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Leila Brandt sat on the window seat in the breakfast nook of her carriage house, taking in the lush beauty of her surroundings. The morning sunlight beamed upon the pink and purple blossoms adorning the azaleas and rhododendrons much like stage lighting brings to life the actors in a play. A soft breeze teased the white blossoms on the large tree a short distance from the deck, encouraging a few fragile petals to let go and gently make their way to the ground below. In the distance, couples walked along the nature trail that wound its way through the community. Some strolled hand in hand, enjoying the quiet of the new day. Others moved more briskly, but even those who were not touching maintained a closeness that bespoke of their unique pairing. The couples reminded Leila of the times she’d enjoyed the same activity with her late husband, Nick, before he was struck down at too young an age by cancer nearly five years ago.


A soft knock on the glass door leading to the deck interrupted Leila’s reminiscence. As she rose to respond, a smile crossed her face. Her daughter Hillary stood before her, dressed in full running gear, a pedometer strapped to her right arm.


Leila slid open the door. “Sweetheart, I didn’t know you were going to stop by. What if I weren’t home? You’d have wasted a trip.”


“I know, but I’m in the neighborhood. Chad went to play golf, and I decided to jog, so I jogged in your direction. I want to borrow your gold evening bag for the Bradford wedding next weekend.”


“What are you wearing?”


“The green-and-gold sequined dress we bought together.”


Leila smiled. “Ah, yes. It looks stunning on you and brings out the green in your hazel eyes. Well, I’m glad I wasn’t invited. I’d inevitably end up sitting by myself at the dinner table for most of the evening while all the ‘couple’ people enjoy themselves on the dance floor.”


Hillary walked to the kitchen counter, retrieved a mug, and poured herself some coffee. “Mom, you have to do something about your social life. You have to get out there. You need a companion, someone to accompany you to weddings and whatever. Dad wouldn’t want you to be alone. You’re a woman in her prime. You’re attractive, intelligent, and personable. Give dating a try!”


Leila grimaced at the thought of marketing herself on a dating site. “So, Hillary, you want your mother to fill out one of those ridiculous electronic-dating-site forms and reveal her inner and outer selves to the world? And once that’s done, you want your mother to be judged on a multitude of levels by a throng of divorced men, likely in their seventies or eighties, since that’s the group of potential companions that’s more apt to go for a woman my age?”


“There you go.” Hillary threw her hands up. “That’s the attitude that will get you somewhere. You need to get with the times. The dating scene has changed since the 1970s.”


Leila walked over to her daughter and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I’m so lucky to have such a caring daughter. Run up and get the bag; it’s in the top right-hand drawer of my dresser.”


Hillary scooted up the stairs and came back down seconds later, bag in hand. “Later, Mom.” She blew Leila a kiss and jogged out the door.


Leila gazed upon her departing daughter. Her heart swelled. Hillary, just thirty-two and already a partner in a Center City law firm. She always set high expectations for herself and didn’t give up until she realized them.
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On Monday morning, Leila hurried to get to work on time. Michelle expected her by ten. For just over a decade, Leila and Michelle had been operating an art gallery situated conveniently in Whitemarsh, a bedroom community outside of Philadelphia. The gallery featured an array of artisan-crafted pieces. In addition, the pair offered interior design services. Over the years, their expertise had earned them invitations to participate in designer showhouse events that raised money for a variety of charities. This year was no exception. With the coming of spring, a number of possibilities had arisen. After much discussion, they’d decided to focus their energies on the Children’s Hospital fundraising project. The hospital had decided to work with the executors of the estate of the late Henry Marcus; the large manor home on Philadelphia’s Main Line was up for sale. The Designers’ Showhouse would provide free publicity plus exposure of the property to large crowds of people for a period of two weeks—a win-win situation.


“Good morning,” Leila called out cheerfully upon entering the gallery. As she made her way to the office, she heard Michelle rustling papers.


“What’s good about this morning?” Michelle asked when she saw Leila standing in the doorway. “I suppose spring has sprung, because my allergies are absolutely devastating, and I’ve a terrible sinus headache. Last night I tossed and turned. I couldn’t find a place for myself.”


Michelle, a tall, striking woman with long raven hair and violet eyes, didn’t look well.


“Oh, poor baby,” Leila responded sympathetically. “You need to get to the doctor’s office today. I’ll take care of the calls and paperwork.”


“You’re kidding, right?” Michelle shook her head. “Today is the appointment with Janice Perkins. In fact, I had a lengthy phone conversation with her before she even considered making the appointment. She’s relying on our expertise to help her overcome her renovation anxieties. She approached two other designers before us. From what I heard through the grapevine, the other two ran for their lives.”


Leila laughed. She appreciated Michelle’s sense of humor, which always seemed to surface when things looked dire. “I’ll handle the Perkinses. What time is the appointment?”


“Well, it’s for just after lunch—one thirty.”


“Fine. I’ll be there. You call the doctor and see what kind of appointment you can get for today. Okay?”


Michelle nodded and sighed. “Thanks, Leila. You’re a dear. I just don’t think I’m at my best, and when dealing with Janice Perkins, the best is necessary. She’s very demanding.”
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The drive to the Perkinses’ house was a good forty-five minutes, giving Leila time to plan her offensive and defensive strategies. Local media sources consistently characterized Mrs. Perkins as a caring but sometimes intractable force in local and state concerns, especially politics. She expected the professionals with whom she worked to be current, knowledgeable, and confident.


“Oooh,” Leila said aloud as she began to think things through.


She was in big trouble. She found it difficult to assert herself; in fact, she was often rendered speechless when confronted with aggressive client behavior. The background work, the design itself, and project management were her areas of expertise. Client relations? Not so much. Michelle was the “tough cookie,” able to respond quickly to any unwarranted attacks from clients as well as remediate a problem that might otherwise lead to a client’s breaking off the design relationship or threatening even worse. Michelle’s feelings were never hurt. She went immediately on the offensive. Furthermore, she always felt perfectly justified in doing so. They provided top service and products, regardless of the size of the project. Consequently, no client had reason to complain, question their intentions, or challenge their professionalism or expertise.


The voice of the navigator interrupted Leila’s contemplation and put an end to her pep talk. She found herself driving onto Janice Perkins’s street, a secluded country lane with older homes on one side and The Meadows Golf and Tennis Club on the other. Generally, the homes had significant histories, some dating back to the early 1800s. Though various owners had lovingly maintained and renovated the properties over the years, they remained true to the colonial facades of yore, using traditional materials for the exteriors, such as natural-colored stone, brick, and mortar complemented by wooden window shutters in hues of deep red, brown, black, or green. The Perkinses’ residence was no different. Leila saw immediately that it was truly exemplary.


An elaborately detailed wrought iron mailbox encircled with yellow daffodils marked the entrance to 340 Fancy Meadow Lane and offered a cheery welcome. A driveway of dark brown paver stones led to the main house. Shielded by a covered porch, the extra-wide front door was stained a rich chocolate brown, its mahogany wood framing a faceted leaded-glass insert. Espresso-colored shutters adorned the white-framed windows and contrasted with the varied tones of the natural stone. The expansive grounds were impeccably maintained—a young green everywhere, since spring had just begun to show itself. A lovely courtyard between the main house and the detached three-car garage was graced with a fountain, but the water had yet to be turned on.


Leila hopped out of her car and made her way to the entry. With a gentle push of the doorbell, chimes sounded, and a figure appeared behind the glass. The door opened, and a slender, attractive woman with a generous smile moved toward Leila, her hands extended in greeting.


“Welcome! Come in, please. I’m Janice Perkins. You must be Leila Brandt. I’m so excited to meet you. Michelle called this morning. Oh, my, she sounded terrible.”


“It’s very nice to meet you as well, Mrs. Perkins,” Leila responded, affecting her most perky smile. “I convinced Michelle to go to the doctor, so you have the next best thing: me.”


“I’m sure both of you are equally competent. And please, call me Janice. Mrs. Perkins is much too formal. Let’s make our way to the project area, the master bath. I know you’ll have to take measurements, make notes, whatever. Ayden Doyle is already up there, assessing the scope of the renovation.”


“Ayden Doyle?”


“Why, yes. I guess Michelle didn’t tell you my dear friend Cynthia recommended a contractor. He’s also an architect. Quite talented, a true craftsman. I just went through his portfolio. I’m very impressed. You will be too.”


From the large foyer, Janice led the way up a curved wooden staircase with wonderful carvings to the second-floor balcony area. A polished, multi-armed fixture made of brass and crystal hung from the second-floor ceiling, hovering ten feet or so above the foyer’s herringbone wood floor. Wallpaper depicting hunting scenes and wainscoting in distressed chestnut wood covered the walls of the space.


“Your woodwork here is magnificent,” Leila said. “Is it all original?”


“Oh, yes. However, there are areas that have needed repair over the years, so some modern touches have been added. The first time I walked into the house and experienced the foyer and staircase, I knew I wanted to buy the place. Marshall didn’t need much coaxing before he put in an offer.”


Opposite the staircase, a raised-paneled door served as the gateway to a large, window-adorned room filled with sunlight. Inevitable dust particles danced gaily in the rays of light that streamed through the windows. Leila immediately noted the color scheme’s muted hues—pale beiges paired with shades of caramel and soft touches of aqua and apricot.


She gazed upon the king-size canopy bed in the center of the room, which rose majestically toward the tray ceiling above it. In spite of the extraordinary size of the bedroom and the grandeur of the bed, there wasn’t much furniture elsewhere. A fine eighteenth-century French armoire occupied the opposing wall, and mirrored chests of drawers served as night tables. Two upholstered armchairs flanked a fireplace against the right wall.


“Ayden, here we are,” Janice sang out. As the two women crossed the threshold into the en suite bathroom, Janice proceeded with her introduction. “This is Leila Brandt, the design consultant of whom I spoke. She’s here to inspire and help with decision-making.”


Ayden turned and walked toward Leila with hand extended, and she automatically reached out to him. She immediately noticed his firm grasp and liked his assuredness.


“Hello,” he said, meeting her gaze.


“It’s nice to meet you. I hear your work is wonderful,” Leila said with a controlled smile. She relaxed her hand slowly in his before letting go, inadvertently enjoying his touch.


“Thanks. People are pleased.”


Leila perceived an impish wink, complemented by a boyish grin. And twinkling blue eyes. Nice. Was he playing with her or just trying to be friendly?


At first glance, Ayden didn’t present an overwhelmingly impressive appearance; he was a man of average height, maybe five foot nine or ten, and somewhere in his early fifties. Nevertheless, something about him captured Leila’s attention and caused a fluttering sensation deep in her chest. His still-dark auburn hair, though sprinkled with touches of gray, had some curls, giving him a youthful air. His toned body wore his blue jeans and gray T-shirt well—something he probably knew.


“I want to redo the bathroom,” Janice continued. “Update it, make it more user-friendly, but with a touch of splendor and sophistication.”


“That’s possible,” Ayden quickly responded. “However, its present size isn’t very generous.”


“I’m thinking that as well,” Leila said. “I’m wondering if we could annex some of the master bedroom, since it’s so large. How do you feel about that, Janice?”


“Oh, I don’t know. I’d have to run that idea by Marshall. How much are you thinking of taking from the bedroom?”


“That depends,” Ayden interjected. “The design you choose will dictate the space that’s needed.”


Leila nodded. “Ayden is right. In order to zero in on the design, we need to talk at length about what you want in the new bathroom. While I’m here, let me jot down some notes, take a couple of pictures and measurements, and then let’s sit down somewhere and really discuss the details—with Ayden, of course.”


“Great idea. We can go to the sunroom just off the kitchen, a really delightful room. I’ll bring us some iced tea and nibbles to fuel our creativity,” Janice said with enthusiasm. With that, she headed downstairs.


Ayden returned to his original position, standing with his back to Leila, his leg propped up on the edge of the bathtub to support his notepad. He continued to write but broke the silence left in the wake of Janice’s departure. “There’s really no need for both of us to draw out the space and take measurements. I’ll be happy to give you a copy when I’m finished. I’ll just slip a carbon between two sheets of graph paper.”


“That’s very kind of you,” Leila said. “In return, I’ll share my pictures with you.”


“I hope you don’t mind, but I prefer to take my own. I can forward those to you if you’d like.”


Leila pondered her response for a few seconds. Perhaps this man was a bit too full of himself. She’d not let his smugness intimidate her.


“Where’s that portfolio of yours, the one Janice mentioned? I’d like to take a look at it before I take you up on your offer.” She affected a tone that was half-joking and half-serious, not even sure which she had in mind.


Ayden spun around. His blue eyes were on fire. She had pushed a button. He reached down for a black leather briefcase that rested against the side of the vanity. With finesse, he retrieved the portfolio, rose to his full height, and extended it toward Leila. “I took all the photos in here. I think you’ll see that I’m quite good at capturing the particulars of all kinds of spaces.”


Leila took the portfolio and slowly flipped its pages—and soon found that Ayden was as masterful as Janice had described. The photos were expertly taken and showed the remarkable craftsmanship that went into each project.


She closed the portfolio and met his gaze with a faint smile. “Yes, I see you’re very talented. Please, I’d appreciate both the photos and the room plan.”


“Fine,” he said—and with that, returned to his notepad.


“I think I’ll go down and help Janice,” Leila said. “I can begin our chat, take some notes, and review them with you when you join us.”


Only silence.


Frustrated, Leila picked up her briefcase, gripped its handle with intensity, and quickly left the room. As she descended the staircase, her footsteps sounded heavy. Her heart raced.


Michelle had thought Janice was going to be difficult. But Mr. Ayden Doyle was proving to be no walk in the park, either.


Dishes and silverware clashed and jingled, cabinet drawers and doors opened and shut, and the refrigerator alarm rang out as Leila reached the ground floor. This cacophony directed her through the foyer and under an archway to the dining room. She stopped for a second or two to admire a beautiful Chippendale table set for sixteen. The dining chairs, upholstered in a striped blue and green silk, showed a Far Eastern influence. Over the table, a massive crystal chandelier glistened in the afternoon sunlight while a soft breeze from an open window caused some of its adornments to collide gently. The soft, chime-like tones contrasted pleasantly with the ruckus in the kitchen.


“Janice?” Leila called out.


“Here, behind the dining room, through the butler’s pantry.”


Leila made her way into a bright kitchen with white cabinets put into relief by yellow trellis wallpaper. Large picture windows were topped off with architectural stained-glass sections in spring-like colors. The kitchen extended into a glorious sunroom and, beyond that, a patio. Instead of a wood floor, large square terra-cotta tiles set the mood for the sunroom and patio. All the colors and textures of Janice’s kitchen, sunroom, and patio flowed expertly.


Leila and Michelle preferred an air of casual elegance to permeate informal spaces. This section of the house was much to her liking, a masterpiece of design.


The grounds beyond the house captivated Leila’s attention as well. They were landscaped magnificently with evergreens and a brilliant variety of deciduous trees. Flowering shrubbery added to the mix—azaleas, rhododendrons, and the like. The view was lovely.


“Leila, did you hear me?” Janice’s voice broke through Leila’s reverie.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Leila said. “It’s just that I’m completely overwhelmed by what I’m seeing. This is the most inviting and uplifting space I’ve seen in a long time.”


“How kind of you to say.” Janice’s face brightened. “This entire area is a recent addition to the original house. And by recent, I mean a project from the 1950s. We renovated it about two years ago.” She spread her arms wide to embrace the scene. “The outside is paradise, isn’t it?”


Leila helped her hostess carry the drinks and snacks into the sunroom, and then the two women began exploring ideas for the master bath. Leila made a list of must-have items as Janice spoke.


They enjoyed each other’s company, and the time passed quickly. As their conversation progressed, Leila became more convinced they’d have to take some space from the bedroom to make everything Janice was suggesting a reality.


Footsteps moving across the wood floor caused Leila and Janice to look toward the kitchen. Ayden passed through the doorway like he owned the house, a forgotten pencil propped behind his ear, his notepad under his arm, and a briefcase in his hand. How did such a masculine man move with such grace?


“Well, ladies, I’ve done my thing. What have you been up to?” He placed his articles on the floor next to the chair he chose for himself. Without a pause, he reached for a glass of iced tea and a couple of crackers topped with cheese. With one hand, he released the contents of a sugar packet into his glass, rolled the wrapper up into a tiny sphere, and tossed it into a nearby wastebasket.


Leila fought her urge to smile. Ayden’s performance reminded her of her engineer son, Drew. In high school, for a physics class project, he’d designed a Rube Goldberg contraption that involved a series of simple devices linked together to produce a domino effect. He’d used his body to demonstrate to his parents how the complicated system worked and had Nick and Leila laughing so hard they were in tears by the end of it.


Still somewhat entertained by Ayden’s performance, Leila began relating what she and Janice had discussed. “Janice has requested that a number of things be included in the master bath makeover: a double vanity with a beveled mirror and wall sconces; a large shower with at least two heads; a private toilet area; a large soaking tub; a heated floor; skylights; recessed ceiling lights, as well as a centered, hanging chandelier; new windows; a walk-in linen closet; and, if possible, a laundry room.”


“Oh, my,” Janice interjected, “I now see that some of the bedroom space will need to be sacrificed. But I want what I want. As Marshall and I stand on the precipice of our ‘golden years,’ there should be no doing without or postponing things.”


Ayden agreed. “Give me a little time to work up some ideas and illustrate them for you. Leila, when will you be available to meet with me?”


Quite surprised, Leila took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Well, as soon as possible, because I’m going to be tied up with the Designers’ Showhouse next month.”


Ayden pulled out his electronic planner. “How about we meet at my place in a couple of weeks—say on the fifteenth?” Ayden looked up and shot his baby blues in Leila’s direction.


“That’s good. It will give me a couple of weeks to research the project.” She took out her traditional planner and circled the date.


Ayden tapped her arm and offered her his card.


Leila quickly reciprocated. “Here’s mine.”


Ayden took it and put it into the pocket of his T-shirt.


“Don’t lose that valuable information in the laundry,” Leila said, attempting to add some levity to the conversation.


“I’m so happy you two are working well together,” Janice said merrily. “I’m anxious to hear your suggestions.”


“I guess we’re done here,” Ayden concluded. He adeptly collected his belongings and directed a smile toward Leila, who rose on cue. Ayden gestured for her to exit ahead of him.


Did he want to speak privately? Why did his politeness seem to possess an air of arrogance?


Anxious to find out his intentions, she quickly took possession of her handbag and briefcase. Janice walked them out, and after she closed the front door, Ayden and Leila walked together down the driveway.


She broke the silence. “I think that went well, don’t you?”


“Yep. Well, nice meeting you,” Ayden said, and he headed toward his truck.


“Ditto,” she said, but he was already whistling a tune to himself and likely didn’t hear her reply.


Something about Ayden Doyle bothered Leila. She wasn’t exactly certain what it was, but there was one thing she was sure about: on the fifteenth of the month, she’d find out.
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The alarm clock gave off its unwelcome sound. Leila rolled over and pressed the off button. She reached for the remote and turned on the news just in time for the weather report. The next few days were to be bright and sunny but unseasonably chilly with gusty winds. But what did she care? Much of her time would be devoted to manning the shop or tracking down interesting fixtures for the Perkinses’ new master bath. A trip to the Willow Grove showroom would be a must-do before the meeting with Ayden on the fifteenth.


Leila stared at herself in the large bathroom mirror. Her shoulder-length golden-brown hair tumbled haphazardly. She leaned forward and blinked her light brown eyes to achieve more clarity as she inspected the few gray hairs that had woven themselves into her hairline. When would she fit a touch-up into her busy schedule? She was thankful she had little gray in her hair; not bad for a woman in her midfifties. In fact, most people didn’t perceive her to be in her fifties at all. She looked a good ten years younger.


Leila removed her nightgown and stepped on the scale. The reading, as usual, hovered near 130—a reasonable weight for her height of five foot four. She turned sideways and scrutinized her midsection in the mirror. It was not to her liking. However, she had learned to accept gracefully the consequences of aging, with one intervention: the surgery two years earlier that had restored youthfulness and allure to her eyes.
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Later that morning, Leila sat in the office discussing the Perkins project with Michelle.


“I’m so happy Janice Perkins came across as a congenial client who looked forward to working with us,” Michelle said. “I don’t know what you did, but apparently there was chemistry between the two of you. She’s not known for her graciousness, but you got things rolling.”


“Honestly, she was very nice,” Leila said with a shrug. “Maybe her evil twin sister will emerge later on. In that case, you’ll have to handle her.”


“And what about her architect-slash-contractor?”


“Ayden Doyle? He’s an interesting character. I’m certain there wasn’t much chemistry between us, but in a couple of weeks I’ll be meeting with him to discuss design particulars. I’ll get a better read on him then. I did see his portfolio. Very impressive.”


Michelle tapped a finger on her desk. “Can I change the subject for a minute?”


“Go ahead.”


“Your birthday is coming up, and I’ve an unusual treat for you. In fact, Hillary and I are partnering.”


Leila sat up. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. Uh-oh. Your eyes are twinkling. A warning of things to come. What are you two plotting?”


“Hillary has a light day today, so she’s going to bring lunch for all of us and we can talk things over together then,” Michelle explained airily.


Leila shook her head. “Tell me now.”


“Shortly. Be patient. Make yourself busy and return phone calls.”


Leila went about her work and tried to put Michelle’s mystery plans out of her thoughts. She touched base with clients, straightened up the front of the shop, and did some bookkeeping. Michelle put together some design boards for projects already underway. The rest of the morning flew by for both of them; in what seemed like no time at all, the shop’s door was chiming and a familiar voice called, “Mom, Michelle, I’m here with delicious things!”


Hillary hurried to the office. “Hi, you two. Are you hungry? I’m starving.” She placed a neatly packed picnic basket on top of a small table.


“How fantastic of you to bring us lunch. You’re the best.” Michelle was back to being her perky self now that her allergies were under control.


“Hi, sweetheart. I’m glad you’ve time to spend with us.” Leila paused for a moment, trying to get her thoughts together. “But honestly, why are you here? You and Michelle are up to something. What gives?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” Hillary quickly turned toward Michelle. “What did you tell her?”


Michelle took on a practiced innocent look. “I simply mentioned her birthday.”


“Let’s set up first, okay?” Hillary proceeded to ready the table for lunch. She topped it with a brightly colored cloth and laid out three place settings, napkins, and cups that coordinated nicely. Then she unloaded the basket. A nice spring salad, crusty bread, lemonade, and fruit yogurt for dessert made up the menu.


“What, no chocolate?” Leila remarked. Chocolate was her weakness.


“Well, mother, if you insist rather than resist, I’ve packed some Hershey’s Kisses in the bottom of the basket, but maybe you’ll have no appetite to tackle them by the time we’re done.”


“I’ll purposely save room for them,” Leila said with conviction. “Now, tell me, what have you planned for my birthday?”


Both Hillary and Michelle exchanged furtive glances until Michelle finally took charge. “You’ve been a widow for almost five years. It’s time you get on with your life.”


“Oh, no, did you sign me up on some dating site? Please say you didn’t.”


“That’s easy, Mom, because we didn’t do any such thing.”


“No, we didn’t,” Michelle confirmed. “However, we did take a like action.”


Leila narrowed her eyes. “A like action? Please explain.”


“Well,” Michelle began, “I ran into Mimi Wexler a couple of weeks ago at the hair salon and we began to talk. She happened to mention that one of her good friends went to a professional matchmaker located in Doylestown. This matchmaker found Mimi’s friend an ideal mate using a meticulous process that’s both discreet and effective.”


“Wait.” Leila swallowed and composed herself. “You sound like a TV commercial. Do you really think I’m going to take myself to this matchmaker, pay her a hefty fee—I assume that’s involved—and allow myself to be test driven by strange men? This is so not my style.”


“First, we’ve already paid the not-so-hefty fee,” Hillary said. “That’s your birthday present—plus a really nice lunch at a steakhouse in Doylestown. Besides, we’re both going to the interview with you. We’re going to support you the whole way. The three of us will agree upon the appropriate candidates. This will be a team effort.”


“Really,” Michelle chimed in, “I’ve a good feeling about this.”


Leila went silent. She pushed her plate to the side. Her appetite had waned considerably. She didn’t know how she truly felt, but she did know she was somewhere between appreciative and infuriated. What were they thinking?


“I don’t know about this,” she finally said with a sigh. “I’m not happy about the whole thing. I feel awkward. It’s not that I’m against meeting someone with whom I could share my life, but I had hoped it would happen serendipitously, that coincidental forces would come into play. I’d be waiting in a supermarket line and begin a conversation with a nice man standing behind me, or I’d be waiting at the car dealership for my car to be inspected and strike up a conversation with a man about our preference for Buicks.”


“Get real, Mom. This is a new millennium. If you don’t try the electronic dating services, then matchmaking is the next-best, perhaps better, alternative.”


“Leila,” Michelle said in a soft voice, her hand on Leila’s shoulder, “nothing ventured, nothing gained. You may find a great guy, and you may not. But you need to be proactive and put yourself out there. Give it a go and then decide whether to continue or not. There really is nothing to lose.”


Leila frowned. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ve been married to a great man for thirty-five years. It’s my dignity and self-esteem at risk.”


“Well, next Monday, we’re going to meet with Dr. Lola Goodwin of Heavenly Matches. Our appointment is at ten. We’ll pick you up at nine. Look your very best, because I expect picture taking to be part of the interview.”


Leila buried her head in her hands. “I hate the whole idea,” she said under her breath.


“I think you need some comfort food to lift your spirits,” Hillary suggested, and she placed a handful of Hershey’s Kisses on a napkin in front of Leila.


Leila reached for one and slowly removed its wrapping.


What had she allowed herself to get into?
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This was Leila’s big day. She had set the alarm for seven. She wanted plenty of time to prepare for the interview. Her mind was in a frenzy. Why had she agreed to this matchmaking business?


She had tried on at least a dozen outfits the night before but still couldn’t make up her mind on what to wear to the Heavenly Matches appointment. Rummaging through her closet once again, she finally zeroed in on beige ankle pants, a neutral cashmere sweater, beige kitten pumps, and gold jewelry.


By eight thirty Leila had showered, washed and styled her hair, and, for drama, applied brown eye shadows, bronze liner, and black mascara. She studied herself in the mirror one last time, grabbed her ivory handbag, and headed to the kitchen for her favorite brew and a half of a blueberry muffin.


The phone rang as soon as she took her first sip.


“Hello, Michelle. What’s up?”


“Are you ready to begin the first day of the rest of your life?” Michelle’s eagerness, though cloaked in humor, did nothing to ease Leila’s anxiety.


“Please, try not to be so trite. I’m looking forward to spending time with you and Hillary and enjoying a great steak salad. The other item on our agenda will likely be torturous.”


“Oh, don’t be so negative. What are you wearing?”


“What does it matter? I’m not changing,” Leila said with certainty.


“All right. I’ll pick you up in a half hour. Hillary is meeting us at your house.”


[image: Image]


The three women made it to Heavenly Matches at the appointed time. The office was situated on the first floor of a small brick professional building just off of Easton Road. An attractive young receptionist greeted the trio with a warm smile and a well-practiced welcoming phrase: “Welcome to Heavenly Matches. May I have your name?”


Hillary took charge as only a lawyer can do. “You should have Leila Brandt scheduled for ten.”


“Why, yes, we’re so happy to meet you, Ms. Brandt.”


“Actually, Ms. Brandt is the woman who just seated herself across the room and is thumbing through a magazine. I’m her daughter. I’m just checking in for her.”


At this, Leila looked up.


“Oh, I see,” the receptionist responded. “Our new clients often come with support staff.” She leaned forward and said with a smile Leila perceived to be reassuring, “Dr. Goodwin will be with Ms. Brandt—I mean, all of you—in a few moments.”


Leila turned her attention to scrutinizing the waiting room’s design. “It’s furnished with the essentials—a few armchairs and a large table in the center topped with a variety of magazines for people to browse,” she noted.


Michelle nodded. “It’s unpretentious but pleasant. The green plants and the generous light coming through the floor-to-ceiling window create a nice ambience. And I really like the color of the walls. The soft green works well with the dark green carpet. Did you notice the subtle white, orange, and periwinkle dots in the carpet?”


Michelle seemed to be trying a bit too hard. “If you’re trying to distract me or perhaps calm me with this design talk, it isn’t working,” Leila said. She rose from her seat and began to walk about the room, stopping to examine two art pieces portraying romantic subject matter. In one, a man and woman were walking through Paris in the rain, their hands wrapped together around an umbrella they shared. The other showed a bride and groom dancing their first dance as their wedding guests looked on, smiling and clapping.


Suddenly, the inner office door swung open. An older man, likely in his late seventies and conservatively dressed, appeared in the doorway. He entered the waiting room followed closely by a middle-aged woman dressed in a silk blouse and businesslike skirt. The two shook hands.


“Nice to meet you, Stan,” the woman said. “I enjoyed our talk. You should hear from me in a couple of weeks.”


“Dr. Goodwin,” the man replied, “the pleasure has been all mine.” He gave her a wink. He turned to leave but slowed to take a sustained look at Leila, Hillary, and Michelle. He smiled politely, turned back toward Dr. Goodwin, and gave her a thumbs-up. She returned his gesture with a smile. With the wave of his hand, the man was out the door.


“Hi there,” Dr. Goodwin said, approaching the three women. “I’m Dr. Lola Goodwin. One of you must be Leila Brandt.”


Both Hillary and Michelle pointed toward Leila and in unison said, “She is.”
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Dr. Goodwin guided Leila, Hillary, and Michelle into her office. Leila noted that its décor was similar to that of the waiting room.


“Please, have a seat.” Dr. Goodwin seated herself at her desk, a rather large Louis XIV with prominent but gracefully curved legs. Its ebony wood was embellished with gilt and chinoiserie. Her desk chair, upholstered in rich apricot velvet, was also oversize. With these furnishings acting as an extension of herself, Dr. Lola Goodwin exuded confidence and captured Leila’s attention.


Leila felt uncomfortable but mustered up the wherewithal to introduce her supporters. “This is my wonderful daughter, Hillary, and my equally wonderful business partner, Michelle. They’re in cahoots and have brought me here under duress.”


Dr. Goodwin laughed. “It’s very nice to meet all of you,” she said warmly. “I know, Hillary and Michelle, that you care deeply about Leila and that’s why you’re here with her.” She then leaned forward in her chair and spoke directly to Leila. “I thoroughly understand your apprehension. Let me take a few moments to explain how the Heavenly Matches process works.”


Hillary and Michelle shifted to the front of their chairs, as if inching closer would allow them greater access to restricted information. Leila, on the other hand, receded into the depth of her chair, trying to avoid the harsh reality of her present circumstance.


For the next twenty minutes, Dr. Goodwin explained how she recorded clients’ answers to a wide range of questions, probing more deeply when necessary. Clients were expected to be open and honest. “This is the only way to achieve good results,” Dr. Goodwin cautioned her listeners. She proceeded to explain the course of action. Once a particular client’s background and criteria were fully documented, the database was activated and suitable matches were sought. Suitability was multidimensional. That is, age; physical appearance; interests; education; friends and family connections and their importance; professional and religious affiliations; hobbies; and short- and long-term goals were all explored to see where appropriate pairings could be made.


“You must all understand, though, there’s one very important element upon which the process cannot exert any influence, and that’s chemistry. This is a naturally occurring phenomenon that emerges when a match is optimal.” Dr. Goodwin paused for some time to allow Leila, Michelle, and Hillary to absorb the information. Then she broke the silence. “Leila, are you ready to begin the interview process?”


“She’s ready,” Michelle and Hillary replied in one voice.


Leila remained silent but shrugged in assent, thinking, Well, I guess. Do I really have a choice?


Dr. Goodwin began her interview with basic background questions. When Leila was slow to answer, Hillary and Michelle came up with the answers for her.


“Oh, Leila and I are both graduates of Philadelphia University,” Michelle said with enthusiasm. “That’s where we first decided to start our own business.”


“Mother is a fabulous cook!” Hillary piped up. “In fact, cooking is one of her hobbies.”


With each piece of information, Leila’s electronic dossier began to take shape. Dr. Goodwin learned that her new client appreciated the arts and sought out a broad range of expressions. Her preferences in music, for example, included everything from opera at the Academy of Music to pop concerts at the Wells Fargo Center. In the fine arts, she loved the pleasing colors and scenes of the Impressionists but also found the works of Expressionists, like Jackson Pollock, interesting.


“Mother loves to go to all the museums on the Parkway,” Hillary volunteered.


Michelle elaborated. “She and her husband, Nick, loved to go to an art exhibition and then walk over to a nearby restaurant for lunch or dinner. Leila loves restaurants that not only have good food but also offer exceptional ambience, whether the dining is casual or formal. Right?” Michelle turned toward Leila, evidently pleased with her own commentary.


Leila studied Michelle’s face for a long beat and then sighed. “Yes, Michelle, that’s right.” Then turning to direct her remarks to Dr. Goodwin, she continued. “All this is true, Dr. Goodwin, but lately I’ve shied away from the cultural scene unless a girlfriend or family member has shown interest in venturing downtown. I’m not self-assured when it comes to navigating the city on my own. I’ve gone to the small neighborhood theaters, but again, never by myself. I’m not afraid to call someone and suggest an outing. However, many of my friends and family are still couples—it’s a couple’s world out there—and husbands’ tastes and interests must be considered. Some wives choose not to leave their husbands behind when their men don’t embrace the arrangements.”


“I understand completely.” Dr. Goodwin’s tone was sympathetic. “That’s why you’re here, to find a nice male companion—or companions—so you can reenter the couple’s scene more often. I think we have the basics down. Shall we move on to the area of intimacy now?”


“Wait one minute,” Leila interrupted. “This is really very personal, and I’m not sure I want to divulge my innermost secrets, feelings, whatever, to all of you.”


“Perhaps it’s best for Hillary and Michelle to wait outside. Ladies”—Dr. Goodwin nodded in their direction—“please step outside for a bit. We won’t be very long. I’d say no more than a half hour.”


“Of course. We understand,” Hillary responded. She latched on to Michelle’s arm and led the retreat to the waiting room.


With the door closed, Dr. Goodwin focused her attention on Leila. “That’s a wonderful support team you have there. But let’s start with another aspect of your preferences. My first question concerns your perspective on sex. Do you consider casual sex an integral part of dating? In other words, can you decontextualize the act, seeking merely to receive and give pleasure?”


This bold query propelled Leila into a stupor. She was speechless. She felt violated and annoyed. What business was that of Dr. Goodwin’s—or anyone else’s, for that matter?


“I know I’m taking you outside your comfort level,” Dr. Goodwin said gently. “However, I don’t want you to find yourself in precarious situations. Some men see sex as an extension of the dating process and nothing more.”


Finally, Leila gathered her thoughts. “I don’t think highly of casual sex. I’ve had sex with only one man: Nick, my husband. We met in high school. Though I had a significant dating life before Nick, I never felt close enough to anyone to go all the way. For me, sex needs to mean something. The act, for me, is the ultimate expression of love and commitment. Please don’t pair me up with any man not sharing or understanding this perspective.”


“That’s fine. Now I have the direction I need. You sound angry. Please forgive me, but I need to understand these things in order to do my job. I’m sorry if my question caused you to feel uneasy. But I’m afraid it will not be the only one in this section to do so. Here’s the next one. How important is sex to you?”


“If I’m in love and in a committed relationship, it’s very important. Otherwise, the act is of no importance to me.”


“In your past life with your husband, did you ever initiate sex?”


“Of course.”


“Did you take charge, telling your lover what to do to pleasure you?”


“Why do you need to know that?”


“Because some men want their women to be totally passive, while others want their women to direct, even if just occasionally.”


“All I can say is that Nick and I had a passionate sex life. There was a healthy balance. We communicated when we made love, either verbally or physically. We didn’t go in for the kinky stuff, but we weren’t totally without creativity.” Leila’s face was growing pinker by the moment. “I think I’ve said all I’m going to say about my sex life with Nick and about intimacy, in general. Have we finished? I believe it’s almost lunchtime.”


Dr. Goodwin nodded. “Yes, I think I have enough to begin my search for those men who have much in common with you. I’ll get back to you in a couple of weeks.”


“Fine.” Leila rose from her seat, extended her hand, and forced a smile. “Thank you for your time and interest in my well-being. I look forward to hearing from you.” NOT, she added silently.


“Let me walk you out. Before you leave, the receptionist will take some pictures of you for the database.” Dr. Goodwin led Leila out of the office and accompanied her into the waiting room.


Michelle and Hillary rose to greet Leila, their expressions a bit concerned.


“Leila did just fine,” Dr. Goodwin said, smiling. “Now I need her to take some pictures. Let me make the arrangements with my receptionist.” She walked over to the receptionist’s desk, jotted down a few notes, handed them to the perky young woman behind the counter, and then returned to say good-bye. “I enjoyed meeting all of you.” She stepped closer to Leila and in a voice just short of a whisper said, “See you soon.”


“Another face-to-face meeting?” Leila was unsettled.


“Yes, I’ll need to discuss the list of candidates with you. You’ll make some selections then, and we’ll go from there.” Dr. Goodwin squeezed Leila’s hand, gave her a reassuring look, and returned to her office.


“Ms. Brandt,” the receptionist called. “Please step behind my desk so I can take some pictures of you.”


“Don’t forget to smile,” Michelle said in a weak attempt at humor.


Leila frowned and proceeded toward the receptionist. After ten uncomfortable minutes, her photo shoot was done. She emerged from behind the desk feeling relieved that the appointment was over.


Hillary jumped up when she saw her. “Well, Mom, I’m starved. Let’s go to lunch.”


“Yes,” said Michelle. “We have much to discuss.”


Leila sighed. “I think, girls, I’ve talked enough for one day.”
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The fifteenth of the month arrived. Leila was due to meet with Ayden Doyle at eleven. She decided on the same outfit she wore to the Heavenly Matches interview. She’d invested much time and thought into that ensemble, and the outcome had been noteworthy: both Hillary and Michelle had wholeheartedly approved, and the pictures taken at Dr. Goodwin’s office had turned out well. At least a couple of satisfying things had come out of this matchmaking experience.


By nine, Leila was in her car heading to the boutique. She allowed plenty of time to ready the shop for the day’s business and place the Perkins design materials into two large totes. She and Michelle had reviewed everything the day before. Both were satisfied that they’d come up with enough samples and illustrations to launch a successful collaboration with Ayden.


“I’ll keep things in check here,” Michelle assured Leila. “Try to get back for lunch. Have fun.”


“‘Fun’ may not be exactly the term I’d use. Ayden appears to be somewhat standoffish. However, I’ll do my best to get a synergistic relationship going.”


“I love your positive attitude,” Michelle said with a wink.


Leila heaved the heavy totes into the back of her car and began her drive to Old Merion. Forty-five minutes later, she pulled up in front of 108 Meetinghouse Lane—Ayden’s residence, office, and workshop. The house exemplified the American Craftsmen Style of architecture; Leila guessed that it dated back to the early 1900s. She was immediately struck by the home’s simple and elegant lines. The lovely front porch, constructed of natural fieldstone and supported by tapered columns, led the way to a terra-cotta front door with a row of etched glass panes at the top. The exterior was beige stucco accented with a light moss-green trim. Multi-paned windows were set in groups of three. A driveway comprised of stone pavers set off in two directions. A section to the right of the house led from the street to a detached structure in the rear that appeared to be the workshop. In the opposite direction, a section circled in front of the house; the mature evergreens and spring flowers along its edges helped to give the home wonderful curb appeal.


Leila looked at herself in the rearview mirror and decided to tidy up her makeup before pulling into the driveway. Thankfully, she had arrived a bit early. She needed time to compose herself. She wasn’t exactly sure why she felt nervous, so she decided to give herself a pep talk. In a strong voice she said aloud, “You’re an accomplished and respected professional. Stop this silliness. Get out there and show your stuff!”


She turned into the driveway, where a discreet sign showed the way to the office and workshop. She pulled up to the building that had likely served as a garage in years past. Its architecture mirrored that of the main house. She turned off the engine, got her belongings from the backseat, and approached the door. She heard loud noises from within and decided a knock would go unheard, so she pressed the latch on the door and inched her way through the doorway.


“Hello! Ayden! It’s Leila Brandt,” she called in a very loud voice. A young man with protective glasses was working at a table saw and didn’t notice or hear her. As she moved farther inside, she glimpsed a male figure moving about in a second-floor loft. A glass wall allowed a full view of the area below, where she was standing. She frantically waved her arm, trying to get his attention. Finally, the figure moved closer to the glass and returned the wave. Only then did Leila recognize Ayden.


Within a few seconds, he appeared on the main floor. He approached with a smile on his face, but not necessarily one that expressed great warmth. “You apparently had no difficulty finding the place.” He reached for the totes. “Let me help you carry these things upstairs, where we can talk and be more comfortable. But first, let me introduce you to my son, Daniel.”


“Thanks for your help. Those totes are packed with lots of samples.” Just as the words left her mouth, Leila realized that Ayden was easily carrying the totes with one hand. With the other hand, he motioned for her to follow him over to where the young man was working.


Feeling his father’s touch on his shoulder, the young man turned off the machine and raised his protective eyewear.


“Daniel, this is Leila Brandt. She’s the interior design consultant working with us on the Perkins project.”


Daniel came from behind the table saw to shake Leila’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Brandt. My dad has told me about you. We’re interested in your feedback.”


“Please call me Leila. I’m happy to meet you too.”


“When you’re done, Daniel, please come upstairs.”


“I need at least twenty more minutes, Dad.”


“That’s fine.” Ayden beckoned to Leila, and she followed him to the rear of the main floor, where both an elevator and a long, winding staircase provided access to the second-floor loft. “What’s your preference?”
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