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        “You can look at a picture for a week and never think of it again. You can look at a picture for a second and think of it all your life.”

        JOAN MIRO
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          AN EMPTY STUDIO
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      Iris Reid had known what to expect when she had moved in with her chef boyfriend Luc over a year ago. But being together 24/7 last month while on vacation in Costa Rica made it difficult to come back home to their mismatched schedules.

      She faced another Saturday evening with only her dog for company. Sprawled out on the living room sofa with several New Yorker magazines at hand and a ham sandwich halfway to her mouth, she jumped when the intercom chirped.

      Iris wasn’t expecting company, and Luc was downstairs in the restaurant kitchen orchestrating one after another James Beard award-winning meal for the Paradise’s appreciative fans.

      The intercom video screen showed Luc’s son, Ash, shivering in the February cold at their downstairs entry door. Sheba, Iris’ Basset hound, jumped off the sofa and positioned herself in the hall, ready to greet or repel the visitor.

      After she buzzed him in, Ash climbed the stairs to the loft. He peeled off his threadbare wool coat and tossed it over the handrail. Ash had his father’s height and the same blue eyes, but darker skin from his mother. His dreadlocks were swept back in a ponytail. “I should have called first.” He glanced at the half-eaten sandwich in Iris’ hand and groaned. “And I’m interrupting your dinner.”

      “Don’t worry. Have you eaten? I can make you something.”

      “No, I’m good.”

      He looked anything but good standing in the hall frowning, his hands jammed in his paint-splattered jeans pockets.

      “Let’s go into the living room.” Iris motioned him to a chair.

      Ash launched right in. “Do you remember the woman you met in my building last week? The painter who rents the studio across from mine?”

      How could Iris forget her? A pre-Raphaelite beauty who, no doubt, inspired fervent poetry writing from dreamy-eyed young men. The type of woman who projected fragility but was probably tougher than she looked.

      “Sure. Wasn’t her name Luna?”

      The woman had been leaving Ash’s painting studio as Iris entered, and he’d introduced them. Iris was there to drop off some leftover glass tiles. She’d been the architect for renovating the abandoned brick-making factory he’d bought with an inheritance from his stepfather. Iris had converted it into four artist studios for him and several tenants.

      “Right, Luna Esposito. She’s missing. I think she’s been kidnapped!”

      “Wait, whoa,—hold on. What makes you think that?”

      “We were supposed to meet for dinner last night. She never showed up.” Ash glanced away from Iris.

      He’d been dating her goddaughter, Raven, for over a year and, as far as Iris knew, it was getting serious. Why is Ash having dinner with this woman? Are they just friends? Is he going to break up with Raven? “Maybe Luna forgot and went away for the weekend.”

      “I tried calling her. No answer. I knocked on her door and it was open.”

      “Unlocked or actually open?”

      “Open a few inches. Her cat was roaming around in the hallway.”

      “Did you look inside? She wasn’t sick or passed out?”

      “No. Her purse was on the bed, and her coat was on a hook by the entry. And she still hasn’t returned any of my texts.”

      Iris felt the familiar spark of unease and curiosity twist together. As an architect, she’d learned to solve problems, and this scenario did not sound good. “Maybe you should file a missing person report with the police.”

      “I tried this morning. The cops said it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours. She’s an adult, and there’s no evidence a crime’s taken place. She probably thought she had closed the door before going off somewhere.”

      “Did she leave food and water out for the cat?”

      “No. I brought him into my studio for now.”

      “Maybe she took some credit cards and her phone and forgot her charger?”

      Ash dropped his head into his hands. “I don’t know! She’s just gone. I know she’s in danger. I have to do something.” He looked up at her. “You told me how you tracked down that woman who was stalking you. Iris, please help me.”
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          THE GIRL WITH THE PEARL EARRING
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      On Sunday mornings, Iris and Luc usually slept in. Since the restaurant was closed that day, Luc could skip his early morning trips to the food purveyors and focus completely on Iris. At least, that was her perspective. When they eventually made it out of bed and wandered into the kitchen, Iris mentioned Ash’s visit and his request for her help.

      Luc waited for the fancy cappuccino frother to finish whooshing before he asked, “Why can’t he go to the police? They’re the ones who locate missing persons.”

      “He tried that,” Iris called from the dining area as she set the table. “They told him Luna was an adult and had probably gone off for the weekend and forgotten to tell him.”

      “Maybe that is what happened. Sounds like he’s overreacting.”

      “Luna left her studio door open and the cat alone without food or water. And she was supposed to meet Ash for dinner that evening.”

      “Wait—isn’t this woman just his tenant? Why is Ash so worried about her?”

      Iris carried their large cups of coffee to the table. “I think Ash has a crush on her. I met her last week, and she’s very attractive.”

      “But he’s dating Raven. I thought those two were serious.” Luc buttered the sourdough toast and carried a plate over to the table.

      “I thought so too. As far as I know, Raven is planning to move in with him this summer after she graduates.”

      Luc swore under his breath. “Oh, boy. Do I need to have a father-son talk with him about how to treat women? I don’t want him hurting Raven.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. It seems premature but I promised, if she wasn’t back by tomorrow, I’d look around Luna’s studio to see if there were any clues about where she may have gone. I’ll also try to suss out the level of Ash’s involvement with her. This might just be concern for a friend. Anyway, he and Raven are adults.”

      Luc cocked an eyebrow.

      “Well, sort of adults,” Iris conceded. “I’m not sure their romantic arrangements are any of our business.”

      “Tell that to Ellie if Ash breaks her only child’s heart. If you get any confirmation that Ash is interested in this Luna character and you don’t share that with Ellie, it could damage your friendship.”
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning, as Iris drove to Ash’s once-dilapidated factory, she admired the building’s elegant new look. Even if she was the one responsible for it.

      Ash met her at the front door. “Still no word from her.”

      Iris gave him a solemn look.

      Inside the tall space, large wooden trusses supported an exposed plank roof, punctuated by glass solar tiles that let in diffused sunlight. The well-worn brick floors served as a reminder of the building’s original utilitarian function. Ash slid his master key into the lock of the unit across from his own.

      Luna’s studio mirrored Ash’s own, with large industrial steel windows covering the top half of the outside wall. Eight large canvases were propped up against the perimeter of the big open space. Each of them featured dark, brooding slashes of paint, mainly in black and grey. The paintings were all basically abstract, but Iris sensed something ghostly lurking behind the surface layers.

      “Some powerful art, huh?” Ash sounded admiring. “Luna calls this series Prisoners.”

      “Curious choice of title.” Iris wanted to know more about this woman. “Do you have any photos of her? I may need to show them around.”

      “Luna was weird about getting her picture taken. But I do have one on my phone. I was taking a shot of one of my paintings, and she was in the background. I can print it out for you.” Ash glanced around the room and sighed deeply. “It’s hard for me to be in here with Luna gone. Do you mind if I go back to my studio? Tell me if you find anything, okay? Thanks again for doing this.”

      Ash left, and the door banged shut.

      So much for Luna being just a friend. Damn.

      Iris approached a large unfinished canvas set on an easel in the middle of the room. She squinted. Most of the canvas was bare, except for some violent black brushstrokes in the upper corner. Then, in a lower section, a delicate image of a woman’s face in three-quarter profile had been carefully rendered, the size of a dessert plate. It looked totally out of place with Luna’s other abstract pieces. Iris moved closer. The woman’s yearning stare and half-opened lips looked familiar. Iris suddenly thought of her father, who had been a professor of art history at Dartmouth, and it came to her. That face unmistakably belonged to the young woman in Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring.

      Why was this modern artist inserting a literal face into her piece, and a copied image from a classic Old Master painting at that? It was a damned good replica. Iris took a step back to see the whole canvas. Maybe Ash could shed some light on the meaning of these two juxtaposed styles.

      A quick inspection of the other canvases in the room failed to turn up any similar anomalies, although she had an eerie sensation of something lurking beneath the thin layers of paint.

      She shook her head. Enough art appreciation. Time to get down to business.

      Iris looked around for a desk, but the only pieces of furniture in the room were a beat-up wooden table and chair that looked like they had been salvaged from the sidewalk, an unmade daybed and an old bureau. Iris fished through the table’s drawers but found nothing of interest: an electric bill addressed to Luna Esposito from last month, some scissors, a hammer, random pencils and pens, printer paper but no printer. The table surface held the expected artist’s tools: brushes, oil paint tubes, a palette crowded with dabs of different colors along with a palette knife encrusted with dried paint.

      Where was Luna’s computer? She must have a laptop somewhere. Iris made a quick circuit around the studio but couldn’t spot one. Was this woman a Luddite as well as a minimalist?

      Moving closer to the kitchenette, Iris caught a whiff of a sharp, piney odor. An open cup of turpentine holding several paint brushes sat in the sink. Good brushes were expensive and shouldn’t be left soaking for long. Iris was finding it harder and harder to believe that Luna had left her studio intentionally. She checked the cabinets and refrigerator for hidden clues, but they only contained a small collection of plates, glasses, and a skimpy supply of groceries. Luna sure wasn’t throwing any large parties.

      As Iris returned to the main room, the hair on her arms prickled. Sensing that someone was watching her, she looked out the wall of windows, searching for someone looking in. Other than several slow-moving cars and a few innocuous-looking pedestrians, no one was focused on her. Still, if Luna was taken from this studio, it might be dangerous to be seen rifling through her things.

      Iris walked back to the easel in the center of the room. Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring was definitely eying her. She approached one of the finished paintings propped up against a wall. Studying it, she made out another set of eyes. Yes—another face was buried under surface washes of paint. Moving from painting to painting, she identified images from other famous Old Master paintings hidden in all the canvases. These haunting images must be her prisoners. It gave Iris the creeps.

      She continued her search. A daybed was pushed up against a wall. Partially hidden in the messy folds of the bed’s duvet, Iris spotted a leather tote bag. Was this Luna’s day-to-day purse? Another bad sign to find it left behind. Looking inside felt so invasive, but if Luna was in danger, snooping might save her life.

      Iris dumped its contents on the bed. Her purse contained a wallet, lip balm, a wadded-up tissue, sunglasses, a small hairbrush, and apartment keys. No cell phone. Iris opened the wallet. It held forty-three dollars in cash, some change, and a Charlie Card for the subway in a separate pouch. No ID, credit cards, or anything else with her name on it. What a woman kept in her purse often revealed who she really was. Given this, Luna was a woman without an identity.

      She appeared to be living off the grid. How was Iris supposed to track down someone like that? Had Luna’s enemy found her, and she’d run to escape? Better that scenario than if she’d been abducted.

      Iris felt a faint ridge of something inside the wallet pocket. She slid in a finger and maneuvered out a small piece of cardstock. It was a studio portrait of a three- or four-year-old boy, posed against a stack of giant alphabet blocks. He had dark hair and eyes and a timid smile. The photo was dog-eared from handling. Who was this child, and how was he connected to Luna? Maybe Ash knew.

      Iris took a photo of the boy’s picture with her phone and placed all its contents back inside the tote bag.

      She checked under the mattress and cushions on the daybed, then looked through Luna’s meagre wardrobe of T-shirts, jeans, and a few dresses spread between the closet and the bureau drawers. Iris dipped her hand into various pockets, but found no clues secreted away. The exercise made her want to pare down her own overstuffed wardrobe. She found a large, battered duffle bag shoved into the back of a closet, but without any old airline tags that might suggest previous travel. Luna might have had another suitcase she’d taken with her.

      The medicine chest and vanity in the bathroom were no more illuminating. What was Iris expecting to find? A receipt for a bus ticket, a pregnancy test kit, wadded up threatening letters from someone, a hidden shoebox, a matchbook with the name of a restaurant? Unfortunately, this wasn’t a TV show.

      Iris took a last look around before leaving Luna’s studio, noting the parka still on a hook by the entry. Nothing in those pockets. She crossed the hall and knocked on Ash’s door. As it opened, an enormous ball of brown, black, and white fur shot past her legs, almost knocking her over.
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      “Kevin, get back here!” Ash stood in the doorway glaring at the obese cat scratching on Luna’s door. He scooped Kevin up in one strong hand and gestured Iris into his studio. “This is her cat. I’m stuck with him for now.”

      “And you told the police Kevin’s water and food bowls were empty when Luna disappeared? That didn’t get their attention? Guess they’re not pet owners.”

      Ash dumped Kevin on the floor. The cat strutted over to the front door, narrowing its eyes back at Ash.

      “He hates me.”

      “One more reason to find his owner quickly.”

      “For what it’s worth, no one from the cops even came by to check out her studio.”

      Ash picked up a paintbrush he’d left by his easel and wiped it on a rag. “Let me get you some coffee. Sit down and tell me what you found.” He moved over to the neatly organized counter of his tiny kitchen while Iris sat on a stool nearby.

      “I didn’t know what to make of her big canvas with the Vermeer girl’s head,” Iris said.

      Ash half-smiled as he filled the espresso pot. “Did you notice that all her paintings have images from Old Masters?”

      “I figured that out.”

      “She overlays them with so many thin coats of paint that you can barely see the faces unless you know they’re there. Art schools teach you need to learn to draw figuratively before you can be a good abstract painter. Luna’s riffing on that idea, having these figures imprisoned under abstract layers. At least I think that’s her point.”

      Ah, symbolism and semiotics. Some architects play those games too—claim their buildings have all sorts of hidden meanings that go over the heads of laypeople. Iris considered it mostly BS. But she had to admit, Luna’s paintings did have a weird, menacing presence.

      The coffeepot sputtered, and Ash poured the dark, aromatic liquid into two glass mugs. He added a splash of milk to Iris’ before sliding it across the counter to her. “Did you find any useful clues?”

      Iris turned her eyes away from admiring the celadon backsplash tiles she herself had chosen for these kitchenettes. “Luna’s purse was still there. The brown leather tote. It has her wallet and keys inside.”

      “See—she never would have left that behind!”

      “I agree. It doesn’t look like she took a planned trip.” Iris took her phone out of her pocket and scrolled to the photo of the boy. She turned her phone toward Ash. “I found this photo in her wallet. Do you know anything about this little boy?”

      Ash lifted the phone to look closely. “No. Why would she have this? The only family she mentioned was an uncle from Revere, who she listed on her rental form. I tried calling his number, but the line was disconnected. She never mentioned anyone’s kid.”

      “Can you show me her lease?”

      Ash moved to a file cabinet next to his desk and withdrew a form. He handed it to Iris. “I know I should have done more background checking. But I thought another painter would be a nice addition to the studios. We already have a tenant who builds mixed-media constructions and a graphic designer.” He stared into his coffee while she quickly scanned the sheets.

      Iris handed them back. “Luna carried no ID in her wallet, no credit cards. How did she pay her rent?”

      “Cash. I figured she must have a side gig that paid her under the table.” Now Ash did make eye contact. “I guess I suck at being a responsible landlord.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Iris said. “Just makes it a little tougher to track her down. Any idea where she might have worked?”

      “She never mentioned an employer. I’m just guessing. Her money could’ve come from waitressing or maybe an inheritance from a parent. I don’t think she’d sold any of her paintings on her own, and she didn’t have a gallery yet.”

      “You said you had a picture of her?”

      Ash went over to the printer sitting on an old wooden desk and came back with an image on glossy paper.

      The photograph featured one of Ash’s colorful expressionistic paintings displayed here in his studio. Off to the left stood the ethereal woman Iris had met. In this picture, she looked beautiful in the way of precious metal—cool, hard. Her curly red hair reached the middle of her back, and her eyes were the green of absinthe. Luna wore a paint-splattered jumpsuit and seemed to be lost in thought, unaware of her image being captured.

      “It’s hard to believe someone this striking wouldn’t be easy to spot,” Iris said. “Once we pass her photo around, I’m sure someone will have noticed her.”

      “She would stuff her hair up in a cap, wear sunglasses and a ratty raincoat to dumb-down her looks.” Ash smiled sadly. “Never worked though.”

      Iris could guess why he’d accepted her as a tenant with minimal screening.

      He went on. “She kept to herself and didn’t have much interaction with the other two tenants, but you can try talking to them.” He glanced toward Luna’s studio. “One afternoon, I got Luna talking about her art, and that’s when she started to open up a little. She’s so talented.”

      Iris sipped her coffee and stared at the photo. Who was Luna Esposito? She was clearly living off the grid. Was she hiding from someone dangerous? Or maybe she was the dangerous one, a con woman hiding from the police. Judging from her art, she seemed haunted by demons of some sort. Did they catch up with her last Friday and spirit her away? Or did she make a run for it?
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      Iris drove back to Cambridge with three tentative leads: a photo of Luna, another of an unidentified boy, and a possible contact—her uncle’s name and town, assuming that wasn’t made up. Even with those, she had no idea how to track down this mysterious woman.

      Ash’s parting words to Iris expressed his faith in her. “I really appreciate your help. Luna must be in danger, and I know you’ve found people before. Tell me right away what you discover.”

      Right away. Needle in haystack. How did she get this rep? She was an architect, not a P.I. With that thought, she headed to her office to check on her two employees and her actual day job.

      The office of Reid Associates was located in a Cambridge single-story former furniture store, with large plate-glass windows facing the sidewalk. Iris parked and entered. Her office manager/mother hen, Loretta Jackson, sat at the front reception desk talking into her Bluetooth headset. As she spotted Iris, she held up a finger. “I’ll get back to you with her schedule soon, Jason. We’re all looking forward to the wrap party.” She looked up at Iris, one eyebrow raised.

      “Wrap party?” Iris moaned. “Will this hell ever end?”

      “You’re in the home stretch, Hon.” Loretta took off her headset. “Jason just needs to tape you giving a last tour of the finished museum, delivering a few inspirational words, and then the documentary’s wrapped. Milo swears the punch list will be done by the time Alex Harcon flies in on Friday for the ribbon cutting. Then you can finally kiss your film career goodbye.”

      “I don’t know how I let Alex talk me into letting this crew film the museum renovation—such a bad idea.”

      “He is the client. And a charmer. Plus, I can show you the fat performance fee they just deposited into our bank account.” Loretta rapped a multicolored nail on her touchscreen monitor. “When should I tell Jason you’ll do the final taping?”

      “Why don’t you co-ordinate it with Milo for Friday and put it on my calendar? Thanks.”

      As Iris moved into the open-office space, she saw her architect Rollo Baptiste collecting black line drawings from the large-format printer. His dark curly hair was getting long. The new father wouldn’t have time for haircuts these days.

      “Hi, Rollo. How’s the baby? Sleeping through the night yet?”

      “I wish.”

      “Where are we with the Brewster Street schedule?”

      “Milo submitted the permit application and final plans last week. I’m working on shop drawings now for some of the built-in cabinetry. Do you want to see them?”

      “How about after lunch? I have a few things to do first.”

      Iris went to her office, closed the door, and sat down at her desk. Her new firm was running just fine without her. Eight months ago, Reid Associates had been a one-woman operation. She had done everything, from finding projects to designing them all the way up to the structural drawings and supervising the construction. Now she was beginning to feel superfluous.

      That wasn’t true. She still needed to find new projects to keep everyone busy.

      But first, she fumbled through her purse for her cell phone and called Luc. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Luna’s still missing, and it looks like she left in a hurry.”

      “Willingly?”

      “I think something unexpected caused her to run, or else someone nabbed her. I didn’t find any ID in her wallet. Looks like she’s been living off the grid.”

      “She sounds shady. I don’t like Ash being involved with her.”

      “Or maybe she’s the victim.” Iris described what she’d found in Luna’s apartment—the abandoned cat, the picture of the boy, and the lack of detail on the lease she had filled out.

      She could hear Luc chewing something on the other end of the line, no doubt an ingredient for some recipe he was experimenting with in their kitchen. Iris doodled a face on the notepad on her desk.

      Luc finally said, “If the local cops don’t want to get involved, Ash should try to get the FBI to look into this.”

      “Short of someone receiving a ransom note or Luna having a prominent family connection, I doubt they’d be any more interested than the police.”

      “Do you think we can get Ash to let this go?”

      “He seems pretty torn up about her disappearance. I said I’d try to follow up on a few leads. I doubt I’m going to find anything. This woman has put a lot of effort into hiding her identity.”

      “Okay. But I don’t want you taking any risks. Luna could be involved in something dangerous.”

      “This legwork should be safe. Since the restaurant’s closed tonight, maybe you can help me with the search. We can get it over with that much sooner.”

      “Okay. Give me an assignment.”

      Iris realized that the face she’d drawn resembled Luna’s. “Why don’t you try tracking down Luna’s uncle from Revere?”

      “Sure, I can do that. Give me whatever contact info you have for him. Maybe Ed can help.”

      “Great idea. And while you’re at it, see if Ed has any advice for how to find a woman who’s been living under the radar.”

      Ed Rostow had been his father’s partner back when the two men were detectives on the Cambridge police force. Luc’s father had died under tragic circumstances many years ago, and Ed had recently retired.

      “I wonder if I could learn anything new by showing Luna’s picture around the Medford neighborhood. Ash thinks she might have had a side gig, maybe waitressing. Someone might even recognize the little boy in the photo.” Iris looked down again at the face she’d drawn on her pad. “And I’ll text you the photographs of Luna and the boy in case anyone in Revere can ID them. FYI, Luna might not be her real name.”

      “I figured.” Luc paused. “Did Ash mention anything about Raven? Do you know whether they broke up?”

      “He didn’t say a word about her, and I’m still not clear about what’s going on between Ash and Luna. He seems protective of her, but she just might elicit that reaction in general from men.”

      After Iris ended the call, she thought about Ash’s dreamy expression when they’d talked about Luna’s looks, and she anxiously chewed on her thumbnail, a bad habit she’d quit a year ago.

      Iris spent the next half-hour on her computer searching various sites, typing in Luna’s name repeatedly. She knew this would not be the way to find her. It was just the quickest way of confirming that.

      Once Iris had run out of useful websites, she scanned Ash’s photo of Luna into her computer’s photo archive and cropped it to show just the woman herself. Iris printed it, along with the photo of the boy. Staring at them side by side, she noticed they both had large, deep-set eyes, although his appeared open and innocent while hers looked like they had some miles on them. Were they related? The boy didn’t live with her, so he was unlikely to be her son, but Luna had kept his picture close at hand. Was it even recent? There had been no studio name or date on it. She returned to the browser and did an image search of the two faces. When that yielded no results, she searched for commercial photography studios in the Medford and Revere areas and printed out the addresses of the two listed.

      Iris rose and stretched. It was becoming clear that her afternoon would be eaten up with this wild goose chase. She needed to talk with Ash’s other two tenants, who hadn’t mixed with Luna much, but might have noticed something relevant. She added that to her to-do list, which included showing Luna and the boy’s pictures around the neighborhood and trying to find the correct photography studio. Maybe someone would recognize the boy from a playground or a toy store. He looked well-fed and decently dressed, so someone was looking after him. She added these ideas to her list.

      When Iris passed through the open office again, Rollo looked up. “Want to go over the drawings now?”

      “Can you send the PDFs to my computer? I’ll review them as soon as I can,” Iris said. She waved to Loretta. “I’ll be on the road this afternoon. Call if you need me.”
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