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      “Nothing stands out so conspicuously, or remains so firmly fixed in the memory, as something which you have blundered.”

      
        
        —Marcus Tullius Cicero

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris Reid made a long, careful slice with her scalpel-like X-acto knife. The earlier manic energy in the large open fishbowl of Harvard's Graduate School of Design architecture studio had settled into a workmanlike hum. Snatches of Bob Marley leaked from behind a walled-in desk to her right, warring with Jimi Hendrix coming from the left. Harder to tune out was the pungent stench of pepperoni pizza, cigarette butts and unwashed students.

      Two in the morning was an inadvisable time for model-building—especially at the tail end of a triple all-nighter charette. The sheet of white foam-core board under her knife started to go blurry and she wasn't entirely sure where her fingers were. Iris needed another infusion of vending machine coffee. She ran her tongue over her teeth. They already felt fuzzy, but she slid off her stool and propelled herself toward the open staircase connecting the multiple tiers of studios.

      As she passed a nearby cubicle, she heard the high-pitched voice of Alyssa, the class Queen Bee, whining, "Why do we even bother to show up? All the critics notice is Carey's projects. But the guy's a joke. He'll never be able to hold down a job with his non-existent social skills."

      Iris recognized the responding nasty laugh as coming from Jerry, a classmate who was always ready with a sarcastic remark. "Oh, some firm will keep him in a back room, away from the clients, churning out designs. Just think of tomorrow as the last time we'll have to be the chorus line for his lead act." Iris heard a scraping noise from behind the partition and she started to move away as she heard Jerry continue.

      "Have you seen Will tonight? Or has he slipped off into an empty classroom for some R and R?"

      Alyssa tittered. "I never see him around much anymore. Maybe Iris has got him chained up in her apartment."

      Iris hurried away, her cheeks aflame. Where was her boyfriend? She hadn't seen him since they'd eaten a rushed dinner of foul vending machine chili together at his desk several hours before. She headed toward the pay phone under the stairs and dug some coins out of her jeans pocket. She dialed his apartment and, after a brief wait, heard his voice.

      "Yes?”

      “It's me. Where did you disappear to? Are you done?”

      “I decided to finish my model back here. Are you done?"

      "Almost. I'll see you tomorrow at the crit. Try to get some sleep."

      “You too.”

      Iris hung up and thought angrily about Alyssa and Jerry's insinuations. Those jerks. Sure, Will was a flirt. But he always came back to her. She would not become the jealous type. Besides, they weren't joined at the hip. She was an independent woman. So why did their words make her feel so uneasy?

      Iris had no sooner returned to her desk with her coffee, its environmentally-responsible paper cup burning her hand, when she saw a familiar crown of red curls moving across the top of her enclosed workspace. The rest of her friend Ellie appeared at the cubicle opening. “Let the slaves rise up and slay their oppressor. Let my people go.”

      Iris said, “You can leave anytime, Moses. There’s a soft pillow waiting for you two blocks away.”

      “Ha—you just want me to show up tomorrow with an unfinished model like yours. And you already have a job offer, so this final critique doesn’t even matter for you.” Ellie crouched to study Iris’ building. “I predict three more hours to finish it. That means two hours of sleep max and another presentation with filthy hair.”

      “It’s my signature look. And you, Ms. Gardenia, what’s the status of your model?”

      “I’m done. I came by to gloat on my way home. I’ll be thinking of you as I drift off to sleep. Ta, ta.”

      “Why has it taken me three years to recognize your mean streak?” Iris called to Ellie’s retreating figure.

      She turned back to her work. Why had she changed her floor plan last week? Would it really be so bad if her model wasn't completely done? It looked more conceptual this way.

      She’d rest her head on her arms. Just for a few minutes…

      “Aaaaagh!” an ear-splitting scream rang through the open studio.

      Iris shook herself awake and raised herself to peer over her wall. Classmates were running toward the commotion several cubicles away. Iris pulled herself to her feet and ran, too.

      Carey, the class superstar, whose voice never rose above a raspy whisper, was staring wild-eyed at his cardboard model. “Who did this?” he screamed, his waving arms gesturing with a bottle of lemonade from the nearby vending machine.

      The circle of students gaped, first at him, shocked that he was capable of shouting, then down at the large, brown coffee stain bleeding over the village that Carey had spent the last week constructing. Even some of the tiny trees had coffee dripping from their branches.

      “What happened?" One of the students whispered.

      “Someone spilled coffee on Carey’s model. Do you believe it?”

      Iris waited for some sleep-deprived classmate to mumble an embarrassed apology while Carey paced his cubicle like a caged lion, wordlessly jabbing his finger toward the model as if he were conducting a silent argument. His face grew splotchy and Iris worried that his brain might explode.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off him. For three years this guy had been like a younger brother to her. She had helped him find his classrooms first year. She’d reminded him of his upcoming exams. She had even tried to diffuse the growing swirl of jealousy from their classmates by pointing out that he was oblivious to his own talent. In all that time, Carey had never shown anything but enthusiasm and a dreamy half-smile. Certainly never rage.

      “Isn’t someone going to admit to this? I'm sure it was an accident.” Iris appealed to the heads lined up along Carey’s wall.

      “This really sucks,” someone volunteered.

      “Yeah, sorry this happened, man.”

      “I didn’t see anyone, did you?”

      Heads shook, shoulders shrugged, then people drifted away to finish their own projects, relieved that their models were still intact.

      Iris grabbed a roll of paper towels from a nearby desk and dabbed at the stains. The final critique was only hours away. Displaying their models and pinning up their boards to be analyzed would be the culmination of three years of total immersion in the Master of Architecture program. Famous architects had already flown in from New York and Berlin to be on their studio’s jury. This time, there was no way that Carey could dazzle them with his presentation.

      The two of them stood looking down at the site of destruction. A Luxo lamp aimed close to the model released the acrid smell of scorched coffee.

      Arms wrapped around his skinny chest, rocking back and forth, Carey emitted a long visceral moan. Iris wanted to put a reassuring arm around his shoulder, but knew he didn’t like to be touched.

      Soon a stillness came over him, then a subtle straightening in his stance. Iris watched Carey glance around his cubicle as if returning from a trance. He moved to the second desk and studied his model for a minute. Then he rolled up his drawings, shoved them into his backpack, and slid it onto his shoulder. He looked over at her. “I’m going home now, Iris. Thanks for trying to help.”

      “Good idea. Get some rest,” she said, unable to think of any encouraging words.

      Iris watched him tuck the ruined model under one arm and trudge away.

      Who would do such a mean thing? Take your pick from his classmates.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Iris was back in her apartment, staring at the bedroom ceiling. Light from a street lamp cast shadows across the far wall. She couldn't get the episode with Carey's model out of her head. Knowing how important it was to be coherent for her crit in a few hours made falling asleep even more difficult. She could visualize Carey's intricate village, now blotchy with coffee stains. She remembered all the details he'd lovingly added in the last few days—fluffy green trees and bushes, blue-sided plexiglass for the rain-water collection pond, and carefully-scored glass for solar roof tiles, a concept he'd invented for this project.

      Maybe Carey could slice off the part of the model that hadn't been ruined. No, the damage was too extensive. But maybe...

      Iris ran to her front hall closet and rummaged through the debris on the floor. Behind some old boots and her bicycle helmet, she found it. She threw a raincoat over her nightshirt and slipped on moccasins, then tore out of her brick building, heading across the street.

      She had never been inside Carey's apartment, despite being one of his only friends, because he spent most of his time in the studio and never entertained. His desk drawers at GSD were filled with clean T-shirts and underwear.

      Only when Iris' finger hovered over Carey's buzzer did she wonder what time it was. It didn't matter. Carey would think it was worth waking up for this.

      Long seconds passed before she heard Carey's exhausted voice on the intercom.

      “Yeah?”

      “It's Iris. I know how to fix your model!”

      She climbed the stairs to the second floor and found Apartment 205. The door opened a crack and Carey appeared, hair sticking out in all directions, his large gray eyes looking more vacant than usual. He wore a Star Trek T-shirt and plaid boxers.

      Iris held up a can of white Kilz spray paint and a roll of drafting tape, then went through into the room. “You can mask off the glass tiles, and spray the rest of the model white. It will look more abstract, like you're showcasing the solar roof.” Iris stopped to take a breath.

      Carey stared at her. “Have you gotten any sleep?”

      “What do you think of my idea?”

      He walked over to his model, sitting on the counter in the tiny kitchenette. He tilted his head. “Hmmm. Maybe.”

      “Let's try it. Have you got some newspaper we can set it on?”

      Half an hour later, the small studio reeked of paint fumes. They hadn't thought until it was too late to spray outside by the lit area near the garbage barrels. Carey had layered the model with several light coats of white. After he peeled off the tape, they both studied the effect. The trees looked a little gloppy, but the stains were effectively covered.

      “I don't believe it." A smile lit up Carey's face. “You saved my ass.”

      “My work here is done,” She slid the roll of tape onto her wrist and headed for the door.

      Iris wandered down the stairs and back across Ware Street as the thin light of dawn began to bleed across the sky.
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      At their graduation party three days later, Iris congratulated Carey on the triumph of his final crit. “You had the jury eating out of your hand. I thought someone was going to offer you a job on the spot.”

      Carey shoved his hands in the pockets of his corduroy pants and looked at the floor. “Someone did. I owe you. You saved me.”

      Iris smiled at the memory of her brainstorm. “Sorry about waking you up.”

      “Your crit went well, too. I love how sculptural your designs always are. And making all the walls either stone or glass was pure poetry.”

      The party was being held in large loft belonging to their professor, Gilles Broussard. Carey looked around. “This place is so cool.” The high-ceilinged space had a streamlined kitchen, open to a living room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves along one side.

      Gilles had started teaching three years earlier, just as their group began the Master of Architecture program. For that reason, or perhaps due to the high percentage of cute young men on the roster, he had become sentimentally attached to their class. He enjoyed swanning around the design studio, well-tailored jacket draped over one shoulder, a stinking Gauloise stuck between thumb and middle finger, pontificating about what “high concept” design should look like.

      Students prayed that Gilles wouldn’t make his signature comment “I'm so bored,” while staring at their slaved-over project.

      “So, you’ve never been here either?” Iris asked.

      Carey looked confused. “Gilles invites students to his place?”

      Iris could have kicked herself. She hadn’t meant to reveal that Carey hadn’t been part of the inner circle of overly ambitious, catty students who had clustered around Gilles. Her boyfriend, Will, had been a member. He'd often come here with his roommate, Adam. The two of them made a photogenic pair—Will Reynolds with his pierced ear and hip charm, and Adam Lerner with the clean, chiseled looks of a Baywatch lifeguard.

      “I think so,” Iris answered. “At least Will said he’d been here. I was never invited.” It had seemed uncool for Iris to ask Will what had gone on here. She had felt left out, her feelings hurt, but asking would have made her feel more pathetic.

      Her relationship with Will had blazed along, off-and-on for most of the last three years. The following day, Iris would be leaving for a job in New York, while Will was staying here to work for Gilles. They would have to see if a long-distance relationship could survive all the commuting on Amtrak. Without meaning to, her eyes scanned the room.

      “He’s over there by the windows,” Carey said, reading her mind. They both studied Will, who must have been telling an amusing story. The group around him was laughing. Iris   wondered why Carey, whom the inner circle despised for showing them up, always seemed so fascinated with them.

      “Hey, Iris, there you are!” Ellie's voice rose through the din as she elbowed her way through the crowd. Ellie angled her head towards the friendly-looking man, a foot taller than her, following in her wake. “You remember Mack, don’t you?”

      Carey quietly drifted off.

      Of course Iris remembered Mack. She was thrilled that her best friend had found such a nice guy. Ellie had met him, a med school student, in the laundry room of their apartment building. Iris and Mack hugged in greeting.

      Ellie gave Iris a once-over and whistled. “I didn’t know you owned a dress. Why haven’t I seen this before?”

      “It’s from high school. It took three years of forgetting meals to fit in it again. Plus, getting a chance to finally shower made me feel like dressing up.” Iris knew that the short, tight dress showed off her long legs, and the neckline displayed a tease of cleavage. The green color intensified her hazel eyes. She even had mascara on. Her dark brown hair was piled in a loose, sexy chignon. She wanted Will to have this final impression of her burned into his memory-bank when they went their separate ways.

      “So, Iris, has it sunk in yet that you’re done with boot camp? Ellie seems to still be in shock.” Mack gave Ellie an affectionate look.

      “The nightmare's over?” Iris said in mock-surprise. “We never have to go back to the studio? YES!” she shrieked, pumping her fist in the air. A few people looked over and grinned.

      “We just stopped in to say good-bye to a few people, then we're going to the Turtle Café for dinner,” Ellie said. “Want to join us?”

      Iris did want to go, but declined. “I’ve got to get home to finish packing. My train leaves for New York first thing in the morning."

      Ellie grabbed her hands. “Now, you’ve promised me, girl, that you'll be coming back often, and not just to see Will. I expect regular visits too.”

      “Are you kidding? We’ve been watching each other’s backs for so long, I won’t be able to function without you. You’ll be begging me to go back to New York.” Iris bent down and embraced her friend.

      After they left, Iris wandered over to the kitchen island to pour herself a Coke. She wanted wine, but needed caffeine to stay awake and pack. As she sipped from a red Solo cup, she stared across at the living room bookshelves. Seriously? She crossed the distance to pull out a book, and confirm that, yes indeed, like all the other books on the shelves, it had been dust-jacketed in pure white vellum. You couldn’t even tell a book’s title until you opened the jacket to inspect it. A perfect example of form over function.

      She made a sweep of the room, looking for Carey. She wanted to say a final farewell, but before she could spot him, she got caught in the headlights of a look from Alyssa. Iris steeled herself as the determined woman strode over, cashmere cardigan knotted just-so around her neck. Even atop high heels, Alyssa barely reached five feet, but she commanded the room.

      “A little bird tells me that you're headed for New York, and that you've finally kicked Will to the curb.”

      Iris winced at Alyssa’s little-girl voice, then at her words.

      “You’ve got to stop talking to birds, Alyssa.”  Given Iris’ eight-inch height advantage, it was easy for her to see over Alyssa’s head, as she willed the busybody to go away. She saw Gilles huddled in a corner in deep discussion with one of his acolytes.

      As Alyssa’s voice chirped on, Iris noticed Carey and Will with their heads together, talking, at the refreshment table.

      But the words “would have sewn his zipper shut long ago,” snapped her attention back to Alyssa.

      “What did you say?”

      “We were all wondering when you'd show some self-respect. Will's affair with Sharon Abramson was pretty blatant. And now, the whole Rachel thing...” Alyssa casually poured herself a plastic cup of Almaden chablis from a green glass jug.

      Iris felt as if she’d been kicked in the stomach. She leaned against the island counter. So, her gut had been right. Will had been cheating on her. The scum-bag! Alyssa was studying her. Iris conjured up a bored mask, “He’s not my problem anymore.”

      She grabbed her purse and called “Excuse me, Alyssa,” over her shoulder as she headed for  the fire stairs. Her self-control wasn’t going to hold out long enough to wait for the elevator to rise to the seventh floor. The fire door swung closed behind her and the noise from the party, a cacophony of laughing, shrieking voices, was abruptly cut off. She felt heat rising in her cheeks as she leaned against the stairwell's cold, concrete wall, tears flowing until her eyes stung.

      She wiped her eyes and stumbled down the seven levels. As she cataloged all of Will’s suspicious late-night absences, Iris' mood progressed from despair to anger to resignation. Pushing open the exit door, she blinked in the hazy afternoon glare, disoriented, and stepped onto the sidewalk. A startled cry cut through the suffocating stillness. Looking up, Iris saw a blur fall from the top floor balcony—a dark silhouette against the sunlit brick.

      She couldn’t move. Her eyes were riveted on the torpedo hurtling at her. It was going to land on top of her.

      She recognized Carey when he was right above her—arms outstretched as if flying, eyes wide, mouth caught in a scream. She backed up a step just before his body thudded onto the sidewalk in front of her, a dull, slap. She stared down in mute horror, watching as rivulets of her friend’s blood pooled slowly around her sandals.
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      Twenty years later...

      Iris bumped along a rutted dirt road in her Jeep to a building site in Lincoln, an upscale Boston suburb. Dirty patches of snow pock-marked the ground and she could see her breath condense on the windshield. She maneuvered around a sharp turn, and could hear the the scream of a buzz saw that represented her blueprints turning into the Modernist house she'd designed.

      But on this March morning, at this stage in the project, the house was still a skeleton, though its framework of columns and beams, joists and studs was already stepping gracefully up and into the hillside. A blue tarp covering the main roof snapped in the wind. Several lower roofs and balconies cantilevered in four directions, creating a Cubist balance of forms.

      Iris mounted the temporary staircase to the main level and spotted Frank—her nemesis. The reflection of the roof tarp lent him an eerie blue glow. The only drawback to the construction phase, in Iris' mind, was having to deal with contractors. This one rated an 8 on the 1-to-10 misogyny scale.

      Frank, a bantam of a man, looked up from his cell phone and scowled at her. “Gotta go,” he said. “She's here.” He strutted over, his tool-belt swinging low on his hips like an outlaw's six-shooter. “Marvin delivered the windows for the living room this morning. We uncrated them and measured. They're ½ an inch too wide for the south wall.”

      Iris registered the abrupt silencing of power tools as the carpenters stopped to watch the show.

      Iris had created a composition with the windows and doors that allowed little margin for error. Casements, stationaries, transoms, French doors—all fit together like a Chinese puzzle.  Contractors hated not having room to fudge, so Frank had been predicting disaster from the moment he'd read the drawings. Now he looked smug.

      “When they ganged the two doors and stationary window, they made it wider than you put on the drawings.” Frank said. “I told you it was too tight to work. Now my schedule’s gonna be shot to hell.”

      “OK,” Iris said in her most patient voice. “Let's figure this out.”

      She headed over to the windows laid out on the plywood sub-floor amidst the muddy imprints of the workers' lug soles. She pulled out a tape measure and crouched down to measure as Frank glowered above her, hands on hips.

      She brushed past him to consult her blueprints, set out on a makeshift plywood-and-sawhorse table. There had to be some solution other than ordering a narrower set of windows. She squinted at the critical string of dimensions, blurred by coffee rings. Then she stood up and smiled. “I made the door frames triple-studded to allow for any discrepancies. We can swap out one of those studs on the latch side with a one-by, and that will give you your extra half-inch.”

      Frank's face fell. The other carpenters turned back to their work, smirking. She hated the head-butting that often went with her job. They should teach child psychology in architecture school. It would be more useful than some of the esoteric theory courses she'd dozed through.

      “Measure the rest of the window openings to see if we need any more adjustments,” she shouted to Frank's retreating back.

      “I may have to put in a change order,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “You do that,” Iris muttered under her breath. Most contractors, by this point in a job, realized that the house was looking good and started respecting her judgment. Or at least they stopped baiting her. For whatever reason, Frank hadn't let up.

      The soft rumble from a distinctive engine interrupted her thoughts. She watched as a sleek, black Porsche 928 eased into a parking spot well away from the trucks. Out of the driver's side stepped a short, squat man with an unfortunate Caligula haircut. Norman Meeker, a.k.a. her client.

      Iris always claimed that for a plum project with a decent fee she could display the patience of a saint. He was giving her a chance to prove it.

      Norman was a former architecture school classmate who'd combined his training with a business degree, then gone on to make a fortune inventing clever energy-saving building products. He'd called Iris a year before, out of the blue, to discuss having her design a house to showcase his products. The house needed to achieve LEED Platinum certification in order to cement Norman's cred as an environmental activist. From the insulating sod
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