danielle, I’ve made dinner reservations at seven. Cecilia, I hope you’ll join us.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Cecilia said, smiling at him.

      After Bennett left, she turned to her daughter. “He seems very nice.”

      Danielle laughed. “Well, that’s high praise indeed coming from you.”

      It always surprised Danielle that her mother didn’t automatically approve of Bennett simply because he was so wealthy. That usually was one of Cecilia’s primary requirements for men that Danielle dated.
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