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“Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.”


Rainer Maria Rilke


IRIS


Chapter 1

Iris Reid was having an out-of-body experience. In past years, she’d be in the audience among hundreds of her fellow architects, not up on the podium standing beside a giant video display. Armored in her Jil Sander suit, Iris gestured to a close-up image of a building’s roof membrane. She explained how it was made of polymers derived from shrimp shells, apple pectin and newspaper cellulose. The audience murmured.

Iris relaxed into auto-pilot, expanding on about the ingenious Harcon solar roof system and her experience as the first architect to use it on a building. Her spiel had been refined over the last few months of endless interviews with trade magazines, blogs, and websites. Completion of the artists’ studio renovation was a month away. The editor of the magazine sponsoring the project kept reminding her that it needed to be photo ready soon in order to make the September issue’s print deadline.

Iris had only agreed to give this talk at the annual American Institute of Architects convention because it was being held in Boston this year, a 20 minute drive from her Cambridge apartment. Giving this talk also fulfilled the yearly continuing education credits needed to maintain her architectural license, which were always a scramble to complete in time.

“And if you’d like to see these solar roof tiles in person, come to the opening on May 16th at the studios in Medford. Architecturenow! is sponsoring this showcase project, using all green products, and Alex Harcon himself will be there to answer your questions. You can check my website for details.”

She flashed to the slide of her website address and its QR code on the screen and checked her watch. Fifteen minutes of Q and A, then she’d be able to join her friends and relax. Iris looked out over the sea of professionals dressed mostly in grey and black, some taking furious notes on laptops and others trying not to fall asleep. She pointed to a beetle-browed man with a raised hand in the third row.

He gave her a sulky scowl. “How did you convince Harcon to let you feature his invention in your project?”

Iris had gotten this question before, mainly from other architects who wished they’d thought of it and gotten in on the publicity. Alex Harcon’s standing as an Elon-Musk-type billionaire/inventor gave her project instant prestige. The words formed in her mind: I promised him sexual favors. But, besides that not being true, her boyfriend Luc was sitting in the front row. “I guess it was the right time and the right project.”

As she fielded more questions, she spotted several New York ‘Starchitects’ sitting together in a middle row. They were here to give their own presentations, but she was flattered that they’d chosen to attend hers as well. They even seemed to be paying attention. Directly behind them, a doe-eyed young man was watching her so intensely that Iris had to look away. “Anyone else?”

Question time was, mercifully, over. Iris stepped down off the dais and collapsed into the open seat between Luc and her best friend Ellie.

Luc gave her a thumbs up. “You did great. I had no idea how cool that Harcon roof is.”

“I figured you’d like the detail about the support frame being made out of food.” Luc was the chef and owner of the trendiest restaurant in Cambridge.

Ellie added, “Harcon should put you on his payroll. I’m ready to order a system now for my house.”

The audience rose and were gathering up their possessions when the young man with the Bambi eyes appeared in front of them, clutching a piece of paper. He was slight and wore a raincoat that didn’t look warm enough for the brisk April weather. “I’ve been following your work, Ms. Reid. My name is Roger Blythe. I got my B. Arch last June. I know that your website says you aren’t looking to hire right now, but I was hoping you might take my C.V. in case anything changed.” He thrust the page toward her. “I don’t need to be paid. I’d just really like to work in your office.”

Iris glanced down at his resumé. She was a one-woman firm and liked it that way. Her office was in her home and her schedule was her own. And she enjoyed doing all aspects of a project herself. Except maybe the bookkeeping. “Thanks. I’ll take a look at this and let you know if I’m hiring.”

Roger smiled shyly and retreated into the crowd.

Iris folded the sheet of paper and shoved it into the pocket of her overcoat.


IRIS


Chapter 2

The following Monday morning, Iris and Luc sat at the antique pine dining table in their spacious loft above The Paradise, Luc’s restaurant. Light filtered in through the five oversized windows in the living-dining space. They were on their second round of coffee, working their way through the print sections of The Boston Globe.

Every so often, Iris’s Bassett hound, Sheba, lifted her head hopefully in case any toast crumbs fell her way.

“Hey—Temple Bar is closing. I ran into Bryce last month and he didn’t tell me about this.” Luc was reading the Metro Section and doing the thing that drove Iris crazy—interrupting her concentration while she was working on the crossword puzzle.

“More customers for The Paradise.” She tried to refocus.

Minutes later, he said, “Another report of catalytic converter rip-offs. Maybe I should get an electric van.”

“Mmm.”

A few moments of silence passed.

“Oh, God. This guy’s brain was messed up from the inside?”

She ignored him until the words sunk in. “What?”

“Some Russian guy in Brookline. His brain was somehow damaged from the inside.”

Iris got up and came around to read over his shoulder.

Brookline Police Baffled by Mysterious Injury

On Sunday morning, Oleg Sidorov was found unconscious by his wife, Elena, outside their home in Brookline. Mr. Siderov, a 59-year-old business executive with interests in Russia, had gone out to retrieve the newspaper. When he didn’t return, his wife discovered him collapsed and unconscious in the driveway. Elena Siderov stated that her husband didn’t have a scratch on his body nor any sign of a brain tumor or stroke. He hadn’t experienced any physical trauma recently.

“Oleg’s neurosurgeon at Brigham and Women’s Hospital said that his brain EEG looked like his hippocampus had spontaneously concussed from within. He’d never seen anything like it,” Elena Siderov said.

Oleg Sidorov is presently in a medically induced coma.

Detective Dan Markowitz, lead investigator of the Brookline Police, is seeking any information about what could have caused Mr. Sidorov’s injury. Anyone who may have seen something suspicious in the Allerton St. neighborhood of Brookline at approximately 9:00 a.m. on Sunday morning is urged to call the Police help line at 617/ 730-2200.

Iris caught her breath. “Jeez. What could cause that kind of damage? Wait. Is this another case of Havana Syndrome?”

“Sounds more intense than that.” Luc said. “I thought Havana Syndrome caused severe headaches and ringing in your ears.”

“I don’t think doctors have pinned down all the symptoms. But maybe someone found a way to crank up the power on a Havana Syndrome machine and decided to use it on this guy. Siderov’s Russian, so maybe he stepped on the wrong Russian toes.” Iris pictured several goons lying in wait to punish this Brookline “business executive.”

“Isn’t poison their weapon of choice?” Luc flipped over the page. “But poison wouldn’t cause the brain to implode.”

“Maybe the Russians are expanding their options.” Iris shuddered. “Whatever caused that damage, I sure wouldn’t want it used on me.”


ALEX


Chapter 3

Three hours later and 3000 miles away, Alex Harcon almost dropped his cup of coffee onto his immaculate glass-topped desk when he read the article on the Metro page of the San Francisco Chronicle:

Police Baffled by Mysterious Injury of Russian Business Executive

He read the whole article a second time before pressing the intercom. “Linda, get me Pete Doyle at the Chronicle.”

A few minutes later, he was put through to the paper’s executive editor. “Pete, it’s Alex here. I just read about that Boston case where the guy’s brain was damaged with no external signs of an attack. What’s the deal? Do the cops know what caused it?”

After a long pause, a cigarette-wrecked voice responded, “This has to stay between us, OK? Sidorov is, or was, a crime boss in the Russian mafia. Weapons, women, laundered money. Plus, a cone of silence has descended over the case, which means that the Feds have a special interest in him. My guess—he’s one of their informants. Might have been found out and Putin sent a team to deal with him. Our source in Boston will alert us if the doctors figure out what kind of weapon caused this.”

“It was definitely a weapon? Not Novichok?”

“No, not poison. Looks like the Reds have a scary new toy. Any chance the scientists you’ve got tucked away in your lab might have heard about it?”

“I’ll ask them and let you know. Anyway, I’m only asking about this attack for my own morbid curiosity.”

“Riiiiiight. Well, that’s all I can tell you for now. Hey, will you be driving in for the May poker game?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve got commitments on the East Coast. But don’t let Wilcox get away with card counting while I’m gone. He’s getting shameless.”

Pete chuckled. “He didn’t get to be the CIA’s West Coast Director of Operations by playing fair. But we’ll do some tactical shuffling and stay on his case.”

Next, Alex pressed the speed dial entry for his chief research lab scientist, Stefan Weber. “Did you see the article about the Russian guy in Boston with distinctive injuries?”

“I did. Very suspicious, but I’m sure it’s not related.”

“So the Tsunami is accounted for?”

“Under multiple locks and keys. I implemented additional security measures last month, as you requested. Only a handful of people have access to the lab.”

“OK. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence. But do me a favor and double-check the protocols. That thing cannot get out.”

As soon as Alex hung up, Linda buzzed him on the intercom. “The art consultant is here to go over your plans for the museum.”

Alex let out a deep breath. A much more enjoyable topic. “Send her in.”


IRIS


Chapter 4

After several months of regular trips to the building site, Iris knew every shortcut through the back streets between Cambridge and Medford, five miles away. She was halfway there when her cell phone rang through the bluetooth connection. When she saw that it was Alex Harcon, she pulled into the nearest driveway to focus on the call. Contact from him merited her full attention.

“I watched a video of your presentation at the convention,” he said. “Maybe I should have you explain all the new Harcon products to my board.”

Iris laughed nervously, glad she hadn’t known beforehand. He went to the trouble of getting a recording of her talk so he could evaluate what she said?

They discussed some of the final details about the roof installation before Alex got to his point. “I was impressed by that house you designed in Lincoln, the one that was in cuttingedgedecor magazine. I like the modernist sensibility and the way you adapted it to the site. I’ve just bought a property in Harvard Square in Cambridge and intend to build a museum there to house my collection of Modern American paintings and sculpture. Would you be interested in coming up with a concept for the design?”

Iris had to keep herself from sputtering, but replied as calmly as she could. “I’d love to. Tell me more about it.”

Harcon filled her in on the scope of the work and told her the address of the property so she could drive by to see it. “My art consultant will email the details about the pieces I want to display. Perhaps we can discuss your initial ideas when I fly out for the artists’ studio opening in three weeks. I’ll be in town overnight, so we’ll have plenty of time to talk.”

After the call, Iris sat in her car, her mind racing, assessing the opportunity she had just been handed. No requests-for-proposals, no competitions. Harcon had offered her the design commission of her dreams—a museum: the gold standard in the architecture world, and something she’d always wanted to do. She felt like she might burst. Then she remembered that he’d requested “an initial concept for the design.” So maybe it was a competition. How many other firms would he invite to that first round of judging?

Iris put the Jeep in gear. She’d have to check out the project site after she met with Milo, the building contractor for the Artists’ studio. And now she was running late.

These days, she felt a thrill whenever she drove up to the old brick warehouse, now creatively repurposed into four individual studios. Despite two arson attempts, the building looked elegant and edgy. Large black industrial steel windows wrapped around the former brick-making factory. A translucent skin of high-tech solar shingles, the Harcon contribution, formed a shimmering roofscape. The entrance was marked by a heavy timber door, painted violet. And one of the highlights of the extensive renovation was that she’d convinced various manufacturers to donate all the eco-friendly materials that were used, with Architecturenow! magazine paying for the labor to install them.

Iris spent a few minutes taking photos of the front of the building to show Luc. His son, Ash Burke, owned the building and had gotten Iris involved in the project, which had provided more than its share of drama and danger. She smiled, closed her eyes and raised her face to the sun. Spring, a fickle season in New England, might finally be underway.

“Sunbathing out there while we slave away inside?” Milo stood in the open doorway. “Come see some cool bamboo cabinets. We just installed the first kitchen.”

Iris followed him down the hallway, trying not to stare at the rear view of his black leather pants, framed by a chunky tool belt. Milo moonlighted as a rock musician and saw no reason to alter his appearance between his rocker and carpenter personas. His one concession to the day job was to braid his long black hair in the back to keep it away from the power tools.

The balance of surface colors and daylight struck her as she entered the space that Ash would soon inhabit for his live-in painting studio. The warm tan of the bamboo cabinets stood out from the darker recycled flooring, rough brick walls and soft light filtering through the semi-transparent roof.

“Pretty awesome, right?” Milo bent over a box and lifted out an 18” x 18” glass tile in a pale teal color. He rested it on top of the lower cabinet frame to show where the backsplash would go.

Iris pictured it against the gray of the future pre-cast concrete counters. “Amazing. Has Ash seen it?”

“Not yet. We just got this first kitchen set up. Ash said he’d stop by after his afternoon class.”

“When is the countertop guy from Everett coming to do the templates?”

“Tomorrow. We need to get these three other kitchens ready for him. He’s promised us a one week turnaround for the installation.”

“That’s cutting it close. You can’t tile the backsplash until the counters are in.”

“If we managed to pull Luc’s restaurant together in that ridiculous time frame last summer, we can finish this in three weeks. You know I thrive under pressure.”

Iris laughed. “That’s lucky. Did the lithium storage batteries arrive?”

“Yeah, they were delivered yesterday. Did you know there would be 16 of those suckers? They’re heavy and they take up a ton of space. Wanna see?”

“Sixteen? I hope there’s space left for storage bins.”

“Not much.” Milo unlocked a nondescript door by the entry, flipped on a light switch and led Iris down a narrow flight of stairs into the cool depths of the unfinished basement. It had brick walls and an uneven brick floor, appropriate given the factory’s former function. The sixteen black boxes, each four feet high and two feet wide, were already mounted on the walls of the small room.

“Damn. I was hoping they’d be more compact.”

Milo shrugged. “They are what they are. Harcon’s engineers spec’d them.”

Iris followed him back upstairs and into the first studio. “Ash won’t complain about less basement storage. When I met him last November, he just wanted to get some heat into this building.”

Milo glanced around the space. “I think he’s gotten a hellava lot more than that.”

Iris took some additional photos with her phone. “I may have another project. Harcon offered me a chance to design a museum for him in Cambridge. Maybe you could build it.”

“Sounds like a a plum assignment. But didn’t you tell me you have two other projects in the pipeline? You’ll have to clone yourself.” Milo squatted and adjusted the hinge on one of the doors of the base cabinet below the sink.

Iris rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess I’ll have to hire someone to help.”

“Or several someones. Think big. The more employees, the more projects you can take on.”

“My classmates who’ve hired a lot of staff always struggle to make payroll. And they complain that they never get to do any of the fun designing anymore.”

Milo glanced at the three carpenters unpacking cabinets nearby. “Tell me about it. Being a boss is a tricky business.”

“Got any advice for me?”

He thought for a minute. “A boss has the title. A leader has the people.”

Sometimes Milo could be so zen. “Is that from Sun Tzu’s On the Art of War?”

Milo smiled. “Saw it on a T-shirt.”


IRIS


Chapter 5

As soon as Iris returned to her loft, she went to her office to compose an ad to hire an architectural apprentice. The apprentice part meant they should be suitably humble and not expect too much in the way of a salary. Iris wasn’t exactly raking it in.

Her opening sentence encouraged applicants to “join our exciting small Cambridge practice.” Should she take out the small? No, they should know what they’re getting into. Take out the our? Wasn’t Sheba a legitimate member of her team? Iris specified that the candidates needed to have an architectural degree and 1-3 years of working experience. Most students spent their summers working in professional offices, so that shouldn’t disqualify any recent graduates. And they should have experience with 3-D and presentation software, including Revit.

Iris looked down at Sheba, asleep at her feet. Must love dogs? Too unprofessional. Should she specify a salary range? What would an apprentice expect to make these days? Some unscrupulous firms paid their apprentices nothing and worked them like slaves. She’d never do that. She could base the salary she offered on their level of experience. But what if she didn’t get the museum project and couldn’t afford to keep them on? No, she wouldn’t be negative. As Milo had advised, “Think big.”

Before she could overthink it, she posted the ad on the Boston Society of Architects’ job listings site, as well as on the Harvard GSD and the Wentworth Institute sites. Then she looked around her compact home office. How was she ever going to fit a second workstation into this room?

*     *     *

A few days later, she had four applicants to interview. They’d all emailed encrypted files to her Google Share account with their cover letters, resumés, and digital portfolios attached. All passed her initial screening with adequate educational backgrounds and impressive drawings.

The first candidate Iris scheduled for an interview was Jaclyn Webb. Her resumé and entries on LinkedIn stated that she’d grown up in New Jersey and had just graduated from Harvard GSD’s Master of Architecture program. She’d spent her last two summers working for CambridgeSeven, a prestigious local firm that specialized in large projects. Why hadn’t she opted to stay on and work there? Or was there a reason they didn’t want to hire her full time?

Jaclyn rang the buzzer at precisely at 9 a.m., her punctuality a good sign. Iris opened the door to an attractive young woman with a sleek fall of honey-colored hair, the same exact color as Luc’s. She wore an expensive-looking grey suit and gave Iris a confident handshake. Iris was relieved that she had thought to put on a suit herself instead of her usual jeans and a T-shirt.

She led Jaclyn up the staircase to the hall, where Sheba waited to greet this new visitor.

“You okay with dogs?”

“No problem.” Jaclyn gave Sheba a perfunctory pat on the head in the manner of a non-dog-lover. Sheba turned and waddled off, registering her opinion of the candidate.

The women made their way back to the small enclosed office. Jaclyn stopped briefly to admire the photos in the hallway of several of Iris’s more well-publicized projects: a modernist house stepping down a hill, the interiors of Luc’s restaurant and an earlier effort, a shingle-style home overlooking the ocean.

Iris kept Jaclyn in her peripheral vision as the young woman took in the office itself with a newly wedged-in second desk, drafting table, and computer.

“Has it just been you turning out such incredible projects?”

“So far, but now it’s time for me to build up a team.” Iris swept a hand through the air. “This space is temporary.”

Jaclyn settled into a chair while Iris opened her laptop to the candidate’s file. She began the interview with a softball question. “So, why do you want to work at Reid Associates?”

“I’ve looked up your projects and I love your design style.”

“Thanks. My clients have always allowed me a lot of design leeway.”

“Also, it’s inspiring how you’ve been able to start your own firm. You’re in charge and you tell the contractor what to do. Back when you began, things must have been really tough for women.”

How old does she think I am?

“I’ve already worked for a large firm, CambridgeSeven, and now I’d like to see how a small one operates. I’m a quick learner. I’m the oldest child of four, so I guess that explains my drive.” Jaclyn’s eyes shone with intensity. “I’d like to have my own firm, just like you. Hopefully, before I’m 30.”

Ambition was good in a woman, Iris reminded herself. Architecture firms were still mainly run by men. She should encourage other women to start their own businesses. Mentor them. Nurture them. Pay it forward.

So, why did Jaclyn Webb make me feel like I’m suffocating?
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