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“It looks like a six-year-old kid painted this,” said Rick as he rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. He glanced at Amelia and waited for her response. “What do you think?”

Amelia sighed. “In a way... yes. But look at the way he used all those colors. Would a six-year-old be able to do that?”

“It’s only circles. Round colorful circles. Should be easy enough to create.”

She turned to him and laughed. “Are you sure?”

Rick shrugged his broad shoulders. “Abstract art isn’t supposed to look like anything from the real world. It’s a style that is... well...”

“Abstract!” laughed Amelia.

“Exactly!” He pointed to another painting and asked, “Do you like this style?”

“Not really. The face is deformed.”

“It’s called Cubism. Pablo Picasso was famous for this kind of art.” He pointed to another of Picasso’s paintings called Weeping Woman and said, “Some people like this style.”

“Hmm. It’s surely different.”

Rick’s mouth quirked up into a humorous smile as he folded his arms over his chest. Raising a curious brow, he asked, “So what’s your favorite art style, so far?”

“Realism. It’s easier to understand what the artist has painted.” Amelia motioned to the Cubism paintings. “With these others, it’s hard to see what he’s trying to portray.”

“You’re supposed to use your imagination,” said Rick as he led her into the hallway. “We only have one room left. It’s the Impressionism Room.”

“Hmm. Impressionism, huh?” As Amelia snickered, her eyes were filled with mirth. “Will I be impressed?”

He smiled at her play-on-words and guided her toward the room. “Ah! You’ll be impressed all right. I promise. This is my kind of art.”

Rick and Amelia were visiting the local museum in La Rosa. It had just opened and the director of the museum made a room for each art style. There was the Realism Room, Cubism and Abstract Room, Expressionism and Fauvism Room, and the Impressionism Room. They had even prepared a special place called the “Local Artist Room” where local artists could display their art to the public.

Of course, the La Rosa Art Museum did not have the original paintings by the Old Masters. Just a copy that was set in an elegant frame! The mayor of the city wanted the community to learn about the Old Masters, so he helped create this museum.

So far Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper was Amelia’s favorite, but she had not seen the Impressionism Room, yet. Rick was sure she would like it as much as he did.

As they entered the room, there were several water lily paintings by Claude Monet placed all over one wall. Rick smiled as he heard her “oo” and “ah” at each one.

“These paintings depict Monet’s very own water-lily garden,” said Rick as he pointed to a painting called Bridge over a Pond of Water Lilies. “It was his main focus during the last thirty years of his life.”

When they came to Vincent van Gogh’s Irises, Amelia stopped and gazed at it for a long time.

Noticing her great interest, Rick said, “You like it, don’t you?”

“Mmm. I do. Very much. It’s beautiful.”

He raised his brow curiously and asked, “What do you like about it?”

She pointed to a white iris and said softly, “Amidst all the blue irises is one lone iris that isn’t the same as the others. It’s white. It stands out from the rest of them. That little iris is different than the others and she knows it.”

“Being different is good,” said Rick as he gazed at the painting. “That iris is unique.”

“Yes,” said Amelia with a nod. “Unique is good.”

He turned to her and smiled. “When you think about it, that’s a pretty good message. Being different is okay.” With that, he took her hand and led her to Van Gogh’s Starry Night. “Now this one is my favorite. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Amelia looked at him with amazement. “I never thought of you as an art lover. I’ve known you for over three years and you never mentioned it before.”

Rick led her to a bench and they both sat down. Folding his arms across his chest, he gazed at the paintings on the wall and nodded.

Then turning to Amelia, he said, “My uncle taught me everything I know about art. He was a night guard at one of the museums in Phoenix. He loved his job and would take me there many times. He would talk about the different art styles and tell me what each painting represented. I learned more from him than any schoolteacher.” He chuckled as he said, “When I was little I wanted to be a museum guard just like my uncle.”

A smile played at the corners of her lips as she said teasingly, “Did your uncle mention whether some of the museum sculptures came to life after midnight? You know! Like Night at the Museum?”

Rick laughed. “Nope. Sadly to say, he never saw one museum piece come to life, or he would have told me.”

Amelia gazed at him curiously. “I’m learning something new about you almost every day.”

Rick and Amelia were newlyweds and had only been home from their honeymoon a short time. When the museum opened, he was excited to show her one of his passions.

Amelia placed her hands in her lap and asked, “By the way, did I meet your uncle at the wedding?”

He shook his head. “No. Uncle Antonio died five years ago.”

“How old was he?”

“Forty-eight.”

“Oh my! He wasn’t very old. What happened?”

“He drowned, but my father can’t come to terms with it because he was such a great swimmer. None of it made any sense.”

Amelia raised her brow. “What doesn’t make sense?”

Rick pushed his hand through his dark curly hair as he remembered the details of his uncle’s disappearance.

With a sigh, he said, “Uncle Antonio went deep-sea fishing with his friend Dan. They rented a boat and were gone for a few days. One evening he went for a swim while Dan was sleeping. When he awoke the next morning, Uncle Antonio was nowhere to be found. It didn’t make any sense that he drowned because my uncle could outswim anyone. He was in excellent health. My dad felt the whole thing was suspicious.”

“What did the autopsy say?”

“His body was never found. By the time Dan got ashore to get help, too much time had passed and they couldn’t find him.”

Amelia tilted her head curiously and asked, “Do you think Dan’s telling the truth?”

Rick gazed at the Starry Night painting and shrugged. “I don’t know.” With a sigh, he turned to her and said, “When my father talked to him, Dan acted as if he were holding something back.”

Amelia bit her lip in thought.

When Rick noticed, he asked, “What’s up?”

“Well... do you suspect foul play? Could there have been a disagreement between them?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. He was my uncle’s long-time friend. I can’t believe Dan would hurt him. Besides, a few strange things began to happen shortly after his death. For example, someone broke into my uncle’s home and left it a complete mess. They even ruined his collection of masterpieces by ripping them from their frames.”

“Masterpieces?”

“They were only prints in elaborate frames. It was as if they were angry with my uncle. Why else would they destroy his place?”

“Hmm,” hummed Amelia with curiosity. “That’s strange. Perhaps they were searching for something. Do you think the intruders saw his obituary in the paper and figured it would be an easy mark?”

Rick smiled. She had such good reasoning. That was why she was a great detective. She always thought things through.

Taking her hand in his, he answered, “Perhaps. But they left a lot of valuable things behind.”

“You mentioned a few strange things. What else happened?”

Rick shifted position and turned toward her so their knees were touching. “My parents wondered what was going on, so they went over to Dan’s apartment and found that he had moved without telling a soul. He didn’t leave a forwarding address or anything. The neighbors knew nothing, which surprised us because he was such a friendly guy. He had a real nice high-rise condo in Phoenix that he was renting.”

Amelia’s brow rose curiously as she asked, “He just took off?”

Rick nodded. “We had many unanswered questions about my uncle’s death, and no one could help us understand what happened.”

He gazed up at the Starry Night and sat quietly for a long while.

Amelia glanced at him and squeezed his hand. “What are you thinking?”

Rick sighed. “When I was eighteen, I told my uncle that I wanted to be a detective. The memory of that day is so clear to me right now. We were standing inside the museum when I told him and he said: Good! After you get your license, I want you to find out who stole thirteen works of art from Boston's Museum.” He slid closer to her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Yup! It was the heist of the century.”

“Really?” she said with surprise. “When did it happen?”

“1990. My uncle was so upset about it. He said they were such amateurs because they weren’t careful and damaged the masterpieces by cutting them from their frames. Apparently they didn’t know anything about preserving the value of art.”

Amelia’s eyes brightened as she looked at her hubby. “Rick, I have an idea. Why don’t we find out what actually   happened to your uncle? Aren’t you curious?”

Rick looked at her and creased his brow. “Of course, but...”

“But what?”

“It’s been five years. Any kind of evidence would be lost by now. We have no witnesses to talk to. No one saw my uncle drown and no one questioned Dan’s word about it. Not only that...”

Amelia held up her hand to stop him. Shaking her head, she asked, “Who am I? And what company do I own?”

He chuckled. “You’re Amelia Moore Bonito. My wife. You own the Amelia Moore Detective Agency, which is top notch.”

“And what do I specialize in?”

He tapped her nose. “Missing persons.”

“And you, Mr. Bonito, are my partner. Right?”

“True.”

With a satisfied grin, Amelia said firmly, “We just got ourselves a new case to work on.”

Rick shook his head and laughed. “You don’t have time to work on this. How about your other cases?”

“We just got home from our honeymoon and I haven’t taken on any new cases, yet. I should be just fine.”

“How about that case you got just before we left?”

“I’ve taken on two cases at a time before. You know that.”

He chuckled. “You’re unbelievable. I can’t wait to tell my parents. They’re going to be so pleased.”

Rick’s heart was pounding with excitement as he thought about their new case. Amelia was really something. Always thinking of others!

He studied his wife’s features and smoothed her short honey-brown hair away from her face. He wanted to thank her, but not with words. Without hesitation, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly upon the lips as his hands caressed her lovingly. 

A patron’s shoes were heard, clicking down the hall. The sound stopped at the entrance of the Impressionist Room. Before Rick had a chance to release his hold on his sweet wife, he heard the woman abruptly and loudly clear her throat.

Amelia sucked in her breath at the sound and instantly pulled away from Rick.

The elderly woman’s voice rang out in a harsh tone as she said, “This is not a room for necking.” She furrowed her brow and frowned. “Don’t you young people know the meaning of propriety?”

“Yes, I do,” said Rick as he pulled his Smartphone out of his pocket. “I’ve got it right here.” After a moment, he read, “Propriety: conformity to conventional standards of behavior.” Looking up at the woman, he asked, “Do you want me to look up another word for you, ma’am?”

The woman huffed with annoyance as she turned and walked down the hall, clicking her heels as she went.

When she disappeared, Rick wiggled his eyebrows and pulled Amelia into his arms as he whispered, “Now, where were we?”

Feeling embarrassed, Amelia pushed him back. “Rick! Behave yourself!” 

With soberness, he said, “I thought I was.”

Amelia tried to hide her amusement, but it was impossible when she saw a smile playing at the corners of Rick’s mouth. He was such a tease.

Hopping up from the bench, she tugged on his hand and said, “I’m hungry. How about Barbequed Ribs Café?”

Rick grinned as he got to his feet. “You don’t have to coax me. Afterwards, we’ll go to my parents’ home and begin our investigation.”

As they walked out of the building, Amelia linked her arm through his. When he glanced down at her, he felt like the luckiest man alive.

Rick opened the door to the driver’s side of his truck and said, “Scoot in, Sweetie.”

Amelia knew their little routine and slid past the steering wheel to the passenger’s side.

As she watched Rick climb into the truck, Amelia thought about their marriage. Sure, he was a good-looking guy and well built with unbelievable biceps, but looks alone did not keep a marriage together. That was only on the surface. Amelia wanted their marriage to last, so she was doing some reading and wanted to tell him what she had learned.

As she pulled the small booklet from her purse, Amelia said, “Rick, I want to share something with you that I’ve been reading.”

He looked at the cover and rubbed his dark stubble curiously.

“Hmm,” hummed Rick as he read the title. “Adjusting to Marriage.” He looked up at her and grinned as he said teasingly, “Sounds like an intriguing book.”

“It is!”

“I bet it’s hard to put down.”

She playfully slugged his arm. “Rick! Be serious. Okay?”

As he started the truck, Rick gave a nod. “Okay. Tell me what you’ve learned.”

As he pulled onto the road, Amelia read, “In fairy tales, they say, ‘And they lived happily ever after.’ But they don’t tell you how they got to that point.”

Rick chuckled. “True. Very true!”

“Before marriage,” continued Amelia. “You were used to having your own way, your own bedroom space, fixing your own meals, and making your own decisions. There was no one around to criticize the way you did things.”

He glanced at her. “Yup! That’s right. But I have to admit one thing. I love sharing my bedroom space with you.”

She laughed and continued reading. “Now that you’re a couple, you may find out that cleanliness or organization means something completely different to your spouse. So be patient with one another. Learn to compromise.”

Rick laughed. “Yes. I think we’ve discovered that, haven’t we?”

Amelia nodded and said softly, “I should be more understanding.” 

“Hey! We’re both learning. No problem.”

She turned the page and continued reading. “Remember! You’re getting to know one another in a completely new way. Having differences is what sets you apart. That’s what makes life interesting. Being different is okay, so don’t try to change your partner. Compromising is the secret. That’s the beginning of a successful marriage.”

Rick pulled into the parking lot of the café and parked. “I love that last part.”

“About compromising?”

He shook his head. “No. About being different. We’re two people with completely different backgrounds and personalities. Our differences make us who we are. I wouldn’t want you to change. We’ll just have to learn to compromise.”

Amelia smiled at her new hubby. He was so understanding about her compulsion for keeping the apartment organized. She needed to let up a bit and let him be himself. Yes, a compromise would be perfect to take care of her concerns.

She leaned toward him and gave him a tender kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Rick, for listening.”

He grinned. “Anytime, sweetheart. Anytime!”
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“Hello, Beautiful!” said Mr. Bonito in a rich deep soothing voice.

Rick’s father was a tall, slender man in his sixties with chocolate brown hair and an olive complexion. He originated from Italy and was proud of his heritage.

His dark eyes twinkled as he gazed at Amelia and a smile played at the corners of his lips. “My! What a pleasant surprise!”

He wrapped his arm around Amelia’s shoulders and guided her into his home. Mr. Bonito always treated her like a valuable possession ever since the first day Rick introduced her to the family. Amelia soon learned that respect was very important in the Bonito family. Mr. Bonito was called Papa. Anything else was not permitted. Pops, Daddio, or Papi was considered disrespectful. 

Amelia noticed that Rick looked amused as Papa sat down beside her on the sofa.

“So, how is married life?” asked Papa.

Amelia’s eyes brightened as she said, “Wonderful! Our honeymoon was fantastic. The little cottage we stayed in was next to the beach so we took leisurely walks every day. In the evening, we would swim in the ocean or have a bonfire on the beach, and Rick played his guitar for me. It was so much fun. Did you know that Rick cooks a steak so tender that it just melts in your mouth?”

Papa glanced at his son who was sitting across from them and shook his head. “No, I didn’t know that. He’ll have to make some for us.” With a smile, he patted her hand and said, “I sure hope my son treats you with respect at all times, Amelia. Even when you disagree about something, it’s very important to have respect.”

“Of course! Didn’t you raise him that way?”

Papa’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. Glancing at Rick, he gave a nod as if enjoying her compliment. Clearing his throat, he asked curiously, “Does he show appreciation for the things you do for him? Does he tell you how beautiful you look when you get dressed up?”

Amelia wanted to laugh out loud. Apparently, he was checking up on his son’s behavior. “Yes, Papa, he does.”

Mr. Bonito looked pleased. “Good. Women appreciate compliments. It’s very important in a relationship.”

With humor lacing her voice, she responded. “I can assure you that all is well between us, Papa.”

As he glanced at his son, he leaned toward her and said softly, “Is he keeping the romance alive?” He wiggled his eyebrows, giving her a secret message. “You know what I mean. Make sure you report to me if he neglects you. Okay?”

Rick’s eyes widened and Amelia blushed.

“Papa!” scolded Rick. “If you’re going to embarrass my wife every time we visit, then...”

His father held up his hand and grinned. “No son of mine will neglect his wife. We, Italians, pride ourselves for being great lovers. We care about our women.”

Rick groaned and shook his head.

Amelia giggled and turned to her father-in-law. “He’s not neglecting me, Papa.”

“Good!” Turning to his son, he raised a curious brow and asked, “So, Rick, when are you going to shave that stubble off?”

As she watched Rick’s response, Amelia held her hand against her mouth to hide the amusement spreading across her face. She knew that his father wanted Rick to be clean-shaven. She figured it was a bit of pride because he would mention it every now and then. Rick hated shaving, but it did not bother Amelia one bit. She rather liked it.

“Hey, Papa,” said Amelia as she patted his hand. “I think he looks very handsome. It’s the style now days.”

He eyed his son’s stubble and grunted his approval. “So how is married life, son?”

When Amelia laughed, Rick looked at her and she shrugged. “Now it’s your turn to report.”

Knowing she was right, he smiled at his father and said, “Awesome!”

Papa waited for a moment, staring at his son, and then frowned. “Is that all the answer I get? Just one word? No detailed descriptions such as: She’s a great cook, Papa. Or we had a great time at the museum today.”

Amelia raised her brow and asked, “How did you know we went to the museum?”

Rick chuckled. “I told him yesterday that I was taking you.”

When Rick’s younger sister walked into the living room with a baby in her arms, she looked down at the little guy and said cheerfully, “Visitors, Buddy! It’s your Uncle Rick.”

Rick instantly got to his feet and headed toward them. With a smile, he cooed at the baby. “Hi, Buddy!” When the baby reached for him, Rick took him from his sister and the baby squealed with delight. “Well, at least one person is excited to see me.”

Rick’s father chuckled. “Of course, I’m happy to see you, son. I’m just enjoying being with your sweet wife. Can’t help it. She’s such a sweetheart.” He smiled at her. “You’re one of us now.”

Warmth crept through Amelia at that statement. She always felt welcome in the Bonito household. His parents went out of their way to make her feel loved. His sister, Rosita, seemed sweet but Amelia had not had a chance to get to know her, yet.

“My, oh my!” said Mrs. Bonito as she entered the room. “Why didn’t you tell me we had company?”

“Rick isn’t company,” said Rosita teasingly.

Rick nudged her playfully and whispered, “Watch what she does!” When his mother walked past him and right toward Amelia, he smiled. “I knew it. She doesn’t even know I’m here.”

As Amelia got to her feet, Mama pulled her into her arms and gave her a loving hug. “I’m so pleased you came to visit us, my dear.”

“Me, too,” breathed Amelia.

When Rick cleared his throat dramatically, his mother went to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Rubbing his stubble, she said teasingly, “Are you demanding attention, my dear?”

With a nod, he handed his nephew back to his sister. “I sure am. Since everyone is here, I’ve got an announcement to make.” 

“An announcement?” said Rosita as she glanced at Amelia. “All ready? So soon?”

Rick groaned. “Just have a seat, little sister! Then I’ll tell you what it’s all about.” 

Amelia smiled and shook her head at Rosita’s teasing.

As everyone sat down, Rick said, “I told Amelia all about Uncle Antonio and how suspicious his death was. We’ve decided to investigate and find out what really happened to him.” He turned to his father with soberness. “You need to have closure, Papa.”

“It’s been five years. Any kind of evidence would be gone by now,” said Papa with doubt in his voice. “Where could you possibly start?”

“We’ll start with his personal belongings. We’d like to go through them thoroughly.”

Papa frowned. “I don’t know how it’ll help. There’s not much.”

“I know. But any insignificant item that doesn’t seem important might give us some kind of clue.”

Mama patted Rick’s shoulder lovingly and said, “While you’re searching through Antonio’s things, I’ll get dinner ready.”

With a nod, Papa led them to the attic where Antonio’s possessions were stored.

As they searched through each box, Amelia could see nothing that would help them in their investigation. After two hours of rummaging through several boxes, not to mention all the reminiscing Rick and his father did, they finally came upon a box full of scrapbooks. One scrapbook was full of memorabilia such as photos and vacations he took.

“He was quite the traveler,” said Amelia as she looked at all the countries he had visited.

“He was a bachelor,” said Rick as he thumbed through it. “He didn’t have any debt that I know of, so he would save up his money and go on a vacation each year. Usually he invited me along and we had so much fun together.” He smiled when he noticed a familiar picture. “Look here!”

Rick pointed to a photo of Antonio and himself while on vacation. Antonio had his arm wrapped around Rick’s shoulders and they were standing in front of some ruins.

“Where was this taken?” asked Amelia.

“Greece. I learned so much on that trip.”

While Rick looked through the album, Amelia found a record of donations and investments, such as stocks and bonds. She handed them to Rick’s father and said, “Look what I found!”

Papa was sitting on a comfortable chair behind them and watching. With a sigh, he said, “My little brother was so daring. He invested in quite a few stocks and made some good money. He tried to encourage me to do it, but I didn’t dare. It was like gambling my money away and I couldn’t do it because I had a family to care for. Apparently, he knew what he was doing.”

“Look at this!” exclaimed Amelia as she held up a few donation slips. “He was a generous man. He donated money to the local children’s hospital.”

“Hey!” said Rick when he came upon a photo of Antonio dressed up as Santa Claus. “Do you remember this?”

Papa leaned forward and gazed at the picture with fond remembrance. “I certainly do.”

Rick laughed. “He loved playing Santa.”

Antonio was sitting on a chair with several children surrounding him. He even had a couple of children on his lap. 

When they came to the last photo, Mr. Bonito sighed. “I don’t understand how this can help you. These are just memories. It has nothing to do with his disappearance.”

“Wow! Look here!” said Amelia as she picked up another scrapbook. 

“It’s his lighthouse collection,” said Rick. “He really loved lighthouses.”

As Amelia thumbed through it, she noticed that each page had a photo of a lighthouse with a description under it. Some even had a newspaper clipping pasted to the opposite page.

“This is so awesome,” said Amelia as she pointed to an article. “He was really keeping up with the news.”

Papa pulled his chair closer and said, “Let me have a look!” He smiled as he pointed to the lighthouse. “Hmm. I remember this one.” 
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